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i have no social class, marginalized as i am. the 
upper class considers me a weird monster, the 
middle class worries i might unsettle them, the 
lower class never comes to me.
Clarice Lispector, Hour of the Star

this is not an autobiography. this genre is 
forbidden to me.
Pierre Bourdieu, Sketch for a Self-Analysis

i don’t want to be included. instead, i want to 
question the standard in the first place. 
Reni Eddo-Lodge, Why I’m No Longer Talking 
to White People About Race





Preface

stay Elite

Elitist Britain, a 2019 report from the sutton trust 
and social Mobility Commission, found that 
two fifths (39%) of the country’s ‘leading people’ 

were educated privately, more than five times as many 
as in the population as a whole, with almost a quar-
ter (24%) graduating from oxford or Cambridge (aka 
oxbridge). research by ofcom (2019), the Uk’s regu-
lator for communication services, similarly revealed 
that those working in the television industry were 
twice as likely to have been educated at a private school 
than other workers (i.e. 14%, double the national aver-
age of 7%), with women, those from minority ethnic 
groups and disabled people being underrepresented in 
all roles. add to this the appearance of books such as 
Francis green and David kynaston’s Engines of Privilege 
(2019) and The Class Ceiling (2019) by sam Friedman and 
Daniel laurison, and we have a flurry of recent publi-
cations showing Britain to be one of the most unequal 
places in Europe. in A Stubborn Fury i examine the effect 
of such a widespread lack of opportunity on the coun-
try’s culture, and thus on the way in which the British 
make sense of themselves. i’m interested in exploring 
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who is able to contribute to this culture – and, more 
importantly, how they are able to do so. the latter is an 
issue that all too often remains unaddressed in studies 
of privilege and exclusiveness.

although my subtitle is designed to evoke the 
sutton trust’s 2019 report, it is primarily the culture of 
England i concentrate on, as the relation between class 
and social mobility is played out differently in the three 
nations that make up great Britain: England, scotland 
and wales. we can see this from the data on admis-
sions to the Universities of oxford and Cambridge 
that the labour MP David lammy accessed through 
‘Freedom of information’ requests and released in 
2017. For lammy, this ‘data clearly shows that a privi-
leged background is still the key to getting through the 
oxbridge admissions process … [o]ver 81% of offers 
were made to the sons and daughters of people in the 
two top socio-economic classes in 2015, compared to 
79% in 2010 and 77% between 2004 and 2009’ (lammy 
2017). Further analysis of lammy’s data carried out by 
the sutton trust in 2018 reveals that the south East of 
England ‘had the highest acceptance rate’ at Cambridge, 
‘with 35% of students who applied from the area gain-
ing a place’ (Montacute and Cullinane 2018, 12). By 
contrast, ‘in wales (the area with the lowest acceptance 
rate) only 26% of students who applied gained a place’ 
at Cambridge, while ‘just 19% of students applying to 
oxford from wales were given an offer’ (12). indeed, 
Access To Advantage, the report in which the latter anal-
ysis appears, indicates that even within England itself 
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the ‘proportion of HE [higher education] applicants 
from state schools’ who are accepted at oxbridge ‘dif-
fers substantially by region’, the south and East of 
England diverging markedly from the rest of the coun-
try. approximately ‘1.5% of HE applicants from the 
south East, south west, london and East of England 
went to oxbridge, but only around 0.8% of those from 
the north or the Midlands’ (3). in his foreword to Access 
to Advantage, Peter lampl, the founder of the sutton 
trust, acknowledges that geography is a significant bar-
rier faced by people from less advantaged backgrounds 
who wish to improve their chances of social mobility. 
‘Depending on where you were born, your access to the 
best universities can be severely limited’ (2). But there 
is even more to it than that. Not attending oxbridge 
can also severely restrict one’s chances of becoming 
a published author in the Uk. it was found in 2017, for 
instance, that 44% of the country’s poets and novelists 
were educated at one of those two universities.

in what follows i explore some of the consequences 
of this inequality – and of the educational uniform-
ity that accompanies it – for English culture. Focusing 
on the literary novel and memoir, i investigate why so 
much of the writing produced in England is, to put it 
bluntly, uncritically liberal, humanist, realist and anti-
intellectual. i do so through a playfully performative 
engagement with two of the most acclaimed contribu-
tions to our understanding of these media genres of 
recent times. one is that of the English novelist and 
artist tom McCarthy. i’m especially interested in the 



importance he attaches to European modernism and 
antihumanist theory when it comes to appreciating 
how literature works. the other is that of the French 
memoirists Didier Eribon and Édouard louis, and 
their attempt to reinvent the antihumanist philosophi-
cal tradition of Michel Foucault, Hélène Cixous, Bruno 
latour et al. by producing a theory that speaks about 
class and intersectionality, yet has the potential to gen-
erate the excitement of a kendrick lamar concert. the 
reason i adopt a playfully performative approach, to 
the point A Stubborn Fury is a book not just about tom 
McCarthy but also about ‘tom McCarthy’, is to push 
back against the liberal humanist privileging of the 
unique human author as individual creative genius. i’m 
thus not positioning my antihumanist philosophy in a rela-
tion of contrast with that of these competing thinkers, 
as if we were all involved in a struggle for intellectual 
dominance over who is right. instead, i’m endeavouring 
to enact my theory of how writing works in A Stubborn 
Fury by collaborating critically and creatively with these 
authors in the form of a literary-philosophical repeti-
tion, détournment and remix. Experimentally ‘pirating’ 
McCarthy, Eribon and louis in this way, i endeav-
our to answer that most urgent of questions: what can 
be done about English literary culture’s addiction to 
the worldview of privileged, middle-class white men, 
very much to the exclusion of more radically inventive 
writing, including that of working-class, BaME and 
lgBtQiaP+ authors?



Part I

go to settings (feat. Didier Eribon 
and Édouard louis)





chaPter 1

on Class and Culture  
in Elitist Britain

During the summer of 2018 i attended an event 
organised by the london review Bookshop 
to mark the publication in English of two cel-

ebrated French volumes: Returning to Reims by Didier 
Eribon (2018) and History of Violence by Édouard louis 
(2018). in Eribon’s powerful memoir, the Parisian soci-
ologist travels home for the first time in thirty years 
following the death of his father, a ‘stupid and violent’ 
man he had never loved and had long held in ‘contempt’ 
(Eribon 2013, 33).1 there he tries to account for the shift 
in politics of his working-class family while he has been 
away: from supporting the Communist Party to voting 
for the national Front.

Returning to Reims was a significant influence on 
louis, inspiring him to write his bestselling first novel, 
The End of Eddy (2017), which he dedicated to Eribon. like 
the latter’s memoir, The End of Eddy and History of Violence 
both in their different ways tell the story of how the 
author, having grown up gay and poor in post-indus-
trial northern France, was eventually able to escape his 
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working-class environment through education. ‘i real-
ised that was pretty much the only way i could get away 
from my past’, louis writes, ‘not just geographically, but 
symbolically, socially – that is completely. … studying 
was the only real escape route i could find’ (2018, 74). 
(although they are from different generations, Eribon 
and louis first met at university, the former being a 
professor at the time and the latter a student. together 
with Eribon’s partner, geoffroy de lagasnerie, they are 
now close friends.)

as is customary on these occasions, the authors read 
from their books and discussed their work and lives, 
before participating in a question and answer session 
with the audience. in this later part of the evening they 
spoke about the transition they had made from the 
social realm of the working class to that of the middle 
class, with its very different gestures, knowledges and 
manners of speech. recognising that they now had a 
foot in both camps, each said the process of reinvent-
ing themselves had nonetheless left them feeling they 
truly belonged to neither. arriving in Paris at the age of 
twenty, for example, Eribon found it far easier to come 
out of the sexual closest and assert his homosexuality 
to his new cosmopolitan friends than to come out of the 
class closet. it was his working-class origins he found 
shameful and embarrassing – and that he lied about. 
Yet ‘i never came to share the values of the dominant 
class’, Eribon insists in Returning to Reims. ‘i always felt 
awkward or incensed when hearing people around me 
talking scornfully or flippantly about working-class 
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people and their habits and ways of life. after all, that’s 
where i came from’ (29).

Both authors also described how, as a consequence, 
they were unsure for whom they were actually writ-
ing. they may be addressing the question of what it 
means to grow up in a working-class environment in 
Returning to Reims and History of Violence: the profound 
racism, sexism and homophobia they found there; the 
violent modes of domination and subjectivation; the 
social impoverishment; the lack of possibilities that are 
imaginable, to say nothing of those that are actually 
realisable. However, they were aware few people from 
that social class were ever likely to read their books, so 
could hardly say they were writing for them. as Eribon 
acknowledges in Returning to Reims:

when people write about the working class 
world, which they rarely do, it is most often 
because they have left it behind. they thereby 
contribute to perpetuating the social illegiti-
macy of the people they are speaking of in the 
very moment of speaking about them. this hap-
pens even if they write with the goal of exposing 
and critiquing the very status of social illegiti-
macy to which these people are relegated over 
and over again, because in writing they take a 
necessary critical distance, and with it comes 
the position of a judge or an evaluator. (98)

what really captured my attention during the london 
review Bookshop event, though, was the moment 
Eribon and louis stressed that what they were trying 
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to achieve with their writing was ‘reinvent theory’: to 
produce a theory in which ‘something is at stake’. along 
with de lagasnerie, they have described this else-
where as a theory that engages in order to speak about 
‘class, exploitation, violence, repression, domination, 
intersectionality’ and yet has the potential to gener-
ate the excitement of ‘a kendrick lamar concert’ (de 
lagasnerie and louis 2015; de lagasnerie in le Monde 
in English 2018). now Eribon is of course the author 
of a well-known biography of the French philosopher 
Michel Foucault (1992). nevertheless their comments 
on theory struck me: partly because i’m interested in 
critical theory; but mainly because it’s difficult to imag-
ine many English literary writers of a similar stature 
engaging with the kind of radical thought Foucault and 
his contemporaries are associated with (Eribon 1994), let 
alone expressing a desire to reinvent it. since it draws 
on concepts such as difference and the unconscious to 
undermine the idea of the self-identical human subject, 
that theoretical tradition is often described as antihu-
manist, or posthumanist, in some of its more recent 
manifestations.2 By comparison, English literary cul-
ture is predominantly liberal and humanist, seeing 
education in general, and the reading and writing of lit-
erature in particular, as a means of liberating the mind 
of a rational human individual whose singular identity 
is more or less unified and consistent with itself. Just 
listen to the novelist Zadie smith (Cambridge) articu-
lating what a person is for her. ‘when a human being 
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becomes a set of data on a website like Facebook, he or 
she is reduced,’ smith proclaims:

Everything shrinks. individual character. 
Friendships. language. sensibility. in a way it’s 
a transcendent experience: we lose our bodies, 
our messy feelings, our desires, our fears. it 
reminds me that those of us who turn in dis-
gust from what we consider an overinflated 
liberal-bourgeois sense of self should be care-
ful what we wish for: our denuded networked 
selves don’t look more free, they just look more 
owned. (2010)

smith is careful to acknowledge that fiction can also 
reduce humans. Yet there are degrees, as there are with 
software: ‘bad fiction does it more than good fiction’, for 
example, ‘and we have the option to read good fiction’, 
she insists (2010).

one explanation given for this difference in philo-
sophical approaches between England and France is 
that, historically, writers in England have been associ-
ated to a large degree with the ruling elite: specifically 
with public schools, oxbridge colleges and the tradi-
tion of the gentleman as amateur scholar. it’s a situation 
that offers a sharp contrast to the cafés, streets and fac-
tory gates with which the more overtly political French 
intellectual is associated.3 indeed, because English cul-
ture tends to be suspicious of radical and abstract ideas 
(as opposed to the emphasis in France on the universal 
values of freedom and equality since at least the revolu-
tion of 1789), ‘the intellectual’ is often regarded rather 
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negatively: as someone who is egotistical and supe-
rior. to be treated positively as an author, scholar, even 
an academic in England it’s best not to be too intellec-
tual. Historians such as Mary Beard (Cambridge) and 
Yuval noah Harari are therefore considered accept-
able and taken seriously, as they can write clearly in 
‘plain English’ and communicate with a wider public 
– the mythical general reader. theorists such as Bruno 
latour and Catherine Malabou are not, as England’s 
elitist culture, ironically enough, regards their philoso-
phy and use of language as too complex for ‘real’ people 
to understand. ‘they are all there’, runs a recent book 
review, ‘the first-team of intellectual narcissists and 
jargon-mongers: roland Barthes, Jacques Derrida, luce 
irigaray, Hélène Cixous et al. … the theoreticians ... pri-
marily responsible for turning literary studies into the 
heartland of the incomprehensible and irrelevant, and 
alienating the ordinary reader’ (Bradford 2018). (and 
that is in Times Higher Education, the Uk’s weekly maga-
zine for academics.)

this constant policing of the parameters of accept-
ability goes some way toward explaining why the 
literary novel in England today is so resolutely human-
ist. scottish journalist stuart kelly (oxford) even 
takes things so far as to compare it unfavourably to 
the ‘posthuman novel’ that is the tV series Westworld. 
(i’m drawing on newspaper commentary to show that 
mainstream culture in great Britain is not entirely dom-
inated by uncritical liberal humanist thought.) For 
kelly, the modern literary novel and its grasp of life is 
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‘outdated’, still constrained as it is by its eighteenth-cen-
tury origins. nowhere is this more evident than with 
its ‘unquestioned foundations’, based as they are on 
the idea of the autonomous human subject as protago-
nist, someone who has an ‘intact self’, ‘cogent agency’, 
‘memories they trust – and can trust – and desires they 
understand’ (kelly 2016). as kelly points out:

Philosophers, psychoanalysts and neuroscien-
tists have all called into question these notions 
that we cherish – will, self, choice, desire, recol-
lection – but the novel has failed to keep up with 
these insights. i know myself that i do not know 
myself, that what i want is not what i choose to 
want, that the ‘me’ that was 11 is barely recog-
nisable as the ‘me’ that is 44.

some novelists – will self [University 
College school, Hampstead and oxford] … tom 
McCarthy [Dulwich College and oxford], nicola 
Barker [Cambridge], lydia Millet, and the much-
underrated nigel Dennis (my copy of Cards of 
Identity is much-thumbed and has a clipping of a 
review by Hélène Cixous inside it) – have tried, 
and sometimes succeeded in creating novels 
where the self is not fixed but fluid, where want 
is both absence and yearning, where the stories 
we tell ourselves about ourselves are realised as 
stories. (16)

it’s certainly possible to read the work of tom McCarthy 
– to take just one of kelly’s examples – as ‘a kind of 
grand anti-humanist manifesto’, as the English novelist 

http://www.villagevoice.com/arts/personality-crisis-7135428
http://www.villagevoice.com/arts/personality-crisis-7135428
https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/cixous-helene
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himself readily concedes during a conversation with 
fellow author lee rourke. Culture here is not about 
providing ‘a vanity mirror for liberal society to see 
itself reflected back in the way it wants to see itself’ 
(McCarthy in rourke and McCarthy 2009). Culture, 
for McCarthy, should rather ‘disrupt’ and create trou-
ble. Consequently, ‘in order to do what needs to be done 
you need to reject a certain set of assumptions, cer-
tain models of subjectivity’, he claims – ‘for example, 
the contemporary cult of the individual, the absolute 
authentic self who is measured through his or her abso-
lutely authentic feeling’ (2009). Yet if McCarthy strives 
to bring the concept of the discrete, sovereign human 
subject into question in the content of novels such as 
Remainder and C, it’s a different matter when it comes 
to how he himself actually functions as an author. 
there, for all his interest in antihumanist theory and 
modernist avant-garde writing, McCarthy serves to 
sustain, rather than shatter, the liberal humanist model 
of subjectivity and its preconceptions (McCarthy 2017, 
211). this is perhaps most apparent from the manner 
in which McCarthy, as with his eighteenth-century 
century predecessors – richardson, Fielding, sterne, 
smollett (all of them ‘affluent, middle class white men’, 
kelly notes) – continues to act as if his novels are, in 
the last instance, the original creative expression of 
his own personality as an absolutely singular and 
unique individual. at the very least McCarthy consid-
ers his subjectivity to be fixed to an extent that allows 
him to assert the moral right to be identified as the 
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sole human author of his written works, and to claim 
copyright over them on an all-rights-reserved basis as 
his isolable intellectual property, ‘in accordance with 
the Copyright Design and Patents act 1988’. (Even the 
unnumbered pages in a text count, as McCarthy surely 
knows from his reading of Derrida: ‘il n’y a pas de hors-
texte’, and all that.)

