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In a culture marked by rapid change, 

nothing changes more frequently than the past.

(Evan Carton and Gerald Graff)

The wind of change that sweeps periodically through the academia has made itself felt again as a need to distance teaching from the highly ideological nineteen eighties and nineties. Whether it calls itself new/neo humanism, an aesthetic of trust and kenosis, total textuality, or holism,i this tendency is characterised by a critical return to past approaches that must be either embraced or discarded. Many of the new positions share an underlying assumption that ideology is ultimately inescapable and that in one form or another it resurfaces in the most self-consciously objective or subjective approaches to culture. They also share the awareness of the need for a radical reconsideration of the definition and role of reading. In Faulkner studies, one of the disciplines in which these positions are consistently played out, they result in stimulating and cogent polemics that foreground and revaluate the novelist’s constant yet ambivalent thematisation of narrative, social, racial and economic issues. 


My paper is a comparative study of the different meanings attached to ideology as it informs western and Romanian critical readings of literature, and of the ethical implications and complications arising thereof. Faulkner exegeses will serve as evidence of the subtle imbrication of fiction, literary studies, and cultural politics, and of the need for a constant and mature involvement with the instruments of critical reading. On the one hand, in the western world there is a fairly vocal current advocating a de-ideologised attitude in literary and cultural studies. The meaning of the term “ideology” here is highly comprehensive, covering virtually every theory-based reading of cultural productions, whether Marxian or psychoanalytical, in contradistinction to practical criticism or close reading avatars that propose to reinstate the autonomy of the aesthetic. On the other hand, in Central and Eastern Europe the ideological debate is complicated by conflicting, time-bound but also politically circumscribed, meanings of ideology, predicated on a false distinction between the political and the cultural. Ideologically-committed readings of Faulkner in Romania are, therefore, an enterprise with far higher stakes: they are still under suspicion of being tainted by the earlier monolithic discourse of communist power; yet, especially after 1989, they represent a much needed, though much avoided, work of mourning – to use a syntagm from the Freudian repertoire, recently recycled by Derrida. In his seminal discussions of politics and ethics, Derrida points out the need to come to terms with Marxism and the very concept of ideology, before they can be efficiently put to rest. While both East- and West-European critical traditions seek to “bury” Marxism and ideology generally, I endorse Derrida’s view that no such dismissal is possible or effective without first undertaking a thorough dialogic investigation of the underlying assumptions on both sides of the ideological divide: both for and against, both communist and capitalist, both cultural and political. 


It is such a constructive dissensusii that my paper will attempt to illustrate. These two geographically-situated groups of alternatives to theoretically-grounded western literary studies have been to a certain extent marginal, whether in geo-political or academic terms. In East-European criticism, and Romanian exegesis in particular, ideological readings were the order of the day before 1989 (albeit often cunningly eluded or deflected); after that year, all theory-oriented readings have been regarded with suspicion and generally shunned by local critics. This fact has elicited greatly distressed reactions from western-based Romanian analysts like Marcel Corniş-Pope, who have repeatedly attempted to plead for an integration of political and cultural studies as the solution to the cultural crisis that Central-Eastern Europe is confronted with. It has also generated an impasse in Faulkner studies, which seems to be overwhelmed by the rehearsal of earlier pseudo-humanist pieties rather than incorporate recent methodological findings. In the western academia, long dominated by “methods” and “theories,” on the contrary, it is a literary interpretation that is suspicious of all kinds of agendas (whether Marxist, New Historicist, postcolonial or psychoanalytical) that would raise a few eyebrows. Yet André Bleikasten shows that when the agenda becomes an end in itself, the Faulknerian text often gets lost in the process and becomes a vast pool of evidence in support of practically any programmatic position (in Kartiganer & Abadie 1995: 5-7). A middle ground, then, must be found, where the primacy of the aesthetic in literary studies can be re-established without dismissing the remarkable recuperative work achieved by the structuralist and poststructuralist cross-pollination of cultural investigative disciplines. 


