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There was a time when the interpretation of literary texts and
literary theory seemed two different and almost unrelated things.
Interpretation was about the actual meaning of a poem, a novel, or a
play, while theory seemed alien to what the study of literature was
really about and even presented a threat to the reading of individual
poems, novels, and other literary texts because of its reductive
generalizations. In the last thirty years, however, interpretation and
theory have moved closer and closer to each other. In fact, for many
people involved in literary studies interpretation and theory cannot
be separated at all. They would argue that when we interpret a text
we always do so from a theoretical perspective, whether we are
aware of it or not, and they would also argue that theory cannot do
without interpretation.

The premise of Literary Theory: The Basics is that literary
theory and literary practice – the practice of interpretation –
cannot indeed very well be separated, and certainly not at the more
advanced level of academic literary studies. One of its aims, then, is
to show how theory and practice are inevitably connected and have
always been connected. Although the emphasis is on the 1970s and
after, the first three chapters focus on the most important views of
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literature and of the individual literary work of the earlier part of
the twentieth century. This is not a merely historical exercise.
A good understanding of for instance the New Criticism that
dominated literary criticism in the United States from the mid-
1930s until 1970 is indispensable for students of literature.
Knowing about the New Criticism will make it a lot easier to
understand other, later, modes of reading. More importantly, the
New Criticism has by no means disappeared. In many places, and
especially in secondary education, it is still alive and kicking.
Likewise, an understanding of what is called structuralism makes
the complexities of so-called post structuralist theory a good deal
less daunting and has the added value of offering an instrument
that is helfpful in thinking about culture in general.

This book, then is both an introduction to literary theory and a
history of theory. But it is a history in which what has become
historical is simultaneously still actual: in the field of literary
studies a whole range of approaches and theoretical perspectives –
those focused on meaning and those focused on form, those that are
political and those that are (seemingly) a-political, the old and the
new – operate next to each other in relatively peaceful coexistence.
In its survey of that range of positions Literary Theory: The Basics
will try to do equal justice to a still actual tradition and to the radi-
calness of the new departures of the last three decades. We still ask
‘what does it mean?’ when we read a poem or novel or see a play.
But we have additional questions. We ask ‘has it always had this
meaning?’ Or, ‘what does it mean to whom?’ And, ‘why does it
mean what it means?’ Or, perhaps surprisingly, ‘who wants it to
have this meaning and for what reasons?’ As we will see, such ques-
tions do not diminish literature. On the contrary, they make it even
more important.

In recent years, a number of critics have expressed a certain
impatience with what is now simply called ‘theory’ – and which
has, as we will see, ventured far beyond strictly literary territory.
There is no denying that theory in its eagerness to uncover
hidden patterns and bring to light hidden assumptions has some-
times pushed things to rather implausible extremes, or that
theory’s desire to be radical has occasionally seemed a goal in
itself. Especially after 9/11 and subsequent events theory’s more
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INTRODUCTION ix

extravagant claims seemed to some commentators armchair exer-
cises that had little or no relation to what we saw on our
television screens.

But a return to modes of critical interpretation that are not, in
one way or another, informed by some form of theory is impos-
sible. As I have already noted, most literary critics would claim that
all interpretation is governed by certain assumptions and that inter-
pretation can only seem theory-free if we are unaware of those
assumptions – if we are, in effect, blind to what we are doing. If we
prefer awareness, our interpretational practice will inevitably be
marked by the theoretical interventions of the last thirty-odd years.
We could, of course, choose to work with the assumptions of tradi-
tional interpretation, but we would (ideally) have thought long and
hard about them and have realized that these assumptions, taken
together, in themselves constitute theories with regard to reading
and literary value. We can’t go home again. Or, to be more precise,
we can perhaps go home again, but not with the illusion that our
home is theory-free. Theory, then, is here to stay and the great
majority of literary academics would not want it otherwise. They
believe that theory has dramatically sharpened and widened our
understanding of a great many fundamental issues and expect that
theory, in its restless grappling with ever new issues, will continue
to enhance our understanding (even if it may in the process also
come up with things that severely test our intellectual patience). A
case in point is the relatively new field of ecocriticism, to which this
second edition of Literary Theory: The Basics devotes a new chapter.
Ecocriticism also illustrates theory’s flexibility. More than earlier
theoretical ventures it recognizes the importance of empirical, even
scientific, evidence for its political project, in this case that of raising
our ecological consciousness.

This new edition of Literary Theory: The Basics is revised,
brought up to date – for instance in the chapters on postcolonial and
queer studies – and, as I have just mentioned, expanded with a new
chapter in order to reflect the current state of literary studies. And
since the theories that have emerged within literary studies have
been so thoroughly assimilated by a good many other disciplines a
book on literary theory has much to say about the wider world of
the humanities and beyond.





ENGLISH MEANING

If we want to understand English and American thinking about
literature in the twentieth century a good starting-point is the
nineteenth-century figure of Matthew Arnold (1822–88), English
educator, poet (once famous for his rather depressing but much
anthologized ‘Dover Beach’), and professor of poetry at Oxford
University. Arnold’s views, which assigned a very special role to
literature, and further enhanced its prestige, were not wholly new.
In fact, his central idea that, apart from its aesthetic and pleasing
qualities, literature also had important things to teach us, was
already familiar in antiquity and we see it repeated time and again
over the ages. So we find Thomas Jefferson, future president of the
future United States of America, observing in a 1771 letter that ‘a
lively and lasting sense of filial duty is more effectually impressed
on the mind of a son or daughter by reading “King Lear” than by
all the dry volumes of ethics and divinity that were ever written’.
However, Arnold is not interested in the more practical aspects of
the idea that literature is a source of instruction – literature as a set
of how-to books – but places it in a spiritual context.

Writing in the second half of the nineteenth century, Arnold saw
English culture as seriously threatened by a process of secularization
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that had its origins in the growing persuasiveness of scientific
thinking and by a ‘Philistinism’ that was loosed upon the world by
the social rise of a self-important, money-oriented, and utterly
conventional middle class. With the spiritual comforts of religion
increasingly questionable now that the sciences – in particular
Darwin’s theory of evolution – seemed set on undermining the
authority of Bible and Church, Arnold foresaw a crucial, semi-
religious role for poetry especially:

More and more mankind will discover that we have to turn to poetry to
interpret life for us, to console us, to sustain us. Without poetry, our
science will appear incomplete; and most of what now passes with us
for religion and philosophy will be replaced by poetry.

(Arnold [1880] 1970: 340)

‘The future of poetry,’ Arnold tells his readers, ‘is immense, because
in poetry . . . our race, as time goes on, will find an ever surer and
surer stay.’ This radical claim for poetry – made in an 1880 essay
called ‘The Study of Poetry’ – is in fact the culmination of claims
that Arnold had for decades been making on behalf of what he
called ‘culture’ and which in a book called Culture and Anarchy he
had defined as ‘the best that has been thought and said in the world’
(Arnold [1869] 1971: 6). As this makes clear, that ‘best’ is not neces-
sarily confined to poems, but there is no doubt that he saw poetry
as its major repository. The special importance that he accords to
poetry is not as surprising as it may now seem. It accurately reflects
the status of preeminent literary genre that it enjoyed in Arnold’s
time. Moreover, in giving poetry this illustrious, almost sacred,
function Arnold builds on ideas that earlier in the nineteenth
century had been formulated by Romantic poets such as Percy
Bysshe Shelley (1792–1822), who had attributed a special, visionary
status to poetry, and on a long tradition, going back to the classics,
that likewise gives literature, and especially poetry, special powers.
It was only natural, then, for Arnold to put forward poetry as the
major embodiment of ‘culture’.

What does Arnold have in mind with ‘the best that has been
thought and said in the world’? Strangely enough, Culture and
Anarchy is very outspoken, but not very clear on this point. Arnold
has no trouble making clear by what forces and in which ways that
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‘best’ is threatened: the evil is summarized by the ‘anarchy’ of his
title, which includes the self-centered unruliness of the working-
class and ‘the hideous and grotesque illusions of middle-class
Protestantism’ (63). He is, however, not very precise in his defini-
tions of ‘the best’. This is partly because he assumes that his readers
already know: he does not have to tell them because they share his
educational background and his beliefs. But it is also due to its
elusiveness. Arnold can tell us where to find it, for instance in
Hellenism – the Greek culture of antiquity, with its ‘aerial ease,
clearness, and radiancy’ (134) – but can only describe what it
expresses: an attitude towards life, a way of being in the world.
Included in this attitude we find ‘freedom from fanaticism’, ‘deli-
cacy of perception’, the ‘disinterested play of consciousness’, and an
‘inward spiritual activity’ that has ‘for its characters increased
sweetness, increased light, increased life, increased sympathy’ 
(60–64). What culture would seem to amount to is a deeply sympa-
thetic and self-effacing interest in, and contemplation of, the
endless variety that the world presents. For Arnold, poetry probes
life more deeply, is more sympathetic towards its immensely
various manifestations, and is less self-serving than anything else,
and so we must turn to poetry ‘to interpret life for us’. Because
poetry has the power to interpret life, we can also turn to it if we
want to be consoled or to seek sustenance. With the persuasiveness
of religious explanations seriously damaged, poetry has the now
unique power of making sense of life, a sense from which we can
draw comfort and strength. Moreover – and here we see the idea of
‘instruction’ – culture allows us to ‘grow’, to become more complete
and better human beings. As Arnold puts it in Culture and
Anarchy: ‘Religion says, The kingdom of God is within you; and
culture, in like manner, places human perfection in an internal
condition, in the growth and predominance of our humanity proper,
as distinguished from our animality’ (47).

THE PROBLEM OF CHANGE

Let me for a moment turn to one of Arnold’s major examples of
the culture he extols: ‘Hellenism’, the complex of intellectual
and emotional attitudes expressed in the cvilization of ancient
Greece. Like all university-educated people of his time, Arnold was
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thoroughly familiar with classical history and literature. So
familiar, in fact, that in some ways he sees Greek epics and plays
that are more than 2,000 years old as contemporary texts. The clas-
sics and the ideal of culture that they embody are timeless for
Arnold. This is a vitally important point: ‘the best that has been
thought and said in the world’, whether to be found in the classics
or in later writers, is the best for every age and every place.

From Arnold’s perspective, this makes perfect sense. After all,
culture and its major means of expression, poetry, must take the
place of a religion that equally was for every age and every place.
But this introduces what many literary academics now see as a
serious problem. Arnold does not consider the possibility that what
is ‘the best’ for one age may not be ‘the best’ for another, when
circumstances have completely changed, or that what within a
given period is ‘the best’ for one party (say, the aristocracy) is not
necessarily ‘the best’ for another (starving peasants, for instance).
Arnold’s culture and the poetry that embodies it demand an
intellectual refinement and sensitivity and a disinterested other-
wordliness that under a good many historical circumstances must
have been a positive handicap. Arnold would probably not deny
this but he would argue that, all things being equal, there is only
one cultural ideal – embodied in ‘the best’ – that we should all
strive for.

The way I am presenting this – with starving peasants pitted
against the aristocracy – could easily create the impression that
Arnold is an elitist snob. But that is absolutely not the case.
Arnold’s ideal of culture is certainly exclusive, in the sense that it
defines itself against money-grubbing vulgarity, narrow-minded
fundamentalism, upper-class arrogance, and so on, but it does not
seek to exclude anyone on principle. If we allow ourselves to come
under the influence of ‘culture’, we can all transcend the limitations
imposed on us by class, place, and character, and acquire the
cultured sensitivity and respectful, even reverent, attitude towards
the world that ‘culture’ holds up for us. In fact, this is what Arnold
would like all of us to do: to escape from the place and the time we
live in and to transform ourselves into citizens of an ideal world in
which time does, in a sense, not pass and in which we are in some
ways – the ways that count – all the same. After all, in Arnold’s
view ‘culture’ is of all time: it exists in an autonomous sphere
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where time- and place-bound personal, political, or economic
considerations have been left behind. We can only fully enter the
realm of culture if we choose, at least temporarily, to disregard the
here and now of personal ambition, political manoeuvring, and
economic gain.

LIBERAL HUMANISM

Although that may not be immediately clear, this view of culture
has important implications. Arnold is of course aware that culture
will always to some extent reflect its time and place of origin – in
the sense that for instance medieval and early modern literature will
assume that the Sun revolves around a static planet Earth – but with
regard to what it really has to tell us it stands apart from time and
place, that is, from history. With regard to its essence, culture tran-
scends history. We must assume, then, that its creators – the poet
supreme among them – also transcend time and place – at least as
long as the act of creation lasts. A timeless culture must be the
creation of timeless minds, that is, of minds that can at least
temporarily disregard the world around them. This brings us to an
important question: where does a creative mind that has temporarily
soared free of its mundane environment find the insights that will
allow it to contribute to ‘the best that has been thought and said’?
The answer must be that the source of that wisdom can only be the
individual creator. Poets find what is valuable and has real meaning
in themselves; they just know.

Arnold was by no means unique in his view of the creative indi-
vidual. It was shared by the large majority of his contemporaries
and by the countless writers and critics who in the course of the
twentieth century would more or less consciously follow his lead.
More importantly, it is still the prevailing view of the individual –
not just the creative ones – in the Western world. This view of
the individual – or subject, to use a term derived from philosophy –
is central to what is called liberalism or liberal humanism, a
philosophical/political cluster of ideas in which the ultimate
autonomy and self-sufficiency of the subject are taken for granted.
Liberal humanism assumes that all of us are essentially free and
that we have at least to some extent created ourselves on the basis
of our individual experiences. It is easy to see that this view of
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the subject is pervasively present in our culture and in our social
institutions. The legal system, for instance, starts from the assump-
tion that we have a certain autonomy. If your lawyer succeeds in
convincing the court that the murder you thought you could get
away with was not a conscious act that you could have decided
against, you will be declared insane. Likewise, democracies do not
set up elections with the expectation that people will wander mind-
lessly into a voting booth and make a completely arbitrary choice
between the candidates. Our social institutions expect us to be
reasonable and to be reasonably free. Because of that freedom, we
ourselves are supposedly the source of the value and the meaning
we attach to things. As liberal subjects we are not the sum of our
experiences but can somehow stand outside experience: we are not
defined by our circumstances but are what we are because our ‘self’
has been there all along and has, moreover, remained remarkably
inviolate and stable. Not surprisingly, in much of Western litera-
ture, and especially in lyric poetry and realistic fiction, individuals
present themselves, or are portrayed, along these lines. In the real-
istic novels of the mid-nineteenth century, characters again and
again escape being defined by their social and economic situation
because they are essentially free. Since what they are – their ‘self’ –
is largely independent from their situation, the circumstances in
which they find themselves can be transcended. Realism suggests
that the characters that it presents find the reasons for their actions
and decisions inside themselves. Because this liberal humanist view
of the individual is as pervasively present in our world as it was in
the nineteenth century, it also characterizes much of our contempo-
rary literature.

For many present-day critics and theorists this is a deeply prob-
lematic view. In the later chapters of this book we will encounter
various objections to this liberal humanist perspective. Let me here
just point at one possible problem. What if access to Arnold’s ‘the
best’ depends for instance on education? If that is the case, Arnold’s
campaign for a ‘culture’ that supposedly has universal validity
begins to look like arrogance: we would have the educated telling
the uneducated that they are barbarians. Arnold might object that
ideally all of us should get the same – extended – education. But
educational opportunities are not evenly distributed over this
world; there are, even within every nation, sharply different levels
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in education. A sceptic might easily see Arnold’s campaign for his
idea of culture as a move in a struggle for power and status: for
the power to define culture, to decide what the ‘best’ is, and for
membership of the cultural elite. In fact, even if we grant Arnold’s
claim and accept that his idea of culture does indeed represent the
most humane, most tolerant, most morally sensitive perspectives
that human civilization has come up with, we would still have a
problem. Would we have the right to impose that culture on people
who couldn’t care less?

In short, there are serious problems with Arnold’s humanist
conception of culture and poetry. I should, in all fairness to Arnold,
say that it has taken almost a hundred years for these problems
really to register and that even now his views are still seductive.
Isn’t it true that many of us, at least at some point in our life, want
to see literature as a high-minded enterprise by and for sensitive
and fine-tuned intellectuals that is somehow several steps removed
from the trivial push-and-pull of ordinary life? It is an alluring
prospect: to have a place to go where in a hushed silence, the sort of
silence that we very appropriately find in a library, we meet with
the kindred, equally sensitive people who have written the works
we read. It is a place where time does not pass and where in some
ways – the ways that count – we are all the same. We, the readers,
are of course only the passive consumers of what they, the writers,
have actively produced, but doesn’t that difference tend to fall
away? Especially so since the texts we read are in the act of reading
lifted out of their historical context and so to a certain extent cut
loose from their creators?

It is too good to be completely true, even if it is not necessarily
wholly untrue. How can we, apart from everything else, possibly
know whether the seemingly kindred spirits that we meet in that
timeless place do indeed share our perspectives and concerns? What
guarantee is there that we do not only see our concerns in such
sharp relief because we ignore what we do not want to see? Perhaps
Arnold is right about Hellenism’s ‘aerial ease, clearness, and
radiancy’, but where in that phrase are the murder and mayhem of
so many of the Greek classics? Can the Greeks, or can Chaucer, or
Dante, or even Shakespeare, who all lived in worlds dramatically
different from our own, really have been in some important
way similar to ourselves? Perhaps ‘delicacy of perception’, the
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‘disinterested play of consciousness’, and the other qualities that
Arnold attributes to his ideal culture are indeed of all times, even if
in different periods and places they will have been framed by
different historical circumstances. But since we cannot travel back
in time we will never know. In the final analysis, Arnold’s historical
continuum between Hellenism and the high culture of his own
time – the poetry that must interpret life for us – is an act of faith.

LITERATURE AS CIVILIZATION’S LAST STANCE

When Matthew Arnold died, in 1888, English literature was fairly
well established as an academic subject in both England and
America. Interestingly, in British India English had already since the
1830s served to familiarize the ‘native’ elite with ‘Englishness’ and
to anglicize them to the extent that they were prepared to have
themselves anglicized. However, English literature as it was studied
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century could not very
well be regarded as a serious intellectual discipline. Academic English
was largely devoted to the history of the English language and to its
older forms, such as Middle and Old English (the absolutely unintel-
ligible language of Beowulf ). The study of literature was largely the
province of well-educated men of letters who preferred high-minded
evaluations and discussions of an author’s sensibility to critical
analysis and attention to the structure – the actual workings – of
literary texts.

What really changed things and moved them in a direction we
can more readily recognize is the intervention of a young American
poet, T.S. Eliot (1888–1965), who had moved to England before the
outbreak of World War I, and the British government’s desire to
find a place for the study of English literature somewhere in its
educational schemes. While Eliot, with whose views I will deal in a
moment, was primarily influential in the universities, the govern-
ment-controlled Board of Education gave English literature a solid
place in secondary education. It is worth noting how closely the so-
called ‘Newbolt Report’ of 1921 that the Board had commissioned
follows in Arnold’s footsteps: ‘Great literature’, it tells us, is ‘a time-
less thing’. It is ‘an embodiment of the best thoughts of the best
minds, the most direct and lasting communication of experience by
man to man’. But this is, interestingly, not all that literature can
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show to recommend itself to a Board of Education. Literature, the
Report suggests, could also serve to ‘form a new element of national
unity, linking together the mental life of all classes’. Great litera-
ture, with its focus on a spiritual realm of unselfish harmony where
all petty quarrels are forgotten or have become irrelevant, could
overcome social conflict and anti-patriotic sentiment. What the
Report in fact suggests, although it never says so in so many words,
is that social and economic inequality pales next to the equality we
can find in the study – or perhaps the mere reading – of great texts.

It is always easy to criticize the ideals of the past and we should
perhaps not come down too hard on these English educators or on
their American counterparts, who somewhat earlier had put
forward the study of English – and some American – literature as
an important binding principle in a nation trying to assimilate large
numbers of immigrants. Apart from everything else, they may also
have had the spiritual well-being of British and American students
at heart. Still, the idea that literature might be instrumental in
forging national unity has some consequences we must look at
because it introduces a criterion that is absent from Arnold’s view
of poetry as the interpreter of life. If literature is supposed to
promote national unity it makes good sense to throw out those
texts that emphasize disunity – tension between social classes,
between religious denominations, between regions – or that are
openly unpatriotic. For Arnold such texts, if they were sensitive and
intelligent enough, were perfectly admissible. In fact, Arnold’s
‘disinterested play of consciousness’ will inevitably – although of
course not exclusively – lead to critical assessments of the outside
world. But if literature is used to foster national unity, in other
words, if it is used to create or keep alive a national identity, critical
assessments of the nation’s mercenary politics or its cultural
vulgarity will no longer be very welcome.

ARNOLD’S ACADEMIC HERITAGE: 
THE ENGLISH SCENE

As I have just noted, in the more academic sphere the most influen-
tial spokesman for Arnold’s vision was the young expatriate
American poet T.S. Eliot who had settled in London before the First
World War. In the early 1920s Eliot did what Arnold had largely
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avoided: he set out to define the criteria that ‘the best that had been
thought and said in the world’ would have to meet and he undertook
the mission to actually identify that ‘best’ in so far as it had been
expressed in literary form. In other words, after drawing up the
admission requirements he used them to establish which texts met
those criteria and which failed to do so. The canon – the list of good
and even great literary works – that he set out to construct in the
1920s would dominate virtually all English and American discus-
sions of literature until the 1970s and is still a powerful influence.

For Eliot, poetry – the genre in which he was most interested –
was profoundly impersonal. This is not to say that he denied poets
the right to express themselves in their poetry, although it would
not be too difficult to extract that position from his writings. In
‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’, for instance, we find him
claiming that the poet has ‘not “a personality” to express, but a
particular medium’ (Eliot [1919] 1972: 75). Eliot’s main aim,
however, is to deflect his readers’ attention from everything he
considers of at best secondary importance – the poet’s personal or
social circumstances, and so on – and to get poetry itself on centre
stage. Eliot, then, objects to highly emotional outpourings and
personal confidences because they tend to focus our attention on
the poet rather than the poetry. What is more, from Eliot’s perspec-
tive they also make for bad and superficial poems. This does not
mean that he is against the expression of deep feelings in poetry.
However, expressions of profound emotion should not have an
autobiographical dimension. Even if the emotion is unquestionably
the poet’s, it should be conveyed in such a way that the poet’s
private life plays no role in its presentation. What the poet needs to
look for, Eliot tells us in ‘Hamlet’, another essay from 1919, is an
‘objective correlative’: ‘a set of objects, a situation, a chain of events
which shall be the formula of that particular emotion’ (Eliot [1919]
1969: 145). Emotion must be conveyed indirectly. The poet’s
emotion should be invested in a carefully selected and appropriate
‘objective correlative’, which will then evoke the proper response in
the reader. Moreover, emotion must always be kept in check by
what Eliot called ‘wit’, a quality that he required of all poetry and
by which he means an ironic perception of things, a – sometimes
playful – awareness of paradoxes and incongruities that poses an
intellectual challenge to the reader. It follows from this that Eliot
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had little use for, for instance, the low-keyed soft-focus emotion-
ality of Alfred Tennyson (1809–92):

Tears, idle tears, I know not what they mean,
Tears from the depth of some divine despair
Rise in the heart, and gather to the eyes,
In looking on the happy autumn-fields,
And thinking of the days that are no more.

(‘Tears, Idle Tears’, 1847)

In contrast with this sort of poetry, Eliot’s own poetry presents
what might – somewhat unkindly – be described as a terse, tight-
lipped, ironic melancholy that signals in its striking use of images,
juxtapositions, inversions, and other poetic strategies just how
intellectually agile and alert it is. It is a poetry that fully demands
the reader’s close attention. The complexity of its language and
form forces us to take it seriously in its own right and makes it
difficult to see it in, for instance, autobiographical terms.

The integration of intellect and emotion and, less insistently, of
profundity and playfulness, that Eliot sees as an abolute condition
for good poetry drastically limits his list of worthwhile poets. In
fact, for Eliot, writing in the 1920s, literature had taken a wrong
turn more than two centuries before. In ‘The Metaphysical Poets’
he argues that the so-called ‘Metaphysical poets’ of the seventeenth
century still knew how to fuse thought and feeling, and seriousness
and lightness, in their poetry. After their heyday, however, a ‘disso-
ciation of sensibility’ had set in in which intellect, emotion, and
other formerly integrated qualities had gone their separate ways
(Eliot [1921] 1969: 288). For Eliot this had led to poetry that
errs either on the one side – sterile rationality, for instance – or on
the other – excessive emotion or a levity that turns into irresponsi-
bility – and that because of such failures is always condemned to
superficiality.

With hindsight we can see that Eliot proclaims his own poetic
practice and that of his fellow modernist poets of the early twen-
tieth century as the general norm. With hindsight we can also see
that Eliot’s nostalgia for a past when people were supposedly still
whole in the sense that they knew how to harmoniously combine
thought and feeling – reason and emotion – was fed by a deep
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dissatisfaction with the contemporary world in which harmony was
sadly lacking.

It may at first sight not be clear what this has to do with Eliot’s
views of literature. However, Eliot consciously places poetry – and
by implication all literature that meets his criteria – in opposition to
the modern world. He seeks in poetry the sort of profound experi-
ence that the modern world, in which materialistic values and a
cheap moralism have come to dominate, cannot offer. For Eliot, the
natural, organic unity that is missing from the world and that we
ourselves have also lost with the advent of scientific rationalism and
the utilitarian thinking of industrialization – the ‘dissociation of
sensibility’ – is embodied in aesthetic form in poetry. So even if
poetry has no answers to any questions we might ask, it is still of
vital importance and it allows us to recapture temporarily a lost
ideal of wholeness in the experience of reading. As Eliot’s fellow
American Robert Frost (1874–1963) phrased it from a slightly
different perspective, poetry provides ‘a momentary stay against
confusion’. Because of its integration of thought and feeling and of
opposing attitudes in a coherent aesthetic form poetry could, rather
paradoxically, even serve that function if the confusion itself was its
major theme (as for instance in Eliot’s ‘The Waste Land’ of 1922).
Simultaneously, poetry deepens our awareness of the important
things in life.

Although Eliot is obviously very much interested in poetic tech-
nique and in the form of specific poems – an interest that would be
worked out by a group of American poets and critics, the so-called
New Critics – he is ultimately even more interested in a poem’s
meaning. Poetry should convey complex meanings in which atti-
tudes that might easily be seen as contradictory are fused and
which allow us to see things that we otherwise would not see. Our
job, then, is to interpret poems, after which we can pass judgement
on them; that is, establish how well they succeed in creating and
conveying the complexity of meaning that we expect from them.
‘Here lies Fred,/He is dead’ would not pass muster. The idea that
we read poems, and literature in general, because they contain deep
meanings is now a commonplace. However, as will become clear in
the course of this book, the meaning of a specific literary work
cannot have a monopoly on our interest. An interest in the form of
the poem, novel, or play in question – and, by extension, in the
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form of literature as a whole – is equally legitimate, as is an
interest in a literary work’s politics. But those complications will
have to wait.

CAMBRIDGE, ENGLAND

Eliot, although trained as a philosopher, was not affiliated with a
university. But he was one of the most exciting poets of his genera-
tion and also one whose philosophical interests made him think
long and hard about the nature and function of literature.
Inevitably, his views of literature were immediately picked up
by young university teachers. Eliot’s most influential following
emerged at Cambridge University with the literary academic 
I.A. Richards (1893–1979) and the group that would somewhat later
be led by the critic F.R. Leavis (1895–1979). Although each of them
in his own way disagreed with some of Eliot’s claims, Richards and
Leavis initiated two intimately related ‘schools’ that would give
shape to English and American thinking about literature for almost
fifty years.

In Richards’s hands Eliot’s emphasis on the poem itself became
what we call practical criticism. In a still-fascinating experiment
Richards withheld all extra-textual information – no author,
period, or explanatory commentary – and asked students (and
tutors) to respond to poems that were thus completely stripped of
their context. It would be difficult to think up a more text-
oriented approach. We are now so familiar with this that it is
difficult to imagine how revolutionary Richards’s experiment
once was.

This should not obscure the fact that Richards stands firmly in
the line of Matthew Arnold and T.S. Eliot regarding the importance
of literature and, more particularly, poetry. Like so many young
intellectuals of the period, Richards had deep misgivings about a
contemporary world which seemed to have lost its bearings. He,
too, saw in poetry an antidote to the spiritual malaise that seemed
to pave the way for chaos. If the moral order would indeed fall
apart because of the loss of traditional values that he saw around
him, we would, Richards suggested, ‘be thrown back, as Matthew
Arnold foresaw, upon poetry. It is capable of saving us; it is a
perfectly possible means of overcoming chaos’ (Richards 1926: 83).
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Poetry, and the arts in general, could save us because it is there that
we find what is truly, and lastingly valuable – what gives meaning
to our lives:

The arts are our storehouse of recorded values. They spring from and
perpetuate hours in the lives of exceptional people, when their control
and command of experience is at its highest, hours when the varying
possibilities of existence are most clearly seen and the different activi-
ties which may arise are most exquisitely reconciled, hours when
habitual narrowness of interests or confused bewilderment are
replaced by an intricately wrought composure.

(Richards [1924] 1972a: 110)

This statement is not in the last place interesting because it so
clearly illustrates Richards’s view of the creative subject. The
keywords are ‘control’, ‘command’, ‘reconciled’, and ‘composure’.
For Richards the minds of artists are in control of whatever may
have befallen them, they reconcile contradictions, and transcend our
usual self-centredness. This command and transcendence originates
within the artists themselves: we are offered a perfect picture of the
liberal humanist individual or subject.

Because the arts are our storehouse of recorded values, they
‘supply the best data for deciding what experiences are more valu-
able than others’ (111). Literary art, then, helps us to evaluate our
own experience, to assess our personal life. It is all the better
equipped for this because its language is not scientific but emotive.
Scientific language is for Richards language that refers to the real
world and makes statements that are either true or false. The
emotive language of literature, however, conveys a certain type of
knowledge which is not scientific and factual but allows us to
connect with superior feelings and attitudes.

As I have just noted, practical criticism focuses upon the text and
the text alone. Because of this exclusively textual orientation, is was
an ideal programme for teasing out all the opposites that for
Richards (following Eliot) were reconciled and transcended in
poetry, often through the use of irony. Practical criticism became a
major instrument in spreading the idea that the best poems created
a vulnerable harmony – a precarious coherence – out of conflicting
perspectives and emotions. As we will see, in the United States this
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view would develop into the New Criticism that in the 1930s and
1940s became the major mode of criticism in America.

THE NOVEL AS GREAT ART

So far, we have been almost exclusively concerned with poetry.
F.R. Leavis, the other Cambridge academic who would put a –
highly personal – stamp on especially English literary studies, was,
at least initially, no exception. Leavis, too, started out with poetry
and also took Eliot’s views as his guiding light. In the course of the
1930s he accordingly subjected the history of English poetry to an
icy scrutiny in order to separate the wheat from the chaff, in the
process relegating a good many English poets of up-till-then fine
repute (including John Milton) to minor status. In particular
nineteenth-century poets, standing collectively accused of a ‘divorce
between thought and feeling, intelligence and sensibility’ – a
condemnation in which we clearly hear Eliot’s ‘dissociation of
sensibility’ – did not fare well.

However, his work of the later 1940s, in which he sets out to
revaluate the English novel, is more pertinent here. Until Leavis
changed the picture, fiction had gone largely unnoticed. Novels
cannot very well be subjected to the same sort of analysis that we
use with poems, especially not the substantial, if not actually
sprawling, novels that until the end of the nineteenth century were
more or less the rule. But Leavis’s discussions of fiction would in
any case have departed from the course set out by Eliot and
Richards. By the 1940s Leavis had already in his discussions of
poetry begun to include a moralistic dimension that is almost
completely absent from the work of his American contemporaries,
the New Critics. Leavis increasingly comes to judge poems in terms
of the ‘life’ and the ‘concreteness’ they succeed in conveying. In
other words, he begins to discuss content as relatively independent
of form while for the New Critics, as we will see below, form and
content were inextricably interwoven. While for the New Critics
and an ever greater number of affiliated academics a text’s form
created the ironic maturity of its content, for Leavis form became
increasingly of secondary importance. What the literary work
should provide was a mature apprehension of authentic life, and
certainly not one that was too ironic and therefore emotionally
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sterile (he was not charmed by the ironies of James Joyce’s Ulysses
[1922], which Eliot had thought a great work of art). For Leavis,
authentic representations of life depended on a writer’s personal
authenticity and moral integrity. As he said in his 1948 The Great
Tradition of the novelists he considered great: ‘they are all distin-
guished by a vital capacity for experience, a kind of reverent
openness before life, and a marked moral intensity’ (Leavis [1948]
1962: 17). One of Leavis’s ‘great’ novelists, the English writer
D.H. Lawrence (1885–1930), had already offered a characteristically
provoking illustration of such openness:

If the bank clerk feels really piquant about his hat, if he establishes a
lively relation with it, and goes out of the shop with the new straw hat
on his head, a changed man, be-aureoled, then that is life.
The same with the prostitute. If a man establishes a living relation to her,
if only for a moment, then that is life. But if it doesn’t: if it is just for the
money and function, then it is not life, but sordidness, and a betrayal of
living.
If a novel reveals true and vivid relationships, it is a moral work, no
matter what the relationships may consist in.

(Lawrence [1925] 1972a: 129)

Because they believe that due to its scope and its attention to
authentic detail the novel can represent life in all its fullness, it is
for Leavis and Lawrence superior to whatever the other arts or the
human sciences (such as psychology or sociology) may have to
offer. It can, moreover, make us participate in that fullness. As
Lawrence said: ‘To be alive, to be man alive, to be whole man alive:
that is the point. And at its best, the novel, and the novel supremely,
can help you’ (Lawrence [1936] 1972b: 135).

This is an attractive programme for the novel – and for us. Who
would not want to live authentically and to defend the forces of life
against whatever may happen to threaten it? However, like so
many attractive programmes it falls apart upon closer scrutiny.
Who is to define a mature apprehension of life, a vital capacity for
experience, or a reverent openness before life? And what about the
morals that are felt so intensely? Do we know what exactly consti-
tutes the right set of morals? In any case, given his interest in full
representations of life in its totality, Leavis almost inevitably came
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to focus on the novel. If you want scope, the novel has more to
offer than lyrical poetry. So, somewhat belatedly, Leavis brought
the novel into the amazing professionalization of the study of
English as it had started in the 1920s (drama, and in particular
Shakespeare, many of whose plays lent themselves to an approach
in poetic terms, had already been embraced in the 1930s). This is
not to say that novels had been completely ignored. But Leavis
elevated this interest into a programme. Moreover, he significantly
expanded its scope, arguing that literary criticism, and in particular
criticism of the novel, provided the best imaginable basis for criti-
cizing contemporary culture. As we will see in the later chapters of
this book, literary studies – far broader defined than Leavis ever
imagined, or would have accepted – is still very strongly engaged
in social and cultural critique, albeit in ways that Leavis would not
necessarily approve of.

MEANING IN THE UNITED STATES

In the 1930s, the work of Eliot, Richards, and Leavis found a warm
welcome on the other side of the Atlantic among a group of poets,
including John Crowe Ransom, Allen Tate, Robert Penn Warren, and
Cleanth Brooks, who in the mid-1930s initiated a professionalization
of American literary studies comparable to the developments in
England.

These New Critics, as they came to be called (the label derives
from the title of Ransom’s 1941 book The New Criticism), shared
the misgivings of their English colleagues about the contemporary
world. They, too, saw around them a world driven by a desire for
profit in which the so-called triumphs of modern science, in combi-
nation with capitalistic greed, threatened to destroy tradition and
everything that was not immediately useful – including poetry. Like
their English mentors, they turned to an idealized past in which
organic unity and social harmony had not yet been destroyed by the
industrialization and commercialization of the contemporary world.

The New Critics, then, saw poetry as a means of resisting commodi-
fication and superficiality. Because of its internal organization – its
formal structure – a poem created harmony out of opposites and
tension and thereby presented a vital alternative. In creating coherent
wholes out of the full variety and contradictory complexity of life,
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poetry halted and transcended the chaotic flux of actual experience. As
John Crowe Ransom (1888–1974) put it in a 1937 essay called
‘Criticism, Inc.’: ‘The poet perpetuates in his poem an order of exis-
tence which in actual life is constantly crumbling beneath his touch’
(Ransom [1937] 1972: 238). In perpetuating such fleeting orders, one
of the poet’s main stategies was the use of paradox with, as Cleanth
Brooks (1906–94) said, ‘its twin concomitants of irony and wonder’.
By means of paradoxes ‘the creative imagination’ achieves ‘union’.
That ‘fusion is not logical’, Brooks continues, ‘it apparently violates
science and common sense; it welds together the discordant and the
contradictory’ (Brooks [1942] 1972: 300–301).

In this emphasis on paradox – a statement containing contradic-
tory aspects – and irony the New Critics clearly follow Eliot and
Richards. They, too, see poems as storehouses of authentic values
and as expressing important truths about the complexities of life
that no other medium can convey nearly as effectively. (This is so,
Brooks suggests, because ‘apparently the truth which the poet
utters can be approached only in terms of paradox’ [292].) In some
ways, however, they follow their own course. Richards had been
seriously interested in the effects of poetry upon its readers. The
New Critics exclude both the poet – as Richards had also done – and
the reader from their approach to poetry. As a result, they focus
more on the actual form of literary works than their English coun-
terparts. In fact, within the context of English and American
criticism their approach to literature might well be considered
formalist and it does indeed often go by that label. However,
compared to the European formalists that I will discuss in the next
chapters, their interest in form is relatively limited. They are not
interested in form for its own sake, but in form as contributing to a
text’s meaning.

The New Critics’ lack of interest in the effects of poems does not
mean that they denied the special character of poetic language. As
Brooks tells us, ‘the poet’s language . . . is a language in which the
connotations play as great a part as the denotations’ (295).
Moreover, for the New Critics, too, a poem had to be fully experi-
enced in order to be effective. ‘A poem should not mean, but be’, as
they said, meaning that the ‘message’ that we can extract from a
poem cannot possibly do justice to its complexity. Anything but
the entirety of its paradoxes, opposites, and reconciling ironies is
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reductive and damaging. ‘Close reading’, that is, the focus on the
text that Richards and Leavis had promoted so vigorously in
England, in the hands of the New Critics became closer than ever.
With the author’s intentions and the reader’s response removed
from the scene, the study of literature restricted itself to analysing
the techniques and strategies that poems used to deliver their para-
doxical effects: the system of checks and balances that creates the
diversity in unity that we experience. Although it probably seems
counterintuitive, from this perspective it is not the poet – about
whose intentions we usually know next to nothing – but indeed
the poem itself that does the delivering. What organizes the
poem – brings its diverse elements together – is not so much
authorial intention as an abstract principle, the principle of coher-
ence, which the New Critics assumed present and active in any
‘good’ poem. In good poetry, and, by extension, all good literature,
the principle of coherence keeps the text’s paradoxes and possible
contradictions in check. Some may object that this does not make
much sense because literary texts do not spring up overnight and
all by themselves in remote and mysterious areas, so that it might
seem a bit perverse to exclude the author from the discussion of a
text. But it makes a good deal of practical sense. In some cases we
do not even know who the author is and in many cases we can
only guess at the author’s intentions because we have no informa-
tion. Moreover, when we have that information it does not
necessarily illuminate the poem, at least not from the perspective
that I am discussing here. As we have seen, these critics assume
that good literature is not bound by time and place. It transcends
the limitations of its place of origin (including the author) and
addresses the complexities of an essentially unchanging human
condition. The concrete intentions of the author, or the circum-
stances that triggered the poem, are therefore mostly or even
wholly irrelevant. What does it matter if we know that poet X
wrote this particular poem because he was hopelessly in love with
the undeserving Lady Y? The poem in question will only be worth-
while if it does not give us all the details but focuses on scorned
love in general. In this sense, information about authorial inten-
tion or the direct occasion for a work of literature may be
damaging rather than helpful. For humanist critics such as Eliot,
Richards, Leavis, and the New Critics, human nature and the
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human condition have not changed over time and are essentially
the same the world over. Human nature is not black, or white, or
brown; it does not speak English or Tagalog; it is not prehistoric,
medieval, or postmodern; it does not lean towards deep-sea fishing,
pig farming, or business administration. Such details will inevitably
feature in a literary work, but they are secondary to what a good
poem, novel, or play has to offer.

THE REIGN OF THE CRITICS 
AND ITS LIMITATIONS

In his 1937 essay ‘Criticism, Inc.’ the New Critic John Crowe Ransom
tells us that criticism ‘might be seriously taken in hand by profes-
sionals’ (Ransom [1937] 1972: 229). Aware that he is perhaps using ‘a
distasteful figure’, he nonetheless has ‘the idea that what we need is
Criticism, Inc., or Criticism, Ltd.’ The essay catches the new profes-
sionalism that literary academics on both sides of the Atlantic were
not unreasonably proud of and invites us to look at the role that
Ransom had in mind for himself and his fellow professionals. One
part of their self-appointed task stands out. As we have seen, for the
New Critics and their English colleagues literature, and in particular
poetry, constituted a defensive line against the world of vulgar
commerce and amoral capitalist entrepreneurialism that they held
responsible for the moral decline of Western culture. But who was to
decide which works of literature among the plenitude that the past
has left us (and to which the present keeps on adding) actually
contain ‘the best that has been thought and said in the world’, to use
Arnold’s words again? Who was to expose the at-first-sight-attractive
poems that because of their limited view and superficial emotions
ultimately, even if unintentionally, undermined Arnold’s ‘culture’?

If literature takes the place of religion, as Arnold had prophesied,
then critics are the defenders of the faith. For a period of fifty years
the large majority of literary academics on both sides of the
Atlantic saw themselves as the elect, as an intellectual and moral
elite that had as its central task to safeguard ‘life’, the fullness of
human experience. In the minds of especially the Leavisites, but
also the others who partly or wholly shared their views, criticism
and social critique were so intimately interwoven that they could
not be separated from each other. As I have already suggested, the
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interrelatedness of criticism – even if it now usually goes under
other names – and social critique is still a hallmark of English and
American literary studies.

But let me return to the specific view of literature that we find
among the first generations of literary academics. With hindsight,
we can easily see the intimate relationship between their discussions
of structure, irony, and so on and a good many indisputably impor-
tant literary works of the period: Eliot’s ‘The Waste Land’ (1922),
Ezra Pound’s Cantos (1925–60), Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse
(1927), James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922), William Faulkner’s The Sound
and the Fury (1929) and countless other poems, novels, and plays.
What was essentially an early twentieth-century view of literature,
formed under the influence of specific historical circumstances,
became a prescription for all ages. Predictably, the large numbers of
writers who for one reason or another had operated in a different
mode (Walt Whitman, for instance, with his long descriptive
passages) fell from grace. Literary history was reshaped in the image
of the early twentieth century. Whereas we can see the ‘irony’ that
the writers and the critics of the period valued so highly as a defen-
sive strategy in a confusing world of rapid social and technological
change, they themselves genuinely believed it to be an infallible sign
of ‘maturity’ and proceeded to demote all texts (and writers) that did
not meet the required standard.

We can also see now that the required standard is heavily
gendered. (This anticipates a much fuller discussion of ‘gender’ in a
later chapter, but it must be mentioned here.) Eliot’s ‘wit’, the
‘irony’ of Richards and the New Critics, and the ‘maturity’ of
Leavis all serve to underline a shared masculinist perspective. This
is not to say that they have no place for female writers – in its first
instalment Leavis’s ‘great tradition’ of English novelists includes
two male and two female writers. But in a period in which self-
discipline (the self-discipline of the poet who refuses to personalize
the poem), wit, a controlling irony, and related qualities are all seen
as typically male, whereas overt emotions and a refusal to intellec-
tualize experience are seen as typically female, the female writers
elected for inclusion in the literary pantheon were admitted because
they met a male standard.

