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CONTEMPORARY ANGLOPHONE LITERATURE AND THE PROBLEM OF CRITICAL THINKING 
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Abstract: Contemporary art and literature is characterised by the discussion of otherness. The otherness 

principle plays important role both in the production as well as reception stage of the literary process. The 

growing tendency to identify its specific features as an almost basic requirement for the critical activity, 

however, may result in the growing ignorance to other features of literary works and, as a result, to the 

reduction of their message for the readers. The paper discusses the need to employ critical thinking in order to 

penetrate to deeper layers of literary texts, using some of the works of several contemporary Anglophone 

writers. It also claims that fostering critical thinking is one of the best ways to use to develop the desired 

interpretative skills in literary education. 
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It is a common knowledge that the teaching of literature has always been an important 

part of general curriculum in most enlightened countries and reading the texts of famous 

authors and subsequent disputes have always been a basic, and respectable, educational 

strategy from the times of Plato’s Academia. Nowadays, however, the teaching (and studying) 

of literature has come to mean nothing more than the practicing of cliché verbal equilibristic, 

with many literature professors thus being turned to a “laughingstock” (Delbanco, 1999) of 

academia, since they preoccupy themselves with concepts and terms foreign to literary theory 

and criticism, as well as to their education. The tendency to use the extraliterary, or in 

Wellek´s words (1985), extrinsic terminology seems to have become an essential starting point 

of almost every literary critical reflection, resulting in the growing ignorance to other, intrinsic, 

features of literary works, and in the reduction of the complexity of message literary works 

offer for their readers. I even dare say that literary critics and theorists have abandoned efforts 

to penetrate to deeper layers of literary texts and become satisfied with superficiality of 

ideological interpretations. They have stopped considering beauty, truth and the expression of 

humanity as important domains of artworks, and substituted them for sociological and 

political categories of race, gender, class, that is, the categories through which they address 

not the universal, but the particular, not the human culture, but individual national or ethnic 
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cultures, stressing the separation and the enforcement of group rights, not cooperation 

through individual rights and values. This is a very unfortunate abuse of literature´s potential 

to address primarily the ontological levels of an individual human self, living in the solitude of 

his relation to the world.  

The reading of literature should not be mistaken for the reading of a sociological or 

political text. As Harold Bloom has claimed, literature requires a “solitary reader” who reads, 

first of all, for himself “and not for the interests that supposedly transcend the self” (Bloom, 

2001, 23). The primacy of the self provides the readers with authenticity and importance, 

affects the depth of their being. “It matters, if individuals are to retain any capacity to form 

their own judgements and opinions, that they continue to read for themselves” (Bloom, 2001, 

21). Naturally, the self is never absolutely separated from other selves, it partakes in their 

meaning and shares other selves´ values. The social dimension of our existence is therefore 

a relevant aspect of every work of art as well. Literary works do not originate in the void, or in 

utter solitude of one separated mind, but are the results of one self living among other selves. 

Thus any critical activity cannot ignore the context of a group, culture, nation. But as far as art 

is concerned, the context is just a feeding ground, the Emersonian Nature supporting the 

manifestation of Spirit through Man. However, in current criticism there are many examples of 

the opposite, of the context (political, ethnic, gender-based) becoming the defining and 

constitutive ground suppressing the individual human measure and producing ideological 

interpretations and analyses.  

Perhaps the most notorious example of how literary works can be “challenged” by 

ideological criticism is the controversy around Joseph Conrad´s Heart of Darkness. One of the 

most famous postcolonial attacks on this “colonialist” text is Chinua Achebe´s essay “An Image 

of Africa: Racism in Conrad's Heart of Darkness”, in which he came to a conclusion that 

because of his handling the Africans and portraying them as beasts Conrad was 

a “thoroughgoing racist”, and wondered “whether a novel which celebrates this 

dehumanization, which depersonalises the portion of the human race, can be called a great 

work of art” (Achebe). Obviously, his answer was not surprising – “No, it cannot”, especially 

because Conrad´s racism was, according to Achebe, not just an expression of his times, but 

a conscious attitude.  
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What I would like to offer here, however, is not any kind of “prosecution” or “defence” of 

one or the other, for one could be endlessly analysing words, phrases, or constructions, trying 

