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 BookS witH tHe allUring,� tHoUgH far froM tranSParent,� 
phrase “after theory” in their titles have been in vogue for 
some time now. Thomas Docherty got there early with his Af-

ter Theory (1990). Then, following in quick succession as if driven 
by millennial fever, came David Kastan’s Shakespeare after Theory 
(1999), Valentine Cunningham’s Reading after Theory (2002), Terry 
Eagleton’s After Theory (2003), and the more astutely interrogative 
collection of interviews life.after.theory (2003; Payne and Schad). If 
you add to this Raman Selden’s characterization of the period from 
the mid-1960s to the mid-1990s as “the age of theory,” you could be 
forgiven for thinking that literary studies in the English-speaking 
world have recently undergone another major, indeed epochal, para-
digm shift rivaling the linguistic turn of the late 1960s (1).

True, the savviest proponents of the after-theory narrative have 
always recognized its risks. Eagleton, for instance, who is among the 
most authoritative and certainly the most popular, began his book 
with a preemptive warning: “Those to whom the title of this book 
suggests that ‘theory’ is now over, and that we can all relievedly re-
turn to an age of pre-theoretical innocence, are in for a disappoint-
ment.” Being after theory is for him at once more banal and more 
profound than such a return. At one level it simply means that the 
“golden age of cultural theory is long past.” The “pioneering works” 
of Lacan, Lévi-Strauss, Althusser, Barthes, and Foucault are “sev-
eral decades behind us,” as are the “path-breaking early writings” of 
Williams, Irigaray, Bourdieu, Kristeva, Derrida, Cixous, Habermas, 
Jameson, and Said (1). At another, more dramatic level, it represents 
a defining moment in a larger story of postrevolutionary betrayal. 
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This implication is central not only to Eagle-
ton’s analysis in After Theory but also to his 
reinvention of himself in the mid-1990s as the 
champion turned sardonic commentator on 
contemporary theory. In this new guise he has 
been after theory, in a prosecutorial sense, for 
nearly a decade. Like his earlier collection The 
Illusions of Postmodernism (1996), After The-
ory pursues a number of current doxas—an 
untroubled relativism, an exaggerated cultur-
alism, an apparent indifference to politics or 
ethics, and so on—but, unlike its predecessor, 
it is also intended to be more directly and ex-
plicitly forward-thinking, even inspirational.

If [cultural theory] is to engage with an ambi-
tious global history, it must have answerable 
resources of its own, equal in depth and scope 
to the situation it confronts. It cannot afford 
simply to keep recounting the same narra-
tives of class, race and gender, indispensable 
as these topics are. It needs to chance its arm, 
break out of a rather stifling orthodoxy and 
explore new topics. (222)

So reads his conclusion. When we view it in iso-
lation like this, it is difficult not to agree or to 
feel the uplift. The trouble is that these rousing 
sentiments make sense only as part of Eagleton’s 
larger story about the betrayal of the 1960s rev-
olution. Once-challenging new ideas, like the 
ones he championed in the 1980s, have become 
debased orthodoxies rehearsed by a culpably 
disengaged generation of linguistic turners. 
Whereas the past had pioneers, the present has 
room only for mimics: pure Lacanians, at best, 
or a more modest group of applied Lacanians. 
“Those who can, think up feminism or struc-
turalism,” says Eagleton; “those who can’t, ap-
ply such insights to Moby-Dick or The Cat in the 
Hat” (2). To be after theory, then, is for Eagleton 
to be in a minor period, an age of borrowed sil-
ver perhaps, characterized by an ethical malaise 
and a dismal sense of belatedness.

For all its wistfulness about the heady 
days long gone, this is, on the face of it, a 
plausible way of thinking about the state(s) 

of contemporary literary studies. It is diffi-
cult not to feel that the admirable, and always 
theoretically motivated, warnings against 
becoming Barthesians or Derrideans, issued 
most persuasively by Barthes (“Inaugural 
Lecture”) and Derrida (“Some Statements”), 
have gone largely unheeded. At the same time, 
as Toril Moi has argued, Wittgenstein’s dis-
paraging comment about philosophy leaving 
“everything as it is” now seems to have even 
more relevance to work currently done in the 
name of theory (145). Yet the assumptions 
underlying Eagleton’s characteristically nov-
elistic style of analysis—not least his epochal 
model of history—beg too many questions to 
be convincing. They also, of course, open up 
the possibility of an entirely different way of 
reading the current situation, since, as Eagle-
ton himself noted in 1996, “there is always . . . 
more than one story to tell” (Literary Theory 
206). If we are after theory and even if routine 
academicism pervades literary studies, are we 
therefore in a phase that can be defined only 
negatively, as minor? Is it not more productive, 
and accurate, to think of the current situation 
as coming not after theory but after theory’s 
successful bid for hegemony? Viewed in this 
way, the period from the mid-1960s to the mid-
1990s would make sense less as a rise-and-fall, 
epochal, or betrayal narrative and more as a 
particularly disputatious episode—calling it 
the “age of the theory wars” is perhaps over-
dramatic—that brought radical and necessary 
change but that also left a less fortunate legacy, 
including the strangely extended meaning of 
theory itself, a parochial term that makes little 
sense outside literature departments in the an-
glophone world, and the potentially disabling 
memory of an overheated debate. That the de-
bate was intense and divisive is unsurprising. 
Important questions to do with what Eagleton 
terms “our guiding assumptions” were at stake; 
moreover, revolutions tend to require, and not 
simply to create, fierce polarizations (2). Dif-
ficulties arise only when a once-expedient 
culture of factional advocacy, with its simple 
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for-or-against logic, slogans, and caricatured 
positions, outlives its usefulness.