in What Ever Happened To Modernism?, gabriel 
Josipovici (Cheltenham College and oxford) charac-
terises the pseudo-modernist English novel of the 
Julian Barnes (City of london school and oxford) / 
Martin amis (oxford) generation as the product of a 
literary culture that is determinedly realist, prefer-
ring sentimental humanism and readability to the kind 
of ground-breaking experimentation he associates 
with European modernism. in their ‘petty-bourgeois 
uptightness’, their ‘terror of not being in control’, their 
‘desire to boast and to shock’, amis and co. are like 
‘prep-school boys showing off’, he writes (Josipovici 
2010).4 and this may indeed be the case. it may also 
be the case that to disdain the legacy of modernism – 
not just ‘radical writers’ such as kafka and Beckett, but 
Bataille and Derrida in philosophy, Freud and lacan in 
psychoanalysis, godard and lynch in film – ‘as if it was 
just some irritation that got in the way of an ongoing 
rational enlightenment’ is, as McCarthy says, ‘ethically 
wrong and aesthetically rubbish’ (McCarthy in rourke 
and McCarthy 2009). still, the cure for English culture’s 
addiction to the worldview of prosperous, middle-class 
white men – or fear of revolution, the underclass and the 
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other, depending on how you want to look at it – is not as 
simple as more or better modernism. as isabel waidner 
emphasizes in their anthology Liberating the Canon, 
experimental writing in Britain is predominantly white, 
bourgeois and patriarchal, with working-class, BaME, 
lgBtQiaP+ and other ‘radically innovative literatures’ 
being marginalised (2018, 7).5 this is hardly surprising. 
after all, 7% of the Uk population attend private school 
– that is over 600,000 pupils, double the number of the 
1970s – and approximately 1% graduate from oxford 
or Cambridge. (to be clear, i’m using the term ‘private 
school’ to denote any secondary school that is fee-pay-
ing. they are private in the sense anyone can open one. 
this distinguishes them from state schools, which 
are subject to different rules and regulations. ‘Private 
school’ thus encompasses those fee-paying institutions 
known as ‘public schools’ – public because they were 
established by statute and acknowledged in law. strictly 
speaking, only those ‘leading’ private secondary schools 
that are members of the self-selecting Headmasters 
and Headmistresses Conference are ‘public schools’.) 
indeed, eight private schools send more pupils to be 
educated at oxbridge than the remaining 2894 state 
schools and colleges combined (see Montacute and 
Cullinane 2018, 20). Yet in 2017 it was found that ‘of the 
poets and novelists included in Who’s Who … half went 
to private schools; and 44% went to oxbridge’ (solomon 
2018).6 (the Preface to Josipovici’s What Ever Happened 
To Modernism? actually begins: ‘the first extra-curric-
ula lecture i attended at oxford …’) one result of this 
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systematic bias is that British authors of a non-white 
background published fewer than a hundred titles in 
2016 (see shaffi 2016).

i began this book by referring to social realms that 
contain a lack of possibilities that are imaginable, 
let alone achievable. it’s worth noting in this context 
that, of the 11,011 children’s books published in the Uk 
in 2018, only 743 had a BaME presence. 7% featured 
BaME characters and just 4% had a BaME lead char-
acter – and that’s with BaME pupils making up 33.1% 
of the school population in England (Centre for literacy 
in Primary Education 2019).7 nor is it only literary cul-
ture that is affected by what Eribon calls the ‘terrible 
injustice’ of the ‘unequal distribution of prospects and 
possibilities’ (52).8 Comparable statistics can be pro-
vided for the arts, drama, music, business, politics, the 
law, medicine, the military, the civil service, the media 
and journalism. 54% of the Uk’s ‘top’ news journalists 
were educated in private schools, for example; while of 
the 81% who attended university, more than a half were 
educated at oxbridge, with a third attending just one 
institution, oxford (sutton trust 2006).9 Moreover, 94% 
of all journalists in the Uk are white and as few as 0.2% 
black (thurman et al. 2016; thurman 2016). Even when 
it comes to that most stereotypical of working-class 
sports, football (which in louis’s first memoir Eddy’s 
father suggests he play to toughen him up), the figures 
are barely any different. over half of the England play-
ers at the 2018 world Cup in russia were from BaME 
backgrounds. Yet there were reportedly only two BaME 
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journalists from English newspapers and press agencies 
there out of approximately one hundred (taylor 2018).10 
it’s a situation that is only likely to get worse in the 
coming years, as the economy and society endeavour 
to recover from the effects of the sars-CoV-2 outbreak.11

in a modest bid to counter the inequality of opportu-
nity in Britain, the welsh BBC radio 6 presenter Cerys 
Matthews has talked about programming less music 
on her show by artists who have been given a leg up 
by virtue of attending private school, and more music 
by people from all walks of life, including women and 
those with a working-class upbringing (Paine 2018).12 
this makes me wonder: if in the future (to return to 
kelly’s comments on the posthuman novel) ‘we’ do want 
to foster a culture in England that is not so liberal and 
humanist, if, as the climate crisis continues to unfold on 
the other side of the coronavirus outbreak, we do want 
to develop an appreciation of life, agency and subjec-
tivity that is more complex and diverse – or at least not 
quite so outdated and elitist – should we adopt a similar 
stance? setting up prizes like the goldsmiths in order to 
reward literature that is daring and inventive is all very 
well. But should we not publish – and perhaps read and 
cite – fewer texts by people who went to private school 
or oxbridge, and more by writers from other, less privi-
leged backgrounds?13 should we even have quotas?
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Bourgeois theory

if one consequence of the systematic bias in English 
culture is an inequality of opportunity, another 
is its long history of anti-intellectualism. as alex 

renton (Eton) remarks in Stiff Upper Lip, by the close 
of the nineteenth century most public schools were 
‘determinedly anti-intellectual, for reasons chiefly of 
snobbery – gentlemen should not be taught the skills of 
tradesmen’ (renton 2017, 213). renton goes on to show 
how these institutions largely taught classics. in 1861 
the Clarendon Commission quizzed oxford under-
graduates who had gone to the ‘ancient nine’ schools 
(Eton, Charterhouse, Harrow, rugby, shrewsbury, 
westminster, winchester, st. Paul’s and Merchant 
taylors’), and discovered that they ‘knew very little of 
geography, history or science, and had “great deficien-
cies” even in reading and spelling in English’ (132). it’s a 
state of affairs far from confined to the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. ‘Education at the public 
schools – and many of the grammar schools that aped 
them – remained primarily a matter of learning latin 
and greek until the 1950s’, renton observes. ‘it was 
still important in getting scholarships until the 1980s’ 
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(27). (this explains the enthusiasm of Eton College 
king’s scholar Boris Johnson for quoting roman and 
greek historians – although as a sign he has received 
the education of the old imperial ruling class doing so 
also acts as a marker of his membership of the govern-
ing elite.) renton makes a direct connection between 
the anti-intellectualism of these establishments and 
that of English public life more generally. so, too, does 
the author and publisher leonard woolf (st Paul’s and 
Cambridge). in his autobiography, published in 1960, 
woolf sums up the situation as follows:

England for considerably more than one hun-
dred years has been the most philistine of all 
European countries. this, i suspect, is largely 
due to the public schools, which during the 
period gradually established a dominating 
influence on public life and imposed upon the 
whole nation their prejudices, habits, morals, 
and standards of value. the public school was 
the nursery of British philistinism. to work, to 
use the mind, to be a ‘swot’, as it was called in 
my school days, was to become an untouchable 
(except for the purposes of bullying) in the hier-
archy of the public-school caste system. … Use 
of the mind, intellectual curiosity, mental orig-
inality, interest in ‘work’, enjoyment of books 
or anything connected with the arts, all such 
things, if detected, were violently condemned 
and persecuted … [t]his attitude was not con-
fined to the boys; it was shared and encouraged 
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by nearly all the masters. the intellectual was, 
and he [sic] still is today, disliked and despised. 
(woolf 1960, 96-97)

instead of developing the intellect, the emphasis was 
very much on the body and sports. Football, cricket 
and rugby were all used ‘to define physical and psycho-
logical character’, as well as to exhaust and otherwise 
‘distract boys from exploring homosexual relation-
ships’, writes robert Verkaik in Posh Boys. the legacy 
of this ethos survives to this day. in ‘2012 and 2016 half 
the British olympic teams came from private schools’, 
Verkaik notes (2018, 36).14

i realise that putting forward such arguments can 
come across as blunt, strident, rude even (as perhaps can 
comments about antihumanist authors claiming copy-
right). However, i’m guided here by another aspect of 
Eribon and louis’ approach to reinventing theory: their 
willingness to be disrespectful. Eribon encapsulates 
it best in Returning to Reims. Praising the philosopher 
Jean-Paul sartre for having insulted the liberal sociol-
ogist raymond aron in 1968 for being a ‘political and 
ideological defender of the bourgeois establishment’, 
Eribon stresses the importance of ‘daring to break with 
the conventions of polite academic “discussion” – which 
always works in favour of “orthodoxy”, and its reliance 
on “common sense” and what seems “self-evident” in 
its opposition to heterodoxy and to critical thought’ 
(101). (think too of how the instruction ‘Be kind!’ is fre-
quently used today by those in positions of power to 
close down criticism.)
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in drawing attention to the fact that many writers in 
England attended private schools and graduated from 
oxbridge, i’m not just making a crude and ill-man-
nered point about class, inequality and exclusiveness, a 
point that is quite familiar by now in any case.15 i’m also 
trying to explain why so much of English culture espe-
cially remains doggedly liberal humanist, middle class 
and anti-intellectual.16 at the same time i want to sug-
gest that theory can help us to recognise this situation 
and think it through. is the idea that we should avoid 
difficult ‘jargon’ in order to communicate better with 
so-called ordinary people really so self-evident? is it not 
rather an instance of what, echoing antonio gramsci, 
we can call society’s manufactured ‘common sense’, the 
ideology used to maintain the status quo – and often 
today to eliminate dissent? is this one of the reasons we 
are experiencing an ongoing backlash against theory, 
not just in journalism and the media but in academia 
too?17 (louis and de lagasnerie [2015] have written about 
some of the consequences of the ‘defamation campaigns’ 
that have been run in France and elsewhere against fig-
ures such as Foucault, campaigns that stretch back to at 
least the 1980s.)18

the reason theory is important and shouldn’t be 
dismissed, no matter how abstract its ideas and how 
challenging its rhetorical style (and no matter how 
badly some ‘star’ theorists have behaved on a personal 
or professional level), is because of the assistance it 
offers when it comes to understanding our modes of 
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being and doing in the world, conceiving them differ-
ently and changing them. indeed, for Eribon,

a theory’s power and interest lie precisely in the 
fact that … it sets as a goal to allow both individ-
uals and groups to see and to think differently 
about what they are and what they do, and then, 
perhaps, to change what they do and what they 
are. it is a matter of breaking with incorporated 
categories of perception and established frame-
works of meaning, and thereby with the social 
inertia of which these categories and frame-
works are the vectors; after such a break, the 
goal is to produce a new way of looking at the 
world and thereby to open up new political per-
spectives. (53)

that said, it’s not my intention to suggest we should all 
simply read more French theory. i want to join Eribon 
and louis in promoting heterodoxy and critical thought; 
and i want to do so to the extent of daring to break even 
with the conventions of theory and what it is currently 
considered to be. For this tradition of critical thinking 
(which of course is found in many countries, not just 
France, and extends from Marxism, feminism and psy-
choanalysis, through critical analyses of race, gender 
and sexuality, to science and technology studies, new 
materialism, accelerationism and beyond), has its own 
blind spots that lead its proponents to accept certain 
assumptions as common sense as well.

Many of these blind spots relate to how late-stage 
capitalism and its technical systems (e.g. social media 
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such as Youtube, social networks such as twitter and 
academia.edu, online research portals and discipli-
nary repositories such as Elsevier’s PUrE and ssrn) 
have found ways to incorporate those theorists that 
Mckenzie wark (2017) calls ‘general intellects’, and who 
are today typically employed as academics, as opposed 
to the public intellectuals of the past like sartre and 
simone de Beauvoir. (wark’s book General Intellects 
contains appreciations of twenty-one such schol-
ars, including wendy Chun, Paul gilroy [University 
College school], and timothy Morton [st. Paul’s and 
oxford].) the point i want to make is not so much that 
contemporary intellectual labourers are merely con-
stituent elements of the general intellect or ‘social 
brain’, whose only purpose ‘is to keep commodifica-
tion going and profits f lowing’ (wark 2017). i don’t 
deny such commercially-oriented theorists are,19 as wark 
says, also trying to ‘find ways to write and think and 
even act in and against this very system of commodi-
fication that has now found ways to incorporate even 
them’ (2017). My argument is that their efforts to do so 
contain a number of blind spots – or, perhaps better, 
datum points – which limit their ‘ability to grasp the 
general situation’ (wark 2017).20 this is especially the 
case as far as the bourgeois liberal humanist categories 
and frameworks with which they continue to operate 
are concerned. For these theorists, too, datum points 
such as the unique human author, originality, creativ-
ity and copyright are held in practice as self-evidently 
providing the basis for well-mannered debate. Far from 
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theory enabling these intellectual labourers to think 
differently about what they are and what they do, the 
taking-for-granted of such categories and frameworks 
leads many of them today to likewise work in favour of 
orthodoxy and the perpetuation of the established order. 
(i want to stress that in making this argument i am 
adopting wark’s own methodology here: that of read-
ing such theorists ‘against themselves, bringing some of 
the same critical tactics to bear’ on the writings of these 
general intellects, including wark herself, in order ‘to 
find their limitations’ [2017]. after all, does wark not 
acknowledge that the general intellects she focuses on 
in her book ‘remain rather bourgeois thinkers’ in some 
respects [2017]?)

nor are these ‘bourgeois theorists’, as we might 
now call them, the only ones who adhere to the con-
ventions of polite critical discussion. when it comes to 
how they write, think and act, it’s a state of affairs that 
persists even in Eribon and louis’ own bold attempt to 
reinvent theory.
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Memoirs, Memoirs, Memoirs

the contemporary cult of the authentic self is rec-
ognisable in many areas of culture today. it can 
be detected in the enthusiasm for straight, white, 

male singer-songwriters such as lewis Capaldi and 
Ed sheeran (rishworth school), with their ordinary, 
blokeish, ‘i am definitely not a manufactured pop star’, 
images. it’s visible in the trend for social media influ-
encers to reveal both their mental health struggles and 
the ‘truth’ behind their glamorous selfies (e.g. that to 
arrive at a single ‘spontaneous’ instagram shot requires 
countless carefully curated attempts). But it’s perhaps 
most apparent in the emphasis on the memoir in both 
fiction and non-fiction. Here a singular perspective is 
often used as an entry point to a larger topic. this is 
because readers are presumed to be able to locate and 
access a work better if they know something about the 
author as an individual: their history, biography, per-
sonality, feelings and so on.

Just to make it clear i’m not advocating we refuse to 
read and cite all oxbridge-educated writers (any more 
than Cerys Matthews is banning all music that has been 
created by artists who’ve attended private school from 
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her radio programme) – this is not an essentialism for 
me – i’d like to illustrate the last point with an anec-
dote from the author and journalist Hadley Freeman 
(Cambridge Centre for sixth-Form studies and oxford). 
Discussing ideas for a book with someone in publish-
ing, Freeman found herself being waved away with the 
recommendation she ‘“knock out a memoir”’ instead. 
Freeman dutifully ‘explained that the idea of sharing 
my not especially eventful life with a load of stran-
gers made me break out in hives, and suggested instead 
a non-personal idea.’ in response she was told her 
‘advance would be “five times less than it would for the 
memoir”’ (Freeman 2014). it comes as no surprise to find 
Freeman has now published a memoir (Freeman 2020).

to be fair, memoirs are bucking the trend of the gen-
eral economic situation for writers, which is that only 
5% of them now earn the income Virginia woolf once 
argued an author needed to be able to work, 67% of them 
having earned £10,000 or less in 2018 (royal society of 
literature 2019). as a result it has long since got to the 
stage where the world of book publishing has become 
‘wholly memoir-ified’, as Freeman amusingly charac-
terises it. ‘nothing gets a publisher’s chequebook out 
faster than a memoir, to the point that nonfiction books 
that are ostensibly about a specific subject (butchery, 
say, or george Eliot) are now styled and sold as mem-
oirs (respectively Cleaving: A Story of Marriage, Meat, and 
Obsession by Julie Powell; and The Road to Middlemarch, by 
rebecca Mead [oxford].) … Make the writer a celebrity 
and the book will sell itself – ta da!’ (Freeman 2014).21
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it’s an aspect of the cult of individual personality 
that Eribon and louis appear to have few reservations 
about as far as its appearance in contemporary liter-
ary culture is concerned. told by toni Morrison that 
she can’t ‘understand this new fashion in literature to 
write about … one’s own life’, for instance, louis replies 
that he doesn’t ‘see a problem in writing about oneself 
and only oneself’ (louis 2019a). His reasoning is that ‘no 
experience is unique, that everything we saw had been 
lived or would be lived by others’. louis even goes so far 
as to say he perceives ‘in today’s autobiography the pos-
sibility of a renewal of literature’ (2019a).22 so the two 
Frenchmen may have read enough theory to know we 
can’t go outside of language, ‘for language has no exte-
rior’ (louis 2018, 110). they are aware that language and 
culture perform us, in other words: that ‘we don’t think 
first and then organise our thoughts into language later 
on, for language is what allows us to think’ (110). they 
may also be endeavouring to produce a theory that is 
‘real and exciting’ and that, as we saw earlier, speaks 
about ‘class, exploitation, violence, repression, domina-
tion, intersectionality’ (de lagasnerie and louis 2015). 
(this is part of what makes their attempt to refashion 
theory so fascinating, as take-up of the latter has also 
tended to be relatively weak in countries with a strong, 
pragmatic, leftist tradition that is preoccupied with 
issues such as poverty and class.)23 Yet the main way 
Eribon and louis are trying to reinvent theory in books 
such as Returning to Reims and The End of Eddy (or should 
that be the main way they are being encouraged, if not 
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indeed conditioned and allowed, to reinvent theory), is 
through the creation of a personal journey. it is a per-
sonal journey on which, like so many contemporary 
memoirists, they are prepared to divulge something 
emotional about themselves, something that is often 
quite shocking, in order to create a narrative the reader 
is able to follow, absorb and identify with. (louis’ rape 
in History of Violence is the most obvious and powerful 
example.) it is as if for them, too, the main thing that is 
real and that can be relied upon in a world of political 
marketing and spin on the one hand, and distrust of the 
‘expert’ purveyors of objective truth and empirical evi-
dence (journalists, pollsters, government bureaucrats, 
judges, most academics and politicians) on the other, 
is the author’s own absolutely authentic consciousness 
and life-experiences.24 More attention is often paid to 
who you are and where you come from here than to 
what you say, with voices on social media constantly 
being on the lookout for any hint of hypocrisy.

