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The Culture of Criticism

I

The peculiarity of culture is that you know it only by doing it. You know what
culture is only by knowing what it is for. In this sense, culture is roughly like a tool,
its form or shape—its definition—derived from its function. A hammer is used
for driving nails, and its particular shape is well suited to this task. But if I have
no hammer, I could (in a pinch) use a stone. The stone would become my ham-
mer, its structure temporarily determined by my perspective—that is, by my
knowledge of what hammers are for.

This analogy between tools and culture has prompted some to argue that
tools are a kind of elementary culture. Clifford Geertz, for example, suggests that
the originary form of culture can be found in the “protocultural” activity of early
humans.1 What is protoculture? Protoculture is culture without symbolic
thought, and it includes such socially mediated or imitatively learned activities
as hunting and toolmaking. Does this mean that lions, which hunt in groups,
have protoculture? How about chimpanzees? They hunt in groups and use tools.
Do they therefore have protoculture?

Consider the argument for chimpanzees as users of culture. In her pioneer-
ing studies of wild chimpanzees, Jane Goodall notes how they modify branches
to make termiting sticks.2 They tear a branch from a tree, strip away its leaves,
and poke the stick deep into a termite mound. When the stick is withdrawn, they
eat the termites that have gathered on it. Jane Goodall emphasizes the creativity
of this task, which seems to rival our own much-vaunted creativity. Would not a
man left naked and hungry in the jungle make a termiting stick in exactly this
fashion? Goodall goes on to point to another, more significant feature of chim-
panzee tool use. A young chimpanzee watching his mother at the termite mound
attempts to imitate her, but he selects a stick that is too short and manipulates it
“clumsily and incompetently.”3

The point is not just that the task is complex, but that it must be learned, first
by observing the mother, then by imitating her action, then by repeating the
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whole task, until the chimp becomes an expert at selecting, constructing, and
using termiting sticks. Surely we must agree with the primatologist that this is an
example of culture. The appetite for termites is instinctive, inherent to the biol-
ogy of the chimp, which, like all animals, experiences hunger that must be satis-
fied. But the particular technique selected by the chimp for satisfying his hunger
is not instinctive but learned by imitation. It is an unambiguous instance of the
primatologist’s definition of culture as “the non-genetic transmission of habits.”4

From this assumption others quickly follow. For if we grant that the object
exists only by virtue of those who intentionally see and use it as this kind of
object, then we are committed to the idea that the object varies depending on the
group using it. We can assume, for example, that different chimpanzee groups
will develop distinctive “styles” of termiting, as they imitate different individuals
who have hit on different techniques for eating termites. Each group develops a
different “culture” of termiting. Perhaps one group favors green sticks, whereas
another favors brown. Perhaps one group strips the bark off its sticks, whereas
another prefers to leave the bark intact. And perhaps yet another, less innovative
group has failed to develop the termiting stick at all! Will it not be necessary to
divide the theory and analysis of each particular culture of different chimpanzee
groups into separate disciplines? For if chimpanzees use culture, there is no such
thing as a univocal chimpanzee culture, only the interpretation of multiple and
different chimpanzee cultures.

This last remark is intentionally absurd. We do not have disciplines organ-
ized along the lines of a theory of different chimpanzee cultures, because we do
not recognize culture as a property of chimpanzees at all.5 It is no mere prejudice
to observe that chimpanzees, for all their ingenuity, are not using culture. This is
not because chimps lack the intelligence to produce culture. That would be to
interpret them unfairly in terms of something they have no need for and there-
fore cannot be judged as lacking. Rather, it is because the concept of culture is
meaningful only to those who are capable of grasping it as a concept in the first
place. And chimpanzees do not need the concept, because they have no need of
the language by which to express it.6

Why, then, do we insist on saying they have culture? The desire to impute cul-
ture to the chimpanzee is our desire, not the chimpanzee’s. We want to see ourselves
reflected in these comically humanlike creatures. We want to bring them, whether
they want to or not, into our world. We can see this tendency in the way we treat
our pets. We interpret the cat’s indifference as proud haughtiness, or the dog’s
unhesitating obedience as loyal friendship. It requires a considerable critical effort
to step outside this kind of “anthropological phenomenology” to avoid imputing to
the gestures of these animals a significance that only we are able to see.

But why shouldn’t we engage in this kind of anthropological phenomenol-
ogy? Why shouldn’t we interpret the world in terms of categories that we alone
use—for example, categories like love and resentment, or morality and the

460 Richard van Oort



sacred? The answer is that we cannot abandon these categories without aban-
doning humanity itself. These categories constitute the symbolically mediated
world through and by which we live. They are the “veil of appearances” that trans-
forms the natural world described by science into a world that is humanly livable.

