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Why study literature? And what is more, why funirary studies? Most scholars react to
these pressing questions with awkward silence amttheassed shuffling of feet. This at least
is the claim Gregory Jusdanis makes at the oufd@sonvigorating studyiction Agonistes:

In Defense of Literaturedn a time when most critics no longer subscrinéhe beliefs of lit-
erary humanism, we have failed to develop »our edefense of poetry<, a set of arguments
about the importance of literature to society« (j1-Atcording to Jusdanis, our inability to
explain why literature matters results in droppgtgdent numbers and severe budget cuts in
the realm of the arts. Jusdanis sees further goodhe declining prestige of literary studies in
the reluctance of university presses to publishkbdn this field. Fortunately, not all would
willingly agree that the current state of affaiegarding the »public admission of disciplinary
self-doubt« (11) is as awfully depressing as Jusdasakes it out to be. He himself offers an
impressive list of scholars who have strongly spo&at for literature’s value and one may
easily extend this list with texts such as Ritaski&d manifesto orUses of Literaturg2008)

or Hubert Zapf's publications on literature as crdt ecology, to name just two examptes.
Jusdanis joins the ranks of these scholars who gioeniiterature’s important role in society
by highlighting what he terms the >parabatic pagdnof literature, i.e. its honing of the bor-
der between the real and the imaginary. With rgglyireadable and sophisticated study, Jus-
danis fulfils his aim of providing a »reconceptaation of art’'s place in society that takes
into account our current social situation and theotetical questioning of the last thirty
years« (2).

Main Arguments and Structure

At the heart of Jusdanis’s book lies the recondraof what appear to be two contradictory
theses: »that art is an autonomous entity andttigat social convention« (3). His concept of
parabasis, a term he adapts from Aristophanic cgradtbws him to delineate the »complex
semiautonomy« (5) of literature, which marks it¥®th separate, [...] yet part of society«
(ibid.). In Aristophanic comedy parabasis refersh@ moment when the actors take off their
masks and directly address the audience as felitzers. This moment highlights the way
literature is »a line and the breach of that lifg) Literature allows us to enter a separate
sphere of the imaginary where alternative possilldds may be explored. This aesthetic ex-
perience does not only grant us pleasure, butisingaour awareness of the contingent nature
of reality it also takes on a political dimensi@y. inviting us to contrast the imagined reality
to actual reality, the recipient may gain insighte the world s/he lives in, which in turn may
translate into the wish to transform this worldugdanis does take care, however, to stress
that not all literature is subversive.) In short, fzas social impact as Jusdanis stresses in the
preface to his book. This claim for the »real-lifgpact« (66) of literature is elaborated in the
six chapters oFiction Agonistes



»Overture and Themes« is the heading of the opehiagter in which Jusdanis outlines the
aims, methodology and central themes of his bookvels as commenting on challenges
raised by his broad historical outreach. One ofrtfagy virtues of this book lies in the broad
range of literary examples Jusdanis knowledgeatays on, not only in terms of genre (po-
ems, novels, plays, short stories), but also hisibscope (from classical antiquity to con-
temporary writing) and nationhood (e.g. German,lishgFrench and Serbian literature). He
takes care to point out that in the face of th&drical outreach the changing concept of art
throughout the ages has to be kept in mind. Witencontext of his study, autonomous art is
taken to refer to »a distinct sphere of human agtiendowed with its own vocation« (7) as
the result of processes of differentiation in modégr(Luhmann). This definition of autono-
mous art forms a basic building block in the theofyarabasis he expounds throughout his
study. Another thread running through his arguneihis rejection of the death-of-art thesis.
The celebratory or mournful reports of arts’ deagter to the loss of »an evolutionary, linear
view of art history« (14) and the demise of cerfmirms of art due to the exhaustion of for-
mal innovation or lack of audience. Instead of egbmg funeral rites, Jusdanis finds it more
helpful to think about literature’s current sitwatias one of transition. In order to determine
the social uses and the future of literature, omstmevisit the historical development of lit-
erature as this throws light on its social embegldifhe focus on beauty in the previous
pages, which is at first glance slightly puzzlimg,rendered comprehensible when Jusdanis
emphasizes that his »conception of the parabatin sttempt to revisit the old tug-of-war be-
tween beauty and truth« (17).

