Sherwood - Sample Discussion Questions

"Significance of Theory," Terry Eagleton

(exegesis, genealogy, critique, practice)

1) Eagleton treats theory's significance (its meanings as a term, and its importance) in the second half of the 20th century by discussion the relation of the "explosion of theory" and the "crisis in the humanities." How does he characterize the relationship, what familiar equations of cause/effect are reversed?

2) Eagleton makes a playful rhetorical move in suggesting that the true difficulty of theory is not its "jargon" but in its call for a return to child-like-ness. Explain the rationale. How do we move from this to the notion that theorizing, in its broadest sense, is merely self-reflexivity? 

3) Eagleton himself emerge from a specific theoretical background but, with the exception of passing references, chooses not to name names. How is this choice to be explained and its effectiveness evaluated? Does the politicization of literature and criticism he broadly describes persuade that contemporary theory was "born as a political intervention?" To the extent that this is persuasive, does he argue persuasively that it retains this potential in its various forms (including those which emerge in the last decade)?

4) Eagleton acknowledges the ambivalent possibilities in theorizing-as-reflexivity, in that it may serve disruptive or conservative forces.  In terms of its function with academic institutions, or more broadly within western society, what basis is offered for the claim that it is every significantly disruptive or dynamic (i.e. every anything but conservative)? In terms of Eagleton's own self-reflexivity about the work of the theorist, Do his claims for an always political reading (and consequent advocacy of an emancipatory crit) show signs of destabilizing or rationalizing current practice?

5) Eagleton provides an evocative little vignette (attributed to the spirit of Buñel) of the theorist's task and difficulties, trying to reframe the conversation among prisoners trapped in a room.  How could one envision following the implicit parable in teaching a humanities literature class, or in conducting oneself in a graduate seminar? Would such moves be well received given prevalent ideas about the "nature" of literature and interpretation in institutions with which you are familiar?

