PREFACE

The basic levels of experience that motivate art are related to those of the objective world from which they recoil. The unsolved antagonisms of reality return in artworks as immanent problems of form. This, not the insertion of objective elements, defines the relation of art to society.  

—-T.W. Adorno [1]
In this study, I examine three texts—Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio, Jean Toomer’s Cane, and Willa Cather’s A Lost Lady— in order to establish how they provide distinct, yet interrelated responses to a shared environment of industrialized modernity in the United States. My reading of these three texts as “modernist” narratives derives from my attempt to map them out through a series of significant problems that they all share. I first propose that for each author, “modernity” makes itself felt in the erosion of a given regional culture, in which a relatively communal form of human experience gives way to a more pronounced emphasis on the experience of the private individual. This study also examines how each author projects a correspondingly divided concept of the regionalist/modernist self, ambiguously suspended between a “mythic” world of pre-modern social life and a “rationalized” world of organized mass production under capitalism. Finally, I argue that the tension between past and present in these narratives is further influenced by a broader context of cultural commodification, whereby the autonomous status of literary art remains at odds with, and dependent upon, its status within a modern market economy. Through a careful exploration of the texts, I suggest that such issues have their most significant, pronounced expression through various disjunctive elements of narrative style or form—whereby the conflicted social and psychological experience of modernity becomes internalized by each author, yet without becoming effectively resolved in their work. While each work fails to achieve such reconciliation, I ultimately hope to show that this necessary failure allows it to foster a critical vision towards its social milieu. 

In terms of method, I intend to trace these problems by maintaining a flexible interplay between a broader scope of cultural criticism and a more localized practice of close reading. While I assume that these three narratives must be evaluated in terms of their distinctive structure, I also want to avoid a rigidly formalistic approach that would seal off the literary text by treating its problems in strictly intrinsic terms; I equally want to avoid an approach that would solely diagnose such problems within a certain generalized, post-structuralist notion of textuality. In short, I wish neither to isolate the aesthetic as a category nor to dissolve it as a category; instead, this study involves my attempt to navigate between these two critical tendencies immanently, from within the aesthetic as a fundamentally self-divided conceptual space in modernity. 

Finally, my engagements with these four authors are each informed by the philosophical and aesthetic writings of Theodor Adorno, one of the central figures of the Frankfurt School of cultural criticism. In their theoretical scope, therefore, these chapters are also intended to serve as localized examples of how his variant of critical theory provides a valuable source of insight in the study of modern American literature. Adorno’s posthumous reception in the United States has grown steadily over the years, in large part due to the valuable contributions of Fredric Jameson, and also due to the greater availability of his writings in translation; Robert Hullot-Kentor’s new translation of Aesthetic Theory (1997) in particular has helped to rejuvenate further interest in Adorno’s late work. This can be readily seen in the recent amount of critical work on Adorno, much of it concerned with evaluating his thought within a range of theoretical or philosophical concerns: his ambiguous status as a Marxist or post-Marxist thinker, his critical engagements with Kantian or Hegelian aesthetics, his affinities and differences with Derridean deconstruction, his role within the modernism/postmodernism divide, or his relevance in the field of cultural studies or environmental ethics. [2] Yet the value of his aesthetic theory for the applied analysis of literary texts, particularly those within this period of American modernism, has received modest attention at best. While a comprehensive evaluation of Adorno’s ideas would go far beyond my scope here, this study will be successful if it helps to illustrate their relevance in an American context of literary scholarship.

INTRODUCTION

1

At first glance, the cross-section of texts examined here may appear somewhat curious within a discussion of literary modernism in the United States. While they were published during the pivotal decade after World War I in which “modernism” began to flourish in the arts (Winesburg, Ohio [1919]; Cane [1923]; A Lost Lady [1923]), these three texts are not customarily regarded as having strong affinities to one another as modernist literary works. Their authors were not part of a shared movement or group, their relative degree of literary experimentation varies widely, and they have certainly not attained similar canonical status in academic discussions of modernism. Sherwood Anderson, once a central figure within the “Chicago circle” of writers and poets, is now typically regarded as a marginal precursor for the more prominent modernist authors (Hemingway, Faulkner) for whom he served as a mentor. Jean Toomer has continued to receive much scholarly attention, but previous considerations of him as a modernist have since given way to re-consideration of his complex racial themes and his ambiguous position within the Harlem Renaissance. In contrast to Anderson and Toomer, Willa Cather was never regarded as a modernist in her own time; while subsequent attempts have been made to re-evaluate her as a modernist, they have been largely overshadowed by critical accounts of feminist and lesbian themes in her work. Indeed, if these authors have analogous cultural significance, one would be much more inclined to attribute it to their respective forms of regionalism rather than their respective forms of modernism. 

Yet as the predominance of a transatlantic definition of modernism (Pound, Eliot, Stein, Hemingway) has gradually given way to a diverse range of other “modernisms” in the American canon, we are in a somewhat better position to regard questions of regional culture as significantly informing the modernist impulse. To argue that William Carlos Williams, for example, is a modernist by tracing his primary influences to London and Paris no longer seems as crucial to us today as it did to Hugh Kenner; such international influences remain significant, but they no longer designate a requisite literary pedigree.1 [3A] More importantly, the sense that literary modernism is typically informed by a highly ambivalent attitude towards cultural change makes it all the more understandable that region would play a complex role in much modern fiction. Insofar as the experience of modernity entails a pronounced sense of discontinuity, rupture, or upheaval from previous traditions and beliefs, we would reasonably expect such an experience to become articulated by regional writers who witnessed such change in their own cultural settings. In this regard, the case of Faulkner would only be the most overt instance of an author whose modernism lies not only in his narrative method, but also in his complex vision of a regional world in transition—wherein a modern sensibility emerges through a traumatic break from its own cultural past, while at the same time retaining the partial memory of such a past like a photographic negative of the mind. If we insist upon examining each of these three authors as modernists, then, this is not to deny their regionalism but rather to suggest that they each tend to situate region and modernity in a volatile, shifting relationship within their narratives. 

This is also to suggest that their work remains characterized by a shared nexus of problems that become particularly pronounced for American writers during the years after World War I. These problems may be mapped out in terms of three major theses of geographic, psychic, and aesthetic autonomy that, I argue, manifest themselves within these three authors in different ways and to various degrees. They may be formulated as follows:  

1. Within modern American fiction, regionalism attains a renewed symbolic value at the same time that authors are anticipating the imminent historical demise of “region” as an autonomous sphere of social life in the United States.

2. Within modern American fiction, the autonomous self becomes an intensified focus of narrative at the same time that subjective experience has become increasingly dissociated—both in its relation towards the social world, as well as within its own psychological space.

3. Within modern American fiction, the status of literary art as an autonomous form of cultural value appears more pronounced at the same time that art remains more deeply informed by a world of industrial production and commodity exchange.     

The parallel between these problems arises from how they entail analogous conflicts within three different concepts of autonomy in literary production. On the one hand, the cultural value of each concept depends upon its implicit opposition to a broader, alienating social reality of post-war modernization in the United States. The regional author thus inherits a romantic literary tradition in which provincial life, the sovereignty of the individual, and artistic creation offer relatively secure spaces of authentic human experience in the midst of a rapidly transforming social world. On the other hand, as I hope to show, the opposition between such literary concepts of autonomy and the social world of modernity cannot be maintained without an internal division within the concepts themselves—in fact, the more insistently they are affirmed as self-sufficient values, the more fatefully they manifest the very sort of cultural dissolution or fragmentation they seek to redress. As a result, the literary development of each concept must be simultaneously grasped in positive and negative terms in order for its full significance to come into relief: they each designate a volatile locus of identity and non-identity, of heightened value and compromised value, within modern American fiction during the decade after World War I. While some of these contradictions may already be apparent in nineteenth century American fiction, it is my assumption in this study that they do not all become fully constitutive of literary practice until the early decades of the twentieth century, when the widespread impact of modernization becomes an explicit question of sociological, philosophical, and political debate.

The term “modernization” here encompasses a range of overlapping social transformations that have been identified as characteristic of America at the turn of the century: the transition from entrepreneurial capitalism to the monopoly capitalism of large corporations; the expansion of mechanized production, specialized labor, and scientific planning in the workplace; the concentration of cultural and economic power within urban centers; the growth of mass culture via advertising and journalism; and the development of bureaucratic institutions in the public sphere.2 [3B] As these trends created a profound upheaval in how Americans conceived of their relationship with the world, regional writers were in a position to evoke prior forms of cultural life that had not yet become fully incorporated within the process of modernization. As Stephen Giles has noted in Theorizing Modernism:     

The modernists were still able, either literally or imaginatively, to seek out alternative or geographical enclaves which had not yet been colonized by the media or the leisure industry. They could call to mind a past which was in danger, but not irrevocably so, of being lost and had not been reified by the nostalgia or heritage industries…. And they could use a variety of innovative artistic techniques and psychological ploys which enabled them to retain a greater or lesser sense of selfhood and autonomy, but which had not yet been assimilated by the advertising, fashion and lifestyle industries. Although modernism anticipated…the pluralistic and anarchistic ontological landscape of advanced industrial cultures, most modernists disliked what they espied from their advanced position. (41)3  [4]
By creating narratives based upon their own geographic milieu, regional writers during the modernist period could ideally project a “different” social world—a world that in many respects appealed to a broader concern for what was being lost in the economic and technological changes of the post-war decade.       

Yet by the same token, it is also clear that the authors in this study are writing at a time in which modernization has already begun to transform their cultural settings. If the appeal of Anderson’s midwestern town, Cather’s western frontier, or the agrarian South of Toomer may be ascribed to a characteristically “modern” longing for the pre-modern, it is equally true that their writings do not situate these worlds within an ahistorical vacuum. Rather, my premise is that the significance of these authors arises from how they illustrate patterns of uneven development within the culture of modernity in the United States—whereby certain antithetical currents of past and present historical time overlap one another within their narratives. In the terms of Raymond Williams, these authors offer revealing cases of how modern fiction often incorporates certain “residual” elements of a predominantly rural, agrarian world, while at the same time reflecting the “emergent” effects of industrial capitalism within its representation of such a world.4 [5] From this vantage point, the modern writer’s attempt to draw upon a distinct regional culture remains a complex and conflicted endeavor, since it cannot fully transcend the instabilities of its own historical context. What may initially appear to be an inherent problem of narrative distance is also rooted in the reality of the writer’s social circumstances: regional representation necessarily remains problematic when the concept of region is becoming more contingent, ambiguous, and overdetermined by socio-economic change. 

The problem of the autonomous self may be considered in somewhat analogous terms, even as it will have heightened significance in the case of the regional writer in modernity. In what follows, I will trace a few significant philosophical and social trends that took place immediately preceding and immediately following World War I in the United States—trends that suggest how new ways of conceiving the individual subject were emerging at the same time that prior ways of conceiving this subject were on the decline. While this account cannot pretend to be comprehensive, it may provide a valuable index for understanding the various ways in which, as Art Berman and others have noted, “The strength of modernism grows as the legitimations for that form of self on which its strength depends deteriorates” (273). [6] It may also provide a fuller context for understanding how regionalism arises as both a reaction to this dilemma as well as a rehearsal of it. 

