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Abstract 
The paper explores the application of ideological principles to the study of literature. 

In the first part it discusses the fears for the current study of literature as expressed by 
René Wellek in some of his late essays, and contrasts them with the opinions expressed in 
the Bernheimer Report on Professional Standards submitted to American Comparative 
Literature Association. The second part consists of the analysis of recent views on the 
proliferation of ideological principles in literary studies and their consequences for the 
reading and studying of literature. It concludes by emphasising the need to rehabilitate 
literary criticism, suppressed by the excesses of literary theory.  
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New theories are generally associated with the idea of progress, introduction 

of new technology - usually more sophisticated and efficient than the old one - or 
with the improvement of human life in general. Although reality sometimes falls 
short of expectations and the new technology not always brings positive trends, 
making our life more complicated and hectic and having questionable pragmatic 
or ethical values, new theories in general are undoubtedly almost always 
undeniable manifestations of an increased sophistication of human thinking. 
This, however, does not (always) hold true for literary studies, where new 
theories may be demonstrations not of an increased sophistication of human 
thinking, but, vice versa, of its simplicity and triviality. Sometimes they may even 
be damaging for literature. For example, the emergence of a fashionable and 
exciting new theory in the late 1960s and the early 1970s called deconstruction 
and, especially, its embrace by American scholarship, has been claimed by some 
scholars to have had a damaging effect on literature, since instead of its fulfilment 
of an essential role in the teaching, instead of its playing a significant role in the 
education of future professionals in literary studies, it suggested that there could 
be no real meaning in literature, just a “stir of echoes” with no real voices 
(Villanueva, 2011, p. 5). When it emptied literature of its meaning, Villanueva 
further argues, it also opened space for the moving in of other theories, such as 
various versions of cultural studies which dramatically changed the concept of 
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literature and literary studies. Some scholars have expressed fears that this 
change leads to the destruction of literature´s traditional philological essence. 
The principal aim of this article is to pay a closer attention to the nature of these 
fears by discussing some ideas, especially those of Wellek, frequently surfacing 
and resurfacing in the last several decades and exerting a significant impact on 
the reading and teaching of literature. 

René Wellek, a Vienna born Czech critic and founder of the department of 
comparative literature at Yale University, was perhaps one of the first scholars 
who systematically drew attention to the negative aspects of the obsession with 
new theories. For him, it would be quite natural to voice the fear for the future of 
literature, since he lived and worked both in the times very different from the 
present, experiencing almost all the important traditional movements and 
schools, such as Prague Linguistic Circle and American New Criticism, as well as 
in the times when the traditional literary scholarship gave way to new theoretical 
enterprises. Moreover, Wellek is perhaps one of the most suitable scholars to 
discuss when dealing with the nature of literary theories because his own work 
could not be classified under the heading of any of those theories. As Holquist put 
it, “Wellek did not found a school, although he had numerous students over the 
many years of his teaching. And he is not remembered for propounding any 
particular theory with which his name is identified. But through his very 
catholicity and ceaseless activity as a scholar, educational reformer, and 
intermediary between European and American thought he was a major, even 
determining, force in changing how people conceived literature and therefore the 
way it should be studied.” (2010, p. 164). 

Even if Wellek´s name cannot be compartmentalised, put to the service of any 
one particular theory or school, his thinking on literary theory and methodology 
of literary research shows great lucidity and sophistication. Although its most 
systematic elucidation can be found in his famous Theory of Literature, in this 
article his shorter, though no less famous, text will be taken for a starting point - 
The Crisis of Comparative Literature in which, reflecting over the nature of 
comparative literature, he clearly shows his dissatisfaction with the state of 
literary scholarship that, “in its less violent, muted ways, has been torn by 
conflicts of methods” (1963, p. 282). 