This fundamental difference between the anthropological world of appear-
ances and the physical and biological world described by science is the genera-
tive basis of any anthropology that takes the human capacity for symbolic
representation seriously. Scientific explanation depends on the assumption that
it is indeed possible to lift oneself out of the world told from our point of view.
Science looks for causes that are intrinsic to the structure of the world. Why did
Joe get sick? Because he consumed meat infected with a harmful strain of the bac-
teria Escherichia coli. By attributing Joe’s sickness to E coli bacteria, we identify a
cause that exists independently of our way of interpreting the world as imbued
with meaning, and we explain Joe’s sickness by referring to this cause. The cause
inheres in the physical and biological relationship existing between E coli and
Joe’s gut, whereas symbolic meaning exists only among those who interpret the
world symbolically according to concepts like revenge or justice. It is for this rea-
son that we do not hold the E coli in Joe’s gut responsible for his sickness. For the
concept of responsibility implies moral judgment, the deeply held belief (so deep
that it is also an emotion) that we are answerable for our actions. If I had know-
ingly planted E coli in Joe’s hamburger, then I, not the E coli, would be responsi-
ble and therefore answerable for causing Joe’s sickness. But notice how the idea
of a cause has now been transformed from the realm of the natural to become
implicated in a web of meaning that does not so much explain the event in terms
of physical and biological causes as judge it under a collection of concepts. Imag-
ine that Joe takes a turn for the worse and dies, and that Sally now accuses me of
murder. I admit to having intentionally put E coli in Joe’s hamburger, and the
judge asks, Why? Neither he, nor Sally, nor the jury will be satisfied with a purely
scientific explanation of how the E coli infection caused Joe’s death. They want to
know what motivated me to introduce E coli into Joe’s hamburger. And the cause
of my actions is predicated on concepts, not on a scientific account of the causal
structure of the world. Perhaps I explain my actions as motivated by my resent-
ment of Joe, who had become the intolerable object of Sally’s affections.

We arrive at the following conclusion that has important consequences for
understanding the difference between scientific and anthropological explanation:
scientific theory presupposes a stable ontological and epistemological difference
between subject and object. The astronomer may be limited by the power of his tel-
escope, just as the biologist is by the power of her microscope, but that doesn’t mean
the existence of the objects they observe depends upon the instruments through
which they observe them. On the contrary, the objectivity of their representation of
these objects (for example, in a theory of the structure of Mars, or a theory of the
structure of the cell) is dependent on the fact that their representations, which may
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yet be wholly theoretical and speculative, are nonetheless empirically testable and
therefore ultimately falsifiable, even if the possibility of empirical testing must await
the advance of the science itself (as Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution was tested,
first by Gregor Mendel’s experiments with peas, and then by the discovery of DNA).

But culture is not an object like the stars or DNA. There is a self-referentiality
to cultural explanation that makes it impossible for the inquirer simply to propose
a theory and then submit it, like the scientist, to an arena where it is objectively
tested. This is not because scientists are “objective” whereas cultural theorists are
merely “subjective.” The scientific arena is objective not because scientists are pecu-
liarly free of all personal agendas, but because for a hypothesis to be empirically
testable, it must refer to objects that exist independently of the particular thoughts
and beliefs of those responsible for formulating and testing the hypothesis. What is
being tested is not only the scientist’s belief about the hypothesis, but ultimately the
hypothesis’s reference to an independently existing reality.7

Or think of it this way: if culture is only knowable while one is doing it, then
what is to distinguish a theory of culture from the testing of that theory? The the-
ory is presented as an objective representation of its object (culture); but if the
object is available only while one is doing the theory, then the theory can be
“tested” only by reproducing the theory. Theory and object collapse into each
other. Theory is both subject and object. It is the product of the theorist, but it is
also an object of study. The science of anthropology is inseparable from the art of
cultural criticism.

II

This movement away from the “scientific” object toward the subject’s prior con-
struction of the object is the characteristic mode of criticism as it is understood
today in the humanities. Consider the critical method known as deconstruction.
How do we judge it? Not by submitting its central claims to a procedure of empir-
ical testing. Rather, it is judged by reproducing the style and argument of the writ-
ing of its master exponent, Jacques Derrida. Derrida serves as the model for
reproducing the theory of deconstruction.

No doubt this is why literary critics so often explain, or, as Harold Bloom
more provocatively puts it, repress the origin of their theories by referring to—
or, à la Freud, agonistically displacing—their personal encounter with, and imi-
tation of, previous master critics. “Poetry,” Bloom writes, “is not a struggle against
repression but is itself a kind of repression . . . In relation to the precursor, the
latecomer poet compels himself to a fresh repression at once moral and instinc-
tual.”8 It is unlikely that Terry Eagleton was thinking of Harold Bloom when he
wrote in the preface to his widely read Literary Theory: An Introduction, “Hostility
to theory usually means an opposition to other people’s theories and an oblivion
of one’s own. One purpose of this book is to lift that repression and allow us to
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remember.” But he has it about right when he remarks that “criticism . . . for
Bloom is just as much a form of poetry as poems are implicit literary criticism of
other poems, and whether a critical reading ‘succeeds’ is in the end not at all a
question of its truth-value but of the rhetorical force of the critic himself.”9

Or consider this remark by Stephen Greenblatt commenting on his encounter
with Clifford Geertz’s writings in the 1970s: “Geertz’s account of the project of social
science rebounded with force upon literary critics like me in the mid-1970s: it
made sense of something I was already doing, returning my own professional skills
to me as more important, more vital and illuminating, than I had myself grasped.”10

Notice how Greenblatt stages this encounter with Geertz’s writings. It is not that
Geertz shows Greenblatt something new. Rather, Geertz reflects back to Greenblatt
the significance of what he “was already doing.” In demonstrating the preeminence
of interpretation in the social sciences, Geertz reassures Greenblatt that literature
too can be dignified with the appellation “social science.” But this is no mere empir-
ical science. It is a science that is theory-savvy, because it understands that the
objects to be analyzed are socially constructed and therefore that the barrier
between theory and object breaks down. What we have are not empirical models
of the world, but pragmatic models for doing criticism. Criticism becomes an end
in itself, its prestige linked not so much to the communication and empirical test-
ing of ideas, but to the personalities responsible for promoting ideas that are always
already constructed. Derrida, Bloom, Eagleton, Geertz, and Greenblatt are celebri-
ties in the culture of theories of culture.