Practical criticism and New Criticism have had a lasting influ-
ence. Their preoccupation with the text and nothing but the text
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would live on after their demise. Even now its textual orientation is
still a force to reckon with, although always tempered by other
considerations and usually – but not necessarily – stripped of its
prejudices. It is of course only natural that texts, and not for
instance landscaping, should play a central role in literary studies. It
is less obvious, however – counterintuitive as it may seem – that
meaning should be so prominent. In the next two chapters we will
look at approaches to literature in which the meaning of individual
texts, which in England and America provided the major drive for
literary studies, is of at best secondary importance.
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Summary
English and American literary studies traditionally focus on the meaning
of literary texts. Practical cricitism (the United Kingdom) and New
Criticism (the United States) first of all provide interpretations, with the
New Critics paying particular attention to the formal aspects of litera-
ture, which for them also contribute directly to a text’s meaning. Within
this Anglo-American tradition, literature is thought to be of great impor-
tance because in poems, novels, and plays we find ‘the best that has
been thought and said’. Literature offers the most profound insights
into human nature and the human condition that are available to us.
Because of its profundity and its authenticity it offers us a vantage point
from which to criticize the superficial, rationalized, and commercialized
world we live in. Literary criticism, which seeks out and preserves the
very best of what millennia of writing have to offer, thus functions simul-
taneously as social critique. Finally, in this traditional form literary
studies takes liberal humanism and its assumptions for granted. It sees
the individual – the subject, in technical terms – as not determined and
defined by social and economic circumstances, but as fundamentally
free. We create ourselves, and our destiny, through the choices we make.

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING

There is no shortage of books on the English and American literary-
critical heritage. Two very accessible and even-handed studies are
Chris Baldick’s The Social Mission of English Criticism, 1848–1932
(1983), which has chapters on Arnold, Eliot, Richards, and Leavis, and
his more recent Criticism and Literary Theory 1890 to the Present



(1996), which covers some of the same ground, but also discusses the
New Criticism and later developments. Mark Jancovich’s The
Cultural Politics of the New Criticism (1993) is especially interested
in what the New Critics saw as their social mission.

Gerald Graff’s Professing Literature: An Institutional History
(1987) maps the institutionalization of literary studies in the
United States while Masks of Conquest: Literary Study and British
Rule in India (1989) by Gauri Viswanathan offers a fascinating
account of ‘English’ in colonial India.

Eliot’s early essays – ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’, ‘Hamlet’,
‘The Metaphysical Poets’ – are still worthwhile reading. Those who
would like to see the New Criticism in action, can also still go
directly to the source. Cleanth Brooks’s The Well-Wrought Urn:
Studies in the Structure of Poetry ([1947] 1968) contains a number
of now classic essays while Brooks’s collaboration with Robert Penn
Warren in Understanding Poetry ([1939] 1976) led to an enor-
mously influential textbook on New Critical interpretation. Leavis’s
approach to poetry and the poetic tradition comes through vividly
in his New Bearings in English Poetry (1932) and Revaluation
(1936); The Great Tradition ([1948] 1962) is a good example of his
equally uncompromising criticism of the novel.

Finally, English Studies featured every now and then in especially
British fiction. For those who want to have a look behind the scenes
I can recommend David Lodge’s three novels dealing with ‘English’
in both England and the United States (Changing Places: A Tale of
Two Campuses [1975], Small World: An Academic Romance [1984],
and Nice Work [1989]) and A. S. Byatt’s Possession: A Romance
(1990).
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In spite of the enormous influence of Eliot, Leavis, and the New
Critics, our current perspectives on the study of literature owe
perhaps more to Continental Europe than to England and America.
The continental European tradition of literary studies that is
responsible for this begins in Russia, in the second decade of the
twentieth century, in Moscow and St Petersburg. It finds a new
home in Prague in the late 1920s, when the political climate in
Russia has become too repressive, and travels to France (by way of
New York City) after World War II, where it comes to full bloom in
the 1960s and begins to draw widespread international attention. It
is in France, too, that it provokes a countermovement that achieved
its full force in the 1970s and 1980s and that is still the dominant
presence in literary – and in cultural – studies.

Like its Anglo-American counterpart, this originally Russian
approach to literature initially concentrated on poetry. But that is
about all the two had in common. The English, later Anglo-
American, line of development and the Russian one had nothing
whatsoever to do with each other. The Russians who developed
the so-called formal method – which gave them the name
Formalists – were totally unaware of what happened in England,
while the English and the Americans were completely ignorant of
the debates that took place in Russia (and later in Prague). It is only
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when a prominent Formalist, the Russian linguist Roman Jakobson
(1896–1982) and his fellow Formalists began to be translated into
English in the late 1950s and 1960s that the English-speaking world
began to take notice of their wholly different approach to literary
art. But even then the response was slow, no doubt because the
Formalist approach was so foreign to what Eliot, Leavis, the New
Critics, and their ubiquitous heirs saw as the mission of literature
and of writing about literature. Significantly, the Formalist perspec-
tive had to be picked up, assimilated, and further developed by the
French before it really made an impact on English and American
literary thought. In what follows I will concentrate on the work of
the Russians and only look briefly at some later developments.
What is relevant here is is not historical comprehensiveness but a
certain way of looking at literature that would much later have
great impact in the English-speaking world.

EARLY FORMALISM

As the phrase ‘formal method’ will have suggested, the Formalists
were primarily oriented towards the form of literature. That focus
on formal aspects does not mean that they could not imagine a
possible moral or social mission for literature. As one of them,
Viktor Shklovsky (1893–1984), put it in 1917, literature has the
ability to make us see the world anew – to make that which has
become familiar, because we have been overexposed to it, strange
again. Instead of merely registering things in an almost subcon-
scious process of recognition because we think we know them, we
once again look at them: ‘art exists that one may recover the sensa-
tion of life. . . . The purpose of art is to impart the sensation of things
as they are perceived and not as they are known’ (Shklovsky [1917]
1998: 18). The result of this process of defamiliarization is that it
enables us once again to see the world in its full splendour or, as the
case may be, true awfulness. I should say that this was not a radi-
cally new insight. More than a hundred years earlier the English
poet Shelley had already claimed that poetry ‘lifts the veil from
the hidden beauty of the world’ – Shelley had not much eye for
awfulness – ‘and makes familiar objects be as if they were not
familiar’ (quoted in Scholes 1974: 174). But although the Formalists
were prepared to recognize this as a not unimportant effect of
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literature, they initially relegated it to the far background. The social
function of literature, either as the repository of the best that had
been thought and said, or as one of the great revitalizers (with the
other arts) of our perception of the world around us, largely left
them cold in the first phase of their explorations. What they wanted
to know is how literature works, how it achieves its defamiliarizing
effects. For the New Critics the formal aspects of literary works were
not unimportant. However, they were first of all interested in the
form in which a poem presented itself because a close scrutiny of its
formal aspects would reveal the complex of oppositions and tensions
that constituted the poem’s real meaning. But the Formalists were
after what they considered bigger game and in order to do so
ignored literature’s referential function, the way it reflects the world
we live in, and gave it an autonomous status – or gave at least the
aesthetic dimension of literature an autonomous status, as Jakobson
qualified their position in 1933.

From their earliest meetings, around 1914, the Formalists are
focused on what Jakobson in 1921 started to call ‘literariness’ – that
which makes a literary text different from, say, a piece in the
Economist or Time. In other words, although they always work with
individual texts, what they are interested in is what all literary texts
have in common, in a literary common denominator. Seeing the
study of literature as a science, they concentrated like true scientists
on general rules. Whereas practical criticism and the New Criticism
focused on the individual meaning of individual texts, Formalism
wants to discover general laws – the more general the better.

The secret of ‘literariness’, the Formalists decided, was that in
poetry – the initial focus of their interest – ordinary language
becomes ‘defamiliarized’. While an article in Time is satisfied to use
fairly ordinary language, poetry subjects language to a process of
defamiliarization. It is this linguistic defamiliarization that then
leads to a perceptual defamiliarization on the part of the reader, to
a renewed and fresh way of looking at the world. How does
poetry defamiliarize what I have just called ‘ordinary’ language? It
employs an impressive range of so-called ‘devices’. It uses, for
instance, forms of repetition that one does not find in ordinary
language such as rhyme, a regular metre, or the subdivision in
stanzas that we find in many poems. But poetry also uses ‘devices’
that one may come across in non-poetic language (although not
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with the same frequency) such as metaphors and symbols. In so
doing, it often also exploits the potential for ambiguity that
language always has. Whereas a Time article tries to avoid ambigui-
ties because it wants to be as transparent as possible, poetry makes
use of all the second (and third) meanings that words and phrases
tend to have, plus all the associations they evoke. What these
devices have in common is that they always draw attention to
themselves: they constantly remind us that we are dealing with
language and not with the real world because they signal their own
difference from the non-literary language that we ordinarily use
(and which we take to represent the world). Advertising agencies
are well aware of this. At one time the Heinz company tried to
boost its baked beans sales with the brilliant slogan ‘Beanz Meanz
Heinz’, a phrase that inevitably draws our attention to its own
language. Because its ingenious play with language catches the eye
and makes it stand out among other ads it probably also effectively
served its purpose: to sell more beans. For the Formalists, then,
poetry is not poetry because it employs time-honoured and
profound themes to explore the human condition but rather
because in the process of defamiliarizing the language it draws
attention to its own artificality, to the way it says what it has to say.
As Roman Jakobson said in 1921, poetry is a mode of language
characterized by an orientation towards its own form. What it first
of all allows us to see in a fresh manner is language itself. What
that language refers to – what it communicates – is of secondary
importance. In fact, if a work of art draws attention to its own form,
then that form becomes part of its content: its form is part of what
it communicates. (This is obvious in paintings that are completely
abstract: since such paintings do not refer us to the outside world
they can only ‘be’ about themselves. They force us to pay attention
to their form, because that is all they have to offer.)

Now the idea of defamiliarization works well enough in the case
of poetry and the difficult, wilfully innovative and defamiliarizing
Modernist poetry of their own period perfectly confirmed the
validity of defamiliarization as the ultimate criterion in establishing
‘literariness’. But not surprisingly they ran into trouble in their
attempts to make the defamiliarizing ‘devices’ of poetry work for
fiction: the most obvious ones – rhyme, for instance – simply do
not occur in fiction, and the less obvious ones, such as imagery, can
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also be found, even if not to the same degree, in ordinary usage. It is
true that there are novels that in spite of this achieve an impressive
degree of defamiliarization. This, for instance, is how Russell
Hoban’s Riddley Walker of 1980 takes off: ‘On my naming day
when I come 12 I gone front spear and kilt a wyld boar he parbly
ben the las wyld pig on the Bundel Downs’ (Hoban [1980] 1982: 1).
But novels like this are rare. Usually we have to look pretty closely
to find real deviations from ordinary language.

FABULA AND SYUZHET

In 1925 Boris Tomashevski (1890–1957), building upon earlier
efforts of his colleagues, formulated the fullest Formalist answer to
the question of how to distinguish the language of fiction from ordi-
nary language. The difference, he argued, is not so much a difference
in language but a difference in presentation. In order to clarify this
he juxtaposed two concepts: fabula (introduced by Shklovsky in
1921) and syuzhet (or suzhet, depending on how one transcribes the
Russian alphabet). The fabula is a straightforward account of some-
thing, it tells us what actually happened. For instance: John Doe kills
his cousin Jack to become the sole heir of a fortune and sits back to
wait for the demise of the aged and infirm uncle – old J.J. Doe, his
cousin’s father and only remaining kin – who controls the money.
The police work hard at solving the case but fail to do so. J.J. Doe
hires a private eye who naturally succeeds where the police have
failed. John Doe is arrested and duly sentenced.

These the bare bones of the sort of story that one finds in count-
less private eye novels. But this is not how the standard private eye
novel, which is usually narrated by the private eye him-(or her)self,
would tell it. The novel would begin with the private eye being
invited by J.J. Doe to come to his mansion to talk about the case.
The fact that the murder has been committed by John will not
become clear until we have almost reached the end. As in all detec-
tive novels, the author manipulates the fabula to create maximum
suspense. Such a manipulation of the fabula creates the syuzhet
(the story as it is actually told) and it is the syuzhet that has the
defamiliarizing effect that devices have in poetry: like, for instance,
rhyme the syuzhet calls attention to itself. Moreover, it defamiliar-
izes the events of the story because it actively interferes with the
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story’s chronology. (I will discuss in a moment why we usually do
not experience that attention-calling effect when we read, say, a
detective novel.) It will immediately be obvious that one and the
same fabula can give rise to a good many syuzhets. That insight
became the basis for a book that much later would enjoy wide-
spread influence, Vladimir Propp’s The Morphology of the Folktale
(1928), which I will briefly look at because it forms an important
link between the Formalists and the French so-called structuralists
of the 1960s.

FOLKTALES

It had struck Propp (1895–1970) that if you looked closer at many
Russian folktales and fairytales you actually found one and the
same underlying story. In Folktale he tries to show how a hundred
different tales are in fact variations upon – in other words, syuzhets
of – what seemed to be one and the same underlying fabula. This is
a rather free use of the fabula/syuzhet opposition, as we will see in
a moment, and it must be stressed that Propp was not a Formalist.
He is not interested in literariness and in many of his tales there is
hardly any difference between fabula and syuzhet as understood in
Formalist terms. In a simple, chronologically told fairy tale without
flashbacks and other narrative tricks the syuzhet is in fact identical
with the fabula. Still, Propp’s at the time revolutionary idea that
a hundred rather widely varying folk- and fairytales might actually
tell one and the same underlying story is clearly inspired by the
distinction between fabula and syuzhet.

How is one and the same fabula possible if in some fairytales we
have characters who play important roles – a prince, a forester, a
hunter, a miller, a good fairy, an evil queen – and who are yet wholly
absent from others? How could all these tales possibly be presenta-
tions of the same basic story? Propp very ingeniously solves this
problem by thinking in terms of actors and functions, by which he
means acts or events that crucially help the story along. Let me try
to give an idea how this works. One of the actors that Propp identi-
fies – and which he sees returning in all his tales – is the ‘helper’.
Since it is not relevant to the function – all that he or she has to do is
offer an act of help that keeps the story moving – Propp need not
further specify who or what the ‘helper’ is. The ‘helper’ can be either
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male or female, can be a forester (as in ‘Little Red Riding Hood’) or
hunter (as in ‘Snow White’), can be old or young, rich or poor, and
so on – the possibilities are infinite. In one his examples Propp illus-
trates the act of helping with examples from four fairy tales. In the
first one the hero is given an eagle who carries him to another
kingdom, in the second one the hero is given a horse that gets him
there. In the third tale he is presented with a boat, and in the fourth
one he is given a ring that magically produces a number of young
men who carry him where he wants to go. The people who help the
hero are different, the hero himself has different names, and the
means of conveyance (if we can call an eagle a means of conveyance)
are different. But the actor – and the function of the event – is in
each case exactly the same. We might say that various syuzhet-
elements correspond to one fabula-element (if we take the liberty of
seeing all the fairytales in terms of one single fabula).

Propp distinguishes a limited number of actors (or, in his term,
‘dramatis personae’) – hero, villain, seeker (often the hero), helper,
false hero, princess – and thirty-one functions that always appear in
the same sequence. I should add that all thirty-one of them do not
necessarily make an appearance in every single fairytale. Propp’s
fairytales get along very well with only a selection, even if the final
functions – the punishment of the villain and the wedding that
symbolizes the happy ending – are always the same. It is also
possible for a fairytale to interrupt itself and start a new, embedded,
sequence (and another one) or to put one sequence after another.
The individual qualities of the characters, however, are always irrel-
evant. At Propp’s level of abstraction only their acts – which derive
from the functions – really count. The villain and the helper are
unimportant except for what they do and what they do always has
the same function in the various tales. This approach in terms of
actors – embodied by interchangeable characters – and functions
allows Propp to collapse a hundred different syuzhets into the
skeleton of one single fabula. In my example of the detective story,
all the different ways in which the story may be told – it could for
instance begin with a description of the murder without giving
away the identity of the murderer – would still have John Doe as
the murderer and his cousin Jack as the victim. At Propp’s level of
abstraction, however, we ignore the actual characters and concen-
trate on their function within the story. If we look at Propp’s tales
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from this abstract vantage point we see similarities between them
that otherwise would have escaped our notice.

By presenting things in this way, Propp makes us see his folktales
as systems in which the functions that he identifies have a specific
place. In my discussion of the New Critics I have suggested that
they – a decade after Propp – saw the literary work, and in partic-
ular the poetic text they were preoccupied with, as a system of
checks and balances, with the checks and balances obviously interre-
lated. In Propp’s book the interrelatedness of the various elements
of a text gets more emphasis because his clearly defined functions
are part of an equally clearly defined chain (there is, after all, only
one underlying fabula). The ‘helper’ is always there to offer help,
and not to the ‘villain’, even if what he or she actually does may
vary widely from tale to tale. Each of Propp’s folktales, then,
contains an underlying structure of which the unsuspecting reader
will usually not be aware. But if folktales contain such a structure,
then maybe other narratives, too, can be made to reveal an under-
lying structure. That idea would conquer literary academia more
than thirty years later.

FORMALISM REVISITED

The Formalists, too, came to see literature in systemic terms so that
Jakobson and his colleague Yuri Tynyanov (1879–1943) in the same
year that Propp published his work could already speak of the study
of literature as a ‘systematic science’. In its early phase, Formalism
had seen a poem as the totality of its ‘devices’: as the footing of a
column of devices that were not necessarily related in any way.
Apart from that, it had assumed that ‘literariness’ was the product of
the inherent qualities of those devices. Those qualities, and the
resulting literariness, could be identified, pointed at. And this is
where early Formalism went wrong. I have said above that the
Formalists were primarily interested in generalities. One general
rule seemed unassailable: the rule that literariness is created by defa-
miliarizing devices. But it soon proved impossible to establish rules
with regard to those devices. The ‘defamiliarizing’ potential of
certain techniques or ways of presenting things is not an inalienable
property. It manifests itself only in the right context. The only rule
that can be formulated is that defamiliarization works by way of
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contrast, of difference. Because the early Formalists presupposed a
too rigid connection between a fixed set of devices and the principle
of literariness, they did not see the devices that they regarded as the
building blocks of literary texts in their proper light.

They gradually gave up this position when it became clear that to
identify the various ways in which literature differed from ordinary
language was only a first step towards explaining how literature
works. Why is it, for instance, that we do not ordinarily realize how
thoroughly we are being manipulated in a detective novel? Could it
be that the suspense keeps us from noticing? Or is it that we have
become so familiar with the genre that we no longer see what is
happening right under our noses? Could the process of familiariza-
tion that is responsible for our relative blindness with regard to our
environment, including language, be at work within literature
itself? The Formalists decided that that was indeed the case. What is
more, familiarization worked at two levels: that of the single
literary work and that of literature as a whole. Now where we find
familiarization we may also expect defamiliarization, or at least
attempts at defamiliarization, and so the Formalists started to look
for processes of defamiliarization within literature – and the
literary work – itself.

As was the case with Propp, the more abstract level that this way
of looking at things brought into the discussion led the Formalists
away from ‘devices’ in the direction of ‘functions’. Let us first look
at defamiliarization within one and the same literary text. Imagine
a long poem consisting of heroic couplets (iambic pentameters –
lines of ten syllables – with the rhyme scheme aa, bb, cc, and so on).
Carried along by its rather monotonous cadence we suddenly come
across two non-rhyming lines of fourteen syllables each. These two
lines function to defamiliarize the reading process because they
make us stop and think. But this works also the other way around.
Imagine a long poem of unrhymed lines of fourteen syllables each
in which you suddenly come across heroic couplets. Now the heroic
couplets would have the function of making us stop and think. In
other words, whether a certain poetic technique serves as a defamil-
iarizing device depends on the larger background. To take this a bit
further: the ability to defamiliarize our perception is not a quality
that certain techniques inherently possess, it is all a matter of how a
certain technique functions within a given literary work, and that
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function can change from text to text. What counts is the way and
the extent to which it differs from its environment. It is of course
true that certain techniques, such as the use of extreme hyperboles,
would defamiliarize most literary texts, but it is equally true that
in a text filled from the start with extreme hyperboles another
hyperbole would not even be noticed. Every imaginable literary
technique, then, can either have a familiarizing or a defamiliarizing
effect. Everything depends on the way it functions within a given
text. Differentiation is the crucial factor. This led to a view of the
literary work as a system that establishes a textual environment
that is then again and again made new with the help of defamiliar-
izing devices. From this perspective it is first of all the system that
dictates the actual techniques that will have to be used (long, non-
rhyming lines in an environment of heroic couplets; heroic couplets
among long non-rhyming lines). The system will of course offer a
wide range of choice, but it will always demand difference.

Extending this insight to literature as such, the Formalists came
up with an interesting explanation of literary change. We all know
that literature has changed over time. But why? Why do new
genres emerge – the novel, for instance – and old ones disappear
over the cultural horizon? And why do we find such rather consid-
erable changes within genres themselves? The novel has gone from
realism (mid- and late nineteenth century) to modernism (early
twentieth century) and postmodernism (1960s and beyond). What
is the driving mechanism behind such developments? The Formalist
answer will not come as a surprise: defamiliarization. Literature as a
whole renews itself through the development of, for instance, new
genres, while genres in their turn defamiliarize (and thereby
change) themselves through, for example, parody – a defamiliar-
izing strategy because it invariably focuses on peculiarities – and
through the incorporation of new materials and techniques taken
from other genres or from popular culture.

Acts of defamiliarization will only have a temporary effect:
even the most innovative devices will with the passage of time
lose their capacity to catch our attention. The idea that an ever-
lasting dynamic between an inevitable process of familiarization
and acts of defamiliarization is the driving mechanism behind
literary change, in other words, the driving force in literary
history, is ingenious and interesting. It tries to give answers to
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questions of historical change that the New Critics, with their
focus on the words on the page, could not even begin to address.
But the Formalist answers can only be part of a much larger
picture. As they themselves realized in the later 1920s, literature
is not wholly autonomous; it is not completely divorced from the
world it exists in. Far-reaching social changes must have had
consequences for the course of literary history. With the disap-
pearance of the medieval world of heroic knights and grave quests,
for instance, the long narrative poems that presented knights and
quests became obsolete. In Miguel Cervantes’ Don Quixote
(1605–15) such a knight, although in some ways still admirable,
has become the object of gentle ridicule. Moreover, the mechanism
of defamiliarization cannot say anything about the nature of the
devices that will be deployed. All it tells us is that change is
inevitable. It does not tell us which new course that change will
take. Surely the individual author plays a significant role in
making a selection from the array of devices that are available or,
even better, in creating wholly new ones.

FURTHER DEVELOPMENTS

In the later 1920s the cause of Formalism was taken up in Prague,
not in the least because Jakobson had moved there to get away from
the increasingly repressive regime in what had become the Soviet
Union. I will in this brief section focus on what from our vantage
point are the most relevant aspects of the way the Prague (or
Czech) structuralists contributed to literary theory.

Most importantly they further developed the idea that a literary
text is a structure in which all the elements are interrelated and
interdependent. There is nothing in a literary work that can be seen
and studied in isolation. Each single element has a function through
which it is related to the work as a whole. The Formalists tended to
focus on the defamiliarizing elements within literary art – either
those elements that distinguished literary texts from non-literature
or those that served the process of defamiliarization within those
texts themselves. As a result, they paid little attention to all the
elements that did not directly contribute to the defamiliarizing
process. For the structuralists, however, everything played a role in
what a text was and did.
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One reason for arriving at this position is that, drawing on new
insights in contemporary linguistics, they expanded the Formalists’
notion of ‘function’. In so doing they gave a better theoretical foun-
dation to the idea that literature is concerned with itself, while
simultaneously explaining how it could also refer to the outside
world. As we have seen, for the Formalists ‘function’ has to do with
the way textual elements achieve effects of defamiliarization
because of their difference from their environment. For the struc-
turalists, the text as a whole – and not just the literary text – has a
function too, and it is on the basis of the way a text functions as a
whole that we can distinguish between various sorts of text. A text’s
function is determined by its orientation. These orientations are
basically those of a so-called ‘speech act’ – they derive from what
we do with speech. Let me illustrate some of the possibilities, using
speech examples. One of the shortest texts in the language is
‘Damn!’ Expressing a whole range of emotions – disappointment,
anger, surprise, and so on – ‘Damn!’ quite often is oriented towards
the speaker him- or herself. Because everything we say or write
may be seen as a message, we could also say that here, perhaps a bit
paradoxically, the message is oriented towards its sender. ‘Hey,
you!’, however, is oriented towards the person that is addressed (the
addressee). If we tell a friend about the movie we have just seen, or
the near-accident we have witnessed, then our ‘text’ is oriented
towards things in the outside world, it refers to the reality we both
live in (what one might call the context). From this perspective in
terms of orientation, literary texts are oriented towards themselves,
but not in the way that ‘Damn!’ is often oriented towards its
‘sender’. Literature focuses on its own form, its focus is on the
message rather than on the sender, the addressee, or any other
possible target. It is in other words oriented towards the code – the
code of literature – that it employs.

Of course these orientations almost never occur in a pure form. If
I’m all by myself ‘Damn!’ will probably be wholly oriented towards
me, but if there are other people around it will inevitably also func-
tion as a message to them, telling them about my disappointment
or anger. ‘Hey you!’ is oriented towards an addressee, but also
reveals something about me: I want his or her attention. Literary
texts are oriented towards themselves (they are very conscious of
their form and the outside world they would seem to refer to often
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is fictional and does not exist), but there are few works of literature
that we cannot in one way or another make relevant to the world
we live in. In other words, in actual practice texts always have more
than one orientation and more than one function simultaneously.
What counted for the structuralists is which orientation and accom-
panying function is dominant. This concept of the ‘dominant’
allowed them a view of literary texts that was a good deal more
flexible than that of the Formalists: literature referred primarily to
itself, but it could also be taken as referring to the outside world,
although the referential element would of course always have to be
subservient to its orientation on the literary code, to what the struc-
turalists called the poetic function. (A text would cease to be
literature if its dominant orientation shifted from the text itself –
its form – to the outside world.) Moreover, as I have just pointed
out, from this point of view the whole text functions as a coherent
whole, kept together by its ‘dominant’. It is a structure in which all
elements, whether they defamiliarize or not, work together to
create a certain orientation.

In a second move, the Prague group further theorized the idea of
defamiliarization and gave it a place in their view of the literary work
as a structure. Borrowing from psychological studies of the way our
mind processes the infinite number of data that our senses present to
it and filters out what seems relevant, the structuralists replaced defa-
miliarization with foregrounding (taken from such perception studies
by one of the Russian Formalists who had already described its
potential for literary studies). Unlike defamiliarization, which would
not seem to affect its immediate textual environment, foregrounding
has the effect that it ‘automatizes’ neighbouring textual elements. It
draws the reader’s attention to itself and obscures whatever else may
be going on right beside it. While defamiliarization points to a
contrastive, but static, relationship between the defamiliarizing
element and the other elements, foregrounding emphasizes the
dynamism of that relationship: what one element gains in terms of
being foregrounded, is lost by the other elements that constitute
its background. In other words, just like the idea of a ‘dominant’,
foregrounding implies a perspective that sees a text as a structure
of interrelated elements. Foregrounding, with its structuralist orien-
tation, has in contemporary literary criticism effectively replaced
defamiliarization.
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THE AXIS OF COMBINATION

In the late 1950s Roman Jakobson formulated what is probably the
ultimate attempt to define the aesthetic function in poetry, that is, the
‘literariness’ of poetry. I will briefly discuss Jakobson’s definition
because it is one of the prime examples of the formal, ‘scientific’,
approach to literature that marks continental European thinking about
literature from the 1910s until the 1970s. ‘The poetic function’ – that
is, literariness – Jakobson said, ‘projects the principle of equivalence
from the axis of selection into the axis of combination’ (Jakobson
[1960] 1988: 39). This is not an inviting formula, as uninviting, in fact,
as the title of the 1960 article – ‘Linguistics and Poetics’ – in which he
presented this thesis to the English-speaking world. However, it is less
impenetrable than it might seem to be.

Jakobson’s definition departs from the simple fact that all words
can be classified and categorized. Every time we use language what
we say or write is a combination of words selected from a large
number of classes and categories. Take for instance a bare bones
sentence like ‘Ma feels cold’. In this sentence we might have used ‘Pa’
or ‘Sis’ or ‘Bud’ or ‘John’ (and so on) instead of ‘Ma’ and we might
have used ‘good’, ‘bad’, ‘hot’ (and so on) instead of ‘cold’ without
disrupting the sentence’s grammar. The alternatives that I have
mentioned are grammatically equivalent to ‘Ma’ or ‘cold’. ‘Butter
feels cold’ would definitely be odd, and so would ‘Bud feels butter’.
The selection process that starts up whenever we are on the point of
speaking or writing is governed by invisible rules that make us select
words from large classes of grammatically equivalent words: nouns,
verbs, adjectives, and so on. However, we also constantly make selec-
tions in the field of meaning. Here we are on less abstract ground
than in the previous example and the starting point is what we actu-
ally want to say. Usually there will more than one way of saying
what is virtually the same thing. The most obvious case is that of a
word for which there is a perfect synonym. We will have to choose
between two equivalents. Or we can choose from a group of words
that is closely related with regard to meaning, for instance: man, guy,
fellow, bloke, gent, and so on. Which word we will actually choose
may depend on the degree of colloquiality (or dignity) that we want
to project or on how precise we want to be: a gent is not only male,
but a specific kind of male. In any case, we make a selection from a
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number of words that have much in common and may even be
roughly identical: they are approximately or even wholly equivalent
in meaning. Both with regard to its (grammatical) structure and with
regard to meaning (its semantic dimension) language knows all sorts
of equivalence. It is this principle of (linguistic) equivalence that
poetry borrows from what Jakobson calls ‘the axis of selection’ and
then employs in the ‘axis of combination’.

This is also less mysterious than it seems. What Jakobson claims is
that poetry, like all other language use, does not only constantly
select items from long lists of words that are in one way or another
equivalent to each other, but that it also selects to create equivalences
between the words it chooses. It can do so by way of alliteration, for
instance, which is basically an equivalence between the sounds with
which two or more words begin: ‘The Soul selects her own
Society’ – to quote an Emily Dickinson poem which uses an initial
‘s’ in three of its six words (one of which also ends with an ‘s’). Or
poetry can create equivalences by way of rhyme, in which almost
whole words are equivalent to each other (such as ‘words’ and
‘nerds’). But it can also do so by way of metre – iambic pentameters,
for instance – which creates metric equivalences unknown or rare in
ordinary language, by way of grammatical parallelisms, inversions,
and juxtapositions (which in order to work presuppose equivalence
between the two elements involved) and numerous other ways. This
is how Charles Dickens’s Tale of Two Cities (1859) opens:

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of
wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was
the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season
of Darkness.

Parallelism and juxtaposition go hand in hand to create a ‘poetic’
effect in a prose text.

This develops Jakobson’s early Formalist work in the direction of
structuralism, although it also represents a return to the Formalists’
hunt for literariness. However, literariness is here not the result of a
number of discrete ‘devices’ that defamiliarize ordinary language,
but of the specific organization of literary language which organizes
itself along lines different from the organization of other uses of
language. Literariness is the result of a specific structural principle,
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that of equivalence on the axis of combination. It is that equivalence
that contributes to a literary text’s coherence. Jakobson even
suggests that words that are ‘similar in sound’ are because of that
‘drawn together in meaning’, but here he is clearly on extremely
speculative and shaky ground and not many commentators have
been willing to explore this lead. However, as with the Formalists,
the question of meaning hardly arises. And it is obvious that the
principle of equivalence has even less to say about the relative merit,
the value of individual works of literature. A text that is absolutely
jampacked with equivalences can still strike us as pretty awful. For
instance, how about these lines from a Stephen Sondheim musical:

What’s the muddle
In the middle?
That’s the puddle
Where the poodle did the piddle.

Still, Jakobson’s formula stands as one of the most serious – and, I
should add, successful – attempts to capture that which makes the
bulk of Western literature, and especially poetry, different from the
language we use when we go out shopping.
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Summary
In the first half of the twentieth century, Russian and Czech literary
theorists worked to develop a theory of literariness: what made literary
texts different from for instance government reports or newspaper arti-
cles? In trying to answer this question they focused on the formal aspects
of literature, on its specific forms and on the sort of language that it
employs. The so-called Russian Formalists suggested that literature
distinguishes itself from non-literary language because it employs a whole
range of ‘devices’ that have a defamiliarizing effect. In a later stage, they
saw this principle of defamiliarization also as a moving force within
literary history: literature, as an artistic discipline, renews itself by making
itself strange again whenever its current forms have become overly
familiar and a sort of automatization has set in. Because unfamiliarity is
not an inherent quality but depends on contrast – with what is known and
has become routine – the emphasis within Formalism soon shifts
towards the function of devices, rather than on any innate qualities they
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might possess. Central to that function is the idea of difference. The
successors to the Formalists, the Prague structuralists, build on this and
begin to see the literary text as a structure of differences. After all, the
neutral immediate context that a defamiliarizing element needs in order
to really stand out is as necessary as that element itself. Foregrounding is
literally made possible by the existence of a background. Foreground and
background – the unfamiliar and the familiar – function within one single
structure and together create literary effects. Finally, the literary text distin-
guishes itself from other texts because we can see it as a message that is
primarily oriented towards itself – its own form – and not towards the
outside world or its potential readers. Although a literary text will usually
also have other orientations – it generally will refer us in one way or
another to the real world – this orientation towards itself, its poetic func-
tion, is dominant.



THE INEVITABILITY OF FORM

Why were the Formalists and the Prague stucturalists, the French
structuralists that I will discuss in this chapter, and, to a lesser
extent, the New Critics so preoccupied with the form of literary
works? Why not concentrate on the meaning of a given work of
literature, on what it has to tell us? Why waste time on something
that would seem of secondary importance?

For many readers educated in the Anglo-American tradition,
form and structure are not only things that are alien to their
interests – they do not read literature to learn about form and
structure – but actually threaten the experience of reading. Many
readers do not want to hear about things like form and structure
because they seem to undermine the spirituality and freedom of the
novel or poem that they are reading. We are dealing here with an
underlying humanistic perspective that is uneasy with form and
structure because they ultimately seem to diminish our own spiri-
tuality and freedom, and represent a severely reductionist approach
to human beings and their cultural achievements.

Readers who can identify with this may have a point, as will
become clear later in this chapter. Form, however, is inevitable. Art
cannot do without form. No matter how life-like a novel or a movie
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may seem, it is the end product of countless decisions involving
form. That is even true if we are not talking about fiction or a
Hollywood movie, but about their real-life cousins reportage and
documentary film. Imagine that we set up a camera on New York’s
Times Square or in London’s Oxford Street, and let it run from
dawn till nightfall. We might argue that here we really have a slice
of life, the ultimate realism in movie-making: the camera has only
registered what actually happened in that part of Times Square or
Oxford Street covered by the lens (we have of course not moved the
camera because that would have introduced a new perspective and
would have constituted formal interference, no matter how rudi-
mentary). But we would above all have the most boring film ever
made. What we would have is thousands of cars, cabs, buses, and
pedestrians passing in front of the lens. We might have picked out
one of these people, a man with a promising grim expression, and
followed him with our camera. But in so doing we would immedi-
ately have been forced to make decisions on form. We could film
the man while following him, and we could occasionally overtake
him to get in front of him. We could rent a helicopter and film him
from above. Whatever we do excludes all the other options that we
have. Even documentaries, then, no matter how true to life they
seem, are the end product of a long line of decisions on the way
their material should be presented.

LANGUAGE AS A SYSTEM OF SIGNS

Form is clearly inevitable. Whatever we do with images (as in
movies) or with language always has a formal dimension. But what
about the structure that I have just discussed? After all, structure is
not something that we can easily identify. It’s all very well to say
that all the elements of a text are interconnected and that the
various functions of these elements and the relations between them
constitute a structure but that does not really help. However, for the
French structuralism that is the main subject of this chapter struc-
ture is even more fundamental than form. Form is inevitably bound
up with meaning; structure, however, is what makes meaning
possible. It is that which enables meaning to emerge. This is an
enigmatic claim that clearly needs some explanation. After all, we
are not even aware of the structures that supposedly play a role in
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the creation of meaning. It seems to us that we ourselves create
meaning. We create meaning by saying something, or by making a
gesture, or through a work of art, if we happen to have the talent –
we create meaning because we want to express something by way
of language, music, choreography, painting, film, and a good many
other means. Meaning would seem to be produced by you and me,
and not by an invisible and intangible structure.

Structuralism has its origin in the thinking of the Swiss linguist
Ferdinand de Saussure (1857–1913) who in the early twentieth
century revolutionized the study of language. Nineteenth-century
linguistics is mainly interested in the history of language – for
instance, in how French and Italian developed out of Latin, or how
English, Dutch, and German developed out of the West-Germanic
language that the ancestors of the English, the Dutch, and the
Germans shared some fifteen hundred years ago. They studied the
origin of individual words (modern English ‘way’, for instance,
derives from Old English ‘weg’) and they tried to formulate the
laws that apparently govern processes of linguistic change.
Comparing new and old forms of a language, and using related
languages to support their findings, historical linguists were able to
discover the rules that govern linguistic transformations and to
reconstruct how the various European languages had developed
over historical time.

Saussure adopted a completely different angle. Instead of the
usual historical, diachronic approach – following language through
time – he opted for an ahistorical, and far more abstract approach.
To Saussure questions concerning the way particular languages
changed over particular periods were subordinate to a more funda-
mental question: how does language work? So instead of actual
instances of language use – spoken or written – Saussure focused
on the question of how language actually works in order to formu-
late general insights that would be valid for all language use and for
all languages. I should perhaps point out that this is also different
from what grammarians – the other type of linguist around in
Saussure’s time – used to do. Grammarians wanted to describe the
underlying grammatical rules that we automatically follow when
we talk or write. So they analysed instances of language use – our
individual utterances, which Saussure called paroles (plural) – to get
at those rules. But Saussure is interested in how language as such
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works – in what he called langue – and not in the grammatical
matrix of this or that language.

This approach led Saussure, whose work only found wider circu-
lation after it was published in 1915, four years after his death, to
the idea that language should first of all be seen as a system of
signs (he himself did not use the term ‘structure’). Second, those
signs are in the first instance arbitrary – after which they have
become conventions – and have not taken their specific form
because of what they mean, but to be different from other signs.
Let me explain this. The ‘signs’ are simply the words that we use:
‘way’, ‘yard’, ‘yarn’. ‘Way’ is ‘Weg’ in German and some of us will
know that it is ‘chemin’ in French and ‘camino’ in Spanish. We
need only a very superficial knowledge of a foreign language, or
even of a dialect form of our own language, to know that the words
we use to refer to the objects around us are different in other
languages. From that knowledge it is only a small step to the real-
ization that the link between a word and what it refers to must be
arbitrary. Since other languages have different words for what we
call a ‘way’ – and for all our other words – and in spite of that
would seem to function perfectly well, we can only conclude that
calling a way a ‘way’ is not a necessity. There is clearly nothing in
what we call a ‘way’ that dictates the particular word ‘way’. If that
was the case people everywhere would use ‘way’. In fact, if real
world objects dictated our language we obviously would all speak
the same language. As it is, the relation between the sign ‘way’ and
what it refers to is indeed fundamentally arbitrary – in the sense
that ‘way’ could have been quite different. In fact, since it once was
‘weg’, it already has been different. The arbitrariness of course
only applies to the fundamental relationship between words and
what they refer to. In actual practice, those relationships have
become a matter of convention. If we want to refer to an object, a
table for instance, we automatically use the word that everybody
uses. When Dr Seuss in 1950 first used the word ‘nerd’ in If I Ran
the Zoo, the relationship between ‘nerd’ and what it referred to
was arbitrary. As a matter of fact, if he had not provided illustra-
tions with his story we would have had a hard time figuring out
what to make of ‘nerd’. Now it is still arbitrary but also a matter of
convention: there is now a standard relationship between ‘nerd’
and a certain type of person.
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If the form of words is not dictated by their relationship with
what they refer to, then that form must have its origin elsewhere.
Saussure traces the origin of the form of words – of linguistic
signs – to the principle of differentiation. New words like ‘nerd’
take their place among existing words because they are different.
The whole system is based on often mininal differences: in ways,
days, rays, bays, pays, maze, haze, and so on only the opening
consonant is different. Words, then, function in a system that uses
difference to create its components. (A more practical way of saying
this is that we automatically fall back on difference if we want to
coin a word.) As Saussure himself says of all the elements that
make up a linguistic system: ‘Their most precise characteristic is
being what the others are not’ ([1915] 1959: 117). This is fairly self-
evident. But then Saussure introduces an argument that seems
completely counterintuitive. The principle of difference that gives
rise to the signs (words) of which language is made up, he tells us,
also gives rise to their meaning. The usual assumption might be
that the meaning of words derives from what they refer to and that
it is the world we live in which gives the words in our language
their meaning. However, that cannot be true. After all, if that were
the case we would indeed all speak the same language. Does this
mean that Saussure’s improbable claim is correct? Are language and
the world that we intuitively feel is reflected by that language
really so separated from each other as he suggests?

A strong point in Saussure’s favour is that form and meaning
cannot be separated. If we change ‘ways’ to ‘days’ or ‘rays’ we do
not only have a new form but also a new meaning. In other words,
the differential principle does not only work to distinguish words
from each other, it simultaneously distinguishes meanings from
each other. A linguistic sign – a word – is both form and meaning.
Saussure calls the form – the word as it is spoken or written – the
signifier and the meaning the signified. A change in the signifier, no
matter how minimal, means a new signified. We must accept that
meaning is indeed bound up with differentiation. But is it the full
story? Not quite. Here I must introduce another counterintuitive
complication. A sign’s meaning, its signified, is not an object in the
real world, as we tend to think. That is again the way it might easily
seem to us, and I have so far spoken freely of that which words
refer to, but what they refer to is not the real world – at least not
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directly. Take a seemingly uncomplicated word like ‘tree’ which my
American Heritage College Dictionary (3rd edn) defines as ‘A
perennial woody plant having a main trunk and usu. a distinct
crown’. What this definition makes clear is that ‘tree’ does not refer
to any single object in the real world but to a category of objects
which may or may not have ‘distinct crowns’. The meaning of the
sign ‘tree’ includes oaks, beeches, and chestnuts but also dwarf pines
and Douglas firs. Its signified is a man-made category, a concept.
A little reflection will tell us that this is also true of other signs:
love, table, child, field. They all refer to concepts – not unrelated to
the real world, but clearly the product of generalization and abstrac-
tion. It is those concepts that we then apply in our actual use of
language to the real word, where they then have concrete referents.
In a sentence like ‘That tree over there’ the sign ‘tree’ has an actual
referent.

Our intuition that meaning is bound up with the real world is
not completely wrong, even if the relation between meaning and
the world is a matter of convention and much less straightforward
than we tend to think. But ‘bound up with’ is a vague phrase.
Which of the two is dominant in this relationship? Do the real
world and everything that it contains indirectly determine the
meanings of our language or does our language determine our
world? To put this more concretely: does the fact that there are
chestnuts somehow give rise to the admittedly arbitrary sign
‘chestnut’ or does the fact that the sign ‘chestnut’ has somehow
come into being allow us to see chestnuts as a separate species
among trees? If we did have the word ‘horse’ but did not have the
word ‘pony’ would we still see ponies as ponies or would we see
them as horses much like all other horses because our language
would not offer us an alternative? If the latter were true, then it
might be argued that language precedes thought and constitutes the
framework within which thought must necessarily operate. Some
theorists, including Saussure, have thought so and have argued that
our reality is in fact constituted by our language. If that is indeed
the case, then the language that we inherit at birth is for all prac-
tical purposes an autonomous system that carves up the world for
us and governs the way we see it. (It is never quite autonomous
because we can tamper with it and for instance expand it – witness
Dr Seuss’s nerd.) This position which claims that our reality is
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determined by language is called linguistic determinism and I will
have occasion to come back to it later in this book. To many people
such a position appears unnecessarily radical and turns an inter-
esting insight with a limited range of application into an iron law.
We can perhaps agree on two principles, however. If we for a
moment forget about the way we use language (or language uses
us) and focus on language itself, we can agree that if we see
language as a system of signs, then the meanings that arise – the
signifieds – are first of all arbitrary in their relationship to the real
world and second the product of difference in the sense that differ-
ence has a crucial, enabling function. Without difference there
would be no language and meaning at all. The role that difference
plays in its turn implies that meaning is impossible without the
whole system of differences: the structure within which difference
operates. After all, signs must differ from other signs and they need
these other signs to be different. Although meaning is in the first
instance produced, or at least enabled, by difference, it is at a more
fundamental level produced, or again at least enabled, by the struc-
ture: by the relations between the signs that make up a language,
or, to give this a wider application, between the elements that
together make up a given structure. Meaning, then, resides not so
much in those individual elements, but rather in the relationships
between them – an admittedly improbable claim that will be further
explained below.

