
Introduction

Rita Felski

New Literary History, Volume 44, Number 4, Autumn 2013, pp. v-xii
(Article)

Published by The Johns Hopkins University Press

For additional information about this article

                                   Access provided by University of Virginia Libraries __ACCESS_STATEMENT__ (Viva) (27 Jan 2014 11:00 GMT)

http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/nlh/summary/v044/44.4.felski.html

http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/nlh/summary/v044/44.4.felski.html


New Literary History, 2013, 44: v–xii

Introduction

Rita Felski

What are the uses of literature—or film, sculpture, dance, 
philosophy, music, dramatic performance? And to what pur-
pose are these subjects being taught in colleges and universi-

ties? At present, such questions are very much in the air, thanks to a 
heated back-and-forth about the value of humanistic study. Bristling 
with a new-found sense of indignation, politicians and pundits are de-
manding that the humanities be called to account, that professors be 
required to document the uses of the subjects they teach. There is no 
longer any agreement, it would seem, that Baudelaire and Buddhism 
are worth studying for their own sake. To many scholars, such demands 
seem radically misconceived—a sign of the growing philistinism and 
creeping corporatization of academic life. Yet in certain cases, inter-
locutors may be talking at cross-purposes. After all, what exactly do we 
mean when we talk about use? What does “use” encompass and how 
might its meanings and possibilities be understood? The essays in this 
special issue share a sharpened curiosity about a constantly invoked yet 
rarely examined idea. 

Use: the very word is stubby, plain, workmanlike, its monosyllabic 
bluntness as bare and unadorned as the thing that it names. It radiates 
overtones of sturdy practicality, bringing to mind images of shapeless 
overalls and sensible shoes. We tend to equate the useful with what is 
plodding, rational, and charmless, to oppose the useful to the dance of 
the imagination, the play of fantasy, the rhythms and roilings of desire. 
The language of use calls us back to nonnegotiable needs of human 
existence, while steering us away from the siren song of the impractical 
or incalculable. And its various cognates quickly slide into the bland 
boilerplate of bureaucrats and technocrats: functional, instrumental, 
utilitarian, efficient, serviceable, profitable, strategic. 

The relentless encroachment of such language into every cranny 
of contemporary life seems unstoppable, lending itself to a familiar 
cultural-pessimist critique—the lament that imagination and invention 
have been banished from the world by a soulless regime of efficiency, 
logic, and profit. Usefulness, in this line of thought, is the quintessential 
bourgeois virtue, epitomized in a Gradgrindian eagerness to weigh and 
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measure every last part of human existence. Brushing away everything 
that cannot be calculated and quantified, the modern worship of util-
ity results in a disenchanted world in which human beings are stripped 
down to their base functions as workers and consumers and nature 
itself becomes a mere tool of human desires. This is the world of what 
the Frankfurt School called instrumental rationality: the tyranny of use 
elevated to the supreme principle of modern social life. It is not surpris-
ing then, that T. W. Adorno hails the uselessness of the artwork as its 
redeeming feature: the mark of its stubborn resistance to the means-end 
thinking of a degraded modernity. The purposelessness of art defies the 
ubiquitous demand to be useful; the very refusal of function serves an 
emancipatory social function. 

Here Adorno is giving a Marxist twist to a tradition of aesthetic theory 
that has often conceived of art in terms of autonomy, disinterestedness, 
or separation from social life. There are many artists and critics, of 
course, who forcefully repudiate such a view. But a significant strand 
of modern thought—from Wilde’s “All art is quite useless” to Auden’s 
“poetry makes nothing happen”—has sought to guard art’s distance 
from the push and pull of immediate needs and practical interests. A 
similar wariness about use and utility persists in contemporary criticism, 
motivated by the fear that such language implies a subordination of 
poetic means to extraneous ends. For every critic who seeks to calibrate 
literature in terms of its political use value, there is another critic who 
strenuously resists the resort to such measurement. To use, it is argued, 
is to objectify, reify, reduce, appropriate, consume, or “use up.” The 
language of utility is reductive and thus destructive, laying waste to the 
specialness and singularity of the artwork. From aestheticism and New 
Criticism to deconstruction and the new ethics of reading, literary critics 
have often railed against the very idea of usefulness.

