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Contemporary research trends 
in literary theory

Summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: Literary theory can be understood both as 
a set of research methods used to study literature and the process of its 
production and as an area of thought and writing devoted to the ways in 
which a text can be read. These approaches have led to the development 
of two relationships between literary theory and literature: the view that 
theory guarantees empiricism and objectivity, and the view that theory is 
an element of discourse that produces its own language, builds a story, 
and becomes part of the very narrative it analyses.

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: Since the 1970s, literary stud-
ies have shifted from Theory understood as the ‘knowledge that explains’ 
literature which is the object of scholarly discourse and organises the 
literary process, to theory understood as an individual research per-
spective expressed in language and stories about literature. Theoretical 
considerations have approached the concept of narrative or genre of 
expression.

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: Since post-structuralism, five basic trends 
can be observed in literary theory: a  departure from universality and 
the accompanying conviction that only a single interpretative act within 
a closed, well-defined system of meanings can be useful for discourse; the 
blurring of a theoretical status and a departure from hard concepts and 
definitions; the shift in emphasis from theory to interpretative practice, 
or rather its reduction to a ‘toolbox’; the interdisciplinarisation of theo-
retical discourse; and the dynamisation of theoretical discourse, which is 
reflected in frequent turns.
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SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: The blurring of theoretical discourse has been reflected 
in recent literature. The end of ‘grand narratives’ has become a reality. 
The place of the old masters has been taken by literature situated between 
fiction and fact. This literature encompasses the prose of the middle, 
which draws on popular solutions and patterns derived from audiovisual 
forms, engaged stories linked to freedom narratives, and mixed genres 
that express contemporary comparative tendencies.

Keywords:	literary theory, research turns, new humanities, 
narrativism, contemporary literature
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Definition of the term
From the very beginning, theory has been seen as a construction super-
imposed onto text. According to some scholars, theoretical reflection 
began with the publication of Viktor Shklovsky’s essay Art as Device in 
1917 (Eagleton, 2008, p. xi), while others link the beginning of theoreti-
cal research to Sigmund Freud’s study of literature that was published 
in the same year (Burzyńska & Markowski, 2006, p. 69). Both authors 
attempted to grasp the essence of literature based on the assumption 
that it can be reduced to certain patterns. The task that literary theory 
set for itself at the beginning was to identify and formulate the general 
principles on which literary works are based and which define them, and 
to analyse the process of their creation (Głowiński, Okopień-Sławińska 
& Sławiński, 1986, p. 6). Thus, in the traditional approach, literary theory 
is a system that serves a certain order which allows it to be verified in 
relation to what is logical, comprehensive, certain, objective, rational, 
etc. (Burzyńska & Markowski, 2006, p. 20).

The second understanding of theory is related to the language 
produced in the process of scientific discourse. The resulting meta-lan-
guage which scholars use to describe other languages (of literary works 
and their interpretation) itself becomes a story. The researcher himself 
plays an important role in this story as his perspective and way of think-
ing about the world defines his choice of language of theory. Ryszard 
Koziołek writes that “[o]ne not only chooses theory but also trusts it and/
or practises it, and the key component of this practice lies outside the 
principle of rationality” (2012, p.  15). In this understanding, theory is 
an interpretative-hermeneutic practice (Burzyńska & Markowski, 2006, 
p. 25) in which, by choosing a language, a researcher opens a literary 
text to new contexts and, by making an interpretation, builds a narrative.

In contemporary theoretical studies, theory is understood as a narra-
tive text in which a researcher, in interpreting a particular phenomenon 
(e.g., a literary text, an element of a literary process, or its reception), 
tells the reader his text. Theory viewed from the perspective of narrative 
is no longer confined to the epistemological sphere but also becomes 
an explanatory activity (Ulicka, 2007, p.  331). This understanding 
of theory reveals a decisive shift in emphasis from a static approach 
in which theory used to be treated as a  model, to an activity that 
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encompasses interpretative practices, the happening of the text itself, 
and the experience of reading. However, the same theoretical model 
adopted by theorists and applied to a  text generates different stories, 
and clear differences can be seen between different interpretations. 
Theoretical judgements made about literature become critical judge-
ments expressed in a sequence of sentences that constitute narrative 
building blocks. Thus, the boundary between literature and theory as 
a way of reading a text becomes blurred, and both turn out to be the 
practice of storytelling. 

