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résumé: En rejetant l’idée de la désuétude de la «théorie de la littérature», l’auteur
soutient la nécessité d’une révision périodique du statut de la discipline par rapport aux
modifications inhérentes qui surviennent dans l’espace de la culture et de la littérature.
On met en question une série de lieux communs, par exemple l’atemporalité des modèles
génériques élaborés par la théorie de la littérature ou l’absence de la dimension
axiologique de la démarche théorique.
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between Theoria and Theory

The most pessimistic hypotheses have been formulated, mainly in the last two decades,
about the demise of the theory of literature, ranging from the hard-core version, which
registers the irreversible “death” of this discipline, to the soft version, which foretells its
imminent disappearance. We are used now to hear at every turn of the road either about
the end of literature or about the end of art or of history or even – the pinnacle of
apocalyptic visions – the end of the world. Regardless of its type, the crisis has become
a fashionable topic – if not always a favourite subject – and therefore we should see it
as a good opportunity to review and rethink the boundaries of literary theory. He who
refrained from proclaiming the dissolution of this discipline under the decisive “attack”
of cultural studies could not but mention its irredeemable desuetude, and even its perfect
uselessness1. A frequent argument in favour of this negation deals with the intrinsic
character of the theoretical approach to literature, to which Paul de Man referred in his
1986 study, The Resistance to Theory: “The resistance to theory is a resistance to the
rhetorical or tropological dimension of language, a dimension which is perhaps more
explicitly in the foreground of literature […] than in other verbal manifestations” (17).
In other words, literary theory is rebuked, among other reasons, for its alleged tendency
to overlook the relations between literature and its psychological, cultural, historical,
political contexts, etc., as well as for its drive to make abstract and systematic an otherwise
fluid, art-like literature. Although this risk exists and cannot be ignored, the great 20th-
century theoreticians showed that, before being a rhetorical study of literature, theory stands
as a challenge to the commonplaces which “cover” the literary phenomenon in general
and the literary work in particular. From being a theory of literature, centred primarily
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on rhetorical issues and the structures of the literary work (theorised as such by major
currents of ideas like Formalism, New Criticism or Structuralism), this discipline reverted,
in the wake of lasting changes – triggered, basically, by the dynamic cultural phenomena
and by literature alike – to its old status of philosophía, becoming (again) a literary theory
first and foremost. In this sense, the most interesting praise theory might get (in view of
the arguments raised) comes from Hans-Georg Gadamer who, while tracing back the
etymology of the word2, reaches the conclusion that theoria “is not only the individual,
punctual act, but an attitude, a stasis where you find your own self. It is not only about
‘being there’, that is present, but ‘being heart and soul’, as if you took part in a ritual act
or a ceremony and you identified yourself with it, which always means you share
something with the others” (43). 

Therefore, starting with Gadamer, the theoretical approach may be seen as to imply
an attitude (toward the object under study, in all the complexity of its intrinsic and extrinsic
relations), participation (not only intellectual, rational, but also emotional) and
identification (which does not suppress the necessary distance, but internalises it
instead3). As an attitude, theory is defined as an ongoing questioning of all the
knowledge acquired throughout the years, therefore implicitly being a critical attitude.
Far from being a distant character, who keeps his outer perspective on the object under
research, the theoretician is a committed spectator, fascinated by the show literature unfolds
before his mind’s eye, always keen to interpret and conceptualise. His major strengths
are his intellectual mobility, his inquisitiveness and, last but not least, his erudition4, which
allows him to be accurate, even when he (empathetically) identifies with the object. What
it all amounts to is that we should not overlook the fact that theory pursues a performing
finality, as long as the key function of the theoretical discourse is to decipher cultural (and
not only literary) signs (to this end, see also J. Hillis Miller’s opinion, expressed in the
Preface to Theory Now and Then. The American theoretician sees theory as a form of
“performative praxis”, which makes possible the reading of any type of text). 

literary Theory versus Theory of literature

No definition, however nuanced it may be, can fully cover the complexity of the
concept it strives to approximate. Time is needed so as to examine its status against the
inherent changes occurred within the cultural space. If for J. Hillis Miller the way “to save”
literary theory is to mediate, in the future, between the rhetorical study of literature and
the study of the extrinsic relations of literature5, an author like Jonathan Culler, while
contemplating the paradoxes of theory, considers that the major causes of this “resistance
to theory” are the impossibility to control it, as well as the unpredictable character of the
theoretical reflection, since it craves to dismantle, “through a contesting of premisses and
postulates, what you thought you knew, so the effects of theory are not predictable” (16).
In his opinion, the mission pursued by literary theory is not in the least to forward solutions
or explicit answers, but to provide the necessary premises to relentlessly question the
relations between the literary work and the world, on the one hand, and the inner structures
of the work, on the other. As a matter of fact, Hillis Miller, mentioned above, has also
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spoken about the deceiving opposition between intrinsic and extrinsic, as long as “the
extrinsic relations themselves are intrinsic to the text” (387). Quoting Paul de Man’s
famous book, Allegories of Reading (1979), Hillis Miller points out de Man’s effort to
draw up a theory of the historical, psychological and ethical relations the literary work
establishes with its contexts. In his opinion, the study of the “extrinsic” relations the literary
work establishes with its various contexts requires, in fact, a rhetorical analysis, meant
to spotlight the twofold, theoretical and practical, dimension of the social, historical and
political consequences that literature brings about. 

