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How does human culture develop and change? How does a society establish
and revise the practices that distinguish it? The question is problematic, not
only because culture and society are extremely complex, but also because the
study of culture is ill-equipped to address it. As Nicholas Thomas argues, the
modern discipline of anthropology was founded upon the exclusion of time,
clearing space for a synchronic or atemporal sociology by rejecting historical
perspectives.' To ask about cultural change, therefore, places us between the
horns of a dilemma. An evolutionary model seems reactionary, reverting to
attempts of the Cambridge school to uncover the birth and growth of cultural
practices. Yet rejecting old-fashioned history leaves the scholar nothing
credible to replace it with. Thomas sensibly argues for making use of sources
that predate professional, synchronic ethnographies, but does not explain
which model should replace evolution or diffusion.” Historicizing and con-
textualizing studies of the past decade or so broaden the synchronic net from
symbolic meanings to political forces without meaningfully addressing
change through time.> We seem to be entering a paradigm shift, becoming
aware, as Charles Altieri puts it, that “the dominant perspectives in contem-
porary theory suppress time,” without having a temporal or dialectical model
that can take their place.* At such a point it can be helpful to draw upon fresh

! Thomas, Out of Time 10-11 and passim. For criticism of his more sweeping claims, see
Shore, “Out of Tune.”

2 See the pertinent criticisms of Thomas by Hanlon, “Time is History?”

* Thomas promised to demonstrate new approaches that recuperate history (“Afterword”
125), but the book in question, Entangled Objects, simply seeks to contextualize gift ex-
change, describing not change through time but the “mutual entanglement” (3) of West-
ern and non-Western beliefs and practices.

4 Altieri, “Temporality and the Necessity for Dialectic” 133.

The Bakhtin Circle and Ancient Narrative, 320-340
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or divergent perspectives. An ancient medical treatise helps us do exactly
that. In the first part of this paper I look at Ancient Medicine and its narrative
of cultural development. This treatise offers a sophisticated model of change
that I call “cultural hermeneutics” — a model that accommodates change
and contingency without requiring a modern trajectory of growth or evolu-
tion. This ancient anthropological narrative will then help us revise two
modern attempts to recuperate time and change. In the second part of this
paper I interrogate Bakhtin’s notion of temporality and his emphasis upon
individual freedom, and suggest that Ancient Medicine affords a more com-
plex model combining self-interest with collective responsibility. In the third
part I look at some recent versions of New Realism that attempt to recover
change and agency through a “hermeneutics of identity,” and I suggest how
these might be revised in light of the attention in Ancient Medicine to incre-
mental, collective development.

Narrative

The story of the origins and development of human culture was popular in
ancient Greece, especially in the second half of the fifth century. I begin with
two allegorical accounts, the second more complex than the first, and then
move on to two naturalistic accounts, the second also being more complex,
before turning to the sophisticated narrative in Ancient Medicine. Allegorical
stories about the development of society use gods to explain the remarkable
difference between human culture and the lawless state of anomia. In Pro-
metheus Bound, for example, the Titan Prometheus claims responsibility for
all the cultural institutions that differentiate humans from animals, including
agriculture, the calendar, religion, and the reading of omens (Aeschylus,
Prometheus Bound 436-506).” He describes a Before, in which humans lived
“like flimsy ants” (o1’ dovpot / popunkec, 452-3), blind (447) and witless
(443), and an After, in which they are endowed with intelligence (444), able
to cure disease (482—3) and read the will of the gods (497-9). He does not
explain how he engineered this change, but simply proclaims at the end that

’ Citations of Aeschylus follow the edition of West. I accept Aeschylus as author, but my
argument does not depend upon this. For recent contributions to this debate, see West,
“Authorship,” and Lloyd-Jones, “Zeus, Prometheus.”
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“all skills for mortals come from Prometheus” (nmdcat téyvar Ppotoicty &k
[poundéwc, 506). I call this model Titanic Intervention.’®

The allegory Plato ascribes to Protagoras is more complex (Plato, Prota-
goras 320c—323a).” In this story there are two phases, one explaining techno-
logical discoveries and the other political institutions. In the first, humans
were created inferior to animals, lacking those natural faculties such as flight
or sharp claws that might help them survive. Prometheus corrected this error
by stealing wisdom in crafts along with fire from Athena and Hephaistos
(Bvteyvov cogpiav ovv oupi, 321d). In this case, Before and After explain that
technology merely compensates for the physical deficiencies of human be-
ings. In the second phase, humans were still vulnerable to wild animals when
alone, and prone to murder when together, so Zeus gave them Respect and
Justice to allow them to form effective communities (322c—d). Before and
After show that political skills are distinct from technological ones and are
shared by all members of a community. The two allegories do not describe
the process of change, but rather embody the differences between two kinds
of cultural practice.