to get into the head of the writer to identify his intentions (and in such field as literary criticism 

interpretations have to be made on the basis of a volatile material, on the basis of slippery 

verbal connotations), but to ask whether it is suitable to use an extraliterary principle of race 

or ethnicity and pronounce strong statements on the artistic quality of a certain work. This is a 

very important problem, since the principle has been established as crucial factor in the 

ensuing “culture wars”, and is used in postcolonial literary criticism in its evaluations of literary 

output of many contemporary writers. Perhaps the best way to counter it would be to 

attribute the same claim to the opponent´s text, that is to Achebe´s own Things Fall Apart. 

A reader fed by ideological and race-based concepts of current postcolonial criticism would 

immediately find out that the novel presents an alternate view of the world, with the 

essential, the natural being the black culture of the Igbo people of Nigeria, and the white 

culture being portrayed as a disruptive force, destroying the natural order of things in the 

village, and, as its people naturally expect, all over the world as well. The only positive white 

character a white reader does not have to be shameful of is Mr. Brown. The fact that 

“whiteness” is not positive in the novel can be demonstrated by the following conversation 

(Achebe, 2000: 51-52): 

 

"It is like the story of white men who, they say, are white like this piece of chalk," said Obierika. He 

held up a piece of chalk, which every man kept in his obi and with which his guests drew lines on 

the floor before they ate kola nuts. "And these white men, they say, have no toes." 

"And have you never seen them?" asked Machi. 

"Have you?" asked Obierika. 

"One of them passes here frequently," said Machi. "His name is Amadi." 

Those who knew Amadi laughed. He was a leper, and the polite name for leprosy was "the white 

skin." 

 

Of course, the text provides space for reverse “ethnic interpretation” as well as for 

labelling Achebe a racist, which is undoubtedly ridiculous. The facts of Achebe´s life naturally 

exclude his racism, in spite of the fact that the above quoted extract could indicate the 

contrary. What is probably the cause of this misunderstanding and misinterpretation is the 
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fact that that the claim is based not on the whole text, not on the complexity of the language 

and the artistic strategy of the author, but literally on an extract. An attentive and critical 

reader must, of course, notice that although the novel tells the story of a warrior in a unique 

culture, it has a universal appeal irrespective of the readers´ gender, ethnicity, or nationality. 

Undoubtedly, also among white readers, despite the fact that the whites are portrayed there 

as the negative “other”, destroyers and ruthless people.  

Such singling out, unintentional or deliberate, of one particular motif or any other 

element of a work is largely responsible for much recent misguided and simplified postcolonial 

criticism, for the postcolonial critics´ “missing the point”. Let me just briefly mention one more 

“postcolonial” writer whose work could be (and is) viewed, by “postcolonial” ideological 

critics, as expressing predominantly postcolonial issues, a South African Nadine Gordimer. Her 

July´s People is a portrayal of a potentially revolutionary situation in which traditional roles 

between the whites and blacks have changed. Maureen Smale, a white liberal woman finds 

herself (and her family) dependent on the help of their former black servant July. The whole 

family are forced to leave their comfortable and luxurious house and flee to an aboriginal 

village where they have to adapt to different cultural norms. Surprisingly, the adaptation is 

most unproblematic for the children, while Maureen is forced to review all her life´s values. 

The short novel has a good potential to lend itself naturally for ideological criticism. There are 

two clearly defined ethnic groups (blacks and whites), two social classes (white masters and 

black servants), as well as two political powers (white oppressors and black labourers). 

Moreover, portraying Maureen as stronger than her husband, Gordimer opened space for 

gender-based interpretations of feminist critics. In spite of that, however, one cannot help 

thinking that the primary focus of the novel is something else anyway, that it is, for example, 

rather the reflection of the human condition of the family, provoked by the change of power 

relations, not power relations or cultural conflict per se. There is a strong sense that all the 

above ethnic, cultural and political problems are just trifles for Maureen, and that her life 

would have to undergo a major change even without them.  

