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Abstract:

This paper seeks to answer a basic question informing its general hypnotizing and
conclusions, which may be put as such:

The obvious detachment in contemporary Egyptian cultural parxis between critical practice;
theory/theorizing, and artistic expression, on the one hand, and between both and the culture of
everyday life, is only a symptom of a larger and more profound rupture. This rupture is between
“the establishment” at large, philosophical under-layers of its practiced procedures included, and
the main aims of its constitution, on the one hand, and between both and the needs of Egyptian
everyday life or the demands of every-day experience in the practical life-world in our
contemporary society, on the other. The main question of this paper, thus, is; what is this rupture
or detachment mean; and how does it express itself; and, most importantly why?

This paper, thus, seeks to offer a preliminary explanation, in no way complete, to what it
has called in abbreviation, perhaps even reduction: the condition of contemporary cultural
consciousness in only two of its apparent facades: its conceptual perceptual, and its emotional
psychological. It will take literary criticism and poetic expression as its main felid of application
as well as utilize some of the current international insights into culture and criticism in the works
of such philosophers and critics as Derrida, Habermas, Lyotard, Baudrillard, Said, Ihab Hassan,
Linda Hutcheon, Barthes, Paul De Man, and others.

The first part of this study attempts to formulate a general definition of this state of
“detachment” as well as the mechanisms of its existence in action. This will include attempting to
redefine this states’” modes of manifestation in the artistic and general cultural expressions,
offering “structuralism” at large, and this paper’s concept of “structure” in specific, as the main
definition of this “detachment’ and its consequences.

Part 2 will attempt to analyze what it sees as the perceptual roots of this detachment and
the more specific reasons of its existence and continuation in the current practice of daily life and
culture using Lyotard’s concept of “grand-narratives” as a general guideline. It will argue, that
Lyotard’s concept helps to determine the second aspect or feature of this state of rupture or
detachment; namely the narrativeness of this consciousness.

Part 3, in its first section, attempts to define yet another aspect of this separation and
detachment in the current cultural consciousness. Using Baurrillard’s concept of “Simulacra”, this
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section argues for the simulative nature of this consciousness as another reason for this cultural
separation and detachment. The second section of this part offers a re-definion of some of the
most basic concepts of what has been termed in the past few decades as “postmodernism”; or the
cultural logic of contemporary Western consciousness. This argues for the presence of different
cultural conceptual frameworks by contrast, and the exemplification of such presence, aiming to
reach a state of what this paper calls ‘consciousness of consciousness” or “self-re-definition”,
which this paper sees as the only solution for this state of cultural detachment an disintegration
prevalent in our society.

Let us now outline few general terms and concepts repeatedly used by this paper in order
to increase clarity for reception. What is meant by “Civil consciousness” is similar to what Lucien
Goldman means by the term “mentality”,[1] or Foucault by “discourse”,[2] in so much as they
both presuppose a set intellectual modes and features characterizing a group of people. However,
it differs from this in so much as it chooses only one aspect of that mentality or discourse; that is
the conceptual, and its political echoes.

“Civil Consciousness”, then, covers certain number of compositional perceptual methods
and modes based on the individual’s civil definition of herself in society (merchant, teacher, poet,
family man, single, traditional, liberal, just, positive, ...etc.); that is, her civil role; political,
intellectual and economic, as apparent in her social acts, either negative or positive. In this sense,
a “civil consciousness” is not concerned with the abstract thought of the individual unless it has
manifested itself in a set of social and/or cultural acts. Our basic presupposition, then, that every
act emanating from an individual and, thereby, radiating onto a social space is necessarily a civil
act regardless of volume or value.

