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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Abstract This chapter takes as its subject the utopian imagination in
contemporary American poetry and explores the ways in which experi-
mental poets—Language writers and other formally innovative poets—
formulate a utopian poetics by adopting the rhetorical principles of nega-
tive theology. Lagapa argues that an understanding of negative theology is
essential to recognizing the utopian potential of American experimental
poetry. Negative theology proposes using negative statements as a means
of attesting to the superior, unrepresentable being of God, and a strategy
of negation similarly proves optimal for depicting the subject of utopia in
literary works. Negative statements in contemporary experimental poetry
illustrate the potential for utopian social change not by portraying an ideal
world itself but by revealing the very challenge of representing utopia
directly.

Keywords Utopia � Negative theology � Language poetry � Experimental
poetry � Negation

This book takes as its subject the utopian imagination in contemporary
American poetry and explores the ways in which experimental poets—
Language writers and other formally innovative poets—formulate a uto-
pian poetics by adopting the rhetorical principles of negative theology.
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The recourse to negative theology for utopian literary projects is a neces-
sary one. Just as negative theology proposes using negative statements as a
means of attesting not only to the superior being of God but also to the
representational deficiencies of language, a strategy of negation proves to
be an optimal approach for conveying the elusive, hard-to-represent sub-
ject of utopia. The premise of negative theology, or the apophatic tradi-
tion, is that language is unequal to the task of depicting God’s
transcendent being. As Jacques Derrida has written, “negative theology
consists of considering that every predicative language is inadequate to the
essence, in truth to the hyperessentiality . . .of God; consequently, only a
negative (‘apophatic’) attribution can claim to approach God” (4). Utopia
is a concept that similarly defies representation and outstrips efforts to
depict it: the goal of creating a viable blueprint for an ideal society is
elusive, and literary depictions of utopia all too often bear a stain of
implausibility. A feasible utopian society can seem, consequently, impos-
sible to envision, beyond the scope of the human imagination. It is the
argument of this book that negative rhetorical constructions—including
negative phrasing, negative particles, and other forms of grammatical
negation—are key to a proper understanding of the utopian literary pro-
jects of experimental poets, for such negation instructively indicates the
logic of negative theology at work and appropriately addresses the com-
plex challenges of presenting utopia. A strategy of negation, in this man-
ner, provides a means of postulating utopian ideals, particularly as a
straightforward and direct rendering of utopia would undermine the
force of utopian thought and fail to express the transformative potential
of utopian principles.

Understanding the political claims that have been made by experimen-
tal poets is vital to ascertaining how and why the tenets of negative
theology are employed for utopian poetics. In The Marginalization of
Poetry: Language Writers and Literary History, Bob Perelman, after duly
accounting for the complexity and diversity of Language writing, outlines
a generalized, common endeavor for Language writers, which was to
create works in “opposition to the prevailing institutions of American
poetry” (12). Elaborating further, Perelman writes that the group of
writers from the early seventies who would later be called “Language
poets” did have a “loose set of goals, procedures, habits and verbal
textures: breaking the automatism of the poetic ‘I’ and its naturalized
voice; foregrounding textuality and formal devices; using or alluding to
Marxist or poststructuralist theory in order to open the present to critique
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and change” (13). These aims went hand in hand with a commitment to
political and social ideals, even if a politically informed poetics was antitheti-
cal to the ethos of the era: “the poet as engaged, oppositional intellectual,
and poetic form and syntax as sites of experiment for political purposes—
these [at this time] would not be found” (Perelman 12). In response to a
poetic environment seemingly disinterested in political and social change,
Language writers would form a loose collective of poets whose work was an
intervention into the politics and poetry of the status quo.

The degree to which Language poets and writers of experimental poetry
are able achieve their goal of intervening in social and political problems facing
the world has, however, been the subject of much debate. The espousal of an
experimental, socially committed poetics indeed raises the question of poetry’s
efficacy to realize a political end. Speaking, like Perelman, of the poet as a
public intellectual, Ron Silliman makes plain his case that the politics of
contemporary poetry hinge upon the relation between thought and language
to create what he calls a “social practice”: “language, and thus the poem, is
inextricably involved with thought, and through this with the entire function
of the intellectual . . . for whom thinking is a ground for social practice.Writing
is itself a form of action” (4). Silliman’s linking together of thought, writing
and action is an effort to illustrate that language is enmeshed with the political
and to affirm that language is never neutral nor is it ideologically free—that is,
absent of politics. The Language poets’ tendency to foreground how language
works and to refuse to treat language as given,moreover, can have profound—
even political—implications, as Linda Reinfeld elaborates: “by examining, and
on occasion deliberately exaggerating, the effects of formal logic and linguistic
structures on our own thinking, [Language poetry] demonstrates how those
structures can determine what we see and how we behave” (4). However, the
Language poets’ more intricate claims—steeped in linguistic and poststruc-
turalist theories—about the utopian capacity of their work remain open for
scrutiny. Indeed, what prompts the sharpest debate is the stated interest of
Language writers to free language from its habitual role as an instrument of
political power and also to mitigate the complicity of language with the
dominant mode (of late capitalist) discourse.