Sophocles gives a more naturalistic account of the development of cul-
ture in a famous choral ode in Antigone, the so-called “Hymn to Man” (A4nti-
gone, 332-71).% After learning that someone has succeeded in burying Poly-
neices, the chorus sings about human achievements. “Many things are as-
tounding,” it begins, “but none more astounding than humankind” (moALa. Ta
dewa kovdev av/Bpdmov dewvdtepov méhel, 332-33). Humans control the
natural world by crossing the seas and plowing the land, and they control
animals by hunting and harnessing them. How did humans acquire these
powers? In the words of the chorus:

Kol O&ypa kai dvepdev

PPV KAl AGTLVOHOVG
dpyag 8d1ddéato kol SusavAmy
ndywv draidpeto kol

6 Compare the primitivist version of anthropologists in which a happy native Before is
replaced with a fallen colonial After by the singular intervention of a “missionary in a
row boat” (thus Cohn, “History and Anthropology” 199).

7 Citations of Plato follow the edition of Burnet.

¥ Citations of Sophocles follow the edition of Lloyd-Jones and Wilson.
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Speech, and thought

like the wind, and tempers

that organize towns, these he taught himself,
and how to avoid harsh outdoor frosts and

the shafts of evil rain —

always resourceful. Whatever the future brings,
he faces it resourcefully.

The human ability to adapt and to acquire new skills is expressed by the
middle voice, “he taught himself” (§818d&ato, 356), and with emphatic repe-
tition, “resourceful in everything; resourceless never” (mavtondpoc: dmopog
g’ 00dév, 360). All skills are thus shown to derive from a single talent —
the ability of humans to invent for themselves. There are but two limits to
human abilities. The first is natural and absolute. “From death alone,” the
ode continues, “he will get no escape, but from unmanageable diseases has
contrived his escapes” ("Ada poévov/ @edév ovk émndEetar/ voowv &
aunydvov euyog Evuréepactal, 361-4). Every obstacle can be surmounted
except for the fact that we are mortal and will die. The second limit is moral
and religious. “With an ability to contrive skills that is clever beyond belief,
he moves now toward evil, now toward good” (co@dv Tt T0 unyoavdev téyvog
orep EAnid’ Eywv/ Toté pév koxdv, GAAoT’ én’ £cOAOV Epret, 365-67). As the
Chorus explains, prosperity depends upon respecting the laws of earth and
the gods and rejecting evil and daring (368—71).

Sophocles cannot predict whether human inventiveness will at some
point hold back for moral reasons, but he has no doubt that the discovery of
new skills will otherwise continue indefinitely. Note that Sophocles never
describes anomia or the primitive conditions emphasized by Aeschylus and
Plato, because for him the potential for cultural achievement is innate in
humankind. In other words, he does not conceive of the human condition
apart from its inherent talent for invention. To the extent, therefore, that he
makes no allowance for significant change, Sophocles is like a structuralist
or a modern anthropologist. What for Lévi-Strauss is already given by the
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semiotics of cultural relationships is for Sophocles already present in human
nature.’

A second naturalistic account is more complex, describing two kinds of
external constraint. A satyr-play, perhaps by Critias, describes the human
condition as originally bestial, without order and ruled by force (Critias,
Sisyphus 43 F 19 TrGF)." In this account, the creation of cultural institu-
tions required not astounding invention but utilitarian checks and balances
— legal rewards and punishments that would, humans found, “keep violence
enslaved” (7). The process of discovery and change is elided in favor of the
result, and the speaker explains only: “It was at that time, I believe, that hu-
mans established laws for punishing” (kdmertd pot dokodowv dvOpwmol
vopovg/ 0écban kohaotdg, 5-6). Yet laws were not enough, since those who
found it expedient to obey the laws publicly began to break them covertly
(9—11). So an additional constraint was necessary:

<mpATOV> TUKVOG TIC KOl GOPOS YVMOUNV Gviip
<Be®dv> dog Bvntoilo £€gvpely, Smmg
&in 11 8€lpa o1 Kakolot, kav AdOpa
/’ N / N -~ ’
npdocmoty 1) Aéymotv §| ppovdct <tr>.
éviedbev ovv 10 Belov gionynoaro,
o¢ ot daiumv aedite 0IA OV Pio
vo® T’ dkodov kal PAéov ... (12-18)

a wise and clever-minded man first

invented fear of the gods for mortals,

to frighten the wicked if they should

do or say or think anything even in secret.
Hence he introduced the divine, saying there is
a god flourishing with immortal life,

hearing and seeing with his mind ...

