
'THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS A VALUE-FREE CRITICISM.'private 

DO YOU AGREE ?


'Like the poetry it studies, criticism is always tendentious


because it always seeks to define and preserve human values.'

(Jerome J. McGann, in Rice & Waugh Reader, p. 306.)
I did contemplate writing 'Yes' two thousand times as an answer to this question, but I shall instead attempt a response to this title. A question of values is a question of attitude, or, more deeply, perspective. Values are cultural, and change over time. I do not believe the question addresses itself to the matter of 'Literary Value' or 'Quality', aesthetics being but a distant memory in literary criticism, and a thorny enough issue in itself, but rather with those aspects of human behaviour which might be termed 'moral', 'philosophical', or perhaps 'political'. However, this is an assertion both broad and vague, and perhaps I should start with a preliminary survey of clearly and expressly value-laden criticisms.

G. Wilson Knight, for example, whose well-known critical work on Shakespeare 'The Wheel of Fire' takes an avowedly Christian position, distorting (I contend) the evidence of the text to promote a particular view of Shakespeare's 'intentions'. Endless Marxists of various flavours seek works which can be shown to promote class consciousness, can be used to demonstrate an historical trajectory which confirms a Marxist view of history, demonstrate 'progressive' tendencies or 'objective' analyses, or search out the points where the reflection or staging of 'ideology' in the text breaks down, revealing inherent contradictions. Apart from Christian and Marxian theologies there are psychoanalytical criticisms, such as those based on Lacan, or the work of Julia Kristeva, which also has a strong feminist aspect. Feminism is among those strands of contemporary criticism which seek to redress a perceived bias in cultural practice, including literary criticism and literature itself, a tendencey which also includes 'Post Colonial' perspectives such as those of Edward Said or Homi BhaBha. Structuralist criticism, such as that of the early Roland Barthes, or the Russian Formalists would lay claim to a scientific approach free of bias, yet the concentration on structural elements excludes questions of meaning, intention, and context, and Post-Structuralist perspectives would see 'science' itself as a value-system which embodies notions of objectivity rooted in the rationalism of the Eighteenth Century. The transparent common sense of yesterday reveals itself today as a distorting lense, and who is to say that today's clearest, most value-free gaze will not be similarly interrogated in the future ?

The complex interpenetration of different 'discourses' or belief-systems is recognised in cultural history, not least as expressed by literature and literary criticism.


'The roles of cosmology, metaphysics, 'natural philosophy', psychology, ethics and politics, to name a few bodies of speculation,
are of the greatest importance in the interpretation of music's nature
 and effects during the Middle Ages and Rennaissance.' (Hollander, 1961, p.viii.)

A cursory glance at the titles of critical works available in the library gives some idea of the range of possible approaches, each of which, I maintain, must embody 'values' both acknowledged and unconsidered, invisible. 


'ARTICULATE FLESH - male homo-eroticism and modern poetry.'


'ENGLAND AND ENGLISHNESS.'


'THE POLITICS OF LANDSCAPE.'


'GOD AND THE POETS.'


'SCIENCE AND ENGISH POETRY.'


'THE POETRY OF POST-MODERNITY.'


'POLITICAL SHAKESPEARE.'


'REVOLUTIONS IN MODERN ENGLISH DRAMA.'


'BEOWULF AND CHRISTIANITY.'


WEST INDIAN NARRATIVE.'


'SIXTY WOMEN POETS.'

and we could go on almost forever, certainly to the end of this essay.

I suppose the biggest or most obvious class of value-coloured criticism belongs to the broadly Social or Political schools, which rest on assumptions about the proper conduct and arrangement of Society. Principal among these has been the broadly liberal/christian ethic of literary criticism which saw literature as a means of promoting European cultural values (our much beloved 'Eternal Truths') in the Colonies, or 'raising' standards of behaviour among the working class at home (c.f. Matthew Arnold's 'sweetness and light'). That the whole corpus of values thus transmitted must include such patently antithetical elements as Capitalism and Christianity, or economic exploitation and respect for the dignity of human life was entirely unexamined at the time, but it was felt, with some justification, that literary works offered a picture of all that was best in European Culture, represented a 'world view'; an attitude that retains its significance in the work of Louis Althusser, Balibar and Macherey and other Marxist critics. The construction of a 'canon' or of a cultural tradition stressing those works seen as containing elements judged to be positive aspects of the European tradition by Imperialist/Capitalist Christianity leads directly to an analysis of just these factors from different, more critical political perspectives in succeeding generations.

The efforts made to create an academic subject of English Literature all derive from this belief that Literature transmits culture, or 'Eternal Truth', and the representations of Literature as a sort of secular religion with 'great writers' as its prophets, and any number of relatively holy bibles are certainly political or ideological in character, even if their ideology was taken more or less to be truth in those unselfconsciously Eurocentric times.