That modern fiction often projects subjective experience as alienated towards the external world has often been evaluated as a response to a widespread collapse of cultural values that had previously fostered a relatively stable concept of identity. For example, Henry F. May and other historians have observed that prior to World War I, the challenges that Darwin and Marx had posed to American theological and political beliefs had been tentatively accommodated within “the Social Gospel”—a liberal-progressive doctrine based on a combination of evangelical Christianity and Herbert Spencer’s theory of social evolution. If evolutionary science had posited a natural world governed by laws that were alien to traditional religious or cultural values, whereas political economy had posited a social world in which such values were materially determined by economic forces, the Social Gospel movement sought to re-inject an inherently moral dimension within the course of human history: “Out of the struggle and chaos emerged law, out of brutal competition self-regulation and even the rule of love. A number of Americans like John Fiske, greatly increasing the theistic component of Spencer’s system, made it a new version of the unfolding moral law…Evolution had not only become compatible with God, it had almost become God” (12). [7] The Social Gospel also had its counterpart the early thought of Josiah Royce, which largely drew upon Hegelian idealism. In his moral philosophy, Royce confidently proposed an absolute identity between the individual and the state:    

After all, however, our lesson is an old and simple one. It is the State, the Social Order, that is divine. We are all but dust, save as this social order gives life. When we think it our instrument, our plaything, and make our private fortunes the one object, then this social order rapidly becomes vile to us; we call it sordid, degraded, corrupt, unspiritual, and ask how we may escape from it forever. But if we turn again and serve this social order, and not merely ourselves, we soon find that what we are serving is simply our highest spiritual destiny in bodily form. It is never truly sordid or corrupt or unspiritual; it is only we that are so when we neglect our duty. (82)5 [8]
While May notes that such a perspective had its critics during the Progressive Era, he observes that its essential belief in the ability of enlightened individuals (“practical idealists”) to remedy the social ills of industrialism was nevertheless widespread among evangelicals, politicians, novelists, and academics.6 [9] It has in turn become customary to cite World War I as the crucial turning point for many writers, insofar as the Wilson administration drew upon the rhetoric of social progressives to justify America’s involvement in the conflict. In the wake of a war in which a vast, tangled web of political alliances, economic interests, and technological advances in weaponry appeared to take on an inhuman life of its own, the practical idealism of a previous generation appeared all too idealistic—about the inherent morality of the individual self, as well as the social order that Royce had celebrated.7 [10] 

While the experience of the war was a decisive event, other developments are no less significant in what we might call the modern “re-mobilization” of the self in the United States. What must first be noted is that Royce’s transcendent concept of the citizen was articulated at the same time that the organized division and universal quantification of the labor process as described by Marx and Durkheim had already reached an unprecedented level of sophistication.8 [11] This is most apparent in Frederick Winslow Taylor’s concept of “scientific management,” which had been fully codified by 1911 and became adopted most famously in Henry Ford’s industrial model of assembly-line production. Having conducted thousands of experiments in which various tasks were broken down into different component parts and measured by a stopwatch, Taylor argued for a management model that would replace traditional forms of apprenticeship:    

…owing to the fact that the workmen in all of our trades have been taught the details of their work by observation of those immediately around them, there are many different ways in common use for doing the same thing, perhaps forty, fifty, or a hundred ways of doing each act in each trade, and for the same reason there is a great variety in the implements used for each class of work. Now, among the various methods and implements used in each element of each trade there is always one method and one implement which is quicker and better than any of the rest. And this one best method and best implement can only be discovered or developed through a scientific study and analysis of all of the methods and implements in use, together with accurate, minute, motion and time study. This involves the gradual substitution of science for rule of thumb throughout the mechanic arts. (p. #) 

In the Taylorized workplace, the division of work into highly specialized tasks went hand-in-hand with a set of pre-established standards for how long each task should take (with the worker’s level of fatigue factored into the equation), how much pay the worker would receive, and what measures of financial incentive would foster a higher level of productivity for each worker. 

Although Taylor’s method marked a decisive shift towards a fully rationalized form of labor, it may also be seen as the culmination of a process that already had its roots in agrarian or pre-industrial capitalism. That is, the work of the pre-industrial artisan or farmer had already depended upon its organized, calculable exchange value within the market, but means of such work had not yet been subjected to precise measurement. Within the relatively closed laboratory of the factory, however, workers could all be examined in isolation from changes of weather that affected agrarian production, and the manager could combine a much wider range of variables in order to measure and standardize the labor process. Eschewing the financial waste and loose criteria of a previous era, Taylor used empirical science to propose a more streamlined and efficient model of capitalism.


At the same time, the Taylor model of scientific management was not limited to the factory in its influence; it soon became regarded by many as a way of reforming civic, cultural, and political life. As Cecilia Tichi notes: 

Taylor himself became an evangelist of the movement, for he linked morality and well-being to his scientific management. He prophesied that his methods would extend “to the management of our homes; the management of our farms; the management of the business of our tradesmen, large and small; of our churches, our philanthropic institutions, our universities, and our government departments.” During the Progressive Era of the 1910s his disciples brought the methods of scientific management into American institutions ranging from education, in which Morris Cooke studied Harvard University in order to make the “machinery of education” cost effective, to medicine, in which Frank Gilbreth undertook micromotion analyses of surgical operations in New York City hospitals….To a figure like Louis Brandeis efficiency signified professionalism. It heralded a period when social policy would be formulated according to facts gathered systematically by experts. (81)

Tichi also observes that for an American middle-class faced with an inflationary economy, a new emphasis on efficiency seemed to offer a way to retain a measure of control over their lives. If the purchasing power of their money declined, a greater form of economic self-restraint was called for in one’s individual and local circumstances:  

Efficiency societies were formed, and hundreds of books and articles began to appear in the mid-1910s with such titles as Efficiency in High Schools, Efficiency in Home Making, Efficient Composition, Intellectual Efficiency, and Efficiency in Religious Work. The Ladies Home Journal was inundated with requests for additional information when it published a series of articles applying scientific management to the household; Good Housekeeping offered its readers a pamphlet on The Household Efficient. The educators George Betts and Otis Hall argued that rural inefficiency had harmed the nation, while Walter Hines Page, the editor of World’s Work, said that “town life and modern life in general had been made more efficient” through organization.  (79-80)

In this regard, Taylorization may be regarded as a comprehensive social gospel in its own right—a gospel that affected the way many Americans “managed” those domains of life that had formerly been regarded as sacrosanct refuges from the demands of an industrialized market economy.9 [12] In order to preserve these domains, it now appeared necessary to incorporate the new laws and principles of such an economy in their own constitution. By modernizing the school, the home, and the farm, Americans might thereby create a new sense of “community” wherein the local would become a microcosmic reflection of the whole.  


Josiah Royce and Frederick Winslow Taylor in many respects serve as polar extremes in their vision of the modern individual: indeed, Royce’s humanist aversion to a merely instrumental relationship between the individual and the state would appear to leave little room for Taylor’s technocratic ethos. Yet insofar as both Royce and Taylor were, in their own ways, self-proclaimed disciples of progressivism, their juxtaposition with one another is no less revealing—not only as an indication of how the word “progress” became a focal point for conflicting viewpoints towards the self and the community, but also as an indication of how such conflicts were inherent to the development of industrial capitalism in the United States. In fact, if we re-examine the ideas of these two visionaries, we may discover that they appear as complementary expressions of a shared dilemma that will become “progressively” more pronounced during the dawn of the new century. 10  [13]  


We should first recall that it was George Santayana who, writing shortly after the war, included Royce in the ranks of what he termed “the Genteel Tradition” of American thought.11 [14] For Santayana, Royce’s idealist philosophy was compromised because its concept of the individual and the individual’s “duty” to society was too abstract to provide a meaningful way for addressing the problems of the world. First, if Royce regarded the individual as governed by an inherent moral law, his system prematurely absorbed all individual differences within a generalized concept of the self. Second, if he stressed the individual’s responsibility to the state, his system also envisioned the state as unfolding through a preordained process of evolutionary development. As a result, such a view seemed just as easily to foster moral atrophy as moral engagement; likewise, the responsibility of the individual to the state was articulated in such a formal fashion that it might just as easily apply to the blind subservience of the individual to an authoritarian form of government.12 [15] Finally, in attempting to bridge the gap between value and practice, Royce’s elaborate metaphysical edifice seemed to divide them all the more from one another on the one hand, and—what amounted to the same thing—to situate them as mere categories of the Absolute Mind on the other. In light of these problems, Santayana argued, such a philosophical endeavor only reduced the importance of the individual self in the face of an overly idealized vision of history and society.   

When we consider Taylorism, a number of analogous problems may be suggested as well. Taylor’s proposition that the work of each individual had its own specific value also entailed the premise that all tasks may be evaluated by a common rubric; thus the troubling paradox of standardized labor is precisely its emphasis on differentiation as well as its reduction of all qualitative differences in human skill to quantifiable measurement. While seeking to inspire motivation in workers through financial incentives, the Taylorized factory also functioned as a self-propelling system in which workers served as the “objects” as well as the “subjects” of the production process (a dilemma that would be portrayed most memorably in Chaplin’s Modern Times as well as Lang’s Metropolis). The specialization of labor helped to refine the skills of the worker in a given task, yet also resulted in a complementary de-skilling of the worker in other tasks. In providing a more direct relationship between the goals of the manager and the methods of the worker, Taylor’s system also compelled the manager to adopt a scientifically detached standpoint towards the worker. Taylor regarded scientific management as providing a much more holistic, dynamic view of the labor process—yet his critics saw it as essentially coercive, stultifying, and de-humanizing in its effects upon the individual worker.11 [16]


To compare Royce’s transcendental-universal self and Taylor’s rationally standardized self is not to assert that they are the same, nor to assume that there were no other ways of conceiving the individual subject at the time. The correspondences between these two perspectives, however, are significant for a number of reasons. Most importantly, if Royce’s attempt to restore a moral grounding within the individual required such an effort of philosophical abstraction, we may propose that this problem is itself symptomatic of a world in which the quantification of labor has reached such a level that “value” has already become profoundly dissociated within human experience.12 [17] That is, it is not a coincidence that the curious logic whereby the state can appear both identical and non-identical with the self resembles the curious logic whereby work can appear both as an extension of the self and as alienated from the self—both principles correspond to the parallel, yet interdependent development of the modern American state and a modern capitalist economy. But how does this involve a “crisis of value” within the United States? In particular, how does this crisis inform a progressive, liberal-democratic concept of the self during this period in history?  

A closer look at Royce’s philosophy may help to answer these questions. If Royce’s model citizen is in danger of forgetting his own “natural” (spiritual) identification within a larger community, this problem comes into being when the individual reverts to his lower role within the economic realm—a de-spiritualized, “sordid” realm in which the principles of commodity exchange and quantifiable labor value also appear as natural laws (the “natural” state of brutal competition). What appears natural to the civic self, in other words, appears unnatural to the economic self, and vice-versa. Thus the private individual’s tendency to adopt an acquisitive, instrumental relationship towards the state makes it appear as a devalued object that ironically appears all the more remote from him. The misguided relationship between the individual and the state appropriately resembles the manner whereby the “value” of an object or activity also appears abstract when it is perceived as a mere commodity: “When we think it our instrument, our plaything, and make our private fortunes the one object, then this social order rapidly becomes vile to us.” By misappropriating state power from the vantage point of the marketplace, the individual subject regresses to a more degenerate form of nature that in turn comes to contaminate the body politic at large.  

For Royce, then, the crucial shift from a lower to a higher form of natural law within the self must come through the self-conscious recognition of just this discrepancy between the two natural laws: the homeless self of capitalism may thereby “re-discover” that its true home was always within the spiritualized, yet materially present, modern state: “…our highest spiritual destiny in bodily form.” In this sense, what Royce designates here as the inherent moral conscience of the political subject may be regarded a sublimated expression of its fundamentally alienated position within the socio-economic domain; the abstract “natural law” of the first depends upon the abstract “natural law” of the second, even as it also serves as an idealized compensation for the latter.13 [18] It is indeed for this reason that Royce’s transcendental self must still retain the traces of the economic-instrumental self that is its spiritual and moral nemesis. In attempting to transform the corrosive, “negative” dialectic of value within the economic realm into the spiritualized, “positive” dialectic of the collective citizen, Royce’s philosophy retains a negative dimension insofar as the citizen’s duty appears lacking in content—and thus theoretically capable of justifying overt oppression just as easily as enlightened liberal democracy. Insofar as Royce’s idealist thought, much like strident utilitarian ethos of Taylorism, involves a dissociation of progress from any substantive social ends, it may be seen as the counterpart to an erosion of value that already characterizes the mass production of commodities in an industrialized era.    