Reconfiguring the after-theory story along 
these lines would not be easy, not least because 
it would mean having to forgo the romance of 
the struggle. It would have some distinct ad-
vantages, however. For one thing, it would en-
able us to abandon the more dubious models of 
history implicit in the standard narrative. For 
another, it would allow us to enjoy the bene-
fits of not having to keep fighting old battles. 
Though small sects of stubborn liberal human-
ists, touchingly innocent positivists, dogmatic 
historicists, or 1950s moralists (i.e., the mon-
sters against whom theory established its own 
hegemony) may live on in the hinterlands, they 
are, thanks to the knights-errant of the theory 
struggle—among them Eagleton himself—now 
largely silent, or at least ineffective, specters. 
More important, if the present is understood 
as a period in which the terms of the theory 
struggle look increasingly anachronistic, not as 
a minor coda to a golden age, then it becomes 
possible to think beyond the less welcome lega-
cies of the past forty years and to imagine new 
ways forward. Looking ahead, on this analysis, 
would involve neither an evenhanded review 
of the good and bad that came with theory, as 
Cunningham would have it, nor a satirical as-
sault on a new set of follies and complacencies, 
as Eagleton thinks. It would require an assess-
ment of what was lost amid the polemics, for or 
against theory, and an investigation of various 
roads not taken, or only half explored, during 
the hasty onward movement of the struggle. 
And this could be done not in a nostalgic spirit 
of dismay about a revolution betrayed but with 
a view to making the most of the sites that the-
ory cleared and the agendas for research it set 
but sometimes failed to develop.

[ i�i� ]
Of the many productive clearings that theoriz-
ing created, one of the most significant centers 
on the question of literature, as Eagleton em-

phasized in Literary Theory: An Introduction 
(1983). Starting in postwar France, notably in 
the writings of Blanchot, Barthes, and Derrida 
and then extending to the Anglo-American 
world in the early 1970s, especially through 
the journal New Literary History, doubts about 
the viability of literature as a stable or even 
valid category of discourse gradually came to 
form the basis of a new theoretical consensus.1 
This consensus grew largely out of a reaction 
against various postwar studies—Sartre’s 
Qu’est-ce que la littérature? (1948), Wellek 
and Warren’s Theory of Literature (1949), and 
 Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism (1957) are espe-
cially noteworthy—which, it was argued, rein-
forced long-held beliefs in the possibility and 
desirability of treating literature as a clearly 
demarcatable object, possessing a definable es-
sence. This project, which could be traced back 
to classical poetics, was, the critics claimed, at 
best ill founded or at worst impossible. On the 
one hand, they noted that the literary (how-
ever it might be defined) is never restricted to 
what might conventionally be called literature; 
on the other, they pointed out that one of the 
peculiarities of literature (on certain defini-
tions) is that it is always disturbing or over-
turning traditional ideas of the literary. That 
these problems at the level of description also 
frequently presupposed or felt the impact of 
powerfully normative uses of Literature as an 
honorific only complicated matters further. 
Literature, in this sense, did not simply refer 
to a putatively distinct category, distinguish-
able in some stable way from, say, pornogra-
phy or philosophy; it constituted the Literary 
as an especially privileged public discourse 
located in or even at the apex of a cultural 
hierarchy. Behind this privileged position lay 
the accumulated interests and valuations of 
various individuals, groups, and institutions 
as well as the long, always fraught history of 
Literature’s struggle to defend its often imper-
iled sense of cultural distinction (against, for 
example, journalism, cinema and other new 
media, political writing, or less acceptably 
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Literary works). From this new recognition of 
the instability of the category a very different 
set of methodological protocols followed. In 
place of a quasi-scientific search for essences, 
there developed a new preoccupation with the 
ideological, historical, and institutional con-
ditions that made the category of the literary 
possible. Instead of repeating or contesting 
assertions that took the general form “This 
is literature,” inquiry now focused on radi-
cally situated statements of the form “X said, 
‘This is literature,’” where the demonstrative 
was understood performatively. This new self-
 consciousness about the varied uses and effects 
of the category, which presupposed a sharper 
sense of its cultural and historical specificity, 
was largely (though not exclusively) a conse-
quence of the much-maligned linguistic turn.

Though the high points of this now well-
worn debate are familiar enough, they are 
worth briefly revisiting, partly to recall the 
diversity of philosophical and critical tradi-
tions that influenced it but mainly to challenge 
some of the often too settled positions that 
developed in it. Disturbing these positions, I 
argue, allows us to reorient the debate by iden-
tifying unexpected intersections between the 
apparently opposed enterprises of theory and 
the history of the book. To say that the post-
war era produced a new theoretical consen-
sus is only partly true. If the instability of the 
category of the literary was widely accepted 
from the mid-1970s, there was not much 
agreement on what this meant. In particular, 
a marked, though by no means absolute, divi-
sion of opinion developed on how X—as in “X 
said, ‘This is literature’”—could or should be 
theorized, a division that reflected wider and 
deeper differences in the growing traditions of 
antiessentialist thought. The first view, which I 
call skeptical antiessentialism, focused on the 
idea that the literary could in principle emerge 
anywhere, not simply in what was convention-
ally considered literature. Skeptical antiessen-
tialism emphasized the role various guardians 
played in recognizing and protecting the liter-

ary, and it presupposed a model of discourse as 
an uncharted space, any parts of which could 
be annexed as literature, depending on who 
was doing the defining and which descriptive 
criteria or normative imperatives were at work. 
One of the most emphatic proponents of this 
position, in its American neopragmatist form, 
was Stanley Fish, who remarked, in a classic 
formulation of 1980, that “literature . . . is the 
product of a way of reading, of a community 
agreement about what will count as literature, 
which leads the members of the community to 
pay a certain kind of attention and thereby to 
create literature” (97). Since for Fish it was no 
longer possible to appeal to some “once and for 
all specification of essentialist literary and non-
 literary properties,” the most one could say, in 
answer to the fundamental question, What is 
literature? was that a particular community in 
a certain time and place—that is, his idea of 
X—deemed this or that to be literature (98). 
This answer put all the power in the hands of 
what Fish called the interpretive community, 
a collectivity that was as indispensable to his 
argument as it was vague in its historical and 
theoretical implications. Once it enabled him 
to break with the essentialist tradition, in his 
case associated primarily with the American 
New Critics of the 1940s, and avoid the pitfalls 
of a collapse into subjectivism, he was content 
to leave it as an undefined postulate.

