Post-structuralist Theories: Rhetorical Post-structuralism, Historiography

(November 30, 2005)
Rhetorical Post-structuralism:
· rhetorical type of poststructuralist theories or American deconstruction

· Derrida: early 70s in the USA – influence on critiques and theoreticians concentrated on Yale's School of Humanities: centre of deconstructive mafia. Periodical crucial in history of Am. Deconstruction. 

· These famous critiques: Paul deMan, Harold Bloom, J. Hillis Miller, Geoffrey Hartman.

· Common in their work:

· mostly specialists of romanticism – romantic poetry

· professors at Yale Humanities

· elaborated by the study of romantic poets

· were concerned with the ecstatic moment of epiphany which were very rare moments = who tried to recapture these 'spots of time' (Wordsworth) = moments of epiphany or sudden revelations of truth. As these were very exceptional, rare →much more experienced by their absence than by their presence. 

Example: Shelley: Ode to the West Wind

· contrast between absence of illumination and presence of visionary moment → romantic poetry is very much inviting to a deconstructive approach: romantic poets are deconstructing their own poems by showing that the presence is always absent (is always in the past or in an unknown future). 
Example: Keats: Ode to a Nightingale, Shelley: Ode to a Skylark
· the poet cannot actually see the bird, both are invisible, just like the wind ( to attain the unattainable, to reach the unreachable
Paul deMan:
Blindness and Insight (1971)

· influenced by Derrida
· developed own terminology in this book

· book built upon a paradox: critiques achieve insight only through a certain blindness

· theory often at odds with the insight it produces

· say different from what they mean to say

· insight only by a grip of a peculiar blindness = insight in blindness
Allegories of Reading

· developed his term

· approach: rhetorical: art of persuasion

· he says: his theory built on theory of tropes = figures of speech and  he argues that the special blindness is rhetorical in nature because tropes allow writers to say 1 thing and to mean something else. Everything metaphor: substitute one sight for another, metonymy: displace meaning on one sight to another.

· Tropes pervade and dominate the language and they exert a force which destabilizes the logic and denies or erases the possibility of straightforwardly literal and referential use of language: basis of his rhetorical term

· then: as critical insights result from critical blindness, so passages of explicit critical reflection or thematic statement in literary texts seem to depend on the suppression of the implications of the rhetoric use

· close reading of specific texts, especially texts on poetry! → it is the effect of language and rhetoric that prevent representation of the real

· in that, PdM follows Nietzsche's idea: that language is essentially figurative and not expressive or referential and that there is no original unrhetoric language = reference is always polluted with figurality and that is insight in blindness.

· It is (the concept of insight in blindness) applied by PdM on the practice of literary criticism as such. So far, it was a theoretical. On the basis of that, he says that necessarily, reading is always misreading as tropes are always intruding and they exert a force which necessarily results in misreading because tropes always exerting language is always figurative = reading is always misreading

· there can be correct and incorrect misreading
· correct misreading: tries to improve and not to repress the inevitable misreadings which all language produces ( because of rhetorical t... practice, our reading is always misreading and correct misreading is when we try to include and not exclude/repress the inevitable misreadings that language produces. We let the inevitable misreadings operate in our critical practice. 

· incorrect misreading: if we insist on one, obvious objective, univocal meaning

· (on that basis, PDM argues that actually) literary texts are self-deconstructing
· a correct misreading is actually an intrusion of the literary text deconstructing itself
· literary texts simultaneously assert (enforces) and deny the authority of their own rhetorical modes → a deconstructive critique has little to do, only to collude the text's own processes, lets the text deconstruct itself and his job is not to repress the deconstruction of the literary text by itself, and if the deconstructive critique succeeds in colluding with the text's own self-deconstructing processes, then there will be a correct misreading.

