
grave challenge- for to reveal so great a 
moral blindspot in  a writer of Dostoev- 
ski's ethical urgency is to force a reeval- 
uation not only of the artist's life, but 
also of his work. 
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Fredric Jameson's aim is to find a placc 
for a cohercnt Marxist theory of litera- 
ture amid the anarchic ferment cur- 
rently bubbling in the world of literary 
criticism. At least since the advent of 
Roland Barthes, Jacques Derrida, and 
Michel Foucault, absolutely everything 
about the text has been put into ques- 
tion. Once critics prided themselves on 
their skill 'in concocting solutions- 
elixirs that, dropped discreetly into a 
poem, play, or novel, suddenly ren- 
dered a11 murkiness clear and banished 
all opacities. Apparent absurdities re- 
vealed a hidden logic; apparent crudi- 
ties were rendered digestible when the 
critic revealed subtle felicities in  a com- 
bination of flavors that, to a more naive 
taste, might seem unpalatable. In short, 
until the advent of the structuralists 
and the, de$onstructionists, the reigning 
bias of i i teray criticism was in.favor of 
order, of .reducing the difficulties of a 
text by appeal to the clear principles 
that underlay it. 

But.twenty or thirty years ago critics 
began 'to turn this convenient arrange- 

' ment inside out. Increasingly they 
found it necessary and uSeful to focus 
on thegips in a text, the problems that 
defy 'easy solution. More and more 
they've come to be suspicious of any- 
one who tries to trace down a complex 
text to a set of easily mastered govern- 
ing propositions. The  c r i t i N  atmo- 
sphere has shifted from the polite ap- 
plause of the classical ballet theatre, 
where the audience prides itself on a 
respectful appreciation of well-main- 
tained bodies in  beautifully formed pat- 
terns, to the wolf-whistles and rude cat- 
calls of the burlesque house, where the 
audience unsentimentally scrutinizes 
the performer's anatomy and reserves 
the right to comment aloud on skewed 
proportions, blemishes, and cellulite. 

Whatever you think of this trend- 
and it has more advantages than my 
brief account of it might imply-pity 
the poor Marxist who faces it. For 
Marxism is an inherently orderly phi- 
losophy. It rests, as lameson is careful to 
p i n t  out, on historical'materialism- 
not the crude assertion that physical 
matter is the basis of all reality, but on 
the proposition that an inevitable his- 
torical process is the ultimate grounc! 
upon which rests all experience, men- 
tal and physical. Hence every phenom- 
enon, from a revolution or strike to a 
novel or poem, must, if rigorously 
examined, trace back to historical 
forces, which are its point of origin and 

its ultimatesause. So Marxist literary 
criticism is faced with, a dilemma, how 
to take some account of the current rev- 
olution in critical method yet maintain 
its commitment to an orderly and inte- 
grated vision of the physical, social, and 
literary universe. 

The Political Unconscious is a Val- 
iant, ingenious, and closcly reasoned 
attempt to provide a solution. Its argu- 
ments are far too intricate to be ade- 
quately presented here, but Jameson's 
linchpin thesis, developed in a long 
introductory 'essay, "On Interpreta- 
tion," can be summarized briefly. He 
distinguishes three phases in any valid 
Marxist interpretation of a text. The 

" . . .the University of Chicago Press and its new 
paperback 'Chicago Originals' series must be 
congratulated for making this book available."-from a 
review of The Soviet Novel in Worldview 

That's always been our business: makin hi h-quality scholarship 
available. But with t h e  introduction oft \ E  e HICAGO ORIGINALS 
imprint we're able  to offer first editions of high caliber rcscqch and 
incisive scholarship at lowcrpriccs. Incorporating the  bcst of cloth and  
paper. the new format of this series-sewn rather than glued bindings. 
wrap-around covers, acid-free paper-means that  you can afford to 
take your pick from a line of books designed to be read, and  
re-read . . . a n d  re read .  