But this fact should not surprise us if culture is indeed defined by how it is
done. For what we should then expect of a theory of culture is not a model of the
way the world actually is (a scientific theory), but a model for how to participate
in culture (a discipleship). To be a critic in the humanities entails mastering a set
of concepts and categories that are not intrinsic to the object but intrinsic to the
master/disciple relationship itself. Grasping the meaning of the discipline’s
underlying master concepts entails familiarizing oneself with their use in the par-
ticular “interpretive community” one has chosen to enter (literature, anthropol-
ogy, philosophy, etc.). Indeed, one does not so much choose the discipline as get
chosen by it.

The awareness that humanistic inquiry is “institutional” rather than “nat-
ural” has led to any number of polemics against a mythical old guard that, so we
are told, mistakenly believed in nature rather than culture. In 1983 Eagleton
could still thrill us with polemical statements like: “the idea that there are ‘non-
political’ forms of criticism is simply a myth which furthers certain political uses
of literature all the more effectively.”11 But such statements do not so much diag-
nose the problem as reproduce it, by sacrificing over and again the mythical
father. Other commentators have more shrewdly observed that what seems to
structure the practice of academic criticism is the desire for institutional mem-
bership itself.12 Hence the bewildering proliferation within the discipline of an
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abstruse and recondite jargon, or the stubborn refusal to define terms clearly or
argue systematically. Such tactics are deliberately alienating and mystifying,
because what is thereby demonstrated is not a commitment to accepted stan-
dards of definition and argument, but a much narrower commitment to the terms
of the group. This explains literary theory’s ambivalent power over its disciples.
It attracts only by simultaneously repelling. It promises membership into a select
group that is distinguished from the merely ordinary by the difficulty of its prose,
the abstruseness of its constitutive categories, and its oppositional stance toward
the political and cultural status quo. The need for institutional belonging
emerges as the primary function of critical practice in the humanities.

Such, at least, is the argument of Mark Bauerlein, who ends his brilliantly
deadpan analysis of the discipline with the following comment: “Current usage
shows that criticism is not about knowledge of objects, but about the politics of
inquiry, which includes the political status of the inquirer. Literary study is no
longer literary analysis. It is now an occasion for institutional certification. Those
who use terms in the right way display their intellectual discernment, their cul-
tural interest, their political sensitivity, and their moral regard, which is to say,
their eligibility for entering today’s academic order. Critical terms are tokens of
belonging.”13 There is a certain plausibility to this argument, particularly when
one recognizes that the elementary function of culture, as Emile Durkheim saw,
is to establish group solidarity through the repeated performance of the group’s
rituals of membership. Entry into the discipline of literary criticism requires
something like a rite of passage, one that is difficult to make sense of if you are not
involved in the practice that gives the group its unity. Indeed, to the outsider these
practices will be irritating precisely because their apparent uselessness (What is
the point of literary theory?) is belied by the extreme seriousness with which they
are undertaken. This paradox only exacerbates the outsider’s desire for member-
ship, which in turn reproduces the experience of membership to those on the
inside who notice in the discomfort of the would-be disciple a confirmation of
their own desirability and superiority. In this context, critical terms indeed func-
tion, as Bauerlein suggests, “as tokens of belonging.”14

Yet rather than explore this point further, Bauerlein abruptly ends on it. This
is regrettable, because it implies that the unconscious mimeticism of criticism is
all but inevitable. Bauerlein is certainly justified in his criticisms of the discipline,
but he offers no theory to replace those he criticizes. Instead he suggests (some-
what disingenuously) that his glossary of critical terms is intended to clarify, rather
than critique, the institutional function of those terms.15 In this larger sense, there
is nothing ultimately to distinguish Bauerlein’s critique from the critiques he cri-
tiques. For all take their central task as the critique of someone else. But at what
point in this endless exercise of exposing the other’s assumptions do we begin the
more constructive task of identifying those minimal assumptions that are neces-
sary for dialogue to take place at all? This is something Bauerlein shies from
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answering. Having convincingly diagnosed the brutality of the murder of litera-
ture and literary criticism in his “autopsy,” there is little for Bauerlein to do except
sharpen his scalpel and eagerly await another victim’s arrival in the morgue.

