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What people are saying about

For a Ruthless Critique of All That Exists

Against the vogue retreat from critique and ecstatic embrace of the immanent, Tally offers a bounding defense of the mutual project of critique and literature to depart from the given world to make better social orders, compellingly insisting on that project’s imaginative quality and its many joys.

Anna Kornbluh, University of Illinois at Chicago, author of The Order of Forms: Realism, Formalism, and Social Space

Over and against the caricature promulgated by “postcritiquers,” according to which critique is inherently at odds with the literary text, Tally demonstrates how true critique works not only to draw out and complement the utopian dimension of literature—its crucial role in helping us to imagine new and better worlds—but to advance it as well. The result is a far more accurate and robust understanding of critique as a praxis that is fundamentally generative rather than destructive, committed rather than disinterested, joyous rather than dour. For a Ruthless Critique of All That Exists so ruthlessly sets the record straight on the continued importance—indeed, the indispensability—of critique that the next time one hears it averred that “critique has run out of steam,” their immediate reply should be, “Wait, haven’t you read Tally’s book?!”

Russell Sbriglia, Seton Hall University, editor (with Slavoj Žižek) of Subject Lessons: Hegel, Lacan, and the Future of Materialism
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For Fredric Jameson

Tu se’ lo mio maestro e ’l mio autore





Sapere aude!

Immanuel Kant, quoting Horace

Critique has torn the imaginary flowers from the chain not in order that man shall continue to bear that chain without fantasy or consolation, but so that he shall throw off the chain and pluck the living flower.

Karl Marx

Doing our best is no longer good enough. We must now do the seemingly impossible.

Greta Thunberg
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Introduction

“The Art of Voluntary Insubordination”

Contrary to the image painted by its opponents today, critique is a thoroughly joyous activity, one that is often inspired by a deeply felt love for the work and for the fields in which such work takes place. That a literary critic should love both literature and criticism ought to be obvious, and it should be equally obvious that such love would not be expressed in unthinking praise or narcissistic enjoyment, but through the real pleasure of careful reading, considered meditation, and creative speculation, or, in a word, critique.

I have often thought that this intense love of literature derives from the capacity of literary works of art to spark, empower, and expand the imagination. Reading itself is an imaginative activity, but literature—however we might choose to define this notoriously capacious and dynamic term—in a sense belongs to the imagination. Not that the human mind can be so easily divided into faculties or that various activities can be limits to such faculties’ exclusive borders, but it may well be that (to borrow a sort of Kantian schema) literature partakes of the imagination in the ways that, say, logic appeals to the understanding or music to the emotions. As Northrop Frye argued, the study of literature is principally a means by which we can educate the imagination. By “educating the imagination,” Frye also meant we could empower and employ the imagination to make our lives and our world better, resisting the stultifying effects of governments and the marketplace, for instance, to affirm our collective and individual freedom. The critic, in this sense, is engaged in an effort to illuminate, draw out, and extend the literary work’s powers as a means of strengthening our own imaginations. The critic’s enemy is thus any who would attempt to limit that imagination, and in particular, the enemy is any who would undermine literature’s capacity for or effectiveness in empowering the imagination.

Critique therefore has a fundamentally political vocation: it is called to challenge the forces of the status quo, to oppose the tyranny of “what is” and to seek out potential alternatives. In his 1978 lecture “What is Critique?,” Michel Foucault draws upon his reading of Kant and his meditations on the interrelations of power and knowledge in concluding that critique be understood as “the art of voluntary insubordination” (47). He notes that “there is something in critique which is akin to virtue,” while also averring that “the critical attitude,” as he calls it, ought to be viewed “as virtue in general” (43). This association between critique as a virtue and critique as an art emphasizes the degree to which Foucault imagines critical work as an active engagement with the world, and not at all an indolent or smug practice by one who sits back and makes judgmental pronouncements from afar, or whatever similar stereotype today’s “postcritical” critics like to picture. The critic is not voluntarily insubordinate to the literary text in question, but rather to the structural or institutional forces governing one’s ability to read and to think. The critic is neither paranoid nor anarchic, but focused on the precise situation and circumstances of the moment. Foucault states that the origin and motive of the critical attitude can be found, not in the question, “how not to be governed?” in the absolute sense of no government “at all,” but rather in the question, “how not to be governed like that, by that, in the name of those principles, with such and such an objective in mind and by means of such procedures, not like that, not for that, not by them” (44). Critique is thus social as well as political, located within the social sphere, even as its practitioners may operate and discrete examples may take place in more limited spaces, including the space of the text.

