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ABSTRACT

Here I attempt to explain how literary theory, whose concern is inter-
preting texts, has expanded into Theory, that “totalizing account of human
consciousness and human culture” (David Lodge). In my view the proble-
matic of reading literary texts is intimately connected with a much wider
problematic, since (1) reflection on the problematic of reading literary texts
provides a privileged access to “reading in general,” and (2) the problematic
of reading in general is part of the problematic of the project of modernity,
that is, the project of becoming (in a sense defined by Descartes, Kant and
Hegel) “‘self-conscious.”” Any reflection on reading becomes finally a
reflection on the project of modernity, and thus by neglecting its own (artifi-
cially drawn) limits, literary theory naturally becomes Theory.

KEY WORDS
theory problematic
interpretation totalizing
reflection appropriation
modernity distantiation

Theory _ self-concretization



330 TAMKANG REVIEW, Vol. XXII, Nos. 1,2, 3, 4

Introduction

What is literary theory concerned with? I[s it the reading of literary
texts? Of course, we may say, it is. A major test for any such theory is still
this: can it be translated into a productive “approach” or tool for interpreta-
tion? Paul De Man considers this “pragmatic moment” in literary theory as
the distinctive aspect which marks its difference from other theoretical dis-
ciplines.! The unfolding of literary theory from Russian Formalism to the
present day, however, gives reason to hesitate. David Lodge already noticed
more than fifteen years ago that criticism at the time was “not merely a
library of secondary aids to the understanding and appreciation of literary
texts, but also a rapidly increasing body of knowledge in its own right.”?
This diagnosis, as he says in 1988, “has been emphatically confirmed.”>

Literary theory has become a sort of mega-discipline, drawing from,
merging and interfusing a whole range of other disciplines, among them
linguistics, psychoanalysis, sociology and philosophy. The concern of this
enterprise, Lodge assumes, “would appear to be nothing less than a totalizing
account of human consciousness and human culture (or else a tireless de-
monstration of the impossibility of such a project).”” Literary theory has
become “theory” in the widest possible sense of the term .*

Something, obviously, got out of hand. This does not necessarily mean,
however, that it went wrong. Could it be, perhaps, that literary theory had
to get out of hand in order to meet its subject? Should what first appears as
a shift to an altogether different subject reflect perhaps literary theory’s
“experiencing” of its true subject?

I will use a large section of this paper to reformulate the problematic of
reading in such a way that it becomes visible as an essential part of the project
of modernity. This project will be reconstructed as the project of appropriat-
ing the competence of distanciated self-concretization. Based upon that I try
to understand literary theory as an attempt to make a new start with the
problematic of reading and thus with the project of modernity. The scope of
this paper does not allow me to develop this second point in detail. The
paper forms the first part of a longer project and sees its task above all as
proposing a conceptual frame. In a short reflection on Russian Formalism 1
will nevertheless try to hint at what I have in mind.

1. Interruption Transformed
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Again, not for the first time in history, there was a trembling of all nor-
mative and cognitive orientations handed down from the past. A given
universe of meaning ceased to be effective in guiding the subject’s self-con-
cretization within its world. And somewhere, as a response to this trembling,
new orientations crystallized, among them what is called reason.

To get beyond a mere repetition of catchwords, we have to understand
this process of crystallization.

By self-concretization I mean the particular human way to live and to be.

To live means to be concrete in an infinitely complex, multilayered,
multifacetted way. At any moment of our life we act in a particular way,
do something and leave something undone; we have certain hopes, fears,
dreams, aversions, inclinations, desires, and all this is reacting with everything
else, transforming, displacing or enforcing it and being transformed, displaced
or enforced itself. Being concrete, however, is not a state of affairs: we are
not concrete in the same mode as this table in front of me is black. It rather
is an ongoing process. Weare concrete by continuously concretizing ourselves
anew.® This process can be seen as a kind of resonating with all the factors
that form our particular situation at any point in time. I use this metaphor
here to indicate that self-concretization has, at least in part, the nature of a
continuously renewed response to a continuously changing situation. I use
it also because it somehow does not really seem to fit, which may help us to
see the crucial point.