The ensuing chapter on »Art's Apology« focuseshandritique levelled against art or litera-
ture from Plato onwards, thereby placing speciaplasis on the debates of the last thirty
years. Jusdanis’s survey of the field reveals tf@tmodern critique of art dominantly targets
art's »withdrawal from history into its own isolati« (23) rather than its »lack of truth«
(ibid.). This charge of »lack of sympathy for th@nd« (ibid.) is linked with literature’s
emergence as a separate sphere of social practibe wake of differentiation. Critics’ dis-
trust of literature arises due to its complicitytiwideological power configurations (e.g. elit-
ism, imperialism). Jusdanis points out, howeveat this complicity is often portrayed in lit-
erary works themselves, e.g. in Thomas Hardyide the Obscureso that literature may
draw attention to its own role in processes of @oexclusion. In so doing, the parabatic ca-
pacity of literature is staged: the reader is ewito »compare the real and the imaginary, to
take pleasure at the formal invention, and therebuke social injustice« (26). Jusdanis then
goes on to critically discuss theories which cldima disintegration of art’s autonomy in the
wake of the aesthetization of life or rather preessof dedifferentiation. For Jusdanis such a
diagnosis is not valid as »perceptible markers betwart and nonart« (33) continue to exist.
Moreover, he has no patience with proponents wtsh fjor a return of art to »some predif-
ferentiated state when art was one object amongy abjects« (ibid.). Such a view is blind
for the social function art fulfils on the basisitsf autonomy.

The third chapter deals with the social and thelatgcal autonomy of art. For Jusdanis this
distinction between two kinds of autonomy is vita his defence of art. He emphasizes that
critics who denounce art because of »its self-donsdnteriority, its celebration of form, and

its apparent indifference to injustice« (36) catyalo so by ignoring the historical situation

in which these two forms of autonomy emerged. Hiisatly, the social differentiation of art

into a separate domain was accompanied by philosaiptiscourses on the autonomy of art.
Jusdanis briefly outlines both developments andathg they reinforced each other. The fact
that the notion of aesthetic autonomy was cultvatering a time which also saw »the com-
modification of art and its incorporation withinethmodern curriculum« (45) points to aes-
thetic autonomy as an expression of »these verhalsforces that created art as a distinct
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sphere« (47). The struggle for art’'s autonomy m Emnlightenment age was connected with
the fight for greater political freedom. Critics wideride art’'s autonomy as an isolationist
stance thus overlook »that the institutionalizatdrart was accompanied by politicization of
the artist« (53).

In a fascinating discussion of Kant’'s aesthetiosddnis makes clear that the »idea of auton-
omy and the universality of the judgement of tagé) reveals art to be a »communal prac-
tice« (41) and part of »a process of social excear{thid.). Sharing our aesthetic judgement
means entering a »dialogical process« (ibid.) withie social sphere. Jusdanis highlights the
political dimension of aesthetic judgement by gugtHanna Arendt: »Culture and politics,
then, belong together because it is not knowledgeuth which is at stake, but rather judg-
ment and decision, the judicious exchange of opimibout the sphere of public life and the
common world.« (ibid.) Jusdanis concludes that ditdyature’s autonomy allows it to be op-
positional because a realm for imagining altermatealities is opened up.

