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ABSTRACT
“OUR WORD IS OUR BOND”:
T. S. ELIOT, GEOFFREY HILL, AND
THE (POST)MODERNIST PROBLEMATICS OF LANGUAGE
By

Yangsoon Kim

This dissertation explores the place of language within a poetic and critical rethinking
in modernism and postmodernism. The discussion of language has formed part of the
“theory exploration” of last three decades, and can be seen in large measure as an
inheritance of modernism. My study brings together contemporary critical theory and a
detailed analysis of individual texts by T. S. Eliot and Geoffrey Hill. This is “a fruitful
juxtaposition” likely to yield a greater understanding of both theory and poetry. Since the
“crisis of language” and the theory “explosion,” the theorists and the poets, though
differing in striking ways from each other, have in common the view that language is a
problematic vehicle with which to communicate complex intellectual and emotional
experience. Chapter 1 focuses on how some theorists radically revise the empiricist
notions of language in their theoretical and critical writings. This chapter investigates the
work of Gerald Bruns, Marjorie Perloff, Gertrude Stein and the Language poets, Roland
Barthes, Hans-Georg Gadamer, and Raymond Williams, establishes a new conflicting
picture of this topic, and suggests the major implications of that picture. They all oppose
empiricist notions of language as reflective instrumental, but use diverse methods,
announce different goals, and redefine fundamental questions that can be asked concerning
language, literature, and culture. Chapter 2 provides a full discussion of the critical issues
that confronted the twentieth-century poet. Assuming that postmodernist probing
attentiveness to language is at the center of Eliot’s poetry and criticism, I examine Eliot’s

work against a widening and deepening retrospect on modernism through contemporary



perspectives. The analysis is mainly concerned with the complexity of Eliot’s idea of
language, and takes issue with the character of modernism as embodied in his writings, and
his relation to contemporary letters, including Gadamer’s hermeneutics. Chapter 3
discusses Geoffrey Hill’s unique and uncompromising work. Through his two volumes of
criticism, The Lords of Limit (1984) and The Enemy’s Country (1991), and his poetry up
to The Mystery of the Charity of Charles Péguy (1983), the chapter pursues his idea of
language in and out of modemist tradition, and demonstrates ‘his understanding of the
textual and moral responsibilities of postmodern writing.” For Hill, “our word is our
bond”--a phrase from J. L. Austin--not only indicates “reciprocity, covenant, fiduciary
symbol” but also suggests “shackle, arbitrary constraint, closure of possibility.” Although
Hill is keenly aware of language’s duplicity, slipperiness, impurity, and opacity, he
confronts openly its helplessness, far from sinking into “negative skepticism.” My
intention is, then, to ground the discussion of language as being double-edged, for
language is limited and fallen, while at the same time always working against its own
limitations. This study concludes with one of the impressive characteristics of poets like
Eliot and Hill: unlike disciples of theorists, they do not opt for self-indulgent references to
the “abysses” and “aporias” of interpretation; their stance is critical, exploratory, and
productive. Standing in the middle of the ongoing, confusing, confused, and complex
ideas of language in our age, they explore their own idea of language--possibilities of

language joining with the limitations of language.
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INTRODUCTION

The discussion of a topic like modernism, postmodernism and the ideas of language
necessarily involves a wide range of disciplines. Beyond the obvious ones--linguistics and
literary history and criticism--there are also various aspects of philosophy, psychology,
sociology, and anthropology. At the same time, most discussions of the relationship
between modernism and postmodernism assume a particular definition of the former, and
proceed to consider the emergent character of the latter. Although it may be true that
modernism has receded into the cultural past, the variety of modemism indicates the issue
of modemism is far less settled than many postmodern readers would like to believe.
“Modemnism,” Julian Symons notes, “is a word often used but rarely defined” (9). The
term is “subject to extreme semantic confusion,” and “no international agreement has ever
been reached on [its] use and significance” (Chefdor 1). Consequently, it is also difficult
to characterize the term (postmodernism) with the prefix (post). A great deal is staked on
this “post”-prefix.! Moreover, in the ever-widening debate over the postmodern, there is
no satisfactory definition of postmodernism.

In recent years, however, it has also become increasingly difficult to consider
modermism without reference to the prefix of postmodernism that presumes to mark the
temporal closure and conceptual limits of modernism. In other words, not only the
semantic instability of modernism makes the definition of postmodernism impossible, but
also the emergence of postmodernism contributes to the rereading of modernism. As
Sanford Schwartz points out, “the arrival of postmodernism has significantly reshaped the
terrain upon which the study of modernism takes place” (10). To be sure, in the last few
decades, modernism has come under scrutiny in its entanglement with the postmodern, and
its concept has been altered significantly. To borrow Schwartz’s expression, modernism

“seems to have found new life in the posthumous encounter with its heir” (9).



In retrospect, it is clear that modernism was a much more diverse movement than its
single name suggests. After a so-called “paradigm shift” that the past three decades have
witnessed, the modernist enterprise becomes more uncertain, and needs to be revised.”
And in this postmodern age, Foucault, Gadamer, Derrida, Lacan, Barthes, Lyotard, and
Jameson are the names of problems, not authors of doctrines. Their work is interrelated,
but in no way homogeneous. Furthermore, it reflects contemporary intellectuals’
perplexities. At this point, the aim of this study is neither to offer another definition of
modernism and postmodernism nor fully to explain the distinction between modernism and
postmodernism. Rather, on the basic assumption that contemporary theories are confusing
and confused, my study will pursue the idea of language which is a center of modern and
postmodern arguments.

It has been accepted that there has been a “breakdown of meaning” in modern culture,
and this has been reflected in modern literature. A general weakening of confidence in
language and in linguistically-based meaning as a whole is in fact an aspect of the post-
Romantic philosophical sensibility. Faced with an objectified world which seems to be
inadequately intelligible to our intuitive awareness, the experiencing agent becomes
conscious of his discontinuity from that world and its categories, and questions whether
any categories or language can be adequate to the true nature of human experiencing.
According to George Steiner, that great “crisis of sense” occurred “in the concept and
understanding of language” at the turn of our century. Towards the end of the nineteenth
century, this anxiety about meaning sometimes turned to be dangerously absolute, and any
attempt to express oneself in language seemed to lie under some kind of metaphysical
threat. This apparent breakdown of the ordinary expressiveness of language dominated the
work of a poet like Rimbaud, and his response to it was to surrender to the experiential
disorder deliberately. Mallarmé, by contrast, sought to purge language of its worldly
meanings altogether and to move towards a poetry of pure structure which had no reference

beyond itself. A poet such as T. S. Eliot acknowledged the inadequacy of language, and



demonstrated an “intolerable wrestle / With words and meanings” or a “raid on the
inarticulate / With shabby equipment always deteriorating” (CPP 179, 182). Joyce
expressed the dilemma: “I’d like a language which is above all languages, a language to
which all will do service. I cannot express myself in English without enclosing myself in a
tradition” (qtd. in Ellmann 410).

Apparently, the crisis of language, or intensified linguistic self-consciousness, has
become built into our modern sensibility. Comparatively recently, however, it seems to be
suggested that this breakdown is in effect the discovery of a necessary truth, and that the
idea that language relates to and expresses--whether more adequately or less adequately--
the nature of reality is simply a philosophical illusion. In Real Presences, Steiner called
this breakdown the “crises of the word and of meaning” (108) in the twentieth century that
have disrupted traditional Western apprehensions of the possibilities of transcendental
significance in experience--significance, most specifically, in relation to God. Properly
speaking, this crisis of language and meaning is a crisis of truth; it is a result of our loss of
the mythically-unified world of ideas and values.

In the present study, I attempt to explore this crisis of metaphysics and language that
Steiner and others have felt to be the defining feature of modern Western culture on the
grounds that the “crisis of sense” has generated “‘our present agenda for debate, which
situates the problem of the nature of language at the very center of the philosophic and
applied sciences de I’homme” (‘Real Presences” 2). This study brings together
contemporary critical theory and a detailed analysis of individual texts by T. S. Eliot and
Geoffrey Hill. This is “a fruitful juxtaposition” likely to yield a greater understanding of
both theory and poetry. The theorists and the poets, though differing in striking ways from
each other, have in common the view that language is a problematic vehicle with which to
communicate complex intelletual and emotional experience. To be sure, the theory
“explosion” has loosened the grip of traditional empiricist assumptions about language and

literature. Noticeably, however, Eliot and Hill also raise questions about the empiricist



notions of language as reflection or window or instrument, and acknowledge a troubled
relationship between reality and language. Although Eliot and Hill show mistrust for
language as bearer of meaning, and struggle with the question of language, at the same
time, they try to revitalize language, and to explore the possibilities of language through
their own poetry and prose.

At this point, Hill’s remarkable essay, “Our Word Is Our Bond” (1983), needs to be
introduced. “Our Word Is Our Bond” is in many ways an apologia for Hill’s view of
poetry and, more particularly, for his sense of himself as poet. This essay is a meditation
on what happens to language when it enters a poem. How much play is there in language
which is not reduced to plain, denotative, logical prose? Hill directs his questions against a
Hobbesian view of language, which regards words as clear and unambiguous signs that
identify a world of things we can confidently know. Hill’s own view of the matter seems
to be that the world cannot be as aggressively captured by language as Hobbes and his
admirers assume. It has its own claims, almost its own aggressions, and these are
registered through a language which is accident-prone and enables its user to discover or
become aware of matters which will lie hidden from those who naively see the sign as
“neutral” and “colorless” in itself. For Hill, “our word is our bond”--a phrase from J. L.
Austin--not only indicates “reciprocity, covenant, fiduciary symbol” as Austin claims, but
also suggests “shackle, arbitrary constraint, closure of possibility” (LL 151). If we take
the phrase in Hill’s sense and in its relation to ideas about poetic language, this has further
advantages: it keeps our focus on what has been the central concern of modem and
postmodern criticism--language; and it makes clear the significance of Eliot and Hill for
criticism now.

Chapter 1 will examine conflicting views as to how we should set about the idea of
language. In my first chapter, I shall confine myself to outlining the ideas of some
exemplary figures who are preoccupied with language. For the sake of exposition, I will

not be dealing with the specific arguments between these writers, even if these are



obviously of the greatest interest. Although there are many forms of postmodernism, they
all express the sense that our inherited forms of knowledge and representation are
undergoing some fundamental shift: modemity is coming to an end, strangled by its own
contradictory logic. In this world not only self but also consciousness is discovered to be
adrift, increasingly unable to anchor itself to any universal ground of justice, truth or
reason, and is thus itself “decentered.” Certainly, in seeking to understand our postmodern
age in particular, art has something to illuminate theory just as theory offers conceptual
frameworks and methodological approaches to art. Thus it is arguable that the powerful
theoretical movements in postmodernism are themselves belated responses and theoretical
reorientations to positions taken by a previous artistic movement. In other words, it is an
interesting question if we can trace theoretically postmodern elements in modemnist art,
especially elements like the radical reworking of attitudes towards the representation of
reality, the nature of the human individual and the conception of historical and social forces
exemplified in modemist practice. If theory is in some sense always conceptualization
after the event (as much as a mode of prediction), it may be interesting to return to the
literary text precisely as an “event” and to see how the “postmodern” has always, perhaps,
inhabited the “modern.”

Chapter 2 will offer a reading of a key debate. Contemporary critical theories have
transformed our response to Eliot’s work, especially The Waste Land, and simultaneously
returned us to ideas introduced in the 20s, 30s, and 40s. Although we do not live in the
“age of Eliot,” what he can still offer us is invaluable not only in terms of the relationship
between modernism and preceding periods, but also in the context of postmodernism.
First of all, as Eliot explains, the poet writes his age. In the nineteenth century, the age
was still unified enough that Wordsworth could tinker with the nuances of a diction, a
vocabulary--a relatively more stable and clearly defined language. Before Eliot’s time, the
late Victorian poets had, he felt, unwittingly exposed the exhaustion of possibilities for a

new diction. Instead, Symbolists dreamed of a new language with new levels of potency



and impression unapproached within the English tradition, one that could tap “an unseen
reality apprehended by the consciousness,” in the words of Arthur Symons (1).
Denigrating contemporary English poetry, Symons writes that “the world has starved its
soul long enough in the contemplation and the re-arrangement of material things.” Now
with the Symbolist movement *“comes the turn of the soul” (2). Eliot’s poetic career started
in the midst of the crisis of language and meaning. In the first sentence of The Waste
Land, “mixing memory with desire,” Eliot confronts the anguish of modern condition and
the challenge his language confronts. Eliot took over from the Symbolists the quest to
write a literature of the modern age in a new language, drawing on a new sense of
consciousness. In poetry, he said, expressing a view representative of modernism, “there
is always the communication of some new experience, or some fresh understanding of the
familiar, or the expression of something we have experienced but have no words for,
which enlarges our consciousness or refines our sensibility” (OPP 18). He embraces the
flux, uncertainty, and confusion that are essential to a language reflecting the truth of
modemn instability. At this point, the complexities of poetic language equally show the
inadequacy of the simplistic idea of language as a transparent, neutral milieu.

It is true that Eliot’s later career from Four Quartets to his dramatic writing has often
been criticized in the sense that he ceases his development of a language. However, his
awareness of the problems of language and rhetoricity is still persistent. In Four Quartets,
he is concerned with the “intolerable wrestle with words,” that recalcitrance of the material,
or what Wallace Stevens called the “inaccessibility of the abstract” (Letters 434). Such
awareness presses towards some expression of aesthetic self-referentiality, for even a pure
idea of the symbol embodying a reality beyond itself is ever poised on the edge of
recognition that its own linguistic materiality will, unavoidably and subversively, interpose
itself. For if the subject matter of poetry cannot be that “collection of solid, static objects
extended in space,” and must be the reality of composition itself as an “artifice that the mind

has added to human nature” (Stevens, The Necessary Angel 25, 36).



Jacob Korg explains that the writers of what he calls the modemist “literary revolution™
refuted the objectivity of language (4). For the “revolutionaries,” of whom Eliot is a central
figure, the fundamental basis of literature—language--must be questioned and reworked. At
this point, Pound’s dictum applies to much of modemism: “If we never write anything
save what is already understood, the field of understanding will never be extended. One
demands the right, now and again, to write for a few people with special interests and
whose curiosity reaches into greater detail” (Cantos 679). He also said “Willingness to
experiment is not enough, but unwillingness to experiment is mere death” (qtd. in Korg 4).
Thus in dealing with the modernist skepticism about linguistic objectivity, we come to raise
questions about modernism: “What is its language? Who speaks this language? How is it
spoken? How does it problematize its own language? How is meaning rendered accessible
through this language?.” Eliot, like most modemists, fills his writing with explanations of
what his own writing means, and why he is writing in a new language. Thus Chapter 1
will focus on both Eliot’s poetry and prose, and demonstrate that the elaborate commentary
on its own strategies embedded in Eliot’s work provides a full discussion of the critical
issues that confronted the twentieth-century poet. Moreover, it may be time to reconsider
Eliot’s work against an enriching retrospect on modernism through contemporary
perspectives. Eliot exhibits the model of a modemist poetry ready to experiment with
montage techniques and the clash of registers, but free from the constricting effects of a
more complete submission to empiricist ways of thinking about the place of language in
poetry. In this way, more interestingly, like Pound, Eliot as a “precursor of contemporary
theory” has perhaps more to offer a postmodern poetry than some of his immediate
successors (Jay 4). At any rate, I am not suggesting that Eliot was or was not a
postmodernist but rather that Eliot’s work initiates a logic which can illuminate current
notions of postmodernism, and that his ways of negotiating his particular cultural situation

pre-echo some features of what is currently meant by postmodernism.



Chapter 3 will discuss Geoffrey Hill’s unique and uncompromising work. Through
his poetry up to The Mystery of the Charity of Charles Péguy (1983), and his two volumes
of criticism, The Lords of Limit (1984) and The Enemy’s Country (1991), this chapter will
examine his idea of language in and out of modemist tradition, and demonstrate ‘his
understanding of the textual and moral responsibilities of postmodern writing, and ‘the
values of poetic work itself’”” (Meiners, “Upon the Slippery Place” 228). As R. K.
Meiners aptly points out, because of such a different mode of engagement and
radicalization, it is difficult to compare Hill’s practice with that of other postmodern authors
(Ibid. 228). His solitary position may stem from the difficulty of his poetry. In a period
more overtly preoccupied with the self, Hill’s poetry is non-confessional, and reticent.
Intellectual, scholarly, literary and sometimes severely formal unlike anything presently
being written, it has an uncommon passion and force. Hill’s poetry is as Harold Bloom

”»”

notes, “strong poetry.” A seeming modernist wary of the totalitarian seductions of order
and tradition, a profoundly religious sensibility at once attracted by and deeply suspicious
of the forms of Christian orthodoxy, a craftsman keenly aware of the duplicities of
language, Hill is a poet who both demands and rewards close and subtle critical reading.
In this respect, Meiners argues, following Merle Brown, that “Hill is one of the few
contemporary poets to dare to work very close to the daunting shadow of T. S. Eliot, not

”

only in the critique of poetic crafting in language but in other ways.” He goes on to say
“Brown’s point is not that Hill follows Eliot, but that he works through the experience of
Eliot, in part to criticize the severe inadequacy of the forms of Eliot’s greatness” (‘“The
Fourth Voice” 41-42).

Hill says, quoting Rush Rhees, “. . . a sense of language is also a feeling for ways of
living which have meant something” (LL 11). One of the clear differences between Eliot
and Hill can be found in Hill’s own critical writing, especially in his opening essay of The

Lords of Limit, “Poetry as ‘Menace’ and ‘Atonement.”” Perceiving Eliot’s later position as

“a kind of resignation,” “abstention,” or surrender to the ineffability of music, Hill stresses



that “a poet must also turn back with whatever weariness, disgust, love barely
distinguishable from hate, to confront ‘the indefinite extent’ of language itself and seek his
‘focus’ there” (LL 9). Hill has an unusual kind of conceptual sense of language which
always involves a definition of the place and function of poetry and of the poet within his
inheritance and his own time. A model of engagement must replace the model of
alienation. Postmodernism is thus distinguished from modernism by the belief that artistic
autonomy is neither possible nor desirable. It would worthwhile to think over Hill’s idea
of language, considering an open intellectual community which shares a lively interest in

contemporary writers for whom the activity of language itself has been an important theme.



Notes

1 Normally, “post” signifies that which comes after, that which supervenes and
supplements. The peculiarity of postmodernism, in literature at any rate, is that it is not
merely an “anti-modernism,” but is rather a process by which the tenets and practices of
modernism are pressed to self-contradictory extremes. For example, the exploration of
multiple points of views in the works of Woolf, Joyce, Eliot leads in the end to a
liquidation of the sense of the stable perceiving self especially in the inaugural texts of
postmodernism. For a discussion on the problems of literary history, particularly the
contradiction in the case of modemnity, see de Man, Blindness and Insight 142-65.

2 If the previous dispensation in literary studies developed after 1930 in Britain by I.
A. Richards and F. R. Leavis and in the United States by New Criticism, presumed the
literary text as a given--“the words on the page” or a “verbal icon”--in which the
imaginative and sympathetic reader could participate on the basis of shared human values,
the new paradigm denies that the text exists “in itself” apart from the way it is read in a
context of interpretation. The shift has been from the poem as point of origin to recognition
of the poem as being in process in its reading, which is to say, without an absolute point of
origin at all. It is important to note the shift of linguistic distinction introduced by Saussure
between the word as signifier or shaped sound and the word as signified or meaning. At
this point “reality” as the referent to which words may refer becomes a secondary or
derivative effect on human discourse. Philosophy can no longer conceive itself as a mirror
of nature.

10



Chapter 1
THE PROBLEMATICS OF LANGUAGE

Critical approaches influenced by structuralism and deconstruction have challenged the
view that language is a stable, predictable medium, and have put into question the notion
that writing merely represents speech, thought or experience. This chapter is to present
some theories of twentieth-century language consciousness. Examining several different
theories of language, we shall observe how they relate to one another and how they
contribute to the making of various and often mutually conflicting modemnist-postmodernist
paradigms. In the chapter, I will discuss the work of Gerald Bruns, Marjorie Perloff,
Gertrude Stein and the Language poets, Roland Barthes, Hans-Georg Gadamer, and
Raymond Williams, by showing that they all oppose empiricist notions of language as
reflective instrumental, but use diverse methods, announce different goals, and redefine
fundamental questions that can be asked concerning language, literature, and culture. I am
aware that there will certainly be more to be said about the idea of language. Since my aim
here is to establish a new conflicting picture of this topic and to suggest the major
implications of that picture, it seems to me important to concentrate on setting out outlines
of each theory.

(1) Modern Poetry and the Ideas of Language: Hermetic or Orphic,
Indeterminate or Symbolic

“On or about December 1910, human character changed” (Woolf 96). So declared
Virginia Woolf in a statement that virtually all subsequent writers on modernism have felt
obliged to quote. It is difficult to show the absolute beginning of modernism' because as
with other cultural phenomena, a constellation of events and ideas preceded it, each of
which we could claim as an origin. Some see modernism’s starting point as the beginning

of the First World War. The generation of 1914 would never free themselves from

11



apocalyptic visions. One world had died before their eyes; another labored to be born.
Meanwhile the task of the “modemists” within this generation was to contribute to the
destruction of the old and work toward the construction of the new. The war then
confirmed and legitimated the modernist thesis of a cultural break. It called into the
question the continuity and viability of the traditional European cultures. If “modern”
poetry had any clear, dramatic beginning, breaking sharply with the past, some may date
the new era from 1912. It was then that Harriet Monroe sent out from Chicago the famous
circular in which she announced the founding of Poetry magazine and promised poets “a
chance to be heard in their own place, without the limitations imposed by the popular
magazine” and by an audience “primarily interested in poetry as an art.” Loosely associated
through the new network of little magazines such as Poetry, Others, and The Dial,
modemnists believed themselves to be participating in an artistic renaissance that would
throw off the conventions of the past, allowing them and their readers “to step barefoot into
reality” (Pound, “A Retrospect” 12). An alternative inception might be found in the first
Imagist anthology, Des Imagistes (1914), put together in London by Pound and obscurely
published in New York.

Though historians tracing the origins of modemist culture have quarrelled with
Woolf’s exact choice of date or other beginnings, they have increasingly come to agree that
sometime around the turn of the century the intelligentsia in Europe and America began to
experience a profound shift in sensibility that would lead to an explosion of creativity in the
arts, transform moral values, and in time reshape the conduct of life throughout Western
society.?

In Man and Crisis, José Ortega y Gasset describes the early twentieth century in terms
of a period of insecurity and crisis; change characterized by massive epistemological
disorientation in which the backbone of the universe gives way; an epistemological
vacuum’ made by the collapse of the skeleton from Newton, Locke, and Descartes. Ortega

y Gasset argued that the change consists in the fact that the basic model of reality, the
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system of conviction that had served many generations, suddenly collapses, and for a while
there is no new model. Heidegger depicts the beginning of the twentieth century in a
similar way. He calls this time between the collapse of Newton’s God and the appearance
of his not-yet apparent successor a great “between” (“Holderlin and the Essence of Poetry”
312-13). If this abstract “betweenness,” the feeling of being between something and
nothing, is related to how we know what we know, it produces profound anxiety or
uneasiness. Intellectuals in many fields in the period around the turn of the century had this
consciousness of being caught between dispensations in history.

A world then, of uncertainty and ambiguity and contradictions; a world without unity,
and unknowable; a world in which the solid security of shared assumptions and traditions
is no longer available; a world in which masterpieces are no longer recognizable and works
of art no longer identifiable: the modem struggle is the struggle to make sense of the world
by defective means, to discover how to live amid disorder. The story of modern poetry is
of those poets who do indeed have one thing in common: their perception of the world as
fragmented and uncertain. It is in their attitudes toward that world, the assumptions they
bring to bear, the devices and strategies that they adopt, the resources they exploit or reject,
that modern poets can be characterized, and it is in this context that their work can be read:
“To be modern,” Marshall Berman has observed, is to experience personal and social life
as “a maelstrom,” to find one’s world and oneself in “perpetual disintegration and
renewal,” trouble and “anguish,” “ambiguity and contradiction”; to be part of a universe in
which “all that is solid melts into air” (15).

The definition of modernism* is also a complex matter now as it always was, in part
because on detailed inspection it dissolves into a plurality of different, often substantially
conflicting, movements or tendencies, with many different sources, many different
philosophies and culture-readings, many different versions of the modern, and the
deliverances required of the modern arts. The complex problems of definition are

discussed at length in Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane’s “The Name and Nature of
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Modernism,”® where they note the heterodoxy of ideas that has gone into most of the
attempted definitions.

It is what happened to the medium, in every art, that I consider most decisive in fixing
the beginnings of modernism. Whatever the variousness and complication of background,
the main fact is clear: there occurred in the first quarter of this century a crisis of language
and a re-examination of language in the light of that crisis. Anglo-American poetic
modemism took shape in the years preceding and following World War I, when a number
of young poets were struggling to revitalize the language of their art; or in Ezra Pound’s
words, to “make it new.”

Let us consider the literary and historic situation that explains somehow why
modernism compelled medium innovation in a way that it had never, apparently, been
compelled before: disturbingly, shockingly, provocatively. In fact the notion of a crisis of
language is not something entirely modern. Many poets have experienced, at one time or
another, a sense of the inadequacy of established poetic idiom; words are clumsy vehicles
with which to communicate complex intellectual and emotional experiences. From
Shakespeare to Sterne writers have explored the range of their medium with as much
intensity and depth as painters have their palettes. They felt, for personal or broader
cultural reasons, the urgent need to revitalize the resources of language. There had always
been innovation in the arts. If there is a unique fervor in what we call the modernist age in
literature it is the single-mindedness with which our most important authors have tested the
limits of their medium.® Looking back now to the years just before the First World War, to
“the simultaneous developments in linguistics, symbolic logic, and mathematical
philosophy,” we can recognize the beginnings of a “language revolution.” A new theory of
meaning and of the central role of the linguistic in man and culture was at work in a wide
range of sensibility and formal pursuit.” The new linguistics arose from a drastic crisis of

language; the mind loses confidence in the act of communication itself.
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When language became “an obsessive preoccupation” of intellectuals, Saussure’s
Course in General Linguistics was published posthumously in 1916, which made a
complete break with the eighteenth-and-nineteenth-century linguistics studying language in
the historical context. Saussure has called this the diachronic study as against the
synchronic study that takes language as it exists at a particular time and focuses on its
structure. Studying the structure of language, Saussure rejected the notion that words
simply reflected ideas and the inherent shape of the world with an argument that “the bond
between the signifier and the signified is arbitrary” (67). That linguistic signs are arbitrary
had been said before Saussure by other thinkers.® Where Saussure differs from all the
previous thinkers is in challenging the referentiality of language. He is of the opinion that
linguistic signs do not refer to external objects but to each other and therefore language is
not referential but self-referential. Saussure says that because of the arbitrariness in the
conceptual system of language, its concepts are not simple, positive terms that achieve their
meaning by corresponding to objects in the external world or to nonlinguistic facts; instead,
they achieve their meaning by the place they take within the system of language and, in
particular, through differentiating one category of things from another. As Saussure says,
“concepts are purely differential, not positively defined by their content but negatively
defined by their relation with other terms of the system” (117).

The linguistic shift from substance to relations’ also has its counterpart in modern
philosophy. Many philosophers of the period declared that conceptual knowledge does not
represent a preexisting reality but presents a system of relations for projecting form upon
reality. Cassirer maintains that a conceptual system does not “copy a fixed, given being,”
but posits a system of relations--a “plan for possible constructions of unity”--that bestows
order on the sensory flux.'

Pointing out “the throes of deep crisis” of language, Terry Eagleton raises a series of

questions:
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How was one to write, in an industrial society where discourse had become degraded to a mere
instrument of science, commerce, advertising and bureaucracy? What audience was one to write for in any
case, given the saturation of the reading public by a ‘mass’, profit-hungry, anodyne culture? Could a
literary work be at once an artefact and a commodity on the open market? Could we any longer share the
confident rationalist or empiricist trust of the mid-nineteenth century middle class that language did indeed
hook itself on to the world? How was writing possible without the existence of a framework of collective
belief shared with one’s audience, and how, in the ideological turmoil of the twentieth century, could such a
shared framework possibly be reinvented? (Literary Theory 140)

Modemn poets found that conventional syntax and vocabulary silently insinuated
assumptions about time, space, matter, causality, the mind, the self and other elementary
concepts which were becoming obsolete. Journalism and popular literature circulated a
debased linguistic medium, limited to the expression of simple, familiar ideas through stock
phrases and trite, sensationalizing rhetorical devices. For the writer who feels that “society
is a blind alley,” language ceases to exercise control over a fluid and elusive reality and
comes to lie like a thick crust over his imagination; ceases to be a transparent vehicle for
self-expression and turns into something like an opaque and impenetrable wall. Kafka
points out the broken link between thought and language, between language and the
external world: “What I write is different from what I say, what I say is different from
what I think, what I think is different from what I ought to think and so it goes on further
into the deepest darkness” (In a letter, July 1914). Samuel Beckett also explains the
modern theme of negative discourse in this way: “the expression that there is nothing to
express, nothing with which to express, nothing from which to express, no power to
express, no desire to express, together with the obligation to express” (qtd. in Bruns 198).
We can begin simply by noting that modernism is associated with being unhappy with
its medium. Frustration expresses more than an individual psychological state. It is a
dominant theme of modernism’s dynamic. It is associated with being burdened by the very
materials--the beliefs, institutions, and forms of language--that are also our source of
support as we labor under the burden. Gertrude Stein points out the burden of writing in a

“late” age:
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Now listen. Can’t you see that when the language was new--as it was with Chaucer and Homer--the
poet could use the name of a thing and the thing was really there. . . . And can’t you see that after hundreds
of years had gone by and thousands of poems had been written, he could call on those words and find that
they were just worn-out literary words. The excitingness of pure being had withdrawn from them; they
were just rather stale literary words. . . . (Writings and Lectures 7)

This is Stein’s refusal to sign the literary pact others have written for her, her refusal of
what Barthes calls “this fatal character of the literary sign, which makes a writer unable to
pen a word without taking a pose characteristic of an out-of-date, anarchic or imitative
language. . . “ (WDZ 84). Stein explains the limitations of language in our own age:
“One century has words, another century chooses words, another century uses words and
then another century using the words no longer has them” (Lectures in America 27). The
modern mind affirms a state of linguistic desperation that results in a linguistic
“preoccupation” we have come to know as modernism. An essential modernist task is to
fill the vacuum by replenishing the words--that is by creating and propagating a new
language.