I do not wish to imply that Bauerlein’s criticisms are somehow invalid simply
because they exploit the very thing he abhors. On the contrary, cleaning the pig-
pen means getting your hands dirty. Taken individually, Bauerlein’s analyses of the
anti-methodological usage of critical terms in the discipline are unimpeachable.
But the fundamental question Bauerlein leaves unanswered is why literary
method should remain tied to literature other than for purely methodological rea-
sons. Despite his generally sound criticisms of the state of the discipline, Bauer-
lein nonetheless shares with those he criticizes an assumption that itself remains
unjustified. This assumption concerns the use of literature as the privileged vehi-
cle for theoretical reflection. Even those who denounce literature as an ideologi-
cal mask of the center’s power over the victimized periphery contribute to this
privileging. For in exposing the ideological function of literature, they still insist
that we must attend to the literary text as the privileged interpretive object in order
to discover how power is secretly being manipulated. The difference is that Bauer-
lein believes he can justify this attention on methodological and pragmatic
grounds alone. Since literature is a matter of institutional definition, then any dis-
cipline that bases itself on that definition must stick to it for pragmatic reasons,
otherwise systematic inquiry becomes impossible. What Bauerlein objects to is
not the fact that literature is institutionally defined, but the avowedly anti-
methodological character of criticism itself. But is the choice to study literature a
purely methodological choice? This is a question that needs to be considered if we
are to understand the function of criticism today.

So let us consider it. As Bauerlein’s analysis of criticism’s paradoxical strategy
of being methodically anti-methodological suggests, criticism in the “small world”
of academia fulfills an important function that rarely gets noticed by those who oth-
erwise accuse it of elitism and willful obscurantism. This function, however,
though it shares something in common with religion, is not truly religious. But nor
is it scientific. The central function of criticism is neither to sacralize the object nor
to explain it. Rather, it is to engage the reader in an experience that is best described
as aesthetic in structure. To read the work of one of the celebrity critics in the
humanities—for example, a work by Stephen Greenblatt—is to be engaged in an
experience that has more in common with reading high literature than with read-
ing history, sociology, or economics (or any other social, let alone natural, science).
For what separates a work of criticism from science, on the one hand, and religion,
on the other, is the fact that, like literature, criticism makes no ontological claims
about the nature of the world it represents. Science assumes the necessity of  making
such claims. Indeed its constitutive theories are formulated in such a manner that
they can be tested empirically for their truth. For Karl Popper, this is how one dis-
tinguishes science from pseudo-sciences like psychoanalysis.16 Scientific  theories
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are falsifiable because they are judged not just on their own terms for coherence and
parsimony, but also by their ability to explain a world that exists independently of
the theory.17 Religion also makes reality claims, but these are not presented as hypo-
thetical. They are, rather, the foundation for a world that is held to be transcendent
with respect to the world of experience.

In contrast to both science and religion, criticism neither commands a col-
lectively experienced belief in the sacred, nor submits its central claims to a well-
defined procedure in which they are empirically tested. Instead, the truth of its
assertions is guaranteed by the desire of the reader alone, who accepts them as pro-
visionally true—that is, true for the duration of the analysis but normally no
longer than that. Once you have finished reading an author like Geertz or Green-
blatt, you are left with the impression of having been treated to a tour de force in
cultural interpretation, but you are rarely left with a clear grasp of the motivating
categories and concepts behind the analysis, of the overall coherence of the argu-
ment. It is the style that impresses.18 If the analysis is sufficiently persuasive, as
many have held Freud’s to be, it may be granted the prestige and status of a the-
ory, which is simply to say that the critical analysis has become widespread
enough to be elevated to the level of a collectively held doctrine that functions as
the mimetic basis for readers to discover for themselves patterns of hitherto unrec-
ognized cultural significance. Criticism becomes theory when it can successfully
take the place of literature itself.

But notice what is implied in this movement from criticism to theory. For a
critical analysis to attain the status of theory implies a reversal of the traditional
hierarchy between criticism and literature. A work of (mere) criticism becomes a
work of (prestigious) theory when it successfully manages to overshadow the lit-
erary and sacred texts it interprets. Traditionally, criticism is an exercise in refin-
ing the reading public’s aesthetic judgment. The point is not to outdo the
originality of the poet. It is to contribute to his greatness by providing further
commentary on his creations, as in Samuel Johnson’s preface to his edition of
Shakespeare. The cultural significance of the poetry itself is taken for granted.
The shift from criticism to theory undermines and then reverses this hierarchy.
First it destroys the assumption that there is such a thing as high culture and good
taste. Then it resurrects it, this time in favor of the critic by implying that if there
is any remaining significance to be found in the works of high culture, the critic
alone is able to demonstrate this. But note the latent contradiction in this move-
ment from criticism to theory. Criticism unproblematically assumes the aesthetic
significance of the works it interprets. Theory denies this significance, but only
by seeking to appropriate aesthetic significance for itself!