And yet, we might ask, is use always instrumental? Is the practical 
inherently opposed to the poetic? The tradition of pragmatism offers a 
rather different view. For Richard Rorty, “use” is not an optional extra 
that can be chosen or cast aside; it is simply the word that encompasses 
our varied and often unpredictable engagements with the world. Ques-
tioning Umberto Eco’s attempt to draw a clear distinction between 
interpreting a text and using it, Rorty writes: “This, of course, is a distinc-
tion we pragmatists do not wish to make. On our view, all anybody ever 
does with anything is use it.”1 That scholars approach literary works in 
genre- and medium-specific ways, that we attend to subtle refinements 
of form and structure does not mean, for Rorty, that we are not using 
them. The task facing the critic, in this line of thought, is that of distin-
guishing between better and worse forms of use. Within the tradition of 
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pragmatist aesthetics, the idea of a sequestered, solitary art object yields 
to a view of aesthetic experience as connective, dynamic, and shaped by 
our sensual, emotional, and practical needs.2

Form follows function: in the fields of architecture and design, there 
is also a longstanding history of reflection on the connections between 
beauty and use. Recent years have seen a surge of interest in such 
questions within aesthetic theory broadly defined. Glenn Parsons and 
Allen Carlson, for example, take issue with a persistent dichotomy in 
the philosophy of art between an autonomous sphere of art (whether 
defined psychologically, in terms of a disinterested attitude, or sociologi-
cally, in terms of “art world” theories), and the practical demands of 
everyday reality. “Functional beauty,” they argue, is not an oxymoron, 
but a phrase addressing the ways in which its use may be integral to an 
object’s aesthetic character.3 Along similar lines, Yuriko Saito develops a 
notion of “everyday aesthetics,” noting that, in certain kinds of interac-
tion with an object, “the aesthetic and the practical are experienced as 
fully integrated, and we lose some dimension of its aesthetic value if we 
surgically remove its functional value.”4 Thinking about use is not just 
a matter of conceding the functional aspects of high art; it also means 
thinking about the aesthetic dimensions of our quotidian engagement 
with the world. As anthropologists of material culture such as Daniel 
Miller have long insisted, the affective and symbolic meanings of things 
always exceed their bare function, whether for ancient or postmodern 
tribes. Stuff is never just stuff.5

To reflect on the implications of “use,” then, is to begin a conversation 
rather than to end one. Of course, when politicians or parents complain 
that majoring in classics is not useful, they usually intend the word in 
a strictly economic sense: that a field of study does not offer a clear 
vocational path and guaranteed income. And when scholars respond 
to these complaints in the public arena, they usually take over the same 
notion—whether to brusquely dismiss its relevance for humanistic study 
or to chastise their fellow academics for their lofty disdain for the market-
place. Adopting the latter perspective, Paul Jay and Gerald Graff argue 
that the humanities teach useful skills that are “increasingly sought for 
in upper management positions in today’s information-based economy.”6 
No doubt there is something egregiously irresponsible about tenured 
professors waving away the worries of their students about future employ-
ment, and Jay and Graff are surely correct in diagnosing a certain “fear 
of being useful” among academics, especially at more elite institutions. 
And yet we might also ask if the only possible perspectives on use are 
those sketched out in their essay: either a defense of the humanities as 
a pipeline to careers in upper management or what they portray as a 
high-minded but anachronistic defense of education as an intrinsic good.
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In short, we need to redefine what we mean by use rather than re-
jecting it out of hand or equating it with the demands of the market. 
To acknowledge and affirm the worldly value of the humanities is not 
necessarily to be co-opted by the language of instrumentality. In a recent 
survey of different frameworks for justifying the humanities, Helen Small 
makes a similar case. Noting the softening of a once automatic animus 
among literary scholars toward any discussion of utility or social benefit, 
she suggests that it is not a matter of ruling out all discussions of use 
but of refining them.7 And here we can go on the offensive instead of 
being defensive; the arts and humanities, after all, offer an expansive 
archive of reflections on the moral, affective, cognitive, creative, and 
sensual aspects of use itself. Is philosophy not useful if it inspires a stu-
dent to reorder her priorities and rethink her view of what constitutes 
a good life? And what about an encounter with a novel that does not 
just fulfill a prior need, but opens your eyes to needs you never knew 
you had? Brian Boyd speaks directly to this question in his essay when 
he writes of Nabokov’s work, “a key element of Lolita is its critique of 
over-simplified criteria for what is of ‘use’ in literature or life.” A desire 
to expand the parameters of conversation about use is the rationale for 
this special issue, in which essays tackling current debates about the uses 
of the humanities are juxtaposed with extended reflections on use as a 
category of art, thought, and everyday life. 