ANTHROPOLOGICAL STRUCTURALISM

These principles are indispensable for an understanding of the various
approaches to literature that together constitute the French literary
structuralism of the 1960s and 1970s. They are even more indispen-
sable for a proper understanding of the so-called poststructuralism
that developed after structuralism and that I will introduce in a later
chapter. It is, in fact, mainly with an eye on poststructuralism that
I have offered such a detailed discussion. Poststructuralism is also
the reason why I will begin this overview of French structuralism
with a discussion of its first, exclusively anthropological, phase. The
anthropological structuralism that was developed in the later 1940s by
the French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss has never had much
direct relevance for literary studies, but its indirect influence, through
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its apprehension and adaptation by poststructuralism and poststruc-
turalism’s many offshoots, is still immense. So we will first make a
detour through an intellectual landscape that may perhaps be rather
unfamiliar.

Like all structuralisms, anthropological structuralism is directly
indebted to the Saussurean concept of language as a sign system
governed by difference. However, anthropological structuralism
gave the idea of a system of signs that function in the first instance
because they are different from each other a much wider range –
already foreseen, incidentally, by Saussure himself – and transposed
it from linguistics to anthropology, that is, from the study of
language to the study of cultures that from a Western perspective
seemed ‘primitive’.

Lévi-Strauss was the first anthropologist to see the potential of
Saussure’s analysis of language as a way of approaching the most
diverse cultural phenomena. In the early decades of the twentieth
century anthropology was still largely descriptive and functionalist: it
sought to record the myths, taboos, rituals, customs, manners, in
short, everything that was recordable, of the non-Western cultures
that it studied, and it tried to establish their function. Lévi-Strauss
broke with that tradition in two major ways. The first way is indebted
to Vladimir Propp’s study of Russian fairytales. Transposing Propp’s
idea to the field of myths, Lévi-Strauss tried to show how the most
diverse myths, recorded in cultures that seemingly have no connec-
tion with each other, can be seen as variations upon one and the same
system of ideas.

More important for our purposes here is that Lévi-Strauss saw
the possibilities of Saussure’s notion that meaning is ultimately the
product of difference for the study of discrete cultural phenomena.
For the structuralism that Lévi-Strauss developed in a series of
major anthropological publications, the almost countless discrete
elements that together make up a culture constitute a sign system.
Eating customs, taboos with regard to menstruation, initiation and
hunting rites, the preparation of food, the rules underlying so-
called kinship relations – in short, everything that has a cultural
origin, and is not biologically determined, counts as a sign. The
discrete bits of culture that we can distinguish are not meaningful
in themselves, but draw their meaning from the sign system in
which they function and, in particular, from their difference from
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other signs. As Lévi-Strauss put it with regard to masks: ‘A mask
does not exist in isolation; it supposes other real or potential masks
always by its side, masks that might have been chosen in its stead
and substituted for it’ (Lévi-Strauss 1982: 144). What a given
element signifies within a culture depends on the system, and not
on an intrinsic meaning (which it does not have). Just like the rela-
tionship between the linguistic sign and its real world referent, the
relationship between a specific cultural phenomenon and what it
expresses – its meaning – is arbitrary in the sense that it is deter-
mined by convention.

BINARY OPPOSITIONS

However, the relationship between a cultural sign and what it
expresses is not necessarily completely arbitrary. Lévi-Strauss’s
anthropological structuralism is interested in the question of how
our ancestors once, some time during the evolutionary process that
gave us the sort of conscious awareness of ourselves and our envi-
ronment that animals lack, started to make sense of the world they
found themselves in. A very basic mental operation consists in the
creation of opposites: some things are edible, others are not, some
creatures are dangerous, others are not. Classification in terms of
such oppositions, in which the opposites are related to each other
because they express either the presence or the absence of one and
the same thing (edibility, danger, and so on), seems a natural thing to
do, the more so since it would seem to be reinforced by nature itself.
Man and woman constitute a binary pair, intimately related yet in a
crucial way each other’s biological opposite; our right hand and
left hand constitute another closely related pair of opposites. Lévi-
Strauss’s basic assumption is that our primitive ancestors deployed
this simple model, or structure, to get a grip on a world that slowly
began to appear to them as something separate and alien. For Lévi-
Strauss, the structure of primitive thinking is binary. Having
acquired the rudiments of language, our ancestors must have started
to categorize their world in very basic terms that always involved a
presence and an absence – light/darkness, man-made/natural,
above/below, noise/silence, clothes/naked, sacred/profane, and so on.
Prehistoric men and women must have organized their experience
around such +/– (that is, binary) oppositions.
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For Lévi-Strauss such binary oppositions, the most fundamental
of which is that between that what is man-made and that which is
part of nature (between culture and nature, in simpler terms),
constitute the basis of what we call culture. The basic apprehensions
of reality that we find in those oppositions get translated into
cultural acts. Once they have found expression in certain rites,
taboos, customs, manners, and the like, they get permutated over
time until as often as not they have become completely unrecogniz-
able. In fact, they may appear in completely different and even
contradictory guises in different cultures. In some cases, the mean-
ings that were attached to the original opposites and that found
expression in their cultural materialization were clearly rooted in
the real world: it makes sense to attach a positive value to things that
are edible and it also makes sense to attach a negative value to things
that make you sick or will kill you. In other cases, however, those
meanings are as arbitrary as the relationship between a linguistic
sign and its real world referent and are based not on factuality (as in
the case of edibility), but on what we would call superstition. The
standard positive valuation of light and negative valuation of dark-
ness, for instance, ignores the fact that light and darkness are in
themselves neutral natural phenomena and that how we value them
depends on the circumstances (it is for instance a lot easier to hide
from an enemy in the dark). Meanings attributed to the pair
above/below (as in a number of major religions) are even more obvi-
ously arbitrary. Cultural signs position themselves somewhere on
a sliding scale between pairs of opposites and in so doing express a
relation between two terms, one of which represents a presence
while the other represents an absence – a notion that, as we will see,
is crucial for the poststructuralism of the 1970s and after.

It should be clear that anthropological structuralism, in spite of
its overriding interest in the way the human mind has from the
beginning interacted with its natural environment, does not take
up a humanist position. Whereas an interest in form is wholly
compatible with humanism (as in the New Criticism), struc-
turalism denies that the individuals whose behaviour it studies are
autonomous and act and think the way they do out of free will. On
the contrary: if I was a member of a ‘primitive’ tribe, my personal
contribution to a ritual would only take its meaning from its func-
tion in the whole, from its relation to other parts of the ritual, and
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not from my personal intention. It is, in fact, questionable whether
it would be at all possible for me to have a personal intention in a
primitive culture in which everything, down to the smallest thing,
is governed by assumptions, conventions, and rules of unknown
origin that cannot be questioned. Anthropological structuralism,
then, takes up a firmly anti-humanist position.

SEMIOLOGY (OR SEMIOTICS)

From the rituals, taboos, customs, and myths of primitive cultures it
is only a short step to contemporary culture. After Lévi-Strauss had
shown the way, a whole range of contemporary cultural phenomena
came under structuralist scrutiny. In 1957 the French literary critic
Roland Barthes (1915–80) – who later would straightforwardly
claim that culture is ‘a language’ – published Mythologies in which
he applies a very loose and freewheeling structuralist analysis to the
differences between boxing and wrestling and between soap-
powders and detergents, to the drinking of wine versus the drinking
of milk, to striptease, to the design of the new Citroën, and a whole
range of other cultural phenomena. The method (although Barthes
is highly unmethodical) is familiar: the activities under scrutiny are
taken apart so that their constituent elements – the various signs
that make up the structure – become visible, after which Barthes
analyses how they acquire meaning because of their difference
from the other elements in the chain. His boxers, wrestlers, and
stripteasers do not make personal statements with the motions they
go through but these motions are signs that take their meaning
from the underlying structure of their activities. The central insights
of this cultural structuralism – called semiology (a term coined by
Saussure) or semiotics – have been enormously productive and still
play a prominent role in the way we think about how cultures (and
all sorts of subcultures) work. Especially the idea that we can see the
most unlikely things as signs and study them as part of a larger sign
system in which the meaning of those signs is not inherent in the
signs themselves but the product of difference has paved the way for
in-depth analyses of virtually everything imaginable.

Fashion has for instance been a prominent target – in particular
of Barthes – because its semiotic character is fairly obvious. In
classrooms, where I always wear a jacket, I usually face T-shirts,
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sweaters, and so on. My jacket is in itself meaningless, just like the
T-shirts and sweaters. However, an outside observer could easily
draw the conclusion that a jacket clearly ‘means’ the right to come
in late, to forget your book, to hold long monologues, to sit apart
from the others and to tell them what to read and write – in short,
that it means authority or power. And indeed, it does. But in a good
many English schools it is the students who wear the jackets. If I
taught at one those schools and wore a sweater in the classroom
then my sweater would spell authority and the sign ‘jacket’ would
mean lack of power. What we see illustrated here is first of all that
jackets and sweaters have no inherent meaning, but that meaning
is enabled by difference – in a situation where everybody wears a
jacket, jackets are meaningless (in which case it could be their
colour, or their cut, that might enable meaning to emerge). Second,
the relationship between sign and meaning is arbitrary: exactly the
same meaning can attach itself to either jacket or sweater,
depending on the circumstances. Third – and here I return to
anthropological structuralism – my jacket functions here within
the relationship between the poles of one of structuralism’s basic
binary oppositions: that of dominance / submission. It situates
itself somewhere between (+)power (dominance) and (–)power
(submission); right at the (+)power end of the scale, in fact.

As I have just said, my jacket has no inherent meaning. Even in
the first case, with me firmly and self-confidently in that jacket,
this particular meaning of ‘jacket’ is limited to the institutional
context. If I meet a couple of my students in a local café my jacket
does not give me the right to expose them to a long monologue or
to tell them what to drink. The sign ‘jacket’ only acquires meaning
on the basis of difference within a certain context. That meaning
here finds a very real basis in the institution’s rules, in an under-
lying relation of dominance/submission. But often enough the
meaning that attaches itself to difference is not based on anything
substantial at all. Fashion as a whole is a system in which mere
difference, not backed up by rules or institutional power, often
suffices to create meaning. Food, too, functions as a sign system –
don’t we all prepare special meals for guests? In fact, consumer
culture as such, which sells us a good many things that we
absolutely do not need and usually throw out after we get tired of
them, might be said to sell signs (that we only buy because we
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attach meanings to them on the basis of their difference from
other consumer-signs) rather than products. Once we have been
alerted to this sign-function of things, we see signs everywhere.
Even products that some of us arguably do need – cars, for
instance – have on top of their practical value an additional sign
value that car commercials expertly exploit. The semiological, or
semiotic, approach that I am sketching here, and in which the most
diverse things (including many of our actions) are seen as signs that
have no meaning in themselves but that take their meaning from
their function within a given structure – from their relation with
other signs – is still of great importance.

LITERARY STRUCTURALISM

In 1960 Lévi-Strauss, as a logical consequence of his work on myths,
proposed a search for the underlying structure of all narratives, not
only novels, stories, and other forms of fiction, but also reportage,
biography and autobiography, travel literature, and other instances of
narrative. The influence of linguistics is obvious in the work of the
(mostly French) theorists who took up the challenge. Tzetvan Todorov
(1939), who uses Boccaccio’s late medieval Decameron (1351–53) to
get at the structure of narrative in general, calls his study The
Grammar of the Decameron (1969). Roland Barthes tells us that ‘a
narrative is a long sentence’. But the search for a universal ‘grammar’
of narrative that would reveal how the human mind arranges experi-
ence has never been able to live up to its initial promise. Most of the
models that have been proposed are far too abstract to be of much use.
A good example of the abstract character of early literary struc-
turalism is provided by an article on ‘the logic of possible narratives’
that Claude Bremond published in 1966 (later worked out in much
greater detail, so that my remarks here do not do justice to his work).
Bremond suggests as the basis for a general model of narrative the
logical possibilities that any narrative will have. We should distinguish
three stages: virtuality, actualization, and realization, which roughly
means the possibility of action, the transition to action – very broadly
defined – and the result of action or ‘achievement’. Phase one is the
default position – a narrative sets up a scene that offers the possibility
of action. It should be clear that all narratives do this. Even a descrip-
tion of a totally empty landscape has us waiting for what is going to
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happen next, that is, for action. In phase two elements are added that
set the narrative in motion (+) or they are not added, in which case
nothing will happen (–). We will not have much of a narrative if phase
two chooses for the minus (–) option, but logically it is perfectly
possible (we will see in a moment that this seemingly silly (–) option
is highly relevant). If the narrative has been set in motion (the (+)
option) phase three, that of achievement may either follow or not
follow. The transition to action may or may not achieve its objective.
The new state of affairs may then function as a new starting-point,
that is, a new virtuality, in particular if the action has not been
successful. In that case a new cycle will start up: the narrative again
has the choice between transition to action (+) and inaction (–) and if
it opts for action will again have a choice between achievement (+) and
failure (–). This cyclical model is typical, for instance, of many action
movies. In the James Bond series Bond’s mission will usually go
through at least two of such cycles. Bond’s first encounters with the
forces of the enemy will follow a +, +, – pattern: we have potentiality
for action, we have the transition to action, but we do not (yet) have
achievement because Bond’s attempt to get at the master criminal is
thwarted. Only the last cycle will be fully positive: Bond achieves his
objective and defeats the villain. The villain’s end is pretty soon
followed by a scene (usually Bond with a young woman) in which we
have no transition to action because this is where the movie ends. The
minus option of phase two (transition to action) turns out to be highly
relevant: narratives standardly end with zero transition to action.
Bremond’s model will perhaps not come as a relevation. We are
usually aware that narratives start somewhere, really get going
because something happens, end somewhere else, and then may get
going again. And we also know that writers, to complicate things,
usually interweave a number of such sequences. However, even
though the model operates on a high level of abstraction, it allows us
to see a pattern – a structure – in for instance the Bond movies that
otherwise might have escaped us.

NARRATOLOGY

There are a good many far more detailed structuralist studies, using
rather different approaches. A.J. Greimas’ Structural Semantics
(1966), for instance, stays fairly close to one of his sources, Propp’s
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study of Russian fairytales. I will focus in the rest of this chapter on
what is by general consensus the most influential of all structuralist
studies, Gérard Genette’s Narrative Discourse (published in 1972
and translated in 1980). Genette’s type of structuralism, often called
narratology, is exemplary in its focus on the structure of narration,
the way stories – taken in its widest sense – are told. This aspect of
literature has of course for a long time had the attention of writers,
who after all must take any number of decisions involving the
way they are going to tell their story, and it has also drawn a good
deal of attention on the part of literary critics (The Rhetoric of
Fiction by the American critic Wayne Booth, published in 1961, is
a brilliant exposé of technical strategies). What distinguishes the
structuralist approach to the way stories are told is their system-
aticity and – inevitably – their focus on the underlying structures
that make stories (and thus meaning) possible. The ultimate goal of
narratology is to discover a general model of narration that will
cover all the possible ways in which stories can be told and that
might be said to enable the production of meaning.

Genette’s Narrative Discourse is a brillant contribution to narra-
tology and I will briefly sketch his project to give an idea of the
structuralist approach to narration. Although Genette introduces a
number of completely new categories, he more often redefines
already existing categories and insights in terms of relations. As he
himself states early in Narrative Discourse, ‘Analysis of narrative
discourse will thus be for me essentially a study of the relationships
between narrative and story, between narrative and narrating,
and . . . between story and narrating’ (Genette 1980: 11). Let me
give an idea of how this works by looking at some redefinitions of
familiar literary-critical insights. The first concerns the way in
which the chronological order of the events and actions of for
instance a novel (the Formalists’ fabula) is presented in the actual
story (the syuzhet). We can express the relationship between the
chronological order and the narrative order in terms that express
their relative positions at a given point. The narration may
temporarily lag behind the chronological order of events (which is
what we find in a flashback – although Genette does not use the
term), it may be synchronic with events, or it may run ahead of
them (when the narrator speculates about the future, for instance).
It may even present unlikely combinations of these possibilities: ‘It
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would happen later, as we have already seen’, to quote one of
Genette’s examples (83). Genette offers a detailed analysis of all the
possible relations between the order of events and the order of
narration and does so in a technical vocabulary that always calls our
attention to the fact that we are dealing with a relationship between
two givens (‘analepis’, ‘prolepsis’, ‘achrony’, ‘proleptic analepsis’,
‘analeptic prolepsus’). The second relationship that Genette
discusses – that of duration – concerns the relationship between the
time an event has taken up in the reality of the narrated world and
the time that it actually takes to narrate that event. In order to
avoid disastrous consequences – like a day-long film – narration
must speed things up. Equal duration of event and narration may
occasionally create unexpected and arresting effects – ‘John walked
walked walked walked walked walked walked upstairs’ – but this is
not the way we can usefully describe a marathon. We usually only
find equal duration in the unembellished presentation of dialogue.
The question that then arises is how we can map the various possi-
bilities of compression. The third relationship is that of frequency,
which in Genette’s scheme of things covers the relation between the
number of times an event occurs in the world that we are told about
and the number of times it is actually narrated. It is quite common
for events that occur repeatedly to be described only once (a tech-
nique for which Genette uses the term ‘iterative’). Such a narration
might start off with, ‘We went for a swim every single day, that
whole summer’, and might then describe who actually went to the
beach, what they talked about, who fell in love with whom, the
thunderstorms that gathered on the horizon in the late afternoon,
and so on. The reader will understand that this description probably
stretches things a bit – not one single rainy day, that whole
summer? – but essentially covers a whole series of very similar
events. Far more unusual is the reverse situation: an event that
occurred only once is narrated repeatedly. But this is also not as
strange as it may seem. One single event may be told by different
characters from different perspectives, or it may be told by one and
the same character at different points in her or his life (in which
case we will also expect different perspectives).

Genette’s most difficult analyses concern what in traditional
literary criticism is called point of view and which he complicates
considerably. Let me give an example. We all know that when
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writers sit down to begin a novel they have a whole range of possi-
bilities at their disposal. There are first-person narratives, in which
the story is told by an ‘I’ who is inside the story, and there are
third-person narratives in which the narrator would seem to be
absent from the story that is being told. However, as a structuralist,
Genette does not take as his starting-point the writer who sits
behind a desk and considers the available options, but the variations
that are offered by the relations between the various elements that
play a role in the way stories are told. This structuralist perspective,
in which there is no place for the author, leads him to suggest that,
although we usually do not realize it, a third-person narration must
have a narrator and that this narrator is always present in the story.
This seems an unnecessary manoeuvre – why not simply identify
authors as the narrators of their stories? – but it is not so strange as
it may seem. Imagine a novel that is told by an invisible third-
person narrator and that is set in seventeenth-century New
England. That narrator obviously must know the seventeenth-
century world that the novel describes. But the reader may not for a
second get the impression that the narrator is also very much aware
of cellphones, hard disks, and the Dow Jones index. In other words,
the narrator functions as a continuum of the world that is described
rather than as a continuum of the author. Even if we have our
doubts about Genette’s suggestion, we might well have to accept
that the invisible, implied, narrator of a third-person narrative is
not identical with the author.

In any case, positing an invisible narrator inside a third-person
narrative enables Genette to see first- and third-person narration in
terms of the relation between narrator and character and allows
him to set up a neat binary opposition. In a first-person narrative
the narrator is identical with a character, in a third-person narrative
the narrator is not identical with one of the characters. In the first
case the narrator tells us about him- or herself (a first person), in
the second case the narrator tells us about third persons. Genette
calls the first type of narration homodiegetic and the second type
heterodiegetic (‘self’ versus ‘other’). The relationship between
narrator and character is intimately bound up with the relationship
between narrator and the world that is narrated. A ‘homodiegetic’
narrator is always involved in the world that is narrated. However,
that involvement can be rather marginal. If I am at a party and tell
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a story about a weird thing that happened to me six years ago, I am,
somewhat paradoxically, not part of the world that I am narrating.
The course of time has made me external to that world. First-
person stories will often combine ‘external’ descriptions, in which
the narrator presents a former self, with current events in which
the narrator participates and in which the relationship between
narrator and the world that is narrated is internal. Heterodiegetic
(third-person) narrators are not part of the world they narrate, not
even if their creator – the author – is part of it. In Norman Mailer’s
The Armies of the Night (1968) the main character is Norman
Mailer, who is participating in a march on the Pentagon. But for
Genette the third-person narrator who always refers to Mailer in
the third person – as Norman Mailer – is not the author and is
therefore external to the narrated world.

Any reasonably experienced reader knows that the relationship
between narrator and narrated world is a complicated matter. Even
if we are well aware of who the general narrator is of the story or
novel that we are reading, we may still encounter passages in
which the identity of the narrator is far from clear. This is espe-
cially the case with what is called free indirect discourse, defined
by Dorrit Cohn as ‘the technique for rendering a character’s
thought in their own idiom while maintaining the third-person
reference and the basic tense of narration’ (Cohn 1978: 100). In
free indirect discourse the narrator’s descriptive reportage can so
gradually give way to the reflections of one of the characters that
at a certain point we honestly can no longer say to whom we are
supposed to attribute what is being thought or through whose
eyes we see what is being described (with whose ‘point of view’
we are dealing, in traditional terms). Are we still directly dealing
with the narrator or have we slipped into the perspective of one of
the characters? (‘He realized that they would have to part, but he
would always love, adore her, and remember the dimple in her
chin’.) One of Genette’s lasting contributions to the way we talk
about literature is his introduction of the term focalization for
dealing with this complication of the relation between narrator
and the world that is being narrated (Genette derived the term
from a New Critical source: Cleanth Brooks and Austin Warren’s
1943 notion of ‘focus of narration’). If the narrator has indeed
given way to the perspective of one of the characters – even if that
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perspective is still described for us by the narrator – the narration
takes place through a focalizer. ‘Focalization’ then allows Genette
to draw broad distinctions between various types of narrative.

This only scratches the surface of Genette’s structuralist narra-
tology. It will be obvious, however, that the relations that I have
sketched here and the others that Genette identifies can be further
broken down and refined into a highly sophisticated analytical
apparatus. Genette’s narratology focuses and directs the way we
look at texts. It allows us to map how exactly actual stories are
embedded in other stories, or how focalization shifts during the
course of a story, to mention only two of its benefits, and it can
assist us in the interpretation of complex texts. In fact, we know
that it can do so, because Narrative Discourse is not only a work of
structuralist literary theory, it is also a brillant dissection of the
narrative strategies of Marcel Proust’s A la Recherche du temps
perdu (Remembrance of Things Past; 1913–27), which functions as
Genette’s main textual source. But it is the reader who through a
close reading operation must apply the model to the text under
consideration and who is in the end, in the absence of authorial
control, left alone with the text. Genette exhaustively maps the
possibilities, the endless combinations of relational positions, that
the narrative form offers; the actual business of interpreting the
literary text is left to the reader.
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Summary
Taking its clue from linguistics and – in its analyses of culture and its
institutions – from structuralist anthropology, structuralism focuses on
the conditions that make meaning possible, rather than on meaning
itself. It tries to map the structures that are the actual carriers of
meaning and the various relations between the elements within those
structures. Structuralism in literary studies may for instance examine
the underlying structure of a specific genre such as the detective novel;
it may try to reduce the at first sight enormous diversity of characters
that we meet in stories and in novels to a limited number of roles that
always occur in fixed relations to each other; or it may study the narra-
tive aspects of texts (and of film, historical writing, commercials, and
other cultural products that make use of narration) in order to system-
atize the narratological possibilities – the narrative strategies – that are



SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING

Robert Scholes’s Structuralism in Literature: An Introduction (1974)
and Jonathan Culler’s Structuralist Poetics: Structuralism, Linguistics
and the Study of Literature (1975) are, despite their age, still good
introductions to structuralism, with Scholes being satisfyingly acces-
sible. Two classic introductions to structuralism have fairly recently
been reissued in new editions: John Sturrock’s Structuralism (2003)
and Terence Hawkes’s Structuralism and Semiotics (2003). Jonathan
Culler’s massive and wide-ranging Structuralism (2006) collects
practically all important structuralist contributions to the humanities
and the human sciences. Specifically focused on narratology are two
other classics: Dorrit Cohn’s excellent Transparent Minds: Narrating
Modes for Presenting Consciousness in Fiction (1978) and Shlomith
Rimmon-Kenan’s Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics (1983).

The best, although admittedly not easy, example of narratological
criticism is still Gérard Genette’s Narrative Discourse (1980).
Examples of structuralist analyses of specific genres are Tzvetan
Todorov’s ‘The Typology of Detective Fiction’ from 1966 (to be found
in his The Poetics of Prose, 1977, and in Lodge and Wood 2000) and
his The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre ([1970]
1975), and Will Wright’s Sixguns and Society: A Structural Study of
the Western (1975).
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available to a writer (or director). David Lodge speaks very appositely of
‘the characteristic structuralist pursuit of explanatory models with
which masses of literary data may be classified and explained’ (Lodge
and Wood 2000: 137).



What the major approaches to literature that I have so far
discussed have in common is that they focus strongly on litera-
ture itself. Richards’s practical criticism and the New Criticism
limit themselves in their search for a text’s meaning to the ‘words
on the page’. Formalism is primarily interested in what makes
literature different from other ways of using language and in the
literary reasons for literary-historical change. Structuralism seeks
to establish the structures that underlie narratives and that make
meaning possible. Conspicuously absent is a serious interest in
what many literary academics would now consider very important
issues such as the historical situatedness, or historical embed-
ment, and the politics of literary texts. To what extent are literary
texts the product of the historical period in which they were
written? The world has gone through enormous socio-economic
and political changes in the last millennium. Isn’t it reasonable to
expect those changes to turn up in our literature? And isn’t it at
least plausible to assume that those changes have somehow
affected the way we experience things? Can the human condition
have remained essentially the same? And what sort of view of
politics do we find in a given text? Does the text support the
socio-economic and political status quo or does it take an openly
or more implicitly critical stance?
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Before the late 1960s – the years that function as a watershed in
this book – such questions were by the large majority of English
and American literary academics thought to be irrelevant or even
detrimental to reading and to interpretation. With only a few
exceptions, critics had not much use for historical context and even
less for politics. In this chapter on literature and politics I will focus
on three major modes of political criticism that became a forceful
presence in Anglo-American literary studies in the course of the
1970s: Marxism, feminism, and criticism that concerns itself with
racial relations. In Marxist criticism social class and class relations
function as central instruments of analysis, in feminist criticism the
concept of gender is the crucial critical (and political) instrument,
while in criticism concerned with racial relations the fundamental
category is of course race. I should point out that the 1960s-to-
1980s version of these critical approaches, to which I will limit
myself in this chapter, are by current standards rather traditional. If
I may allow myself a Genettian ‘prolepsis’, literary theory and criti-
cism would go through great changes under the impact of the
literary-theoretical upheavals of the later 1970s and the 1980s – of
the spectacular rise of so-called poststructuralism. Still, the fairly
traditional character of the Marxist, the feminist, and the race-
oriented criticism that I will look at here in no way diminishes their
importance: traditional perspectives still play an important and
valuable role within the world of literary studies. It must be kept in
mind, however, that there are newer versions of these and other
critical approaches which have assimilated the poststructuralist
thought that I will discuss in the next chapter and which continue
political criticism from somewhat different perspectives. For
strategic reasons, which will become clear in my discussion of femi-
nism, I will first discuss Marxist literary criticism.

THE POLITICS OF CLASS: MARXISM

To discuss Marxism in the early twenty-first century may well seem
strangely beside the point. After all, since the fall of the Berlin wall in
1989, one self-proclaimed Marxist regime after the other has been
forced to consign itself to oblivion. And the officially Marxist political
parties that for a long time were a serious force in Western European
politics have either disappeared or have become marginal. However,
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Marxism as an intellectual perspective still provides a useful counter-
balance to our propensity to see ourselves and the writers that we read
as completely divorced from socio-economic circumstances. It also
counterbalances the related tendency to read the books and poems we
read as originating in an autonomous mental realm, as the free prod-
ucts of free and independent minds.

Marxism’s questioning of that freedom is now a good less sensa-
tional than it was in the 1840s and 1850s when Karl Marx (1818–83)
began to outline what is now called Marxist philosophy, although it
is still controversial enough. When he noted, in the ‘Foreword’ to his
1859 Towards a Critique of Political Economy, that the ‘mode of
production of material life conditions the general process of social,
political, and intellectual life’, the Victorian upper class, if aware of
this line of thought, would have been horrified, and certainly by the
conclusion that followed: ‘It is not the consciousness of men that
determines their existence, but their social existence that determines
their consciousness’.

What does it mean that the ‘mode of production’ conditions ‘the
general process of social, political, and intellectual life’? If people
have heard about Marxism they usually know rather vaguely that
Marxism is about how your social circumstances determine much,
if not all, of your life. This seems reasonable enough. If you work
the night shift in your local McDonald’s, for instance, you are
unlikely to fly business class to New York City for a week in the
Waldorf Astoria or to bid on the next Rembrandt that is up for sale.
But this sort of determinism is perfectly compatible with the idea
that we are essentially free. Certain politicians would tell you to get
an education, to get rid of your provincial accent, to buy the right
outfit, and to start exuding self-confidence. In other words, you
have options, like everybody else, and all you have to do is to make
the right choices and start moving up that social ladder.

This is not what Marx had in mind. Marxist theory argues that
the way we think and the way we experience the world around us
is either wholly or largely conditioned by the way the economy is
organized. Under a medieval, feudal regime people will have
thought and felt differently from the way that we think and feel
now, in a capitalist economy – that is, an economy in which goods
are produced (the ‘mode of production’) by large concentrations of
capital (old-style factories, new-style multinationals) and then sold
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in a free, competitive, market. The base of a society – the way its
economy is organized, broadly speaking – determines its super-
structure – everything that we might classify as belonging to the
realm of culture, again in a broad sense: education, law, but also
religion, philosophy, political programmes, and the arts. This
implies a view of literature that is completely at odds with the
Anglo-American view of literature that goes back to Matthew
Arnold. If the way we experience reality and the way we think
about it (our religious, political, and philosophical views) are deter-
mined by the sort of economy we happen to live in, then clearly
there is no such thing as an unchanging human condition. On the
contrary, with, for instance, the emergence of capitalism some
centuries ago we may expect to find a new experience of reality
and new views of the world. Since capitalism did not happen
overnight we will not find a clean break but we certainly should
find a gradual transition to a new, and again more or less collective
perspective. The term ‘collective’ is important here. If the economic
‘base’ indeed determines the cultural ‘superstructure’, then writers
will not have all that much freedom in their creative efforts. They
will inevitably work within the framework dictated by the
economic ‘base’ and will have much in common with other writers
living and writing under the same economic dispensation.
Traditional Marxism, then, asserts that thought is subservient to,
and follows, the material conditions under which it develops. Its
outlook is materialist, as opposed to the idealist perspective, whose
claim that matter is basically subservient to thought is one of the
fundamental assumptions of modern Western culture: we tend to
assume that our thinking is free, unaffected by material circum-
stances. In our minds we can always be free. Wrong, says Marxism,
minds aren’t free at all, they only think they are.

Capitalism, Marxism tells us, thrives on exploiting its labourers.
Simply put, capitalists grow rich and shareholders do well because
the labourers that work for them and actually produce goods
(including services) get less – and often a good deal less – for their
efforts than their labour is actually worth. Labourers have known
this for a long time and have organized themselves in labour unions
to get fairer deals. What they do not know, however, is how capi-
talism alienates them from themselves by seeing them in terms of
production – as production units, as objects rather than human
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beings. Capitalism turns people into things, it reifies them.
Negotiations about better wages, no matter how successful, do not
affect (let alone reverse) that process. However, this process of reifi-
cation is not limited to labourers. The capitalist mode of production
generates a view of the world – focused on profit – in which ulti-
mately all of us function as objects and become alienated from
ourselves.

IDEOLOGY

This leads inevitably to the question of how it is possible that we
can be so blind to the real state of affairs around us and so terribly
delude ourselves. It also leads to the question of how it is possible
that apparently some people are not deluded. The answer given to
this second question by one important movement within
Marxism – so-called ‘Western’ Marxism – is that we always have a
certain margin of freedom. To put that in the terms usually
employed in the debates over issues such as freedom of action and
thought: within Western Marxism there is room for human agency
and subjective consciousness, that is, for action and thought that
have their origin in ourselves and are not wholly determined by
forces over which we have no control. As a consequence, the super-
structure – including, of course, literature and culture in general –
also enjoys a certain measure of independence (a point that Marx
himself also makes). But to return to our (almost) collective delu-
sion. For Marxism, we are blind to our own condition because of the
effects of what it calls ideology. We should not confuse the Marxist
use of ‘ideology’ with the way we often use the term: as referring to
a set of beliefs that people consciously hold – beliefs of which they
are aware and which they can articulate. We can for instance speak
of the ideology of the free market – referring to a series of argu-
ments that defend free enterprise against state intervention – and
also of the communistic ideology that gave the state total control
over production. For Marxists, however, the term is much more
encompassing.

In Marxist usage, ideology is what causes us to misrepresent the
world to ourselves. As I have just said, for Marxism the basis of any
society is its economic organization, which then gives rise to certain
social relations – for instance, the class relations between capitalists
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and workers in nineteenth-century capitalist economies. This socio-
economic base then conditions the cultural superstructure. However,
there are forces at work that prevent us from seeing this: for
instance, the liberal humanist idea that we are essentially free and
can remain free as long as we can think. For Marxists, ideology is a
not so much a set of beliefs or assumptions that we are aware of, but
it is that which makes us experience our life in a certain way and
makes us believe that that way of seeing ourselves and the world is
natural. In so doing, ideology distorts reality in one way or another
and falsely presents as natural and harmonious what is artificial and
contradictory – the class differences that we find under capitalism,
for instance. If we succumb to ideology we live in an illusory world,
in what in Marxism has often been described as a state of false
consciousness. As we will see later, the idea that we are blind to our
own condition is in more than one way still vitally important for
literary studies.

How is ideology able to hide authentic reality from us? One very
influential answer was given in the 1960s by the French Marxist
philosopher Louis Althusser (1918–90). Althusser’s first thesis
regarding ideology is that ‘Ideology represents the imaginary rela-
tionship of individuals to their real conditions of existence’
(Althusser [1971] 1996: 18), which roughly corresponds with what I
have just said: ideology distorts our view of our true ‘conditions of
existence’. His second thesis connects ideology with its social
sources. For Althusser ideology works through so-called ‘ideological
State apparatuses’, which, although they may have their own sub-
ideology, are all subject to the ruling ideology. Althusser’s
ideological State apparatuses include organized religion, the law, the
political system, trade unions, the educational system, the media –
in short, all the institutions through which we are socialized and
other organizations that have in one way or another been coopted
by those institutions. Ideology, then, has a material existence in the
sense that it is embodied in all sorts of material practices. Althusser
mentions some of the practices that are part of

the material existence of an ideological apparatus, be it only a small part
of that apparatus: a small mass in a small church, a funeral, a minor
match at a sports club, a school day, a political party meeting, etc.

(20)
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The list of material ideological practices could be almost infinitely
expanded. What is clear is that ideology is waiting for us wherever
we go and that everything we do and everything we engage in is
pervaded by ideology. This leads Althusser to the following conclu-
sion: ‘It therefore appears that the subject acts insofar as he is acted
by the . . . system’ (21). While we believe that we are acting out of
free will, we are in reality ‘acted by the . . . system’. We recognize in
this formulation the anti-humanist structuralist anthropology of
Lévi-Strauss. Because within such a perspective there is no room for
freedom, Althusser does not attribute the unequal distribution of
wealth that we find within capitalist societies to the manipulations
of ‘a small number of cynical men’ (18). The driving mechanism
behind ideology is not the self-interest of those who profit from the
way a given society has economically organized itself. Those who
profit are as blind as everybody else.

But if that is the case where does ideology come from and how
has it acquired its immense influence? To answer these questions
Althusser draws on the writings of the French psychoanalyst
Jacques Lacan (1901–81), whose work I will discuss in more detail in
the next chapter. For Lacan, the processes that we go through when
we grow up leave us forever incomplete. Aware of that deep lack –
although we cannot name it – and yearning for completion and for
wholeness, we turn to ideology, the more so since, as Althusser puts
it, ideology constantly ‘hails and interpellates’ (addresses) us as
‘concrete subjects’ – as if we are whole already. In so doing, it may
‘interpellate’ us in the different social roles that we play, or, as
Althusser would say, the different ‘subject positions’ that we
occupy. One and the same woman could be ‘interpellated’ as a
mother, as a member of a particular church, as a doctor, as a voter,
and so on. The way ideology addresses us creates those subject posi-
tions for us; yet simultaneously those positions are already familiar
to us because they are part of what we know. Ideology is not a set of
political views, but offers a fundamental coherence and stability,
tied up with a specific socio-economic order. Ideology invites us to
accept an image of ourselves that is deeply tempting and because we
want to be tempted it convinces us that we are whole and real, that
we are the ‘concrete subjects’ we want to be. No wonder, then, that
we see whatever ideology makes us see as natural, as belonging to
the natural, harmonious order of things.
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Althusser’s analysis showed the way for explorations of the way
ideology works in literature. Colin McCabe and other British critics
showed how, for instance, the objective realism of the mid-nineteenth-
century English novel is not so objective at all. They argued that
novels like Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847) and George Eliot’s
Middlemarch (1871–72), which present their characters as essentially
free, even if not all of them make use of that freedom, ‘hail’ us just
like ideology hails us.

Such novels invite their readers to become part of a world that is
essentially free and to look over the shoulders of people who make
autonomous decisions. They create a specific subject position for
their readers and give them the illusion that they, too, are free. Just
like ideology, such novels give their readers the idea that they are
complete: they make them believe that they are free agents and in
that way make them complicit in their own delusion.

HEGEMONY

Although Althusser’s analysis led to valuable insights into the
various ways in which literature can conspire with, and simultane-
ously deceive, its readers, a good many Marxist critics felt uneasy
with the deterministic character of his view of ideology. As we have
seen, Althusser would seem to leave no room at all for autonomous,
non-ideological thought or action. With the publication of the writ-
ings of the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937) in the
early 1970s, a modified concept of ideology became available.
Gramsci, writing in the 1930s, is fully aware of the power of
ideology, which leads to ‘[t]he “spontaneous” consent given by the
great masses of the population to the general direction imposed on
social life by the dominant fundamental group’ (Gramsci [1971]
1998: 277). This consent is ‘“historically” caused by the prestige
(and the consequent confidence) which the dominant group enjoys
because of its position and function in the world of production’
(277). Gramsci’s explanation of the power of ideology has the merit
of allowing us to resist what he calls the hegemony – the domina-
tion of a set of ruling beliefs and values through ‘consent’ rather
than through ‘coercive power’. Gramsci’s ‘hegemony’ is far less
inescapable than Althusser’s ideology, even if it, too, establishes and
maintains itself through ‘civil society’ and employs cultural means
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and institutions. Under hegemonic conditions the majority – usually
a large majority – of a nation’s citizens have so effectively internal-
ized what the rulers want them to believe that they genuinely think
that they are voicing their own opinion, but there is always room for
dissent. Gramsi’s hegemony, although it saturates society to the
same extent as Althusser’s ideology, is not airtight and waterproof.
We can catch on to it and resist its workings with counterhegemonic
actions even if we can never completely escape its all-pervasive
influence.

In the United Kingdom, the important Marxist critic Raymond
Williams (1921–88) emphasized this aspect of Gramsci’s thought.
For Williams ‘hegemony is not singular . . . its own internal struc-
tures are highly complex, and have continually to be renewed,
recreated and defended . . . they can be continually challenged and
in certain respects modified’ (Williams [1980] 1996: 22). Although
the economic ‘base’ and its ‘mode of production’ are still important
factors, the idea that the ‘base’ completely determines the cultural
‘superstructure’ is too simple: ‘no mode of production, and there-
fore no dominant society or order of society, and therefore no
dominant culture, in reality exhausts the full range of human prac-
tice, human energy, human intention’ (26). Marxist critics who
follow Williams’s more flexible notion of ideology – such as the
cultural materialists who I will discuss in Chapter 7 – see literature
as an important vehicle for ideology, but are very attentive to the
dissenting voices and views that literature may also present.

MARXIST LITERARY STUDIES

This discussion of ideology and hegemony will have made clear that
a Marxist perspective leads to an approach to literature that is signif-
icantly different from the approaches I have discussed so far. As
we have just seen, Marxists may differ on the extent to which
the cultural superstructure is determined by the socio-economic
base. Marx himself, for instance, is on record as leaving the arts a
good deal of leeway – the development of the arts did for him not
necessarily immediately reflect changes in the economic arrange-
ment and the relations between classes – while the so-called ‘vulgar
Marxists’ of the prewar period saw a direct cause–effect relationship
between the socio-economic base and literature and saw the writer
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as directly conditioned by his or her social class. All Marxist critics
agree, however, that in the study of literature the social dimension is
absolutely indispensable. Writers can never completely escape
ideology and their social background so that the social reality of the
writer will always be part of the text.

A central question in Marxist approaches to literature concerns
the reliability of literary texts as social ‘evidence’. If Charles Dickens’s
Great Expectations (1860–61) and George Eliot’s Middlemarch
(1871–72) are conditioned by the capitalist society of Victorian
England what then are we going to find in these novels: a true
picture of Victorian England, or an ideologically distorted reflec-
tion? In short, is it possible for writers, or for literary texts – this is
a crucial distinction, as we will see – to offer objective insights 
(as Marxists see them): to present history as a never-ending stuggle
between antagonistic classes for economic and social gains and
to present contemporary reality as only the latest instance of
that struggle?

Over time, Marxist critics have given different answers to this
question, although most have been inspired by the notion – first
formulated by Friedrich Engels in 1888 – that the meaning of a
literary work must be seen as independent of the political (and ideo-
logically coloured) views of its author. This by now familiar strategy
of separating text and author does however not separate the text
from social reality (as the Formalists and the literary structuralists
did). On the contrary, the idea is that if we remove the author from
the picture – or at least the author’s political views – we might get
an even better picture of the real world of class conflicts and political
tension. This idea has the great merit that it allows Marxist critics to
read the work of even the most reactionary authors against the grain
of their political views so that their work, too, can be appreciated
from a Marxist perspective. The Hungarian critic George Lukács, the
most prominent Marxist critic of the prewar period, holds for
instance the work of the French novelist Honoré de Balzac
(1799–1850) and the Russian Leo Tolstoy (1828–1910), neither of
them known for progressive views, in high regard. In fact, Lukács
vastly prefers the panoramic novels of such conservative writers to
the fragmentary avant-garde products of the sometimes fiercely
leftist artists of the 1920s because it is only in the wide-ranging
panorama, and in the merging of individual life stories with the
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larger movements of history, that the reader is confronted with the
historical truth. As Lukács puts it:

Achilles and Werther, Oedipus and Tom Jones, Antigone and Anna
Karenina: their individual existence . . . cannot be distinguished from
their social and historical environment. Their human significance,
their specific individuality cannot be separated from the context in
which they were created.

(Lukács [1957] 1972: 476)

The narratives in which these characters appear are to some extent
independent of their authors’ political convictions and accurately
reflect historical reality. They effectively overcome their authors’
ideological limitations and they do so because they offer a total
overview of all the social forces involved.

For the British and American Marxist critics of the 1970s and
1980s, usually influenced by Althusser and his grim view of an
enormously powerful ideology, texts do not so easily allow us a
view of an undistorted reality. I have already mentioned that,
following Althusser, critics sought to demonstrate that the great
realistic novels of the nineteenth century, just like ideology, address
(‘hail’) their readers and make them complicit in their own ideolog-
ical delusion. Ideology is seen as such a strong presence in the text
that we more or less have to break down its resistance to get at a
truer picture of the reality the text pretends to present. An impor-
tant influence on especially British critics of the period is the
French critic Pierre Macherey’s A Theory of Literary Production
(1966; translated in 1978). For Macherey literary works are
pervaded by ideology. So in order to get beyond a text’s ideological
dimension we will have to begin with the cracks in its facade, with
those sites where the text is not fully in control of itself (a lack of
control summarized in the title of one of Macherey’s later essays:
‘The Text Says What It Does Not Say’). In order to expose a text’s
ideology, interpretation must paradoxically focus on what the text
does not say, on what the text represses rather than expresses. We
find what the text does not say in gaps, in silences where what
might have been said remains unarticulated. Literature, as
Macherey puts it, reveals the gaps in ideology (see Macherey
[1966] 1978: 59–60). The text might almost be said to have an
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unconscious to which it has consigned what it cannot say because of
ideological repression. Macherey finds the cracks in the text’s facade
not in its major themes, which are fully controlled by ideology, but
in textual elements that are only tangentially related to the main
theme (or themes). Here is where we see ideology, with its suppres-
sion of contradiction and exclusion of what is undesirable, actually
at work. And since in a literary text the work of ideology is never
completely successful, we will find ideological oddities in the text.
The critic then explores the reasons for these oddities and will find
the truth paradoxically in those places where the text works hard to
suppress it.

