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WALTER BENN 間ICHAELS' RE-CIRCULATION OF 
CLASSICAL PRAG'IIATlSM lN THE FlELD OF LlTERARY STUDlES 

J o5ephinc Ho 

fhc swceping jnflucncc of Europe-hased literaηrh叩門 upo且 a new generation 
of ~tud巳nts ha~ broughl great prcssurc upon the Amcrican community of litcrary 

studics. Traditionally a stcadfast strong.hold of bch盯iorism and empiricis巾， theωm 
munity lïnds its foundation :>.criously challengcd by thcoηs tcndenιY to strip thc 

subjcct of any autonomou<; standing of 肘。wn and 3n 巳pislemology that und己rmmcs
thc self-rnanif臼 t actuahty of c ll1 pirical facts. The 1110月t immediatc problcm 間叩刊 10

be th3t of a恥er t.i ng its own Amcrican idelltity whilc absorbing the new influcncc 

Rising to answ巳c th 巳 call ror a恥1、tanc冶 l可 none bul lhc hesl-known branch of in 
digcnous Amcrican philosophy-pragmatism. !-<or pragmatism , like structuralism and 
dcconst凹的凹， puts into douht th t:: autonom叫~ ~el j" as \vell 出 the givenness of fac帖，

yct at thc 姐mc tin時， pragmatism hcralds thc sociaHy-condition巳d actuality 0 1" the 時lf

and thc community-ratificd status of facts. Thus whi1c 巳cholng an!Ì-foundationalist 
tendcncies in Europc <l o litcrary theory prag l1l<l tism turns thε01"苦 's accompanying 
~kcplicisrn and nih i1ism ioto ncw concerns for thc ~odal <lnd the political. And in that 
~en間， the reccnt vogllc of pragmatic po~1tioning func Tions <l S thc Amcrican !jne 01 
deJ 巳 nse agai l15 t thc mvasion of Europcan tcndcγl CiCS 

To b 巳 ttcr under~t且 nd thc coopcration :md tcnsion bctwecn Furopcan lit巳 rary

thcory and American pragrnalism , wc tum to tile \vùrk 0 1' Waltcr Bcnn :Vlichads. who 
has consis!cntly advocated the pragmatic PD叫 !i(}n and 討hown lts relevancc for t11ι 

gcncra t10n aftcr tbc baptism 01ιuropc-bascd litcrary th巳ory.1 "f\'1ichaels is bettcr 
know孔 ÍOI lhc collaborative \vork 11e ha:;. cion心 w .i th SlèVèil K口app \)1) Lhe (.;ontrov 匕 bJdl
巳的ay 01" "Against Thcory ," yC! hìs two carlicr CSS8.ys havc ctone a grcat dcal in rcviving 
somc of thc key topic~ in pr咕matiSIlI. lt 的 to the間的吋 s that 1 devote thc following 

dl~cussion 

\>1ichael ,,' cxplicatiun of thc pragmalic slancc cc孔tcrs around thc i吋 llC of thc sub 
ject and what the ~ubject brings to any task ()f cognition am! perception This choicc 

of focu~ has much to do wlth thc hi5toricalmo l'lcnt ofωntempoγary iltera叮 theory

itscl!". In the Unil巳 d State~ sincc thc 、evcntic~ ， tlh: qucstion of “呵。 bjcctivity" h且可

叮叮叮gcd to focus critical cffort凡 evide l1 ccd hy. the widening popularity of ir叮叮叮，d

slructuralist and dcconstruction thcorics that put t ]1 c COllC已 pt of a unified self into 
que~tion a l1 d by the gradual propa單位 tlO n ， lfOl ll凶lly at thc ~amc tillle , of 8n indlgc lJ Ol.lS 

rcadcr-oricntcd pedagogy'" tha1 announ心、 the arrival of 1.hc ~uhjcctive paradigm 
I'hc popularity 0 1" l:.:. urope-b凶ed th 巳0門 began with thc I10W legcI1l.1a可 mtcrna

tional syrnpo叫um on The Languages of Cri↑ ici~rn and the Scicnc巴巴 ()f \-Ian hcld in 
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1966 at Johns Hopkins University. The symposium and the two-year-long program of 
scmmars and coHoquia following it "[broughtl into an active and not uncritical con 
阻ct leading European proponents of structunl1 studies in a variety of di曰iplines with a 
wide sp巳ctrum of Amcrican scholars" (Macksey & Donato xv). Then fo l1owed a period 
of mushrooming of re1 ated anthologies to make the trans凹的sion of thcory complete 
f叫 thc yOilßger generation of students , 2 Be it a subjectivity constitutcd by 1inguistic 
叫1d structural codes in structuralism or a subjectivity that is dissipated by th巳 dif

fcred an且 de1'erred natu咒 of language in po.'.t-structuralism, the Cartcsian concept of a 
centralized and ema J1 ating subjectivity is seriously challenged and可 according to some 
totally discr巳 dited