Michael Roth opens the volume by pointing to a history of conten-
tious debate in US culture about what it means for education to be 
“useful.” He turns first to John Dewey and his vision of a pragmatic 
liberal education. For Dewey, education is tied to human experience 
and everyday life, but this practicality should not be confused with 
narrow vocationalism or an endorsement of the status quo. Education, 
rather, calls for a form of inquiry that is both curious and activist, that is 
open to the unexpected while also being motivated by what matters to 
students and teachers. Roth traces out the ways in which such ideas are 
developed, refined, and modified in the work of Richard Rorty, Martha 
Nussbaum, and E. D. Hirsch. The goals of a liberal education, he goes 
on to argue, are insufficiently encompassed in the ubiquitous idiom of 
“critical thinking,” for such thinking is sterile if it does not also include 
a capacity for empathy and comprehension that stretches the self. And 
here Roth laments the tendency in contemporary scholarship to equate 
intellectual sophistication with skepticism and critical unmasking. If 
educators are willing to see themselves as explorers of the normative 
rather than simply critics of normativity, as involved participants rather 
than ironic spectators, they will have a better chance of reconnecting 
their work with broader currents in public life. 
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Helen Small picks up the thread by looking at the rhetoric of account-
ability in higher education in the UK. The language of “impact factors” 
and “performance indicators” is an easy target for mockery, whether 
from elite humanists mourning the fall into bureaucratic philistinism or 
disgruntled leftists inveighing against the spread of neoliberalism and 
the corporatization of the university. Small pushes past these familiar 
responses to draw parallels between the rhetoric of accountability and 
the language of realist fiction. In both cases, she notes, we see a commit-
ment to description and reportage intertwined with a desire to capture 
the deeper psychological and social import of particular phenomena. 
There are, Small goes on to argue, legitimate moral and political con-
cerns at stake in the expectation that universities justify their use of 
public monies, even if practices of accounting currently in place fall 
far short of answering them. Through a close analysis, Small draws out 
the many pitfalls of these processes of evaluation. Even as attempts to 
measure the social benefit of universities strive to pacify the humani-
ties by including qualitative as well as quantitative criteria, techniques 
of measurement get bogged down in cumbersome, contradictory, and 
exceptionally time-consuming procedures. Like the customer representa-
tive who ruins your appreciation of a particular service by pestering you 
to answer a survey about how much you enjoyed it, the measurement 
of social impact turns out to have unexpected, unreliable, and often 
unfortunate consequences. 