I argue that the current vacillations vis-à-vis ideology are part of a quest for critical ethics. My paper will expose and vindicate ideological readings, critique and recycle assumptions, revise and recuperate investigative tools, in what amounts to a critical dialogue that aims to be consistent with such an ethics. It will do so primarily from a metacritical stand that takes as its object Romanian Faulkner studies and explores its evolution before and after 1989 as compared to homologous western tendencies. The complex ways in which Faulkner criticism instantiates the dynamics of literary scholarship at large, the sense of evolution, change, resistance to change and self-resistance that one derives from it, will serve as a case study of the directions and opportunities open to Romanian literary studies. The purpose of this enquiry is to create the proper circumstances for the integration of Romanian Faulkner criticism into the western scholarly context. 


One of the most striking features of Romanian Faulkner studies is the divorce between theory and criticism. In the West that rift has been healed of late, under the influence of poststructuralist theories proposing the ‘text’ as the basic object and result of all critical interventions. In Romania, however, it remains still very much in place, with theory (heavily impacted by western readings) undertaking a recuperative work meant to retrieve the ideological underpinnings of pre-1989 Romanian culture, while literary criticism continues much along the same lines that it had followed before, minus the propagandistic distortions. Much of the theory published in Romania in recent years is the response to a deeply felt need to reassess the critical inheritance bequeathed by previous generations and find the points at which post-communist literary studies can insert themselves into a tradition that is both thoroughly Romanian and synchronous with developments in western culture and theory.iii Yet there seems to be a diachronic rupture between theory and its practical application which still follows the modernist model of criticism. This conservative model foregrounds the category of the aesthetic and regards the Faulknerian text as anachronistically contemporary with the moment of its interpretation rather than as a culturally- and temporally-circumscribable artefact. There seems to be a general consensus among exegetes that western poststructuralist methods of literary exploration are irrelevant, relativising, and altogether better left alone or relegated to the still imperfectly delineated realm of ‘cultural studies.’ The consistency with which the latter position is pursued by critics such as Didi-Ionel Cenuşer or Ştefan Stoenescu, to name but two who have focused on Faulkner, indicates a certain residual reluctance to do away with the classical separation of the aesthetic and the ethical spheres, of art and politics. 

Perhaps more difficult to account for is the resistance, on the one hand, to psychoanalytical, and on the other, to deconstructive approaches (witness Virgil Stanciu and again Stoenescu, respectively). In the case of the former, what is activated again is a conception of the autonomy of the text that hails back to formalism and the American New Criticism, but which is also akin to a certain suspicion, shared by communist critique, that it is trivialising in its subjectivism, deflecting attention from the ‘larger’ meanings of the literary work. Deconstruction, in its turn, has a more ambiguous position: it is both embraced as the next level after hermeneutics in terms of approach and after structuralism in incorporating semiotics, and rejected as relativising and inconclusive (also see Mircea Mihăieş 1999). That is to say, its partial and potential adoption is conditioned by the same criticism/theory dichotomy. Moreover, the designations that have been attached to various readings (structuralist, poststructuralist, Liberal Humanist, etc.) are somewhat arbitrary; the critics themselves very seldom claim more than a negative allegiance (not a poststructuralist etc.) and the vast majority prefer to be aligned with Liberal Humanism or hermeneutics. 

Along the lines of this rift between the aesthetic and the ideological in its widest sense, two long-standing strands can be distinguished in Romanian critical theory in the second half of the twentieth century. 1) There is a large following of the philosophical-aesthetic and hermeneutic line established in the mid-nineteenth century and continued, in the twentieth, by the most prestigious Romanian critics, the early Adrian Marino and Nicolae Balotă among them. 2) A younger tradition, branching out from the former, incorporate socio-cultural and historical aspects in their discussion of literature. In its turn, this second tendency must be discussed in terms of two widely differing directions: (a) the criticism subservient to the Party line, which, especially in the nineteen fifties and early sixties, but also throughout the communism regime, policed the definition and axiology of literature; and (b) one which, in lockstep with recent developments in the West, approached literature with a body of critical tools that were not primarily literary. This second direction, whose best-known representative is Nicolae Manolescu, is, in terms of both influence and professional rigor, on a par with the first tradition mentioned above. However, I argue, the impact of proletcultist criticism should not be underestimated: recent metacriticism is not only a reaction against it (and as such, volens-nolens, a reiteration of its principles), but also, in many ways, an offshoot. In all these cases the cultural factor is acutely present: it is both what shapes them and what they must create; both what conditions them and what they must defend. Ultimately, what is at stake is always cultural identity. Understood in this way, critical theory and practice gain an importance and a responsibility which are the very substance of critical ethics. 


