
Professor Terry Eagleton 
Doctor of Letters 

Durham Cathedral, 1 July 2010 
 

Terry Eagleton has written very vividly in his memoir, The Gatekeeper, about the 

grim experience of growing up in Salford, that ‘dirty old town’ immortalised in 

song by another of its famous sons, Ewan McColl. Salford in the 1950s was a 

bleak place, and Eagleton recounts with both moving eloquence and comic 

extravagance what it was like being part of a family that was ‘miserably hard up’. 

Things were so bad, he writes, ‘We had to keep the wolf from the door to stop it 

getting out’. Most of his school friends ‘probably never encountered more than 

three trees at a time until they were well into their twenties’. ‘There was a river’, 

he adds with plaintive reassurance, ‘but not even canned fish could survive in it’. 

If the comic misery here is reminiscent of Monty Python, it also recalls a long 

tradition of Irish writing, from Swift to Flann O’Brien, in which comedy is a means 

of survival. Eagleton’s Irish ancestry was to prove immensely fruitful in shaping 

his imagination, but to begin with it was the Collected Works of Charles Dickens, 

purchased on credit by his mother from a second-hand bookshop in Manchester, 

that was to open his mind to other worlds.  

 

From De La Salle College, he went on to Cambridge to study English. After a 

brilliant undergraduate performance, he was offered a Fellowship at Jesus 

College, becoming the youngest Fellow of that college since the eighteenth 

century. At Cambridge, he came under the influence of two formidable thinkers – 

Raymond Williams, one of the most influential cultural critics of the twentieth 

century, and Herbert McCabe, a Dominican priest and theologian whose wisdom 

and humanity would leave a strong imprint on so much of what Eagleton 

subsequently wrote. Literature, politics, religion: these were the things that 

inspired him and fired his commitment to social change and social justice. Early 

essays on the novels of Graham Greene and the poetry of Gerard Manley 

Hopkins sit alongside some provocative writings on the morality of capitalism, on 
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politics and benediction, and on language, reality and the eucharist. If Eagleton’s 

writings are unusually eclectic, they are in another sense remarkably consistent: 

questions of faith and sacrifice continue to surface in a body of work that now 

extends over forty years. It is, therefore, entirely fitting that the nomination of 

Terry Eagleton for an honorary degree from Durham University should come 

from both the Department of English Studies and the Centre for Catholic Studies 

(the only centre of its kind in any British university). 

 

In 1969 Terry Eagleton was appointed as a tutorial fellow at Wadham College, 

Oxford and from 1992 to 2001 he was Thomas Warton Professor of English 

Literature at Oxford.  

 

From the mid 1960s onwards he began to produce an astonishing range of 

books and essays on literary and cultural theory that would quickly establish him 

as the most prolific, as well as the most controversial, critic of his generation. 

Powerful, polemical works like Criticism and Ideology (1976), The Function of 

Criticism (1984), and The Ideology of the Aesthetic (1990) were accompanied by 

startling, provocative studies of major English authors, including Shakespeare, 

Richardson, the Brontës, Dickens and Hardy. What makes Eagleton unusual 

among critics is his way of combining a close reading of the text, a sensitivity to 

the feel and form of words, with an almost forensic investigation into the play of 

ideas, values, attitudes and beliefs that constitute the politics of the text. As all 

good students of literature know – and the very best of those students are here 

with us this morning – there are not many jokes in books about literary theory. 

Most of them can be found in Terry Eagleton’s Literary Theory: An Introduction, a 

book that belongs to that rare category – the academic bestseller. One of 

Eagleton’s great achievements has been to break down the distinction between 

academic and creative writing, producing a very fine novel, Saints and Scholars 

(set, of course, in Ireland), several plays, including Saint Oscar (screened on 

Channel 4 in 1989), and the screenplay for Derek Jarman’s acclaimed film on the 

life and work of Wittgenstein. 
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Above all else, Eagleton has perfected the role of writer as agitator. His recent 

writings on the new atheism demolish the flimsy arguments of those who buy 

their rejection of religion on the cheap. Rejecting religion without a proper 

knowledge and understanding of theology, he claims, is rather like dismissing 

feminism on the basis of what Clint Eastwood thinks about it. For all the 

knockabout comedy, what runs through all of Terry Eagleton’s work is a profound 

concern with tragedy. How best to mend our broken selves, how to revive the 

heart in a heartless world? These questions push us towards a tragic humanism 

that Eagleton acutely senses in great works of literature from Shakespeare’s 

King Lear to Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman. But that unflinching grasp of 

the tragic brings with it what Raymond Williams memorably termed ‘resources of 

hope’. 

 

Terry Eagleton’s hope extends even to football, and two weeks ago in a playful 

essay in the Guardian on football and capitalism, he had this to say about the 

beautiful game:  

 

‘Football blends dazzling individual talent with selfless teamwork, thus solving a 

problem over which sociologists have long agonised. In football, co-operation 

and competition are cunningly balanced’. 

 

Whether this analysis holds good for the England team remains to be seen, but 

today we have the happy task of conferring on Terry Eagleton an honorary 

degree in recognition of his outstanding achievements in the arts and humanities. 

 

Mr Chancellor, I present to you Professor Terry Eagleton to receive the degree of 

Doctor of Letters, honoris causa. 
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