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novels, comes after the time of Samuel Johnson’s dictionary
(1755). The restricted sense of literature as just poems, plays,

and novels is even more recent. The word “literature” is
defined by Johnson exclusively in the now obsolescent sense
of “Acqaintance with ‘letters’_or books; polite or humane
learnirrg—;v_l_iteraryﬂ culture.” One example the OED gives is as
late as 1880: “He was a man of very small literature.” Only by
the third definition in the OED does one get to:

Literary production as a whole; the body of writings produced
in a particular country or period, or in the world in general.
Now also in a more restricted sense, applied to writing which
has claim to consideration on the grounds of beauty of form
or emotional effect.

This definition, says the OED, “is of very recent emergence

both in England and France.” Its establishment méy be con-
veniently dated in the mid- elghteenth century and associated,

in England at least, with the work of ]oseph and Thomas
Wharton (1722-1800; 1728-90). They were hailed by
Edmund Gosse, in an essay of 1915-16 (“Two Pioneers of
Romanticism: Joseph and Thomas Wharton”), as giving
literature its modern definition. Literature in that sense is now
coming to an end, as new media gradually replace the printed
book.
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WHAT HAS MADE LITERATURE POSS?LE’)

What are the cultural features that are necessary concomitants
of literature as we have known it in the West? Western

literature belongs to the age of the piinted book and of other

¢pringXforms like newspapers, magazines, and periodicals

g}g\ﬂh Literature is associated with the gradual rise of
almost uni i t. No widespread literacy,

no literature, Literacy, furthermore, is associated with the
gradual appearance from the seventeenth century onward
of Western-style democraciesy This means regimes with

expanded suffrage, government by _legislatures, regulated
judicial systems, and fundamental human rights or civil

liberties. Such democracies slowly developed more or less

. They also allowed citizens more or

less free access, to prlnted materials and to the means of

printing new ones.

This freedom, of course, has never been complete. Various
forms of censorship, in even the freest democracies today,
limit the power of the printing press. Nevertheless, no tech-
nology has ever been more effective than the printing press in
breaking down class hierarchies of power. The printing press

made democratic revolutions like the French Revolution or
the American Revolution possible. The Internet is performing
a similar function today. The printing and circulation of clan-
destine newspapers, manifestoes, and emancipatory literary
works was essential to those earlier revolutions, just as email,
the Internet, the cell phone, and the “hand-held” will be
essential to whatever revolutions we may have from now
on. Both these communication regimes are also, of course,
powerful instruments of repression.

The rise of modern democracies has meant the appearance

of therricdern

nation=s with its encouragement of a sense
of e[hnic and linguistic uniformity in each state’s citizens.
It began to appear as

the use of Latin as a hmm_ﬂmgra&ﬂgllx disappeared. Along

with the nation-state has gone the notion of pational litera-

ture, that is, literature written in the language and idiom of a

particular country. This concept remains strongly codified in

school and university study of literature. It is institutionalized
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in separate departments of French, German, English, Slavic,
Italian, and Spanish. Tremendous resistance exists today to the
reconfiguration of those departments that will be necessary if
they are not simply to disappear.

The modern Western concept of literature hecame firmly

established at the same time as the appearance of the modern
@ The latter is commonly identified with
the founding of the University of Berlip around 1810, under
the guidance of a plan devised by Wilhelm von Humbolds
The modern research university has a Wﬁ One is

is W (originally almost excluswely male
ones) of a given nation-state in the ethos appropriate for that
siate. It is perhaps an exaggeration to say that the modern
concept of literature was created by the research university
and by lower-school training in preparation for the uni-
versity. After all, newspapers, journals, non-university crities
and reviewers also contributed, for example Samuel Johnson
or Samuel Taylor Coleridge in England. Nevertheless, our
sense of literature was strongly shaped by umv,e,rsmu.ra.med
writers. Examples are the Schlegel brothers in Germany, along
with the whole circle of critics and philosophers within Ger-
man Romanticism. English examples would include William
Wordsworth, a Cambridge graduate. His “Preface to Lyrical
Ballads” defined poetry and its uses for generations. In the
Victorian period Matthew Arpold, trained at Oxford, was a
founding force behind English and United States institutional -
ized study of literature. Arnold’s thinking is still not without
force in conservative circles today.

Arnold, with some help from the Germans, pre51ded over
the transfer from philosophy to literature of theasshonsit v

*f’or Bildun, ung-Literature would shape. mnw&an

knowledge of what Arnold called “the best that is known and
thought in the world.” This “best” was, for Arnold, enshrined
in canonical Western works from Homer and the Bible to

Goethe or Wordsworth. Most people still first hear that there

is such a thing as literature from their school teachers.

