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Résumé: L’auteur constate l’évacuation de la problématique de la valeur dans les 
débats actuels et y voit une sorte d’expropriation de la théorie et de la critique littéraire. 
La valeur est réduite aux contingences, les critères esthétiques sont remplacés par des 
critères socio-politiques, la culture de masse est paradoxalement canonisée.

Le plaidoyer pour une approche axiologique de la littérature est basé sur la 
ré-accréditation de l’importance décisive de la forme (littéraire, artistique), de l’auteur 
et de la capacité autopoïétique de l’œuvre elle-même.
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We are witnessing today a certain disregard for evaluative criticism – and, what is 
more, a general refrain from making value judgments; the very act of judging the quality 
of a literary text is considered presumptuous and even oppressive, as if it were an abuse 
of power. The issue of authority in a certain field of study is immediately associated 
with political authority, while artistic legitimacy is all too often related to the issue of 
lawfulness. The age of value and aesthetic evaluation seems to have waned.

The strange thing is that the theory of literature as a whole has become over the last 
decades a staunch promoter of relativism – and even of radical relativism – with regard 
to values  . Even the authors who do not embrace Deconstruction approach the aesthetic, 
literary value as if they were proponents of Deconstruction; most of them take relativism 
for a proof of lucidity and intransigence. This dismissive attitude towards the question 
of value does not mean that critical commentaries no longer include value judgments; 
but it does mean that literary criticism and theory are deprived, at least in theory, of 
their true calling.

The issue of value and that of quality have come to be not only on principle, but 
almost instinctively circumvented by literary studies – not to speak of cultural studies. 
Within cultural studies, communication studies clearly tend to take precedence and occupy 
a central position. The idea of communication becomes an overarching criterion for the 
entire spectrum of contemporary culture, tending to impose itself in literature as well.

Therefore, literature and life establish a relation of continuity, not a solution of 
continuity; what is abolished is the difference of ontological status between reality 
and artistic fiction, between literary and ordinary language, between artistic and 
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socio‑political stakes – the unifying bridge being provided by the communicational 
function.

It goes without saying that, as in any other form of social communication, the 
available social time plays an important part: the higher the communication speed, the 
more time we save. We are now right at the antipode of Formalism, which argued that 
delayed and difficult perception, as a form of deviation from the linguistic norm, is what 
characterises artistic intention. As traditional criteria are put aside, deemed to be 
outdated and obsolete, communication establishes its own hierarchies, based on criteria 
such as circulation, audience, number of visitors. Attractiveness (not to say 
“attractiousness”), spectacularity and accessibility in particular become inescapable 
landmarks: the novels run the risk of being valued for their funny passages or for their 
erotic scenes (preferably as “hard core” as possible). Secondary aspects take the 
foreground in the evaluation of literary works. After all, what is the ability of a text to 
communicate if not a codification meant to ensure an easier, faster, and wider 
consumption, wide enough to make advertising profitable? This is where publicity 
comes into play, overrating literary works endowed with this capacity for communication, 
and implicitly overshadowing the others. 

These changes are not independent of the passage from Modernism to Postmodernism. 
Could we argue that this process leads to in the abandonment of the aesthetic canon? It 
is difficult to give a positive answer without fear of error. What is, however, visible is 
the emergence of a new type of canon, theorised and sometimes even illustrated with 
literary works. Theorisation occurs within the canonical dispute itself: it is a part or a 
version of the decanonisation process initiated at an earlier date. Like any decanonisation, 
the one we are witnessing today also ends in recanonisation. Except that it no longer 
means to replace an aesthetic canon with another, likewise aesthetic, canon, but to 
impose a different type of canon altogether, a canon which rejects the aesthetic criterion 
or, more precisely, refuses to assume it.

This anti‑aesthetic attitude is not of recent vintage. Almost all avant‑garde “‑isms” 
proclaimed “the death of Art” or urged its “killing”. Big words, serious accusations, 
even insults were uttered. But the way things have unfolded so far shows that – against 
the background of a literature which observed the aesthetic criterion – not only the first 
avant‑garde, hence historicized, but also the neo‑avant‑gardes of the ’60s and ’70s, 
which also had anti‑literary and anti‑aesthetic professions of faith, were eventually 
absorbed by literature and assimilated into the aesthetic tradition. The literary space has 
proven to be quite accommodating and tolerant, even with them.