If the concept of method is taken to be one of the basic conditions 
characterising scientific discourse, then literary scholarship is, and has always 
been, in trouble. Wellek sees the main problem in the fact that literature is 
studied not as literature, but as something else: “Many eminent men in literary 
scholarship and particularly in comparative literature are not really interested in 
literature at all but in the history of public opinion, the reports of travellers, the 
ideas about national character – in short, in general cultural history” (p. 293). 
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Studying literature not as literature, but as something else, as many other things, 
will always keep literary scholars in a state of confusion and conflicts, uncertain 
of what they are doing, poorly imitating other subjects and other methods. As he 
claims, “literary scholarship will not make any progress, methodologically, unless 
it determines to study literature as a subject distinct from other activities and 
products of man” (p. 293). In order to study literature in such way, it is necessary 
to focus on the literary work of art, and approach it from the aspect of 
literariness. Even though the concept of literariness is not the Wellek´s invention, 
in his treatment it assumes the value of essentiality, not just that of peculiarity, 
distinguishing the nature of literature and literary study in opposition to other 
discourses. Thus the literary study in Wellek´s opinion should not be the study of 
the technicalities of language, of culture or national psychology, “but a 
confrontation with the objects in their essence: a dispassionate but intense 
contemplation which will lead to analysis and finally to judgements of value” (p. 
295). Then it becomes “an act of the imagination, like art itself, and thus a 
preserver and creator of the highest values of mankind” (p. 295). It is remarkable 
that over half a century ago he was able to identify the problem which faces 
literary studies even nowadays, that is, its dissolution into a variety of different 
discourses. 

Wellek´s insistence that the study of literature have its own methodology and 
object of study can be contrasted with a very different understanding of the 
literary process launched in the Report on Professional Standards (the so-called 
Bernheimer Report of 1993) to American Comparative Literature Association. 
The Report is the third “analysis” of the state of comparative literature in the 
USA, following the First or Levin Report of 1965 and the Second or Greene Report 
of 1975, which dealt, among other things, with the technicalities of the 
establishment of the study of comparative literature in the USA. In addition to 
pragmatic considerations, the Bernheimer Report is interesting especially 
because of its open “legitimising” of the new trends occurring in literary studies. 
It demonstrates significant changes in the understanding of the “conception of 
the discipline”.  

At the beginning Bernheimer provides an analysis of the Green´s Report, 
especially of what Green considers a threat for the development of comparative 
literature in the 1970s, that is, the study of theory and interdisciplinary 
programs, presenting it as the resistance of the “eminent authorities” of the 
discipline. Bernheimer, naturally, does not consider this as a threat, but rather a 
progress in literary studies. In the part entitled Renewing the Field, the Report 
claims that comparisons are now done between Western and non-Western 
cultures, between cultural constructions of different disciplines, between sexual 
orientations, racial and ethnic modes of signifying, etc. “These ways of 
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contextualizing literature in the expanded fields of discourse, culture, ideology, 
race, and gender are so different from the old models of literary study according 
to authors, nations, periods, and genres that the term ‘literature’ may no longer 
adequately describe our object of study.” The expansion of the scope of the field 
is emphasised even further when he claims that “[l]iterary phenomena are no 
longer the exclusive focus of our discipline” and that “literary texts are now being 
approached as one discursive practice among many others in a complex, shifting, 
and often contradictory field of cultural production.” In the part entitled The 
Graduate Program, containing recommendations of principles to be used in the 
construction of graduate study programs, he clarifies that broadening the field 
need not necessarily mean abandoning “the close analysis of rhetorical, prosodic, 
and other formal features“, but taking account also of “the ideological, cultural, 
and institutional contexts in which their meanings are produced.” 

Taking account of contexts is in itself not a bad thing for all human and social 
phenomena acquire their sense only in the context. Linguistic and literary 
meanings are also contextual, as has been repeatedly shown by many significant 
theoretical works in the field. However, there seems to be a difference between 
being aware of the “intrinsic” context, i.e. a primary condition for a thing to be 
able to mean within its sphere of operation, and context as an accompanying 
extrinsic environment not necessarily related to the nature of the thing explored. 
Being broad and often difficult to define, literary meanings are prone to being 
devastated by these secondary contexts, especially “at the present time”. As 
Mousley has noted in his Literature and the Human, “we lay such thick blankets of 
social and historical context over texts that we smother those human aspects of 
them that survive history and make them still readable in the present” (2013, p. 
20).  