So:

· insight in blindness

· rhetorical quality of language: no language is unrhetorical:

· figurativeness

· reading is always misreading

· literary text deconstructing itself, critique's job not to repress those deconstructive processes of the literary text 
reading = misreading →

Harold Bloom

· another form of rhetorical type of post-structuralism
A Map of Misreading (1975)

· he uses the theory of the tropes but combines that with Freudian psychology and he introduces the concept of the anxiety of influence

· he said that in the history of poetry, poets always suffered from an awareness that they are belated, especially since about Milton's time = the poets feel and are afraid of that their predecessors have already written everything. How to be new if everything has been already written? A new poem is always a rewriting of a previous poem.→

· he uses the Freudian concept of Oedipus-complex: 
· He explains that kind of anxiety (poet's one) with the Oedipus-relationship of fathers and sons. According to this relationship it is a mixture of adoration, love and envy, hatred. There is a desire to defeat your father, to deny paternity as such. 
· Poets: suffer a psychic struggle to create an imaginative space from themselves → have to misread their father's poems. They have to find a space of their own in which they can communicate their own voice because if not, fathers kill sons = tradition will kill new creativity.
· How their fear of tradition explained by Oedipus-complex? 
· That anxiety of influence means young poets have to read dad-poems defensively ( have to develop certain defence-mechanisms = misread in order to be able to write theirs and create the illusion of originality. A strong poet is able to create the illusion of priority/originally and by doing so, seems to exceed father-problem.

· These defence-mechanisms called by Bloom: revisionary ratios that are needed to be create illusion for originality.

· According to that, Bloom argues that in a sense we never know a poem in itself: all interpretation is a necessary misreading.

· Bloom combines trope theory with Freudian concept and English poetry = father son relationship, so every poem is a misinterpretation of a parent-poem. No originality as such exists.

· Literary critiques should practice antithetical criticism = they learn to “read any poem as its poet's deliberate misinterpretation as a poet of a precursor poem”.

· Definite masculinity – feminists not happy!! How can women writers (ww) create space for themselves in that theory?

There is a feminist appropriation in the anxiety idea of Bloom's. it was done by:

Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar: The Mad Woman in the Attic (1979):
· about 19th c English novel

· the mad woman: Bertha Rochester in Jane Eyre = imprisoned creativity of ww

· appropriate Bloomian anxiety of influence: in case of ww, it isn't an anxiety b son and father but an anxiety of authorship. How a woman can write if tradition of literature is a father-son relationship? 
· Patrilineage: 1st born son inherits property – basis of anxiety of influence in Bloom's theory. 
Wws: not patrilineage but a lack of relationships to literary grandmothers and mothers and foremothers and so on. No tradition available to be related to.
· Book on close readings of 19th c wws
· Elizabeth Barrett Browning: where are my literary grandmothers? Virginia Woolf missing them, too. - to restore the forgotten those literary grandmothers
· Bloom's theory very influential, includes feminist critique of Gilber and Gubar.

J. Hillis Miller

· romanticism and the Victorian novel studied

The Critique as Host

· famous controversial essay

· in that, JHM reacted to the critique of deconstruction (deconstructionist critiques were attacked by MH Abrams and Wayne Booth in The Rhetoric of Fiction against rhetorical types of deconstructing deconstruction = parazite on the obvious or univocal reading)

· Very witty rejection of that. He reconstructs the relationship of the host and parasite. It is a very ambiguous relationship because he begins with the attack: dc is a parasite on the obvious or univocal reading. But there is no such a thing, it is impossible. 
'My citation of a citation is an example of … critical text's citation different from citation of a poem? An alien parasite? Or the other way round: the interpretive text the parasite?'

· the poem like all text is unreadable (readable = open to a single, definitive, univocal interpretation). Each interpretation contains – necessarily – its enemy in itself (see deconstructionist vs MHAs).

Historiography:
Hayden White

· another aspect of rhetorical type of structuralism: historiography (actually it is a precursor of later developments)

· he is the theory of history: he offered a radical deconstruction of the writings of well-known historians

· according to him, historians believe that their narratives are objective, but according to his deconstructionist approach, even historians' narrations cannot escape rhetoricity → narratives of history cannot be objective

· our discourse tends to slip away from our data ( according to him, historical thinking is not possible without tropes

· objective knowledge or concrete historical reality always shaped by tropes and rhetoricity. But if so, the objectivity, concrete reality will be deconstructed by rhetorics of language. That is HW's approach to historical writing.

· He prepares the way to new historicism and cultural materialism.
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