
TIH.'ury Is. Thl'Ory Aln't: Resisting T~Ol"J 

In a rcpon prcpar~'<l as part of a ~'Omprchcnshc review of D:l.lhousie's 
English Department. one or IlK: c~tcmal fC\icll?ers complained that no 
thcQry classes wen: offered In the tkpanmcm and th.:u the one person 
cQIIcagucstk:scrii:N.:dasa"thcoriSI"(andqU!llalionm:~rkswcreas.slgned 

m the v.urd "theorist") said 1h.at he would not like to teach a UIOOry­
survcy class. lt Is (WCciscl)' the question Qf why the "theorist" was 
rt'lu.;tanttotexhathcoryclns,whyhewouldn:sistwhat,.'Ouldappear 
tO be in his int~rest to teach, that I wish to address tod~y not only 
because I hllppcn to Ill! the "theorist" singled out In the r~-port. but, more 
!iCfiouSiy,bo:causcthcrcareimponantpcdagogicallssuesatstal.clnthc 
rcvlc,.·cr'squitcc~rlicitvalorizatlonofth<.'or)'andmyownreloctanceto 

cndorscunrescn'cdlysuchalicw.Lctmcbcclcarthal lam not arguing 
that thc{)fy classes ~houlllnot be off~red by Engllsll ctcpanmcnts. In fact 
I think thcyshoulll. Dut l alsothlnkthattoomw.:hh:lsbc."Cnclalmedon 
bdlllfofthoory~nlycla~andnotcnuughonOCtlalfofthoscclasscs 

in wllicll what gCrl(!rally pa.~.-.cs for lileory {I rdcr here specitlcally to 
poststructuraliSiordcconstructionlSlthcory)islllllsccnaspro•illing 
avant·gartk: !iOiutiOll~ but as remaining part of the v~ry problem it had 
soughttorl'(!ress. 

Uteruture.Rol:lii<!Barthesonccrernarkcd.iswhatgetstaught,lnother 
words. litcraturclsthJtwhichaccn'ditcdlnslill.ltlonsrathcrtJutoloJ:iCally 
dcfincanddlscussaslilerature.Simllarly,thcorylsatsowllatg~'lstaught 

And. like Htcraturc, what gets taught as lhcory Is not the "'hole story. 

That is 10 say. like literature. theory tus a h.iSiory or institutional. 
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canonical and polilkal form.:uion. 'Theory is 1n C\'CIIl, 1 his!Orkal 
tonjuncturcand.assuch.lcUasll'ategicsocio-culluralfUffilatlon.lllll 
some fund:unemal or occcssaryprinr:iple. And ifthcory'sstalus is lhus 
onlyslr:Uegic,lhenltlslncurnbcnlonustorcfuseorresiStthcorylfonly 
inortlcrlorcmlndltofitspracticalratherthanphilosophlcalorontu­
logkal ulkk.'fJllnnings. To put il simply, theory Is p:lrt of a wl(k:r. 
comcstl'tlsoclu-cultural fieldandoolthcccntr:tl fM'ii'ICiple"-·hichgovcrns 
~ ftcld or. In Its dcconstructlvc version, UIC non-rrloclplc which 
noncthdcss ~uUJOritalivdydissol\'csthefield lnlosomanyrhetorlcalor 
figurativecffocts 

A quick c~amlnallon ofthcofy's Clyrnology rC\'eals tlv.:pn:scnce of 
socio-rul!ural aOO polhical forces in the fnmlationofU-.eprlvlleged, 
aulhorillli•·ediSQ)Urse wecalllhcory.llle "-'0«1 rl~rory has ils origins 
both in "!he Grcck •·~,-b tl~n~ri11 [sic]. 10 tool al, gue. rontemplate, 
sun;ey. and In the Greek noun tltronll, the gmup of rcpresenlalil·es wllu 
oversaw and functiont:dasauthorilatil-c witncssesofpubllcoccurrenccs 
and s.xrcd evcms" (Kreiswirth and O!cctham 2). 11lc Greek work rilroria 
lhus Insists th.:ll autOOrilalive koowledge Is cntrustt'tl by tho:JW/is to a 
specially d10scn groupofrcprescnlati~cs (from whose ranks~ excluded 
II'Orncnandslavcs).thcrcbyclcarlyforcgroundinj;thelnsll!utlonalor 
politlcal na1urc of lhcory·~ au1hori1y. 11 is Jhls lnslltullonal ur political 
aulhor!lytJf!hcorylMtisclitlOOwhcnlheoryislnvokOOas!hal radical. 
an~-;ulhorltnrian discourse much feared and resisted by const-rvalivc 
acadcmlclnstltullons. 