Nevertheless, it is this dilemma in the account of the transcendental self that allows us to appreciate it not merely as an outdated philosophical curiosity, but as the expression of a certain broader truth regarding individual experience in modernity. In many respects the desire of the individual subject to find solace within some larger sense of community, some broader tradition in which human action has an inherent spiritual or cultural value, remains more urgent and intense than ever before at the turn of the century. Indeed, it is a profoundly humane desire that may still be sensed even in the more rarefied conceptual language of a philosopher such as Royce. Yet insofar as this impulse remains at odds with an environment in which desire is increasingly defined as private, possessive, and rationally calculable, it is perhaps not so surprising that Royce’s philosophical account would internalize this dichotomy within the deepest recesses of the self—and then, in a somewhat desperate gesture of affirmation, posit this same dichotomy as the motive power of its own eventual overcoming. And if such a philosophical account would eventually appear as a solipsistic retreat from the world it seeks to redeem, even this may reflect a painful truth about the cultural tradition and socio-economic system it has inherited. 14  [19]
For those who would come after Royce, however, such problems of the modern self would need to be revised in such a way that their metaphysical baggage would be left behind. For example, the emergence of Freudian and behavioral psychology in the United States offered newly “scientific” ways of addressing questions of human value and motivation. Taking its cue largely from Hermann Helmholtz’s dynamic theory of energy, as well as Nietzsche’s critique of morals, the Freudian model is particularly significant in that it proposed a division of consciousness into a system of innate, interdependent drives—the inchoate desire of the id, the ethical-moral law of the superego, and the mediating function of the ego.15 [20] Such a conception of the self may thus be seen as an attempt to re-code its various philosophical, religious, and cultural values within what might be termed an internalized “economy” of human consciousness. While the individual self of Freud is universally defined and formally isolated from the socio-economic realm, it therefore remains all the more striking that such a self now suddenly appears to operate according to its own division of labor, its own perpetual production and deferment of value, and its own constant struggle to regulate the competing forces of appetite by transforming them into the authority of the superego. In this respect one might (following Frederic Jameson) “diagnose” the Freudian project not as necessarily true or false in its own terms, but as a significant reflection of how an alienated experience of value within a market economy appears re-instated as an internalized, organic law of the self.16 [21] In Freud’s account, however, this also entails an effective Taylorization of consciousness, whereby the qualitative differentiation of psychic faculties may also be quantitatively understood as different manifestations of libido.       


For the behavioralists, meanwhile, the Freudian model still appeared as an illegitimate throwback to the philosophical idealism of a previous era, and so their conception of the self largely eschewed any predetermined notion of “consciousness” in favor of a purely empirical emphasis on behavior in terms of stimulus responses and adaptation. While the two psychological theories were divergent, what they clearly held in common was a sense of the self as subject to its own specialized, rationally determinate principles, and the corresponding premise that therapeutic methods could foster the re-integration of the troubled self within a larger social framework. Thus if Freud’s theories had often fostered a critical attitude towards conventional sexual mores and religious ideals, the predominant model of behavioralism in the United States led to a much more pronounced emphasis on the socially “adaptive” dimension of Freudian psychotherapy.17 [22] In this regard the early American reception of psychoanalysis highlighted one of the paradoxes of psychology as an institutionalized discipline—for by highlighting individual consciousness as a relatively self-contained object of rational study, psychology also helped to eradicate its presumed basis in prior, idealized forms of value, while at the same time often lapsing into a mere advocacy of social adjustment as a self-sufficient end.

A somewhat similar paradox may be seen in the growing influence of pragmatism during this period. Prior to the war, the pragmatist thought of William James and John Dewey had already developed as a reaction against the idealistic philosophical tradition that Royce personified. Rather than conceiving the identity of the individual as a natural essence, rooted within an idealized concept of historical progression, pragmatism emphasized a much more contingent, mutable self whose identity primarily derived from its specific actions within specific situations.18 [23] While James and Dewey retained an essentially liberal social ethos in their outlook, such an outlook also required a prior dismantling of the metaphysical certainties of the past.            

…The abandonment by intelligence of a fixed and static moral end was the necessary precondition of a free and progressive science of both things and morals…The abolition of the final goal and the single motive power and the separate and infallible faculty in morals, will quicken inquiry into the diversity of specific goods of experience, fix attention on their conditions, and bring to light values now dim and obscure.19 (XX) [24] 
For Dewey, this philosophical revolution served as the basis for genuinely enlightened reforms in education: the traditional tendency to see education in polarized terms of cultural refinement for the elites and manual skills for the workers was to be gradually discarded in favor of a more flexible, egalitarian approach that would foster a diverse range of knowledge and skills. It also justified Dewey’s plea for correspondingly flexible, innovative, and humane ways of addressing the problems of a complex democratic society. If the modern self, in Dewey’s words, oscillated between “a past that is intellectually too empty to give stability” and “a present that is too diversely crowded and chaotic to afford balance or direction to ideas and emotion,” pragmatism offered a viable way to negotiate between the two.20 [25] 


Yet at the same time, the influence of pragmatism within the work of social scientists manifested itself in ways that were profoundly antithetical to the humanitarian impulses of James and Dewey. If healthy pragmatist skepticism towards inherited cultural values allowed for new ways of conceiving the relationship between individual and community, it also led to a radical empiricism that regarded the individual’s social role in a narrowly instrumental fashion. Recognizing this danger, Dewey had always insisted that the democratic impulse within pragmatist thought was inseparable from its tolerant recognition of individual differences: “Equality does not signify that kind of mathematical or physical equivalence in virtue of which any one element may be substituted for another. It denotes effective regard for whatever is distinctive and unique in each, irrespective of physical and psychological inequalities. It is not a natural possession but is a fruit of the community when its action is directed by its character as a community” (85).21 [26] For such social scientists as L. L. Bernard, however, Dewey’s rejection of a static, naturalized vision of the community opened the door for more rigorous forms of social engineering:      

…Social control cannot be individually determined, but must proceed from a controlled environment which provides the individual with a uniform and constant source of stimuli…The counter plea of “interference with individual liberty” should have no weight in court, for individuals have no liberties in opposition to a scientifically controlled society but find all their legitimate freedom in conformity to and furtherance of such social functioning…(158)22 [27]
For Bernard, the study of the individual within a controlled environment is not only a necessary aspect of the scientific method, but is also justified by the fact that the “natural” relationship between individual and society is regarded at the outset in functionalist terms. In its rejection of any philosophical first principles in favor of a strictly empirical method, Bernard’s method still retains the implicit “first principle” that the individual self is to be formally defined as an abstract, subordinate component of the social mechanism. Within this perspective, then, the metaphysical identity of individual and collective that Royce had envisioned in the modern state is discarded, yet also resuscitated in a de-spiritualized, mechanistic fashion: the transcendent, universal self of idealist philosophy now appears as a mathematical function, devoid of substantive value in its own right.  

The new disciplines of scientific management, psychology, and pragmatist philosophy may be seen as relatively specific instances of what Max Weber described as the cumulative “rationalization” of psycho-social life in modernity, in which subjective experience becomes increasingly detached from communal customs or religious belief, and re-organized according to specialized domains of knowledge and practice. Weber’s sociology may be seen in some respects as a further development of Marx’s theory of labor value as the necessary precursor for capitalist social formation, yet it also sought to address the way in which the problem of value re-emerges within other social and institutional influences upon the modern self. For my purposes, I will regard Weber as providing a means of establishing a clearer relationship between the socio-economic transformation of the American self on the one hand, and its pervasive re-definition within a predominantly instrumental mode of rational thought on the other hand.23 [28] While one should acknowledge that these two impulses are not always mutually supportive (for example, radical empiricism is not per se “capitalist”), my premise is that in the United States, the latter impulse presupposes—and is predominantly determined by—the former impulse. Which is to say that what Weber will designate as “formal” reason will become the appropriate expression of a newly commodified concept of the American citizen during the years immediately following World War I.24 [29]    

Weber essentially seeks to answer one fundamental question: “What does it mean to be a ‘rational’ subject within a modern social order?” In striving to reach its full potential for fulfilling human needs, Weber proposes, rational thought in modernity follows two broad trajectories. First, it entails a gradual process of secularization (or “disenchantment of the world”) wherein prior forms of mythic or “irrational” thinking from previous cultural traditions are divested from “rational” inquiry. In turn, reason becomes divided into multiple spheres that are governed by their own respective criteria for truth—for example, the formal separation of natural philosophy from a broader philosophical tradition, and the subsequent division of each new sphere into subsidiary fields of study. Such an impulse may also be seen in the emergence of bureaucratic forms of organization within the modern state, the development of the empirical method in modern science, and the increasingly refined role of calculation and specialized labor as a means of maximizing profit within a capitalist economy. As each sphere becomes structured and sustained by its own autonomous laws, they each allow for an intensification of knowledge, dramatic increases in productivity, and a progressively greater sense of human mastery over the natural world. As Weber was well aware, his own project of establishing social science as an autonomous, “value-free” discipline was also informed by this impulse.25  [30]  
It is no doubt for this reason that Weber’s own ambivalent account of rationalization continues to be of interest to many scholars today. For while Weber regarded the modern capitalist state as the most advanced, sophisticated social form of rationalization, he often provides a bleak diagnosis of its corrosive effects on subjective experience. In particular, he noted that even as the formal differentiation of reason allows for a crucial measure of “non-interference” between different spheres, it also reinforces a broader shift away from substantive rationality (reason primarily determined by values) and towards formal rationality (reason primarily determined by technical means).26 [31] Weber traced such a shift most memorably in his claim that the Protestant work ethic—wherein self-renunciation and the acquisition of goods primarily served as indices of one’s predestined salvation—became re-oriented within a market economy that defines self-renunciation and acquisition in non-religious terms. In becoming formally detached from their theological roots, such principles are henceforth able to function as “purer” means for achieving prosperity, yet by the same token they also predominantly appear as ends in themselves. Within the industrial period, then, such principles both inform and contribute to the (secularized) spirit of capitalism, in which “predestination” takes on a new potential meaning for the modern subject:         

The Puritan wanted to work in a calling; we are forced to do so. For when asceticism was carried out of monastic cells into everyday life, and begun to dominate worldly morality, it did its part in building the tremendous cosmos of the modern economic order. This order is now bound to the technical and economic conditions of machine production which today determine the lives of all the individuals who are born into this mechanism, not only those directly concerned with economic acquisition, with irresistible force. Perhaps it will so determine them until the last ton of fossilized coal is burnt. In Baxter's view the care for external goods should only lie on the shoulders of the “saint like a light cloak, which can be thrown aside at any moment.” But fate decreed that the cloak should become an iron cage. (181)27 [32]
Weber does not offer a broad condemnation of rationalization as such, but rather a critical account of how its impact on social life often reveals its own “irrationality factor”—the persistent tendency of (formal) criteria of rational efficiency to absorb or eradicate (substantive) criteria of value or purpose. For Weber, such a dilemma does not only characterize the institutions of a modern social order, but by extension the alienated relationship between such institutions and the human beings they have been designed to serve. Whereas the modern individual may still retain a view of social institutions as a means of achieving his or her human ends, this view remains more deeply at odds with the experience of the individual as becoming the mere means sustaining such institutions.28 [33] 

Although Weber’s theory has the danger of lapsing into a dystopic vision of modernity, it has significant “value” for understanding how new ways of conceiving the self in the United States went hand-in-hand with a tendency to dissolve its presumed basis in natural, spiritual, or cultural foundations from the past. It is important to recognize, as Weber did, that such a process is an essentially uneven one which manifests itself differently within varied contexts, and that previous ways of conceiving the self are often still retained within new forms of thought—albeit in a typically diminished or residual fashion that betrays their limited viability within a modern social environment. However, and perhaps more importantly for us today, Weber’s theory also suggests that while the anti-foundationalist impulse within modern revisions of the self allow for its liberation from prior social determination, such an impulse also renders the self all the more susceptible to new forms of social determination. And it is in this regard that I propose that within a post-war American environment characterized by mechanized mass production, the Taylorization of the workplace, and the expansion of advertising, the most significant and powerful of these newly determining forms is that of the commodity.   