Modemists’ awareness of the problematic nature of language that is the most indicative
of the modern spirit leads to the linguistic experiment as an effort to search for new
expressive resources and new ways of understanding the world. The linguistic
innovations'' of the modern period are so diverse, not only because they arise from
representational motives, but also because autonomy itself has opened varied possibilities
to language. The consequences of medium experimentation led to the development of art
forms that were critiques of art. One central problem engaged the attention of serious
modernists: how can the gulf between what the artist actually perceives and the
conventions and tools he uses to record his vision be reconciled. Let us focus upon this
problem in the literary realm. In “Portraits and Repetition” Stein explains her own poetry,
the central work of “lively words,” as an attempt to re-create her still-life subjects in pure
language, using not words that “mean it” but words that are “equivalent to it.” That

statement is premised on the central avant-garde notion of the autonomy or purity of the
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artistic medium, a notion which transforms the relation of art to reality from imitation or
mirroring to reinvention. Art re-creates a subject in “pure” paint, sound, or words.

One of the central features of modernism is that it brought in an era of high aesthetic
self-consciousness and nonrepresentationalism, in which art turned from realism and
humanistic representation toward style, technique or form. The task of art is its own self-
realization. An impulse from the appearances of a world they neither trust nor understand
takes refuge in pure form. In other words, “high” literature’s problematic status in
commercial societies permeates its form. Clement Greenberg, probably America’s best
known art critic of the fifties and early sixties, gives a kind of brief sketch of the abolition
or deconstruction of representation in art:

The avant-garde poet or artist tries in effect to imitate God by creating something valid solely on its own
terms, in the way nature itself is valid, in the way a landscape--not its picture--is aesthetically valid;
something given, increate, independent of meanings, similars or originals. Content is to be dissolved so
completely into form that the work of art or literature cannot be reduced in whole or in part to anything not
itself. . . . This is the genesis of the “abstract.” In turning his attention away from subject matter of
common experience, the poet or artist turns it in upon the medium of his own craft. The non-
representational or “abstract,” if it is to have aesthetic validity, cannot be arbitrary and accidental, but must
stem from obedience to some worthy constraint or original. This constraint, once the world of common,
extraverted experience has been renounced, can only be found in the very processes or disciplines by which

art and literature have already imitated the former. These themselves become the subject matter of art and
literature. (6)

Declaring their independence from mimetic constraints, modern artists no longer represent a
preexisting reality but present a new set of relations, a model, through which to order the
world anew.'? This attenuation of reality and aesthetic self-referentiality has often been
taken as a base for a definition of modernism and has laid it open for attack, especially by
early Marxist critics. The hermetic and nonreferential tendency of modernism can be seen
as an aesthetic that has lost any real oppositional force, and as the obsession of an alienated
high brow. It was conceived as an art of metaphysical anxiety and social alienation rather
than an act of revolutionary affirmation. Georg Lukécs, perhaps, the most famous Marxist
literary critic and also, perhaps, the most implacably anti-modernist, argued that the job of

the artist was to “penetrate the laws governing objective reality and to uncover the deeper,
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hidden, mediated, not immediately perceptible network of relationships that go to make up
society” (Aesthetics and Politics 38). According to Lukécs, by showing the individual as
being “thrown into existence,” modernism basically negates outward reality, and equates
man’s inwardness with an abstract subjectivity. Lukécs seems to confound modernism
with the decadent and to give to the former the negative value inherent in the latter,
distinguishing the two only as different aspects of the degeneration of bourgeois culture. It
seems to the Marxist critics that modernism is built on highly subjectivist premises: by
directing its attention so predominantly toward individual or subjective experience, it
elevates the ego in proportion to a diminishing awareness of objective or coherent outside
reality. Writing in 1976 Terry Eagleton argued that in the “alienated worlds of Kafka,
Musil, Joyce, Beckett, Camus, man is stripped of his history and has no reality beyond the
self; character is dissolved to mental states, objective reality reduced to unintelligible chaos”
(Marxism and Literary Criticism 31). Fredric Jameson points out that “the crisis in
modern criticism is surely closely linked to that more fundamental crisis in modern
literature and art which is the proliferation of styles and private languages” (“The Ideology
of the Text” 208). On the other hand, in his defense of modern writing, Roland Barthes
makes the same attack against realism. “The writing of Realism,” Barthes argues, “is far
from being neutral, it is on the contrary loaded with the most spectacular signs of
fabrication. . . . The writing of Realism is condemned to mere description by virtue of this
dualistic dogma which ordains that there shall only ever be one optimum form to ‘express’
a reality as inert as an object, on which the writer can have no power except through his art
of arranging the signs” (WDZ 67-68)."* Touching on certain Marxist readings of such an
“escape” from history, we will move through approaches to modemism as a historical
counterpart of social modemity on to various readings of it as a culturally subversive
enterprise that revolts against dominant notions of the bourgeois subject or of bourgeois-

capitalist historical development.
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The writing practice of artistic modernism has favored linguistically productive texts
over representative texts. The tendency of modernist writing to concentrate on linguistic
creativity is a necessary reaction to the flat prosaic nature of public speech where the
practical end of quantitative communication spoils the quality of expressive means. Such
literature no longer refers positively to society by critically presenting norms and values,
but rather attacks the ossification of society and its language. Thus the seemingly hermetic
language of modernism has a social task “in the tensions of our bourgeois, capitalistic and
technological society” (Poggioli 107): it functions as “at once cathartic and therapeutic in
respect to the degeneration afflicting common language through conventional habits” (Ibid.

3.

The next part will take an overview of Gerald L. Bruns’s idea of language, which is a
good example to show the difficulty of defining the idea of language, and to furnish a
meaningful starting point in pursuing the language of modernism. In Modern Poetry and
the Idea of Language (1974), Bruns has shown that the idea of the primacy of language has
diverged into two theories of poetic speech. This book is not exactly about modern poetry
and the idea of language. It is a book about ourselves and our history viewed from a new
perspective. It makes us see that behind our critical and philosophical terminology lie
attitudes about language which condition our view of art and, indeed, our view of reality.
It is an effort to consider language and literature together and, more specifically, to examine
two antithetical conceptions of poetic or literary language: the hermetic and the Orphic.
The major premise of the book is that a basic dichotomy exists in our conception of
language and its functions, and furthermore this dichotomy has operated throughout
Western history.

One side of this dichotomy, which Bruns terms “hermetic,” is the idea of the “pure

expressiveness” of literary speech, the view that “a writer’s use of language deviates
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sufficiently from the structures of ordinary discourse to displace or arrest the function of
signification.”"* From this point of view, a poem is considered as a self-sufficient whole,
admirable and analyzable in itself, the world-reference of its words suspended. The other
side of the dichotomy, the “Orphic” view, is the idea of poetic speech as the “ground of all
signification--as an expressive movement which ‘objectifies’ a world for man or which
establishes the world within the horizon of human knowing and so makes signification
possible” (1). A poem is then considered much as Heidegger takes the work of poets, as
establishing a world in which meaning can be found, as instituting a condition in which
words and being are indistinguishable.

These contrastive perspectives of the role of language in poetry insist on the primacy of
language and on the transcendental effect of poetry on language. The hermetic idea of
language gives less importance to verbal signification than to the concept of a poem as a
self-contained linguistic object, whose extrinsic referents are irrelevant or incidental. In
this perspective, poetic activity is directed toward the literary work as a linguistic structure
in which language is transformed from its ordinary use to become itself an “object for
experience.” The Orphic idea of language, on the other hand, maintains the mythical ideal
unity of word and being, and carries us beyond the immediate confines of a poem into the
world which that poem virtually creates. That is to say, the world is objectified for man.
The transcendence of language and the focus of poetic activity is in relation to the world
and not in relation to language itself and the literary work. Although “Hermes” is present
in “hermetic,” the term essentially signifies closure, as when we speak of an hermetically
sealed container. “Orphic” is explicitly named for “Orpheus,” whose songs created if not
the world then at least man’s perceptions of his world. But, when meditated upon,
“hermetic” and “Orphic” have several mystical as well as mythical implications which tend
to converge; this feature itself can be seen as functional in Bruns’s ultimate stance. At first,
however, the two are used as polar opposites: “the speech of language” and “the speech of
the world” (3).
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Rather than deal with these two ideas as parts of an aesthetic of language or a theory of
poetry, Bruns has chosen to examine their historical meaning, and he arranges the book
accordingly to show that literary history itself expresses a continuous dialogue between
these two ideas of language. These two conflicting views of language are not only central
to modern literature but have, in Bruns’s view, a long history in poetics from antiquity to
the present and derive from the Januslike character of the linguistic sign which functions in
a formal system but has also the power to transcend that system and unite with the world of
things.

Bruns’s concern is to point out that history and to explore its significance not only in
modern poetry but in modern fiction and criticism as well. In the present century the debate
is represented, on the one hand, by French critic Roland Barthes and Russian and French
Formalists and , on the other, by Heidegger and his followers. Bruns cites Barthes’s
comment that modern poetry “destroys the spontaneously functional nature of language,
and leaves standing only its lexical basis” (5) as a radical statement of a traditional
Formalist idea of literary language which stands in clear opposition to Heidegger’s view
that the poet gives meaning to reality and in an important sense creates it.

The long central section of the book and in fact its most fully developed argument
treats the diverse ways in which the hermetic conception of language is articulated in
modern literature. In a discussion of the theories of the Russian Formalist critics, the
Prague Structuralists and contemporary French critics who draw upon these schools,
Bruns emphasizes the extent to which art is for these critics a process of defamiliarization.
Against the habitual and automatic nature of ordinary perception, art is a medium for the
authentic perception of the world. In art, language is “foregrounded,” used in such a way
as to attract attention to itself and not to serve simply as a means of communication. The
aesthetic experience becomes then an experience of language itself, an experience of a

world of words whose significance is formal, not semantic.
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The key to these two opposing viewpoints lies in the structuralist and
phenomenological conceptions of the sign. The former thinks of the sign as negative, as
having no value save in the relationships it forms with other signs; but for the
phenomenologist “its value lies in its identity with being,” it is a positive thing, a door
which opens to admit reality.

The literary theories and opinions of the Russian Formalists, the Prague Structuralists,
Valéry, Barthes, and Foucault are presented as the first modern move towards a hermetic
sense of poetry; the literary object is considered as determined by a system of pure
relations. The movement is further studied in a chapter on Mallarmé and his attempt to
isolate the book and writing from any worldly context, to employ the physical and spatial
character of words written on a blank page as the ultimate setting for what is stated; even
syntax begins to evaporate, leaving spatial constellation as the principle of order. The
hermetic is further intensified in Flaubert and Joyce.

After this theoretical inquiry, Bruns turns to a critical examination of the ways in which
language takes possession of literature in the poetry of Mallarmé and the fiction of Flaubert,
Joyce, and Beckett. They have different ways of destroying the reference of language to
the world. But the position which these writers hold in common is their concern with
literary language as distinct from and even in opposition to ordinary speech. This hermetic
view of language is the source of one important movement in modern literature. The
Romantics, on the other hand, he sees as holding a Kantian view of things: “The objective
world is only the primitive, as yet unconscious poetry of the Spirit,” for the poet’s mind
forms the universe for itself out of the chaos of sensation. And he quotes Heidegger:
“Only where there is language is there a world” (215). Wallace Stevens is presented as the
modern poet best exemplifying this attitude.

Mallarmé’s desire to make the natural object disappear beneath the written word, the
aspiration of his poetry to the condition of nothingness, his desire to make words attain the

condition of music, all indicate the extent to which he was interested in the work of art
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hermetically sealed off from the world. Mallarmé’s sense of the hermetic nature of
language and its separateness from reality begins with the fin de siécle assumption that the
world is called into being by the poet, a version, paradoxically, of the Orpheus myth.
However, Mallarmé turns this assumption into the view that the poet, rather than
establishing the world in being, returns the world to the original void. Mallarmé’s vision,
then is of the transcendent word--of language which belongs neither to the world of things
nor to the human world of speech but rather to primordial emptiness, in which the splendor
of beauty exists as a sheer presence, a pure quality unpredicated of any reality but the
word. This separation releases language from its union with the world and establishes it in
the purity of nothingness where, according to Mallarmé, beauty is to be found.

In a very perceptive analysis, Bruns shows that this perversity leads naturally to the
theory of impersonality in art. He explores the philosophical origin of this idea in Hegel’s
dialectical position that “the absolute negates all things that are not absolute” but shows that
in Mallarmé’s application of this idea to poetry he emphasized the aesthetic implications of
the artist’s state of mind. Mallarmé conceived of this state as a kind of death, a purging of
the artist’s interior feelings so that he could annihilate himself as an experiencing subject in
order to recreate his thought as pure object. As Mallarmé himself put it, “My thought has
thought itself through and reached a pure idea. What the rest of me has suffered during that
long agony, is indescribable. But, fortunately, I am quite dead now” (104). In this
concept of the creative process, as Bruns points out, the structure of words must be closed
to the poet himself in order to free the work of his feelings and experiences and thus to
allow it independent existence.'”” The structure that emerges will exist in its own laws of
development. Words, in such a view, will no longer function as signs but will become,
instead, objects with physical and even magical properties. It is out of this theory that
Mallarmé created his experiments with syntax and typography, efforts to fix the word in

“empty space.”
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In Flaubert, Bruns sees a tension between the desire to duplicate our experience of the
world and the desire to seek a transcendence of the world comparable to Mallarmé’s le
néant. For Bruns, Flaubert’s concern for “le mot juste” is not simply an interest in
selecting the right word as an exact presentation of the object but an interest in the word that
will form the integral part of a more purely formal structure. Flaubert’s dream to write “a
book about nothing” anticipates in Bruns’s view Joyce’s work in Ulysses and to a greater
extent in Finnegans Wake where the art of fiction is displaced by what Barthes called the
pure “act of writing.” Joyce transforms the function of language as a system of differences
into a system of equivalences.'® Bruns follows the same line of argument in examining
Beckett’s triology: Molloy, Malone Dies, and The Unnamable. He contends that the
minds of Beckett’s heroes gyrate like closed systems independent of the world. In making
storytellers out of these minds, Beckett places them in the most difficult of circumstances,
forcing them to seek in human speech capacities of a kind that do not require for their
fulfillment any sort of subject matter. Once again we see the foregrounding of language,
but with this difference: Beckett foregrounds language not by heightening devices of style
but by dramatizing the breakdown in the operation of language.

Bruns uses Jakobson’s opposition of metaphor and metonymy as a framework here;
metaphor is the process of substituting one word or unit of language for another,
metonymy the process of annexing other units to the one we have; it works in combination,
association, syntax, and the linkage of sentences. Metaphor is normally dominant in
poetry, metonymy in narration and prose. But in the prose of Flaubert and Joyce,
metaphor comes to prevail. Bruns applies Jakobson’s description of language as bipolar to
the writing of Madame Bovary and Ulysses. He sees Flaubert’s doctrine of le mot juste as
bipolar, since the “right word” not only operates on the realistic level to describe the action
but at the same time transcends reality to become part of the formal structure and style of a
work of art. Thus Flaubert writes of Emma in a language that she could never have used

about herself. It is but a short step to Joyce’s revisions of Ulysses, in which he creates a
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form of discourse which abolishes the narrative level of the story entirely. In the work of
Beckett, the ultimate confrontation between speech and language takes place--“the
confrontation of the necessity of speech with its radical impossibility” (165). In Flaubert
there still remains room for metonymy and its narrative element, but in Joyce metonymy is
overwhelmed by metaphor. The extreme is reached in Finnegans Wake.

Next, we are into the “Orphic” currents, wherein one will find what is surely a most
curious rationale for modern poetry. One may glimpse it here in Bruns’s paraphrase of
Blanchot: modem poetry “approaches the condition of negative discourse--a discourse
which disrupts or reverses the act of signification--a way of holding the world in being
against the annihilation that takes place in man’s ordinary utterances” (201). The modern
Orpheus’s song “shields the world against the void into which ordinary speech seeks to
cast it” (201). Then the Orphic insists upon the presence of the poetic speaker, upon the
nature of the poem as a speech event. Bruns suggests that the effort of modem writers to
return to that moment before speech, to negative discourse in which a form of speech is
isolated from the act of signification, is historically important because it is the negative of
the power of Orpheus to call the world into being. By his silence, the man may return
himself to the world of things, may establish himself in the immediate presence of the
world. This discussion prepares the ground for a very brief examination of the Orpheus
myth and its modern counterparts in the work of the English Romantics, Poe’s “The Power
of Words,” Martin Heidegger, and Wallace Stevens’s poetry of pure reality.

In exploring the Orphic mode of discourse in his last two chapters, Bruns uses
Heidegger, Maurice Blanchot, and others, who speak of poetry as an attempt to get to the
“moment before speech,” when the world is still available, before the emergence of an
opaque discourse which draws attention to itself. Behind this attempt is a Hegelian
conception of language as “annihilating” the object it means, as substituting the presence of
names for things, and instituting a new kind of absence for objects (193). The Orphic

poem attempts to annul this annihilation and restore things as sayable. Schelling, Novalis,
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and Coleridge are taken as Kantian variants on the theme of poetry as constituting a world:
Holderlin is related to Husserl, who becomes more frequently quoted; but the dominant
figure in the last chapter is Stevens.

The Orphic power of the poet to bring the world into being, is explored in the work of
Wallace Stevens. Stevens’s particular importance in the long history of this Romantic idea
comes from his extensions of the assumptions of Kant, Schelling, Coleridge, and Shelley
concerning the preeminent power of the mind and the imagination in ordering and, indeed,
creating the world. Bruns explains very clearly the progression of this idea from Kant to
the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl and finally Heidegger: “From the
phenomenological standpoint, the phenomenal world is to be understood, not in the
Kantian sense of a world of ‘mere’ appearances that implies an unseen and unknowable
noumenal reality, but in the purely descriptive sense of a world that comes into appearance
before man--a world which is present to human consciousness and which consciousness
cannot escape except by adopting attitudes which orient it away from the world” (216).
Thus to Heidegger being is never transcendent and cannot be deduced from what is
present. It must be created by the past through the naming power of speech.

Stevens’s distinction lies in his poetic formulation of the world of the imagination in
which we all dwell. Though we each exist in the incorporeal world of the mind, the
corporeal world is the dimension of our experience which we share with others. Even
though the world comes to us through imagination, it is for us a real world of people and
places and things. Bruns relates both perspectives to the central problem of meaning which
he discusses from both philosophical and linguistic points of view. He concludes that an
adequate poetics must contain both the hermetic and the Orphic, both a “structuralism
which defines the poem in relation to itself as a system of internal dependencies” and a
“phenomenology which defines the poem in relation to its situation” (262).

In a final chapter, Bruns draws together the discussion of the two aspects of poetic

speech, its hermetic and Orphic characters, now identified as the structuralist and
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phenomenological views, by considering them in relation to the problem of meaning in the
act of speech. The Orphic and hermetic modes of poetic speech disclose the two essential
movements of any poetic act: a withdrawal from the world into a universe of language and
a return to earth which is a movement that brings word and world together. He claims
structuralism and phenomenology can be reconciled by adopting a “historical viewpoint.”
He uses Ricoeur for this first, then Chomsky, Barthes, Halliday and others, and concludes
that a poem is the intersection of the hermetic and Orphic, that is is both “structure and

" ¢

event,” “object and utterance.”

For the conclusion would have us reject neither the objectivity of formalism nor the
contextualism of--what shall we call it--Orphism? Here Bruns’s true pluralism is shown.
Let us accept both the hermetic and the Orphic dimensions of language, for both, he argues
and we are convinced, are in language. Let us admit the truth of both structuralism and
phenomenology. For the poem is somehow both an object and an event, both a kind of
universe unto itself, as we prove when we turn it into the subject of our contemplation, and
an utterance spoken in the here and now, as we prove when we re-create it as a speech act
in oral interpretation. Bruns’s next-to-last statement is, “The poem must be understood
both as structure and as event--as a text which possesses its own harmony of relations but
which at the same time can only come into being within a network of other texts, or within
literary history, and beyond this within the human life-world” (262).

The value of Bruns’s presentation of the two streams of thought about language is that
he provides a context for judging many of the attitudes toward literature which we
encounter daily but fail to understand in terms of their historical and philosophical origins.
If we accept his historical view of these two traditions, we are likely to agree with his
conclusion that no single critical point of view explains the complexity of poetry and the
function of language. Even though many of his specific comments on structuralism and
linguistic analysis are interesting, the real value of his work seems to be in its

demonstration of how fundamentally our ideas about literature are ideas about language and
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go back to assumptions about the nature of being and reality. Bruns makes us realize that
finally even the most specific act of criticism is a statement about ourselves and our ideas of
the world.

However, his argument seems to have the flaws of its merits. As a work of synthesis,
it is also in some ways a work of simplification. We might also raise a question how the
reconciliation between these two antithetical schools of criticism is to be effected--or why
we should try to effect such a reconciliation. Not everyone will want to make the
connections Bruns makes between the hermetic and Orphic conceptions of language and
structuralism and phenomenology. Nor is Bruns’s division of literary language into two
conflicting conceptions absolutely definitive. ‘“Poetics,” says Bruns “in this sense, must be
a structuralism which defines the poem in relation to itself as a system of internal
dependencies; but it must also be a phenomenology which defines the poem in relation to
its situation, that is, in terms of its historical existence” (262). The trouble with this
formulation is that the poles of opposition are not clearly drawn, because what Bruns calls
a phenomenology seems to be not one at all but an extension of a structuralism. Thus,
these two related, but separable impulses are scattered throughout the work and thinking of
the revolutionary writers, often generating innovative uses of language that collaborate with
or contradict each other.

The question around which the book revolves is whether language or the language of
poetry--it is not always clear which--is opaque or transparent. That is, does language--or
specifically the language of the poem--refer to something outside itself or is it always a self-
referential thing-in-itself? Bruns’s own position on this question is not clear. For the most
part he takes the role of a neutral observer who reports what has been said on both sides of
the question. The question of the meaning of meaning is crucial, but it is one that Bruns
does not tackle head-on. Does a poem “mean”? If it does, then how does it mean? If a
text does not mean, then is it still a text, and what is it possible to say about a text that does

not mean? If the text means, are we to locate the meaning in the text or in the
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consciousness of a hypothetical reader or interpreter, or are we to locate it, as some critics
have suggested, in some kind of middle ground between the text and consciousness? At
any rate, handling both linguistic and literary matters with insight and skill, Bruns has
written a highly technical but knowledgeable and provocative analysis of the relationship
between language and poetry in the broad sense.

With Bruns’s analysis as a backdrop, the section of “Poetheory or Theorypo,” Chapter
2 and Chapter 3 will focus on the ideas of language of Gertrude Stein and the Language
poets, and T. S. Eliot and Geoffrey Hill. Roughly fitting each poet’s idea of language into
Bruns’s antithetical paradigm, we may suppose that while Stein and Language writers’
poetics of the material presence of language can be considered as hermetic, and Eliot’s
“difficult, confusing, obfuscatory” language can often be understood as hermetic, Hill’s
idea of language can be Orphic. It is evident, however, the difference between these poets’
conceptions of poetic or literary language is not distinctive enough to back up Bruns’s
dichotomy. In the next part of this section, we will examine the main arguments of
Marjorie Perloff’s book, The Poetics of Indeterminacy, and see how provocative is her
attempt to explore modernist poetic constructions and how blurred is her dichotomy to
categorize complex modemn poetry into two distinctive ideas based upon different

understandings of language.

Marjorie Perloff’s The Poetics of Indeterminacy'’ is a reassessment and extension of
our understanding of modernism to take account of “difficult” poets from the “other
tradition.” What Perloff posits are two distinct literary traditions emerging out of the
revolutionary milieu of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries though the historical
and social context is not discussed:

... what we loosely call “Modernism” in Anglo-American poetry is really made up of two separate though

often interwoven strands: the Symbolist mode that Lowell inherited from Eliot and Baudelaire and, beyond
them, from the great Romantic poets, and the “anti-Symbolist” mode of indeterminacy or “undecidability,”
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of literalness and free play, whose first real exemplar was the Rimbaud of the Illuminations. . . . we cannot
really come to terms with the major poetic experiments occurring in our own time without some
understanding of what we might call “the French connection”--the line that goes from Rimbaud to Stein,
Pound, and Williams by way of Cubist, Dada, and early Surrealist art, a line that also includes the great
French/ English verbal compositions of Beckett. It is this “other tradition” (I take the phrase from the title
of a poem by John Ashbery) in twentieth-century poetry that is the subject of my book. (vii)

Structures of language and culture not only engender but also delimit our understanding of
reality. Therefore, there will always be revolutionaries, anarchists, deconstructionists,
experimentalists of one sort or another: an avant garde, defying the gravity of established
order or just ignoring it, reinventing invention. According to Perloff, however, the willful
indeterminist act in literature of the sort we find in the work of Gertrude Stein or John
Cage, appears to be a relatively recent development. Beginning with Rimbaud, the original
exponent of indeterminacy,'® Perloff traces the development of this concept and technique
in the poetry of Gertrude Stein, William Carlos Williams, Ezra Pound, Samuel Beckett,
John Ashbery, John Cage, and David Antin."”

The concept of “indeterminacy” is itself quite interesting and is central to an
understanding of modernism and of postmodernism. An established principle of French art
and literature, its presence in English literature, if less pervasive, is no less important. The
opposition here is essentially between Symbolism and subsequent movements: Cubism,
Dada, and Surrealism. In post-Symbolist poetry, as the author states, ambiguity and
complexity give way to inherent contradiction and *“‘undecidability,” metaphor and symbol
to metonymy and synecdoche, the well-wrought urn to “an open field of narrative
possibilities,” and the coherent structure of images to “mysteries of construction” and free
play. Of crucial importance in understanding the modern movement, this distinction is the
key to unlocking the mysteries of even the most hermetic texts.

Perloff identifies and explores a number of suggestive contexts, which together
provide a framework for her illuminating discussions of Rimbaud, Stein, Pound, etc.: the

concept of indeterminacy itself more implicitly than explicitly; literary genealogy; extra-
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literary influences; the indeterminist or “non-Symbolist™ stance (intentions and effects).
Some crucial issues related to this last context are raised:

Art becomes play, endlessly frustrating our longing for certainty. . . . poetic texts . . . derive force from
their refusal to “mean” in conventional ways. ... ... with the recognition that “phenomenological reality

is itself ‘discovered’ and ‘constructed’ by poets,” the question of how to create poetry in a post-Symbolist
age has been a primary concern. (34-35)

An interesting tacit assumption throughout much of The Poetics of Indeterminacy is that the
world we must construct or reconstruct in reading Symbolist poetry, the restoration of the
lost half of the equation, symbol = thing, is a world less vital and less authentic, less “in
process” than the immediate world of language which does not point beyond itself.” What
Perloff finds especially exhilarating in the most interesting poetry of our own time is “an
open field of narrative possibilities” (qtd. 281), indeterminacy, the free play of ideas that
refuses to harden into “statement”--this refusal to create the dense Symbolist network of
High Modernist Poetry.

“What is the relationship of such an ‘enigma text’ to the poetry of High Modernism?”
(1) The chief difference between “rival strains” is, in her view, that the Symbolist poem
suggests meanings that lie below the surface, while the indeterminate poem expresses “the
play of the surface itself.” Thus poetic meaning dissolves into novel arrangements of
words--she insists that “Williams’ ‘wheel/ barrow’ exists nowhere but in the words on the
page” (129 n)--giving us nonrepresentational verbal patterns that are like abstract
expressionist painting.”

In High Modemist poetry, however difficult the meaning may be to decode, “the
relationship of the word to its referents, of signifier to signified, remains essentially intact,”
whereas this relationship is undermined in the other tradition (17-18). In the Symbolist
line, the way to meaning is difficult but possible; in indeterminate art there is no meaning
but the surface (27-28). In the first, words have “specific connotations”; in the second they

have, rather, a “compositional value” (23).%
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But the critical question remains. If the poem primarily presents us with a charged
linguistic field, charged for instance by the “tension between reference and compositional
game, between a pointing system and a self-ordering system” (72), as Perloff describes the
dynamics in one of Gertrude Stein’s poems, what is to be done with it? What form can the
act of criticism take? Clearly this is a language game for which the Symbolist rules don’t
work. To read an indeterminist work looking for qualities and effects of a Symbolist
epiphany poem is an injustice, not to say a waste of time. Other critical methods are
demanded. Perloff refers to New Critical reading of an eight-line passage of The Waste
Land as a “Norton Anthology reading” (13). Its purpose is to serve as a kind of negative
model. This is what we should not attempt to do, cannot succeed in doing with
indeterminist poetry.

