FEMINIST CRITICISM, NEW HISTORICISM

STYLISTICS

;\‘IGW Cxl‘]i‘ticisx'n was always an unfortunate label, like that of the Modernism
rom which, in some respects, it grew; there would soon be a time when it
was no longer new or moder. In the past thirty years there have been
majx?y number of attempts to break out of the apparent impasse of the New
Critical fixation with the text. One example, which has no general label
but is easi_ly identifiable in the development of university departments of
Theatre Arts and Theare Studies, is the insistence that plays are not
‘dramatic poems’ but can best be understood (some would say ‘only be
understood’) as texts for performance—in the context of the history and
theory of the theatre. This has not only enriched our understanding of the
classical canon of drama (see, for example, the American critic, Marvin
Rosenberg’s (b. 1912) studies of the major Shakespearean tragedies), but
has greatly expanded corcepts of what constitutes legitimate drama—finding
value, for instance, in street, fringe, tribal and folk theatre, mime and the
musical, all of them significant in their own right, but also h.elpmg to
illuminate the great stage classics. The bestknown figure nz tl}ls gene;z‘il
movement is the British theatre director, Peter Brook (b. 1925); (see tus
. -ent unresolved question is whether the
The Empty Space 1968.) The current ut .
te Lmpty g o takes the study of drama out of literary
| { ‘theatre studies’ takes th y
development 0o } . le, g Ito rether, to form a separate
criticism. where it has been since Aristotle, altogether,
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512 PRINCIPLES AND HISTORY OF LITERARY CRITICISM

discipline, or whether literary criticism can respond to the challenge by
absorbing something from the new approach or asserting equally valid
approaches of its own.

These developments in respect of drama are s
advances in critical theory, many of which are asg
may broadly call communications theory,
linguistics, sociology and psychology. We
structuralism two approaches that have pr
always easy to say where one ends and the

‘Style’ has been widely used as a te
often in a rather impressionistic way,
characteristic or peculiar use of lang

period. Modern ‘stylistics’ is an attempt to approach the question of style
on stricter, more methodical lines; it is not so much a discipline in itself

1s @ cross-over point between linguistics, for which literary texts are only

dy of language and literary criticism. It
starts from the proposition that any idea or concept may be 'expressed in
one of a number of different ways, and that an author exercises a choice
conscious or unconscious:

dictated by personal taste or the demands of
he reader, genre or whatever) in determining the precise form of words

0 be used. Such a proposition s, incidentally anathema to New Criticism,
vhich refuses to distinguish between the form and content of literature;
vhat is written is written.

Literary stylistic poses for itself the task of assessing and classifying
e range of linguistic choice available to authors, identifying the ways in
'hich features of the linguistic ‘surface’ of a text may call attention to
1emselves; they may, for example, deviate from some accepted norm
1 their manner of expression, or in other ways be ‘foregrounded’ (a key
rm in literary stylistics). These classifications may then be applied to a
articular text, or number of texts, in such way as to highlight their
eculiar verbal characteristics. Such a procedure may be put to a variety
L uses; for example, building up evidence to confirm or deny our
"Pressionistic sense that certain features of style are characteristic of
Hain forms or periods in literature (see, for example, the American
hiologist and critic Josephine Miles (b. 191 1), Eras and Modes in English
vetry 1957, 1964). More controversially, it may even be used in an attempt
isolate a particular author’s literary finger prints,’ perhaps with a view
' determining the authorship of anonymous or disputed texts. But this

ocedure is most directly useful to literary criticism when it is applied to

ymptomatic of other
ociated with what we
an amalgam of insights from
can identify in stylistics and
oved fruitful, though it is not
other begins.

rm in criticism for centuries,
in attempts to draw attention to the
uage in a particular text, author or
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thereby to make his readers re-evaluate it

methodology could only really hope to make them see it alresh by getting
them to focus on its constituept linguistic features. The final business of
appreciating literature remains when stylistics has had its say.

So stylistics may be of most use to the critic in offering him a
vocabulary to describe precisely details of verbal nuance and presentation—
without submitting to the artificial constraints of New Criticism (far from
putting th- text in a vaccum, stylistics compares it with as many other uses
ol lang .ge as possible) and without favouring certain kinds of verbal
richnese—such as ambiguity, irony, paradox and so on—over others: Stylistics
does, however, have one drawback in common with New Criticism:

neglected poem might hope
, a critic employing stylistic

lingistic techniques are more readily adapted to the minizl?ul"e ‘el,\'(:ge:sisb ]of a

poem, than the examination of a full-scale novel. In prose, the [.no etm
ow to select—what sample passages, what foatures to s.tuoy-—xs olf% flcune;,
d the incompleteness of even the most detailed analysis is more apparent,

other feature of stylistics regretted by more traditionall.cn.tl.cst‘1s.lti
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HLstylisics has, tor these reasons, been greeted with some circumg
Particularly in English, how much more is thj

a phenomenon on which it is difficult to divor
criticism, from semiotics or .Wmiology,