This leads to a way of reading literature that is completely
different from that of the English and American critics of the 1920s
and beyond who I discussed in the first chapter. Macherey and like-
minded critics in the United Kingdom such as Terry Eagleton were
not interested in what makes a text coherent but in what makes it
incoherent, in what does not fit or is absent for obscure reasons (see
for instance Eagleton’s analyses of a number of canonical texts in
Criticism and Ideology of 1976).

Let me have a brief look at the British critic Catherine Belsey’s
Macherey-inspired reading of a number of Sherlock Holmes stories
in her Critical Practice of 1980. Their author, Arthur Conan Doyle
(1859–1930), presents his detective hero as unerringly penetrating,
a man gifted with a brain that can solve any riddle. The ‘project’ of
these stories – to make everything subject to scientific analysis, as
Belsey puts it – would seem to promise a true and unflinching
picture of reality. However, if we look closely at the reality that the
stories actually present, we see that their presentation of the real
world is strangely deficient. As Belsey demonstrates, the women in
these stories and their social position are not subjected to analysis
at all. They remain mysterious and opaque. The silence of these
stories with regard to their female characters reveals the working of
a patriarchal ideology in which the males take centre stage and the
women are taken for granted. They may at best provide an occasion
for Holmes’s intellect to dazzle us.

This may well raise a question: do we need a theoretical concept
like ideology to find what other readers might have discovered
without its help? In fact, Macherey’s own analyses of the fiction
of Jules Verne raise the same question. However, we should not
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underrate the added value of this approach. Whereas a more tradi-
tional critic might suppose that in the Holmes example we are
dealing with a personal blindness or an unwillingness on the part of
the author to present a truer picture of late nineteenth-century or
early twentieth-century reality, for Marxist critics the omission is not
personal at all, but points directly to an impersonal cluster of beliefs
and values with an immense social influence. It is this ideology that is
the real target of literary investigation, and the aim in this particular
case is not to show up Doyle’s personal shortcomings, but the differ-
ences between ideology and the real world. Through the politics of
the text – its ideological dimension – Marxist criticism addresses the
politics of the world outside the text.

THE POLITICS OF GENDER: FEMINISM

It is now obvious that it does not make much sense to consider the
literature that over the ages has been produced by female writers
without taking into account the social realities that female authors
have had to face. For one thing, for a very long period women were
not really supposed to get an education. It is of course possible to
become a writer without a formal education – a fortunate circum-
stance to which we owe a number of great women writers – but
clearly the odds are against the members of any group that is
discriminated against in this way. The work of female writers has so
obviously been under a number of serious historical constraints
that it is now hard to understand why the odds they faced were
virtually ignored in literary discussions (except by some of these
writers themselves: Virginia Woolf, for instance). The answer
surely has to do with the general blindness of (male-dominated)
Western culture to its treatment of women as second-rate citizens.
Moreover, as long as within literary studies interest was virtually
limited to the ‘words on the page’ (Richards, Leavis, the New
Criticism), to the underlying structures that enabled literary texts
to come into being (the French structuralists), or to ideology
and the class struggle as mediated through literary texts
(traditional Marxist criticism), the plight of women writers drew
little attention.

Most critics now believe that it is impossible to cordon off neatly a
given field of interest or study from the rest of the world. For better
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or for worse, everything seems somehow related to everything else.
With regard to the social position of women, and therefore also with
regard to the field of female writing, that view is to a large extent
due to the feminist movement that began to gain momentum in the
course of the 1960s. Curiously, even Marxism, with its wide-ranging
historical theorizing, had largely ignored the position of women.
With hindsight, this oversight is all the more incomprehensible
since some of its key concepts – the struggle between social classes,
the blinding effects of ideology – might have been employed to
analyse the social situation of women.

The feminist movement, then, put socio-historical circumstances
as a determining factor in the production of literature firmly on the
map. Feminism was right from the beginning involved in literary
studies, and for good reasons. Kate Millett’s trailblazing Sexual
Politics of 1970, for instance, devotes long chapters to the attitudes
towards women that pervade the work of prominent twentieth-
century authors such as D.H. Lawrence (1885–1930) and Henry
Miller (1891–1980). Both were held in high regard by many critics
for their daring and liberating depictions of erotic relations. Millett,
however, showed that the attitude of their male characters towards
women was not so emancipated at all: most of the male characters
that she examined – and especially those of Miller – were deni-
grating, exploitative, and repressive in their relations with women.
Feminism saw very clearly that the widespread negative stereotyping
of women in literature and film (we can now add the Internet) consti-
tuted a formidable obstacle on the road to true equality. At least as
important is that, in the work of the male writers she discusses,
Millett finds a relationship between sex and power in which the
distribution of power over the male and female partners mirrors the
distribution of power over males and females in society at large. In
other words, in terms of power, acts that we usually think of as
completely private turn out to be an extension of the public sphere.
The private and the public cannot be seen as wholly separate – on the
contrary, they are intimately linked. Since this is the case, Millett
argues, the private sphere is, just like the public realm, thoroughly
political: it is a political arena where the same power-based relations
exist as in the public world. Feminism and feminist criticism are
profoundly political in claiming that the personal and the political
cannot be separated. They are also political in the more traditional
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sense of trying to intervene in the social order with a programme
that aims to change actually existing social conditions. Feminism
seeks to change the power relations between men and women that
prevail under what in the late 1960s and the 1970s usually was called
patriarchy, a term that referred to the (almost) complete domination
of men in Western society (and beyond).

FEMINIST LITERARY STUDIES

In its first phase, feminist literary studies focused on ‘the woman as
reader’ and on ‘the woman as writer’. The American feminist critic
Elaine Showalter, from whom I am borrowing these formulations,
put it as follows in her 1979 essay ‘Towards a Feminist Poetics’:

The first type is concerned with . . . woman as the consumer of male-
produced literature, and with the way in which the hypothesis of a
female reader changes our apprehension of a given text, awakening us
to the significance of its textual codes. . . . Its subjects include images
and stereotypes of women in literature, the omissions of and miscon-
ceptions about women in criticism, and the fissures in male-constructed
literary history.

(Showalter [1979] 1985: 128)

When feminist criticism focuses on ‘the woman as writer’ it
concerns itself with

woman as the producer of textual meaning, with the history, genres and
structures of literatures by women. Its subjects include the psychody-
namics of female creativity; linguistics and the problem of female
language; the trajectory of the individual or collective literary career;
literary history; and, of course, studies of particular writers and works.

(128)

The first type of feminist criticism asks questions of the following
kind. What sort of roles did female characters play? With what sort
of themes were they associated? What are the implicit presupposi-
tions of a given text with regard to its readers? (Upon closer
inspection many texts clearly assume that their readers are male –
just like those commercials in which fast cars are presented by
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seductive young women.) Feminist critics showed how often
literary representations of women repeated familiar cultural stereo-
types. Such stereotypes included the woman – fast car or not – as an
immoral and dangerous seductress, the woman as eternally dissatis-
fied shrew, the woman as cute but essentially helpless child, the
woman as unworldly, self-sacrificing angel, and so on. Since the
way female characters were standardly portrayed had not much in
common with the way feminist critics saw and experienced them-
selves, these characters clearly were constructions, put together –
not necessarily by the writers who presented them themselves, but
by the culture they belonged to – to serve a not-so-hidden purpose.
If we look at the four examples I have given we see immediately
that female independence (in the seductress and the shrew) gets a
strongly negative connotation, while helplessness and renouncing
all ambition and desire are presented as endearing and admirable.
The message is that dependence leads to indulgence and reverence
while independence leads to dislike and rejection. The desired
effect – of which the writer clearly need not be aware – is a perpetu-
ation of the unequal power relations between men and women.

GENDER

To put what I have just sketched in somewhat different terms: this
type of feminist criticism leads to a thorough examination of gender
roles. Gender has to do not with how females (and males) really are,
but with the way that a given culture or subculture sees them, how
they are culturally constructed. To say that women have two breasts
is to say something about their biological nature, to say something
about what it is to be a female; to say that women are naturally timid,
or sweet, or intuitive, or dependent, or self-pitying, is to construct
a role for them. It tells us how the speaker wants to see them. What
traditionally has been called ‘feminine’, then, is a cultural construc-
tion, a gender role that has been culturally assigned to countless
generations of women. The same holds for masculinity, with its
connotations of strength, rationality, stoicism, and self-reliance. Like
femininity, traditional masculinity is a gender role that has far less to
do with actual males than with the wishful thinking projected onto
the heroes of Westerns, hard-boiled private eyes, and British secret
agents. Masculinity, too, is a cultural construction. We can see this, for
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instance, in one of the traditional representations of homosexuality, in
which maleness and masculinity are uncoupled. Although homosex-
uals are male, they are often portrayed as feminine, that is, as lacking
masculinity.

Feminism, then, has right from the beginning been focused on
gender because a thorough revision of gender roles seemed the
most effective way of changing the power relations between men
and women. Since no one in their right mind will want to give
serious power to a person who must be timid, dependent, irrational,
and self-pitying because she is a woman, the effort to purge the
culture of such gendered stereotyping is absolutely crucial.
Feminism has politicized gender – by showing its constructed
nature – and put it firmly on the agenda of the later twentieth
century. Moreover, after its initial focus on the gendered represen-
tation of women (and men) in Western culture, it has very
effectively widened the issue and shown how often seemingly
neutral references, descriptions, definitions, and so on, are in fact
gendered, and usually according to the same pattern. A masculine
gendering is supposed to evoke positive connotations, a feminine
gendering is supposed to evoke negative ones. Feminism has shown
how this binary opposition – to use the structuralist term for such
pairs – is pervasively present in the way we think about nature,
emotion, science, action (or non-action), art, and so on.

THE WOMAN AS WRITER

The textual focus that we find in studies of how literary representa-
tions of women are gendered also characterizes attempts to
establish a specifically female tradition – or specifically female
traditions – in writing by women. A famous example with regard to
the specificity of nineteenth-century female writing is Sandra
Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s The Madwoman in the Attic: The
Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination
(1979). For Gilbert and Gubar the limitations – social and
otherwise – that a nineteenth-century female writer faced led to ‘an
obsessive interest in these limited options’. In the work of these
writers that interest expressed itself in an ‘obsessive imagery of
confinement that reveals the ways in which female artists feel
trapped and sickened both by suffocating alternatives and by the
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culture that had created them’ (Gilbert and Gubar 1979: 64). An
example is ‘the madwoman in the attic’ of Gilbert and Gubar’s title:
the supposedly mad wife that Jane’s employer and future husband
Rochester keeps locked up in the attic in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane
Eyre (1847). Not unexpectedly, then, the attempt to establish a
female literary tradition fairly soon led to calls for a specifically
female form of literary studies, for ways of reading and theorizing
that could tell us how typically female experience has over the ages
been reflected in literature written by women.

Female literary studies focused on specifically female themes,
genres, even styles, but also on the origins and development of
larger female traditions. The female focus of this search for a female
literary tradition has greatly benefited literary studies in general. It
has rediscovered forgotten female authors, has rehabilitated ignored
ones, and has in its efforts to let women speak for themselves
unearthed much writing of a personal nature, such as letters, travel
journals, and diaries, that has contributed to a redefinition and
expansion of the literary field. Feminism has expanded the canon,
has rehabilitated such forgotten genres as that of the ‘sentimental’,
domestic novel, and has, within the larger literary tradition,
constructed a dynamic canon of writing by women.

The rediscovery and rehabilitation of authors raises the question
why they had disappeared from sight in the first place. What had
eliminated these women writers from the race to lasting literary
fame? At first sight the answer is obvious: reviewers and critics
must have found their work lacking in quality, as not up to the
standards required for admission to the literary pantheon. But that
leads to further questions: what exactly were those standards, who
had established them, and who were the people who put the work
of these female writers to the test? There is an easy general answer
to the last two questions: male critics and male reviewers. And so
another issue suggests itself: could maleness have been a factor in
literary judgements in general? Is it possible that the whole issue
of literary value is in some way gendered? Couldn’t for instance
T.S. Eliot’s preference for impersonality, for irony, and for a sort of
stoic resignation be seen as typically masculine instead of as gener-
ally valid? Couldn’t it be possible that the odds have been against
female writing all along, not only with regard to opportunities for
writing but also with regard to that writing’s evaluation? Under
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the pressure of feminist scutiny reviewers, critics, and literary
academics have in the last twenty years been forced to recognize
their masculinist prejudices and have for instance accepted forms
of literary criticism in which the personal experience of the
(female) critic is brought to bear upon a text in order to illuminate
passages that might otherwise remain obscure.

For the defenders of impersonality in literary matters such prac-
tices are downright irresponsible – if not typically feminine, too.
Feminism has been hard on the impersonalists. In their use of auto-
biographical material, female academics have followed a trend set
earlier by female writers such as the American poets Sylvia Plath
(1932–63), Anne Sexton (1928–74), and Adrienne Rich (1929–).
Since the mid-1960s women writers, drawing on their personal
experiences, have increasingly brought female sexuality, female
anguish, childbirth, mothering, rape, and other specifically female
themes into their work. Still, the feminist criticism and writing that
I have so far discussed is in some ways fairly traditional, for
instance in its view of the subject. In this (mostly American) femi-
nist criticism of the 1970s and 1980s the female subject, like its
male counterpart, is essentially free and autonomous. Once the
social and cultural restraints on women have been lifted, women
will be as autonomous and self-determining as men. Moreover, in
its earlier stages this feminism assumes that it speaks for all
women, regardless of culture, class, and race. This is undeniably
more modest than liberal humanism’s (male) assumption that it
speaks for all of mankind, but it still ignores the often rather
different experience of women who, unlike virtually all early femi-
nists, are not white, heterosexual, and middle class. As early as 1977
the African-American critic Barbara Smith argued that black
women writers were ignored by academic feminism (‘Towards a
Black Feminist Criticism’).

In the wake of Smith’s article and of bell hooks’s acclaimed
Ain’t I a Woman? Black Women and Feminism (1981) more and
more groups of women – African-American women, Chicana
women, lesbian woman – began to assert an identity of their own
and to create separate feminist literary traditions. Smith had in
1977 already taken that initiative with regard to black female
writing, arguing that writers like Zora Neale Hurston, Alice
Walker, and Toni Morrison presented black women who with their
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folk memories, their special skills (midwifery, for instance), and
their intimacy with the natural world were clearly distinct from
white women. As a result of these developments American femi-
nism and the feminist literary studies that it had produced began
to fragment along lines of ethnic and sexual identity, while its
liberalist perspective also was submitted to severe critique.

MARXIST FEMINISM

A similar fragmentation would ultimately destabilize a specifically
British offshoot of feminism: Marxist feminism. From a Marxist
perspective, history is dominated by a struggle between social
classes that will only end when a truly classless society has been
achieved. Given the fact that throughout history women have been
collectively denied important rights, it was almost inevitable that a
Marxist feminism would emerge that saw women as constituting a
seriously underprivileged class. Moreover, many Marxist concepts,
especially as these were redefined by Louis Althusser, seemed
greatly relevant. In particular Althusser’s definition of ideology and
his concept of interpellation, which explains how ideology addresses
us in a certain role and draws us into a conspiracy that is ultimately
aimed at ourselves, proved useful for feminist literary studies and
film studies. As we have seen, for Althusser we only experience
ourselves as complete and whole individuals (‘concrete subjects’)
through the internalization of ideology. Ideology is what actually
gives us what we experience as our individuality. Althusserian
feminism examines how literary texts, films, commercials, and so
on, ‘hail and interpellate’ their readers or their audience and ‘posi-
tion’ them with regard to gender. Into what position does a text, a
film, a rock video, or a commercial try to manoeuvre us through
specific strategies of narration, specific shots, images, and other
forms of representation? How do they persuade a female audience
to accept a liberal humanist ideology that so clearly disadvantages
them? However, Althusserian feminism is by no means the whole
story. We also find a British Marxist feminism that, in Ruth
Robbins’s words,

is interested in the material conditions of real people’s lives, how
conditions such as poverty and undereducation produce different
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signifying systems than works produced and read in conditions of
privilege and educational plenty. This kind of approach is likely to be
most interested in the content of a literary text as symptomatic of the
conditions of its production.

(Robbins 2000: 13)

However, after its heyday in the early 1980s, Marxist feminism, too,
was increasingly charged with being insensitive to difference, and
came to be seen as the product of a white academic elite (with its
standard middle-class background) and as unacceptably neglectful of
the specific social problems – and the way these had been given
literary expression – of women who did not belong to the white
heterosexual middle class. Black Marxist feminists, for instance, were
quick to point out that black female writers had to cope not only
with biases based on gender but also with an equally crippling racial
bias, and that an approach that failed to take race into account would
never be able to do justice to the work of black female writers.

Like virtually everything else in literary and cultural studies, femi-
nism and feminist criticism have experienced the impact of difference,
of the enormous attention that in the course of the last thirty years
has been given to the ways we are different from each other.

THE POLITICS OF RACE

The third political instrument of analysis that we must look at is
that of race. Until the twentieth century, the literatures written in
the various Western languages were overwhelmingly the product of
white writers, male and female. That picture begins to change in the
period between the two world wars. In the 1920s African-American
writing, flowering in the so-called ‘Harlem Renaissance’, becomes
almost overnight a permanent force within the field of US litera-
ture, and in the1930s and 1940s writers hailing from France’s
African and Caribbean colonies become a presence on the French
literary scene. With the emergence of a black literary presence race
enters the agenda of literary studies. In one sense it also enters
literature itself – in the sense that it is now presented from the
perspective of non-white writers. Racial discrimination is a recur-
rent theme in African-American writing, from the fiction and
poetry of the Harlem Renaissance, via Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man
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(1952) whose theme is that racial prejudice makes blacks invisible as
individuals, to the novels of the Nobel Prize-winning (1993) Toni
Morrison. In another sense, however, race was not a new theme at
all but had been there all along. As we will see in a later chapter,
that on postcolonial studies, race seen through the eyes of Western
writers had always been part of Western literature but its presence
had gone largely unnoted, at least by Western readers.

With the idea of négritude – which might be translated as ‘negro-
ness’ – French-speaking black writers like Aimé Césaire (originally
from Martinique) and especially Léopold Senghor (from Senegal) in
the 1940s and 1950s introduced and developed the idea that litera-
ture written by Africans was not merely thematically different
from Western literature (in its emphasis on race), but that it was
intrinsically different because Africans, no matter where they lived,
were different from whites. Négritude has been variously defined –
at one point Senghor equates it with ‘feeling’, for instance, at
another he sees it in terms of a reverent attitude towards life and a
desire to find harmony in an integration with the cosmos – and has
been severely criticized both by African and by African-American
writers. But the Harlem Renaissance and the development of négri-
tude mark the beginnings of African-American and African or, as
the case may be, Caribbean self-definition in the face of a Western
racism and of a Western system of colonial oppression that had
denied (and continued to deny) substance and validity to non-white
cultures and cultural expressions, all of which were considered far
inferior to the great achievements of Western culture. Inevitably,
that process of self-definition involves a critique of Western repre-
sentations of Africans and African-Americans, representations that
usually repeat the stereotypes that have for instance legitimized
colonization. That self-definition and the critique of Western repre-
sentations stand at the beginning of the interrogation and
contestaton of Europe’s colonial enterprise and its legacy that is
now called postcolonial studies, a relatively new field of literary,
cultural, and political enquiry that will be discussed in a later
chapter.

The mordant critique of colonialism that we find in the négri-
tude movement – in his Discourse on Colonialism we find Césaire
stating that Hitler already spoke through those who defended
colonial oppression and exploitation (Césaire [1955] 1997: 79) –
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found a highly articulate and influential supporter in Frantz
Fanon (1925–61), a psychiatrist from Martinique who became
involved in the Algerian resistance to French colonialism. Fanon
merits attention here not only because he called attention to
the debilitating psychological effects of colonialism upon the colo-
nized, which is a major theme in postcolonial studies, but also
because in The Wretched of the Earth (originally published in
French in 1961) he outlines a theory of what we might call colo-
nial literature – that is, the literature of the colonized. In that
theory he distances himself from négritude. The idea that all
blacks would have essential features in common, for him mirrors
the homogenization that blacks have always suffered at the hands
of white culture: ‘The Negroes of Chicago only resemble the
Nigerians or the Tanganyikans in so far as they were all defined
in relation to the whites’ (Fanon [1961] 1997: 97). Instead of a
homogeneous négritude, he stresses the importance of national
culture for ‘the native intellectual’. Fanon distinguishes three
phrases in the cultural – including the literary – relations between
colonized and colonizer. In the first phase the native intellectual
takes pride in demonstrating that ‘he has assimilated’ – that is
mastered – ‘the culture of the occupying power’. In the second
phase, ‘the native is disturbed; he decides to remember what he is’
(101). He goes back to his own people, immerses himself in the
native culture, and the ‘rhyming poetry’ of the first phase gives
way to ‘the poetic tom-tom’s rhythms’ (103). In the third phase,
the ‘fighting phase’, the intellectual and the writer will break out
of this immersion and turn into ‘an awakener of the people’ and
will produce a ‘fighting literature, a revolutionary literature, and a
national literature’ (102). For Fanon, writing in 1961, that is, when
much of Africa was still under colonial rule, national cultures and
literatures play a crucial role in the process of liberation. The post-
structuralist theorizing which emerges in the 1970s and the
postcolonial theory which then follows in the 1980s take a rather
dim view of the idea of ‘nation’, of the so-called nation-state,
which they primarily see in terms of oppression. In the historical
context in which Fanon is writing, however, the sort of revolu-
tionary nationalism and the corresponding national culture that
he has in mind seem almost inevitable, if only for the ‘psycho-
affective equilibrium’ of the colonized.
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Fanon’s view of the differentiation of African writing – which is
united only in its desire to resist colonialism – has set the tone for
later theories of African, Caribbean, and African-American writing.
Abandoning the idea of a Pan-African cultural identity that we can
find among all African peoples and among the African communities
in the Americas, critics have emphasized the specific identity of
all the various literatures that black writers have created. The
Caribbean mixture of languages and populations has for instance
led a number of Caribbean writers to try and theorize Caribbean
literature in terms of cross-cultural exchanges. Writers such as the
Guyanese novelist Wilson Harris and the Barbadian poet Edward
Brathwaite have argued that the literature of the region must be
seen as the product of interlocking cultural traditions, of ‘creoliza-
tion’ as Brathwaite called it in his 1974 Contradictory Omens:
Cultural Diversity and Integration in the Caribbean, a study in
which he argued that various black and white cultures, and, to a
lesser extent, Indian and Chinese cultures, have in a continous
process of exchange created a Caribbean identity and culture. In the
later 1980s and 1990s the ‘hybridity’ that is the result of such
processes would become a major theme in postcolonial studies.

AFRICAN-AMERICAN LITERARY STUDIES

The development of African-American criticism, which emerged
after the mid-1960s when black studies entered the university
curriculum and when the so-called Black Arts movement got
underway, runs to some extent parallel to that of feminist literary
criticism. A major objective was to rediscover and rehabilitate
forgotten African-American writers – that is, to have them recog-
nized as serious contributors to the American literary heritage.
A second objective was to establish a specifically African-American
literary tradition, a tradition that formally distinguished itself from
white American writing. The recovery and promotion of forgotten
or neglected writers has been successful: all anthologies of
American literature now present a good many African-American
writers that were absent from their pre-1980s editions. The search
for a specific African-American literature has led to perhaps less
definitive results. Although we do now indeed speak of an African-
American literary tradition, the question of how this tradition
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hangs together is still debated. What many African-American texts
have in common is the overriding theme of racial discrimination,
but it is less easy to say what they have in common in terms of
form rather than theme.

In the 1960s the Black Arts movement, in the spirit of négritude,
posited a ‘Black aesthetic’ that expressed a Pan-African, organic, and
whole sensibility. Led by important writers such as the poet and
playwright Amiri Baraka, it focused, however, on creative and polit-
ical writing and on political intervention through theatrical and
other performances. Around the mid-1970s, African-American
literary academics began to turn to form and to seek the ‘Blackness’
of African-American literature in its specific strategies and use of
language. (The idea that African-American literature could be
formally distinct from white American literature is not implausible:
if we look at the American music scene we immediately recognize
musical forms and genres that are distinctly African-American or
that derive from African-American sources.) A number of critics, the
most prominent of whom is Henry Louis Gates, Jr, began, in Gates’s
words, ‘to chart the patterns of repetition and revision among texts
by black authors’. Gates continues: ‘Accordingly, many black authors
read and revise one another, address similar themes, and repeat the
cultural and linguistic codes of a common symbolic geographic. For
these reasons, we can think of them as forming literary traditions’
(Gates 1992: 30). This approach, which combines thematic and
formal interests, has led to intriguing results. Central to African-
American writing is this practice of repetition and revision which
Gates calls ‘signifyin(g)’, a term which refers to the trickster figure
of the ‘signifying monkey’ of African-American – and more gener-
ally African – folktales. A ‘black text echoes, mirrors, repeats, revives,
or responds to in various formal ways’ a textual world of other black
texts. ‘Signifiyin(g)’ is ‘this process of intertextual relation . . . the
troped revision, of repetition and difference’ (Gates 1987: 2). In the
black vernacular tradition ‘signifying’ has a whole range of mean-
ings related to the trickster aspect of the signifyin’ monkey. In
African-American culture in general, Gates tells us, ‘black rhetorical
tropes, subsumed under signifying, would include marking, loud-
talking, testifying, calling out (of one’s name), sounding, rapping,
playing the dozens, and so on’ (Gates [1989] 1998: 904). ‘The
dozens’ – a form of verbal duelling that is an ultimately affectionate
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exchange of ingenious insults – illustrates Gates’s argument that
‘[t]he Afro-American rhetorical strategy of signifying is a rhetorical
act that is not engaged in the game of information giving’ (905).
Tracing this particular practice to the oral roots of African and
African-American literature – in which verbal skills were of course
paramount – Gates sees in the ‘dozens’ one of the elements that are
reworked time and again by black writers, just like black musicians
borrow riffs from each other and from earlier generations of musi-
cians and rework them. The example of ‘the dozens’ and the trickster
connotation of signifying should not create the impression that we
find the practice of signifying only in contexts that are ultimately
not very serious. The poet T. Tenton Fortune’s poem ‘The Black
Man’s Burden’, which for Gates ‘signif[ies] . . . upon Kipling’s
“White Man’s Burden”’ (908) – the white race’s ‘duty’ to bring
‘civilization’ to other peoples through colonial rule – sufficiently
demonstrates the seriousness of signifying: ‘What is the Black Man’s
Burden/Ye Gentile parasites/Who crush and rob your brother/Of
his manhood and his rights?’ (For a book-length discussion of ‘signi-
fyin[g]’ practices see Gates 1988.)

Beginning in the 1980s, we also find another major line of
enquiry for African-American criticism: what we might call the
construction of blackness, the ways in which the dominant white
culture and its literary products had over the ages constructed black
males and females as different from their white counterparts. Just
like women had to live up to the feminine gender roles created by a
male-dominated society, black males and females were confronted
with the cultural demands implied by the constructions of black
maleness and black femaleness that white society imposed upon
them. By means of these constructions, white society practically
forced black males and females to live up to the stereotypes that it
had itself created. In order to acquire insight into the nature of these
highly discriminatory social constructs, African-American criticism
analysed representations of black characters – and of blackness in
general – in ‘white’ literature (or in Jewish-American literature, as
in Bernard Malamud’s The Tenants of 1971, in a which a Jewish and
an African-American writer entertain a volatile relationship in a
condemned and otherwise deserted New York tenement).

Like the more traditional forms of feminist criticism, until the
1980s African-American criticism worked with a view of the subject
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that was not really different from that of white, liberal humanist
criticism. Although far more sensitive to social constraints – and
particularly those of race and class – than the average white critic;
black critics, too, saw the subject – black or white – as essentially
free and as an autonomous moral agent, able to transcend the limi-
tations imposed by time, place, and colour. Marxist critics once
again were the exception. From a Marxist perspective, the relations
between the white majority and the black minority could be
rewritten in terms of class relations, with the black minority kept
subservient by ideology. In a brief discussion of Alice Walker’s The
Color Purple, bell hooks, who I have already mentioned above,
argues that the novel’s heroine, who ends as a successful entrepre-
neur, stays within an individualist, capitalist framework and is
therefore not fully liberated: ‘Breaking free from the patriarchal
prison that is her “home” when the novel begins, she creates her
own household, yet radical politics of collective struggle against
racism or sexism do not inform her struggle for self-actualization’
(hooks [1992] 1997: 222). Like feminism, African-American criti-
cism was strongly affected by the emphasis on difference that
emerged in the course of the 1980s. African-American feminists
came to see it as male-dominated and focused on specifically male
issues, and increasingly pursued their feminist agenda, only to find,
like the white feminists, that further fragmentation – for instance
lesbians pursuing again another agenda – waited down the line.
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Summary
Literary texts always have a political dimension in the sense that on
closer inspection they can be shown to take specific stances with
regard to social issues, either through what they say or through what
they do not say – through the elision of certain themes or topics.
Marxist critics are especially interested in issues of class and social
exploitation and are specifically attentive to the cultural mechanisms –
and their literary versions – that keep people unaware of their exploited
status. Literary feminism has called our attention to the pervasive male
bias that we find throughout Western history. It has rediscovered
forgotten or marginalized female writers and established a history of
writing by women; it has expanded the literary field by including in its
interests the sort of personal writing that we find in letters, diaries, and



SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING

MARXIST CRITICISM

A good starting point is Moyra Haslett’s Marxist Literary and
Cultural Theory (1999), which offers an overview of the field.
Terry Eagleton’s Marxism and Literary Criticism (1976a) is a good
and brief introduction to the work of major twentieth-century
Marxist literary theorists. Raymond Williams’s Marxism and
Literature (1977) shows us a very influential Marxist critic in
action. Arguing that we must see literature in ‘material’ terms,
Williams elucidates not only the basic Marxist notions, but also
Gramsci’s ‘hegemony’ and his own notion of ‘structures of
feeling’. In Marxism and Literary History (1986) John Frow exam-
ines the literary criticism of Pierre Macherey, Terry Eagleton,
Fredric Jameson, and others. Eagleton’s Ideology: An Introduction
(1991) takes us through the ‘ideology’ debate from a Marxist
perspective. One of the major contributions to that debate, Louis
Althusser’s ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses’ (originally
in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, 1971) is in spite of its
forbidding title quite accessible and has been widely reprinted,
fairly recently in Rivkin and Ryan (2004). Tony Bennett’s
Formalism and Marxism ([1979] 2003) is a good introduction to
the Althusserian criticism of Macherey. An interesting and
eminently readable example of the application of the notion of
ideology to a specific literary genre is Stephen Knight’s Form and
Ideology in Detective Fiction (1980) which reads classics such as
Agatha Christie and Raymond Chandler as representatives of
liberal humanist ideology.
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journals; and it has shown how writing by women is thematically
marked by the historically difficult position of female authors. A third
important political category, on a par with class and gender, is that of
race. African, Caribbean, and African-American authors and critics
have demonstrated the pervasive presence of racial prejudice in
Western writing. Like feminism, African-American criticism has redis-
covered forgotten or marginalized writing. It has sought to establish a
specially black tradition in writing that is not only thematically, but also
in its recurring tropes different from writing by white Americans.



FEMINIST CRITICISM

Ruth Robbins’s Literary Feminisms (2000) offers a good and lucid
overview. Other very useful and more recent publications include 
A Handbook of Literary Feminisms (2002) by Shari Benstock,
Suzanne Ferris, and Susanne Woods and Ellen Rooney’s The
Cambridge Companion to Feminist Literary Theory (2006). In
Helene Moglen’s The Trauma of Gender: A Feminist Theory of the
English Novel (2001) feminist theory meets literary critical practice.
Robyn R. Warhol and Diane Price Herndl’s Feminisms: An
Anthology of Literary Theory and Criticism (1991) and Maggie
Humm’s Feminisms: A Reader (1992) between the two of them
collect a wealth of theoretical and critical material, with Warhol and
Herndl focusing in particular on American contributions. Another
stimulating collection is Isobel Armstrong’s New Feminist
Discourses: Critical Essays on Theories and Texts (1992), in which a
number of prominent feminist critics discuss theory within the
framework of actual readings of specific texts. Feminist Readings,
Feminists Reading (1989) edited by Sara Mills et al., offers a
number of different feminist approaches to Charlotte Brontë’s Jane
Eyre, Alice Walker’s The Color Purple, and other popular texts. In
Practising Feminist Criticism: An Introduction (1995) Maggie
Humm offers very accessible readings of a wide range of texts
combining a feminist perspective with a second one (psychoanalytic,
Marxist, poststructuralist, lesbian, and so on). Marleen S. Barr’s
Alien to Femininity: Speculative Fiction and Feminist Theory (1987)
looks at science fiction writing from a feminist perspective, while
Sally R. Munt’s Murder by the Book? Feminism and the Crime
Novel (1994) offers a leftist/feminist critique of fairly recent female
crime writing.

The seminal text of black feminist criticism is Barbara Smith’s
‘Towards a Black Feminist Criticism’ ([1977]). Barbara Christian’s
Black Feminist Criticism: Perspectives on Black Women Writers
(1985), Hazel Carby’s Reconstructing Womanhood: The Emergence of
the Afro-American Woman Novelist (1987), Susan Willis’s Marxist
Specifying: Black Women Writing the American Experience of the
same year, and Mary Helen Washington’s collection Invented Lives:
Narratives of Black Women (1860–1960), again of 1987, illustrate the
emergence of a forceful black feminist criticism in the mid-1980s.
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Cheryl Wall’s Changing Our Own Words (1989) and Henry Louis
Gates’s Reading Black, Reading Feminist (1990) are good and very
useful collections of black feminist criticism. For a more general black
feminism, see the work of bell hooks (Ain’t I a Woman? Black Women
and Feminism [1981], Black Looks: Race and Representation [1992]),
Audre Lorde’s Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (1984), Patricia
Hill Collins’s Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness and
the Politics of Empowerment, 2nd edn (2000), and Jacqueline Bobo’s
Black Feminist Cultural Criticism (2001). Finally, Valerie Lee’s The
Prentice Hall Anthology of African American Women’s Literature
(2006) presents all major voices in the field.

AFRICAN-AMERICAN CRITICISM

Houston A. Baker, Jr’s Long Black Song: Essays in Black-American
Literature and Culture (1972) collects early but still worthwhile
essays in a then developing field. Robert Stepto’s From Behind the
Veil (1979, revised in 1991) is a classic of African-American criti-
cism, dealing with black literature from slave narratives to Ralph
Ellison’s Invisible Man (1952). Blues, Ideology, and Afro-American
Literature: A Vernacular Theory (1984) by Houston A. Baker, Jr
sees the black literary tradition as shaped by the conditions of
slavery and in interaction with the blues. Henry Louis Gates, Jr’s
Figures in Black: Words, Signs and the ‘Racial’ Self (1987) and his
The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary
Criticism (1988) together constitute what is probably the most
successful effort to theorize a specific African-American writing
tradition. African American Literary Criticism, 1773 – 2000 (1999),
edited by Hazel Arnett Ervin, enables us to follow the development
of African American criticism. The Cambridge Companion to the
African American Novel, edited by Maryemma Graham (2004)
offers a recent overview, as does Hazel Arnett Ervin’s The
Handbook of African American Literature (2004).
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THE P O ST R UCT URALIST
R E V O LUTION 

D er r ida ,  decons t ruc t ion ,  a nd  
pos tm od er n i s m

5

INTRODUCTION

I have already suggested that the late 1960s and early 1970s can be
seen as a sort of watershed in English and American criticism, and
I have in the previous chapter more than once said that the political
criticism that I discussed there is rather ‘traditional’ in comparison
with later developments – not only within the field of politically
oriented literary studies, but within literary studies in general. How
can the Marxist criticism, the feminist criticism, and the race-
oriented criticism that I discussed be ‘traditional’ when to so many
literary academics they seemed dangerously radical? There is no
doubt that within the context of the 1970s they were radical.
However, they also, each in their own way, continued certain tradi-
tions. Non-Marxist feminism and black criticism basically work with
a liberal humanist view of the individual: the subject is ultimately
free, self-determined rather than other-determined (by social back-
ground, class, economic position, and so on). This liberal humanist
form of feminist and black criticism is of course extremely sensitive
to the various ways in which women and blacks – both men and
women – have over the ages been limited in their options (to say the
least) because of discriminatory social forces. However, it believes
that ultimately the subject is a free moral agent. It also believes that



the ‘best’ that has been thought and said over time is of timeless
significance. Marxist criticism and the Marxist version of feminist
and black criticism deny that such autonomous individuals exist. We
have seen how in Althusser’s explanation of the workings of
ideology ‘the subject acts insofar as he is acted by the . . . system’.
Just as in structuralist anthropology, Althusser’s subjects are
genuinely convinced that they entertain a certain belief because they
choose to do so while in reality a pre-existing structure acts through
them. Marxist criticism also assumes that the Marxist analysis of
history as a struggle of social classes for domination and that
Marxist concepts such as alienation and ideology essentially reflect
the world as it is and has been. Although their assumptions are
completely at odds with each other, both liberal humanism and
Marxism are convinced that, intellectually, they have solid ground
under their feet. Both think not only that their view of reality is
correct, but also, and more fundamentally, that it is possible to have
an accurate and true view of reality.

Strange as it may seem, the idea that it is possible to have a true
view of the world is now ‘traditional’ within literary studies.
Although this does not necessarily mean that it is wrong, it is for
many critics and theorists working today an untenable proposition.
For them the idea that it is truly possible to know the world is
theoretically unfounded. That idea, which is called essentialism
because it claims that we can know the essence of things, is the
main target of the poststructuralist thinkers that I will discuss in
this chapter and in the next one. As I have just said, to many critics
writing today the poststructuralist arguments against essentialism
seem convincing. But certainly not to all of them. On the contem-
porary critical scene we still find liberal humanist criticism, both in
its New Critical or Leavisite form and in its feminist or African-
American form, and we still find ‘traditional’ forms of Marxist
criticism. We also find a good many critics who are willing to
accept that absolutely true knowledge of the world is out of reach,
but who in spite of that keep on working with traditional assump-
tions. Accepting that their assumptions no longer have the status
they used to have, they present them as a programme, or even
only as a point of departure, as a perspective that will still say
useful and illuminating things about literary texts. All the time,
they are fully aware that that perspective is questionable and is not
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the last word. The contemporary literary-critical world is a fasci-
nating mixture of the old, the new, and the old in new guises
(which does not imply a negative judgement). But let us now turn
to the poststructuralism that had such an enormous impact on the
way we study literature.

POSTSTRUCTURALISM: THE CRETAN PARADOX 
AND ITS ALBANY SOLUTION

Poststructuralism is a continuation and simultaneous rejection of
structuralism – not only literary structuralism but even more so
the anthropological structuralism of Lévi-Strauss. I will first discuss
the poststructuralism of the French philosopher Jacques Derrida
(1930–2004), or deconstruction, as it is often called, because it was
the first version of poststructuralism to reach the United States.
Spreading from there, it had an enormous impact on English and
American literary studies in general. I will then look at the various
poststructuralist positions for which deconstruction paved the way
in the English-speaking world, even if they do not always derive
directly from Derrida’s writings. By the late 1970s other
poststructuralist thinkers, notably the French historian Michel
Foucault (1926–84), had caught the attention of literary academics.
In the chapters that follow the discussion of poststructuralism I will
look at the major approaches to literature that have been made
possible by poststructuralism and that currently still dominate
literary studies.

Poststructuralism is unthinkable without structuralism. As I have
already suggested, it continues structuralism’s strongly anti-humanist
perspective and it closely follows structuralism in its belief that
language is the key to our understanding of ourselves and the world.
Still, although it continues its anti-humanism and its focus on
language, poststructuralism simultaneously undermines structuralism
by thoroughly questioning – ‘deconstructing’ – some of its major
assumptions and the methods that derive from those assumptions.

Poststructuralism continues structuralism’s preoccupation with
language. But its view of language is wholly different from the
structuralist view. As we have seen, structuralism applied originally
linguistic insights to culture in general and literary structuralism
applied them to literary texts. The idea of an underlying structure
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and the principle of differentiality could apparently be successfully
transferred from the field of language studies to the study of a wide
range of human activities – perhaps even all human activities, at
least as far as the specific form they take is concerned. Structuralism,
then, takes language very seriously. But it also takes language very
much for granted. It knows that there is no natural link between a
word and that which it refers to. It does not, however, really examine
the possible consequences of that gap between language and the
world. That is on the one hand not so strange. We all know, to repeat
what I said earlier in the chapter on structuralism, that other
languages use other words to refer to, say, a house, a tree, a dog.
Rather amazingly, that does not appear to undermine our confidence
in our own language. We might ask ourselves whether French wine
or German beer is better than what is produced in our own country,
or whether their cars are more elegant or solid, but we never
consider the possibility that the language of the French or the
Germans might fit the world better than ours. Our own language is
so natural to us that it almost never occurs to us that maybe our
confidence in language is misplaced.

On the other hand, we have for a long time been aware that
language can be extremely slippery. Think of famous classical para-
doxes such as the paradox of the Cretan who says that all Cretans
always lie. If all Cretans always lie, then the Cretan’s statement is
true – but he himself simultaneously proves it untrue, because
although he is a Cretan he has at least for once not lied. It is of
course possible to disentangle the various threads that go into the
making of paradoxes. Here the problem is that it is a Cretan who
makes the statement. With a speaker from Albany, New York, the
claim would simply be true or false. The problem only arises
because the speaker is a member of the group – the category – that
his statement refers to, so that he himself is included in whatever
claim he makes. Still, language can apparently lead us into strange
impasses. Paradoxes such as the Cretan paradox show us that what
we need for at least one kind of statement is an outside perspective,
an outside point of reference: a person from Albany, New York, so
to speak. So if we want to say something about language we ideally
want a perspective outside language to say it. With language,
however, there is no outside perspective. We can only speak about
language with the use of language. No matter what we say, we are
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DERRIDA, DECONSTRUCTION, AND POSTMODERNISM 95

always inside. The structuralists never address this problem, oper-
ating as if they themselves are never part of structures, as if there is
a position outside language and other structures – in short, as if
they are from Albany, New York, rather than from Crete.

THE ILLUSION OF PRESENCE

The fact that we can never step outside language in order to speak
about it is, at least at the theoretical level, a problem. There is,
however, another problem with language that is potentially far
more serious. As I have just pointed out, whatever language we
have learned to speak in our infant years always seems totally
natural to us and always seems to fit the world we live in. But what
is this ‘naturalness’? Or rather, how is it possible that we experience
as completely natural what we know to be arbitrary: the link
between language and reality? Why doesn’t that arbitrariness
permanently bother us? The answer is pretty simple: the arbitrari-
ness does not bother us, because we see language as only an
instrument, as something that makes it possible for us to do some-
thing: to express ourselves. Just like it does not really matter
whether we write with a pencil, a felt tip, or an old-fashioned foun-
tain pen, or which colour ink we use, the language we use does not
really matter, because we only use it to express something that is
prior to language: something that exists in our minds before we
resort to language to give it shape in words. We know beforehand
what we want to say and then choose the words we want to say it
with. This is the basis of the confidence we feel in language: the
certainty that we know what we know, that we are in direct, imme-
diate touch with ourselves and can then put into words what we
know and feel. We know what is so to say present to us and there-
fore undeniably true.

Why this emphasis on being in direct, immediate touch with
ourselves? Imagine you are standing at a street corner, waiting for
the lights to change, and somebody comes up from behind and
knocks you out. You regain consciousness in a totally dark and
apparently soundproof room. You have no idea what has happened
and where you are. You cannot be sure of anything. The room may
not even be dark because for all you know you may have been
blinded. So what do you know? The only thing you really know for
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sure is that you are scared to death and angry, that you are appar-
ently able to experience these feelings, and that you can think about
your predicament. You know these things for sure because your
feelings and thoughts are present to you. Presence, then, is the basis
of the last pieces of true knowledge that you have and language
allows you to convey that knowledge to the outside world. This
(according to him, misguided) trust in the combination of presence
and language is what the French philosopher Jacques Derrida has
called logocentrism.

