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Preface
This collection of interviews covers the years 1976 to 2000, as well as a wide variety
of subjects. Except for the first one, which appeared in the Cornell University journal
Diacritics and was a written exchange between the editors and myself, all of these
pieces occurred, so to speak, in a face-to-face situation. Necessarily then, they reflect
the immediacy of such encounters, the back-and-forth, the informal question-andanswer language, the circling around, making, and remaking of a point or argument,
the challenge and counter-challenge of interviewer(s) and interviewee. They have been
edited first of all by the journals, newspapers, and magazines that conducted the
interviews in the first place and where they originally appeared, second by Professor
Gauri Viswanathan and Shelley Wanger, third by me. As such then, they are a
composite of direct discourse and later clarification. No effort at all has been made by
anyone involved to make these interviews seem more “writerly.” They are therefore
principally the records of various occasions, in many different times and places,
publications, interviewers (the U.S., Europe, the Middle East, India), and many
different situations, moods, and concerns.
Interviews play a role that essays and books do not. Most often in my case, they
have arisen as responses to what I have written in my books and articles and, as such,
reflect the interests of whoever is conducting the interview. I must say, though, that
they have become the steady feature of the life of the publishing teacher and public
critic. Wherever I go to lecture or publish a book, I am very grateful that kind and
intellectually generous individuals give me the opportunity to answer their questions,
on the spot and without preparation. In many ways, interviews are sustained acts of
discovery, not only for the person being interviewed but for even the well-prepared
interviewer. Thus, it is refreshingly often the case that someone with a long list of
carefully written out questions discards the list and proceeds simultaneously and
directly to talk to me—from out of our discussion rather than off a page—and then
more discovery often does occur, with results that are usually unpredictable. Every
situation therefore reflects a specific set of circumstances, and since I have been
involved in the public domain as a political activist as well as an intellectual and
scholar, all sorts of challenges arise, which I have tried to meet. In any case, it is my
hope that despite their informality and relatively wide-ranging nature, these interviews
will also answer to the reader’s interests and concerns—at another time, in another
place.
E.W.S.
New York,
March 20, 2001
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Introduction
by Gauri Viswanathan
Few authors today are as prolific as Edward W. Said. The author of almost two dozen
books, Said has written on a broad array of topics ranging from literary criticism to
Middle East politics to opera, film, and travel. His views, marked by an engaging
communicative energy, have reached a wide audience through his publications, articles
and books, whether the subject is Joseph Conrad, Richard Wagner, or Palestine and the
peace process. He is also the subject of several full-length works and anthologies of
critical essays; indeed, there are at least a half dozen publications every year on his
work, and books offering critical perspectives on Edward Said have become a growth
industry in themselves. So much has been written by and about him that one can be
pardoned for asking what new insights a book of interviews can be expected to
provide that are not already present in Said’s writings or in works about him.
The answer is simple: The interviews Said gave over the past three decades boldly
announce that neither his own books and essays nor those written about him have the
last word. The first thing to note is not only the number of interviews Said has given,
both to print and broadcast media, but also the number of locations in which they took
place, spanning Asia and the Middle East as well as Europe and the United States.
They confirm his presence on the international stage as one of the most forceful public
intellectuals of our time, a man who evokes interest in the general public for his
passionate humanism, his cultivation and erudition, his provocative views, and his
unswerving commitment to the cause of Palestinian self-determination. Dispersed in
numerous publications around the world, these interviews have never before been
collected in a single book. Together, they reveal a ceaselessly roving mind returning to
earlier ideas in his books and articles and engaging with them anew. One measure of
the fluidity and range of Said’s thought is his ability to revisit arguments made in his
books and essays not merely to defend and elaborate on them but, more important,
both to mark their limits and probe their extended possibilities, especially in contexts
other than those which first gave rise to them. In other words, Said travels with his
ideas as far as they can go, long after they were first articulated, and he applies the
same skepticism toward uncritical assimilation of his work as he reserves in general to
his now-famous formulation about “traveling theory.” In the essay of the same name,
published in The World, the Text, and the Critic (1983), Said argued that theories
developed in local contexts tend to lose their elasticity and become diluted in power
and meaning when transported elsewhere. In their attenuated form, theories can be no
more than strategic methods, with system and procedure taking the place of genuine
thought.