This conclusion marks the transition to the twopthes in which he elaborates his theory of
parabasis in detail and offers a variety of litgraase studies. »Art as Parabasis« is the topic
of chapter four, where Jusdanis »take[s] the Rndstamalist notion of defamiliarization one
step further« (58). For the Formalists, literatisevaluable because it disrupts habits of per-
ception and response, i.e. renders the familiaamaiifar, thus making the reader perceive the
world in a fresh light. The social context of anspicuously absent in the Formalist account
of literature’s function, comes to the fore whearking defamiliarization and aesthetic auton-
omy: »Literature’s capacity to prolong perceptidgsoabrings light unto its own sovereignty,
allowing readers to perceive both the aestheticgs® and the artificiality of the represented
object. [...] [B]y disrupting their identification wh the real, literaturalso facilitates a dis-
tance between them and the real.« (59) The »sber@fit« (63) and value of literature lies in
this distancing effect from the real: »By presegvthe border between an aesthetic and em-
pirical order, it [= literature] enables us to takeistance from this reality, criticize it, and ul
timately change it.« (63) As such, this insight nmay strike one as radically néwlusdanis,
however, manages to give it an interesting spiiniing it to the historical developments
outlined in the previous chapters. The decisivafsithat »in conditions of autonomy, litera-
ture has turned the relationship between actualdwaomd invention into a main preoccupa-
tion« (66). The parabatic means that literaturedoounds the »difference between life and
fiction, highlighting itself as a place of and famulation« (57).

We are provided with a development of parabatiomfoin chapter five (»The Line Between
Living and Pretending«), where Jusdanis contrdstsstaging of the parabatic in classical
comedy with its modern manifestations. On the aopiarary stage, parabasis often takes the
form of a play within a play while narrative fictidrequently makes use of intermedial refer-
ences. The literary case studies Jusdanis discusseder to illuminate what he means by
parabasis contribute to an enrichment of his argiuime

In his concluding chapter on »The Future of FictiOm, Is There a Parabatic in the Paratac-
tic?« Jusdanis tackles the up-dated form of théheafart thesis, which sees narrative on the
way to being replaced by the database, i.e. thadisariminating collection of information«
(101). In order to reflect on the effects which #ilkeged disappearance of narrative has on
literature, Jusdanis takes a closer look at a negeking to imitate the world of database:
Milorad Pavé’s Dictionary of the Khazars: A Lexicon No\@PB84). The analysis reveals that
the additive or paratactic mode does not oblitetiageparabatic for »the real/fake dichotomy
is its [= the book’s] organizing metaphor« (103)sdanis then moves on to critically question
the >hype of the hypertext< (108). He convincingigues that the enthusiastic embrace of hy-
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pertexts is the direct result of critics confusengeader’s open choice of sequential options
(the surface structure of the hypertext) with herengic freedom. The final section of this
chapter brings the reader back to the beginningebook by addressing ongoing transitions
in the media field. Jusdanis sees in hypertextditee the potential for further transmutations
of the parabatic as it can transform »the old enbietween verity and invention into a con-
flict between the real and the virtually real« (LIBhe computer does not herald the death of
literature, but rather »a shift from one technolégwanother« (116).

Critique and Conclusion

All'in all, Jusdanis’s insightful study offers aotight-provoking and important contribution to
the debate on why literature matters. One of trengths of this book lies in his lucid disen-
tanglement of various conceptions subsumed undeslttgan of art's death and his subse-
guent knowledgeable interrogation of these in lighthe parabatic. His insightful observa-
tions invite further research as a wealth of otlierary examples come to mind which could
also be drawn on to substantiate his theses. WHele is much to praise about Jusdariies
fense of Literaturel was, however, left puzzled by his usage oftdren >truth<. Truth fea-
tures prominently in his study as it is repeateniypked to characterize literature and to stress
its importance. Some short quotes from the prefaag illustrate the dominant role >truth<
plays in his study:

This parabatic function underscores literature’gctiral relationship to reality. But this link i®t Pla-
tonic. It does not ask whether literature is truthf{il..] Rather than pursuing this mimetic line of in-
quiry, | wish to change the direction, away frafnjective realityto the threshold literature draws be-
tween itself and that reality.