Historical analysis of the term
Undoubtedly, theory is a product of modernity. It emerged as a result of 
the scientistic paradigm at the end of the 19th century, which imposed 
on previous academic discourses (philosophy, philology, history, and 
theology) a  language of logic and a  need for proof derived from the 
natural sciences. This way of modelling literature and its accompany-
ing processes dominated literary studies until the mid-1960s. In Poland 
and other people’s republics, this type of theorising gained excep-
tional status and dominated literary studies in the form of formalism, 
phenomenology, and structuralism for many years. In contrast to the 
ideologisation of discourse that is prevalent in science, these forms 
were perceived as a guarantee of independence. In Western countries, 
theory was institutionalised earlier than in Poland and transformed 
into a pedagogical method, which led to the routinisation of analytical 
practices (Compagnon, 2010, p. 6). Having reached its zenith, theory 
experienced a crisis. This crisis was accompanied by scholars’ loss of 
faith in the project aimed at theorising the humanities (and thus also in 
theorising literary studies discourse) and their conviction that universal 
cognition is impossible, that research is motivated by vested interests, 
and that theory cannot be separated from practical life. Moreover, the 
pre-theoretical sphere of ‘concern’ that accompanied any analytical 
process was acknowledged.

The anti-theoretical turn that took place at the end of the 1960s, 
famously expressed in Roland Barthes’s 1969 post-structural manifesto 
S/Z, irreversibly changed theoretical reflection. Scholars criticised the 
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traditional model of theory and rejected not only the mimetic idea of 
interpretation with its concept of the author as the guardian of mean-
ing, but also the very category of truth in the literary work, which was 
replaced by a  focus on its production. The new approach to reading 
presupposed a  pluralistic interpretative space in which one does not 
seek unique meanings but possible meanings, and not ultimate solu-
tions but reversible orders and irresolvable discourses (Barthes, 1992, 
p. 190). Barthes proposed a shift from Theory that represents a model 
constructed according to the rigours of an analytical order, to theory that 
represents an act of reading in which the individual produces meaning; 
this shift led to the strong discursivisation and interdisciplinarisation of 
theoretical language. The rhetoric of theory increasingly turned to figu
res derived from anthropology, psychoanalysis, sociology and, more 
recently, technology, the natural sciences, and the economic sciences 
in order to form a new language with which texts can be read. 

The victory of this way of thinking came in the 1990s, when the 
theoretical-literary discourse became narrativised. Literary theory 
called for the author and his creative status in the research process 
to be reinstated. At the same time, the narrativist turn revealed that 
every utterance is marked by the mental and world-view properties of 
the language and culture from which the author comes and to which he 
refers. This was accompanied by a blurring of the boundary between 
theoretical and critical-literary discourse. This shift in the emphasis of 
theory towards praxis (Compagnon, 2010, p. 12) brought the language 
of criticism closer to the language of theory; this led to the saturation 
of this language with the sensitivity, zeal, and passion characteristic of 
critical discourse (Koziołek, 2012, p. 20). The rhetorisation of the lan-
guage of theory led to a multitude of disordered, eccentric theoretical 
impressions, which, with undisguised passion, entered a game with text 
in the name of ‘its’ theory.

Discussion of the term 
Resistance to Theory has made room for a  ‘nebula of discourses’ 
(Kalaga, 1998, p. 31) that have revealed themselves in the multiplicity of 
languages and narratives in contemporary theoretical reflection. These 
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include both interpretative strands within which critical and practical 
approaches to reading are assumed to be superior to methodology, and 
attempts to return to theory-centrism reflect the tendency of the humani-
ties to enter into relationships with the exact sciences. The multiplicity of 
often mutually exclusive discourses is possible thanks to the continuous 
narrowing of the interpretative field and the limiting of theoretical issues 
to selected elements corresponding to the researcher’s perspective. 
It is thus no longer a matter of explaining the essence of literature or 
the methods used in studying it (Culler, 2011): it is a  matter of self-
expression. What matters is ‘my reading’, which takes place through 
the prism of a circumstantial subject who is subject to the determinants 
that define him: both transient and cultural ones, such as gender, race, 
sexual orientation, ethnicity, or political intent (Ulicka, 2007, p. 387). This 
conception, derived from the spirit of cultural literary theory, is accom-
panied by a   d e p a r t u r e  f r o m  u n i v e r s a l i t y  and the conviction 
that only a single interpretative act within a closed well-defined system 
of meanings can be useful for discourse.