My mention of the expert is a reference to the 
infamous comment made by Michael gove (robert 
gordon’s College and oxford) during the 2016 European 
Union referendum campaign, to the effect that people 
today have had enough of hearing from them (Mance 
2016). (Except, that is, when there’s a pandemic to be 
dealt with. then it’s ok for the government to wheel 
out a couple of bona fide scientists to stand next to the 
prime minister.) and, to be sure, an emphasis on the 
authentic self is often used to explain the attraction for 
many of the post-truth, post-factual version of politics 



Chapter 3 38

associated with Boris Johnson (Eton and oxford) and 
the Brexiteers in the Uk and with Donald trump in 
the Us. supposedly anti-establishment figures such as 
Johnson, nigel Farage (Dulwich College) and the forty-
fifth president of the United states are held as offering 
something very different to the professional politi-
cal-technocratic class, generally represented in this 
narrative by David Cameron (Eton and oxford), tony 
Blair (Fettes and oxford), Joe Biden, Barack obama and 
the Clintons. this is despite the fact that both Johnson 
and Farage are public-school-educated, while trump 
is the son of a wealthy real-estate developer. the argu-
ment is that, because politics is now so marketed and 
spun, voters have turned to looking for other clues as to 
what politicians are really like. Politics has thus become 
less about differences of ideology (of which there were 
relatively few between David Cameron, gordon Brown 
and tony Blair, certainly, even if they did represent 
opposing political parties), and more about questions 
of individual character. Hence the interest shown in 
Blair (not) doing God and praying with george Bush 
prior to the invasion of iraq; Brown calling labour-
voting pensioner gillian Duffy a ‘bigoted woman’ after 
she grumbled to him about immigration; Cameron 
revealing his inner Flashman by telling then shadow 
treasury Chief secretary angela Eagle (oxford) to ‘calm 
down, dear’; and theresa May (oxford) spending nearly 
£1,000 on chocolate-coloured leather trousers from 
amanda wakeley (Cheltenham ladies’ College). the 
result is an increasing disenchantment with politics as 
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usual and with the professional politicians of the state, 
there being little to choose between the different par-
ties in this respect.

Yet one of the reasons Johnson and his ilk have taken 
liberal commentators by surprise is because character 
does not appear to matter in their case. Qualities and 
actions that might once have ended careers – ignorance, 
arrogance, incompetence, mismanagement, misogyny, 
bigotry, sexual harassment, extra-marital affairs, the 
telling of politically incorrect jokes, the incitement of 
violence against opponents, the showing of a blatant 
disregard for democracy, the rule of law and the politics 
of the ‘good chap’ – only serve to make these politi-
cal figures appear less spun and more authentic, even 
in their very inauthenticity. the public may well view 
them as lying, cheating and manipulating their way to 
power much like any other politician. what sets them 
apart – in marked contrast to a figure such as tony 
Blair, who has still not been forgiven for his duplicitous 
attitude toward war in iraq – is that they are not trying 
to hide it. they are just being themselves. (so too was 
Jeremy Corbyn who – for all his own private education 
at Castle House Preparatory school – was perceived as 
being authentic in his own fashion, unlike the profes-
sional politician theresa May. Evidence the nickname 
she was given: the Maybot.) it’s also a tactic that makes 
Johnson and co. frustratingly difficult for the liberal 
establishment to engage with on the level of reasoned 
argument and verified information. after all, they can 
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hardly be shamed as untrustworthy liars if they are 
quite upfront about being so.

at first glance it might seem that tracing a connec-
tion between post-truth politics and the emphasis of 
Eribon and louis on the authentic autobiographical self 
is a bit of a stretch. Yet The New Yorker magazine is just one 
of those cultural institutions to have positioned louis as 
an authority on the gilets jaunes protesters in France. the 
magazine did so precisely because the leaderless move-
ment for economic justice is seen as consisting, ‘in part, 
of people like Édouard louis’ family and former neigh-
bors’, people who are angry with President Emmanuel 
Macron and a ‘government they feel has both forgot-
ten and exploited them’ (schwartz 2018). they are those 
who have famously been ‘left behind’ by globalisation; 
those people who are still rooted in twentieth-century 
ideas of nation, place and local identity (as opposed to 
theresa May’s ‘rich citizens of nowhere’ who make up 
the global, metropolitan, liberal elite of the twenty-
first century), and who, in the Uk and Us, are often 
held as having voted for Brexit, Johnson and trump 
against their own class interests. a comment offered in 
parenthesis by the interviewer from The New Yorker is 
informative in this respect. it reveals just how crucial it 
is to be able to read louis’ roman à clef as a genuine form 
of personal testimony: ‘He has said that everything in 
the novel [The End of Eddy] is true’ (schwartz 2018). it’s 
worth quoting louis at length from this interview, just 
to convey the degree of importance that is attached to 
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the authenticity of both his feelings and those of the 
gilets jaunes:

i saw pictures from the movement … and in 
those pictures i saw very poor people, people 
like my mother, people like my father, exhausted 
people, extremely poor people. i was able to read 
it on their faces, because i know those people. 
i recognized, suddenly, a body, in the noblest 
sense of the term. a body that i’m not used to 
seeing in the media. and i felt that these images 
were crying out to me. …

it’s the body of social exclusion. it’s the body 
of poverty. it’s the body of people who are living 
in precarity ... Maybe you have to really come 
from that world to immediately identify it.

actually, when i started to write books, it was 
because i had the impression that these kinds 
of bodies were never depicted. and, when i was 
a kid, my parents, and especially my mother, 
always said, ‘no one is talking about us. no one 
cares about us’. one of the most violent feelings 
we had was this feeling of not existing in the 
public discourse, in the eyes and voices of others. 
it was like an obsession. there was not one day 
where my mother didn’t say, ‘no one is talk-
ing about us. the whole world could care less’. 
and so, for example, elections were the moment 
when she tried to fight against that kind of 
invisibility. Voilà. (louis in schwartz 2018)



Chapter 3 42

in fact both louis and Eribon are celebrated for an 
ability that has been bestowed on them precisely by 
their autobiographical backstories (an ability most 
other writers on this account lack, since, as we know, 
writers from lower socio-economic and working-class 
backgrounds are very much the exception). i’m refer-
ring to their capacity to understand the feelings of the 
left behind on a personal, even bodily level. they then 
use this understanding to explain why, across Europe 
and beyond, the politics of this section of society have 
swung so violently from supporting parties of the left 
to supporting the populism and nationalism of the far 
right. Eribon in particular portions a ‘heavy measure of 
responsibility’ for the latter process to the official left 
wing and its own shift rightwards over the course of the 
eighties, nineties and two thousands. it’s a shift that is 
apparent in the preoccupation of party leaders – many 
of whom were not working class themselves – with 
achieving a neoliberal revolution (2013, 126). in the Uk 
this change was initially to be brought about for Blair 
through the adoption of a third way between left and 
right in order to champion the (neoliberal) modernis-
ers over the traditionalists. in France it’s a transition 
that has led to the ‘neither left nor right’ centrism of 
Macron and his privileging of so-called progressives 
against conservatives. granted, this move rightwards 
brought with it electoral success for the left. the prob-
lem, according to Eribon, is that

the parties of the left, along with party intel-
lectuals and state intellectuals, began from 
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this moment forward to think and speak the 
language of those who govern, no longer the 
language of those who are governed. they spoke 
in the name of the government (and as part of 
it), no longer in the name of the governed (and 
as part of them). and so of course they adopted 
a governing point of view on the world, dis-
dainfully dismissing (and doing so with great 
discursive violence, a violence that was experi-
enced as such by those at whom it was directed) 
the point of view of those being governed. 
(2013, 129-130)

the result is the electoral fight against this dismissal 
and the associated sense of invisibility that louis 
describes both his mother and the gilets jaunes protest-
ers as engaging in. (it is surely no coincidence that the 
yellow vests that serve as a symbol of this movement 
and provide it with its name function to make these 
people extremely visible.)

as far as Eribon and louis are concerned, the per-
sonal lens through which they describe what it feels like 
to be them and regale their readers with real-life stories 
of the struggles they have overcome to get where they 
are and of how that process, that journey, has changed 
them (which is such a characteristic feature of today’s 
memoirified culture), provides a means of engaging 
critically with the professional neoliberal politicians of 
both the left and the right. it enables the two memoir-
ists to recount their intimate experience of those ‘people 
who have been socially dispossessed and geographically 
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excluded’; and to do so as authentic ex-members of this 
social group – ex-members who nonetheless continue 
to have one foot in this world (louis in schwartz 2018). 
For tom McCarthy, by contrast, the kind of emphasis 
Eribon and louis place in their writings on realism, on 
readability, and especially on the absolutely genuine 
expressive self, is ‘not just a bad aesthetic model’, it is 
also the ‘cultural wing of the whole neo-liberal project’. 
as he provocatively counters:

Blair can turn up in front of a committee after 
having overseen blatant contraventions of every 
which law imaginable, and get off scot-free by 
saying he authentically, genuinely felt that 
invading iraq was the right thing to do. like, 
who gives a shit what he felt? He did X, Y and Z: 
off to prison! ...

it’s not some coincidence that the frameworks 
of consumer society are absolutely attuned to 
this type of aesthetic. Express yourself by pur-
chasing our products. (McCarthy in rourke and 
McCarthy 2009)

Yet, as we shall see, for all his professed antihuman-
ism and critique of consumerism, McCarthy is far from 
being able to elude such frameworks himself.



Part II

How litEratUrE  
works © tom McCarthy
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this is All Pirated

McCarthy is especially interesting in this 
context, as he is often held up as England’s 
leading avant-garde novelist. like the authors 

of Returning to Reims and History of Violence, McCarthy 
has read enough theory to know it is language and 
writing that perform us more than it is us who perform 
language and writing. in Transmission and the Individual 
Remix, his short non-fiction ebook on how literature 
works, McCarthy draws on aeschylus’ Oresteia trilogy 
(oh, those public school boys and their classics!) to make 
the point that ‘information – and, by extension perhaps, 
language itself – is no abstract, natural phenomena: it’s 
a manufactured, mediated, and material regime in which 
we find ourselves, the precursor and precondition to 
our agency and actions … we are always not just … in 
medias res, i.e., in the middle of events, but also simply in 
media. in the beginning is the signal’ (McCarthy 2012).

initially at least, McCarthy appears open to taking 
on board the implications of this philosophy of media 
for how he composes his literary fiction and non-fiction. 
whereas Eribon and louis are very much concerned 
to relate their own, authentic, human consciousness 
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and experience in their books, writing for McCarthy 
is far from being the original creative expression of a 
unique authorial subject. writing is about transmis-
sion; it’s about broadcasting signals that have no origin. 
McCarthy does not consider himself to be the origina-
tor of ‘his’ texts, in other words: he is ‘their repeater 
whose composing consists first and foremost of lis-
tening’ (2012). the result is an ‘endless feedback’ loop 
in which ‘speaking is listening to speaking’, which is 
in turn ‘listening – round and round … For Cocteau, as 
for Heidegger’, and now for McCarthy, ‘speaking, real 
speech, the speech of poets and philosophers, is listen-
ing – and speaking-as-listening is repetition.’ the only 
option for the writer in this situation is to be a ‘receiver, 
modulator, transmitter: a remixer’ (2012).

in another book of literary criticism, Tintin and The 
Secret of Literature, McCarthy thus rewrites nicolas 
abraham and Maria torok’s own rewriting of Freud’s 
‘the wolf Man’ in their The Wolf Man’s Magic Word 
(2006). McCarthy then rewrites the story of sergei 
Pankajev (i.e. the wolf Man) a further time with the 
character of serge Carrefax in his novel C. this scatter-
ing of signals and identities over time and space, and 
the gathering-together of them again to create some-
thing new – something that is in fact ‘radically old’ 
– is just how literature works (McCarthy 2012).25 as he 
explains in his book on tintin: ‘all literature is pirated. 
good literature is constantly expropriated, reappropri-
ated and remade – both by other writers and by readers.’ 
(i’ll come back to this idea of good literature, which we 
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also saw in smith.) ‘Every act of reading is its own kind 
of remaking of a work’ (2006). (and in case you hadn’t 
noticed already, this is exactly what i’m doing here: i’m 
pirating McCarthy’s words in order to perform a rep-
etition, a modulation, a ‘détournement’. the latter, he 
tells us, ‘involves the taking over of a sign, image, text 
or body of work and the redirecting of it to one’s own 
ends’ [2006].)

McCarthy has acquired this rejection of liberal 
society’s dominant humanist explanation of what it 
is to write and read literature from the legacy of the 
twentieth-century avant-garde and high-modern-
ist experimentation. and he considers theory to be an 
integral part of this legacy. so much so that, as far as he 
is concerned:

when an author tells you that they’re not 
beholden to any theory, what they usually mean 
is that their thinking and their work defaults, 
without even realizing it, to a narrow liberal 
humanism and its underlying – and reactionary 
– notions of the (always ‘natural’ and preexist-
ing, rather than constructed) self, that self’s 
command of language, language as a vehicle 
for ‘expression’ … when [alain robbe-grillet] 
decries, in Towards a New Novel, the tendency 
of cultural journalists to use the term ‘avant-
garde’ to sideline books that don’t conform to 
a system – and it is a system, with its histories 
and its contingencies, its ideological buttress-
ing and so on – of sentimental naturalism, 
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robbe-grillet could be speaking for myself or 
any other contemporary writer who refuses to 
reassert this clapped-out system’s values. these 
values, and this system, can lead nowhere else 
but to the middle-brow commercial novel – 
which, in turn, does nothing else than reassert 
them. (2012)

it therefore comes as no surprise to find McCarthy’s 
work described as ‘one of contemporary prose fiction’s 
most urgent and innovative pleas for the continued 
relevance’ of theory (nieland 2012, 578). alongside his 
willingness to critique liberal humanism and his own 
association with the avant-grade, this commitment to 
theory is another of the reasons i’ve chosen to concen-
trate on his writing here (as opposed to that of nicola 
Barker, say, or will self). For McCarthy, it’s impor-
tant we persist in listening to theory and repeating 
its lessons.

Pursued without reserve, McCarthy’s antihumanism 
would certainly be capable of creating trouble: for the 
expressive self of the fiction and non-fiction memoir, 
but also for many of the categories and frameworks that 
are associated with consumer society. interestingly, 
the latter include those relating to copyright and the 
question of rightful ownership that, as we have seen, 
ultimately lead McCarthy to function as a reactionary 
liberal humanist himself. the whole of the last chapter 
of Tintin and The Secret of Literature, for example, is given 
over to the topic of pirates and piracy. Here, in what is 
the book’s final section, McCarthy demonstrates that 
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he is well aware of contradictions such as the fact the 
‘estate of James Joyce, who saw “literature” itself as rich 
trash to be recycled and adapted ... is positively dra-
conian when it comes to authorising adaptations or 
allowing access to material’ (2006). the estate of t.s. 
Eliot, ‘who made a career out of reusing other peo-
ple’s lines’, likewise ‘stamps down on any citation of 
his work that exceeds the amount the letter of the law 
allows’ (2006). Yet it’s notable that McCarthy neglects 
to build on this awareness to consider the implications 
of the potential challenge that antihumanist theory and 
the notion that we are always in language and in media 
offer to late stage capitalism and its ideas of copyright 
and piracy. the most we get in this respect are those 
comments that come immediately after what he says 
about Joyce and Eliot. academics rail at this contra-
dictory situation and ‘cry for changes in the copyright 
laws’, McCarthy writes. ‘artists, meanwhile, do what 
artists always did: steal. Perhaps when the end of Tintin’s 
protection era comes the period will be viewed nostal-
gically by creative people who want to base their work 
on Hergé’s as a golden age, a time when it still had the 
frisson of illegality. the really savvy ones are not both-
ering themselves about that now, though: if they have 
any sense they are involving themselves in the plan-
ning of an opera set to open on 3 March 2053. its title? 
The Castafiore Emerald’ (2006). McCarthy doesn’t there-
fore reject or disrupt the distinction between exclusive 
ownership and illegal theft as it relates to copyright law. 
instead he sidelines the issue – in part, by projecting it 
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into a fictional future where it will no longer be against 
the law to copy, modify, reuse, translate, distribute 
and make derivative versions of Hergé’s work without 
permission. (the remaining paragraphs of Tintin and 
The Secret of Literature are devoted to a scene-by-scene 
description of the 2053 opera of his imagination.)

while he may be mindful of the contingency of ‘nat-
ural’ processes of moral right, McCarthy’s approach to 
piracy is a moralistic one nonetheless. He clearly knows 
what piracy is in advance of any theoretically-informed 
intellectual questioning: piracy for him is associated 
with lifting and stealing the work of others. By contrast, 
i would maintain that a responsible ethical (as opposed 
to moralistic) approach to piracy – of a kind that would 
be in keeping with McCarthy’s insistence on the contin-
ued relevance of radical thought – would not presume 
to know what it is in advance. rather, the question of 
piracy would remain far less clear-cut and much more 
open and undecided. Elsewhere i have explained what i 
mean by this by showing how the issue of piracy can be 
understood in relation to the concept of the legislator in 
Jean-Jacques rousseau’s The Social Contract. is the legis-
lator, the founder of a new law or institution, legitimate 
or a charlatan? we can never know. and the reason we 
can never know is because of ‘the aporia that lies at the 
heart of authority, whereby the legislator already has 
to possess the authority the founding of the new insti-
tution is supposed to provide him or her with in order 
to be able to found it’ (Hall 2016, 141). My argument, 
developed with reference to a range of examples, from 
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napster and the Pirate Bay, through google Books to 
aaron swartz and the aaaaarg shadow library, is that:

Certain so-called internet pirates are in a sim-
ilar situation to rousseau’s legislator. they 
too may be involved in performatively invent-
ing, trialing, and testing the very new laws and 
institutions by which their activities may then 
be judged and justified. as such, they can claim 
legitimacy only from themselves. this is a state 
of affairs that as well as marking their impos-
sibility also constitutes their founding power, 
their instituting force. it is here, between the 
possible and the impossible, legality and ille-
gality, that we must begin any assessment or 
judgment of them. and it should be noted that 
it is not just the potential pirates who may 
be legislators or charlatans. the current laws 
and institutions by which we might condemn 
internet piracy as illegal are based on the same 
aporetic structure of authority. such lawmak-
ers are always also undecidably charlatans or 
pirates too. (141)26