(3—4; my emphasis)

It [= literature] is fiction that claims to be truéVe lean on its truths.
(5; my emphasis)

Literature is important not only because depictions are truthfubut also because it enables us to re-
flect on that tension between a verifiable readityl its distorted reproduction.
(ibid.; my emphasis)

Within only a very short space, the movement hasedoom not asking whether literature is
truthful to asserting that literature’s depicticare truthful. At first glance, this contradiction
may be easily resolved when taking into accoundldnis’s rejection of a mimetic notion of
truth. This, however, still leaves open the quesiiowhat way precisely literature is true (or,
for that matter, in what way all literature claitasbe true). The issue does not become any
clearer with the analyses of literary examples:

This gateway signals literature’s parabatic capdoitmediate between the actual Dublin and itseepr
sentation in Joyce’BublinersandUlysses Rather than leading to some authentic placeatiiee fea-
tures the tension between artifice and verisindituln so doing, it reminds readers tkabwing the
world is a matter of interacting with truth andtiin.

(35; my emphasis)

My hunch is that struth< is used as a synonym/lieractual world in this passage, but | am not
sure of this. Jusdanis’s claim that by »fictioniagz reality we come to truth« (92) counters
the correlation between reality and truth that ¢ gmplied in other sections of the bobk.
However, even if my hunch is correct, this does nesblve the ambiguity as »>reality< is an
equally slippery customer. Jusdanis stresses thatlbes not rehash the traditional opposition
between fiction and reality [...] [or] pose realitg a given empirical order we simply per-
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ceive and discover« (66). Reading on, we learnsthirature’s capacity to make us engage
with the dialectic between the empirical and the réalan essential good in society. By re-
maining vigilant at the border d&ct and fable literature holds off the pressure to fold one
into the other.« (ibid.; my emphasis). Thus, aHertset of distinctions is introduced without
further elaboration.

The above critical interjection, however, does lessen the stimulating quality of Jusdanis’s

multi-faceted and erudite study. He himself empessihat his book is intended to provide a
»partial answer« (3) to the pressing question wig should study (and fund) literature. The

cognitive function of literature he foregrounds lwhis conception of the parabatic renders
this >partial answer< an inspired defence of liter@ and as such a rewarding read for profes-
sional and lay readers alike.

Dr. Stella Butter
Mannheim University
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2 The value of literature’s distancing effect froeality is repeatedly emphasized by scholars, asaif@ving
guotes may briefly illustrate: »Weil Literatur [..njit einer Einstellung auf sich selbst operiert,rkafe im Kon-
trast etwa zu audiovisuellen Massenmedien als gesuReflexionsmedium gelten. Die ndmlich blende® ih
Selbstreferenz — gemeint ist: den implizit immetianifenden Verweis darauf, daf? ein Bild ein Biloh $atz ein
Satz ist und nicht mit dem Abgebildeten oder Gesagusammenfallt — zugunsten der Realitatsillusios. «
(Uwe C. Steiner, Kénnen die Kulturwissenschaftemeeneue moralische Funktion beanspruchen? Eine Be-
standsaufnahmd)eutsche Vierteljahresschrift flr Literaturwissehaft und Geistesgeschichid:1 [1997], 5-
38); »[D]as die eigene Lebensfihrung orientiereRd¢enzial der Literatur [...] [kann] nur dann aktsait
werden [...], wenn Fiktion nicht mit Beliebigkeit gibgesetzt, sondern das Fingieren mit Wolfgang[lsdrals

ein im Spannungsfeld von Realem und Imagindremsedelter Akt verstanden wird, der sich dem antblop
gisch verankerten Impuls des denkenden Transzemdiedes Seienden verdankt.« (Stefan Glomb, >When
Anything Can Happen, Everything Matters<: lan McEw&aturdayund die Aktualitat der Lebenskunst, in: Ho-
ratschek et al. 2008, 306 f.). See the titlesdistethe first footnote for further examples.

3 Cf. the following passages: »dft has always danced with truth, alternatively eauing or snubbing itthis
performance has stumbled in modernity. With arbituy into itself and going its own way, philosophend
poets legitimately asked if art wanted to be tueeglity or to itself.« (36; my emphasis); »Thitfness [...]
brings to the fore the experience of fabricationlevhighlighting thegap between truth and falde(65); »When
semblance and truthlend into one another art loses its ability tieo€ounterstatements.« (88; my emphasis).
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