
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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The account of scientific theorization in the C20, dominated by the logical positivism of

Rudolf Carnap (1969), Karl Popper (1986 [1934]), and others, attempts to reduce the

speculative dimension of theorization by requiring the use of rigorous correspondence rules

between observation statements and theoretical meta-languages. A more positive view of

theory, particularly in the social sciences, however, has stressed that observation statements

in the natural sciences are always theory-laden and are meaningful only in relation to a

particular theoretical framework (Giddens, 1974). The sharp distinction between theory

and observation was criticized from the 1960s onward by philosophers such as Hilary

Putnam, Imre Lakatos, and Paul Feyerabend, by historians and sociologists of science

such as Thomas Kuhn (1970), and by critical theorists such as Theodor Adorno and Jürgen

Habermas. In the Hegelian and Marxist traditions theory is understood not in opposition but

in dialectical relation to practice (or, more abstractly, praxis): on the one hand, theory is

grounded in and shaped by material social institutions, relations, and practices; on the other,

the point of theoretical activity is not to observe the world but to transform it.

In contemporary usage in the humanities and social sciences, ‘‘theory’’ designates less any

particular set of systematic ideas than a politically contested attitude toward the use of

abstract explanatory models in humanistic and social inquiry. This usage goes back to the

movement from the late 1960s onward to incorporate European thought in a range of fields,

including linguistics, anthropology, philosophy, semiotics, psychoanalysis, and Marxism,

into Anglo-American disciplines of knowledge, particularly literary studies, sociology, and

political philosophy. This movement was not an appropriation of European philosophy as

such; rather, it was directed to forms of thinking in the social and human sciences which had

been strongly shaped by the model of structural linguistics. These paradigms had at their core

some of the following principles: the relationality of elements in a system without positive

terms; hence, an emphasis on relations rather than substances; the modeling of non-textual

entities on text; the notion that systems are constructs of the analysis, and the building of the

observer into the system; and (in the poststructuralist phase) a conception of systems as

open-ended and temporal. But these core principles have merged with others drawn from a

wider sphere of poststructuralist and ‘‘postmodern’’ thought, including phenomenology and

hermeneutics, to form the shifting conglomerate known as theory.

What makes this a recognizable and more or less coherent entity is not, to any

significant degree, its content but rather its institutionalization through programs of

translation (for example, by New Left Books from the 1960s onward), of popularization

(for example, through the Methuen/Routledge New Accents series), and of positions taken

in the theory wars of the decades from about 1970, which pitted traditionalists against

those defined as defenders of ‘‘theory’’ in the university curriculum and in intellectual life

more generally. Paul de Man (1986) defined this resistance to theory as a resistance to

the use of a meta-language concerned not, in the first place, with meaning and reference

but rather with the operations that make them possible. But in a broader sense this

resistance was a displacement both of political antagonisms and of tensions over the
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transition from an elite to a mass university system (and the accompanying professional-

ization of the academic career).

If theory was, on the whole, victorious in these wars, it has, like all victors, taken on

much of the coloring of the conquered population, and has entered into a compromise

which guarantees its formal authority at the expense of substantial, but tacit, concessions

to its opponents. It is not certain that this victory was not a defeat, and the mood of its

erstwhile proponents is perhaps best summed up in book titles such as What’s left of

theory? (Butler, Guillory, and Thomas, 2000).

John Frow

See: EMPIRICAL, INTELLECTUAL, KNOWLEDGE, OBJECTIVITY, RELATIVISM,

SCIENCE.

Therapy
Therapy implies the treatment of disorders and diseases, both mental and physical,

combining a notion of service and attention with that of cure. In the C20 it came to

have a particular place in the life of the West. There are hundreds of different kinds of

therapy, ranging from forms of psychotherapy to occupational therapy (rehabilitation

through the practicing of work-related tasks like the making of stools, often associated

with a stay in a psychiatric hospital in the 1950s–70s) to art therapy (the expression of

unspeakable emotions through art), drama therapy, and family therapy, based on a

systems approach to family communication and interaction. Therapeutic communities

are psychiatric institutions offering forms of group therapy to inhabitants, who stay there

for a prolonged period. More recently, the term ‘‘therapy’’ has been used for New Age

practices such as crystal therapy or types of massage such as aromatherapy (or simply

massage therapy). It has also been applied to medical treatments such as chemotherapy,

the use of toxic chemicals to treat cancer, and hormone replacement therapy, the use of

estrogen and progesterone to treat symptoms of the menopause.

Therapeutic approaches to the possibility of treatment of patients in insane asylums

were introduced in the eC20, the best-known of which is electro-convulsive therapy

(ECT), in which electric shocks were administered to patients suffering from psychotic

conditions. Though ECT is still widely used, many consider it inhumane and advocate its

replacement by drug therapies and psychotherapy. However, the rapid rise in both the

proliferation of kinds of therapy on offer and the use of the term ‘‘therapy’’ has been

understood by some as using therapy to replace the confessional (Foucault, 1980), or more

generally to be part of the ‘‘psy-’’sciences (psychology, psychiatry, psychoanalysis, psy-

chotherapy [N. Rose, 1985]) through which people are enjoined to work on themselves to

become the rational, unitary subject of liberalism through a regime of understanding their

interiority, especially their emotions.
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