The readings which do not respect the complexity of a work´s motifs and theme are in fact 

misreadings. They would not be recognised as such, however, by most postcolonial critics, 

although there are some for whom the fact that the meaning of a great literary work is 

actually more complex and sophisticated than what its primary level indicates means more 



Contemporary Anglophone Literature and the Problem of Critical Thinking 
 
 

108 

than fulfilling a political agenda. One of them is undoubtedly Edward Said, the author 

Orientalism. In his work Culture and Imperialism he admits that he reads literary works 

primarily as products of imagination (Said, 1994: xxii): 

 

My method is to focus as much as possible on individual works, to read them first as great 

products of the creative and interpretative imagination, and then to show them as part of the 

relationship between culture and empire. I do not believe that authors are mechanically 

determined by ideology, class or economic history, but authors are, I also believe, very much in 

the history of their societies, shaping and shaped by that history and their social experience in 

different measure. 

 

One could definitely agree with Said that the increasing level of ideologisation is not the 

problem of the authors, but the critics, since all the above mentioned texts could be read 

differently, without any stint of mechanical (critical) thinking. And there are many other texts 

which even invite a different reading. As an example one could mention Cormac McCarthy´s 

The Road – a text which renders problematic not only the overemphasising of the social and 

ideological, but the critical obsession with the poststructural theory as well. The novel is a 

story of a man and his son walking on the road in a post-apocalyptic world, searching for their 

way to survive. The world in which they move is barren and destroyed, stripped of every 

humanity and culture. What remains is just dead bodies, desolate sunless weather, and the 

cannibals exercising Darwinian fight for survival. Walking and hiding along the road, the man 

and his son are trying to get to “the other” of what they find themselves in. What is it that they 

are trying to get to? One might say - an escape from the totality of death. For total death is 

incompatible with humanity. It is the state of the “existence” of things surrounding them, not 

of humans. The author here portrays a world very nearly threatened with falling into non-

existence, total death, when there will be no one to “carry the fire”. He depicts a horrible truth 

of what it is to be human amidst the dead nature. 

As Thomas H. Schaub (2009: 154) suggests, the novel has its literary models in Dante´s 

Inferno, Milton´s Paradise Lost, or T. S. Eliot´s Wasteland. Naturally, its name draws one´s 

attention also to Kerouac´s On the Road, to the archetypal image of life as a journey, as a quest 

for material and spiritual survival, for the meaning of life. “The quest for life's meaning, we 

may safely say, has always been a central aspect of human life and culture, but in much 
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American literature of the last sixty years we witness dramatized the absence of social 

assumptions and institutions that make a belief in meaning effective” (2009: 153). Especially in 

postmodern times meaning has been degraded, ridiculed, “done away with”, or simply 

associated with signs themselves, which is, in fact, the other extreme contemporary literary 

studies is facing.  

Current problems in literary studies are not caused, however, only by the mentioned 

tendency to the “ideologisation”, empty “theorising” or play with signs. Especially in recent 

years there has emerged a new tendency towards simplification or trivialisation of social and 

cultural commentary through new media, the so-called social media, or through all sorts of 

blogging, using “tweets” instead of “ideas”. The very name of the medium, Twitter, suggests 

that it produces “short weak sound[s] made by a young bird” (Cambridge Dictionaries Online) 

rather than complex ideas – by a more complex (and frequently, but not necessarily, older) 

thinker, one would add. In this respect Johann Hari (2012), for example, claims that there is 

a tendency (in the USA, but soon to be brought to the UK as well) to replace cultural critics and 

their reviews with “140 character tweets”. He argues, however, that critics have an 

irreplaceable role in society since they can show us deeper layers of what is going on in 

a culture, which cannot be done by amateur bloggers or “tweeters” because of the lack of 

space they are provided or simply because of their amateurism: “If you are writing your 

criticism in the evenings, after a long day working at another job, your thought and your 

writing will almost certainly not be as rich as if you had been able to read and learn and think 

all day” (Ibid.). And he continues that without the work of rich cultural criticism, certain things 

may have been different: 

 

Think back over the 20th century to see how often this happened. Many readers were bemused 

by Marcel Proust and James Joyce until Edmund Wilson wrote about them. When Samuel 

Beckett's Waiting For Godot opened, the audience was puzzled until Harold Hobson's famous 

review came out. The first audiences for Osborne's Look Back In Anger were nonplussed, until 