Increasingly, discourse is based on the belief that literary theory is 
optional in interpretative practice. It is not necessary to apply theory 
to a  text in order to say something valuable about literature. Today, if 
someone talks about the need for theory, it is primarily in accordance 
with philosophical and affective contexts founded on either confessional 
(Koziołek, 2012, p.  15) or ironic attitudes (Rorty, 2009). The former 
reduces theory to an act of faith, i.e., an attitude that requires as much 
personal commitment as existential experience. This is accompanied 
by the conviction that theory must intersect with reality. The latter, which 
rejects conclusive and non-negotiable solutions, expresses a tendency 
towards discursivisation, according to which no statement is decisive. 

T h e  s h i f t  i n  e m p h a s i s  f r o m  t h e o r y  t o  i n t e r p r e t a -
t i v e  p r a c t i c e  leads to a new status being assigned to theoretical 
discourse  – that of a  ‘t o o l b o x’. Thus, if theory is referred to, it is 
only in a pragmatic way: it is expected to provide the tools needed to 
discuss what an interpretative community considers important. Every 
interpretation implies a  theory, but today the practice of subordinating 
interpretation to a  theoretical model seems as boring as it is harmful. 
The postulate of Anna Burzyńska, who defined cultural literary theory 
in literary studies as an open collection of individual local theories that 
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have their own criteria of rationality rather than a coherent conceptual 
system, can be understood with the following key: 

[c]ontemporary cultural theory creates, in this sense, a broad, interdisciplinary, 
multicontextual, and historically changeable universe of all knowledge useful in 
the process of reading literature; it is a field that no longer establishes founda-
tions, criteria, or justifications for the practice of interpreting literature but con-
tinues to do so uninterruptedly by providing them with ever new languages and 
contexts (Burzyńska, 2006, p. 83).

The remarkable popularity of turns can be explained by the fact that the 
theory’s superiority over interpretation has ended as well as by changes 
in the area of the status of reading, which has been granted unstruc-
tured methodological correctness, superiority has been imposed on it, 
and it has been opened up to the experience of different languages and 
narratives. 

The term ‘turn’, which is always based on a  sudden and one-off 
change, captures the nature of contemporary theoretical thought. The 
term itself connotes neither the consequence of this change (whether 
it is merely a postulate or whether it really takes place) nor its scope 
(whether it covers the whole area or only a  fragment); rather, it is an 
expression of a disagreement with the previous state of affairs. The para
dox of ‘turns’, however, lies in the multiplicity of these changes, which, 
as their opponents argue, do not alter anything but are merely stirrings, 
displacements of certain notions, corrections, and complements of the 
post-structuralist breakthrough. Anna Burzyńska lists four important 
turns in the last 30 years: pragmatic, ethical-political, narrativist, and 
cultural (Burzyńska, 2006, pp.  85–87). Referring to the same period, 
Danuta Ulicka lists eight: linguistic, interpretative, narrativist, rhetorical, 
textological, culturalist, cognitivist, and ethical, although she forgets 
to add to this list the dramaturgical turn she discusses (Ulicka, 2007, 
p. 389). Between 2005 and 2008, the list of ‘turns’ declared on the pages 
of the most influential literary journals includes fifteen items: anthropo-
logical (cultural, anthropological-cultural), Darwinian, dramaturgical, 
ethical, gender, iconic, interpretative, linguistic, towards objects, nar-
rativist, performative, cognitive, pragmatic, rhetorical, and topographical 
(Bohuszewicz, 2010, pp. 23–24). Today, several more can be added to 
this list, including affective, posthumanist, animal studies, and geopoetic 
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turns. Thus, it might be better to talk not of ‘turns’ which actually change 
the direction of research but of figures of thought that conceptualise 
certain solutions or research approaches. Consequently, new directions 
(turns), expressed by an increasing number of ‘-logies’ and ‘-isms’ gen-
erate meanings rather than extract them from texts; they are a hatchery 
of virtual meanings, which sometimes lead to totally contradictory and 
competing approaches. This incoherence is expressed in, e.g., the defi-
nition of constructivism as an attempt to return to the scientific roots of 
literary studies (constructivism is treated here as a scientific proposal, 
supported by other – i.e., more credible – disciplines in the spirit of the 
‘third culture’), which, on the one hand, points to the bioepistemological 
and neurobiological origins of this approach, and, on the other hand, 
stipulates that it is only one of many (discursive) proposals for under-
standing culture and man.