11lcreslsunccJ wooldlikclomountag:lii\Sl theory must bcdistin­
guishedfromthcresiStanttotfL'fedbyrollS('I"\-at.h·eocadt.•mil::'l. ltlsn()( 
theory's sub•"CfSil'<.'llCSS I fear. bul ra1hcr Its claim eo authorily and 
centrality. its ambillon 10 be seen as 1hc only game wonh playlnc in 
1own.J also think th31the late P::ml (le Man's insis1e111.-e on lht."OI)''s 
pcrpctualrcsisJancetoiJSCif.s~llcdou!mostclearlylnhlsoowclassic 

cssay,"lhcRcsistanr:ctolllL'OI"y,"resullsp:li':Jdoxicallylnlhcconvcrsion 
oflhalpt.'fpetual ri.!Sistancc into no au!horitatiw~ndlrx:scapablcthcory. 
"!he universal t/I(!Ory of !he impossibility of llll..'ory." "Nothing can 
OVl'fL"OrncthcrcslslanccrothcQry."(lcManclainls."sinccthoory;silsclf 
lhi~ rcsislance" (19). Suhjccling his own tllCCrctlcal discourse !o a 
critlquc,(lcManrcscuesandclcvatcsitbydist!ngulsh.lnglts~-orrosivcbut 

nonetheless rcdcmptivesclf·l\::;i~lance fromotho:t"theorles that ulkk.-rgo 



noSI.Ichsclf·critique.Sclf-n:sistancelhus allo"'·sforsclf-mastcry In de 
Man's ~asc. The humbling admisslonofthcimpossibilityofthoory yields 
alhoorysosccplicallypurearl(lself-ncgatinJ;thalnoothc:rthcoricscan 
violate IL De Man's argument that Uloory alwa)'li resists llsclf. arl(l, 
thc:rcfon:. by implkalion. lhal his own Jhcon.1kal discourse will rcslsl 
ltsclf.dlslinguishcslhesclf-awarcoossoftusdlscourscfromllu.tofolhc:r 
lhoorists. StaJting OUt as a rejected essay. "The Rl:llistancc to Thcor)·" 

ends by superseding 1hc MLA's Committee on Rcscarrh Activities (the 
body lltal commissioned and then rejected de Man's cssa~). 1hc New 
Critics.. and a diSilngulshcd list of contemporary theorists for its own 
strcnuousandoriginaldlstinclion. 

As de Man's cumple demonstrates, privllcglng the resistance in 
lliOOC~ may be as much an act of critical dcconwuction as it Is a 
n:confi&Uratioonofcrilicalauthority.Mnrcovcr,lfthoor~lsrcslslanceand 

rcsistatlCI:incrcaslnglyacullural"aluelhatcommandsau~ntion.lhcnwe 

canbc~;iotoundcrstand"hythcorfsrcpuledpowcrsofrcslstanccshould 

pro•·ccobcsoattncthcarl(lsomuchindemand.Dlsplocingcslahlishcd 
critical discourses. theory's resistance: is also lrmov~liwandproducth·e 
and. hence. in 1he North American academic m:~rkel[llace whit11 is 
constamlyon the lookoul for new produ,ts. lhoory become!> a valuable 
commodity. The hlock fcmlnlst critic Darb:lra Christian has observed 
rather hincrly thal theorists alld tlw,:orics haveclhowedoot writers and 
titcrar~ works and tholl this "newtakcovcr''l\asclcvalcd 1hcory inlo "a 
commodity wltictt helps doctcnninc whcltlef we are hired or promoted in 
academic instllutions-••;orse, whether we arc heaJd nl all" (51-52). That 
lJI(.'OryhasbcconlCanuinstrcamacadcmicoommodity iSfurlht.Thornc 
out by 1he increasing number of job adi'Crtiscmcms which rcquin: 
appticantstobc•'CT'Sedinlhcoryandbytheurscntdemandsof~;radu!lle 

studenls"·horcalit.elhal!hcynct.'tlaclass!nthoory,UutliJCyn...'i.'diO 
know their I)l.:n:kla and !heir Lyo1:1rd if the~ arc to n:main compctithc in 
the ;ob markct. l lhlnk 1t islmportarutohchofiC:SlOntltispoint: we can 
nolongcrcolllplalntholltfleo(yiskcp:outoftitcraturedi:partmentsbya 
cahal of conservative elders. and 111~1. at least since the mld-1980!i "'·hen 
J. Hillis Miller ratified !he Tm:mph of 11\eory" in his Presidential 
Atltlrc.!is to the MLA. theory 1\as bct:n more sought aflcr than denied. 