The codes enshrined in these works would include Christian ethics, capitalism, authority, a limited social sympathy for the plight of the repressed, Parliamentarianism (I cannot say 'democracy'), elitism, Eurocentrism, even Chauvinism, patriarchy, monotheism, and, at a deeper level, the endless catalogue of the less examined prejudices; progress, humanism, individualism, anti-fatalism, causation, the power and truth of science, the 'instrumental approach' to world and body, mind/body dualism, creationism, evolution, logic, rationalism, positivism, and endlessly more and further, everything, the meaningfulness of words, for example.

The belief that these elements combine to form a 'world view' is similarly held by those who criticise it as well as those who defend it. Analysis of it as a corpus of traditions must entail taking a position on the beliefs or ideologies it embodies, however many-stranded and conflicting they may be. Christianity, like Marxism a fissiparous theology constantly shattering into sects, advances radical, dissenting, traditional and conservative critical positions, from such figures as Mattwew Arnold, C. S. Lewis, G. Wilson Knight, I. A. Richards, Thomas Stearns Eliot, et al. The 'morally educative' qualities of literature are similarly highlighted by F. R. Leavis and his followers, and the interest of critics in the social dimension of Literature is continued by Marxist criticism. Marxist analysis attempts to extend the theories of Marx to the field of Literature, Marx having written almost nothing about it.

Marxism often represents itself as a 'scince', this claim being based on Marx's so-called scientific analysis of History and Society, on  its avowed 'materialism', or the denial of 'spirituality', and on the logical method of dialectics. Marxism was after all coeval with the 'Social Sciences'. Marxist critics, who can be said to include nearly all the French, Russian, Hungarian, in short 'European' critics studied on our course at Sussex, bring a crucially different critical perspective to bear on Literature and Society. Marxist critics may reach widely differing assessments of any particular work or school, see Georg Lukacs' argument with Ernst Bloch over Expressionism, for example, and also over the place of Literature as a practice and a product in Society, as for example Balibar and Macherey disagree with Althusser (and Macherey) about the ideological role of Literature within society. This alone might lead us to question whether the judgements of this 'science' should be so influenced by temperament. Marxist criticism tends to employ seemingly objective terms in a loaded way. Such terms include 'objective', 'science', 'progressive', 'ideology' and 'socialist' (as in 'socialist realism', an antithetical term meaning dreary and idealised).


'...Marxist criticism must proceed methodically and concretely in each
case, in short scientifically.' (Brecht, 'Against Georg Lukacs' p. 76)

For my own purposes, Marxist criticism seems most useful in throwing a different light on Literature and literary norms. It leads an attack on 'Eternal Truths' as defined by the previous group of critics I discussed, but only in order to replace them with new, more eternal ones. Great writers, individuals in general, Christianity, elitism, all that T. S. Eliot held dear have been subjected to a withering assault. This cannot entirely be a bad thing, but it is not to say the Marxism is value-free. It is not any freedom from values that makes it so useful as a comparison with previously accepted truths of European Civilisation, but rather its exaltation of different values, the values of collectivism, class consciousness, materialism, revolution, progress, science, and so-on, which, although held up in opposition to the values of Establishment criticism still derive from common roots in Descartian dualism, Western Philosophy (through Hegel), Darwinian evolution, and the purposive march of History towards a somehow glorious future. Marxism's basic technique, the sharp click of dialectics, is a logical form or process which formalises a Western (or human ?) tendency to consider things in terms of polarities, of oppositions, of black and white; and the exhortation to political struggle with its moral overtones is a form of religious sacrifice which presupposes that a person's actions shape their lives, the very Protestant/rationalist view that engendered the busy, self-confident bourgeoisie. Marxism is a late flowering of the Enlightenment sensibility which has led us to believe, I think foolishly, that all things, including human behaviour are transparent to scientific enquiry, and that 'science' itself is no more than a tool without any inherent value system other than the most basic and humble empiricism.

I recently read a work detailing five different and almost distinct Marxist Literary Theories, none of which I can now distinguish from the others.

Marxists are not alone in their desire to apply 'scientific' proceedures to Literature. Structuralists too attempt analysis on a scientific basis, as do those who base their insights on the legacy of Freud. Structuralists derive their 'scince' from Ferdinand De Saussure's theories on the nature of language, and Claude Levi-Strauss' development of these theories in his 'structural Anthropology'. Saussure, in his desire to escape the infinite detail of comparative linguistics or philology turned away from the study of language as spoken and written by people over time (the 'diachronic' or 'parole') to isolate those qualities of language which remain stable and unchanging from language to language and over time (the 'synchronic' or 'langue'), which led him to a conception of the 'linguistic sign', split into sound/symbol (signifier) and image (signified), and a definition of language as 'a fully articulated system of differences'. That this system of language requires no human element and is unclear as to whether there is any need for an objective 'referent' in the world outside language for any given linguistic sign is a positive advantage for the scientific study of language, although if this were all language was it would be no use for anything. Levi-Strauss's structuralism lay in similarly attempting to disclose systems of relationships between cultural objects or products which were often symbolic and sometimes linguistic. This proceedure came to seem subjective in application and its conclusions uncertain, but its influence on such figures as Roland Barthes and Colin McCabe has led to a search for deep patterns within texts and for ways in which an author creates 'authority' within a work which cast alight at least different in sangle if not in necessarily in kind from the 'close reading' techniques of I. V .A. Richards, or William Empson. Jakobson's famous analysis of Shakespeare's sonnet


"Th'expense of spirit in a waste of shame...."
is highly suggestive in perhaps demonstrating a linguistic basis for artistic wholeness, complexity of relationship and other 'aesthetic' considerations, yet it does n0ot concern itself with what we might call the meaning of the poem. To expect a literary critic to examine work in such detail would be unreasonable, like asking the Queen to go to work, or the Chancellor of the Exchequer to do maths.