In The Incorporation of America Alan Trachtenberg provides a historical account of this development within the Gilded Age, arguing that the modern construction of national identity within the United States developed through the consolidation of economic and political power by large corporations. While addressing the struggles of immigrants, labor unions, and third party political movements to offer their own challenges to corporate interests, Trachtenberg notes that the inability of these groups to align their goals served to limit their influence within the public arena. The decline of the populist People’s Party, for example, derived from its failure to address the varied concerns of agrarian democrats, industrial labor groups, socialists, and immigrant populations; in this respect, it foreshadows the fragmentation of the progressive reform movement shortly after World War I. [X] What emerged instead, Trachtenberg observes, was an essentially disembodied concept of the American self based on a private ethos of consumption. Such a concept gained momentum not only through the continued consolidation of industrial trusts and their renewed influence in matters of government policy, but also through the rapid growth of advertising and its rhapsodic equation of American socio-political progress with the expansion of consumer goods. In the process, what William Leach has termed a “democratization of desire”—a new promise of social equality derived from an identification of one’s civic identity with one’s consumer identity—went hand-in-hand with what Jackson Lears has termed a “dematerialization of desire,” whereby the mystique of the commodity situates itself at an abstract remove from the substantial needs of the consumer.29 Thus the etymology of the term “incorporation” in Trachtenberg’s title appropriately suggests a national “body politic” that seems both substantial and insubstantial, natural and administered, immediately present to the senses and mediated by the expansive, abstract logic of capital. In light of Trachtenberg’s account, Royce’s celebration of a binding, proto-Hegelian World Spirit within the American nation state offers an ironic premonition of the corporate capitalism that Charles Francis Adams, Jr. would describe as “a new power, for which our language contains no name.”30
While we should recognize, as Trachtenberg does, that this cultural shift still continued to provoke significant ideological conflicts over what it meant to be a unified nation, it is no less significant that a predominantly commercialized vision of American identity became the new horizon within which—and against which—such conflicts would be staged. That is, to acknowledge that this “new power” now appeared as a universalizing force is not to endorse it as such, but rather to consider how it began to have a significant impact on the ways in which the self became conceived at the time.        

In particular, I would suggest that it is only within the context of this emergent socio-economic transformation of the national self that what Walter Benn Michaels has termed the “nativist” strain within American modernism can be fully understood.31 In Our America, Michaels observes that in the midst of various anti-immigration and citizenship laws passed after World War I, a concept of national identity based on racial assimilation began to give way to a pluralistic concept of nationhood that emphasized cultural difference. The latter, as advocated by progressive writers such as Horace Kallen and Waldo Frank, criticized a homogenous Anglo-Saxon norm of nationhood and stressed the “non-assimilation” of immigrants, blacks, and other groups as a vital source of cultural diversity; such writers thus regarded themselves as opposed to the xenophobic impulse behind anti-immigration laws. As the debates surrounding “Americanization” became more urgent after the war, many argued that the criteria by which one defined national identity needed to be changed in order to embrace rather than absorb ethnic and cultural differences.    

However, Michaels proposes that the consequences of a pluralistic re-definition of race in cultural terms were complex, and ironic in several respects. First, such a re-definition did not overcome the problem of race and national identity so much as it displaced it—for insofar as it relied upon its own nativist rhetoric of cultural origins, it still regarded culture as essentially based upon who a person was rather than what a person did. As a result, Michaels argues, the pluralistic emphasis upon cultural difference rather than racial hierarchy still had the effect of naturalizing (i.e., “racializing”) cultural difference, and therefore remained itself complicit with the marginalization of “other” groups within public life. In this regard the sort of organic myth of cultural identity that informed the reactionary politics of the Vanderbilt Agarians also informed the perspective of political progressives such as Kallen and Frank: whereas for the former this myth served to justify segregation as “natural,” for the latter this myth often manifested itself in a valorization of blacks and immigrants as exotic “primitives” who remained free from the sexual or social constraints of mainstream “Anglo-American” culture. 

 It is all the more important to note that such arguments about cultural identity may also be understood as anxious responses to an industrialized milieu in which what it meant to be an American appeared more rootless and “fungible” than ever before. In one sense, both reactionary and progressive manifestations of nativist rhetoric emerged through their shared opposition to the corporate nationalism that Trachtenberg has traced within the modern American state. For Vanderbilt Agarians such as Andrew Lytle or John Crowe Ransom, a vision of the pre-modernized South as rooted in the blood and the soil rather than a modern cash nexus served as the antithesis to a profane marriage between capitalism and federal power; in their view the affirmation of regional identity largely entailed a conscious, if beleaguered, resistance to nationalism. For Waldo Frank and his colleagues, an affirmation of diverse regional and ethnic cultures often went hand-in-hand with their rejection of a class-divided society; their desire to articulate a new, utopian vision of nationalism thus drew upon socialism as well as a radical rereading of Emerson and Whitman. Just as both groups, for all their sharp ideological differences, shared a strong inclination to naturalize cultural identity, their different manner of doing so indicates a shared attempt to perceive “culture” as a solution to the problem of a rationalized modern nation-state that appeared essentially alien to the collective social needs of its citizens. In short, the vitality of “nativist” culture might still serve to rejuvenate an otherwise amorphous national identity—even as not all forms of “nativism,” Michaels wryly observes, were regarded as equally capable of doing so.   

In another sense, however, the intensified value of culture as something that seems more natural than mere ownership of capital or commodities, more authentic than a merely formal or legalistic concept of citizenship, remains related to the broader tendency of capitalism to project a universal concept of the self modeled primarily on abstract property relations—wherein one’s legal rights as a free individual appear inseparable from one’s “free self-ownership” in the labor market. Indeed it is one of the more compelling arguments in Michaels’s The Gold Standard and the Logic of Naturalism that the concept of the autonomous individual in turn-of-the-century America was significantly informed by modern contract law, and by a corresponding sense that one could invest, negotiate, and transform one’s “self” without recourse to any prior grounding in a stable cultural identity. The paradox here is that a view of the self as a commercially transferable “thing” or “substance” that one possesses makes it seem both more substantial and insubstantial at the same time; for Michaels, then, the heated public debates about paper currency versus the gold standard at the time have their correspondences in the contradictory meanings of “natural value” or “human nature” in the naturalist novels of Dreiser and Norris.32      

It is within this context that we may not be surprised if the oppositional rhetoric of nativism attains a further irony in Michaels’s account. For the nativist concept of “culture,” he suggests, also reinforced a divide within the self precisely in its attempt to establish a holistic relationship between what one is and what one does: 

So what is an American?… The nativist answer to that question—the invention of American identity as a cultural identity—involves a double gesture of disarticulation. Identity is first disconnected from citizenship, which is to say, from the rights and obligations conferred upon the subject by his or her legal status as a citizen of the nation-state. Wops and kikes can participate in American elections, but being able to participate in American elections doesn’t make them American. But if what seems to be at stake here is a move to culture as a determinant of identity, a move that is, to nonpolitical beliefs and practices that constitute more vividly than one’s political affiliations the everyday fabric of the subject’s life, that move is definitively set aside by the second disarticulation, which is precisely the disconnection of one’s culture from one’s actual beliefs and practices. Pluralism makes this disconnection possible by deriving one’s beliefs and practices from one’s cultural identity instead of equating one’s beliefs and practices with one’s cultural identity. It thus produces the possibility of a discrepancy between the two; because your culture cannot simply be equated with whatever you actually do or believe, it now becomes something that can be lost or stolen, reclaimed or repudiated. It now makes sense to think of yourself as deprived of your culture or as trying to get back in touch with your culture or as turning your back on your culture. (16)

Citing Calvin Coolidge—“We have a great desire to be supremely American”—Michaels suggests that this curious remark offers the most succinct formulation of the nativist dilemma: “…in nativist modernism, identity becomes an ambition as well as a description. Indeed, it is only this transformation of identity into the object of desire as well as its source that will make the dramas of nativism—the defense of identity, its loss, its repudiation, its rediscovery—possible. What we want, in other words, may be a function of who we are, but in order for us to want it, we cannot simply be it” (3). [sentence]
If we grant that the impact of immigration was a contributing factor in the post-war rhetoric of nativism, we should also recognize how Michaels’s “double disarticulation” appropriately characterizes the widespread commercial assimilation of regional iconography into a symbolic fantasy of pre-industrialized social life. Indeed, as Lears has illustrated in Fables of Abundance, the nostalgic representation of agrarian culture in advertising ironically served to celebrate a provincial world that it was also in the process of dissolving:

Popular notions of abundance were moving away from their origins in the rhythms of agrarian life and bodily existence. It was not simply that farmers were displaced from the land but that, in the scientifically managed workplace, factory and office employees were increasingly cut off from the vernacular artisanal traditions that linked brain and hand in “local knowledge.” What was obscured was any sense that abundance could be the result of patient cooperation between the human mind and the material world. In a disembodied discourse of abundance, enjoyment of the fruits of one’s labors became less important than the pursuit of disposable goods (117). 

What Lears’s account illustrates is that the disjunction between what one is and what one wants—between cultural identity as a “source of desire” and an “object of desire”—is a problem that cultural commodification both intensifies and promises to resolve within a new framework of organized mass consumption. If Josiah Royce, Sigmund Freud, or William James offered their own ways of conceiving this disjunction within the modern self, the advertisers of an industrial era would in many ways serve as its most influential idealists, psychotherapists, and pragmatists. For by translating cultural differences into various manifestations of a common consumer identity, the rhetoric of advertising provided the potential framework for a newly unified modern nation. Such unity would not derive from a shared culture, but rather a shared, self-perpetuating desire to re-fashion or re-discover one’s cultural identity through the comprehensive, “irrational rationality” of the marketplace. 

Within modern fiction in the United States, this problem of cultural identity informs the role of the regional self as a contradictory site of narrative representation. In one sense the regional self is essentially antithetical to the generalized, abstract social subject of the corporate-nationalist state, for unlike the latter, the regional self appears conceptually grounded in a relatively concrete, “organic” community. While the distinction between character and setting inherent to narrative fiction remains in force, regional narrative ideally functions as a means of synthesizing the two elements within a larger symbolic whole. Yet insofar as region can no longer be effectively imagined as a holistic social world within modernity, the self must remain situated over and against this world, at a reflective remove from it, and often deeply at odds with it. For the authors in this study, the term “regional self” designates a relationship of intensified antagonism as well as identification, whereby the self becomes extracted from its regional culture and formally re-constituted as an autonomous, hyper-individualized entity in its own right. The only effective means available to the author for establishing a synthesis between character and setting is thus a modernist sense of irony that betrays the limits of such a synthesis—the regional self, in short, can only feel “at home” in its world through its existential homelessness, which is the price it must pay for its individual autonomy.33 This narrative estrangement of the regional self, I argue, both anticipates and resists its eventual assimilation within the broader culture of corporate citizenship that Trachtenberg has traced within the modern American state. 34
Thus the method of employing narrators or characters who are in some way at odds with their environment—Anderson’s grotesques, Toomer’s marginalized black women and disaffected intellectuals, or Cather’s disenchanted young protagonist—offers a crucial way for these authors to structure their narratives, even as this structure reinforces a fundamental dichotomy between individual and community that cannot be fully reconciled. To be sure, in these three authors it will be important to acknowledge how this dichotomy plays itself out differently across racial and gender lines; yet the predominant impulse in their work will suggest that an organic mythos of region can no longer provide a meaningful way for such social differences to be understood. Indeed, as even the overtly “mythic” language of Toomer will indicate, the very desire to project an agrarian regional identity as either a femininized or racialized essence remains symptomatic of a rationally distanced relationship between the narrator and the “natural” world he confronts. This is simply to state that if gender and racial divisions continue to have considerable force within these narratives, such divisions themselves will often serve as ambivalent focal points of cultural transformation. 