The way things — musical instruments, for example, or half empty
bottles — resonate is determined by what they are resonating “with” and the
particular nature of the things themselves. In the case of a musical instrument
these two factors are the movements of the player on the one hand and all
the particularities of its construction, including form, material, size, measure-
ments etc., on the other. The way man resonates with his situation,
however, is not in any comparable sense determined by a given and constant
nature; it rather is determined by the way he understands his situation, which
itself is a concretization of his wider understanding of the world, of himself
and his position within the world. This does not mean that he is like a
musical instrument that could freely invent and constantly change the

- particularities of its construction and its “playing.”

Forming this understanding, man draws from a universe of meaning
handed down from the past, transforming it and transmitting it further.
There is, thus, something given, apart from the situation itself, which informs
his uniderstanding of the situation and therefore his way of resonating with it.
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But it does so only because it is taken and made use.of, and here we reach
the limit of the metaphor: man’s self-concretization, his ongoing response to
his situation, is not quite a mere resonating with this situation, because he has
the ability to select and to form what determines his way of “resonating.”
Man is, after all, not a musical instrument; he is the maker and the player of
instruments.

This process of taking and transforming what is handed down is every-
thing but peaceful and harmonious. Frictions, discontinuities and erosions
are part of the life history of every individual and of the history of all com-
munities. More often than not these problems are solved or patched over by
mechanisms handed down from the past as well. At times, and the recurrence
of this kind of trembling obviously belongs to the rhythm of history, erosions
accumulate and finally affect all transmitted patching mechanisms too. When
this occurs, a whole world, a period, a historical formation has come to its
end.

Such a crisis cannot mean that the subject actually interrupts its self-
concretizing process, because self-concretization is its mode of being. Out of
its mere interest in being the subject has to use all its creative powers to trans-
form the threat of interruption into a mere transition from one paradigm of
self-concretization to another. In the case of the trembling we are concerned
with here, the crisis which provoked the project of modernity, the decisive
outcome of this effort was what Bernstein describes under the label Cartesian
anxiety.®

The threat of interruption is reinterpreted as the threat of sliding into a
situation of moral and intellectual chaos, neither being able to touch bottom
nor to support ourselves on the surface.” The only way to avoid this fate,
and here we see the contour of the new paradigm, is to find an absolutely
reliable foundation for everything else to be built upon. The reliability of
such a foundation is required to be itself demonstrated in an absolutely reli-
able way. What we can rely on, finally is only what gives us access to this
kind of demonstrated reliability and that is reason alone.

2. From the Oral Subject to the Distanciated Subject

The protagonist of Descartes® Meditations, retreating into solitude to
think matters through, is putting aside his books. What makes him stop
reading is the trembling of what the texts are handing down. If there was, in
this situation, no option besides reading, the slide into chaos would be inevi-
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table. Turning away from the texts, he insists and proclaims that indeed
there is another option. This gesture, therefore, is a paradigmatic one for the
Cartesian subject and the project of modernity as a whole. We have to see
how this can be reconciled with the fact that the age of reading had just
begun.

The invention of writing goes back to the fourth millenium B.C.% In
Greece, the transition from the oral stage to transmission by written texts
takes place somewhere around the middle of the first millenium B.C.* Since
then, the mere reality as well as the identity of what we understand as Eur-
opean tradition is based upon the production and reception of written texts.
Until not so long ago, however, the overwhelming majority of those who
formed and moulded their lives according to these texts never read them and
hardly ever saw a text at all. The reading and the production of books, as
is well known, was the privilege of a comparatively small number of experts.
They read manuscripts and.then told others what they had read and how it
applied to particular situations in their lives. For the overwhelming majority,
what was handed down from the past was still handed down orally, although
based upon written texts. This changed only with the invention of the print-
ing press. Books ceased to be a precious rarity. Literacy spread. What hap-
pened was a shift away from the dominance of listening and a gesture quite
opposite to the Cartesian one. the beginning of reading, a turning towards
the text. Every protestant family was supposed to have a copy of the Bible
and to read it.!°

These two gestures cannot be unrelated. The somewhat desperate
grasping for an option other than reading rather seems to reflect the effect
of reading when it had just begun to seriously compete with oral forms of
transmission and to partially replace them.