“Cultural consciousness”, on the other hand, refers to only one aspect of that general “civil
consciousness’’; that is the perceptual, covering, in the main, methods of perception as implied by
an individual or a group in a certain society at a certain historical moment. Since it necessarily
entails a definite psychological component, a “cultural consciousness” is necessarily individual
regardless of how common.
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Our question in relation to contemporary criticism then becomes: Is criticism indeed engaged in in scrutinizing itself
to the point of reflecting on its own origin? Is it asking whether it is necessary for the act of criticism to take place?
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The matter is still further complicated by that fact that such scrutiny defines, in effect, the act of criticism itself Even
in its most naive form, that of evaluation, the critical act is concerned with conformity to origin or specificity: when
we say of art that is good or bad, we are in fact judging a certain degree of conformity to an original intent called
artistic. We imply that bad art is barely art at all; good art, on the contrary, comes close to our preconceived and
implicit notion of what art ought to be. For that reason the notion of crisis and that of criticism are very closely linked,
so much so that one could state that all true criticism occurs in the mood of crisis. To speak of a crisis of criticism is,
then, to some degree, redundant. In periods that are not periods of crisis, or in individuals bent on avoiding crisis at
all cost, there can be all kinds of approaches to literature: historical, philological, psychological, etc., but there can be
no criticism. (p.8)
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Since the world views in question have disintegrated and their traditional problems have been distributed among the
specific perspectives of truth, normative rightness and authenticity or beauty — that is, can be treated as questions of
knowledge , justice or taste — what we have in the modern world is a differentiation of the value spheres of science,
scholarship and morality. Scientific discourse, moral and legal inquiry and art production and criticism are
institutionalized into the corresponding cultural systems as matters for experts.
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In the communicative practice of everyday life, cognitive interpretations, moral expectations, expressions, and
evaluations must interpenetrate one another. The processes of reaching understanding in the life-world require the
whole breadth of cultural transmission. Hence a rationalized everyday life could not be redeemed from the rigidity
of cultural impoverishment through the forcible opening of one cultural domain, in this case art, and the
establishment of a link with one of the specialized complexes of knowledge. At best, such an attempt merely
replaces one sidedness and one abstraction with another.
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When aesthetic experience is not translated primarily into judgments of taste, alters its status. When it is related to life
problems, or used on an exploratory basis to illuminate a life-historical situation, it enters into a language-game that
is no longer that of art criticism. In that case, aesthetic experience not only revitalizes the need-interpretations in the
light of which we perceive the world; it also influences cognitive interpretations and normative expectations and alters
the way in which these moments refer to one-another.
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What Habermas requires from the arts and the experiences they provide is, in short, to bridge the gap between the
cognitive, “ethical”, and political discourses, thus opening the way to a unity of experience. My question isto
determine what sort of unity Habermas has in mind. Is the aim of the project of modernity the constitution of
sociocultural unity within which all elements of daily life and of thought would take their places in an organic
whole? Or does the passage that has be charted betw2een heterogeneous language games — those of cognition, of
ethics, of politics belong to a different order from that?
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I will use the term "modern" to designate any science that legitimates itself with reference to a metadiscourse
of this kind, making an explicit appeal to some grand narrative, such as the dialectics of spirit, the hermeneutics of
meaning, the emancipation of the rational or working subject, or the creation of wealth. For example, the rule of
consensus between the sender and the addressee of a statement with truth- value is deemed acceptable if it is cast in
terms of a possible unanimity between rational minds:this is the enlightenment narrative, in which the hero of
knowledge works toward a good ethico-political end: universal peace.
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Most postmodern theory, however, realizes this paradox or contradiction. Rorty, Baudrillard, Foucault, Lyotard,
and others seem to imply that any knowledge cannot escape complicity with some meta-narrative, with the fictions
that render possible any claim to "truth"”, however provisional. What they add however, is that no narrative can be a
natural "master": there are no natural hierarchies’, there are only those we construct. It is this kind of self-implicating
questioning that should allow postmodernist theorizing to challenge narratives that do presume to "master" status,
without necessarily assuming that status for itself.
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Is the theorizing of Derrida, Lacan, Lyotard, Foucault, and others not, in a very real sense, entangled in its own de-
toxifying logic? Is trhere notr a centre to even the most decentred of these theories? What is Powsewr for Foucault.
Writing to Derrida, or class to Marxism? Each of these theoretical perspectives can be argued to be deeply —knowingly
— implicated in that notion of centre they attempt to subvert.
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Knowledge, in general, cannot be reduced to science, not even top learning. Learning is then set of statements
which, to the exclusion of all other statements, denote or describe objects and may be declared true or false. Science
is a subset of learning. It is also composed of denotative statements, but imposes two supplementary conditions on
their acceptability: the objects to which they refer must be available for repeated access, in other words, they must
be accessible in explicit conditions of observation; and it must be possible to decide whether or not a given
statement pertains to the language judged relevant by the experts. But what is meant by the term knowledge is not
only a set of denotative statements, far from it. It also includes notions of “know-how”, “how to live,”: how to
listen”, etc.. Knowledge then is a question of competence that goes beyond the simple determination and application
of criteria of truth, extending to the determination and application of criteria of efficiency (technical qualification),
of justice and/or happiness (ethical wisdom), of the beauty of a sound or color (auditory or visual sensibility), etc..
Understood in this way, knowledge is what makes someone capable of forming “good” denotative utterances, but
also “good” perspectives and “good” evaluative utterances.
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