The weakened force of traveling theories challenges the conventional notion that
one of the ways influence carries its weight is by claiming a general application,
erasing distinctions between places and peoples. Such is the power of empire, too, that
the “universal is always achieved at the expense of the native” (“Criticism, Culture,
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and Performance”). It is only when local knowledge can be brought to bear on texts,
which are restored to their situations and locales, that readings can contest the
languages of universalism and standardization. An example of the productive uses of
bringing in the local context is Said’s description of Albert Camus’s use of the cultural
discourse of the French Lycée to stall the rise of an independent Algeria (Chapter 5).
This is an interpretative method Said uses when he reads his own work in response to
interviewers’ questions. Extending the critique of universalism to his own work, Said
draws attention to the localized conditions of knowledge production affecting one’s
understanding not only of the works one studies but also of those one writes. Being
interviewed in so many parts of the world, he is invariably asked to respond to the
concerns most pertinent to those places and to rethink his own work in relation to
those different concerns. Take, for example, the question of Said’s impact on historians
of India. He is asked in an interview at Calcutta (“I’ve Always Learnt During the
Class”) whether it is not the case that, as a result of his influence on colonial discourse
studies, Indian history writing has been “derailed” from its social history agenda. The
interviewer’s suggestion is that the writing of Indian postcolonial history might have
continued to follow the Marxist trajectory that dominated the school of Indian
historiography were it not for Said’s interventions in cultural politics, which diverted
the scholarly focus from class analysis to a study of the discursive power of colonial
texts and their representations. The interviewer’s question highlights the fact that, in
postcolonial societies, there is no commonly agreed-upon approach to decolonizing
the mind, to use N’gugi wa Thiong’o’s famous phrase. We learn that what might
appear as a revolutionary moment in the Western academy, with the advent of
postcolonial studies stimulated largely by Said’s work, is received with reserve and
caution in some postcolonial societies.
Without minimizing the specificity of different colonial histories, Said’s response
bemoans the tendency to consider historical study as divorced from considerations of
language and form, just as literature is considered to be separate from history and
politics. Both literature and history involve the sifting of evidence and interpretation,
he points out, and the idea that somehow the writing of history can be hijacked by
focusing on discourses of power begs the question of whether facts can be studied
independently of the ways in which they have been presented and recorded in
language. Nonetheless, the exchange is a reminder that resistances to a writer’s
influence also signal attempts to restore the local density of different histories.
Ironically, both Said and his interviewers agree on this notion, though the point of
departure in raising it is the charge that the sense of the local is lost in Saidian-inspired
criticism. Once again, Said is provided with an opportunity to expand on his
arguments and, through a questioning of this theory’s limits, bring himself closer to the
particular concerns of the cultures whose journalists and scholars are talking to him.
Said’s responses to interviewers’ questions enact the way knowledge arises from
interactions with others that he describes in Orientalism, The World, the Text, and the
Critic, and Culture and Imperialism. How people know is an important part of his
preoccupations, particularly when it is framed as cultural and political exchange, and
the interviews go a long way toward illuminating this process. As Said repeatedly
points out, his driving interest is in how systems and institutions come into being, how
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they acquire the force that they do, and what new forms of thought and representation
they stabilize through their discursive power. If Said turns such questions inward on
his own writings, it is a measure of how insistently he submits to the same standard of
accountability to political exigencies and historical circumstances that he applies to the
works he studies. The interviews show that the investigation of knowledge production
is simultaneously an introspective project for Said, though not necessarily in the sense
that its ultimate goal is hermeneutic or psychoanalytical self-analysis. For in more than
autobiographical ways, interviews have the virtue of compelling writers to turn their
critical gaze on the circumstances that produce their own works, and thus the
interviews act as catalysts for self-examination. In Said’s case, self-searching
reproduces the forms and procedures of critical scrutiny of other texts.
This double movement is amply evident in the interviews collected here. Take, for
instance, Said’s reflections on the work that catapulted him onto the international
stage, Orientalism. Obviously, many interviewers come back to this book as a pivotal
point of reference for their own queries about the relations between knowledge and
power, representation and authority, and about the influence of such thinkers as
Foucault, Gramsci, and Vico on Said’s articulation of these connections. Many
interviewers, riding the wave of poststructuralism, prod Said to think anew about what
might be construed as a negative view of agency. In this perception, webs of power
constructed by and around discourse rob individuals of the capacity to resist power or
rewrite it in terms that restore agency to themselves. In other words, does Said truly
believe that individuals are doomed to inhabit the representations that usurp their own
lived reality? Is there no way out of the prison of Orientalist representations?