The contextualizing of literary meanings is not, however, only a new and 
fashionable device, invention, of current approaches to literature. It has 
happened several times in history, most noticeably, at least for Central and 
Eastern European literary scholars, during the former Communist regimes of the 
Soviet type, when the politicians, and consequently also literary scholars, were 
expecting the works of art to be proletarian, typical, realistic and partisan, i.e., 
enforcing the principles of “socialist realism”. Of course, open, crude, and violent 
political manipulations of intellectuals by totalitarian state power were not 
experienced by the present Western literary ideologues. This may be one of the 
reasons why most of them are still obsessed by promoting ideological principles 
in their interpretations and analyses, and why Marxist approach to the study of 
literature, unlike in the former socialist countries which had first-hand 
experience with this ideology, is still popular in Western literary scholarship. 
Although in the current principle of political correctness one may find slightly 
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different requirements, the principle of respecting the ideological contexts, of 
asking literature to be a tool for political struggles, remains essentially 
unchanged.  

But, as Bornstein (1992) put it in the essay of the same name, can literary 
study be politically correct? If one looks back to the history, one can find many 
examples of the political approach to literature. In addition to the literature of the 
post-war East European Communist countries, a very striking example is the 
period which had preceded it: “At the height of the terror that established 
Bolshevism in the Soviet Union, Lenin reportedly sent a famous telegram 
exclaiming indignantly ‘We're not shooting enough professors.’ That was political 
correctness with a vengeance. The incident reminds us that political correctness 
is nothing new, that it tends toward the authoritarian, and that it is not likely to 
contribute much to the welfare, or even the survival, of the professoriate” (p. 
283).  

Bornstein goes on to explain that political correctness was used by Hitler and 
Stalin, and that it also operated on the principles of race, class, gender, as current 
discourses do. So perhaps the problem is not whether literature and literary 
study can be politically correct, for it definitely can, but that political correctness 
is too narrow: “It limits rather than enlarges. To that extent, literary study 
certainly can be politically correct but ought not to be” (p. 288-289). It ought not 
to be, because it destroys literature, using it just as a tool, not as an aesthetic 
phenomenon.  

However, if political correctness is considered to be destroying aesthetic 
nature of literature, should then political categories be used in literary discourse 
at all? Should we not abandon the analysis of race, class, gender, or culture in 
general, in literary study? Can we separate a literary text from its embededness 
in social and cultural contexts? Not at all - history provides many examples when 
literature has played a very positive role in political struggles. And one could also 
argue that literature is an inseparable part of culture. But if we use political 
categories, as Bornstein claims, we should be very careful with them, we “should 
recognize their long and generally shameful history in that enterprise, and not 
take their invocation as automatically progressive” (p. 285). 

Wellek foresaw these problems not only in the mentioned The Crisis of 
Comparative Literature, but in his other texts as well, most importantly, in his 
later articles with symptomatic names – The Attack on Literature (1982) and 
Destroying Literary Studies (2005). In addition to politics and ideology, in The 
Attack on Literature he identifies two other dangers to or attacks on literature – 
distrust of language and electronic communication. The distrust of language 
emerged most forcefully as a result of the advent of poststructuralist theories and 
their obsession with the issues of representation. Discussing several 
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poststructural thinkers Wellek warns that their theories inevitably lead to a state, 
mentioned above with regard to deconstruction, in which literature would lose 
any cognitive value to comment on reality, and reality itself would become 
cognitively unknowable, since any attempt to know it has to be carried out in 
language, which is, in turn, considered to be just a string of signs, of empty 
signifiers without their signifieds. In Destroying Literary Studies he goes even 
further saying that such approach to language would lead to “total scepticism and 
ultimately to nihilism” (43). But such treatment of language is mistaken: “The 
view that there is ‘nothing outside of text,’ that every text refers or defers only to 
another text, ignores that texts—political, juridical, religious, philosophical, and 
even imaginative and poetic—have actually shaped the lives of men and thus the 
course of history. Denying the self and minimizing the perceptual life of man, the 
theory deliberately refuses to acknowledge that the relation of mind and world is 
more basic than language” (43).  

