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Te r ry Eagleton—"that Marxist goof from Linacre
college" as Northrop Frye once called him (102)—
is one of today's most important cultural critics.
In his latest book, ' Fi g u res of Dissent', some 40
e s s ays based on book rev i ews written over the last
15 ye a rs have been collected. Those essays are 3
to 12 pages in length, and deal with topics ra n g i n g
f rom postcolonial theory, the nature of Gothic or
utopia to David Beckham and fo rg e ry. What give s
the collection some form of unity is that the
majority of books rev i ewed have something to do
with some of Eagleton's known interests: litera ry
c r i t i c i s m ,c u l t u ral theory, I re l a n d ,M a r x i s m ,
Wi t t g e n s t e i n . . . The essay, as Eagleton writes in a
rev i ew of a book by Stuart Hall, is "that most sup-
p l e , tactical of litera ry forms"; and like that
a u t h o r, "he fashions it with a ra re blend of
metaphorical flourish and polemical punch ,p i t ch-
ing his tone somew h e re between heavy-duty theo-
ry and zesty journalism, at once quick - footed and
h i g h - m i n d e d ,s h owman and specialist." (210)
Eagleton's tone is combative ,p rovo c a t ive and
i m a g i n a t ive . Tre n ch a n cy comes natura l ly to him,
but he also makes a conscious effort not to be
spiteful or unfa i r. His prose style is humoro u s ,
and at the same time, his writing retains a certain
o p a c i t y. The rev i ews collected in this book are of
u n even intere s t . His essays on Gayatri Spivak or
S l avoj Zizek are like ly to have far more impact
than those on IA Rich a rds or gallows speeches in
e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u ry Ire l a n d . H oweve r, even his
minor pieces are colourful. He notes for ex a m p l e
that David Beckham's prose "is as excruciating as
one imagines VS Naipaul's shots at a goal wo u l d
b e . Reading this aggre s s ive ly styleless book is a
bit like mu n ching your way dutifully through ya rd
upon ya rd of muslin." (266). But there are also
limits to Eagleton's colourful style. Ta ke for ex a m-
ple his critique of deconstruction's ethical turn:
"Ethics for the later Derrida, is a matter of
absolute decisions, w h i ch must be made outside
all given norms and forms of know l e d g e ,d e c i s i o n s
w h i ch are utterly vital, yet which completely
evade conceptualisation. One can only hope that
he is not on the jury when one's case comes up in
court." (247)  On the basis of that ex a m p l e ,s o m e
could object that Eagleton's comical turn of
p h rase is a substitute for more rigorous arg u m e n-
t a t i o n .

The most interesting essays in the collection
a re those dealing with the small number of innov-
a t ive theoretical currents that have appeared ove r
the last two decades. "It has been apparent fo r
some time that litera ry theory is in something of a
cul de sac ... The path breaking epoch of Gre i m a s
and the early Kristeva , the Althusserians and
ava n t - g a rde film theorists now lies a couple of
decades behind us. Few truly innova t ive theore t i-
cal moves have been made since ... It is as though
the theory is all in place, and all that remains to
be done is run yet more texts through it." (135)
But there are ex c e p t i o n s . G ayatari Chakravo r t i
S p iva k , one of the leading theorists of postcolo-
n i a l i s m , "is among the most coruscatingly intelli-
gent of all contempora ry theorists, whose insights
can be idiosyncra t i c , but ra re ly less than original."
(161)  Howeve r, postcolonialism has re c e ived so
mu ch criticism "that to use the wo rd unre s e rve d ly
of oneself would be rather like calling oneself
Fa t s o, or confessing to a furtive interest in
c o p rophilia." (158)  Eagleton is not ve ry enthusias-
tic about the current postcolonial hy p e . He fin d s
S p ivakian metaphorical mu ddles pre t e n t i o u s ly
o p a q u e . "It might just be, of cours e , that the
point of a wre t ched sentence like 'the in choate in-
fans ab-original para-subject cannot be theorised
as functionally completely fro zen in a wo rld where