By concealing the truth in falsehood (26) and by persuading people that gods
dwell where the thunder roars and the stars revolve (31-33), this clever man
“extinguished anomia with these customs” (v dvopiav te t0lg VOUOIg

% The contrast between synchronic anthropology and diachronic history is emphasized in
Lévi-Strauss, “History and Dialectic” esp. 258—62.
1% Citations of “Critias” (=88 B 25 D-K) follow the edition of Snell in 7+GF vol. 1.
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kotéoPeoev, 40). The notion of a clever, even devious, inventor underscores
the fact that the discovery was not a foregone conclusion. Religion is not a
given feature of human culture but one that arises in response to particular
needs, and cultural institutions more generally are the opportunistic result of
a struggle for security. Critias is the first of these authors to emphasize the
accidental nature of cultural practice, which arises neither from the external
necessity of divine intervention nor from the internal necessity of human
nature but in response to particular circumstances. Yet he pays little attention
to the how of change, to the process of cultural development, describing
instead the why of change, the cynical self-interest that led to the establish-
ment of laws and religion. In Critias the quasi-allegorical “wise man” em-
bodies the principle of advantage, not the process by which religion arose.''

Embedded in the early Hippocratic treatise Ancient Medicine is a narra-
tive more attentive to change.'? In arguing for an empirical method in medi-
cine, the author of this treatise describes medical practice as both analogous
to, and a literal extension of, the original discovery of human diet. In medical
terms, this reminds us how much ancient medicine relied upon dietetics. In
anthropological terms, it associates the practice of medicine with Lévi-
Strauss’ famous dichotomy between the raw and the cooked. Like Sopho-
cles, the medical writer describes a progression in which more and more
cultural skills are acquired, first in preparing food and then in practicing
medicine. In the medical text, however, the course of change is explicitly
progressive, since humans first had to learn which foods were edible, then
learn how to bake and boil, and finally how to combine foods (4). The medi-
cal text is also explicit about the mechanism of change, which results from
the necessity of circumstances:

TNV yap apynv odt’ Gv €0pébn 1 téyvn 1 intpikn ot Gv &ntidn —
o003V yap avtiig &el — &l Tolol KApvoLot TOV AVOPOTOV Ta avTO
dotopévorsi te kal Tpoopepopévolsty drep ol vylaivovieg £cbiovst te
Kol mivovot kol TdAAa Srantéoviar cuvéeepey Kol pn NV £tepa TOVTOV

/’ -~ \ 9 \ e b / b \ b / ~ /’ \
Beltio. NOv d6¢ avtiy 1 avaykn inTpiknv emoincev {nmmbfival e Kot

! Davies, “Sisyphus and the Invention of Religion” 31-32 compares the cynical rationality
of Enlightenment writers. He does not address the motive of collective advantage, which
is absent in the texts he cites.

12 Citations of Ancient Medicine follow the edition of Jouanna.
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gopedfivar avOpdmoioty, dtt T0lol KAUVOVGL TODTO TPOCPEPOUEVOLGLY
anep ol VYIVOVTEG 00 GUVEPEPEV, MG 0VOE VOV cvupépet. "Ett 8 dvaobev
gyoye AEI® odd’ Gv TV TdV VywvovIev dlattdv te Kal Tpo@nyv, 1 Vv
ypéwvtal, eopedfvar, €1 EEfpket @ avOpdne Tavta £cbiovtt Kol mivovTt
L ~ 3 ~ ~
Bot ¢ kai It kol Tac £ktog AvOpwTov, olov To. &k ThHe YRS eudueva,
KOPTOUg T€ Kol VANV kai x0ptov: amd To0TmVv Yop Kol Tpé@ovial kol
b4 \ / 9 \ / b4 /
av&ovTal Kol Arovol 61dyousty 0VOEV TPOGdeOEVOL AAANC dtatltne. (3.1—
3)

In the beginning the craft of medicine would not have been found or
searched for (since there was no need for it), if sick people in their way
of life and diet benefited from the same things which the healthy eat and
drink and otherwise make use of, and if there was nothing better than
these. But necessity itself caused men to search for and find medicine,
since the sick did not benefit from the same things as the healthy, just as
they do not today. Going further back, I do not think that the way of life
and food which the healthy now use would have been found, if it were
enough for a human to eat and drink the same things as a cow and a
horse and all other animals, namely things that grow from the earth —
fruits and wood and grass. On these, animals are nursed and grow and
live without trouble, and need no other food.

In Critias, change is the passive filling of a need: the community is impaired
by the absence of laws or religion, and inventions (somehow) answer the
demands of circumstances. Ancient Medicine, by contrast, describes the cir-
cumstances necessary for discovery and the active responses that may (or
may not) follow. Human digestion, for example, happens to be different
from that of horses, and our inability to digest wood and grass is the neces-
sity that causes a search for new foods and eventually the development of
cooking, just as the inability of those who are sick to tolerate normal food
leads eventually to the invention of medicine. The author states explicitly
that if circumstances had been different, these arts would never have devel-
oped. As he puts it later, if the same foods were suited to healthy people and
to the sick, no one would ever have discovered medicine (5.1).