Again, a remarkable thing about Wellek´s critical sensitivity is the fact that the 
above “attack” on language was launched in the 1980´s (Destroying Literary 
Studies was first published in 1983), i.e. at the time when it took almost absolute 
courage to criticise the then fashionable trends in literary studies. It must be said 
that the 1980´s was the time of the flourishing of “theory”, whose early concept 
was introduced by Jonathan Culler who maintained that the theory “has come to 
designate works that succeed in challenging and reorienting thinking in fields 
other than those to which they ostensibly belong because their analyses of 
language, or mind, or history, or culture offer novel and persuasive accounts of 
signification” (1988, p. 15). In those accounts, the theory-based works were 
considered to „discover[ed] an essential ‘literariness’ in non-literary phenomena” 
(p. 15). Literariness is of course a term which was introduced by Russian 
Formalists who claimed that ‘the object of literary science is not literature but 
literariness, that is, what makes a given work a literary work” (Das, 2005, p. 78). 
However, while Formalists used it to distinguish literary works from non-literary 
works, Culler, on the other hand, enlarged its operation virtually to all texts, 
making them, in fact, literary, and giving rise to a situation when suddenly almost 
every text was opened to literary theoretical analysis, and literary scholars 
started to produce enormous amounts of far-fetched analyses, attempting to be 
experts in many fields, as well as interpreting parts of literary works and reading 
into them all kinds of unbelievable meanings. Most frequently, they approached 
the works from a leftist stance, got engaged in the fight for the rights of 
minorities (gender or ethnic), pointed to social criticism in literary works as 
power-based, followed the fashion of deconstructive thinking by elevating minor 
features to the central position in a work, and, discussed all kinds of phenomena 
which would hardly belong to the sphere of literary scholarship. This, of course, 
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could lead to nothing else, but a gradual ridiculing of literary studies in the eyes 
of other scholars. As Delbanco (1999) has noted with regard to this phenomenon, 
“everyone knows that if you want to locate the laughingstock on your local 
campus these days, your best bet is to stop by the English department”. 

The self-ridiculing of literary scholars was not, however, the only 
consequence of the extreme manifestations of poststructural trends in literary 
studies. Their more serious impact could be visible in literary education. In the 
recent Wall Street Journal´s article entitled Who Ruined the Humanities? Siegel 
(2013) holds “theory”, or “that fig leaf for mediocrity”, responsible for the decline 
in “the formal study of books that cultivate empathy, curiosity, aesthetic taste and 
moral refinement”, maintaining that “the academic study of literature leads to 
nothing of the sort.”  

This unfavourable view of the present state of the academic study of literature 
is, however, not only an opinion of one or two critics, struggling against their 
professional enemies from the other camp in the so-called cultural wars, or 
brought to public attention by the supposedly unfounded fears of few 
conservative critics not able to come to terms with modern, and postmodern, 
trends based on electronic communication and global media culture, but tends to 
be more and more reflected in many surveys analysing the decreasing popularity 
of literary studies, alongside other human sciences, at American universities. In 
the 2009 article entitled The Decline of the English Department Chace, for 
example, points out that “[D]uring the last four decades, a well-publicized shift in 
what undergraduate students prefer to study has taken place in American higher 
education. The number of young men and women majoring in English has 
dropped dramatically; the same is true of philosophy, foreign languages, art 
history, and kindred fields, including history.”  

All that has been said so far is not very pleasant for people for whom 
literature and literary studies have become not only a profession, but, first of all, 
a kind of calling. It should, however, lead to an “overwhelming question”. “What 
is it” that is happening with literature? The answers are, of course, complex. 
Chase (2009) himself identified the following ones: “What are the causes for this 
decline? There are several, but at the root is the failure of departments of English 
across the country to champion, with passion, the books they teach and to make a 
strong case to undergraduates that the knowledge of those books and the 
tradition in which they exist is a human good in and of itself. What departments 
have done instead is dismember the curriculum, drift away from the notion that 
historical chronology is important, and substitute for the books themselves a 
scattered array of secondary considerations (identity studies, abstruse theory, 
sexuality, film and popular culture). In so doing, they have distanced themselves 
from the young people interested in good books.” 
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Unlike the situation in the USA, in Slovakia the enrolment numbers for literary 
studies, as well as humanities in general, do not go actually down, but rather up, 
even though, it has to be said, humanities do not have a particularly favourable 
status in the general public either. The higher enrolment number thus can be 
attributed to the same phenomenon as their falling reputation in the USA, that is 
to their becoming “code for ´and you don't even have to show up to get an A´" 
(Siegel, 2013). For it is a common knowledge in this country that many students 
enter university humanities study only because they want an easy way to get a 
higher education diploma. Naturally, in order to confirm it, a wider and serious 
survey of student opinions would be required, which is out of the scope of the 
present paper. What one can say even without the help of such a study, however, 
is that the shift (or rather shifts) of thinking about literature during the last 
century must have had their significant share in bringing about the present 
situation. It would be difficult to find any other discipline which has undergone 
such complex development and changes in research methodology as literary 
studies – from being part of general philological education, through the elevation 
to the status of an independent academic subject, through the period of high 
theorising, to its employment as an instrument in the political and emancipatory 
struggles of all sorts.  