Nonetheless, Postmodern works – some of them, to be more exact – seem now to 
eschew the aesthetic criterion or, in any case, that is what they claim to do. If by 
aesthetics we mean the pursuit of a specific form and an effect which instils a 
contemplative mood, distracting us from the daily turmoil and bringing us to a con‑
templation of forms, then many of these contemporary works indeed no longer practice 
or pursue it. Nor did the avant‑garde writers; on the contrary, they boisterously criticised 
and rejected art and aesthetics, but they were, at long last, reabsorbed within main‑
stream literature – sometimes even against their will.
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Now, however, there are other phenomena taking place, outlining a different social 
and cultural context. The emergence of mass culture, with its ever so penetrating and 
invasive forms, exerts pressure on literature and art, abolishing the differences between 
high culture and mass culture – the last stage of a process which began with the mixing 
of styles (elevated and humble), continued with the mixing of genres and which will 
end by blurring the distinction between the literary and the non‑literary.

As a matter of fact, we are witnessing a canonisation of mass culture. This trend 
relies on the argument of democratisation, it advocates extending the democratic 
principles into cultural and artistic territory, imposing political correctness as aesthetic 
correctness. Harold Bloom’s assessment, albeit disputed, is, nevertheless, accurate: the 
current trend, at least in the United States, is to destroy “all intellectual and aesthetic 
standards in the humanities [...] in the name of social justice”.

We find ourselves in the midst of an utter incongruence, since this standpoint 
overlooks the existence of different levels – more precisely, the radical difference 
between levels. Not everything which applies to the social order can be transposed into 
the aesthetic and intellectual order. The competition of values is everywhere, and the 
idea of justice can become an ideal for society and literature alike. But justice in 
literature is effective only as a prerequisite for a real and loyal competition, i.e. it only 
serves to provide equal opportunities to all those who enter the contest of values. Apart 
from that, to do justice in art means to warrant talent, and by no means the ideological 
viewpoint. In the artistic field, there are no victims of social injustice, but only victims 
of the lack of talent, where talent can involve both the ability to make the most of 
favourable social conditions and the ability to overcome adverse social circumstances.

Nonetheless, the serious risk here is confusing theory with practice. All attempts to 
place mass culture on the same level with high culture are based on the assumption that 
social inequity leads to educational inequalities, to differences in habitus, in position 
taken in the field, etc. But ultimately, the tendency to make amends for social imbalance 
is so strong, that these differences are drowned in a speech doubly marked by excitement 
and imprecation – a levelling speech which refuses to take into account any differences 
in intellectual and artistic skill.

The question of populism – since this is a form of populism, a populism addressed 
to the cultural milieus –, is examined by Bourdieu in 1979, with obvious antibourgeois 
and anti‑capitalist accents: “The essential merit of the ‘common people’ is that they 
have none of the pretensions to art (or power) which inspire the ambitions of the ‘petit 
bourgeois’. Their indifference tacitly acknowledges the monopoly. That is why, in the 
mythology of artists and intellectuals, whose outflanking and double‑negating strategies 
sometimes lead them back to ‘popular’ tastes and opinions, the ‘people’ so often play a 
role not unlike that of the peasantry in the conservative ideologies of the declining 
aristocracy”.

I am afraid that Bourdieu’s pertinent observations may backfire today not against the 
scholars of mass or popular culture, but against those enthused by these cultures, who – 
sincerely or merely rhetorically – attribute their own ideas to the masses. In a seminal 
study entitled “Banality in Cultural Studies” (1988), Meaghan Morris, a lucid researcher, 
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points out the fact that “the people” seem to function more and more as a “textually 
delegated, allegorical emblem of the critic’s own activity”.