I don't wam tO single out them~ as the only academic discourse that 
Is susceptible to commodification. I am even prcpart!d to admh lh!ll short 
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ofal'lldicaltransformalionofourcapitalistsoci~1y,lheloglcofcommodi­
llc~doncontrols us all.llut l ~~o-ould likewsuggcst, In a Ralph Nadcri!ih 
manner, that theory has not served its consumr.n well. One can devolc 
many pages analyting wily 11ollat passes for tht'Of)' In Nonh American 
literature departments has failed 10 serve ill constituency. but here I 
would like tO ~Jbc juMtwo of theory's major shortcomings 

First, theory has been occommo<km:J far too easily and comfonably 
lmothcc:dstlngarea-covcragcstructurcsofllteraturedcpartmcms.TIIOOry 
when it actually cmcrs the literature curriculum en1ers a.~ a spcdflcally 
marl:;cd and Gem:trc~l~'d lhc:ory class, enrolment in whlch allows one 10 
uythatonehascovcn.'dlheory. Morccwcr,ihoory-spcclficclasscs,morc 
oftcnthannot.areorganizcdasa5cr'iesofrea<Jingsofgn:at Lheorlstsor 
signltica,. schools of theory. As Kim !an Mlch.t$1w, In a rcccn1 English 
SruJ~I in Ctui(J(J(j spc:cial issue 011 "'The Canon ll!ld the Currkulum. • 
points out: 

(Tihe<lry rounu tend m be t.aught in a lliYory nt Idea$ m01.1c: rather lhan 
intrnnsofmciboll>andapplicatioos.1bis ll(!flfu11Chtcndsmpcrpc:tu:ue 
lhawy'IOJ'J'O$ilionaluanre.mcomfoninstrue~<nnccdingrea»~~rance 
lh~t !hey are 1101 1hc hc~cmooic oxntn:, amlto suggN to >~<>dents thal 
lhl-orycdsum$<1h'eproblcmsnllhcrthantopo~thcm,'IOOuftcnthcor)' 
courses arc mmmtcd a.s truths ~\at ha•·c llc:cn suppressed in more 
trn<liuor•ll CIJ\If!le. Nmhing istli<Xlllr;'lj,h~')O;lllnarodcmicdisctJU~. 
llowe•cr,lh~n lnWUClori:tldisscminatioonfgn:at lhinl:crs' grJ.nll uulhs. 
Which 11: .. left us with the odd ,;im:lli<., of a highly CMoniutJ body of 
chooris~~n:unesin•'Okt<lag:tinandagaln-we~islitl£"''ththe 
ami-anonical ~mm< n:ganling ~<ernry IC~ts (413) 

lllt:rcls.thcrcfore.a•'Cf}'rcaldangCI"UUtlhoorywiltbcoome"just 
anolhcr major."tlut isloSily,just anl.llheraclldcmicdisdrlineinwhich 
the in.qui<cr's political position and in•·estmcnt arc obSCUrl'd and the 
ob}l.-ct of Inquiry naturalized and thus neutrali1.cd (see Rooney 23).1n 
a<k~tlon tO transformins theory's pulative radicalism lnto the academic 
rCiallingofraUlclllldcas,thcory-sp~.-cificclas.'iCSalsotcntltusupport 

raJhcrthan qucsllonthcscparated~vclopmcnllogicofcurrlcula ba.<;('(lon 
area-coverage. Such a logicofs..-paratcdcvdopmcnl, as RusscU 1\:rkin 
haspointcdouJ.allowstiloofy"aroomtowork.btlllrc/'uscsl its proposal 
to remodcl!hc archit~'Cture of 1hc department." As a rcsul1. theory classes 
irunlcallyWOfkaglllnstlhcirowninlcrestsslncebyarrogatingthcoryto 



thl.:msclvcsUJCymali:cltcasicrforothcrclassesno!tohavemaccountfor 
lhcirownthcorcticlllstaiUs.Or,topu!ltanot.ht'fWay,lolru:rc:LSCUICOI)''s 
participationinanexpandcdficldof~'Uhural aOUhistorical SIUIIies,ll may 
bcncccssarytostopoffcringthcory-spcdficclasscs. 

