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[Starts from the perspective that Modernism is usually seen in terms of disruption, shock, change, newness, anti-habit etc …]

Indeed, if charges of complacency can be reasonably brought against pragmatism for its emphasis on the moment of reintegration over the moment of conflict or rupture from convention, then the charge of empty radical posturing could be levelled against the avant-garde approach. Burger insightfully underscores the difficulty with the avant-garde reliance upon shock to do the majority of its political work:

The problem with shock tus the intended reaction of the recipient is that it is generally nonspecific . . . [it] does not insure that the recipient's change of behavior is given a particular direction ... A further difficulty inheres . . . and that is the impossibility to make permanent this kind of effect. Nothing loses its effectiveness more quickly than shock; by its very nature, it is a unique experience . . . The violent reactions of the public to the mere appearance of the Dadaists are an example: newspaper reports had prepared the public for the shock; it expected it. Such a nearly institutionalized shock probably has a minimal effect on the way the recipients run their lives. The shock is "consumed.” (TAG, 80-1)

It is precisely this question with which pragmatism concerns itself. Assuming that all shock is "consumed," and that this is the process through which habit operates, pragmatism turns its attention to managing the "consumption" of shock, or to the "steady reorganization oi custom and institutions" described above. The choice, pragmatism tells us, is not between steady reorganization and total revolution but between steady reorganization and a flash of shock followed by an inevitable reversion to the status quo. Without the recontextualizing component oi social change, the energies of shock disperse, leaving mindless habits of thought essentially intact.

…

Habit in Stein, as in James and Dewey, is never merely a problem to be overcome, a failure of imagination, or a "machine-like repetition" (HNC, 126). It is the smallest component part into which thought and behavior can be broken down, and through which they are built back up. Stein takes as one of her most serious engagements the duty of rendering habit visible: from the minutiae of daily life, to textual "habits" such as punctuation and cliché, to the habits that constitute national identity, to the collective habits of thought that create institutions and literary canons. Even Stein s most radically experimental works famously achieve their difficulty through repetitions. Her readers face not shocks per se but habit made visible through sheer exaggeration. Rhythms and repetitions are far more important in Stein than are pronouncements; her vision of literature is expressed more through a logic of duration than it is through such world-altering Poundian cries as "Make it new!" Stein’s most outrageous claims tend not to gain power from the intensity of her conviction nor the purity of her expression, but rather from an intensifying effect-a snowballing logic of repetition and amplification. Indeed, the concept of habit takes us through a set of highly diverse and seemingly incommensurable areas of the Steinian corpus, from sentences to theories, and from her most accessible works to her most experimental.14

Stein drew important connections between her work and the cinema.15 Like her fascination with what she calls "series production," this connection is at once formal and historical. On the one hand, she is responding to the stylistic similarities between her own literary innovations and the cinemas use of repetition, of accumulating photographic frames linked together to form a narrative. On the other hand, she is responding to the historical contexts in which she is creating these stylistic innovations. As she puts it in "Portraits and Repetition":

I was doing what the cinema was doing, I was making a continuous succession of the statement of what that person was until I had not many things but one thing . . . I of course did not think of it in terms of the cinema, in fact I doubt whether at any time I had ever seen a cinema but, and I cannot repeat this too often, any one is of one's period and this our period was undoubtedly the period of the cinema and series production. And each of us in our own way are bound to express what the world in which we are living is doing.16

Stein’s manifest argument in this quotation is that history determines style, that "any one is of one’s period," and that her work was thus of its moment, profoundly modem in the sense that "the cinema and series production" were modem. But we might also read her comment in the opposite direction. That is, her understanding of cinema is in some senses determined by her investment in a pragmatist discourse of habit, allowing her to see in the mechanized and repetitive forms of "cinema and series production" a metaphor for her own work and her own vision of habitual repetitions. Just as Benjamin’s essay on Baudelaire contextualizes habit within the social settings of modernity, Stein’s pragmatic modernism helps to reinvest the mechanized modem language of series production and repetition with the humanized, individuated energy of daily habits and behaviors.17