Let me explain that much of what Perloff discusses under the rubric “indeterminacy”
has to do with the effect of a text on the reader. This effect, which she sometimes calls
“undecidability,” is lodged in the nature of the event, the text, which because of random
references or syntactical dislocations or illogical juxtapositions, resists the reader’s attempts
to pin down a coherent exegesis. (Text as irreducible enigma.) The reader may not even
be able to perceive a correspondence of references to referents, signifiers to signifieds.

While the Symbolist concept of ambiguity allows several meanings to coexist
simultaneously, this is not possible in indeterminate texts in which an either / or situation
exists. Nor can a single interpretation be imposed by force, for each possible meaning is
systematically subverted by the others. We are thus confronted with a poetry of continual
possibility. In every case the solution to the dilemma is connected with the notion of
“process.” It is not the final state of the poem that matters so much as its evolution. The
meaning of a work is to be found in the creative process itself, in the immediacy of
recorded thought with all its inherent contradictions and inconsistencies.

It is thus the burden of a poetics of indeterminacy to demonstrate that these intentional

deconstructions are indeed constructive; that the experience of indeterminacy in literature is
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not all frustration and disappointment; that it can nourish us with a particular kind of
linguistic feast, perhaps not entirely dissimilar to the great wild game of free-playing
signifiers in portions of Shakespeare. The task of the reader is thus to experience the
unfolding of the poem in all its complexity. The lack of “coherence” is compensated for by
the vividness of the experience.

This poetry, moreover, is uniquely suited to the modern age and its endless quest for
identity. In the absence of existential certainty and moral absolutes, modern man must sort
through mounds of conflicting evidence about the human condition. Since existence itself
is indeterminate, and truth is perceived as relative, there are an infinite number of answers
to the problems confronting him.

The main burden of her argument is historical: “Modemism was itself a time of
tension between rival strains, the Symbolists or ‘High Moderns’ and the ‘Other Tradition’
which is the subject of my book” (33). This “Other Tradition” places certain modern poets
of recognized merit and originality, like Rimbaud and Pound and Williams, into
juxtaposition with extreme experimentalists like Stein, Beckett, Ashbery and Antin. Perloff
does not distinguish between a relative and an absolute notion of “indeterminacy.” As she
recognizes, in retrospect, the limitation of her own argument (The Dance of the Intellect ix),
the dichotomy between Symbolist and anti-Symbolist modes of signification is “too neat.”
Writing is only “indeterminate” by comparison to relatively determinate writing, by
reference to the conventions of meaning and formal coherence that we have come to expect.
The most interesting of Perloff’s indeterminists can be considered not so much
antisymbolists as reformed symbolists. As Perloff implies in her discussion of Pound’s
Cantos, complex modernist poems may occupy “a middle space between the mimetic on the
one hand and the non-objective or ‘abstract’ on the other; the referential process is not cut
off but is subordinated to a concern for sequential or spatial arrangement.” Modermnists
dislocate language so as “to create new verbal landscapes” (181-82). There are also times

when indeterminacy means the subversion of formal coherence rather than of referentiality:
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the words may reliably evoke images of things in the world, but one cannot interpret those
images as parts of a whole. Such distinctions would have provided a way of explaining the
obvious differences among Perloff’s indeterminist writers, and they would have allowed a
more rigorous definition of the senses in which a work can and cannot be “indeterminate.”
The problematic of Perloff’s dichotomy can be also revealed by Kenner’s argument:
“A language is simply an assortment of words, and a set of rules for combining them.
Mallarmé and Valéry and Eliot felt words as part of that echoing intricacy, Language,
which permeates our minds and obeys not the laws of things, but its own laws, which an
organism’s power to mutate and adapt and survive” (The Pound Era 123). Ironically,
though Kenner is describing a Symbolist aesthetic, we are on our way to the view of
language that makes Perloff’s account of indeterminacy in non-Symbolist poetry possible.
This may indicate that the division between the two is not so clear after all. But Kenner
moves us further along. It seems that what we respond to is “effect”--“an effect being
something hypnotic we cannot quite understand” (/bid. 130) produced by: the ‘“extra-
semantic affinities” of words, the “molecular bonds of half-understood words,” the
“structure of words, where the words exchange dynamisms in the ecology of language,”
the “chemistry of Language [which] supersedes meaning,” the ‘“‘characteristic force fields”
of Language. Our view of language as reference pure and simple is assailed by new
possibilities of linguistic impact, what with signifieds sliding out from under signifiers and
meaning rudely detached from its transitional objects. As we approach the modern scene,
indeterminacy as historical accident becomes indeterminacy as intentional effect--a

"

structural principle of the Symbolists, according to Kenner: . we may say that
Symbolism is. . . an effort to anticipate the work of time by aiming directly at the kind of
existence a poem may have when a thousand years have deprived it of its dandelions and its
mythologies, an existence purely linguistic, determined by the molecular bonds of half-

understood words” (Ibid. 130). Eliot, Kenner says, “has withdrawn in favor of the

language” (Ibid. 136), calling the chapter in which he deals with this development “Words
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Set Free.” Set free as in: “the Symbolist willingness to lift words out of ‘usage,’ free their
affinities, permit them new combinations” (Ibid. 142). But the point is that both processes
enable us to pay a new kind of attention to language; language is no longer rendered
invisible by dailiness or precise reference, because of course when we “refer,” we are
attempting to point with language at something beyond language.

Perloff’s study does help us to see that what some artists of the other tradion are
offering is not necessarily pleasure, but ways of creation and of expanding our awareness
of language as creators and audience. To explore “the mode of undecidability” in
twentieth-century poetry is to “suggest that much of the poetry now emerging has different
origins and therefore makes rather different suppositions” (44). It has opened the doors
wide to speculation that is new thinking about new areas of concern.

As a first stage in the critical reception of the difficult poets, Perloff’s genealogy of the
other tradition reveals interesting continuities between modermn and supposedly
“postmodern” literature; in the polemical struggle of the more recent writers to establish the
originality of their work, these continuities have often been overlooked. If we take W. C.
Williams and Gertrude Stein, rather than W. B. Yeats and T. S. Eliot, as representative
modernists, such contemporaries as John Ashbery, John Cage, and David Antin appear as
heirs of a hundred-year-old literary movement, not as repudiators of the past. One main
result of this discussion has been that we have had to rework old definitions of modernism
and, in particular, to reassess the work of many modernist writers. Such reassessment has
brought about a change not only in the modernist canon but in our coming to understand
better the achievement of some modernist writers. For instance, critics have recently
recognized the work of Gertrude Stein as having had a strong influence on postmodernist
writing. Particularly, Stein’s influence is discernible in the writings of the Language poets
whose theories and poetries emerged in the 1970s and 1980s. The Language writers share
with Stein an interest in the surfaces, opacity and polysemy of language, and, like Stein,

they approach writing as universally poetic. In the next section, concerning the works of
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Stein and the Language poets, we will examine their preoccupations with language and the
relationship between theory and poetry, which are the primary concerns of both modernism

and postmodernism.

(2) “Poetheory or Theorypo”: “Language as a real thing” from

Gertrude Stein to Language Poets

We discover another tradition of modernism and enlarge our understanding of both
literary history and of the writers who created that other tradition. Marjorie Perloff sets out
to do nothing less than recast the modemnist canon, writing with evident pleasure of poets
disdained for their incoherence and exclusively cerebral appeal. Moreover, once identified,
this “Other Tradition” begins to encroach on its High Modernist opposite.

There are some texts produced during the past hundred years that take particularly
troublesome liberties with language. The critic faced with this fact might be led to ask why
writers have taken to writing this way, in other words, what the cultural function and value
of such art might be.”® Many aesthetic theories, which apply equally well to radical or
avant-garde forms in any of the arts, have been invoked to explain fully experimental
writing. Twentieth-century art must reflect the new fragmented twentieth-century reality,
with its subjectivist epistemology, its emphasis on nonrational areas of the mind, its notion
of consciousness as a chaotic flow of private association, its vision of events as acausal, of
time as nonlinear, of truth and reality as plural and undetermined. As I implied before, art
is no longer seen as primarily representational or mimetic. It tends to be instead
autonomous, responsible to its own formal dimensions, important as the source of the
privileged aesthetic experience rather than as an instructive mimesis of life.

The diminishing faith in science and logic is reflected in Gertrude Stein’s movement
from a view of the world as rationally ordered, implied in the elaborate human typology of
The Making of Americans, to a nonscientific and arational but immediate acceptance of the

world as “simply present.” That is to say, the movement away from the assumptions of
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nineteenth-century rationalism toward a more modern view of the world as flux is reflected
in the change of Stein’s idea of language. According to Weinstein, “Conventional English
syntax compels its user to accept the model of a sequential, linear time / space realm that is
not true to the modern . . . world view” (83). He believes that “In Tender Buttons the
Jamesian universe of flux and process is dramatized by the processual syntax; the
description, the verbal embodiment of the object, is as plastic, as multidimensional and as
protological as the objective reality itself” (Ibid. 84). Hoffman also sees the lack of
rational order in Tender Buttons as representative of this century’s view of things: “If
Gertrude Stein was an inevitability for the twentieth century, then as products of the same
age we can probably learn much about ourselves in her enigmatic works. The supposed
irrationality of her writing may be no more than a reflection of our world” (The
Development of Abstractionism 197).

What distinguishes Stein from her chronological contemporaries is that until quite
recently most of her works were commonly misunderstood. The principal reason for such
continued incomprehension is that her experiments in writing were conducted apart from
the major developments in modern literature. The aim of this section is to examine Tender
Buttons among a range of Gertrude Stein’s literary productions in the light of twentieth-
century ideas of language. I wish here to support the claim that Stein’s work is a
“precursor of Language poetry” and a key to “an important missing link” between modern
and postmodern. Previous studies of Stein’s writing, particularly of her “different” works,
have tended to concentrate on her idiosyncratic uses of words and syntax, without placing
these experiments in the broader content of modemn experimentation with language, its
limits, and its levels of usage. Moreover, the most influential canonizers of modernism
have either left Stein out altogether, or considered her as “personality” and influence rather
than as a serious writer. To be sure, however, writers such as Joyce, Beckett, and Stein
compel us to consider a realm of linguistic possibilities that were utterly unthinkable before

our age.
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During Stein’s lifetime, however, her innovative writing was considered as boring,

repetitious and childish. This is one publisher’s response to The Making of Americans:

I am only one, only one, only one. Only one being, one at the same time. Not two, not three, only
one. Only one life to live, only sixty minutes in one hour. Only one pair of eyes. Only one brain. Only
one being. Being only one, having only one pair of eyes, having only one time, having only one life, I
cannot read your M.S. three or four times. Not even one time. Only one look only one look is enough.
Hardly one copy would sell here. Hardly one. Hardly one.

Many thanks. I am returning the M.S. by registered post. Only one M.S. by one post. (Gallup, ed.
58)

Eliot could see Stein as a threat. “There is something precisely ominous about Miss Stein.
... Her work. . . is not good for one’s mind,” he wrote of “Composition as Explanation”
in 1927. “If this is of the future, then the future is, as it very likely is, of the barbarians.
But this is the future in which we ought not to be interested” (“Charleston, Hey! Hey!”
595). Interestingly enough, however, Edith Sitwell’s exclamation was proper: “In the
future, it is evident that no history of the English literature of our time could be of any
worth without a complete survey of the work Miss Gertrude Stein is doing for our
language. She is, I am convinced, one of the most important living pioneers” (Salter 113).

We no longer read Gertrude Stein as an isolated genius or as an eccentric; instead, we
begin to understand her connections to the movements in literature and the visual arts which
preceded her and which came after her. As a major figure at the intersection of a number of
literary traditions--American, modernist, feminine, avant-garde, postmodernist--Gertrude
Stein is “half in and half out of doors.” In Picasso Gertrude Stein wrote, “A creator is not
in advance of his generation but he is the first of his contemporaries to be conscious of
what is happening to his generation” (30). This also describes Stein as an innovator who
participated in the making of the twentieth century. A revaluation of Stein’s work in the
seventies is signaled for instance by Michael J. Hoffman’s appraisal in 1976, placing her
squarely in the center of modernism: “to reject Stein any longer is to reject Modernism”
(Gertrude Stein 134). 1t is easy to agree with Marianne DeKoven that as a whole Stein’s

work “fits neatly nowhere” (Nadel 14). Because Stein is central to so many divergent

39



twentieth-century cultural phenomena, she inevitably becomes marginal or eccentric to any
unified, coherent tradition. The recently surging Stein criticism, much of it feminist and
poststructuralist, has found her to be representative for an aesthetic or literary relation to
modernity. As a central figure of modernisms, Stein is bound to become, in a sense,
typical of what modernism is about.

Stein reinvented literary signification, creating a language that both disrupts
conventional modes of signification and provides alternatives to them: The modes Stein
disrupts are linear, orderly, closed, hierarchical, sensible, coherent, and heavily focused on
the signified. The modes she substitutes are incoherent, open-ended, anarchic, irreducibly
multiple, often focused on what Roland Barthes calls the “magic of the signifier.” Stein
asked and investigated deceptively simple questions that reflected key issues of the century:
theoretical concerns to do with being, time, entity, identity, mind, language, human nature,
knowledge, poetry and prose, literature, and composition. She was suggesting a new
vocabulary of thought. She realized that she must invent a way of showing that could not
be written about. Writing about things, explaining, was a nineteenth-century way of
seeing: in the twentieth century there had to be ways of seeing what seeing itself was. In
her work, as in Wittgenstein’s thinking, the subject seems to disappear as the telling, the
seeing, and the language system itself are placed in the foreground. The total effect is a
radical shaking of the false Victorian stability. She investigated in literature what would
later be documented by theorists such as Roland Barthes and Jacques Derrida.

By the end of the nineteenth century, Stein observed, “words had lost much of their
variety, and I felt. . . I had to recapture the value of the individual word, find out what it
meant, and act within it” (A Primer 16). Stein realizes, like Mallarmé, that in language, as
in painting, the medium is more often used as a mere mediator, effaced by the message it
carries.”® The language itself remains unseen, unrecognized. The habits which twentieth-
century readers can no longer “see,” are a partial explanation for the paralysis that Stein

finds in language. The problem, like all problems of habit, lies in our ready acquiescence
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to conventions. Therefore, she creates a completely conscious and visible language. Stein
makes the reality of signs apparent and makes the habits of language and of reading
conscious by foregrounding her language. Tender Buttons, she tells us in the work, “is a
monster and awkward quite awkward” (Writings and Lectures 506). Her monstrous work
warns us of the habits that culture and print have embedded in language. She shows us
that the blanks between words are actually filled with “no sense . . . that is to say, music,
memory, musical memory” (Ibid. 489)--the agents of custom--that reassemble the habitual
meanings in language; she forces us to reexamine the way we read by creating a “visible
writing” that we cannot look through. Stein revises meaning so that we see it again, and
see it as if for the first time.

Thus we have an impression like the following account on her work: “It gives words
an oddly new intimate flavor and at the same time makes familiar words seem almost like
strangers, doesn’t it?” (Anderson 5). Indeed, Tender Buttons does make *‘familiar words
seem almost like strangers,” and such familiar strains help lead us, I believe, to some of the
“sense” behind these difficult compositions. 1 shall argue that Stein exploits the
vocabulary, syntax, rhythms, and cadences of conventional women’s prose and talk, the
ordinary discourse of domesticity to create her own new “language.” This language is not
only, according to her own terms, a “poetic” one, but one which is highly unconventional.

On the whole, interpretive criticism of Tender Buttons has tended to be cumulative,
each reader discerning new possible codes or stories behind these very open, indeterminate
texts, without such readings being mutually exclusive. Rightly, many critics have focused
on how Tender Buttons plays with meaning, its semantic games, its indefinitely
indeterminate nature, to use Marjorie Perloff’s term. Stein’s strategy, of course, is
subversive: to subvert conventional feminine prose and talk, while intimating her own new
language and ways of seeing.

Since Gertrude Stein’s Tender Buttons was published in 1914, its colorful chunks of

language and imagery have been shaken in the kaleidoscopes of a dozen critical modes to
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produce a myriad of reading, designs, and explanations. Tender Buttons did attain “a
certain notoriety” in the press and attract polemical criticism, perhaps because it does seem
to “veer off into meaningless,” at least in conventional terms. But it is more than a literary
curiosity. The stylistic change, the abandonment of traditional syntax, it marks was a
break-through that influenced the direction of much of Stein’s future work. Stein’s critics
have given us numerous amplifications of her account. Bridgman explains Tender Buttons
as a continuum of private association which is everyone’s real experience of the external
world; as a product of the free imagination, its deepest material rising to the surface from
the recesses of the unconscious mind, bursting forth in liberated vocabulary. Sutherland
invokes the fusion of “inside and outside”--outer reality expressed in terms of inner reality -
-and also Stein’s religious sense of the physical plenitude of the world, of life as an
immediate, physical, moment-to-moment miracle which can be captured only in a special
language--a religious sense which is the source of her affinity with saints. Stewart
interprets, finding Jungian archetypes. Weinstein gives us linguistic relativism, the
subjectivity of perception, James’s notion of language as a falsifier of mental reality. He
sees Tender Buttons, and all of Stein’s experimental work, as an attempt to express in
language the areas of consciousness language normally ignores, to delineate the true
contour of mind, and to create an autonomous, plastic literature. In one of the most
important studies of Tender Buttons, “Gertrude Stein as Post-Modemist: The Rhetoric of
Tender Buttons,” Neil Schmitz properly locates the work as a harbinger of contemporary
postmodernism in that it calls into question our defining notions of language, narrative,
literature, and ultimately, the world. But how do we read this writing? Where in it does
meaning reside, what are the dimensions of that meaning, how does it reach us, and how is
it generated?

Tender Buttons is a book of definitions divided into three sections: Objects, Food, and
Rooms. Her own categorization into Objects, Food, and Rooms is deliberately deceptive,

for her definitions overlap, the distinctions break down, so that “Roast Beef” sounds like a
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»25 while a room is

room, “In the inside there is sleeping, in the outside there is reddening
described as time and action: “The author of all that is in there behind the door and that is
entering in the morning. Explaining darkening and expecting relating is all of a piece”
(499). Rebelling against the confinements of definition, and reexamining the processes of
language, Stein liberates our habitual ways of seeing ordinary objects. She turns our eye to
what the domestic woman traditionally deals with: household objects, kitchen items, the
home. Then she explodes our traditional perceptions, asking us to understand eye-glasses
as “A color in shaving” (470), or asparagus as “wet wet weather” (491).

The text itself is set within an interrogative framework, a refrain of questions,
persistent calls for identification, for naming: *“Nickel, what is nickel, it is originally rid of
a cover” (461); “Cloudiness, what is cloudiness, is it a lining, is it a roll, is it melting”
(481). In Objects, each item is listed in capital letters with the definitions listed beneath.
Then, we find word-portraits or meditations on everything from the trivial to the obscure.
In the Food section, all the items to be described are listed together before individual
definitions. It is curious that this master catalogue promises descriptions of several items
not found in the text.

So far, what is most individual and startling about Tender Buttons seems to be that it is
a book of “descriptions” that do not describe or “definitions” that do not define. For

example, the first object listed appears:

A CARAFE, THAT IS A BLIND GLASS

A kind in glass and a cousin, a spectacle and nothing strange a single hurt color and an arrangement in a
system to pointing. All this and not ordinary, not unordered in not resembling. The difference is

spreading. (461)

It is immediately clear that this is far from a conventional depiction of a carafe. When faced
with words and phrases so totally removed from conventional usage, one is tempted to
seek out those words that might suggest a carafe. With some ingenuity such an approach

might come up with the following results: a carafe is made of “glass” as are “spectacles.”
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All glass items have “a single color” (whatever light they happen to reflect at the moment of
observation). What distinguishes a carafe from other glass objects is its shape: “the
difference is spreading.” However ingenious this method of interpreting Tender Buttons
may be, it is an absolutely wrong approach toward this work.

“A Substance in a Cushion” is characteristic of Tender Buttons and of “lively words.”
It is anchored, quite literally, in the material world: filled with “substance” by the concrete
nouns which, as we have seen, give the writing in this style solidity. Some, though only a
small amount, of that substance is suggestive of cushions, or the materials and actions that
make them: “a cushion has that cover”; “feather and cotton”; “chairs and very likely
roundness and a place to put them.” Elsewhere in the fragment: “A circle of fine card
board and a chance to see a tassel”; “The disgrace is not in carelessness nor even in sewing
it comes out out of the way”; “What is the sash like. The sash is not like anything mustard
itis not like a same thing that has stripes, it is not even more hurt than that, it has a little
top” (462-63).

However, precisely through such small relatedness to content, this writing
demonstrates clearly to what extent it is not about anything. If we read it honestly, without
imposing on it our culturally inculcated demand for sense, order, and meaning, we see that
the cushions and their sensory nexus are only a tiny part of the writing, hardly substantial
enough to bear the responsibility of integrating it thematically. What we should notice
about “A Substance in a Cushion” is not that it does indeed at times suggest cushions, but
that most of the time it does not. The phrase “a substance in a cushion,” for example, links
the abstract noun “substance” with the concrete noun “cushion” in a richly polysemous
way, but does not make an interpretable thematic point either about cushions or about
substance. Then, in reading of Gertrude Stein’s Objects, we are liberated from the objects
themselves by an atmosphere of play, between them as well as between them and her,
which associates and transforms. It is as if she let the “words write” their own meanings,

but certainly, certainly not unconsciously.
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In Tender Buttons, Stein seems to give up her authority as an author to guide and
direct a reader, to point the way toward meaning. She took language farther and farther
from its denotative and connotative functions, her words becoming counters, sounds and
syllables, weights, textures whose referential meaning--carafe, teacup, tumbler, feather--
while still inherently active as presences, is no longer predominantly what concerns us.
We do not read these words as if they are a window opening on to the world, signaling that
world, inviting us to pass through them into it; rather, she stops us here, at words on the
page, making us conscious of our perceptions of the dynamics of words working together.
Thus, the reader experiences each dismantling as an expansion of consciousness, an
exposure to one of the otherwise partially concealed powers of language.

As Bridgman says, “For Gertrude Stein, Tender Buttons represented her full scale
break out of the prison of conventional form into the colorful realm of the sensitized
imagination” (124). It marked a change from mimesis of external reality to mimesis of the
intersection of the present moment of consciousness with an object. It also marked the
emergence of her “literature” as a piece of independent reality, as a thing in itself with no
need to represent any other objective reality to justify its existence.

The new interest in the word itself--in the noun especially and the work’s associative
powers--was what Stein considered the essence of poetry. She says: “Poetry is concerned
with using with abusing, with losing with wanting, with denying with avoiding with
adoring with replacing the noun. . . . Poetry is doing nothing but losing refusing and
pleasing and betraying and caressing nouns. That is what poetry does, that is what poetry
has to do no matter what kind of poetry it is” (Lectures in America 231). In Tender
Buttons and other works that Stein labeled poetry, the chief linguistic operation is
association”® and word choice, variously labeled by structuralists as substitution, selection,
and system. The association of words and concepts by similarity or opposition and the
selection of a word from a group of synonyms are operations involving the vertical axis of

language. Interestingly, the Tender Buttons style suppresses syntax (the horizontal axis)
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while it expands vocabulary. Syntax becomes increasingly fragmentary, disappearing
altogether in some of the more extreme passages.

In The Making of Americans, the chief stylistic interest is syntax. But in Tender
Buttons, the central concern is diction, the selection of words based on association, on the
basis of either similarity or opposition. The long sentence-paragraph is abandoned,” as
more attention is focused on the noun. Stein writes:

After I had gone as far as I could in these long sentences and paragraphs. . . I then began very short things. .
.and I resolutely realized nouns and decided not to get around them but to meet them, to handle in short to
refuse them by using them and in that way my real aquaintance with poetry was begun. . . . I began to
discover the names of things. . .to see the things to look at and in so doing I had of course to name them
not to give new names but to see that I could find out how to know that they were there by their names or
by replacing their names. . . . They had their names and naturally I called them by the names they had and

in doing so having begun looking at them I called them by their names with passion and that made poetry.
. . it made the Tender Buttons. (Lectures in America 228-35)

However, as Stein abandons extention of the sentence and enriches diction, the result
is not more conventional writing but rather a new style that is as obscure as her earlier
style, if not more so, and even harder to read in the traditional sense.”® Namely, in a
different sense Tender Buttons is more abstract that The Making of Americans, because its
words are used plastically, arbitrary, and because it is less concerned with traditional
discursive description. Thornton Wilder said:

In the previous centuries writers had managed pretty well by assembling a number of adjectives and
adjectival clauses side by side; the reader “obeyed” by furnishing images and concepts in his mind and the
resultant “thing” in the reader’s mind corresponded fairly well with that in the writer’s. Miss Stein felt that
that process did not work any more. Her painter friends were showing clearly that the corresponding method
of “description” had broken down in painting and she was sure that it had broken down in writing. . . .
Miss Stein felt that writing must accomplish a revolution whereby it could report things as they were in
themselves before our minds had appropriated them and robbed them of their objectivity “in pure existing.”

To this end she went about her house describing the objects she found there in the series of short “poems”
which make up the volume called Tender Buttons. (viii-ix)

As the concerns of Stein’s writing gradually shift from orderly analysis of the world to

the immediate perception of the world by the consciousness, her writing deals increasingly
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with the word itself, with mental images called up by and associated with words
(signifieds), and with the qualities of words as things in themselves (signifiers).

In any discussion of Stein’s writing, the word “abstract” is bound to come up. Too
often the term “abstract,” when used to describe Stein’s writing, is taken to mean
nonrepresentational. She never really abandons subject matter.”” In her early work the
subject matter was the representation of types of people or of particular people, which led
to interest in the process of perception itself. As attention becomes focused on the process
of perception, that process becomes as much a part of the subject matter as the object
perceived. Stein said, “As I say a motor goes inside and the car goes on, but my ultimate
business as an artist was not with where the car goes as it goes but with the movement
inside that is of the essence of its going” (Lectures in America 194-95).

In the style Tender Buttons exemplifies, the subject matter is not limited to description
of the objective world; it also includes the intersection of the real world with the writer’s
consciousness.”® As Weinstein explains, description in Tender Buttons “consists of a
moment in the subjective continuum of the writer that corresponds to the moment of visual
perception of the object” (84). Weinstein, in defining linguistic moment, states: “Each
second of experience has its corresponding moment in mental time. And in any second of
mental time there are words, both in and out of sequence. I would suggest that we call this
linguistic in any moment of mental time the ‘linguistic moment’” (62). What Stein
represents in Tender Buttons then is this linguistic moment in the writer’s consciousness.
“In that moment, the moment, the words that came to Miss Stein’s mind were disjoined,
disembodied, unassociated, not the conventional descriptive words associated with the
object in everyday discourse” (Weinstein 84).

In Gertrude Stein, the attention, the conscious perceptual apparatus, is heightened in
intensity, so much so that synesthesia occurs--she speaks of Tender Buttons as the first

composition to totally mix sight with hearing with sense. In this moment of heightened
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perception, words emerge in the mind which are not words of conventional semantic
correspondence, so that SAUSAGES are:

Sausages in between a glass.

There is read butter. A loaf of it is managed. Wake a question. Eat an instant, answer.

A reason for bed is this, that a decline, any decline is poison, poison is a toe a toe extractor, this

means a solemn change. Hanging.
No evil is wide, any extra in leaf so strange and singular a red breast. (491)

Neil Schmitz maintains that Tender Buttons is a “moment by moment” record of the play of
Stein’s mind with the world, and he points out that

. . since the writer is not fixed, writing from a position, from a clarifying knowledge of the nature of
things, and since the world (carafes, cushions, umbrellas, mutton, celery) is also in process, presenting only
phases and attributes in their time and place of existing, nothing can be named and then classified, given as
real. Everything is contingent, changing as it moves and the mind moves. . .the denoted world collapses. .

.. Words as buttons, fastening side to side, signifier to signified, become tender, pliable, alive in the quick
of consciousness. (1207)

The obscurity is frequently due to disjunction between the two operations of language.
The words selected may be similar in terms of sound or sense but do not combine with
each other syntactically, or grammatically. “There is a way to see in onion and surely very
surely rhubarb and a tomato, surely very surely there is that seeding” (482). Sometimes
one word seems unrelated to the others in the sentence except in terms of their existence as
pure words (grammatical structure, rhyme, or wordplay). For example, the words in the
following sentence are linked chiefly by alliteration and grammar: *“The settling of
stationing cleaning is one way not to shatter scatter and scattering” (463).

By placing words in the most unorthodox sequences possible and by choosing words
with no immediately known referents, the reader is faced with only two alternatives. Either
he can brand the stuff nonsense and reorganize the words to make conventional sense, or
he can consider the phrase as an artful construction in its own right. Kenneth Rexroth

proposes that
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Gertrude Stein did this with words. You say that poetry is different, disinterested, and structured. It is
not the same kind of thing as “Please pass the butter” which is a simple imperative. But Gertrude Stein
showed. . .that if you focus your attention on “Please pass the butter” and put it through enough
permutations and combinations, it begins to take on a kind of glow, the splendor of which is called
“aesthetic object.” This is a trick of the manipulation of attention. (10)

The point here is that Stein’s syntax, like that of the symbolists before her, seeks to disturb
the reader’s conventional consciousness of words and their so called corresponding
realities and compels the reader to enter a realm of aesthetic possibilities and values foreign
to his experience in his practical reality.