For a Ruthless Critique of All That Exists: Literature in an Era of Capitalist Realism takes as its point of departure two significant and, I argue, interrelated phenomena that have become increasingly salient in the twenty-first century. The first is the pervasive sense of what Mark Fisher had called “capitalist realism,” in which—to cite the famous expression variously attributed to Fredric Jameson and Slavoj Žižek—it is easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism. Making reference to these theorists, Fisher defines capitalist realism as “the widespread sense that not only is capitalism the only viable political and economic system, but also that it is impossible even to imagine a coherent alternative to it” (2). As Fisher’s emphasis suggests, and as Jameson in particular had pointed out in The Seeds of Time, “perhaps this is due to some weakness in our imaginations” (xii). The attenuation of the imaginative function in cultural criticism has far-reaching implications for the organization and reformation of institutions more generally. This manifests itself as a waning of speculative or theoretical energy, which in turn leads to a general capitulation to the tyranny of the actual, a tacit acceptance of the currently existing state of affairs, and the preemptive disavowal of alternative possibilities.

Connected to this is the second phenomenon: the prevalent tendency in literary and cultural criticism over the past 30 years or more to eschew critical theory and even critique itself, while championing approaches to cultural study that emphasize surface reading, thin description, ordinary language philosophy, object-oriented ontology, and postcritique. Together these forms of anticritical and antitheoretical criticism have constituted a tendency identified by Jeffrey J. Williams as “the new modesty” in literary studies, a tendency that has in its various incarnations come to dominate the humanities and other areas of higher education in recent years. Along with many other critics of these postcritical approaches, I maintain that the latter phenomenon within the spheres of higher education and literary studies has served to reinforce the former—that is, the iron cage of capitalist realism—with its much more extensive effects across the social body and in critical thinking tout court. The result has been to align literary and cultural criticism with the broad-based forces of neoliberalism whose influence has so deleteriously transformed not only higher education but the whole of society at large. I argue that, contrary to these trends, the time is ripe for “a ruthless critique of all that exists,” to borrow a phrase from the young Marx. This book is thus intended as a provocation, at once a polemic and a call to action for literary and cultural critics, with the hope that such action may help to excite and empower the imagination.

Cultural criticism represents only a limited sector, and of course literary criticism operates at an even more restricted zone of inquiry and experience, within the broader social space. I do not mean to suggest that the manifold problems we face today can be solved by academic literary critics reading or teaching literature differently, and the squabbles among different groups of literature professors hardly matter at all in the broader scheme of things. As such, despite appearances perhaps, I have little interest in the so-called “method wars”—to use its hashtag-friendly label, suited to the Twittersphere in which many of their skirmishes seem to be fought most vociferously—per se. The battles waged between the two camps, postcritical surface readers on the one hand and hermeneuticists of suspicion on the other, may well be the sort of academic tempest-in-ateapot of which non-academics, or academic nonpartisans, are understandably dismissive if not blissfully unaware. But I do find that aspects of this intellectual conflict are symptomatic of, and perhaps even affiliated with, broader and more baleful trends within higher education, which are themselves reflected in troubling developments in the cultures and society of the United States (and elsewhere) today.

Within the narrower world of higher education, the problems associated with literary criticism are insignificant compared with those of waning public and private funding, lack of vision and support among leaders, the neoliberal reorganization of institutional resources, a consumerist ethos that undermines student success, the deplorable use of contingent labor, the unethical treatment of faculty and staff, and the pervasive exploitation of precarity in general, right down to the willful endangerment of lives amid the global health and economic crises, just to name a few of the best known challenges. Amid these problems, the quarrels of a bunch of mostly tenured professors are unsurprisingly deemed by others to be lamentably parochial if not far worse, in bad taste and completely out of touch with the real disasters swirling about them. This is a fair criticism, and these matters will not be improved directly by having more critical reading or thinking alone; nor will they be improved by ignoring the material social, political, and economic forces that serve as the conditions for the continuing possibility of these outrages. But literature remains a crucial way in which humans make sense of, and give form to, the world and their experience of it. There are ways of seeing made available through literary works and related forms that can illuminate social processes that contribute to our ability both to imagine alternatives to our intolerable circumstances and to change those circumstances for the better. As such, all things considered, the approach to the study of literature matters.