t e l e o l ogy is schematised into geo-gra p hy' is to sub-
vert the bogus tra n s p a re n cy of Western Reason.
Or it might be that discussing public matters in
this hermetically private idiom is more a symptom
of that Reason than a solution to it." (159)  A l s o,
for Eagleton, the theoretical radicality of postcolo-
nialism fails to translate itself into a radical politi-
cal pra x i s . " O r well's politics are mu ch more
fa r- re a ching than his conve n t i o n a l ly-minded pro s e
would suggest. With mu ch postcolonial writing,
the situation is just the reve rs e . Its fla m b oya n t
t h e o retical ava n t - g a rdism conceals a rather mod-
est political agenda." (164)  But it would be wro n g
to think, on the basis of his critique of the hermet-
ic and turgid sentences of postcolonial theorists,
that Eagleton believes that the theory has no va l i d
insights to offer; Eagleton writes on Irish issues
f rom a postcolonial pers p e c t ive . The book con-
tains essays on a number of Irish writers (fo r
i n s t a n c e , Wi l d e ,Yeats and Heaney ) . E a g l e t o n ' s
fascination with Ireland perhaps partly comes
f rom the fact that because the Irish "we re con-
demned to ex p ress themselves in a language not
of their ow n ,t h ey could re i nvent it with a brio and
boldness less marked in the metropolitan nation."
(48)  On the basis of that idea, Eagleton demon-
s t rates the originality of Seamus Heaney's tra n s l a-
tion of Beow u l f. Eagleton's postcolonial criticism
does not suffer from a modest political agenda as
can be seen from his excellent rev i ew of the lead-
ing revisionist historian of Ire l a n d ,R oy Fo s t e r.
Eagleton shows how the so-called ‘ great demy t h o l-
ogiser’ of Irish history remains trapped in a few
myths of his ow n . Foster blames hostility to the
British state on some deluded demonology of the
Republican ve rsion of Irish history. Eagleton com-
ments that "there must be a fair few Satanists
with scars from plastic bullets." (232)  He is
e n t i re ly correct to note that "Foster's constant
nationalist knock i n g , far from re p resenting some
daring dissidence, is now the purest platitude in
these islands. In fact it would be hard these day s
to get an academic job in Irish history without a
c e r t i ficate of pro fic i e n cy in the pursuit." (233)
But what Eagleton fails to take into account, i s
that in spite of its hermeticism, postcolonial theo-
ry has proved to be mu ch closer to the spirit of the
Republican Socialism of James Connolly and
m o re radical on Ireland than most of the intellec-
tual British Marxist left (like Eric Hobsbawm or
Tom Nairn and the New Left Rev i ew) who adopt-
ed a position reminiscent of the old "socialist colo-
nial policy " .

For Eagleton, S l avoj Zizek is "the most fo r m i-
d ab ly brilliant exponent of psych o a n a ly s i s ,i n d e e d
of cultural theory in genera l , to have emerged in
E u rope for some decades." (200)  Unlike the
t u rgid sentences of postcolonial theorists, " h i s
writing is splendidly crisp and lucid, even if his
books can be fears o m e ly diffic u l t . . . . His style is
deep and light simu l t a n e o u s ly, shot through with
an intense political seriousness, but never at all
portentous." (203)  What Eagleton pre s u m ab ly
l i kes about Zizek is that he is a lot more pra c t i c a l
and political than most contempora ry theorists.
Z i zek shows how we are haunted by the Lacanian
real by using examples from popular culture ,
sw i t ching from Hegel to Hitch c o ck . E a g l e t o n ’s
criticism is that Zizek  “ n ever re a l ly takes time off
f rom his ex p l o rations to re flect on just what a
hideous view of human life he is delivering us, o r
on how this is compatible with the political dis-
sent which he clearly still embraces." Just as
human existence for Lacan is the fantasy by which
we plug the terrifying void of the Real, "so Zize k ' s
ch i rpy wit and anecdotal relish serve in part to
mask the obscene vision of humanity he offers . "

(204-205)  Eagleton also deals with the studies,
i n s p i red by the wo rk of Foucault and Deleuze ,o n
s exuality and the body. Eagleton predicts that,
" t h e re will soon be more bodies in contempora ry
criticism than on the fields of Wa t e rl o o " .
"Somatic criticism" as Eagleton calls this new
field of cultural studies, m a kes it difficult to dis-
tinguish soft porn from litera ry theory sections in
bookshops; "many an eager masturbator mu s t
h ave borne away some sexy-looking tome only to
find himself reading up on the floating signifie r. "
(129)  But for the new somatics, not any old body
will do. "If the libidinal body is in, the lab o u r i n g
b o dy is out. Th e re are mutilated bodies galore ,
but few malnourished ones, belonging as they do
to bits of the globe beyond the purv i ew of Ya l e . "
(131)  Eagleton engages in a brilliant discussion of
the relation between body and mind. E a g l e t o n ' s
Roman Catholic back ground enables him to have
good insights and to write well on topics such as
the body and soul, confession and re s u r re c t i o n .
He corrects quite a few mistaken ideas ab o u t
what Christianity has to say about the body.
Eagleton constantly displays a sharp political edge
in those essay s . The central problem for him is
not so mu ch the fla t - footed style of those tex t s
written by the cultural left, but that cultural theo-
ry today is limited by the social and political con-
t ext in which it is inserted. " To d ay's left, b e reft of
the political opportunities of a Lenin or a Lukács,
is accustomed to practice limping behind theory,
or even being replaced by it." (90)  The divo rc e
b e t ween theory and practice has pathological con-
s e q u e n c e s . "Radical theory tends to grow
u n p l e a s a n t ly narcissistic when deprived of a polit-
ical outlet. As the semioticians might put it, t h e
t h e o ry then comes to stand in metaphorically fo r
what it signifies." (160)  These are no longer the
d ays “ w h e re ‘Marxist’ and ‘ c u l t u ral theorist’ are as
s y n o nymous as Ivana Trump and liposuction.”
(209)  To d ay “socialism is as alien a territory as
Alpha Centauri.” (165)  But one certainly cannot
accuse Eagleton of capitulating in those essays to
the current zeitgeist of hermetic sentences and
political shy n e s s .

' Fi g u res of Dissent '
Te r ry Ea g l e to n
Ve r s o, I S BN 1859 8 46 67 x

Figures of dissent
Liam O'Ruairc