Of course, words cannot be divorced from their meanings. Each word (signifier) calls
up a mental image or idea (signified). But, as Perloff putit, “. . .words, as even Gertrude
Stein recognized, have meanings, and the only way to MAKE IT NEW is not to pretend
that meaning doesn’t exist but to take words out of their usual contexts and create new
relationships among them” (The Poetics of Indeterminacy 75). Thus one cannot read
Tender Buttons or works like it with the conventional concern for subject matter because
the total configuration of these mental constructs cannot be used to mentally reconstruct the
“subject matter.”

Critics have tried to find discursive meaning in Stein by metaphorical interpretations
meant to reunite the disjunctive subject and predicate or adjective and noun, or by
supplying a syntax. Critics and readers should neither assume that every Stein composition
contains discursive meaning in every line nor dismiss her writing as devoid of sense.
Although it is sometimes possible to discern obvious discursive meaning in Stein, because
of her obscurity the critic or reader often has only minimal information and must be careful
not to explicate more than that information can justify.* Stein critics will continue to chart
a difficult path between an overdetermined and a random text, between what is meaningful
and what is not, between what is acceptable and what is not. The two concepts--oscillating
between liberation from meaning and an inquiry into the very production of meaning--are

intimately related, both pointing to a shattering of our automatized view of reality,
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indicating a process of becoming aware that conventionalized relations between reality and
received modes of communication are by no means “natural” and inevitable.

Stein often plays with the word as a thing in itself in Tender Buttons, and she chooses
words because of their associations with other words as signifiers. There is no coherent,
referential meaning in them, but they are dense with multiple, open-ended connections of
lexical meaning (image, association, connotation, resonance). At the same time, they
function powerfully at the level of the signifier, through sound and rhythm. This
successful combination of pluridimensional and presymbolic signification makes “lively
words” one of the best examples yet produced of experimental writing as anti-patriarchal
language. For instance, she often uses rhyme within the line, “all the joy in weak success,
all the joyful tendemess, all the section and the tea, all the stouter symmetry.”

Similarly:

CHICKEN

Alas a dirty word, alas a dirty third alas a dirty third alas a dirty bird (492),

and “The sister was not a mister” (499).

She also associates words on the basis of alliteration: “the sight of a reason, the same
sight slighter, the sight of a simpler negative answer, the same sore sounder, the intention
to wishing, the same splender, the same furniture” (463); “The teasing is tender and trying

and thoughtful” (486). She even uses onomatopeia:

CHICKEN

Stick stick call then, stick stick sticking, sticking with a chicken. Sticking in a extra succession,
sticking in. (493)

The devices Stein uses in her poetry are sometimes traditional (or at least they seem so

now): indirect associations of imagery, obliqueness, fragmented syntax, rhyme, rhythm,
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and alliteration. What is it, then, that so many have found upsetting? Perhaps it is the lack
of discursive meaning or the fact that the “subject matter” cannot be reconstructed from the
words and images. But these expectations may be inappropriate for Stein’s writing.
Ironically Stein’s intention in writing Tender Buttons was to capture immediate
experience as consciousness grapples with it; but there have been many problems in
reading the book. One difficulty caused by the text is the disjunction of the two axes of
language, which makes it almost impossible to read the work for conventional discursive
content. This problem leads to yet another problem: the effort of trying to figure out or
reconstruct the content not only exhausts readers but also overdistances them from the
work itself. Such effort is futile anyway, for Tender Buttons demands to be dealt with on
its own terms. Stein gives the reader none of the literary allusions that Pound, Eliot, or
Joyce give. There is no reason to struggle to interpret or unify either the whole of Tender
Buttons or any part of it, not only because there is no consistent pattern of meaning, but
also because we violate the spirit of the work in trying to find one. Like the rest of the
“lively words” writing, Tender Buttons functions anti-patriarchally: as presymbolic
Jouissance and as irreducibly multiple, fragmented, open-ended articulation of lexical
meaning. Its primary modes are dissonance, surprise, play. As for inventing glosses for
the little pieces in Tender Buttons, Sutherland points out that it is possible and amusing to
create them, “it is perfectly idle.”
Such a procedure puts the original in the position of being a riddle, a rhetorical complication of something
rather unremarkable in itself. It would be rather like an exhibition of the original table tops, guitars, pipes,
and people which were the subject matter of cubist paintings. The original subject matter is or was of
importance to the painter as a source of sensations, relations, ideas even, but it is not after all the beholder’s

business. The beholder’s business is the picture in front of him, which is a new reality and something else,
which does not add up to the nominal subject matter. (77)

As Sutherland suggests, what the reader of Stein must do is also look at the work
rather than through it. The reader cannot look through it because it is a flat and opaque

rather than deep and transparent style. If one does look at the work, what does one see in
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Tender Buttons ? One sees the word presented as an entity in its own right. By forcing the
reader to pay attention to the word, Stein makes the word seem new again. Stein does not
ignore the meanings of words, as so many critics alleged. But by presenting each word in
an unusual context, she directs attention not only toward its sound but also toward its
sense, as the reader is forced to grapple with each word one at a time. The reader must
confront the word and language itself with a sense of bewilderment, wonder, and
discovery. Therefore, when we listen to this statement: “I found myself plunged into a
vortex of words, burning words, cleansing words, liberating words, feeling words, and
the words were all ours, and it was enough that we held them in our hands to play with
them; whatever you can play with is yours, and this was the beginning of knowing” (qtd.
in Walker 149), we can easily accept that it highlights the fundamental seriousness of
Stein’s most playful texts. They are all based on the premise that knowledge must begin
with a knowledge of language. Rigorously investigating its laws and testing its limits,
Stein’s texts continue to challenge their readers to a new awareness of the system of
language as both the necessary instrument and the inevitable “prison” of thought. Stein is
fully conscious that poetry’s role is to rejuvenate and revitalize the word: “you can love a
name and if you love a name then saying that name any number of times only makes you
love it more, violently more persistently more tormentedly. Anybody knows how anybody
calls out the name of anybody one loves. And so that is poetry really loving the name of
anything. . . “ (Lectures in America 232).

In respect of the attack on conventions and norms, Stein’s name is sometimes linked
with other writers of the twentieth century, especially Joyce, Eliot, and Pound. Those
writers also use language in innovative ways and are difficult and obscure. But their
obscurity is of a different sort than Stein’s. Joyce, Eliot, and Pound all use words with
cultural information, an historic density and a depth of literary allusions. Sutherland sees
the writings of Pound and Eliot as less modern than Stein’s: “The school of T. S. Eliot and

Ezra Pound is evidently of the twentieth century, but with their everlasting historicism,
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their infatuation with tradition. . . they are still not weaned from the superstitions of the
nineteenth century” (152). On the other hand, Stein “insists upon using words as if they
never before realized in literature” (Weinstein 56).%

Stein’s writing presents unique and perhaps more difficult problems than those Joyce
presents to the reader. Hoffman points out that Joyce’s Ulysses and Finnegans Wake
provide the reader “a seemingly inexhaustible well” of allusions, but “the student of
Gertrude Stein is offered slim rewards in this direction, for in her conscious drive toward
abstraction, Miss Stein reduced the psychologic and mythic overtones of her writing to
such an extent that occasional appearance seems almost accidental” (The Development of
Abstractionism 18). Stein does not give the reader any clues that can be used to solve the
puzzle of her obcurity as does Joyce with what Brinnin calls his “acrostic methods of
mythological reference”: “Joyce is bound by references; his technical puzzles can be solved
with erudition, patience, and ingenuity. As Picasso supposedly said of him. . . ‘He is an
obscure writer all the world can understand.” Because she offers no references by which
bearings can be taken, Gertrude Stein cannot be ‘solved,” she can only be accepted”
(Brinnin 304).

The root of Stein’s difficulty lies not in the meanings of obscure words or erudite
allusions, but in the fact that she pushed language to the very limits of intelligibility in her
apparently systematic exploration of its workings. Stein herself recognized that her writing
was unique in its own time. In The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, she writes: “She
[Gertrude Stein] realises that in english literature in her time she is the only one. She has
always known it and now she says it” (72). With the advent of le nouveau roman and the
theater of the absurd, however, Stein no longer is quite as alone in her writing as she once
was. What once seemed shockingly radical and incomprehensible in Stein’s work seems
much tamer in light of literature produced fifty years later, just as the assimilation of cubist
techniques by twentieth-century culture has made Picasso’s art seem less barbaric and

revolutionary. Stein herself commented on the slow acceptance of the new in art: “For a
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very long time everybody refuses and then almost without a pause almost everybody
accepts. In the history of the refused in the arts and literature the rapidity of the change is
always startling. . . . When the acceptance comes. . . the thing created becomes a classic”
(515). Indeed, she is among the very best examples of her own assertion: “Those who are
creating the modern composition authentically are naturally only of importance when they
are dead because by that time the modern composition having become past is classified and
the description of it is classical. That is the reason why the creator of the new composition
in the arts is an outlaw until he is a classic. . .” (514). Her contemporaries were seldom

her contemporaries; most of them were fifty years behind.

Stein’s real contemporaries™ can be found in Douglas Messerli’s “Language” Poetries
(1987), Ron Silliman’s In the American Tree (1986), and Paul Hoover’s Postmodern
American Poetry (1994), which are the most problematic anthologies of contemporary
American poetry since Donald Allen’s The New American Poetry in 1960.** Although the
Language poets vary widely in their specific backgrounds and concerns, as Messerli notes
in his introduction to “Language” Poetries, they were associated in one way or another with
a group. Since 1976, according to him, they “have published over 150 books of poetry
and criticism--demonstrating a resourcefulness and energetic rethinking of the nature of
poetry both in social and aesthetic terms” (1). In his introduction to In the American Tree,
Silliman acknowledges a wide range of transformations and challenges within American
poetry: “. . . The pluralization of American writing has permanently altered the face of
literature, and for the better” (xxi). Generally the Language poets turn to extra-canonical
models, or to what Silliman euphemistically calls “a latent tradition” (xvi). They turn either
to poets who are still largely neglected--Zukofsky, Stein, the Russian Futurists--or to the
neglected work of more canonical figures--Williams’s Kora, Ashbery’s The Tennis Court

Oath, Creeley’s Pieces. Within the little magazines like This, Tottel’s, Roof, Hills, Miam,
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L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E, and The Difficulties, poets such as Ron Silliman, Barret Watten,
Charles Bernstein, Lyn Hejinian, Susan Howe, Bruce Andrews, Bob Perelman, Robert
Grenier, Steve McCaffery, Michael Palmer, and Clark Coolidge developed modes of
writing that implicitly criticized the norms of persona-centered, “expressive” poetry of the
1960s,” and explicitly focused attention on the material of language itself, and desired to
reintroduce politics into discussions of aesthetics.

The “Language Sampler” appearing in the Winter 1982 Paris Review bears the
following headnote by Jonathan Galassi:
One of the most frequently mentioned and least understood developments in American poetry in recent years
has been the emergence of an ideologically, psychologically and linguistically self-conscious movement,
centered largely on the East and West Coasts, which some observers have dubbed Language Poetry. Like
most pioneers in new literary directions, the Language Poets, for the most part, deny they belong to a
formally constituted group and eschew the name imposed on them by casual critics. Nevertheless, for better
or for worse, a shared tendency--or at the least, a common preoccupation with “the resonating of the

wordness of language,” as Charles Bernstein puts it--has been recognized by the outside world, and to some
extent by many of these poets themselves. (75)

The most recent “group” of American poets to be actually capable of bringing about a major
shift of attention in American poetry and poetics is the so-called “Language” school.
Language writers, however, have consistently refused to locate themselves as members of

9’

a coherent group. Ron Silliman mentions that Language poets’ “work might be said to
‘Cluster’ about such magazines as This, Big Deal, Tottel’s. . . . Called variously ‘language
centered,” ‘minimal,’ ‘nonreferential formalism,” ‘diminished referentiality,” ‘structuralist.’
Not a group but a tendency in the work of many” (Introduction to “The Dwelling Place: 9
Poets” 104). In the Canadian journal Open Letter guest edited by Steve McCaffery, once
again Language poetry seemed to argue not for a movement but rather a disposition. Their
poetics cannot be understood as derived from a shared theoretical base. By the same token,
Language poetry resists all attempts to totalize or to conduct a general survey by the

imposition of unifying schemes or rigid structures. It keeps the marginal status and the

problematic identity in that it resists self-certainty, the “expository logic and speech-derived
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syntax that dominate contemporary writing practice” (Bernstein, Content’s Dream 239); it
chooses instead the uncertain processes of formal investigation and critique (Ibid. 371).

In spite of being an extraordinarily diverse group,* all Language writers are involved
with writing projects which fracture the surface regularities of the written text, and which
interrupt conventional reading processes. Jed Rasula comments: “Reading through the
mass of theoretical statements and position papers in The L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Book, In
the American Tree, and the book-length issue of L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E (Vol. 4), it’s
evident that the only issues about which a consensus was reached among Language Writers
were a restoration of the reader as a co-producer of the text and an emphasis on the
materiality of the signifier. Yet even these have been subject to reconsideration” (von
Halberg 319). Also, the dissolution of theory into practice and vice versa might be cast as
the defining character of a movement whose founding premise is the intransparency of
language. The ongoing process of consideration and reconsideration helps keep Language
poetry from assuming a fixed position: what is kept is a commitment to restoring the reader
and, to cite Charles Bernstein and Bruce Andrews, “repossessing the word” (LB ix). The
solidarity among them, I suppose, is that the movement of their poetry works as a mode of
resistance to institutional or critical demands for fixed aesthetic value and direction.”’

The Language writing movement presents itself as a revival of an earlier mode of avant-
gardism, not merely in its establishment of alternative means of distribution but also in its
self-conscious taking of aesthetic positions, its frequent production of manifestos and other
statements. As an oppositional literary practice, Language writing questions the tendencies
of mainstream poetry, and, on the other hand, its own status and forces us to question its
question. To cite Bernstein, “The question is always: what is the meaning of this language
practice; what values does it propagate; to what degree does it encourage an understanding,
a visibility, of its own values or to what degree does it repress that awareness? To what
degree is it in dialogue with the reader and to what degree does it command or hypnotize

the reader? Is its social function liberating or repressive?”’ (Content’s Dream 224-25).
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It is worth recalling Raymond Williams’s comments on hegemony, and his concept of
the emergent and residual formation to understand the situation of the Language poets.
Williams stresses that
a lived hegemony is always a process. It is not, except analytically, a system or a structure. It is a realized
complex of experiences, relationships, and activities, with specific and changing pressures and limits. In
practice, that is, hegemony can never be singular. . . . Moreover. . . it does not just passively exist as a

form of dominance. It has continually to be renewed, recreated, defended, and modified. It is also
continually resisted, limited, altered, challenged by pressures not at all its own. (ML 112)

An emergent cultural formation is a cultural practice that is in the process of producing new
forms of articulation, new ideas, styles, and conventions that cannot be accounted for as
the determinate result of existing social formations. The emergent group cannot fully
comprehend itself within the available terms of the pre-existent social order, nor can it be
fully comprehended from within that knowledge produced by the dominant order.
Williams insists that an emergent cultural formation occupies a zone of incomplete
articulation, “where what is not fully articulated. . . comes through as disturbance, tension,
blockage, emotional trouble” (PL 120). This astute analysis points to one of the greatest
weaknesses of current theories of language and culture.

The Language poets are part of an emergent cultural formation. But the analysis
cannot end there. Sometimes a residual formation can keep alive ideas, ideals and practices
whose radical potential remains a viable possibility if relocated or transformed according to
the changed historical moment. The Language poets have aligned themselves with such a
residual cultural formation, the American left, which has strong roots in the socialist
movements of Europe, and in their cultural practices. As a cultural group these poets are
located both as an emergent formation that is still in the process of emergence, which
Williams calls “a structural formation at the very edge of semantic availability” (ML 134),
and in a residual cultural formation that the dominant culture has violently expunged from

itself. That dual character of the new aesthetics is scattered through their poetry and prose.
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Thus, my focus will be that seemingly hermetic language of Language poetry,
growing out of a critique of referentiality and “the narrowness and provincialism of
mainstream literary norms” (Silliman et al. 262) contributes to the pluralization and
decentralization of American poetry, not only in an aesthetic nature but also in a political
one. In the broadest sense, Language poetry proposes a way of life, a political praxis, in
which the disruption of habitual patterns of linguistic control may result in the liberation of
the committed reader from the whole matrix of social mechanisms defining late capitalism.

The journal, L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E, devoted itself to poetics. ~As the editors later
explained, they hoped to emphasize “a spectrum of writing that places its attention primarily
on language and ways of making meaning, that takes for granted neither vocabulary,
grammar, process, shape, syntax, program, or subject matter. . . and to develop more fully
the latticework of those involved in aesthetically related activity.” Further, Bernstein and
Andrews attempted to generate “discussion on the relation of writing to politics” to the end
of producing an “analysis of the capitalist social order as a whole and of the place that
alternative forms of writing and reading might occupy in its transformation”
(“Repossessing the Word” ix-x).

Thus a third of The L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Book is taken up by discussions of poetry
and politics,” discussions laced with the names of such Marxist critics as Althusser,
Macherey, and Jameson. In a pivotal essay called ‘“Disappearance of the Word,
Appearance of the World,” Ron Silliman gives us the classic Marxist position espoused by
many of the Language poets (232).

Silliman takes as his epigraph Marx’s famous statement (1859). Applied to poetic
language, this becomes:

(1) the stage of historical development determines the natural laws (or if you prefer the terminology, the
underlying structures) of poetry; (2) the stage of historical development determines the natural laws of
language; (3) the primary impact on language and language arts, of the rise of capitalism has been in the
area of reference and is directly related to the phenomena known as the commodity fetish (LB 122).
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Whereas early tribal societies preserved the “expressive integrity of the gestural nature of
language” (what may look like “nonsense” syllables to us), “what happens when a
language moves toward and passes into a capitalist stage of development is an anaesthetic
transformation of the perceived tangibility of the word, with corresponding increases in its
descriptive and narrative capacities, preconditions for the invention of ‘realism,’ the optical
illusion of reality in capitalist thought” (LB 125). Silliman links lingual transparency with
the rise of capitalism. Language, under capitalism, is thus “transformed (deformed) into
referentiality”: when words and meaning are “surplus,” when they are blindly consumed,
they become merely transparent.

Steve McCaffery has extended that notion in some quite radical ways. He argues, like
Silliman, that capitalist society and its distinctly classist version of reality are transmitted
through language by dematerializing it. Furthermore, he goes on to characterize and
condemn reference purely in terms of a capitalist market economy (LB 161). Reference, he
suggests, being an exchange-oriented commodity, is merely a ‘“surplus-value” (North of
Intention 13). When he suggests that reference is an example of commodity fetishism in
language, he seems to want a language of use-value, not of surplus-value, a language that
emphasizes the signifier and so the production, not the consumption, of language (Ibid.
14).

Developing this position, Bruce Andrews, Barrett Watten, Charles Bernstein, and
others have also discussed “reference” and an easily packaged “meaning” as commodity
fetishes of language use within a capitalist system, as linguistic products with their mode of
production suppressed. Their point is as Perloff succintly explains, that “[language] . . . is
itself always already politically and ideologically motivated” (Poetic Licence 295). As
McCaffery declares, “[The] linguistic promise that the signified gives of something beyond
language i’ve come to feel as being central to capitalism (the fetish of commodity).. . . To

demystify this fetish and reveal the human relationships involved within the labour process
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of language will involve the humanization of the linguistic Sign by means of a centering of
language within itself” (LB 189).*

“The rise of capitalism,” writes Silliman, “sets the preconditions for the rise of the
novel, the invention of the optical illusion of realism, the final breakdown of gestural poetic
forms” (LB 126). Still, poets like Silliman and Bernstein are on to something important
when they lament the “invisibility” of language in our “literary” culture. “Thé words,” says
Silliman sadly, “are never our own. Rather, they are our own usages of a determinate
coding passed down to us like all other products of civilization” (LB 167). For many of
these poets, then, to expose or foreground linguistic “means of production” through
techniques of disruption has been, by analogy, to expose the repressed, and repressive,
features of capitalist thought. To revive poetry, “to change the language,” for them means
that one must try to “Write what cannot be written,” to produce what cannot be *“read”--in
short, to “derange the language” from its current conventionalities. A similar notion is
elaborated in Kristeva’s writing: “Magic, shamanism, esoterism, the carnival, and
‘incomprehensible’ poetry all underscore the limits of socially useful discourse and attest to
what it represses: the process that exceeds the subject and his communicative structures”
(Revolution 16); a critique of bourgeois instrumentalist discourse, in other words, is
inherent in the hermetic nature of difficult poetry.

Fredric Jameson’s recent challenge to the poetic practice of the Language poets makes
urgent the need to formulate the aesthetical-political positions of these poets. Ironically,
Jameson and some Language writers all base their critiques of certain literary modes on the
notion of reification. But this single notion has led to quite opposing conclusions. Despite
his critique of presumed homologies between textual and economic production in The
Political Unconscious (43-46), one might expect that Jameson’s Marxism would align him
more closely than many critics with the Language writers’ ideological project. His well-
known essays on postmodernism, however, show this not to be the case. In these essays,

“Postmodernism and Consumer Society” and “Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of
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Late Capitalism,” Jameson finds in Language writing two formal features that he thinks
especially characteristic of postmodernism in general: stylistic pastiche, and a quasi-
schizophrenic “breakdown of the relationship between signifiers” (“Consumer Society”
119). On the relationship that he sees between capitalism and the postmodern, both as a
period and as a style, Jameson is quite explicit: “I believe that the emergence of
postmodernism is closely related to the emergence of this new moment of late, consumer or
multinational capitalism. I believe also that its formal features in many ways express the
deeper logic of that particular social system” (125). Structurally, Jameson echoes the
Language writers’ own claims about an analogy between language forms and
socioeconomic systems, while revising the terms of the analogy. In direct contrast to the
poets themselves, Jameson reads the stylistic disruptions of Language writing as merely
symptomatic of, rather than critical of, consumer capitalism.

The attack on the voice epitomizes the main aspects of L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E and it
certainly seems to accord with the “disappearance of the subject” and the fading of “depth”
and history which Jameson discerns in postmodernity (Jameson, Postmodernism 1-54).
Perhaps, though, it is misleading to describe Language poetry, as Jameson does, as having
“adopted schizophrenic fragmentation as its fundamental aesthetic” (Ibid. 28).* Jameson
means to draw attention to the breakdown of the signifying chain in this writing which
produces “a rubble of distinct and unrelated signifiers,” a “linguistic malfunction” which
prevents us from unifying “the past, present and future of the sentence” and “of our own
experience” (Ibid. 26-27).

Jameson implicitly attributes Perelman’s schizophrenic aesthetic to the process of
reification in late capitalist society. Thus it is interesting to find Perelman and others
claiming that their aesthetic is based on a critique of precisely that same fragmenting
process. When Silliman carries on the most sustained analysis of the interplay of realiam
and reification, and McCaffery writes that “Marx’s notion of commodity fetishism. . . has

been central to my own considerations of reference” (LB 189), we have to examine their
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claims rather than to accept Jameson’s argument without any question. They intend to
reveal the foregrounding the materiality of language, far from being a schizophrenic
disorder or an hallucinatory escapism, instead as “a political writing practice that unveils
[and] demystifies the creation & sharing of meaning” (LB 135).

For Charles Altieri, the politics of Language writing are anything but “plain to see,”
and he treats skeptically the view of description and referentiality as somehow intrinsically
capitalist forms of language use. Seeing the Language writers as themselves reifying
language, Altieri further objects that their allegedly radical views of reader participation and
freedom “‘can easily be recast to support or reflect basic capitalist practices. Why is the
process of audience freedom not best understood along the lines of neoconservative
economics: is not such freedom to recast inherited materials a perfect exemplar of the right
to treat language as a commodity to be manipulated in whatever ways I can get away with?”
(“Without Consequences” 305)

Marjorie Perloff occupies yet another point on this spectrum of possible stands on the
Language poetics-ideology connection. In an early, influential essay-review on Language
writing, Perloff, one of our best readers of this work, attends almost exclusively to formal
matters, and raises the topic of politics only to give it rather short shrift in a couple of
paragraphs. Nevertheless she asks the same question that Altieri and Jameson, in their
different ways, ask: “whether the calling into question of ‘normal’ language rules, or
received discourses. . . is a meaningful critique of capitalism” (The Dance of the Intellect
233).

Meanwhile, Altieri’s charge that the writers themselves reify language in the process of
critiquing reification is anticipated by one of Language writing’s important precursors,
Jackson Mac Low. The argument for “the rights of the signifier” has been questioned by
Jackson Mac Low, himself a writer on the Left in the sense that “the larger part of the work
of giving or finding meaning devolves upon the perceivers” (OL 26). But even then the

question remains whether the calling into question of “normal” language rules, or received
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discourses that I have been describing is a meaningful critique of capitalism. In an essay
called “Language-Centered,” pointing out the homology between reference and reification,
Mac Low observes that the “brilliant, seemingly Marxist, attack on reference as a kind of
fetishism contributing to alienation. . . is a dangerous argument, easily turned against its
proponents. What could be more of a fetish or more alienated than slices of language
stripped of reference?’ (OL 23) What critics whom I have cited do not sufficiently
acknowledge is that, in postmodern culture, any ideological struggle gets carried on in
highly mediated form; indeed, the Language writers take this very mediation and its
mechanisms as a central subject. Politics in poetry is not only “subject- or theme-based” in
the more conventional examples but also much from “reader-writer relationships, from
material choices of publication and distribution, and from the social relations that inhere in
stylistic choices and embodiments” (Lazer 381). Thus, the Language writers’ ideological
claims for their project are best measured instrumentally, in terms of direct results in the
“real” world.

Language poets, however, do not argue that language can be purely material and
“nonreferential,” unless perhaps as music or gesture; it has no verbal incarnation. In fact
in his note Silliman says flatly, “Words are not, finally, non-referential. For they originate
in interactions with the world” (“The Dwelling Place” 118). Silliman takes Robert
Creeley’s well-known statement, “poems are not referential, or at least importantly so” to

be close to the mark in that the Language poets seek simply to diminish the importance of

reference:
By the creation of non-referring structures . . . , disruption of context . . ., forcing the meanings in upon
themselves until they cancel out or melt . . . . By effacing one or more elements of referential language . .

., the balance within and between the words shifts, redistributes. (Ibid. 118)

As Jerome McGann points out (640), Silliman makes an important distinction between
reference and referentiality. It is referentiality not reference that is the silly corpse Silliman

writes of. That words refer is not the problem; the problem is, for Silliman, that capitalism
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requires words to do nothing but refer, to reside inertly on the page with a readily
discernible meaning waiting to be culled from them by a reader who demands of his/her
thinking faculties the least possible effort. Lee Bartlett’s characterization of the
movement’s general response to reference is in accord with Silliman’s: “The issue is not,
then, reference per se, but a reaction to a prevailing poetics which seems to be unaware of
the social implications which over just above its acceptance as a first given of an
unquestioning referentiality” (Bartlett 748). Bemstein also notes, “Not ‘death’ of the
referent--rather a recharged use of the multivalent referential vectors that any word has”
(OL 7-22). One way to recharge the use of ‘“referential vectors” is by “making the
structures of meaning in language more tangible and in that way allowing for the maximum
resonance for the medium” (OL 35). It is that Language poetry seeks--a reverberating sort
of reference.

Seen in this context, contrary to the implications of Jameson’s schizophrenia analogy
and other critiques, Language poets seem to suggest that there are alternative ways of
structuring our experiences. Such alternatives foreground our social relations, not reify
them. Moreover, Language poets, ironically, can be seen to meet Jameson’s call for a new
political art whose “aesthetic of cognitive mapping” in this confusing postmodern space of
late capitalism may achieve “a breakthrough to some as yet unimaginable new mode of
representing [the world space of multinational capital], in which we may again begin to
grasp our positioning as individual and collective subjects and regain a capacity to act and
struggle which is at present neutralized by our spatial as well as our social confusion”
(“Postmodernism” 54). Thus most Language poets remind us of the socially contrived
basis of any writing. They do not do so, however, by abandoning modes of writing or
reifying language. ‘“Modes cannot be escaped,” Bemstein argues, “but they can be taken
for granted. They can also be meant” (LB 44). It is the exploration of the possibilities for

meaning-production, which lies behind most Language poetry.
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It is important to note that although the Language poets rigorously deconstruct the
notions behind their contemporary poetry, the deconstruction is often followed by an
attempt to develop a constructive writing practice. Language poets’ questioning of,
disruption of, language and linguistic norms cannot be overlooked; it occurs at such a basic
level that the reader is required to participate, to question, to probe, to leap from word to
syllable to sound, to disorganize and recognize the words presented. Language poetry
often leaves the connections between various elements open, thus allowing the reader to
produce the connections between those elements. In this sense, in the early essay (1980)
about labeling the movement, Mac Low prefers the term “perceiver-centered” rather than
“language-centered” or “nonreferential” to describe what came to be called Language
poetry.