This means that we can no longer equate the theory of literature with what the American
criticism of the 1920s called, under the influence of Matthew Arnold’s 19th-century ideas,
close reading, since literature itself has changed. 

To understand now, at the onset of the 21th-century, what the theory of literature is we
should answer, at first, a quite difficult question, namely “What is literature?” I would
not venture here to put forward such a definition; however I cannot help noticing that
literature tends to an ever greater extent to assimilate and take over the instances of the
real world, without any recourse to transfiguration. To offer just one example (which does
not cover the issue in its entirety): the border between fiction and nonfiction vanishes to
the point that the relations between “author”, “narrator”, “character” and “the fictional
universe”, etc. should be rethought and redefined. Of course, this task devolves on literary
history, which is not – cannot be – a-historical, since the generic models drawn up by
theoreticians, as well as the definitions given to various literary concepts are, inevitably,
carved within history. Even more, literary theory cannot be seen outside the theory of
culture, a field in which interdisciplinarity (or, to use a catchword, cross-disci plinarity)
is a key concept.

Over the past few years, it has become obvious that the theoretical enterprise has
acquired a dialogue-based essence. Starting with Poststructuralist theories, the study of
literature has no longer been exclusively focused on the issue of literarity; on the contrary,
it has opened up to the encounter between philosophy, anthropology and sociology,
between aesthetics and theory, between the real and the fictional. Current literary theory
is, in other words, non-reductive, and, although it does not give up its classical tools –
generalization and abstraction –, it does not rule out interpretation and assessment either,
which, in fact, are incorporated. Terminological rigour and consistent argumentation do
not interfere at all with the literary nature of the theoretical enterprise, whose main finality
is not to provide definitions or typologies (despite didactic guidelines), but to place
literature in the – historical – universe of meaningfulness. Given its dialogue-based essence,
the theoretical enterprise is interdisciplinary and polysemous (although it does not cultivate
ambiguity), conditioned, to a great extent, by its profound addiction to the subjective
consciousness which generates it; however intriguing such an assertion may be,
objectivity is not a characteristic feature of any theoretician! Because it relies on logic
and philosophy to the same extent as it opens up to aesthetics and literature, literary theory
has all the necessary tools to explore literature in either hypothesis, that of discursive
practice and of institutional structure. 
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And, since we began by mentioning the predictions about the demise of theory, I do
believe that what will really come to an end is the illusion of the a-temporality attributed
to the theoretical models of the literary work and its main instances. Although it is not
directly and explicitly interested in the history of literature and much less in history, the
theoretical enterprise is cast in history and permeated by history. Which means the goal,
the functions and the methods of theory are all submitted to periodical re-articulations,
depending on the changes which occur in the human sphere with the passage of time. The
idea that literary works can no longer be defined exclusively from the perspective of their
textual autonomy and intra-textual connections, so popular with contemporary theorists,
does not rule out the conclusions reached by Formalism, New Criticism, Structuralism
or Poststructuralism; on the contrary, it obviously relativises them. If we are to credit
Antoine Compagnon (and I do not see why we should not), theory – be it the theory of
literature or literary theory –, is “a school of irony” in perfect agreement with the age of
suspicion we live in. 

noTes

1 Stein Haugom Olsen, Professor at the University of Oslo, concludes: “Literary theory is thus not only
impossible but also unnecessary and, because it has to deny that value is central in an explanation of literature,
undesirable.” (211).

2 From the Greek theorein, which means “to contemplate, to be the onlooker at a show or the participant in
a ceremonial”.

3 “Theory involves and is – in my opinion – the distance from your own self. Plato showed in a remarkable utopia
that the guards, who exert control and yield the power, will be able to stand against the law that continuously
increases and expands the power, only when they would rather do something else” (Gadamer 65).

4 Again I go back to Gadamer, who saw “culture, education not as a privilege of certain classes, not the privilege
of any particular talents, but as Hegel wrote, the capacity to see things from another’s viewpoint too. The
cultivated man stands out because he knows that his experience comes from the particular and realises the
danger of generalisation derived from this particularity” (66).

5 “In fact there has been a massive shift of focus in literary study since 1979 away from the ‘intrinsic’, rhetorical
study of literature toward the study of the ‘extrinsic’ relations of literature, its placement within
psychological, historical, or sociological contexts” (Miller 385).
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