Structuralism was an atttempt to see both the methods by which texts are made, a sort of Formalism, and also the patterns of meaning each work constructs within itself, a more complex, subjective act which amounts to structuralising the text in the image of the critic. The Paris revolt of 1968, the decline of Marxism as a unified intellectual framework, the tendency of the West to see itself less as the repository of all real values, the loss of faith in 'real values' themselves, as expressed by Nietsche and Foucault, the impact of former colonial perspectives, of feminism and Gay consciousness have all perhaps contributed to the virtual demise of Structuralism, and the post-structuralist, or post-modernist (even, I read, 'post-cultural') theses pour out in a violent maelstrom.

Nothing is sacred, as they say.

Another strand of the current literary debate which claims a scientific basis for its perspective is psychoanalytical criticism, which seeks in some instances to analyse characters in plays and books as though they were actual people with actual psychologies. The scientific basis of Freudianism is at least questionable, it is undoubtedly rooted in the Judaeo-Christian value-system and although full of insights it is difficult to know how much of its architecture of the mind is culturally dependent. Freud is constantly rewritten, and the most influential recasting of his theories is that of Jacques Lacan, who employs post-Saussurian linguistics as part of his approach.

If science itself is no more than a value-system, a point of view, a way of looking at things, then we have run out of Eternal Truths and we must acknowledge a cultural and historical relativism suggested by Foucault's study of 'discourse'. The 'New Historicism' of Stephen Greenblatt and others offers us the prospect of comparing the historically located truths of another epoch with those of our own, a tricky balancing act, certainly, but one which at least acknowledges a relativisation of viewpoints.

Nothing is sacred. Even metaphysics is under attack, from Derrida. The very bases of Western thought are under attack from the site of its greatest triumphs; quantum physics challenges common sense, experience, dualism, seperateness, even the idea of unbiased observation on which science itself claims its foundation. Quantum physiscs makes it clear, at least to me, that the way a thing is really does depend on how you look at it. If two people read the same book (which, I should say, they probably do not) they read it differently. Whether one reading is 'better' than another is a matter for dispute. Every point of view lends a different aspect to that which is observed. The points of view we construct collectively, culturally, over time are that much more all encompassing and constructive of the world we experience than we are easily able to see. If a team of scientists sets up, at unimaginable expense, an experiment designed to observe a photon as a particle, then the photon will respond as a particle. If a similar team sets up an experiment to measure a photon as a wave, then the photon will obligingly present itself in this form. [Wheeler's 'delayed choice' experiment demonstrates this paradoxical effect.] A photon cannot present itself as both particle and wave simultaneously, but seems to choose according to what is required of it.


'Whatever we call reality, it is revealed to us only through an active construction in which we participate.' (Ilya Prigogine, in Zohar, p. 29).

Post-Structuralism suggests an end to positivism, humanism and rationalism which may lead to radical and unexpected changes of perspective.


'In the contemporary version there is no longer a transcendent space from which to offer a critique of this culture:... 
Postmodernism wages war on totality.' (Rice & Waugh, Modern Literary Theory, a Reader, p.308.)

We can no longer envisage a place 'outside' from where we can observe cultural phenomena. There is no 'God position' accessible to us. The relativisation of different viewpoints forced upon us by acceptance of Nietschean 'transvaluation' or Foucaultian contextualisation of cultural values and ways of seeing within history, the critiques directed upon white male culture by those formerly colonised or otherwise oppressed and marginalised by it, these have forced us to see our own certainties as chimerical, and much of what was hitherto 'natural' as a product of culture.

There is nothing to suggest that post-modern or post-structuralist thought presents us with eternal truths on which we may rely. Finding one's feet in such a terrain requires viewing each perspective in relation to others, our closest possible approach to a notional 'objectivity' being in the relativising of each viewpoint with each other. For all its unsettling quality, postmodernism at least brings into focus matters too long unexamined.

To conclude, as I'm sure I've been going on too long, I wonder if the 'anti-value' stance of postmodern thought (or thoughts) in itself merely embodies a value-based judgement of values. The examination of unexamined beliefs, the taken-for-granted, the always-already may be a process as long and rewarding as the peeling of an onion. However, I dare to state quite firmly that our ideas are the most important things we have, they have far more influence over us than mere facts, and that thinking about ideas is therefore the most important thing we can do. (Theoretically.) If we do not examine our ideas they will control us. In this examination we are aided only by the multiplicity of viewpoints we can choose among and compare. And, of course, we can say whatever we like.