When Karl Marx asserted the need for a ruthless critique of all that exists (die rücksichtlose kritik alles bestehenden) in an 1843 letter to Arnold Ruge, later published in the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher in February 1844, he did so in the context of criticizing not only the bourgeois society of the time but also the approaches of various radical or reformist movements, which Marx found wanting in their lack of vision for both the present and the future. But Marx also acknowledges that no blueprint of the future, post-capitalist society was possible or even desirable from vantage of the present situation, and this made it clear what was required of revolutionaries at the time: critique. As he explained,


The internal difficulties seem to be almost greater than the external obstacles. For even though the question “Whence?” presents no problems, the question “Whither?” is a rich source of confusion. Not only has universal anarchy broken out among the reformers, but also every individual must admit to himself that he has no precise idea about what ought to happen. However, this very defect turns to the advantage of the new movement, for it means that we do not anticipate the world with our dogmas but instead attempt to discover the new world through the critique of the old…If we have no business with the construction of the future or with organizing it for all time, there can still be no doubt about the task confronting us at present: the ruthless criticism of the existing order, ruthless in that it will shrink neither from its own discoveries, nor from conflict with the powers that be. (Early Writings, 207)



If, in 1843, critics could not predict the future, today we are perhaps even far less equipped with such premonitory or speculative powers to descry as-yet-unimagined social and cultural forms, given how much more mystified, complicated, vast, and interconnected our societies have become in the twenty-first century. But these factors urge us all the more to the ruthless critique of all that exists in the present.

For a Ruthless Critique of All That Exists is thus intended as a manifesto of sorts, with a strong polemical strand complemented by a more positive argument about the role of criticism in the present. The emergence and prevalence of a “postcritical” paradigm can be seen in not only literary criticism—as widely popularized by Rita Felski’s influential book The Limits of Critique, among other recent works—but in social commentary more broadly, where a hegemonic “realism” sets the outer boundaries and inner limits on what sort of thinking is permissible. (If Felski’s work comes in for harsher and more pervasive criticism in what follows, that is not so much because hers is the most egregious as it is because her work has been the most celebrated and influential, complete with glowing treatments in both the journalistic and academic press, along with lucrative grants and lofty titles.) I find this postcritical attitude is at once symptomatic and (perhaps unconsciously) supportive of a system that has naturalized the idea that it is total, complete, and insuperable. Radical alternatives are no longer to be even speculated upon, as the emphasis is placed on superficial or technical modifications that in themselves are presented as “solutions.”

It is as if the “End of History”—one more like Francis Fukuyama’s version from his famous 1989 article, later expanded into The End of History and the Last Man, than Hegel’s grander vision from the nineteenth century—has come to fruition for many postcritical critics, who see little need to think beyond the merest technicalities of everyday life as it presents itself to the unreflective reader. Fukuyama had asserted, in what might be now thought of as a proleptic announcement of something like capitalist realism, that what seemed to some as merely the end of the Cold War was really “the end of history as such: that is, the end point of mankind’s ideological evolution and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government” (11). Marxism as an ideology is thereby apparently vanquished, but so are any other forms of ideology critique, which would no longer be needed in such a post-ideological age. Advocates for postcritique would seem to fall in with this view, and their sort of “End of Theory” discourse sometimes echoes the triumphal voices of that post-Cold War moment. In what might be thought of as a ruse of history, these postmodern technocrats frequently present their case in terms of saving the humanities and making literary and cultural studies more relevant, even as so much of their arguments appear to be carrying water for a neoliberal regime bent on defunding the humanities in particular, higher education more broadly, and the very notion of the public good or commonweal. For a Ruthless Critique of All That Exists is in the first place intended as a critical engagement with and polemic against this multifaceted yet persistent tendency in criticism today.

However, I hope that this operates at a level beyond the polemical, for even those who cannot look into the seeds of time to see what grains will grow must nevertheless attempt to think through and act upon the question of what is to be done. As with Marx, who recognized that the future could not be predicted and that the task of those interested in changing the world involved the “ruthless criticism of all that exists,” I advocate a reinvigorated, strengthened critical theory and practice suited to combat the ostensible impasse of the imagination in contemporary culture. I assert that the proper attitude of the humanities today is fundamentally critical, and that the humanities and literature in particular, as fields devoted to educating the imagination and interpreting texts, are most urgently needed to sound out the hollow idols of the present and to conjure up radical alternatives. In this manner, literary studies maintains a utopian dimension, not in the simplistic and crude sense of laying out the blueprints of some idealized system, but in the sense of “invoking hope,” as Phillip E. Wegner puts it, by engaging in those creative reading practices associated with literary analysis, interpretation, and theory, which in turn form the basis for critique.