Other skeptical antiessentialists de-
veloped richer and thicker versions of X. In 
his best-selling 1983 primer, Eagleton gave 
Fish’s neopragmatist arguments a distinctly 
(English) Marxist turn by focusing on the 
performative powers of certain historically de-
terminable, often antagonistic “social groups” 
rather than a generalized, internally consen-
sual interpretive community. After rehearsing 
the standard antiobjectivist arguments—“lit-
erature,” as he put it, “does not exist in the 
sense that insects do”—he noted that

the value-judgements by which it is consti-
tuted are historically variable, but . . . these 
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value-judgements themselves have a close 
relation to social ideologies. They refer in 
the end not simply to private taste, but to the 
assumptions by which certain social groups 
exercise and maintain power over others. 
 (Literary Theory 14)

Though the term “social groups” was design-
edly unspecific—they could have been mapped 
along professional, generational, racial, eth-
nic, religious, sexual, or gender lines—Eagle-
ton’s subsequent analysis of the rise of English 
as a university subject in England privileged a 
class analysis. In his version, then, X was class 
ideology, as evidenced in the different ideas 
of literature associated with the “upper-class 
chauvinism” of Victorians, like Matthew Ar-
nold, and with F. R. Leavis’s “petty-bourgeois 
version” of the 1930s and 1940s (33). (Here we 
see Eagleton in his earlier guise as the cham-
pion of those “narratives of class, race and 
gender” he would go on to decry as “stifling 
orthodox[ies]” in the late 1990s.)

By far the most persuasive and theoreti-
cally sophisticated version of the skeptical 
antiessentialist position was articulated by the 
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. Like Ea-
gleton, he focused on the classificatory powers 
of particular social groups. But whereas, for 
Eagleton, these groups had their being in what 
might be termed the general social formation, 
Bourdieu’s post-Marxist groups belonged 
most immediately to a “peculiar universe,” 
the “Republic of Letters,” which he called the 
“literary field” (181). These were, in the first 
instance, the various literary specialists and 
institutions—publishers, critics, academics; 
magazines, reviews, prizes, and so on—that 
made reputations and were the “true” produc-
ers of the “value of the work” (76). Crucially, 
for Bourdieu, their performative “power to 
consecrate” had to be analyzed structur-
ally and diachronically—this was part of the 
Marxist inheritance he did not reject—not in-
dividually and synchronically (78). Far from 
being some charismatic gift, the authority to 
“create literature,” as Fish put it, depended on 

each cultural broker’s accumulated “symbolic 
capital,” which was determined by his or her 
(or its) relative position in the literary field—
whether newcomer or established, avant-garde 
or commercial, dominant or marginal (76). 
The X operative in Bourdieu’s analysis was, 
in other words, not class ideology or the in-
terpretive community but the dynamically 
and hierarchically structured field as a whole: 
“The quasi-magical potency of the signature 
[e.g., the publisher’s imprint, the author’s 
name, or the critic’s review] is nothing other 
than the power, bestowed on certain individu-
als, to mobilize the symbolic energy produced 
by the functioning of the whole field” (81). 
While Bourdieu did not ignore the influence 
of Eagleton’s wider “social ideologies” or the 
economic order that supposedly shaped them, 
their effects were, in his view, always “re-
fracted” through the laws, struggles, and his-
tory specific to the literary field, which was a 
social “microcosm” (181–82). Downplaying the 
“slightly perverse pleasure of disenchantment” 
associated with this kind of analysis—in this 
he was always less militant than Fish and 
Eagleton—Bourdieu nonetheless recognized 
that his refusal of the “Platonic temptation to 
produce essences” demystified the “social al-
chemy” by means of which certain texts were 
seen as literature and others not (190–91).

Skeptical antiessentialism, which, I shall 
argue, remains indispensable, had a number 
of salutary effects. By focusing on the various 
forces that produced and regulated literature 
as a category, it did not simply challenge the 
essentialist tradition and bring history back 
into the equation. It also contributed to what 
Barthes called in 1977 the desacralization of 
literature, which had by then made institu-
tions “impotent to defend and impose it as the 
implicit model of the human” (“Inaugural Lec-
ture” 475). This contribution occurred partly 
because the relatively rarefied debates, at the 
level of theory, coincided and sometimes over-
lapped with a number of broader sociopoliti-
cal developments that were given new impetus 
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in the 1970s and 1980s and that also centered 
on the conflicting interests at stake in various 
definitions of literature. In Western nations, 
the cultural critique pioneered in the Marxist 
tradition and then taken forward in the name 
of feminism and multiculturalism challenged 
strongly normative ideas of Literature as an 
innocent repository of universal human val-
ues, provoking heated debates over the canon. 
A comparable sociopolitical critique was at 
the same time being worked out in postcolo-
nial contexts, as writers and critics from the 
former colonies embraced, reinvented, and 
contested concepts of literature inherited from 
the European lettered tradition. For Barthes, 
who was temperamentally incapable of being 
a doomsayer, this process of desacralization, 
which he called a “moment of gentle apoca-
lypse,” came as something of a relief. It meant 
that the “angels and dragons,” the erstwhile 
defenders of Literature’s sacrosanct public au-
thority, had departed, making it possible to 
return to the literary as if to “a country free 
by default.” “It is not . . . that literature is de-
stroyed,” he noted; “rather it is no longer pro-
tected, so that this is the moment to deal with 
it” (475–76). Not everyone was so sanguine, of 
course. There were those who saw these critical 
developments as anything but a “gentle apoca-
lypse.” Among the more resolute gainsayers 
was Harold Bloom, who in his vehemently ele-
giac The Western Canon (1994) attacked what 
he called, echoing the Nietzsche of The Geneal-
ogy of Morals, the “School of Resentment”—a 
ragbag assortment of Marxists, feminists, new 
historicists, and cultural studies aficionados—
for whom the aesthetic, not just literature, was 
suspect (23). Against all those who sought to 
reduce “the aesthetic to ideology, or at best 
metaphysics” he urged a “stubborn resistance 
whose single aim is to preserve poetry [or lit-
erature] as fully and purely as possible” (18).

The most credible and astute critique of 
both the broad sociopolitical challenge to the 
canon and the narrower theoretical demysti-
fication of the literary came, however, from 

within the antiessentialist tradition. The 
enchanted antiessentialists, as I call them, 
shared some of Bloom’s ideals but followed 
a very different set of protocols. Like Bloom, 
they recognized that once the sociopolitical 
interests at stake in any definition of the liter-
ary became the focus of attention, then not 
only the stability but also the validity of the 
category was in question. Skepticism always 
risked becoming prejudicial suspicion. Unlike 
Bloom, however, they did not mount their 
defense by appealing to ideas of “aesthetic 
strength” (29). If they displayed a passion 
for, and a trusting openness to, the literary—
that is, enchantment in an entirely positive 
sense—they also emphasized its frailty and 
illimitability as a category.