The first tradition mentioned above tends to resurface mainly in reprints of previously published work and in the publication of previously suppressed dissident critics. However, in the realm of contemporary literary theory, aesthetic and hermeneutic interpretation has lost its function as declaration of independence from state ideology. Its impact is gradually dissipating, as a new generation of theoreticians are avidly turning west and integrating the latest ideology-informed methods. What sets the younger generation apart is not so much their resistance to aesthetic-philosophic or hermeneutic criticism, as to a certain definition of literature and a narrowly contained province in which the critic is expected to perform. In The Unfinished Battles (1996), Marcel Corniş-Pope shows that in post-1989 Romania “the very definition of ‘literature’ has been diversified and ‘carnivalized’, split into conflicting cultural styles, high and low, significant and ephemeral” (11). Thus, while for the communist cultural dictators promoting a Nobel-Prize winning novelist like Faulkner was a double-edged gesture of snobbishness and open-mindedness, and for aesthetic critics it was a point of honour, no such exclusive preoccupations with high literature can be discerned in post-communist literary criticism. Instead, in consistence with a tendency that took shape in the nineteen eighties, postmodern and contemporary literature is at present the preferred object of academic criticism rather than already established, ‘canonic’ writing.

Yet William Faulkner was, in twentieth-century Romania, one of the western novelists enjoying a wide critical readership, and the reprinting of translations and criticism on Faulkner’s books after 1989 suggests that the author’s position in the Romanian canon of world literature is as secure as ever. Nonetheless, although the new editions are accompanied by new prefaces or introductory essays, the overwhelming mass of criticism independently published after 1989 remains slightly modified old material, rather than new interpretations. There are of course exceptions to this rule, as the two important monographs by Mircea Mihăieş (1990) and Didi-Ionel Cenuşer (2005) bear witness. As well as providing an indication of the status and range of Faulkner studies in Romania, the large body of studies and articles devoted to his prose also reflect directly on the different critical and theoretical trends, phases and methods at work in Romanian literary scholarship. Therefrom I extract two theses regarding Romanian criticism in its complex imbrication with the dyads of socio-cultural phenomena and politics, communist and post-communist ideology, the eastern scholarly tradition in dialogue with western culture, eastern and western variants of Marxism and historicism, aesthetics and ideology, theory and criticism. 


My first allegation concerns the paradigmatic evolution of the past four decades, from a thawing of ideological control, through a decade of climaxing economic and (therefore) socio-cultural crises, to the problematic demise of communism. I propose that not only is contemporary criticism heir to many of the methodological principles set out by pre-1989 critics, but also, ambivalently, to a certain forma mentis which obliterates selectively aspects of the cultural scene such as the distinction between communism and Marxism. In Faulkner criticism, this becomes apparent especially in the reprinted critical editions, from which references to Faulkner’s political allegiance or to his social critique, as well as derogative allusions to capitalism, have been carefully expurgated rather than reconsidered with the investigative tools of neo-Marxism or New Historicism. 


My second proposition regards pre-1989 literary criticism, in which, despite state control and internalised censorship, the dominant move was away from the monolithic discourse of Stalinist ideology, towards a thorough synchronisation with kindred western developments. Thus, it is German Hermeneutics, French Formalism(s) and American New Criticism that have had the strongest impact on Romanian textual analysis rather than their Russian homologues. In this context, I suggest that a careful, open-minded and holistic reading of Romanian literary criticism in relation to kindred western studies will prove dialectically informative. Interestingly, communist readings of Faulkner’s novels might thus be established to have much in common with Marxist ones in the United States, for instance. A comparison of Sorin Alexandrescu’s 1969 Faulkner monograph with Myra Jehlen’s 1976 discussion of class and character would be particularly fruitful, both in methodological terms and in what regards their findings on the psychological complications arising from ideological and social situatedness in Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha. Similarly, in the field of textual criticism, Mihăieş’s Book of Failures (Cartea eşecurilor, 1990), an erudite hermeneutic study of Faulkner’s poetics (theory about the writing of novels) and poietics (the process of producing novels) as they emerge from what and how, and especially why, he re-wrote, has much in common with Walter Slatoff’s Quest for Failure and John Bassett’s Vision and Revisions.