Our trust in language is based upon what happens – or what we
think happens – when we ourselves actually use it. It is manifestly
not based on hearing others speak: we know from experience that
hearing them does not necessarily bring us in touch with their
authentic situation – they may be lying, for instance, may be
mistaken, or may not be able to explain what they really want to
say. And our trust is certainly not based on writing: writing may be
as unreliable as speech, and as unintelligible, and it does not even
offer us the opportunity of finding out the truth if we fail to see it.
When people are talking to us, we can interrupt them and ask ques-
tions if we don’t understand what they are saying and we can watch
them closely for tell-tale signs if we suspect that they are lying.
Although we can never be finally sure that we have access to what
they really think – the authentic truth behind the words they use –
we have a better chance than we have with writing to get to the
bottom of things.

IN DEFENCE OF ABSENCE

The Western philosophical tradition and more popular Western
thought have always put more faith in the spoken than in the
written word. But is the spoken word reliable? To get to the heart of
the matter: are the words that we ourselves speak reliable? ‘No’, says
Derrida, from whose writings the essence of what I have just said is
derived. Let me summarize his main arguments. First of all, Derrida
tells us, language is inherently unreliable. As we have seen, language
operates on the basis of differentiation. What enables words to refer
to whatever they refer to is their difference from other words, not a
direct link to their so-called referents. However, those words func-
tion within a linguistic system (a language) that never touches the

DERRIDA, DECONSTRUCTION, AND POSTMODERNISM96

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight



real world. There is no single word that is the way it is because it
cannot be another way, because its shape is wholly determined by its
referent (not even almost instinctive ‘words’, such as exclamations
of pain; these, too, differ from language to language). If we did have
such a word, that word would then be wholly subservient to an
object in the real world and would constitute an absolute fixed and
‘true’ element within the linguistic system, so that we might then
possibly build more and more words around it and in that way
anchor language firmly in the real world. Reality would then deter-
mine the shape of our language. As it is, however, we have to work
with meanings that are produced with the help of ‘difference’ and do
not directly derive from the world they refer to. In language we find
only differences without positive terms, as Saussure put it. As a
result, Derrida claims, words are never stable and fixed in time.

Because the meaning we see in words is the product of difference,
that meaning is always contaminated. Think of a traffic light: we all
know the ‘meaning’ of red, amber, or green. But it never occurs to
us that those meanings are not ‘pure’. When we see red we do not
consciously think of amber and green, but one might argue that
amber and green are in a sense present in red. Together, the three
constitute a differential structure and it is the structure – including
amber and green – that gives red its meaning. After all, in other
contexts, red may have a completely different meaning. The red of
red roses has for centuries stood for love, and most certainly not for
‘stop’. The red of traffic lights, then, carries the ‘traces’ of amber
and green within it, and is not pure, unadulterated red. Derrida
argues that the same holds for words: every single word contains
traces of other words – theoretically of all the other words in the
language system:

the movement of signification is possible only if each so-called
‘present’ element, each element appearing on the scene of presence, is
related to something other than itself, thereby keeping within itself the
mark of the past element, and already letting itself be vitiated by the
mark of its relation to the future element, this trace being related no
less to what is called the future than to what is called the past, and
constituting what is called the present by means of this very relation to
what it is not.

(Derrida [1982] 1996: 32)
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You might say, Derrida tells us, that the process that gives words
meaning never ends. The words we say or read never achieve
stability, not only because they are related to, and take part of their
meaning from, the words that have just preceded them, but also
because their meaning is always modified by whatever follows. The
word that is next to the word we are looking at, or a word later in
the same sentence, or even paragraph, will subtly change its
meaning. Meaning, then, not only is the product of difference but it
is also always subject to a process of deferral.

The ‘present’ of a word we speak is therefore not the true present,
which forever eludes language: ‘spacing’ and ‘temporization’ inter-
vene. Derrida captures this in a self-coined term, différance, that
contains both the idea of difference and the process of deferral of
meaning. In the terms used earlier in the chapter on structuralism,
Derrida destabilizes the relationship between signifier and signified.
The signifier – the word we hear or read – is of course stable
enough, but what it signifies – the signified – is according to Derrida
subject to an inherent instability. We all know that this instability
exists at another level: the meaning of words may change over time,
for instance, and phrases that once contained vivid metaphors may
now have lost their metaphorical edge – who thinks of an actual
crack in the phrase ‘at the crack of dawn’? From Derrida’s perspec-
tive, then, language never offers us direct contact with reality; it is
not a transparent medium, a window on the world. On the contrary,
it always inserts itself between us and the world – like a smudgy
screen or a distorting lens.

This sets up a confrontation between the authentic ‘truth’ we want
to express – that which we really feel we know – and the slippery
medium that we must use to express it. That is, if that authentic truth
is really there. That truth is of course what structuralism had already
rejected. To briefly recapitulate its argument: we are always part of
a structure, to be more precise, we figure in a number of overlapping
structures. We inevitably articulate, through whatever we do or say,
the structures we are part of. And since the structures were there
before we appeared on the scene, it is more appropriate to say that the
structures speak through us than to claim that we say or do things
that have their origin within us. Derrida has as little use for that
authentic knowledge inside us as the structuralists. Although he
rejects the structures that according to the structuralists speak
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through us (a point I will come back to in a moment), like the
structuralists he rejects the idea of ‘presence’, or ‘voice’ (the voice of
a speaker in touch with his or her authentic being). For Derrida, too,
we do not directly express what is authentically present to us, what we
genuinely know at the moment of saying it. We must make use of
a language that simultaneously uses us: that speaks through us. As
he tells us in his De la Grammatologie of 1967 (translated as Of
Grammatology, 1976), we can only make use of language by allowing
the system to control us in a certain way and to a certain extent.
Derrida does not rule out psychological intentions, as the most radi-
cally anti-humanist structuralists do. But in comparison with
structuralism we may still be worse off. From a structuralist perspec-
tive we may at least know what we are saying. Because we articulate
the structures that speak through us what we say does not originate
in us, but it is stable and, in principle, also knowable. With post-
structuralism we lose that cold comfort. In the absence of presence
(a phrase that should now make sense), all that is left is a language
that is subject to différance. Whatever our intentions, they are never
fully transparent to ourselves because there is nothing that can escape
language. As Derrida puts it, ‘il n’y a de hors-texte’ – there is nothing
that is ‘outside-text’ – because for the human species everything is
always mediated by language (Derrida [1967] 1976: 158).

In both writing and speaking true meaning is always deferred.
Even if we did have an authentic self that knows things prior to and
outside language, we would become the victims of language’s
inherent unreliability as soon as we started to speak. We could
never fully control the meaning of what we say. The independent
‘play’ of language that no one can stop is the origin of a surplus
meaning that plays havoc with whatever meaning we intended. We
might say, then, that what appears to us as meaning derives not
from the intention of the speaker – or writer – but derives from the
nature of language itself, from the way it works.

BINARY OPPOSITIONS REVISITED

It is clear now why we accept what we say as natural and truthful: we
are misled by the illusion of presence. But how can the written word
mislead us? How can we fail to see that written language generates
all that excess meaning that we do not know how to handle?
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Poststructuralism’s answer is that texts set up one or more centres
of meaning in order to give themselves stability and stop the poten-
tially infinite flow of meaning that all texts generate. If there is a
centre, there is also that which does not belong to it, that which is
marginal. Setting up a centre automatically creates a hierarchical
structure, it creates order. Deconstruction, as Derrida’s way of reading
texts came to be known, first of all undertakes to bring to light the
tension between the central and the marginal in a text. As the
American critic Barbara Johnson described it: ‘The deconstruction of
a text does not proceed by random doubt or arbitrary subversion, but
by the careful teasing out of warring forces of signification within the
text’ (Johnson 1980: 5).

Such hierarchies between centre and margin (or periphery) take
the form of binary oppositions (one of poststructuralism’s most
obvious debts to structuralism). Texts introduce sets of oppositions
that function to structure and stabilize them. Quite often these
oppositions are implicit or almost invisible – they may be hidden in
a text’s metaphors, for instance – or else only one of the terms
involved is explicitly mentioned. That explicit mention, then, evokes
the other, absent term. There is a wide range of such oppositions,
with some of them pretty general, while others are more culture
bound. Rather general sets of oppositional terms include good vs
evil, truth vs falsehood, masculinity vs femininity, rationality vs
irrationality, thought vs feeling, mind vs matter, nature vs culture,
purity vs impurity, and so on and so forth. A notorious oppositional
set within Western culture is white vs black. One of these terms
always functions as the centre – it is privileged, in poststructuralist
terms, and accorded a natural status. Some terms have always been
privileged – good, truth, masculinity, purity, whiteness – others may
either be found in the centre or in the margin. In literary history we
find texts that privilege ‘thought’ and ‘rationality’ but in the work of
the Romantic poets ‘feeling’ occupies the centre.

As I have just suggested, the privileging of certain terms can easily
escape our notice. Take for instance fairly recently coined words like
‘discman’ and ‘gameboy’. The second, non-privileged and inferior
term is even absent here. We may never have realized it, but ‘disc-
man’ and ‘gameboy’ set up an opposition between masculinity and
femininity. Why is a ‘discman’ not a ‘discwoman,’ or a ‘discgirl’?
Why is a ‘gameboy’ not a ‘gamegirl’? In all probability the companies
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in question used the ‘man’ in ‘discman’ and the ‘boy’ in ‘gameboy’ to
give their product a positive image that would boost its sales. In both
cases we have an implicit binary opposition in which the masculine
term is the ‘privileged’ one.

But why should we worry about language if it turns out to be so
easy to stop the flow of excess meaning by setting up structures of
binary oppositions? We should worry because those oppositions are
usually intimately tied up with negative stereotyping, repression,
discrimination, social injustice, and other undesirable practices and
might even be said actively to perpetuate them – after all, the oppo-
sitions speak through us. And so deconstruction sets out to
deconstruct them, arguing that binary oppositions are a good deal
less oppositional then they would seem to be. Within binary oppo-
sitions we do not only find an oppositional relationship between the
two terms involved, we also find a strange complicity. Take for
instance ‘light’ vs ‘darkness’. Arguably, light needs darkness. If
there were no darkness, we would not have light either because we
would not be able to recognize it for what it is. Without darkness,
we would in one sense obviously have light – it would be the only
thing around – but we would not be aware of light. We would not
have the concept of light so that what we call light (which implies
our awareness that there is also the possibility of non-light) would
not exist. One might argue, then, that the existence of darkness
(that is, our awareness of non-light) creates the concept of light.
Paradoxically, the inferior term in this oppositional set turns out to
be a condition for the opposition as such and is therefore as impor-
tant as the so-called privileged one. The two terms in any
oppositional set are defined by each other: light by darkness, truth
by falsehood, purity by contamination, the rational by the irra-
tional, the same by the other, nature by culture. Here, too, the
attribution of meaning is made possible by difference. If there
were no falsehood, we would – strangely enough – not find truth
meaningful. It would simply be there, a natural given like the stars.
If there were no purity, we would have no concept of contamination
and would not deplore it (if we do). Once difference has given rise
to meaning, we privilege one pole of the oppositional axis and
condemn the other. Some privilegings will strike most of us as
wholly reasonable – good vs evil, or truth vs falsehood – others
have done incalculable damage – white vs black, the masculine vs
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the feminine. But whatever the effect of binary oppositions they
always have their origin in difference. To analyse and dismantle
them, as I have just done, means to ‘decentre’ the privileged term,
to show that both terms only exist because of difference and that
they are, as often as not, in themselves wholly neutral.

Derrida is fully aware that his own language, whether spoken or
written, is subject to différance. He also knows that it cannot escape
the centring effects that language, because of its countless connota-
tions, always has. Even radical critiques of language have to make
use of the medium they criticize in order to communicate. The
critique undermines the language that it uses, but that language,
because of its centring effects, simultaneously undermines the
critique. Derrida, you might say, is caught in the middle: he cannot
use language, but he also cannot not use language. He finds himself
not in an either/or position – we can and do use language because
it is reliable or we cannot and do not because it isn’t – but in a
both/and position: we cannot trust language but still use it. This
parallels, in fact, what we find when we deconstruct binary opposi-
tions. In the deconstruction of binary oppositions, too, either/or
gives way to both/and.

LITERARY DECONSTRUCTION

Deconstruction takes it name from Derrida’s practice: his strategy
of analysing and dismantling texts or, more usually, parts of texts in
order to reveal their inconsistencies and inner contradictions. At the
heart of deconstruction is the effort to dismantle the cover-ups that
texts use to create the semblance of stable meaning: their attempt to
create ‘privileged’ centres – implicit or explicit binary oppositions –
with the help of all sorts of rhetorical means.

Because deconstruction’s point of departure is that language
is by definition uncontrollable, it expects to find unwarranted
privilegings in all texts. No matter whether a text is literary or
non-literary, it can always be deconstructed and can be shown to
rely for its internal stability on rhetorical operations that mask
their origin in difference and the surplus meaning that is the
result of différance. Deconstruction tries to demonstrate that the
apparent either/or patterns of texts mask underlying both/and
situations and to reveal those texts’ fundamental undecidability.

DERRIDA, DECONSTRUCTION, AND POSTMODERNISM102

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight



In literary terms, a text never achieves closure – which quite liter-
ally means that its case can never be closed: there is no final
meaning, the text remains a field of possibilities. In Jeremy
Hawthorn’s apt formulation: ‘Thus for Derrida the meaning of a
text is always unfolding just ahead of the interpreter, unrolling in
front of him or her like a never-ending carpet whose final edge
never reveals itself’ (Hawthorn 1998: 39).

In some ways, deconstructionist reading practice is remarkably
like the New Critical reading for juxtapositions, tensions, inver-
sions, and the like. Just as the New Criticism, deconstruction
depends on close reading. However, while the New Critics empha-
sized the ultimate coherence of what they considered successful
literary works (coherence being one of their touchstones), decon-
structionist criticism seeks to expose the centring operations by
means of which a false coherence is brought about. It then goes on
to de-centre the centres that it finds and, by implication, the
whole text that it has under scrutiny. In so doing, it reveals that
the text is far more complex than it initially seemed to be and
usually makes that text more interesting. In her reading of
Herman Melville’s Billy Budd (written in 1891, first published
in 1924), in which a young sailor (Billy) is hanged because he has
inadvertently killed the master-at-arms Claggart, who has falsely
accused him, Barbara Johnson sees a whole series of binary
oppositions:

the fate of each of the characters is the direct reverse of what one is led
to expect from his ‘nature.’ Billy is sweet, innocent, and harmless, yet he
kills. Claggart is evil, perverted, and mendacious, yet he dies a victim.
Vere [the captain in charge of the ship] is sagacious and responsible, yet
he allows a man whom he feels to be blameless to hang.

(1980: 82)

However, the relations between these opposites, and the characters
that embody them, turn out to be complex and paradoxical:
‘Claggart, whose accusations of incipient mutiny are apparently false
and therefore illustrate the very double-facedness they attribute to
Billy, is negated for proclaiming the lie about Billy which Billy’s act
of negation paradoxically proves to be the truth’ (86). It is not only
that the opposites shift within the structure, they also would seem to
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collapse into each other. Either/or turns into both/and. Johnson
concludes that in Billy Budd we have a ‘difference’ that effectively
prevents closure.

Derrida’s own reading of the very short story ‘Before the Law’ by
Franz Kafka (1883–1924) emphasizes the same lack of closure. In
Kafka’s story a man arrives at the door that gives access to the Law.
He is not allowed to enter but hears from the doorkeeper that he
may perhaps enter later and had better not use force because there
are many more doors, and many more doorkeepers that are even
more powerful than this first one. He waits all his life and finally,
just before he dies, asks the doorkeeper why he is the only one who
has sought admittance. Answering that this particular door was
meant for him only, the doorkeeper shuts the door on the dying
man. Derrida sees the story as exemplifying différance:

After the first guardian there are incalculably many others, perhaps
without limit, and progressively more powerful and therefore prohibi-
tive, endowed with the power of delay. Their potency is différance, an
interminable différance. . . . As the doorkeeper represents it, the
discourse of the law does not say ‘no’ but ‘not yet,’ indefinitely.

(Derrida [1985] 1987: 141)

In a similar way, the discourse of any given text, even if it seems at
first sight far more accessible than Kafka’s enigmatic story, also
forever tells us ‘not yet’ in our search for definitive meaning.

Deconstruction has come in for a good deal of criticism. It has been
argued, for instance, that ultimately all deconstructionist interpreta-
tions are similar, because they always lead us to différance, to the
impossibility of final meanings. Although this is true, it disregards
the fact that before a deconstructionist reading arrives at that point, it
has first uncovered the structures that operate in a text and shown us
how these structures can be dismantled by making use of elements of
the text itself. In the process, texts are subjected to the closest
scrutiny and hidden relations of power – which always exist within
binary oppositions – are brought to light.

To other critics of deconstruction, its intellectual underpinnings –
Derrida’s critique of logocentrism – seems extremely far-fetched.
You might for instance grant Derrida’s original point of departure
and agree that language is based on difference and hovers over the
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world without ever actually touching solid ground, but reject his
conclusions: why would that invariably lead to a surplus of
meaning that fatally affects the texts we produce? We all know of
misunderstandings and misreadings, but we can also point to count-
less examples of successful communication. So maybe that surplus
of meaning – assuming that it really exists – is a good deal less
damaging than the deconstructionists would have us believe. From
this so-called pragmatic perspective language would seem to do its
work reasonably well. However, even for those critics who prefer a
pragmatic position deconstruction has its uses. It is, for instance,
perfectly possible to approach the sets of opposites that deconstruc-
tion habitually finds from a modified humanistic perspective. Such
a humanism might argue that although ideally free and rational
agents, in actual practice we are to a considerable extent determined
by, for instance, our cultural environment. For a humanist the reve-
lation that the sets of opposites that we can discover in texts always
serve to repress the ‘inferior’ term (the ‘feminine’ and the ‘non-
white’, for instance) can only be a step towards a better world in
which the full humanity of every single human being is recognized
and respected.

Such adaptations of deconstruction, and of poststructuralism in
general, are particularly useful for those critics – feminists, African-
American critics, Marxist critics – who want to be politically
effective. The endless play of différance will affect whatever we say.
There is no getting away from différance and infinite uncertainty.
But for politically motivated criticism uncertainty is a poor starting-
point. If I want to achieve certain political ends there is not much
help in the thought that all meanings – including the values that
have led to my political stance – are merely the result of difference
and have no solid foundation. From a politically activist perspective
deconstruction may even seem positively evasive.

IMPLICATIONS

What are the implications of the poststructuralist deconstruction of
our faith in language, of its dismantling of ‘presence’ and of the
privileged centres that the language sets up?

First of all, poststructuralism is completely at odds with struc-
turalism. While for the structuralists the structures they described
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were objectively present in the texts they dealt with, for Derrida
such a structure is an arrangement produced by a reader who has
temporarily stopped the infinite flow of meanings that a text gener-
ates. For Derrida a text is not a structure, but a chain of signs that
generate meaning, with none of these signs occupying a privileged,
anchored (and anchoring) position.

Second, because of its deconstruction of language poststruc-
turalism is far more wide-ranging than structuralism. Western
philosophy, for instance, is based on the idea that we possess a
faculty called ‘reason’ that, with the help of its obedient servant
language, can get to know the world. Since the basic claim of
poststructuralism is that language is not obedient at all, but
fundamentally uncontrollable, it also claims that philosophy’s
pretensions of being capable of getting to know the world must
be false.

Third, poststructuralism has important consequences for the
way we see ourselves. I have just mentioned ‘reason’ and earlier I
discussed ‘presence’. We usually assume that ‘reason’ and the way
we are ‘present’ to ourselves have nothing to do with language.
‘Reason’ and ‘presence’ are aspects of a unique ‘me’ that merely
uses language as an instrument. As the beagle Snoopy – from the
Peanuts comics – once put it when he woke up right under an
enormous icicle that had formed overnight on the roof of his
doghouse: ‘I am too me to die’. As we have seen, the structuralists
already objected to that ‘me’. If we want to express ourselves we
must always use a linguistic structure that was already in place
before we arrived on the scene and we invariably express
ourselves within the context of cultural structures that were also
already in place. The poststructuralists accept that the individual
subject is to a large (although never knowable) extent the product
of linguistic and cultural structures (even if their exact nature can
never be established). As Roland Barthes wrote in 1970 with
regard to reading: ‘The “I” which approaches the text is already
itself a plurality of other texts, of codes which are infinite, or more
precisely, lost (whose origin is lost)’ (Barthes [1970] 1974: 10).
Moreover, since for the poststructuralists all structures are inher-
ently unstable, mere temporary arrangements within chains of
signification that are literally infinite, the subject, too, is only a
temporary arrangement – an impermanent interruption of the
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flow of meaning. If we appear to be stable, that stability is
mere appearance. In reality we are inherently unstable and,
like language itself, without a centre. Since there is no centre,
there is no structure: we are made up out of conflicting fragments.
This is of course not how we experience ourselves and it is a view
of the subject that is certainly not uncontested, but it is fair to say
that the liberal humanist subject, with its self-determination,
moral autonomy, coherence, and an essential, trans-historical core,
has since the 1970s been a major target for poststructuralist
critique.

Fourth, the interpretation of literary texts will never lead to a
final, definitive result. Like structures, interpretations are mere
freeze-frames in a flow of signification. For Eliot, Richards, Leavis,
and the New Critics the literary text had timeless significance
because it put us in touch with what I have called the ‘human
condition’. Literature, unlike other uses of language, referred to
vital, unchanging truths and values. For the poststructuralists, liter-
ature can do no such thing. Like all other forms of language, it is
subject to the effects of différance. There is, however, one important
difference between literature and other forms of language use:
there is a category of literary texts that confess to their own impo-
tence, their inability to establish closure. To Derrida and to
poststructuralists in general such texts are far more interesting
than texts that try to hide their impotence such as philosophical
texts or realistic novels that claim to offer a true representation of
the world. If deconstruction deals with literary texts that present
themselves as realistic, it will show how their seemingly realistic
surface is an effect of suppression and of the suggestion they create
that their readers are unified (whole) and in control of the text they
are reading – either through the superior knowledge that the text
allows us to have or through the ironic position that we are
supposed to take up.

Since literary texts, realistic or otherwise, generate an infinite
flow of meaning, interpretation is a matter of the reader. We have
arrived, as the French critic Roland Barthes put it somewhat
dramatically in 1968, at ‘the death of the author’, which simultane-
ously is ‘the birth of the reader’ (Barthes [1968] 2000: 150). For
poststructuralist critics text and reader interact to produce fleeting
and always different moments of meaning.
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POSTMODERN FICTION AND CRITICISM

In the 1960s and 1970s the mostly realistic fiction of the 1950s
begins to give way to a sort of writing that takes extraordinary
liberties with the traditions of fiction. Here for instance is the
opening of the American writer Donald Barthelme’s short story
‘The Glass Mountain’:

1. I was trying to climb the glass mountain.
2. The glass mountain stands at the corner of Thirteenth Street and

Eighth Avenue.
3. I had attained the lower slope.
4. People were looking up at me.
5. I was new in the neighborhood.
6. Nevertheless I had acquaintances.
7. I had strapped climbing irons to my feet and each hand grasped a

sturdy plumber’s friend.
8. I was 200 feet up.
9. The wind was bitter.

10. My acquaintances had gathered at the bottom of the mountain to
offer encouragement.

11. ‘Shithead.’
(Barthelme [1970] 1981: 178)

And so on, until the story ends with line 100.
In the same author’s Snow White we find the story, a bizarre

version of the fairytale, interrupted by a questionnaire:

1. Do you like the story so far? Yes () No ()
2. Does Snow White resemble the Snow White you remember? Yes ()

No ()
3. Have you understood, in reading to this point, that Paul is the

prince figure? Yes () No ()
4. That Jane is the wicked stepmother-figure? Yes () No ()
5. In the further development of the story, would you like more

emotion () or less emotion ()?
(Barthelme [1967] 1984: 82)

Unexpected and unsettling twists abound in this sort of fiction. In the
American Thomas Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49 (1966) the novel’s
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main character, California housewife Oedipa Maas, tries to unravel
the mystery of a powerful secret organization that may or may not
have existed for the last three hundred years. Unfortunately, the
novel stops right when she is on the point of finding out (or perhaps
not finding out).

Taking such curious tactics and themes into the 1980s, the British
writer Peter Ackroyd’s Hawksmoor (1985) presents chapters that
alternately tell an eighteenth-century story featuring a satanic
serial killer and a contemporary story featuring a policeman who
happens to be hunting for a similar criminal. We find all sorts of
tantalizing parallels between the stories, but nothing ultimately fits.
In the American writer Paul Auster’s City of Glass (1985) a writer,
Quinn, gets a couple of telephone calls from a man who wants to
hire the private detective Paul Auster. Giving in to a whim, he
pretends to be Paul Auster, and accepts a strange assignment in the
course of which he meets a writer called Paul Auster. The novel
ends with Quinn alone in a room with the days getting shorter and
shorter until he finally appears to have vanished into thin air. A
novel by another American writer, Richard Powers’s Three Farmers
on their Way to a Dance, also published in 1985, presents three
interweaving stories that increasingly would appear to hang
together somehow. At a certain point, however, one of these story
lines is inexplicably fractured. We are finally forced to conclude that
Powers has taken everything from a picture by the well-known
early twentieth-century photographer August Sander showing
three young men who may or may not be farmers and who may or
may not be on their way to a dance. Finally, the South African
writer J.M. Coetzee’s Foe (1987) pretends to tell the real story of
Robinson Crusoe. According to Foe, Crusoe and his servant Friday
are after a number of years joined by a shipwrecked woman, Susan
Barton. After they finally have been rescued, Crusoe dies during
the voyage back home to England. Since Friday cannot speak
because his tongue has been cut out, Susan is the only one who can
inform the world about Crusoe’s island and their years together.
She succeeds in interesting the writer Daniel (De)Foe in the story
and we know the rest: Defoe proceeds to write Susan out of the
story and thus out of history.

This list of rather randomly selected examples could be effort-
lessly expanded. Central to this sort of writing, which we call
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postmodern, is that it unsettles and deconstructs traditional notions
about language, about identity, about writing itself, and other major
issues. If we look closer at the examples I have given, we see that
Barthelme makes fun of traditional ways of presenting a story and
transgresses the (at that time) fairly strictly observed dividing line
between high and popular culture. Pynchon refuses to give us the
comfort of closure, which Ackroyd and Auster in their own way
also refuse to do. In Ackroyd and Auster, identity is made highly
problematic, while Powers’s novel forces us to realize that we have
all the way been caught up in an illusion; it is self-reflexive because
it calls our attention to the way it has come into existence and to its
own constructed nature. Coetzee creates through his rewriting of
Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719) the impression that one of
the classics of English literature is built upon a misogynystic,
discriminatory, act and in so doing reminds us of the historical
oppression of women. The fact that Crusoe’s servant Friday, a black
man, has been literally made incapable of speaking for himself,
similarly reminds us of the way the Western world has enslaved
and oppressed countless Africans.

It can hardly be coincidental that the advent of postmodern
writing roughly coincides with that of poststructuralism. Although
it would be stretching things to say that postmodernism is a sort of
applied poststructuralism – poststructuralist ideas put into practice
by writers – there is a good deal of overlap between the interests of
postmodern writers and those of poststructuralist critics.
Postmodernism, however, is more than a apecific literary mode.
Rather confusingly, it is also the name of a form of literary criti-
cism that is broadly poststructuralist in its assumptions. The
perspective of postmodern criticism on language, on identity, on
‘truth’, and other central themes, is strongly influenced by
Derrida’s deconstructionist philosophy, but it tends to be less tech-
nical than deconstruction – a point to which I will return in a
moment – and it focuses primarily on postmodern writing while
deconstruction will take on any text. In fact, the points I have just
made about the texts that I have very sketchily summarized could
be called postmodern criticism. I have paid no attention to these
texts’s characters as individuals, as liberal humanist criticism
would do, but I have also not deconstructed the texts in question.
I have focused on the absence of closure, the question of identity
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(cast into doubt by doublings, parallels, disappearances), the prob-
lematic nature of language, the articifiality of representation, the
deconstruction of binary oppositions, and the intertextual nature
of texts (with Snow White borrowing from a fairytale and Foe
from an eighteenth-century novel) which effectively shows us the
blind spots of earlier texts.

Although obviously related to deconstruction, postmodern criti-
cism usually casts its net a good deal wider. It is also interested in
connecting what it finds in the texts it reads with social reality,
especially after the publication of Jean-François Lyotard’s The
Postmodern Condition in 1984. Lyotard argues that the ‘great
narratives’ that underpin Western civilization – religion, social
justice, the idea of progress through the application of rational
principles, the belief that a completely free market will ultimately
benefit us all – have at least theoretically been discredited. All
those ‘metanarratives’ are guilty of having declared themselves
universally valid and they have all contributed to the West’s
oppression, if not actual enslavement, of a good deal of the world.
What we need, Lyotard tells us, is ‘little narratives’ – small-scale,
modest systems of belief that are strong enough to guide us, but
are always aware of their provisional nature and their local rather
than universal validity. Postmodern criticism – as exemplified for
instance by Linda Hutcheon’s A Poetics of Postmodernism
(1988) – reads (primarily postmodern) texts for their resistance to
Lyotard’s metanarratives and for the ‘local’ alternatives that they
offer. As we will see later, we find a related literary-critical prac-
tice in other forms of contemporary criticism. Postmodern
criticism, however, focuses primarily on the white, and often male,
writers that created the postmodern literature of the 1960s, 1970s,
and 1980s. As a result, it no longer is at the forefront of things.

There are critics that would disagree with this relatively positive
view of postmodern criticism (and postmodern writing). For some
critics, postmodern writing is apolitical and evasive: it is too self-
absorbed, too preoccupied with form and formal tricks, and too ironic
(as in the opening of the Barthelme story that I have just quoted).
There is indeed no doubt that postmodern writing is deeply ironic. It
is always possible, then, to read a postmodern novel in two ways.
We can see postmodern fiction as liberating because it destabilizes
preconceived notions with regard to language, representation, the
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subject, history, morality, and because it effectively undermines all
metanarratives and all beliefs and values that derive from metanarra-
tives. However, it always also undermines itself: it will make fun of
itself (as in Barthelme’s questionnaire), expose its own fictionality,
expressly thwart all attempts at interpretation, or deliberately refuse
to answer questions it has posed. One may argue that in doing so
it undermines its own undermining, so to speak, and leaves us
with nothing at all. Moreover, since it often intertextually refers to the
literary tradition, no matter how ironically, it still indirectly affirms
traditional texts and perspectives. Linda Hutcheon has suggested that
postmodern writing may be seen as ‘politically ambivalent, doubly
encoded as both complicity and critique’ (Hutcheon 1989: 168). More
recently, a younger generation of writers who are clearly attracted by
postmodern themes and, in particular, postmodern techniques, have
shown themselves aware of the debilitating effects of too much irony
and self-contradiction. Novels such as Dave Eggers’s A Heartbreaking
Work of Staggering Genius (2000), Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of
Leaves (2000), and Jonathan Safran Foer’s Everything Is Illuminated
(2002) combine technical pyrotechnics with a strong sense of human-
istic commitment. Still, how we read postmodern texts is, in good
poststructuralist fashion, up to the reader. The same applies to our
view of postmodern criticism. For some critics the political criticism
that we find in for instance the new historicism or in postcolonial
studies – modes of criticism that I will discuss later – has strong affini-
ties with postmodern criticism; for others postmodern criticism is
fundamentally apolitical because it always sits on the fence, hanging
on to a both/and position where radical either/or choices are politi-
cally necessary.
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Summary
Poststructuralism is unthinkable without structuralism, but in its
radical questioning of the structuralists’ faith in language and in
objective analysis it seriously undermines structuralism’s achieve-
ments. In its deconstructionist form, primarily associated with Jacques
Derrida, it focuses on language and argues that language, even if we
have no alternative, is a fundamentally unstable and unreliable medium
of communication. Because we rely on language in articulating our



SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING

Jonathan Culler’s On Deconstruction: Theory and Criticism after
Structuralism (1982 is thorough but relatively difficult. More 
recent and quite accessible introductions are Catherine Belsey’s
Poststructuralism: A Very Short Introduction (2005) and James
Williams’s Understanding Poststructuralism (2005). Jacques Derrida’s
writings are notoriously difficult. However, ‘Différance’, in the
opening section of Derrida’s Margins of Philosophy, is a reasonably
accessible discussion of this central concept. Another text that might
serve as an introduction to Derrida’s critique of logocentrism is the
much reprinted ‘Structure, sign, and play in the discourse of the
human sciences’ (1970), to be found in Lodge and Wood (2000).
Roland Barthes’s ‘The Death of the Author’ and his ‘From Work to
Text’, which focus on literary writing, must also be recommended.
Orginally published in Image-Music-Text (1977), the essays are also
available in The Rustle of Language (1986). ‘Death’ is reprinted in
Lodge and Wood. For an early critique of deconstruction, and a riposte,
see M.H. Abrams’s ‘The Deconstructive Angel’ (1977) and J. Hillis
Miller’s ‘The Critic as Host’ (1977; both in Lodge and Wood). Miller’s
reply illustrates the extravagant side of deconstructionist theory and
interpretation.

Deconstructionist readings of texts are never easy. Derrida’s discussion
of Kafka’s ‘Before the Law’ (1987) is fairly accessible and gives a good
impression of his interpretative practice. Another good starting-point
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perception of reality and in formulating our knowledge of that reality,
human perception and knowledge are fundamentally flawed. In a
related move, poststructuralism argues that we have no genuine knowl-
edge of our ‘self’, and that our identity, too, is prey to the indeterminacy
of language. The deconstructionist criticism that bases itself upon
these and other arguments shows how the instability of language
always undoes the apparent coherence of literary texts.

The postmodern stories and novels that begin to appear in the 1960s
and continue to be written in the 1970s and 1980s have already
dispensed with that coherence. Through the techniques and strategies
that they employ they, too, raise the central issues of poststructuralism.
The postmodern criticism that responds to this mode of writing
accepts its premises and links it to poststructuralist theory.



is Barbara Johnson’s discussion of Melville’s Billy Budd, which I have
briefly mentioned and which is to be found in her The Critical
Difference (1980).

For a very readable overview of the strategies of postmodern novels,
see Brian McHale, Postmodernist Fiction (1987). For the more thematic
aspects of postmodern writing see Linda Hutcheon’s A Poetics of
Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction (1988). More recent studies
of postmodern literature are Mark Currie’s Postmodern Narrative
Theory (1998) and Ian Gregson’s Postmodern Literature (2004).
Fredric Jameson’s ‘Postmodernism, or the cultural logic of late capi-
talism’ (1984) is an influential Marxist analysis of contemporary
culture, including both postmodern literature and criticism. Hans
Bertens’s The Idea of the Postmodern: A History (1995) discusses the
rise of ‘postmodern’ and ‘postmodernism’ as critical concepts in litera-
ture, the arts, architecture, and the social sciences. Finally, Christopher
Butler’s Postmodernism: A Very Short Introduction (2002) and Simon
Malpas’s The Postmodern (2005) are excellent introductions to
postmodern thought and postmodern cultural practice.
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PO ST ST R UCT URALISM
CO NTINUED 

Foucau l t ,  Laca n ,  a nd  
French  f emin i s m

6

FOUCAULDIAN POWER

Poststructuralism is deeply subversive. It deconstructs all those binary
oppositions that are central to Western culture and that give it its
sense of uniqueness and superiority. In deconstructing these opposi-
tions it exposes false hierarchies and artificial borders, unwarranted
claims to knowledge and illegitimate usurpations of power. In decon-
structionist criticism, however, the dismantling of oppositions and the
exposure of hidden hierarchies and relations of power is generally
limited to the text at hand. Although the interrogation of power on
a wider scale is implicit in Derrida’s deconstruction of logocentrism –
the belief that language gives us access to truth – the interest in power
and its workings that dominates the poststructuralist criticism of the
1980s and 1990s derives mainly from the work of Michel Foucault.
During his career as a historian Foucault (1926–84) wrote books on
the history of psychiatry, the origin and rise of clinical medicine, the
evolution of biology and economics, the emergence of the modern
prison system, and other important social developments that find
their origin in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century – the
so-called Enlightenment period. In these books he focuses on what he
sees as the Enlightenment desire to establish the procedures by which
our societies regulate themselves on a rationalized and orderly basis.
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Foucault seeks to expose the way power was at work in the seemingly
‘objective’ vocabularies and diagnostic terms developed by the various
branches of the budding human sciences as these constituted them-
selves in the course of the nineteenth century. For Foucault these new
sciences – which included psychiatry, criminology, medicine, and
(human) biology – and the social policies that emerged from them are
essentially repressive. He argues that the increased regulation and
surveillance that characterized these policies, which at least in theory
aimed to improve things, ultimately have led to a self-imposed
submission to social control. The new human sciences have turned out
to be straitjackets that, strangely enough, we would seem glad to
put on.

PANOPTICISM

In a section called ‘Panopticism’ in his book Discipline and Punish:
The Birth of the Prison (1975, translated in 1977), Foucault gives a
succinct account of how in early modern society leprosy and the
plague – both highly contagious diseases – were dealt with. Lepers
were simply excluded from social intercourse to minimize the risk
of infection. However, with regard to the plague, which always
affected large numbers of the population, other measures were
necessary. And so seventeenth-century society did its utmost to
contain the plague through confining people to their houses, once
the disease had manifested itself. But such a drastic measure
demands constant surveillance: ‘Inspection functions ceaselessly.
The gaze [of surveillance] is alert everywhere’ (Foucault [1975]
1977: 195). This imprisonment by way of precaution is for Foucault
typical of how in the modern world the individual is constantly
monitored, inspected:

This enclosed, segmented space, observed at every point, in which the
individuals are inserted in a fixed place, in which the slightest move-
ments are supervised, in which all events are recorded . . . in which the
individual is constantly located, examined and distributed among the
living beings, the sick and the dead – all this constitutes a compact
model of the disciplinary mechanism.

(197)
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The ‘political dream’ of the plague is ‘the penetration of regulation
into even the smallest details of everyday life’ (198). It must not be
thought that in such attempts to confine the plague one powerful
group of citizens controls another, powerless one. There is with
regard to power not a ‘massive, binary division between one set of
people and another’, but a distribution of power through many
channels and over a large number of individuals.

It is the detailed regulation and constant surveillance that were
mobilized against the plague that in the nineteenth century begins
to be applied to ‘beggars, vagabonds, madmen, and the disorderly’ –
in short, ‘the abnormal individual’. The instrument that the authori-
ties responsible for this use is ‘that of binary division’ – the binary
oppositions we are familiar with: ‘mad/sane; dangerous/harmless;
normal/abnormal’ (199). Foucault’s metaphor for this new sort of
social regulation is that of the Panopticon, a type of prison designed
by the English philosopher Jeremy Bentham in the late eighteenth
century. This ideal prison consisted of a ring of cells that was built
around a central point of observation from which one single
guardian could survey all the cells – which were open to inspection –
on a given floor.

However, the prisoner cannot see the supervisor. He never knows
if he is being watched. This is for Foucault the ‘major effect’ of the
Panopticon:

to induce in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility
that assures the automatic functioning of power. So to arrange things
that the surveillance is permanent in its effects, even if it is discontin-
uous in its action; that the perfection of power should tend to render its
actual exercise unnecessary; that this architectural apparatus should be
a machine for creating and sustaining a power relation independent of
the person who exercises it; in short, that the inmates should be caught
up in a power situation of which they themselves are the bearers.

(201)

‘A real subjection is born mechanically from a fictitious relation’
(202), Foucault concludes in a formulation that strongly resembles
Althusser’s definition of ideology as a ‘representation of the imagi-
nary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of existence’
(see Chapter 4). For Foucault the Panopticon stands for the modern
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world in which we, its citizens, are ‘the bearers’ of our own figura-
tive, mental, imprisonment. As with Althusser, we are complicit in
our own confinement.

This may at first sight not seem very plausible. Aren’t the various
Western democracies supposed to be free and tolerant? Let me there-
fore offer a simplified account of Foucault’s argument with respect to
psychiatry and violent crime. Before psychiatry entered the scene, a
murder was simply a murder: an act that needed no further explana-
tion beyond the obvious ones – profit, revenge, and the like – and that
could be summarily punished. But with the advent of psychiatry, the
focus began to shift from law enforcement and the meting out of
punishment to the underlying reasons for the criminal act. In other
words, the focus shifted from the law to the character of the criminal.
Before too long, psychiatry had diagnosed one or more specifically
criminal personalities. With the introduction of the idea of criminal
personalities we have a wholly new situation: it must be possible for
an individual to have a criminal personality without actually having
committed a violent crime. (We must, after all, assume that people
who commit such a crime because they have a criminal personality
already had that personality before they committed the crime.)
But this must lead to the conclusion that there may be potential
murderers among the people we know: one of them could easily have
a criminal personality. What began as a psychiatric diagnosis leads to
general suspicion and surveillance. We suspect others just like they
suspect us: all of us are subject to the ‘gaze’ of surveillance. Moreover,
such diagnoses usually lead to self-surveillance: we become the
‘bearers’ of our own imprisonment. Another ‘personality’ that is
discovered in the nineteenth century is that of the homosexual. In
this case, too, what seemed to be discrete acts are traced back to an
underlying, unchanging, homosexual nature. Given the strongly
negative connotations surrounding this new ‘personality’, young
males must have started to monitor themselves and, if necessary,
to repress undesirable feelings. Foucault argues that over the last
two centuries a whole army of psychiatrists, doctors, sociologists,
psychotherapists, social workers, and other self-appointed guardians of
‘normality’ has sprung up that has created a stifling apparatus of
social surveillance in which, as we will see in a moment, language
plays a major role. But let me first briefly look at a novel that may
make this seem more plausible.
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Although it predates Foucault’s work, Ken Kesey’s One Flew
Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1962) describes a truly Foucauldian
world. The novel takes place in a mental institution that is run by a
woman (‘Big Nurse’) whose weapons are surveillance and inspec-
tion. The patients regularly take part in group sessions in which
they must reveal their problems – ostensibly for therapeutic
purposes but in reality because the humiliation of public confes-
sion keeps them subservient and in line. One of the major
surprises of the novel is that many of the inmates have not been
committed at all, but have come to the institution on a wholly
voluntary basis. They have had themselves committed because the
outside world’s insistence on ‘normality’ and its definition of
normality has convinced them that they are abnormal and need
treatment. They have, in other words, subjected themselves to the
authority of the human sciences. They have, first of all, accepted
and completely internalized a discourse about normality – a term I
will explain below – for which the human sciences are mainly
responsible; second, they have literally turned their minds and
bodies over to one of its institutions. The only ‘patient’ who is sure
that he is absolutely sane has escaped this ‘discourse’ about
normality because he has never gone to school or church – two of
Althusser’s state apparatuses. Ironically, unlike most of the others,
he is not free to go.

DISCOURSES

Why do we accept this ‘panoptical’ state of affairs – a world in
which we are under constant surveillance and, even more impor-
tantly, in which we constantly monitor ourselves for signs of
abnormality or even mere strangeness? Foucault attributes this to
the ‘power’ that is at the heart of discourses, a term I will explain in
a moment. This power clearly has much in common with
Althusser’s ‘ideology’ and Gramsci’s ‘hegemony’ because it, too,
rules by consent. In the example of One Flew over the Cuckoo’s
Nest the ‘patients’ who have had themselves committed genuinely
believe that they are misfits and need treatment. They defer, one
might say, to the power of psychiatric discourse. Foucault’s power,
just like ‘ideology’ or ‘hegemony’, derives its strength from the fact
that we deeply believe what it tells us. In fact, just like Althusser’s
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ideology, it gives us a sense of belonging and contributes to our
well-being:

If power were never anything but repressive, if it never did anything
but to say no, do you really think one would be brought to obey it?
What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the
fact that it doesn’t only weigh on us as a force that says no, but that it
traverses and produces things, it induces pleasure, forms knowledge,
produces discourse.

(Foucault 1980: 119)

We obey power, are loyal to it, even to the point of policing and
repressing ourselves, because it makes us feel what we are. What is
unclear is the extent to which we can resist power. Foucault
certainly allows more room for resistance than Althusser:

We must make allowance for the complex and unstable process
whereby discourse can be both an instrument and an effect of power,
but also a hindrance, a stumbling-block, a point of resistance and a
starting point for an opposing strategy. Discourse transmits and
produces power; it reinforces it, but also undermines and exposes it,
renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart it.