In turn, we will see that this dichotomy between self and community does not simply leave the autonomous self intact in its isolation—rather, the foregrounding of the individual by these authors at the same time leads to a sense of its own fragmentation. What initially appears in Winesburg, Ohio as an eccentric disconnect between thought, language, and action in turn becomes, in Cane, the symbolic division of a spiritually “unified” self; what initially appears in A Lost Lady as a gap between unconscious desire and willful motivation becomes, in the high modernist style of The Sound and the Fury, a far more introverted dissociation of consciousness into sensory, reflective, and practical modes. Through such modulations, the narrative self is not nullified so much as it is rendered more fungible and insubstantial, more freely alienable from its surrounding milieu, and thereby situated at the ambiguous threshold of a fully modernized social world. 

As I have sketched them so far, the two problems of individual autonomy and of regional autonomy may be understood as relatively “subjective” and “objective” dimensions of the same dilemma, whereby the contradictions of the former appear as the internalized expression of the contradictions of the latter. The crisis of the regional self, in other words, entails a conflict between region and self that also allows the conflicts within each term to appear all the more pronounced within modern regionalist narrative. In this sense the question of whether the problem of the regional writer derives from a changing form of individual consciousness, or whether it derives from an external transformation of regional culture, cannot be sufficiently answered by isolating one vantage point from another. In their formulation here, the compromised psychic identity of the self and the compromised social identity of a distinct geographic milieu are intertwined, mutually reinforcing elements that allow “regional modernism” to appear as a complex historical response to industrial capitalism. At the same time, the division of these two problems as separate “theses” here testifies to the fact that their interdependence is based upon a structural antagonism as well as a structural affinity. If the dissociation of the individual subject in modern regionalist narrative allows it to embody the social transformation of its milieu, this is only true insofar as the individual subject remains irrevocably detached from this milieu as well.   

2

In turn, as the questions of psychic identity and regional identity rehearsed here are also questions of narrative—that is, questions of form—they are themselves informed by the third, crucial element of our threefold thesis: the autonomous status of the aesthetic within modern culture. Taken broadly, the proposal that the psycho-social conflicts of an industrial era have an inherent relationship to how authors construct their narratives would appear inadequate, for it remains true that literary creation has its own history, its own principles of development, and its own inherited practices. From this vantage point, to examine literary texts as mere case studies of individual angst or communal crisis may prove illuminating, but ultimately limited insofar as such an endeavor will typically fail to address the specific stylistic attributes of the text in question; what is gained in terms of thematic substance all too often entails a loss of attention to the distinctive qualities of the text as an artifact. Yet it is precisely by considering the aesthetic (or the “literary”) as a vexed historical phenomenon in itself, as a category of cultural value that develops in a distinctively antagonistic fashion within modernity, that the gap between a critical account of social consciousness and a critical analysis of literary form may be significantly overcome. Indeed, it is only through a consideration of the problem of aesthetic autonomy that we can gain a fuller sense of how the aforementioned dichotomies have their counterpart within the form and content of the modern regionalist narrative. 

In order to provide some groundwork for this, I will first address the philosophical concept of autonomous art as it emerged in post-Kantian aesthetics; I will then indicate how this concept undergoes significant mutations within American culture during the first two decades of the twentieth century. By doing so, I hope to suggest how developments in the realm of artistic production  
By “aesthetic autonomy” I refer to the idea—inherited from Kantian aesthetics—that a literary artifact has value only insofar as it is not tainted by external factors of economic profit or commercial exchange. Instead, this view perceives an artifact as governed through its formal properties, through its unique expression of an immanent, carefully refined beauty that transcends any determinate social function that one might ascribe to it. Rather than merely representing the world in the prosaic fashion of journalism, autonomous artworks aspire towards a self-contained realm of cultural value that exists primarily for its own ends. The following passage in Kant’s Critique of Judgment may serve to illustrate this aspect of autonomous art: “Fine art must be free art in a double sense: it must be free in the sense of not being a mercenary occupation and hence a kind of labor, whose magnitude can be judged, exacted for paid for according to a certain standard; but fine art must also be free in the sense that, though the mind is occupying itself, yet it feels satisfied and aroused (independently of any pay) without looking to some other purpose” (190). We may already note here that Kant’s antipathy to the concept of art as labor involves the attempt to detach art from a predominantly mercantilist notion of “free labor.” That is, if art is still a product of human making, Kant insists that it must be regarded as “free” from the constraints of “free labor” as quantifiable, standardized, commodified work. Likewise, in apprehending art, the disinterested viewer must be free from a mindset that would derive it as an object of commercial exchange.     

In separating artistic value from acquisitive interest, Kant’s theory also posits aesthetic judgment as a relatively “autonomous” faculty of human consciousness. In this regard it serves as the third component of his philosophical division of the mind into the separate domains of understanding (truth), practical reason (morality), and judgment (beauty). For Kant, what distinguishes aesthetic judgment from understanding is that the former does not impose conceptual unity through schematic categories; instead, the experience of art involves a more intuitive, non-conceptual sense of harmony between “part and whole.” Art in this sense cannot be effectively judged by the same criteria through which we judge truth or falsity. What distinguishes aesthetic judgment from practical reason is that it does not serve to establish universal norms that legislate conduct; instead, the experience of art generates an indeterminate sense of “purposiveness without purpose” that fosters consensus without compelling practical action. Art in this sense cannot be effectively judged by the same criteria through which we judge ethical behavior. The Kantian triad thus serves as the precursor to the specialization of knowledge that Max Weber’s theory of rationalization traced within the capitalist state, and that Jurgen Habermas has echoed more recently in his division of modern culture into the separate institutional “spheres” of science, ethics, and art. Insofar as autonomous art arises from the historical separation between a discourse of beauty and a discourse of truth or goodness, then, its status remains inseparable from a modern framework of reason.  

At the same time, critics have noted that such a view of the aesthetic remains notoriously ambiguous in Kant. For while the Critique of Judgment posits a separation of art from truth and morality, it also posits aesthetic judgment as the crucial means whereby the underlying unity of consciousness may be maintained. If aesthetic judgment is divided from cognition or ethical action, this allows it to serve as a necessary bridge between them: for Kant, the judgment of taste is precisely what prevents understanding and moral reason (“is” and “ought,” “fact” and “value”) from becoming irrevocably divided within the human subject. In this respect Kant recognizes that in their separation from one another, both understanding and morality threaten to become mere abstract laws of the mind, essentially divorced from a world of sensuous particulars and leaving no measure for individual freedom. Pursued with too much rigor, the “division of labor” that Kant’s philosophy posits within the self would petrify it. It is therefore necessary for him to suggest that aesthetic judgment, as the byproduct of such a division, may also prevent cognitive and moral reason from becoming an iron cage of rational consciousness.   

How, then, can art heal this divide within the self? For Kant, it can first do so because when we apprehend beauty, there are still indirect affinities between this apprehension and how we understand the world and how we morally evaluate the world. If art, in one of Kant’s many paradoxical theses, “pleases universally without a concept,” this curious form of pleasure—which Kant takes pains to distinguish from hedonistic sensuality—still has echoes or residual traces of cognition and moral sensibility; in its mastery of form, art partially borrows from the other two domains while not being entirely reducible to either. In turn, the mediating role of the aesthetic within human consciousness promises a reciprocal relation between universal and particular: for as it evokes a universal principle in an imaginary mode (an “as if” rather than fully binding law), the experience of beauty allows for sensuous particulars to stimulate a “free play” of our mental faculties; such play ultimately gestures towards the universal without rigidly imposing it upon the particular. It is also notable that for Kant, the role of the aesthetic as establishing the cohesion of the individual self has its socially cohesive counterpart as well, insofar as aesthetic judgment allows for a “non-coercive consensus” between individuals who freely respond to beauty. By fostering such a sensus communis or “common sense,” the aesthetic for Kant serves as the indirect, symbolic reflection of an ideal community wherein individual desires and the social good—the part and the whole—are reconciled with one another. 

As J. M. Bernstein has observed, however, the post-Kantian role of the aesthetic as a medium of reconciliation remains persistently at odds with its formal “alienation” from questions of truth or morality. In his reading of the Critique of Judgment, Bernstein argues that these two perspectives unfold through a wide array of localized antagonisms within Kant’s account of aesthetic judgment, and that to appreciate the significance of the Kantian project is also to acknowledge its inability to resolve such antagonisms. What arises out of the Critique, then, is not a sufficient defense of autonomous art but rather a tortured rehearsal of what happens when this concept emerges within modern consciousness. In Bernstein’s analysis, part of what we witness in Kant—as well as in a range of thinkers who would follow him—is a “memorial aesthetics” that mourns over its own separation of art, as “art,” from a prior, speculative realm in which beauty, truth, and morality have not yet become fully dissociated from one another. 

In such a world, our world, judgments of beauty are memorial: in making aesthetic judgments we judge things “as if” from the perspective of our lost common sense, a common sense that may never have existed (evidence for it deriving strictly from the torsions of the analytic articulation of aesthetic experience). This “remembered” common sense is…both presupposed in the judgment of taste and yet to be obtained. It is present by virtue of its absence.  (XX)
For Bernstein, the backdrop of such mourning may be seen as “the dissolution of the metaphysical totalities of the pre-modern age,” as well as the loss of community that accompanies the rationalization of modern life. In Kant, such a process is an irreversible aspect of modernity, which thus entails a heightened indeterminacy in his account of aesthetic judgment; like Josiah Royce’s ideal citizen, aesthetic judgment can only be defined in formalized terms. Yet in attempting to posit this indeterminacy as a principle whereby human beings, somehow, may still be “integrated” within themselves and within a larger social whole, Kant’s theory of the aesthetic struggles against its own rationalizing impulse.

In The Ideology of the Aesthetic, Terry Eagleton has proposed that this philosophical tension within the aesthetic has its corollary in the emergence of modern capitalism, which displaces prior theological or political systems with its own re-organization of cultural value within a system of commodity exchange. The cultural status of art as antithetical to the commodity, as a self-sufficient end as opposed to a mere means, appears as a defensive hedge against such a world at the same time that art’s autonomy derives from the fact that it has also attained the objective status of a commodity. If art appears “free” in opposition to “free labor,” Eagleton reminds us, this is because it is a form of “free labor”: 

The moment we are speaking of is the moment of modernity, characterized by the dissociation and specialization of these three crucial spheres of activity. Art is now autonomous of the cognitive, ethical and political; but the way it came to be so is paradoxical. It became autonomous of them, curiously enough, by being integrated into the capitalist mode of production. When art becomes a commodity, it is released from its traditional social functions within church, court and state into the anonymous freedom of the market place. Now it exists, not for any specific audience, but just for anybody with the taste to appreciate it or the money to buy it. And in so far as it exists for nothing and nobody in particular, it can be said to exist for itself. It is “independent” because it has been swallowed up by commodity production. (368).