Terry Eagleton looks beyond the university to offer an expansive reflec-
tion on the meanings of use in art, religion, philosophy, and everyday 
life. Adopting his characteristic pose of nimble-footed dialectician, he 
underscores the irreducible ambiguities that adhere to the concept. On 
the one hand, many of the things we cherish seem desirable in themselves, 
rather than being directed to some further end; on the other, utility is not 
to be sniffed at and objectification is not always a vice. Eagleton is even 
willing to put in a good word for instrumental rationality by teasing out a 
sliver of emancipatory potential; one can, he argues, only transcend the 
instrumental by deploying some of its own elements against it. Yet he is 
also favorably inclined to those fin-de-siècle aesthetes and dandies who, 
in declaring their own uselessness, defied the demands of a “sour-faced 
tribunal of utility.” It is Marx’s notion of use value, Eagleton contends, 
that succeeds in mediating between a crass utilitarianism on the one 
hand and a romantic or modernist disdain for use on the other. In its 
openness to radically varied and often unpredictable uses, such a notion 
bridges the opposition between the practical and the autotelic. We can 
thus speak of using literary works without implying that we are scanning 
them for hairstyling tips or using them as doorstops—we get something 
out of them, but the nature of this something is hard to separate from 
the experience of the thing itself.
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Brian Boyd argues that the sciences can bring a much-needed long-
term perspective to current debates in the humanities. Art, he points 
out, is not an optional add-on, but a persisting feature of all human 
cultures that involves cognitive play with complex forms of pattern 
seeing and pattern making. Narrative, especially, engages the social 
aspects of the human mind and the desire to track the paths and share 
the perspectives of others. As a form of pretend play, it can enhance 
our social comprehension, hone our ability to empathize, and inspire 
invention and creativity. The arts and humanities are also seed banks 
of the human past, stocked with a vast repertoire of experiences, skills, 
and forms of knowledge. One of the main rationales for the humanities, 
then, is to draw on this archive in order to explore how people think, 
feel, and act across swathes of time. At the same time, Boyd underscores 
the many parallels between the sciences and the humanities in terms of 
visualization, storytelling, and pattern making, calling for more cross-
fertilization across fields. His essay concludes by showing how a single 
text—Nabokov’s Lolita—both invites and resists various kinds of use. 
There is no guarantee that art will make us more virtuous or valuable 
human beings, but a world without art would be a world stripped of its 
creative and critical potential. 

For Elizabeth Fowler, orientation toward use is a central feature of 
art that has been strangely neglected by critics. That is to say, paintings, 
buildings, poems, invite us to take up a certain disposition and guide us 
through a sequence of feelings, thoughts, and attitudes. This “ductus” 
or “ductile space” of art should be distinguished from formalist views of 
design or structure: it is about an experiential relationship to form or 
language as we are led along certain paths or invited to take up certain 
postures (an invitation that we may of course refuse.) The spatial dimen-
sions of ductus are illustrated in Fowler’s discussion of the “station”: a 
stopping place on a pilgrimage that is fraught with symbolical meaning. 
Here she expounds on the parallels between Clonmacnoise, a major 
pilgrimage site in Ireland, and Seamus Heaney’s use of the topos of the 
station in his poetry: in encountering both building and poem, users 
are drawn into certain behaviors, postures, and attitudes. As described 
by Fowler, art turns out to be less about “form” or “content” (beliefs, 
ideologies, propositions) than a certain orientation or habitus: what she 
calls an aesthetic program of bodily experience that configures thought, 
perception, and sensation along certain lines.