This work follows from my other books on the spatial imagination, critical theory, narrative, and utopia, but it is also somewhat more personal in that the issues discussed here are so closely connected to the reading, teaching, and writing that occupies me in my vocation as a literature professor. Although one necessarily tries to avoid taking personally arguments with which one disagrees (at least, so long as they are not ad hominem attacks on one’s person), one cannot always avoid feeling affronted, particularly where friends and colleagues are concerned. I have dedicated this book to my old teacher and friend, Fredric Jameson, whose love for and respect of literature is so boundless that he has spent a lifetime insisting that literary studies, like the works of culture that are studied in that field, expand its horizons to properly encompass the range of human experience so vividly present in literature itself. Bizarrely, some scholars have tended to lament that such an approach as Jameson’s “reduces” the text to the political, the ideological, the social, or whatever, whereas it is they who wish to most restrictively circumscribe and police the boundaries of literature’s provenance and spheres of influence. As Jameson himself has said, “[t]he stereotypical characterization of such enlargement as reductive remains a never-ending source of hilarity.” That those who have lobbied in favor of reparative reading, surface reading, or postcritique have often chosen Jameson and his work as their principal antagonists (or straw men) does not surprise me, but I confess, it never fails to irritate me. Hence, if Jameson’s work, and Marxist criticism more generally, emerges as an exemplary approach to literature in what follows, that will come as no surprise either. But it is largely because Marxist critique offers the most inclusive and generous practice of creative reading, connected as it always is to a commitment to human imagination and to the social organizations best suited to empower it for everyone.

For a Ruthless Critique of All That Exists is divided into four chapters, plus this Introduction and a Conclusion. Chapter 1, “The Enervated Imagination,” takes up the challenge of contemporary capitalist realism, the pervasive feeling that the present economic, political, and social systems cannot be fundamentally altered, although reforms here and there may be permitted. The enervated imagination, however, is not just some natural decline in speculative powers over the years, but a key component of the modern capitalist system itself, all the more powerfully instantiated with a neoliberalism that establishes a mystical “market,” extended to the global scale, as the dominant if not sole motor and influence of the world in which we live. In this chapter I examine the ways in which the imaginative faculties are limited by contemporary ideological pressures before considering just how recent developments in social, cultural, and literary criticism have—in some cases, inadvertently—contributed to this phenomenon. I argue that the fashionable embrace of surface reading and postcritique, along with such trends as thin description, weak thought, ordinary language philosophy, computational criticism, distant reading, and object-oriented ontology, has served to abet the forces that would limit the imagination and impose strictures upon creative speculation, thus capitulating to the apologists of a system who would have us believe that there can be no alternatives.

In Chapter 2, “Boundless Mystification,” I discuss the odd timing of the postcritical movement, which has argued against ideology critique and in favor of “just reading” (to cite Sharon Marcus’s phrase) at a moment and mostly in a society that is characterized by the most forceful and pervasive levels of ideological mystification in history. In response to “the objection of the ordinary reader, when confronted with elaborate or ingenious interpretations, that the text means just what it says,” Jameson in The Political Unconscious observes, “Unfortunately, no society has ever been quite so mystified in quite so many ways as our own, saturated as it is with messages and information, the very vehicles of mystification” (60–61). This insight lies at the core of Marxist literary criticism, in which the interpretation of texts has frequently, and assiduously, involved ideology critique. That is, the critic attempts to disclose both the ideological content or structural limitations of a given text while also being attuned to the text’s utopian or revolutionary potential. In recent decades, Marxist criticism in particular and what is taken to be the hermeneutics of suspicion more generally have come under attack by literary scholars who favor various forms of postcritique, including surface reading and thin description. The timing for this seems especially bad and even “suspicious,” as our own era—with the world wide web of constantly shifting information, fake news, sponsored journalistic content, social media scandals, and complex yet stark and perhaps intractable ideological divides—appears to be far more complex than even the postindustrial “society of the spectacle” to which Jameson was responding in 1981. In this chapter, I argue that postcritique, along with all that it involves, contributes to the disempowerment of the imagination and thus serves to lend support to the contemporary powers that be, advertently or otherwise. This means that postcritique, at an ideological level, necessarily also contributes to the radical dismantling of higher education caused by rampant neoliberalism. The vocation of ideology critique and of Marxist criticism is, I believe, the most appropriate response to a society so utterly mystified as our own.