It is within this context that autonomous art remains open to the charge that its separation from social ends mimics the logic of “commodity fetishism” that Marx diagnosed within capitalism. For Marx, commodity fetishism generally involves the tendency to misperceive unequal social relations in terms of abstract, equal relations between things. Thus the commodity typically appears to have a value “in itself” that can be purchased for an equivalent price, yet this abstract form of exchange value arises as the byproduct of an unequal relationship between the wage laborer and the owner of the means of production. It is the tendency to see the value of the commodity as an inherent property, in free-floating isolation from its prior determination within the sphere of production, which largely constitutes its “fetish” character. In the case of the aesthetic, such a fetish character similarly arises through its illusory separation from a nexus of social relations, and through an underlying blindness to its economic dimensions. The status of art as a cultural fetish, in other words, displays the formal principle of the commodity in its very tendency to appear as an idealized manifestation of spirit or beauty, unsullied by mercenary motivations of profit. 



What we are here concerned to stress, then, is that the problem of the regional self—a problem previously outlined in terms of Weber’s theory of rationalization, the commercialization of cultural identity, and the dissociation of value within a newly formalized concept of the American citizen—finds its appropriate precursor in the emergence of art as a seemingly autonomous sphere of cultural life. For as we have seen in Kant, what may appear as a rather abstruse philosophical account of aesthetic judgment is also the attempt to wrestle with a fundamental social question: “How can art, in its removal from a world of practical aims and purposes, reconcile individual and collective experience?” As this question becomes most urgent when art first begins to be re-defined within a market economy, it also has its expression at another register: “How can art, as a commodified object, provide an alternative form of cultural value?” As art enters an era of mass production, we may expect these corollary questions to become rehearsed in a variety of new ways by the authors who have inherited them; our fundamental goal in this study will be to consider how this happens in the case of regional American authors in “the machine age.” 

What the Marxian critique will offer us is a corrective of the tendency to regard questions of the self and its larger community as entirely contained—and all-too-easily transcended—within the literary text. Rather, we propose that the text, as “literary” text, is itself no less conditioned by the problems of cultural autonomy that it stages in its portrayal of the regional self. At the same time, we should insist that the Marxian critique does not compel a wholesale abandonment of the Kantian problem of self and community. On the contrary, it is precisely the contradictory status of the literary text—as both a material commodity and a symbolic form of resistance to its own commodification—that allows it to become a complex medium for the dilemma of the modern self in an age of mass production. If it is largely through the critical analysis of cultural artifacts that we may gain access to the problems of self and community, then we may still find within the symbolic register of the literary text a significant expression of the socio-economic changes that enable and constrain its attempt to manage these problems.

Within the United States, these broad questions may appear more relevant if we recall the literary decline of the “Genteel Tradition”—for while Santayana had first used the term “genteel” in his philosophical critique of Royce and others, the phrase soon became adopted to refer to an older generation of novelists as well. In After the Genteel Tradition (1936) Malcolm Cowley observes that the rapid growth of the American middle class after the Civil War, nourished by Western settlement and land speculation, resulted in a “defiant optimism” among American writers at the turn of the century: “With this background of belief, many American books had the same innocently hopeful atmosphere as American real-estate developments…. To fail or even to be discouraged in the midst of so many opportunities was not only a sign of weakness; it was a sin like adultery, and it could be scarcely mentioned in novels written for decent people” (19). It was William Dean Howells who would eventually be regarded as the personification of this tradition, in part due to his famous dictum that realistic fiction should focus on “the more smiling aspects of life”: 

We invite our novelists, therefore, to concern themselves with the more smiling aspects of life, which are the more American, and seek the universal in the individual rather than the social interests. It is worth while, even at the risk of being called commonplace, to be true to our well-to-do actualities; the very passions themselves seem to be softened and modified by conditions which formerly at least could not be said to wrong any one, to cramp endeavor, or to cross lawful desire….It will not do to boast, but it is well to be true to the facts, and to see that, apart from these purely mortal troubles, the race here has enjoyed conditions in which most of the ills that have darkened its annals might be averted by honest work and unselfish behavior. (641-642) 

In proposing that the novelist “seek the universal in the individual rather than the social interests,” Howells here echoes the Kantian view of autonomous art as a disinterested pursuit, as well as a reconciliation of universal and particular that fosters a larger harmony between the good, the true, and the beautiful. This viewpoint remains consistent with Howells’s belief that the realistic novel should avoid the twin excesses of didacticism as well as romantic fancy, while still providing readers with both pleasure and moral enrichment through an accurate portrayal of everyday life. Yet while Howells had challenged the hollow idealisms and materialistic complacencies of his day, the ambiguous overtones of this passage—which may be interpreted as both morally didactic and morally complacent its own right—foreshadows his eventual rejection by a younger generation of authors, who would ironically condemn him for the same faults. Through his restriction of subject matter and milieu, the universal vision that Howells sought within would appear as merely representing the particular “interests” of a cloistered middle class; similarly, in his prominent role as a spokesman for American literary culture, he became regarded as a prudish defender of public virtue. 

In his account, Cowley proposes that the limitations of the Genteel Tradition may be attributed in part to the inherited cultural ethos of such writers as Howells—an ethos based upon a combination of imported English Victorianism and native New England Puritanism, resulting in “the tendency to divide practical life from the life of the mind, just as Sunday was divided from the days of the week” (18). Through such a viewpoint the world of work became regarded in narrowly utilitarian terms, whereas “culture” largely served as an overly sanitized, sacrosanct refuge of intellectual sensibility. In turn, Cowley also observes that the “genteel” tendency to see culture as a self-enclosed domain of refinement ironically reinforced a corresponding inclination to see culture as a mere private possession: “‘Culture’ was regarded as a foreign accomplishment to be exhibited like golf or table manners—almost as a commodity to be bought like a new Keats manuscript for Mr. Morgan’s library” (19-20). Thus at roughly the same time that the word “genteel” came to designate a whole domain of established culture, Thorstein Veblen in Theory of the Leisure Class (1899) would coin the term “conspicuous consumption” to refer to the commodified ornaments of a decadent middle class society. While the outbreak of World War I served as the most decisive catalyst for the modern reaction against such novelists as Howells, the ambiguous disconnect between genteel culture and socio-economic realities had been recognized and attacked well before the war.    

Within the literary environment of modernism, such dilemmas re-emerge within what Andreas Huyssen has termed “the Great Divide,” which he defines as “the kind of discourse which insists upon the categorical distinction between high art and mass culture.” While noting that this paradigm had already informed artistic practices in the nineteenth century—most explicitly in the l’art pour l’art or “aestheticist” movement (vii-viii)—Huyssen argues that it remains constitutive of modernism well into the twentieth century. Whereas “mass culture” becomes increasingly informed by emergent technologies of mass reproduction and advertising, and thus a commodified homogenization of cultural difference, modernist art becomes increasingly governed by a “conscious strategy of exclusion” and an “anxiety of contamination” towards mass culture. Rather than accommodating itself to a broader audience, modernism typically entails a rigorous retreat from the public sphere, and a renewed emphasis on artistic experimentation and individualistic expression. Accordingly, the most fundamental trait that modernism inherits from the previous century is that of the autonomous artwork as conceived by such novelists as Flaubert:   

Only by fortifying its boundaries, by maintaining its purity and autonomy, and by avoiding any contamination with mass culture and the signifying systems of everyday life can the art work maintain its adversary stance: adversary to the bourgeois culture of everyday life as well as adversary to mass culture and entertainment which are seen as the primary forms of bourgeois cultural articulation. (54)   

Huyssen’s context here is predominantly European, yet it has clear resonance with a view of American modernism as reacting against a stifling, “genteel” tradition of arts and letters, as well as a broader commercialization of culture that had begun to adopt the conventions of Howellsian realism as a standardized formula for mass-market fiction. From this vantage point, the quest of modernist authors to “make it new” was not only informed by a profound loss of faith in the moral truisms of a previous generation; it was also fostered also by the underlying impulse to situate themselves at a distance from a world in which aesthetic value had become relegated to a marker of class affiliation on the one hand, and a degraded commodity on the other hand.

Yet it may be noted that modernism does not escape the dilemma of the genteel writer so much as it intensifies it on an even deeper, internalized level within the literary artifact. For example, this dilemma may be sensed most powerfully in the relentless drive towards technical innovation that characterizes much of what has become known as canonical “high modernism.” The tendency of high modernism to abandon or transform prior literary conventions by adopting its own self-posited principles of construction may be seen in a variety of forms: the impressionistic style of James and Conrad, the role of montage in early Hemingway and Eliot, the reliance upon serialized reiteration in Stein’s prose, the Imagist and Vorticist phases of Pound’s poetry, or the stream-of-consciousness experiments of Joyce, Woolf, and Faulkner. Through such methods the modernist text distinguishes itself from the habitual “signifying systems of everyday life” as well as a broader domain of commercialized popular taste. While these formal techniques do not entail equally radical departures from a realistic tradition, they have the cumulative effect of displacing a more referential mode of language in favor of more overtly associative, symbolic, and expressive linguistic modes, and thereby to foreground language itself as a complex artistic medium. In Roland Barthes’s suggestive terms, high modernism thus transforms the literary artifact from an object of passive “consumption” (the readerly text) to a dense, multivalent force of textual “production” (the writerly text) wherein irony, ambiguity, and linguistic play solicit a much wider range of participatory response from the reader. 

Such productive energies typically derive not from a holistic relationship between form and content but rather, as Wolfgang Iser has observed, from a divide or gap between narrative technique and narrative material: “…the novel no longer confines itself to telling a story or to establishing its own patterns, for now it also deliberately reveals the component parts of its own narrative technique, separating the material to be presented from the forms that serve its presentation in order to provoke the reader into establishing for himself the connections between perception and thought.” It is this aspect of the high modernist novel that grants it a self-reflexive quality as well—indeed, it is often noted that the most characteristic “theme” of modernism in general is the struggle of the artist to organize the fragmentary, contingent, and degraded elements of his or her cultural experience into new configurations of pleasure or hermeneutic potential. 

At the same time, insofar as the high modernist novel can only strive towards this through adopting its own individual strategies of form or style, its self-reflexive quality also reinforces its ambiguous appearance as either an autotelic process or a self-governing object. In other words, the gap between technique and material in high modernist narrative renders it more productive and polymorphous in its significance, yet this same gap also allows the narrative technique of the artifact to appear as its own sort of “material” or “content.” Gertrude Stein’s aptly-titled The Making of Americans (1925) may be the most vivid example of this:  

In one the one I am now beginning describing, the one who was a long time baffling to me, all these things I have been describing as the being of this one kind of being were equally strongly in him, all these things then, all of them were equally strongly repeating in him all through his living and so this one was baffling, for mostly in every one all the qualities of a kind of being are not equally active in them. This made one baffling. This made one puzzling for this one had profound impression by beauty and this was complete and poignant and quick in him and he had the rationalizing mind acting on each piece of impression and shutting him off from getting deep and poignant and complete impressions from things before him and so he was puzzling, he had opportunism so strongly in him that each time he was open to a new relation with anything in life or a man or a woman he acted in this way toward them and also he had created for himself a whole rationalized scheme of living of beauty and goodness and fairness to every one because that was the way to make the living that would be successful and beautiful, to him. Always to himself he was always open to feeling beauty and goodness and nobility in living, always to himself he made a scheme of complete living in luxury and success and winning admiration, always to himself he could completely understand everything with his mind which was to himself a great thing in him, never was he ever knowing that his running himself by his mind which was making always for him his theory of beauty and goodness and luxury was closing him to impressions of beauty and luxury and learning.  (368)

To the degree that such a novel allows its own manner of textual production—its own “adventures” of style and form—to become a distinct source of apprehension, it can appear to be primarily concerned with its own internal processes rather than the world it ostensibly represents. 