The enchanted antiessentialists embraced 
a paradox. They were enchanted insofar as 
they focused knowingly but unsuspiciously 
on writing’s own energies. Unlike the skepti-
cal antiessentialists, who tended to locate all 
the performative authority on the side of the 
interpretive community, class ideology, or the 
literary field, they figured X in the formula-
tion “X said, ‘This is literature’” as writing 
itself, a move that was not without risks of its 
own. At the same time—and this is where the 
paradox lay—they were antiessentialist not 
because they believed that the literary could 
in principle turn up anywhere but because 
they acknowledged that a particular piece of 
writing, in performing its distinctive literari-
ness, might simultaneously disturb or subvert 
a priori ideas of the literary. These two en-
chanted antiessentialist tenets began to take 
shape in France in the late 1940s and early 
1950s. The first—the insistence on writing’s 
own claims—can be discerned in Barthes’s Le 
degré zéro de l’écriture (1953).2 Though still 
committed to certain Marxist assumptions 
at that early stage in his career—the commit-
ment is apparent, for instance, in his claim 
that “the ideological unity of the bourgeoisie 
gave rise to a single mode of writing”—
Barthes’s emphasis, as this phrasing suggests, 

1 2 1 . 1  ] Peter D. McDonald 219



was already on writing’s own capacity to “sig-
nify something other than its content and its 
individual form, something which defines its 
limits and imposes [or posits] it as Literature” 
(Writing 1–2). Writing, as Barthes put it later 
in Mythologies (1957), was “the signifier of the 
literary myth” (146). Given his reference to 
class ideology, it would be easy to mistake this 
position for an earlier version of Eagleton’s 
skeptical antiessentialism. Barthes’s perspec-
tive is, however, noticeably different. Whereas 
Eagleton tended to see class ideology as a 
force shaping the way readers classified cer-
tain texts as literature, Barthes saw it mani-
fest in the changing ways in which writing 
ritualistically displayed “Signs of Literature” 
(Writing 2). This key difference in antiessen-
tialist thought was brought out more sharply 
and at times more problematically by Mau-
rice Blanchot in essays from the late 1940s 
and most systematically in L’espace littéraire 
(1955).3 His insistence on what he called the 
“work’s demand” spoke directly against the 
neoidealist tendencies of the skeptics, as is 
evident in his very different understanding 
of readers and reading: “What most threatens 
reading is this: the reader’s reality, his person-
ality, his immodesty, his stubborn insistence 
upon remaining himself in the face of what he 
reads—a man who knows in general how to 
read” (Space 198). Here you need only to re-
call Fish’s confidence in the interpretive com-
munity’s readerly power to “create literature” 
to see the gulf between the two positions.

Blanchot articulated the enchanted anti-
essentialists’ acceptance of writing’s demands 
most emphatically. He also gave the most exi-
gent and precarious account of their further 
commitment to its endlessly disruptive po-
tential. Though, as Derrida remarked in 1965, 
some of Blanchot’s formulations from this pe-
riod—particularly his antireductive affirmation 
of various writers’ exemplary uniqueness—
sounded dangerously like a “return to essential-
ity” (“Parole” 216),4 others reflected his struggle 
to define an alternative antiessentialism:

To read a poem [or any work announcing 
itself as literature] is not to read yet another 
poem; it is not even to enter, via this poem, 
into the essence of poetry. The reading of a 
poem is the poem itself, affirming itself in the 
reading as a work. It is the poem giving birth, 
in the space held open by the reader, to the 
reading that welcomes it. (Space 198)

It could be argued that this formulation, which 
still focuses primarily on the work’s assertion 
of its identity, remains vulnerable to being read 
as residually essentialist. This vulnerability is 
one of the perils of pure enchantment. Yet the 
stress Blanchot placed in this passage on the 
reader’s need to be hospitable to the otherness 
of each text, to trust the singular ways in which 
it asserted its literariness, not only underscored 
the contrast between his thinking and that of 
skeptics like Eagleton, Fish, and Bourdieu, it 
also set him apart from the Barthes of Le degré 
zéro. For Barthes, the “literary myth” each text 
signified was a product of its era, understood 
in (Sartrean) Marxist terms as a particular ep-
och in the history of the (French) class strug-
gle. The “formal history” he traced—from the 
 eighteenth-century French classics through the 
 nineteenth-century realist novel to the degree 
zero of the nouveau roman—would, he felt, 
“manifest, in its far from obscure way, a link 
with the deeper levels of History” (Writing 2). 
For Blanchot, literature’s inexhaustible capac-
ity to be other, its demanding singularity, made 
untenable any such epochal unities or hopes 
of a grand historical synthesis. His Becket-
tian “Signs of Literature”—Beckettian because 
of their negative status as impossibly singular 
signs—pointed only to a fragile space, not an 
object, essence, or epoch, that always risked be-
ing misread or even unreadable. As Geoffrey 
Hartman recently put it, the “literary space,” for 
Blanchot, is the “space created by refusing false 
ecstasies, vitalisms, verbal power-plays” (37).

Fish and Blanchot could be set up as the 
representatives, in extremis, of skeptical and 
enchanted antiessentialism, respectively. 
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The breezily consensual neopragmatism of 
the former is about as cogent an answer as 
you could get to the latter’s fascination with 
the idiosyncratic space Blanchot associated 
with the bewitching song of the sirens, and 
vice versa. But setting up the debate in these 
terms, as I have so far done, runs the risk of 
simply reinforcing the fault lines that run 
through it, by implying that the two posi-
tions are opposed or even incompatible. Yet, 
as Derrida’s writings powerfully demon-
strate, it is possible, indeed necessary, to es-
pouse both simultaneously and so avoid their 
respective pitfalls.5 This doubleness, which 
characterizes much of Derrida’s radical re-
thinking of the phenomenological tradition, 
is particularly evident in his 1982 essay “Be-
fore the Law.” Echoing the enchanted anti-
essentialist position, Derrida argued there 
that “for the literary work as such to emerge,” 
a piece of writing needs to have neither a par-
ticular content nor a distinctive form (Acts 
213). It has, however, to use certain “fram-
ing” devices (e.g., titles and other paratexts) 
and “linguistic structures” (e.g., “referential 
equivocation”) in particular ways (213, 216). 
“These possibilities,” he noted, “give the text 
the power to make the law, beginning with 
its own” (i.e., to assert its own distinctive lit-
erariness [214]). Yet since these possibilities 
represent only a necessary, not a sufficient, 
condition for the literary to emerge, they are 
not enough; they “still remain too general 
and hold for other texts to which we would 
hardly ascribe literary value” (213–14). Here 
we see the basis for Derrida’s anxieties about 
some of Blanchot’s formulations of the 1950s. 
To exist properly as literature, writing also 
needs to be recognized as such in the ways 
skeptical antiessentialists, and indeed Hus-
serlian phenomenologists, would argue were 
necessary. It would have to “appear before the 
law of another, more powerful text protected 
by more powerful guardians,” including “au-
thor, publisher, critics, academics, archivists, 
librarians, lawyers and so on.” Indeed, for 