Kenneth Tynan's review appeared. Arthur Penn's 1967 film Bonnie And Clyde was regarded as 

a repellent flop until Kael's words alchemised it. More recently, Zadie Smith's writing about Tom 

McCarthy's novel Remainder alerted us to something new and mind-stretching. If they had not 

been there, our artistic world – our inner lives – would have been more anaemic. 
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In the field of education the most relevant manifestation of these attempts at 

“disambiguation” is the so-called “new literacy vs. old literacy”, or “blogs vs. term papers” 

dilemma. Matt Richtel (2012), for example, points to students´ perception of term papers as 

boring and rigid, while newer media are supposed to be taken as fresh, interactive and, 

naturally, more preferred by students. The champion of the new literacy approach is in his 

opinion Professor Cathy N. Davidson “who wants to eradicate the term paper and replace it 

with the blog” (Richtel, 2012). Both sides are, naturally, right in their stressing of the pros and 

cons of their respective positions. If taken rigidly, the multi-page term papers may really be 

boring, mechanistic and written only for the purpose of getting a grade. On the other hand, 

blogs may really be fresh and produce an immediate response, which gives students a sense of 

validity and responsiveness. However, the arguments against must also be taken into account: 

“Writing term papers is a dying art, but those who do write them have a dramatic leg up in 

terms of critical thinking, argumentation and the sort of expression required not only in 

college, but in the job market,” (Reeves, qtd. in Richtel, 2012), and the solution to bad term 

papers “isn’t blogs, the solution is more reading. We don’t pay taxes so kids can talk about 

themselves and their home lives.” (Fitzhugh, qtd. in Richtel, 2012). 

Any “real” literature teacher would agree that one of the basic problems of Slovak literary 

education is exactly the catastrophic decrease in the quality and quantity of reading. And any 

real and sensible literature teacher would also agree that no research on Slovak students 

reading habits is necessary either, since it is very clear to everyone. What needs to be done? 

The situation can be improved only through making students become better readers, for 

without the ability to read consciously and deeply we cannot expect good and deep 

evaluations or interpretations of what has been read. A good reading should give us a sense of 

beauty, provoke imagination and creativity, offer lessons in ethics and morality, bring relax 

and excitement, or, as D. E. Norton has put it, it “entices, motivates, and instructs. It opens 

doors of discovery and provides endless hours of adventure and enjoyment” (1991: 2). Only 

after a good reading experience, a good “precritical phase” (Guerin), one can expect to 

proceed to another, higher level, to interpretation and criticism, for literature as such should 

help students become “better readers, writers, and thinkers” (Tunnel – Jacobs: 1989). This 

belief has its substantiation in the works of many respected thinkers and educators of the 

past, including Aristotle, Quintilian, Confucius, Augustine, Comenius, Herbart and others. 
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Literary texts usually deal with serious and notable events in human life and bring the 

opportunity for students/readers to confront their personal experience with what they have 

just read. Reading literature thus brings not only individual enjoyment and pleasure, but also 

fosters one’s cognitive skills and is an opportunity to examine and improve one’s critical 

thinking techniques and strategies. Therefore, one can say, there is no better material for the 

discussions of serious and crucial problems of contemporary life than literary texts.  

As far as critical thinking is concerned, in spite of the fact that it can be practiced in many 

other subjects and fields, using many formats, literature is the subject which, when not 

approached from a dogmatic perspective, opens space for their almost unlimited application. 

Critical thinking skills are basic constituents of literature’s most natural activity - the process of 

interpretation of its works on various levels of intellectual encounter. To illustrate this, we 

could quote many definitions of interpretation, past and present, all of them saying, more or 

less, that “to interpret a work of literature is to specify the meaning of its language by analysis, 

paraphrase, and commentary” (Abrams, 1986: 85). Many scholars therefore see literature as a 

subject that provides the readers with “more opportunities than any other area of the 

curriculum to consider ideas, values, and ethical questions” (Somers – Worthington: 1979). It 

goes without saying that this has always been emphasised as one of the most important 

dimensions of education. Its importance, however, is strengthened by the current information 

age with its alienating, and often dehumanising, technological tendencies, as well as with its 

paradoxical move towards triviality and cultural simplification of ideological approaches to 

literary texts.  
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