A. Stewart







March 25, 2003

ABSTRACT

Galt Harpham, Geoffrey.  “Ethics.”  Critical Terms for Literary Study.  Eds. Frank 


Lentricchia and Thomas McLaughlin.  2nd ed.  Chicago: U of CP, 1995.

Purpose:  Galt Harpham outlines the positive and negative features of ethical criticism and very deliberately defines ethics as a critical term for literary study.

Scope:  Galt Harpham divides his article into three sections.  Ethics in Our Time (387-94) looks at the fall and rise of ethical criticism in the later part of the twentieth century.  Ethics Itself (394-400) asks the question “What is ethics?” (394) and expounds upon its paradoxical nature (395), the relationship of ethics to morality (397), and the benefits and dangers of practicing ethical criticism (399-400).  Ethics and Literature (400-5) looks specifically at the role of ethics as a critical term for the study of literature and at its ability to advance our understanding of narrative.

Method:  Organizing his article by setting up a modern context for ethics, describing its identity in critical thought, and applying that identity to operate with the problems of narrative, Galt Harpham works towards defining ethical criticism as essential to literary study.  All points are supported by examples from widely read critical theory.

Results:  The same critics who during the Theoretical Era (c.1968-87) rejected ethics as promoting “private interests and desires” (387), (Galt Harpham focuses especially on Irigaray, Derrida, Foucault and Lacan) are those who emerged defending themselves as supremely ethical after an examination of the early work of Paul de Man prompted the reemergence of ethics as a critical school (389).  This dichotomy of positions represents the very nature of ethics, which is itself divided “as the agent of repression and as the repressed itself” (394), between the questions of “How ought one live? and What ought I to do?” (395) between the “two general and incommensurable functions” (399) of critiquing ethical systems while presenting alternatives that are themselves open to the same critiques, and between freedom and necessity (400).  Many of the problems of ethics are resolved in the hypothetical world of literature, where the “mutual stimulation of theory and example, [the] fundamental instance of the relation of consciousness to life” exists (402).  Galt Harpham posits ethics as a lens through which we can better define narrative plot structure – as a field upon which the puzzling is and ought of philosophical ethics can be identified and resolved (403).

Conclusions:  Ethics, “whose specialty is articulating the relation between…desire and the law” (404) brings structure and coherence to narrative theory.  Looking at “plot as the law of narrative” (404) the reader (and the critic) must be engaged as law-abiders.  However, ethics is not the answer, but the question, it “does not solve problems, it structures them.” (404)  Therefore ethics can be used as a base “from which various discourses, concepts, terms, energies, fan out.” (404)  Despite its many problematic areas, since we inevitably use ethics as this basis of understanding, we might as well apply it to critical literary theory.