A question or a situation we must not overlook refers to the decanonisation of 
literature itself, of literature as a form of the spirit, as a specific form of expression, as 
a legitimate concern. Apparently, the overwhelming tendency is to no longer recognise 
these attributes of literature or to minimise their importance and ultimately alter the very 
definition of literature. Nowadays, literature is no longer defined by a stable nucleus, 
by literarity, by (horribile dictu!) “an essence”; aesthetic value is no longer inextricably 
constitutive of literature. Today, social, ideological or even economic landmarks rather 
than aesthetic valences are searched and brought to the fore; we no longer gauge the 
excellence of literary works, but their representativity. 

However we may choose to reduce in number or replace the criteria of canonicity, I 
feel that we cannot forsake exemplarity, with which it is almost synonymous. For what 
is left of a canon if we do not acknowledge at least its exemplary character (in given 
and restrictive conditions, of course)? But now attempts are made to reduce exemplarity 
to representativity. And what is understood by representativity does not take into 
account the artistic performance, the aesthetic criterion in the sense that the selection 
basis for a hierarchy should be given by meeting a certain aesthetic standard; instead, 
it is a representativity which takes into account the significance and relevance of literary 
works on a social, political, and cultural level, disregarding what we might call their 
intrinsic value.

In the first stages of literary history, the two criteria – value and representativity – 
worked together in a relationship of convergence, not of divergence. I have in mind the 
classical and neoclassical periods. With Romanticism begins their disjunction and even 
their opposition; that is when a new type of artist emerged: doomed, satanic, lonesome, 
and misunderstood by society (El Desdichado). From Nerval to Bacovia, Romanticism 
and Modernism bring to the forefront poets who can only achieve the full potential of 
their creative powers by a reduction of the ego.

However, what matters most is that the aesthetic judgment of literature is 
marginalised to the point of being banished altogether, a consequence of reconsidering 
and redefining what qualifies as literary. The relation between the literary and the 
non‑literary undergoes a radical change as the former expands its scope to the point of 
leaving nothing outside its borders. The literary is brought to engulf almost everything: 
ideology, biography, social status, economic conditioning, etc. All these were part of the 
literary up to now as well, but in subordinate positions, in small proportions, and only 
filtered through aesthetic criteria. Now the relationship is reversed – the pragmatic 
value, the use value of literature comes to the fore at the expense of the aesthetic value.

This is not the first time when such exigencies are voiced out. The historical 
avant‑garde also advocated “the raw facts”, “the feature report”, automatic writing 
capturing “the true functioning of the brain”, the direct commitment to political struggle. 
At the time, in the first decades of the 20th century, all these initiatives were quite 
relevant against the backdrop of a literature that believed in and massively cultivated 
the aesthetic criterion.
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Criticising the aesthetic criterion, the literary system founded on such a criterion and 
the literary authority itself is justified as long as it refers to the shortcomings of literature 
itself, as long as the critical arguments are internal and specific. When Marcel Raymond 
talks about “the inevitable lie of writing” or Roland Barthes discusses “the deceptive 
system of meaning” pertaining to literature, they name a truly major risk of the literary 
act. But when, instead of this autoscopic and self‑critical lucidity, external criteria come 
to be used in assessing literature, when literature is downright disparaged on account of 
contextual reasons and motivations related to ideological/political power, then we have 
to admit that something has radically changed in the way literature is approached and 
defined. This means that literature no longer has a value and a meaning residing in a 
specific form, in textuality, and that it becomes a sort of ghostly projection, a phantom 
(or even a phantasm at times), depending more on the conditions of an age than on its 
internal, creative requirements.

The literary works are emptied of their artistic project, of their literary stakes and, 
of course, of their literary value, to be assigned an exchange value, a use value, gauged 
from a social and political perspective. The works no longer enter into a literary 
competition, in a “battle of the books”, no longer suffer, for instance, “an anxiety of 
influence”, but seem to serve – consciously or unconsciously, and quite often against 
their authors’ will – certain political interests: they are made to strengthen or undermine 
certain ideological or political positions. Paradoxically, the literary works are no longer 
of interest for their literary stakes, but for their political ones, and the more evasive and 
“hidden” these stakes are, the more interesting and productive the texts become in the 
eyes of their new interpreters. Obviously, the texts – and literature itself – can no longer 
be “disinterested”.