Unlike visual perceptions, sounds are not in front of us. We do not face
them, we are in the middle of them, although we may realize that they come
from a certain direction.  The oral subject is aware of what is handed down
from the past in a radically different way from that of the subject who has
become a reader. And he draws from it in a different way. Oral transmission
moulds the subject’s understanding of the situation by placing it in a narra-
tive. The subject concretizes itself by re-enacting relevant fragments or
themes of this narrative. Doing so, it modifies them, changes them, and in
exceptional cases it may even add a new facet. But never does it step outside
of the narrative. As an oral subject it has its existence only within. When
oral transmission came to be supported by texts read and transmitted by
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experts, this oral formation of the subject remained the dominating one.
Since then, it is true, there has tended to be a split between the form in
which these few experts are aware of what is handed down and the form
of awareness of the vast majority; and the intellectual dynamics that deve-
loped within these circles of experts has certainly much to do with it.

The strong oral element in education, however, along with the scarcity
of texts and various other factors kept this tendency within clear boundaries.
For a long time it hardly affected the overall process of transmission. With
the invention of the printing press these boundaries fall. The change in the
form of awareness spreads. What is handed down tends to be more and more
in front of the subject. No longer does the subject find itself in the middle
of the narrative. The subject is transformed into a different one, much more
like a subject in the technical sense of the term, for which everything else
stands apart as a distanciated object. The subject slides out of all narratives
and then is looking at them from the outside.

This new, distanciated subject cannot draw from what is handed down in
the same form as the oral subject. Its whole competence of self-concretiza-
tion, taking, transforming and making use of what is given, will be a different
one. Part of it will be the ability to read. This will mean more than
to decipher meaningful signs, just as the competence to listen — as part of the
competence of self-concretization of the oral subject — is more than just the
ability to hear and to understand meaningful sounds. Just after its slide out
of all narratives, however, the distanciated subject cannot read yet. This may
help us to understand why Descartes’ protagonist is putting aside his books.

3. Reason and Reading

The distanciated subject has to concretize itself in a distanciated way.
“Distanciated” means “distanciated from narratives, not moulded by narra-
tives alone.” Instead of narratives we can also say here contexts. From a
certain angle, narratives are contexts in movement, contexts fused with ori-
entations toward how to act or what to believe within them. The oral subject
perceives itself within such a context and reenacts the orientations provided.
The distanciated subject sees itself, in this sense, as distanciated from all
contexts and therefore cannot be satisfied with orientations provided by
particular contexts alone. 1t is looking for orientations with a certain trans-
narrative and trans-contextual, that is general validity. Terms like frue,
legitimate, good qualify actions or beliefs as guided by such orientations.
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At this point it is crucial to distinguish between the stage when the
subject is not satisfied any more with narrative orientations alone and a stage
when it really should be able to guide its self-concretization by universally
valid orientations. Between the two stages stretches the stony path the
subject has to trod to appropriate the competence of distanciated self-con-
cretization.

The rhetoric of Englightenment, telling man just to turn to reason
and to use it, has caused much confusion. It suggests that reason was
something there ready for use to get access to universally valid orientations.
This, however, is not the case. To get access to such orientations, the term
generally valid, and terms like true, legitimate, good, have to be filled with
meaning. A model of reason has to be developed, with procedures,
techniques and criteria to generate rational orientations in particular and new
situations. Any such model, to be sure, is fallible. Man is a finite being.
The fallibility of such models, however, does not allow us to say that it was
useless constructing them, and even less does it justify the claim that it was
a self-misunderstanding of man not to be satisfied with narrative orientations
alone.

To appropriate the competence of distanciated self-concretization means
to engage in constructing a model of reason. This, however, the dimension
of reason, is only one dimension of this competence.

Although distanciated, the subject is not a fleshless spirit. Being in front
of, it is nevertheless within: it is within nature, its body, its moods, its
family, its community, its language, its time, etc. Toindicate that its “within”
does not depend upon the subject’s choosing, I say the subject is given to
its within. The fact that the subject is given to a within makes each subject to
be an individual (einzelnes) one.

In its self-concretization the subject starts from its within and constantly
reworks it into a distanciated within. Thus it concretizes itself from an in-
dividual into a particular (besonderes) subject.!’ Only starting from there
can the self-concretization be successful in the sense of actually concretizing
what the subject really is: making concrete its individuality. To start from
its within, however, the subject has to reach it. The within to which the sub-
ject is given has to be given to the subject as well. In Hegelian terminology:
it has to be somehow for the subject.