'Theory'ssecondmajorshorlcomlng lies In llscffcctivcdecomnm­
llli::JJiitmofUJCobjectsltstlldies. Hcreag:Unaren:Unlronyought to be 
noticcd.llk."Or)''s radical reputation Is in p:IT1 due to ltscritlqueofthe 
tynumyoftOIIllizing discourses that exclude or repress diff~'fcnccs. But 
whilctiJCory'sscnsltivitytoahcrltyistobcapplaudcd,l!sprivilcgingof 
diffcr~nccoflcn succumbs to fC1ish11.ation, to a n:ro;:ated and mooologic 
iru;isteoceonthi.:OihcrncssofthcOthcr. TilisrclcnUt:n valorization of 
Olhcrncsscan result In a masslvedcl:Qntcxtuallution as historically 
specific. culturally localil.l..'d and pollllcally urgent discourses an: 
assimilated into theory's single .illcgory of difference. As Rajcswari 
Mohan. in acritiqi.ICofpoststru~~uratis!lpostlllOI:I<:rnist tiJCory's aroJ!ro(lfi· 
atiooufpoliHolonlalmatcrlals.putlilt: 

S.XiaiCOOltml.lictionbccomuanli>IJ:uityordefcmll;duJogicromCSialion 
t.e~sarbitr.lfYJUXtapo>~tion.pl~y.or•'tlllagc:alldiut••rro~:nionof 
polnic:l.llyillten,.<lcdn."UT.lti•nbcromcsw:lf-n:ftcxivity.Tbc:po~Licalgc1S 

aesllwliciwJn•l<l"''i.>~'IIW.l' tlccolnesara..,hion.'ll>legc.<lure.(J7) 

'ThrcatcnlngwopcnupU'ICinstitu!ionoflito:raturctoqucstionscoocern­

lnglhl.:uncvcndislribu!iunufculturalnndpo!iticalpo'''cr.thr..'QI'yhas 
more often than not ended up reducing the h.istoric~l. cultural and 
political ~ontcxt and contest Into the elegant textual aporias it so 
rlgorouslyuncovcrscv~'fywl~re.T1Jt.'OTycanthusbcimp<.'fiouslyblindln 

Its con\'Cr.;ion of polltlcal strat egies into epist~molugical puzzles. lly 
elevating aporlao,·cr empowerment. theory risks :llicnating itSelf from 

fcminlstandminoritymovcm~ntsforwhnmphilosoplticalstrugglcshave 

!oi'ICalwaysrclJtcdtopolltitallocationsandconslltuencics.Ooewayof 
leading theorybacli:toltsmorcradlcallru;ig/I!S maybc!oresituatcits 

t'Pistcmological or philtlsopltical conc~ms in a wid<:r socio-cultural field. 
Thus, lnslcad of asking. "Is there theory In ll!ls class?" Jt may be more 
(lfodUCiiVCIOasli:,"Jsth•.'fCClaSSinthistheory'!" 

In conclusion. I hope my remarks arc not construed as some kind of 

cm-encunserva!i,-ebacklash againr.tthoory; if anything !hey should be 
sccnasanaHcmpltorcmindourselvcsthatlhcasccndancyofthcoryas 
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'4'C mow it in the RcaganiDusWTlutcherfMulroney era, thal is, theory as 
the almost fctishistic fi~ation on textual rcnc~Jvily and allcgorl1.00 
aherity,canbeintcrpn:tcdasarctrc:llfmmandabackla!Jlagalnstthc 
admitlcdly imperfect political activism and Utopian ideals of the 1960s. 
hwouldbcfoolis.htodcnytheachlcvemcmsofthcory;butll would be 
equally foolish to give tho:ory the last word. As Cdward Said points out: 
"lllcory we certainly 111:cd. What we also need over and abo\'C 
thcory,ho'4<ever.isthccriticalrecognitionthat!lll."fCisnothcorycapabic 
of covering. closing off. pr~dlctingall the situations in '4·hictolt might be 
useful"(24l).Rcturnlngtomyopeningrcmarks,I>4'CICOmcthcquotation 
marks the e~lcrnal reviewer assigned to the word "theorist" since h 
Cll.plurcsperfcctlymyown ambivalent but. I trust,criticallyproducth't: 
view of theory. Or. to put it more succinc11y-echolng the t>tratcglc opcn­
endcdf\CSS of U-.e Afro-Aml"rican sermon that goes "Dlack Is. blxk 
ain"t"-"lbooryis.ltk.'Of)'aln't"(scclullcn255-51) 
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