We arrive at what is perhaps a surprising conclusion. Theory is the last
remaining holdout of what used to be called high culture. Hopelessly unable to
compete with consumer culture on its own terms in the marketplace, theory is
limited almost exclusively to the sanctuary provided for it by the university.19
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This is not, however, to be taken as a sign of theory’s intellectual impotence. On
the contrary, it is an indication of its secret superiority, which is not for the many
but for the privileged few. For what theory strives to give its readers is a position
in the cultural vanguard. This is aesthetic modernism with a vengeance. And like
aesthetic modernism, it seeks to capitalize on, and ultimately outdo, the aesthetic
experience of reading Homer, Shakespeare, or Proust.20

Greenblatt all but admits to a version of literary modernism when he explains
how reading Geertz helped him renew what was for him a stagnating discipline.
What impressed him most, he writes in his 1997 essay “The Touch of the Real,” was
less Geertz’s emphasis on literary analysis than the fact that Geertz had expanded
literary analysis from canonical aesthetic works to noncanonical ethnographic
texts: “The specific force of Geertz’s work for New Historicism resided in the expan-
sion of these [literary-critical] terms to a much broader and less familiar range of
texts than literary critics had permitted themselves to analyze.”21 Following
Geertz’s lead, Greenblatt would seek to defamiliarize our experience of the canon-
ical aesthetic work by juxtaposing it with culturally marginal texts, the point being
“to surprise and to baffle” the reader who might otherwise “assume a comfortable
place in a preexisting analysis” (15). Thus renewed, criticism “could venture out to
unfamiliar cultural texts, and these texts—often marginal, odd, fragmentary, unex-
pected, and crude—in turn could begin to interact in interesting ways with the inti-
mately familiar works of the literary canon” (20). In a particularly revealing remark,
Greenblatt suggests that anthropology and literature both entail “a sustained prac-
tice of ‘estrangement,’” an aesthetic device the “Russian formalists” first applied to
“literature” (26). Like the modernists and romantics before him, Greenblatt hopes
to renew the high-cultural project by scandalizing us with the centralization of the
hitherto marginal figures of the cultural periphery.

Does this mean that literary criticism is reducible to a contest for power or
“cultural capital” among competing charismatic personalities? Is criticism to be
understood as the way we unconsciously legitimize the dangerous “charisma” of
the high-cultural center, which has historically always been defined by its exclu-
sion of those on the periphery?

I think there is a great deal of truth to this view of culture as a conflict between
(dominating) center and (victimized) periphery.22 But like all such institutional
or sociological perspectives, it assumes a “macrosociological” or “anthropologi-
cal” analysis of the origin of the center-periphery structure itself. In the third and
final section of this essay, I will provide such an analysis. And I will do so by begin-
ning with a celebrated instance of the critic as charismatic personality.

III

Greenblatt begins his 1988 Shakespearean Negotiations with a portentous
series of claims:
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I began with the desire to speak with the dead.
This is a familiar, if unvoiced, motive in literary studies, a motive

organized, professionalized, buried beneath thick layers of bureaucratic
decorum: literature professors are salaried, middle-class shamans. If I
never believed that the dead could hear me, and if I knew that the dead
could not speak, I was nonetheless certain that I could re-create a con-
versation with them. . . . It is paradoxical, of course, to seek the living will
of the dead in fictions, in places where there was no live bodily being to
begin with. But those who love literature tend to find more intensity in
simulations—in the formal, self-conscious miming of life—than in any
of the other textual traces left by the dead, for simulations are undertaken
in full awareness of the absence of life they contrive to represent, and
hence they may skillfully anticipate and compensate for the vanishing of
the actual life that has empowered them. Conventional in my tastes, I
found the most satisfying intensity of all in Shakespeare.23

In claiming that his project began with the desire to speak with the dead, Green-
blatt invokes religion, the chief function of which is to attach the individual to a
community that exists beyond the death of its individual members. In paying our
respects to the dead and the unborn, we guarantee the continued existence of this
community by simultaneously renewing our attachment to it. By presenting the
literary text as the living voice of the dead, Greenblatt self-consciously repro-
duces the religious motive to sacralize the object as a deity (“Speak to me!”). Like
Aladdin rubbing his lamp, Greenblatt’s “touch of the real” magically produces
presence where before there was absence.

But as Greenblatt himself implies (“it is paradoxical, of course, to seek the
living will of the dead in fictions”), the world of the sacred is subject to the same
representational paradoxes as the world of fiction. In presenting his private aes-
thetic experience of Shakespeare in the context of a desire for collective belong-
ing, Greenblatt implicitly acknowledges that this sacred context has been lost
forever, lost because it never existed apart from its representation. The sacred is
constituted “performatively” by its representation. It is the historical function of
ritual—but not literature—to attempt to reproduce the collective context of this
originary experience, to re-create the experience of communal belonging that
all cultural representation points to but only religion promises to deliver as a
reality.

On first glance it may seem surprising that Greenblatt should choose to rep-
resent the sacred in these minimal, literary terms.24 But this “minimization” of
culture represents a renewed return of the aesthetic to its anthropological basis.
The weak point of Greenblatt’s criticism lies not in his anthropological intuitions,
which are often profound, but quite simply in his lack of a more explicitly for-
mulated anthropology, a lack that he perversely interprets as a virtue.25 But with-
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out an anthropology to grant his literary intuitions broader critical purchase,
Greenblatt is forced to conclude that his criticism begins and ends not in anthro-
pology but in the figure of the great artist himself, even if this artist has now been
“deconstructed” into the fragments of the Renaissance period and its mysterious
“Shakespearean negotiations.”