Language writing proposes and makes necessary new methods of reading which force
us to reconsider the political dimensions of literary activity. Importantly, the ambiguity of
the structure of Language writing reminds us that any connections drawn are arbitrary. It is
the framing process itself, and by extension the process of ideological framing, which is no
longer taken for granted. Since the rejection of the “conduit theory of communication” is at
the very heart of Language poetry, the concept needs clarification. In an essay called
“Reading Cavell Reading Wittgenstein,” Bernstein writes:

The distortion is to imagine that knowledge has an “object” outside of the language of which it is a part--
that words refer to “transcendental signifieds” rather than being part of a language which itself produces
meaning in terms of its grammar, its conventions, its “agreements in judgment.” Learning a language is
not learning the names of things outside language, as if it were simply a matter of matching up “signifiers
with signifieds,” as if signifieds already existed and we were just learning new names for them. . .. Rather,
we are initiated by language into a [the] world, and we see and understand the world through the terms and

meanings that come into play in this acculturation. . . . In this sense, our conventions (grammar, codes,
territorialities, myths, rules, standards, criteria) are our nature. (60)

In theory, Language poetry, by actively seeking to be “unreadable,” transforms the

formerly passive reader into an active meaning maker, with the inevitable concomitant of

political awakening. In most Language poetry, “the perceiver [not the writer] becomes the
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center--the meaning-finder” (In the American Tree 494)--an observation implying that
“reader-centered” might be a more accurate term than “language-centered” for the Language
writing. Language poetry is not inscribed with a readily discernible meaning. Rather, its
meanings are “inseparable from the language in process” (Messerli 3). Lyn Hejinian
argues in “The Rejection of Closure” that such “open” writing “is generative rather than
directive. The writer relinquishes total control and challenges authority as a principle and
control as a motive. The ‘open text’ often emphasizes or foregrounds process, either the
process of the original composition or of subsequent compositions by readers” (134-35).%
The reader, however, decides to reconfigure a poem and to deal with its scattering of
words. The poem helps the reader question the process of reading; it requires a new,
exploratory relationship between writer, text, and reader. At this point, Language poetry
blends, in differing ways, the roles of reader and writer.

In response to such arguments, on the other hand, Tenney Nathanson wonders
“whether what readers confronting [Language writing] in fact experience is the liberating
effect of being able to produce rather than consume meaning. It is at any rate far from
obvious what it might mean to produce a reading of one’s own here” (311). What invites
objections such as Nathanson’s is that “the reader” in Language theory tends to remain a
rather monolithic category. Moreover, there was a heated exchange of opinion on the
political and moral, as well as aesthetic, value of Language poetry. Language writing has
been criticized for a supposed self-regarding cliquishness and defensiveness in the face of
criticism from “outsiders.” A typical argument is the attack like Tom Clark’s “Stalin as
Linguist,” which contrasts Language writing with the work of William Carlos Williams:
“Williams’s historic decision to base his writing on the spoken American language. . . was
the great democratic gesture of poetry in this century, expanding its audience to fulfill the
grandly inclusive aims of Walt Whitman. The language school has set out to draw back the
perimeters of that audience, contracting poetry until it fits around only themselves” (304).

In another review article of July 1985, Clark accuses Language poets of a “gang
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mentality,” because by working together against the conventionally referential and
representational capacities of language, they rob language of its emotive power; he finds
them guilty of preaching only to the already converted, discouraging differences of
opinion, and hastening a “future in which discourse is terminated and all that’s left of
language are the fragmented inarticulate remains, a non-referential solipsistic muzak”
(11).°

What is mostly interesting here is the terms of Clark’s attack: the Language writers are
antidemocratic, and they talk only to themselves. In Clark’s view, poets address either
everybody or only themselves; and the former is what they should do. What is lacking in
his argument seems to be the sense of a middle ground. That middle ground is an audience
neither grandly inclusive on the one hand nor self-regarding on the other; to be sure the
audience with a high tolerance for opacity of language. At this point, what Bemstein says,
in his interview with Tom Beckett, is most illuminating: “It’s a mistake, I think, to posit
the self as the primary organizing feature of writing. As many others have pointed out, a
poem exists in a matrix of social and historical relations that are more significant to the
formation of an individual text than any personal qualities of the life or voice of an author”
(Content’s Dream 408).

Bernstein, in the Paris Review introduction, also points out that “Distinctions between.
. . prose and poetry are often not observed.” Furthermore, “Issues of poetics, when not
explicitly determining the genre of the work, often permeate its mode of address--a
tendency that can pull the poem out of the realm of purely personal reference and into a
consideration of the interaction among the seemingly competing spheres of politics,
autobiography, fiction, philosophy, common sense, song, etc. .. . There is a willingness
to use, within the space of a text, a multiplicity of such different modes, which counts more
on a recognition of the plastic qualities of traditional genres and styles than on their

banishment” (“Language Sampler” 76).
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The relation of poetry and theory seems to be one of the crucial issues now in
understanding how poets’ theory has come to confront the expanding crisis of poetry.
Bemnstein suggests that Language writing offers the best hope for breaking down the
impasse between poetry and theory that has led to the marginalization of poetry within the
academy. The notion of a theoretical poetry unsettles all of our expectations about poetry,
raising troubling questions about the status of the individual poem.

6

On the other hand, it is precisely this “blurring,” “avoidance,” perhaps “willful
destruction of the distinction between theoretical and practical genres” (Lavender 184) that
has been called into question by critics of Language poetry. Common complaints are as
follows: “Too bad that their poems aren’t as interesting as their theories,” and “this work is
not poetry, it’s prose.” Even Tom Beckett, in his interview with Bernstein, remarked:
“Charles, one frequent criticism of many of the contributors to L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E in
general and you specifically is that the theoretical essays you write, say, are considered to
be more ‘alive’ than your poems” (Content’s Dream 402).

However, having developed an awareness and understanding of the materiality of
language through an encounter with several texts, both “theoretic” and *“poetic,” why
would one return to read more? One might imagine a meditation on this matter, by a
skeptical reader, along the following lines: If a poem is a demonstration of a theory, then
once one has read the theory, is there any need to read more than a few exemplary poems to
“get” it? Still a question remains: Why continue writing or reading Language poetry?

While this meditation has raised many of the theoretical premises of Language poetry,
it remains stuck in the dilemma of how to conceive of a “theoretical poem.” Bernstein
denies the very distinction between poetry and theory* by rewriting the famous projectivist
dictum “Form is never more than an extension of content” as a credo for the Language
poets: “Theory is never more than the extension of practice.” Bernstein goes on to explain
how the poet’s approach to language and genre yields actively engaged theories. From the

poet’s point of view, all writing must be seen to inhabit the field of poetic / social
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composition (In the American Tree 488). A theoretical poetry has designs on breaking
down not just the distinctions between poetry and theory but those between reading and
writing, creation and criticism, life and politics. The individual poem, for the Language
poets, is a site in which the ongoing activity of theoretical poetry can occur, a site for
theoretical recognitions about the language in which we live.

What is the significance of the loose collective enterprise known as Language writing?
Language writing promises to provoke and sustain a more enriched text milieu for the
reading and writing of poetry. This body of writing--by virtue of its attention to an
oppositional school within modernism, Williams, Stein, Zukofsky instead of Eliot, Pound,
Stevens and its addition of an original twist to that reading by recourse to European
poststructuralism--forces us to rethink our relationship to and appropriation of modernist
poetry. It also asks us to develop new methods of reading and criticism to come to terms
with a poetry emphasizing the signifier. As an active critique of the canonical poetics of the
1970s and 1980s, Language writers’ collective practice posits alternative literary histories,
alternative ways of reading, alternative conceptions of poetry. To know this diverse body
of Language writing is to enlarge our sense of what poetry is and what poetry can be, as
well as our understanding of the present.

How do we read this writing along with Stein’s work, that questions our defining
notions of poetry, narrative, language, writing, literature, and finally the world? Stein
might well ask of her critics some fifty years after her death: “Why don’t you read the way
I write?” Posing a direct challenge to the assumptions of academic literary criticism in
general, the work of Stein and Language poets has not lent itself to the hermeneutic and
thematic textual explications that have dominated critical approaches in the twentieth
century. Commentary has abounded with marginalizing terms such as ‘“hermetic,”
“difficult,” “experimental,” and “inaccessible.” The more radically a literary text departs
from familiar conventions, the more actively the reader must struggle to determine how to

read it. Resolutely refusing to provide the traditional pleasures of narrative verisimilitude,
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the text forces its audience to share the author’s movement toward knowledge in the
process of reading.

It is true that the formal disruptions of Language writing seek to create, in Andrews’s
words, a condition of ‘“‘unreadability’--that which requires new readers, and teaches new
readings” (LB 31). As Andrews further argues, the poems demand from readers active
participation, the relinquishment of passively unself-conscious reading habits (LB 36). Or

€

as McCaffrey says, the poetry requires “a productive attitude to text,” “a writerly stance on
the reader’s part” (LB 162). It is noteworthy, however, the terms in which Andrews and
McCaffery discuss the relation of reader to text derive from Roland Barthes’s ditinction
between “the readerly” and “the writerly,” where he also argues that “the goal of literary
work . . . is to make the reader no longer a consumer, but a producer of the text” (S/Z 4).

Barthes’s text seems to have all the features of Language writing. ‘“The Text is what is

situated at the limit of the rules of speech-act (rationality, readability, etc.),” he writes (RL

” ¢ ” ¢

58). It is “without closure,” “plural,” a “weave of signifiers,” “entirely woven of
quotations, references, echoes: cultural languages. . . antecedent or contemporary, which
traverse it through and through, in a vast stereophony” (RL 59-60). The notion that the
Text “asks of the reader a practical collaboration” in “play, activity, production, practice”
(Image-Music-Text 156) associates Stein and Language poets with Barthes; the ideas of the
latter can be seen as possible ways of reading the former. Therefore, Barthes is the subject

of the next section.

(3) Seductions of Language

To introduce Roland Barthes means to present his ideas; but Barthes is more than a set
of ideas; thus to introduce Barthes is to reduce him. Or, in other words: to read Barthes
for the ideas is not to read Barthes. Barthes’s writing liberates itself from an entropic

rhetoric that would engender the critic’s sense of omniscience and authority. He
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conceptualizes an idealized theory of writing as an activity which refuses all settled
doctrines and is consequently open-ended. Instead of establishing the authority of
instruction, the Barthesian critical essay becomes a new form of experimental literature that
destabilizes accepted meanings and subverts the power inherent in traditional categories.*
Barthes’s is, then, a theory of persistent fluidity, of an irresolution which would keep the
text alive from generation to generation while allowing no one reading to own it.

Helen Vendler, on the other hand, calls “the overvaluing of the hunger for innumerable
new objects” a flaw in the Barthesian aesthetic (“The Medley Is the Message” 72). If flaw
it is, however, so then is what motivates his valuing the new, namely, his desire to
question “received opinions” and to test the limits of thought. His target, in his own
words, became, as his work developed, not merely “the petit-bourgeois good conscience,
but the symbolic and semantic system of our entire civilization; it is not enough to seek to
change contents, we must above all aim at fissuring the meaning-system itself: we must
emerge from the Occidental enclosure” (The Semiotic Challenge 8). For Barthes, that
enclosure is most apparent as a desire to constrict language. Through his long rebellion
against the intellectual and institutional practices in which he was raised, we can see his
shift from the analysis of structures to the analysis of processes of signification. A
properly attentive reading of Barthes brings out the extent to which critical concepts are
ceaselessly transformed or undone by the activity of self-conscious writing.

Therefore, I will not treat here Barthes’s texts as Text but as an interweaving of
significations and intertextual citations floating against the oppressiveness of language
whose ultimate task is to define knowledge. I will see them as stages of the Barthesian
quest to challenge the privilege of a transcendent or systematic model of conceptual
thought. According to Philip Thody, the difference made by Barthes is as a writer “who
believes that the only way to change society is to change the language in which people
think. . . [and] to write in a highly original manner and to annoy people by so doing” (68).

Throughout a wide range of his discourses, we can view, as Vendler remarked, a French
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intellectual, made marginal by his own destiny, struggle through the generic life offered his
generation, not submitting to a single prise de conscience, but instead suffering restlessly
all the intellectual currents of his time, finding not a single framework through which to
orient himself, but rather locating, over time, a plurality of frameworks, each offering the
advantage of a different “fix” on the world, each proffering a new discourse, a new
lexicon, a new mentality (“The Medley Is the Message” 73).

The story of Barthes’s “intellectual itinerary” tells the traces of structuralism and
poststructuralism. In the early writing of Barthes, among others, the aim was a full-scale
science of the text modelled on the linguistics of Saussure and the structural anthropology
of Claude Lévi-Strauss. Barthes insists that structuralism is always an activity, an open-
ended practice of reading, rather than a “method” convinced of its own right reason. In his
early writings, we can see his concern with how signs signify and how cultures arbitrarily
assign meanings to recurring phenomena. His later texts, as Christopher Norris points out,
maintain a dialogue not only with structuralism but also with poststructuralist thinkers
whose influence Barthes both acknowledges and keeps at a certain protective distance
(Deconstruction 10). Barthes’s lifelong hostility to representation began to ally itself
cursorily with the conclusions reached by Derrida and de Man, yet the reasons for
Barthes’s espousal of a language of pure differences could scarcely themselves be more
different. With Derrida and de Man the denial of representation takes the form of a
thoroughgoing epistemological skepticism which relentlessly questions the basis and
validity of imputing any properties of presence or re-presentation to textuality. Barthes’s
concerns, however, seem to be far from epistemological; if anything, his objection to
representation is moralistic. That is to say, that what he spent a writing life challenging is
what we might call the ethics of representation, the ways in which a society transforms
culture into nature and thereby stamps its products with the seal of authenticity.

If one were to try to determine which terms recur most frequently through Barthes’s

“intellectual adventure,” one would certainly find that the word “language” is one of the
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most often used. It is, in fact, a word that characterizes the entire episteme of the twentieth
century. Language was a model for all sign systems, according to Barthes.” Barthes’s
attention was always resolutely fixed on language: on the nature of the linguistic sign, on
the workings of discourse, on texts--on the most complex, elaborated, and unpredictable
uses of language. It is clear that Barthes’s career was an exemplary search for
understanding how man creates meaning, a lifelong exploration of man’s definition as
homo significans, the maker of meaning in signs. In anthropology, in linguistics,
philosophy, and the discourse upon literature, this has been a characteristic preoccupation
of our age, and no one addressed himself to it so persistently, so multifariously, so
ingeniously, as Barthes.

For centuries, men had believed in their own innocence before an objective world, and
in the innocence of language as the means of communicating information about that world.
The world, they assumed, existed independently of both language and themselves, prior to
both; it was eternal “nature” itself, not a product of human history. Language, it was
understood, was the means of gaining access to objective experience of such a world.
However, language is contaminated by history. No one owns language or invents it; it
comes to each of us from the culture, “already used, corrupted, tired” (Michels 160).
Historical contaminations have certainly worsened since Barthes, and at the precise rate at
which corporate mass culture has been gaining control of our systems of meaning. Public
language--visual as well as verbal--has degenerated within the realms of politics,
advertising, and entertainment into commodity fetishism, and there is now a virtually
‘“unlimited technological reproduction and near universal diffusion” of this language
(Sontag, “The Aesthetics of Silence” 21). Saturated with the ideology of bourgeois
capitalism, it works unceasingly to shape values and beliefs, indeed, our very “structures
of feeling.” Not only has the dominant culture, with its powerful technological resources,
managed to cheapen consciousness, it has managed to constitute a subject within its victims

which identifies with its oppressor.
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“Language is never innocent” (16), Barthes wrote in Writing Degree Zero (1953), the
book that began his career as the latest in a long line of provocative postwar French critics
that included Sartre, Lévi-Strauss, and Merleau-Ponty. He argues that literary style, from
the style classique to the “zero-degree” or transparent writing of Camus, is far from
innocent: that style is in fact economic, and arises out of an ideological condition. Men
now recognized not only that nature takes the shape of their own minds, but also that
language is the means by which they shape and perceive nature. In other words, men
recognized that their experience of the world is determined largely by their language, and
that their ability to express themselves is determined by the culture in which they find their
language. Seen in this light, language can no longer be taken for granted; it becomes, in
Barthes’s word, “problematic”--it reveals its own complicity in history; it is significative in
itself, quite apart from any content with which a writer may wish to fill it. For Barthes, the
most important consequence of these views is that the modern writer has come to feel an
urgent need to justify himself as a writer—-to doubt the very possibility of expression
without somehow trying to make language innocent again.

Modern writers have become increasingly skeptical that there are objective meanings in
the world, and literature has accordingly become less representational and expressive. It is
this effort to remake language in the act of writing that accounts for the characteristic
absence of traditional content in much modem literature. When the change in the
conception of the relation of literature to “the world” occurred, he tells us in Writing Degree
Zero, “literature” began to become truly conscious of itself, no longer trying to make its
form and linguistic surface as unnoticeable as possible in the interest of a “reality” it was
written to reveal, but instead calling attention to that surface, its writing, as its entire being.
For Barthes, this change implies a new relation between the critic and the literary text. It is
no longer appropriate, he has said, to think of a text as “a species of fruit with a kernel (an
apricot, for example), the flesh being the form and the pit being the content”; “it would be

better to see it as an onion, a construction of layers (or levels, or systems) whose body
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contains, finally, no heart, no kernel, no secret, no irreducible principle, nothing except the
infinity of its own envelopes--which envelop nothing other than the unity of its own
surfaces” (“Style and Its Image” 10).

The writer as “subject,” Barthes says, no longer thinks of himself as an “individual
plenitude,” a fullness that may be evacuated in language, but instead as an “emptiness”
around which he “weaves a discourse” that is “infinitely transformed” in such a way that
“all writing which does not lie designates not the internal attributes of the subject,” but the
“absence” of subject. “Language is not the predicate of a subject. . . [it] is the subject” (CT
85-86). Modern literature, as Gerald Bruns therefore characterizes it, no longer expresses
itself through language; “it is rather language which now expresses itself through literature”
(99).

The “modern” writer attempts to avoid self-deception by trying to reduce language to
pure form, to a truly innocent or neutral state which Barthes calls its “zero-degree of
signification.” “Modemn” poetry, Barthes says, “carries its own nature within itself, and
does not need to signal its identity outwardly” (WDZ 43). Barthes’s point is that “modern”
literature aims to be a potentiality, the empty form of a meaning to be filled--but filled by
the critic or reader. That is what he is getting at when he says that the critic covers the text
with his own language. Thus, there is a “problematics” of language for the critic as well as
for the writer; according to Barthes, “the writer and the critic meet in the same difficult
situation, facing the same object: language” (CT 64).°®

Writing Degree Zero analyzes the relationship between the writer and the available
language. As Julia Kristeva maintains in a 1971 essay on the work of Barthes, his aim is
to specify the key role of literature in the system of discourses. He does this by giving
center stage to the notion of writing: ‘“‘Literature’ becomes writing; ‘knowledge’ or
‘science’ becomes the objective formulation of the desire to write, and their
interrelationship [sets] the stakes where the subject is--within language through his

experience of body and history” (DL 94). Kristeva suggests that the originality of
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Barthes’s work lies in the double necessity that literature be regarded from the viewpoints
of the sciences of language, the body, and history at the same time and that the scientific
approaches to literature be controlled by “the discreet and lucid presence of the subject of
this ‘possible knowledge’ of literature, by the reading that he gives of texts today, situated
as he is within contemporary history” (DL 94).

The status of “zero degree” writing “refers to the utopia of a lifting of signs, an
exemption from meaning, an indivision of language, a transparency of social relations”
(The Grain of the Voice 195). Such writing, while pregnant with future meaning, is an
indicative mood not overlaid by commitments to form and to history. Barthes calls “zero
degree” writing ideal writing because it resists “literature” so thoroughly that it enables a
pure, undistracted experience of language. In poetry his models are the unspecified heirs
of Mallarmé. The hallmark of the zero degree is an avoidance of both “literature” and
ordinary communication in a narrowly functional sense. Zero degree writing destroys the
functionality of language (WDZ 46). It “leaves standing only its lexical basis,” and “this
void is necessary for the density of the Word to rise out of a magic vacuum, like sound and
a sign devoid of background, like ‘fury and mystery’” (WDZ 46-47). It strips out
emotional declaration and conceptual meaning, because these are points at which the
pressure of ‘Literature’ might be exerted. It almost evacuates style itself; “a style of
absence which is almost an ideal absence of style,” he remarks of Camus, and might have
remarked of Beckett (WDZ 77).%*

From the fall from literary innocence around the turn of the century, as we have
already noted, the writer recognized “the morality” of the form of his language; he became
aware, in a new way, of his own responsibility as a writer. Barthes began his career, in
Writing Degree Zero, by radically redefining the Marxist relation to textuality: he
introduced language, rather than its objects, as the determining factor in a literary text’s
engagement with the social and historical conditions of its emergence. His question was no

longer “Why write?” but “How to write?” for he had now a conscious choice to make:
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either to adopt the “writing” of his past along with all that it stood for, or to reject it and,
attempting to return language to its original innocence, devise new modes of free
expression. For Barthes, then, there is a history of “writing” (distinct from that history of
themes and individual styles known as “literary history”): the history of those “modemn”
attempts to purge language of its historical meaning--to write without a preconception of
Literature. Writing Degree Zero was an introduction to such a history.

In her preface to the English translation of Writing Degree Zero (1967), Susan Sontag
introduced this work by quite rightly placing it in a context of modernist critical theory and
political debate. Writing Degree Zero is polemic which relentlessly conflates the literary
and the political. It defines a modern “problematics of language” in relation to a role for
artists and intellectuals. Its portrait of literary culture as increasingly homogenized, and
artists and intellectuals as increasingly isolated, is very familiar, as is the argument that
traditional forms no longer bond new work to the cultural mainstream. Barthes portrayed
the dominant culture as narrow and incorporative, and the formal properties of its literature
as incapable of registering the significantly new. Barthes argues that new writing is made
from the collapse of accepted languages. In Writing Degree Zero Barthes also describes the
situation of the writer as a blockage, and suggests that “every man is a prisoner of his
language.” Writing is “a blind alley. . . because society itself is a blind alley” (WDZ 87).
Barthes’s writer is inevitably solitary (WDZ 4) and disjoined: there is a “tragic disparity
between what he does and what he sees” (WDZ 86). Against the background of
imprisonment, blindness, alienation, paralysis and blockage, the writer might find a
fleeting freedom by resistance to incorporative language. It is the language and form which
primarily enact the resistance to an orthodoxy which the argument depressingly seems to
sustain.

Thus, it is clear, as one reads Barthes entire, that his devotion to the aesthetic was not
only a natural inclination but also a fully ethical commitment. The aesthetic, by having an

inherent plurality of language, tone, and viewpoint, defends the mind against its own
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premature anxiety for closure. Barthes’s greatness as a critic is that he shows, and does
not merely proclaim, a steady refusal to separate literature from ethics and politics in the
broadest sense--for he sees literature always in connection with responsibility, pleasure,
desire--and an equally steady insistence that these connections are via form and language,
not via the representation of a content.

From Barthes’s point of view, Sartre’s insistence upon a literature of commitment to
social revolution is a form of linguistic innocence. Sartre’s “engaged” writer, by rebelling
against established literary conventions, is assumed to have restored language to a “clean”
or neutral state, the only medium in which free expression is supposed to be possible to the
writer and available to all readers. To Barthes, however, this freedom is an illusion; the
very stylelessness of “committed” language becomes another closed “mode of writing,”
another style--in this case, “the sufficient sign of [a] commitment,” functioning “as an
economy signal whereby the scriptor [or writer] constantly imposes his conversion without
ever revealing how it came about”--if indeed it ever did (WDZ 26-27). ‘“Commitment,”
then, is only a myth; it is only the convention of commitment.

Barthes is at odds with Sartre on the question of literature engagée. In other words he
does not think the writer has a duty to arouse in the reader a revolutionary consciousness of
some sort, though he does seem to think that “writing” is a subversive activity. On the
other hand he carries out an exemplary campaign of criticism against all forms of writing
with a message, and particularly of writing with a political message.

For Barthes, as Sontag mentioned, a language and a style are “objects,” while a mode
of écriture is a “function.” Neither strictly historical nor irredeemably personal, écriture
occupies a middle ground; it is “essentially the morality of form.” Ecriture is the writer’s
zone of freedom, “form considered as human intention” (WDZ xiii-xiv). To carry out the
writer’s joy, according to Barthes, the writer must accept his language and accept his style
as given: what he has to choose is his writing. Not so much the kind of writing as the act

of writing. The point that Barthes wants to make about “writing” is that it is a genuine
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matter of choice. The writer’s mere decision to write is what matters, not his decision to
communicate a political message or share a human experience. To be more exact: the
“writer” does not try to communicate something to the rest of the world, but only to define
correctly the relation between writing and the world. This means that he knows his
business is to write first of all, not to teach, to amuse, to inspire, to elevate, to shock, or to
transform society. He does something to society not by pushing against its structures--
which are none of his business--but by changing the tune of its language and shifting the
perspectives which depend on the ways words are arranged. He systematically de-
mythologizes literature. Gestus is more than “gesture,” more than idiosyncrasy. It is the
chosen, living, and responsible mode of presence of the writer in his world.

Barthes concludes, in Writing Degree Zero, that “writing is thus essentially the
morality of form, the choice of that social area within which the writer elects to situate the
Nature of his language” (15). It represents Barthes’s will to locate writing--the activity of
the writer--in the mobile act of signifying rather than, with Sartre, in immobile content of
what is signified. At this point, Barthes is still conceiving of writing as an authorial
production; later, he came to link it far more strongly with the reader, as his interest shifted
from the author to the text, for him a shimmering force-field of signifying into which the
reader enters and by which the reader is “traversed.”

Many critics on Barthes agree that his work took a significantly different turn toward
the end of the 1960s, and that this is indicative of the division between structuralism and
poststructuralism. Poststructuralism developed in part from a critique of structuralism, but
continued to insist that the analysis of language is central to any modern intellectual project.

The rise and fall of structuralism is an extremely complex phenomenon; in this study
we can deal with it on only the most superficial level. Here we shall merely note that
structuralism tended to separate its product (a model structure or system or “language”)
from the process of its production--a shortcoming that Barthes, at least on the level of

theory, attempted to overcome by explaining structuralism as an “activity”--and if the
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product is separated from the production, it is also separated from the producer, the
“subject.” Since structuralism aims to construct a “language,” and since--according to
Saussure--it is the language-making faculty that distinguishes men from animals, then all
men are, in a manner of speaking, structuralists. But the language we “make” as we speak
or write is produced in an endless “process of difference”; it is not fixed as is the static
system produced in structural analysis. In poststructuralism, language is no longer seen as
a reliable yardstick for the measurement of other signifying systems. It is now seen as
itself an impossible medium.

As far as Barthes is concerned, each of his critical moves has been nothing more than a
source of personal pleasure, the transformation of himself as a text. At any rate, that is
how he most currently viewed his critical progress, a view that might in turn be regarded as
still one more transformation of the Barthesian subject. In The Pleasure of the Text (1973)
and Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes (1975), he has given the name “morality” to this
latest phase of his work, “morality” being the thinking of the body in a state of “language.”

In the early 1970s Barthes came increasingly to emphasize the values of plurality,
intertextuality, productivity of meaning, and the infinity of languages; as a result he came to
attach less importance to the sciences of the subject and more importance to the subject’s
performance in reading. The plural of the text is indeed Barthes’s insistent subject in The
Pleasure of the Text. The plural means not simply “ambiguity” or multiple meanings, but
the impossibility of hierarchizing the different voices of the text, the need to submit to their
interdependence and simultaneity. Reading should never become the search for some
ultimate signified, but rather a joyous and animating multiplication of the signifiers, of
words and symbols themselves.

Here, what interests him in the meeting of reader and text is specifically the “dialectics
of desire” by which animation of the text depends on the reader’s desire, and this on the
text’s solicitation of the reader. Barthes observed that reading is “desiring the work,” that

is, wanting to be one with the text being read. Also, the text has a desire of its own.
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Appropriately, Barthes the reader noted in his The Pleasure of the Text that “the text you
write must prove to me that it desires me” (6). This is a realization of his earlier insight
concerning “the death of the author” that a text’s unity was to be found in its destination
rather than in its origin. And the Barthesian pleasure of the text is above all the joy of the
exercise of creative freedom, as the reader cooperates with the printed text to render it alive
once more within a human mind. The performance is likened by Barthes in The Pleasure
of the Text to the weaving of a piece of Valenciennes lace; to the act of love, where the

creation of meaning is the climax of love, bliss.