The same nexus of attendant circumstances and responses to them comes
into play at all stages in the process, as skills are gradually acquired and
refined:
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To 8¢ vdv Swutruato opnuéva kol Teteyvnuéve &v ToAAD ypove
veyevioBal pot dokel. ‘Qg yap Emacyov morrd 1€ Kal dewva, Ao 1oy vpfic
1 Kol Onpuwdeog doitng opd te kai dkpnta kol peydiog duvdpiog
Eyovia £opepdpevol — old mep Gv kol vOv O’ adT®v mdoyotev mdvolst
1€ loyVpoiol kal vovoolol meputintovieg Kol o tdyeog Bavdrtoioty.
"Hocov pév odv tadta téte eikdg fv mdoyev did v cvvidetay, ioxvupdg
8¢ kol tote, Kol Tovg pév mheiotoug Te Kal dobevestépny @dotv Exovrag
andrlvcbon gikdg, Tovg 8¢ TovTOV VIepéyovTag TAEim ypdvov Avtéxewy,
domep kol vOV amd OV ioyupdv Ppoudtov ol ugv yap Pnidiog
anoAldocovtal, ol 8¢ petd ToA®V TOVeV Te Kol Kakdv. (3.3-4)

Present ways of life were found and fashioned, it seems to me, over
much time. For they suffered greatly and terribly from a violent and bes-
tial way of life when they took food that was raw and unmixed and of
strong qualities — just as today they would also suffer from these things,
falling with violent pain and disease and swift death. At one time they
probably suffered less, being used to it, but severely even then, and most
of them, having weaker natures, probably died, while the stronger ones
held out for a longer time, just as today some deal easily with harsh
foods, while others do so with great pain and trouble.

Because the process of discovery is complex, we cannot predict when and
where it will occur — or that it will occur at all. Our author points out that
foreign peoples and some Greeks failed to develop medicine altogether (5).
He points out that in the early stages of medical practice, mistakes would
have been made that did more harm than good (5-6). The process of discov-
ery is therefore neither innately driven nor inevitable. Unlike Critias, our
author goes beyond the circumstances necessary for invention to ask what
course of action will then be sufficient. He agrees with Critias that humans
will seek their own advantage; unlike Critias, he also explains why this may
or may not translate into new discoveries.

First of all, a craft based on sensory data is required. The treatise criti-
cizes those who start from suppositions or theories (vmoféceig) about the
workings of the body. Rather than start from unprovable theories (1.2), the
doctor should remember that the only criterion in health is the human body:
“you cannot find any measure, neither number nor weight, that you can ap-
peal to for accurate knowledge except bodily sensation” (pétpov 8¢ o0dE
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apopov otte otabudv dAlov mpdg O dvaeépov elon 10 dkpisc, odk av
gVpolg AAL’ 1) T0d cdpartog v aichnoiv. 9.3). Second, the accumulation of
empirical observations forms a craft or fechne with a body of experience that
can be passed from one practitioner to another, thus making continued dis-
coveries possible:

Eicl 8¢ dnuiovpyol ol pév eradpot, ol 3¢ ToAAOV dapépovieg Omep, &l
] \ e/ s 2 S A~ Y s & ’ ) n o
un MV INTpikn oAmg und’ €v auth €oKento und’ evpnTo UNdEv, ovK av NV,
GG TdvTeg Av Opoimg adThg dnepol te Kol dvemiotipoveg Noav, Ty
& av mdvto Ta TdV Kapvoviov dotketto. Nov & ody ovtmg &yet, AN

4 \ ~ b4 / / e \ \ b /
WOoTEP KOl TOV GAAOV TEYVEMV TUCEMY Ol ONUIOVPYOL TOAAOV GAANAW®V
d10pépouot katd XEpo Kol KaTd yvouny, ovtm 8¢ kol &l intpukhc. (1.2)

Some practitioners are poor and some are much better, which would not
be the case unless medicine fully existed and involved continual inquiry
and discovery — but all would be equally ignorant and inexperienced of
it, and all care of the sick would be governed by chance. That is not how
it is, but just as the practitioners of all other crafts differ greatly in skill
and knowledge, so also in medicine.

Third, since the craft is no better than its practitioners, it is fallible, and de-
pends upon careful observation and deduction. The extended comparison of
most doctors with poor pilots (9) emphasizes that errors often pass unnoticed
and that even the very best doctor cannot avoid mistakes. “I would strongly
praise that doctor who makes small errors,” he concludes, “for precision is
rarely seen” (kv &y® toDTOV TOV INTPOV 1oXVPAG ETAVEOLUL TOV GUIKPQ
apaptdvovta, — tO 8¢ dtpekeg OMydkig £ott kotidely, 9.4). The author
hopes that further medical discoveries will be made in the future and makes
it clear that these depend upon three conditions: “many excellent discoveries
have been made in the course of time, and the rest will be discovered — if
one is competent — and aware of prior discoveries — and starts one’s own
inquiry from these” (moAMd Te Kol KOADG Exovta evpnTal &V TOAD XpOv®,
Kol T0 Aowd, evpedroeton, fv Tig kovdg T° €0V Kol Ta gupnuéva. eidmg &k
00TV Oppdpevos (nth. 2.1).