McCarthy’s moralistic attitude, however, means that – 
almost in spite of himself and his own self-conscious 
intellectualism – he is unable to keep the question of 
piracy open to an extent that would enable him to think 
further about its many contradictions and ambiguities 
in terms other than legal vs. illegal. instead of drawing 
on his reading of continental philosophy to interro-
gate society’s normative assumptions about rightful 
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ownership and authorship critically, McCarthy defaults 
to them ‘without even realizing it’ (2012). academics 
adhere to the law at the same time as demanding it be 
changed, while artists such as ‘Bosch, Michelangelo, 
renoir, Monet, Picasso – steal anything in sight’ (2006). 
it’s a set of taken-for-granted conventions that, as well 
as naturally providing the basis for polite critical discus-
sion, clearly support capitalism’s consumer culture. as 
McCarthy intimates with regard to the estates of James 
Joyce, t.s. Eliot and Hergé himself, deeming certain 
forms of ‘pirate’ activity as stealing and hence punish-
able as a criminal act is obviously hugely beneficial for 
the producers and owners of intellectual property rights 
(who are undecidably charlatans and pirates themselves, i 
would insist). it also brings with it the additional benefit 
of simultaneously undermining those artists-cum-pirates 
that, although unacknowledged by McCarthy, are taking 
the risk of trying to develop alternatives to capital-
ism’s predatory systems of property. these pirates are 
doing so by operating in a manner that is neither simply 
legitimate nor illegitimate, legal nor illegal, in order to 
rethink ideas of copyright, possession, reproduction 
and controlled distribution: say, in terms of a common 
stock of shared resources that everyone is free to access 
and use, in the case of shadow libraries such as aaaaarg, 
Ubuweb and Memory of the world.27

the impression McCarthy gives of being rather con-
servative in this respect is compounded by the fact he 
does little to disturb or otherwise cause trouble for 
copyright law when it comes to his own activities as 
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an author. His ideas of transmission and remix may 
lead him to associate the composition of literature 
with piracy and theft. (along with his references to 
the likes of Heidegger and robbe-grillet, this is one of 
the things that makes his work so stimulating intel-
lectually, certainly when compared to the majority of 
English novelists writing today.) Yet it’s noticeable that 
McCarthy is loath to go so far as to ‘steal’ anything him-
self, in the sense of actually risking the infringement of 
copyright as it currently stands by trialling or testing 
the law in order to bring its notions of what is legal and 
illegal radically into question. (in his novel Men In Space 
he is careful to acknowledge where the extracts from 
‘Papa won’t leave You Henry’ by nick Cave and the Bad 
seeds, ‘stephanie says’ by the Velvet Underground, 
and ‘Back in the Ussr’ by the Beatles are taken from, 
and who the all rights reserved copyright holders are 
of the lyrics he quotes by nick Cave, lou reed, and 
John lennon and Paul McCartney.) the kind of piracy 
McCarthy is referring to a lot of the time is just what 
every great writer does. ‘there is nothing “new” about 
this’, he emphasises. remix is thus not a quintessentially 
digital phenomenon for him as it is for a lot of others 
who associate it with using new technology to copy, edit 
and recombine pre-existing images, music and text. 
‘shakespeare was remixing ovid, Plutarch, Holinshed, 
not to mention the authors of the King Leirs and Hamlets 
already in circulation when he penned his versions’ 
(2012). it is far from obvious that such remixing should 
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even be considered stealing – although the estates of 
Joyce and Hergé might argue otherwise.

nor is copyright the only conceptual datum point 
that ultimately leads McCarthy to work in support of 
a continuation of the accepted order, even though his 
writing definitely has the potential to push us toward 
reconceiving those norms with which the novelist con-
ventionally operates. (it is this potential that makes 
his work so exciting and suggestive for me.) there are 
numerous others. they include the individual human 
author, the named proprietorial subject, the proper 
signature, writing, the book, the novel published with 
a brand-name press, the finished artefact, immutabil-
ity, linear thought, the long-form argument and the 
single-voiced narrative. Yet McCarthy is far from alone 
in functioning like this. in other writings i have dis-
cussed some of these datum points as they apply to the 
creation, publication and dissemination of theory more 
generally (Hall 2016; 2017). For even today it’s difficult 
to think of a well-known French philosopher or theo-
rist who has not made their name by publishing serious 
codex print monographs that are made available for sale 
on a copyrighted basis.

Here, though, i want to draw attention to the fact 
that McCarthy is unwilling to follow the logic of the 
antihumanist theory with which he is associated – and 
with which he regularly associates himself – so far as 
to actually discard, dislodge or even interrogate rig-
orously those datum points his work habitually relies 
upon. (‘what do i do?’, asks the narrator of his 2015 
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novel Satin Island: ‘i am an anthropologist … symbolic 
operations lying on the flipside of the habitual and the 
banal: identifying these, prising them out and holding 
then up, kicking and wriggling to the light – that’s my 
racket’ [2015b, 15-16].) admittedly, following such logic 
might eventually lead McCarthy to undermine the 
privilege afforded to the autonomous author, to writing 
as the definitive information behaviour, and to the book 
as fixed and finished material object, in favour of sys-
tems of signals that do indeed repeat, pulse and mutate. 
it’s quite possible, then, that it would see him approach 
the place ‘at which the writing’s entire project crumples 
and implodes’ – to borrow the words of his Typewriters, 
Bombs, Jellyfish essay collection – and he has to begin to 
invent (and perhaps even be performatively part of) 
very different means of creating, publishing and dis-
seminating art and culture (2017, 70). Yet as Eribon and 
louis invite us to reflect, isn’t this why theory is so 
important: because it helps us to acknowledge the con-
sequences of our thinking and to take the risk inherent 
in doing so, namely, that it might change us and our own 
ways of being and doing in the world quite radically?

that McCarthy is one of the few English writers 
to point us in this direction is without doubt a large 
part of what makes his work so valuable in the con-
temporary context. nevertheless, instead of following 
this path himself (and i’m again recycling his words 
from Typewriters, Bombs, Jellyfish), McCarthy continues 
to reassert the moral and legal right to be recognised 
as the original author of his novels, and thus as an 
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‘autonomous, autarchic self … in the form of the artist 
who masters his craft, works its machinery with del-
icacy and precision so as to both express himself and 
turn the world into a set of works’ (211). it is a set of 
works that, in his desire for authority and prestige, 
McCarthy signs ‘triumphantly with his own proper 
name’ on the basis that they are indeed all his.28 He then 
proceeds to give them over to professional for-profit 
publishers in what he insists is their fixed and final 
integral form, so that they can be made available for 
sale on the market under an all rights reserved license 
as clearly distinguishable consumer products. His debut 
novel Remainder, for instance, written in 2001, was origi-
nally published in november 2005 by the Paris-based 
art publisher Metronome Press, McCarthy having 
taken some time to find a home for it. Remainder was 
subsequently republished: first in 2006 by the inde-
pendent Uk press alma Books and then again in 2007 
by Vintage Books in the Us. the latter is an imprint of 
knopf, which is owned by Penguin random House, the 
largest publisher of general interest paperbacks in the 
world. Penguin random House is in turn jointly owned 
by the British global publishing company Pearson PlC 
and the german media conglomerate Bertelsmann. 
McCarthy’s novels C and Satin Island were both pub-
lished by Vintage too, in 2010 and 2015 respectively, as 
in 2012 were Transmission and the Individual Remix and 
an updated edition of McCarthy’s second novel, Men in 
Space. Clearly, then, McCarthy’s performance of his own 
authorial identity cannot be positioned in a relation 
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simple of contrast and opposition to that of the rational, 
opportunity-maximising, self-interested subject of late 
stage capitalism.

the assertion of copyright on McCarthy’s part means 
that it is not just the scaffolding of consumer society he 
has problems disrupting to any significant degree. as i 
showed earlier, he is unable to cause much trouble for 
liberal humanism’s worn-out model of subjectivity as 
well. (remember, this is the very reactionary concep-
tion of the self McCarthy portrays his antihumanism 
as challenging.) indeed, the reason i keep coming back 
to copyright is because of its close connection with the 
production of liberal humanist agency and subjectivity. 
Copyright, as Mark rose emphasises, ‘is not a trans-
cendent moral idea, but a specifically modern formation 
[of property rights] produced by printing technology, 
marketplace economics and the classical liberal culture of 
possessive individualism’ (rose 1993, 142; my emphasis). in 
this respect our current copyright laws have at least a 
dual function. they protect the author’s economic and 
moral rights, as is generally understood. But – and this 
is something that is less frequently appreciated – they 
also participate in creating and shaping the author as a 
sovereign, liberal, human subject.

as a consequence, it is extremely difficult to avoid 
defaulting to the clapped-out system of liberal human-
ism – and, with it, the morals and prejudices of the 
bourgeois, patriarchal establishment. this is the case 
even for those who, operating under the influence of 
antihumanist theory, are explicitly interested in doing 



Chapter 4 60

so. Certainly McCarthy’s denunciation of the tradi-
tional liberal humanist conception of what it is to be an 
author in favour of a modulation of writing as an imper-
sonal process of remixing is insufficient to ensure he 
escapes this fate. in fact, McCarthy continues to reaf-
firm this system and its underlying hierarchical values 
with his version of the remix; for it turns out that not 
‘any old remix will do’. instead, there are ‘good ones and 
bad ones’ (2012).



chaPter 5

good and Bad remixes, or  
the importance of  

Having the right software

to be fair, the idea that there are good and bad 
remixes is fairly common within remix culture. 
in This Is Not a Remix, Margie Borschke shows 

how ‘a judgment about what constitutes a “good” remix’ 
is a prominent feature of legal scholar lawrence lessig’s 
well-known book from 2008, Remix (Borschke 2017, 59). 
Borschke makes her point by quoting lessig’s insist-
ence that: ‘“remixed media succeed when they show 
others something new; they fail when they are trite or 
derivative”’ (lessig 2008, 82). For lessig, ‘“good” remixes 
build new meaning by playing with the meaning of old’ 
(Borschke 2017, 59). By referring to the example of dance 
music, however, Borschke is able to demonstrate that 
remixes are by definition derivative. ‘they are a new 
version’ (59). this means they can’t be divided into good 
and bad on the basis of whether they are new, original 
and transformative – or not.

in Transmission and the Individual Remix McCarthy 
brings a similarly judgemental approach to bear on 
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the issue of what constitutes a good remix. He offers 
william Burroughs as an example of a good remixer, 
comparing his remixes favourably to those of Brion 
gysin and tristan tzara:

why does Burroughs conjure so much more 
richness from the same source material? 
Because … he has uploaded the right verbal 
remix software. He has read and memorized his 
Dante, his shakespeare, his Eliot – to such an 
extent that his activity as a composer consists 
of giving himself over to their cadences and 
echoes, their pulses, codas, loops, the better that 
these may work their way, through him, The New 
York Times and any other body thrown into the 
mix, into an audibility that … transforms all of 
the mix’s elements ... (2012)

only those remixers who have the right software, the 
right craft, the right techné, to use the term favoured by 
Heidegger, can produce good writing, it seems. and, for 
McCarthy, the right remix software consists largely 
of those pulses and cadences that are to be found in 
the classics of western literature: the works of Dante, 
shakespeare, t.s. Eliot et al. Yet as Borschke insists 
(again quoting lessig), ‘the idea that it takes “extraor-
dinary knowledge of a culture” to remix (or to listen) 
well’ (Borschke 2017, 60) doesn’t necessarily apply. 
Drawing again on her knowledge of music culture, pop-
ular dance music in particular, she argues that while 
those remixers
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who have a highly trained ear and are experi-
enced at playing records to a dance floor are no 
doubt going to be better equipped to make good 
decisions about what aspects of song to alter or 
rearrange in order to find a new groove in the 
mix, there is nothing about the technique per se 
that requires knowledge about anything other 
than the song being remixed and the technology 
used to do that. … Complexity does not make a 
cultural phenomenon better or more valuable; it 
only makes it more complex. (60-61)29

Famously, for Foucault, one of the risks of announc-
ing the death of the author, as Barthes does, is that the 
privilege afforded to this figure is sustained in a differ-
ent fashion: by means of the idea of the work. ‘the word 
work and the unity that it designates are probably as 
problematic as the status of the author’s individual-
ity’, Foucault writes (1984, 104). we have already seen 
how the concept of the work continues to be extremely 
relevant to the manner in which McCarthy functions 
as an author. Does his version of writing as remix-
ing constitute yet another means of imposing liberal 
society’s standards and values onto literature? rather 
than rejecting or contesting the distinction between 
good and bad literature (let alone that between litera-
ture, with its special status, and other, more ‘ordinary’ 
forms of writing and communication), is McCarthy not 
merely transferring the notion of ‘good’ away from its 
association with the virtuoso author as creative genius, 
and onto the remix and remixer? this would certainly 
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explain why, although remix culture is generally asso-
ciated with democratising cultural expression and 
undermining the idea of the canonical masterpiece – 
Matthew arnold’s ‘best which has been thought and 
said’ (arnold 1869, 5) – very little changes in this respect 
as a result of McCarthy’s emphasis on the writer as 
receiver, modulator, transmitter. after all, reappropriating 
the work of others is for him just what every great author 
does. so it should come as no surprise that, even though 
he is endeavouring to provide something of an anti-
humanist analysis of how literature works, it’s almost 
invariably those writers who are already accepted as 
part of the established canon who are perceived as being 
good by McCarthy and located at the top of the cultural 
hierarchy. the difference is that now they are privileged 
because they are good transmitters of the right signals 
and texts, rather than good creators of original autho-
rial expressions. remixing is not being understood here 
as challenging conventional hierarchies of authority to 
produce a new, more horizontal and democratic model 
of creativity and communication. indeed, McCarthy 
insists that, although the activity of these exceptional 
writers is a ‘secondary one’, in that it is repeating what 
they have already been provided with, it is secondary 
for him ‘in a universe that, truly speaking, has no origin 
... which means, paradoxically, that in being absolutely 
secondary – that is, in carrying the logic of secondari-
ness to its most extreme configuration – they achieve a 
kind of primacy within this universe’ (2012).
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to be clear, i’m not suggesting that judgements 
cannot be made about authors and works, if these are the 
contingent categories with which we decide to operate.30 
none of this is a matter of simple relativism for me. i’m 
just trying to show how it is that, for all his interest in 
radical theory and in critiquing liberal society and its 
preconceptions, the conclusions McCarthy reaches as 
to which remixers and remixes are good are much the 
same as those of the literary status quo. i’m trying to 
elucidate why, despite his awareness that such sys-
tems of judgement are manufactured and contingent 
rather than natural, McCarthy still arrives at a situation 
where he can assert Joyce is unconditionally the ‘twen-
tieth century’s best novelist’, and Krapp’s Last Tape ‘the 
best play written, or rewritten, since King Lear’ (2012). 
and where, by the same token, Hergé cannot be consid-
ered to be a writer of great literature, even though the 
Tintin comics are full of ‘significance, intensely associa-
tive, overwhelmingly suggestive’, because the medium 
of comics ‘still occupies a space below the radar of lit-
erature proper’ (2006).31 For we can now see that giving 
oneself over to the loops and codas of the great books of 
the western tradition does not necessarily a good remix 
make. it only appears to do so if you adhere to those sys-
tems of value that consider this to be the right remix 
software to begin with.

Ultimately, then, McCarthy’s antihumanist account 
of how writing and literature work is far from radical 
or transgressive. He actually has a quite conservative 
and, indeed, humanist appreciation of what a good 
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piece of writing (i.e. remixing) is. Exactly how humanist 
is apparent from the way in which literary discourses 
continue to be recognised as such only when they are 
‘endowed with the author function’ (Foucault 1984, 
109). McCarthy still treats good writing as being the 
creation of named, biographical human subjects, in 
the sense that the person with the proper name Joyce 
is more or less the same self-identical person to whom 
Ulysses and Finnegan’s Wake can both be attributed.32 
tellingly, he fails to treat good writing as the product 
of anonymous flows of signs and signals; or, indeed, as 
emerging from different (including spatially and tem-
porally different) ‘posthuman’ assemblages of human 
and nonhuman intra-actors, where the latter include 
information media technologies such as language, 
writing, the school, the university and the codex print 
book. (it is toward a posthuman reading of this kind that 
i am edging here, very much with the help of those 
texts signed ‘tom McCarthy’). McCarthy may be criti-
cal of the cult of the individual – a cult that lies behind 
both liberalism and capitalism. nevertheless, he fre-
quently turns to the biography of the individual person 
named Hergé for his interpretation of the Tintin books. 
what is more, he does so despite knowing full well that 
Hergé produced two of his volumes, The Seven Crystal 
Balls and Prisoners of the Sun, in close collaboration with 
another cartoonist, Edgar Jacobs – to the extent the 
latter requested the books be co-signed. it was a request 
Hergé refused in order to keep the myth of his single 
authorship intact. Even before his collaboration with 
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Jacobs, Hergé employed a sizable number of assistants 
who ‘became so good at drawing his characters that the 
difference between his own rendition and theirs grew 
indiscernible’, McCarthy notes. ‘right to the end’, how-
ever, ‘he signed the books “Hergé” rather than “studios 
Hergé” – and let it be widely understood that, whereas 
“Disney” denoted a huge corporate operation, “Hergé” 
meant him and only him’” (McCarthy 2006).