In conclusion, not only the Western canon as such, as a point of reference and a 
canonical list, but the aesthetic canon in general, the canon grounded on artistic 
excellence and on the aesthetic value, is called into question and rejected. And, what is 
worse, literature as a whole is contested, since it was built around the aesthetic criterion.

This process did not start today. As early as the ’70s, Raymond Williams, Marxist 
critic and founder of cultural studies, in his book, Marxism and Literature (1977), posits 
a relationship between modern literature, based on the aesthetic criterion, and the 
emergence of the bourgeois middle class, with “its characteristic sensibility”. Therefore, 
in his view, the aesthetic criterion is no longer a strictly professional, internal, politically 
neutral criterion, but the expression of a certain ideology. This ideologisation of the 
interpretation and evaluation of literature is quite significant. It does not take into 
account the creative freedom, the endless possibilities of imagination or formal 
innovation, and it completely disregards the highest stake of the literary field – albeit 
not its only stake –, while literature, the entire literature centred on the aesthetic value, 
runs the risk of being dubbed reactionary and dismissed as a mere tool in the hands of 
the bourgeoisie or of the dominant classes, because the aesthetic criterion is itself taken 
to be reactionary, retrograde and inspired by a conservative ideology. The aesthetic 
value is considered a means of evasion and diversion, while literature is seen as a 
manipulative strategy developed by the socio‑political Power, by the ruling classes 
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striving to maintain a favourable and profitable status quo. Literature is therefore devoid 
of an internal motivation, of a formal stake, of an intrinsic value, and the question of 
value is completely eliminated from the theoretical debate.

Over the last decades, literary theory has been grounded on a widely (if not 
unanimously) accepted premise, namely the idea that value does not exist as such in 
texts, but, at most, in their effects, in their reception, depending therefore on contexts 
and contingencies, which are instrumental in imposing the works, in establishing their 
hierarchy and in determining their ability to outlive the moment of their production.

“The attack on literature literature” Wellek wrote about (1982) extended into a war 
against the theory of literature, unless it overlapped with it from the very beginning. 
This attack directed against a theoretical activity which legitimised Western literature, 
seen as a privileged and exclusivist literature, gave birth in time to certain theoretical 
“complexes” and a sharper awareness of its limits. Unfortunately, instead of regrouping, 
multiplying and refining its analytical and expressive means, as well as its strategies of 
dealing with axiological matters, literary theory surrendered and abandoned this 
concern. On the contrary, it strived to show its inability to revise its tools and the 
inefficiency of such an undertaking. To my mind, it pushed self‑critical reflection to the 
point of undermining itself.

Today, theorists are truly fascinated with the thesis of the contingency of value   
(convincingly defended, among others, by Barbara Herrnstein‑Smith, Contingencies of 
Value: Alternative Perspectives for Critical Theory, 1988). But is there no gradation, 
no difference in contingency from one work to another and from one author to another – 
not to say from one value to another? Are all values just as contingent? Couldn’t some 
be less contingent than others? This brings us back to the issue if not of certain “intrinsic 
qualities”, at least of certain potentialities. Is everything contingent in the field of value, 
absolutely everything?

If the traditional outlook or, in other words, traditional Formalism – which 
Structuralism radicalised – focused on the intrinsic qualities of the texts in approaching, 
examining and assessing the value of literary works, now maximum attention is given 
to the conditionings of a literary work – be they psychological, sociological, historical, 
etc. Just as formalist theory and criticism left little room for the heteronomous aspects 
of literary creation, modern approaches leave even less room for its autonomous aspects. 
We live in an age of heteronomies, of generalised heteronomy, an era in which 
evaluation itself – in the rare moments when it occurs, when there is a genuine concern 
for it – resorts to heteronomous and not to autonomous criteria. Therefore, artistic 
axiology fades away, is cancelled and, all in all, reduced to historicity. Value is stripped 
down to its dependencies, its contingencies, its historically determined and limited aspect.