Derrida, it “cannot establish law” (i.e., iden-
tify itself as literature, as Blanchot sometimes 
claimed) unless “a more powerful system of 
laws (‘a more powerful guardian’) guaran-
tees it, in particular the set of laws and social 
conventions that legitimates all these things” 
(214). This argument looks circular. To be 
literature, a text must, as a necessary condi-
tion, display certain signs of literature, but 
the display is itself conditional on these signs’ 
already being recognized, in some sense, as 
literature. The circularity is only an effect of 
the phrasing, however, which misleadingly 
traces the history of a text. It would be better 
to say that Derrida’s twofold maneuver turns 
on the idea that writing, which is literature in 
the enchanted antiessentialists’ sense, is both 
enabled and threatened by literature in the 
skeptics’ sense. For Derrida, this doubleness 
is what makes literature a “strange institu-
tion” as well as an “extreme experience” that 
“puts phenomenology in crisis” (33, 45–46).

Perhaps literature has come to occupy, under 
historical conditions that are not merely lin-
guistic, a position that is always open to a kind 
of subversive juridicity. This . . . requires that 
 self-identity never be assured, nor reassur-
ing; and it supposes also a power to produce 
performatively the statements of the law, of 
the law that literature can be, and not just of 
the law to which literature submits. . . . There-
fore, under certain determined conditions, it 
can exercise the legislative power of linguistic 
performativity to sidestep existing laws from 
which, however, it derives protection and re-
ceives its conditions of emergence. (216)

Considered in this way, there is no simple 
choice between skeptical and enchanted 
antiessentialist approaches to the question 
of literature. While there are problems with 
the way some versions of these positions are 
formulated, any wholesale rejection of one in 
favor of the other is, in the end, not possible. 
Dealing adequately with the challenges of lit-
erature would, if we were to follow Derrida 
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and indeed the history of theoretical reflec-
tion over the past forty years, require a con-
stant negotiation between the two. It would 
also involve, as a matter of theoretical neces-
sity, having to embrace irreconcilable inclina-
tions—toward skepticism and enchantment, 
even suspicion and trust, and toward a pure 
appreciation of the distinctiveness of specific 
texts, an appreciation that does not ignore 
their impure situatedness in larger social, po-
litical, and institutional histories.

[ i�i�i� ]
These exigencies open up new possibilities 
for literary historiography, not least because 
they relate directly to questions associated 
with another interdisciplinary mode of in-
quiry, which has, like theory, emerged in the 
past forty years. Now generally known in the 
 English-speaking world simply as book his-
tory, this field has given new impetus to a 
number of scholarly traditions—including 
bibliography, textual criticism, publishing 
history, and library and reception studies—
not by fetishizing the book as an object but 
by focusing on it as the “product of human 
agency in complex and highly volatile con-
texts,” with a view to better understanding 
“the creation and communication of mean-
ing as the defining characteristic of human 
societies” (McKenzie, Bibliography 4). It has 
put the radical situatedness of texts, as mate-
rial and institutional forms, at the center of 
historical inquiry. The connections between 
this field of investigation and the theoreti-
cal reflections on literature are worth clari-
fying and strengthening, not least because 
the two enterprises have, in their very differ-
ent struggles for hegemony in the academy, 
maintained a resolute distance from each 
other. The fractiousness of this entrenched 
standoff is reflected in the 1998 prospectus 
for Book History, now one of the f lagship 
journals in the field, which invoked the after-
theory topos in a way Eagleton would rightly 

have decried. The “rigorous and empirical 
approach” associated with this “new kind of 
history” was, it claimed, especially attrac-
tive given the “exhaustion of literary theory” 
(Rose and Greenspan ix–x). Dismayingly po-
larized and polarizing forms of self-promo-
tion like this have also dogged theory, which 
has been championed in terms of a reductive 
understanding of the linguistic turn—Paul 
de Man’s polemical essay “The Resistance to 
Theory” (1982) is a good example—or as a 
militantly antihumanist assault on the meta-
physics of the unified text encoded in the 
concept of the author, copyright law, and, 
most obviously, in the materiality of the book 
itself. Such are the less happy legacies of the 
past forty years. What these polarizations re-
press, of course, are the various potential and 
actual connections between these two modes 
of inquiry, which, if they do not amount to an 
untroubled common ground, at least put the 
debate on a more constructive footing.

