HANDOUT: THE CRITICAL BACKGROUND


Pikli Natália, PhD

(handout based on Ross C. Murfin, ed. with introductions. Joseph Conrad: Heart of Darkness. A Case Study in Contemporary Criticism St. Martin’s Press, New York, 1989)
Heart of Darkness - publ. serially in Blackwood’s Magazine in 1899; in a hardcover volume entitled Youth  in 1902 (with Youth and The End of the Tether)

- the least popular, still ’a psychological masterpiece’ (Edward Garnett, 1902), and ’an analysis of the deterioration of the white man’s morale, when he is let loose from European restraint, and planted down on the tropics as an emissary of light armed to the teeth, to make trade profits out of the subject races’ (i.e. a political novel) /cf. later Postcolonial Criticism/

- „foggishness” - E.M. Forster - „misty at the edges” as well as in the middle, poet John Masefield, 1903: „too much cobweb”, Conrad’s style is neither ’vigorous, direct, effective, like that of Mr Kipling’ nor ’ clear and fresh like that of Stevenson’ /cf. later Ian Watt, 1980s, seen as a work of  impressionism – to render the perceptions of the scene rather than represent it objectively, ”delayed decoding” - raw experience understood/decoded after a while)

- ’a great expression of adventure and romance’ (anon., 1902)

F.R. Leavis: The Great Tradition, Conrad: describing precisely, ”creating an overwhelming sinister and fantastic ’atmosphere’”, but vague, foggy, overusing words like ’inexpressible’, ’incomprehensible’, etc.

(1920s-50s) FORMALISM/NEW CRITICISM, W.K. Wimsatt, Cleanth Brooks, Leavis – work as a form (it is an organic unity) or  object in itself and should be studied as such (to show what’s in the text, discover the complex network of its constituents – images, sounds, rhytms, intrinsic dichotomies, etc.), isolated from any outer background and/or the author’s personal and historical experience

- affective fallacy /Wimsatt and Beardsley: The Verbal Icon/ the practice of interpreting texts according to the psychological responses of the readers is erraneous, intentional fallacy- ibid., the same with the author’s intended meaning)

A. J. Guerard (Conrad the Novelist, 1958), a dream of self-discovery (dreams - ambiguous) , a powreful dream in which Marlow meets up with his own, dark, passionate nature, a strange alterego or double; a spiritual voyage of self-discovery

Th. Moser (Joseph Conrad:Achievment and Decline, 1957) Marlow in the jungle corresponds to the reader of the text - „By holding back information and moving forward and backward in time, Conrad catches up and involves the reader in a moral situation, makes the reader’s emotions follow a course analogous to that of the characters”

Conrad the artist/ the moralist/ the psychologist / the commentator on politics?
Bruce Johnson (Conrad’s Models of Mind, 1971) 


- the unalienated native (feeling no need to create his own contingent values and sanctions, ready to accept what presents itself convincingly) vs the alienated European; 


- the question of language/definition/naming (heads on poles - ’rebels’); 


- existentialism: the alienated self has both the freedom and the responsibility to create its own values and reality

David Thorburn (Conrad’s Romanticism, 1974) - the adventure tale, the young innocent hero’s development through his voyage, his answers to the trials (adventure tale/romance) combined with the Romantic poets’ preoccupation with juxtaposing an older and a younger self and the ’meager but partly sustaining faith in the power of language to make sense of the world’ (”I cannot paint / What then I was”, lyrically recapturing the poet’s former selves: Wordsworth, Coleridge’s The Ancient Mariner - reliving the horror of shooting the albatros and re-telling his tale)

Claire Rosenfeld (Paradise of Snakes: An Archetypal Analysis of Conrad’s Political Novels, 1980s) (<Northrop Frye, ARCHETYPAL CRITICISM, 1950s The Anatomy of Criticism) general cultural myths underlying Conrad’s work: the Fall from Paradise, the night-sea voyage – in which a hero journeys to the centre of the earth or underneath the sea to encounter the forces of evil and to be reborn (also cf. initiation rituals/anthropology)

PSYCHOANALITIC CRITICISM
Sigmund Freud, Interpretation of Dreams (1900)

Human mind/psyche = the passional, irrational, unknown, the uncoscious part (id) + the rational, logical, orderly, conscious part (ego) + a projection of the ego making moral judgments (superego) /parents, schools, institutions/  
I want to do vs Thou shalt/shalt not do = I’m doing
Repression of wishes/fears into the unconscious mind (the conscious mind working as the censor) – but they emerge disguised in dreams, jokes, Freudian slips, works of art, neurotic behaviour, etc.
The Relation of a Poet to Daydreaming (1908), The Uncanny (1919, on Hoffmann’s Sandman)
Otto Rank: The Myth of the Birth of the Hero (1909), Ernest Jones – the Oedipal complex in Hamlet

Carl Gustav Jung: the collective unconscious/archetypes (different from Freud – less emphasis on sexuality)

Psychological/Psychoanalytic Criticism 
- to psychoanalyze the author (characters/symbols as projections of the author’s self)
- explore the nature of the creative process (analyse the text)

- the psychological effects of literature upon its readers (-> reader-response crit.)