The absence of such comparisons often originates in the deplorable scarcity of metacritical and theoretical texts interrogating canonicity and the function of literature with specific applicability to contemporary, post-communist Romania. The impossibility of outlining the field of study precludes the adequate exploration of cultural phenomena in the ex-communist bloc in a systematic manner, with adequate critical instruments. Another major hindrance is the reluctance, shared to a certain extent by East and West alike, to discuss communism and Marxism. Not only is a thorough investigation of the socio-cultural and philosophical underpinnings of the communism/capitalism dialectics shunned, but in insisting on promoting a rhetoric of post-communism, contemporary thinking risks repeating the disastrous mistakes of an unanalysed past. Thus, for instance, valuable Faulkner scholarship is indiscriminately obliterated because of its excessive and now obsolete ideological commitments (e.g. Sorin Alexandrescu’s structuralist monograph). The obliterations performed by proletcult policies in the nineteen fifties and early sixties are thus re-enacted. As most of the Romanian criticism written before 1989 was, by choice or by force, ‘communist,’ a comparison with the western Marxist and historicist accounts of Faulkner’s oeuvre is de rigueur in order to establish points of reference. Since communism is fundamentally an ideology, it is necessary to outline the definition that is operative here. 


The definition of ideology in communist countries differs significantly from the western one. As J. Hillis Miller economically explains, in the former case “‘ideology’ is (or was) a set of beliefs and practices consciously promulgated by the state” (in Kartiganer & Abadie 1995: 254). The connection between ideology and ethics in communist Eastern Europe is therefore a very tenuous one: the possession of truth is delegated to a higher authority (the State), which is thus empowered to make decisions consistent with what is “best for the people,” a programmatically utopian twist given to the utilitarian “the greater good for the greater numbers.” Thus, communism became for many of its subjects, and to a large degree, a way of evading responsibility.iv In being programmatically prescribed by the dominant political class, this type of ideology more evidently comes to bear upon the definition and ethics of interpretations and canons, and consequently on the responsibility of theoreticians and critics alike in inscribing and circumscribing the reading public’s understanding of, and responses to, cultural phenomena. It does not, however, exclude the diffusion of ideology into the institutions, mentalities and behavioural automatisms of civil society, as theorised by Althusser and Gramsci. But to the extent that active resistance to this type of ideology is feasible, it also involves potentially dangerous (even suicidal) rebellion against the political system. 


In this context there is something to be said for those critics who chose to ignore the dictates of communist propagandistic and pedagogic prescriptions; at the same time, the inevitability of the programmatic promotion of certain writers and of specific aspects of their work becomes more evident. This perhaps explains why Faulkner was not as popular in Romania as his contemporaries John Steinbeck or Ernest Hemingway, for instance. Steinbeck’s interest in the plight of the dispossessed and in social injustice, and his affiliation to left-wing politics made him particularly amenable to ideologically-informed criticism in our country. Moreover, his simple, straightforward, occasionally allegoric or parabolic narrative, and his concern with simple, uneducated labourers appealed to the proletarian readership throughout the world. At the opposite pole, Hemingway proposed a brutal male ethos of endurance, non-conformism and individualism, and an epos of sheer physical force and adventure. While he offered no explicit social commentary other than the impossibility of adapting to imperialist capitalism, the insidious appeal of his work might have been constituted by the promise of escapism. Faulkner, with his obscure and convoluted experimental style and ambiguous politics, has always been much more difficult to digest by lay readers; he has also been more difficult to be made digestible by critics. At the same time, his obliquity and ambiguities invite and accommodate a wider range of interpretations, just as they also preserve him fresh for every new consumption, even when Steinbeck and Hemingway have faded from view. In the late nineteen sixties this protean quality made it possible for translators and critics to introduce the Southern novelist to the Romanian reading public in a variety of hypostases: as the linguistic experimentalist,v the eccentric aesthete,vi the crypto-socialist,vii the humanist as moralist,viii the mythopoeic pseudo-historian.ix