However, far from attributing total coercive power to discourse, Said refers on
more than one occasion to Orientalism as a “meaningful” rather than meaningless
system of discursive rule. In a move that puts distance between himself and Foucault,
Said instead prefers to view Orientalist representations for what they enable through
the mechanisms of power. At first glance, “enablement” appears to suggest no more
than that Orientalism produces a whole field of study in the form of comparative
religion, literary studies, and anthropology, so that its productive value—its
establishment of academic disciplines—is really an ironic outcome of negative
perceptions of the non-Western world. After all, Foucault had earlier suggested that
discourses of power did not constrain individuals so much as they produced civil
subjects of the state, so that Said’s analysis might appear merely an orthodox extension
of Foucault’s.
But by placing himself in the narrative as a formerly colonized subject, having gone
through an Anglicized education in Cairo that trained him to know more about the
Enclosure Act than Arab history, Said makes room for a dynamic concept of critical
consciousness. In a major move, he turns Orientalism into a trigger for both critique
and self-examination. Let us be clear about one thing: autobiography does not often
intrude into Said’s works. However, when it does, as in the introductory chapter in
Orientalism, autobiography is turned to devastating effect. Under a subsection
pointedly titled “The personal dimension,” Said refers to the “punishing destiny” of
being a Palestinian in the West, held hostage by dehumanizing ideologies. This
disheartening experience leads him to study Orientalism, as he remarks, in order to
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“inventory the traces” upon him of the dominating culture. A term borrowed from the
Italian political philosopher Antonio Gramsci, “inventory” refers at once to
stocktaking and filling out the historical record. The most significant line in all of
Said’s works, in my view, is the one in Orientalism where he writes: “I have tried to
maintain a critical consciousness as well as employing those instruments of historical,
humanistic, and cultural research of which my education has made me the fortunate
beneficiary.”
This is a vital key to Said’s method and purpose: Orientalism is not finally an
annihilating system; rather, in a boomerang effect, it equips its subjects with a critical
repertoire that ultimately is used, ironically, to contest Orientalism’s power and reach.
This conviction pervades much of Said’s works and interviews, and it provides the
dialectical energy for considering negative representations of “Orientals,” not in order
to wallow in a rhetoric of victimization but to deflect such representations back toward
their perpetrators, using the tools of humanistic research bestowed by them. This
partly explains Said’s avowed humanism, his repeated insistence on the pleasures of
the text. No small part of Said’s delight in the works he studies and teaches is that he
can read them with keen attentiveness to the imagery, vocabulary, and structure of
Orientalist representations, which he insistently shows as being at the aesthetic core of
many literary texts. Far from rejecting these works as despicable products of modern
Orientalism, Said is clearly fascinated by them, and he believes their aesthetic value is
not compromised but rather defined by the political interests that determine their
writing in the first place. Thus, to read literature outside its political contexts and
origins in the name of aesthetic appreciation produces only false or incomplete
readings. Such approaches, he argues, turn a blind eye to the vital conjunction between
aesthetics and power.
Said’s love of literature is writ large in all the interviews, even in those in which the
main topic is Palestine and the peace process. Interestingly, he evokes the pleasure of
aesthetics to drive home his point that systematized thinking narrows one’s perspective
and produces rigidities in place of a creative openness to discovery and knowledge.
Even more than his writings, the interviews reveal a man in profound conflict with
schematizations of all kinds. At times the conflict is so intense as to make palpable
Said’s impatience with patterned, predictable reasoning. He does so in ways that selfconsciously evoke the dangers and risks of uncharted exploration. For instance, in the
Diacritics interview “Beginnings,” Said points up an opposition between systematized
thinking and hedonism, defining the latter as the refusal to ply the well-trodden path. It
is the use of the word hedonism that compels attention, accounting perhaps for the
reason that literary texts embedded in the perversions of Orientalist logic so fascinate
him, as if there is an element of alienation in the very thing that attracts him. In fact, at
times the literary becomes synonymous with a complex mix of unpredictability, selfindulgence, and unregulated, even unrestrained cognition. Most important, even as
literature is believed to evoke cultural tradition and heritage, its resistance to
predictable regimens paradoxically breaks it away from the sense of a past, or what
Said describes as “freeing oneself of one’s past attachments and habits and alliances.”
The residual hedonism in critical acts is thus for him a strategic form of knowledge.