McCarthy’s cultural conservativism is apparent in 
other ways, too. they include, perhaps most obviously, 
the fact that by far the vast majority of those (re)writers 
McCarthy considers good are male. the list of thirty-five 
suggestions for further reading he provides at the end of 
Tintin and The Secret of Literature contains only texts writ-
ten by men (with the partial exception of The Wolf Man’s 
Magic Word, which nicolas abraham co-authored with 
Maria torok). likewise McCarthy’s top ten European 
modernists: all men (2007).33 Even kraftwerk, with 
whose song ‘antenna’ McCarthy opens Transmission and 
the Individual Remix, is an all male band.
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who speaks, who gets to 
Experiment and what remains

at this point a question arises that has a number 
of implications for those interested in the future 
of the avant-garde novel. given that McCarthy 

defaults to a narrow liberal humanism with regard to 
how he himself operates as an author, and given that 
liberalism is for him a system and set of values that can 
lead nowhere else but to the middle-brow commercial novel, 
does that mean the latter judgement can be applied to 
his own literary fiction?

after all, the writer for McCarthy, as for roland 
Barthes in ‘the Death of the author’, is a node in a 
communication network: ‘Who speaks? For Barthes, 
the answer is always: language – language speaks me, 
you, everyone, to such an extent that i and you and we 
and they are merely shifting and amorphous points, 
floating islands being continuously made and unmade 
by language’s f lows and counterf lows’ (McCarthy 
2012). it’s a reading of art as the product of a network 
of transmissions, rather than the original creation 
of a unique human self, that McCarthy also explores 
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in his activities with the international necronautical 
society (ins), the semi-fictitious avant-garde organiza-
tion he co-founded with philosopher simon Critchley. 
(McCarthy’s title is general secretary, Critchley’s that 
of Chief Philosopher.) in 2004, for instance, the ins set 
up a functioning radio station in the gallery of london’s 
institute of Contemporary art. over forty assistants 
proceeded to generate ‘poem codes’ that were broad-
cast over FM radio. this was followed in 2008 and 2009 
by exhibitions in germany and sweden in which black 
box recorders of fallen aircraft were replicated and used 
to send out a stream of similar messages. as McCarthy 
writes of the 2009 installation at the Hartware 
MedienkunstVerein art institute in Dortmund, this 
was an ins ‘transmission made by doing no more 
than recombining sequences of words picked up from 
other radio stations with phrases from local newspa-
pers, medical texts about auditory hallucination, and 
the odd line of Hölderlin and shakespeare – and, of 
course, ovid. like orpheus, or Cégeste, we listened and 
repeated, while world did its thing’ (2012).

Yet it’s interesting that McCarthy is unwilling to let 
the idea we are spoken by language impact on his own 
(some might say rather clichéd) manner of functioning 
as a literary novelist to any great extent.34 He refuses to 
put his money where his mouth is – quite literally when 
it comes to his complicity with the corporate publishing 
world and proprietorial claims to copyright – and ques-
tion the traditions of his medium by enacting the death 
of the humanist author. ‘[i]t’s not like i set out to write 
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an anti-humanist manifesto’, he says to lee rourke. 
‘all i set out to do is make good art. it’s really simple’ 
(2009). in fact, far from radically reconceiving the pre-
vailing liberal humanist conception of authorial agency 
and subjectivity, McCarthy seems more concerned to 
substitute the realist novelist with a modulated reen-
actment of the modernist writer (even if ‘the modern’ 
for him extends as far back as aeschylus’ The Oresteia 
and ovid’s Orpheus).

i stipulate modulated reenactment of the modernist 
writer because it’s more than just the logic of antihu-
manist theory that McCarthy is averse to pursuing with 
any real degree of conviction. a similar reluctance to 
confront the implications of his ideas is detectable with 
regard to his relation to the multiple legacies of the his-
torical avant-garde. it’s noticeable that McCarthy does 
not allow this legacy to impact on his writing to the 
extent of actually producing a distinctly experimental 
novel. He may be positioned as the English-language’s 
foremost avant-gardist, his fiction associated with the 
posthuman (and admired by star theorists in the field 
such as n. katherine Hayles), and his non-fiction filled 
with references to kathy acker, georges Bataille and 
stéphane Mallarmé. nevertheless, neither Remainder, 
nor C, nor Satin Island are especially avant-garde. in 
fact it might be said they only appear so when set in 
the context of the realism that has long dominated the 
anglophone literary world. that his work is frequently 
described as avant-garde serves to show just how tame a 
lot of literature has become.35 Even McCarthy thinks the 
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contrast between ‘lyrical realism’ and the avant-garde 
of his own writing ‘doesn’t hold’ (McCarthy in kachka 
2015). truth be told, he continues to adhere to many of 
the conventions of realism that are such a dominant 
feature of England’s resolutely non-modernist, intellec-
tually conservative and highly commercialised literary 
culture. McCarthy has a fairly formulaic style, using 
shortish, structurally simple sentences of the kind that 
are generally aligned with ‘good’ writing these days. 
and while some of the ideas contained in his novels are 
very different from those ordinarily associated with 
a humanist appreciation of life and subjectivity – i’m 
thinking of his replaying of mid-century cybernetics 
in C, and of how the discontinuous ‘hero’ of Remainder 
has ‘lost the functionalities that nonconscious cogni-
tion performs’ (Hayles 2017, 87) – the manner in which 
he dramatises them is not. as fellow novelist garth 
risk Hallberg observes, all too often McCarthy does so 
in much the same fashion as Cervantes in Don Quixote: 
‘embody them in a character’ and ‘launch him’ into 
a continuous linear plot that builds ‘(albeit one that 
ends in a Borgesian loop)’. some ‘artful stammerings, 
elisions, and self-corrections’ aside, the first-person 
narrator of McCarthy’s novels is likewise (contra kelly) 
still very much a ‘consistent, confessional, Cartesian (if 
unusually estranged) “i”’ (Hallberg 2011).36

regardless of his references to the archive of mod-
ernist experimentation, McCarthy’s is actually quite a 
traditional version of the novel, then, one that would 
be reasonably familiar to george Eliot and even 
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Jane austen. similarly, when it comes to the mate-
rial practicalities of publishing, he is far from being 
the ‘theoretical fundamentalist’ Zadie smith (2009) 
presents him as. in his questioning of ‘the status of 
literature within culture’, he declines to contest the 
established form and protocols of the book to any sig-
nificant degree (McCarthy in rourke and McCarthy 
2009). it’s a conformism to the kind of remit prescribed 
by corporate market research that is especially vis-
ible in the architecture and materiality of McCarthy’s 
novels as solid, tangible objects: their metadata, para-
textual mediation, paper, binding, design, layout, use 
of white spaces, locations where the pages are cut and 
so on. Consider Marc saporta’s Composition No.1 (1962), 
an experimental work made up of 150 unbound pages 
printed on one side only that can be read in any order 
and that influenced B.s. Johnson’s own book-in-a-box, 
The Unfortunates (1969); or Jonathan safran Foer’s Tree of 
Codes (2010), which uses holes cut into Bruno schulz’s 
Street of Crocodiles (1934) to make a new text from an old 
one; or kathy acker’s Blood and Guts in High School (1984), 
where the already unstable narrative of the story is 
further interrupted with pornographic drawings and 
poems; or adam thirlwell’s (Haberdashers’ aske’s Boys’ 
school and oxford) Kapow! (2012), which inserts blocks 
of text that are laid out visually in geometrical patterns 
into the narrative; or even ali smith’s How To Be Both 
(2015), bound as it is in two versions in which either of 
its constitute parts (both labelled ‘one’) can be arranged 
in front of the other. By comparison novels such as Men 
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in Space and Satin Island are really quite orthodox. like 
the majority of books, they consist of numbered pages, 
laid out facing each other so as to mirror the two eyes 
of the human, thus rendering them easily navigable for 
a being with two hands and arms. like the majority of 
books, these pages (which are free from holes, cross-
ings out and other experiments with layout, font and 
typographical composition) are organised in a coher-
ent, fixed, linear sequence to form a written narrative 
that is to be read in a progressive, temporal order. like 
the majority of books, they are published professionally 
on a mass-industrial basis as authoritative, stable and 
uniform artefacts in the shape of print-on-paper codi-
ces. and, like the majority of books, they are marketed 
and distributed through the commercial book trade as 
consumer products.

i am not denying McCarthy’s work, with its 
avant-garde influences, including its revision of the 
intermedial remixes of Burroughs and the recombi-
nation of fragments taken from a host of information 
media (literature, poetry, newspapers, cinema, radio), 
has the potential to upset England’s cultural order as it 
currently stands. Remainder ‘might be about two ques-
tions’, wark writes in her preface to the new edition of 
the novel published in 2015: ‘who gets to create? and 
when something is created, what remains?’ (wark 2015, 
vii). to which, having read McCarthy, we can answer: 
it is mostly middle-class white men with the necessary 
time and money who get to create. and what remains 
as surplus when they do is a whole host of unaddressed 
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questions: about their bourgeois liberal human-
ist model of subjectivity and its many assumptions 
regarding the author, originality and copyright; but 
also about the material qualities and properties of their 
creations and their relationship to them. importantly, 
then, McCarthy directs us to look at the remainder of 
communications technology: all the leftover ‘extra-
neous stuff’ (McCarthy 2015a, 83) that needs to be cut 
and ‘carted away’ (114) to make creation possible – and 
impossible, he and i would both maintain. at the same 
time McCarthy makes it clear that any attempt to deal 
fully with, or even speak about and know, this ‘surplus 
matter’ is bound to fail (82). ‘Poor naz’, the unnamed 
narrator of Remainder says of the facilitator employed 
to help him stage his reenactments. ‘He wanted eve-
rything perfect, neat, wanted all matter organized and 
filed away so that it wasn’t a mess. He had to learn too: 
matter’s what makes us alive – the bitty flow, the scar 
tissue, signature of the world’s very first disaster and 
promissory note guaranteeing its last. try to iron it out 
at your peril’ (272). indeed, it is precisely the impossibil-
ity of ever grasping the leftover matter of creation that 
McCarthy is interested in.

what i am saying is that McCarthy’s aesthetic tac-
tics (and i’m rewriting wark’s rewriting of raymond 
williams now) nevertheless continue to implicitly 
exclude communication and its remainder. to put it 
bluntly, if McCarthy really wants to avoid reaffirm-
ing liberal culture (and proceeding further down a 
path that has already been mapped out in advance, a 
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path that by his own admission can lead nowhere else 
but to the middle-brow commercial novel), he needs to 
take far more care with the material reality of his own 
communications technology and with the matter of the 
contingent information media – writing, the book and 
the literary novel – that he uses to generate signals, 
messages, connections.
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‘He wants to Be authentic,  
is all’: literature as  

technological Prosthesis

Perhaps the closest McCarthy comes to what we 
might think of as an antihumanist or posthu-
manist appreciation of how the human self is 

embedded within media and mediation, is serge’s 
dream sequence at the end of C:

[H]e falls straight back into a lucid dream, once 
more of insects – only this time, all the insects 
have combined into a single, giant one from 
whose perspective, and from within whose 
body, he surveys this new dream’s landscape. 
in effect, he is the insect. His gangly, mutinous 
limbs have grown into long feelers that jab and 
scrape at the air. what’s more, the air presents 
back to these feelers surfaces with which con-
tact is to be made, ones that solicit contact: plates, 
sockets, holes. as parts of him alight on and plug 
into these, space itself starts to jolt and cackle 
into action, and serge finds himself connected 
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to everywhere, to all imaginable places. signals 
hurtle through the sky, through time, like par-
ticles or flecks of matter, visible and solid. Each 
of his feelers has now found its correspond-
ing touch-point, and the overall shape formed 
by this coupling, its architecture, has become 
apparent: it’s a giant, tentacular wireless set, an 
insect-radio mounted on a plinth or altar. serge 
is the votary kneeling down before it, arms 
stretched out to touch it; he’s also the set itself – 
he’s both. (2010, 300-301)

what’s interesting about this passage from a posthu-
manist perspective is just how multiple and enmeshed 
with the world serge is. He is human, but he is non-
human too in that he is an insect and also a material 
media object. serge is all of these things in fact: a 
human ‘votary’ and an ‘insect-radio’ set ‘connected to 
everywhere, to all imaginable places’. For the most part, 
though, McCarthy’s approach is too dialectical to enable 
him to take on board anything like the full extent to 
which the history of media ‘is always and automati-
cally at play’ in his own work and ideas, and thus their 
‘interruptedness’, their ‘disarticulation’ (2012). (Zadie 
smith is not too far off the mark in characterising 
McCarthy’s Remainder as an ‘extreme form of dialecti-
cal materialism’ [smith 2009].) the problematic nature 
of McCarthy’s dialecticism – and his materialism – 
becomes readily apparent if his account of technology is 
set alongside that of a theorist he particularly admires 
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and whose insights on writing he is often held to have 
incorporated: Jacques Derrida.

as we know from Transmission and the Individual 
Remix, literature for McCarthy is a question of transmit-
ting and receiving instruments. it’s a matter of media 
technology, in other words. and he follows Freud in per-
ceiving technology as prosthesis. to this end he shows 
how, in Civilization and Its Discontents, Freud describes 
‘engines as mechanical muscles, telescopes and micro-
scopes as synthetic upgrades of the eye, cameras and 
gramophones as material extensions of memory’ (2012). 
in doing so, McCarthy portrays the human’s prosthetic 
relation to technology – including media technology 
(cameras, telephones, tape recorders, etc.) – as one in 
which the subject also suffers a disfigurement or demo-
tion as a result of its interaction with the nonhuman 
tools it uses to communicate, this loss being something 
it can neither completely comprehend nor control nor 
eradicate. ‘You’ll find histories of loss … lurking inside 
all media,’ he writes. McCarthy thus operates within 
(and residually retains) the framework of a certain 
western fantasy of becoming one with the materiality 
of the external world, and of communicating perfectly 
with others without the interruption, noise or opac-
ity that are generated by mediation, even as he shows 
such perfection to be impossible. in the international 
necronautical society’s ‘statement on inauthenticity’, 
for instance, McCarthy and Critchley make it clear 
that, as far as they are concerned, art is both the con-
sequence and the ‘experience of failed transcendence’. 
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what’s more, it is a failure that is at the heart of both the 
general secretary’s novels and the Chief Philosopher’s 
tomes. Here,

Being is not full transcendence, the plenitude 
of the one or cosmic abundance, but rather 
an ellipsis, an absence, an incomprehensibly 
vast lack scattered with debris and detritus. 
Philosophy as the thinking of Being has to begin 
from the experience of disappointment that is 
at once religious (god is dead, the one is gone), 
epistemic (we know very little, almost nothing; 
all knowledge claims have to begin from the 
experience of limitation) and political (blood 
is being spilt in the streets as though it were 
champagne). (McCarthy and Critchley 2007, 4)

it is this desire for an idealised fullness of Being, a we 
without remainder, better, whole, complete, that moti-
vates the naïve hero of Remainder to reenact moments of 
presence to avoid being awkward, artificial and ‘second 
hand’ like everyone else, including the media types he 
watches in soho (McCarthy 2015a, 48). the death of a 
black man shot in the street in Brixton is one such 
moment. ‘the truth is that, for me, this man had become 
a symbol of perfection. it may have been clumsy to fall 
from his bike, but in dying besides the bollards on the 
tarmac he’d done what i wanted to do: merged with the 
space around him, sunk and flowed into it until there 
was no distance between it and him … He’d stopped 
being separate, removed, imperfect … the spot that 
this had happened on was the ground zero of perfection 
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– all perfection: the one he’d achieved, the one i wanted, 
the one everyone else wanted but just didn’t know they 
wanted’ (177-178). as the hero’s friend gregg explains 
to the weird man known as the short councillor: ‘“He 
wants to be authentic, is all”’ (206). similarly in C, while 
all the other pilots and observers are afraid of the pos-
sibility of being shot down in flames, serge is not. 
‘He’s not unaware of it: just unbothered. the idea that 
his flesh could melt and fuse with the machine parts 
pleases him’ (McCarthy 2010, 164).

Considering technology as prosthesis for McCarthy, 
then, means that

we are promoted and demoted at the same time; 
augmented, but in diminished form. technology 
might allow us to pass unpassable borders, pen-
etrate and traverse impossible distances, to 
move even into and through the space reserved 
for gods – but this move also entails anxiety, 
bereavement. if you’ve got an artificial body 
part, it means you’ve lost an arm, a leg, that 
you’re an amputee: like orpheus, you’ve had 
your limbs ripped off.

if technology in general is at once a form both 
of self-expression and of amputation, then the 
branch of it that concerns itself with informa-
tion and its relay – communication technology 
– is a true field-hospital operating theatre floor 
of hacked-off limbs, of bereaved bodies. (2012)

Jacques Derrida, meanwhile, positions the prosthetic 
relation as the technological condition. the human, for 
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him, cannot be dialectically opposed to nonhuman 
technology. it’s not that there is an original, pre-existing 
subject that then comes into contact with an alien tech-
nology that somehow augments and diminishes this 
otherwise unified human self. it’s that there is no real, 
natural, authentic human self to begin with. technology, 
Derrida contends, ‘has not simply added itself, from the 
outside or after the fact, as a foreign body. or at least 
this foreign or dangerous supplement is “originarily” at 
work and in place in the supposedly ideal interiority of 
the “body and soul”. it is indeed at the heart of the heart’ 
(Derrida 1995, 244-245). to put it another way, technol-
ogy is far from being merely an external tool that is 
used by the human for instrumental purposes – say, as 
mechanical muscles or material extensions of memory. 
(this is the classical aristotelian view. its flip side is 
the notion that technology has assumed power over its 
human creator. Consider the story of Frankenstein, or 
current anxieties around silicon Valley and the threat 
its algorithmic systems of surveillance and behavioural 
control are taken to pose to privacy.) the human is also 
born out of its relation to technology. adhering to the 
trajectory of Derrida’s thought, what can now be per-
ceived as the human’s originary prosthetic relation to 
technology cannot be presented in a typical modern-
ist fashion: say, in terms of a futurist extension (à la 
Marinetti’s emphasis on speed), or a fall from a state 
of perfection and authenticity (and thus as loss, disap-
pointment, bereavement, mourning). indeed, whereas 
for McCarthy and the ins the answer to the question 
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of how we deal with matter is inauthentically – some-
thing that rather intriguingly leads them to advance 
the concept of ‘originary inauthenticity’ (McCarthy and 
Critchley 2007, 10) – the human conceived in terms of 
the technological condition is neither authentic nor 
inauthentic, perfect nor imperfect, real nor fake. (nor 
is it simply human or posthuman.) technology is what 
makes the human impossible, to be sure. But it is also 
what makes the human possible in the first place. there 
is no human without technology. still further, there is 
no human without communications technology. and if 
that seems a rather strange thing to say, consider how 
for many anthropologists what we know as the human 
only emerged with the use of tools, language especially, 
without which we are unable to communicate, or even 
think, in a particularly sophisticated manner.

