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Academic papers are read at untold numbers of 
conferences each year and, in the worst cases, 
simply allow professors to document one more 

item in their curriculum vita to satisfy those who scruti-
nize the tenure process. In the best cases, these papers 
stimulate academic discussions that invite scrutiny 
of new ideas and widen debate. Students paying the 
high cost of tuition do not want courses taught from 
a teacher’s old, yellowing notes; these papers and pre-
sentations demonstrate the professor’s mind is on the 
stretch. 

But most papers create no stir; most are read and 
forgotten. Many, many ships raise their sails in this 
harbor, but few actually catch the winds of the imagi-
nation and launch their vessels out onto the high seas 
to influence the thinking of a generation or two and 
perhaps even start a movement. While no single event 
creates a movement, such papers can be the match that 
lights the fire.  Such was the case with Derrida’s paper 
on Difference in Toronto in 1968.Martin Luther’s 95 
Theses did not cause the Reformation. Hus, with simi-
lar ideas, had been burned at the stake some 100 years 
earlier; and Wycliffe was stirring up the pot about 80 
years before that. As C.S. Lewis once observed, there 
is nothing in the history of thought like a shoreline in 
geography. But as Luther was the match in the Ref-
ormation tinderbox, so too Derrida was the match in 
the tinderbox that started the fires of postmodernism, 
although it took another twenty or thirty years before 
the word “postmodern” was on the lips of the popu-
lous.

Why is it that some ships are launched out of the 
harbor of the academy and sail on to affect the cul-
ture so widely? It would make an interesting study 

if one could ever discover the 
answer; but the question would 
still remain, who could ever 
predict when and why such a 
thing might happen? What is 
the next movement that will re-
place postmodernism? 

In his book, The Structure of 
Scientific Revolutions, Thomas 
Kuhn reminds us that reality is 
far more complex than the capacity of any paradigm 
or worldview to describe completely. Certainly some 
truth is acquired and remains after each paradigmatic 
exploration, but in the end, the periphery of human 
ideologies must give way to larger, more robust de-
scriptions of the world. As C.S. Lewis wisely noted, 
all images of the universe must, in the end, become 
discarded images, holding on to what they can and 
purging what they must. Certainly not everything 
that appears to be an advance proves to be so. His-
tory is full of examples. Nevertheless, it may be pos-
sible both descriptively and definitionally to argue 
which ships ought to be affecting the next generation 
of thought; new presentations describe reality with at 
least enough precision to stir up significant conversa-
tion given the state of the present tinderbox. 

Perhaps such a book is Terry Eagleton’s After Theory. 
Eagleton was formerly the John Edward Taylor Profes-
sor of Cultural Theory at Manchester University and 
is now teaching at Lancaster University.

After Theory is written in recognition that postmod-
ernism, as a dominant worldview, has nearly run its 
course and is on the threshold of giving way to some 
new paradigm. Eagleton is convinced there will not 
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be a regression, at least in one particular regard. The 
postmodernists have taught the culture to be aware 
of embedded assumptions in texts and also in the in-
terpretations of those texts. It is good to be mindful of 
impulses that can cloud objectivity and prevent sane 
debate and helpful discussion. In this regard, Eagleton 
acknowledges that the early postmodernists were not 
relativists; they were perspectivalists. The relativist 
point of view is seldom shaped by reality; it champi-
ons what C.S. Lewis called a subjectivism. Lewis is 
not denying the necessity of subjectivity; all attempts 
to know must be filtered through lenses, but all hu-
man lenses are fraught with limits. The relativist, like 
the fundamentalist, tends to be too self-referential to 
be objective. The community is seldom benefited by 
relativists or fundamentalists, for both are functional 
anarchists. Unable to participate in dialectically safe 
engagement, their tendencies are utilitarian. The fun-
damentalist may paint a “Thus saith the Lord” across 
his own opinions, but the relativist, acting in anarchist 
fashion, plays a sort of godlike role as well. 

Who can ever discuss with such people? The de-
lusion that one’s view is equal to God’s is very dif-
ficult to dissipate by reason; it is not held by reason 
and it will not dissolve by debate. Eagleton reminds 
his readers that the early postmodernists were per-
spectivalists. They did not deny objective reality, they 
simply asserted that it is complex and therefore to un-
derstand it well requires community. It is open to per-
spectives that invite participants from both genders 
and a variety of cultures, races, and economic posi-
tions to contribute what they see from their various 
points of view. 