(Foucault 1980: 100–101)

On the other hand, we also find Foucault arguing that resistance is
the means by which power further strengthens itself. Sometimes
Foucault would seem to take up an Althusserian position, which for
all practical purposes rules out resistance, at other times he would
seem to favour a more Gramscian view, which sees resistance –
counterhegemonic views and actions – as a realistic possibility.

In any case, power works through discourses and discursive forma-
tions. In its policing of ‘abnormal’ behaviour, the power of the human
sciences derives from what they claimed to be knowledge; it derives
from their claims to expertise. Such a cluster of claims to knowledge is
what Foucault calls a ‘discourse’. To be more precise, a discourse is a
loose structure of interconnected assumptions that makes knowledge
possible. In his The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972) Foucault tells
us that a discourse is ‘a series of sentences or propositions’ and that it
‘can be defined as a large group of statements that belong to a single
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system of formation’ – a so-called discursive formation. Thus, he
continues, ‘I shall be able to speak of clinical discourse, economic
discourse, the discourse of natural history, psychiatric discourse’
(Foucault 1972: 107–8). A given discourse, say that of sexology in the
nineteenth century, establishes a field – in this case that of sexual rela-
tions and inclinations – within which ‘propositions’ about sexuality
can be formulated that could not be formulated without it: the
creation of the field makes it possible to relate phenomena that
seemed discrete and unconnected. Such a discourse, then, produces
claims to knowledge and it is these claims – which we accept – that
give it its power. There is then an intimate relationship between
knowledge and power. Knowledge is a way to define and categorize
others. Instead of emancipating us from ignorance, it leads to surveil-
lance and discipline. Occasionally, it seems to lead to more positive
results. To stay with the field of sexuality: the ‘discovery’ that there
are men who have a ‘homosexual personality’ has led to disciplining
and stigmatizing, but may also be said to have contributed to the
creation of homosexual communities, to solidarity at the personal
level, and even to collective action at the political level. Foucault is
aware of this, but it is not easy to determine whether he sees such a
‘“reverse” discourse’ (his term) as an instance of successful resistance.
A reverse discourse, after all, makes use of the same vocabulary and of
the same categories that the discourse itself uses, and thus creates at
least the impression that it confirms that discourse’s validity.

POWER/KNOWLEDGE

Foucault’s view of the relationship between knowledge and power is
not uncontested. It is absolutely undeniable that in the past false
claims to knowledge have served as instruments of power, of social
suppression. Take, for instance, the supposed inferiority of women
and coloured people, which endless generations of white males have
accepted as factually true, as part of their knowledge of the world.
Looking back, we see that we are dealing with binary oppositions
that power (in this case the power of white males) turned into
factual knowledge. Historically, so-called knowledge has in countless
cases reflected a relation of power between a subject (the ‘knower’)
and an object (that which the ‘knower’ knows or studies) rather than
what we would call truth.

FOUCAULT, LACAN, AND FRENCH FEMINISM 121

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight

shah
Highlight



When I use the term ‘false claim’, as I have just done, the implica-
tion is that there are also correct claims to knowledge. For Foucault,
however, that distinction is dubious and he is not much interested in
establishing which discourses, or parts of discourses, are false and
which are true. His focus is on the set of rules, the discursive forma-
tion, that governs a discourse and holds it together. Here we see that
Foucault operates on the dividing line between structuralism and
poststructuralism. Just like, for instance, Genette with regard to
narrative, he is interested in underlying principles: in the rules and
the conditions that make it possible for ‘propositions’ to acquire the
status of knowledge. These rules determine what counts as knowl-
edge with regard to the field in which they operate and thus – as in
the case of clinical medicine or psychiatry – establish bodies of
‘knowledge’ that apply to us all. Because of their claims to expertise
such discourses then go on to determine the way we talk and think
about the field in question (sexuality, for instance, or mental illness)
and as often as not persuade us to keep ourselves and others under
constant surveillance. Like language in general they operate inde-
pendently of any individual intention and perpetuate themselves
through their users. Since we are all instruments of the discourses
that we have internalized, we ourselves constantly reproduce their
power, even in our intimate relations.

At this point the question may well be raised what relevance this
has for literary studies. The answer is that the idea of discourses as
vehicles for power has been immensely productive in the study of
literature. Foucault locates power firmly in language, and language
is the business of literary studies. I should perhaps emphasize again
that Foucault, in discussing the role of discourses, is not thinking of
individuals who abuse certain discourses to gain personal power
(although that certainly happens) and that he is also not thinking of
a central source of power – the state, for instance – that uses
discourses to cynically manipulate us and keep us under control
(even if that, too, certainly happens). The state’s servants believe in
such discourses just as much as we do. Discourses work like
Gramsci’s hegemony and Althusser’s ideology: we so completely
internalize them that they even ‘induce pleasure’. Discourses
organize the way we see the world for us. We live and breathe
discourses and because of that function unknowingly as links in a
good many power chains.
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Deconstructionism is certainly not blind to the fact language is
tied up with power – its dismantling of binary oppositions testifies
to that. Foucault, however, places language in the centre of social
power – rather than textual power – and of social practices. The
social role of language – including literature – and its hegemonic
power is the starting-point for the various trajectories within
literary studies that I will discuss in the chapters that follow.

POSTSTRUCTURALIST PSYCHOANALYSIS

In my discussion of Louis Althusser’s explanation of the enormous
power of what he calls ideology (see Chapter 4) I have briefly
mentioned the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan (1901–81). In
contemporary literary theory and criticism Lacan’s work is often
evoked to explain how power works, why the individual – the
subject – is so extraordinarily susceptible to power. Clearly, we need
to look at Lacan. However, a discussion of Lacan’s psychoanalytic
work cannot take place in a historical vacuum: in order to fully appre-
ciate how it fits into a larger discussion of poststructuralism, we have
to see it in relation to the work of the founding father of psycho-
analysis, Sigmund Freud (1856–1939), which it both continues and
revises. I will first, then, look briefly at some of Freud’s most funda-
mental assumptions – not in the least because they have given rise to
a specific mode of literary criticism that deserves attention in a book
like this.

In Chapter 4 I discussed approaches to literature that read texts not
primarily for their humanist meaning (as in Chapter 1), or for their
form (as in Chapters 2 and 3), but for their politics. Seen from that
perspective, a literary text is not in the first place the product of an
individual author, but rather the product of a much larger culture
that speaks through the writer and that conveys political messages
that the writer may be completely unaware of. There is, however, still
another mode of criticism in which writers are taken to be largely, or
wholly unaware of their texts’ deeper meanings. This criticism takes
its inspiration from psychoanalysis, initially the psychoanalyis of
Freud, later also from other versions of psychoanalysis, including that
of Lacan.

Freud’s psychoanalysis presents a view of the subject that is
radically at odds with the liberal humanist view of the subject as an
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ultimately free, coherent, and autonomous moral agent. For Freud,
new-born babies live in an instinctual world dominated by
‘oceanic’ desires and feelings in which there is no distinction
between the baby itself, its mother, or the larger world. Everything
radiates from the centre, that is, the baby itself, and is geared
towards fulfulling its boundless desires (for breastfeeding, for
instance). Gradually, however, the awareness breaks through that
this supposed physical and emotional continuity between baby,
mother, and world, is an illusion. As a result, the baby experiences
a severe sense of loss which, in its turn, produces desire – now used
in a more general sense. In a second phase, the baby, now a young
child, goes through a further separation from the mother, who for
a while has functioned as the primary focus of ‘desire’. During this
so-called Oedipal stage, which we go through when we are still
toddlers, little girls begin to be aware that they lack a penis, as
a result of which they develop a sense of inadequacy, and little
boys, aware that their mother lacks a penis, begin to suspect that
they might lose theirs (which Freud calls a fear of castration). It is
this fear that persuades the little boy to give up what Freud takes
to be his erotic interest in his mother (in the Greek myth that
Freud draws on Oedipus unknowingly marries his mother – hence
Freud’s use of the term ‘Oedipal’). The little boy knows that he is
in direct competition with his father and is on his way to a
confrontation that he must lose – with the fearsome implication of
castration. If you cannot beat them, join them; and so the little boy
decides to be like his father – simultaneously accepting social
authority – and (with a considerable time lag) directs his erotic
interest at other women. The little girl, as disappointed by her
mother’s lack of a penis as by her own, turns to her father – who
possesses one – and will eventually give up her desire for a penis
and want a baby instead. The Oedipal stage turns both boy and girl
into future heterosexual adults.

Freud’s account of the little girl’s development has infuriated a good
many feminists (see for instance Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics [1970]).
What concerns me here, however, is the effects of these early develop-
ments that we supposedly have all gone through. In our first years, we
must again and again give up longings and desires either because we
are forced to realize that they are impossible or because their realiza-
tion would take us into forbidden territory. Those desires, however, do
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not go away, but take refuge in a part of our mind that is beyond our
conscious control: the unconscious. In later life, too, we may find that
we have to repress desires because they are unacceptable. Although
our conscious mind vigorously polices the border with the uncon-
scious – whose unfilfulled desires and pain always want to remind us
that they are still there – the unconscious has ways of getting past its
vigilance. It first of all manifests itself in unguarded moments, in slips
of the tongue, for instance, or in unintended puns, or in our dreams.
But the unconscious also slips through, according to Freud, in
language that we see as figurative – symbols, metaphors, allusions,
and the like. The unconscious can for instance hide a repressed desire
behind an image that would seem to be harmless – a trick that Freud
called displacement – or it can project a whole cluster of desires onto
an image in a manoeuvre that Freud called condensation: a dream
figure can for instance combine characteristics of a number of people
we know. The language that we use may always have hidden mean-
ings of which we ourselves have no conscious awareness. If we repress
our hatred for a person who usually wears red, we may accidentally
say ‘dead’ instead of ‘red’ in a conversation, or we may dream that a
red car is flattened in a traffic accident.

Psychoanalytic criticism focuses on such ‘cracks’ in the text’s facade
and seeks to bring to light the unconscious desires of either the
author, or of the characters that the text presents. It does not ignore
what the text ostensibly would seem to be about, but its real interest is
in the hidden agenda of the language that the text employs. The
proposition that the language of a literary work has both a conscious
and an unconscious dimension and that the unconscious elements
must find ways to get past the censorship exercised by its conscious
dimension has been very attractive to, for instance, Marxist critics.
I will return to this point after an equally brief look at Lacan.

LACAN

In the last thirty-odd years Freudian psychoanalysis has been criti-
cized for its anti-feminism, but even more for its claims to universal
validity. Freud’s suggestion that the Oedipal model is of all times and
all places has become increasingly controversial. As a consequence,
many psychoanalytically interested critics have turned to Jacques
Lacan, whose work avoids the fixed developmental scheme that
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Freud proposed and instead proposes a relational structure that
allows for difference.

Lacan, too, sees the transition from infancy to childhood as
absolutely crucial. For Lacan, the pre-Oedipal infant lives in what
he calls the Imaginary. In this state, in which the child cannot yet
speak, it is subject to impressions and fantasies, to drives and
desires, and has no sense of limitations and boundaries; as in Freud,
it simply does not know that its body is not the world. It lives in a
state of immediacy and experiences a sort of blissful wholeness that
later impossibilities and prohibitions will destroy. Via the mirror
stage (to which I will come back in a moment) the child enters the
Symbolic: it enters the world of language in which the Real – the
real world which we can never know – is symbolized and repre-
sented by way of language and other representational systems that
operate like language. (We can never know the ‘Real’ because it can
never be fully represented – it is beyond language.) This entrance
into the ‘Symbolic’ necessitates an acceptance of the language and
of the social and cultural systems that prevail in the child’s environ-
ment. It implies a loss of that state of immediacy and the acceptance
of limitations and prohibitions. Lacan calls the massive configura-
tion of authority that works through language the nom du père, the
name of the father, in recognition of the patriarchal character of our
social arrangements. The same recognition leads him to speak of the
phallus as the signifier that signifies that patriarchal character.
(Note that he avoids the term ‘penis’ because in Lacan’s conception
of things male dominance is a cultural construction and not a
biological given. The phallus is thus always symbolic.) Hence the
term phallocentric, which is of feminist origin and denotes the
(false) assumption that maleness is the natural, and in fact only,
source of authority and power.

But let me return for a moment to the ‘mirror stage’. As I have
said, real mirrors do not have to come into it, although they may.
In the ‘mirror stage’ we are confronted with the ‘mirror’ image
that the world gives back to us. But that image, just like the image
that we see in an actual mirror, is a distortion that leads to a
‘misrecognition’. Still, that misrecognition is the basis for what we
see as our identity. For Lacan, we need the response and recogni-
tion of others and of the Other to arrive at what we experience as
our identity. Our ‘subjectivity’ is construed in interaction with
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‘others’, that is, individuals who resemble us in one way or another
but who are also irrevocably different. We become subjects – that is
to say, ourselves – by way of the perspectives and views of others.
We also become subjects under the ‘gaze’ of the ‘Other’ or ‘great
other’ (‘grande autre’). This ‘Other’ – ‘the locus from which the
question of [the subject’s] existence may be presented to him’ – is
not a concrete individual, although it may be embodied in one
(father or mother, for instance), but stands for the larger social
order, for what we call ‘reality’. We become subjects through
a literal subjection to the existing order. Since our identity is
constituted in interaction with what is outside of us and reflects us,
it is relational – a notion that introduces the idea of difference into
the process of identity construction. The relational character of
identity suggests that the structure in which we happen to find
ourselves more or less creates us as subjects and thereby situates us
as individuals. However, since the social and personal configuration
in which we find ourselves at a given point will inevitably change,
identity is not something fixed and stable, it is a process that will
never lead to completion. Identity is not only subject to constant
change, it can also never be coherent. First of all, we have been
forced to consign many of our pre-verbal fantasies, drives, and
desires to our unconscious; second, since our identity is constructed
in interaction and does not originate in ourselves it always depends
on ‘others’. Finally, since we have left whatever is pre-verbal
behind and have entered – and subjected ourselves to – the realm
of language, identity can be said to be a linguistic construct: we are
constructed in language. That language, however, is not our own
and could never express what we would want to say if we had, for
instance, access to our unconsciousness.

With the transition from the ‘Imaginary’ to the ‘Symbolic’, in
which we submit to language and reason and accept ‘reality’ as it is,
we lose that feeling of wholeness, of undifferentiated being, that,
again as in Freud, will forever haunt us. Because we do not have
access to this pre-verbal self, or to the Real that that self was not yet
divorced from, we live ever after with a lack. With Lacan, too, this
loss of our original state results in desire, in an unspecific but deep-
felt longing that can never be fulfilled, but can only (temporarily)
satisfy itself with symbolic substitutes. Even what we call ‘love’ is
only a substitute. Lacan’s view of the conscious and the unconscious
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is even better suited to feminist and Marxist adaptations than
Freud’s. Freud sees the repression that leads to the formation of the
unconscious in terms of the nuclear family – even if he is of course
aware that that family is embedded in a much larger social order.
Lacan, however, sees that repression as the direct effect of entry into
the social order. For Lacan, there is a direct connection between the
repressive character of language and culture and the coming into
being of the unconscious. We may expect everything that is ideolog-
ically undesirable within a given culture to have found refuge in the
unconsciousness of its members. If we see ‘ideology’ in psycho-
analytic terms, that is, as the conscious dimension of a given society,
then we may posit an unconscious where everything that ideology
represses – social inequality, unequal opportunity, the lack of
freedom of the subject – is waiting to break to the surface. We may
then examine the language that ideology uses for tell-tale cracks in
its facade. The social unconsciousness will just like our individual
unconsciousness succeed in getting past the censor. This is in fact the
presupposition of the literary-critical practice of Pierre Macherey
and the British and American critics who followed his example (see
Chapter 4).

As I have already suggested in my discussion of Althusser (also
in Chapter 4), Lacan’s psychoanalytic model has also been invoked
to explain the hold ideology has over us. Ideology gives us the illu-
sion that it makes us whole; it would seem to neutralize the desire
that results from our entry into the ‘Symbolic’. Lacanian criticism
sees this repeated on a smaller scale when we read literary texts.
In the process of reading, we enter into a complex relationship with
a text in which we allow it to master us, to fill our lack. Lacanian
critics are interested in the ways in which narrative structures and
rhetorical operations take advantage of this rather one-sided rela-
tionship between text and reader. However, although Lacanian
psychoanalysis has led to classic interpretations such as Shoshana
Felman’s (1982) reading of Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw
(1898), it has perhaps been more influential on the level of theory.
We have already seen how it can be invoked to theorize the power
of ideology and in one of the following chapters, that on post-
colonial studies, we will see how Lacan’s thesis that we develop our
identity by way of ‘others’ can be used to analyse the underlying
relations between colonizer and colonized.
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FRENCH FEMINISM

From the mid-1970s onwards we see encounters between feminism
and poststructuralist thought. Given the French origin of poststruc-
turalist thinking, it is not surprising that French feminists were the
first to see the potential of poststructuralist concepts and arguments
for feminist critiques of the patriarchal social order..

An early and influential claim for the relevance of binary opposi-
tions for feminism is ‘Sorties’, an essay published in 1975 by the
French writer and literary critic Hélène Cixous (b. 1938). ‘Sorties’
begins with a dramatic question (in a larger type than the rest of
the essay): ‘Where is she?’ and then presents the following list:

Activity/Passivity,
Sun/Moon,
Culture/Nature,
Day/Night,
Father/Mother,
Head/Heart,
Intelligible/Sensitive,
Logos/Pathos.

(Cixous 2000 [1975]: 264)

‘Thought’, Cixous continues,

has always worked by . . . dual, hierarchized oppositions. Superior/Inferior.
Nature/History,
Nature/Art,
Nature/Mind,
Passion/Action.

(264)

For Cixous everything is related to the man/woman opposition:

In philosophy woman is always on the side of passivity. Every time the
question comes up; when we examine kinship structures; whenever a
family model is brought into play; in fact as soon . . . as you ask your-
self what is meant by the question ‘What is it’; as soon as there is a will
to say something. A will: desire, authority, you examine that, and you
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are led right back – to the father. . . . And if you examine literary history,
it’s the same story. It all refers back to man, to his torment, his desire
to be (at) the origin. Back to the father. There is an intrinsic bond
between the philosophical and the literary . . . and phallocentrism.

(265)

We see in these passages the influence of structuralism (binary oppo-
sites in general and kinship structures in particular), deconstruction
(the reference to logocentrism), and Lacanian psychoanalysis (‘phallo-
centrism’). Cixous integrates these sources in the important argument
that the male/female opposition is central to Western culture (if not
all cultures) and is pervasively present in all sorts of oppositions that
at first sight have nothing to do with either males or females. The
inferior term is always associated with the feminine, while the term
that occupies the privileged position is associated with masculinity.
For Cixous, this never-ending privileging of the masculine, which
results from what she calls ‘the solidarity of logocentrism and phallo-
centrism’, damages us all, females and males alike, because it curbs the
imagination and is therefore oppressive in general. ‘[T]here is no
invention possible’, Cixous argues, ‘whether it be philosophical or
poetic, without the presence in the inventing subject of an abundance
of the other, of the diverse’ (269). But where to start dismantling this
repressive male/female opposition?

In her 1974 essay ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’, Cixous suggests
that laughter, sex (if not policed by patriarchal heterosexuality),
and writing may have liberating effects. Aware that writing
usually serves the consolidation of patriarchal power, Cixous
proposes what she calls écriture féminine, that is, a feminine or
female writing that will escape the restrictions imposed by ‘the
phallocratic system’:

It is impossible to define a feminine practice of writing [écriture fémi-
nine], and this is an impossibility that will remain, for this practice can
never be theorized, enclosed, encoded – which doesn’t mean that it
doesn’t exist. But it will always surpass the discourse that regulates
the phallocentric system; it does and will take place in areas other than
those subordinated to philosophico-theoretical domination.

(Cixous 1981 [1974]: 253)
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We should not read écriture féminine as the exclusive domain of
women. It is a sort of writing practice that ‘surpasses’ what Lacan calls
the ‘Symbolic’ and that we may associate – but not identify – with his
‘Imaginary’. However, repression is gender-blind and represses males
as much as it does females. Males, too, can escape ‘philosophico-
theoretical domination’. Cixous chooses to call the subversive writing
that she has in mind feminine or female because the forces of repres-
sion are so clearly male. It is important to stress that Cixous does not
think in terms of actual women in defining her ‘feminine writing’. In
typically poststructuralist fashion, her argument is anti-essentialist: it
does not make claims for women’s essential nature but points at
arbitrary structures that both women and men are caught up in and
that both may resist and perhaps even transcend.

Julia Kristeva (b. 1941), literary critic and psychoanalyst, stays
somewhat closer to Lacan with her concepts of the ‘Symbolic’ and
the ‘Semiotic’ – which is a version of Lacan’s ‘Imaginary’. For
Kristeva, what has been repressed and consigned to the ‘Semiotic’
finds its way into the not yet fully regulated language of children,
into poetry, into the language of mental illness – into all uses of
language that for whatever reason are not fully under control of the
speaker or writer. ‘Symbolic’ and ‘semiotic’ language are never to be
found in their ‘pure’ state: all language is a mixture of the two:

These two modalities are inseparable within the signifying process that
constitutes language, and the dialectic between them determines the
type of discourse (narrative, metalanguage, theory, poetry, etc.) involved;
in other words, so-called ‘natural’ language allows for different modes of
articulation of the semiotic and symbolic.

(Kristeva 1984 [1974]: 24)

Semiotic purity is only possible in ‘nonverbal signifying systems’
such as music. Whenever we use language, both our conscious
(which participates in the ‘Symbolic’) and our unconscious
(Kristeva’s ‘Semiotic’) mark it with their presence. As in Lacanian
psychoanalysis, the subject is irrevocably split.

The sort of writing that Cixous and Kristeva have in mind is fairly
rare in the history of literature. We might think of James Joyce’s
Finnegans Wake (1939) or of Virginia Woolf’s The Waves (1931). The
attitude that it presupposes, however, is much less rare nowadays.
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In Surfacing (1972), by the Canadian writer Margaret Atwood, we
find a young woman caught in a rational, patriarchal, and often
exploitative world exemplified by her lover, her father, and other
male characters. During a trip to the wilderness, ostensibly in search
of her missing father, she gradually strips herself of the perspective
and the accoutrements of the rational modern world. Not acciden-
tally, a dive deep into a pristine lake – into what hides under the
surface – is the novel’s turning-point. When she figuratively resur-
faces at the end of the novel from a brief period of almost complete
surrender to instincts, she will always take the experience and the
resulting knowledge with her.

A final word on the poststructuralist uses of psychoanalysis. In
recent years poststructuralist adaptations of psychoanalysis have
proven useful instruments in, for instance, criticism that is
concerned with ecological issues. In his Postmodern Wetlands:
Culture, History, Ecology (1996), Rod Giblett examines Western
descriptions of, and arguments about, swamps, wetlands and other
places that are neither land nor water, and suggests that ‘[t]he
swamp, and the wetland more generally, is . . . a smothering place,
or perhaps more precisely a (s)mothering place, where various
desires and fears about the mother’s body are played out’ (Giblett
1996: 20). As ‘the pre-Oedipal place par excellence’ (20) wetlands
have over the course of history been structurally maligned and
have often even been definitively repressed, through filling or
drainage. Giblett offers numerous readings of poems and passages
taken from stories and novels to back up his claim. I will come back
to ecological criticism, of which Giblett’s book is an example, in a
later chapter.
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Summary
In the course of the 1970s and the 1980s literary studies began to incor-
porate the thought of the poststructuralist historian Michel Foucault
and the poststructuralist psychoanalyist Jacques Lacan. Foucault’s work
calls our attention to the role of language in the exercise and preserva-
tion of power. According to Foucault, the modern Western world is in
the grip of so-called discourses that regulate our behaviour because we
have internalized them and therefore for all practical purposes police
ourselves. Foucauldian criticism focuses on the role of literary and



SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING

The Foucault Reader, edited by David Rabinow (1984) is an excel-
lent selection from Foucault’s writings, with an emphasis on his
later work. The interviews that are included serve as brief and lucid
introductions to his thought. Another collection, Power/Knowledge:
Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972–1977, edited by
Colin Gordon, also contains helpful characterizations of his work by
Foucault himself (see ‘Two Lectures’ and ‘Truth and Power’).
Foucault’s famous discussion of ‘panopticism’ was originally
published in Part III of his Discipline and Punish (1977). His radi-
cally anti-humanist essay ‘What Is an Author?’ (1969) is once again
reprinted in Lodge and Wood (2000).

A good brief introduction to psychoanalytic criticism is Meredith
Skura’s ‘Psychoanalytic Criticism’ (1992). A comprehensive overview
is offered by Elizabeth Wright in Psychoanalytic Criticism: A
Reappraisal, 2nd edn (1998). Norman M. Holland’s Holland’s Guide
to Psychoanalytic Psychology and Literature-and-Psychology (1991)
is a somewhat older comprehensive guide to all types of psycho-
analysis and their usefulness for literary criticism. Malcolm Bowie’s
Lacan (1991) is an excellent introduction to the complexities of Lacan,
whose own writings are notoriously difficult. Readers who are not
easily discouraged might try ‘The Insistence of the Letter in the
Unconscious’ (in Lodge and Woods), Lacan’s discussion of Hamlet
(‘Desire and the Interpretation of Desire in Hamlet’, 1977), or his
reading of Poe’s ‘The Purloined Letter’ (in John P. Muller and William
J. Richardson’s The Purloined Poe, 1988). Bruce Fink provides a very
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other texts in the circulation and maintenance of social power. Lacan’s
psychoanalytic theories serve to explain why we would internalize
discourses that effectively imprison us. Lacanian criticism has been
especially illuminating with regard to the relationship that readers enter
into with the texts they read. Finally, under the influence of poststructu-
alism French feminism breaks away from essentialist approaches to
feminist issues, arguing that thinking in terms of fixed biological identi-
ties will only confirm a binary opposition that we should get rid of for
the sake of true equality.



helpful guide to the Hamlet discussion in his ‘Reading Hamlet with
Lacan’ (1996). Lacanian criticism is usually not easily accessible either.
The essays collected by Robert Con Davis in Lacan and Narration:
The Psychoanalytic Difference in Narrative Theory (1983) illustrate
how Lacanian psychoanalysis may be brought to bear upon narrative
theory. A good deal more accessible, and highly recommended, are
Linda Ruth Williams’s Lacanian readings in her Critical Desire:
Psychoanalysis and the Literary Subject (1995).

Literary Feminisms by Ruth Robbins (2000) gives a good and
very readable account of French feminism in relation to – in
particular – Lacanian psychoanalysis. Between Feminism and
Psychoanalysis (1989), edited by Teresa Brennan, collects fifteen
essays on French feminism by major feminist critics. A more
recent collection is The French Feminism Reader (2000) edited by
Kelly Oliver.
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L ITERAT UR E  AND  CULTURE  

The  new  h i s to r i c i s m a nd  
cu l tu ra l  ma te r i a l i s m

7

DEFINING CULTURE

In his Culture and Anarchy Matthew Arnold, whose formative
influence on English and American literary studies I have discussed
in the first chapter, sees as one of the sources of the ‘anarchy’ of his
title a working class which ‘assert[s] an Englishman’s heaven-born
privilege of doing as he likes’ ([1869] 1971: 105) Unfortunately, this
sense of personal freedom does not lead the working class towards
‘the best that has been thought and said’ but to activities and
pastimes that in their brashness and thoughtless vulgarity are the
antithesis of culture. As its title already suggests, Culture and
Anarchy sets up a binary opposition between culture – which for
Arnold implies coherence and order – on the one hand and chaos
and lawlessness on the other. The term ‘culture’ is explicitly
reserved for what most literary academics would now consider to be
a rather narrowly defined ‘high’ culture – the culture of a specific
elite. Arnold never uses the term in the more anthropological or
sociological senses in which we now often use it, referring to the
way of life and the world view of, for instance, the working class
with the term working-class culture.

The opposition between a superior high culture, whose literary
branch preserves the best that has been thought and said, and the
debased anthropologically defined ‘cultures’ that always threaten its



existence runs like a red thread through English and American crit-
icism. It is, in fact, this opposition between high culture and the
various – and socially dominant – ways of life or cultures that
threaten it that gave English Studies its extraordinary self-
confidence. The idea that high culture is essentially different from
other forms of culture and that it has an inherently oppositional
role to play with regard to other cultural expressions, explains the
missionary zeal and the moral urgency that we so often encounter
in classic English and American criticism. For Leavis, the guardians
of Arnold’s ‘best’ – first of all, the literary critics – had the moral
duty to defend high culture and to offer the sort of cultural critique
that would maintain its standards and would also weed out every-
thing that was inferior.

However, although it had strong opinions about lower class and/or
mass culture (which we should not conflate or confuse with each
other), traditional criticism did not much to examine and understand
it. This changed in the late 1950s with the English critic Richard
Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy: Aspects of Working-Class Life with
Special Reference to Publications and Entertainments (1957), which
offered a warm, autobiographical account of Yorkshire working class
culture of the 1930s and 1940s combined with a close reading of
popular magazines of the period, and with Raymond Williams’s
Culture and Society, 1780–1950 (1958), which traces the idea of
culture as it developed in England from the late eighteenth century to
(almost) the time of writing. Both Hoggart and Williams were
literary academics, with Hoggart representing the humanist perspec-
tive and Williams the Marxist one, and both emphasized the valuable
and life-enhancing qualities of cultures, in particular working class
culture, that from the perspective of high culture had generally been
condemned and ignored. Here is an example of Hoggart’s firm but
sympathetic attitude. Admitting that the more genuinely working-
class magazines and the fiction that they print for their primarily
female readers ‘are in some ways crude’, Hoggart goes on to stress
that ‘they still have a felt sense of the texture of life in the group
they cater for’ ([1957] 1972: 490). ‘Most of the material is convential’,
Hoggart continues, ‘that is, it mirrors the attitudes of the readers; but
those attitudes are by no means as ridiculous as one might first be
tempted to think’ (490). Working-class culture is simple, often even
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‘childish’, but it is genuine and it is affirmative and it plays a valuable
role in the lives of millions of people.

Still, although it does not hesitate to step across the barrier dividing
literature from what we might call pulp fiction, in an important way
Hoggart’s book repeats the traditional, Leavisite, juxtaposition of
authenticity and inauthenticity. While for Hoggart the older and more
traditional working-class magazines convey authenticity (a ‘felt sense
of . . . life’) the newer ones tend to succumb to an inauthentic sensa-
tionalism that is a sure sign of the postwar commodification of the
genre, a calculated policy aimed at achieving maximum sales – and
maximum profit – at the expense of honesty and sincerity. A new,
manipulative mass culture is taking the place of an older popular
culture in which there was still a bond, a system of shared values,
between publisher and writer on the one hand and the audience on the
other. In Williams we find similar echoes of the ideal of an organic and
coherent culture. ‘We need a common culture’, Williams tells us in the
concluding chapter of Culture and Society, ‘because we shall not
survive without it’ (Williams 1961, 304). Paradoxically, he is fully
aware that in any given society we will find more than one single
culture – which in his use of the term signifies ‘a whole way of life’
that is ultimately characterized by its ‘ideas of the nature of social
relationship’ (311). (In the case of for instance working-class culture
‘social relationship’ is determined by solidarity.) But the coexistence of
alternative cultures such as those of the bourgeois middle class and
the lower class does not rule out a common culture: ‘In our culture as
a whole, there is both a constant interaction between these ways of life
and an area which can properly be described as common to or under-
lying both’ (313). The further development of that common culture is
then described as organic growth monitored by its members: ‘The idea
of a common culture brings together . . . at once the idea of natural
growth and that of its tending’ (322).

What we see in Hoggart and Williams is that the basis for
cultural critique – for identifying what is of value and rejecting that
which is not – has shifted. Hoggart uses an older, more authentic
and organic working-class culture to expose the mercenary outlook
of the new culture that is in the process of replacing it. Williams
puts his hope in a common culture, based on working-class values
such as democratic solidarity, as the place from which to critique the
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destructive developments unleashed by the free market ideology of
capitalism. Both radically expand the field of study for literary criti-
cism, with Williams introducing a virtually anthropological concept
of culture, even if he grants the ‘vital importance’ of literature.

Although in their ideal of authenticity and organic coherence
Hoggart and Williams belong to what for many critics writing today
is an older intellectual framework, with their work what we now call
‘cultural studies’ becomes a legitimate interest of literary academics,
a development reflected in the title of a pamphlet that Hoggart
published in 1969: Contemporary Cultural Studies: An Approach to
the Study of Literature and Society. Since the early 1970s, and
starting in the United Kingdom, critics have come to cast their net
much wider and have moved far beyond the relations between litera-
ture and society that Hoggart’s title refers to. The vast influence of
Williams has played a crucial role here, but Hoggart, in his capacity
as director of the then newly founded Centre for Contemporary
Cultural Studies at the University of Birmingham, has also
contributed substantially to the explosive expansion of literary
studies into other realms that we have witnessed since the mid-
1970s. There are good reasons for that explosion. Perhaps the most
important is the insight, drawn from Althusser (with his state
apparatuses) and Foucault that culture – that is, ideas, but also action
in the form of cultural practices – is a form of power that wields
enormous influence. Power was no longer exclusively defined in
terms of military, economic, or political power, but was discovered in
activities that had always seemed innocuous or even diverting.
Culture became more important than it had ever been. Another
reason is that poststructuralism’s radical questioning of the supposed
difference between literary and non-literary texts created a continuum
between literary texts and everything else that had ever been written
and thus vastly increased literary criticism’s legitimate hunting
grounds. It will be clear that cultural studies has gone through funda-
mental changes since the days of Hoggart and Williams. During the
1980s and 1990s most practitioners of cultural studies have accepted
the poststructuralist repudiation of origin, presence, and coherence
and have turned away from approaches that see culture in authentic
and organic terms. Culture, no matter whether it is that of the
English Renaissance aristocracy or that of contemporary soccer hooli-
gans, is now widely seen as artificial in the sense that it is always
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manufactured, always the rather arbitrary – and provisional – end
product of an endless series of interactions and exchanges. No culture
can claim authenticity – although many of them routinely do – and
no culture gives access to truths that lie beyond itself, beyond its own
discourse, in Foucault’s terms.

Although Foucault’s influence is pervasive, cultural studies,
which focuses primarily on contemporary Western culture, and
within that culture on the activities of the younger generations –
gardening for senior citizens does not figure prominently on its
agenda – may be said to allow more room for agency than Foucault
ever did. Although inevitably cultural studies specialists see culture
and its products – rap, musicals, action movies, computer games, and
the like – as vehicles for power, they tend to argue that the way
such products are received and used is often at odds with the
message(s) they carry, so that the subject position that they offer is
effectively refused. Some cultural studies specialists have even
argued that especially youth culture has liberating effects that are
presumably wholly unintended but nonetheless politically welcome
(if you happen to agree with their politics).

Still, although cultural studies may be seen as an offshoot of
literary studies, and although it, in Simon During’s words, ‘does
consistently drift back towards the interpretative and empathetic
methods of traditional hermeneutic disciplines, including the literary
criticism to which it owes so much’ (During 2005: 8), its focus is
definitely not literature, but the vastly larger world of contemporary
culture in virtually all of its manifestations. Cultural studies would
require a book in itself and so we return to the more manageable
world of literary theory.

THE NEW HISTORICISM AND CULTURAL MATERIALISM

The constructedness of culture and its annexation by literary
studies are central in two major modes within contemporary criti-
cism: the new historicism, which was American in origin and has
remained largely American, and cultural materialism, which was,
and is, mainly British.

Let me, before I discuss them separately, make clear what these
critical modes have in common. First of all, both brought to the
then still traditional study of Renaissance literature, in particular
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the work of Shakespeare, a mixture of Marxist and poststructuralist
orientations, in particular poststructuralist notions of the self, of
discourse, and of power, with the new historicism leaning more
towards a (Foucauldian) poststructuralism in its focus on power, on
the discourses that serve as vehicles for power, on the construction
of identity, and other poststructuralist issues, and with cultural
materialism leaning more towards the Marxism of Raymond
Williams (who had coined the term ‘cultural materialism’ in his
1977 Marxism and Literature) and its focus on ideology, on the role
of institutions, and on the possibilities for subversion (or dissidence,
as some cultural materialists prefer to call it).

The new historicism and cultural materialism reject both the
autonomy and individual genius of the author and the autonomy of
the literary work and see literary texts as absolutely inseparable from
their historical context. The role of the author is not completely
negated, but it is a role that the author is at best only partially in
command of. The author’s role is to a large extent determined by
historical circumstances. As the prominent new historicist critic
Stephen Greenblatt has put it: ‘the work of art is the product of
a negotiation between a creator or class of creators, equipped with a
complex, communally shared repertoire of conventions, and the insti-
tutions and practices of society’ (Greenblatt 1989: 12). The literary
text, then, is always part and parcel of a much wider cultural, political,
social, and economic dispensation. Far from being untouched by the
historical moment of its creation, the literary text is directly involved
in history. Instead of transcending its own time and place, as tradi-
tional Anglo-American criticism had argued (and was still arguing),
the literary text is a time- and place-bound verbal construction that is
always in one way or another political. Because it is inevitably
involved with one or more discourses or an ideology it cannot help
being a vehicle for power. As a consequence, and just like any other
text, literature does not simply reflect relations of power, but actively
participates in the consolidation and/or construction of discourses and
ideologies, just as it functions as an instrument in the construction of
identities, not only at the individual level – that of the subject – but
also on the level of the group or even that of the national state.
Literature is not simply a product of history, it also actively makes
history. (Needless to say that all this also holds good for cultural
studies.) Because they do not see literature as a special category of
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transcendent, essentially ahistorical texts – even if it might be
formally distinct – new historicists and cultural materialists treat
literary texts in the same way that they treat other texts. For their
specific purposes – to trace and bring to light relations of power and
processes of ideological and cultural construction – there is no longer a
difference between literature and other texts, no matter whether these
are religious, political, historical, or products of marginal subcultures
that so far have been ignored. Finally, in their conviction that culture,
including all beliefs and values, is a construction, the new historicists
and cultural materialists are willing to grant that their own assump-
tions must also be constructed and may therefore be deconstructed.
But that does not prevent them from taking up political positions that
are motivated by a political vision. The prominent new historicist
critic Catherine Gallagher has argued that new historicist and cultural
materialist thought must be seen as a continuation of certain strands
within the New Left of the late 1960s (Gallagher 1989). As we will see,
with regard to new historicist practice – as opposed to theory – not
everybody accepts that claim at face value.

THE NEW HISTORICISM

If the new historicism and cultural materialism have so much in
common what could possibly distinguish them? One distinctive
feature is the role that subversion, or dissent, is allowed to play in
them. As Catherine Belsey recently argued, the new historicism’s
view of culture ‘allows no space for dissent. Instead, minor revolts
simply offer occasions for extending social control; crime legiti-
mates an extension of the police’ (Belsey 2005: 29). But let us first
look at the new historicism’s own history.

Although the term had been used before, the new historicism –
‘historicism’ referring to the view that the past was truly, fundamen-
tally different – received its current meaning in 1982, when the
prominent new historicist critic Stephen Greenblatt used it to
describe recent work of himself and others on the Renaissance period.
Most commentators situate its origin in 1980, though, when
Greenblatt published his book Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From
More to Shakespeare and when another prominent new historicist,
Louis Montrose, argued for the presence of power in a genre usually
not associated with its excercise, that of the pastoral. Following
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Foucault in his assumption that ‘social relations are, intrinsically,
relations of power’, Montrose examined the role of Elizabethan
pastorals in ‘the symbolic mediation of social relationships’ in his
essay ‘“Eliza, Queen of Shepeardes,” and the Pastoral of Power’
(Montrose 1994: 88). Renaissance Self-Fashioning argues that ‘in the
sixteenth century there appears to be an increased self-consciousness
about the fashioning of human identity as a manipulable, artful
process’ (Greenblatt 1980: 2). This should not be taken to mean,
however, that it was possible for Renaissance individuals to fashion a
truly autonomous identity – to fashion themselves fully and authen-
tically. Thomas More finds that his ‘condition’ or ‘project’ – a term
which does suggest a measure of autonomy – is ‘to live [his] life as a
character thrust into a play, constantly renewing [him]self extempo-
raneously and forever aware of [his] own unreality’ (31), while
Wyatt ‘cannot fashion himself in opposition to power and the
conventions power deploys; on the contrary, those conventions are
precisely what constitute Wyatt’s self-fashioning’ (214). An increased
awareness of the ways in which the self can be fashioned leads to
an increased awareness of how the self is subject to power relations
and how it always functions within larger structures that may
even completely control whatever self-fashioning seemed initially
possible. Self-Fashioning ultimately subscribes to the notion that the
self is always a construction, that our identity is never given, but
always the product of an interaction between the way we want to
represent ourselves – through the stories we tell (or the incidents we
suppress) and our actual presentations – and the power relations we
are part of. Inspired by Foucault’s interest in large-scale historical
ruptures, Greenblatt’s study also introduced a major theme of the
new historicism’s earlier years: the way in which the workings of
power and practices of regulation change with the advent of a
new era: in this case the transition from the pre-modern to the
early modern period, with its notion of the autonomy and freedom
of the subject.

There is good reason, then, to accept John Brannigan’s definition
of the new historicism as ‘a mode of critical interpretation which
privileges power relations as the most important context for texts of
all kinds’ and his claim that ‘[a]s a critical practice it treats literary
texts as a space where power relations are made visible’ (Brannigan
1998: 6). As we have seen, power in this context does not refer to
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physical power and not even to coercion through pressure, although
it is usually in a position to be backed up by the threat of physical
violence. In this Foucauldian context, power works through
discourses and, like ideology, gives the subject the impression that
to comply with its dictates is the natural thing to do and thus a
free, autonomous decision. The new historicists see literature as
actively involved in the making of history through its participation
in discursive practices. Louis Montrose’s 1983 essay ‘“Shaping
Fantasies”: Figurations of Gender and Power in Elizabethan
Culture’ discusses a wide range of texts – including autobiography,
travel writing and a Shakespeare play – to examine how representa-
tions of queen Elizabeth I – the ‘shaping fantasies’ of his title –
contribute to the creation of the essentially political cult of the
‘virgin queen’.

This is not literary history, but it is also not cultural history, at
least not cultural history as it developed as a subdiscipline of
history during the 1970s. The new historicism – and this is another
interest that it has in common with cultural materialism – is in the
tradition of Foucault focused on thus far hidden and unsuspected
sources of, and vehicles for, power and on the question of how
power has worked to suppress or marginalize rival stories and
discourses. Like Foucault, the new historicism has a special interest
in the disempowered, the marginalized, those whose voices we
hardly ever, or never, hear. Its methods are anthropological rather
than literary critical – although a good deal of close reading is
involved – or historical. History, such as the socio-economic
circumstances of a specific literary text’s creation, is not read to
illuminate literature, nor is literature read to shed a direct light on
history. Rather, the historical period in question is seen as a remote
culture whose various discursive manifestations – the texts of all
kinds that have come down to us and which constitute all that we
have to work with – need detailed attention and need to be brought
into contact with each other so that the power relations and the
forces operating in that culture may be brought to light. This
means that it does not much matter from which point we try to
access it – the earlier new historicism of the 1980s is famous for
opening its enquiries with seemingly anecdotal material that is
later on shown to have great relevance. Since under the regime of a
specific hegemony (to use Gramsci’s term) or dominant ideology

NEW HISTORICISM AND CULTURAL MATERIALISM 143



everything is interrelated, and since no specific body of texts has a
privileged status, we can always start wherever we want to start in
our exploration of past cultures. In its focus on relations of power
the new historicism follows the discursive forms that power
takes – its figures of speech, its larger rhetorical manoeuvres –
wherever they appear. Distinctions that for other approaches to
literary studies are of the highest importance, such as that between
literature and non-literary texts, are from this perspective irrele-
vant. Everything is culture, and culture can be read and picked
apart like a literary text. In its rather loose methodology the new
historicism is indebted to the American anthropologist Clifford
Geertz, not only because of his insistence that all culture is
‘manufactured’, and for all practical purposes without origins –
which is roughly in line with the poststructuralist view of
culture – but also because of his method of ‘thick description’, that
is, analysis by way of minutely observed social and cultural prac-
tices that are recorded in great detail.