Yet there’s more. For while the self has always been 
technologically constituted, the human’s prosthetic 
relation to technology is not always the same. the 
development of different communication technolo-
gies (e.g. language, writing, print), with their different 
material qualities and properties, has enabled different 
forms of this relation in different periods.37 what the 
idea of originary technicity or originary prostheticity helps us 
to realise, then, is that when technology changes over 
time, so does the nature of its users and, with it, human 
thought and agency.38 technology thus escapes the con-
trol of its inventors to produce unforeseen possibilities, 
and with them a future – for both the human and tech-
nology – that is neither predictable nor programmable 
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(Hall 2002, 139-140). it is a realisation that is particu-
larly significant for us today. arguably, we are in the 
midst of a fourth great transformation in communi-
cations technology. if the first transformation was the 
development of speech and language, the second writ-
ing, and the third print (which was itself accompanied 
by other modes of analogue communication including 
radio, film and television), the fourth entails the shift 
from analogue to digital. in fact, it can be said that we 
are already living in the post-digital era, as the ‘disrup-
tion brought upon by digital information technology 
has already occurred’ (Cramer 2014, 17). now, as we’ve 
seen, technology, in the guise of writing, the book, the 
school and so forth, has helped to produce the author 
as a liberal humanist subject. which raises the ques-
tion: what versions of the author function, what as yet 
unknown and unforeseeable transformations in human 
selfhood and philosophy, might twenty-first century 
technologies such as artificial intelligence and machine 
learning generate?
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Media art and the  
Melancholy impasse of the 

anglo-american novel

For all the inf luence of Derrida on his writ-
ing (and it’s striking to be able to say this about 
an English novelist, given the general attitude 

toward theory), McCarthy is not prepared to engage 
rigorously with such questions. He devotes too little 
consideration to the materiality – the ink, paper, 
design, layout, typography, copyright licence and so 
on – of his own main medium of communication, the 
novel, and thus to all the ‘messy, irksome matter’ that 
is generally excluded from the understanding of litera-
ture (McCarthy 2015a, 17). once again the problem with 
McCarthy’s materialism is that, rather than rethink-
ing the latter’s relationship with idealism, he prefers to 
merely move from one side of the idealism/materialism 
dialectic to the other. as the ins put it:

if form is perfect, if it is perfection itself, then 
how does one explain the obvious imperfection 
of the world, for the world is not perfect n’est-ce 
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pas? this is where matter – our undoing – enters 
into the picture. For the greeks, the principle of 
imperfection was matter, hyle. Matter was the 
source of the corruption of form, of the corrup-
tion of the visible world. […]

For us – necronauts, modern lovers of debris, 
radio and jetstreams – things are precisely the 
other way round: what is most real for us is not 
form, or god, but matter, the brute materiality 
of the external world. […]

in short, against idealism in philosophy and 
idealist or transcendent conceptions of art, of 
art as pure and perfect form, we set a doctrine 
of poetic or necronautical materialism […]. 
(McCarthy and Critchley 2007, 5-8)

two issues emerge from this shift from idealism 
to materialism. the first concerns the importance 
McCarthy and the ins attach to letting ‘things thing’ 
and ‘matter matter’. i’m détourning his words more 
and more now (along with those of some of his chief 
co-authors and interlocutors), but to what extent does 
McCarthy actually succeed in letting the ‘orange orange 
and the flower flower’ by making ‘form as formless 
as possible’ (McCarthy and Critchley 2007, 7)? Does 
McCarthy himself not ‘extinguish matter and elevate 
it into form’ (7), by trying to ‘ingest all of reality into 
a system of thought’ such as that concerning comedy, 
death and passivity that is articulated in the ‘ins 
statement on inauthenticity’ and enacted in his prose 
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fiction (6)? granted, it can be argued that the elevation 
of matter into form is inevitable to a certain degree; 
that we can never just let matter matter. the impor-
tant thing, according to McCarthy and the ins, is to be 
aware of this, to realise it is ultimately impossible, and 
to refuse to evade the futility of the task by resorting 
to fantasies of authenticity including that represented 
by the unified autonomous subject. Dreams of this 
nature should be abandoned. ‘any attempt at authen-
ticity slips back into an inauthenticity from which it 
cannot escape, but which it would like to evade’ (10). 
this is why McCarthy and the ins claim we need to 
deal with matter inauthentically, while simultaneously 
remaining self-consciously aware of our inauthen-
ticity (a splitting of the subject in two that is different 
from being authentic). Yet, as we know, far from being 
split, the authorial self that McCarthy performs with 
his novels is often more of a ‘complete, godlike even … 
heroic subject’ (McCarthy and Critchley 2007, 9).39

the second issue that arises out of his switch from 
one side of the idealism/materialism dichotomy to the 
other concerns less the degree to which McCarthy is or 
is not able to mutter and utter the mattering of matter. 
it’s more that in the process of ‘trying (and failing) to 
speak about the thing itself and not just ideas about the 
thing’, he extinguishes the intractable matter of his own 
novels (McCarthy and Critchley 2007, 7). He neglects 
to deal with the stain of their materiality, that messy 
remainder or trace, and the associated ‘reality of indus-
try’ (McCarthy and Critchley 2007, 8; see also McCarthy 
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2007). instead, there is a ‘movement of evasion’ here as 
well, one that serves ultimately to reveal McCarthy’s 
own ‘embeddedness in materiality’ (McCarthy and 
Critchley, 10). in remixing, for example, he may be 
recombining fragments taken from old, contemporary 
and futural media. Yet he does not leave their ‘fragmen-
tary, collated character’ unmasked (McCarthy 2012). 
McCarthy wants to make an intervention by having his 
work read in a crowded media environment in which 
it is competing for attention with a host of other sig-
nals and transmissions. so he gathers his fragments 
together and merges them into the conventional mate-
rial configuration of the novel – something that is not 
interrogated but is rather accepted as the natural form 
for a (quasi-modernist) literary writer to adopt.

ironically, it’s McCarthy’s very materialism that 
leads him to take insufficient notice of the way in which 
the brute physical qualities and properties of books as 
media-technological objects have an active bearing 
both on the ideas they convey and on our constitution 
as diehard bourgeois liberal humanist subjects. He 
may regard the literary novel as a privileged medium 
for remixing certain antihumanist ideas in order to 
be relatively critical of liberal society and its empha-
sis on the human individual. (For Hayles, the narrator 
in Remainder provides a nightmarish vision of what 
happens when actions are undertaken ‘without the 
connections created by embeddedness in the world’ 
[Hayles 2017, 89].) But as Remainder, Men in Space, C et al. 
testify, as far as McCarthy is concerned, the novel is 
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not a medium for self-consciously taking on board the 
implications of contemporary antihumanist or posthu-
manist theory for his own identity as an author. this 
includes the notion that our agency and consciousness 
emerges out of the relational intra-actions of a het-
erogeneous assemblage of humans, technologies and 
other actors and elements.40 nor is the literary novel 
a medium for performatively exploring how agency 
and consciousness may be changing as a result of those 
transformations currently taking place in the concrete 
form and materiality of the media technologies with 
which we communicate. above all, the novel is not a 
medium in which to experiment with reinventing how 
culture and ideas are physically created, circulated and 
communicated, on the basis that we may indeed be 
entering into a new landscape (albeit in an overlapping, 
zig-zagging fashion that is neither linear nor progres-
sive). it is a landscape that is more than post-digital: it 
is post-gutenberg too. But McCarthy does not want to 
take things that far. He is clearly reluctant to carry the 
‘literary work itself beyond all boundaries, not least the 
very ones that gave rise to it in the first place’ (2012).

it is precisely out of an ambition to take the literary 
work beyond its current confines that many writers 
have turned to art and to the kind of experiments with 
form that are enabled by digital media. (Mark amerika 
was a remix pioneer in this respect with 1997’s 
graMMatron and 1999’s PHon:E:ME.)41 as far as his 
prose fiction is concerned, however, McCarthy is wary 
of going down this media art route.42 He prefers to take a 
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path associated with thomas Pynchon, sheila Heti and 
others in the Us. ‘in the Uk most of the literary talent 
has gone into the art world. writing novels in a way that 
questions what the form might be, that seems to be hap-
pening more in new York than in london — tao lin, 
sheila Heti, Ben lerner, Ben Marcus. in america you 
have less of this curse of middle-brow. People either 
want to read real trash or thomas Pynchon’ (McCarthy 
in kachka 2012).43 while taking the latter path of writ-
ing novels in order to question what the novel might be 
is perfectly understandable for tactical, trojan Horse 
reasons, the problem remains: without explicitly and 
rigorously acknowledging the novel, its form and mate-
riality, as his chosen broadcast technology, without 
dislocating, troubling or at least rerouting this cir-
cuit, his work does indeed collapse ‘into the reverb of 
communication’, as wark characterises the undoing of 
modernism, ‘lost in the noise of the commodity and the 
spectacle’ (wark 2015, x). McCarthy may disarticulate 
and then rearticulate what it is to be an author and to 
write novels. as a reminder, it’s to send transmissions 
out and bring them back together again, gathered from 
a wide range of information media, both new and old, 
in remixed form. Yet it’s noticeable that for the politi-
cal theorist Chantal Mouffe there is a messy point 
in-between the process of disarticulation and rearticu-
lation where common-sense ways of being are radically 
transformed by artists in order to construct ‘new prac-
tices and new subjectivities’, and thus ‘help subvert 
the existing configuration of power’ (2013, 105). (‘one 
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of the foremost tasks of art has always been the crea-
tion of a demand which could be fully satisfied only 
later’, walter Benjamin writes in a similar vein [1973, 
239].) significantly, this crucial transformative aspect 
is for the most part missing from McCarthy’s literary 
work. the author and novel may be lifted out of the gen-
eral flow of information media from time to time. (on 
occasion McCarthy has described this suspension as 
a productive moment of pause or interruption. rather 
than representing a lack or emptiness, it’s a moment 
that constitutes a generative space, a buffer zone, a 
recess, in which something else can potentially emerge 
out of the remainder, even if that ‘something else’ does 
get recuperated eventually.) However, the author and 
the novel are not returned to this flow in a different 
(material) reconfiguration, metamorphosed, otherwise. 
instead, their pre-existing natural form – that of the 
grand individual (male) genius and print-on-paper book 
of McCarthy’s canonical modernist heroes – remains 
more or less the same. ‘i’m just doing what the novel 
should do’, McCarthy says, ‘and trying to achieve the 
things the novels i most admire achieved’ (McCarthy in 
rourke and McCarthy 2009).

there is a blockage, then. as Dr Filip tells serge in C: 
‘Jam, block, stuck. instead of transformation, only repe-
tition. need to free what’s blocking, break whole rhythm 
of intoxication – then good transformation can resume 
and things will pass through you and make you open up. 
You still are only adolescent: still have much transfor-
mation to perform’ (2010, 105). the trouble is McCarthy 
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does not regard mutating the habitual performance of 
the unified, autarkic, autonomous author and of the sec-
ond-hand technological prosthesis of the book (to name 
just a couple of his blind spots) as a means of opening 
things up to a transformed, antihumanist mode of sub-
jectivity and creativity. He associates any such break 
with the exhausted system of liberal humanism and 
its values too much with amputation, dissolution and 
death. as the narrator of Satin Island remarks about the 
skydiver with the severed parachute and how the whole 
fabric of that system (consisting of his instructor, his 
equipment, those packing his rig, the laws of physics 
and so on) had come apart: ‘that, and not his death, was 
the catastrophe that had befallen him. we’re all going 
to die: there’s nothing so disastrous about that, noth-
ing in its ineluctability that undermines the structure of 
our being. But for the faith, the blind, absolute faith into 
whose arms he had entrusted his existence, from whose 
mouth he’d sought a widespread affirmation of its very 
possibility – for that to suddenly be plucked away: 
that must have been atrocious’ (McCarthy 2015b, 98). 
McCarthy’s residual mourning over the futility of per-
fection and authenticity, of the human fusing with the 
nonhuman world, thus remains unresolved, jammed, 
stuck, in spite of his extensive reading of Freud. and it’s 
because he doesn’t quite appreciate this is the case (or is 
it because, at some level, he doesn’t want to appreciate 
it is the case, due to the atrocious implications of doing 
so?) that McCarthy is unable to move beyond the model 
of both the pre-formatted, bourgeois liberal humanist 
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literary writer and that of the commercial codex book. 
His is very much a failed transcendence in this respect. 
Hence we get the ‘melancholy impasse’ out of which the 
anglo-american novel still has to work its way, mel-
ancholy being precisely an unresolved mourning for 
Freud (McCarthy 2011a; Freud 1917). Moreover, ‘what-
ever is suppressed repeats’, as Freud also teaches us 
(McCarthy 2006). Does this lesson of Freud’s explain 
why McCarthy reenacts the experience of failed tran-
scendence and unresolved mourning again and again in 
his novels, in a loop, endlessly? ‘“End this” – or perhaps, 
conversely, “Endless” …’ (McCarthy 2010, 179).

of course, it can be argued – as wark and others cer-
tainly do – that McCarthy’s work does not in fact ‘claim 
to be doing anything new’: that it self-consciously and 
semi-fictitiously ‘imitates the once new, now old, meth-
ods of Modernism’, just as the activities of the ins 
playfully imitate those of the surrealists, Futurists and 
situationists. ‘it is about – and indeed maybe it is – the 
remainder, the reverb, the noise of communication, 
rather than the act of communication or even mimesis. 
it is about the leftover trash heap of aesthetic strategies’ 
(wark 2015, x). Viewed from this perspective, instead 
of farcically pretending to create something new that 
would establish him as a god or master of creation, 
McCarthy’s ‘response to the materiality of our inau-
thentic state is a more passive and less heroic decision’ 
(McCarthy and Critchley 2007, 11). it is about seeing 
himself from outside and laughingly reenacting the role 
of the (modernist) literary author and novelist, or what 
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remains of it, out of all the surplus matter, debris, detri-
tus, dirt, junk, mess and waste of creation. accordingly, 
he refuses to endeavour to move beyond the tradition 
of bourgeois liberal humanism by inventing different 
dispositifs, as Foucault would have it (Foucault, 1980). 
McCarthy accepts that the author cannot resolve the 
impasse in which the novel currently finds itself. and 
he gets a ‘strangely melancholy joy’ from recognising 
this and from repeatedly writing comedic books of fic-
tion about it (2012).

He even goes so far as to position such repetition 
with difference as being ‘counterintuitive to a human-
ist or even a contemporary middle-brow literary credo 
where you’re meant to be unique’, whereas in fact it’s 
‘very much like warhol: the boringness of just repeat-
ing the same with difference is much more interesting’ 
(McCarthy 2016, 64). at the end of Remainder the nar-
rator puts it like this: ‘“Just keep on. the same pattern. 
it will all be fine”’ (275). the problem is, though, it isn’t 
fine. as was the case with the good remixers we looked 
at earlier, by adopting the logic of secondariness in a 
universe that has no origin, and carrying that logic to 
its most extreme configuration, McCarthy (very much 
like Warhol) is able to achieve a kind of primacy within 
this universe nonetheless. He may contend that there 
is no original creation, just ‘repetition, repetition and 
repetition’ (McCarthy in rourke and McCarthy 2009). 
Yet his repetitions are different but the same (certainly 
more than they are the same but different). while each 
repetition inevitably introduces a certain degree of 



Chapter 8 94

difference, there is little or no transformation in his 
unmaking and remaking of literariness, of what it is to 
be an author and to compose novels. no interruption or 
rupture. no event ‘(events! if you want those, you’d best 
stop reading now)’ (2015b).44 Consequently, McCarthy’s 
modulated reenactment of the modernist writer con-
tinues to function within the literary economy to all 
intents and purposes as if it is a grand, inspired, soli-
tary genius, much like his heroes Burroughs, Beckett 
and Ballard (the leys school and Cambridge) – and 
Blanchot and Barthes for that matter. (what is more, 
this is the case even though, as McCarthy says himself 
of middle-brow fiction, ‘endlessly recycling’ these kinds 
of ‘tired humanist clichés under the guise of original-
ity, is in truth profoundly unoriginal’ [2017, 269].) His 
replaying of the death and afterlife of modernism in 
novels such as C and Satin Island is thus held as creating 
new meaning, and is understood, culturally and legally, 
very much as an original authorial act on his part. and 
his work is validated accordingly by critics, prize com-
mittees and the organisers of academic conferences, 
all of whom have little difficulty in ascribing an ‘offi-
cial’ literary authorship and artistic agency to him as 
a person, bestowing on his writing the ‘seal of “legiti-
macy”’ in the process (2006).45 one cannot help wonder, 
then, just how much does McCarthy disrupt liberal soci-
ety’s contemporary cult of the individual?



conclusIon

a stubborn Fury

in conclusion, we can see that in order to do what 
needs to be done McCarthy does not allow his engage-
ment with theory and the avant-garde to cause too 

much trouble for the parameters of what is permissi-
ble, certainly as the English cultural establishment set 
them. His literary antihumanism and modernism may 
have the potential to subvert the existing configura-
tions of power and privilege. Yet McCarthy employs 
both to reenact and reaffirm rather than to unset-
tle those normative, bourgeois, liberal humanist ways 
of being and doing that one needs to conform to if one 
wants to be taken seriously as a writer of novels and 
well-crafted articles for periodicals such as The London 
Review of Books.