Equality, Moral Incentives, and the Market 

Joseph H. Carens 
An Esso y in Utopian polirico- Economic Theory , 

Paw Coalitions 

John R. Petrock 
Realignments and the Decline of the New Deal Party System 

The Emergenci, of the Past 

Dale H. Porter 
A Theory of Historical Explanation . 

Two Worlds of Uberalism 

Eldon J. Eiaentwh 
Religion and Politics in Hobbes, Locke, and Mill 

Th6 Soviet Novd 
History as Ritual 
KatOdrUrchrk 

All priced at.$20. W or less. 

THE UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO PRESS 
5801 S. Elli Ave. Chicago, IL 80637 

2) 



first is simply to read it as any critic 
might in a classic31 exphcution de 
texte, looking for thcmcs, formal pat- 
terns, the telltale marks of consistent 
intention. But (and here lameson inter- 
sects with thc structuralists and decon- 
structionists) if such a method is a p  
plied rigorously, it will cventually 
come to reveal same ineradicable flaw, 
gap, or contradiction. BLit these contra- 
dictions, jamcson says, milst not lcad.us 
to thc conclusion that a text is hopeless- 
l y  closed, rcndercd impotcnt by its own 
paradoxes. Rathcr, such impssiblc con- 
tradictions rise from, and thus point 
toward, s&ial anomalics. "The produc- 
tion of aesthetic ore narrative form 
is ... an ideological act in its own right, 
with the function .of inventing imagi- 
nary or formal 'solutions' to unresolva- 
ble social contradictions." In othcr 
words, the hidden gremlins in a text arc 
inevitable symbolic reflections of social 
problems. Though thc text may try, 
consciously or unconsciously, to rc- 
solvc them, i t  can't. 
So for lameson, the fault lines in a 

tcxt are not bad in thcmsclves and, once 
discovered, don't closc off discussion. 
They drivc the rcadcr onward toward 
"thc great collcctive and class dis- 
courses of which a tcxt is little more 

' than an individual parole or uttcrancc." 
And finally, all such contradictions, 
formal and social, must bc seen as signs 
of the historically evolving "modes of 
production" that are, for Jameson, the 
ccntral forccs of rcality. He thus allows 
far the currently influcntial .idea that 
the tcxt, taken by itself, may bc indc- 
tcrminatc, hut he insists that its inde- 
terminacy is thc product of dctermin- 
able forccs. 

That, in short, is the book's carcfully 
thought out premisc. In the latter chap- 
ters of The Politiccll Unconscious, Jamc- 
son puts his premise to the tcst in dis- 
cussions of Balzac, Gissing, Conrad, and 
othcrs. Here thc going Ixcomcs a bit 
rougher. Thc theoretical discussion at 
times bccomes extremely complex! 
Terms multiply like rabbits, then copu- 
late with each othcr to produce still 
more terms, which hop madly through 
the discussion, leaving droppings and 
otherwise making nuisances of them- 
selves. And after all thc labor, .the 
insights produced about the novels un- 
der scrutiny oftcn seem rathcr obvlous. 
Hcathcliff in Wuthering Helghts, for 
example, is revealed as a "protocapital- 
ist," a point about which Emily Bronte 
herself is, I think, quite cxplicit, and 
24 

which is scarcely worth thc pothcr 
jamcson raises about it. 

But the book's central idea is arrest' 
ing and forcefully argued. I t  amounts to 
a formidable bricf for the continuing 
survival of Marxist criticism in what 
oftcn Seems a fatally hostile climatc. 
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When, in 1961, at thc agc of seventy- 
fivc, Karl Barth rctircd from his profcs- 
sorship at Basel, thc neo-orthodox 
niovcnicnt he had fathcrcd was, likc 
his own rcrnarkable cncrgics, on thc 
wanc. Rudolph Rultniann's cxistcntial* 
ism, thc "ncw quest" for thc historical 
Jcws, and soon thc death of God thcolo 
gy wcrc in the ascendcncy. The cold 
har ,  though thawing, was still intciise. 
During thc last Seven years of his life 
Barth rcmained an acutc observer of 
theological and secular affairs- to the 
end the preacher with tlic Biblc in one 
hand, the ncwspaper in the othcr. 
"Good news,'' he writes to a lady anx- 
ious alwiit the al lcgd dcrnise of the 
Almighty, "Cod is not dead. Hc docs 
not havc to retire in thc autumn (likc 
Konrad Adcnaucr). He docs not intcnd 
to do so in two years (likc Nikita 
Khrushchcv). I f  we arc still alive, we 
arc upheld wcll." Unapologctiwlly thc 
partisan of a thcology "from above," 
Barth found firm footing thcrc for salty 
cultural and political criticism. His 
woridcrful letters from this pcriod, to 
thc very great 'and thc very small, are 
full of his special brand of the curmud- 
geonly and thc chccrful. 