The propagatioll, 011 the other hand, of a subj 巳ctivity-asscrting and readcr
oriented pedago斟r was a morc complicatcd and elongated process. Louisc Roscnblatt's 
now classic work 01' Literature as Exploratiοn (1 938) came to be revised in 1967 so as 
to make her insights “ availablc to yet another generation 01' teachers at a timc whcn 
thc profcssion is reexamining means and ends in litcrary instrllction" (Squüe vi) 
(l11 r,identally , this is al50 thc year 、Nhcn Stanley Fish publîshed his reader-oriented 
dissertation Surprised By Sin: The Reader in Para且主且 L豆豆1.) This re-examination of 
pcdagogy was necessitatcd by the crisis in the c1assroom that many teachers were 
facing. Aft巳r the Rllssians launched Sputnik i11 1957 , America's new!y.adopted policy 
0 1" a government.subsidized an且 thus O1 ore accessible higher e且ucation and thc con 
sequent boom in enrollment brought students of widely dîffcrent socio-economic 
backgrounds into institutions of higher cducation. COllfronted with students who may 
not have been previously exposed to a泣y cultivation of a common hcritage , tcachers 
wcrc faced with the problem of finding out ncw ways of teaching that would approach 
and appeal to al1 students. Furthermore , the turmoil of the sixties gave momentum to 
a new air of rcbellion against a l1 estab !ished valucs and brought thc need旨 and feelings 
01' the individual to thc forefron t. 3 To deal with these ncwly ari~cn problems, transac 
tion-bascd tcaching theorie5 gradually came into vogue because thcy gave a11 students 
a handle on the rea也ng materials and allowed thcir personal feelings and emotions to 
bc discussed as legitimate topi臼 in the c1 assroom. Such a trcnd cuJminates with the 
publication , certified by the National Cou l1cil of Teachers of English. of David Bleich'可
Readings and Feelings: An lntroduction to Subjectit'e Critici的附(1 975)

Amidst thc fierce battle between thcse two opposing forces and 且 then dominant 
New Critical pcdagogy that denies the rclevance of any talk of the rcading subject 
Michaels is not slow to put 1n his own theoretical intervention through explications of 
classical pragmatic concepts. Thus、 in place of thc post-structuralist di~sipated sclC 
the readcr-rcsponse unreflectcd seJ f, and the ncw Critical effaced 5elf, Michaels pro 
poscs a socially constructed sc1f which acknowlcdges yct thrivcs upon its own prc一

judices and limitations 
Michacls' first move in reviving pragmatism is of coursc an eCfort to make the 

more-than-half-a-century old intellcctual movement rcle、 ant again 1"or contemporary 
theoretical discussion. Michacls notices t l1at the Ncw Critics' tïercc attack on the Con 
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tinental mov巳 111 l2 nt revolves around the lS~UC of thc lattcr's nnplicit subj 巳 ctivism. I-' OT, 
<1S lhe New Critics interpret the c1airns of thc dcconstructionists, if objective rncaning 

(or knowlcdge) is an impossibility , thC11 all thal i 也 ieft i唱“jbjectivi~m and rclativism 
which the 、cw C:ritic~ havc alway~ [carcd. 4 Such a “ suspicion of 1he 出lf，" :'v1ichacls 
hastens to poinl ou1, is not unprec巳dentcd 1ll Amcncan thoughts ('ιT l1 c lnterpreter's 

Sclf" 187). A~ a mattcr of fact , Pcircc's work ha5 always emphasiLcd thc prcjudiced 
na1urc of 1he 認 lL thc 叫 f that is alw '-lys cons t1 tutcd by thc 叩mrnunity into which it 

is bOTlì. Yct Micbach prcfcrs Pcirce b巳came th巳 latler 可hares the Ncw Critics' mistrus1 
0 1' thc ~e1 f but al th 巳 ~ame 1ime rcjccts tbc all(ògcd aJtcrnatives of 叫 b_i ect刊的m and 
relativism by 出吼叫 a1ing (l ny degrec of dctcrmmation with thc cornmunity of which 

lhe individual s巳 lf is onl、 a function and a mcmbcr 
Jn a typi凹11y dccomtruc t1ve move , which pa):~ morc attcnt lOn to marginal notes 

and rhctorÍGal stratcgic~ rhan an).'thing el間， \-lichaeh embarks on an cxplanation of the 
pragrnatlc thcory of thc sclf through his expJication of Pcircc's rcadings of non巳 ulher

than th l2 grcat champio l1 of the ~巳lL Rcne Dcsιartc~. Pcircc's rcadings of 口的carte~ arc 
relevant for th 巳 issuc ()f subject川ly bccausc (1) PC lTCC'S J 868 critiqlle 0 1' Descartcs 
replldiates thc conccpt of an u l1prcjudiccd sc1f , and (2) his 1877-7H readinεof 口cs

cartes ca叮ics thc intcrc~ting pragmatic implication that Descartes hims巳 lf may h扯開
eventually adopted thc conccpt of a prejudiced s巳 11