Said’s aesthetic concerns are therefore much larger than what discussions focused
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primarily on discourse and power in Orientalism allow. Such discussions confine his
literary criticism to the analysis of representations and stereotypes, and minimize his
notion of aesthetic experience as both a response to and an account of multiple cultural
influences. On the contrary, his most recent work, Reflections on Exile and Other
Essays, is the culmination of a critical path which began with the pressures upon him
to reveal not a single identity or a single awareness, but rather a composite of cultures,
identities, and affiliations. Such complex formations mark the advent of both the
modern novel and the modern subject, deracinated and dislocated from one place and
one time. In Culture and Imperialism Said had already begun to explore imperialism’s
impact on the novel form by looking for the dissonant textures that firmly located the
European novel in the space and time of empire. In evoking the musical concept of
counterpoint, he extended the range of analysis of literary texts by listening to the
multiple mix of voices playing off against each other. In his interview with Bonnie
Marranca, Marc Robinson, and Una Chaudhuri in “Criticism, Culture, and
Performance,” Said explicitly links his critical method with his experience of exile: “If
you’re an exile—which I feel myself, in many ways, to have been—you always bear
within yourself a recollection of what you’ve left behind and what you can remember,
and you play it against the current experience.” This is a marvelous illustration of the
productive uses of counterpoint, explaining Said’s deep, abiding interest in music for
the expressive means it offers him for living, thinking, and reading in modes of
simultaneity, connection, and opposition.
Even while Said estranges readings of Orientalism that stress only its Foucaultian
derivation, there is another kind of estrangement that occurs when he is interviewed in
different parts of the globe, especially in the Arab world. One of his most revealing
interviews, “Orientalism, Arab Intellectuals, Marxism, and Myth in Palestinian
History,” was published in the Arab periodical Al Jadid, in which he responds to the
interviewer’s queries about the reception of Orientalism by Islamic figures. Said is
categorical in his rejection of readings that appropriate the book for advancing an
Islamic agenda, on the premise that his critique of Western representations of Islam
opens the door for claiming him as a spokesperson for Islam. This is a delicate matter,
as it might easily be argued that authors who critique distortions in media and
literature do so in order to uphold some idea of a “true” representation to which they
are sympathetic. To disavow sympathy must surely invite the charge of insincerity at
best or betrayal at worst. Said is aware of this, just as he is also conscious of how little
control authors have over the ways in which their writings are interpreted or used.
One of the useful functions of the interviews is to engage with this dilemma. If
Orientalism has become a rallying text around which those frustrated by persistent
distortions of their culture and religion have mobilized, Said finds himself challenged
to accommodate interpretations that stretch the limits of his own purposes and intents.
He realizes he cannot draw a line and claim he has written his work only to correct the
historical record in the West and not to facilitate the restitution of those who have been
wronged by that history. That dilemma is already raised when Said was asked to
respond to the fact that the front cover of one of his books bears an image of a Hamas
slogan on a Palestinian wall, announcing that Hamas is the resistance. (The
interviewer does not specify which book.) Contrary to his interviewer’s probable
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expectation that he would most certainly be defensive or discomfited, Said calmly
states that the image, chosen by his publishers, did not conflict with the theme of his
book, which was about protest and anger, and that writing on walls is a legitimate form
of protest. By steadfastly refusing to allow the main issue to be diverted to whether he
supports Hamas or not, Said keeps injustice and oppression at the center of attention.
These should never be lost sight of, we are reminded, and that Said can keep them in
view without legitimizing acts of violence is no small part of the challenge he
confronted, as well as his achievement, in this interview.
But returning to the subject of Orientalism’s reception in the Middle East, in the
same interview Said restores a pedagogical dimension to the discussion in reminding
his readers that polemics is far easier than careful, serious research and reflection. To
that end, he maintains, the purposes of his study were to equip readers with the critical
apparatus to empower themselves through rational debate and argument, rather than
through a simple reversal of terms—that is, tearing down Orientalism by putting up
Occidentalism in its place. To those on the frontlines, this will appear an intellectualist
rather than activist argument, and the tone of a number of interviews reflects the
tension between these two models of action. The tension is never fully resolved. The
call to action that Said makes on numerous occasions can, in some instances, be read
in terms of scrupulous research, criticism, and self-understanding. From the point of
view of those entering the academy, there is a compelling appeal in such calls, but to
those in the places that feed the Western imagination with false images and
stereotypes, much more is asked of Said’s pedagogy than it can bear. One can hear the
demands for programmatic action in the voices of the interviewers, particularly in Asia
and the Middle East, and these demands make for a lively dynamic between Said and
his interlocutors, which replays, in some respects, Said’s articulation of Palestinian
self-determination from the groundwork of intellectual responsibility and criticism.