Pection,
s true of structuralism, This is

ce, in its application to literary
which is the science of signs. The
former term is generally preferred in the United States, in deference tg it

originator, the American physicist and logician C.S Pierce (18394941);

the latter in Europe, following the Swiss linguist Ferdipgnd' de W,,Sf"?}ussure
(1857-1913). Structuralism is the name given to a twer

we 2 alyls
of thinking which funda.menta_lly challe ) I

concepts of ‘reality;’ it starts from the proposition (intelligible enough in
the wake of the fundamenta] assaults on our understanding of man, society

and the universe made by Darwin, Marx, Freud and Einstein) that the
world is Sl

ity experience is inherently
significant, but only so when it is comprehended in the set of relationships,
he structure, of which it forms a part. 2

In this view of Eh-ings, the process of signification, that is
igns which imply meaning, is much more wid
upposed; all human social behaviour—eating, sport, wearing lothes
or perfume, politics, telling stories, whatever—is a process of making
igns about our relationship with the world. Much ‘structuralist’ thin king,
uch as that of the anthropologist Claude Levi-
incovering the underlying zr,rulei’ by which this process of sign-mak ‘ng
N society is able to operate. Oral and written languages are only
articular ways in which such signs are made; and literature is ony 7
ne way of using languages.

The signs we make, including literature, are thus not intelligible
ecause they refer to some objective reality, which is non-existent or at
cast non-discernible, but because they correspond to the process of
liscerning relationships (‘structuring’) by which we, as it were, create the
eality we inhabit. This process presumably derives from the operation of
he brain itself, about which little is known for certain. The key assumption
s that we build Up our sense of structures from an observation of benary
Ppositions, that is, very basic contrasting relationships, between things—
ed and green, for example, or circles and squares. These mean nothing
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Meaning ,
to that pgartilu (l)“ly be intelligible to the culture or society which has assented
itsel: Wordcu Arstructure, We can observe this in the operation of language
tepresen g 5 at least in Westerp, European languages, do not normally
€ phenomeng they discuss. There is nothin g either in the sounds

: pe of the word ¢ S . Yy ) _ N Jrs
n Latin) whic rd ‘house’ in English (or maison in French, or

th
€ Words only acquire that meaning when employed within the intelligible

Structures, the languages, of which they form a part.

distin Sgllgiiumre ried to explain how this operates in practice by
gl{ls ng between langue and parole. The former, in English, means

approximately ‘language,’ as we might use it in the phrase, ‘the English

lan 2t i
guage;’ it is an abstract set of rules or conventions about the way we

. : iy .
Mmunicate within our society. Parole means ‘speech,’ everyday examples
of the use of words, Looked |

at in isolation, individual examples of parole
seem chaotic or formless: they only take on meaning, and so communicate,
because they subscribe to the rules of the langue of the particular community
or society. Saussure cites the analogy of a game of chess; any particular
game only makes sense in relation to- the mutually accepted rules and
conventions, ineffect the structure governing all such games; the analogy
would hold true for any recognised sport. A major preoccupation of
linguistics in this century has been an attempt to work through parole to a
definition of the universal temrs of langue.

In respect of literature, it may loosely be said that the central activity
of structuralist critics has been to discern a langue of literature, to which
1nd1;/1dualtexts stand as examples of parole. This is some times described
as a search for a ‘poetics’ of literature. This goes back to Aristotle’s term; it
is not confined, of course, to literature in verse. To this extent, structuralist
criticism may be seen as an extension of the approach to literature via
genre, an attempt to come to terms with the way in which it communicates
through its sheer ‘liqtergriness.}’ Noarthrop Frye's Anatomy of Criticism (1957)
is a key work in this context. Bl‘lt a central tenet of Ty of those s.earching
for a ‘poetics’ of literature, particularly of t.hose ’Wl'ltng in Fre,n.ch., is that no
text, no instance of literary [)_a)rq(e;,r can l?e Pure OI.' uu‘mcen.t in its relation

‘poetics or literary langue by which it acquires meaning. Literature,
t'o the P ther sign-system, is a way of registering perceptual relationships
e ; angl simplistic sense, ‘reality’); but it is one that aims at
(and not 'm 1{1 so controlling the version of truth revealed in that process
1_,l1dest‘zxndll?ga‘1n so doing, it necessarily reveals its own capacity for
of I'Gg.‘stratlon. th ;)r reality it registers. For many structuralists, this is the
changing fe (r‘u{. sature of z'lrt, and of literature in particular; every choice
most ilgpof;n;O:;;V\;hich would have ‘created’ alternative realities. (It
of woras & S
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LES AND HISTORY OF LITERARY CRITICISM

)I 1 S'yli Sti(,s the d( til. e‘ (i. N .