Text means Tissue; but whereas hitherto we have always taken this tissue as a product, a ready-made veil,
behind which lies, more or less hidden, meaning (truth), we are now emphasizing, in the tissue, the
generative idea that the text is made, is worked out in a perpetual interweaving; lost in this tissue--this
texture--the subject unmakes himself, like a spider dissolving in the constructive secretions of its web. (PT
64)

The great advantage of Barthes’s method, and an indication that it touches a central
principle of postmodern thought, is that it works equally well for specific literary questions
as it does for social practice at large. For each, Barthes’s first task is to locate “the very
materiality of the signifier” (UT 33) which in literature is the text and in society is the code
by which things function. This materiality is a realm of interaction--not the subject, not the
language which expresses it, but rather the signifying practice where the two meet.
Signification is not produced at the level of abstraction but through the very operation of its
practice. This notion of signifying practice restores active energy to language and makes
any linguistic or social action as interesting as fiction. The text is a tissue, something
woven--one thinks of postmodernist work as a weaving which deliberately unravels in its
reading--and the fabric of this texture comes from the interlacing of codes which the
semiologist separates into its component parts. Barthes’s textual analysis does not simply
note a structure, but produces a mobile structuration of the text which locates its avenues of
meaning. “What founds the text is not an internal, closed accountable structure,” which

would as such be a kernel of meaning extractable by the critic but rather the study of “the
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outlet of the text on to other texts, other codes, other signs; what makes the text is the
intertextual” (UT 137), the interwoven strands of which the critic must sort out. It is in the
interest of each narrative to delay this unweaving, to prolong its existence in suspense
which exists not as a flat, tabular space but as “a volume, a stereophony” (UT 157) which
its temporary irresolution fills.

In The Pleasure of the Text, Barthes draws a correlation between two kinds of texts
and two ways of writing about them: ancient and modern, textes de plaisir and textes de
Jouissance. Although Jonathan Culler would have us believe that jouissance meant “ease”
for Barthes (Roland Barthes 22), it was much more likely that, within what Richard
Howard calls “an erotics of reading” by Barthes (PT viii), the word pointed toward an
intersection of physical and intellectual apogees where “everything is there, but floating” (A
Barthes Reader 403). Richard Miller translates jouissance as “bliss,” which is no doubt
better than “joy” or “enjoyment” or “delight,” but we don’t really have a word which will

convey the sexual thrill Barthes wishes to connect with a certain kind of reading:

Text of pleasure: the text that contents, fills, grants euphoria; the text that comes from culture and does not
break with it, is linked to a comfortable practice of reading. Text of bliss: the text that imposes a state of
loss, the text that discomforts (perhaps to the point of a certain boredom), unsettles the reader’s historical,
cultural, psychological assumptions, the consistency of his tastes, values, memories, brings to a crisis his
relation with language. (PT 14)

The experience of meaning consists in the dissolve of the reading subject into the fault, the
seam, the edge between tradition and modernity. The redistribution of language that occurs
in the avant-garde text, Barthes says in The Pleasure of the Text, is “always achieved by
cutting. Two edges are created: an obedient, conformist, plagiarizing edge (the language is
to be copied in its canonical state, as it has been established by schooling, good usage,
literature, culture), and another edge, mobile, blank (ready to assume any contours), which
is never anything but the site of its effect: the place where the death of language is
glimpsed” (PT 6).
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This is precisely the distinction between texts of pleasure, in which language is
obedient, and of bliss, in which language has emptied itself of its customary meanings and
in which, therefore, the reader cannot find comfortable assumptions about world, self, and
language. In the passage just cited above is a cut between traditional and modern texts and
the kind of reading they invite. The blissful dissolve is the effect of reading modern texts,
or of reading any texts in the modern, writerly way.

The fact of the existence of the avant-garde text makes a demand on readers, and the
fact that the demand is met by the development of a new mode of reading teaches a lesson
about how meaning is produced. The demand is that readers do something to make sense
of the text, for the text, if passively approached with the customary beliefs about the
relations between literature and life, and words and world, is nonsense. The custom of the
Cartesian is to make truth a supreme value resident in the reference of a representation
(signifier) to what is represented (referent), where the reference is mediated by the concept
(signified) of the represented object.

What is shaken by the avant-garde text are not simply beliefs about the relation of
literature to what is outside it, including the relation of author and characters to reader, but,
as Barthes registers in his characterization of the text of bliss, the reader’s assumptions
about the world, its past, its culture, and its people, his self-consistency, and his relation to
language. The challenge of avant-garde literature reaches as far as language reaches: to
linguistics, psychoanalysis, history, theories of culture; to the practices of self-
identification and self-justification; in short, it moves throughout the system of discourses,
with the result that questions intrude themselves.

The reading subject becomes a “living contradiction” (PT 21), enacting on the stage of
his mind the drama of a culture in the throes of change. The experience of avant-garde
literature contradicts the reader’s customary way of regarding himself; if he does not regard
himself in traditional way, there is nothing for the new text to speak against and it cannot be

heard. If, however, the reader cannot entertain the contradiction of his beliefs about
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himself, the avant-garde will be nonsense to him. The reader must, that is to say, entertain
both the conventional beliefs about what he is and the contradiction of these beliefs. For
the subject to appreciate the differential value of the new and the plurality it opens up, he
must experience the value. He must, that is, not merely know that thus and so are the
traditional beliefs about language, literature, self, and world that are unsettled by the
modern text; he must adopt the point of view of one who accepts these beliefs. This is just
to say that he cannot read the new text in the old way, where reading in the old way is
really gazing at what shines through the lines and the print. When one looks at the avant-
garde text through tradition’s lens, nothing is in clear enough focus to make out.*

The reader lives in the language and it, not an author, speaks to him. The first split in
the “subject split twice over” (PT 14), is a rupture in the set of his beliefs: he believes there
is a world full of speaking selves, including himself, and he believes that worlds and selves
are but functions of the infinite play of language. The second split is a fragmentation, a

scattering, a pluralizing, that occurs in the course of writerly reading. Any one text is:

entrance into a network with a thousand entrances; to take this entrance is to aim, ultimately. . . at a
perspective (of fragments, of voices from other texts, other codes), whose vanishing point is nonetheless
ceaselessly pushed back, mysteriously opened: each single text is the very theory (and not the mere
example) of this vanishing, of this difference which indefinitely returns, insubmissive. (S/Z 12)

The avant-garde text makes us “think against” received theories and invites us to read
the old theories as we have learned to read the new texts. Writing is more like performing
than it is like thinking. Barthes speaks of the subject’s dissolving into the text as it reads
and so far as this happens there is no logical distance between subject and text, and the
subject’s performance of the text is his performance of himself. The customary
connections between signifiers and what they signify are wrenched apart, and the subject’s
commitments to the received doctrines of his culture (the doxa) are undone--the subject is
wrenched from his “tastes, values, and memories” (PT 14). Signifiers, at bottom, sounds

and inscriptions, and readers float free.
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The accession to modemity signaled by a penchant for reading in the writerly way
might seem to be accession to the value of plurality and the consequent devaluing of binary
opposition.”! One reason for this is that the value of plurality lies precisely in its undoing
the traditional unity of signifier and what it signifies and the unity of self and a consistent
set of attitudes. Another reason is that, as Barthes says: “neither culture nor its destruction
is erotic; it is the seam between them, the fault, the flaw which becomes so.”

Then, mimesis gives way to semiosis.’”> S/Z began with the observation that the
structuralist enterprise of trying to see all the world’s stories within a single structure is
undesirable because stories from which a model is extracted lose their difference. The
difference is not a sort of uniqueness, but the result of textuality itself. What can be written
is what can be interpreted, where interpretation is not finding the text’s meaning but
appreciating the plural that constitutes the text. Interpretation is an operation performed on
a text that reveals “the more or less each text can mobilize.” “The systems of meaning can
take over this absolutely plural text, but their number is never closed, based as it is on the
infinity of language” (§/Z 6).

Barthes renders the very nature of interpretation problematic and establishes a tension
between the intelligible and the equivocal. He sets up the major polarity as a tool for
evaluating texts: the readerly (le lisible), in which meaning is conceived of as the
transparently natural representation of reality as it will forever be, and the writerly (le
scriptible) which functions independently of a priori models of intelligibility and

acknowledges the plurality of which a text is composed.

Our evaluation can be linked only to a practice, and this practice is that of writing. On the one hand, there
is what it is possible to write, and on the other, what it is no longer possible to write. . . . What
evaluation finds is precisely this value: what can be written (rewritten) today: the writerly. Why is the
writerly our value? Because the goal of literary work (of literature as work) is to make the reader no longer
a consumer, but a producer of the text. . . . Opposite the writerly text is its countervalue, its negative,
reactive value: what can be read, but not written: the readerly. We call any readerly text a classic text.
(S/Z %)
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In short, the readerly text establishes the unequivocal authority of a particular signifying
mode whereas the writerly text discredits the so-called “innocence” of an aesthetic object
and demands that the reader become a writer capable of liberating energies otherwise
repressed. The readerly is defined as a product consumed by the reader; the writerly is a
process of production in which the reader becomes a producer: it is “ourselves writing.”
The readerly is constrained by considerations of representation: it is irreversible, “natural,”
decidable, continuous, totalizable, and unified into a coherent whole based on the signified.
The writerly is infinitely plural and open to the free play of signifiers and of difference,
unconstrained by representative considerations, and transgressive of any desire for
decidable, unified, totalized meaning.

The purposes of the cuts and codes is to pluralize the reader’s intake, to effect a
resistance to the reader’s desire to restructure the text into large, ordered masses of
meaning: “If we want to remain attentive to the plural of a text. . . we must renounce
structuring this text in large masses, as was done by classical rhetoric and by secondary-
school explication: no construction of the text” (§/Z 11-12). In leaving the text as
heterogeneous and discontinuous as possible, in attempting to avoid the repressiveness of
the attempt to dominate the message and force the text into a single ultimate meaning,
Barthes thus works a maximum of disintegrative violence and a minimum of integrative
violence.*

In a similar vein, Barthes has an important commitment to the articulation of material
pleasure. In his late essay, Barthes approvingly cites Nietzsche’s assertion that “we must
reduce the universe to crumbs, lose respect for the whole” (RL 282), and throughout his
work he pursues the metonymic enunciations of discourse. He attempts to discover the
meanings of scatterings, to recuperate significance and pleasure in the material multiplicity
of language. “Writing aloud,” Barthes says, “is not phonological but phonetic; its aim is
not the clarity of messages, the theater of emotions; what it searches for (in a perspective of

bliss) are the pulsional incidents, the language lined with flesh, a text where we can hear
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the grain of the throat, the patina of consonants, the voluptuousness of vowels, a whole
carnal stereophony: the articulation of the body, of the tongue, not that of meaning, of
language” (PT 66-67). What he seeks, then, is a kind of materialism of the sign, yet one in
which the significatory force of the sign is not lost in its materiality.

Rather than recovering intelligible meaning, he attempts to recover meaningfulness as
an active force in human affairs. “A literary work,” he writes, “is a very special semantic
system, whose goal is to put ‘meaning’ in the world, but not ‘a meaning’; the work, at least
the work which ordinarily accedes to critical scrutiny--and this is perhaps a definition of
‘good’ literature—-the work is never entirely nonsignifying (mysterious or ‘inspired’), and
never entirely clear; it is, one may say, a suspended meaning. . . . This disappointment of
meaning explains. . .why the literary work has so much power to ask the world questions
(undermining the assured meanings which ideologies, beliefs, and common sense seem to
possess), yet without ever answering them. . .” (Critical Essays 259).

Barthes does not attempt to reconstitute either reader or writer; rather, he attempts to
reconstitute reading as an activity (RL 30-31). Such a reconstitution is what he calls the
“third meaning” of discursive activity, an obtuse meaning beyond the communicative and
symbolic meanings. “By contrast with the first two levels, communication and
signification,” Barthes writes, “this third level--even if the reading of it is still hazardous--is
that of signifiance, a word which has the advantage of referring to the field of the signifier
and of linking up with, via the path opened by Julia Kristeva who proposed the term, a
semiotics of the text” (Image-Music-Text 54). In this definition, however, signifiance--the
activity of signification, of rhetorical “play,” the elemental production of meaning--remains
within the reserve of meaning, of signification; it remains, as Barthes says here, an
effective concept. Here Barthes inscribes the materiality of language within discourse, but
that material enunciation still maintains itself within the reserved economy of signification.

Furthermore, Barthes opposes “texts” to “work™: “The Text is not the decomposition

of the work, it is the work which is The Text’s imaginary tail. Or again: the Text is
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experienced only in an activity, in a production” (RL 58). The text is neither
communication nor significance, but a possibility of meaning determined by the “empty”
positions, waiting to be filled, that discourse presents. In its rhetorical activity, text,
writing, signifiance destroys the intentional meaning, the work, and ultimately the “person”
of the author as well; above all, it destroys the clarity of communication.

Still, in this there is a certain obscurity, as Barthes notes, a “discomfort” of meaning;
in this there is the material non-sense of pleasure that inhabits discourse, what Barthes calls
variously the “grain of the voice” and the “rustle” of language. This brand of obscurity
seems to me closely linked with literature and its textual strategies intending to invigorate
the inertias of our common life. The articulation and exploration of such “intentional
obscurities” of rhetoric have been the object and motor of Barthes’s literary criticism.

Characteristically, Barthes’s difficulty is finally placid, an aporia of language and
literature; it is embodied in his unanswerable question: Who is speaking? Perhaps it is
Barthes’s “pleasure,” what Culler calls his “hedonism” (Roland Barthes 91-100), which
precludes the ontological, so that he seems to be among those who, as Miller describes
them, “seem able to live on from day to day and year to year, even as readers of literature,
without seeing religious or metaphysical questions as having any sort of force or
substance” (Rhetoric and Form 22). For Barthes, language and signification are
everywhere, disseminated, ongoing, not to be avoided,”® while for deconstructionists,
there is, alongside discourse, a glimmer of the horror of meaninglessness and pure non-
sense.

We have seen the logic, inscribed in his tactics, of the turn in Barthes’s later work to
“pleasure,” in which, as Steven Ungar has noted, “the voice is not at all the condensation
via synecdoche of a unified whole, but the movement of various parts of the body toward
utterance” (74). For Barthes, the scandal of the speaking body is the scandal of

signifiance, materiality inscribed within the reserve of language, the textualization of
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meaning. For Barthes, signifiance is rhetoric, a conception of language as the play of the
surface rather than the expression of depths--of meaning, of personality, of clarity itself.

The later work of Barthes--many key texts are posthumously collected in The Rustle of
Language (1989)--is more and more preoccupied with questions of reading and of
listening. Through the text the reader must become like a writer, “someone for whom
language constitutes a problem, who is aware of the depth of language, not its
instrumentality nor its beauty” (CT 64); the reader produces writing of his own only as a
response to a previous experience of a text. This describes the reader who in struggling to
make something of the modern text discovers how language works in it and, how language
works everywhere, even in the classic text and ordinary discourse, whose meanings seem
to be ready made. Critics are perhaps to be defined, Barthes suggests, in the same way as
other writers--as “those who read in order to write.”

Consequently, freed from the author, the text becomes a space of “manifestly relative
signification” (Barthes, On Racine 170). The text, as Barthes conceives it, is a specific
manifestation of écriture. It is to be contrasted with a “work”; a work belongs in a genre,
its meaning is constrained, it has an author, it is subject to classification. The text, Barthes
tells us, is “always paradoxical’ (RL 58); it “practices the infinite postponement of the
signified” (RL 59); “it cannot be caught up in a hierarchy, or even in a simple distribution
of genres” (RL 58); and “no vital ‘respect’ is therefore due to the Text: it can be broken”
(RL 61). The idea of a text as an explosion of unconstrained meaning, without origin and
without purpose, is likely to be considered as a theoretician’s fiction.

At this point, it would be worthwhile to focus on how the author, who proclaimed the
“death of the author,” portrays himself in his seeming autobiography. Interestingly,
Barthes says, in Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes,” “I am speaking about myself as
though I were more or less dead” (168). On the last stage of Barthes’s career, we can see
the Barthesian self-portrait which represents the theoretical principles: the writer projects

the image of a protean self whose elusiveness is heightened through fragmentation. The
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integrity of a totalized self-portraiture is obliterated by the fusion of multiple selves that
precludes the possibility of classification. In order to create a portrait that would be the
antithesis of non-desiring immobility, Barthes seeks to effect multiple displacements which
generate self-dispersion and a movement toward ontological emptiness. The anxiety
emanating from the fear of a totalized self-image forces him to substitute for the “whole”
person shifting perspectives that underscore his fragmented posture. Barthes uses
fragments of discourse--discrete, self-contained entities--to forestall closure: he conceives
of an open-ended discursive praxis, a series of new beginnings manifesting a preference
for discontinuity.

It may be true that the unmitigated attempt to undermine the authority inherent in
discourse shapes the rhetoric of Barthes’s self-fashioning. “The aim of his discourse is not
truth. . .” (RB 48).* The writer transforms himself into an object incapable of articulating
a singular mode of thought; self-depiction at all levels is characterized by a rupture which
comes from the impossibility of representing a portrait consubstantial to the man. Barthes
therefore becomes entirely absorbed with the preoccupation of presenting himself as Other,
and a refuge from being pigeonholed.”

Moreover, the will to play prevents Barthes from being locked in the reified structures
of personality; it is an assertion of freedom against the agony of solidification. Barthes
therefore transforms the self into a text of jouissance, a creature of paper who shatters the
illusory foundation of being through the gaps in the text’s discursive fabric. The
breakdown or interruption in self-representation promotes orgasmic delight emanating from
the impossibility of recuperating the self’s integrity. Entry into the world of play through
the activity of self-dissipation is thus dependent on the erasure of a telos that would provide
the stability which Barthes desperately seeks to escape.

Traditional literary criticism, including what was called in America the “New
Criticism,” is primarily exegetical, an analytic restating of the structure and texture of the

literary work with the aim of leading the reader to a greater appreciation of its complexity,
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nuance, and unity, and an evaluation of its relative place in the “canon” composed of the
masterworks of the tradition. The understanding of literature is considered to be the sum of
a number of acts of explication. New criticism of the Barthesian variety, however, has
tended to disdain exegesis, and to shatter the unity of the individual work in a search to
understand the components of “literature” itself, the workings of “textuality,” the
adventures of language in the making of sense.

This “newer” literary criticism is protean and varied. Needless to say, it has been
shaped by figures other than Barthes: by Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida, Paul de
Man and Harold Bloom. Still, acknowledged or unacknowledged, Barthes remains the
exemplary “newer” critic, marked by a certain restlessness, a desire to move beyond the
mere exegesis of works to the question of how meaning itself comes to be made. Criticism
in the wake of Barthes is less interested in what texts mean than in how they mean--the
processes that constitute “semiosis” (the production of signification), including the radical
uncertainties introduced into those processes by the play of signs, the ambiguities that
result from the combination of signs, the problems raised by the inescapable presence of

figures that name something in terms of something else.

(4) An Enigma of Language: ‘“We can only think in a language”

It has often been said that the twentieth century has moved from reflection on self or
subject to the problem of language and “text.” The experience of a pluralistic postmodern
world has raised the suspicion that there is no definite or set “way things are.” Reality is,
in a measure, malleable and open to wildly different perspectives. Accordingly, Richard
Rorty argues that it is simply wrongheaded to assume a mirror image of the relation of

mind, language, and ideas to “reality” (Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature). There is no

91



naked reality “out there” independent of what we say and think about it. So ideas, values,
and ideals cannot somehow mirror reality.

Intellectually and experientially the realism of traditional mimesis is now contested and
protested. Granted that we meet the world in jolts, gaps, and differences, how do we
understand our being and acting? How do we understand our participation in a meaningful
yet ambiguous world? In particular, “hermeneutics” and “deconstruction”: two terms that
name two bodies of thought, two sets of texts, which today bear the signatures “Gadamer”
and “Derrida” have reopened the discussion of mimesis and its problems.

Following Heidegger’s lead, both Gadamer and Derrida deny the possibility of a
transcendental language-free standpoint for human understanding. And both, like
Heidegger, regard our relationship to language as a primary philosophical issue, seeing
language as the scene of our finitude, the place where we encounter the limits of our
subjectivity. But their developments of Heidegger’s insights into language are not at all
alike.

In taking up mimesis, and especially Gadamer, Ricoeur, and Derrida, we encounter a
clash of positions. Most simply stated, the conflict is between those, like Gadamer and
Ricoeur, who explore and hold to hermeneutical consciousness, and others, like Derrida,
who challenge reflexivity in consciousness and deconstruct the relation of self, world, and
text. For hermeneutical thinkers, our way of being in the world is that of understanding
carried on through the interpretation of texts, symbols, actions, and events that disclose the
human condition. Hermeneutics continues the concem for reflexive self-understanding,
but it does so with attention to the linguistic and historical character of our existence.
Indeed, deconstructionists see hermeneutics as still seeking speculative truth beyond the
dance of language, while hermeneutical thinkers, for their part, claim that
deconstructionists are either nihilistic or parasitic on real interpretive practice with its roots

deep in experience and understanding.
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For Gadamer, language is living language--the medium of dialogue. In Gadamer, the
development from Heidegger’s recognition of the priority of language leads toward a stress
on the unity of and in meaning, and a strengthening of tradition. In Derrida, on the other
hand, it leads toward underscoring the irreducible equivocation and undecidability of
meaning, even apparently toward questioning the concept of meaning itself. Indeed,
Gadamer claims that language is being that can be understood and not simply a free play of
figuration. In this sense language is the mimesis of being--its dynamic figuration. Here
Demrida anticipates a Gadamerian rejoinder that “since the mime imitates nothing,
reproduces nothing. . . he must be the very movement of truth. . . truth as the present
unveiling of the present” (“The Double Session” 205-6). But the mime, Derrida contends,
does not unveil the present. *“That is how the Mime operates,” Mallarmé wrote, “whose act
is confined to a perpetual allusion without breaking the ice or the mirror” (Ibid. 206).
Mimetic action is a perpetual allusion, a constant displacement, through the production of
doubles. It defers any reference to what lies in, behind, or beyond the action. In Derrida’s
terms, mimesis is the movement of différance leaving endless traces or figures. If truth is
an unveiling of being, then mimesis, at least, has no part of it.

On this basis, hermeneutics and deconstruction seem to offer us extremely different
views of language. But despite their differences, they also have a common ground that
needs to be kept in mind. Both Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics and Derridean
deconstruction present a significant challenge to the metaphysics of modernity, whose
assumptions continue to dominate not only a good deal of thinking within philosophy but
also within other interpretive disciplines, including literary criticism, theology and the
social sciences. And, however far apart their views of language may appear to be, both
find a common ground in this challenge itself, in questioning the metaphysical assumption
that language is at our disposal. We are not the ones “in charge” of language, Gadamer and

Derrida both claim. It is, they insist, the other way around.
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Gadamer’s contribution to hermeneutics may be described as an enormously
suggestive attempt to extend Heidegger’s insight into the linguistically mediated nature of
human understanding. Clearly language plays a central role to both thinkers--it is the
“house of the truth of Being” to Heidegger, and according to a celebrated formulation by
Gadamer, Language is [that kind of] being “which can be understood” (TM 475). The
difference has led commentators to posit that Gadamer is in a sense domesticating
Heidegger and as “urbaniz[ing] the Heideggerian province” (Habermas, Philosophical-
Political Profiles 190). By the way, I do not wish for Heidegger’s very difficult
interpenetrating ideas to take over this discussion.

Gadamer’s most original contribution to the history of hermeneutics is his linguistic
turn. In contrast with hermeneutic theories that view understanding as a psychological
process mediating the private experiences of separate subjectivities, Gadamer thinks of
understanding as a linguistic phenomenon. As different as Nietzsche, Derrida, and Rorty
are, they nevertheless share a deep-seated anti-Platonism that denies the existence of
universals and essences and insists that words are mere conventions that in no way touch
on the intelligible structure of reality itself. It is no surprise that the generation of meaning
becomes a central focal point for these writers.

This tendency to deny that there are any fixed, inherently intelligible referents for
human thought and consequently to deprecate philosophy’s traditional quest for truth is by
no means confined to Nietzsche. In this regard, Derrida’s notion of “différance” and
Rorty’s notion of “edification” perform generally the same function as Nietzsche’s
“interpretation.” In all three writers such notions lead to an interest in psychological,
pragmatic, or semiotic questions surrounding the generation of meaning, and away from a
concern with truth. Moreover, in these thinkers there is a predictable shift away from
concerns about the universal conditions of truth and toward a focusing on rhetorical and

psychological questions about belief formation.
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However, there is one thinker in the hermeneutical tradition whose thought does not
evince these tendencies--Hans-Georg Gadamer.® Gadamer’s best known work, including
Truth and Method (1975) and Philosophical Hermeneutics (1976), presents his idea of
language: Language is a medium within which we move and understand ourselves and the
world from various perspectives. His idea of language is firmly linked with that of

99 ¢

“understanding,” “prejudice” and “history.”

Gadamer pursues these crucial ideas in the central sections of Truth and Method
beginning with “elements of a theory of hermeneutic experience” (TM 265-77) and leading
to the final part of Truth and Method which discusses language (TM 383). In this book,
Gadamer drew on Heideggerian thought to offer a defense of interpretation intended to
affirm why truth cannot be limited to method. It is essentially a statement of the
unavoidable existence of a “hermeneutic circle” and the notion that prejudice is a condition
of consciousness. We are always in a situatedness in a world where knowledge can never
be absolute; we always find ourselves situated in an ongoing process where knowledge can
never be absolute return or arrival because the object is always expanded by the attempt to
know it.

The emphasis on the role of historically informed prejudices in understanding is also
essential to Gadamer’s critique of “method” in the human sciences. Gadamer’s rejection of
“method” is not a rejection of the need for rigor, discipline, or painstaking care in our
intellectual endeavors. Rather it is a critique of the Enlightenment’s definition of “true,”

” ¢

“exact,” “objective,” and scientific knowledge.” The radical critique of the ideology of
pure reason, along with the ahistorical self, are certainly not original with twentieth-century
critiques of the Enlightenment. What is new today, however, is the belief that the ideals of
the Enlightenment are irrelevant to a newer and fuller conception of humanity.

With respect to the human sciences, we are continually tempted to think that the

scientific means that have given us our impressive technological comforts and advantages

can eventually be used to solve all human problems. This is an illusion, Gadamer thinks,
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because science and technology will never give answers, of themselves, to questions of
meaning in life and neither will they answer normative questions about the best life for
human beings. Broadly speaking, if understanding only occurs by relating the concerns of
a text or disputes about an issue to our human concerns, and these concerns can be traced
back to historically informed judgments about what is important, needful, plausible and
problematic, for a specific historic community, then ultimately, disputes within or between
communities will have to be decided by going back to these concerns and deciding which
of the competing claims really is more important, needful, plausible and problematic at the
present time.

Thus the “method” of Truth and Method itself is descriptive or, as Gadamer puts it,
“phenomenological.” In philosophy, he says, there can be no such thing as an objective
“methodological technique”: “One’s own philosophical standpoint always shines through
[one’s] description of the basic meaning of phenomenology” (PH 143).

The key both to Gadamer’s allegiance to nineteenth-century hermeneutics and to his
departure from this tradition can be found in his attempt to challenge certain Enlightenment
assumptions about the ahistorical autonomy of rational activity and to suggest instead that
all knowledge claims necessarily presuppose a dialectical history. Gadamer sees his work
as both a continuation of their work and, at a crucial juncture, a significant departure from
itt.  Both Enlightenment and nineteenth-century hermeneutics failed to grasp the
phenomenon of understanding because they failed to understand the necessity of prejudice.

Given the inexhaustible and ever-shifting linguistic backdrop of understanding,
Gadamer argues that all understanding presupposes a set of linguistically mediated
prejudices and prejudgments that provide a vantage point from which we understand
reality. Gadamer is scornful of traditional attempts to elaborate a methodology that would
insure “Objective” (that is, prejudice-free) understanding. As against those who see
prejudices as a source of misunderstanding, and thus to be eliminated, Gadamer

emphasizes their positive role in making understanding possible: “Prejudices in the literal
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sense of the word, constitute the initial directedness of our whole ability to experience.
Prejudices are the biases of our openness to the world” (PH 9). This is perhaps Gadamer’s
most controversial thesis.*

More than any other element of his thought, Gadamer’s notion of prejudice indicates
his determination to acknowledge the unsuspendable finitude and historicity of
understanding and to exhibit the positive role they actually play in every human
transmission of meaning. What Gadamer asks us to see is that the dominant ideal of
knowledge and the alienated, self-sufficient consciousness it involves is itself a powerful
prejudice that has controlled philosophy since Descartes. By ignoring the intrinsic
temporality of human being it also ignores the temporal character of interpretation.

Gadamer’s goal in challenging what he calls “the Enlightenment’s prejudice against
prejudice” is not to defend irresponsible, idiosyncratic, parochial or otherwise self-willed
understanding in the human sciences, but to argue that all human cognition is “finite” and
“limited” in the sense that it always involves a “tacit dimension” of implicit judgments,
concemns, or commitments which shape definitively our grasp of the subject matter in ways
we cannot anticipate or control. Gadamer is suggesting that the human intellect is always,
at least in part, conditioned and determined in important ways by historical factors outside
its control. Hence a human intellect can never become fully autonomous; it remains forever
and always “finite.” Prejudices preclude the possibility of either viewing the subject matter
as such, from a perspective-free viewpoint, or of so mastering all possible prejudices that
one could go freely from one set of prejudices to another until one had exhausted all the
possible perspectives from which the subject matter could show itself. The basis for
Gadamer’s claim is that we never understand anything “as such,” that is as a fully discrete,
fully determined and intelligible entity in its own right. Gadamer argues that no text or
subject matter exists in an historical vacuum or in a pure logical space. Rather every

subject matter we can understand exists in a “history of effects” which makes our grasp of
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it part of an on-going process of “interpretation” and “dialogue” between our past and
present.

