that it can be chroniclcd. only a decade
at a time. We find, perhaps, a clue both
to Tolstoy's relentless productivity and
to Eikhcnbaum's biographical method
in a formula that the novelist dcveloped
in 1860: "in all worldly affairs, wisdom
consists not in understanding what one
must do, but rather ...in understanding
what onc must do first." IW-V

THE TIME OF THE SIGN:
A SEMIOTIC INTERPRETATION
OF MODERN CULTURE
by Dean MacCannell
and Juliet Flower MacCannell
(Indiana University Press; 224 pp.;
$18.50)

THE SOCIOLOGY OF CULTURE
by Raymond Williams
(Schocken Books; 248 pp.; S7.95
Ipapcrl)

and bloody acts, Maoism, and the fascism of language. Awarc of these prob
lems, the MacCannells sliite that they
arc studying "thc means of production
of meaning." That they are n o t o n l y
against rationalism i ~ n dpositivism but
against all nonmcthodological literary,
cultural, and Marxist criticism, and
against every semiotics not their own,
becomes clear long before the conclusion. Proffering their own brand of
semiotics, tlie MacCiinnclls remain
blind to their own ideology and "fiilsc
consciousncss.'' When they list the
many challcnges of niodern society, it is
not clear how the coming of the second
semiotics will inovc from tcxt to strcct,
even if we were to agree that textual
analysis offers bcttcr debunking tools
than docs ordinary criticism.
Raymond Williams, the distinguished Marxist, alrcady in Marxisni
a / d Literaturc~ (1977) Saw lilnguilge as
socially sharcd aiid reciprocal, cmbed-

Editli Kurz w i l

Both of these books promise an overall
revolutionary thcory of culture, both
rcly on literary iind sociological theories, and both consider language central
to culture. Thc MacCannells argue that
the fragmcntation of knowledge Iias Icd
us tosuspect the truth of language but
that a radical reading a la Derrida,
which "pulls out Marx's semiotic," can
restore it. Conscquently, they proclaim
ihemselvcs in the vanguard of a scmiotic revolution. This revolution, encompassing phenomenology, semiotics, and
tlie less naive structuralist theories, is
alleged to overcome the divisions
among the disciplines. Surely no other
revolutionarics have expected to bring
about radical 'change by advocating a
good liberal arts education, by reading
texts, or by finding a common intcllectual base among such diverse thinkers
JS Charles S. Peircc, Ferdinande de
Saussure. Jean Jacques Rousseau, and
Jacques Derrida-the Marxes and
Engleses of the semioticians.
Given the disarray in departments
of literature, the lack of agreement on
anthropological or sociological method,
and the reduction of humanistic study
to the activities of literature professors,
deconstructionist criticism has become
a means to shake up entrenched profes.sional support systems. But it appears
unlikely that we will move on to social
action from a textual criticism that
speaks of politicel stratcgics, violcnt
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dcd in active reliitionships. So we arc
not surprised now that he incorporate!

the study of sign-systems into his incrcasingly sophisticatcd social criticism
insof;ir :is he examines culturc as a
whole way of life, involved in all forms
of social activity, including language,
art, philosophy, the media, and a great
deal more. Unlikc the MacCannclls,
Williams forgcts about tlic reading of
tcxts. He looks at the social processes of
cultural production. including tcxts. aiid
h o w rhey. and their ideology. are
reproduced. He is aireful 10 go beyond
tlic vulgar Marxist distinctions that
dircctly rclntc tlic artist to his public or
tlic cultural superstructure to its ccononiic base. He shows how ch;lnges i n
11is tory, ins ti t u t ions, ii I I d organ i zn t ions
influcnce intcrniil rules of art by increasing or tlccrcasing forinalization
;ind rigidity in ;irt forins. I IC finds, for
exi1lT1llIC, tliiit in the fourleenth CHIt u r p , when coI1tiict w i t h European
culture grcw, the rulcs of the iicw
We Ish nii t iona I" poetry bcca me niorc
ilcxibic, though still clcar iind inumial;
that tlic rise of guilds. of cxliibitions,
ii 11ti (11' xiidcm ics ;I 11d pro fession al
socictics hud its iiiipacl on artistic
ilioveilieil t s i i i l d I liei r CreiIt ion e\JCli
though indivitluiil artists fclt niorc indepcntlcnt; or Ihiii cultural forinntion
devclopcd in rcsponsc to cliangcs in
class structiire such ;IS [tic rise of thc
bourgcoisie.
Wi I lia ms is pi1r t icular I y i 11teres t ing
when lie points to cmerging pnradoxes
in society, paradoxes the MacCannells
find i n texts. But whcthcr we read thilt
tlie sub.jectivism 01' Virginia Woolfs
novels belongs with the economic intcrvcntionism of Kcyncs, t h t nv;int-g;lrdc
inovcmcnts havc i\ iiictropolitan bast,
or t h a t t wcn t ielh -ceii t iir y for ni a t ions
arc lcss provincial thiin formcr ones. we
know whcre wc arc going. History is
progressing i n its Mirxist path. and
Williams is filling in its relcvant details
by enumerating both human and nonhuman resources-their development.,
reproduction, asymmetrics, technologic~,and their new forms. Rehashing
old distinctions between beauty, harmony, proportion, and form, Williams
taka a look at the social processes of
art- whether good, bad, or indifferent,
or in transition from aristocratic to folk
art- in ri~diciillydifferent social ordcrs.
And art, now said to he ;I differentiated
i\iid broad culttlrill signal Systenl, is
crcditcd with ii complcx sociology. This
leads Williams t o i I n i l l p z . ~institutional
"
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art systems such iis the theatre. the art
gallery, and thc concert hall. to cxainine
1h.e organization o f art, and to explain
how internal signal systems are expressed through art forms and conventions that, however, arc part o f social
relationships allowing for “conditions
o f practice.” Wc can only infer that
changes in signals will lead t o changed
priictices.
Williams’s revolutionary sociology.
though full o f historic insights. seems
like an old story. while the MacCannells’ scmiotic revolution is i1n old
patch quilt o f theories. Both ilrc intellectual ”emperors” i n need of new
Wl
clothes. [