Though for purposes of clarity this book is divided into two sections
—“Performance and Criticism” and “Scholarship and Activism”—such distinctions
are arbitrary at the same time, since Said rarely talks about literature without also
engaging politics, and vice versa. But the division is intended to facilitate the reader’s
grasp of the parallel and often intersecting strands of development in politics and
culture. The interviews are arranged chronologically, progressing in the first section
from the thinking that resulted in such works as Beginnings, Orientalism, Culture and
Imperialism, and writings on opera and performance; and in the second, from the
earliest articulations of Palestinian self-determination to the disillusionment of a
compromised peace process. The interviews take place in a number of different
locations. Indeed, the geographic diversity reveals Edward Said’s engagement not only
with multiple issues but also with the many different cultural and political
circumstances of the places in which he is interviewed. His interviews in the American
and European media contrast sharply with those in places like India, Pakistan,
Lebanon, the West Bank, and Israel, with interviewers’ questions illuminating the
particular concerns, crises, and complications of their own societies. As Said himself
observes, while a great deal of his work concerns the Middle East, his writings are
often received with more enthusiasm in countries outside the Arab world, such as in
Latin America, Africa, and Japan, and he turns this observation around to contemplate
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the relative vitality of intellectual culture in various postcolonial societies.
The original idea for this book came from Anita Roy, a former editor at Oxford
University Press, India. She approached me a few years ago to ask whether I would be
interested in doing a book of conversations with Edward Said. As someone who
studied with Said and learned, in effect, how to think about questions of scholarship,
history, knowledge, and power through his encouragement, I did not need to be
persuaded about the merits of a book that captured his speaking voice, his
interlocutory presence, and his pedagogical engagement. The book may have changed
shape somewhat from the time Anita Roy discussed it with me, expanding
considerably to include previously published interviews, but the original motivation
remains the same. No greater value can be claimed for the interview form than that,
unlike books and essays, it preserves the voice of the speaker, teacher, debater, and
interlocutor. Said’s is a remarkable voice in contemporary criticism. We have seen it
amply in print. But those who have had the privilege to hear his lectures know how
powerful a speaker and teacher Said is, how much he relishes the occasion for
exchange that the format of questions and answers provides. Interviews may not be the
same as classroom interaction, but they come uncannily close to capturing the
dynamics of a classroom. Unless their lectures are videotaped, few teachers have an
opportunity to leave behind a record of the questions that stimulate discussion and the
arguments that promote debate. At the end of a class we know we have reached a point
hardly anticipated at the start, and we are often fond of mulling over the ways we
reached certain conclusions, through stimulus and provocation. Happily, published
interviews can capture that spark, that moment of combustion when a well-considered
question sets off a chain of exuberant reflection and dialogue. And when the person on
the other end is as eloquent, articulate, and thoughtful as Edward Said, reading the
interviews is as close as it gets to being in a packed lecture hall.
———
Special thanks go to Shelley Wanger of Pantheon Books for her strong support and
attentiveness to detail, to Zaineb Istrabadi for excavating many of the interviews
collected here, and to Edward W. Said for his advice and friendship.
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Part One

Performance and Criticism

15

1
Beginnings
I had just published my first book of theoretical criticism, Beginnings: Intention and Method, and
had already written most of Orientalism when this interview with Diacritics was published. It was
the first extended reflection of its kind that I had done. E.W.S.

Your scholarly work is commonly associated with what we might term a “critical
avant-garde,” a constellation of critics, as it were, who are concerned with the
philosophical questions encountered in interpretive activity and who are prone to draw
on the difficult theoretical reflection which informs a major strain of continental
criticism. In this connection, you recently expressed considerable sympathy for the
deeply philosophical criticism of Harold Bloom, whose work strikes some readers as
being not only recondite and arcane, but also otherworldly, submerged in poetry to the
exclusion of the prosaic world, lofted into a prophetic flight toward an ultimate
convergence with the literary text. No doubt you would find such an image of Bloom’s
work quite unfair. Yet one wonders how you respond to the general resistance which
the writing of a Bloom or a de Man is prone to encounter from readers who find it to
be far removed from the cultural and political arena of our time—unlike your own
work, which at the very least has to be read as a direct challenge to the ideological
complicities of much academic criticism.