R. M. Berry considers the current crisis of the humanities through the 
lens of Wittgenstein’s famous remarks about use. To read the Philosophical 
Investigations, he remarks, is get a view of language as being so closely 
entangled with forms of life that the very distinction between a word and 
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its use seems to make little sense. Knowing its use is just knowing the 
word and no deeper system of meaning is presupposed. For Wittgenstein, 
as well as for contemporary scholars such as Martha Nussbaum, the arts 
and humanities depend on, rather than discard, these everyday uses of 
language. How, then, can students learn meanings different from those 
they already know? And why do scholars in the humanities have so much 
difficulty in explaining the uses of what they do to the general public? 
Turning to Chinua Achebe’s well-known essay on Conrad, Berry argues 
the essay raises questions about the failure to understand others that 
are akin to those posed by Wittgenstein and Cavell, and that are further 
exemplified in the reception of Things Fall Apart. Such understanding is 
not just a matter of knowledge (being able to situate Achebe’s characters 
in a specific African context) but also of acknowledgment: recognizing 
them as fellow human beings rather than predefined products of such 
contexts. It is a matter of the self’s concrete and embodied ties to others. 
Humanistic understanding, in this light, is both an inevitable outgrowth 
of human misunderstanding and a reckoning with the inherent limits 
of a certain—sterile, abstracted—notion of knowledge.

Jim Collins takes as his subject the digital revolution in the uses of 
narrative—a change with wide-reaching implications for how we think 
about the public life of art. These implications have been overlooked 
in recent accounts of the humanities, which discuss digital culture in 
terms of the mechanics of online learning rather than its reconfigur-
ing of aesthetic experience. How does digital culture change the way 
we tell stories? And how does it change the way we encounter culture 
and make it our own? First of all, as Collins shows, we are seeing a vast 
expansion of fictional universes via transmedial storytelling. Not only 
Star Wars and Harry Potter but also Jane Austen’s novels inspire exer-
cises in “world building,” as the elements of an author’s fictional world 
are appropriated, reconfigured, and dispersed across multiple media, 
blurring the distinction between original and copy, the textual and the 
paratextual, the canonical and its popular off-shoots. Second, our uses 
of narrative are being altered by the new visibility and prestige of the 
“quality” television serial and the consumption of this genre on laptops 
and iPads rather than via the TV screen. These new technologies make 
it possible to create digital archives that allow us to navigate easily and 
seamlessly from novels to films to television programs to songs. Such 
digital devices also serve a curatorial function, allowing us to assemble 
idiosyncratic personal archives of favored texts. Any discussion about the 
contemporary uses of literature and art, then, must look closely at how 
digital culture is transforming not only the forms of texts but also our 
everyday experience of, and engagement with, these texts. 
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The final essay, by Nancy Easterlin, considers the functions of lit-
erature and art over an extended time frame, drawing connections 
between the questions posed by evolutionary theory and the pragmatic 
and use-oriented strains of literary criticism. The hiving off of art in 
specialized spaces of contemplation—the museum, the symphony 
hall—is, she emphasizes, a relatively recent occurrence. Over tens of 
thousands of years, art behaviors were not cordoned off from practical 
needs, but intertwined with the everyday demands of human survival, 
offering various strategies for controlling and making sense of an often 
hostile environment. The appearance of writing, and later of literature, 
is described by Easterlin in terms of the evolution of “external mind”: 
that is to say, a capacity to store knowledge outside of the brain in an 
exterior symbolic storage system. Literary narrative, in this light, draws 
on forms of everyday storytelling while also refining them and “making 
them special”: it makes possible an imaginative experience of virtual 
realities that can hone our cognitive and interpretative skills. While the 
arts may not serve a direct or immediate instrumental function, they are 
nevertheless deeply entwined with questions of use and human survival.

This special issue, then, seeks to leave readers with a heightened 
appreciation of the salience of a ubiquitous word. Use is not always a 
matter of being dingy or drab, austerely functional or crudely instru-
mental. It also speaks to the scope of our differing involvements and 
entanglements with the world. Use, for example, is not just something we 
brutally impose on hapless works of art; it is also something they invite 
by drawing us into certain attitudes, postures, and modes of engagement. 
Meanwhile, the uses of studying literature or art, and the functions of the 
humanities more broadly, can be meaningfully debated without falling 
back into a thin-lipped language of efficiency and economic calculation. 
Use turns out to be a more complex and capacious term than we have 
often held it to be. 
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