A crucial segment of its within, beginning with the shadowy zone where
biology and meaning, biology and society, biology and history overlap, is
for the subject in the form of written texts. To reach it the subject has to
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know how to read. Reading, therefore, is the second dimension of the com-
petence of distanciated self-concretization.

4. Reading Postponed

The protagonist of Descartes’ Meditations begins the appropriation of the
competence of distanciated self-concretization at the other end from reading.
He concentrates exclusively on the question of how to get access to generally
valid orientations, which means on building a workable model of reason.
This emphasis as well as the Cartesian model itself remained decisive for the
fate of the project of modernity.

The strategy of radical doubt, as is well known, led Descartes to the
Cogito — the existence of himself as a thinking being — as the only thing that
cannot be doubted. He identified the essence of man with the Cogiro and
considered as true everything we can conceive clearly and distinctly.
Knowledge, therefore, can only be achieved through evident intuition and
necessary deduction. Everything apart from thinking [res cogitans] is matter
[res extensa] and fundamentally different from the Cogito. What belongs to
the res extens — our body, plants, animals, the cosmos — can be explained
like a machine, in terms of its parts, their arrangement and their movement.
This model, developed by Descartes only in outline, was brought to perfec-
tion by Newton. He combined Descartes’ deductive method with Bacon’s
inductive science and established the methodological framework of modern
science.'> Newtonian physics conceives all physical phenomena as constitut-
ed by the movement of elementary particles caused by the force of gravity.
The motion of these particles is governed by eternal laws which can be mathe-
matically described. :

As mentioned above, before the beginning of the age of reading there
-was within the circles of experts who read and wrote a tendency towards a
form of awareness different from the awareness of the great majority. What
we can observe there are flashes of distanciation long before the distanciated
subject appeared. The long traditions of philology and exegesis, therefore,
accumulated a certain potential to reflect on reading that was ready to be
made use of when reading finally had become a dimension of the distanciated
subject’s competence of self-concretization.

Protestant hermeneutics can be seen in a very significant sense as a first
attempt to appropriate this dimension. According to Luther’s sola scriptura
principle, no tradition is necessary to properly understand the meaning of the
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scripture. Its meaning can be derived from the text alone. The process of
reading itself is conceived as a dialectic of whole and part. The basic meaning
of the whole scripture has to guide the understanding of individual passages,
and the cumulative understanding of individual passages is the path to under-
stand the whole.'® This, however, presupposes a certain understanding of the
whole to start with, which in case of the scripture can only be a dogmatic
one. In a subtle way reading was still subordinated to dogma. In order to
free reading from this control, the whole that was to support the
understanding of the parts was finally seen as the historical totality to which
the text belongs. To approriate reading, the text was treated as an historical
source. This means, however, that reading was now guided by the categories
and the logic of historical research. The appropriation of reading in its own
terms had failed .**

This remained the pattern. When Schleiermacher established general
hermeneutics, his nearest philosophical horizon, as Ricoeur has pointed out,
was Kantianism.’® The importance of Newtonian physics as a starting point
for Kant is well known. Kant’s philosophy, in a sense, is a synthesis and
reformulation on a deeper level of the model of reason developed and ap-
propriated since Descartes.  The establishing of hermeneutics against the
horizon of Kantianism led, as Gadamer has shown, to the Cartesian distortion
of nineteenth-century hermeneutics.'® Against the background of what has
been developed so far, we can understand what this distortion actually
means: reading is appropriated only in terms of the other dimension of the
competence of distanciated self-concretization, the dimension it is supposed
to complement, the dimension of reason. In other words: the dimension of
reading is not appropriated at all.

Since the middle of the 19th century, literary studies began to follow the
positivist reduction of the model of reason. Taine, often mentioned as the
most representative example, proposed methods for transforming literary
scholarship into a form of scientific history comparable in its status and
methods to the natural sciences. To read literary texts meant to be interested
in the life of the author, in his sources, in his social and cultural environment.
The appropriation of reading was further postponed.