You raise some important points. First of all, let’s consider your proposition about a
critical avant-garde. No one to my knowledge has analyzed such a proposition
seriously, although there seems to be a general feeling about it that literary criticism in
the English-speaking world now can be divided into two kinds, French-influenced and
non-French-influenced, the former being avant-garde, the latter traditional. This is a
sloppy—but by no means passive—feeling, since the evidence commonly (and
aggressively) cited for it is either crudely sociological or stylistic, if by style we mean
only what kind of vocabulary, authorities, texts a critic employs. The critics you have
called avant-garde belong, of course, in the French-influenced group, they are likely to
be East Coast critics and middle-aged, they get high salaries at famous universities,
they are prolific writers of essays on other critics, they either write about
unfashionable authors (Pater, Shelley, Emerson) or about a handful of very fashionable
ones (Rousseau, Nietzsche, Freud), they use words like deconstruction and
demystification, they are less likely to refer to Empson than to Barthes, their prose
does not resemble Edmund Wilson’s, and so forth; listing their attributes can be done
as a sort of parlor game, and one need only do it as a higher form of gossip—except
that by and large the avant-garde critics have two or three serious things in common,
so far as their audience, the student of literature, and the reception of their work are
concerned. I shall leave aside for now the critical theory—if one can talk about it in so
unitary a way—that justifies us in putting them together; now I would like to discuss
them as others see them.
In the first place, their work angers a great many people who resent being asked by
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a critic to read sentences that (a) do not make a “factual” point about the author’s
biography, the work’s textual history, or some such thing; (b) do not tell the reader
what to think about a work or author or period; (c) do not spend much time explicitly
making value-judgments about the work; (d) do not make a fetish of gross chronology;
(e) do not badger the reader either with catalogues of other critical opinions or with
lists of works testifying to the critic’s erudition, sense of tradition, humble place in
scholarly life (perhaps “badger” is not the only word one can use here; “fortify” seems
relevant too). Take these sorts of things together and you will see immediately that one
novel thing about these critics is that their rituals and procedures differ from the ones
fathered on academic literary criticism since the end of the nineteenth century. Their
notion of what a text is, their addiction to terminological invention, their comparative
disregard for biography, their alertness not to “traditions” so much as to
“problematics”—all these set them apart. But principally of course, they are
provocative critics, mainly because they turn the criticism of a text or author into a
methodological and self-conscious issue of the first importance; thus the appreciation
or valorization of a work or author, which we sometimes assume to be the goal of
criticism, turns out here to be its point of departure, in some cases even a hidden point
of departure. There is additional provocation in the position they take (and I am using
“position” in a very literal way) toward the work; Swift used to say that the bad thing
about critics is that because they come after a work, they can always rather nastily
crowd out everybody else and ruin a work’s reputation. For these critics, however, the
work is a contemporary thing, along and within which they place their own; what they
do is recreative, in all senses of that word. For all its difficulty their work contains a
sense of the pleasure taken in having tried at least to meet the literary text on some
other level than the ruthlessly evaluative (which is one of the things Swift feared, since
he was thinking—as we all do—of the tyranny of popular reviewers) or the flatteringly
appreciative.
The point is that critics are supposed to be commentators from below, as it were, to
stand to literature as Howard Cosell stands to Muhammed Ali. If a critic tries to treat a
text, whose principal characteristic seems to be its holy fossilization by time, with
something resembling co-temporality, even deferential and respectful co-temporality, a
lot of people suddenly see red. Intertextuality, which is what the avant-garde critic
claims is the universal condition of texts (all texts, critical and “creative”), is not
supposed to be true of criticism. According to the cant belief of those who think that a
critic’s main justification is to help the work to be better appreciated, which makes
him or her extra-textual at best, the critic has no right to point out, for example, that
literature is language, and that criticism is language too, with its own problems and
limitations of course, but language nonetheless. I needn’t elaborate too much here,
since Barthes’s Critique et verité marshalls all the debating techniques on both sides of
the critical fence, and he illustrates too the degree of violence that a certain kind of
new criticism produces in the rhetoric of its (usually) self-proclaimed enemies. For
avant-garde critics of the kind I’m discussing seem rather mild-mannered when it
comes to their opponents; all the ire comes from the other side; this is not a fierce, or
combative, or rhetorically aggressive avant-garde; it seems more devoted to its work—
rightly so—than to carrying on campaigns against the so-called old guard, which has
been very energetic and diligent in going after the critical avant-garde. The latter, to be
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fair about it, does seem at times infected with a kind of clubby hothouse grandeur, as if
all that mattered to it were Derrida and Heidegger and not at all the sweaty workshops
in which much intellectual work is transacted.