Eribon and louis have something of an advantage 
over McCarthy in this regard. their non-normative 
backgrounds (if we want to stay with the contingent 
framework of the biographical author) mean that the 
morals and habits imposed on them by polite bour-
geois society don’t matter nearly so much. growing up 
gay, poor and working class in northern France, Eribon 
and louis were constantly reminded that they weren’t 
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‘normal’, that they were ‘breaking the rules’ (Eribon 
2013, 199). Consequently, they have fewer qualms about 
confronting the expectations of the established order – 
and this includes some of society’s manufactured values 
and hierarchies regarding what constitutes a good piece 
of writing. as louis puts it in Who Killed My Father?, the 
third of his memoirs to be translated into English: ‘i am 
not afraid of repeating myself because what i am writ-
ing, what i am saying, does not answer to the standards 
of literature, but to those of necessity and desperation, 
to standards of fire’ (louis 2019b, 14).

the situation also leads Eribon to recognise ‘a kind 
of blown-up image’ of what he himself went through in 
Pierre Bourdieu’s account of his own years as an ado-
lescent youth from humble origins (160). in Sketch for a 
Self-Analysis, Eribon finds ‘obvious traces’ of Bourdieu’s 
‘“clashes with school discipline”’, ‘(difficult) personal 
character’ and general ‘social ineptitude’ in the way 
he later conducted his intellectual life (Eribon 2013, 
160-61; quoting Bourdieu 2007, 94). such signs are par-
ticularly visible in Bourdieu’s ‘evident lack of respect for 
the rules of bourgeois decorum that reign in university 
circles and tend to impose themselves on anyone who 
does not wish to be excluded from the “scholarly com-
munity”, rules that insist that people follow established 
norms regarding “intellectual debate” when what is at 
stake clearly has to do with a political struggle’ (Eribon 
2013, 161). it is a ‘rebellion – a “stubborn fury” – that 
continued in and through the production of knowl-
edge’, Eribon notes approvingly (162; quoting Bourdieu, 
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96). (it’s no coincidence that, in addition to writing his 
memoirs on working-class life, louis has edited a book 
on the work of Bourdieu [2013].)

observing that their non-normative backgrounds 
mean Eribon and louis have fewer qualms about con-
fronting the expectations of the established order is not 
to overlook the fact that they encounter many of the 
same problems as McCarthy, even if those problems are 
played out somewhat differently in their work. when 
it comes to the material practicalities of publishing, 
for instance, rather than rebelling, Eribon and louis 
respect much of the scaffolding of bourgeois decorum 
and its ‘“stable points of reference”’ (Eribon 2013, 72). 
to reappropriate McCarthy one last time, consider the 
way in which, with Returning to Reims, The End of Eddy, 
History of Violence and now Who Killed My Father?, they 
are ‘operating with materials and within frames’ – of 
the biographical human individual, the work, the book, 
the proper name, intellectual property and so on – 
‘that are neither of [their] own making, nor politically 
neutral’, but are assumed and accepted as given none-
theless (McCarthy 2017, 268-269). where is the critical 
thought, the political struggle, the stubborn fury with 
regard to these datum points? For all their emphasis 
on rebelling in and through the technologies of knowl-
edge production, where is the endeavour to say and do 
‘anything other than what’s been agreed upon’ here (de 
lagasnerie and louis 2015)? in fact, just as McCarthy’s 
respect for those frames and formats that are associ-
ated with the literary novel means C and Satin Island 
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can ultimately be put up for the likes of the Man Booker 
Prize, is it precisely because Eribon and louis do play 
by many of the immanent rules of intellectual debate, 
and do not actually create difficulties for our ideas of the 
author, originality, copyright and so forth, that their 
otherwise disrespectfully critical books can be taken 
seriously by the bourgeois establishment in Europe and 
beyond, and they themselves held up as charismatic 
celebrity theorists?

nevertheless, what is so inspiring about their work, 
at least for me, is their willingness to go that bit further 
than McCarthy when it comes to actually questioning 
the norms and prejudices of white, masculinist, middle-
class, liberal humanist culture. that, and the openness 
they display in doing so toward promoting heterodoxy 
and critical thought with regard to theory and what it 
is currently considered to be too. this is the reason i 
wanted to frame my reading of how writing works in 
elitist Britain with Eribon and louis, regardless of the 
importance they attach to the absolutely authentic auto-
biographical self (an emphasis that, with McCarthy’s 
help, we can see is less opposed to the neoliberal project 
than they would like to believe). i wanted to both begin 
and end with them because i do think theory needs to be 
reinvented, due to the fact it is so bourgeois, liberal and 
humanist in its habits.

But i also wanted to do so to show what is at stake in 
the kinds of questions i am raising here and why they 
really matter. For, thanks to Eribon and louis (and to 
McCarthy as well) we can appreciate that a lot more than 
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simply reading French theory in larger numbers will be 
needed to foster a culture in England that is not so lib-
eral, humanist and anti-intellectual. Publishing fewer 
texts by people who went to private school or oxbridge, 
and more by writers from other, less privileged socio-
economic backgrounds, will not be sufficient either 
– nor will generating greater opportunities for people 
from other social settings to attend these institutions.

Various methods of achieving the latter have been 
proposed in recent years. andrew adonis (kingham 
Hill school and oxford), the labour peer and former 
education minister, advocates the establishment of 
new oxbridge colleges for the disadvantaged. others 
demand the introduction of legislation to ensure limits 
are placed on the number of private school pupils 
entering oxbridge; and that russell group universi-
ties (which include oxford and Cambridge) distribute 
undergraduate places according to the percentage of 
the general population that is educated by the state 
(which would currently mean only 7% of their intake 
would have attended a private school).46 still others go 
so far as to support the allocation of secondary school 
places by lottery and the gifting of vouchers to disad-
vantaged parents to pay for the private education of 
their children (goldthorpe, quoted in wilby 2020). 
any of all of these would be a start – and an extremely 
meaningful one at that. as, indeed, is the funding of 
a number of #Merky Cambridge University scholar-
ships by the rapper stormzy. (this initiative has led to 
a significant increase in the number of black students 
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applying to study there.) the problem with most such 
ideas, however – as with that of social mobility in gen-
eral – is they tend to leave the status quo intact. More 
people from a wider variety of places and backgrounds 
may get to publish and tell their stories. Yet it does not 
follow that widening participation will necessarily lead 
to a greater diversity of perspectives and practices. 
Moreover these ‘different’ people are sent to the same, 
pre-existing, ‘good’ institutions, with the result that the 
wider structures involved in the maintenance of social 
injustice remain unchanged.47 indeed, as far as their 
ways of being and doing are concerned, these different 
(i.e. ‘better’) people may actually strive to defend and 
reinforce the current structures of privilege and power, 
precisely because their victories have been so hard won. 
(is this one of the reasons why those who have been able 
to climb the social ladder tend to place so much store by 
their own backstories?)

what we learn from a careful reading of Eribon, 
louis and McCarthy is that it’s not only which subjects 
get to contribute to English culture by writing and pub-
lishing that is crucial, it’s how those subjects write and 
publish. it’s not even just how writing, publishing and  
subjectivity are conceived that matters, it’s also how 
they are actually performed. of course it is incredibly 
important to have more women, BaME, working-class, 
radically queer, neuroatypical and differently abled 
people (as well as those at the intersections of these dif-
ferent identities) communicating from their specific 
locations, whatever those locations may be and however 
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they may be understood. Just as important, though, is 
that they and others do so in ways that are more than 
simply iterations of the prevailing bourgeois liberal 
humanism and its many assumptions regarding how 
culture is created and disseminated. in other words, if, 
in the future, we do want to develop an appreciation of 
life, agency and subjectivity that is more complex and 
diverse, then we need to reinvent how we work, think 
and act too.





notes

1 Unless indicated otherwise, all further references in the text 
are to the Us version of Returning to Reims (2013). some mate-
rial from Part 1 of A Stubborn Fury first appeared in Hall (2019). 

2 Put very crudely, if antihumanism is concerned with decen-
tring humanism and the human from their traditional place 
at the heart of western thought, posthumanism is concerned 
with doing so by undermining the boundary that separates 
the human from the nonhuman, be it animals, insects, objects 
or technologies.

3 i perhaps owe the reader an explanation as to why i have cho-
sen How Writing Works in Elitist Britain as the subtitle for this 
book rather than How Writing Works in Elitist England. as i not-
ed in the preface, my subtitle is derived from the 2019 sutton 
trust report, Elitist Britain. and, to be sure, the kind of debates 
over privilege, inequality and exclusiveness that i am engag-
ing with in this book are often conducted in terms of Britain 
or the Uk rather than England. at the same time, i’ve tried 
to avoid writing about the cultures of the three nations that 
make up great Britain as if they were more or less the same 
(an easy thing to do given that of England dominates the oth-
ers so much). indeed, the reason my main concern here is with 
how writing works in England is because the relation between 
class and social mobility takes a different shape in each of 
these countries, with much of the discussion over anti-intel-
lectualism and educational uniformity in British culture be-
ing rooted in what are largely English factors.

this focus on how writing works in elitist England is also 
why i don’t go on to provide comparable figures regarding the 
unequal distribution of opportunities for those from different 
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backgrounds in France. For one historical comparison of the 
divergent attitudes toward the intellectual in England and 
France, see Jeremy Jennings, ‘Deaths of the intellectual: a 
Comparative autopsy’. among the contrasts that Jennings 
locates between the two traditions the following is especially 
worth highlighting: ‘From Zola onwards, if not from before, 
the French intellectual has defined the identity of France 
in terms of universal ideals of truth, justice, and the rights 
of man and has chosen to locate their physical embodiment 
in the institutions of the republic, one and indivisible. in 
England, a distrust of abstract ideas combined with a delight 
in particularity focused patriotic nostalgia upon the peoples, 
places, and architecture of a much-revered English landscape’ 
(2002: 121). think Melvyn Bragg (oxford) and his Cumbrian 
Trilogy of The Hired Man (1969), A Place in England (1970) and 
Kingdom Come (1980); or, to offer a more recent example, simon 
armitage and his Magnetic Field: The Marsden Poems (2020).

Jennings also makes the point that the relative weakness 
and deficiency of the French university system means that it 
‘might crush its participants but it does not always, as else-
where, domesticate and compromise them’ (2002, 124). in 
other words, the education system in France does not bring 
writers under the control of what, according to Jennings, is 
its own prevailing ‘anti-intellectualism’, in quite the man-
ner that, as we’ll see, a public school and oxbridge education 
do with regard to those in England (123). Couple this to what 
he identifies as the ‘failure of liberalism ever to develop deep 
roots in French political culture’ (126), and it becomes easier to 
understand why it was France and not England that saw the 
emergence of the radical, abstract, humanist philosophy of 
Jean-Paul sartre, followed shortly afterwards by the antihu-
manist variant of Foucault and others.

4 For a different reading of this English literary generation, see 
sarah Brouillette‘s Literature and the Creative Economy (2014). 
according to Brouillette, rather than European modernism 
it is the realist novels of ian McEwan, kazuo ishiguro et al. 
that may actually be the more radical today. the latter writers 
know very well that their critiques of neoliberal capitalism 
are ineffective: that as authors they are incorporated and in-
strumentalised at the same time as they are trying to remain 
autonomous. Brouillette sees McEwan, et al. as ‘hesitatingly 
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qualifying traditional ideologies of authorship from within 
the tradition itself’, nevertheless. their writings denote, for 
her, ‘not a contended giving up of one’s controlling position 
for the sake of fostering a participatory community of crea-
tors but rather a struggle against oneself, against one’s own 
work, and against the traditions of one’s medium’ (16).

5 waidner raises the intriguing question of why the majority 
of ‘politically acute avant-garde writers’ in the Uk are today 
coming through film, art, poetry and performance, as op-
posed to prose literature. By way of response, waidner com-
pares the situation of queer avant-garde fiction to that of the 
other arts. although queer and experimental film, art, po-
etry and performance remain marginal, they were all able to 
emerge and survive thanks to funding in the early 1980s from 
institutions such as the greater london Council (glC) and the 
newly founded public service broadcaster Channel 4. in fact, 
they have positively thrived in the case of queer and trans 
avant-garde performance. By contrast, there is ‘hardly any 
queer avant-garde fiction’, waidner claims. ‘neither has there 
been a significant tradition’ of such writing (2018, 15).

6 solomon is here referring to research by reeves and 
Friedman (2017).

7 that said, the figures for 2018 do show an improvement on 
those for 2017 when, of 9,115 children’s books published in the 
Uk, only 4% featured BaME characters. Just 1% had a BaME 
lead character in 2017 and 96% had no BaME characters 
whatsoever (Centre for literacy in Primary Education 2018). 
i have used BaME here and throughout as it is the terminol-
ogy adopted by such reports. However, i want to acknowledge 
some consider ‘black, asian and minority ethnic’ too general-
izing as a descriptor and thus as unhelpful, not least because 
different minority groups experience racism differently. see, 
for example, ‘a statement on Eradicating the Use of the term 
BaME’ by Coventry’s Belgrade theatre (2020). some now 
prefer the term Black and global Majority because of its shift 
in emphasis from minority to majority; others indigenous 
Peoples and People of Color (iPoC).

8 staying with publishing a moment longer, anti-racist books 
such as reni Eddo-lodge’s Why I’m No Longer Talking to White 
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People About Race (2017) and akala’s Natives: Race and Class in the 
Ruins of Empire (2018) headed the bestseller lists in Britain in 
the wake of the Black lives Matter protests that took place 
after the death in Us police custody of george Floyd in May 
2020. indeed, Eddo-lodge became the first black Briton 
ever to top both the non-fiction paperback and overall Uk 
book charts during this period, while Bernadine Evaristo 
became the first woman of colour to top that for paperback 
fiction with her novel, Girl, Woman, Other (2019). the ques-
tion is: will these developments lead to longer-term changes 
to an industry in which only 13% of respondents to a 2019 
Publishers association survey identified as BaME (Publishers 
association 2020a)? the same survey found ‘more than 
a quarter of respondents growing up in the south East of 
England (26.1%), with a further 13.9% growing up in the East 
of England, and 11.2% growing up in london. the north East 
of England had the lowest representation of all of the English 
regions, with just 1.2% of respondents. the south west (6.8%), 
west Midlands (5.0%), north west (4.4%), Yorkshire and the 
Humber (4.4%), and East Midlands (3.5%), all had signifi-
cantly lower responses than the south East, East and london. 
northern ireland (0.8%), scotland (2.5%), wales (1.7%) and 
ireland (1.3%) accounted for just 6.3% combined’ (Publishers 
association 2020b, 17-18). Even if there are changes to the 
publishing industry, what will the nature of those changes 
be? as will become clear over the course of what follows, my 
concern is that when it comes to how literature is created, 
published and disseminated, the result is likely to be different 
but more or less the same. to paraphrase Eddo-lodge, injus-
tice will thrive, but there will be more women and people of 
colour at the head of it. 

9 in Elitist Britain (2019) the sutton trust provides related figures 
for important broadcasters and editors in news media (‘43% 
having been privately educated and 36% graduating from 
oxbridge’) and newspaper columnists (‘44% attending either 
oxford or Cambridge, with 44% also attending independent 
school, with a third coming through the ‘independent school 
to oxbridge “pipeline” alone’).
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10 For more on some of the other professions i mentioned – pol-
itics, medicine, the civil service and so on – see kirby (2016) 
and the sutton trust (2019).

11 research has shown that the pandemic has had a dispropor-
tionate impact on BaME communities when it comes to who 
has been critically ill with the virus, with black people be-
ing four times more likely to die in England and wales than 
white people, according to the office of national statistics 
(ons 2020a; #Charitysowhite 2020), and men in low-skilled 
manual occupations nearly four times more likely to die than 
professionals (ons 2020b). it is also by far those in low-paid 
jobs, along with female workers and the young, who are go-
ing to be hit hardest in the future. this is due to the closure 
of sectors such as arts, retail and leisure services during the 
first lockdown, and the fact children in the most deprived 
schools were able to spend considerably less time learning at 
home over this period than their privately educated counter-
parts, more than a third being without access to the internet 
or an electronic device such as a laptop or phone (Joyce and 
Xu 2020; Cullinane and Montacute 2020). it’s important to be 
aware in this context that black students are almost twice as 
likely to be in receipt of free schools meals as white students, 
the figures being approximately 20% to 11% respectively.

12 By contrast (and to show just how narrow and ingrained the 
worldview of middle-class white men can be), McCarthy re-
calls in Typewriters, Bombs, Jellyfish how, when the serpentine 
gallery asked him whether he would like to conduct a public 
dialogue with someone as part of a marathon of poetry they 
were putting on, he rejected their rather stock idea it should 
be with ‘some Faber-and-Faber versifier or other’. His idea 
of suggesting someone different in this context, however, 
turns out to be the cricket commentator Henry Blofeld – ‘who 
received a top-drawer classical education at Eton … and 
Cambridge’, McCarthy feels it necessary to add (2017, 219-220).

13 after the 2011 jury for the Man Booker Prize stated that 
they were going to privilege writing that was ‘readable’, the 
goldsmiths Prize was established in 2013 – with Josipovici 
as one of the judges – explicitly to encourage experiments de-
signed to open ‘up new possibilities for the novel form’. For 
an analysis of the goldsmiths Prize, and especially of how a 
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competition ‘launched to counter the Man Booker’s privileg-
ing of readability over formal audacity’ has found itself hav-
ing to ‘try hard to assert the accessibility and entertaining 
qualities’ of its winners nevertheless, see Drąg (2019, 52).

it is certainly noticeable that the goldsmiths Prize literary 
experiments – from Eimear McBride’s A Girl Is a Half-Formed 
Thing (2013), the first winner, through to lucy Ellmann’s Ducks, 
Newburyport (2019), the winner in 2019 – take quite a conven-
tional material form. regardless of any formal experimenta-
tion on their part, be it in terms of linguistic ingenuity, generic 
hybridity or an interweaving of multiple voices, they are still 
immediately recognisable as print-on-paper codex novels and 
books. it is also interesting that such experiments have become 
relatively acceptable only now, when a format has been found 
through which they can be commodified, marketed, branded 
and promoted fairly easily: namely, a contest whereby indi-
vidual authors and texts are forced to compete against each 
other in order to gain advantage in the struggle for financial 
support, book contracts, creative writing posts, recognition 
and attention. Prizes such as the goldsmiths can thus be said 
to promote and indeed help shape a particular form of subjec-
tivity: that of the rational, competitive, self-interested indi-
vidual of late capitalism.

it seems significant, then, that outside of the goldsmiths 
a number of winning writers and artists have begun to push 
back against this ethos by insisting on sharing their prize 
with the other shortlisted ‘competitors’ or nominees. the art-
ist theaster gates shared the artes Mundi prize in 2015, for 
instance, as did Helen Martin (oxford) with both the 2016 
turner prize and Hepworth sculpture prize, and the author 
olivia laing when she won the 2019 James tait Black award. 
More recently still, all four artists shortlisted for the 2019 
turner prize – lawrence abu Hamdan, Helen Cammock, 
oscar Murillo and tai shani – declared themselves a collec-
tive in the name of ‘commonality, multiplicity and solidarity’, 
and so were declared joint winners.