5. Ostranenie

Russian Formalism sees literary texts neither as an expression of the
personality, the ideas or the world-view of the author nor as a representation



338 TAMKANG REVIEW, Vol. XXII, Nos. 1, 2, 3, 4

of his society or his time. Literary studies, therefore, are not concerned with
ény nonditerary “content” at all. Their focus is what makes literary texts
different from others, the literariness of literature. The essential aspect of
literariness is ostranenie, “making strange,” the defamiliarizing capacity of
literary texts.

To deprive literary studies of their focus on “content” seems to be, from
a common sense perspective, hard to digest. If we place Russian F ormalism
within the context of the unfolding of the project of modernity as I tried to
sketch it in the preceding sections, things look different. The main point is
to understand what precisely is meant by “content” here. It is everything
literary studies before, above all since the late 19th century, were concerned

. with. As the distanciated subject had failed to appropriate reading, terms like
ideas, opinions, character, world-view, society, world belonged to the discourse
of a particular model of reason alone. They were not in any way whatsoever
affected by any discourse of reading, because such a discourse did not exist.
What is meant by “content,” everything these and related terms designate, is
ideas, world-views, the world conceived as unaffected by and accessible
without reading. This, I think, is the “content” considered as irrelevant for
literary studies. And one can hardly deny that there is a certain logic in this:
ideas and anything else which is conceived as unaffected by reading, that is by
any kind of text, cannot but be irrelevant for studies concerned with reading.

The point, therefore, was not to deprive literature of content. The point
was to begin with the appropriation of reading and no longer to postpone it
while relying on some kind of “content” conceived as independent of reading.
Later on, literary theory came back to topics like ideas, opinions, world-views,
but then all this indeed was conceived as affected by texts and the reading of
texts. “Content” in this new sense is something completely different from
the “content” Russian Formalism is arguing against.

By defining literary texts through their difference from other kinds,
Russian Formalism seems to focus on the reading of literary texts only. This
obviously means — a possible problem for my overall argument — that
formalism cannot be seen as the beginning of the appropriation of reading in
general. And if Russian Formalism is not concerned with this, perhaps the
rest of literary theory is not either. Is my overall argument, in other words,
grounded upon a confusion of the reading of literary texts with reading in
general? :

The question is what “reading in general” means here. In this paper [
use the term “reading,” without further qualification, to designate one of the
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two dimensions of the distanciated subject’s competence of self-concretiza-
tion. 1 have tried to outline how the appropriation of this dimension in its
own terms failed. People, of course, deciphered texts. But they looked at
them, again, in terms of a content unaffected by reading. Reading — this is
another way to put this ~ was not appropriated in the terms of its own di-
mension but in terms of the other one, in terms of the discourse of reason.
The distinction between literary texts and other texts, as Russian Formalism
draws it, is based upon a distinction between two forms of reading. Other
texts, those without the capacity for defamiliarization, are these which do
not affect our view of things. “Reading” them leaves things unaffected,
which means these texts can be “read” with respect to a content unaffected
by the text. *“Reading” this way, by my definition, means not to read at all.
Literary texts, on the other hand, always affect our view of things. They are
texts that do not allow us not to read. They force us to read.

Russian Formalism, it is true, is concerned with the reading of literary
texts. Ostranenie, however, is concerned with “reading in general.” Forced
to read by literary texts, we are initiated into appropriating the dimension of
reading in its own terms. Literary texts thus initiate us into ‘“reading in
general.”” They make us capable of reading texts that do not force us to read.
This means: non-literary texts will then affect our view of things as well.
In this wider sense, all texts are “making strange” our view of things
as provided by the discourse of reason alone, supposing we are capable of
reading. ‘

This leads us back to my initial question.

6. Conclusion

Literary theory indeed is concerned with the reading of literary texts and
remains so after its expansion into Theory.

The reason for this expansion, as I tried to outline in this paper, is the
fact that the problematic of reading literary texts is inseperably connected
with a much wider problematic. Its connectedness with this wider problema-
tic can be described in two steps: (1) A reflection on the problematic of
reading literary texts provides a privileged access to the problematic of
reading in general and cannot be kept separate from it. (2) The problematic
of reading is part of the problematic of the project of modernity. Any re-
flection on reading will finally end up as a reflection on this project.

Of course it is always possible to draw artificial borderlines. By neglecting
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such borderlines in following the contours of its subject literary theory
became Theory.
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