On the one hand it must be said that it is not surprising that literature has 
been put to such uses - it obviously has a potential of serving each and all of the 
mentioned purposes. Let us take, for example, the literature´s role in the life of a 
nation, in its struggle for independence or emancipation. There are many 
examples of this in the old and new world literatures. In Europe literature was a 
powerful force behind national emancipation struggles in the nineteenth century 
as well as in the late twentieth century´s anti-Communist struggles. In American 
literature, one can mention a search for the great American novel in the 
nineteenth century which would illustrate the nation´s uniqueness, or Emerson´s 
struggle to emphasise American independence from European muses and to 
characterise unique qualities of American scholars. As for other Anglophone 
countries, one cannot deny a great role of such writers as Chinua Achebe, Nadine 
Gordimer or J. M. Coetzee in their nations´ cultures either. So it must be said that 
literature is directly connected to the environment from which it grew and which 
it helps form, to the culture. Yet, on the other hand, the obsession with political 
correctness and its different agendas in much of the contemporary literary 
critical scene is detrimental both to the writers and readers, as well as to the 
nature of political struggle. 

It is also not surprising that at some point in history literary studies became 
an academic discipline, as other disciplines, and the nineteenth century public 
criticism was displaced by academic literary criticism (Culler, 1988, p. 3), 
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resulting in the substitution of the role of men of letters as public figures, 
cultivating the taste of their readers through evaluative and judgemental 
criticism (as was the case, for example, in Victorian England) supported by their 
extensive historical and philological knowledge, for academic literary critics and 
theorists, usually literature professors. This shift from criticism as public activity 
to the interpretation of literary phenomena performed at universities brought 
sophistication and technicality, but also caused that, as Culler put it, “literary 
criticism has ceased to be a modest and judicious activity serving literature and 
its readers and become pretentious and chaotic, a domain of competing, often 
abstruse theories, demanding the attention that might be devoted to literature 
itself.” (3). However, the academisation of literary study must not be perceived as 
the main culprit of what is happening nowadays. It should rather be seen as a 
natural part of the development occurring in other fields of human and social 
sciences, and an expression of the increasing complexity of our world and 
scientification of our life. But what has to be found negative, is the amateurism of 
many “academic” theoretical analyses, far-fetched naïve conclusions, and 
constantly emerging new methodologies and theories, only strengthening, in the 
end, a general idea that (in literary studies) The Latest Theory Is That Theory 
Doesn't Matter (the phrase was actually a name of a conference at the University 
of Chicago, organised in 2003 by the Critical Inquiry an attended by Stanley Fish, 
Homi Bhabha, Fredric Jameson, that is, ironically, the gurus of theory and 
postcolonial and postmodern studies who deliberated about the state of theory).  

But if not theory, what else then should matter? Faced with the flood of 
literary scholars´ aspirations and their new insights into the meanings of literary 
works, frequently found to be conditioned by all kinds of power, gender and 
ethnic relations, one is left with a feeling that to “rescue the honour” of academic 
literary research, it is necessary to get back to the basics, and get inspired by 
what T. S. Eliot´s once wrote: “[A] poet must take as his material his own 
language as it is actually spoken around him”, and his duty "is only indirectly to 
the people: his direct duty is to his language, first to preserve, and second to 
extend and improve", and that the only method to be used is “to be very 
intelligent” (Poetry Foundation, 2014). 

