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in a sense, with empty hands. One can respond to the book’s method, but 
not to its content—to themes and threads, but not to the whole. To critique 
the argument of a book that states its lack of argument is indeed a delicate 
exercise. To push against something whose maker does not push back yields 
the sensation of falling, striking air or water. This is the problem of a soft 
form—as a creative genre, or as creative nonfiction, this poses no problem. 
But the weight of Stewart’s claims, combined with the sources and material 
upon which she draws in this work, and the timeliness of her line of thought, 
force the question of how this contribution can engage with the current critical 
discussion about the purpose or purposes of the arts, of reading and writing, 
making and receiving. This question perhaps gets to the heart of what makes 
Stewart’s newest book so challenging to place, and also what makes it such an 
exciting experiment. The notebook may problematize critical engagement, 
but demands it nonetheless. 

Stanford University L. M. ALFORD

Leona Toker. Towards the Ethics of Form in Fiction: Narratives of Cultural Remission
 Columbus: Ohio State UP, 2010. 240 pages.

Towards the Ethics of Form in Fiction demonstrates perhaps above all the contin-
ued critical interest in the relationship between ethics and literature. Toker 
makes this theme clear early in the introduction, stating her belief that “aes-
thetic experience has an intrinsic ethical effect, irrespective of the presence 
or absence of ‘message’” (3). In understanding the experience of literature 
this way—that is, as ethical in some sense because of its aesthetic qualities, 
rather than because of its “message,” Toker is recognizably in broad agree-
ment (though she does not say so) with figures like Wayne Booth and Martha 
Nussbaum, who both see their criticism as drawing out the ethical effects of 
the special qualities of literature; as Nussbaum puts it, “The very qualities that 
make the novels so unlike dogmatic abstract treatises are, for us, the source 
of their philosophical interest” (29). However, the book’s specific theoretical 
model differs from their views by portraying “culture” as primarily a deter-
minative and negative force: as Toker puts it, the “logical determinacy of a 
cultural development is of the order of disease” (20). And though “emergent 
cultural self-organization can be beautiful,” it is in the longer run problematic 
because of the “ease of automatic cultural conformity” (20). Nevertheless, art 
can interrupt these processes: Toker emphasizes the “loopholes that open up 
in cultural development” (20) and specifically the way narratives can “loosen 
the hold of habitual maxims,” thus preempting “their totalitarian control” 
(9). Toker cites as a precursor for this view Schopenhauer, who in her gloss 
regarded aesthetic experience as intrinsically ethical because it “silences the 
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Immanent Will,” offering a “reprieve from” various determinative forces like 
“social interaction” (3). These interruptions are the “cultural remissions” to 
which the title refers; Toker borrows the term, without explanation, from 
anthropological discourse, where it refers to what one author terms “conven-
tionalized relaxation of social controls” (Gusfield 78). 

As the book moves into its chapters, Toker glosses a number of ways in which 
these remissions can occur: through carnivalesque narratives (in her discussion, 
works by Fielding, Sterne, Hawthorne, Dickens, Hardy and Joyce), partially 
carnivalesque works (George Eliot), and non-carnivalesque but nevertheless 
“oppositional” works (Jane Austen and Joseph Conrad). She fleshes out the 
“carnivalesque” with reference to “the phenomenon of play” (15), which in 
her view can share a “morphology” with the carnival (16). Toker follows Roger 
Caillois’s taxonomy of the various types of games, which differentiates between 
activities based on competition, chance, imitation, and “vertigo” (15); thus, 
the literary criticism of the book consists primarily in identifying the ways 
one can read various canonical novels as demonstrating these activities: for 
instance, Toker suggests that readers compete with Tristram Shandy on their 
first reading, due to its various complexities, for instance the “repeated calls 
for backtracking and catching up” (65); however, when reading Jane Austen, 
readers engage in imitative “mimicry” that “takes us, as readers, out of our 
own predicament” (92).

Perhaps the first question to ask of Toker’s approach concerns why she 
regards culture as so one-sidedly negative. The answer to this question takes 
some time to emerge, but when it does, it helps to make sense of an initially 
perplexing motif of Toker’s analyses. Running throughout the book are refer-
ences to the Holocaust: an early footnote notes that cultural sophistication 
is compatible with doing a “day’s work at Auschwitz” (4), while the chapter 
on Dickens discusses the problems of undernourishment with reference to 
research on the Warsaw ghetto (100); this motif culminates in what Toker 
calls a “caesura” in the book, which opens with the dramatic phrase “It Hap-
pened” (175). And her conclusion explains further: “rather than representing 
an “outbreak of madness,” a “concatenation of cultural causalities” produced 
the genocides of the twentieth century, and may “still lead to new precipices 
in the century that started with September 11, 2001” (206). This suggests that 
for Toker, the central question in ethics concerns not commonplace individual 
agency, but rather the ways citizens can resist the potentially tragic force of 
broad cultural movements.