Consider the problem for a moment from the hypothetical perspective of an
originary anthropology. By interpreting the central object as the referent of the
mimetic other’s sign, I am participating in the collective act of signification. The
latter imposes on the object a symbolic significance that exists over and above any
previously given, nonsymbolic significance the object may have held for us (for
instance, as an object of sexual or alimentary satisfaction). In the ritual context
the central object is sacralized by us as something that deserves, not our destruc-
tion or appropriation, but our piety and respect. As René Girard and Eric Gans
have powerfully shown in their respective analyses of the sacred, the object is too
significant because it is too dangerous as an object of mimetic contagion to
remain unguarded by prohibition and taboo.26 By sacralizing the object, religion
guarantees the object’s cultural difference, securing it from the merely ephemeral
needs of the body. The body’s needs are of course real, and must be taken care of
if the body is to survive. But they do not determine what is sacred and what is pro-
fane. On the contrary, the distinction between profane and sacred is a conse-
quence of the subordination of individual appetite in the face of the scene’s
potential for mimetic rivalry. In collectively designating the object as sacred, the
conflict inherent to mimesis is momentarily deferred. The appetitive object now
stands against us as a prohibition to unmediated appetite. Appropriation of it can
now be pursued only within this context—that is, with the awareness that each
individual’s desire is in conflict with the desires of the others.

In the ritual context, the repelling force of the sacred appears to inhabit the
central object, which is subsequently regarded as a god. But the perception of
the object as a sacred figure or “totem” would not be possible without the prior
mediation provided by the collectively produced sign. Thus, for example, in
placing a taboo on the meat killed by the hunter, the community guarantees the
subordination of the hunter’s appetite to the needs of the group. These needs are
not determined by the body (though they are necessarily constrained by it).
They are determined by the desire for membership in the community itself, a
membership that is secured only through constant and vigilant attention to the
rituals of sacrifice through which this membership is both created and renewed.
Ritual is thus itself a representation of originary deferral; it refers back to previ-
ous ritual events, which it meticulously attempts to both preserve and repro-
duce. As Gans puts it, what the theory proposes is that these commemorative
reproductions must ultimately refer back to an originary event, “a hypothesis
concerning the phenomenon of representation-in-general.”27 And the minimal
structure of this hypothetical originary event must be symbolic deferral itself. In
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its most minimal anthropological sense, ritual interdiction is the reproduction
of the originary deferral of desire before a central (appetitive) object.

Before returning to Greenblatt’s purely aesthetic interpretation of the sacred,
let us consider an actual historical example of ritual interdiction. In her fascinat-
ing discussion of the various types of prohibition among the Chewong tribe of
the Malay Peninsula, Signe Howell refers to punén, a word used by the Chewong
to acknowledge the potentially rivalrous desires of the tribe’s members.28 Punén
is typically associated with the distribution of meat, the critical nature of which
for the tribe needs no explanation. But it may also arise in the context of any desir-
able object that is not readily obtained by a tribe member:

The Chewong take all possible precautions against provoking punén. All
food caught in the forest is brought back and publicly revealed imme-
diately. . . . As soon as a carcass is brought back, and before it has been
divided up, someone of the hunter’s family touches it with his finger and
makes a round touching everyone present in the settlement, each time
saying “punén.” . . . This is another way of announcing to everyone pres-
ent that the food will soon be theirs, and to refrain from desiring it yet
awhile. (185)

What is interesting about the Chewong use of the word punén is that it refers nei-
ther to the object of desire nor indeed to desire, but to the danger of unfulfilled
desire. The Chewong are extremely superstitious of desires that are provoked but
remain unsatisfied. “Once a desire has been voiced,” Howell writes, “the person
who can satisfy it must immediately do so. If he refrains, the person refused will
suffer the consequences of punén” (185). The slightest mishap that may subse-
quently befall the refused party will be unhesitatingly attributed to the fact that
this individual’s desire has remained unsatisfied and continues to fester malig-
nantly, causing all kinds of misfortunes. The individual is, so to speak, haunted
by punén, by the ill will or resentment that unfulfilled desire engenders.

The obligation to fulfill the other’s desire is not, however, a recipe for multi-
plying desire. The latter is, rather, a feature of the modern “consumer” market,
which operates by relentlessly promoting new products and therefore “new”
desires among its participants. Among the Chewong, the reverse is true. Desire is
a menace to be purged in collective ritual. The threat of punén keeps the individ-
ual from believing that she can indulge her desire outside the context of a strictly
collective and hence rigidly egalitarian system of distribution. Howell observes
that the Chewong “hardly ever make overt requests for anything, and the fear of
punén may easily have prevented people from requesting gifts from me” (185).
Only on one occasion was a gift explicitly requested of her. An old woman asked
her for a whetstone. Howell gave her the object lest the woman were to come
under the spell of punén, but the rest of the group “commented unfavorably” on
this woman’s evidently aberrant behavior (185).
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Now reconsider Greenblatt’s rather more elevated description of desire, the
desire to speak with the dead. What differentiates his representation of desire
from that of the Chewong? The most obvious difference is the latter’s proximity
to the general problem of economic distribution. The Chewong ceremoniously
provoke desire when appetitive fulfillment is all but guaranteed. The punén rit-
ual is a pretext to the actual eating of the object. Yet this apparent difference in
functionality, though fundamental, is not metaphysical or ontological. For what
structures desire in both cases is given not by the real physical object, but by the
preceding cultural or ritual task of representing the object as collectively significant.
The object must be sacralized. The difference is thus primarily a temporal one.
Whereas the Chewong permit the collective representation of desire only within
the context of imminent appetitive satisfaction, Greenblatt’s desire to speak with
the dead can never be satisfied. The focus on the subject’s unfulfillable desire—a
representation that would no doubt be considered scandalous or “blasphemous”
by the rigidly egalitarian Chewong—distinguishes Greenblatt’s “charismatic”
representation of desire from the Chewong’s prohibition against all such charis-
matic representations.