Novel/work of art – like a dream (fictive, not literally true, has to be interpreted, affecting us, atmospheric, etc.) manifest dream vs dream thought, condensation (metaphor) and displacement (metonym) -> Jacques Lacan: the unconscious is a language, a form of discourse – psychoanalytic structural approach – the workings of a text
READER-RESPONSE CRITICISM

1970s, what texts do to/in the mind of the reader; the reader is redefined as an active maker;  

Literary work – an incomplete work of sculpture, only exists meaningfully in the reader
Stanley Fish: literature exists when it is read, reading – temporal process (vs formalists’ spatial object). ”Interpereters do not decode poems; they make them.” Interpretive strategies – made up and used by interpretive communities
Wolfgang Iser: The Implied Reader (1972) – texts are full of gaps (blanks) – for the reader to find and fill out
Who is the reader? Informed/intended reader/narratee , meta-reading – mirroring the reader in the story

FEMINIST CRITICISM

French feminism (infl. by Lacan) – language is a decidedly male realm/dominated by public discourses – when a child learns it=separation from the mother; entering a male-dominated lge/realm, where the appreciated values of binary opposites (active/passive, sun/moon, intelligent/sensitive, form/matter, etc.) are associated with men (lge is phallocentric) 
· what can women do? Act/speak as men or remain silent (a gap in the world, the invisible and unheard sex) or develop a femimine language, women’s writing (Marguarite Duras) 
· Julia Kristeva: feminine language is semiotic (and rhytmic and unifying, seemingly  chaotic) rather than symbolic – but has to be present in masculine discourse, otherwise runs the risk of being marginalized (Coppélia Kahn: the feminist critique shows that ”the dominant ideology marginalizes women”)
· Hélène Cixous: the woman’s body and women’s writing: the pleasure has been repressed and denied expression  - the centre for creativity, multiple sexual pleasure – diffusiveness in writing

American feminism: less theory, more practical criticism; women’s style: reflexive constructions, recurring themes and motifs eg. madness, disease, the demonic (cf. Gilbert and Gubar The Madwoman in the Attic on 19th-c. women writers)
· to rediscover women’s image, history and culture in lit. works written by men

· an alternative literary tradition – of women’s writing (gynocriticism, Elaine Showalter, the phases of women’s writing: the Feminine 1840-80, the Feminist 1880-1920, the Female 1920-)

British feminism – more political, concerned with the ideology and materialism in culture behind the work, cultural practice and social change

DECONSTRUCTION/POST-STRUCTURALISM
J. Hillis Miller: ”Deconstruction is not a dismantling of the structure of a text, but a demonstration that it has already dismantled itself. Its apparently solid ground is no rock but thin air.” (1976) 
– a text can have intertwined, opposite discourses, deconstruction celebrates the apparently limitless possibilities for the production of meaning
Main influence – by Jacques Derrida, French philosopher (Of Grammatology,1967, Of Dissemination, 1972 ):

· in lge we tend to express our thoughts in terms of opposites/dichotomies (mutually exclusive pairs) – with an inherent hierarchy (one is culturally preferable)

· speech/writing – the cultural preeminence of ’the spoken word’ (logocentrism): present, obvious and ideal meaning – but Derrida wants to erase the line between them; cf. Saussure – words have meanings only in relation to other words (’read’ – rhyming with ’red’ or ’reed’?) – the in-between, the gaps between words create the meaning – regardless whether it is written or spoken (différance – words differ and defer)
Against STRUCTURALISM (semiology, the science of signs help to understand lit.; Roland Barthes /later a post-structuralist/ the laws governing literary lge govern all signs, the work is not isolated; Claude Lévi-Strauss, a structural anthropologist – mythemes, ’building blocks’ - basic plot elements)
Erasing/dissolving the line between metaphor/metonym – instead of the priviliged metaphor, metonymy is valued (metaphors are long ago forgotten metonyms) – deconstruction as a method
Valuing the activity of interpretation itself rather than any results that may be obtained

NEW HISTORICISM/CULTURAL MATERIALISM

A work of literature/a historical document/of anthropological interest as well, fiction/non-fiction in intertextual relationship, highlighting each other
History is defined broadly as the ”thick description” of human reality (historical consciousness needs to be rediscovered in literary studies), sociohistorical subjects and methods made central  - still, diff. from old-school historical critics, as being informed by recent critical theory
-a scepticism about how reliable facts are (less facts), can the truth/what happened ever be objectively known?, no ’linear development’ in history, our preconceptions colouring our view of the past (Michel Foucault)
- influenced by anthropology (Clifford Geertz: human beings = cultural artifacts, Victor Turner) and social sciences

  
- Stephen Greenblatt (Renaissance Self-Fashioning), erasing the line between lit. and history (staging Sh/political act – coronation of Elizabeth/theatrical act), promoting anthropological literary criticism: to unravel ”the interpretive constructions the members of a society apply to their experience”, a work of literature is part of the system of signs that constitute a culture; interpretation must always be conscious of its own status as interpretation

- M. Bakhtin: Rabelais and His World (R.’s art and the Folk Culture of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance) – popular culture marginalized by the dominant one – multiple discourses, carnival theory – the serious and the comic view of the world existing simultaneously
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