Nor was hc idlc. The original encrgy 
of tcn mcn is mcrcly rcduccd to that of 
five. In 1962 he visited thc Unitcd 

atcs for thc first time, gavc Icctures, s), hugcly and cvcrywhcrc honorcd 
("vanity of vanities," he remarks, obvi- 
ously plcascd), mct Billy Graham ("I 
told him 'openly spcaking' I did not 
likc his pcrformancc in the football sta- 
dium in St. Jakob"), and, Civil War 

buff that hc was, hc toured battlcfields 
and took special p l c a s h  in firing a 
musket across the lames Rivcr- hitting 
thc targct of course. For the six years 
lcft to him, he continued to preach n t  
the Bascl prison, givc seminars, work 
on his."Moby Dick" (thc Church D.og 
matics, in twclvc volumcs at that date), 
rcceivc a constant parade of visitors, 
avidly rcad and commcnt on the works 
of collcagucs, writc lettcrs, and takc 
some relish, i t  wotild scem, in usu:illy 
saying "Nein" to invitations to spcak or 
Icnd his aura to antibomb marclics (thc 
obicction k i n g  that he wouldn't u;nlcss 
hc wcrc fit to inarch). For cvcrything 
hc g3vc thanks; he was ;is "grcatly 
incensed or amused" hy everything in 
the world as cvcr. 

NO, he didn't lose an ouncc of his 
salt. Beware, he warns a daughtcrin- 
law and thc tlicologian Ccorgc C:isalis: 
Teilhard de Chardin is a "giant gnostic 
snakc." Thc rationalc for the Vatican 
Council's dccrcc on religious liberty is 
"abSolntcly terriblc." For Dorothcc 
SZjllc's'ncw h k  in 1065 he invokes rhc 
Pai.line injunction: "that woman 
should kccp silciicc in the church." 
nultmann, Fuchs, :ind Elxling arc so 
much "stroiitiuni dispcrscd in thc at- 
mosphcrc." T h e  cmperor has no 
clothcs, he's sure, but don't siipprcss 
the movemcnt; it will pass. In the 
meantime, hc longs for "a propcr IOVC 
story with somc sap in it." On the othcr 
hand, Moltmann's thcology of hope has 
possibilitics; but to the author tic says, 
"your Cod sccms to mc to bc rathcr a 
pauper." As for Panncnbcrg, well, hc 
tclls him frankly lic finds him a t h o .  
logical "reactionary." And, having latc 
in life gottcn into thc ccumcnical habit 
of listening to Roman Catholic radio 
scrmons, hc writes Fathcr Karl Kahncr 
about onc of his, complainina i t  lackcd 
"spiritual salt," had too much "rcli- 
gious SOCiO~Ogy"; he advises Mozart's 
music as a cure. 

With thc impaticncc of onc who has 
already traveled thc anthropoccntric 
routc of Schlcicrniachcr, thc old sagc of 
Bawl flashes rcpcated warnings to his 
new Catholic fricnds against the dan- 
gers of "NeoPrdtcstantism." Why all 
this prcoccuparion with "autlientici- 
ty"? he complains to Hans Kiing. Why 
not first, Ixforc any criticism, a joyous 
glory to God? "Whcrc in this book of 
yours is the author of thc Imk on justi- 
ficaiion!" I think I am glad Karl Barth 
was never pope; hc might liavc fired off 
more anathemas than any rccent in- 