[ linguistic features o ther possible fOl'mlll&ti(ms:
ol ‘ng ¢ ,

hut the rationale behind it is implicitly very diffe_’jltlt‘)bln ‘thlslca_padt}’ to
mply alternative realities, all litera.turf‘i may b‘f SRR HCH R levto Ugl().n‘aq; in
(s impact, however conservative its content .maydap.pear 0 T» n the
process of understanding its ‘;igps,’ the reader is made mhcrea}slmg Y aware
of the arbitrary way in which they operate, of the fact t at.t ey h'ave no
fixed connotation but may take on successive, theoretically infinjte
meanings, Hepexlding on our appreciation of the, total. structurer. Thus t.hey
challenge us to construct our own new ‘reality’. This helps to explain 4
general preference apparent in much structuralist criticism for the sort of
writing—such as Sterne’s Tristram Shandy and the In'sh—authorsjamesjoyce
(1882-1941) and Samuel Beckett (b. 1906)- which draws attention to the
sheer arbitrariness of its own sign-system; such writing is implicitly more
‘honest’ than quasi-realistic literature. It also explains, however, why one
of the major works of structuralist criticism so far—$/Z, by the French
critic, Roland Barthes (Paris, 1970; English translation, 1974)—is single-
mindedly dedicated to exposing what it sees as the imposure of ‘realistic’
novels, which it attempts in an exhaustive analysis of one short story,
‘Sarrasine,” by the notoriously ‘realist’ author, Balzac.

The implications of structuralism are far-reaching in many fields not
only linguistics and literature but anthropology, sociology, psychology,
economics, even physics. There can be little doubt that the sheer extent of
its claims (a key to all connections?) has been one factor in making many
English and American critics sceptical about it; like Marxism, it seductively
pretends to have answers to all questions, but it is difficult to accept some
of these answers without accepting them all. This is tied up with the fact
that the difficult concepts with which structuralism attempts to deal have
led to the adoption of extremely specialist jargon, some, but not all of it,
overlapping with that employed in stylistics, often redefined by successive
theorists to suit particular purposes. The suspicion is abroad that too much
af structuralism is concerned with theoretical attempts to explain and deline
itself, at the expense of such items as the literary texts it offers to explicate.
This suspicion is only reinforced by the existence of a variety of critical
approaches such as formalism, phenomenology and deconstructionism
Wbit?ll are clearly related to mainstream structuralism—if there is such a
thing - but which lay claim to particular refinements and advantages.

A further problem has certainly been that, while in general terms
structuralism seems to offer ways of examining literature dispassionately
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equall;li; Nsigy, h;{s ng;j‘::?’ which prodyceq them. Where this
an)’thin atjy 8 10 some ) 11 E‘nt,.a flfrthel implication hag arisen,
f()rm ar Cept itse]r. tﬁr t Ple, which s tht literature s 0t about
UthOr t)’ Ome togethe)l- tod~ V\ihat Matters about » text is the way its
Worlq h()se1 SUbject-m 1;815“3‘1' a t}’pe' Of. COmmunication; that the
b e e €rything ma. _4 Werare onlx Incidentals in oy impersonal
ls.m [ 5 Man m'ade may be sajd to communicate something,

argument, but commep

the reasong why most people bother to

- Most Anglo-Saxon eritics have 5o far proved too

) swallow the argument whole.

Sense suggests

most pnvileged medium ip (he Western World sin

what extent has thig shaped oy thinking about the
our whole'concept of *

ce the Renaissance: to

world, indeed created
reality’? We may remember that oy history of
literary criticism began with, Plato, one of whose objections to books and
the written word was that they were inherently less truthful than the form
of open-ended dialogue and debate which he had learned from his teacher,
Socrates. Structuralism may yet offer us the best perspective for observing
the struggle as film and television increasingly challenge the primacy of
the written word and the printed page.

(ADAPTED FROM AN INTRODUCTION T0 LitkRan y Crirrcism BY Riciiarn DmTON)

' DECONSTRUCTION

After New Criticism and Structuralism, the latc?st deve;lopment. in the
: literary criticism is Decqnstructlon which provxd(?d a
isplnigd o ive ol Freudian, Marxist and others. It was conceived
romising altema'tllveo he}rﬂ‘éndﬁcritic,\]a‘c*:;iﬁe;s‘ibagggi‘da, who expressed
by ie e pht1 -Cl)lsctipon mainly in Of'é'fmmmotology. In practice,
his owE deCOD'S I cemplified primarily in the critical readings, made
deconStruCtion ° -ehe [[ a series of texts in the history of western
by Jacques Derrlglgztooto Descartes, Rousseau and Hegel t().‘Husser}
ilosophy. - ries of more recent texts in the history o
Phl | er, and of a se Saussure to Levi-Strauss, Lacan
and Helqegg 1’d post—structuralism form ausd’ o LeviSloay e
structuralism ai Taking as an example Derrida’s y
and Foucé‘:lltl.er describes it like this:
7 ~~than
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