This is not an uncontroversial way to think about ethics, and Toker might 
have done more in explaining why this approach is superior to other ways of 
thinking about moral life. And regrettably, even if one grants Toker this initial 
point, her theoretical model remains under-developed. Most significantly, she 
does not explain what she means by “cultural determinacies,” or why we ought 
to regard play, oppositionality, and so forth as a remission from them. If it 
is relatively straightforward how games might be an interruption in economic 
determinacy—that is, they are not productive behavior—it is not obvious at all 
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how they interrupt broader cultural determinacy. A game of Monopoly might 
be an interruption in the progress of capitalistic forces in one sense, but it 
seems straightforwardly complicit in the broader area of capitalistic culture. 
Toker makes it clear that the deterministic forces she is concerned with go 
beyond economic impulses—the “oppositional practices” of Tom Jones, for 
example, go “against the cultural customs and prejudices that obstruct the 
justice of the law of the land,” or “cultural conventions that the wicked can 
take advantage of for their own good”—but it is not clear how her theoretical 
model supports the claim that this tendency is a remission, rather than just 
another product of cultural determinism (46). 

One can make the same point in a slightly different way by noting the regret-
table lack of a sustained engagement with the extensive theoretical literature 
constitutive of the “ethical turn,” and on cultural determinism. Though Toker 
mentions theorists like Nussbaum, Stanley Cavell, and Michel de Certeau (from 
whom, via Ross Chambers, she borrows the concept of oppositionality), these 
moments are usually brief, and do not provide extended treatments of similar 
or rival positions. This is all the more unfortunate because, from an outsider’s 
perspective, it would seem that Toker’s position has a number of predecessors, 
particularly in the deconstructive strain of the ethical turn. Donald Wehrs’s 
review, with which I sympathize, faults Toker for not engaging Emmanuel 
Levinas; I would add that Toker might have usefully explained how her posi-
tion is different from that of, for instance, Derek Attridge, who suggests that 
the ethical power of literature arises from its “invitations to alterity, and thus 
to . . . conceptual possibilities that had hitherto been impossible . . . because 
the status quo (cognitive, affective, ethical) depended on their exclusion” 
(Wehrs 720–23; Attridge 59). This is, as far as I can tell, the sort of thing Toker 
has in mind: Attridge’s view of literature as offering “conceptual possibilities” 
that specific historical-cultural forces had made impossible seems closely akin 
to Toker’s “loopholes” of cultural remission. And of course, my contention 
that she has not explained why games are oppositional rather than merely a 
separate strain of a given culture is a version of Michel Foucault’s argument 
that resistance is never truly independent of a given network of power (Fou-
cault 95). Presumably, one way to develop her account would have been to 
engage these views. Toker claims that the value of her work is theoretical, 
to the point of apologizing for “lagging behind” the newest scholarship on 
the writers she considers due to her “exploration of a theoretical issue”; this 
disclaimer makes the lack of discussion of figures like Attridge, Levinas, and 
many others perplexing (x). 

Then, too, Toker’s account problematically varies on the question of who 
or what is doing the remitting, and what exactly its effects are. Most often, 
she speaks of narratives that represent cultural remissions, as in her reference 
to Dickens’s “cautious treatment of sociocultural remissons,” but at various 
moments the narratives themselves “constitute cultural remissions” (114; 
204). Yet differently, as both her overall model and various passages suggest, 
the remission would appear to be in the mind of the reader: her account of 
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Conrad depends at one moment on seeing “the reader’s sympathy” as “strictly 
speaking, a cultural remission” (155). But the reader’s experience need not 
match the remission in the text: Toker adds, “the carnivalesque narrative mode 
need not entail carnivalesque experience on the part of the reader” (207). 
Then the book concludes by calling all of modernist literature a “prolonged 
cultural remission” (205). It seems to me that Toker could have clarified the 
relationship between these various kinds of remissions: the notion that an 
aesthetic movement and a particular experience in the phenomenology of a 
particular reader could be described with the same term seems at the least 
confusing, and possibly representative of a deep conceptual problem. Toker’s 
hesitance to guarantee the ethical effects of any given work increases the pos-
sibility of such a problem: an early footnote suggests that “aesthetic experi-
ence merely creates the conditions for ethical growth—the actualization of 
this growth demands an appropriate prior ethical commitment” (4, n8). This 
explanation, by way of appeal to a reader’s commitment before encountering 
the text, creates more problems than it solves: since presumably on Toker’s 
view those commitments are cultural products, it is unclear how any reading 
of a literary text could ever productively resist a given cultural force in a way 
not already made possible by the culture itself. 

As a whole, the book contains provocative ideas and insightful readings, 
but it is difficult finally to avoid concluding that Toker’s theoretical model 
requires more development, both in its internal logic and vis-à-vis similar 
conceptual frameworks. 

The Johns Hopkins University PATRICK FESSENBECKER
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