If it were possible to trace to a single 
source the confusions that put enterprises like 
theory and book history at loggerheads, then 
Derrida’s notorious statement “Il n’y a pas de 
hors-texte” perhaps has a better claim than 
most to such a mythic status. This short sen-
tence, which first appeared in De la gramma-
tologie (1967), became something of a rallying 
point during the theory wars. It was exhibit A 
for theory’s prosecutors, for whom it exposed 
poststructuralism’s culpable ahistoricism, and 
a badge of honor for the defense, for whom it 
represented a triumphant break with histori-
cism. Predictably in this adversarial situation, 
the words themselves got lost in translation. 
The heat this statement produced in the 
 English-speaking world was at least partly a 
consequence of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s 
clumsy 1976 translation (her best bet was 
“There is nothing outside of the text”), which 
Derek Attridge’s 1992 version (“There is no 
 outside-the-text”) improved only slightly (Of 
Grammatology 158; Acts 102). Both missed the 
punning force of the original, which set hors-
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texte, a technical bookmaking term roughly 
translated as “plate” (as in “This book contains 
five color plates”), alongside hors texte, which 
Attridge’s translation comes closest to captur-
ing. This play on words (or on a hyphen), which 
reflects Derrida’s lively bibliographic imagina-
tion—one thinks of his ironized reflections on 
© (Limited 29–30), the structure of Glas, and 
his long-standing interest in the technologies 
of inscription—does not, of course, provide 
a key to the talismanic sentence’s meaning. 
What it does indicate is that “Il n’y a pas de 
hors-texte” announced neither a triumphant 
nor a culpable break with history. The play 
on words inventively underscored Derrida’s 
sustained commitment to putting in question 
received assumptions about what is outside 
and what is thought to be inside writing. As 
the literal rendering suggests (“There are no 
plates”), the idea that there is a secure division 
between, say, illustrations and the main text 
is an illusion fostered by the materiality of the 
book (e.g., by the use of special high-quality 
paper for the plates). Since illustrations, like 
paratexts, frame writing (or vice versa) and 
since writing has a capacity to exceed all 
frames, there can be no assured sense of where 
the text proper begins or ends. In this way, the 
sharply focused pun reflected one of Derrida’s 
larger purposes in De la grammatologie, which 
was to declare, rather too apocalyptically, the 
“end of the book and the beginning of writ-
ing” (Of Grammatology 6). It also echoed his 
double analysis of the identity of the literary 
work, in which, as we have already seen, he in-
sisted on the value and challenging instabil-
ity of the distinction between the enchanted 
antiessentialists’ emphasis on writing’s inter-
nal demands and the skeptics’ preoccupation 
with the institutions external to it. Far from 
rejecting any concern with history, then, “Il 
n’y a pas de hors-texte” reinvented historicism 
by unsettling traditional doxas. It gave his-
tory itself a history by figuring it as an idea of 
a context, not as a self-evident referent, and 
by putting the “problematic of the border and 

of framing” at the center of inquiry (“Some 
Statements” 92).

Understood in this way, Derrida’s play-
ful pun illustrates how his thinking connects 
rather than separates theorists and book his-
torians by pointing to their shared interest 
in radically rethinking the idea of the book. 
Both enterprises have, in their largely sepa-
rate ways, highlighted the book’s historical 
and cultural specificity, not simply in the 
form of the codex but as an artifact of par-
ticular technologies, legal histories, ideolo-
gies, and institutional practices. Yet whereas 
theorists, at least since De la grammatologie 
and Foucault’s “What Is an Author?” (1969), 
have tended to emphasize how the materiality 
of print, copyright law, ideas of authorship, 
and paratextual conventions, for example, 
constrained the “proliferation of significa-
tions” (Foucault 209), book historians, nota-
bly D. F. McKenzie and Roger Chartier, have 
attended to how these historically variable 
factors of text production positively effected 
new and different meanings.6 The relevance of 
these two perspectives, which once again re-
peat Derrida’s double logic, to the theoretical 
reflections on literature can be demonstrated 
at the most fundamental level: the ontology 
of the printed literary text. In their different 
but complementary ways, both remind us that 
the literary text, in the form we now most fre-
quently encounter it, is a “multiple instance 
or type artwork,” to use Noël Carroll’s suc-
cinct formulation (211). Unlike ontologically 
singular artworks—Carroll’s best example is 
a site-specific sculpture—my copy of Wait-
ing for the Barbarians, say, is an instance or 
token of J. M. Coetzee’s novel, which is the 
type. This distinction between singular and 
type artworks, which is different from but re-
lated to Blanchot’s conception of literature’s 
singularity, has been a staple of debates about 
the ontology of art at least since Richard 
Wollheim’s Art and Its Objects (1968). Yet, as 
Carroll has convincingly argued, in relation 
to the problem of mass art it is inadequate, 
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because it fails to capture key differences 
among type artworks. For one thing, it is 
not “fine-grained enough,” Carroll notes, “to 
distinguish between film performances and 
theatre performances,” in which the routes 
from the type to the token are tellingly dif-
ferent: “To get from a film-type [e.g., Taranti-
no’s Pulp Fiction] to a token performance [or 
screening], we require a template [standardly, 
the film print]; to get from a play-type [e.g., 
Pinter’s Party Time] to a token performance, 
we require an interpretation [by directors, 
actors, etc.]” (212). These differences make 
us regard play performances, but not film 
screenings, as separate artworks, that warrant 
analysis and appreciation in their own right. 
For Carroll, books follow the same mechani-
cally reproductive logic as films: my copy of 
Waiting for the Barbarians is simply a token of 
the printer’s template for Coetzee’s novel. Yet, 
as book historians have consistently argued, 
editions are in fact more like plays. Each act 
of book production—selection of materials, 
design, typesetting, and so on—is itself a cre-
ative process, involving interpretive decisions 
that effect and constrain meaning; moreover, 
across various editions changes in  mise-en-
page, paratextual framing, cover design, and 
the like, produce different effects irrespective 
of whether there are significant so-called tex-
tual variations. Derrida makes this point in 
his detailed analysis of the disparate embodi-
ments of Kafka’s “Before the Law,” which ap-
pears both as a freestanding récit and as an 
interpolated tale in The Trial (Acts 209–20). 
Yet if each edition is more like a play perfor-
mance than a film screening, this analogy also 
has its limitations. Theatergoers often have 
access to the play type—the printed edition of 
Pinter’s script, for example—whereas readers 
only rarely gain access to the text type (e.g., 
Coetzee’s original typescript), which may or 
may not have formed the basis of the printer’s 
template.7 This limitation does not undermine 
the platonic logic of the type-token distinc-
tion as applied to printed books—that logic is 

anyway inescapable—but it makes it look less 
secure and suggests that, at the level of ontol-
ogy, the printed literary text is a unique case.

