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Series Preface

One of many exciting achievements of the early years of the English
Subject Centre was the agreement with Palgrave Macmillan to initiate
the series “Teaching the New English.” The intention of the then 
Director, Professor Philip Martin, was to create a series of short and
accessible books which would take widely-taught curriculum fields (or,
as in the case of learning technologies, approaches to the whole cur-
riculum) and articulate the connections between scholarly knowledge
and the demands of teaching.

Since its inception, “English” has been committed to what we know
by the portmanteau phrase “learning and teaching.” Yet, by and large, 
university teachers of English – in Britain at all events – find it hard to
make their tacit pedagogic knowledge conscious, or to raise it to a level 
where it might be critiqued, shared, or developed. In the experience
of the English Subject Centre, colleagues find it relatively easy to
talk about curriculum and resources, but far harder to talk about the
success or failure of seminars, how to vary forms of assessment, or to
make imaginative use of Virtual learning Environments. Too often this 
reticence means falling back on received assumptions about student
learning, about teaching, or about forms of assessment. At the same
time, colleagues are often suspicious of the insights and methods ari-
sing from generic educational research. The challenge for the English
group of disciplines is therefore to articulate ways in which our own
subject knowledge and ways of talking might themselves refresh debates
about pedagogy. The implicit invitation of this series is to take fields of 
knowledge and survey them through a pedagogic lens. Research and 
scholarship, and teaching and learning are part of the same process, not
two separate domains.

“Teachers,” people used to say, “are born not made.” There may,
after all, be some tenuous truth in this: there may be generosities of 
spirit (or, alternatively, drives for didactic control) laid down in earliest
childhood. But why should we assume that even “born” teachers (or
novelists, or nurses, or veterinary surgeons) do not need to learn the 
skills of their trade? Amateurishness about teaching has far more to do
with university claims to status, than with evidence aboul how people
learn. There is a craft to shaping and promoting learning. This series of 



books is dedicated to the development of the craft of teaching within
English Studies.

Ben Knights
Teaching the New English Series Editor

Director, English Subject Centre
Higher Education Academy

The English Subject Centre

Founded in 2000, the English Subject Centre (which is based at Royal
Holloway University of London) is part of the subject network of the
Higher Education Academy. Its purpose is to develop learning and
teaching across the English disciplines in UK Higher Education. To this
end it engages in research and publication (web and print), hosts events
and conferences, sponsors projects, and engages in day-to-day dialogue
with its subject communities.
http://www.english.heacademy.ac.uk
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1

Introduction: The History and
Present Condition of Theory –
A Brief Account
Richard Bradford

This volume can claim a special status within the ‘Teaching the New 
English’ series because its subject is not a branch of the literary canon. It
is a way of writing about, or frequently not about, literature. Theory has
obtained and maintained a unique status in literary studies. It is neither 
literature nor in a conventional sense literary criticism, but something 
that can be both practised and studied in its own right.

An exact and reliable history of how Theory arrived in universities 
and set up home in English degree programmes would require a full-
length, scrupulously researched monograph but I will proffer some 
observations, based largely upon fact.

Formalism, the mother or father of structuralism, had taken root
in Continental European institutions during the early to mid-20th
century and it was not regarded as a particularly incongruous presence.
Most literature-based degree courses were closely allied with linguistics
and the expansion Westward of the linguistics-based sub-discipline of 
Formalism was a natural progression. In France, during the 1950s and 
especially the 1960s, the techniques of Claude Lévi-Straus, allegedly the
first Structuralist, were annexed by writers and academics as much set
upon dismantling as analysing cultural apparatuses, and Barthes was,
of course, the best known of these non-conformists. By the end of the
1960s poststructuralism was abroad with its high priest, Jacques Derrida,
forging ahead with such icons to abstruseness as Of Grammatology. 
We should never cease to remind ourselves that Literary or Critical 
Theory had at this advanced stage in its process of gestation become a 
misnomer. Theory would certainly have groundbreaking repercussions 
for routine habits of critical analysis and for standard conceptions of lit-
erature, but Theory did not service literary criticism; quite the opposite. 
Criticism and literature were but two of the numerous topics consumed