Attempts to return to the naturalistic roots of literary studies in the 
form of the ‘new humanities’ should be understood in this key. The most 
representative strands of the new humanities include the digital humani-
ties, the engaged humanities of a  critical-emancipatory nature, the 
cognitive humanities that involve collaboration with the natural sciences 
and the exact sciences, the posthumanities, and the artistic humanities 
(Nycz, 2017, p. 29). The most commonly used metaphor in this terminol-
ogy is the laboratory, which evokes the idea of a precise examination 
subjected to verifiable procedures under sterile conditions. At the heart 
of this approach is an interdisciplinarity that links literary scholars with 
statisticians, computer scientists, and representatives of the natural sci-
ences. Increasingly, quantitative methods are used in literary studies, 
and empirical philology employs various forms of mapping, fictiograms, 
materials science, and approaches borrowed from physics and biology. 
Importantly, one vital property of such studies is their openness to flows 
between literary studies and other disciplines of science, especially the 
natural sciences and the exact sciences. Various methodologies and 
meta-discourses transferred from these sciences are used as new per-
spectives of interpretations.

The aforementioned phenomena – turns, entanglements, and flows – 
are self-perpetuating processes: each successive turn and each suc-
cessive flow is a response to the contemporary dictatorship of novelty. 
Texts – which are read with tools produced by these twists or created 
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in laboratories – quickly become obsolete and thus generate the need 
for new texts. One can always find undeveloped areas, gaps, or under-
statements which demand to be tamed by theory. The ever-new ‘turns’ 
express not only the desire for novelty but, primarily, the d y n a m i c s 
o f  d i s c o u r s e, which long ago ceased to be a stable construction.

The second consequence of the tool-based approach to theory is the 
i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r i s a t i o n  o f  t h e o r e t i c a l  d i s c o u r s e. Jona-
than Culler explicitly states that theory is interdisciplinary and argues 
that its discourse transcends the framework of a single discipline (Culler, 
2011, p. 14). The use of languages that are alien to literary studies has 
led to a comparativist stance in theoretical research. Comparatistics has 
led to the development of a new transcultural research attitude and, by 
analogy, could be called interdisciplinary to mark its distinctiveness from 
traditional or cultural comparatistics; it treats literature as one of many 
discursive practices and incorporates other non-literary disciplines into 
literary studies, such as history, anthropology, sociology, music, art 
history, folklore, media studies, philosophy, architecture, and political 
science. In order for transcultural investigations to be possible, it is 
necessary to look at comparatistics as a  research practice and inter-
pretative practice that is not a specific discipline but a metadiscipline 
(or ‘discipline of disciplines’) that draws on methods borrowed from 
other disciplines, which it then adapts to the study of selected themes. 
The  interdisciplinarity of comparatistics is an expression of contem-
porary tendencies (also present in the contemporary theory of literary 
studies) to combine – by analogy or parallels – related methodologies 
derived from other areas of science.

