Literary Theory and Critical Thought, Lectures Michaelmas Term 2018

On the following pages you find a presentation of the lecture-series on ‘Literary Theory
and Critical Thought’. You also find a number of bibliographical references. Please
note that these references are not the prescribed readings for ‘Paper 12: Literary
Theory’ or for the graduate module ‘Key Questions in Critical Thought’. These two
courses each have their own bibliographies. What is listed below is material we will be
engaging with in the lectures.

Texts (Weeks 1 and 2, lan Maclachlan)

The idea that in studying literature we’re involved with texts may seem like just about
the most unilluminating ‘no-brainer’ imaginable. But in the latter part of the 20"
century the resonances of a lexicon of textuality, writing and difference were bound up
with a radical reconception of the literary work, its meaning, and its cultural role and
value. This reconception may be summarised in terms of the movement from
structuralism to post-structuralism and beyond, and these two lectures will offer an
account of those intellectual developments, focusing on such figures as Roland Barthes,
Julia Kristeva, Jacques Derrida and Jacques Ranciéere, and discussing notions of
semiology, intertextuality, deconstruction, and différance. They will also explore the
idea that Derrida’s famous proclamation ‘Il n’y a pas de hors-texte [There is no outside-
text]’ in no way implies a schism between text and world, but rather heralds their
ceaseless interweaving and, therefore, an essentially political dimension of the literary
text, as we see, for example, in the later work of Barthes and in Ranciére’s thinking of
the politics of literature.
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Identities (Weeks 3 and 4, Helen Swift)

A vast field of literary and cultural enquiry, whose parameters are ever-broadening:
from how identity is constituted as a relationship between body and voice, to critical
interrogation of the very utterance ‘I am’, to reflection on how selfthood is defined and
defines itself as gendered, to consideration beyond traditional limits of identity as a
human category. Starting with an argument between Barthes and Derrida in 1966, these
two lectures will focus on 1) identity in relation to literary subjectivity (deictics of
utterance; relations between body and voice; the posthuman), and 2) performativity as
a fundamental tenet of late-twentieth and early twenty-first reflection on identity, as
conceptualised by Judith Butler in her now-seminal work on ‘gender trouble’.
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Posthumanism (Week 5, Barry Murnane)

Jacques Derrida once asked whether somebody from 500 years ago would recognize
modern people as humans at all. Derrida’s question addresses some of the key issues
of our day: the challenge posed to inherited and established conceptions of what it
means to be human by the impact of contemporary bio-technologies, bio-politics, and
bio-media. Following on from Michel Foucault’s critical reconsideration of the post-
Enlightenment humanist subject, Posthumanism is a critical discourse which has
emerged in the last twenty-odd years or so bringing together multiple fields of enquiry
to answer precisely this question— from historians and philosophers of science and
history to cultural theorists, from philosophers of ethics and identities to literary
scholars, from IT-specialists to media theorists, and from biomedical researchers to
writers/makers of speculative fiction and film. While for some writers the posthuman
condition is one to be embraced — either as a space of potential to crack binary gender
politics in Haraway, for example, or as a means of transcending the limitations of our
imperfect bodies in ‘Transhumanism’ — for others the experience of posthuman
biomedical technologies and solutions is one associated with pain, biopolitical control,
and potentially death. This lecture will introduce the key themes and thinkers of
Posthumanism mainly through the lens of the Medical Humanities, playing some of the
more optimistic, speculative scenarios of posthuman transcendence off against current
medical instances of actual posthuman conditions in order to develop a narrative of
‘Critical Posthumanism’.
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The Nonhuman Turn (Weeks 6 and 7, Nikolaj Lubecker)

During the last fifteen to twenty years, a plethora of new theoretical approaches has
emerged in literary studies as well as in the humanities and social sciences more widely.
Labels such as ‘affect theory’, ‘new materialism’, ‘object-oriented ontology’, ‘animal
studies’, ‘ecocriticism’, ‘posthumanism’ (see week 5) and ‘cyborg theory’ have been
coined. In 2015, Richard Grusin attempted to bring together this diverse set of
theoretical formations under the umbrella term ‘the nonhuman turn’. While this term
deserves questioning, Grusin’s effort to bring out what these writings all share is still
helpful. He sees them as responses to some of the major societal challenges facing us
today — above all, global warming and rapid developments in the bio-technological
sciences. In other words, these theoretical texts aim to interrogate the place of the
human in a world of climate crisis and radical technological developments.

Following on from week 5 in particular, these two lectures will introduce
selected aspects of the Nonhuman Turn by focusing on affect theory, ecotheory and a
few texts considering the impact of recent technological inventions on the human. The
lectures will also present some less contemporary texts (by Simondon, Guattari and
Williams) that the nonhuman turn has brought back into the spotlight.
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Worlds (Week 8, Jane Hiddleston)

This lecture will explore the meaning of the term ‘world’ according to several recent
philosophers, such as Jean-Luc Nancy, Edouard Glissant and Paul Gilroy, in particular
in the context of current conceptions of globalisation. The discussion will tie these
theories in with postcolonial history and suggest that we need a concept of ‘world’ or
of ‘worldliness’ which is able to accommodate diversity, relationality, and creativity.
The second part of the lecture will analyse the notion of ‘world literature’ in the light
of the tension in current theories between universalism and the demand for proper
attention to the multiple different streams that make up the ‘worldly’ literary text.
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