Tenney Nathanson has argued persuasively that the “utopian strain” of
poets like Steve McCaffery and Charles Bernstein, for instance, is “both
theoretically problematic and at odds with the textures of the poems
themselves” (309). Assessing the utopian impulse within the literary pro-
jects of the Language poets, Nathanson isolates two specific theoretical
claims about the transformative potential of Language poetry with regard
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to formal innovation and linguistic and syntactic fragmentation. First,
when a reader is confronted, for instance, by fragmentary syntax and
unorthodox form in a Bernstein poem, Nathanson contends, the reader
can come to an understanding of the poem, according to the conventions
of Language poetry, whereby the production of meaning shifts as much to
the reader of the poem as to its writer. In this sense, the reader participates
in the process of constructing meaning, an activity that—along with the
Language poem’s formal fragmentation—displaces and disrupts the aura
of the individual poetic “voice” so esteemed in MFA program workshops
and mainstream poetry.

The second claim that Nathanson addresses concerns linguistic reference,
whereby Language poets propose that, within their poems, signifiers can
become freed from signifieds. Taking up Steve McCaffrey’s poetics,
Nathanson writes: “McCaffrey’s other reading paradigm . . . attacks not just
the idea that reference is something already encodedwhichwe consume rather
than produce, but the very notion of reference itself. A text that so persistently
makes referential projection difficult, that is, might be conceived as doing with
out [reference], as simply, so to speak, being itself—‘a signifier,’ as
McCaffery’s solecism puts it, ‘without a signified and whose destination is
inward to the center of its own form’” (Nathanson 311). This second position,
in other words, would argue that a Language poem could be extricated from
the system of language and modes of discourse that govern all other forms of
writing and speech, existing as a pure signifier without reference to meaning
beyond itself.

The desire for pure signification freed from signifieds ormeanings becomes
the main sticking point for Nathanson and other critics. Nathanson contends
that the release from meaning is impossible, stating that “such expressive
potential [of pure signification] is disturbed in turn by the recalcitrant and
seemingly ineffaceable presence of symbolic structures, codes that reshape [the
poetic text’s] performance and expropriate its gestures, alienating them in the
very moment of their enunciation” (313). In short, the formal fragmentation
characteristic of many Language poems cannot so easily be separated from the
conventions of speech that shadow all language and therefore “conveys a
strong sense of the inescapability of the already spoken” (Nathanson 313).
In other words, Language, even language that is fragmentary, nonsensical,
and void of context, is difficult to conceive of as not being part of speech or the
conventions of grammar and syntax, even as it violates such conventions. The
reader, in confronting such a text, necessarily responds to it as a communica-
tion of speech and attempts to make meaning of it.
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Norman Finkelstein, registering his own skepticism about the prospects
of Language poetry and its utopian implications, formulates a similar
complaint and associates language poetry with what he calls—following
Foucault—the “utopia of language” (106). For Foucault, Finkelstein
contends, language is, “equally the product of ideological and utopian
thought,” simultaneously expressive of a “repressive power” and “a uto-
pian space in normative social relations where reference and self are bliss-
fully destabilized” (106). In “The Discourse on Language,” Foucault
further expands upon the utopian aspects of language and writes of his
yearning to be engulfed by language, “enveloped in words, borne way
beyond all possible beginnings” in a dream of speech liberated from the
matrices of power that infuse language (Foucault 215). However, such a
dream of being “borne away” to some original space that predates the
system of language, as Foucault acknowledges, is unattainable. Finkelstein
likewise recognizes the impossibility of developing an unencumbered
language, one that is freed from ideological dynamics: “Discourse, which
in its ‘true’ (that is, its ideal) state would be innocent of desire and power,
is in its actual state complicitous in the machinations of [power and] our
will to truth” (Utopian Moment 107). The unavoidable fact that language
is always embedded within semantic codes or vectors of institutional
power thus renders, as Nathanson and Finkelstein illustrate, the
Language poets’ utopian aim to create texts composed of pure signifiers
or liberated bits of language problematic.

While Nathanson and Finkelstein seem to hold a hard line against the
linguistic claims of textual freedom advanced by Language poets, both of
them also speak to the utopian potential of Language writing that is yet to
be achieved. The distinction between realization and potential is a key one.
The utopian project of Language writers and experimental poets ought not
to be viewed as fully realized or accomplished by the texts themselves; the
poems instead indicate the latent or deferred nature of the utopian drive.
For Nathanson, Language poems, in their desire to disrupt linguistic norms
and discursive systems through formal experimentation, are not themselves
utopian but could lead, in a practical manner, to political action that has a
socially progressive and utopian end: “[Bernstein’s] poems do not embody
a language that would escape symbolic constraint, but instead register, in
their straining against received discourse and normative syntax, the desire
for such apocalyptic liberation. Unrealized and perhaps unrealizable, this
desire may nonetheless energize political practice” (316). Finkelstein’s own
take on the utopian impulse of experimental poetry focuses equally on
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