It is the pervasive influence of Foucault that has elicited a good
deal of criticism. Foucault’s views of power and its effectiveness
have been widely, and inconclusively, debated, but no matter how
we finally judge those views there are passages in his work that
suggest a deep pessimism regarding the possibility of resistance.
In a seminal new historicist essay, ‘Invisible Bullets’ of 1981,
Stephen Greenblatt echoes Foucault’s pessimistic strain and
argues that Renaissance subversion inevitably played into the
hands of power. In fact, power needs subversion and actively
produces it: ‘subversiveness is the very product of that power and
furthers its ends’ (Greenblatt 1981, 48). This pessimism, which
for a number of commentators has thrown doubt on the new
historicism’s commitment to a progressive, emancipatory politics,
is not necessarily shared by all new historicists and I should in all
fairness say that Greenblatt himself has also defended his critical
practice against charges such as the cultural materialist Alan
Sinfield’s claim that the new historicism works with an ‘entrap-
ment’ model of culture that leaves no room for effective action
and change. Still, although he argues that ‘[a]gency is virtually
inescapable’ (Greenblatt 1990: 74), he immediately goes on to
sketch a very limited horizon for agency:
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new historicism, as I understand it, does not posit historical processes
as unalterable and inexorable, but it does tend to discover limits or
constraints upon individual intervention: actions that appear to be single
are disclosed as multiple; the apparently isolated power of the individual
genius turns out to be bound up with collective, social energy; a gesture
of dissent may be an element in a larger legitimation process, while an
attempt to stabilize the order of things may turn out to subvert it.

(74–75)

The new historicists are of course aware that the at best limited
freedom of the subject within the culture’s hegemonic discourse
and its inevitable involvement with that discourse did not stop with
the Renaissance period. As Louis Montrose has put it: ‘I have a
complex and substantial stake in sustaining and reproducing the
very institutions whose operations I wish to call into question’
(Montrose 1989: 30).

As they themselves know, the new historicists’ arguments are
then always to some degree the product of their personal, social,
and institutional situation. We might well ask what the point of
new historicist research is if we know beforehand that whatever it
comes up with will be ‘contaminated’ by such factors. However, as
Montrose suggests, although the ‘possibility of political and insitu-
tional agency cannot be based upon the illusion of an escape from
ideology’, an awareness of the omnipresence and power of ideology
may give us some breathing space:

the very process of subjectively living the confrontations or contradic-
tions within or among ideologies makes it possible to experience facets
of our own subjection at shifting internal distances – to read . . . one
fragment of our ideological inscription by means of another. A reflexive
knowledge so partial and unstable may, nevertheless, provide subjects
with a means of empowerment as agents.

(30)

The possibility of letting opposed or competing discourses collide
and thereby neutralize each other, may make room for relatively
independent thought and action. The assumption here is that the
resistance that thus is made possible is not a product of power but is
genuinely subversive.
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Let me conclude this section with a few observations. First, I have
up till this point created the impression that the new historicism is
only concerned with the Renaissance. Although it did indeed first
emerge within Renaissance studies, where it caused a true revolution,
by the mid-1980s new historicist approaches had already spread to
the study of other periods – to Victorian studies, for instance – and in
the 1990s they were virtually everywhere. Second, and this is also
true of cultural materialism, in the later 1980s and early 1990s, the
dividing lines between the new historicism (and cultural materialism)
on the one hand, and feminism and the newly emerging field of post-
colonial studies on the other, begin to fade away.

Greenblatt’s Marvellous Possessions: The Wonder of the New
World of 1991, for instance, operates in a field of enquiry that we
would now call postcolonial. It examines the role that ‘wonder’ plays
in the response of European explorers and travellers to the New
World. He characteristically sees that wonder as ‘an agent of appro-
priation’ (Greenblatt 1991: 24), in the sense that the expressions of
wonder that we find in those (written) responses function as an
instrument of power. Under Greenblatt’s scrutiny, ‘European repre-
sentational practice’ turns out to have played a vital role in the
process of colonization that followed exploration and travel.
Although its focus is on the Europeans and not on the new worlds
and new peoples that give rise to European wonder – as is usually
the case in the so-called postcolonial studies that I will discuss in the
next chapter – Marvellous Possessions is as much postcolonial as it
is new historicist. The new directions we find in 1990s new histori-
cism can be interpreted as a sign of the times, as testimony to the
sudden, and pervasive, influence of the new field of postcolonial
studies, but it is also a response to serious critique. Feminist and
other critics had begun to object to the steamroller effect of the new
historicism’s view of power – to how in new historicist criticism
structures of power flattened and homogenized all subjects that lived
within them so that differences in class, sex, and race completely
disappeared from view. Responding to such criticisms, the new
historicism had begun to take such differences into account in its
analyses of the way subjects are constructed. In the new historicism
of the 1990s and beyond, subjects are not simply the product of the
dominant ideology, but can to various degrees – and at various
times – be co-constructed, so to speak, by one or more subcultures.
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Such a view immediately brings issues of for instance sex and race to
the foreground. But the theorizing of sex and race that has emerged
from the – ultimately – poststructuralist insistence on difference
will have to wait until the next chapters.

CULTURAL MATERIALISM

Cultural materialist criticism established itself permanently in the
field of literary studies in the mid-1980s, with the publication of
Jonathan Dollimore’s Radical Tragedy: Religion, Ideology and
Power in the Drama of Shakespeare and his Contemporaries
(1984), of Catherine Belsey’s The Subject of Tragedy: Identity and
Difference in Renaissance Drama (1985), and of two collections of
essays: Alternative Shakespeares (1985) edited by John Drakakis,
and Political Shakespeare: New Essays in Cultural Materialism
(1985) edited by Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield.

Let me briefly recapitulate the major assumptions that the new
historicism and cultural materialism have in common. First of all,
subjects cannot transcend their own time but live and work within the
horizon of a culture constructed by ideology, by discourses. The ideo-
logical constructions that authors live in, and have internalized,
inevitably become part of their work, which is therefore always polit-
ical and always a vehicle for power. As Dollimore and Sinfield put it in
their introduction to Political Shakespeare, ‘[a] play by Shakespeare is
related to the context of its production – to the economic and political
system of Elizabethan and Jacobean England and to the particular
institutions of cultural production (the church, patronage, theatre,
education)’(Dollimore and Sinfield 1985: viii). Because it plays an
active role in the creation and consolidation of power relations, litera-
ture actively contributes to history. Like the new historicism, cultural
materialism brings to light how ideology – and thus the existing
socio-economic (and religious) order – tries to maintain itself or, as the
case may be, adjust itself to new circumstances without losing its grip.
Finally, since the status of literature is not essentially different from
that of other texts (religious, political, economic, legal, and so on) in
the sense that it has no special access to genuine, transcendent truth, it
is read alongside a wide variety of non-literary texts.

What sets cultural materialism apart from its slightly older
American relative? I have already briefly indicated that cultural
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materialists object to what they see as the new historicism’s down-
playing of subversion and dissent or at least of dissent’s effectiveness.
Cultural materialists agree that literary texts will at first sight seem
supportive of contemporary ideology, but see that ideology as less
pervasive than their new historicist colleagues. Although Foucault is
an obvious influence in their work – especially with regard to their
interest in the insane, the criminal, the exploited, and all those who
over the course of history have been marginalized – cultural materi-
alism follows Williams in his adaptation of Gramsci’s view of
hegemony. For Williams, as we have seen, the dominant culture is
never more than one player in the cultural field, even if it is by far
the most powerful. There are always residual and emergent strains
within a culture that offer alternatives to the hegemony. In other
words, the dominant culture is always under pressure from alterna-
tive views and beliefs. So while cultural materialist analyses of
literary texts bring to light how these texts are (inevitably conserva-
tive) instruments of a dominant socio-cultural order, they also
demonstrate how the apparent coherence of that order is threatened
from the inside, by inner contradictions and by tensions that it seeks
to hide.

Alan Sinfield’s discussion of Shakespeare’s Othello in his
Faultlines: Cultural Materialism and the Politics of Dissident
Reading (1992) is a case in point. In the patriarchal culture that the
play presents Desdemona is of course bound to obey her father and
the role of obedient daughter should in the normal course of things
lead her to follow his wishes in her marital choice. However, in the
early modern period we also find an increased emphasis on the idea
that marriage should be personally fulfilling. This ‘contradiction in
the ideology of marriage’ – one of Sinfield’s ‘faultlines’ – allows
Desdemona to disregard her father’s wishes and to marry a man
who from the perspective of the social group to which she belongs
is totally unsuitable. As a result, the social order comes under
immediate pressure. I should hasten to point out that Sinfield does
not portray Desdemona in liberal humanist terms: she is not a free,
autonomous agent in the dissident choice that she makes. It is the
faultline in question that creates what Sinfield calls ‘dissident
potential’. Dissidence is not so much a matter of individual agency
but is first of all produced by the inner contradictions that charac-
terize any social order.
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Since such faultlines are to be found in all cultures, it is only
natural that they should turn up in literary texts – especially in
literary texts, in fact, because literature offers a place where, with
ideology still firmly in control, contradictions and tensions can be
addressed and worked through. Focusing on the cracks in the ideo-
logical facade that texts offer, cultural materialism reads even the
most reactionary texts against the grain, offering readings of dissi-
dence that allow us to hear the socially marginalized and expose the
ideological machinery that is responsible for their marginalization
and exclusion. Cultural materialists are also interested in the way in
which the reception of literary texts – by, for instance, traditional
Anglo-American criticism – has obscured the presence of ideolog-
ical faultlines in those texts. Dollimore’s Radical Tragedy argues
(among many other things) that the traditional interpretations of
the Jacobean tragedies that he discusses – including Marlowe’s
Dr. Faustus and Tourneur’s The Revenger’s Tragedy – have ignored
how the plays undermine humanist assumptions because they focus
on what fits the humanist framework.

Cultural materialism sees dissident readings of texts from the
past as political interventions in the present, as political challenges
to the conservative, humanistically oriented positions and critical
practices that are still very much in evidence among literary
academics and among those that control educational institutions. Its
critical practice, then, not only tries to offer alternative understand-
ings of the past but equally, and overtly, tries to effectuate political
change in the present from a broadly socialist and feminist point of
view. (Catherine Belsey’s discussion, in The Subject of Tragedy, of
the various literary – and non-literary – representations of the
sixteenth-century murderess-by-proxy Alice Arden immediately
announces cultural materialism’s investment in feminism.) As
Dollimore and Sinfield polemically announce in their introduction
to Political Shakespeare:

Cultural materialism does not, like much established criticism, attempt
to mystify its perspective as the natural, obvious or right interpretation
of an allegedly given textual fact. On the contrary, it registers its
commitment to the transformation of a social order which exploits
people on grounds of race, gender and class.

(Dollimore and Sinfield 1985: viii)
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Where new historicists would be satisfied to bring to light hidden
power relations in a cluster of Renaissance texts, cultural materialists
seek to find instances of dissidence, subversion, and transgression that
are relevant in contemporary political struggles. Because of this
double focus, cultural materialism is deeply interested in the ways in
which literature from the past, say the works of Shakespeare, has
been made to function in later periods and in our contemporary
culture. As Dollimore and Sinfield point out, ‘culture is made
continuously and Shakespeare’s text is reconstructed, reappraised,
reassigned all the time through diverse institutions in specific
contexts. What the plays signify, how they signify, depends on the
cultural field in which they are situated’ (viii). Cultural materialism
could for instance ask which plays, or parts of plays, feature on
secondary school reading lists. And which plays we find within
university curricula or which sonnets are standardly anthologized.
Which plays are still performed, and where, and within what context?
How do we read the fairly recent film version of Richard III – starring
Ian McKellen – which lifts the play right out of its historical period
and has its protagonist set up a monstrously fascist regime in 1930s
Great Britain? In other words, how is ‘Shakespeare’ constructed,
and from what ideological position? In one of the essays collected
in Political Shakespeare Sinfield concludes that ‘[i]n education
Shakespeare has been made to speak mainly for the right’, adding that
‘that is the tendency which this book seeks to alter’ (Dollimore and
Sinfield 1985: 135). For cultural materialists ideology takes on a
tangible, material form in institutions such as the university, the
museum, the army, the school, the labour union, the church, and a
whole range of less influential organizations. And it becomes material
in the ways in which images and representations from the past are
deployed in the service of contemporary ideology – in, for instance,
the merchandising of the product called ‘Shakespeare’ (and other big
sellers in the heritage industry) and in the use of for instance
‘Shakespeare’ in commercials. In Faultlines Sinfield shows how a
reference to Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre, evoking the continuity
of British tradition, is used by a manufacturer of defence equipment
to promote itself and its wares. From the perspective of cultural
materialism, contemporary culture, both in its institutionalized and
in its popular and mass-produced forms, is a battlefield where an
omnipresent conservative ideology must constantly be challenged.
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The acrimony of the debate that followed cultural materialism’s
emergence in the mid-1980s testifies to the effectiveness of its
intervention, although it also demonstrates the strength and
number of those literary academics who prefer a more traditional,
and still broadly humanist, approach to in particular Shakespeare
(‘The Bard’), whose work was the focus of a protracted battle. Just
like the new historicism, cultural materialism has in the years since
its intervention in the field of Renaissance studies become an
important critical practice in virtually every period, and just like the
new historicism, in the early 1990s it expanded its original interests
and incorporated issues of empire and sexuality (feminism had
from the beginning been on its agenda) – always with the intention
of effecting political change in our current arrangements. Jonathan
Dollimore’s Sexual Dissidence: Augustine to Wilde, Freud to
Foucault (1991) and Alan Sinfield’s The Wilde Century: Effeminacy,
Oscar Wilde and the Queer Moment (1994) and his Cultural
Politics – Queer Reading of the same year exemplify this develop-
ment, but the so-called ‘queer theory’ that we see in the making in
these texts – and in a whole range of other texts from around the
same time – will have to wait until a later chapter. We will turn first
to postcolonial theory – the issues of empire – that I have already
briefly mentioned and that in the 1990s became another direction
in which cultural materialism developed.
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Summary

After the assimilation of poststructuralist theory, literary criticism
increasingly begins to see literature as an integral part of a much wider
cultural context. Initially in the field of Renaissance studies, but later on
in literary studies in general, critics start from the assumption that
literary texts are inevitably situated within the sort of discourses that,
according to Foucault, carry and maintain social power. The American
new historicists and the British cultural materialists read literary texts
for their role in the circulation of power, with the British critics having
an additional interest in signs of genuine dissidence and in the usually
conservative roles that cultural icons such as Shakespeare have been
made to play in later times. In order to bring to light the political
dimension of literary texts, new historicists and cultural materialists
often read them in connection with non-literary texts and with reference



SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING

John Brannigan’s New Historicism and Cultural Materialism (1998) is
an excellent introduction while Kiernan Ryan’s New Historicism and
Cultural Materialism: A Reader (1996) presents important intellectual
sources and examples of critical practice. Brief but to the point is Louis
Montrose’s ‘New Historicisms’ (1992). H. Aram Veeser’s collection 
The New Historicism Reader (1994) brings together a number of
important examples of the new historicism in action. Excellent exam-
ples of new historicist readings are Stephen Greenblatt’s ‘Invisible
Bullets’ and Louis Montrose ‘“Eliza, Queene of Shepeardes,” and the
Pastoral of Power’. Greenblatt, especially, is not exactly easy, but
certainly rewarding. Greenblatt and Christine Gallagher’s Practising
New Historicism (2000) offers essays on a wide range of topics.
The Greenblatt Reader (2004), edited by Michael Payne, collects
Greenblatt’s most important writings in a single volume, while Jürgen
Pieters’s Moments of Negation: The New Historicism of Stephen
Greenblatt (2001) is a full-length study. Paul Hamilton’s Historicism
(2nd edn, 2003) very usefully discusses the differences between
historicism and the new historicism.

Ryan presents an excerpt from Alan Sinfield’s Faultlines that
wonderfully exemplifies cultural materialism’s interest in dissidence.
The second chapter of Sinfield’s Cultural Politics – Queer Reading
(1994, 2nd edn 2005) is a lively introduction to cultural materialism.
Also very readable is the polemical introduction to Sinfield and
Jonathan Dollimore’s Political Shakespeare: New Essays in Cultural
Materialism (1985), a book that with its interest in ‘Shakespeare’ in
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to the dominant discourse or discourses of a given period. Cultural
studies shares its roots with cultural materialism, but casts its nets
much wider, seeing the whole field of contemporary culture as its object
of study. Like the new historicism and cultural materialism it is inter-
ested in the workings of power, and in the way cultural institutions and
organizations and the products of culture create subject positions for
their members or, as the case may be, consumers. These positions,
however, are rarely seen as absolutely compelling, and the subject is
allowed a good deal of agency, to the point of actually enjoying and
using certain cultural products while resisting their ideological appeal.



the twentieth century also illustrates cultural materialism’s contem-
porary focus. Andrew J. Milner’s Re-imagining Cultural Studies:
The Promise of Cultural Materialism (2002) and Alan Sinfield’s
Shakespeare, Authority, Sexuality: Unfinished Business in Cultural
Materialism (2006) illustrate that cultural materialism is not only
unfinished but also still relevant.

Finally, Simon During’s Cultural Studies: A Critical Introduction
(2005) is a somewhat unorthodox, but highly readable and very
well-informed introduction to cultural studies.
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POSTC O L O NI AL  CR I T IC ISM 
AND  T HEORY

8

INTRODUCTION

As we have seen in Chapter 4, in the 1920s and 1930s, with
the so-called Harlem Renaissance and with the introduction of
the concept of négritude – the idea that all black Africans
and people of African origin somehow participated in a unified
consciousness – ‘race’ began to be a factor of importance in literary
studies. Refusing to be defined, on the basis of race, by the domi-
nant white culture, African-American and French-speaking writers
from Africa and the Caribbean began to define themselves and
their culture in their own terms. After World War II, this project of
cultural self-definition developed alongside the project of political
self-determination that we find in the American Civil Rights
movement and in the African and Caribbean demand for political
independence and nationhood. This should not create the impres-
sion that cultural self-definition and political self-determination
moved along two parallel lines that never met. On the contrary,
the one cannot really be separated from the other. The African-
American Black Arts movement saw itself for instance as the
cultural wing of the political Black Power movement of the
1960s and we have seen how Frantz Fanon, a radical critic of colo-
nialism, saw national cultures – including national literatures – as



important instruments in the struggle for political independence.
Cultural self-definition and political self-determination were two
sides of the same coin.

The desire for cultural self-determination, that is, for cultural
independence, is one of the moving forces behind the literatures
that in the 1960s and 1970s sprang up in the former colonies.
Wilson Harris (Guyana), Yambo Ouologuem (Mali), Chinua
Achebe (Nigeria), Wole Soyinka, the winner of the 1986 Nobel
Prize for literature (also from Nigeria), Derek Walcott, the 1992
Nobel laureate (Santa Lucia), and a whole range of other writers
created novels and poems that respond to, and reflect, their imme-
diate cultural environment. In their response to specific cultural
contexts, these texts signal the emergence – and in some cases,
where a literary tradition had already developed, the confirmation –
of new national literatures. The desire to draw directly on one’s own
culture is defended vigorously in an essay called ‘Colonialist
Criticism’ that Chinua Achebe first presented in 1974 (see Achebe
1995). Arguing that the ‘universal’ qualities that Western criticism
expects from literature are not so much ‘universal’ as ‘European’ in
a universal disguise, he attacks the idea that literary art should
transcend its time and place. Paradoxically, his own Things Fall
Apart from 1958, which describes the effects of colonialism on an
Igbo community in moving detail, has spoken to large audiences all
over the world.

As its title indicates, Things Fall Apart is written in English, just
as the large majority of literary works written in the former British
colonies. That is not self-evident: English usually is the second
language of these writers, in particular in Africa. The choice of
English, then, is a conscious choice, and one that is not uncontro-
versial. The Kenyan novelist Ngugi wa Thiong’o, for instance,
argued in the 1970s that the continued use of the language of the
colonizer is a form of self-inflicted neo-colonization. However, even
if African writers use English, they often let the rhythms and
idioms of their own language be heard because the defamiliariza-
tion that results from such a practice automatically draws our
attention to the non-English linguistic and cultural context of their
work. But how should we classify that work? We cannot very well
claim that Things Fall Apart, although written in English and
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dealing with British colonialism, belongs to English literature, just
as we cannot seriously claim that Derek Walcott’s epic poet Omeros
(1990) is English. In recognition of this new situation, in which
writing in English from the former colonies – including India,
Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and other Asian colonies – has proved itself as
vital and as important as the literature written in England itself, we
now usually speak of ‘literatures in English’ rather than of ‘English
literature’ if we want to refer to English-language writing from the
United Kingdom and its former colonies.

COMMONWEALTH LITERARY STUDIES AND EUROCENTRISM

When in the later 1960s it first became clear that the former
colonies were busy producing literatures of their own, the idea that
‘English literature’ was mutating into ‘literatures in English’ of
which the literary production of England was only one – although
still very important – strand, was still unthinkable. Instead, English
critics interested in the writings that came out of the former
colonies developed the idea of a ‘Commonwealth literature’: the
English-language literature of the dependencies and former
colonies that, with Great Britain at its centre, formed the so-called
Commonwealth of Nations, or British Commonwealth. With
hindsight, we can see that the idea of a Commonwealth literature
followed the hierarchy of the political Commonwealth in that it
placed the literature of Great Britain at the centre of this otherwise
rather loose configuration. Although Commonwealth literary
studies rarely said so explicitly, English literature and English criti-
cism set the norm.

In its early stages, the study of Commonwealth literature was
traditionally humanistic. Its critical practice focuses on characters as
free moral agents and on character development and mostly ignores
the historical and cultural context within which they are placed by
their creators. It concentrates on interpretation, on the meaning of
texts, and believes that its moral and aesthetic framework has
universal validity because it draws on an unchanging, universal
human condition. Because that is the case, it can without much
further thought be applied to the work of writers ranging from
Jamaica to Nigeria and from India to New Zealand. With hindsight,
we can see that the perspective of this typically liberal humanist
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reading practice was specifically English. A writer like Chinua
Achebe was not primarily seen as Nigerian, or even African, but as
contributing to the English literary tradition. It was in fact this idea
that all Commonwealth writers were working within the English
tradition that gave the otherwise hopelessly heterogeneous field of
Commonwealth studies its unity.

At that time, admission to the ranks of English literature might for
writers from former colonies such as Australia or Canada still have
counted as an official stamp of approval. However, African, Asian, and
Caribbean Commonwealth writers were on the whole not happy with
the Western or Eurocentric perspective of Commonwealth criticism,
not in the least because their memories of colonial rule had not
invariably convinced them of British civilization’s humanistic superi-
ority. In the course of the 1970s their objections – voiced in Achebe’s
‘Colonialist Criticism’ and other critiques – began to find a serious
echo in the writings of a number of British literary academics who
had themselves begun to question the supposedly universal validity
of humanist values. These critics argued that, first of all, overseas
writers must be seen within the specific context of the culture they
were part of and which informed their writing and that, second, that
culture was not necessarily inferior to, but only different from, the
culture of the mother country. This new approach also exposed and
contested the ideological underpinnings of the colonialist enterprise
(in what was called ‘colonial discourse analysis’), and in one impor-
tant version argued that the relationship between the former colonial
powers and their colonies could most rewardingly be analysed with
the help of Marxist concepts (with the colonized as the oppressed
class). Looked at from this perspective, not only the literatures of
other Commonwealth nations but also English literature itself begins
to appear in a new light – all these ‘literatures in English’ become the
site of a struggle over ideology. As I mentioned in the first chapter,
English literature was in the course of the nineteenth century intro-
duced in colonial India in order to ‘civilize’ the colonized elite. From
a political perspective, then, the work of Commonwealth writers was
either involved in an ideological resistance against (neo-)colonial
forces or else ideologically complicit with them (the work of the
Trinidadian author V.S. Naipaul has for instance been accused of
complicity).

POSTCOLONIAL CRITICISM AND THEORY 157



FROM COMMONWEALTH LITERARY STUDIES 
TO POSTCOLONIAL QUESTIONS

In the last twenty-odd years, the question of how we should read
writers that, like the Commonwealth writers, write in a European
language but are geographically and often ethnically not European,
has become more and more pressing. We now find African writers
writing in English, French, Afrikaans, and Portuguese, and Caribbean
writers writing in English, French, Dutch, and Spanish. These
writers may still live in their home country or they may have
moved to the metropolis, that is, the centre of cultural power in a
specific colonial relationship – London, and by extension all of
England, for the Commonwealth nations, Paris (or France in general)
for the French-speaking colonies. However, wherever they live, the
question of how we should read them remains the same. Is it
appropriate – and relevant – to read them from a New Critical,
a structuralist, or a cultural materialist perspective? Can such a
‘Western’ approach do justice to a literary text that is the product of
a non-Western culture? And is it at all possible for Westerners to
read non-Western literature, even if it is presented in a European
language, without any sort of prejudice? There is now, moreover,
a new category of writers that confronts us with the same question.
All industrialized Western nations have in the postwar period
absorbed substantial numbers of immigrants: people moving in from
the former colonies, from labour reservoirs such as Turkey and
Morocco, and from war zones such as Vietnam, Afghanistan,
Somalia, or Iraq. The sons and daughters of these immigrants have
by now begun to have an impact on the literatures of the places
where they have grown up. In so doing they only rarely completely
forsake their cultural heritage. Although German-born and
educated, German writers of Turkish descent will usually work on
the line where their own culture and the majority culture meet.
They may for instance focus on the position of the Turkish minority
and the various ways in which Islamic Turkish culture is forced to
adjust itself to a wholly new cultural and religious environment. In
a nation shaped by immigration such as the United States such
meetings of culture and the cultural displacements that usually
follow from them are standard fare, from the encounters (and
clashes) of Amerindian and English culture in James Fenimore
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Cooper’s Leatherstocking novels to the uneasy negotiations between
traditional Chinese and modern American culture that we find in
Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior (1976). For Europe,
however, such cultural encounters and the consequent displacements
are new. Or perhaps it is more correct to say that the recognition of
those encounters is new. After all, most European nations, no matter
how small, have cultural and as often as not linguistic minorities
within their borders.

As I have suggested above, Commonwealth literary studies saw
little difference between English literature and the new literature
from overseas. And the same holds true for the Marxist approach
that developed in the course of the 1970s. From the perspective of
Nigerian or Pakistani writers, Marxism, although fundamentally at
odds with liberal humanism, is also alien to their own culture. The
emphasis on class in Marxist Commonwealth studies has been a
valuable contribution, but in its focus on class Marxism, too, was
not much interested in the specific cultural context from which a
given literary text emerged. With hindsight it is easy to see to what
extent Commonwealth literary studies was still marked by what we
now call ‘Eurocentrism’.

POSTCOLONIAL STUDIES

In the course of the 1980s Commonwealth literary studies and colo-
nial discourse analysis became part of the then emerging and now
vast field of literary, cultural, anthropological, political, economic, and
historical enquiry that we call postcolonial studies. In the process,
Commonwealth literary studies was radically transformed. Whereas
it tacitly assumed common ground between the cultural products of
the former colonies and the culture of the metropolis, postcolonial
theory and criticism emphasizes the tension between the metropolis
and the (former) colonies, between what within the colonial frame-
work were the metropolitan, imperial centre and its colonial satellites.
At the heart of postcolonial studies we find a trenchant critique of
Eurocentrism and a strong focus on those who in one way or another
have become the victims of Eurocentric thought (its utilitarian
rationality), attitudes (racism), politics (military expansion), exploita-
tion (economic or otherwise) and other unwarranted intrusions. In
the field of literary studies it has led to new readings of virtually all
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canonical works (Shakespeare’s The Tempest and Joseph Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness are obvious candidates for such new readings) and
to a revision and expansion of the canon. This expansion is partly the
result of the incorporation of non-European texts that fit the older
canon’s expectations (and might have been incorporated a good deal
earlier), but it also results from a new appreciation of genuinely
different aesthetic traditions.

Postcolonial theory and criticism radically questions the aggres-
sively expansionist imperialism of the colonizing powers and, in
particular, the system of values that supported imperialism and that it
sees as still dominant within the Western world. It studies the process
and the effects of cultural displacement that inevitably followed colo-
nial conquest and rule and its consequences for personal and
communal identities, and it studies the ways in which the displaced
have culturally defended themselves. Postcolonial theory, in partic-
ular, sees such displacements, and the ambivalences and hybrid
cultural forms to which they lead, as vantage points that allow us to
expose the internal doubts and the instances of resistance that the
West has suppressed in its steamrolling globalizing course and to
deconstruct the seamless facade that the combination of imperialism
and capitalism has traditionally striven to present. Homi Bhabha, one
of the most prominent postcolonial theorists, has put it this way:

Postcolonial perspectives emerge from the colonial testimony of Third
World countries and the discourses of ‘minorities’ within the geopolitical
divisions of east and west, north and south. . . . They formulate their crit-
ical revisions around issues of cultural difference, social authority, and
political discrimination in order to reveal the antagonistic and ambivalent
moments within the ‘rationalizations’ of modernity.

(Bhabha 1992: 438)

The postcolonial perspective, just like that of ‘the marginal’ in general,
is a ‘substantial intervention into those justifications of modernity –
progress, homogeneity, cultural organicism, the deep nation, the long
past – that rationalize the authoritarian, “normalizing” tendencies
within cultures in the name of national interest’ (Bhabha 1990: 4). For
Bhabha, the postcolonial perspective has that disruptive potential
because the effects of colonialism have in a curious way foreshadowed
current poststructuralist views and concerns:
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the encounters and negotiations of differential meanings and values
within ‘colonial’ textuality, its governmental discourses and cultural
practices, have enacted, avant la lettre, many of the problematics of
signification and judgment that have become current in contemporary
theory – aporia, ambivalence, indeterminacy, the question of discur-
sive closure, the threat to agency, the status of intentionality, the
challenge to ‘totalizing’ concepts, to name but a few.

(Bhabha 1992: 439)

Bhabha might have added ‘otherness’ – which he mentions later in
the essay from which I am quoting – and which remains a vexing
problem: how to deal with real otherness, with the absolute ‘incom-
mensurability of cultural values and priorities’ (439) that has often
characterized colonial encounters? Not all postcolonial theorists and
critics would agree with Bhabha’s suggestion that we can already
discern poststructuralist themes and perspectives in colonial situa-
tions and that, in a sense, the experience of the colonial subject and
especially the migrant are emblematic for the way we experience
ourselves – as fragmented, as hybrids – in the early twenty-first
century. They would, however, surely agree with his claim that ‘the
language of rights and obligations’ that operates in the various
Western cultures ‘must be questioned on the basis of the anom-
alous and discriminatory legal and cultural status assigned to
migrant, diasporic, and refugee populations’ (441).

Bhabha’s reference to migrants and refugee populations might
raise a not unimportant question. What exactly may postcolonial
studies rightfully claim as its historical and geographical scope? Some
critics have vigorously defended the inclusion of white settler
colonies such as Australia, New Zealand, and Canada, arguing that
their inhabitants, too, have suffered displacement and marginaliza-
tion at the hands of imperialism and have been forced to develop
cultural identities against the odds of imperial relations. Others have
argued that white settler colonies cannot be fruitfully put in one and
the same scholarly framework with, for instance, Kenya or India
because the question of race does not feature in the relations between
white overseas subjects and the metropolis. Those critics claim
instead that in settler colonies the postcolonial approach is only rele-
vant for the encounter between (white) settlers and indigenous
populations (such as the New Zealand Maori).
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And what about the historical range of postcolonial studies? Does
colonization start in the wake of Columbus’s voyage to the
Americas? Or should we see the late medieval Anglo-Norman
conquest and consequent occupation of Ireland already within the
framework of colonizing imperialism? There is no easy answer
to such questions. However, what all postcolonial theorists and
critics would agree on is that they are all engaged in a reassessment
of the traditional relationship between the metropolis and its
colonial subjects and in the radical deconstruction – either along
poststructuralist or along more traditional lines – of the imperialist
perspective. They agree in their focus on colonial (and neo-colonial)
oppression, on resistance to colonization, on the respective identi-
ties – the subjectivity – of colonizer and colonized, on patterns of
interaction between those subjectivities, on postcolonial migration
to the metropolis, on cultural exchanges between colonizer and
colonized, on the resulting cultural hybridity, and other themes.
Central to these interests are issues of race, indigeneity, ethnicity,
language, gender, identity, class, and, above all, power. Postcolonial
theorists and critics would also agree on the relevance of their
enterprise for the world of the early twenty-first century, from
which colonies may have (largely) disappeared, but in which neo-
colonial relations abound – not only between Western nations and
their former colonies, but also within those nations, between the
majority and ethnic minorities.

ORIENTALISM

With all due respect for the pioneering work done by postcolonial
writers such as Edward Brathwaite, Wilson Harris, Chinua Achebe,
and Wole Soyinka, postcolonial studies in its current theoretically
oriented form starts with the publication, in 1978, of the Palestinian-
American critic Edward Said’s book Orientalism. Drawing on Foucault
and, to a lesser extent, Gramsci, Said’s study deeply influenced
the agenda of the study of non-Western cultures and their litera-
tures and pushed it in the direction of what we now call postcolonial
theory.

Orientalism is a devastating critique of how through the ages,
but particularly in the nineteenth century – the heyday of imperi-
alist expansion – which is the book’s focus, Western texts have

POSTCOLONIAL CRITICISM AND THEORY162



represented the East, and more specifically the Islamic Middle East
(for the sake of convenience I will simply refer to ‘the Orient’ or ‘the
East’ here). Using British and French ‘scholarly works . . . works of
literature, political tracts, journalistic texts, travel books, religious
and philological studies’ (Said 1991: 23), Said examines how these
texts construct the Orient through imaginative representations
(in for instance novels), through seemingly factual descriptions (in
journalistic reports and travel writing), and through claims to
knowledge about Oriental history and culture (histories, anthropo-
logical writings, academic studies). Together, all these texts constitute
a Foucauldian discourse – a loose system of statements and claims
that constitutes a field of supposed knowledge and through which
that ‘knowledge’ is constructed. Such discourses, although seemingly
interested in knowledge, always establish relationships of power and
for Said the West’s representations of the East ultimately work
within the framework of a conscious and determined effort at subor-
dination. For Said, Orientalism – this Western discourse about the
Orient – has traditionally served hegemonic purposes. As we have
seen, Antonio Gramsci thought of ‘hegemony’ as domination by
consent – the way the ruling class succeeds in oppressing other
classes with their apparent approval. In Gramsci’s analysis it does so
through culture: the ruling class makes its own values and interests
central in what it presents as a common, neutral, culture. Accepting
that ‘common’ culture, the other classes become complicit in their
own oppression and the result is a kind of velvet domination.
Orientalism, then, has traditionally served two purposes. It has legit-
imized Western imperialism in the eyes of Western governments
and their electorates and it has insiduously worked to convince
the East that Western culture represented universal civilization.
Accepting Western culture could only benefit its inhabitants and
would make them participants in the most advanced civilization the
world had ever seen.

For Said, Western representations of the Orient, no matter how
well-intentioned, have always been part of this damaging discourse.
Wittingly or unwittingly, they have always been complicit with the
workings of Western power. Even those Orientalists who were clearly
in sympathy with Oriental peoples and their cultures – and Said
finds a substantial number of them – could not overcome their
Eurocentric perspective and have unintentionally contributed to
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Western domination. So instead of disinterested objectivity – serving
the noble goal of true knowledge – we find false representations that
have effectively paved the way for military domination, cultural
displacement, and economic exploitation. I should perhaps say at this
point that in later publications, and in response to criticism, Said has
modified his position and presented a less homogeneous picture of
Orientalism, while he has also downplayed the extent to which it
merely constructs and never arrives at knowledge. There is no doubt,
however, that Orientalism, whatever its shortcomings may have
been, revolutionized the way Western scholars and critics looked at
representations of non-Western subjects and cultures. Said’s book
also drew attention to the way in which the discourse of Orientalism
serves to create the West as well as the East. West and East form a
binary opposition in which the two poles define each other (see
Chapter 5). The inferiority that Orientalism attributes to the East
simultaneously serves to construct the West’s superiority. The sensu-
ality, irrationality, primitiveness, and despotism of the East constructs
the West as rational, democratic, and progressive. The West always
functions as the ‘centre’ and the East is a marginal ‘other’ that simply
through its existence confirms the West’s centrality and superiority.
Not surprisingly perhaps, the opposition that the West’s discourse
about the East sets up makes use of another basic opposition, that
between the masculine and the feminine. Naturally the West func-
tions as the masculine pole – enlightened, rational, entrepreneurial,
disciplined – while the East is its feminine opposition: irrational,
passive, undisciplined, and sensual.

Race, ethnicity, and the dominant position of the metropolis were
already well established on the literary-critical agenda when
Orientalism appeared, as was the study of Commonwealth writing
and that of English literature dealing with colonial relations
(E.M. Forster’s A Passage to India [1924], for instance). Said, however,
was the first to draw on the new French theory and on the recently
discovered Gramsci in dealing with what are now called postcolonial
themes. Orientalism offered a challenging theoretical framework and
a new perspective on the interpretation of Western writing about the
East (and other non-Western cultures) and of writing produced under
colonial rule – all of which began to be read for signs of counter-hege-
monic stances. (Just like Gramsci, Said makes room for intentionally
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counter-hegemonic moves.) Orientalism put in the limelight the role
of the West’s cultural institutions (the university, literature, newspa-
pers, the museum, to mention only a few) in its military, economic,
and cultural domination of non-Western nations and peoples and
asked questions that we still ask concerning literature’s role in past
and present racial, ethnic, and cultural encounters. As a matter of fact,
our questions have since 1978 only proliferated. Can we really see all
Western writings about Said’s East, and, by implication, the non-West
in general, as more or less indistinguishable from each other as far as
their representations of the non-Western world are concerned?
Mary-Louise Pratt’s Imperial Eyes from 1992 argues convincingly
that travel writing by women about the non-West is rather different
from travel writing by men. Said himself would be the first to admit
that such differences are real enough and postcolonial criticism is still
busy mapping them.

COLONIZED AND COLONIZER

One of the questions that Said does not address but that is central
to the work of Homi Bhabha is what actually happens in the
cultural interaction between colonizer and colonized. In earlier
writings on colonialism, such an interaction had often been denied.
Aimé Césaire, for instance, claimed in his 1955 Discourse on
Colonialism that between colonizer and colonized there is ‘[n]o
human contact, but relations of domination and submission which
turn the colonizing man into a classroom monitor, an army
sergeant, a prison guard, a slave driver, and the indigenous man into
an instrument of production’ (Césaire 1997: 81). British and French
accounts of colonial life had standardly presented a wholly
different, and benign, view of colonialism, but had seen as little
interaction between colonizer and colonized as Césaire. The colo-
nizer remained his civilized and disciplined European self even in
the most trying circumstances. The West has always been convinced
that its presence overseas greatly affected the ‘natives’ (telling itself
that the smartest and most sensitive of them immediately started
scrambling to adopt Western ways and values), but has never been
comfortable with the idea that its sons and daughters might in their
turn be affected by the cultures they encountered. It is mostly in
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literature that we find alternative perspectives. In Joseph Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness (1899) the colonial experience has the effect of
turning the ivory collector Kurtz into a megolamaniacal barbarian
and in E.M. Forster’s Passage to India (1924) two British women
suffer permanently unsettling experiences in India.

For Bhabha, who is a major theorist of the subjectivities of colo-
nizer and colonized, their encounter always affects both. Colonialism,
with the displacements and terrible uncertainties that it brings, is
such a radically unsettling ‘affective experience of marginality’
(Bhabha 1992: 438) that the colonized subject’s plight can be seen as
prefiguring poststructuralist indeterminacy and fragmentation. But
the colonial experience also affects the colonizer. More specifically, for
Bhabha the colonizer cannot escape a complex and paradoxical rela-
tionship with the colonized. Drawing on Lacan’s views of the way
identity gets constructed, Bhabha offers us analyses in which the
identity of the colonizer – in Bhabha’s work the British colonizer of
India – cannot very well be separated from that of the colonized. As
in Lacan, subjectivity – the way we experience ourselves and the
world – is inherently unstable. Instead of being self-sufficient with
regard to his identity (‘his’ because colonialism is an almost exclu-
sively male enterprise), the colonizer at least partly constructs it
through interaction with the colonized. The colonizer’s identity
has no ‘origin’ in himself and is not a fixed entity, but is differential,
a product of relations. The ‘British’ identity of the colonizer as colo-
nizer can only become a ‘reality’ after the colonial contact which
truly confirms it. As in Lacan, identity is constructed in interaction
with ‘others’ (see Chapter 6).

Bhabha sees signs of the colonizer’s partial dependency on none-
too-friendly ‘others’ – and the resulting inherent uncertainty – in a
whole range of phenomena. Racial stereotyping, for instance, first of
all repeats this process of identity-creation in that it construes not
only those who are stereotyped, but also the stereotyper himself – in
opposition to the stereotyped. It functions to construe or confirm the
stereotyper’s identity. However, the repetitiveness of acts of stereo-
typing points to a continuing uncertainty in the stereotyper:
apparently the stereotyper has to convince himself over and over
again of the truthfulness of the stereotype – and thus, by extension,
of his own identity. The self-confidence of the colonizer is further
undermined by what Bhabha calls mimicry – the always slightly
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alien and distorted way in which the colonized, either out of choice
or under duress, will repeat the colonizer’s ways and discourse. In
mimicry the colonizer sees himself in a mirror that slightly but
effectively distorts his image – that subtly and unsettlingly ‘others’
his own identity.

The colonizer’s discourse, his most effective weapon in the
cultural encounter, is less stable and secure than he thinks. One
reason is that stereotyping is a basic element of colonial discourse.
Because it is one of its mainstays, colonial discourse cannot
possibly be as self-confident and authoritative as it would like to be
(and as it presents itself). Apart from this, the colonizer’s language
is always subject to the effects of Derridean différance and is
therefore never fully under his control. Colonial power is thus
always under the threat of destabilization. Its lack of complete
control is, as we have just seen, partly due to reasons that have
nothing to do with either colonizer or colonized. But colonial
power’s lack of complete control is also the result of acts of
conscious resistance on the part of the colonized. In the physical
encounter between colonizer and colonized the latter may for
instance refuse to meet his oppressor’s gaze and in so doing reject
‘the narcissistic demand that [he] should be addressed directly, that
the Other should authorize the self, recognize its priority, fulfill its
outlines’ (Bhabha 1994: 98).

Perhaps the most influential of Bhabha’s contributions to post-
colonial theory is his notion of hybridity. While Said’s Orientalism
keeps the spheres of colonizer and colonized rather firmly apart,
Bhabha, with his interest in their interaction, sees important move-
ments going both ways. Shifting his focus from ‘the noisy command
of colonial authority’ and ‘the silent repression of native traditions’
to ‘the colonial hybrid’, Bhabha argues that the cultural interaction
of colonizer and colonized leads to a fusion of cultural forms 
that from one perspective, because it signals its ‘productivity’,
confirms the power of the colonial presence, but that as a form of
mimicry simultaneously ‘unsettles the mimetic or narcissistic
demands of colonial power’ (Bhabha [1985] 1994: 112). Hybridity
‘intervenes in the exercise of authority not merely to indicate the
impossibility of its identity but to represent the unpredictability of
its presence’ (114). Like most of Bhabha’s notions, hybridity and
hybridization thus get positive connotations. In fact, Bhabha’s 
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application of poststructuralist theorizing (mostly Derrida and
Lacan) to colonial and postcolonial relations has more generally
optimistic overtones. Poststructuralist theory leads him to see the
identity and position of the colonizer as inherently precarious. Some
critics have objected that this is armchair theorizing and cannot have
much relevance in the analysis of the everyday practice of colonial
rule. The gun you are carrying as a fledgling colonizer may not
fundamentally strengthen your identity, but it may give it enough
of a boost to disregard all signs of mimicry that you are likely to
encounter. Other critics have objected to what they see as Bhabha’s
tendency to romanticize the migrant who, because he is by defini-
tion between cultures, is granted an awareness of relativity and an
insight into his own and others’ position that may not come as natu-
rally as Bhabha would seem to think. A final point of critique
concerns the level of abstraction at which Bhabha’s work often oper-
ates. Marxist and feminist critics have argued that there can be no
such thing as a generalized encounter between colonizer and colo-
nized. To them a theory that addresses the colonial situation without
paying serious attention to the differences between men and women
and between social classes cannot do justice to the heterogeneity of
the colonial encounter. However, Bhabha’s focus on interaction and
his notion of hybridity have sharpened our awareness of what actu-
ally happens (or may happen) in the colonial or postcolonial
situation. Whereas Said prompts us to question Western representa-
tions of the East, Bhabha asks us to submit the actual encounter
between West and East – in his case India – to the closest scrutiny.