Do values in general and the aesthetic value in particular, completely lack autonomy? 
Is the autonomy of the work of art just a dogma of the idealist (and Modernist) tradition? 
Are there only contingent meanings to be found in a literary text? Nobody denies the 
fact that the same text can be read  so as to mean different things at different times and 
in different places; however, all these different meanings revolve around a stable 
semantic core. The possibilities of interpretation, the possibilities of adapting a text to 
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a given space and age remain limited; they are not endless. Whatever feats of 
imagination we might bring into play and whatever amount of freedom we allow 
ourselves, all our interpretations are constructed and deconstructed around this stable 
core. The text – any text – is “open”, but not indeterminate; its indeterminacy, far from 
being complete, is part of its determination by an author.

Apart from being determined by the author, the literary work is also endowed with 
self-determination, resulting from the internal consistency of the work, from the 
correspondences between its components – not always and not entirely under the 
author’s control. Consequently, the work has a certain degree of autonomy even with 
respect to its author, and this, to the purpose of our discussion, still qualifies as autonomy.

The relation between indeterminacy and determination is undoubtedly complex; only 
a determined, “closed” work can ever truly be “open”. Neither Ingarden, nor Umberto 
Eco said otherwise. The work is twice “open” – from the inside and from the outside, 
through the various interpretations made by various readers, but ultimately, its openness 
and its indeterminacy are nothing else but forms of “closure”, of auctorial determination. 
Literary works cannot be reduced to what we put in them as interpreters or mere readers. 
Acknowledging the contribution of the receptors should not make us forget the author’s 
original, primordial contribution and role.

The author determines the work on at least two levels: on an intellectual level, by 
establishing a content, on the one hand, and on an artistic level, by giving it a form, on 
the other. The two levels can only be separated in theory – for pedagogical purposes, to 
be more exact –, but they cannot be dissociated in literary practice. The artistic, literary, 
formal determination informs the intellectual content in a specific way. A discrete 
anamorphosis is at work: the literary form changes, enriches and nuances the intellectual 
content, thus making it irreducible from an intellectual perspective. And this is the very 
facet of the creative process which is lost in the current methods of evaluation of literary 
works. Literary texts have come to be read like ordinary texts, like essays at best, if not 
as articles or cover stories, and thus be considered reducible to the conditions of their 
production, to various contingencies, to the authors’ dependencies, namely to contexts 
and even to circumstances. Would it not be wiser to say that the theory of the 
contingency of values applies fully to non‑literary texts, and much less to literary ones?

Researchers tend to forget a fact of utmost importance: talking about dependencies, 
the first dependency of a literary text, of literature itself, is towards form. First and 
foremost, the meanings of a literary work depend on the form in which they are 
expressed and only secondly on all the other constitutive factors. Granted, the form 
itself is given by an author who has a particular background and inscribes his existence 
within a social, historical and also artistic context to which he addresses himself; 
moreover, the reception of this form depends on the audience, in its turn always 
contextualised, depending on social, political and cultural conditions. Therefore, from 
the onset to the very end (i.e. from the beginning of the creative process and throughout 
the subsequent readings of a literary text), contingencies make their presence felt and 
leave their mark.
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Nevertheless, there are a few things which escape these pressures, dependencies, 
influences and contingencies: the author’s power of inauguration, his creativity, his 
talent, and the power of irradiation of his text, its autonomous aura, its distinction. 
Walter Benjamin is undoubtedly right: this “aura” is gradually fading away – and this 
has been going on for some time now –, but the art has not lost its function of offering 
a generalising projection. And it has not lost its capacity of self‑creation, self‑organi‑
sation, self‑regulation, self‑projection and retrospection, an active and at the same time 
retroactive dimension, the ability of the text to transform itself by itself.

This auto-poiesis calls into question the Pygmalion model: according to this new 
model, the work itself, once the process of its production is under way, comes to impose 
on the author its own solutions, sprung from the very correspondences and clashes 
generated during its making. During this process, the work discovers and sometimes 
asserts its own logic, which is rounded off by its result and which is not necessarily and 
not always in opposition to, but parallel with the author’s intentional logic.