So anger is a common reaction these critics produce. Another—and this is a more
important matter—is that their subject matter is innovative and hence outrageous to an
audience that believes a critic ought to confine himself to canonical issues and
techniques: explication, commentary, historical background, biography, and so forth.
Amongst the Yale critics, for example, you can notice how the titles of some of their
books actually deflect criticism onto new subjects: influence (a standard, perhaps the
standard, concern in school criticism) is associated not with source studies but with
anxiety; formalism and insight (two of the code words of the American New
Criticism) are tied respectively to transcendence and blindness. Everyone will agree
that this avant-garde, like all avant-gardes, is preposterous to a certain degree. Its first
order of business is not presence but deferred presence, or absence; for its purposes a
text is more an activity than a grounded object—the reversal of expectations is a long
and by now well-known list. Yet it is the work of the avant-garde that appeals to
students; they seek it out as something that elevates the drudgery of graduate literature
work to a higher, and if not to a higher then to a more interesting level. Why this
feeling should exist amongst students is a complicated question; to answer it one
would have to explain an apparent lack of vitality in historical or traditional
scholarship (the extent to which Auerbachs and Spitzers can’t be produced any more),
the economics of the profession (which with few jobs available is paradoxically more
prone to hire a structuralist-type new Ph.D. to teach traditionally conceived, or breadand-butter, courses than not), and the teachability, marketability, technicability—I’m
coining a word for the conversion of avant-garde criticism by opportunists into a
technical, pseudo-scientific criticism that pretends to stand for the new and the trendy
—of avant-garde criticism itself. But even if we don’t go into these matters the fact
remains that students flock to the new criticism for the sustained excitement and
dignity it communicates, and students feel (wrongly or rightly is not what I want to
discuss here) that these qualities are lacking in the established curricular study of
literature. The really interesting writing being done by the best people in their late
twenties and thirties is directly indebted to the avant-garde. The danger of course is
that avant-garde criticism is overesteemed for its comparative neglect of historical,
you might say archival concern: I’ll return to that problem a little later.
Innovation stimulates anger more or less naturally. Besides, other feelings become
engaged too: jealousy (why are those characters getting so much attention?),
xenophobia (that isn’t criticism, it’s frogspeak), and a not unjustified hostility to a new
coterie (there’s Commentary, there’s the New York Review, now there are Diacritics,
NLH, and Georgia Review: are they necessary?). But more fundamentally the avantgarde critics are literalizers, that is they take literature at its own word literally, they
treat it as language and so outdo (or overdo) the belle-lettrist old guard that believes
literature to be Literature, beautiful language, and so forth. One of the commonest
refrains now is that people like Bloom, Hartman, and de Man don’t write well (I’ve
made the observation myself, and had it made about me: a nice mess which I can’t
unravel). But what is at issue is not that they are influenced by a foreign tradition
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(since most of them had their ideas before the French influence, broadly speaking, was
felt). Neither is it that they have metaphysical concerns which get in the way of purely
(and purified) literary criticism. What is at stake, and makes it possible for “style” to
be used as a cosh with which to bang them around, is that their criticism takes
language as language, and then proceeds to discuss literature as embroiled in the
problems of language. “Style” is the weapon employed to bring literature back to the
realm of ideas, humanistic testimonials, and so forth, whereas for the avant-garde the
profound question is the embedding of literature in language. That and the way in
which language produces (rather than is produced by) meaning. In a certain sense, the
radicalism of the avant-garde is a conservative one, keeping literature to language and
the problems raised by language. And these can be intimate or embarrassing, as when
Bloom speaks of an Oedipal struggle enacted between poets whose only spoils of war
are lines of poetry. Perhaps one can also say that avant-garde critics of the sort I’ve
been talking about here are severe critics in the sense that Vico used the word. To a
great degree their severity accounts for the difficulty many people experience in
understanding their writing; it is a difficulty that comes directly, I think, from
limitation, not from the ambition to do too much.
So much for the reception at present of the embattled avant-garde you mentioned.
This is not to say that the avant-garde is the Yale school, since so far as I’m concerned
there are many other critics in the U.S.—Girard, Fletcher, Crews, Fish, Riddel, Poirier,
the early Sontag, Donato, and others—from whom I learn and who do very different
things, but which I would also call avant-garde. Neither can one confine the avantgarde to critics of a certain age; there is Kenneth Burke, there was Blackmur (the
greatest genius American criticism has produced) who belong to an earlier generation,
yet whose work bristles with invention, brilliance, and independence of the sort I have
been talking about.