Universities, moreover, have been traditionally charged
with the storage, cataloguing, presexvation, commentary; and
interpretation of literature through the accumulations of
books, periodicals, and manuscripts in research libraries and
special collections. That was literature’s share in the univer-
sity’s responsibility for Wissenschaft, as opposed to Bildung. This
double responsibility was still very much alive in the litera-
ture departments of The Johns Hopkins University when I
taught there in the 1950s and 1960s. It has by no means
disappeared today.

Perhaps the most important feature makmg hterature pos—
sible in modern democracies has beenffeedom DeET
This is the freedom to say, write, or pbhsh more or less
anything. Free speech allows everyone to criticize everything,
to question everything. It confers the right even to criticize
the right to free speech. Literature, in the Western sense, as
Jacques Derrida has forcefully argued, depends, moreover,
not just on the rl_g_ht to say anything but also on the right pof
to be . How can this be?
Since literature belongs to the realm of the imaginar , what-
ever is said in a literary work can always'l‘#imed to be
experimental, hypothetical, cut off from referential or per-
formative clalmm—e'ﬁ.ky is not an ax murderer, nor
is he advocatmg ax murder in Crime and Punishment. He is
writing a fictive work in which he imagines what it might
be like to be an ax murderer. A ritual formula is printed
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at the begmmng of many modern detective stories: “Any
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resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is_purely co-
incidental.” This (often false) claim is not only a safeguard
against lawsuits. It also codifies the freedom from referential
responsibility that is an essential feature of literature in the
modern sense.

A final feature of modern Western literature seemingly con-
tradicts the freedom to say anything. Even though democratic
freedom of speech in principle allows anyone to say anything,
that freedom has always been severely in various
ways. Authors during the epoch of printed literature have de
facto heen held responpsible nar only for the opinions

ewwmﬂmmmmﬂ
effects as those works have had or have heen helieved to have

y

had_ Sir r Walter Scott’s novels and riet Beecher
Uncle Tom’s Cabig have in different ways been held respon51ble

for causing the American Civil War, the former by instilling
absurdly outmoded ideas of chivalry in Southern gentry, the
latter by decisively encouraging support for the abolition of

slavery. Nor are these claims nonsensical. Uncle Tom’s Cabin in
Chinese translation was one of Mao Tse Tung'’s favorite books.
Even today, an author would be unlikely to get away before a
court of law with a claim that it is not he or she speaking in a
given work but an imaginary character uttering imaginary
opinions.

Just as important as the development of print culture or the
rise of modern democracies in the development of modern
Western literature, has been the invention, conventionally
associated with Descartes and Locke, of our modern sense of

@T’ From the Cartesian cogito, followed by the invention

Locke’s An Essqx_Congg;mg,ﬂumau.Undeumndmg,.to the soverelgn I
or Wo absolute consciousness in Hegel, to the T as

the agent of the will to power in Nietzsche, to the ego as one

element of the self in Freud, to Husserl's phenomenological

ego, to the Dasdn of Heidegger, explicitly opposed to the

Cartesian ego, but nevertheless a modified form of subjectiv-
ity, to the I as the agent of performative utterances such ag I

promise” or Ibett in the speech act theary of J. L. Austin and

others, to the subject not as something abolished but as a
problem to be interrogated within deconstructive or post-
modern thinking — the whole period of literature’s heyday

conscious and responsible agent. The modern self can be held

liable for what it says, thinks, or Joes, including what it does
in the way of writing works of literature.

Literature in our conventional sense has also depended
on a new sense of the his was

legalized in mo . All the salient forms
and techniques of literature have, moreover, exploited the
new sense of selfhood. Early first-person novels.like Robinson

Crusoe adopted the direct presentation of interiority character-
e
istic of seventeenth-century Protestant confessional works.

Eighteenth-century novels in letters exploited epistolary

presentatlons of subjectivity. Romantic._poetry, affirmed a

yric "I.” Nineteenth-century novels developed sophisticated
forms gf thircT—f;E‘fsbﬁ narration. These allowed a double sim-

ultaneous presentation by way of indirect discourse of two
subjectivities, that of the garrator that of the character.
Twentieth-century novels present directly in words the

“stream of consciousness” of fictional protagonists. Molly

Bloom's soliloquy at the end of Ulysses is the pgﬁrg{dligmatic case

of the lawer. .
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