Let us be clear about one thing: these are not two equal lines of force; the author 
remains the supreme authority, his are the major decisions, as well as the inaugural 
gesture itself; in short, the intentionality governing the entire creative process from the 
beginning to the end prevents the equivalence. We cannot speak, in the case of the 
artistic work, of autogenesis, of a genetic program likely to be accomplished on its own. 
We have in mind, however, a process that, at a certain point/threshold, leads to the 
emergence of an active, efficient and productive operational system, we have in mind 
an internal determination so strong that it can be called self‑generation. But an 
intermittent, partial self‑generation, that adds itself to and, to be more exact, intertwines 
with the auctorial act of creation, which nuances the author’s project, often deviates it 
from its intentions – because the vocabulary opposes a certain resistance to the author’s 
intentions –, and enhances its complexity. For this reason, among others, we cannot 
interpret the work giving full credit to the author’s professed intentions.

Obviously, we are talking about a fluid and dynamic process. However, once the 
work is completed, we enter a new phase, of stabilisation and coherence, in which the 
decisive role is played by the work as a whole and its relations with its component 
elements – a recursive or retroactive phase of recuperation, of deepening and (if you 
can forgive me this obsolete term) unification.

One liberal project advocates for peaceful coexistence within societies acknowledging 
value pluralism. Of course, the idea of pluralism is an important acquisition of the 
Enlightenment, embraced by Modernism and – hopefully – by Postmodernism as well. 
However, when it comes to values, I think we should be more careful and nuanced. If 
they are not agreed upon through a universal and rational consensus, values carry a 
great power of exclusion. They require us to make a choice and to be consistent in the 
choice made. The field of values is a field of incompatibilities between excellence and 
mediocrity. Society as a whole should show tolerance and accept them, while individuals 
and social groups cultivate, defend and try to impose their own set of values  . As far as 
the canon is concerned, however, pluralism is no longer operative. We cannot have more 
than one canon functioning at the same time and in the same field. I hasten to add – so 
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as not to be misquoted – that, in fact, several canons are indeed at work, but they are 
also in conflict, caught in a struggle for supremacy. We are faced today with the issue 
of the simultaneous multiplicity of canons.

And yet, how many canons are there? If we accept the assumption that each 
individual has his own canon, the notion of canon loses all substance and relevance. 
There are only collective canons, shared by several individuals, but do statistics help 
us? If we choose to refer to the canon of one social group or another, how do we 
distinguish them from one another, how do we identify them? What criteria should we 
use? What is the decisive criterion? A social group is defined by its options, of course. 
Only that a social group is formed in keeping with altogether other criteria than those 
of taste; among them, education alone could play a relevant part in shaping canonical 
options. Granted, from a sociological viewpoint, one might argue that literary and 
artistic choices also involve social and political criteria, not only aesthetic ones. True 
as that may be, we can still agree on the fact that social and political criteria are not 
crucial when discussing an aesthetic canon.

The idea of the   simultaneous multiplicity of canons is difficult to disprove, as it 
asserts itself with the force of empirical evidence and even with the proof of its historical 
attestation. The important thing is to admit that this plurality has accrued in the modern, 
post‑classical era. Before that, this plurality was contained by the canon and its authority. 
What was not part of the canon was in fact – and factually – excluded. Our heritage, 
namely what Modernity received from Antiquity, is the product of this authoritarian 
selection made   in the Hellenistic period.

History teaches us, among other things, that value judgment – if belittled, discredited, 
ignored, or even excluded, as it is today – can eventually turn against its contenders. 
For no matter how deeply connected a text may be to its author, to its reader and to its 
conditionings, to the infinitely diversified trends of our time, in the end, intellectual 
consistency, resourcefulness, visionary force, stylistic appeal produce their effects and 
value makes its presence felt. A mediocre text remains mediocre despite its propagation 
through media or ideological channels. Value is right there, in the appeal structure of 
the texts (Iser, Die Appellstruktur der Texte 1970). Wolfgang Iser insightfully localised 
it there, although he did not expressly tackle the issue of value.

These remarks may be considered only preliminary, but what matters for us is to be 
aware that our world must be a world of values, debated and acknowledged as such.
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