To lake • he first point fir就 ln Michaels'嗎 reading ， P巳 !rce's 1868ιhallengc to 
Cartesiä l1 ism hrings forth a 1heory of lhc 時If thal carri巳s significant comcquenccs 
Pcircc's e~say is r巳 ad as a direc1 encountcr between 川NO conccpts of thc sclf: whilc 
Dc~carte~ privileges <l n autonomou只記lf whose 有 Ollrce uf ccrtainty is to bc found in 

the ind山 idual consCÍollsncss through a centralized and rigid proce怖。f in 1'erence that 
exclude可 numcrou~ phcnomcna a~ 11lcxplicablc. Peirce argucs that thc individual should 
not bc cntrustcd to act as thc ab~olutc judgc of truth and that trust should bc gÍ\'凹
的盯 to the multitude and variety of its arguments ra1her • han to thcιonclusivcncs~ 

of a 前 ingle p巴的011 or a singlc linc of argumen t_ That i5 to say , \vhile Descarles affir了m
the 的心olutc ccrtainty am] autonomy of thc sc 怔， p，甘心 is dceply suspicious of the 
Cartc~ial! sclf. divurc巳d from its own prcjudiccs and blind of its own limitations 
J'urthcnnore against tllc pl1110sophi叫1 vacuum 口問cartes p間scribe~ for lhe beginning 

point of any philosophical inquiric~. PClrcc 屯 oiccs hb strongcst objcction: "We cλnnot 

bcgin with complete doubt. W巳 musl h巳gin wit Ì! all the pre_j udices that wc actually 
hav ,: when w巳 elltcr upon thc Stl! dy of philoso口旬， (quoted in Michaels “ The lnter 
prctcr's Self' 192). Jn lhi~ objection :vJ ich叫 ls rcads somcthlIlg vcry signifi心ant

Pcircc i~ doing nothing less thanιput1ing fonvard 叩 alternative account of philosophy 

and of lhe philosophical :-.clf. OIlC Vv hich po、巴~ an r!xplicit challr:nf?r! tο Ihe rel l1 led 
I'alues υfaμfοnοmy and neulrali(v" (192 , !lly cmplwsls) 

Such 、 iew~ on th巳可clf provid l" ~ignifl叫nt in呵hts [or thc conccγns of tl1巳

!llomcn l. \lichael鼠只 a 1l1O!llCl1 t wh巳n thc ~clf i~ being cTädicatc c1正 garn from any 
lh<.;orifmg of the meaning-production 且ctivitie~ of man whilc thc l\ cw 仁riücs havc 

as叩rtcd thai the sclf ]J a~ nothing to do with th l: text and its mcaning , thc dcconstruc 
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tionists 旺c saying that thc sclf is incapable of participating in , not to mention in而且

ing , the production of mcaning. Jn both cascs , :yrichacls locatcs 叩 intcntlOn to purS L1 c 
neutrality and objeιtivity by climinating thc rolc of thc ~c1f. 10 re-mscrt t l1 c sclf into 
thc meaning-production proce5S , to makc the sclf and its pTcjudiccs thc indispcnsable 
elements in any acts 0 1' cognition , Mich出b' decision to Tc-introducc Peirce's 
pragmatism i~ a tim c1y one. At thc 組me time. Peiτcc's is not a thcory of meaning thal 
trcu的 the cogito as 5001C transparcnt mirror that、 if purged lhrough 呵呵tematic doubt , 

can truthfully rc f1cct on the world- which the l\cw Criti叭叭~umc: nor is i1 a t l1巴0叮 01

thc ~clf that takes any 刊bjedivity for granted a~ a given <l nd 吼叫 ts all inquirics from 
lhut hasis- as thc rcadcr一出sponst'叮圳的 have donc. As \1ichacls rightl).' points out 
Pl:'ircc's th 巳 ory of t11c sclf highlighb theιr巳ciprocally comtiLutivc" r巳 lationship be 
twccn thc socially comtitu1t:d 把 1 1' and thc rcificd world ("Thc lntcTpr巳 ter's Self們

200) 

This ~ocially constitutcd sc1f. which is by nature pr已judiccd ， i~ only tbe opposi 
tional sidc 0 1' Pcircc、 thcory 0 1' th(: scif <l S he argues his ca~巳 against Descartes. Pcirce's 
own posit1vc theory of thc sclf also proves itsel 1' relcvant for contcmporary disctlssion 
For lhis a~pect 0 1' Peirce , Michacls turn旨 to Peircc勻 s 1868 cs~ay ‘ Quc~tions Concerning 
Certain Facultics Cl泣 imed f'or M叭，、vhich 1110St of Peirc巳~ commentators rcad 的 an

attack on thc 且octrinc of intu:tion. \1ichaels, on th巴 o 1.hcr hand , finds interesti只g cle 

ment, in this ess叮 that would provc quite compatiblc with con t..-: mpora叮 litcrar).