Chapter 3, “Critique Unlimited,” examines the ways that this postcritical approach to literature has joined with and supported a tendency toward antitheory in the humanities. Looking more closely at Felski’s celebrated study The Limits of Critique in this context, I argue against a postcritical approach to literature that would eschew interpretation in favor of description, affect, and enjoyment. In recent years, the advocacy for a postcritical approach and the critical resistance to that approach, and thus the affirmation of the value of critique itself, have formed one of the more animated debates within literary and cultural studies in the United States and elsewhere. At the same time, perhaps ironically, critique seems more necessary and desirable than ever in confronting contemporary reality in the USA and beyond. In this chapter, I discuss current debates over postcritical approaches to literature, offer my considered objections to Felski’s position and arguments, and call for a more nuanced understanding of critique, the employment of which is all the more desirable both for literary studies and for interpreting the world we live in today.

Chapter 4, “Reading Adorno by the Pool,” takes its title from a memorable line in Late Marxism, where Jameson wondered aloud whether Theodor Adorno’s famous assertion that “there can be no poetry after Auschwitz” needed to be updated in the era of a triumphal, consumerist postmodernism. As Jameson put it, “[t]he question about poetry after Auschwitz has been replaced with that of whether you could bear to read Adorno and Horkheimer next to the pool.” The heady delirium of that “End of History” moment of the early 1990s had given way to greater cultural anxieties and sociopolitical conundrums, but the attacks on critical theory have become all the stronger since then. One motivation behind them is the desire to “sell” a postcritical approach to the public. For example, Felski has argued that “critique” itself has alienated literature professors from the broader public, and that the postcritical approach to literature will reconnect scholars with the public at large. Others with completely different approaches, such as Franco Moretti and his embrace of “distant reading,” also argued for the need for literary studies to abandon critical reading in favor of a practice facilitated by, and suited to, the interests of Silicon Valley. As I discuss in this chapter, these sorts of theories of literature, reading, and teaching underwrite practices expressly designed for public consumption, which is part of its problem. By appealing to the mass market, they must bask in what Jameson called “the polluted sunshine of the shopping mall,” averting their gaze from or perhaps blind to the various ideological commitments that their adherents have made by promoting these theories. I will argue for the ongoing need for a less commodified, more overtly critical literary theory and practice that can disclose the cleansing gloom that is opposed to this false light. Countering these mostly antitheoretical approaches, I defend “high” theory and make a case for an intensive return to theory that can help us to recognize, challenge, and ultimately move beyond the limits currently placed on the critical imagination in twenty-first-century cultural discourse.

Finally, in the Conclusion, “Recipes for the Cook-Shops of the Future,” I attempt to show more positively the utopian dimension of critique. When a young Marx called for “a ruthless criticism of all that exists,” he did so in recognition that “constructing the future and settling everything for all times are not our affair.” Nearly 30 years later, in the Afterword to the second (German) edition of Capital, Marx irritably notes that a French reviewer had criticized him for “confining myself to the critical analysis of actual facts, instead of writing receipts…for the cook-shops of the future.” Clearly, the desire for a glimpse into the future remains strong, even as the impossibility of achieving it is widely acknowledged. Although prophecy and predictions are not realistic, “the dialectic of utopia and ideology,” as Jameson has termed it, discloses the ways in which even the most total systems of domination or control can have the potential for liberatory reversals and breakthroughs that may lay the foundations for new spaces altogether. Critical theory, alongside its committed critical practice, can make possible new ways of seeing and imagining, allowing us to detect what Ernst Bloch called that “gold-bearing rubble” amid the present disaster, and enabling a sense of hope against the all-too-commonly-held belief in the impossibility of change. In this concluding chapter, I discuss the utopian impulse at the heart of critical theory, which itself stands athwart the hegemonic capitalist realism tacitly or expressly embraced by the postcritical forces. The call for a ruthless critique of all that exists is, after all, fundamentally a phase in the process of imagining radically different worlds and lives, which has always been the vocation of creative writing and literary representation. Critique thus joins with poiesis in helping us to understand our world and to attempt to transform it into a world worth living in.

Foucault’s definition of critique as the art of voluntary insubordination aptly reaffirms Marx’s call for a ruthless criticism of all that exists, shrinking “neither from its own discoveries, nor from conflict with the powers that be.” It is, as Marx says, an “attempt to discover the new world through the critique of the old.” Literature itself is one of the ways in which the critical attitude has most effectively expressed its insubordination toward the powers that be, in various ways and with diverse effects, and literature is always discovering new worlds even as it engages with the older ones. Those who love literature, who love its power to educate and to fire the imagination, must also come down on the side of critique, which helps to make possible literature’s own ability to interpret, and thus help to change, the world.



OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png
AR/
\—/

JOHN HUNT PUBLISHING





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
FOR A RUTHLESS
CRITIQUE OF ALL
THAT EXISTS

/L~ w% i
i <
i =