I can’t claim to speak, however, of what people think I do, and in what camp my
work belongs, but I do feel that very often—too often in fact—the distinctions
between present avant-garde critics and “other” critics are invidious, and don’t serve
any purpose except to stir up a little excitement. I think that my interest in what is now
being written by critics, and what has been written, is very catholic indeed; a lot of the
time I am drawn to scholars who do not belong to the avant-garde, since the latter do
not seem to be interested as much as I would like in the sheer semantic thickness of a
literary text, and that thickness cannot be completely served by psychoanalysis,
semiology, and the like. If you read a critic like Harry Levin on Shakespeare or on the
novel you are getting a learned and sharp intelligence that can use much of what needs
to be used (including Lukács, Bachelard, Barthes, Freud, etc.) because it serves a
serious critical aim. You will never need to fear that only some of the problems of
Stendhal are being considered, or that a text by Flaubert is studied with no real
knowledge of Second Empire France, and so on. So it is probably far too schematic to
divide criticism into two hostile camps. In addition I think we should remember that
many scholars who themselves write traditional criticism are sensitively alert to and
sympathetic with what’s being done in the theory of criticism by the avant-garde. We
need to acknowledge that criticism is a very complex act: it involves performance,
cognition, intuition, style, ritual, and charlatanry of course. All of us can tell a good
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critic no matter what banner he or she carries; similarly, all of us know that it is
possible genuinely to learn from one critic and not from another. It’s not a partisan
matter finally.
But you ask about Bloom; let me talk about him a little. I’ve already expressed my
general opinion of his work in some detail, so there’s no need to do it again here. I can
add two observations of a different sort, however. Bloom is a critic who is not afraid of
being theoretical; that is, he is willing to talk in abstract and generalizing language
about patterns, forces, processes that inform the production and the reception of
literature. Of course he shares this theoretical interest with many of the avant-garde,
and it is something I find myself drawn to a great deal. The objections to theory in
literary criticism are so boring as to require no repetition now; but one thing that
strikes many of Bloom’s readers is the extravagance of his theory, or to use your
expression, its prophetic quality. One’s impression is that Bloom seems to have
allowed his theory to take over his criticism completely, if by criticism one means the
making of discrete judgments, rationalistic analysis, and so on. Moreover the complex
variety of literature appears to have been reduced by Bloom to an endless instance of
the theory. Perhaps all this is a way of saying that Bloom is a hedgehog, not a fox. But
all these objections are mainly, I think, a result of the difficulty that people have both
with theory as such, and with the (to them) impertinent pose of a critic who believes
he is getting to the very heart of the poetic process. Readers of Georges Poulet, who
has many of the same kind of problems with his audience, always say that he is too
abstract, or that he hasn’t any right to speak for really big authors like Stendhal or
Hugo; what such comments reveal, however, is the inability to deal with theory on
intellectual grounds. If one doesn’t like Bloom’s tone, or Poulet’s for that matter, and
if one feels that the whole idea of trying to penetrate into a poet’s consciousness is
ridiculous, then one ought to go on to show if and in what way the theory is falsifiable
or false (I am using Popperian language purposely), either by proposing a more correct
one or by demonstrating seriously—and not simply by pompous exhortation—that the
theory is misapplied. There is nothing more indecent in criticism than someone who
uses a lot of marginal nonsense (Bloom is too theoretical, or Bloom is reducing
everything to his theory) as a substitute for serious refutation; it is total bad faith, on
the other hand, to use the kind of third-hand language associated with high humanism
to suggest that Bloom has defiled literature and literary criticism.
A second general observation is that Bloom’s criticism is semioclastic in a very
extreme way. I use Barthes’s word for what he was doing in Mythologies since the
consequence of reading Bloom is that our image of what a poet does, how he works,
what his poetry is, becomes shattered. There is nothing so sacred to literature and
literary criticism as the mythology of creation. Bloom has made a shambles of that,
first by associating creation with contraction and repression, second by turning the
poet into a human being who is terribly mired (as Vico was the first to realize) in the
difficulties of generation, parenthood, and family life. Latecoming for Bloom is
primarily a biological and even sexual term; the affront to polite criticism that the term
delivers is unmistakable, and seems unforgivable.
For me Bloom’s criticism, when I first encountered it in its mature theoretical form
(I had read Shelley’s Mythmaking when I was a student) as a critic was and still is
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