thcory. As Pcirc(' obscr、 cs the grO\vth 0 1' self-com巳jousnes~ in child間 11. he notices that 
childrcn acquire a sense of 他lf-consciousn 巳ss only through the int巳 rvention of 

language , by w且y of tbe frustration cxpcrienccd by childrcn whcn their vcrbaJ 
hypothes巳s about things in t11c world arc forccd to hc modifi叫 by tllcir adual cx 
periencc with thc things. In othcr worùs, ìt IS only through thc 1'rustration accompany

ing jgnorancc that a cllllcl bccome~ aware 0 1' the cxhtcncc of a sclf in which 
thi嘻嘻norancc can inh(:r巴 ~ot 0111y docs thh obsc鬥 ation confirrn Pciτcc's 11otion of :.l 

S巳 lf whose scnsc of 斗utonomy and cntmnty is c 刁 mtantly challcllgcd , it also dcmon 
~tratð that a scn ，巳 01 tbc sclf is horn out of crror <lnd 19norancc III thc contcxt of 
~iglls/language_ Thai i、 any knowledgc 0 1' th己也elf I~ acquircd only thro \lgh tllc usc of 
~igm ， or as Peirce puts it. "the word of ~ign tha1. md !l uscs i 、 thc man him始汗， Thi 、

emphasi~ 0 1' the constitutive role thal sign~ play in the formatio 刊 ()f the self Gorrc可
ponds nicely with ~lru叫urali吼叫d pmt-strudurali5t conc巳pts of 叩 hjectivi1y ， yet 
wlthoUT thc ~cnsc 0 1' hclpl巳間n巳，s and uncertainLy that accompany contcmpora叮 Vlew~ 

tO\vard subjectivity i\s a matt巴 r 0 1' fact , the implicatlO n is that this constit Ll tedn巴 ss

is thc cxact si• e wherc po\vcr struggles arc fought 
So far we ha可 U 泥巴n that tlle fïrst rCd叩n ..vIichac !s turm to Pcircc for 1l1 spira.tion ìs 

a th叩門 of thc 5clf tha1 would adclrcs~ contc11l porary cun仁crm. This tl1叩ry 1101 only 
a~scrts thc comtitutivc role the 吋lf a. nd its prejudiccs play in rn叫nlng-pr叫luction

but also highlights thc cO l15titut巳 d naLuTc of thc self tll1"ough thc l1:,c of ~ign~ within thc 
conlext 0 1' cOlllmunity lifc. As such , It 110t 0111y 叩l~aks a language similar to that of 
thc 已ontemporary thcory in its effort治 to de-ccntralize tllc “ naturally glvcn'" subject 
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but a1so reins巳 rts any discussion of self, meaning, and languagc ba巳k into the proce間
of socia! interaction 

Th，間叩nd re品 on :vIichacls turns to Peirce has to do with the further consoîida. 
tion of this ncw conccpt of the 阻1 1' that Peirce finds in a deconstructivc rcading of 

Descartcs' Meditation fJI , a concept that promises to dispcl Amcri巳an critics' fear 01' 
thc inherent subjectivism in dcccnstruction thcory 

Peirc巳 detccts two distinct concep1s of the s巳 If in Descartes' Meditation.l'. ln the 
first two Ivleditations , doubt establishes the primacy of thc cogito. It h in dcubt that 

1 think. Since 1 am thc onc \\'ho is doing thc doubting , 1 mu~t exist-"J think therefore 
1 am." Such a VlCW of doubt af1ìrms the self-su!liciency and unprcjudiccd charac1er 

of thc sc1f. This is tbe Descartcs that is usua l1y known. But in demonstrating God's 
cxistence in Meditation lIl , Dcscartcs presents a very di叮"巳nt view of doubt The 
logic goes like this. Sincc I dcubt , that means 可omcthing is lacking. But 1 must havc 
some c1car idca of the perfect on巳 in order to know that something is lacking , and that 
idea can not ccme from me who is imperfect Thus the perfcct onc must cxist. Here 

doubt i5 used to ~how that “ something is lacking to mc, and that 1 am not quitc 
pcrfcct" (quoted in Michaels , "Thc Interprctcr's Self' 196). Such a rcading by Peircc 
prcscnts thc later Descartes in a new light: instcad of promoting a sclf that is neutral 

or contcxt-frcc , ~elf-sufficient or unprejudiced , Descartes in his 1atcr ycars îs ad"、 ocatmg

a sclf that i5 in every way contingent and constraincd , fraught with error and inade 
quacy 

.v1ichacls sees an important implication for litcrary criticism in this 1heory of thc 
sclf: it shows that “ the problem of the reader's subjectivity is , a1 lcast from Peircc's 
stanù. point, a 1'alse problc巾" (ιThc Intcrprc1cr's Self' 198) 、;vhat thc proponcnb 

of det巳 rminatc mcaning fcar i5 the autoncmcus , sclf-willing readers treating their own 
uncons1raincd responses as the meaning 0 1' the t巳xt. But :Michaels points out: that 

is a fal5c picture. A可 Peirce an且 the later Descartcs have alrcady statcd , thc ~elf is 
always constraincd , cmbcdùcd , dcrivcd. 1hc fcar that rcadcrs can wicld thcir own w î1l 
III cn.:ating or imposing m己aning is realìy ba~ed onιfabe modeìυf the seìf. 1n tÌli~υn匕

move了 Michacls collarscs thc numbcr onc complaint of Amcrican critics whcn they 
cn巳ounter deconstructionist th巳 ory