Comparatistics here is primarily an interpretative activity in which 
texts from distinct linguistic and cultural traditions and from different 
spheres of human expression are juxtaposed. Commenting on his report 
from 1993 on the development of the humanities in academia, Charles 
Bernheimer calls contemporary constructions of knowledge cultural 
bubbles that are not closed to each other, but “coexist and interpen-
etrate within us, creating a mobile, fluid space of intersecting class and 
family allegiances, clan and religious traditions, historical and political 
pressures, inherited traits, unconscious drives, geopolitical locales, and 
so forth” (Bernheimer, 1994, p.  12). Thus, in line with recent metho
dological trends, comparatistics becomes a  discursive practice that 
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extends the field of inquiry beyond the boundaries of literary studies. It 
is d i s c o u r s e  characterised by p l u r a l i s m  and e x p e r i e n c e  that 
determines the properties of contemporary comparative approaches; 
thus, it is also reflection dedicated to literary theory. As with the contem-
porary theory of literary studies, comparatistics breaks with analysing 
cultural phenomena within a closed picture of reality and moves towards 
a holistic study that encompasses a wide range of processes, events, 
connections, and relationships. Just as comparatist procedures focus 
not on making an inventory of ready-made, closed objects but on a way 
of thinking that cuts itself off from all finite forms and definitive answers, 
new theoretical tendencies are focused on relationality – the openness 
of a text or theory to the Other. This is the aim of the aforementioned 
discourse as a  comparative practice. Discourse reveals the commu-
nicative positioning and attitude of a writer/speaker by establishing its 
modus and idiom and simultaneously refers to the world in an attempt 
to describe, express, or represent it. Thus, both moments are about 
language.

Therefore, theory is always an act of choosing the language with which 
one wishes to narrate one’s reading experience. The rejection of Theory 
by contemporary literary scholars shifts the emphasis to the ‘autono-
mous potential of language’, in which they make their descriptions. The 
language of contemporary discourse is characterised by a  b l u r r i n g 
o f  t h e  t h e o r e t i c a l  s t a t u s  a n d  a n  e s c a p e  f r o m  h a r d 
c o n c e p t s  a n d  d e f i n i t i o n s. It is not merely a matter of the ‘wiping 
out’ or ‘wearing out’ of concepts that demand being replaced with new 
ones but a kind of a  ‘soft blade’ with which operations are nowadays 
performed on the tissue (fabric) of literature. This attitude stems from 
a rejection of the hegemony of the grammatical, or rather linguistic, con-
struct of theory and from newly-created links with rhetoric, treated as 
a theory of tropes and figures. It is accompanied by a shift in emphasis 
from hard terms and concepts to discursive practices expressed in the 
excessive use of the repeated affixes ‘-ness’, ‘post-’, ‘inter-’, and ‘trans-’. 
The prefix ‘post-’ had a glittering career in literary studies in the 1970s, 
when it defined a  certain ethical stance towards anything that even 
slightly resembled authoritativeness and expansiveness. Post-structur-
alism was followed on the theoretical-literary circuit by new blends, such 
as postcolonialism, post-secularism, posthumanism, which defined 
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the arrangements and relations of social discourses and, primarily, the 
changes brought about by a given discourse or theoretical approach. 
In the new paradigm, theory has become a transgressive concept with 
blurred boundaries, perpetually on the move between different fields 
and disciplines. It is this space of the ‘in-between’, expressed with the 
neat prefixes ‘inter-’ or ‘trans-’, that is one of the most recognisable signs 
of post-theory, in relation to which one must situate oneself. Situating 
theoretical discourse on the border of the ‘in-between’ exposes mobility 
and a certain instability, which are expressed in movements, displace-
ments of certain concepts, and flows of meanings. The abandonment 
of “the creation of a  ‘strong’ (systemic, general, universal, objective, 
comprehensive, etc.) and autonomous literary theory/literary studies” 
(Burzyńska & Markowski, 2006, p. 343) and its replacement with ‘soft’ 
models characterised by contextualisation and the theoretical blurring 
of boundaries has triggered an outpouring of terms ending with ‘-ness’. 
Stemming from a formalist spirit, the attempt to define what literary, i.e., 
literariness actually means triggered a linguistic fashion that expresses 
the contemporary discursivisation of theory. The overproduction of 
such expressions (e.g., textuality, narrative, imagery, and genre) has 
consequently led to a weakening of the theoretical categories. A specific 
theoretical discourse emerges from the linguistic image of theory, which 
is not only fluid and unstable but also combines stylistically and func-
tionally diverse forms as well as intersemiotic, multimedia, hypertextual, 
and hybrid messages. Nonetheless, it is a rhetoric that constitutes much 
of the driving force of theory. 