At the same time, Stein’s comments about the cinema capture her ability to insert herself into historical narratives-literary, cultural, technological-in order to justify and reinscribe her own position as a public figure and famous author. This adds another element-one we might label "marketing" or indeed "publicity"-which complicates Stein’s relation to the cinema, and to mass culture more generally. Stein clearly and unsentimentally saw her work and her literary personality as commodities, and in 1936 she went so far as to write enthusiastically to Thomton Wilder about the possibility of making The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas into a Hollywood film

…

Recent work on modernism has attempted to think across Huyssen's "great divide," and to bring modernism into contact with commercial culture in a variety of different ways.19 Stein’s deep understanding of and investment in commercial culture, her interest in self-promotion, and her sophisticated marketing skills have made her a prime candidate for just this sort of rereading. For Stein, there was no choice to be made between literary institutions and avant-garde proclamations-the failure of the Surrealists as she describes it in Paris France is evidence of this very impossibility. It is a mistake to want "publicity not civilisation," but it is not a mistake to want publicity; the crucial failure is the failure to grasp the necessary and ongoing relation between the two. The recontextualizing stance exemplified by Stein demanded both an acceptance and a deep understanding of the ways in which literary institutions, national identities, and individual thoughts and actions were built upon long years of accrued habit. Stein’s approach to publicity maintained a dialectical connection to "civilisation" that she felt the Surrealists had sacrificed too quickly.

…

These ripples are strongly felt in Paris France, not only in Stein s discussions of the relation between publicity and civilization, but in her vision of national identities as constituted through and by the accretion of daily habits. Indeed, in Paris France "civilisation" is not only what she misses in the work of the Surrealists, it is also a shorthand for French culture, a culture Stein reveres for its ability to balance respect for the past with unperturbed adaptability in the face of modernity. As Stein puts it, "It is nice in France they adapt themselves to everything slowly they change completely but all the time they know that they are as they were" (PF, 16).

…

Typically, Stein’s gestures of clarification ("That is to say," "by English literature I mean ...") do as much to obscure or expand as they do to clarify or limit her question. Traditional logic is replaced by an internal logic of accumulation: English literature is "what... I know about it," and this is English literature. When she appears to be on the verge of offering a definition of "English literature," she veers into another area entirely: "by English literature I mean American literature too." This addition is a significant one for Stein’s new genealogy of literary history, which, at the turning point of the twentieth century, leaps across the ocean from England to America.

…

… It is thus the reinvention-and not the rejection-of "daily island living" that enables Stein to claim a position from which she can create the literature of the twentieth century. If the "daily island life" indicates a world in which "everything was shut in there with them," it is not much of a leap to imagine the lesbian menage of Toklas and Stein as one possibility for a newly responsive and modern recreation of "daily island living" with a difference-a new set of habits, created in Dewey's words to be "more intelligent, more sensitively percipient, more informed with foresight, more aware of what they are about, more direct and sincere, more flexibly responsive than those now current" (HNC, 128).

As I say commas are servile and they have no life of their own, and their use is not a use, it is away of replacing one's own interest and I do decidedly like to like my own interest my own interest in what I am doing. A comma by helping you along holding your coat or you and putting on your shoes keeps you from living your life as actively as you should lead it and to me for many years and I still do feel that way about it only now I do not pay as much attention to them, the use of them was positively degrading.28

‘Poetry and Grammar’

…

Stein's pragmatic modernism should be valued for what previous discussions of modernism have too often disdained: for its commitment to managing and redirecting the energies of historically specific shock, its awareness of its own institutional embeddedness, and its skepticism about the inherent usefulness of violent disruptions of convention. To study the tradition of pragmatic modernism, as illustrated by the work of Stein, is to put modernism into its social and institutional contexts. While Stein’s work does not share Benjamin s explicit commitment to leftist social transformation, it joins with Benjamin to suggest the possibility of an alternative model of critique, one that can also be recognized in the work of novelists like Henry James or Marcel Proust, or of such thinkers as William James, John Dewey, and Oliver Wenden Holmes. As developed by Stein, habit offers an unrooted, antiessentialist dialectic whose oscillations require neither undue empirical confidence nor metaphysical teleology and whose implications for social and literary criticism are thus all the more potent. Stein’s work offers us a glimpse of an alternative tradition in modernism, and it points the way toward a new possibility within contemporary academic discourse: that of the recontextualizing mode of criticism.