I"his approach to the self also provide~ an irnportant check to any p05sible over 
emph出is 0 1" tllc power of the subject as implied by Peirce's oppos巾onal no1ion 0 1" th巳

~elf. That Ìs to say “ r Ï1 c rhctoric of thc cOillmunity of in1crprctation cmphasizcs thc 
role rcad己rs pl (J y in constituting tex t5 , whilc thc rhctoric of thc sclf as sign in a system 
of signs emphasizes thc rolc tcxts play in constituting conscLousness" Cvlïchaels,“Tllc 
Interprctcr's Self' 19的 Michac\s' point is tllen: "we are ne口her as data-lJOund nor 
as fancy-free a馬 lh巳 neo-Cartesian models sugge~t" (199). By thus foregrounding at the 
~ame 1ime the rcciprocally constituting and constituted naturc of the 時ìf ， "Nlichaels 

k 

collap間s the distinction bctween th巳 interprcier and what he interp間的 subjectivity 

and obj巳 ctivity ， thc rcadcr and thc tcxt 
It n巴巴 ds to bc mcntioncd hcrc 1hat a5 rel巳vant as Peirc巴 's readings are for the issue 
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of the ~elL Michacls' int巳 rest in 由c lSSUe 叩ans to cover anoth叮叮pecilïc purpose , a 
pnposc that is profcssion-OTiented. 5 As literary critics often fecl cmbarras閱d by th巳
attacks issued from thc hard sci巳 nces that the taxonomics and dcscriptions in Ii tcrary 
st心 di叮叮巴 ιmythologics" or “valuc-\adc口" that the literary critics 盯c notι 心。bjective刊

m “ncutral" cnough in dcaling with thcir ohjects of rcscarch. Michach riscs to the 

defense of the literary critic~ b、 w呵。 f Peirce. Bein巨 lrue to thc pragmatic 叩irit ，

.Michacls hopcs to make thc point that a stance of ncutrality is not 01l1y unnccessa叮

but impossible for anyonc、 inc1uding a孔d cspecially for the litcrary critic (‘ rhc lnter 
prctcr's Sel尸'2日 0). Michach bc1icvcs that if 11c can dcmons1rate tha1 the 坑Ibjcct/sc1f

is always alrcady constituted and comtantly con吼叫uting ， then it no long巳 r make~ 

scnsc to demand that wc wipc our minds ch:an of om prc.i\ldicc~ alld bchcfs. Our 

'intcrcstcd" “斗nce， 1'ar frorn bcing an obstacle , is actually whal makes cognition at 
all 凹的ible. 1hc dircct 叩 n..equence ofthis move is that it nol on1y subvcrt~ the claims 
of t11c hard ~cienccs of bcing ncutral and objective but also justi日c~ 1hc work 0 1" the 

litcra,y critics as th巳 only one pos~iblc 
U writi立g about “ the int巳 cpc巳 ter's s巳 W' carrið lhe danger of over-cmphasiLing 1hc 

activc and constitutive powcr 01" th巳 subject ， thcn onc rcm臥iy wou1d bc to put more 
巳 mphasis upon the forces that constitutc thc i口diviù lI al\ cons1itution 01' lllcaning 

That j.. why Michaels brings up in a later e~say the central concern of anothcr of the 

grcat pragmatis心， William James-namely , thc question of belief 
、1ichacls is n01 unawarc of thc fad that to raÎsc thc i始uc of bcli巳 f in 1i1era叮

studics may be anachronistic in thc wakc of litcrary thcories ~lI ch as phenomenology 
structuralism , and dcconstruction (“Saving the Text" 77\) 八 ftcr all , in an agc 1hat 
quc<;tiom thc centrality 01"叫 lJj 巳divity whil巳 insisting on 1hc 110n-r巳 ferentialily of 
language了 it 1S hard to jus1ify any scnou~ discussion of somcthi l1 g as subjcctivc and as 
marginal a~ bc1ic f. Yet 的 Michaels sce ,-; it. ùi~cu泊的ns of bc1 icf are de叩cratcly Dccdcd 

if we hope to :,cc tbrough the 間emingly Jïerce dehates betwccn tlle New Crilic~ anù thc 
deconstructionists an且 to recogn iLe the 叫meh出is from which they built their cdificcs 