This treatise has often been taken as a forerunner of modern empirical
science.”” In its emphasis upon observation, this is certainly true, but no-

13 E.g. Festugiere, L’ Ancienne Médecine and Jones, Philosophy and Medicine.
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where does it presuppose the positivism that plays such a large part in mod-
ern science. The medical practitioner has no absolute knowledge of how the
body “really” works and would deny that such knowledge is even possible.
Instead he collects observations, building upon the knowledge of his prede-
cessors.'* Given the absence of a priori certainties and the dependence upon
prior knowledge, I call this process a “cultural hermeneutics.” As in
Gadamer’s literary hermeneutics, there is no objectively “correct” knowl-
edge; rather, understanding changes and develops through interaction with
new observations and through incorporation of inherited information. This,
as Gadamer observes, is a never-ending process:

But the discovery of the true meaning of a text or a work of art is never
finished; it is in fact an infinite process. Not only are fresh sources of er-
ror constantly excluded, so that all kinds of things are filtered out that
obscure the true meaning; but new sources of understanding are continu-
ally emerging that reveal unsuspected elements of meaning. °

In one respect, the medical writer might seem to be a positivist; as I have
noted, he considers bodily sensation a criterion — yet it is not a criterion for
knowledge, simply a criterion for making useful observations. Let us take his
own example: cheese. If we observe that cheese is harmful for a patient, we
cannot then conclude that cheese in itself is bad (20). Rather, we must find
out how much he ate, what kind of pain it produced, and in what part of the
body. We have to make use of inherited observations that some people can
eat all the cheese they want, not only without harm but with a remarkable
gain in strength (ioydv ... Bavpociog mapéyetar, 20.5), and that different
people, depending on their physical make-up, are affected by cheese in dif-
ferent ways. The skillful doctor, like Gadamer’s reader, must be open to new
observations and draw from them a coherent understanding — whether of a
text or of cheese.

4 On the sophisticated empiricism of Ancient Medicine, see Dunn, “On Ancient Medicine.”
15 Gadamer, Truth and Method 298.
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Responsibility

By equating the cultural practice of cooking both with the specialized disci-
pline of medicine and with the broad question of knowledge, our treatise
invites the modern reader to rethink familiar categories. This is true in par-
ticular of time and change.

If time is the measure of change, it has little to measure in the allegorical
narratives of Aeschylus and Plato. There is a time Before (bestial anomia)
and a time After (human culture) and a Titan or god who bridges the two —
and in doing so mystifies the fundamental difference between them. For all
of his skeptical rationalism, Critias in his naturalistic account likewise de-
scribes not change through time but static states Before and After, somehow
mediated by the wise man’s Great Deception. Sophocles, by contrast, is the
first gradualist. The Ode to Man describes successive developments as hu-
mans learn to cross the sea, plough the earth, hunt and harness animals, and
develop speech, towns, and medicine. Yet these achievements of humankind
are invariable and predictable. At any moment in the story of human culture
we see the same thing — human resourcefulness producing new inventions.
This is change without uncertainty, time without meaningful temporality. A
modern equivalent is the atemporality of structuralism and poststructuralism,
in which at any moment we see the same thing — the semiotic operations of
culture described by Lévi-Strauss or the machinations of power described by
Foucault. In these grand systems of meaning and control, the order of things
does not change or develop; it can only be annihilated or “erased, like a face
drawn in sand at the edge of the sea.”'®

Ancient Medicine is different. At any given moment in cultural develop-
ment, many small changes are taking place as individuals make observations
and try to improve their procedures. There is no privileged agent driving
these changes. In the earlier stages, all humans are involved in trying new
foods. In the later stages, doctors try to tailor diet more specifically to vari-
ous kinds of sickness just as athletic trainers, the author points out (4), con-
stantly experiment with diet and nutrition in their attempts to enhance per-
formance. Yet improvement is never guaranteed. At any given moment,
change may be for the better, or for the worse, or somewhere in between.
Some groups have failed to make progress at all; others have advanced de-
spite errors and obstacles. Some doctors are excellent “pilots,” most of them

' Foucault, Order of Things 387.
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are not. There is plenty of change here for time to measure; what is lacking is
predictability. The many factors at play cannot be reduced to a single suffi-
cient or determining cause.

Bakhtin’s term for this is “unfinalizability.” His theory of the chronotope
ascribes to each literary genre its own understanding of space and time. In
his view, the great achievement of realistic novels such as those of
Dostoevsky was to portray events as open and undetermined. In “Epic and
Novel” he offers a schematic yet effective contrast between the epic, which
describes a past that is closed and complete, and the novel, which depicts a
present that is open and unfinished: “There is no place in the epic world for
any openendedness, indecision, indeterminacy. There are no loopholes in it
through which we glimpse the future; it suffices unto itself, neither suppos-
ing any continuation nor requiring it.”"’ In the novel, however, “through
contact with the present, an object is attracted to the incomplete process of a
world-in-the-making, and is stamped with the seal of inconclusiveness. No
matter how distant this object is from us in time, it is connected to our in-
complete, present-day, continuing temporal transitions, it develops a rela-
tionship with our unpreparedness, with our present.”'® The novel describes
the openendedness and uncertainty of human experience without imposing
the larger perspective by which epic implies the necessity of events, just as
Ancient Medicine describes the uncertainty of cultural development without
imposing an evolutionary model which implies that things had to happen as
they did.

