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The point of departure for this dissertation is the very timely question of the 
possibility of "engagement" in liter ary theory. Doubts about the possibility of critical 
engagement raised by post-modernism, have given way with post-modemism's 
passing to a re-evaluation of the work of such critics as Theodor Adorno and Max 
Horkheimer, Jean-Paul Sartre, Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Pierre Bourdieu, for 
whom engagement, or "commitrnent," have been key considerations. 

The assumption of a universal groundlessness as a "first principle" of post
modernism, placed in doubt the possibility of anything like a "committed" or 
"engaged" criticism which was not to be considered as merely a discursive posture, 
bound to a generalized cultural normativity or laissez-faireism. In this way, post
modernism has been taken to represent the apotheosis of what Walter Benjamin 
foresaw in his critique of Fascism: the aestheticisation of politics. 

Where post-modernism has been characterized by the insistence upon the 
impossibžlity of criticism gaining a foothold, ar of finding a point of purchase, in an a11 
too fluid cultural terrain (and in the absence of a11 values, supposedly), more recent 
critical trends have begun to re-examine post-modemism' s "resistance to" criticism, 
as an instance of political _and ethical sleight of hand. Theorists such as Ernesto 
Laclau have, for example, adopted deconstructive paradigms in order to demonstrate 
how post-modernism has not brought about an "effect of emancipation," in Jiirgen 
Habermas' s words, but rather that it has introduced a new degree of hegemonisation 
[p.l]. This in turn has been taken to entail a rethinking of the situation of criticism as 
such, and of the "critic" in particular, above a11 with regard to the new modes of 
globalised discourse that have accompanied the advent of new media technologies. 

In this context, Mr Černovský' s dissertation -entitled Incompatabilities - attempts to 
examine a key issue of the "future" of literary theory, confronted as it has been since 
the sixties with claims of the technological or techno-cultural"transfarmation" [po 48] 
not only of the institutions of literature, but of literacy itself. In doing so, he is drawn 
to an examination above a11 of the critical paradox posed by such "incompatibilities" 
as, for example, cultural emancipation (on the one hand) and the disavowal of 
criticism (on the other). 

Mr Černovský approaches his topic through a broad treatrnent of textuality, reading 
process and theories of reception and aesthetic apprehension, among others. Central 
to this is a reappraisal of the work of the Prague structuralist Jan Mukařovský, whose 
concept of non-intentionality is re-read through the matrix of French post-
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structuralist thought, thus offering a reappraisal of Mukařovský' s relevance for the 
future of liter ary theory [e.g. p. 34]. Intentionality is then 1inked to questions of 
communication, cognition (Ingarden, lser, Lotman) and u agency" (Lacan), in an 
attempt to de termine how a (deconstructive) logic of action can nevertheless be 
reconciled to the possibility of critical engagement (e.g. the u author function" in 
Foucault [p16]). 

Divided into three sections-each dealing with a specific aspect of "engagement" (1. 

Reading; 2.Text; 3. Crisis)-Mr Černovský's dissertation traces a detailed genealogy 
of critical terms and positions, as well as treating critical practice vis-a-vis a number 
of key literary works. Mr Černovský' s conclusions concerning the possibility of 
engagement are subsequently based upon a re-appraisal of the notion of "reading as 
a praxis" bound up not only with contemporary technological conditions (e.g. the 
ubiquitous character of the world wide web and mobile communications), but with 
technicity itself. Indeed, it is upon an understanding of technicity that engagement is 
seen to be founded if it isn't simply to resort to the Sartrean fallacy of a self-intended 
meaning embodied in the "act" of criticism. At the same time, this understanding 
must avoid the pitfalls of post-modernist laissez-faireism. Consequently, the 
possibility of "engagement" for Mr Černovský is structurally informed, where 
structure is neither predetermined nor arbitrary but rather "emergent" (viz. Deleuze 
and Guattari; lser). 