As \1ïchac l:. sccs it. 20th c巳" lu可 discu判。ns 0 1" the relation of bclicf to litera仙n:
was first conccivcd along t\VO di仟巳rcnt lines of argument \VhlCh shar巳 a 以叩1mon

a~sumption. The anti-propositiona1泌的， Clcanth Brooks and T. S. Eliot , hold that th巳
language of poetry is emotivc and non-[巳 ferential. That is to say 山 poct了y only ex 

prcsscs the !eeling of holding a helicf rath盯 ll1叩吼叫1月 thc bclief, th巳 truth or falsc
hood of its claim i~ irrcJcvant to its mcaning or to our enjoymcnt of i1. ror thc :-,c 
crilics. bclicf 電 only cornc into play whcn wc make cvaluatjon~ about poetry. Thc 

propositionalists , which includc Crow Ransom and Ivor \Vintcrs, maiηtain on thc 
othcr hand that poctry does make truc or I"al挖出sertiom ahout 1h巳 real world , anù thc 
陀ader's agrecment or disagre 口ncnt wit l1 poctry's asscrtions about thc \vorld is cen1ral 

TO thc expcricncc of rcading and interpretation. If a rcader docs not ~harc thc valucs 
and bclicfs in a work of art. hc/she wil• not be ahle to rcad or interpret 1h巳 \vork full、

The prop{)sitionalist~ quickly run into prob Jcm wηh the diffi山 lt qu巳 ;tion of what to 
do with thosc poems which oftell make wha1 sccm to us 1"al記 s1atcmenb. 1. A 
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Richards comc 可 to thc rcscue of the propositionalists by proposing thc compromise 
that thcrc nced be no con日ict bctwccn poet叮 ancl science. Poctry is made up 01' \vhat 

h巳 calls "pseudo-statcmcnts," which arcjustified not by their truthfuln巳 ss but bv thcir 
capab i1ity to organiLe our impulscs and attitudcs. The quest lOn of belicL cO llScqucntly 
i~ again brushed asidc from our undcrstanding of poctry 

Micha巳 ls' contributlO n lie~ in his de l11 omtration that despit乙 their varying claim~ ， 

thc propo叫ionalhb 叩d the anti-propositionalis1s afC unifi巳d in thcir e盯()rt to keep 

belicfs out of the picture whcn it curncs to rcading activitics. As a matter of fact 
thcy sharc the ~且me view tmvard the proccss of rcading: rcading lS a "two-stcp pro 
ccdurc . . in \vhich we fir~t appreheml the meaning of a tcxt and thcn d巳cide wher巳 oc

whtòth 巳r to locatc that llleaning in relation to wh叫 we believe" (Michael、3 “ Sa、 ing the 
Text" 781). 13elicfs comc into play only at lh巳l11 uch iater 1110mcnt of evaluation This 

‘ 'P'、te l11 ological rcalism ," as Michach calls it , implics that 

at the heart of everv lcxt 凶 a c()re of 以為ble anu uetcrminate mcaning and thal the 
primary goal of cvcry illterpreter should hc [0 Illinimile thc rolc that bis own bcliefs (01", 

的 they arc morc likely. to bc 已 aJ1 ed，“prejuuiccs") play in the activily oÎ intcrprclation 
("Saving thc Text" 779) 

In othcr v,'"ords , for propmitionali5ts an社 an ti-p ropo ,>i tionalist均 alikc ， disintcrested read 
ing i~ not onl1' pos到blc but also highly de~irablc. The only rcason it is ùifficu !t to 

acbi巴、 e clisin t巳 n出ted r巳 ading is bccause of “ the morc-or-Iess ill 巳vitable distortions in 
Ollr individual intcrprctatiom of tcxts ，刊 which rcsult from thc activation of our bclicfs 
("Saving the Tcxt" 779) 

What Michae15 i 間的t~ is that inst叫d 01. heing obstacle~ (distortions) hetwec l1 us 
and m巳aning ， thc:.c bclicfs of our:;. arc what makcs me,ming possiblc in thc first placc 
1t h thc prior existence 01' the~e belief~ that focus已S our allention upon certain verhal 

patt tT lb as l11 caning-bcaring. Or 剖 Michacls puts il 叫.l ccinctly “ \lc Qlüng is not filtcrcd 
thmugh \vhut wc bclic、民 it ìS constitutcd by what wc bc!icvc" (“ S:J.ving !he Text" 
7 門口). Furthermore、 Wc ha"\ic no choice about whcthcr or not to invokc thcsc belief~ 

to rcad is alrcauy to havc invoked thcm" (782). ln a rath己r dcconstructive Ill O、 e ， lhen 
Michacls dccl叮肘。bjcctive determinatc l11 eaning a立 llnpo叫ihility and turm the long 

excJudcd and l11 arginalizcd beliel\ into th己 actual ingr巳dienls that make 址ny coglllt lO n 
possiblc 

\-í ichae15 is fully 的vare of thc comcqllcnccs of ~uch a drastic proposal. For onc 
thing , in as、巳rtmg that mterprctation is aπactlvlty con叫itlltivc of ih objcιt. ;Víichacls 
dircctly challcngcs ally notion of an objectivc and autonOTll OUS tex t. !-"alling right in 
thc rT11ddlc 0 1' thc path 1~ th巳 neutrahly 0 1' Rcnc \V己 llek and i\u吼 in \Varrcrù long 
cstabhshcd taxono l11 ic di叩I1 ctiOll bctween mtrimic and extrinsi仁 m巳thods 0 1' litcrarv 