What then should academic literary scholars be doing to become intelligent, if 
not engaging in political, social, ethnic or feminist struggles while writing about 
literature? One of the answers to this question would be to learn from the history 
and rehabilitate literary criticism, as well as to try to cultivate the taste of readers 
in this age of superficiality again. As Posner has it in his article The Decline of 
Literary Criticism, discussing McDonald´s book entitled The Death of the Critic: 
“Although there is plenty of both academic and journalistic writing about 
literature, less and less is well described by the term ‘literary criticism.’ The 
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literary critics of the first two-thirds or so of the twentieth century, now dead, 
including poets and other creative writers, such as T. S. Eliot, journalists such as 
Edmund Wilson, and academic literary critics, as distinct from literary scholars, 
such as F. R. Leavis in England and Cleanth Brooks in the United States, have so 
few successors that the very genre, if not yet dead, is moribund” (2008, p. 385). 
Instead of literary criticism, he points out, “we have postmodern literary theory, 
an animal of quite a different colour from literary criticism” (Ellis, qtd. in Posner, 
p. 385) within which “[T]exts . . . are interpreted and analysed with a view to 
unlocking the social norms and attitudes encoded therein, not assessed or 
evaluated as integral, self-contained creations” (McDonald, qtd. in Posner, p. 
385). 

The marginal status of literary criticism within contemporary literary studies 
was also pointed out by a Slovak literary scholar, Stanislav Rakús (2014) who in 
his newspaper article entitled Okrajové postavenie literárnej kritiky (Marginal 
Status of Literary Criticism) argues that “qualification processes in academic and 
university environment … do not almost count with literary critical activities as 
with a significant contribution to the creation of value stratification of literature”. 
This is, he argues, unnatural and non-functional since criticism is the activity that 
“has the most immediate connection to the primary object of literature – which is 
the artistic text”, and, moreover, “it has a diagnostic task – trying to identify 
whether ... the text is healthy, as it should be … or it does not meet artistic 
requirements” (my own translation).  

Rakús´s critique draws on the traditional division of literary studies into 
literary criticism, literary history and literary theory, which was popularised by 
René Wellek, but later made questionable during the “poststructural years” by 
the introduction of the concept of “theory”. In this traditional view, the role of 
literary criticism was in its closeness to the text, and, consequently, to another 
precious space which was destroyed by the “high theory” stage and which has to 
be re–emphasised in order for a good criticism to take place, i.e. to the space of 
reading, or reading for oneself, as Harold Bloom would put it (2001). Such 
reading is part of every reading, scholarly or non-scholarly, occurring before 
complicated theoretical analyses take place. Guerin referred to it in his A 
Handbook of Critical Approaches (1999) as belonging to pre-critical stage, during 
which we do not interpret or analyse, but simply enjoy literary works. It is at this 
point when we get to the closest, most intimate contact with a literary work, and 
when the work reveals to us its holistic, verbally ungraspable impact, which we 
then, as literary scholars, nevertheless try to grasp through conceptual terms.  

The degree of belief in the possibility of turning the complexity of a literary 
work´s subjective effect into objective terminology seems to constitute the 
difference between the literary criticism, with its loosely used terminological 
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apparatus, and literary theory, especially in its poststructural stage of “theory”, 
with its naïvely mechanical transpositions of aesthetic values onto sociological 
principles, pushing literary studies into a simplified sphere of mechanical 
thinking, and, in fact, truncating the human appeal every good literary work 
should aspire for. In doing this, theory strips the art of literature of its artistic 
claims, which were characterised by Siegel (2013) as having aesthetic and 
ontological impact on readers, making us “feel, in the most solitary part of us, that 
we are not alone, and that there are meanings that cannot be bought, sold or 
traded, that do not decay and die. This socially and economically worthless 
experience is called transcendence, and you cannot assign a paper, or a grade, or 
an academic rank, on that. Literature is too sacred to be taught. It needs only to 
be read.” 

Naturally, as far as the teaching of literature is concerned, this is a kind of 
overstatement, for literature has always been taught, even though in different 
ways and forms. But with regard to literary meanings, it is fairly unequivocal. 
Great literary works never have had politics or social emancipation as their 
primary focus, even though these things have been frequently read into them. 
They always reach beyond the materiality of the setting, beyond a particular 
culture or ideology, towards universal meanings arrived at through particular 
experientiality. And how this is done in literary works should perhaps be the real 
concern intelligent literary studies should be addressing - through a “non-
mechanical” critical thinking using literary critical terminology. 
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