Eagleton laments the fact that many in the second 
generation of postmodernists did not stay true to this 
vision and turned the movement toward relativism. 
Postmodernism is itself a complex movement, and 
those who spoke against it, failing to address the com-
plexity, simplified their descriptions and leveled their 
attacks at a straw man. The irony cannot be neglected. 
Those who opposed postmodernism for its relativism 
and self-referential ways were equally self-referential 
in their descriptions of the postmodernists. In the end, 
the critics were jousting at windmills. Nevertheless, 
the relativism that did creep into the second genera-
tion of postmodernists certainly contributed to its 
present unraveling. Relativists are not good at unity; 
their alliance cannot last very long. Eagleton gives a 
brief, but helpful, informed survey of the history of 
postmodernism, sorting out truth from myth. 

The most compelling chapter in After Theory is 
“Truth, Virtue, and Objectivity,” in which one discov-
ers Eagleton’s hope for the future. Beyond the debates 
of the modernists and postmodernists, this chapter is 
a call to return to the objectivity of texts. No matter 
what the buried assumptions are, texts still say some-
thing, and those wanting to grow beyond the limits of 
their own assumptions will seek to understand what 
others have said before disagreeing with them. 

Eagleton’s call to objectivity is also a call to dialecti-
cally safe community. He writes, “Trying to be objec-
tive is an arduous, fatiguing business, which in the end 
only the virtuous can attain. Only those with patience, 
honesty, courage, and persistence can delve through 
the dense layers of self-deception which prevent us 
from seeing the situation as it really is. This is espe-
cially difficult for those who wield power—for power 
tends to breed fantasy, reducing the self to a state 
of querulous narcissism.” Quick to take on atheists 
such as Richard Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens, 
Eagleton, far from a model Christian, is nonetheless 
grateful for his Catholic background. He believes it 
was the Church that provided him an example of how 
to think critically in community. He writes, “Nobody 
who was not open to dialogue with others, willing to 
listen, argue honestly, and admit when he or she was 
wrong could make real headway in investigating the 
world.” In rhetoric that reads as if it was informed by 
the Upper Room Discourse, Eagleton notes that love 
is necessary to any environment where dialectically 
safe engagements can occur. “In the act of trusting 
self-disclosure, knowledge and value go hand in hand. 
Similarly, only if one knows that one will still be ac-
cepted can one dare to encounter the truth of oneself. 
In these senses, too, value and objectivity are not the 
opposites which so many seem to think them.” 

In fact, Eagleton notes that “Objectivity does not 
mean judging from nowhere…you can only know 
how the situation is if you are standing in a position 
to know. Only by standing at a certain angle to reality 
can it be illuminated for you.” The perspectivalist is 
able to champion his point of view without asserting 
that it be universally accepted. The truth one sees from 
his angle of vision allows one to make a significant 
contribution to the corporate understanding. Party 
politics and
creedal prevent one from growing if those posi-
tions shut down dialogue. Furthermore, such posi-
tioning can distance one from those very points of 
view that will allow for the possibility of holding 
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to a position and doing it without prejudice or ran-
cor. Perhaps it is through participation in the daily 
struggle of life’s complexities that we begin to sense 
our need for dialectically safe community; perhaps, 
but not necessarily. Some tend to justify their own 
positions even if those positions, by their very na-
ture, are incomplete if not wrong altogether. These 
rationalizations can take a good idea and make it 
static. Once such a position is self-justified it will 
look at all difference with condescension, and the 
static idea calcifies. 

Understanding becomes dynamic and vital only 
when it remains in a context where it is infused with 
challenge and debate is valued. Again, Eagleton sees 
that this approach is difficult to achieve without that 

kind of psychological wholeness that breeds love and 
trust. 

It remains to be seen if Eagleton has raised his 
sails enough for the winds of the imagination to 
launch After Theory out of the harbor and onto the 
high seas. What is certain is that his call for objectivi-
ty in the midst of dialectically safe engagement is not 
new. The New Testament is full of such instruction. 
Christians should heed this call to dialectically safe 
community, for Christ called them to it two thou-
sand years ago.
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