Mr Černovský' s project may be said to be highly ambitious, particularly in light of 
the limitations posed by the format of the MA dissertation, and this must ultimately 
be addressed. Mr Černovský was eneouraged in the breadth of his research and the 
generality of the topíc so as to be able to undertake as full an examination of the topic 
as possible, and so arrive at a theoretieally informed position that would not be 
overly bound to a partieular "loeal" problem. Following the widely discussed 
"ethical" turn in eritieal theory in the late 1990s, the need to address the question of 
"engagement" has remained current, and in this sense Mr Černovský's breadth of 
researeh will stand him in good stead for any future intervention he wishes to make 
in this field at a doctoral or post-doctorallevel. In any ease, Mr Černovský is one of 
the most gifted and intelleetually inquisitive students I have eneountered, and there 
was never in my mind any doubt about his capacity to treat such a broad topic. 
lndeed, despite the generality of his stated topic, he nevertheless sueeeeds in treating 
many key issues of reeent and eurrent liter ary theory in very clo se detail (Landow' s 
interpretation of hypertext, for example [12]: in any ease, it is easily arguable that the 
problem of "engagement" is quite specifie in and of itself, as a term designating a set 
of eritieal tendencies in Anglo-European writing of the 20th century; although clearer 
delineation of what is meant by "literary theory" might have helped to give the 
reader more of a sense of cle ar focus; and yet again, it is possibly the "syncretistie" 
nature of Mr Černovský' s projeet that provides for some of its less orthodox and 
more original insights, e.g. into the proto-deeonstructive method of Mukařovský). 

If anything, the limiting feature of this dissertation is its length. The neeessity of 
editing and re-editing the text in order to fit the eonstraints of the set page limit have 
resulted in the foeus of the dissertation broadening in contrast to the treatment of 
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specific arguments. lndeed, Mr Černovský' s MA dissertation provides an exemplary 
case for the reform of the MA requirements at our department, so as to bring them 
more into line with those of British and other universities. In Britain, the standard 
length of an MA dissertation for an MA degree undertaken with coursework, is 
50,000 words (the PhD is 100,000 words). The equivalent dissertation in our 
department is approximately 25,000 words. ln order that the MA be an effective 
preparation for higher study and post-doctoral research and publication, greater 

scope needs to be given to MA candidates in posing literary critical problems in the 
MA dissertation. 

This aside, Mr Černovský has succeeded, in my view, in navigating the limitations of 
the medium as it presently stands, and in doing so has presented an exceptional 
piece of work. 

There are several questions 1 would like to address to Mr Černovský as the basis of 
further discussion: 

1. If engaged reading represents "a possibility" -arising from what you refer to as 
"critical moments" -does this mean that engagement is volitional, or is it somehow 
necessitated/implicated by any reading practice whatsoever? In other words, is 
engaged reading simply a special category of reading-one that 1 choose, or do not 
choose, depending upon my circumstances-of is "reading as such" already in a 

sense engaged? 

2. How do 1 know what an engaged reading is? Do 1 decide this, or-again-does the 
reading process "itself" implicate mel 

3. What is the relationship between "engaged reading" and "text"? Can a text be 
"engaged" in and of itself? ls the text merely an "object" of engaged reading? 
Moreover, what is the status of the "literary" text in this relation? 

4. If engagement is indeed a general condition of reading, what does this imply for 
an understanding of "possibility"? And if possibility arises from "critical moments" 
or "crisis," then how are such moments delineated or located? ls crisis itself a 
"general condition" of text? and if so, does this also imply a general condition of 
language? What, then, does it mean to speak of "crisis" or "criticism"? 

Despite these questions, it is my view that Mr Černovský has produced a dissertation 

of outstanding intellectual quality. With continued application and discipline, 1 fuHy 
expect Mr Černovský to succeed at the post-graduate level and to produce and 

publish original work in this field. 1 recommend that this dissertation be awarded a 

grade of "excellent" (1). 

3 