An interesting paradox in Bakhtin’s discussion is that Dostoevsky, in
heightening the novel’s openness to time, also annihilates it. In Dostoevsky,
“the independence, internal freedom, unfinalizability, and indeterminacy of
the hero”'” are so pronounced that all things are seen as coexisting in an
open present without past or future “as if they existed in space and not in
time.”*® That “which is valid only as past, or as future, or as present in rela-
tion to past or future, is for him nonessential and is not incorporated into his
world. That is why his characters remember nothing, they have no biography

17 Bakhtin, “Epic and Novel” 16.
18 Bakhtin, “Epic and Novel” 30.
19 Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics 63.
2% Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics 28.
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in the sense of something past and fully experienced.” The hero’s freedom,
in other words, constitutes a “triumph over time.””*!

The paradox arises from the antithetical scheme Bakhtin uses to describe
the novel’s virtues. The timeless freedom of the protagonist is defined in
opposition to historical necessity and as a liberation from its claims.”* The
novel constitutes a “revolution in the creative consciousness of man”> be-
cause it frees personal, individual experience from a totalizing, impersonal
tradition. “The epic world is an utterly finished thing ... it is impossible to
change, to re-think, to re-evaluate anything in it” because it is remote and
walled-off from human touch, “from personal experience, from any new
insights, from any personal initiative in understanding and interpreting, from
new points of view and evaluations.”* By contrast, the novel describes a
world-in-the-making where the individual is free and always possesses a
“happy surplus” of “unrealized potential and unrealized demands.”* Against
the impersonal necessity of a collective past, Bakhtin constructs a transcen-
dent moment of individual freedom.

In his essay on Goethe, “The Bildungsroman,” Bakhtin turns from a
broad categorical contrast to a more specific historical one. The “novel of
education” was a critical form in the history of realism that by fully imagin-
ing historical time paved the way for Dostoevsky.”® To state this more ex-
plicitly, the great achievement of the realistic novel is the liberation of its
protagonist from the clutches of a temporal world first articulated in the
novel of education. In Goethe’s ltalian Journey, for example, “man’s indi-
vidual emergence is inseparably linked to historical emergence. Man’s
emergence is accomplished in real historical time, with all of its necessity, its
fullness, its future, and its profoundly chronotopic nature.””” Hence the ex-
perience of the individual is inseparable from historical time and historical
causation, and inherent in visualizing time are “the aspect of an essential link
between the past and present, the aspect of the necessity of the past and the

2! Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics 29.

22 The antithesis presumably reflects Bakhtin’s rejection of totalizing systems such as struc-
turalism, Russian Formalism, and Marxism: thus Morson and Emerson, Mikhail Bakhtin
27-32.

# Bakhtin, “Epic and Novel” 38.

24 Bakhtin, “Epic and Novel” 17.

2% Bakhtin, “Epic and Novel” 36 and 37.

26 Bakhtin, “The Bildungsroman” 19.

27 Bakhtin, “The Bildungsroman” 23.
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necessity of its place in a line of continuous development, the aspect of the
creative effectiveness of the past, and, finally, the aspect of the past and pre-
sent being linked to a necessary future.”™ Dostoevsky and the realistic novel
react against this necessity by trying to separate the individual from history:
“there is no causality in Dostoevsky’s novels, no genesis, no explanations
based on the past, on the influences of the environment or of upbringing, and
so forth.”” In freeing the individual from the clutches of historical time,
Dostoevsky can now situate “creative effectiveness” in the protagonist.

In this liberation from temporal succession we have a general and a par-
ticular paradox. The general paradox is that temporality is defined by opposi-
tion, a moment of freedom and absolute autonomy by contrast to the long
march of historical necessity. The very notion of an open present therefore
invites deconstruction since it is defined in relation to the closed succession
of history. More interesting perhaps is the particular paradox that as neces-
sity is upstaged by freedom, a lone individual, the novelistic hero, takes over
the agency once ascribed to history. This is a heavy burden to bear — too
heavy, it seems, since postmodern criticism has relieved the individual of
this weighty responsibility and has situated agency not in the causal chains
of history nor in the liberal autonomy of the individual but in the powerful,
relentless cogs of ideology.