Thinking about editions, or any distinct 
documentary versions of a text, as peculiar 
kinds of playlike performance—as separate 
artworks in themselves—has a number of 
implications for the way we understand the 
scene of reading. Most immediately, it dis-
turbs the conventional assumption that we 
have unmediated access to an author’s work 
(e.g., Coetzee’s novel as type) and encourages 
a detailed awareness of modes of textual pre-
sentation as forms of interpretation. These 
modes are particularly apparent in compos-
ite publications like anthologies, collections, 
magazines, or series, but they are also evident 
in individual editions. The difference between 
the original 1980 Secker and Warburg hard-
back edition of Waiting for the Barbarians, 
which had a purely abstract cover design, and 
the 1982 Penguin paperback edition, which 
included a schematic image of an elderly 
white man on his knees washing a pair of bro-
ken black feet, is a case in point. (It is enough 
to note here that the novel, which contains no 
references to blackness or whiteness, repre-
sents Coetzee’s first attempt to break free of 
racialized discourse.) Yet not only specific 
presentational factors, or “bibliographical 
codes,” to use Jerome McGann’s phrase (13), 
make an edition a playlike performance. The 
publisher’s details—including the date, place 
of publication, and imprint, which are usu-
ally considered to be of legal or commercial 
interest only—also mark the edition as a par-
ticular kind of spatiotemporal event. They 
point, usually only after careful research, to 
the literary field to which it owes its existence 
and, in some cases, its continued survival not 
only as a public document but as literature, 
in Bourdieu’s skeptical-antiessentialist sense. 
Indeed, given the shifting hierarchical struc-
ture of the field, each edition tends, through 
the symbolic economy of the signature, also 
to identify the text as Literature in a strongly 

224 ideas of the Book and Histories of literature: after theory? [ P M L A



normative sense. It does so by associating the 
text with the publisher’s reputation, project, 
and promotional strategies; by inserting it in 
a particular series or backlist, which func-
tions as a cotextual (as opposed to a paratex-
tual) frame; and, of course, by locating it in 
the field at a particular historical juncture.8 
Depending on the categories available at the 
time, these various factors, which make the 
field itself function as an interpretive frame, 
label the text as serious or popular, avant-
garde or mass-market, classic or modern, 
marginal or mainstream, and so on, and 
set it on a particular trajectory through the 
next series of cultural guardians, including 
booksellers, reviewers, prize judges, librar-
ians, and academics, who then confirm, con-
test, or revise its identity in their own ways. 
What circulates in the culture, then, is nei-
ther an author’s work nor simply the book 
historian’s material document but a highly 
institutionalized (i.e., signed and counter-
signed) symbolic form. Though Bourdieu 
tended to restrict his analysis of these larger 
field effects to a national, specifically French, 
context, a limitation Pascale Casanova’s La ré-
publique mondiale des lettres (1999) attempts 
to remedy, it is clear that for English-language 
publications a more thoroughly globalized ap-
proach is required. That Waiting for the Bar-
barians—to stay with my example—appeared 
in English under three imprints between 1980 
and 1982 is not a merely bibliographic fact. 
The Secker and Warburg, Penguin, and Ravan 
Press editions—the last was the imprint of 
the most important antiapartheid publisher 
in South Africa—all situated it in very differ-
ent social, political, critical, and institutional 
histories, modifying its identity as a literary 
work in different national contexts or legally 
agreed transnational markets accordingly.

Bourdieu’s concept of the field, the most 
effective link between book history and theo-
retical reflections on literature, makes it pos-
sible to analyze these complex conditions of 
literary production, which are not merely 

linguistic, with a degree of subtlety and his-
torical precision most other forms of skeptical 
antiessentialism do not achieve. By focusing 
on the diverse and always volatile interests 
specific to the field and by demonstrating how 
various cultural guardians—not simply crit-
ics, as both Eagleton and Fish imply—exercise 
performative power over the literary, Bourdieu 
avoids the vagueness of Fish’s “interpretive 
communities” and the short-circuiting effects 
of Eagleton’s “social groups” without losing 
the sense of political urgency they bring to 
debates about literature. Though he expended 
the most energy developing and refining the 
field as a methodological concept—as the 
productive idea of a context—Bourdieu al-
ways insisted on the need to consider the 
field’s embeddedness in larger sociopolitical 
histories. Widening the scope of the analysis 
to include, for instance, the field’s entangle-
ments with the state would be a natural de-
velopment of his theoretical rationale and an 
important way forward. In modern Western 
states, this would involve understanding the 
historical connections between the emergence 
of a relatively autonomous “Republic of Let-
ters” and general democratic values like free-
dom of expression and, as Jürgen Habermas 
argued, the political public sphere. It would 
also require an examination of the ways in 
which states have expressed a particular inter-
est in literature as a mode of public discourse 
by, for instance, exempting it from obscenity 
legislation (e.g., the US Supreme Court deci-
sions of the 1960s), protecting marginal forms 
(e.g., the Arts Council’s support for poetry in 
Britain), or guaranteeing the survival of liter-
atures in minority languages (e.g., the Norwe-
gian government’s subvention of local literary 
publishers). With authoritarian regimes—the 
German Democratic Republic and apartheid 
South Africa are two recent examples—this 
wider analysis would need to focus on the 
state’s coercive and cooptive powers over the 
field, not least in the context of censorship. (In 
the GDR and South Africa, the censors, many 
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of whom were literary experts, often thought 
of themselves as guardians of a national cul-
ture.)9 In all these cases, the question of who 
decides what constitutes literature, and of 
what is or is not therefore worthy of state pro-
tection or censure, opens up debates that ex-
tend beyond the confines of the literary field.

For all its sophisticated engagement with 
these wider historical forces, Bourdieu’s skep-
tical antiessentialism remains limited insofar 
as it addresses only one side of literature’s 
double challenge. By privileging the histori-
cally specific norms and categories of the 
field, without which literature as such could 
not exist, it underestimates the unpredict-
ability of writing, which is always capable of 
transforming the field by exceeding or sub-
verting its determinations. If Bourdieu makes 
possible a precise and richly historicized ap-
preciation of every documentary version of 
a literary text as a playlike performance that 
evokes the field as a whole, he fails to deal 
adequately with writing’s power to bypass 
any of the terms that its protectors, includ-
ing authors and sympathetic critics, are able 
to formulate. This second challenge is one 
no responsible literary historiography can 
afford to ignore. As Derek Attridge recently 
remarked, echoing Blanchot’s conception of 
literature’s singularity, “[A] literary work, 
one that is inventive and singular in relation 
to a particular reader or group of readers, de-
mands something more: because it disjoins 
the cultural matrix to the point of allowing 
alterity to arise, only a matching inventive-
ness can fully respond to its achievement” 
(“Singular Events” 59). Any engagement with 
literature’s testing doubleness—as an always 
over- and underdetermined product of a 
particular field—not only affects how we ap-
proach the problem of reading, however. It 
also raises broader questions, especially at the 
level of public policy. As the ongoing prob-
lems surrounding the British Obscene Publi-
cations Act (1959) indicate—to conclude with 
just one present-day example—the exigencies 