The struggle between theoretical language and matter reflects the 
contemporary tendency to blur the boundaries between literary theory 
and literature and literary theory’s tendency to take over the narrative 
mode of expression and make it part of literary practice. The theoretical 
discourse draws on literature by referring to language, metaphorisation, 
narrative modes of expression, the composition of statements, etc. The 
ways in which theoretical-literary reflection can be present in literary texts 
range from participation (where the author of a text is both a writer and 
a  theorist of literature), through imitation (where theoretical discourse 
imitates literature) and programmaticity (where a  theoretical text  – in 
the form of a manifesto – becomes similar to an artistic statement), to 
inspiration (where a researcher who is an interpreter surrenders to the 



198 Adam Regiewicz

nature of the work, its style and its structure). One can see here the 
extraordinary rhetorical prowess of researchers in inflating the terms 
used in the practice of reading. They frequently describe the same 
phenomena using different metaphors and multiply terms by giving new 
names to well-known categories.

At the same time, the tendency to expand the field of literary studies 
which accompanies theoretical discourse and include in it concepts and 
metaphors derived from other areas of science confirms the fact that – 
contrary to some anti-theoretical manifestos – theory is still doing fine. 
However, now it is a completely different form of theory, which Jonathan 
Culler defines as discourse that succeeds in challenging and reorient-
ing thinking in disciplines other than those in which it originates (Culler, 
2007, p. 3).

Systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations
The instability and open-ended nature of theory reflects what is hap-
pening in the world of literary texts. At the beginning of the 1990s, the 
changes that had previously affected Theory also began to affect litera-
ture. The end of ‘grand narratives’ became a reality which was linked, to 
an extent, to changes in the political system and the ethical discourse 
devoted to it (primarily in relation to it) that is represented by the great 
masters (Tadeusz Różewicz, Czesław Miłosz, Zbigniew Herbert, and 
Wisława Szymborska). Over time, they all passed away and their voices 
quieted or blurred in a world of growing polyphony. New literature took 
on the guise of contestation and provocation, becoming part of the 
popular postmodern trend of distancing itself from the great themes. 
The literature of the 1990s sought to manifest its independence not so 
much in relation to a political orientation but in spite of its presence. This 
was accompanied by a demythologising attitude that deconstructed the 
national myths of the imagined community and by its authors’ escape 
from the centre of Poland. The map was changed. New literature was 
created on the fringes of and in opposition to the great centres: in Lublin, 
Gdańsk, Wałbrzych, and Rzeszów. A dialogue with the world constructed 
from this perspective required the adoption of more individual language, 
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i.e., language that is more personal and swollen with anecdote and with 
a postmodern interplay of allusion and quotation and is also more emo-
tional, emotions being expressed through vulgarisms. The abundance 
of styles and languages that emerged in the 1990s reflected the fascina-
tion with postmodernity at the time and expressed the desire to manifest 
one’s independence.

Postmodernity introduced a strong autobiographical and autocreative 
trend into literature. Young writers mostly described their own environ-
ments and gave ‘first-hand’ accounts of their world (Wojna polsko-ruska 
pod flagą biało-czerwoną [The Polish-Russian War under the white-red 
flag] by Dorota Masłowska or Zrób mi jakąś krzywdę [Do me some 
harm] by Jakub Żulczyk). Rather than attempting to inscribe their visions 
into a wider context, they focused on describing their own experiences 
of moments of crisis or trauma in the spheres of gender, sexuality, or 
religiosity. Literature became a messianic medium in the sense that it 
led to liberation from closed social structures or worldview constructs. 
This is the key for the reading of the feminist prose of Izabela Filipiak 
(Absolutna amnezja), Manuela Gretkowska (Tarot of Paris, Kabaret 
metafizyczny), Olga Tokarczuk (E.E., Prawiek i  inne czasy, Ostatnie 
historie); more recent novels from the women’s bildungsroman genre 
by Wioletta Grzegorzewska (Guguły, Stancje), Anna Cieplak (Ma być 
czysto, Lata poniżej zera), and Anna Ciarkowska (Dewocje); homoerotic 
literature by Michał Witkowski (Lubiewo, Margot, Fynf und cfancyś), 
Grzegorz Musiał (Al Fine), and Ignacy Karpowicz (Ości, Miłość); the 
ethnic prose of Szczepan Twardoch (Drach, Pokora); the anti-oppressive 
prose of Wojciech Kuczok (Pręgi), Joanna Bator (Ciemno prawie noc, 
Rok królika), and Jacek Dehnel (Saturn); and the no-logo manifestos 
of Sławomir Shute (Zwał) and Dawid Bieńkowski (Nic). Mass, popular, 
and media culture were also subjected to critical scrutiny and became 
an allies of this postmodern narrative, as exemplified by the works of 
Dorota Masłowska (Paw królowej, Kochanie, zabiłam nasze koty) and 
Jolanta Pawluśkiewicz (Telenowela). 