Furthermore, in fairness to truth, there were also critics who started from the premise of the primacy of aesthetic value and enhanced the writer’s political stand in order to recuperate and promote plain good literature. When all culture and criticism had to be Marxist-Stalinist in order to be published, critics often intentionally emphasised the treatment of social and economic relations in western literature at the expense of other considerations. Many of Faulkner’s works would not have bypassed state censure if they had not been offered as potentially revolutionary critiques of capitalism. The greatest risk run by such criticism was that of imposing a very restrictive interpretive grid on uninformed readings of those books. Nevertheless, the critics’ convictions and intentions were generous and comprehensive: while their political agenda was ostensibly Marxist of the Stalinist persuasion, they embraced values that were reminiscent of, and informed by, both Liberal Humanism and the current formalist and structuralist readings of literature. What enabled such ambivalent historicising interpretations was the belief that literary studies can add significantly to the understanding of history, while the privilege of left-wing politics is that it liberates criticism from traditional standards of canonicity and convention. The exegetes of communist Romania deployed this ambivalence cogently, to the great advantage of literature, acquiring a hard-won autonomy from state ideology that did not obtain in any other scholarly discipline. Their present reluctance to confront socio-economic themes with the tools of Marxism or historicism is still a residue of that autonomy. 

In what is widely regarded as the most comprehensive and sophisticated analysis of the literary scene in Romania, Noah’s Ark (1980-82), Nicolae Manolescu describes the post-World War II novel as a type of fiction that is characterised by self-reflexivity, formal parody and rupture, self-doubt and social disenchantment. He explains: “This is a novel of lost ingenuity. … The novel becomes a Noah’s Ark packed with wretched creatures saved from drowning, a world of survivors” (qtd. in Corniş-Pope 89). I argue that post-War Romanian criticism, too, is “a world of survivors,” in which opposing forces have shaped a complex panorama of critical discourses. On the one hand, there were the ideological state apparatuses that engulfed thinking by using methods far less subtle and diffused than those described by Althusser; on the other, there was resistance. On the one hand there was conformity to acceptable fashions; on the other there was ironic distance and disillusionment. Or perhaps these were all on the same side – survival strategies.


As this paper has, I hope, made clear, post-Revolution Romanian culture, too, is the site of multivalent survival: literature survived the communist persecution fairly intact, as did criticism and theory. To paraphrase Manolescu once more, ours is a tradition of survivors and survival, whose exemplars are perhaps neither better nor worse than the wretched creatures on Noah’s Ark, but equally foundational. But what have also survived are traces, traditions, psychological and behavioural patterns, traumas from the past, spectres that demand vindication. There is a paradox at the heart of this condition: while a valuable heritage has been salvaged, the most powerful impetus is centrifugal, moving away from the cultural circumstances that created it. Yet my analysis of Romanian critical theory and of Faulkner studies pre- and post-1989 reveals that past critical readings often reflect neither a political commitment on the part of their authors, nor a generalised doctrinal determinism. Rather, they are an instantiation of the impact of, or resistance to, a number of superimposed (often unexamined) ideological notions regarding the nature and role of literature in the world, the function of criticism, the definition of culture, the demands of national identity (vis-à-vis globalisation), social responsibility, political coercion, freedom of expression and the autonomy of the aesthetic. Why, then, are they shunned?


Ion Bogdan Lefter shows that the current crisis of Romanian criticism is not an institutional one, but “one of language, of attitude, of conception: one that must be described in cultural and philosophical terms, not political and circumstantial” (2002: 504, my translation). In other words, the institutions are in place and functional, although perhaps not always put to good account; what is absent is the synchronisation of their epistemologic and discursive underpinnings. Paradoxically, rather than encouraging reformulation and debate around cultural issues, the suspicion of canonic validation has stalemated critical discussion; it has also broadened the breach between criticism and theory. In this context, criticism functions anachronistically, in vacuo, as it were, unable to creatively and critically internalise impending developments. The victims of these obliterations are fields such as Faulkner studies, whose limited scope precludes access to the latest findings in terms of the ethos carried by Faulkner’s work. Theoretically grounded western readings, at the opposite pole, reveal that the Southern novelist still has much to say to early-twenty-first-century readers. 


