
CANON (in New Keywords: A Revised Vocabulary of Culture and Society, 2005)  

The word canon, from Greek kanon meaning a ‘‘rule, law, or decree,’’ has a wide range of 

applications in religion, the arts, law, and literature. The canonical books of the Bible were 

those that were seen as inspired, or certified by ecclesiastical authority, as the authentic word 

of God, and were contrasted with the apocryphal books of doubtful authority. Canonization of 

a saint is a quasi-judicial process that involves the sifting of evidence of miracles and the 

records of a saintly life, prior to official church recognition of sainthood. The meaning that 

most concerns contemporary culture, however, is the question of literary canons, the lists of 

great writers who are usually included in literary anthologies, discussed in the major books of 

literary history, and taught in schools and universities as the standard texts that are understood 

to be the heritage of a common literary culture. Although the term can be (and has been) 

extended beyond literature to the other arts, itis important to retain awareness of its origins in 

specifically textual and scriptural traditions, 

whereitisanythingbutastaticormonolithicnotionofpowerandauthority.Evenwithinthe canon of 

biblical writings, for instance, there is an explicit conflict between priestly and prophetic 

traditions of textual reception (Bruns, 1984: 70–2). The prophet Jeremiah was fully capable of 

challenging the ‘‘vain pen of the scribes’’ and the authority of the Talmud itself (Jeremiah 

8:8–9). Insofar as the canon is associated with established law, the entire 

Christiannarrativeisoneinwhichtheauthorityofscribesandpriestsisoverturnedbyanew 

dispensation. The very idea of the canon as law, rule, or authoritative text, therefore, 

inevitably entails the moment when the law is violated and transformed, the rules rewritten, 

and the text’s authority challenged or replaced by a new utterance. A canon is not a closed, 

absolute system, then, but a dynamic, evolving entity that can be reopened, reinterpreted, and 

reshaped. The idea of a secular literary canon (like that of the biblical canon) may be 

associated with that other great modern institution, the nation. The great writers of a nation, or 

(by extension) of a people or culture or even a class, thus constitute the repository of cultural 

capital (Bourdieu, 1984) in which fundamental shared values are to be located, and precedents 

for new literary achievements may be based. A canon in this sense is virtually equivalent to a 

tradition or heritage, insofar as it is grounded in a repertoire of narratives, fables, proverbs, 

exemplary heroes, legends, and principles, whether written or unwritten. Matthew Arnold’s 

notion of touchstones, texts and other cultural productions that seem to exemplify ‘‘the best 

that has been known and said’’ is often cited as a prime example of the operation of canons. 



Arnold’s clerisy, a kind of secular priesthood of cultural values, continues the association of 

canons with religious texts and priestly authority (Arnold, 1873: preface). The question arises, 

then: how do canons change over time? What are the processes that can lead to change or 

even to the overturning of a canon? And (most fundamentally) is it possible for a culture or 

society to exist without canons? This last question might seem frivolous, were it not for the 

recent history of critical reflection on canons and canonicity that has raised exactly this issue. 

During most of the C20, questions of canon-formation and the values that underlie them were 

generally ignored in literary study. In the lC20, the study of canons and values suddenly re-

emerged as a self-conscious literary topic. The ‘‘exile of evaluation’’ has been attributed by 

some to conservative humanism and the vain hope of literary scholars for a scientific, ‘‘value-

free’’ formulation of their work (Frye, 1969; B. H. Smith, 1988). An equally compelling story 

would suggest that the coherence of the American and English literary canon began to come 

under pressure in the 1960s, precisely at the moment that the United States began its climb to 

supremacy as the world’s leading economic and military power, and to establish the English 

language as a global lingua franca. Both the UK and the US have, over the last half century, 

experienced a shift in population distribution associated with the break-up of the British 

Empire, on the one hand, and the emergence of an American empire on the other. The rise of 

cultural studies in England was thus associated with new working-class movements and the 

immigration of non-white citizens of the empire into the British Isles from India, Africa, and 

the Caribbean. The post-World War II generation of American students became much more 

diverse in terms of race, class, and gender than any previous cohort of students. Challenges to 

the established canon of ‘‘dead white male European’’ authors came from women, people of 

color, and first-generation academics who lacked the automatic reverence for traditional 

literary culture that sustains the stability of a canon. The rise of new academic formations 

such as women’s and gender studies, African-American studies, studies in film, visual culture, 

and mass culture were accompanied by skeptical and suspicious critical modes (most 

famously deconstruction and poststructuralism more generally) imported mainly from France. 

The English and American literary canons buckled under the stress as new literary and non-

literary texts began to invade college classrooms, and new ways of reading sprang up on 

every side. Shakespeare’s Tempest and Milton’s Pa r a di s e L o st were reinterpreted in 

relation to postcolonial themes; a new literary and cultural history emerged, in which 

previously unheard or silenced voices were put into circulation; new anthologies of writings 

by women and people of color appeared; and previously marginal or minority authors began 

to crowd onto center stage. Conservative reaction to these developments raised alarms about 



the erosion of standards and the loss of fundamental values. The question of the canon 

became central, in the US, to what were called ‘‘the culture wars,’’ and efforts were mounted 

to roll back the tide of new writers, and to reinstall the traditional canon (Bloom, 1995). 

Accusations of political correctness, specters of anarchy, unbridled relativism, skepticism, and 

nihilism filled the op-ed pages of American newspapers, and ‘‘Western civilization’’ was 

declared to be in grave danger from tenured radicals and multiculturalism. On the left, an 

equally vulgar reduction of canons to thinly veiled instruments of ideology and tools of 

domination by dead white males kept the public debate at a fairly low level. Nevertheless, 

there were efforts at balanced critical investigation into the nature of canons. Some feminist 

critics went beyond efforts to enlarge the canon, or construct rival, women-centered canons, 

by seeking to ‘‘disrupt the canonical economy as such’’ (Froula, 1984: 150) with appeals to 

antinomian, anti-authoritarian precedents such as gnosticism. Other critics tried to reassert the 

independence of literary and cultural values from politics and ideology, arguing that the 

‘‘possible worlds’’ provided by great art help to prevent ‘‘our suspicious attitudes from 

becoming sufficient accounts of literary works’’ (Altieri, 1984: 62). At the beginning of the 

C21 it seems clear that the notion of ‘‘the’’ canon, as an exclusive body of texts whose 

members are absolutely fixed, is an authoritarian fantasy that no longer exists. There are now 

multiple canons, and emergent hybrid formations such as ‘‘world literature’’ that are anything 

but stable or fixed. The study of canon-formation and de-formation (Guillory, 1993), 

however, is now an established field of critical and historical study in its own right. 

 