It is interesting that, for all their differences, Bakhtin and postmodern
criticism share the assumption that agency and autonomy must rest either in
the individual or in the impersonal realm of history or culture. This dichot-
omy, however pervasive in modern thought, is a false one, and Ancient
Medicine offers a clear and useful alternative. The medical treatise locates
agency and responsibility in the interactions of nature with culture, individ-
ual with community, and present moment with accumulated tradition. The
human body was by nature poor at digesting raw foods; ingenious individu-
als responded by discovering how to make food more digestible; discoveries
became useful only when shared throughout the community; moreover, the
process continued as new individuals further adapted foods to human nature
by drawing upon a knowledge of past successes and failures. Thus in the
early stages of human culture, change was the result of a complex process
that served the interests of the community. In the course of time this process

28 Bakhtin, “The Bildungsroman” 36.
% Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics 29.
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became institutionalized in practices or fechnai such as medicine and sports
nutrition.

This complex and collective model has an important point of conver-
gence with Bakhtin. Bakhtin asks, “how is it that the characters in novels
surprise us, and do things we did not expect?” His notion of heroic auton-
omy now seems misguided, but his attention to undirected change brings out
the merits of the medical treatise. Ancient Medicine asks, “how is it that hu-
man culture surprises us, and has taken a form we could not have predicted?”
Its answer is a reaction against Sophoclean naturalism — that is, against the
belief expressed in Antigone that cultural developments arise from innate
human faculties. And its answer locates the engine of change neither in indi-
viduals nor in a system outside them, but in the interactions between the
needs and constraints of the human situation on the one hand, and human
skill, common interests, and knowledge of the past on the other. In other
words, Bakhtin describes the possibility of change, whereas Ancient Medi-
cine describes the actuality of change. Bakhtin describes an opening or aper-
ture, a space free from the chains of history where the individual can choose
and bring about change; Ancient Medicine describes an accumulation of
quantum events arising from collective needs to change the shape of culture.
These points of contact and divergence pose the question of responsible free-
dom, of the considerations that can and should constrain human choices.

For some critics, change is not a concern. New Historicism conceives
culture as an essentially static field of power relations — there are negotia-
tions and resistances but no real change. Other critics are directly concerned
with change and draw upon models in the sciences and social sciences to
explain how and why it takes place (chaos theory and game theory, for ex-
ample). Are we left then with a critical relativism? That is in fact what Josh
Ober implies when he proposes, like Solomon, to divide the baby: let those
interested in change play by their rules, and let the new historicists keep to
theirs.*® In other words, we can look at the world through synchronic glasses
or through diachronic ones, but not both. I suggest restoring responsibility in
two senses. First, a model that cannot accommodate change is less complete
than one that can. Our responsibility as critics requires that we take into con-
sideration as much of the complexity of the world as possible. Second, a
model that concentrates upon the individual at the expense of the system
evades complexity as much as one that merely concentrates upon the system.

3% Ober, “Social Science History.”
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Every human being is in some sense like the doctor in Ancient Medicine —
part of a group and constrained by it, yet not entirely within its clutches. It is
the doctor’s responsibility to his community and its traditions that enables
him to bring about cultural change.

Realism

The critic’s realism involves describing and analyzing the world while at-
tending to its complexity and its capacity for change. The doctor’s realism
involves attending to the complexities of his situation and his tradition. But
is it possible to talk about responsibility and realism in a postmodern world?
Simply to posit a doctor able to understand his world and make decisions
about it flies in the face of postmodern claims that all knowledge is cultur-
ally mediated and all practice is culturally controlled. An emerging New
Realism answers that the rejection of positivist assumptions and of liberal
autonomy need not entail a rejection of subjectivity. To claim that the doctor
is in a position to deliberate and take effective action is not the same as
claiming he has absolute freedom or autonomy. The realist argument is often
sharpened by considering how identity is fashioned.’ Even if the category
“Hispanic woman,” for example, is in many ways a construction of Anglo
male society, this does not mean that Hispanic women as individuals are not
subjects. To put the case more strongly, New Realism finds an active coun-
terweight to cultural hegemony in the experiences and perspectives of those
viewed as “other.” Superficially, this might seem to replicate in ethnic stud-
ies the debate between essentialist and constructivist feminists. The differ-
ence is that “postpositive realists” (as Satya Mohanty and others call them-
selves) reject foundationalism without fully embracing constructivism. Re-
jecting the view that experience is “given” need not imply it has no objective
status or authority. Let us take two examples.

Mohanty critiques Naomi Scheman, who develops the constructivist
position using the example of a woman, Alice, in a feminist consciousness-
raising group. At issue is the anger that women often come to feel as a result
of group discussions, and the tendency to describe this anger as inner and
personal. Scheman argues that describing Alice’s anger as an inner well of
feeling uncovered by group discussions is to essentialize and de-politicize

3! See the useful collection by Moya and Hames-Garcia, Reclaiming Identity.
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the process. > Emotions, she says, are mediated by the social environment
and involve notions of what a woman may or may not feel angry about. In
this case, Alice’s anger is produced by the group’s political and theoretical
critiques which allow her to feel differently about herself and her relation-
ships. So far, Mohanty agrees, but he does not agree that Alice’s anger is
only a social construction, nor that her personal feelings lack authority. In his
words,

Alice’s experience of the emotion anger leads us to conclude that she has
just come to know something, something not merely about her repressed
feelings, but also about her self, her personhood, and the range of its
moral and political claims and needs. She comes to know this by also
coming to discover or understand features of the social and cultural ar-
rangements of her world that define her sense of self, the choices she is
taught to have, the range of personal capacities she is expected to exploit
and exercise.”

