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Terry Eagleton’s Interpretation of D. H. Lawrence:
“An Exile from His Own Culture”

Hirokazu Y osHIMURA

Key words: class, exile, Marxist criticism

Speculative arguments based on literary theories have been fashionable
recently in the studies of modern English literature. Many students and
scholars appear to be eager to apply living works of literature to their
theoretical standards. Materials found in literature, such theorists insist, are
so multifarious and substantial that they are very useful for the purpose of
materializing the cultural reality of a society according to atheory. Some
scholars curtly reject such theories, believing that the theorists use literary
materials to prove logically their own legitimacy yet fail in their efforts to
verify the literary reality. Yet | think the importance of such theoretical
criticisms may well be recognized. Any critical activity in literary studies
would not be developed without rational arguments except the case of the
impressionistic criticism resulting from a critic’s personal taste. However,
so many theories have been advocated and publicized, and the existing
circumstances appear to be so complicated that most of us probably cannot
judge how matters stand now. Certainly we know such special terms as
Marxism, Feminism, deconstructionism, post-structuralism, etc., but, in
reality, most of us do not exactly realize what they really mean historically.
These ‘isms’ have their own reputable origins and histories, and what is
more complicated, they have been profoundly influenced by each other.
Now isthe time for are-examination of such theoretical approaches.
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Marxist criticism has produced prominent literary critics, who, though
they fundamentally accede to Marxist way of thinking, do not always
maintain the same point of view since they have been so much influenced
by the spirit of the times. Their interpretations of a writer would make us
recognize their common conviction and their individual features.

Terry Eagleton is one of the most prominent Marxist critics. He has
published numerous books to present the Marxist literary criticism of the
last quarter of the twentieth century. This paper is a commentary-like article
on his interpretation of D. H. Lawrence in Exiles and Emigrées (1970).
Here is a brief summary of his interpretaion of Lawrence, which revolves
around the following three points.

First, Eagleton describes the dominant trait of the English literature of the
early twentieth century by discussing seven writers: Joseph Conrad, Henry
James, T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, W. B. Y eats, James Joyce and D. H.
Lawrence. These writers dominated modern English literature, but all of
them except D. H. Lawrence were non-English. Focusing on question of
social class, Eagleton points out that one reason why such non-English
writers and D. H. Lawrence succeeded in creating ‘the great art of English
literature’ is a negative one; that is, indigenous English writers, caught
within the limits of classes of English society, could not ‘totalize’ the
significant trends of English culture. Expatriates and D. H. Lawrence were
able to grasp English society ‘as a totality,” because they were beyond the
limits of the British social class system. Why is D. H. Lawrence, though he
himself emphasized he was an Englishman, classified among the same
group of expatriates? Eagleton’s classification of Lawrence seems to imply
subtly his Marxist interpretation favourable to working class. He criticizes
the narrowness and partiality of the English indigenous writers who were
from middle and upper classes, while he seems not to criticize working-
class writers at al. One explanation for this may be that Eagleton himself
comes from the working class.
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Secondly, hisinterpretations of Sons and Lovers and The Rainbow are
very different from those of Raymond Williams. Williams sets great value
on Sons and Lovers, whereas Eagleton evaluates The Rainbow as ‘the
highest point’ of Lawrence’s ‘literary achievement’ because ‘ he exploited
that relation of conflict with his own culture to create one of the greatest
novels of the century, discovering with admirable certainty, the balance-
point at which the old world he had known could be both inhabited from
within and grasped, as a totality, from without.” Williams attaches greater
importance to the ‘ organic community’ of English working-class society
than to the cultural conflict between an individual and a society, or between
the social classes, while Eagleton places high value on the ‘totality’
created apocalyptically from the cultural conflict between the classes in the
English society.

Thirdly, Eagleton definitely states that Lawrence, who wandered around
the world, was ‘an exile from his own culture.” One might expect,
therefore, that Eagleton would take up Lawrence's literary works produced
during his ‘rootless, frustrated wanderings.” Eagleton, however, takes no
account of such novels as Aaron’s Rod, Kangaroo and The Plumed Serpent.
His almost total neglect of such novels is striking, since Lawrence in exile
was able to illuminate the issues of the English society much more strait-
forwardly. Probably Eagleton did so with some reason. But that does not
settle my doubts, though | suppose Eagleton pays no attention to Law-
rence’s writings during his ‘leadership’ period partly because they are
occasionally considered to be not worthy mentioning as art-works, or partly
because they would show a marked trend toward Fascism or phallo-
centrism as certain critics have insisted.