AMERICA AND THE PATTERNS

OF CHIVALRY
by John Fraser

’

(Cambridge University Press; x+301
pp.; $19.95)
Edward J. Curtin. Jr.

The history o f boredom as a motivating
force i n human affairs has yet to be
written, and probably never will. Certain truths must be concealed under
lofty labels. Likc the fear o f death, however, and its concomitant thirst for immortality, boredom, so staid and stolid
in itself, has had an enormous impiict
on history. Though quite difficult to
document, i t is hiird to escape the fact
that i t has led many a man, especially
among the affluent, to throw himsclf
against his life as if i t were h i s cnemy
and to inject into a sluggish social
milicu doses o f danger and play, romance and violence. Especially i n the
last two hundred years, as industrialization and scientific reason have narrowed the range of human possibilities,
has the need for a more romantic approach to life intensified, if only to be
acted out i n the imagination.
One such nostalgic banncr under
which many men have marched-and
i t usually has been men-is the banncr
o f chivalry. Once knights and fair
ladies, castles and kings ceased to be living realities and were replaced by factories and constitutions, the cult o f chivalr y was revived to inspire a dispirited
elite. In England the writings of Sir
Walter Scott and Tennyson, among
others, restored the code o f chivalry to
a place of honor and emulation. Then,
surprisingly, the sentiment invaded the

United StiItcs. a country ostensibly rational. republican. and egalitarian and
therefore iissumed to be immune t o this
romantic nostiilgiii.
Ostensibly, but not actually so. says
John Frascr in this interesting study ol‘
the piiradoxiciil and persistent influence
ofchivalry on American life. “But if the
signposts o f reason id1 pointed i n one
direction, wlicrc people actually went in
their cultural preferences was another
matter.” he writes. For despite Miirk
Twain’s ilttack on whiit l i e callcd the
“il bs U r d
c h iv ii Ir y bus i11e ss ,” t 11c
chivalric mythos gained ii strong
foothold in the United StilteS, cspccially
on Southern plantations iind i n tlic
ranching West. where i t l‘ound fertile
soil i n socioeconomic structures siniilar
to those o f uppcr-class England.
I t was precisely its artificial theatricality that made chivalry appealing. resistant to ironic debunking and
able to spread its influence into tlic
North as well. For “the chiv.,I Iric
’
was
the magical kingdom of ciistlcs and
greensward, i l n d t w i s t i n g cobbled
streets at midnight, iind sunbaked islands and jostling wharves. and griiccful
Southern plantiltions. and velvet tropical skies, and the majestic spaces o f thc
Western Iiindscape. an enchanted composite realm of the imagination in
which picturesquely garbed figures
coped with the evcrchanging c o n k uration of warfare, or cattle drive,
or the intricate rituals and plottings
o f aristocratic society.”
Fraser documents this chivalric
influence i n great detiiil, first as i t pcr-

meatcd the agricultural South i n the
mid-1800s. culminating in the Civil War
(“A mer icii rii I i o n a Iist ic A m erica,
progressive Amcricii. hild given the
world thc grcatest of all chivalrous
wars.”). then iis chivalry’s seemingly
fiinciful iind iiliiichronistic piitterns
wcrc made rclcviint to ill1 increasingly
u r bii n in d us1rid. iin d coni pet it ive
society. Prep schools iiiid I v y League
colleges served ;I mediating function between ii business society and chivdric
ideals by romanticizing the idea of success iind competition. A new power
elite wiis trained. with the iissistilnce of
football and its military associations.
to acccpt “the agonistic as natural,
plc;tsur;tble. and dcsir;ible.” I n this way
the gap bctwcen business irnd genti!ity
was bridged; hcnccforth. the chivalriciiiartiiil ideology. hidden behind fine
clothes. advanced degrees. and good
manners. would plily an increasingly
violent role i n American history.
Teddy Roosevclt, howevcr, was the
great transformer. “It was through
Rooscvelt.” Fraser miiintains, “that
ce r Ia in c liivii I r ic pa t t e r n s ree n t e red
Aniericiin politics will1 lasting consequences.” I i i s pugnaciousness, high
energy, flamboyant role-playing. and
chivalric moral oullook appealed to
both business iind the young. Reformism took on ii chivillric tone: heretofore
a feminine activity, i t was now manly,
macho in fact. Furthermore. under this
Rough Rider. whosc administration
was more Camelol-like than Kcnncdy’s. “the idea o f imperial expansion
became intertwined ideologically with

.
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