Consequently, in high modernism the distinction between consumption and production in Barthes’s terminology is more of a relative distinction than a categorical one—something that Barthes himself often takes pleasure in demonstrating (S/Z). That is, the formal innovations of the high modernist novel may not only be seen as posing an inherent challenge to consumption, but also as fostering a proliferation or intensification of consumption. In its refinement of technique, which allows the literary artifact to appear increasingly free of externally imposed norms, conventions, or social ends, modernist fiction has the tendency to transform literary production into “production for its own sake,” which in turn transforms aesthetic reception into “consumption for its own sake.” Such a tendency has notable affinities with a modern environment in which the industrialized mass production and mass consumption of commodities appear intertwined in a self-perpetuating cycle, yet all the more detached from the purposes or needs they ostensibly serve. 

This is not to suggest that any writer could ever achieve Flaubert’s dream of writing a “pure” novel whose content would only be its form, nor that that this was an intended agenda even for the high modernists mentioned above. Yet it is to suggest a number of related things that still have a bearing upon both the radical techniques of modernism (Faulkner, Toomer) as well as the narrative approach of authors customarily regarded as outside the sphere of the avant-garde (Anderson, Cather). First, the problematic status of autonomous literary art is not limited to the mere fact that most modern writers had to work within a world of specialized labor and commodity exchange. Rather, this problem indirectly manifests itself through the very strategies of narrative construction through which such writers achieve a necessary measure of aesthetic distance from such a world. In this regard the Stein passage merely offers a more graphic example of how the urge towards formal autonomy in modern fiction is always to some degree dependent upon a certain “rationalizing” impulse—an impulse whereby the “open” relationship of the literary text to its world also requires its “closed” removal from such a world (“Always to himself he was always open…”), such that its attempt to preserve “feeling beauty and goodness and nobility in living” often registers the underlying sense that “beauty,” “goodness” and “nobility” remain all the more segmented from “living.” At this register, Stein’s language thus offers a revealing metacommentary upon the tensions that already inform its own emergence as “literary” language. 

Conversely, insofar as the passage projects and elaborates upon such tensions though the highly specialized consciousness of the Hersland family members, the restless struggle between abstract schematics and concrete immediacy within Stein’s language also enacts the “baffling” emergence of a modern self whose inherited cultural values (“beauty,” “goodness,” “nobility”) appear as contingent and interchangeable as the commodified “luxuries” that increasingly condition its status as an autonomous entity: “…and so this one was baffling, there was complete contradiction in him and yet he was all of one kind of being…” (368). Stein’s narrative at this register offers a composite portrait of the selves we have variously seen in Josiah Royce, Frederick Winslow Taylor, Sigmund Freud, William James, and William Dean Howells; in many ways it is also a composite portrait of the selves we will later see in Sherwood Anderson, Jean Toomer, Willa Cather, and William Faulkner. For what Stein’s account suggests is that a writer’s method of literary creation (“The Making of Americans”), the curious dissociation and identification between individuals, their work, and the objects they consume (“The Making of Americans”), and the manner whereby individuals culturally re-constitute themselves within modernity (“The Making of Americans”) have a highly interdependent relationship with one another in the postwar period. This interdependence is characteristic not only of Stein’s transatlantic modernism, I argue, but also of those modern writers for whom the inherited value of “art,” as well as “self” and “region,” has already begun to enter the cultural vortex that her novel evokes so memorably.     

However, an emphasis on literary form within a production model can only remain valid if it avoids construing such form as a relatively passive, immediate reflection of its socio-economic conditions. This temptation is inherent within any cultural materialist approach to interpretation—perhaps all the more so in a critical environment in which traditional questions of aesthetic form and content have been largely displaced by generalized concepts of textuality or discourse. In attempting to rescue texts from their isolation from historical and social problems, the cultural critic will often argue that the very concept of “the literary work” is socially determined or linguistically impure, and that formalist criticism serves to promote a dubious retreat from questions of ideology. Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of “cultural capital,” Walter Benn Michaels’s own neo-pragmatist account of aesthetic value, Thomas Strychacz’s analysis of modernism as a form of exclusionary professional discourse, or the essays within a recent collection entitled Marketing Modernisms, have all helped to de-mystify the aesthetic by stressing its underlying entanglement with economic institutions. Such approaches provide a needed reminder to us that literary practice is also social practice, and that this truth applies to our own position as scholars within a professionalized academic community. Nevertheless, this truth becomes its own falsehood once we fail to recognize how modernist texts provide insights that cannot be entirely reduced to their status as cultural capital, nor as fetishized museum exhibits within the academy. By surrendering an admittedly ambivalent concept of culture to those for whom the phrase “cultural capital” inspires no ambivalence, the victory of a materialist critique becomes, at best, an ambivalent one.

What I would propose instead is an approach that does justice to the complex relationship between literary form and its social world—an approach that neither situates the two terms in a rigid opposition nor collapses them into a continuous textual field, but examines how they each become transformed through their interaction. Such an approach may be broadly described as a strategy of immanent critique, whereby we may consider the antagonistic relationship between a literary work and its modern social milieu as an internal dynamic within the work itself. That is, one may analyze specific formal or stylistic elements of an artifact to the point that their persistent tensions, their stubborn refusal to be resolved in strictly aesthetic terms, compels a critical sense of how they register underlying conflicts within the concept of modernity in an industrial age. If these texts express their history, I believe that they do so precisely at those moments when we sense, at a very particularized level, the grinding gears of a narrative apparatus that cannot fulfill its drive towards reconciliation. At such moments, the work no longer appears inert within its formal boundaries, but becomes a volatile microcosm wherein both literary and socio-economic “development” suddenly appear as processes that are fitfully unfolding before our eyes, as if for the first time. An evaluation of narrative form may therefore serve to suggest not what it means to be modern, but what it means to become modern; as I hope to demonstrate, each author figuratively re-enacts a historically specific “fall” into modernity, and the aftershocks of this fall resonate in different ways within the shape of their language. 

3

In the preceding overview, I have attempted to map out some significant analogies between “modernist” dilemmas of regional, psychic, and aesthetic autonomy within American culture during the postwar decade. To be sure, these analogies are by no means exhaustive of what we have come to recognize as literary modernism, nor are the underlying factors—rationalization, mass production, and cultural commodification—the sole criteria through which we may interpret and evaluate all forms of modernist narrative. Rather, what these analogies offer is an admittedly partial, yet sufficiently expansive heuristic for comparing some of the most significant thematic and stylistic traits that characterize a particular cross-section of authors during a given moment of historical time. To acknowledge this is to recognize that the problem of representation that characterizes modernism itself—how can the relationship between literary art, the individual self, and modern society be apprehended “as a whole”?—is a problem that reflects back upon the method of the critic as well. In attempting to wrestle with this problem, critical analysis must seek to establish correspondences between social and cultural phenomena while at the same time realizing its own limits as a fully comprehensive account of modernity. It is perhaps inevitable, then, that I have already had to rely on certain strategies of the modernist author (selective juxtapositions, ironic reversals of perspective, and the like) in order to evoke a broader social environment that cannot be directly represented in its entirety. It is in this spirit, too, that I seek to assemble a composite image of “regional modernism” through three distinctive writers whose narratives offer different vantage points towards the world they confront. 

At the same time, the following study will also derive much of its theoretical scope by drawing upon some of the key ideas in Theodor Adorno’s critical account of enlightened modernity. In particular, I will propose that Adorno’s notion of a “negative dialectic” within the modern development of reason, selfhood, and art, as well as his own call for an immanent critique towards art, provide a valuable context for evaluating the three texts that we will consider. While Adorno follows the general Marxian dictum that autonomous art cannot be separated from its historical emergence within a capitalist economy, his argument that art nevertheless serves as the “social antithesis to society” as well as an “unconscious cipher of history” seeks to preserve its potential as a critical medium of thought within modern culture. By tracing some of his arguments within the first chapter of this study, I hope to demonstrate their relevance within the American cultural context we have already addressed, as well as to establish a more explicit theoretical framework for the readings that will make up the following chapters.  

In the subsequent chapters, I then offer close readings of Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio, Toomer’s Cane, and Cather’s A Lost Lady. While these readings will not give equal emphasis to each of the autonomy theses discussed above, they will provide different ways of conceiving how such issues come to inform an author’s narrative strategy and thematic concerns. My interpretation of each novel will also borrow certain ideas from Adorno’s critical theory in order to suggest the broader social and philosophical implications within the form of each novel.      

David Stouck has proposed that Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio bears a strong affinity with German expressionism. Building upon the Stouck thesis, I draw upon Adorno’s idea that expressionism registers the fragmentation of the subject within a changing social world. In the case of Anderson, I examine how the author’s “grotesque” style of characterization, as well as the structural isolation of characters from each other within the serial form of the book, expresses the dissolution of small-town community life in the face of industrialism. In this respect the book does not offer a nostalgic image of rural harmony, nor does it represent the “revolt from the village” that Carl Van Doren famously argued. It rather rehearses the dilemma of a storyteller who confronts the demise of the village, and whose own narration consequently remains dissociated from its subject matter. This dilemma also appears within Anderson’s distinctive “manner” of narration—a style that both mimics oral speech and yet remains awkwardly self-conscious in its struggle to communicate with the reader. Through these attributes, the unifying “story” of Winesburg may be ultimately grasped as the cultural death of storytelling in an industrial age, and it is this contradiction that gives the book its grotesque eloquence.

In Jean Toomer’s Cane, a “modernist” fragmentation of the self develops within the broader context of a racially, geographically, and economically stratified United States; it also develops out of the author’s own mixed racial background, and his critical attitude towards racial categories. A montage sequence of stories and poems, Cane is organized in three sections: a section set in the pre-modernized agrarian South, heavily inflected with mythic symbolism, the sensual vitality of the black folk, and the threat of violence; a section set in the modernized urban North, where alienated characters struggle to overcome racial and sexual taboos; and a section centered around Kabnis, who returns to the South and remains unable to accept his racial and cultural heritage. Critics have noted that this structure resembles a dialectical triad, whereby the antithetical elements of a modern black cultural identity (Alan Locke’s “New Negro”) become juxtaposed with one another. Within such a framework, the dilemma of Kabnis thus articulates the struggle of the contemporary black intellectual to reconcile these elements within his own experience.

In my reading, however, I argue that this dialectic must be read “negatively” for a full appreciation of the book. Drawing upon Adorno’s own negative dialectic of reason and myth, I examine how the complex form of Cane compels a re-evaluation of region, race and modernity. First, Toomer’s ambiguous metaphors in section one reveal how a “mythic,” primitivist notion of blackness is already a “rationally” enforced code in the rural South, such that it cannot serve as a natural origin of black identity. Indeed, the overall trajectory of the first section leads to an exposure of the agrarian ideal as rooted in social violence rather than the timeless rhythms of the earth. Second, insofar as the racial violence of the South becomes internalized within the rigid mores of the industrial North, racial identity re-emerges as a (rationalized) social “myth” in the minds of the urban middle-class; rather than being discarded, race now becomes a conceptual abstraction that intersects with and sustains new forms of sexual and economic repression. By juxtaposing the two sections, then, Cane allows the reader to see how they appear as inverse reflections of one another as well as symbolic opposites. In doing so, however, the novel ultimately does not reconstruct a new concept of racial identity that absorbs these tensions, nor does it articulate a form of experience that overcomes racial or geographic dichotomies altogether. Instead, through its failure to achieve this in the troubled figure of Kabnis, the dialectic of Cane remains essentially suspended: its reconciliation of such conflicts can only be projected into a historical future in which “race” will no longer exist as a coercive social category. In this sense the image of the vanishing agrarian South as the racial unconscious of the industrial North underscores the unfulfilled promise of modernity in the United States.                       