In the following years, the tendency to abolish boundaries between 
genres, textual forms, and styles become increasingly evident. There 
was a  transfer between media structures in the form of intermedia 
transpositions, and literature appeared which was linked to the audio-
visuality of old media and to multimediality. This was manifested in the 
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use of certain audiovisual solutions applied to subject matter, poetics, 
and the structure of literary texts. These solutions  – characteristic of 
the ‘prose of the middle’ – are commonly used today in the populari-
sation of literature. The ‘prose of the middle’ is defined as a combina-
tion of popular literature with the aspirations of those who wish to be 
considered authors of high literature thanks to their use of poetics or 
the choice of topics they write about. This popularity of the prose of 
the middle is achieved either through its attractive subject matter, which 
draws a wider readership, or through the pleasure readers derive from 
reading it, which is achieved by authors’ use of conventional solutions, 
simplifications, recognisable patterns (even highly artistic ones), as well 
as their technical skill, which helps readers relate to what they read. 
This peculiar catalogue of characteristics of the prose of the middle also 
includes a large dose of entertainment elements and an emphasis on 
schemes, stereotypes, and symbols that are very readable and quickly 
interpretable. The relationship between this form of literature and the 
media – not only in terms of advertising campaigns but also in terms of 
the connections between the two milieus (literary and film) – are its vital 
constitutive elements. In the 1990s, this link was exemplified by Tomasz 
Tryzna’s book Panna Nikt [Miss Nobody], which was adapted into a film 
version by Andrzej Wajda; there were also film scripts written by Tryzna, 
including Czy można się przysiąść? [Can I sit down here], as well as 
Manuela Gretkowska’s script for Szamanka (The Shaman Woman), 
which was filmed by Andrzej Żuławski. Now, the list is much longer and 
reveals an expanding tendency which is reflected in film adaptations of 
the latest Polish literature: Wojna polsko-ruska, directed by Xsawery 
Żuławski, based on Dorota Masłowska’s novel; Magdalena Piekorz’s 
Pręgi, filmed based on Wojciech Kuczok’s Gnój, and Senność, filmed 
by the same director; Ciemno, prawie noc, based on Joanna Bator’s 
novel and directed by Borys Lankosz; Pokot, filmed by Agnieszka Hol-
land, based on Olga Tokarczuk’s novel Prowadź swój pług przez kości 
umarłych; and the film series based on the novels of Jakub Żulczyk 
(Ślepnąc od świateł) and Szczepan Twardoch (Król). Many of these 
writers cooperate with film and television studios on a regular basis and 
write scripts for them, including Jakub Żulczyk, the creator of the Belfer 
series for the CANAL+ platform and Warszawianka for SkyShowtime, 
as well as Łukasz Orbitowski, Dorota Masłowska, Krzysztof Varga and 
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also Żulczyk, who have written scripts for a series of short films entitled 
“Pisarze na krótko” for CANAL+.