4 月L

criticism. ó For WcJ lck and \-VarrcD. th 巳j";'"uc lS Wh1Ch is the be~t method 0 1" ~tudy ， or 
which m巳thod is thc clo~cst to thc hcart of thc rrlêrtter (clo~c~t to th巳 'truth" of th巳
text). Thus lhc di叫inction i苟且 n cvaluatiVl: UI1C uvcr how best to ob切鬥e and study th巳
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objcct-tl、 c text. But in r..Hchacls' view of interpr巳tation ， the object îtself is cxactly 
what is at issue. Diffcrcnt intcrprctations arc not diffcrcnt rcadings of the samc text 
but diff巳rcnt conccptions of “ what thc tcx t' s own tcrms are" (“Saving thc Text" 
785). 1n 也tead of dcciding on thc best inte中retation which is thc cJ。問，st to th巳 real

meaning of the text , Michaels wants to call our atteηtion 10 thc terms of possib i1ity 
for our perception of what a text is. As a result, the problem of interprctation no 
Jongcr revolves around (thc meaning o t) the text but shi J"t s toward the subjcct'~ per 

ccption of what the text is , which falìs right into thc domain 01" the subject' s beJie“ 
A more scrious conscqueJJce thιt follow可 MichacJs' formulation of the rclation 

bctween belicf and mcaning has to do with the question of subjectivity. For, as argued 

by many critics. if a tcxt is comtitutcd by what we thc rcadcrs believc, thc江 it follows 
t l1at thcre could be a~ many meaning~ as tlwre arc readers. Such rampant subjectivity 
would lead to interpretive chaos. :'víichael<;' answer to this charg巳 i5 a comforting “ no! 
50." WJü]c somc dcgrcc of subjcctivity is possiblc , Michacls also insists that ab~olute 

subjeclivity is an impos:.ibility “ For the judgmcnt tllat ~om巳 thi月 IS unconV l11 cmg , 

。 r good or bad , is not an cxprcs5ion of mcrely perscnal taste or prcfereηce but an 
invocatiotì of sharcd values anJ publìc belicfs..." (“ Saving thc Tcxt" 787). Thcsc 

shareJ convcntions of rcading will always in~urc t11at rampant subjectiviiy n巳ver bc 
comcs a possibility. Jn casc these sharcd conventions becom巳 r巳 ifïed into stable 
foundations of intcrprctatiom, Michaels' is quick to add that thcsc sharcd convcntions 
of reading “ are 1hemsclve馬 already interprctations" (“Saving the Tcxt" 788). As 

interpretations are bOïll 01" community conscnsus, interprctivc chaos bccome~ an 
impossibiliiy 

Such fears o!" io1al subjectivism and relativis l11, acccrding to Michaels , are what 
the old Yale critics (the ]\e\v Criiics) and th巳 new Yale critics (such 出 Paul De Man) 
l】盯巳 in common , despite their seellling opposition 10 each othcr. The ]\'cw Critics' 
dis1rusi of the self is we l1-known; yct that of thcηe\v Yalc cri1ics i~ les~ obviou治

ivlichaels points ou1 that deconstructio口's susp>cion 0 1" subjectivity leads l>e Man to the 

skcptical conclusion that all interpretations are fina l1y false Of fictiona 1. The ques1ion 
that Michac1s pose吋 to ~uch an as間rtion 的“Falsc as opposed to what戶， (“ Saving the 
T巳xt" 789). Thus Mich品ls con c1 uJ叫

Yet [)e Man wants tu maint扎in the f()[ce ()f this false [, ic] and he can 也) so only by 
insisting llltilll ll.lcly on an idcabzcd (impossiblc) accoulll of the tru巴 And this accounl 
invo!vcs tìnally nol a b閃 ak \vith thc ep的temologi叫1 Rca!ü,lll of th巳 Anglo.Amcrican

traditioll bllt a 的guised rcturn to it {"'Saving the T cxt" 7的)

1\ot only docs Mich且Is cxposc tllC dccomtructionists and thc New Criti峙的

sharing a si口1i lar beli巳f in an auto t1 omous objccti海 c lex 1. hc also aims to c11an巴巴 our

conccption of thc naturc of mquirics into lilerary studies. Toward thc end of the 
e叭ay ， Michaels make~ the dramatic annO LlllCCm巳I1 t t11at “ iL as l [、.1icha巳 Is 1 have 

argucd , mcaning is 扎ot indepcndcnt of bclicf but bound by it. thcn our construc1ion of 
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tex1s hecomes a matter of practical and even political 1nt巳 rest" (“Saving the Text" 
791). Aftcr a11. when wc relllOVC 0山 a!tcntion from the tex1 itself and tcnù to thc 

pm巳 ess in which our be]icfs are constituted and insti l1cd. the self-circumvention 0 1' 
litcrary studics is broken and rcading is no longcr thc innoccnt activity that ls usually 
assumed. More a t1cntion will he paid to thc proccss through which wc comc to acquirc 

the reading habits we now p05~ 巳 S呵， and such inquiries \nto the formation of individuals 

