
Beyond the Canon: Whither Beyond? 

A.K.Jayesh 

Summary 

Wrthin a history of the deployment of the term "canon", the author of this article 
investigates the possibility of an extra-canonical literature and the role of heritage 
and the futuristic in literature through reweaving by appropriation. The history of 
English as an academic discipline, the roots and consequences of essentialism and 
nihilism, and the problems in approaching a work of literature by means of a "What is  
x?" question are also considered. 

Opsomming 

Binne 'n geskiedenis van die aanwending van die term "kanon", ondersoek die 
outeur van hierdie artikel die moontlikheid van 'n ekstra-kanonieke literatuur en die 
rol van erfenis en die futuristiese in die literatuur deur dit met behulp van toe-eiening 
te herweef. Die geskiedenis van Engels as 'n akademiese dissipline, die oorsprong 
en gevolge van die essensialisme en nihilisme, en die probleme wat ontstaan 
wanneer literatuur met 'n "Wat is x?"-vraag benader word, word ook oorweeg. 

Among the American academic debates of the last thirty years, the one over 
the Western canon was unique for provoking an intense, decades-long, 
public soul-searching on the nature, purpose, and future of liberal education 
in a tech-driven, capitalist, and pluralistic America. The genesis of this 
debate - which for many was a war, as evinced by its epithets "battle of the 
books", "canon wars", "culture wars" - could be traced to the publication in 
1984 of Robert von Hallberg's Canons, an edited collection of sixteen 
essays that appeared, with a few exceptions, in Critical Inquiry between 
September 1983 and March 1984. Thereon, the debate attracted the who's 
who of America's English professoriate; writers such as Saul Bellow, Toni 
Morrison, and Katha Pollitt; and, in an indication of the political anxiety it 
generated, two successive Chairpersons of the National Endowment for the 
Humanities, William J. Bennett (1981-1985) and Lynne V. Cheney (1986-
1993) (See Morrison 1989; Pollitt [1991]2005; Bennett 1984; Cheney 1987, 
1992, 1996). Several contributions to the debate - among them, "Allan 
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