14 other sections of British society are not necessarily any better 
in this respect. as the rapper and author Darren Mcgarvey 
notes of the working-class community in which he grew up 
in scotland: ‘the act of reading, and indeed all forms of aca-
demic achievement, were regarded by many of my male peers 
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as either feminine or the preserve of posh people and freaks’ 
(Mcgarvey 2018, xxiii).

15 For a recent, self-confessed ‘moderate’ discussion of the in-
equality generated by Britain’s education system, see Francis 
green (oxford) and David kynaston (wellington College and 
oxford), Engines of Privilege (2019).

16 similarly, as a public broadcaster the BBC is supposed to be 
politically neutral. Yet when the grammar school-educated 
John Humphrys retired in september 2019, the only regu-
lar presenter on either the BBC’s today or newsnight pro-
grammes who was not educated privately was Emily Maitlis 
(Cambridge). the political bias inherent in such a situa-
tion is rarely acknowledged, however. and this is the case 
even though much of the country’s appreciation of politics 
is shaped by the upper-middle-class voices found on these 
programmes, who nearly all have the same political agenda – 
even though they don’t think of it as an agenda, just objective 
reporting and polite common sense.

17 one of the latest manifestations of this backlash is the idea 
that the academic left, in the form of postmodernists, post-
structuralists and deconstructionists, is in part to blame for 
the rise of the ‘post-truth’ politics characteristic of the era 
of Donald trump and Boris Johnson. i don’t want to spend 
too much time on this idea, representing as it does a blatant 
misunderstanding of antihumanist theory. suffice it to say, 
so-called poststructuralist or deconstructionist theory was 
never about saying there is no such thing as truth – nor in-
deed the human. and even if it had been, theory has never had 
the kind of power needed to get such conceptions commonly 
accepted and acted upon.

18 a recent variation on this defamation theme can be found in a 
Uk political context with the infamous ‘weirdos and Misfits’ 
blog and recruitment ad of Boris Johnson’s chief adviser, 
Dominic Cummings (Durham school and oxford), and its re-
jection of ‘oxbridge English graduates who chat about lacan 
at dinner parties’ (i.e. abstract ideas concerning language, in-
terpretation and critique rather than more concrete subjects 
such as the computer modeling and super-forecasting that is 
made possible by big data and artificial intelligence) (2020). 
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For more on the libertarian neoliberalism of the Johnson gov-
ernment (which has also been labelled ‘authoritarian entre-
preneurialism’), see my ‘Postdigital Politics’ (forthcoming).

19 Here i’m remixing the language of Mark amerika from re-
mixthecontext (2018, 90).

20 the word ‘datum’ means a proposition that is assumed, given 
or taken for granted, upon which a theoretical framework can 
be constructed or a conclusion drawn as a result of reason-
ing or calculation. in engineering the datum point is the place 
from which measurements are taken. the datum point itself, 
however, is not checked or questioned. as the position from 
which measurements are made it is precisely a given (see Hall 
2016, 47; Hall 2017).

21 according to nielson Book research, sales of memoirs in the 
Uk increased by 42% in the twelve months leading to May 
2019, in part fuelled by the popularity of books written by 
real people in real jobs (doctors, nurses, teachers), as opposed 
to the celebrity authors previously seen as driving book sales: 
i.e. adam kay (This Is Going To Hurt) and the secret Barrister 
rather than sharon osbourne and Peter kay. Meanwhile, 
the 2018 authors income survey by the authors guild of Us 
professional writers, including those like Freeman who live 
abroad, indicates that: ‘Median incomes of all published au-
thors who were surveyed … for all writing-related activities 
was $6,080, down 3% from four years ago. this is down from a 
$10,500 median income in 2009 according the authors guild’s 
last survey…. literary writers experienced the biggest decline 
(down 27% in four years) in amount they earned from book-
related income’ (authors guild 2019).

22 although there is no space to do so here, it would be inter-
esting to explore the extent to which autography contains 
the basis for a renewal of literature. i am thinking of Eribon 
and louis’ displacement of the distinctions between critical 
theory and creative writing in their memoirs; and also of the 
attempts to develop new, genre-defying literary forms such 
as auto-fiction and auto-theory by the likes of rachel Cusk 
(oxford) and Maggie nelson respectively.

23 For more, see lamont (1987). working-class and ex-working-
class writers have of course been speaking about violence, 
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exploitation and repression for some time. what i find espe-
cially productive about the contributions of Eribon and louis 
to this field is the importance they place both on using theory 
to do so and on reinventing theory in the process. in this re-
spect their writing is distinct from a lot of working-class liter-
ature and the contemporary research on it, which, according 
nilsson and lennon certainly, ‘remains theoretically back-
ward’ (nilsson and lennon 2017). i am grateful to Bo reimer 
for encouraging me to articulate this point.

24 kit de waal, the editor of Common People: An Anthology of 
Working Class Writers (2019), a book designed to discover new 
working-class voices, is quite explicit about this aspect of the 
contemporary memoir. ‘the collection was originally planned 
to be mainly serious fiction’, she says, ‘but then the question 
arose: “How will we know if the voices are for real?”. the deci-
sion was taken ‘to ask for memoir, because you can’t fake it so 
easily’ (adams 2019, 10).

25 the end of Satin Island provides another example. in 
Recessional, a book based on a talk he first gave in Zurich 
in 2014, McCarthy acknowledges that this ending is lifted 
‘straight from Balzac’s Le Père Goriot’ (2016, 57).

26 i’m building here on geoffrey Bennington’s reading of Jean-
Jacques rousseau, which is in turn building on the philoso-
phy of Jacques Derrida. a similar undecidability is present in 
McCarthy’s account of ‘the contingency of “natural” processes 
of inheritance’ in Tintin and The Secret of Literature: ‘look at the 
way tintin acquires eventual possession of all three parch-
ments in The Secret of the Unicorn: by taking Max Bird’s wallet, 
which contains two of them, from the pickpocket who stole 
it and then getting thompson and thomson to bring him the 
third, again from Bird, when they arrest the antiques dealer. 
this is extremely dubious practice, to say the least. the “cor-
rect” procedure would be to return the two wallets to Bird, 
criminal or not, enter a claim for them and let justice run its 
course. But tintin takes it and gets away with taking it, be-
cause thompson and thomson not only fail to intervene and 
stop him but also actively help him in his plundering. Justice 
is on his side; it works for him’ (McCarthy 2006).
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27 it is worth emphasizing that not all forms of piracy are in-
herently opposed to capitalism. as i show in Pirate Philosophy, 
with their ‘convictions about freedom, rights, duties, obliga-
tions’, certain enactments of piracy are actually fundamental 
to capitalism (2016, 139-140). see Mason (2008) and allende 
(2018) for two entrepreneurial takes on piracy.

28 this is a quote from McCarthy’s book on tintin. Yet in marked 
contrast to McCarthy, Hergé didn’t actually sign with his real 
name when copyrighting his tintin cartoons. as McCarthy 
acknowledges: ‘His very name, or rather nom de plume, was 
born from a double-move of covering up and rewriting: taking 
the initials of his real name georges remi, he reversed them 
into rg or, written as this is pronounced in French, Hergé. in 
using this word as his signature, he hid even as he made him-
self most public’ (McCarthy 2006).

29 Borschke identifies two other problems with lessig’s ap-
proach to remix that could also be raised with regards to that 
of McCarthy. ‘First, it conflates remixing with the technique 
of sampling – that is, isolating a fragment of some media 
source, or quoting it, within the mixing of layers. second, if 
we consider the musical practice of remixing, we find that it 
is not necessarily dependent on quotation as such. when a 
remixer drops out the vocals, filters the horn sounds, or adds 
a percussion track, they are not referencing the tracks that 
make up the song, but using them differently (or not at all). 
remixing doesn’t have to be about the song; it can just be a new 
arrangement or iteration of the song’ (Borschke 59).

30 For example, the author may be a means of responding to the 
politics of fake news and alternative facts epitomised by the 
regime of Donald trump. ‘How can one reduce the great per-
il, the great danger with which fiction threatens our world’, 
Foucault asks? ‘the answer is: one can reduce it with the au-
thor. the author allows a limitation of the cancerous and dan-
gerous proliferation of significations within a world where 
one is thrifty not only with one’s resources and riches, but 
also with one’s discourses and their significations. the author 
is the principle of thrift in the proliferation of meaning. … [H]
e [sic] is a certain functional principle by which, in our cul-
ture, one limits, excludes, and chooses; in short, by which one 
impedes the free circulation, the free manipulation, the free 
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composition, decomposition, and recomposition of fiction’ 
(Foucault 1984, 118-119).

31 to give him his due, McCarthy argues that the claim that 
should actually be made for Hergé is a ‘more interesting one’. 
it is a claim that centres around two paradoxes. the first is 
that ‘wrapped up in a simple medium for children is a mastery 
of plot and symbol, theme and sub-text far superior to that 
displayed by most “real” novelists. if you want to be a writer, 
study The Castafiore Emerald, and study it carefully’, McCarthy 
proclaims. the second paradox concerns the fact that, as far 
as McCarthy is concerned, the below the radar space occupied 
by the tintin comics is the ‘zone where the real action takes 
place. let’s call it a degree-zero zone, a kind of loaded anti-
space held in reserve. if literature itself has an ultimate truth, 
a deeper-than-trade secret either unexpressed or inexpress-
ible, it is in precisely this kind of space that we should look for 
it’ (2006). i will say more about the role such a ground-zero or 
degree-zero zone plays in McCarthy’s work further on.

32 Foucault also draws attention to the differences ‘between the 
proper name and the individual named and between the au-
thor’s name and what it names’ (1984, 106).

33 McCarthy addresses this issue directly in Recessional. He ex-
plains that the reason he refers to high-modernist works 
that were all authored by white men in this text (e.g. william 
Faulkner, thomas Pynchon, thomas Mann), is not out of a 
‘placid conservatism’. rather he is doing so in an attempt ‘to 
tease out (draw into the light, Conrad would say), a rationale, 
or counter-rationale, working both in and, perhaps, against 
literature’s very canon’ (2016, 22-23). as we shall see, the ques-
tion is: to what extent is McCarthy dislocating and disrupting 
the literary canon in working like this, and to what extent is 
he reenacting and reaffirming it, again and again? (i’m wait-
ing before attempting to provide an answer. But if we wanted 
to be generous here, we could say that McCarthy’s quasi-mod-
ernism is suspended in-between the two; and that, like death 
in his reading of Hamlet, an answer to this question is reces-
sive, messy and unresolved.)

34 a clear example of McCarthy establishing a barrier around 
his authorial self precisely to protect it and its autonomy from 
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the dangers of theory can be found in his 2011 London Review 
of Books blog post cum memoir, ‘kittler and the sirens’. Here 
McCarthy recalls those occasions when he himself met the 
german media theorist in person. McCarthy acknowledges 
he’d ‘heard all about kittler: “Derrida of the digital age”’, prior 
to doing so. ‘while i was writing C, friends kept telling me i 
had to check out Gramophone, Film, Typewriter’, the book for 
which kittler is perhaps best known. ‘But i held off’, McCarthy 
admits, ‘not wanting to cloud my primary research on tech-
nology and melancholia with academic “takes” on the subject’ 
(McCarthy 2011b). For Justus nieland this ‘is a curious claim, 
not because it may not be true, but because McCarthy’s work 
blurs boundaries between theory and fiction, and has never 
shied away from academic takes, as his superb 2006 study 
Tintin and The Secret of Literature attests. More uncharacteristi-
cally, it erects a boundary between the creative mind of the 
writer, inside, autonomously toiling at his work, and a buzz-
ing world of thought and language outside that, McCarthy 
knows, is an unkillable humanist fiction’ (nieland 2016, 571). 
it is a less curious claim to me, however, given what i have al-
ready said about McCarthy’s intellectual conservativism, and 
what i am going to go on to say about his dialecticism.

35 according to Zadie smith, for example, Remainder was one of 
the best novels of the first decade of the twenty-first century, 
‘an avant-garde challenge’ designed to ‘shake the novel out 
of its present complacency. it clears away a little of the dead-
wood, offering a glimpse of an alternate road down which the 
novel might, with difficulty, travel forward. we could call this 
constructive deconstruction, a quality that, for me, marks 
Remainder as one of the great English novels of the past ten 
years’ (smith 2009). to be fair, smith also locates Remainder 
and McCarthy – along with Melville, Conrad, kafka, Beckett, 
Joyce and nabokov – at the crossroads where the two tradi-
tions of realism and the avant-garde meet.

36 Men in Space provides one subtle exception. McCarthy address-
es the theme of separation and disjointedness in this novel by 
inserting letters and reports into the narrative and by using 
multiple voices rather than that of one central character.

37 in Pirate Philosophy i try to encapsulate this argument by 
building on the work of both Derrida and Bernard stiegler as 
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follows: ‘because the human is born out of a relation to tech-
nology, and because time is possible and can be accessed and 
experienced only as a result of its prior inscription in concrete, 
technical forms, the nature of subjectivity and consciousness 
changes over time as media technologies change’ (Hall 2016, 
59). i also argue that, while Derrida and stiegler may under-
stand this philosophically, they have difficulty in taking on 
board its implications for their own work, which – like that of 
McCarthy – remains closely bound up with writing.

38 For another account of originary technicity – one which, sim-
ilar to that contained in Pirate Philosophy, is also a little more 
sophisticated than is provided in A Stubborn Fury, and yet at 
the same time intended as playful – see Hall (2002).

39 McCarthy’s activities with the ins are more interesting in this 
regard. when delivering the ‘ins statement on inauthenticity’ 
at tate Modern in 2008 he and Critchley replaced themselves 
with actors, for example. Making the declaration in new 
York, McCarthy and Critchley also stipulated that, ‘like all 
ins propaganda’ – but unlike McCarthy’s copyrighted novels 
– the statement ‘should be repeated, modified, distorted and 
disseminated as the listener sees fit’ (McCarthy and Critchley 
2007, 3). For more on the ins, see McCarthy, Critchley et al. The 
Mattering of Matter (2012), a volume that includes a republished 
version of the ins’ ‘statement on inauthenticity’.

40 McCarthy dialecticism is also noticeable in the way he refuses 
to infringe copyright by stealing. as smith notes, ‘the great-
est authenticity dreams of the avant-garde is this possibility 
of becoming criminal, of throwing one’s lot in with genet and 
John Fante, with the freaks and the lost and the rejected. ... For 
the British avant-garde, autobiographical extremity has be-
come a mark of literary authenticity’. McCarthy, however, re-
fuses to be ‘authentic’ in this fashion, as we have seen (smith, 
2009). Yet neither does he rethink the relation between legal 
and illegal, authentic and inauthentic.

41 see my Masked Media (forthcoming) for more.

42 McCarthy has tended to experiment with the potential of me-
dia art more when operating explicitly as an artist rather than 
as a writer. see, for example, the 2005 multimedia installation 
‘greenwich Degree Zero’ that he created in collaboration with 
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the artist rod Dickinson for the western Front gallery in 
Vancouver, 26 november, 2005 – 21 January, 2006.

43 interestingly, lin, Heti and lerner, like louis and Cusk (see 
n.22 above), are all associated with auto-fiction.

44 this is not to say that McCarthy does not believe in events: 
far from it. one account of modernism he provides is not as a 
‘movement, nor even a way of thinking, but an event: an event 
with which any serious writer has, in some way or another, to 
engage, and to which they should respond’ (McCarthy 2007).

45 For one example, see Calling All Agents, billed as the ‘first in-
ternational symposium on the work of the top-selling au-
thor tom McCarthy’ (Birkbeck 2011). this event was held at 
Birkbeck, University of london on 23 July, 2011, and led to the 
publication of a book (Duncan 2016).

46 see, for instance, the ‘abolish Eton’ motion that was put for-
ward by the labour against Private schools campaign group 
and passed at the 2019 labour party conference. this motion 
also called for the removal of private schools’ charitable status 
and the redistribution of their assets (endowments, invest-
ments and properties) to the state sector.

47 How significant is it that stormzy’s #Merky Books is an im-
print of Penguin random House, the same company that owns 
many of those responsible for publishing McCarthy’s novels?
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Britain is one of the most unequal places in Europe, with two fifths of 
its leading people being educated privately. In A Stubborn Fury, Gary 
Hall looks at the consequences of this inequality for literary culture. By 
radically rewriting the work of the country’s leading avant-garde novelist, 
Tom McCarthy, he explores what can be done about British culture’s 
addiction to the worldview of privileged, middle-class white men.

When Gary Hall, if he is indeed the author of this book, speaks, he 
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whatever version of authorship he betrays, shows us how writing 
works: intuitively, intellectually and intensively. The end result is always 
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Gary Hall gives a stark account of how the English novel has emerged 
as a key technology for the reproduction of class inequality in Britain, 
and its seemingly inextricable connectedness to liberal humanism, 
anti-intellectualism and, worst of all, Oxbridge.
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