
Text
The first definitions of text in the OED refer to the scriptures: ‘‘the very words and

sentences of the Holy Scripture; hence the Scriptures themselves’’ (lC14). It could also

mean a short, authoritative passage from Scripture that would be the proper topic for

elaboration, as in a sermon. These narrow uses were quickly extended to include the

‘‘wording of anything written or printed; the structure formed by the words in their

order’’ (C15). Thus ‘‘text’’ refers to the original, formal, and authoritative body of any

linguistic object. Finally, in the C17, ‘‘text’’ is used to refer to ‘‘the theme or subject on

which one speaks.’’ This history reveals two dimensions along which the referent of text

was expanded: first, from the scriptures to a broader range of linguistic objects; and

second, from the actual and permanent material words to that which is addressed by the

words, what we might call their ‘‘subject matter.’’

For the most part, the common use of ‘‘text’’ has not diverged very much from this

etymology. In common use, ‘‘text’’ refers to what the New Critics used to call ‘‘the words on

the page.’’ The ‘‘text of the president’s speech’’ refers to the actual words, order and

structure independently of the event of the speech itself. The text is that which fixes some

event (such as the speech) and makes it permanent. The text is, in that sense, usually thought

of as existing independently of the original context in which it was produced, making it into

an apparently timeless and placeless object that can be widely shared and scrutinized.

In these ways, text has come to be associated, in the eC21, with all sorts of new

information technologies, as in text processing, text editing, and text messaging. And

it has even established a presence in the academy, as when the humanities are sometimes

described as text-based disciplines. In the mC20, text linguistics concerned itself with

larger units of language than words or sentences as necessary to an understanding of how

meaning is produced.

However, text also has a second life, for since the mC20, it has become a highly technical

and fertile concept in academic cultural theory. This ‘‘linguistic turn’’ is marked by an

increasing concern for textuality, which in the eC19 meant something like literary style.

Historically, this new technical usage entered the various disciplines and interdisciplines

under the influence of structuralism, where the focus of study was the text as a written or

spoken artifact. What mattered was to understand in precise linguistic detail those

systematic aspects of textual structure that facilitated textual coherence and enabled

textual communication. This work was based on the theories of language and meaning

developed by the eC20 linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, the mC20 anthropologist Claude

Lévi-Strauss, and the early work of the literary critic Roland Barthes. These authors

argued that language use was enabled by an underlying code or system of rules, which

speakers used unconsciously and which could not be changed at will. This use of text sought

to displace the author and concepts of individual creativity in favor of understanding the

abstract systems which made the production of meaning possible. The reader was freed
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from the controlling origin of the author and the authored work, and could now negotiate

meanings directly with texts. Additionally, Lévi-Strauss and Barthes argued that this

perspective could be applied beyond language (in the narrow linguistic sense) to a broad

range of semiotic systems. Barthes’s Mythologies (1973) was a significant text here in

demonstrating how it was possible to read cultural forms as widely diverse as wrestling,

toys, soap powders, the Eiffel Tower, and motorcars as texts.

This notion of text developed into a pan-disciplinary concept that encompassed any

cultural object of investigation, including the full range of media (visual, aural, and

corporeal), ritual spectacles and social activities (from presidential inaugurations and

wars to sports and shopping), commodities, and spaces (from shopping centers to cities).

In literary studies all genres of writing – such as the lyric, the novel, plays and their

performances – are now referred to as texts for purposes of analysis. All of these

enterprises are seen as aspects of a general textuality and as forms of textual practice.

Moreover, many cultural texts are recognized to be multi-media forms in which language

is only one dimension.

These notions of text and textuality have redefined some of the most basic assumptions

in the academy about the nature of cultural objects, how they work, and the nature of

critical activity itself. The first is commonly encapsulated in the notion of intertextuality,

first introduced in the eC20 to highlight the enabling linguistic features shared by all texts,

and extended by Russian Formalist critics to the study of literary systems. The notion was

taken up later by Julia Kristeva (1970), Roland Barthes (1971, 1975), and Jacques

Derrida (1976) as a radical rethinking of the contextuality of texts. Any text is always

quite literally a weaving together of other, similarly interconnected, texts. Thus, rather

than having a single or stable meaning somehow embodied in its structure or in the ‘‘words

on the page,’’ the text is engaged in a continuous play of meaning across the field of

intertextuality. Consequently, at the very least, meaning is mobile, dispersed, and plural,

since any text is always subject to the incessant movement of recontextualization. At the

same time, both Barthes and Derrida were concerned with demonstrating how the poten-

tially infinite mobility/dispersal of meaning is always constrained and limited in practice by

the act of writing and reading.

These concepts of text and textuality have enabled cultural theorists to challenge the

assumed separation of an empirically available, non-linguistic material world from its

representations in linguistic and non-linguistic (for instance visual) texts. The concepts

have provided powerful arguments for an understanding of texts as forms of representation

which actively construct and do not just reflect reality. Derrida’s often-reported statement

that ‘‘there is nothing outside the text’’ is commonly offered as evidence of the idealist

denial of material reality. In fact, the statement, more properly translated as ‘‘the text has

no outside,’’ points to the intertextual and non-referential nature of the production of

meaning. But it still remains true that the theory of texts and textuality has led the charge
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against most forms of realist epistemology and ontology, in the name of a radical theory of

linguistic (or discursive) mediation and construction.

The consequences of such a theory for the critic are immense: no longer able to ‘‘read’’

the meaning in ‘‘the words on the page,’’ critical activity becomes a creative activity of

recontextualization, thus making the critic as much responsible for the production of

meaning as is the originary text or author. The line between creative and critical work

all but disappears, as both become part of the larger human processes of language and

meaning production.

Terry Threadgold

See: REPRESENTATION, SIGN, WRITING.

Theory
In its modern sense the word theory probably entered English from medieval translations

of Aristotle. Etymologically it has the same root (theoros, spectator, from rw thea, sight)

as the word theatre: Gk theoria is a sight or spectacle, and the literal sense of looking has

then been metaphorized to that of contemplating or speculating. In English too there is an

early and now obsolete sense of a sight, a spectacle, or a mental view or contemplation.

But the major line of development in English deploys theory in contrast to ‘‘practice’’ or

‘‘application,’’ to mean ‘‘a conception or mental scheme of something to be done, or of the

method of doing it; a systematic statement of rules or principles to be followed’’ (‘‘Your

theories are here to practice brought, As in mechanic operations wrought,’’ Dryden, 1674;

‘‘A theory that will not admit of application cannot possibly be just,’’ Malthus, 1798). In a

more general philosophical and scientific sense, a theory is:

a scheme or system of ideas or statements held as an explanation or account of a group of

facts or phenomena; a hypothesis that has been confirmed or established by observation or

experiment, and is propounded or accepted as accounting for the known facts; a statement of

what are held to be the general laws, principles, or causes of something known or observed.

Central to this definition is the notion of the systematic relations holding between the

components of an explanatory model, and the differentiation of theory from the more

tentative conception of a hypothesis. A modification of this sense, however, makes theory

mean something like ‘‘hypothesis’’ or even ‘‘unfounded speculation,’’ as in the phrase in

theory (as opposed to ‘‘in practice’’ or ‘‘in fact’’). Thus Burke (1792): ‘‘Whether I am

right in the theory or not, . . . the fact is as I state it’’; and James Mill (1829): ‘‘The word

theory has been perverted to denote an operation . . . which . . . consists in supposing and

setting down matters supposed as matters observed. Theory in fact has been confounded

with hypothesis.’’
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