All prejudices are rooted in our past, our historicity, which is covered over and
occluded by the many events and layers of meaning that have shaped that past. Hence,
Gadamer argues that the conditions that give rise to prejudices can never be objectified
completely and critically evaluated. If such prejudices always play a role in influencing the
outcome of our intellectual deliberations then there is no way that we could ever escape
their ever-changing influence and put in their place a truly universal method for settling our
disputes. Instead all our attempts to understand are relative to historically situated pre-
judgments we bring to our inquiries. Prejudices can be placed on a continuum which
ranges from the explicit propositional belief or preference to an inchoate, vague, but
effective non-propositional intuition, “bent of mind,” or “intellectual sensibility.”
Prejudices are, more often than not, inherently elusive. This is so because prejudices
change over time in the course of their interactions with the subject matter of understanding
as much as the meanings of these same subject matters change over time in the course of
their interactions with prejudices. Therefore, if Gadamer is right, we are never in a
position to make them fully explicit and asymptotically approach their objective
justification; they are inherently elusive and non-objectifiable in principle.

Gadamer’s point seems to be that something like a process of reflective equilibrium can
be seen in all of our experience. We are always moving back and forth between prejudice
and explicit reasoning without being exactly sure where we stand at any one time. Of
course, as experience grows we become more aware of past prejudices but this does not
mean we are approaching a point without prejudice; it implies simply that some of our
prejudices have shifted sufficiently to cast light on some of our former prejudices.
Gadamer claims that:

One of the fundamental structures of all speaking is that we are guided by preconceptions and anticipations

in our talking in such a way that these continually remain hidden and that it takes a disruption in oneself of
the intended meaning of what one is saying to become conscious of these prejudices as such. In general the
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disruption comes about through some new experience, in which a previous opinion reveals itself to be
untenable. But the basic prejudices are not easily dislodged and protect themselves by claiming self-evident
certainty for themselves, or even by posing as supposed freedom from all prejudice and thereby securing
their acceptance. (PH 92)

This dialectic of shifting prejudices, some concealed and some revealed, is potentially
infinite, but nevertheless a potentially infinite dialectic between prejudice and critical
reflection operates in all understanding. As our historical experience expands we are
constantly forming new prejudices and transforming old ones. As “finite” beings we can
never grasp the subject matter as such; we lack the capacity to see “from nowhere” or from
any perspective outside a specific historic context, and we are never completely aware of
everything that goes into this process. As Gadamer stresses, however, historical beings do
not stagnate; they are made and remade in the course of time. Hence we are always
occupying new points of view and abandoning old ones. “It is the untiring power of
experience, that in the process of being instructed, man is ceaselessly forming a new pre-
understanding” (PH 38). This implies that self-knowledge of our prejudices is never
complete and it always contains an element of alienation of ourselves from a past way of
being and experiencing the world. In other words, that is the “alienated” knowledge of
prejudices; a knowing in retrospect after they have been shaped and transcended by the
historical process of which they are a part. In this sense, prejudices are not explicit,
knowable as such, fixed, and unchanging. Instead the prejudices of Gadamerian
consciousness are fluid with respect to each other and the world; they affect the meaning of
our world but they are equally affected by it.

This fact that we “suffer” our prejudices, the fact that we passively experience our
prejudices as conditions of our lives over which we have limited control leads Gadamer to
make the deep claim that our prejudices always constitute, at least in part, who we are.
This is a claim about the ontological status of human being. To be human is to find oneself

in a historical context. History goes deeper in that it determines the possibilities of our
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lives; in short, it influences our ability to experience ourselves and the world in the
particular way we do.

Thus Gadamer takes the knower’s boundness to his present horizons and the temporal
gulf separating him from his object to be the justified, productive and enabling ground of
all understanding rather than unfounded, negative and blind factors or impediments to be
overcome. Our prejudices do not cut us off from the past, but initially open it up to us.
Shaped by the past in an infinity of unexamined ways, the present situation is the “given”
in which understanding is rooted, and which reflection can never entirely hold at a critical
distance and objectify. This is the meaning of the “hermeneutical situation” as Gadamer
employs the term in his work.

His theory of hermeneutics, as I pointed out, is offered as an instrument for sustained
criticism of the ideologies of the Enlightenment. According to Gadamer human rationality
is always limited and “situated”; it is this context-bound nature of reason that Gadamer
wishes to emphasize and explore. Then, Gadamer’s skepticism of the Enlightenment
culminates in Gadamer’s judgment that the Enlightenment fell prey to the “prejudice against
all prejudices, it misunderstood the very concept of knowledge and reason in its drastic
divorce between reason and prejudice, reason and tradition, reason and authority. . .. And
there is one prejudice of the Enlightenment that defines its essence: the fundamental
prejudice of the Enlightenment is the prejudice against prejudice itself, which denies
tradition its power.” Again: “The overcoming of all prejudices, this global demand of the
Enlightenment, will itself prove to be a prejudice, and removing it opens the way to an
appropriate understanding of the finitude which dominates not only our humanity but also
our historical consciousness” (TM 276).

Gadamer holds the Enlightenment responsible not only for the bad repute of
“prejudice” but more importantly for having distorted the very conception of rationality.
He insists that reason cannot be a faculty or a capacity that frees itself from historical

contexts and horizons. Every form of understanding necessarily involves some prejudice.
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If Gadamer is correct in saying that all forms of knowing involve prejudice, then it is
difficult to imagine a more radical critique of what he takes the Enlightenment to be.

By the way, Gadamer distinguishes between legitimate prejudices and those that are
not. Legitimate prejudices are those that are constitutive of all human understanding while
prejudices due to hasty misjudgment that lead to error are not. It is the role of reason to
eliminate the latter. However, according to Gadamer the Enlightenment collapsed all
prejudices into one class, producing several dichotomies: reason versus authority, reason
versus tradition, and reason versus prejudice.®'

Gadamer is critical of the Enlightenment because their concept of reason is severed
from the circle of understanding and interpretation within which, according to him, all
claims and appeals to reason must first occur and subsequently be validated. For Gadamer,
understanding, meaning is always historically grounded, like the human condition itself.
Interpretation of a literary text, accordingly, depends upon the specific situation of the
observer, who has a “horizon,” a specific historical context from which he can interact with
the past, with a history that itself encompasses, as a coherent transformative process of
movement and change.

Gadamer focuses on the “fact” that the actual situation in which human understanding
takes place is always an understanding through language within a tradition. In the course
of his analysis of the linguisticality of understanding Gadamer shows that all understanding
involves, first, the participation of the knower in the act of knowing, and, second, the

”

inescapable influence of the knower’s “prejudice.” This prejudice is defined as the pre-
understanding or forestructure, that is a precondition of all human understanding.
Understanding as the linguistic happening of tradition thus provides a much more
accessible entrance to the problems common to hermeneutics and phenomenology.
Although his hermeneutics is still a matter of understanding and interpretation, it is not

concerned with the scientific control of understanding and interpretation so that the

humanities may also arrive at intellectually respectable conclusions, but rather with what
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always actually happens in any genuine understanding at a level beyond our willing and
doing, where understanding is not so much a method as a standing within a happening of
tradition. His aim is to describe the conditions that make understanding possible, a
question that transcends methodological considerations. Here hermeneutics is a theory of
the actual experience that thinking is.

Understanding is not reconstruction but mediation. We are conveyors of the past into
the present. It is the historical movement of understanding that he adopts as his central clue
to the hermeneutic problem. Gadamer’s specific emphasis is not on the application of a
method by a subject, but on the fundamental continuity of history as a medium
encompassing every such subjective act and the objects it apprehends. “Understanding
itself is not to be considered so much an action of subjectivity, but rather as entering into an
occurrence of transmission in which past and present are constantly being mediated.” This
means first of all that one must accept as basic the radical finitude and temporality of
facticity, behind which one cannot go, which cannot be superseded by any formalized ego
or absolute spirit or some similar entity lurking behind the scenes in previous hermeneutic
theories. It is not a matter of a rejection but of a cultivation of a tradition that still lives on
in us, in such a way that it not only gives us access to the past, but also continually opens
up new possibilities of meaning.

The hermeneutical circle is the basis for human understanding in Gadamer’s work. To
Gadamer, as to Heidegger, understanding is an ontologically based mode of human being

(133

and not at all an ““act’ of subjectivity.” Gadamer is entirely in agreement with Heidegger’s
analysis of the forestructure of understanding, which he calls the “reading of what is
there.”®* But to Gadamer the circle is primarily or paradigmatically to be understood as the
movement between interpreter and text, in which the forestructure consists of the
expectations or “prejudices” with which the interpreter necessarily begins his reading
(Howard 147). In other words there is no pure perception or perfect objectivity that allows

us to separate objects of knowledge from acts of interpretation. Gadamer encourages us to
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think of interpretation not as the appropriation of the “real” subjective intentions of authors,
but, rather, in terms of the dialectical interplay of traditions.

The concept of “horizon” in phenomenology was appropriated from Friedrich
Nietzsche. The concept of “horizon” plays an important role in Nietzsche’s thought. Itis a
limiting concept in that human beings cannot see beyond their historical or cultural
horizons. According to this perspective, the term “historicism” means insight into the
essential relativity of all horizons. Historicism for Nietzsche is a great but life-destroying
truth because it takes away our ability to believe absolutely in anything. However, in
Husserl’s investigation, which ultimately concerned the inner experience of time-
consciousness, the horizons of one experience flow into those of another so that in the
continuum of experiences there is a constant flux of horizons. “Horizon,” then, to Husserl
as opposed to Nietzsche, is in no way a static concept.®> From Husserl’s studies Gadamer
developed the concept of “horizon” for hermeneutical purposes of his own. In so doing he
reexamined Nietzsche’s concept and arrived at what amounts to a fundamental critique of
the assumption that knowledge is relative to temporal or historical conditions. On the one
hand Gadamer, like Nietzsche, understands “horizon” to denote the finite limitations of any
particular perspective at any particular time (7M 302). Gadamer’s interpretation of
Nietzsche is problematic on this point. Whether or not his critique is on target, however,
Gadamer’s positive argument for the dynamic concept of “horizon” remains cogent. No
cultural or historical horizon exists in static and total isolation from others. Horizons, most
particularly the horizon of the past that we call “tradition,” are always in motion just as
human life is always in motion (7M 245). The awareness that our horizons are fluid makes
it possible to find new truths--to “‘expand our horizons,” as the saying has it.

Thus the self-awareness of historical consciousness is for Gadamer the key for
reaching beyond or behind a given horizon to confront the possibility that there is truth to
be learned from the past. Nietzsche’s historicism is true in the sense that time and place set

limits: “To be historically means that knowledge of oneself can never be complete” (TM
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302). But it fails to understand temporal distance as a positive aid to discovering truth,
which is the way Gadamer understands the interpreter’s hermeneutical situation once it is
brought to self-consciousness. This self-consciousness is what he terms “consciousness
of the history of influence,” and to Gadamer the whole point of historical studies is to trace
concepts back through the history of their influence to the point of awakening their “real,
living, evocative meaning” (PH 127). At that point, the interpreter has achieved the before-
mentioned “fusion of horizons.”

Every essay in Philosophical Hermeneutics finally comes to deal with the question of
language, for language is the medium in which past and present actually interpenetrate.
Understanding as a fusion of horizons is an essentially linguistic process; indeed, these
two--language and the understanding of transmitted meaning--are not two processes, but
are affirmed by Gadamer as one and the same.

For him it is not simply that our interpretations and understandings are expressed in
language; what is expressed is itself said to be language. Indeed, as Gadamer puts it, “the
real being of language is that into which we are taken up when we hear it--what is said”
(PH 65). To acquire a language is to acquire a theory of the world: “language is a mode of
interpreting the world that precedes all reflective attitudes” (PH 126). In fact, Gadamer’s
position is more radical. For him, “what is said [in language] constitutes the common
world in which we live” (PH 65). Gadamer provides little or no supporting argument for
these claims, though he is clearly struck by the purported fact that we can only think in a
language: “all thinking is confined to language, as a limit as well as a possibility” (PH
127). Minimally, what needs to be argued for here is that the medium of thought--
language--constrains, or at least prejudices, our thought. What grounds are there for
believing that “we are always already biased in our thinking and knowing by our linguistic
interpretation of the world” (PH 64). Thus the prejudices Gadamer identifies as more

constitutive of our being than our reflective judgments can now be seen as embedded and
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passed on in the language we use. Since our horizons are given to us prereflectively in our
language, we always possess our world linguistically.
The starting point of Gadamer’s extensive analysis of language is his assertion that

language is a universal phenomenon:

The phenomenon of understanding, then, shows the universality of human linguisticality as a limitless
medium that carries everything within it--not only the “culture” that has been handed down to us through
language, but absolutely everything--because everything (in the world and out of it) is included in the realm
of “understanding” and understandability in which we move. (PH 25)

Gadamer’s discussion of language solidifies a number of key points made earlier in his
discussion of aesthetics and historical consciousness. In his discussion of historical
consciousness he argued, first, that understanding can never be free from prejudice and,
second, that it involves the unity of observer and observed--the fusing of horizons. Both
of these points are now established as universally applicable in the discussion of language.
First, language, quite obviously, entails participation. It is impossible to remain aloof from
the language through which understanding occurs. Second, the linguisticality of
understanding identifies the locus of the “prejudice” so crucial to Gadamer’s account. It
becomes clear that we cannot escape this prejudice because we cannot escape our language
and the pre-understandings embodied in it.

But Gadamer’s analysis of language does more than merely clarify previously
established points. Rather, it establishes a distinctive theory of interpretation that ascends
to a new epistemological plane. Gadamer compares participation in language to
participation in a game, and, furthermore, defines the activity of language as a form of life.
But for Gadamer it is not the case that we, that is, subjects, play games with language, but,
rather, that language plays ws:

Strictly speaking, it is not a matter of our making use of words when we speak. Though we ‘“use” words,
it is not in the sense that we put a given tool to use as we please. Words themselves prescribe the only

ways in which we can put them to use. One refers to that as proper “usage”--something which does not
depend on us, but rather we on it, since we are not allowed to violate it. (Hegel's Dialectic 93)
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Two important consequences follow from this position. First, in the process of
interpretation the interpreter is always inside language. When a text is interpreted the
interpreter does not step outside language to an objectivity, but, rather, moves in the
horizon defined by the language employed. Second, Gadamer’s theory establishes that the
phenomenon of understanding that occurs in language does not entail recourse to the
consciousness of the individual subject. In other words, when we understand a text what
occurs is not the grasping of the author’s subjective intentions, but, rather, the interplay of
the linguistic traditions of interpreter and interpreted.*

Gadamer’s main point is a critique of the thesis that language is essentially an
instrument or tool we use to express thoughts that are fully developed prior to their
articulation in speech. According to the “instrumental” view we use language incidentally
to express essentially private thoughts in a public realm, but language is not the very
medium of thought itself. Gadamer points out that language really is not like a tool or
instrument we can pick up and put down at will. We may choose a word or phrase, but we
do not choose either to use or not use language. All thought is linguistic. In short, our
consciousness of the world is a linguistic consciousness that we can never leave behind to

achieve a wordless condition of so-called pure thought.®

Language is not one of the means by which consciousness is mediated with the world. . . . Language
is by no means simply an instrument, a tool. For it is in the nature of the tool that we master its use,
which is to say we take it in hand and lay it aside when it has done its service. That is not the same as
when we take the words of a language, lying ready in the mouth, and with their use let them sink back into
the general store of words over which we dispose. Such an analogy is false because we never find ourselves
as consciousness over against the world and, as it were, grasp after a tool of understanding in a wordless
condition. Rather, in all our knowledge of ourselves and in all knowledge of the world, we are always
already encompassed by the language that is our own. (PH 62)

As David E. Linge points out in his introduction of Philosophical Hermeneutics, this
passage reflects Gadamer’s agreement with Heidegger’s assertion that language and
understanding are inseparable structural aspects of human being-in-the-world, not simply

optional functions that man engages in or does not engage in at will. Our possession of
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language, or better, our possession by language, is the ontological condition for our
understanding of the texts that address us. Our very “linguisticality” and “finitude” make it
impossible for us to escape the linguistically mediated nature of our contact with reality and
the necessarily “perspectival” and limited understanding this engenders. This means that
we can never shake ourselves free of language through the development of something like
the “perfect” research method or the most rigorous set of a historical criteria for judging
disputes in all our disciplines. We live and think in language and never just with language.

Interestingly enough, however, Gadamer speaks of the “speculative nature” of
language, the way in which language can be seen not as a barrier to grasping the
intelligibility of reality or as a foreign, obfuscating medium to reality’s comprehensibility,
but as the very medium of intelligibility itself. Language does not estrange us from reality
but gives us meaningful contact with it. In using the term “speculative” Gadamer is
looking to the etymological sense of the term “speculative,” which derives from speculum
or mirror. Language is speculative in that reality gets “reflected” in it and through it. It is
through language that the world is shown to us in all its many-sided dimensions.
Language is like a mirror which holds up to us an image of the real, which, qua image, is
logically distinct, but which nevertheless belongs inseparably to that which it reflects. In
this way, Gadamer wants to suggest that any linguistic account of a phenomenon offers us
a finite perspective on some reality which nevertheless is not a mere appearance of the real
but a viable reflection of the real. So it is that by understanding the language of some
phenomenon we understand the phenomenon itself but without ever exhausting it or
precluding the possibility of developing new ways of speaking about it.

Gadamer speaks of mirroring, but not in the sense of a static duplication of a being or
of a fixed pregiven order of Being, but more like a “mirror play,” on a lake or a myriad-
faceted gem. Each word mirrors the totality of meaning, as “through a glass darkly.” The
function of an image is to make the thing apparent of which it is an image. Its function is,

in a word, revelatory, in that it is not just a copy of the thing but a disclosure of the thing
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itself that shows us the thing in a way it was not available before. Thus, far from being
“inimical” or “foreign” to the thing itself, it enhances the thing’s intelligibility and meaning.
Every word breaks forth as if from a center and is related to a whole, through which alone it is a word.
Every word causes the whole of the language to which it belongs to resonate and the whole world-view that
underlies it to appear. Thus every word, as the event of a moment, carries with it the unsaid, to which it is
related by responding and summoning. The occasionality of human speech is not a casual imperfection of
its expressive power; it is, rather, the logical expression of the living virtuality of speech that brings a

totality of meaning into play, without being able to express it totally. All human speaking is finite in
such a way that there is laid up within it an infinity of meaning to be explicated and laid out. (TM 458)

The ensuing dialectic is an inexhaustible “play on words,” a selfpropelled language game,
“the play of language itself, which addresses us, proposes and withdraws, asks and fulfills
itself in the answer” (TM 490). Just as conversation at its most spontaneous transcends the
participants and moves where it will, so the speculative movement of language is not a
methodic act of the subject but a doing of the subject matter which thinking undergoes. In
the speculative happening, what is unsaid and to be said comes to language, incipiently if
you want, whereas procedures designed to make methodically exact statements tend to
obscure the meaning horizon of what is really to be said. To truly say what one means is to
speak pregnantly, by holding together an infinity of the unsaid with what is said. (TM 469)

Art, Gadamer says, “resists pure conceptualization” (“The Relevance of the Beautiful”
37). This is not to deny that it can be understood. There is a “language of art” (TM 475),
the understanding of which requires a combination of historical or hermeneutical
consciousness and openness to the work’s claim to truth as it addresses us directly as if it
showed us ourselves. In Gadamer’s formulation the inexhaustibility or ultimate resistance
to translation of meaning in the work of art shows an “excess of meaning” that is present in
each work of the “language of art” (PH 102). Every genuine work of art carries with it an
“incomplete history” of simultaneous concealment and unconcealment so that its very
finiteness displays the infinite variability or “unfathomable depth” of truth (Poggeler 63).
In every word of language is implied an infinity of meaning at the same time that each word

appears at the expense of all others, thereby exemplifying ineluctable finitude. The
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assertion is not about the “what is” of each being, but rather about “how it encounters
man’s understanding” (PH 132).

The finite presentation of reality in language is the key, in my opinion, to
understanding Gadamer on truth. Gadamer speaks of truth almost as if it were something
extralinguistic and non-propositional. Yet he also does not believe it to be ineffable. In the
more contemporary idiom of Gadamer, we can say reality comes to us in language;
language gives us the world. I call his position “perspectival” realism. It is because
Gadamer rejects in principle all unbridgeable dualisms between the world and our
linguistically mediated perspective on it that he feels confident in repeatedly claiming that
though knowledge is mediated by language and history, the truth of our knowledge-claims
must still be conceived in terms of their adequacy or correspondence to the things
themselves. Gadamer stresses both sides of this claim. We do in fact know the things
themselves but we know them only as they are given in linguistic/historical perspectives.
This linguistic/historical perspective functions as both a condition and a limit on our
understanding.

The notion of a pure presence is a myth to be overcome whether it is defended
passionately or attacked vehemently as it so often is nowadays. It is only as we are
historically shaped and linguistically mediated that reality becomes knowable for us. One
might say that for Gadamer our historical involvement makes possible a revealing of an
aspect of the thing; we never can see the whole truth but only a partial truth or a
perspective, but a truth about the thing itself nevertheless. But history is also a limit to our
understanding. Inasmuch as we can only grasp the thing itself from a perspective we never
see it from all perspectives; we never have an exhaustive, final account of the thing.
Things themselves never become transparent as they are apart from all historical
perspectives. We never occupy a place outside all history from which we can masterfully
synthesize all historical perspectives. Despite all the insistence on historical perspective and

disavowals of a “pure” vision of presence, Gadamer nevertheless insists that we can know
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reality itself and are not necessarily condemned to know only what we construct. It is
Gadamer’s unique contribution to combine a kind of realism with a kind of perspectivism
which insists on the relativity of human knowing. According to Gadamer, the reality we
can know is rich enough that we can never exhaust our understanding of it; it is
multifaceted enough that there is always more to say; and it is involved enough in time and
language that we can know it in and through history and human speech rather than
dreaming of a place beyond history and language where we can escape our finitude and
know reality like God.*

For Gadamer, we can only coherently believe that word and thing “belong together,”--
word and subject matter, language and reality are inseparable--namely, that although all
access to reality is in terms of language, nevertheless, our linguistically mediated beliefs
accurately reflect, for the most part, the way the world is. Language offers us different
perspectives on reality, perspectives whose inherent plausibility cannot be denied despite
the contradiction which exists between these perspectives, nor can this dilemma be
“managed” by a simple decision to opt for one account over another. Interpretation is
possible because we all participate in a common reality but interpretation is never
exhaustive, i.e., it remains finite because each of us remains an individual whose
individuality cannot be wholly negated. But interpretation remains finite for another reason
as well. It is language itself which is our most basic “prejudice.” Language itself, like
another person, transcends our individual control. We are never masters of the meaning of
any speech, even our own.

All perspectives on reality are finite presentations of the real. Reality too is present
without being transparent. The reality we know is not language but somehow in language.
Just as we know someone only through their speech and behavior we know the world only
through language. It is largely because of this understanding of “immediacy” and depth of
being or intelligible richness that Gadamer will say that language gives us a perspective on

the real that is never the whole truth but one that contains the whole nevertheless. If
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interpretation is to remain a search for truth, a truth about ourselves and our condition, as
well as a genuinely self-correcting, critical enterprise, some position like Gadamer’s thesis
of the finite presentation of the real in language has to be our point of departure.

Gadamer points out that any knowledge-claim can be adequately understood only from
within a tradition. No knowledge-claim stands alone, but presupposes a way of speaking
about its subject matter that stretches back into the past and toward the future. If this is so,
the question that arises is How are we to understand the development of understanding
from this dialectical and linguistically mediated process? What conditions make possible
the emergence of a new insight from a process that appears self-referential and locked into
the past? Gadamer’s answer to this question, depends on his notion of language as
dialogue or conversation. Gadamer conceives language primarily a living dialogue or
conversation and only secondarily as a deposit of grammatical rules and lexigraphically
secure meanings.

Conversation is a linguistic process, language on the move. In the human sciences,
critical self-development occurs only in the linguistic medium of conversation. In Truth
and Method, Gadamer took the phenomenon of conversation to be not simply an exchange
of remarks but “a process of coming to an understanding” (TM 385) each other that turns
out simultaneously to be a process of the “coming-into-language of the thing itself” (TM
378). For Gadamer, there is no method or set of methods that can replace the need of
human beings to find the truth about ourselves from each other. It is by “conversation,”
that is to say, by an interchange of viewpoints that consciously and critically seeks for
common ground, that truth is found in the human sciences. There is no truly secure path
that is beyond all possible deception and manipulation. But speech or conversation is the
only means at our disposal.

Gadamer points out that our agreements always outstrip our disagreements, despite the
presence of prejudices. However, conflicts arise repeatedly because we are always

confronted with a variety of contradictory linguistic accounts of our situation which contain
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a myriad of practical possibilities. It also seems that dialogue between people with
fundamentally different prejudices will often reach an impenetrable impasse. Thus, living
in the society where a consensus is lacking, we might raise questions. Whose standards
are going to be applied in cases of dispute? Where are we going to find universal sources
of agreement that will supply standards, which will be sufficient in the minds of all those
informed and concerned about an issue to arbitrate our many disagreements? How can we
settle our disputes without the use of force? “The long temporal unity of historical
consciousness, the very basis of shared tradition and the bond of a community of meaning:
are these determinations of established power and the effects of a massive repression?’
Despite Gadamer’s skillful and honest description of our situation he does not show us a
clear sense of what it means to be rational in the seeming cacophony of voices and tangle of
standards which we call the human sciences. Thus, on Habermas’s account, Gadamer is
indeed guilty of naiveté. To say that the truth must emerge in the actual doing of the
activity of the conversation ignores the fact that the conversation itself could be corrupt, and
that the “truth” which emerges might not be truth at all, but covered-up domination. Terry
Eagleton also indicates this as Gadamer’s limitation: “Hermeneutics sees history as a living
dialogue between past, present and future, and seeks patiently to remove obstacles to this
endless mutual communication. . . . It cannot . . . come to terms with the problem of
ideology--with the fact that the unending ‘dialogue’ of human history is as often as not a
monologue by the powerful to the powerless, or that if it is indeed a ‘dialogue’ then the
partners--men and women, for example--hardly occupy equal positions. It refuses to
recognize that discourse is always caught up with a power which may be by no means
benign” (Literary Theory 73).

Gadamer in no way intends to develop a cultural paradigm that will narrowly
circumscribe human potential through a set of parochial and artificially imposed standards
of rationality. It seems to me that if our culture is not going to justify force but to keep up

an open “dialogue” or “conversation” it must be a conversation which takes the need for

112



commensurability seriously. Conflicting possibilities of understanding in the human
sciences must be and should be settled ultimately on nonscientific, moral grounds.
Gadamer seems to suggest that the choice we must make is between pragmatically
constrained “conversation” and a wooden, mechanical and rule-like method. It is precisely
the search for a way to achieve and sustain an open, on-going conversation in which
convergence towards unforced, universal agreement is possible. Such a “method” could
never be blindly mechanical and insensitive to the historically mediated perspectives of the
individuals in the conversation. But it also involves the ideal of rising up to a set of
standards and procedures which are higher than and somehow normative for the
historically mediated perspectives of the conversants. Such a “method” could never be
discovered by one person, however brilliant, but rather it must represent the accumulated
wisdom of a community of inquirers who have never given up the ideal that each individual
should see what is true for himself or herself and see, in addition, that our disputes should
be settled by an uncontroversial application of standards which each has freely accepted as
appropriate for this dispute.

We can make better sense of the role that conversation or dialogue can play in working
out new insights by pointing to a number of features about language and history and their
relationship to the subject matter of any inquiry. To begin with Gadamer often cites a line
from Hans Lipps that any linguistic account or “word” always carries with it a “circle of the
unexpressed”’; or, as Gadamer phrases it, an “infinity of the unsaid.” This implies that any
linguistic account is never entirely clear and univocal but carries within it unspoken
meanings and possibilities of understanding and critique to be explored and articulated. It
is important to stress that these “ambiguities” are not necessarily deficiencies but sources of
possible meaning that can cast a new light on the very subject matter of discourse.

The notion of every linguistic account containing possibilities for questioning and
development also points to its relation to history itself. Often historical circumstances

themselves have a way of opening up critical insight into a linguistic account or penetrating
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into the circle of the unexpressed and advancing understanding. This leads Gadamer to
say, on the one hand, that all understanding presupposes both historically and linguistically
mediated preunderstanding and, on the other hand, to insist that understanding takes place
only when the inquirer doggedly pursues the logic of the subject matter itself.

In this sense Gadamer argues that all interpretation involves a fusion of horizons
between the past and present. All interpretation takes place not only in terms of an implicit
involvement in a tradition but also with an eye to how that past can be applied to our current
theoretical and practical concerns. It can be said that it is precisely this need for application
that prevents the past from turning into a sterile deposit of irrelevant facts or an ossified
orthodoxy. The need for application, brought about by the ever-changing needs of the
present, is what drives traditions forward, sometimes, of course, even to their breaking
points.

This emphasis on application suggests that we never understand in a “disinterested”
fashion but only in terms of some theoretical / pragmatic framework in terms of which
certain understandings, theories, solutions recommend themselves, almost as a matter of
course. He emphasizes the claim that reason and judgment cannot function without making
a type of value-assessment about the “significance” or “importance” of a knowledge-claim
for the present circumstances.