This turn to the media is not the only one that has taken place in 
recent literature. It reflects the ongoing discourse in the humanities, 
e.g., homoerotic (Michał Witkowski, Ignacy Karpowicz), gender (Inga 
Iwasiów, Sylwia Chutnik, Anna Ciarkowska), imagological (Szczepan 
Twardoch, Ziemowit Szczerek, Mariusz Szczygieł), geopoetic (Andrzej 
Stasiuk), postcolonial (Radosław Knapp, Janusz Rudnicki, Jacek 
Dehnel), and others. There is a clear convergence between literature 
and scholarly discourse, as can be seen in the revival of peasant prose 
(Maciej Płaza, Andrzej Muszyński) and scholarly reflection on the place 
and significance of peasant culture in Poland (Chamstwo by Kacper 
Pobłocki, Ludowa historia Polski by Adam Leszczyński or Bękarty 
pańszczyzny by Michał Rauszer). Similar trends are visible in the devel-
opment of specific research areas, such as materials science or the 
‘turn towards objects’, as well as in the literature created in this key 
(e.g., Marcin Wicha’s Rzeczy których nie wyrzuciłem). Today, authors 
stand on two sides of the barricade: they are both writers and literary 
scholars. In this context, it is worth mentioning well-known scholars 
such as Inga Iwasiów, Stefan Chwin, and Michał Paweł Markowski, 
who clearly distinguish between these two roles they play, and those 
who blur the boundaries of academic style by writing about literature 
in a literary manner, such as Marcin Wicha, Julia Fiedorczuk, Ziemowit 
Szczerek, and Sylwia Chutnik. Two trends can be identified in relation 
to this phenomenon. The first is related to the transfer of means that 
are considered to belong to the literary sphere (e.g., metaphors, irony, 
and lyrical confession) to academic texts created within literary studies 
whose authors violate the transparency of academic style and infuse 
their texts with personal touches. The second consists in emphasising 
authors’ personal opinions in their academic texts, in revealing their 
subjective views, and in inscribing them in the socio-cultural context 
(Hellich, 2020, p. 399). In both cases, it is not about an expansion of the 
academic emploi but about a conscious decision to cross the boundar-
ies between the previously distinct roles of the writer and the scholar.

Literary works and theoretical works are no longer two distinct genres, 
but the former have become part of contemporary discourse, which 
today more often takes the form of an essay rather than a dissertation. 
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This discourse is represented by a very large group of texts, including 
diaries, reportage, reading chronicles, non-fiction prose, and academic 
texts that take the literary form of writing about literature. Polish literature 
is increasingly adopting a sylva rerum convention in which the autho-
rial subject – who expresses himself in a variety of styles and idioms 
(which also happens in different theoretical languages) – comes to the 
fore. This similarity is also apparent in the fragmentation of the story. 
The new prose has an apparent predilection for microtising its narrative 
(e.g., Paweł Sołtys’s Mikrotyki). Long literary texts have been replaced 
by short stories, etudes, and micronarratives that reflect the rhythm of 
life in liquid modernity. Attention to seemingly insignificant details, the 
reorientation of perspective, and a different point of view are the driv-
ing force behind today’s theoretical and literary discourse. The blurring 
of boundaries and of concepts, the strong dynamisation of theoretical 
discourse, the interdisciplinarity inscribed in research structures, and 
the emphasised rhetorical and narrative nature of theory are all reflected 
in cultural or social reality and, above all, in contemporary literature.

What then is the future of literary theory? Can we really speak of its 
end? Will it have to surrender and give way to reading that is not subject 
to any evaluative criticism? Looking at the ‘new humanities’, which want 
to return to the ideal of ‘hard science’, Ryszard Nycz argues that the 
humanities, and with them also theory, are “really doing very well” (Nycz, 
2020, p. 24). The dynamic development of new research areas and the 
transformations that accompany theoretical discourse do not indicate 
a crisis but a  ferment – a sign of its revival, albeit in a different form. 
Following St. Paul’s words, one can use a well-known funeral formula 
in relation to theory: “Life is changed, not ended”. Despite the declared 
resistance to Theory, an increasing number of researchers implement 
theoretical language as an expression of their disciplinary professional-
ism (Culler, 2007, p. 2). Today, the strength of Theory lies in its polyph-
ony: the broad spectrum of theoretical discourses and the predilection 
that emerges in their wake to pose questions which, in formulation, are 
indebted to these discourses; questions about the relationship between 
literature and the socio-cultural reality. Understood in this way, theory 
becomes a discourse open to all possible cultural contexts, which allows 
for a more creative reading and understanding of literature (Burzyńska, 
2006, p. 83).
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