A reading of literary modernism within the lens of Adorno’s aesthetics would not be complete without confronting the “commodity” character of art, and such a problem informs my reading of Cather’s A Lost Lady. Written in 1922, Cather’s novel tells the story of a young man, Niel Herbert, and his adolescent devotion to Marian Forrester, the refined wife of a Nebraska railroad magnate and the title character of the novel. As the plot unfolds, Niel’s highly idealized, “genteel” image of Marian becomes compromised in the face of her affair with a businessman. After the death of Marian’s husband and the decline of her finances due to a bank failure, she eventually has another affair with Ivy Peters, a manipulative lawyer who leases and develops the Forrester property, and this eventually forces Niel to renounce his romanticized image of Marian. What interests me is how Niel’s perception of Marian can be seen along three allegorical levels: (a) as a psycho-sexual allegory of a neurotic young man’s initiation into the world of adult sexuality; (b) as a pessimistic allegory of social decline, in which a valorized frontier aristocracy (the Forresters) eventually loses its power to an amoral class of capitalists (Ivy Peters); (c) as an allegory of aesthetic disenchantment, in which Niel’s highly sublimated appreciation of Marian’s beauty goes hand in hand with his desire to “protect” her from financial and sexual contamination. 

In my reading, I first propose that these three levels operate as part of a comprehensive structure in the book, whereby Niel’s artistic vision entails a failed attempt to contain the psychological and socio-economic contradictions that inform his perception of Marian. In turn, as Niel conceives of Marian as a disembodied, abstract object of beauty, his “privileged” perception of her ironically mirrors the way in which other men in the novel alternately perceive her as a cultural fetish or as an economic commodity to be exploited. As A Lost Lady reveals the limitations of Niel’s aestheticism, I argue that his own conflict functions as a self-reflexive dimension of the novel towards its own status as an autonomous cultural artifact in a market economy. In Cather’s style, such a self-reflexive mode therefore characterizes her adoption of a Jamesian “double perspective,” in which the narrative alternates ambiguously between a third-person voice and Niel’s own impressionistic sensations. By incorporating a critical attitude towards aesthetic illusion within its own narrative method, Cather’s novel paradoxically seeks to disavow such illusion—while at the same time recovering it within a more complex, self-reflexive aesthetic form. If such a contradiction remains informed by Cather’s own cultural attitudes as an artist, I conclude that such a contradiction is also an intrinsic element of modern art in an age of commodity production. 

[COME BACK LATER TO WRITE THE FINAL PARAGRAPHS]
1  For Kenner’s “internationalist” definition of American modernism, see “The Making of the Modernist Canon” in Von Hallberg, Canons, 363-75. For a discussion of the tensions between a nationalist and internationalist concept of modernism, see Eric Homberger’s “Chicago and New York: Two Versions of American Modernism” in Bradbury and MacFarlane, Modernism, 1890-1930, 151-161. 


 


2 Marshall Berman’s All That is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity may provide one of the more comprehensive definitions of “modernization: “The maelstrom of modern life has been fed from many sources: great discoveries in the physical sciences, changing our images of the universe and our place in it; the industrialization of production, which transforms scientific knowledge into technology, creates new human environments and destroys old ones, speeds up the whole tempo of life, generates new forms of corporate power and class struggle; immense demographic upheavals, severing millions of people from their ancestral habitats, hurtling them halfway across the world into new lives; systems of mass communication, dynamic in their development, enveloping and binding together the most diverse people and societies; increasingly powerful national states, bureaucratically structured and operated, constantly striving to expand their powers; mass societal movements of people, and peoples, challenging their political and economic rulers, striving to gain some control over their lives; finally, bearing and driving all these people and institutions along, an ever-expanding, drastically fluctuating capitalist world market. In the twentieth century, the social processes that bring this maelstrom into being and keep it in a state of perpetual becoming, have come to be called ‘modernization.’” (16). 





3 While Giles’s comment traces a trend in European modernism, my account in this chapter should indicate its relevance for an American context.   





4 A fuller account of dominant, emergent, and residual forms of cultural production appears in Williams’s essay “Base and Superstructure,” The Raymond Williams Reader, pp. 162-178.  Williams’s notion of “the crisis of the knowable community” has a shared spirit with the arguments offered in this study; see “Thomas Hardy and the English Novel,” 119-140.  





5 This citation from Royce comes from John J. McDermott’s Streams of Experience: Reflections on the History and Philosophy of American Culture (1985). 





6 See Henry F. May’s The End of American Innocence, 9-19.  





7 For the most influential account of this cultural shift, see Paul Fussell’s The Great War and Modern Memory, 8, 21.  





8 Marx’s analysis of labor value appears in Volume 1, Chapter 6 of Capital (1867)… “What is characteristic of the capitalist age is that in the eyes of the laborer himself labor-power assumes the form of a commodity belonging to him. On the other hand it is only at this moment that the commodity form of the products of labor becomes general” (pp?). Marx’s account of the division of labor in manufacturing appears in Volume 1, Chapter 14 of Capital. An account of both concepts also appears in first and third of the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts (1844). In The Division of Labor in Society (1893), Durkheim regarded the division of labor as the necessary precursor for a more integrated society; for example, see his arguments regarding “organic solidarity” (pp. 88-138; 149-75). Yet as our discussion here will suggest, it is precisely the meaning of the term “organic” that will become highly difficult to evaluate within the work of regional writers in the industrial era.     





9 Tichi’s study, Shifting Gears: Technology, Literature, Culture in Modernist America (1987) also argues that the efficiency movement had its impact on the form and style of American modernists such as Pound, Hemingway, Dos Passos and William Carlos Williams. More recently, Martha Banta’s Taylored Lives (1995) has examined the influence of Taylorism in American literary and cultural history at the turn of the century.  





10 David W. Noble’s 1953 essay “The Paradox of Progressive Thought” (pp. 201-212) offers a helpful backdrop for the discussion here. [Cite some other good studies of problems with “Progessivism” and “progress”].  





11 See Santayana’s “The Genteel Tradition in American Philosophy” in The Winds of Doctrine (1913), as well as his discussion of Royce and others in Character and Opinion in the United States (1920). Matthew Caleb Flamm’s essay “American and German Tendencies in the Thought of Josiah Royce” offers a helpful overview of Santayana’s criticism of Royce’s philosophy.  





12 Santayana’s anecdote in Character and Opinion in the United States may illustrate his criticism Royce’s moral philosophy: “…he used to say that that a mouse, if tormented and torn to pieces by a cat, was realizing his own deepest will, since he had sub-consciously chosen to be a mouse in a world that should have cats in it. The mouse really, in his deeper self, wanted to be terrified, clawed, and devoured” (115; cited in Flamm, 28). 





11 Within the world of business management, one of the more influential critics was George Elton Mayo, whose “human relations” school of management originated as an attempt to remedy the problems of the Taylor model of organization (see Mayo’s The Human Problems of an Industrial Civilization [1930]). Within the literary world, Tichi cites Upton Sinclair, Sinclair Lewis, Ernest Poole, and—most significantly for our study—Sherwood Anderson, whose novel Poor White (1920) associated Taylorization with the atrophy of imagination and creativity in its protagonist Hugh McVey.  


   


12 Jameson, The PoliticalUnconscious: the dictum that abstraction in thought depends on a prior abstraction that characterizes the object of study?  





13 This is the reasoning that underpins Royce’s argument that moral pessimism, sin, and despair serve as necessary moments within a broader impulse towards spiritual reconciliation; see his famous essay “Optimism, Pessimism, and the Moral Order” in The Spirit of Modern Philosophy (1892). 





14 In The Problem of Christianity (1913), Royce would revise his own philosophy by reducing its metaphysical or idealist underpinnings and advocating the notion of a “community of interpretation.” Also see Royce, The Hope of the Great Community (1916), and McDermott, 82.    





15 This stage in Freud’s thought was expressed most fully in The Ego and the Id, published in 1923.  





16 The Political Unconscious, pp. 61-66.  





17 May, pp. 232-235. 





18 My account of pragmatism based partly on May, and partly on McDermott’s discussion of James and Dewey in Streams of Experience (1986).  





19 Dewey, The Influence of Darwin on Philosophy (1910); cited in May, 149. 





20 Dewey, Individualism, Old and New (1930); cited in McDermott, 84.





21 Dewey, The Public and Its Problems (1926); cited in McDermott, 85. 





22 Bernard, The Transition to an Objective Standard of Social Control (1911); cited in May, 158.  





23 This connection will provide the link we need for Adorno…





24 This is the connection that Lukács, through the critical term reification, proposed between formal rationality and the commodity form in History and Class Consciousness. For our purposes here, we may in particular cite his twofold evaluation of rationalized labor: 





“We are concerned above all with the principle at work here: the principle of rationalization based on what is and what can be calculated. The chief changes undergone by the subject and object of the production process are as follows: (1) in the first place, the mathematical analysis of work processes denotes a break from the organic, irrational and qualitatively determined unity of the product. Rationalization in the sense of being able to predict with ever-greater precision all the results to be achieved is only to be acquired by the exact breakdown of every complex into its elements and by the study of the special laws governing production. Accordingly it must declare war on the organic manufacture of whole products based on the traditional amalgam of empirical experiences of work: rationalization is unthinkable without specialization. 





“The finished article ceases to be the object of the work process. The latter turns into the objective synthesis of rationalized special systems whose unity is determined by pure calculation and which must therefore seem to be arbitrarily connected with each other. This destroys the organic necessity with which inter-related special operations are unified in the end-product. The unity of a product as a commodity no longer coincides with its unity as use-value: as society becomes more radically capitalistic the increasing technical autonomy of the special operations involved in production is expressed also, as an economic autonomy, as the growing relativization of the commodity character of a product at various stages of production. It is thus possible to separate forcibly the production of a use value in time and space. This goes hand in hand with the union in time and space of special operations that are related to a set of heterogeneous use-values. 





“(2) In the second place, this fragmentation of the object of production necessarily entails the fragmentation of its subject. In consequence of the rationalization of the work process the human qualities and idiosyncrasies of the worker appear as mere sources of error when contrasted with these abstract special laws functioning according to rational predictions. Neither objectively nor in his relation to work does man appear as the authentic master of the process; on the contrary, he is a mechanical part incorporated into a mechanical system. He finds it already pre-existing and self-sufficient, it functions independently of him and he has to conform to its laws whether he likes it or not. As labor is progressively rationalized and mechanized his lack of will is reinforced by the way in which his activity becomes less and less active and more and more contemplative. The contemplative stance adopted towards a process mechanically conforming to fixed laws and enacted independently of man’s consciousness and impervious to human intervention, i.e., a perfectly closed system, must likewise transform the basic categories of man’s immediate attitude towards the world: it reduces space and time to a common denominator and degrades time to a dimension of space.”  (88-89)  





25 “Science as a Vocation,” 129-56.  





26 For example, see Weber’s discussion of the rationalization of work in Economy and Society (1156).  





27 For a fuller account, see “Asceticism and the Spirit of Capitalism,” the final chapter in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, 155-183. 





28 Jameson, The Political Unconscious, 250-251.  





29 See chapter 4 of Lears’s Fables of Abundance (“The Disembodiment of Abundance,” 102-133), and the introductory chapter of Leach’s Land of Desire (1-5) for a fuller account of these terms.  





30 See Modernism, Inc.: Body, Memory, Capital…





31 Cite the responses to/ critiques of Michaels…





32 Cite page numbers from The Gold Standard…note that your approach is against the spirit of Michaels, and note his criticism of theory as entailing the fantasy of attaining a standpoint “outside” the market. Cite Jameson argument contra Michaels in Postmodernism? 





33 Lukács and Theory of the Novel. Cite the passage cited by Jameson in Marxism and Form, and refer readers to the Jameson book as another source. 





34 Cite the chapter on the limitations of irony in the Self and Narrative volume. 





