Interest Group
Caucus of Social Theory in Art Education (CSTAE)
Website: www.cstae.org
Facebook group: CSTAE@groups.facebook.com
JSTAE: www.jstae.org

Twitter: @cstaenaea
Digication: https://naea.digication.com/cstae

THEORY'S TEACHINGS
Paul de Man’s (1986) essay “The
Resistance to Theory,” originally
commissioned (under a different title)
and eventually rejected by the Modern
Language Association (MLA) as an
introductory text to literary theory,
stemmed, according to de Man himself,
from a pedagogical failure. It was not
that he lacked expertise on the subject
matter: He was already a key figure in
literary studies in the United States.
Rather, the problem was that instead of
offering a comprehensive account of the
current state of literary theory in the early
1980s, he wished to discuss, “as concisely
as possible, why the main theoretical
interest of literary theory consists in the
impossibility of its own defintion” (p. 3).

Theory can also act as a
pedagogy of resistance—
resistance not toward “real
life,” but toward all answers
that claim to do away with
resistance.
For MLA, such approach did not meet
the “pedagogical objectives” (p. 3) of
the commissioned text. The essay was
rejected and de Man ended up publishing
a revised version in Yale French Studies in
1982. Today, “The Resistance to Theory”
holds a canonized status among students
and scholars of literature in the United
States—whether this is a pedagogical
success or failure, I don’t know.
Unpacking the main argument of the
essay—that “the resistance to theory is
a resistance to the use of language about
language” (p. 12), meaning that “the
resistance to theory is in fact a resistance
to reading” (p. 15), eventually leading
de Man to conclude that “nothing can

overcome the resistance to theory since
theory is itself this resistance” (p. 19)—is
of a secondary importance for us here. My
reason for visiting this text is that it was
published the same year as the Caucus of
Social Theory in Art Education (CSTAE)
was established. This coincidence (or is
it a coincidence?) points to an intriguing
time and place of emergence: By 1982,
theory had become something that needed
an articulation in itself.
Since then, CSTAE’s mission has been
“to promote the use of theoretical
concepts from the social sciences” and
“to inform art educators about theory and
practice in the social sciences” (Caucus
of Social Theory in Art Education, n.d.).
To promote? To inform? Here, one is
tempted to ask, in what ways might this
ambiguous term theory act pedagogically
in the field of art education, especially if,
following de Man, it contains something
profoundly—or seemingly—antididactic?
The most straightforward way to
understand the place of theory in
any disciplinary field is to claim to its
usefulness: It helps to grasp the world
from a certain distance, as the Greek
root theoros, spectator, indicates. This,
however, creates a particular kind of
relation between a theorist and nontheorist; a pedagogical relation based
on the idea that the former knows
something—due to their distance—that
the latter does not. Hence: to promote, to
inform.
This relation was exactly what de Man
was asked to inhabit and what he failed to
accomplish: To communicate, as clearly
as possible, something that his audience
does not know about the things they
know, something useful that is directly
applicable to their work. This is also an
expectation familiar to anyone presenting

or publishing about theoretical issues in
art education: Often, one is expected to
have a clear answer to the question “How
does this work in real life?”—which is
merely another way to inquire about the
usefulness of a theoretical account.
Keeping with de Man, it would be also
important to consider the pedagogical
force embedded in theory’s resistance
to definitions and explanations that, I
see, allows another kind of pedagogy
to emerge: A pedagogy not of a distant
spectator, but one that shares the time
and place of unknowing from which every
question—by anyone, about anything—
springs. As a practice of unknowing,
theorization (to turn a noun into a verb)
keeps with doubts that are never settled
with a single response.
This does not mean what theory would
be a convenient way to avoid answers
and, subsequently, responsibilities. On
the contrary, it brings forth a profound
responsibility toward questions we might
not even know how to ask today, let alone
tomorrow. Understood this way, theory
can also act as a pedagogy of resistance—
resistance not toward ‘real life,’ but
toward all answers that claim to do away
with resistance.
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