、vill surcly havc practical and cvcn political cO l1 scqucnccs 
1月lith thc cfforts of Michac1s and othcr pragmatists to rcvivc pragmatic concerns 

in litcrary studics , ccrtain kcy conccpt~ i l1 classical pragma!Ìsm havc come back into 
circulation again: sel1', prcjudi已C 呵 bclicf， community , etc.. Discussion5 of meaning 
production along thesc lines carry thc comcquence 1ha1 inser1s reading activiti巳s hack 
il1to th巳 social fabric and highlights thc politìcal naturc of efforts to guid巴 (control)

such activitics. Such an cmph的is on thc cmbcddcdncss of rcading activities may be 
thc rcal Amcrican linc of dcfcnsc against 仙 c forci那 instillcd tcndency toward nihilism 
and skepticism. Whcthcr the de!"ens巳 wo叫臼 or not \vill depend on l"urther intervcntion 
by pragmatic-mindcd studcn扒 in the field of literary studi叭

Endnotes 

The thrcc bcst-known and most ardent advocat間。r pragmatism in the field of 

litcrary studie~ seem 10 bc Stanlcy Fish , Waltcr Benn Michaels , and Richard 
Rorty. Fish arrivcs at the pragmatic po訓tion by way of the specch-act thcory of 
the quitc p凹gmatic-mindcd John Searlc. (Looming in thc background LS of 

cour~e the thoughts of Ludwig \Vittgenstein.) 、Vith his deep conccrn for pcdagogy 
Fish勻 s pragmati~m is down-tc一 carth and straight-forward , making liltle re 1'erence 

to cla~sical pragmatism. Writing from a philosophical background , Rorty , on the 
oth巴r han吐， is morc conccrned with th巳 ailmen1可 in t11at ficld. So his pragmatism 
is morc abstract than practical , addressing mainly the cancerm of philo~ophy 
11ichacls differ~ from hoth of thcm in that hc is \vriting from a literary back 
ground but directly abo叫 the thoughb of c1asslcal pragmatists. ln that 間nsc. hc 
not only is an advocate o f" pragmatism but also has donc substan1ial work in 

r巳 introducing classical pragm且tlsm
2. Be~泊的 \"lacksey and Donato's volumc of thc 5yrnposium papers , othcr outstand

mg antho1ogie~ includc John K. Simon , ed , /11ο dern French Criticism: Fi川m

Proust [0 Val的 (Chicago. U of Chicago P. 1972); Vernon W. Gras，吋 Eumpean

Literary The。可 and Practice: From Existential Phenomenο10'少的 Structurali\m

(N. Y.: Dcll, 1973); Grcgory Poilela , ed , Jssu叫 in Contemporary Literary 
Lriticism (Boston: Littlc. 13row孔， 1973); and Richard :vlackscy , cd. , Velociti盯 οf

Change: Essays 介οm il1L ，、(ßaltimorc. Joh ll5 Hopkjn~ UP , ]974). Amonε 

lhes巳 the last one is most signifïcant becausc it marks thc formal ackn O\vledge 
m巳nt of Europc-bascd critical tnethods a~ acccptablc and of1'icial agcllda by 1h<: 
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American literary institution_ Then followed thc st缸tling awarding of the James 
Russell Lowell Prize for 1975 to Jonathan Culler's Structuralist Poetics. The 
award was especially surprising for the community of literary ~cholars because 
Culler's book is , in the insightful words of Frank Lentric c.:hia , about "an intellec
tual moment which (ìn the language of the structuralists) denied special privilegc 
to literary d的course." For a discussion and critique ofCuller's award , see Frank 
Lentricchia, Alter the New Criticism (Chicago: the U of Chicago P, 1980) 
chapter 4 

3. For a wide-ranging discussion of the scene of lit巳rary 巳 ducatìon in thc late 1960s, 
see Louis Kampf and Paul Lauter. eds. , The Po /i tics 01 Literature. Dissenting 
Essays on the Teaching 01 English (New York: Random House , 1970, 1972) 

4. New Criticis凹 's suspic lOn of subjcctivism and relati、 ism is best prcsented in 
Monroe C. Beardsley and \V. K. Wimsatt , Jr.'s scminal cssays entitled "The lnten
tional Fallacy" and “The Affective Fallacy." See W. K. Wimsatt, Jr., The Verbal 
Icon: Studies in the MeanÎng olPoetry (Louisvillc. UP of Kentucky , 1954) 3-39 

5. Michaels' cssay on “ The Interpreter's Self" is collected in J ane Tompkins' 
anthology of read目-oriented criticism , yct 1 am arguing that , although his views 
on the self can certainly apply to all rcaders , Michaeb' concern here lies mainly 
with the literary critic. As a matter of fact , Michacls' concer泣， as cvidenced in h1S 
other writiηgs. has alway誼 been limit巳 d to the critical profession itself 

6. See Rene Wellek and Austin War自代 Theory οfι iterature ， revised ed. (New York 
Harcouri, Bracc & World , Inc. , 1970) 
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