This is not to say that the Chewong know no such desire. On the contrary, all
desires are publicly acknowledged but also publicly constrained; the utterance
punén reminds the group that they must, in Howell’s words, “refrain from desiring
[the meat] yet awhile” (185). The word is a solemn reminder of the need to defer
one’s desire in the face of extreme provocation. The ceremony of touching each
member of the tribe with the same finger that touched the meat heightens the
ambivalence—the paradoxicality—of the desiring relation. On the one hand, it
emphasizes the physical proximity between the individual and the desire object;
on the other, it undermines this physical or indexicalproximity by placing the meat
under the symbolic or metaphoric taboo of punén. By touching first the meat and
then each member of the tribe, the person whose task it is to distribute the meat
indicates to each member that he will receive his just share but that he must also
await this anticipated satisfaction. The word is a temporary substitute for the
object, not simply in the linguistic or indexical sense that it indicates the presence
of the object (as in the deictic “There!”), but more powerfully and more funda-
mentally in the performative or ritual sense that it designates the object as bound
by a taboo. To repeat, punén does not refer to the meat itself but to the misfortune
visited upon those who fail to defer their desire for appetitive gratification.

The ritual invocation of punén is thus occasioned by critical moments in the
collective life of the tribe, exemplified by the ethical problem of distributing
scarce and therefore desirable resources such as meat. Deferral in this context is
limited to the time that elapses between the ritual centralization of the meat and
its eventual consumption. But the key performative or aesthetic moment in this
process of economic distribution occurs when the word punén is substituted for
the thing. Desire is first provoked, and then renounced. The carcass is publicly

The Culture of Criticism 471



presented where all can see it, but only so that the onlookers can be reminded,
one by one, of the association between the meat and its prohibition. The indi-
vidual contemplates the entire portion of meat, but this subjective and therefore
also germinally aesthetic moment of contemplation is permitted only within the
collective context that is itself strongly reinforced by the repeated utterance of the
word punén to each individual. The threat of punén, which is ultimately none
other than the collective threat or “mimetic presence” of the other tribe members,
hangs over the consciousness of each spectator contemplating the desire object.

It is this paradoxical experience of collective membership that Greenblatt
seeks to re-create fictionally in his opening to Shakespearean Negotiations. By
translating the critic’s aesthetic experience into this ritual context (“literature pro-
fessors are salaried, middle-class shamans”), Greenblatt authenticates his aes-
thetic experience of Shakespeare. The hope is that the latter will thereby become
not merely a private but a publicly shared experience, and thus an instance of
sacred membership. In paying attention to Greenblatt’s text, we are being invited
to share in this more elevated high-cultural depiction of literary desire. Like the
shaman who becomes momentarily possessed by the voice of the other, Green-
blatt becomes a vessel through which we may peer briefly into immortality.
Greenblatt deserves our attention because he has been touched by literature, and
above all by Shakespeare.

As these remarks suggest, there is more than a hint of romanticism to this view
of the sacred. Greenblatt may be influenced here by Geertz, whose theory of ritual
shares much with the modernist idea of literature as an attempt to compensate for
the loss of religion. Bereft of its practical economic function in rituals such as those
of the Chewong, the representation of desire becomes instead an end in itself. But
what this exclusive focus on the aesthetic tends to forget or repress is the anthro-
pological origin of the aesthetic in the originary scene that includes not merely the
aesthetic but the linguistic, sacred, and economic moments.

Despite its one-sided idealism, there is nonetheless a genuine anthropolog-
ical truth to the romantic doctrine. The aesthetic moment of the originary scene
occurs when the peripheral spectators contemplate the central object before it is
divided up in the sacrificial feast. As Gans argues in his analysis of the aesthetic,
what makes this contemplation specifically aesthetic is the “oscillation between
imaginary possession and recognized inviolability.”29 On the one hand, the orig-
inary sign points us to the content we desire; on the other, it forbids us access to
it. The generativity of this experience is a consequence of our recognition that we
cannot violate the mediation provided by the sign without also violating the aes-
thetic experience.

We have already seen how this structure of imaginary possession and recog-
nized inviolability informs the Chewong’s ritual use of the word punén. In plac-
ing an interdiction upon the meat, the desires of the tribe members are both
recognized and deferred. The close proximity of the meat exacerbates desire, but
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the utterance of the word punén reminds the individual that the object is invio-
lable. The practical function of this paradoxical process of representing an object
in order to forbid its appropriation is to defer or contain the conflict that is likely
to break out when multiple desires are focused on a scarce object. The time pur-
chased by representing the object as punén allows it to be more peaceably and
equitably divided among the group. Desire is inseparable from this ethical econ-
omy of deferral.