Gadamer points out that the rational criteria of the judgments change as the self-
understanding of the historically situated community changes. What this means for
Gadamer is that our rational ability to make such judgments does not rest on some deep,
permanent structure, transcendental reason or human nature, but rather it depends on our
changing self-understanding. As this self-understanding changes it gives rise to a new
sense of our needs, priorities, and possibilities. Insofar as such historically shifting
“prejudgments” are essential to any understanding, the human community is not, according
to Gadamer, asymptotically approaching the same body of universal truths. Instead, we

are moving “in fits and starts” toward epistemic goals that shift as our needs and priorities
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change. In this manner, Gadamer wishes to point out that the human sciences have never
been really guided by the ideal of universal reason or objectivity but instead have always
been guided by the “practical” needs of the historical community, which have been their
final arbiter in matters of dispute.

Gadamer insists that we cannot escape making practical judgments about our past and
the direction in which it is taking us. Because we are finite historical beings who always
stand within a tradition, because we cannot walk away from our present, and because we
must make choices toward some future, we can no sooner escape phronesis than we can
escape our own humanity. It is one of Gadamer’s deepest concerns to remind Western
humanity that despite the fact that we have achieved a great deal of technical mastery over
our environment and are daily tempted to embrace the illusion that all questions of human
existence will eventually be resolved through the same scientific means that have given us
our technologically based comforts, we should not forget our historical finitude and our
own responsibility for the future of our species on this planet. Gadamer stresses that
horizons--whose medium is language--are not self-enclosed but essentially open, porous,
and fluid. He emphasizes the need to situate our horizon within a larger horizon; to open
ourselves to the claim to truth that works of art, texts, and tradition make upon us; to allow
them to “speak to us.” Gadamer wishes to promote a dialogue or conversation that would
help us reach greater consensus on who we were, who we are, and who we will be, in
order to help us realize our need for current application of those traditions to our future.
Only by recognizing this as our task and by freely taking it up do we have a chance, in
Gadamer’s opinion, to prevent the demise of the humanistic tradition. Gadamer offers us
accounts of prejudice, understanding, interpretation and language that are neither naive nor

nihilistic.
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(5) Critiquing the Sign: Social Versions of Linguistic Value

Contemporary literary theory, with its insistence on language as an active structuring
force rather than a transparent medium, has affected every area of theoretical inquiry, from
the philosophy of science to the theory of history. Through literary-theoretical debates,
then, Marxist theory, which comes prepared to recognize the implicit constitutive force of
history and ideology in language, has been able to comment forcefully on many issues at
the cutting edge of contemporary intellectual discourse. In the field, perhaps, no work has
been more important than that of Fredric Jameson, whose books have demonstrated
Marxism’s ability to comment sympathetically and productively on virtually all the major
contemporary critical theories, and that of Raymond Williams whose writings, from the
perspective of the dispossessed and the estranged, have contributed to reform cultural
theory and to update Marxism. In consideration of the shared ground between Jameson
and Williams, but mostly with emphasis on Williams, this section will be concerned with
the social and historical conception of language.

Jameson’s tempered appreciation and subsequent rejection of structuralism and
poststructuralism are enacted in his superb critical treatment of their roots and development
in The Prison-House of Language.®® Structuralism, as Jameson has put it, is an attempt “to
rethink everything through once again in terms of linguistics” (PHL vii). It is a symptom
of the fact that language, with its problems, mysteries and implications, has become both
paradigm and obsession for twentieth-century intellectual life.

The Prison-House of Language (1972), as a critique as well as exposition of
nondialectical models, interrogates the complicated critical languages of contemporary
structuralism. Jameson’s title and his epigraph from Nietzsche show his awareness of the
difficulties to go beyond formalism: “We have to cease to think if we refuse to do it in the
prison-house of language; for we cannot reach further than the doubt which asks whether

the limit we see is really a limit.” A formalism based on language is the ultimate high-
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security prison, for we cannot imagine life outside, cannot even, in our theoretical
discussions, think our way out. That Jameson should persist in trying to break out, and be
willing for the moment to present an unfinished argument in the hope that later he will be
able to go on, argues a major critical talent. This book is very much the by-product of a
working-through of Formalism and Structuralism in order, he declares, “to emerge, on the
other side, into some wholly different and theoretically more satisfying philosophical
perspective.”

The Prison-House of Language is unified, among other ways, by an insistent charge
that Saussure and his structuralist progeny suffer from a failure of historical consciousness
that stems from the hierarchizing of synchrony and diachrony. Jameson’s critique of both
Saussurean linguistics and Russian Formalism is, basically, that their formulations are
incapable of dealing with diachrony in any meaningful way. Their sense of time is, for
him, too distant from the time in which people live, in which readers read. Of course,
when Jameson says that the entire discussion needs to be thrown onto a “higher dialectical
plane,” he means to bring forward the notion of “dialectic” itself.®

His dialectical perspective™ first tries to reveal the philosophical and political
bankruptcy of modern Anglo-American thought.”' Jameson’s battle against modern Anglo-
American thought, curiously enough, is aided by poststructuralism in that deconstruction
discloses the philosophical bankruptcy of this bourgeois humanist tradition. Yet, such
deconstruction says little about the political bankruptcy of this tradition; further, and more
seriously, deconstruction conceals the political impotency of its own projects. In short,
Jameson rightly considers poststructuralism an ally against bourgeois humanism yet
ultimately an intellectual foe and political enemy.

Derrida places a formal but empty meaning within the sign itself, but Jameson, seeking
to go beyond formalism, cannot rest here and attempts to escape through history:
“temporality here has become visible in structuralist terms only because it is the temporality

latent within the sign itself,” but this is not yet a genuine historicity, “not the temporality of
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the object, not that of lived existence on the one hand, or of history on the other” (PHL
188). Structuralism and Russian Formalism denature history or temporality by their
attempts to deal with it; it becomes simply that which is not intelligibility, the locus of
displacement, deferment, and alteration. Such theories “remain gaping with amazement
before a succession of forms which history itself understands simply as the life cycle of
capitalism, from mercantile to post-industrial stages” (PHL 194). Jameson speaks of
opening again “the approaches to time and to history itself” and of reconstructing “a truth in
process upon the ruins of a never-ending ideological formation.” At the end of The Prison-
House of Language he invokes a genuine hermeneutics which, by disclosing the presence
of codes and models and by observing the participation of the linguistic analyst, would
“reopen text and analytic process alike to all the winds of history” (PHL 216). In brief,
Jameson’s argument is that French formalistic critics have focused on the fixity of
“structure” to the neglect of the processes of “structuring.” Jameson appropriated the
structuralist ahistorical project for his own historicizing ends. Moving beyond the prison-
house of synchrony and paradigm, he hopes to recover the referential dimension of

”

language, to liberate formalism and open it up to “the winds of history.” Such an opening
up is the object of the next phase of his project.

From The Political Unconscious (1981) onwards, Jameson talks, reacting strongly to
the anti-hermeneutic posture of some contemporary criticism, of the necessity of “restoring
to the surface of the text the repressed and buried reality of . . . history” (PU 20), and
suggests that with postmodernism there has emerged a new kind of flatness or
depthlessness, a new kind of superficiality. In the face of the postmodernism whose
features, as described by Jameson, are “pastiche” and “schizophrenia” (Postmodernism 1-
54), and against the deconstructive movement which often degenerates into the
recommendation of a meaningless critical pluralism or an a priori rejection of all

hermeneutic activity, he emphasizes his notion of meaning as effect and as process, as an

inherently political and ideological process. It would be apparent that Jameson is, in some
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ways, a traditional hermeneutical thinker; that is, his basic theoretical strategy is that of
recuperation, restoration, and recovery. Furthermore, his fundamental aim is to preserve
the Marxist affirmation that history is meaningful (PU 19-20). He acknowledges that
history is always already mediated by language, texts, and interpretations, yet he insists
that history is still, in some fundamental sense, “there.”

Jameson has done more than any other American hermeneutical thinker in achieving
intellectual breakthroughs and accenting theoretical challenges of the Marxist tradition in
our postmodern times. While he is a Marxist and one expects a certain kind of emphasis
and commitment, Jameson is always coming up with the unexpected: a new formulation of
the problem, new constellations of phenomena, new suggestions for a way forward. His
thought has in recent years steadily grown knottier and more complex, his manner of
presenting it more oblique and compressed. Instead of arguing Jameson’s ongoing ideas,
then, my discussion will focus on Raymond Williams who shares with Jameson the
emphasis upon historical consciousness as the core or center. The purpose of this analysis
is to present the seriousness’’ of Williams’s arguments. He has curiously academic power,
the intellectually cautious assertion of the radical. He was always keenly aware of his own
personal and social position as an interpreter or reader of texts, as the grandson of an
agricultural laborer as a committed socialist.

The work of Raymond Williams is one of the most important bodies of socialist
literary-cultural criticism to come out of England. Although there are obvious limitations to
his work, it has a range, scope and seriousness that raise it considerably above almost all
academic literary criticism. In reading Williams’s work, Culture and Society (1958), The
Long Revolution (1961), The Country and the City (1973), Keywords (1976), Marxism
and Literature (1977), Writing in Society (1983), and The Politics of Modernism (1989),
we get a sense that his texts are unusually polyphonous both in their genres and in the
flexibility of their subject positions and discursive attitudes--inside and outside Marxism,

Leavisism, the Labor party, literary theory, and so on.”” In book after book, he tried to
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play meanings off against each other in an attempt to avoid what he might, at one stage in
his career, have called reification. He has a remarkable ability to treat himself and his own
work dispassionately, from the outside, as it were, without losing his line or his
characteristic voice.” He was able simply to go on thinking, to go on developing and
changing in response to new intellectual challenges. In fact, not only was his work
unclassifiable: it actively resisted incorporation into the specialized vocabularies and
institutional rituals of the academic disciplines. His whole idiom of thought not only broke
across, but was deliberately designed to call into question, the taken-for-grantedness of
traditional categories and boundaries. His cast of mind is intrinsically connective. “My

”

own view is that we must keep trying to grasp the process as a whole.” He wrote, as he
said himself, “against the frame of the forms.” He insists on the effort to reach out beyond
any specialized intelligentsia to a wider audience and to link intellectual work with a broader
social and political purpose. “This . . . is the vocabulary we share with others, often
imperfectly, when we wish to discuss many of the central processes of our common life”
(K14).

He continually raises large questions--about, for instance, the relation between
literature and society and the relation between literary judgment and our social-political
values--that often challenge one’s basic view of literature and culture. Roughly speaking,
there are two main periods to Williams’s work.” During each period, his guiding interest
was “to say something very much against the grain of two traditions” (PL 352): the
dominant literary and the dominant Marxist: “one which has totally spiritualized cultural
production, the other which has relegated it to secondary status” (PL 352-53). In the first,
his argument against official English culture takes place in isolation from any active Marxist
tradition. Culture and Society was published in 1958, the first fruit of the attempt to meet
the “professional objections” of the establishment. Here the attempt was to confront the

Leavisite critics of Scrutiny with an alternative view of the notion of culture. The second

period work is more complicated, as Williams continues his arguments against the
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establishment view of literature, but at the same time begins to place his own work more
creatively in the context of a developing Marxist theory, one which he sees at times as
dangerously idealist. In Politics and Letters, he attributes the occasional opaqueness of
Marxism and Literature to its double opposition. It is directed both against the older
conventional view of literature in the universities, and also as a “thrust against the limits of
the newly dominant mode of critical structuralism” (PL 339-40). The struggle in the first
period of work was against the isolation of the text in the vacuum of New Criticism--“the
pseudo-impersonal attempt to judge works without any sense of the presence of the
individual making judgment--its effort to divest itself of circumstances, to rise above
history, to talk of literature rather than the individual or group making a critical judgment”
(PL 335);"--in the second period, the struggle is to remove the text from the void of
deconstructive play, and once again assert the necessity for a historical and materialist study
of cultural production. Williams calls his current theoretical position *“cultural materialism,”
which he defines as “the analysis of all forms of signification, including quite centrally
writing, within the actual means and conditions of their production” (WS 210).

Williams is an original thinker as well as an industrious and intelligent historian and
critic. Williams has not “belonged” to this or that exact political group, literary persuasion
of institution. Williams was always haunted by the border he had crossed from the
“knowable community” to the life of educated intelligence, and lived in border country the
whole of his life. Williams’s background of the Welsh border working-class community
gave him a perspective on Cambridge--on the way a culture becomes dominant, a “central
system of practices, meanings and values”--and the necessary tension between that and the
emergent energies and experiences which stubbornly resist it. The difference of his
approach epitomizes Williams’s role as “the marginal man of Cambridge English,” “alien
mind,” and “oppositional authority.” His life-long concern for culture and language can be
considered as a genuine opposition to the dominant discourse about culture and language in

the post-war years.
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Even though we cannot totally accept F. R. Leavis’s simplistic idea that to be
responsive to cultural values is to be responsive to a language (For Continuity 15 & 44,
and Culture and Environment 81) and his use of language as an analogy to define culture,
Williams’s idea of language is inseparable from that of culture. “The area of a culture,” in
Williams’s words, “is usually proportionate to the area of a language rather than to the area
of aclass. It is true that a dominant class can to a large extent control the transmission and
distribution of the whole common inheritance; such control, where it exists, needs to be
noted as a fact about that class” (CS 320). He tries to restore a neglected group to
linguistic, social, and literary history. He writes an adversarial history, reading in the
authorized versions of the past just so many specious justifications for the brute fact of
power. His abiding purpose now is to convert, to enforce our commitment to his own
version of linguistic, social, and cultural history. Language was one of his intellectual
passions from beginning to end, from Culture and Society to his posthumous work The
Politics of Modernism, but his sense of what it signified ran so deep that one hesitated to
call him a linguist. Words for him were condensed social practices, sites of historical
struggle, repositories of political wisdom or domination (Eagleton, ed. 8).

Williams’s work in the field of cultural studies represents his single most important
contribution to postwar intellectual history,”” for the tension between his loyalties to his
rural, working-class roots and his recognition of the needs of “an unprecedented mobile
urban society” has produced a body of work, in Frank Kermode’s words, “of quite radical
importance” (86). His masterpieces are more than merely illustrative of cultural studies;
they are formative of it. No one had a more nuanced understanding of its complexities and
perils. Williams, moreover, was fully aware of the conflicting meanings of the term and
resolutely refused simply to choose one definition of culture over another. “Culture” was
the site of the convergence. The fact is that no single, unproblematic definition of “culture”
is to be found here. The concept remains a complex one--a site of convergent interests,

rather than a logically or conceptually clarified idea. This “richness” is an area of
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continuing tension and difficulty in the field.”® He argues, however, the variation of
meanings for the term “culture” should not be seen as a disadvantage, but as a genuine
complexity corresponding to real elements in experience.

The “culture and society” debate began, in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, with the recognition that all the versions of culture were deeply interrelated. The
term “culture” became a new way of relating the texture of lived experience to a recognition
of social change, a language in which both could be discussed simultaneously; it offered a
range of insight into the reciprocal mediations between a personal structure of feeling, a
social structure of feeling, and a complex of changing social institutions. To understand
the continuity of the nineteenth-century debate with contemporary cultural argument
involves some grasp of the range of meanings which this new phrase has crystallized, and
such an analysis can be best pursued by an examination of three pivotal modern figures: T.
S. Eliot, F. R. Leavis and Raymond Williams. These figures represent respectively what
could be termed “the conservative, liberal, and radical socialist perspectives on culture and
society,” a fact which provides a wider framework for the comparison. Williams’s
declaration that the cultural consciousnesses of the previous hundred years had yielded the
opportunity of establishing a common culture and whole way of life, goes hand-in-hand
with himself as an example of that at last being attempted, that common consciousness
being unprejudicially sought.

Working at first almost entirely on his own, Williams has sharply and constructively
criticized writers of other tendencies, and he has offered his own positive alternatives. His
peculiar status among British intellectuals can be clarified by his argument first against that
of Amold, Leavis and Eliot, and then against Structuralism and deconstruction. Thus,
Williams’s examination of “official English culture” and language had from the beginning a
negative force: it showed how limited and problematic the prevailing idea of culture and
language was. On the academic terrain, Williams sought to counter conservative traditions

of thinking about culture represented by Eliot and Leavis by refining crude left reflections
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about the relation of culture and democracy, art and socialism. And on the political terrain,
Williams sought to reconceive the notion of revolution such that cultural practices were
neither overlooked nor viewed in a simplistic manner. The point was not only that culture--
including popular culture--was to be viewed as a crucial site of struggle, but also that the
very ways in which culture was understood in capitalist societies had to be demystified and
transformed.

Williams first attempted to offer a critique of and an alternative to “a long line of
thinking about culture to what were by now decisively reactionary positions” (PL 97).
Therefore, his main purposes in Culture and Society were to set out the main line of
thinking on “culture” from Burke and Cobbet to Eliot and Orwell, and to make his own
revolutionary contribution to the tradition in an appeal for the necessity of a “common
culture.” Williams’s own interest in the study of words derives from the post-war use of
the word “culture” within the university. On his return to Cambridge after World War
Two, Williams found that “culture had altered” (PL 61), and “Eliot’s Four Quartets
completely dominated reading and discussion” (PL 67). Although there was a debate in the
early 1930s about Leavis’s use of the word, ‘“culture,” it was Eliot’s Notes Towards the
Definition of Culture (1948) which gave the word a new importance. Against the general
background of an increased interest in culture and its present state in England, various
specific interventions in the debate can be considered.” Williams fashioned a weapon
against a whole spectrum of contemporary groups. “I knew perfectly well who I was
writing against,” he observed in 1977. “Eliot, Leavis and the whole of the cultural
conservatism that had formed around them--the people who had pre-empted the culture and
literature of this country” (PL 98, 112).% In fact, behind the word “culture,” which he
initially encountered as a battle cry for a disgruntled elite, Williams uncovers a much deeper
seam of social criticism.

Williams’s courageous, breathtakingly original attempt, in effect, can be considered in

comparison with the ideas and influence of the influential trio for the cultural notion;
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Amold, Eliot and Leavis. They, typically if in very different ways, saw culture as a
bastion of what is the best, the intellectually and aesthetically ennobling. For Williams, it is
Amold’s definition of culture in Culture and Anarchy (1869) that gives the tradition a single
watchword. It is in Amold both a study and a pursuit, which goes beyond the idea of a
literary culture and applies to society itself, not simply to individuals. Williams was not to
deny his respect for Amold as one who had a genuine and practical commitment to the
extension of popular education, taking knowledge beyond what he had called “the clique of
the cultivated and the learned.” Amold’s most famous account, however, runs thus: “The
whole scope of this essay is to recommend culture as the great help out of our present
difficulties; culture being a pursuit of our total perfection by means of getting to know, on
all the matters which most concern us, the best [that] has been thought and said in the
world” (6). Amold’s idea was that the timeless, classless culture could be used as a balm to
prevent unpleasant things like class conflict.* The culture Amold defended then, says
Williams, is not excellence but familiarity: “Not the knowable but only the known values”
(“A Hundred Years of Culture and Anarchy” 8). Williams traced Arnold’s view of culture
as a universal ideal--“the best that is known and thought”--back to the social theory of
Edmund Burke and forward to the literary criticism of Leavis in order to show its partiality.
Far from being a universal, “culture” began as a rallying-cry against the new industrial
society and then became a sort of social institution, an educational standard that invested
chosen monuments of the national past with tacit but commanding prestige, and taught
ordinary people contempt for their own ways of seeing and shaping the world.

Against the narrow and unspecific Amoldian concept of culture, Williams first argued
that culture cannot be reduced to a set of things: “A culture can never be reduced to its
artifacts while it is being lived” (CS 323). When we look at a culture in the past, we tend
to think of it in terms of the particular works that it produced. For all sorts of reasons we
cannot recover the full range of activities which went to make up any particular culture.

And it is even more of a mistake to judge our own, living, cultural experience by the
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methods and standards we have used for past cultures. Thus, Williams argued, if we look
at working-class culture simply in terms of the cultural artifacts that it has produced we get
a very distorted picture which will tend to flatter the greater productivity of the ruling class.

In order to get out of this unattractive corner Williams proposed a shift of emphasis:

... aculture is not only a body of intellectual and imaginative work; it is also and essentially a whole way
of life. The basis of a distinction between bourgeois and working-class culture is only secondarily in the
field of intellectual and imaginative work, and even here it is complicated. . . by the common elements
resting on a common language. The primary distinction is to be sought in the whole way of life, and here,
again, we must not confine ourselves to such evidence as housing, dress and modes of leisure. Industrial
production tends to produce a uniformity in such matters, but the vital distinction lies at a different level. . .
. The crucial distinction is between alternative ideas of the nature of social relationships. (CS 325)

This new position has important consequences. Williams provides a powerful
argument against that reactionary view: for him class still remains a central issue which has
been embodied in different views of the world. With a whole new range of things admitted
as culture, it is no longer the case that the ruling class or its intellectual mercenaries are the
overwhelming source of culture. Since these activities were, and are, widespread, the
study of culture is no longer obsessed with great figures and their products. All of these
seem to me to be valuable and progressive positions. Culture is no longer something
which flourished in the past, and the present and the future are not deserts barren of human
achievement.

Interestingly enough, in his chapter on Marxism, Williams is sharply critical of the
repeated failures of Marxist criticism and he sets out his basic objection to Marxist thinking
on culture: the model of base and superstructure is a false one, for it is not the economic
structure that is determining but the way of life as a whole. He reacts even more strongly
against Leavis’s minority culture position: Leavis’s analysis of mass culture as inferior and
threatening to high culture.

If culture is to be understood as a whole way of life, then the very concepts of minority

and majority culture become increasingly problematical. By the same token, Williams
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could not accept Leavis’s emphasis on the characteristics of the self-conscious minority
who are the guardians of minority culture in a machine civilization :

.. . we want to produce a mind that knows what precision and specialist knowledge are. . . has a maturity
of outlook. . . and has been trained in . . . a scrupulously sensitive yet enterprising use of intelligence, that
is of its nature not specialized but cannot be expected without special training--a mind energetic and

resourceful, that will apply itself to the problems of civilization, and eagerly continue to improve its
equipment and explore fresh approaches. (Education and the University 58-59)

Leavis’s position is that art and the common life were related in a past, “organic” society,*
but that their present relationship, in the context of a commercialist and philistine culture,
can only primarily be one of a mutually defining hostility. Williams remarks that “Leavis
ratified the position of the school: the best literature of the past against a disordered and
destructive present; thus a literary-critical school assuming a necessary minority status but
carrying the values of the past and of a possibly emergent present in its role as guardians
and witnesses of the significant literature” (WS 187). The definition and transmission of
social values will always be the province of, to use an Amoldian term, the “remnant,” the
few sensitive and decent individuals who can avoid both the decreative influence of
contemporary culture and the callousing of a formulated commitment to change it. Leavis
thinks of artists as the master explorers of human experience and of literature as a
manifestation of the highest creativity of life; but this creativity only occurs, in literature,
with the poetic use of language.®® Although the values are themselves social, concerned
with the quality of human relationship and moral vitality, the energy which goes into their
definition is individualist: it is preoccupied with exploring the possibilities of personal
living rather than with connecting these values to the kinds of socio-political agencies
which could ensure their general embodiment in the common life. The alternative,
Williams claims, is a democratic culture which rests on two basic rights: “the right to
transmit and the right to receive.” These rights could only be tampered with by a majority

decision which had been arrived at after open and adequate public discussion.
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Thus, referring to his relationship with Leavis and apolitical Scrutiny,®* Williams
pointed out that “what was wrong with literature was that it was out of touch with a large
majority of the people: it was not written for them, and it was not written by them. . . .
Since literature was class-restrictive, it was the job of a Socialist to break through this
restriction, by producing another kind of literature” (PL 45). When Leavis argued that only
a minority was fully capable of appreciating Dante, Shakespeare, Donne, and Baudelaire,
he seemed to point out only an artistic and intellectual meaning of culture. Thus, Ian
Gregor maintained in a review of Culture and Society, that Williams is simply confusing or
obliterating the distinctions between the two meanings of culture--as artistic and intellectual
achievement and as a whole way of life. Gregor separated the two meanings too sharply
and Williams was able rightly to insist on the continuity of the two meanings. The
tendency of Williams’s thought is to collapse distinction between high culture and culture.
He seems to be reluctant to acknowledge that art is a higher and the highest kind of creative
achievement. Williams’s point is that the culture of literacy is not a product in any
Amoldian or Leavisite sense of a time-capsule containing the “best” that has been thought
and said--for that invites its fetishization or sacralization into a fixed canon--nor in the
philological sense of a positive body of facts empirically collected and related through
“objective” or quasi-scientific methods of analysis--and certainly not in an outmoded
aristocratic sense of what the “best” people have. Rather, it is a continuing and restless
process of thinking and being, ultimately unprogrammatic and unverifiable because its
grounds and principles are themselves always in question.

Culture now became the whole gamut of ways in which people thought, felt and acted.
The conception of “culture” is itself democratized and socialized. It no longer consists of
the sum of the “best that has been thought and said,” regarded as the summits of an
achieved civilization--that ideal of perfection to which, in earlier usage, all aspired. Even
“art”--assigned in the earlier framework a privileged position, as touchstone of the highest

values of civilization--is now redefined as only one, special, form of a general social
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process: the giving and taking of meanings, and the slow development of “common”
meanings--a common culture: “culture,” in this special sense, “is ordinary.”

Even if Leavis’s approach that Williams argued against seemed to him “immediately
attractive” and had “radical tinge” (“‘Culture and Revolution” 27) and Leavis’s influence, in
fact, nourished his work and gave it an admirable complexity, it was “impossible” for
Williams to accept Eliot’s position (Ibid. 27).% In his critique of Eliot, Williams points out
the conservative bias in Eliot’s idea of culture. The conservative element is located in the
concept of hierarchy and of cultural elites for the maintenance of civilized values and the
defense of the social order against the incipient mob. Hence the idea of culture is set
against equalitarianism. In Eliot, there is a simplication and idealization of society. Eliot’s
notion of culture finds realization in society only at the cost of abandoning a confrontation
with real societal conditions and retreating into an atavistic agrarian community. To a
degree Eliot’s reintegration of culture into society signifies a utopian longing for a stasis
removed from the dissonance of a fractured human existence, for the reassociation of
sensibility in a unified, non-contradictory social hierarchy (CS 236). In this sense the
imaginative order of language projects the desired societal unity:

And every phrase
And sentence that is right (where every word is at home,
Taking its place to support the others,
The word neither diffident nor ostentatious
An easy commerce of the old and the new,
The common word exact without vulgarity,

The formal word precise but not pedantic
The complete consort dancing together). (CPP 197)

Inside such an imagined order, each constitutive element achieves fulfillment without
contradicting another or without transcending its unique form.

The criticisms generated by the publication of Notes towards the Definition of Culture,
can be categorized in two groups: Some attacked Eliot’s notion that a theological

framework was necessary for the actualization of a positive culture; others emphasized that
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the rigid, static and hierarchical social stratification was archaic, insensitive and even hostile
to genuine cultural development.* Both groups, however, tended to accept implicitly
Eliot’s definition of culture as a whole way of life.

Despite all his reservations about Eliot’s reactionary position, Williams also found
some accord with Eliot’s idea of “culture as a whole way of life” and the idea of “levels”
that he posited. Eliot’s emphasis on the unconscious nature of a lived culture is crucial to
his argument: a culture, precisely because it is the whole way of life of a people, can never
be fully brought to consciousness, and the culture of which we are conscious is never the
whole of culture. In the conclusion to his Culture and Society, Williams puts a similar
stress on the unconsciousness of a lived culture, but links it to a different structure of
values (CS 334). For Williams, a culture’s unconsciousness is a consequence of its
openness to every offered contribution; the culture can never be brought fully to
consciousness because it is never fully finished. The making of a common culture is a
continual exchange of meanings, actions and descriptions, never totalizable as a whole, but
growing towards the advance in consciousness. The crucial distinction between Williams
and Eliot is that for Williams a culture is common not only when it is commonly shared but
when it is commonly made: when common sharing is mediated by collaborative
participation. For Eliot a culture is not a matter of individual or minority response but
common when commonly shared, at different, fixed levels of participation and response:
the conscious defining and nourishing remains the preserve of the minority.

Williams is right to point out that Eliot’s famous definition of “all the characteristic
activities and interests of a people” includes only external details of activity--“sport, food
and a little art”--ignoring the wider spheres of work experience, attitudes, accepted values
(CS 233-40). What is perhaps most striking about Eliot’s model of a common culture is its
static quality, and this is what Williams criticizes. And the moral and artistic versions of
culture refuse to enter into significant relationship with culture in its widest sense. Both

writers are concemed to contrast a common with a uniform culture: both stress the
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unevenness and variety of any collectively lived experience. But for Eliot the variety
springs, ironically, from a quite rigid structure of levels: All will not experience alike
because all will not participate alike. Williams, while agreeing that full participation in the
whole culture will be impossible, locates the essential variety of experience: the culture,
precisely because it demands complex and collaborative participation in the shaping of its
structures and meanings, will be infinitely richer, more various, open, supple, free than the
supposedly common culture we assume. What we can expect, Williams says, “is not a
simple equality of culture (in the sense of identity); but rather a very complex system of
specialised developments--the whole of which will form the whole culture, but which will
not be available or conscious, as a whole, to any one group or individual living within it”
(CS 238).

If Eliot’s emphasis on the role of tradition and faith in maintaining moral and cultural
standards against the threats of a mass society only leaves us with unresolved
contradictions, can we find more positive guidance in the work of influential literary critics?
Williams offered the most sustained critical engagement with the central domains of English
cultural life. He not so much engaged the map of English culture as re-drew it. Culture
and Society revealed a new configuration in the architecture of English critical thought<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>