We can reclaim individual experience, in other words, not by returning to an
essentializing feminism in which latent anger lies waiting to be uncovered,
but by viewing Alice’s anger as a reinterpretion of her situation. And we can
reclaim the authority of individual experience by viewing Alice’s anger as a
more appropriate interpretation, now based upon a fuller understanding of
her social world. Individual experience is important not because it is essen-
tial or “given” but because it involves what we might objectively call an
improved understanding. In the hermeneutics of identity, Alice comes to a
better and more coherent understanding of who she is.

Mohanty’s argument would seem to invite the objection that if under-
standings change, there are no grounds for claiming that one is better than
another. Before joining her group, Alice felt guilty and depressed. Are not
guilt and depression correct understandings of her situation earlier, just as
anger is afterwards? William Wilkerson defends a non-essentializing realism
with a second anecdote of personal experience. He begins with a realist epis-
temology. If we look at dots arranged on paper and after some time recog-
nize a pattern, we are not belatedly seeing something that was “really” there
all along but we are nevertheless revising our perceptions to produce an ob-

32 Scheman, “Anger and the Politics of Naming.”
33 Mohanty, “The Epistemic Status of Cultural Identity” 48—49.
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jectively improved understanding.’* Wilkerson illustrates this argument with
his own experience of coming out. Finding that one is gay does not involve
revealing an identity that was there all along:

It is more coherent to construe coming out as transformation: the devel-
opment of a new identity based on a reinterpretation of experiences. This
new identity reflects a new and more accurate understanding of who one
is in the world and how one can act in the world. Coming out allows
gays or lesbians to better organize salient aspects of their experience, to
gain an understanding of themselves that will help them to understand
their place in the world and to develop modes of life and personalities
that stem from this new understanding.*

The realist argument allows Wilkerson to make the particular claim that the
construction of a new gay identity involves correcting prior mistakes, mov-
ing from an understanding of the self limited by homophobic standards to a
fuller understanding made possible by revised notions of what is normal or
acceptable. He can then make the general claim that the postmodern rejec-
tion of experience and identity is mistaken: the fact that identity is theoreti-
cally and politically mediated does not prevent an individual’s experience
from helping him find a more adequate understanding of the self.

New realist theory restores authority to individual experience and uses a
hermeneutics of identity to explain how we build up a coherent picture of
ourselves and our place in society. Yet in this form, realist theory gives an
extremely limited account of experience and change. It replaces an atempo-
ral essentialism (Alice’s anger was there all along but needed the conscious-
ness-raising group to reveal it) with a partially temporal realism (her experi-
ence has been transformed from depression to anger). The model of change
is analogous to my first example from Prometheus. In Aeschylus, Titanic
Intervention transforms human culture from a feeble, antlike existence to one
of godlike power and knowledge. The transformations of Alice (from de-
pression to anger) and of Wilkerson (from homophobic to gay identity) are
likewise singular changes from Before to After. Instead of development
through time, we have a largely atemporal shift from one state to another. As
in Aeschylus, this involves an exceptional moment. The raising of Alice’s

3* Wilkerson, “Is there Something You Need to Tell Me?” 264.
35 Wilkerson, “Is there Something You Need to Tell Me?” 266.
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consciousness and Wilkerson’s coming-out are both unrepeatable life events,
defining moments for the one as a woman and the other as a gay man, just as
Prometheus’ intervention is the defining moment for human culture.’® Al-
though the analysis here is more naturalistic than in Aeschylus, since it relies
upon encounters with new people and new perspectives, nevertheless this
transformative — even transcendent — experience is not a very useful
model for change.

Let us think about Alice for a moment. What did Alice do with her an-
ger? How did she confront or challenge the members of her family and those
she worked with? How hard was it to renegotiate those relationships? Did
the process of renegotiation modify or qualify her anger? The change that
produced her anger may in some ways be pivotal, but it is not the end of the
story. Equally “real” (in a postpositive sense) are the changes in her feelings
and in her relationships from day to day. Just as Alice did not have an essen-
tial female identity waiting to be uncovered, she does not construct from her
encounter a single liberated identity; rather she must constantly seek a co-
herent and viable sense of who she is, both from her past ideas about herself
and from present observations and relationships.

So realism requires a more complex and gradual hermeneutics, one that
situates individual experience in a larger context of friends, relatives, and
cultural norms, and in a longer continuum of past and present beliefs and
observations. The traumatic and transformative model of New Realism
might therefore learn from Bakhtin, who describes a prosaic time of ordinary
experience, neither directed to a known end nor basking in the glow of a
definitive transformation. It might also learn from Ancient Medicine, which
describes an unending process that constantly engages the individual with
both the community and the past.
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