In this paper I have attempted to stage an alternative reading of Romanian criticism devoted to Faulkner’s novels. In claiming that western Marxist criticism has much in common with pre-1989 Romanian ideology-informed exegeses I have performed a programmatic simplification. That is to say, I have selectively obliterated the definitions of both Marxism and ideology in the two respective regions and showcased similarities in order to recuperate a part of Romanian criticism that has been unjustly and indiscriminately repudiated for unsupportable political reasons. The truth of the matter is that the similarities reside strictly at the level of analysing evidential themes and characterological types, and very seldom cover foundational concepts as well. Thus, the theories of Lukacs, Benjamin, Althusser, are seldom, if ever, even mentioned, and there are few systematic readings of texts in the Marxian tradition beside Sorin Alexandrescu’s early monograph (which, however, remains primarily a structuralist text). Nonetheless, uncovering both such similarities and dissimilarities can constitute a starting point in considering the impact of ideology on critical interpretation and in clearing criticism of undeserved and traumatising discrediting charges. 


My picture of Romanian scholarship is also partial in being based on a selective body of Faulkner criticism and only on post-1989 cultural theory. It is probably also informed both by a westernising tendency and interest in the new, and by unacknowledged ideological bias. Ultimately, it might even be conditioned by a generational lack of empathy with earlier cultural circumstances. The impulse behind this metacritical enterprise is the awareness of the need to resolve the contradictions at the core of cultural scholarship without occluding national self-assertion. This awareness is already shared by a large number of theoreticians, and Nicolae Manolescu and other critics have started incorporating it in their exegetical work. Once the imperative for regeneration becomes clear enough, I have no doubt that Romanian criticism and theory will, as always, find the resources for negotiating their situation within the larger context of world culture. Then, perhaps, Romanian Faulkner scholarship will be given the place it no doubt deserves on the bookshelves of foreign universities; then, also, the Romanian readership will gain fuller, fresher access to Faulkner’s novelistic universe. 

NOTES: 

i See Daniel Schwartz in Coyle 1991, Ihab Hassan 2003, Peter Barry 2006, Richard Rorty in Ragg 2002, respectively, but also Patricia Waugh in Knellwolf and Norris 2001, Evan Carton and Gerald Graff in Bercovitch 2003, etc. 

ii See Sacvan Bercovitch 1986. 

iii See Nicolae Balotă, Adrian Oţoiu, Magda Cârneci, Ion Bogdan Lefter, Marcel Corniş-Pope, among many others. 

iv By the same token, the rebellion against the omniscient, omnipotent State signalled the decision to resume political responsibility – and thus, an ethical choice.

v See Radu Lupan, Aurel Dragoş Munteanu. 

vi See Nicolae Balotă, Radu Lupan, Valentin Taşcu.

vii See Sorin Alexandrescu, Radu Lupan, Ana Cartianu. 

viii See Nicolae Balotă. 

ix See Sorin Alexandrescu, Dinu Flămând, Sorin Pârvu. 
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Appendix:  List  of  Romanian  Translations  of  Faulkner’s  Novels  in 

Chronological  Order,  According  to  the  ASTRA  Library  Collections

Victorie, în româneşte de Margareta Sterian (1957)

Nechemat în ţărînă, în româneşte de Eugen Barbu şi Andrei Ion Deleanu (1964) 

Ursul. Nuvele, în româneşte de Radu Lupan (1966)

Cătunul, în româneşte de Eugen Barbu şi Andrei Ion Deleanu (1967)

Oraşul, în româneşte de Eugen Barbu şi Andrei Ion Deleanu (1967)
Casa cu coloane, în româneşte de Eugen Barbu şi Andrei Ion Deleanu (1968) 

Zgomotul şi furia, în româneşte de Mircea Ivănescu (1971)

Pe patul de moarte, în româneşte de Horia-Florian Popescu şi Paul Goma (1972)

Lumină de august, în româneşte de Radu Lupan (1973)
Absalom, Absalom! în româneşte de Mircea Ivănescu (1974)

Neînfrînţii, în româneşte de Virgil Ştefănescu-Drăgăneşti (1978)

Sartoris, în româneşte de Mircea Ivănescu (1980)

Pogoară-te, Moise, în româneşte de Mircea Ivănescu (1991)

Gambitul calului, în româneşte de Radu Lupan (1993)

Steaguri în ţărână, în româneşte de Mircea Ivănescu (1999)

For the following translations no data was available at ASTRA Library:

Sanctuar, în româneşte de Mircea Ivănescu 

Recviem pentru o călugăriţă, în româneşte de Mircea Ivănescu 
Hoţomanii, în româneşte de Mircea Ivănescu 