of literature are as much a matter of legal as 
of literary-critical concern. This act is rightly 
recalled, alongside the United States Supreme 
Court decisions of the 1960s, as a landmark 
in obscenity legislation because it afforded lit-
erature statutory protection as a public good, 
authorized courts to call on literary experts to 
testify on its behalf, and led to the unbanning 
of Lady Chatterley’s Lover in 1960. Yet, as the 
British government’s 1979 report on obscenity 
legislation argued, the well-intentioned act is 
flawed, because it presupposes an “informed 
consensus” about literature that does not and, 
as a matter of principle, cannot exist. Bear-
ing in mind the temporary banning under 
the act of Hubert Selby’s Last Exit to Brook-
lyn in 1967, one of John Calder’s less remark-
able avant-garde publications, the committee, 
chaired by Bernard Williams, commented:

It is not surprising that [the Act] has been 
criticised as elitist in conception, and as say-
ing in effect that corrupting books are to be 
permitted so long as they are admired by 
professors. This criticism is largely unjust, 
but it hits at a basic fault in the Act, its absurd 
model of the role of expert opinion with re-
gard to artistic or literary merit. The model is 
not so much elitist, as scholastic: it implies an 
informed consensus about merit which, for 
each work, already exists. In the real world, 
new works have to find their own way, and 
see whether they elicit appreciation or not. 
No one may know, for some time, what to 
think about them. It is not just a matter of the 
 avant-garde: works in some despised medium 
or style may subsequently turn out to have 
had more meaning than most experts would 
have originally supposed. (Report 110)

This sense of the inescapable uncertainty of 
literature’s fortunes led the committee to ar-
gue that the public-good defense was “mis-
conceived” (110). Since the literary was not an 
object that could be determined in advance, 
the only viable way of safeguarding it, they 
concluded, was to lift all restrictions on the 
“printed word” (126, 160). As yet no British 
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government has implemented this radically 
antiessentialist recommendation. Indeed, in 
the decade since the Rushdie affair, the “scho-
lastic” problem of assuming an “informed 
consensus” about the literary has, if anything, 
acquired a new urgency and relevance for our 
multicultural, global age.

The predicament of literature in multicul-
tural societies is only one of the difficult and 
delicate challenges confronting literary his-
torians today. Equally pressing are the some-
times intersecting demands imposed by rapid 
changes in the technologies of inscription, 
which are, as Derrida insisted in Archive Fe-
ver (1996), transforming the means by which 
literary history, and cultural memory more 
generally, is created, preserved, and erased 
(15–17, 27–28, 33). How will literary historians 
respond to the age of the World Wide Web, 
which is, as Derrida noted, “transforming the 
entire public and private space of humanity” 
(17)? Giving this question a more pointedly 
literary and legal focus, he went on to ask, in 
a 2001 interview about anti-Semitism, “who 
will decide whether some enunciation on the 
Web is a literary work or a tract” (Derrida and 
Roudinesco 31)? Or, to revisit D. F. McKenzie’s 
different but connected question, how ought 
literary and book historians to answer calls 
for more-selective library acquisition and re-
tention policies, particularly major national 
repositories like the British Library and the Li-
brary of Congress? Imposing “our textual defi-
nition” of the archive on the future in this way 
looks disturbingly like a “new” form of cul-
tural “imperialism” (Making Meaning 276; see 
276–81). If literary historiography is to engage 
with these testing questions, it will have to find 
answerable resources of its own, equal to the 
challenges it confronts. While resisting any ef-
forts to reify theory or book history, it needs 
to address the question of literature in new in-
terdisciplinary, perhaps ultradisciplinary, ways 
by making the most of the concepts, protocols, 
and sources both enterprises have opened up. 
What it cannot afford to do is endorse dubious 

narratives of the after-theory kind or remain 
trapped in the sterile polemics of the past.

Notes

1. See particularly the special issue, with contribu-
tions from Todorov, Fish, and Ricoeur, among others, 
entitled What Is Literature?

2. To keep the chronology clear, I refer here to the date 
of the work’s first publication in French. But all subse-
quent references to this and other French texts are keyed 
to the most accessible English translations currently 
available. The short essays that make up Le degré zéro first 
appeared in the newspaper Combat in the late 1940s.

3. For Blanchot’s earlier writings on this topic, see The 
Blanchot Reader (1995), especially part 1, entitled “How 
Is Literature Possible?” and in that section the essay “The 
Novel Is a Work of Bad Faith” (1947).

4. Turning a specific text, oeuvre, or writer into an 
exemplar of the literary—not a singularity but a case—
seems hazardous for any pure form of enchanted anti-
essentialism. Derrida’s remarks on Blanchot’s residual 
essentialism, which were directed specifically at Blan-
chot’s responses to Artaud and Hölderlin in the 1950s, 
come from “La parole soufflée.”

5. Derek Attridge, Derrida’s most astute emissary in 
the English-speaking literary world, has also maintained 
both positions in his major contributions to the theoreti-
cal debates about literature. He has done so more succes-
sively than simultaneously, however. See Peculiar Language 
(1988), especially 14–16, for his formulation of skeptical 
antiessentialism, and The Singularity of Literature (2004), 
where he develops his earlier thinking by adding his own 
version of enchanted antiessentialism. For a further elabo-
ration of the Derridean arguments, particularly as they bear 
on universities and on what is taught there, see Kamuf.

6. For a clear articulation of the book historian’s per-
spective, see McKenzie, Making Meaning 198–236; and 
Cavallo and Chartier. McGann’s “bibliographical codes” 
are also relevant here (13).

7. As textual critics remind us, printing technologies 
inevitably complicate the type-token distinction, since 
any token can become a type when it is used as the copy 
text for a new edition.

8. For a fuller account of the distinction between co-
texts, which offer an implicit commentary on the text, 
and paratexts, which constitute an explicit frame, see 
McDonald, “Modernist Publishing” 238.

9. For details about the GDR, see Darnton; about 
South Africa, McDonald, “Writer.” My essay includes a 
detailed discussion of the apartheid censor’s reponse to 
Waiting for the Barbarians. 
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