Greenblatt implicitly accepts the priority of the aesthetic mediation of the
sign. Indeed, he makes this priority the generative basis for his whole idea of a
cultural poetics. But what Greenblatt ignores in his “poetics” of culture is the eco-
nomic conclusion to the originary event. The aesthetic sign is thus divorced from
its basis in a unified anthropology. But the consequence of this deanthropolo-
gization of the aesthetic is that literature is understood to be a unique product of
Shakespeare, or as the new historicist is wont to put it, of the particular “cultural
period” in which Shakespeare wrote his plays. But this is far too ambitious a
hypothesis to serve as the basis of culture, for it thereby assumes, consciously or
not, that culture is coterminous with “the age of Shakespeare.” Despite its many
protestations to the contrary, the new historicism is thus the mirror image of the
unabashed romanticism of such “traditionalists” as Harold Bloom.

In his major theoretical essay on the sacred, “Religion as a Cultural System,”
Geertz argues, as Nietzsche did of Greek tragedy, that Balinese drama is “not
merely a spectacle to be watched but a ritual to be enacted. There is,” Geertz
insists, “no aesthetic distance here separating actors from audience.”30 The out-
sider’s detachment from the event he beholds creates a thrilling sense of alien-
ation in the contemplating ethnographer, who feels excluded from the solidarity
he senses among those he observes. “Where for ‘visitors’ religious performances
can only be presentations of a particular religious perspective, and thus aesthet-
ically appreciated or scientifically dissected, for participants they are in addition
enactments, materializations, realizations of it—not only models of what they
believe, but also models for the believing of it. In these plastic dramas,” Geertz
concludes, “men attain their faith as they portray it.”31 The sacred is wherever the
modern observer is not. As in Hamlet’s first stage appearance, which finds the
prince dressed in black and lurking resentfully on the periphery of his uncle’s
brilliant and colorful court scene, all the ethnographer can do is contemplate the
scandal of his dispossession from the center.

But that is not all one can do, at least not from the “etic” perspective of a min-
imal anthropology rather than the “emic” perspective of the “culture of criticism.”
High secular culture, like religion before it, is a historical institution. It therefore
can also be transcended historically. But this “end of culture” is also a return to its
minimal beginning in the formulation of an anthropology. This is a more positive
and constructive interpretation of the recently debated “end of theory.” Contrary
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to Greenblatt’s and Geertz’s implied historical arguments, the aesthetic is not spe-
cific to any particular literary period, because it is not specific to literature at all.
It is an originary category of language, which originates as a deferral of the index-
ical sign/object relationship in favor of the symbolic sign/sign relationship.32

Both religious and aesthetic uses of language depend upon this deferring func-
tion for their power. The difference is that religion defers the individual’s rela-
tionship to the object by collectively sacralizing it, whereas literature exploits the
sign’s originary deferring function to designate the object as a fiction. In aesthetic
contemplation, we return to the formally closed structure of the sign in our sub-
jective experience of the object. It is on the model of the formal closure of the sign
that we understand the object as a Gestalt—that is, as a coherent pattern or “imi-
tation” of the formal sign. It is for this reason that literature, but not religion, is
capable of reflecting hypothetically on its anthropological origin. Because the
aesthetic insists on the necessity that the individual’s subjective experience of the
world is mediated by the collectively produced sign, it therefore also stands
closer to the generative source of a theoretical anthropology, which begins not
with the object but with the representation of the object. The best criticism
implicitly understands the anthro pological discovery power of literature. But it
perversely refuses to grant this understanding anything other than a tentative
basis in the institutional history of literature itself. It is therefore forced to inter-
pret literary history not in terms of a history of increasingly more powerful reflec-
tions on the hypothetical event of anthropological origin, but as an ad hoc
collection of aesthetic “periods” that may be studied synchronically, but from
which all sense of a larger  historical-anthropological narrative has been abor-
tively, and I think quite illogically, removed.

Why, then, do we still need criticism? We need criticism because we need
the humanities in which criticism flourishes. In an era in which the biological sci-
ences of the human, the protohuman, and the parahuman (for example, evolu-
tionary and cognitive psychology, cognitive linguistics, biological anthropology,
neuroscience, and primatology) are increasingly refining our sense of the conti-
nuity between human and animal life, we need the humanities because only the
humanities are founded on the anthropological truth that the human is differen-
tiated not ultimately by its biology but by its capacity to use and interpret symbolic
signs. This does not mean we must go back to reading poetry as an abstract reflec-
tion of “the human condition.” It means we must take seriously the postulate that
the minimal basis for any theory of culture is hypothetical and anthropological.
From this perspective, criticism begins not with the maximal historical assump-
tion that the aesthetic is an institution to be derived “empirically” from an ad hoc
examination of various arbitrarily chosen cultural works or periods. Rather, it
begins with a minimal hypothesis that seeks to explain the originary basis for those
institutions deemed indispensable for cultural and aesthetic analysis (for exam-
ple, language, art, ritual, and economic exchange). For without such a hypothesis
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we cannot expect criticism to last much beyond its own narrow self-justifications
of institutional membership. In the final analysis, knowing how to enter into the
“culture of criticism” means much more than knowing how to gain membership
into an academic elite. It means recognizing membership in its most minimal
sense, as members of the originary anthropological community, the only commu-
nity we have ever known and are ever likely to know.
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