THE SUBALTERN

Postcolonial Marxists such as Aijaz Ahmad have suggested that
Bhabha and other ‘Westernized’ non-Europeans are hardly in the
best position to speak for the colonized and neo-colonized masses.
The third postcolonial theorist I will consider here, Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak, has no trouble admitting that her position as
an academic working in the West separates her from the masses of
India, her country of origin. At the same time, however, she has
drawn our attention to that large majority of the colonized that has
left no mark upon history because it could not, or was not allowed
to, make itself heard. Millions and millions have come and gone
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under the colonial dispensation without leaving a trace: men, but
even more so women. Since colonized women almost by definition
went unheard within their own patriarchal culture, they were
doubly unheard under a colonial regime. Spivak can be said to be
the first postcolonial theorist with a fully feminist agenda. That
agenda includes the complicity of female writers with imperialism.
‘It should not be possible to read nineteenth-century British fiction
without remembering that imperialism, understood as England’s
social mission, was a crucial part of the cultural representation of
England to the English’, Spivak tells us in her 1985 essay ‘Three
Women’s Texts and a Critique of Imperialism’ (Spivak 1995a: 269).
Noting that ‘[t]he role of literature in the production of cultural
representation should not be ignored’, she goes on to analyse
Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847) and the way in which it pres-
ents the ‘Creole’ Bertha Mason – Rochester’s mad wife – in terms
of cultural representation. Spivak’s insistence on the importance of
feminist perspectives is part of a larger role that she has perhaps
unintentionally played over the last two decades: that of the theo-
retical conscience of postcolonial studies. Her work has as much
addressed theoretical shortcomings in postcolonial theorizing as it
has focused on postcolonial issues itself.

Spivak represents the voice of difference among the major post-
colonial theorists. In spite of their poststructuralist sources of
inspiration, Said and Bhabha virtually ignore the question of diffe-
rence. I have already pointed out how Said’s analysis of Western
representations of the East has been charged with gender-blindness
and how feminist scholars have argued that female representations
are different from male ones. This is in fact rather plausible on
purely theoretical grounds. If Western representations routinely set
up a binary opposition ‘West versus East’ in which the West is
superior and masculine and the East inferior and feminine one
might indeed expect female authors to deviate from the pattern.
Any female author who is aware of what she is doing will seek to
express the East’s inferiority – if she indeed subscribes to that
essentially male judgement – not by indirectly referring to her own
inferiority but in rather different terms. Bhabha, too, makes no
difference between men and women in his theorizing of the inter-
action between colonizer and colonized. Said and Bhabha also
largely ignore cultural difference. Said makes no difference between
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the various European cultures – Protestant or Catholic, liberal or
authoritarian – he puts on the rack in Orientalism and Bhabha
writes as if the interaction of colonizer and colonized can be
completely separated from the cultures involved. Spivak, however,
tries to be attentive to difference or heterogeneity, even within
feminism itself: she has taken Western feminism to task for oper-
ating within a horizon determined by white, middle-class, and
heterosexual preoccupations.

As we might expect from a theorist who is as sensitive to differ-
ence as Spivak is, social class – which also plays no role of any
significance in Said or Bhabha – is one of her major analytic cate-
gories. Of all postcolonial theorists, Spivak has most consistently
focused on what in postcolonial studies has come to be called the
subaltern: literally, the category of those who are lower in posi-
tion or who, in the military terms that are always appropriate to
the colonial situation, are lower in rank. Spivak employs the term
(which derives from Gramsci) to describe the lower layers of colo-
nial and postcolonial (or, as many would say, neo-colonial) society:
the homeless, the unemployed, the subsistence farmers, the day
labourers – in short, those groups with the least power of all. She
is aware, however, that categorizations by way of class, too, tend to
make difference invisible: ‘one must nevertheless insist that the
colonized subaltern subject is irretrievably heterogeneous’ (Spivak
1995b: 26). One result of this attentiveness to difference is
Spivak’s focus on the female subaltern, a very large – and of
course differentiated – category among the colonized that, she
argues, has traditionally been doubly marginalized: ‘If, in the
context of colonial production, the subaltern has no history and
cannot speak, the subaltern as female is even more deeply in
shadow’ (Spivak 1995b: 28).

This focus does not mean that she speaks for – or has the inten-
tion of speaking for – the female subaltern. Rather, she is
motivated by the desire to save the female subaltern from misrep-
resentation. In a famous essay from 1988, ‘Can the Subaltern
Speak?’, Spivak, in the wider context of a critique of what she sees
as appropriations of the colonial subject, examines the nineteenth-
century controversy between the colonized Indians and their
British colonizers over what she calls ‘widow-sacricifice’: the
burning of widows on the funeral pyre of their deceased husbands.
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Spivak concludes that neither party allowed women – the victims
of this practice – to speak. The British texts construct a position for
the woman in which she is made to represent Western individu-
alism and, by implication, a superior Western civilization that
emphasizes modern freedom, while the Indian ones present her as
choosing duty and tradition. Although both parties claim that they
have them on their side, the women themselves remain unheard. It
is this concern with misrepresentation that had led Spivak to inter-
vene in the project of the so-called Subaltern Studies group, a
group of Indian historians trying to write history outside the
frameworks of both colonialism and Indian elite politics. For
Spivak, the naive traditional faith in reconstructing history of the
Subaltern Studies group – ‘real historical experience’ as one of
them put it – no matter how well-intentioned could only lead to
further damage. It is because we must take the subaltern seriously
that we cannot speak for her.

Spivak combines a Marxist perspective – the emphasis on class as a
differentiating factor – with a deconstructionist approach to texts and
to identity. In dealing with colonialist texts she tries to demonstrate
how they attain their coherence by setting up false oppositions
between a supposed centre and an equally fictive margin and how
their language invariably deconstructs the coherence they try to
establish. Given this perspective, Spivak cannot very well escape the
conclusion that our identity is without a fixed centre and inherently
unstable. In one way such a decentred identity (or decentred subject)
serves Spivak’s purpose well: it radically undermines all essentialist
pretensions on the part of colonizer and neo-colonizer and it equally
undermines the postcolonial fundamentalism that she has little
political patience with. In her analyses of, and attacks on, forms of
renascent essentialism she again acts as postcolonial theory’s theoret-
ical conscience. On the other hand, decolonized nations and cultures,
just like the political movements of the decolonized, arguably need
some sort of identity that does not immediately deconstruct itself.
A political platform that takes itself apart in public cannot be
very effective. Spivak’s solution to this dilemma is what she calls a
‘strategic use of positivist essentialism’ that clearly signals its polit-
ical agenda. In other words, it is all right to project a stable political or
cultural identity as long as we are aware that it is a construction of an
inevitably provisional nature.
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NEW DIRECTIONS

Although Spivak cannot be said to advocate such a development,
this lets even a rethought and skeptical humanism in by the back
door – if, that is, it is and remains aware of its provisional character.
Edward Said has in his later publications moved towards such a
revised humanist position, once again allowing agency and inten-
tionality to play a substantial role. Like the other offshoots of the
poststructuralist revolution, postcolonial theory must come to
terms with a growing impatience with the poststructuralist attack
on agency and identity and with poststructuralism’s insistence on
instability and heterogeneity.

This has become all the more pressing since postcolonial studies
has since its fairly narrow textual beginnings, and especially in the
more recent past, ranged far and wide beyond its original prove-
nance. It now discusses contemporary events and developments in
postcolonial cultural studies and postcolonial media studies; it has
pushed back its historical interest to the medieval period (the
Crusades and their encounters with the Muslim world) and even to
antiquity; it studies religions and concepts of the sacred; it has taken
aboard the ecological effects of colonialism (following up on Alfred
W. Crosby’s Ecological Imperialism of 1986); it examines how the
body has been a site of oppression (and of resistance); it has discov-
ered and opened a fruitful dialogue with Latin American studies; it
studies postcolonial films, dance, and sports; in short, postcolonial
studies has brought virtually everything imaginable within its
sphere if interest. This should of course not surprise us. After all,
three quarters of the globe has at one time or another been colo-
nized and the process of being colonized affects practically
everything one can think of.

Although in the field in which postcolonial studies originated, that
of literary studies, Said, Bhabha and Spivak remain the most promi-
nent guiding lights, in recent years postcolonial studies in its current,
much more encompassing incarnation can be said to have moved away
considerably from its poststructuralist inspiration, even if it usually
remains very much aware of poststructuralist concerns (as for
instance in postcolonial religious studies or in studies of the postcolo-
nial body). Inevitably this broadening of the field and its concomitant
questioning of poststructuralist perspectives has led to criticisms of
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postcolonial studies’ earlier, primarily literary bias. So we find the
cultural critic Simon Featherstone pointing out that one of the stan-
dard readers in the field – Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin’s Postcolonial
Studies Reader does not present Ghandi, Mao, Kwame Nkrumah,
Julius Nyerere, Kenneth Kaunda, Amilcar Cabral, Ho Chi Minh, ‘or
any other of the first generation of postcolonial leaders and theorists’
(Featherstone 2005: 19). In Postcolonial Studies and Beyond, edited by
Ania Loomba et al., we find a similar – although very politely
phrased – critique: ‘A keynote’ of the volume, the editors tell us, ‘is the
reassertion of a certain historical urgency that may have been leached
from postcolonial studies during its period of theoretical refinement
and institutional consolidation’ (Loomba et al. 2005: 5). For many of
the contributors to Postcolonial Studies and Beyond some of the
central assumptions of postcolonial studies will have to be rethought.
Its ‘refinement’ and ‘consolidation’ have seriously harmed its political
relevance and its focus on texts and subjectivities – and most certainly
its poststructuralist focus on texts and subjectivities – will not enable
postcolonial critics to arrive at an analysis and understanding of the
processes of globalization that have followed in the wake of decolo-
nization and that arguably constitute one of the most important
developments of the last twenty or even thirty years. In order to be
relevant for the twenty-first century postcolonial studies would have
to distance itself from radical poststructuralism. It would need to work
with historical accounts that are not immediately threatened by
deconstruction; it must be wary of the privileging of hybridity, which
is not necessarily an inevitable, let alone fortuitous, state of being;
it must reconsider the role of the nation-state (which is not as mori-
bund or, for that matter, as undesirable as the champions of hybridity
have argued); it even needs to reassess its dismissal of metanarra-
tives and must seek to preserve and utilize what is ‘most salvageable
from older metanarratives of social change’ (19). Other scholars add
other metanarratives that contemporary postcolonial studies should
reassess. These include metanarratives that concern the environment
(see Chapter 10), metanarratives of religion, and metanarratives of the
sacred (the sacred places of indigenous peoples).

The broadly historical-materialist (Marxist) perspective that we
find in a number of recent postcolonial studies has also made its mark
on postcolonial literary studies. Especially Benita Parry and Robert
Young (the latter in Postcolonialism: An Historical Introduction of
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2001 and other books) have worked in recent years to ask attention
for ‘a politics grounded in the material, social and existential’ as Parry
put it in a 2002 article (Parry 2002: 77) and have brought powerful
social and political agency back into the postcolonial discussion.
Young’s revisionist attitude towards religion, nationalism, pan-
Africanism and other undeniably important themes that postcolonial
studies in its poststructuralist mode was and is deeply uneasy with,
has substantially broadened our view and deepened our under-
standing of colonial and postcolonial resistance.

Interestingly, in postcolonial fiction we find a similar move away
from some of the central concerns of postcolonial literary theory.
Under the influence of important theorists such as Bhabha, the post-
colonial often was ‘associated’, in Elleke Boehmer’s terms, ‘with
metropolitan, diasporic, migrant and minority spaces for which the
nation as a horizon of expectation had retreated’ (Boehmer 2005: 247).
But the most recent generation of postcolonial writers has moved
beyond such a privileging of hybridity. They ‘work’, to quote
Boehmer again, ‘to build local “structures of feeling” positioned at
several removes from the dominant North, drawn from their life
worlds’ (250), to the point that contemporary African novelists ‘turn
increasingly towards local audiences and narrative traditions, and
away from the implied European reader’ (251). In what seems a post-
postcolonial development, Europe no longer dominates the cultural
horizon. However, this is not the complete story of contemporary
literatures in English. As long as novels such as Kiran Desai’s prize-
winning The Inheritance of Loss (2006, Man Booker prize), with its
plethora of postcolonial themes, are published, postcolonial literary
theory will be relevant.
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Summary
Postcolonial studies critically analyses the relationship between colonizer
and colonized, from the earliest days of exploration and colonization.
Drawing on Foucault’s notion of ‘discourses’, on Gramsci’s ‘hegemony’,
on deconstruction, and, as the case may be, on Marxism, it focuses on the
role of texts, literary and otherwise, in the colonial enterprise. It examines
how these texts construct the colonizer’s (usually masculine) superiority
and the colonized’s (usually effeminate) inferiority and in so doing
have legitimated colonization. It is especially attentive to postcolonial



SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING

The importance of postcolonial criticism within contemporary
literary studies is reflected in the number of good introductions that
have appeared in the last ten years. Elleke Boehmer’s Colonial and
Postcolonial Literature: Migrant Metaphors (2nd edn 2005) provides
a very readable historical overview of literary writing from both the
colonial and the postcolonial period that in one way or another is
concerned with imperialism. Other useful guides include Gareth
Griffiths, African Literatures in English, East and West (2000),
Nicholas Harrison, Postcolonial Criticism: History, Theory, and the
Work of Fiction (2003), Alison Donnell, Twentieth-Century
Caribbean Literature (2006), S. Patke Rajeev, Postcolonial Poetry in
English (2006), and Richard J. Lane, The Postcolonial Novel (2006).
Postcolonial Criticism (1997) edited by Bart Moore-Gilbert, Gareth
Stanton, and Willy Maley, has a very useful and relatively brief
introduction and presents essays and excerpts from a broad range of
postcolonial critiques plus numerous suggestions for further
reading. Moore-Gilbert’s Postcolonial Theory (1997) is an excellent
introduction to postcolonial studies’ major theorists and to the
tensions between theory and criticism. Ania Loomba’s
Colonialism/Postcolonialism (2nd edn 2005) complements these
studies because of the attention that she pays to questions of gender
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attitudes – attitudes of resistance – on the part of the colonized and seeks
to understand the nature of the encounter between colonizer and colo-
nized with the help of, for instance, Lacan’s views of identity formation.
With regard to literature, it argues that ‘English literature’ and ‘American
literature’ have in the postwar period been replaced by ‘literatures in
English’, a term that captures the multicultural and multiethnic nature of
current writing in English. It is especially, although by no means exclu-
sively, interested in postcolonial rewritings of English classics – Marina
Warner’s Indigo, or Mapping the Waters (1992), Coetzee’s Foe (1987) – that
contest the implicit ideology of the original, and in texts that in other ways
critically analyse the colonial relationship. Given the fact that most of
Western Europe’s nations – and, arguably, the United States – have been
involved in imperialist projects that culturally, and often physically,
displaced ‘native’ populations, postcolonial studies covers a large period
of Western history and a vast geographical area.



and sexuality. The historian Robert Young’s Postcolonialism: An
Historical Introduction (2001) is a Marxist-oriented activist inter-
vention in the discussion, just as Benita Parry’s Postcolonial Studies:
A Materialist Critique (2004), which, like Young’s book, critiques
the poststructuralist orientation of much work in postcolonial
studies. The Cambridge Companion to Postcolonial Literary Studies
(2004), edited by Neil Lazarus, is a collection of excellent essays,
although not all of them are equally concerned with literature.

The Post-Colonial Studies Reader (2nd edn 2005) edited by Bill
Aschcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, is one of the standard
readers in the field and contains a wealth of material on the major
issues. Key Concepts in Post-Colonial Studies (1998), also by
Ashcroft et al., offers brief and lucid discussions of not just the key
concepts, but of a whole list of minor terms as well, and so does a
more recent book, Gina Wisker’s Key Concepts in Postcolonial
Literature (2006). Finally, Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) still
offers one of the best opportunities to see an important form of
postcolonial analysis in action.
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SEXU AL I T Y,  L I T E RATURE ,  
AND  CULTURE

9

In the previous chapters we have repeatedly seen how exclusion and
marginalization are basic to the organization of Western culture,
and presumably to the organization of all cultures. Differences that
are in themselves wholly neutral become the starting-point for
binary oppositions that privilege one of the poles of the opposition
at the expense of the other. The centres and margins that are thus
created together constitute a structure that underlies the culture
that seems so ‘natural’ to us and that governs our ‘natural’,
commonsensical assumptions.

Until fairly recently critical interest was primarily focused on the
three areas of difference, those of gender, race, and class, that
seemed to be most central in the way Western culture has over the
ages organized itself. (Other areas of difference are for instance
age – with the opposition young vs old – and place – with the oppo-
sition urban vs rural.) Gender, race, and class were shown to have
provided abundant sources for cultural self-definition through a
whole range of binary oppositions that always privileged the same
social group, that of white males. Feminism and feminist-inspired
cultural studies, for instance, demonstrated how gender pervades
Western culture – with its standard privileging of ‘masculinity’ –
and even invades categories such as ‘race’ that are at first sight
totally unrelated to the gender issue. A great many colonial texts



contrast the masculine white colonizer to equally male colonial
subjects that are presented in feminine terms. Gender and race have
traditionally gone together in organizing the West’s response to
non-Western peoples and in establishing an exclusively Western
subjectivity.

Since the 1980s a fourth area of difference, that of sexuality, has
gained prominence as an important principle of social and cultural
organization. The exclusions and marginalizations that we see with
regard to sexuality – think for instance of the stigmatization of homo-
sexuals – are seen by a number of influential theorists as equally
pertinent to the way Western culture is organized as other structural
exclusions. In fact, some theorists even see sexuality as the central
principle of social organization. Before I get around to that, however, I
will first sketch some of the developments that led up to this relatively
new theoretical angle which, although it emerged within literary
studies, was strongly interdisciplinary from its beginnings and in the
course of the 1990s shifted in the direction of cultural studies.

LESBIAN AND GAY CRITICISM

Sexuality and literature first became an issue within the feminist
movement. In its early stages, feminism spoke, or at least seemed to
speak, on behalf of all women. A common female front against what
looked strongly like a common oppression seemed only natural. In
the course of the 1970s, however, various groups within the femi-
nist movement began to express their dissatisfaction with a
collective feminism that they increasingly saw as shaped by the
interests of the dominant group within the movement: white,
middle class, college-educated, and heterosexual women. As a result,
the groups that did or could not identify with this mainstream
image gradually broke away to formulate their own feminisms.
These breakaway communities included groups of black feminists,
Chicana feminists, and, most important for this chapter, lesbian
feminists. For a good many lesbian feminists the subversiveness of
mainstream feminism did not extend to sexuality. While main-
stream feminists questioned traditional views of gender, they failed
to question similarly traditional views of same-sex relations. As a
result, lesbian feminism turned away from mainstream feminism to
pursue its own, separate path.
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Lesbian feminism in turn led to lesbian literary criticism. In 1975
Jane Rule published her pioneering Lesbian Images and with Lillian
Faderman’s comprehensive Surpassing the Love of Men: Romantic
Friendship and Love Between Women from the Renaissance to
the Present (1981) lesbian criticism definitively established itself.
However, the vanguard of critics that tried to lay out the ground
rules for a specific lesbian criticism found that a focus on lesbianism
in literature runs into serious practical problems. In the words of
one critic:

What is a lesbian text? Is it one describing lesbian relationsips? Is it
one written by a lesbian author? Is it one in which hidden kinds of
pleasure are offered to an implied lesbian reader? Are texts lesbian if
neither author nor content are explicitly lesbian? How much of a text
has to be about lesbianism to be regarded as ‘lesbian’?

(Humm 1995: 162)

And what, for that matter, exactly is a lesbian? The answer might seem
fairly straightforward, but it is easy enough to ask questions that
complicate the picture. Are, for instance, sexual acts a necessary condi-
tion? Should we consider a woman who has felt a strong and life-long
attraction to other women but has never acted upon it as a lesbian? If
not, we will disqualify a good many women who in their own time
never had an opportunity to follow their sexual preference, but who, if
they were alive today, would openly live with a female lover. This
problem leads us to two important issues. The first is the issue of
sexual identity. With my rather off-hand introduction of ‘a woman
who has felt a strong and life-long attraction to other women’ I have in
fact taken sides in the controversial issue of what constitutes a lesbian
identity. The phrase ‘life-long attraction’ strongly implies that this
woman’s erotic orientation is simply programmed into her, just as a
heterosexual or a gay orientation is programmed into the rest of us.
But is that really the case? For many radical lesbians of the early 1970s,
lesbianism was a matter of choice – a political anti-patriarchal choice.
Or is lesbianism a matter of socialization – of the individual experi-
ences that some of us go through and that turn us into lesbians? The
same questions may of course be raised with regard to homosexuality.
I will come back to the problem of lesbian and gay identities below, but
it will be clear that there is room for a considerable variety of opinions.
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The other issue that is raised by my introduction of the woman
who does not act upon her lesbian inclinations is that of visibility –
or, rather, invisibility. Gender and race are visible and recognizable
categories. There are exceptions, of course. There are men who
choose to dress like women and every racial minority has members
who can ‘pass’, that is, successfully pose as members of the
majority. But on the whole gender and race are obvious. Sexual
orientation, however, is not visible. What is more, since it is only
really visible at those moments when it is actively acted upon, it can
be kept hidden even from one’s immediate social environment. So
how do we establish which writers have been gay or lesbian when it
was impossible for them to reveal their sexual identity in their
writings? How can we reconstruct a gay or lesbian literary tradi-
tion? I will look here at the answers given by lesbian criticism, not
because it is in any way superior to gay criticism, but because it has
a longer independent history. As Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan
observed a few years ago, ‘[m]ore so than Gay Studies, Lesbian
Studies has demonstrated a tendency towards separatism, perhaps
because as women, lesbians suffer a double oppression’ (Rivkin and
Ryan 1998: 677). It will be clear, though, that there are many paral-
lels between lesbian and gay criticism.

LESBIAN WRITING

Lesbian criticism, then, faces a number of very specific and rather
intractable problems. One way around them is to opt for lesbian
readings, that is, for interpretations that leave unresolved the ques-
tion whether a given author, or character, or situation, really is
lesbian, but instead create the possibility for lesbian recognitions and
moments of identification. This does not of course mean that lesbian
criticism can make no firm claims and is never more than a reading
strategy that could be easily dismissed by people who take a dim
view of everything that is not solidly anchored in textual ‘evidence’.
There is a fast-growing body of texts – most of them dating from
the last thirty years – that clearly announce themselves as lesbian.
But a lesbian reading strategy is a complementary and necessary
instrument. Especially in the case of texts published before the
twentieth century, when lesbianism was unmentionable, lesbian
readings of close friendships between single women have led to
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often revealing new appreciations of the plays, novels, and poems in
question. (The same goes for gay criticism: a well-known example is
Alan Sinfield’s reading of the poems in which Alfred Tennyson
nostalgically remembers his very intimate friendship with a long
dead friend [see Sinfield 1986].) Such new lesbian interpretations
have led to the identification of texts that together can be said to
create a sort of lesbian literary tradition – or at least a tradition of
texts that would seem to invite a lesbian reading. Simultaneously,
lesbian criticism has drawn our attention to the way that lesbians
have traditionally been portrayed in mainstream texts. As might be
expected, lesbians (and homosexuals) have standardly been pictured
as ‘other’ and have served to define and confirm the heterosexuality
of the centre.

But on what grounds can critics defend a lesbian reading of a text
that is in no way explicitly lesbian and that until twenty years ago
was never considered within a lesbian framework? Lesbian and gay
critics generally agree that lesbian and gay writers work from a
special awareness of the constructedness of language and culture
and of the fact that the constructions that they see in operation can
be contested. After all, lesbian and gay writers have until very
recently been forced either to hide their sexual orientation alto-
gether from their audience or to present it so indirectly that only
the initiates were in a position to recognize it. Á la Récherche du
temps perdu, Marcel Proust’s early twentieth-century great novel
cycle, offers a famous example. The girl Albertine, with whom
Proust’s novelistic alter ego falls in love, was in the reality of
Proust’s life a boy. Lesbian and homosexual writers such as Proust
saw themselves forced to disguise same-sex relationships as hetero-
sexual ones. Because of such suppressions even the most realistic
mode of writing must for lesbian and gay writers always have been
more than slightly unreal and false. Naturally, then, we find lesbian
writers gravitating away from realism towards a ‘romance’ mode
that often has a utopian dimension. For Terry Castle, writing in
1993, lesbian fiction should never be read as straightforward
realism: ‘Even as it gestures back at a supposedly familiar world of
human experience, it almost invariably stylizes and estranges it –
by presenting it parodistically, euphemistically, or in some other
rhetorically heightened, distorted, fragmented or phantasmagoric
way’ (Castle 1993: 90). Moreover, we may expect to find gender
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ambiguities, role playing that involves gender, and other coded
references – such as certain recurrent symbols – to the fact that not
everything is what it would seem to be to the unsuspecting reader.
More generally, the lesbian (and gay) writer’s constant awareness of
the gap between their own reality and that of the repressive hetero-
sexual majority, coupled with the necessity – which often still
applies – to keep that private reality secret, leads to an all-pervasive
sense of irony and theatricality. Here we are moving towards that
‘blurring of boundaries between self and other, subject and object,
lover and beloved’ that by the early 1990s for many lesbian critics
had come to constitute ‘the lesbian moment’ in literary texts
(Zimmerman 1992: 11). We are, in fact, moving towards what
we now call ‘queer theory’, in which such exemplary lesbian
moments – and their gay equivalent – are accorded a significance
that far exceeds specific lesbian or gay conditions.

THE PRODUCTION OF SEXUALITY

Queer theory – which has turned a term that traditionally dispar-
ages homosexuality into a proud banner – comes in more than one
form. However, all modes of queer theory, to which the remainder
of this chapter will be devoted, are indebted to Michel Foucault’s
multi-volume History of Sexuality (1976–84) and his argument
that especially ‘deviant’, that is, non-heterosexual, forms of sexu-
ality play a prominent role in the organization of Western culture.
Although ‘perversion’ is actively marginalized, it is discursively
central: the effort to police ‘perversion’ through a discourse on
sexuality that continuously puts it in a negative light paradoxically
keeps it at the centre of attention. For Foucault, Western culture has
turned sexuality into a discourse that enables it to constantly
monitor us and to exercise power: if we do not internalize its sexual
rules and police ourselves, then it can step in and force us to
conform.

In the first volume of his History (1976) Foucault argues that
homosexuality and homosexuals date from the 1870s (a claim
that would seem to be supported by the fact that the term ‘homo-
sexual’ was coined in 1869). It is easy to misunderstand this.
Foucault does not mean to say that sexual acts that we would
now call homosexual were unknown before the 1870s. What he is
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saying is that in the later nineteenth century sexual acts between
men were no longer seen as incidental to their lives, that is, as
acts that anyone might engage in under certain circumstances,
but as expressions of their identity. For the first time, Foucault
tells us, homosexual acts were seen as part of the essential nature
of the men involved, as the result of an inclination that was
always there. Whereas before that turning-point a man who had
sex with another man – a so-called ‘sodomite’ – was seen in
terms of ‘a temporary aberration’, the homosexual ‘was now a
species’. The homosexual had come into existence: ‘Nothing that
went into his total composition was unaffected by his sexuality’
(Foucault 1978: 43). What we have here is a crucial shift from
behaviour to identity. Although this new homosexual identity
naturally predisposed its owners to homosexual activity, men
could now be classified as homosexual even if they had never
been involved in homosexual acts.

For Foucault, homosexuality and homosexuals were produced
by a nineteenth-century discourse that claimed new knowledge
with regard to sexuality. This ‘production’ of homosexuality (and
of other ‘perversions’ that were similarly tied to new identities)
led to its codification (and condemnation) in legal, medical,
psychological, and religious discourses. It led to the fixation of
identities (homosexual, heterosexual) and the surveillance of the
border between them. In other words, this production of homo-
sexuality is intimately connected with power. Just like other
sexual identities, homosexuality is ‘a result and an instrument of
power’s designs’. We should not make the mistake of thinking
that what Foucault has in mind is only how homosexuality
allowed the various authorities – legal, medical, religious – to
tighten the screws of social and cultural repression and to legiti-
mate themselves further, although they certainly availed
themselves of the opportunity. As I have noted, ‘power’ often has
a virtually autonomous status in Foucault’s work (see Chapter 6).
It works through us and imprisons us, even if occasionally it may
also work to our advantage. In Foucault’s view, the ‘production’ of
homosexuality by the human sciences leads to a very general
surveillance under whose regime we even regulate and police our
own sexuality. As Jonathan Dollimore summarizes Foucault’s
argument: ‘Perversion is the product and vehicle of power, a
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construction which enables it to gain a purchase within the realm
of the psychosexual: authority legitimates itself by fastening upon
discursively constructed, sexually perverse identities of its own
making’ (Dollimore 1991: 106).

QUEER THEORY

Queer theory’s point of departure is that there is no ‘natural’ sexu-
ality – a status traditionally accorded to heterosexuality – and that
there is no stable relationship between biological sexuality (which
determines whether you are male or female, to mention only the
most frequent categories), gender, and sexual desire. Casting its net
wider than gay or lesbian criticism, it has a strong interest in every-
thing that contributes to the destabilization of accepted sexual
categories, even categories such as ‘gay’ and ‘lesbian’. Its topics there-
fore include forms of sexual self-expression such as cross-dressing
that cut across existing gender lines, sexual fantasies that are never
put into practice, but also phenomena such as hermaphroditism or
the desire to become a female (if you are male) that similarly call into
question the basis for what seem ‘natural’ categorizations. Queer
theory, then, follows poststructuralism in its insistence on the
constructed nature of all classifications in terms of (biological) sex,
sexuality, and gender. More recently, queer theory has even expanded
its not inconsiderable territory, in what others may well see as an
unwarranted act of usurpation, to take in all potentially unstable and
fractured identities. We find Donald E. Hall arguing that:

it is broadly useful to think of the adjective ‘queer’ in this way: it is to
abrade the classifications, to sit athwart conventional categories or
traverse several. . . . In this way, we are all queer, if we will simply
admit it. We are all athwart if we expose and repudiate some of the
comforting lies told about us and that we tell ourselves.

(Hall 2003: 13)

It does not surprise us that on the basis of such a view of ‘queer’,
Hall can claim that:

[i]n its emphasis on the disruptive, the constructed, the tactical, and
performative, queer analysis reveals some of the ways in which many
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late-modern individuals experience the fractured and contingent
nature of human existence in the twenty-first century.

(5)

This reminds us of the emblematic status accorded to the migrant
in much postcolonial theorizing and although it should not be
wholly dismissed it blunts queer theory’s radicalism (I should in all
fairness to Hall make clear that elsewhere in his book he is still to
be found up on the barricades). But let me return to queer theory
proper, the queer theory that focuses on sex, sexuality, and gender.
And let me return to the issue of power, which is always at the
heart of poststructuralist approaches to culture, especially if they
take their inspiration from Foucault.

For British queer theorists like Dollimore and Alan Sinfield, the
power that is at work in the field of sexuality can be contested.
Queer theory questions traditional constructions of sexuality and
sees non-heterosexual forms of sexuality as sites where hegemonic
power can be undermined. In Sinfield’s words, subcultures – in
which he expressly includes sexual subcultures – ‘may be power
bases – points at which alternative or oppositional ideologies may
achieve plausibility’ (Sinfield 1994a: vii). British queer theory, whose
political context is ‘a general left-wing orientation’ (73), takes the
assumptions and the interests of cultural materialism into the
contemporary debate on sexuality. For Sinfield, sexuality is a fault-
line (see Chapter 7), a point at which the hegemonic surface may
crack and reveal the warring forces underneath: ‘Sexuality is an
unstable construct in our societies, and hence produces endless
textual work. Such an awkward issue has continually to be revisited,
disavowed, rediscovered, affirmed’ (56). Sexual dissidence – the title
of Dollimore’s 1991 book – is therefore always at least potentially a
political act. As queer theorists, Sinfield and his British colleagues
apply the methods of cultural materialism. They read literary texts
against the grain – ‘cultural materialists read for incoherence’ (38) –
in the manner of Pierre Macherey (see Chapter 4) because faultline
stories ‘hinge upon a fundamental, unresolved ideological complica-
tion that finds its way, willy-nilly, into texts’ (4). They examine the
constructions that a culture has put upon sexually ambivalent texts
in order to expose its ideological repressiveness (see Sinfield’s
Cultural Politics – Queer Reading from which I am quoting here for
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a discussion of the reception of Tennessee Williams’s plays). At the
institutional level they question ‘literature’ itself – in particular the
ideologically motivated marginalizations and exclusions that have
played a crucial role in the creation of the idea of ‘literature’. This is
not to say that we should turn our backs to the literary tradition. We
should, however, approach it from a faultline perspective. As Sinfield
tells us: ‘successful [texts] are usually risky; they flirt, at least, with
the danger that prevailing values might not be satisfactory, or might
not prevail’ (56).

The queer theory that develops out of cultural materialism draws
on Foucault and has strong affinities with British cultural studies.
In the United States, however, queer theory has followed a different
path. I will focus here on the queer theory that develops out of
lesbian feminism and is strongly influenced by Derrida, and more
specifically on the work of two prominent and highly influential
theorists: Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Judith Butler.

Lesbian criticism had split off from feminist criticism because
lesbian critics felt that mainstream feminism did not do justice to the
lesbian presence in literature. Striking out on their own, they
assumed that there was such a thing as a lesbian identity – a core
identity that all lesbians shared – that expressed itself in certain
ways in literary texts. As we would say now, they saw lesbianism in
essentialistic terms: as an unchanging condition that is an inalienable
part of one’s personality. However, in the course of the 1990s a
number of influential lesbian critics began to reject that essentialism
and to see sexual identities – not just lesbianism or homosexuality –
as social constructions that needed to be deconstructed just like
gender and race had been deconstructed to expose the binary opposi-
tions at work within them. Like gender categories, sexual categories
now were assumed to be ‘regulatory fictions’ – instruments of a
repressive discourse about sexuality. Any sexual orientation was
thought to be a position in a structure of differences (the total field
of all possible orientations) that privileged none of them. The
obvious social privileging of the heterosexual orientation of the
majority at the expense of all other orientations was the work of a
centre that defined itself through that which it excluded. In other
words, sexuality was added to the axes that according to poststruc-
turalist critics have traditionally organized Western society (next to
race, gender, class, and less important axes).
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For Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick the power structure working within
the hetero/homo axis is even central to the organzation of Western
culture. In her Between Men of 1985 she argues that in a society
dominated by men women are basically instruments with the help
of which men establish or confirm intermale relations. In a patri-
archy the real relations exist between men so that women function
primarily within male–male relationships – put crudely, in terms of
exchange goods. The structure of such a male-dominated society is
therefore homosocial – a term that should not be confused with
homosexual, especially not since homosocial societies usually see
homosexuality in strongly negative terms. ‘Homosocial’ indicates
the true nature of social relationships, not of sexual ones. Still,
sexual classification in fixed categories is central to a homosocially
structured society. Sedgwick redefines, in Donald E. Hall’s words
‘heterosexuality as a fear of male homosexuality that motivates
men to route their desire for another through women’ (Hall 2003:
198). For Sedgwick, the homosocial nature of the Victorian society
that she focuses on inevitably informs its writing: its literature, too,
reveals that the underlying relationships of the Victorian period
were relationships between men. Like the British queer theorists
that I have just mentioned, Sedgwick reads against the grain to
bring to light what might be called a socio-sexual structure that is
not immediately apparent.

In a later book, Sedgwick proposes an equally wide-ranging
thesis. Epistemology of the Closet (1990) begins with a classic
Derridean deconstruction of the heterosexuality–homosexuality
opposition (which in Western culture usually takes the form of
contrasting naturalness, health, and fertility – in short, everything
that stands for ‘life’ – with artificiality, sickness, sterility, and
death):

The analytic move [this book] makes is to demonstrate that categories
presented in a culture as symmetrical binary oppositions–heterosexual/
homosexual, in this case – actually subsist in a more unsettled and
dynamic tacit relation according to which, first, term B is not symmetrical
with but subordinated to term A; but, second, the ontologically valorized
term A actually depends for its meaning on the simultaneous subsump-
tion and exclusion of term B; hence, third, the question of priority
between the supposed central and the supposed marginal category of

SEXUALITY, LITERATURE, AND CULTURE 187



each dyad is irresolvable unstable, an instability caused by the fact that
term B is constituted as at once internal and external to term A.

(Sedgwick 1990: 9–10)

Not just morally, but also theoretically the privileging of heterosex-
uality thus turns out to be wholly indefensible.

Sedgwick goes on to subject contemporary views of homosexuality
to a similar analysis, finding that those views are still ‘organized
around a radical incoherence’ of which the ‘the current impasse
within gay theory between “constructivist” and “essentialist” under-
standings of homosexuality’ (91) is only one manifestation. We find
ourselves, Sedgwick argues, in ‘a crisis of homo/heterosexual defini-
tion’ that has been with us ever since the identification and
categorization of homosexuality as such and that has strongly
affected virtually every sphere of life. To the point, in fact, that

homo/heterosexual definition has been a presiding master term of the
past century, one that has the same, primary importance for all
modern Western identity and social organization (and not merely for
homosexual identity and culture) as do the more traditionally visible
cruxes of gender, class, and race.

(11)

This is a not a particularly modest claim. In Epistemology of the
Closet Sedgwick tries to back it up with detailed analyses of a
number of late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century
literary texts. However, since most of these texts invite homosexual
readings because of what we know of their authors (Oscar Wilde,
Marcel Proust, and others), the evidence they yield is less convincing
than one would hope for. This is not to say that the homo/hetero-
sexual axis cannot be connected with other oppositions. Fierce
homophobia often goes together with racism, hatred of everybody
‘foreign’, and even an often barely disguised contempt for women.
(The homophobia of the German Nazis is a case in point.) It would
in fact seem to be central to a loud and self-congratulatory sort of
masculinity that with its feminine gendering of homosexuality seeks
to affirm its own virility. Even if the repressions and struggles for
power unleashed by the homo/heterosexual axis have not had all the
cultural implications that Sedgwick claims in the passage I have just
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quoted, a critical awareness of that axis clearly adds substantially to
our understanding of the culture we live in.

In the same year that Epistemology of the Closet appeared,
Judith Butler published her own attack on the centrality and ‘natu-
ralness’ accorded to heterosexuality. Her Gender Trouble: Feminism
and the Subversion of Identity (1990) still stands as the most influ-
ential book within the field of queer theory. Butler denies the
pretensions to ‘naturalness’ of heterosexuality even more radically
than Sedgwick. For her, heterosexuality is not only a ‘melancholic’
structure but also, in a sense, second-best. Sigmund Freud had
argued that we end up with a melancholic ego because as infants we
are forced to give up our sexual desire for our parents as a result of
the incest taboo. For Butler there is an even more fundamental
taboo, the taboo that rules out homosexuality. Butler argues that
our sexual identities are founded on the fact that we are absolutely
forbidden to realize a primary homosexual desire. Heterosexual
identity, then, is not only ‘melancholic’ because it is the result of a
deep sense of loss, it is also built upon a prior homosexual desire.
Heterosexuality, in other words, is unthinkable without homosexu-
ality. (I will leave aside here why some of us later in life return to a
homosexual orientation.) As Sarah Salih puts it, in her discussion of
Butler’s work, a heterosexual identity

is ‘acquired’ through the repudiation of homosexual attachments, and
the abjected same-sex object of desire is installed in the ego as a
melancholic identification, so that I can only be a woman to the extent
that I have desired a woman, and I can only be a man to the extend
that I have desired a man.

(Salih 2002: 132)

Heterosexuality, then, is not the ‘natural’ state of affairs that it
usually claims to be. (Neither is homosexuality, which no longer is
the primary desire that we once experienced.) But if heterosexuality
is not ‘natural’ behaviour, then how should we see it? Like all
forms of sexuality, heterosexuality is performative. In fact, what
I consider to be my identity is performative. My ‘I’, as Butler puts it
in an article published the following year, is ‘the effect of a certain
repetition, one which produces the semblance of a continuity or
coherence’ (Butler 1991: 18). My sexual orientation is likewise the
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effect of repetition, of the fact that I repeatedly perform certain
sexual acts. In other words, a string of identical or similar perform-
ances takes the place of sexual identity (and of identity as such). As
Butler herself tells us in Gender Trouble: ‘There is no gender
identity behind the expressions of gender; that identity is perfor-
matively constituted by the very “expressions” that are said to be
its results’ (Butler 1990: 25). It should be clear that this reverses the
historical process that Foucault described: we return from, for
instance, a lesbian identity in the sense of a fixed sexual orientation,
to a series of discrete, fundamentally unconnected, lesbian acts. And
it also reverses our common sense assumptions about our ‘I’:
instead of an ‘I’ that exists prior to our actions – sexual or
otherwise – we have an ‘I’ that is the result of repetition. The
continuous repetition of a certain set of acts – which of course will
differ from person to person – creates what might be called an iden-
tity effect: the illusion that we are coherent and exercise our free
will in doing what we do. I should perhaps say that in Gender
Trouble Butler is not as clear on this as she is in later publications.
Gender Trouble occasionally creates the impression that we can
decide, from performance to performance, which sexual role we
want to choose. But later in the 1990s (for instance in Bodies That
Matter of 1993) Butler left no doubt that that is not the case.
‘Performativity’ does not imply choice. Heterosexuals perform
heterosexual acts because a heterosexual identity is an effect – of
that original taboo – and not a cause. It is a ‘repetition that can only
produce the effect of its own originality; in other words, compul-
sory heterosexual identities, those . . . phantasms of “man” and
“woman,” are theatrically produced effects that posture as grounds,
origins, the normative measure of the real’ (21). Heterosexual
activity (like lesbian and homosexual activity) is a copy (because it
repeats earlier performances) for which there is no original. It can
only try to pass itself off as the authentic form of sexuality by
suggesting that other forms of sexuality such as lesbianism and
homosexuality are inauthentic: by setting up a binary opposition in
which it turns itself into the centre by relegating other sexualities
to the margins. In other words, it needs non-heterosexual identities
and activities to authenticate and validate itself. Heterosexuality
and what until fairly recently used to be called ‘perverse’ forms of
sexuality are deeply implicated in each other and they are all
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equally inauthentic. If that is the case, then what is probably the
most fundamental binary opposition of all – the one involving the
division of human beings on the basis of sexuality – must be a
construction. It is, however, a fundamentally unstable construction.
For Butler, following Lacan (see Chapter 6), identity is built upon a
radical lack, an absence:

In my view, the self only becomes a self on the condition that it has
suffered a separation . . . a loss which is suspended and provisionally
resolved through a melancholic incorporation of some ‘Other.’ That
‘Other’ installed in the self thus establishes the permanent incapacity
of the ‘self’ to achieve self-identity; it is as if it were always already
disrupted by the Other; the disruption of the Other at the heart of the
self is the very condition of the self’s possibility.

(27)

If I am an effect of things and cannot be an origin, a cause, because
I lack the autonomy that is required for original acts, how could I, for
instance, be politically effective? It is the Lacanian perspective
sketched above coupled with the Derridean waywardness of language
that for Butler create the possibility of ‘something we might still call
agency’ (Butler 1997a: 38). In The Psychic Life of Power of 1997 it is
such unstable identities and the inevitability of misrecognition that
have a politically subversive potential, while in Excitable Speech,
from which I just quoted, agency may creep in, so to speak, through
‘the repetition of an originary subordination for another purpose, one
whose future is partially open’ (Butler 1997a: 38). Still, among
American critics, who rarely allow themselves to be fazed by the
French insistence that there is no such thing as agency, Butler’s
doubts concerning our freedom of action are remarkable. It is not
accidental that in her work we repeatedly come across Althusser’s
analysis of ideology (see Chapter 4).

DRAG AND CROSS-DRESSING

Most queer theorists are a good deal more optimistic with regard to
agency than Butler. Because of its political potential, queer theory has
come to focus on the actual practice of sexuality. Here, too, it is inter-
ested in boundaries and, in particular, on the (for queer theorists)
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liberating circumstance that seemingly clearly visible boundaries turn
out to be blurred upon closer inspection. Not surprisingly, queer
theory has taken a special interest in cross-dressing, and in particular
cross-dressing by males (in which Butler has also repeatedly shown
her interest). Cross-dressing is perfect for destabilizing generally
accepted views of gender and sexuality: a man in a long evening dress
or a pleated skirt will in most places draw a good deal of attention.
Men in drag are so interesting to queer theorists because they simul-
taneously position themselves on the ‘wrong’ end of two axes (or
oppositions): on the gender axis they identify with the feminine pole,
in spite of their maleness, and on the axis of sexual orientation (with
its hetero/homo opposition) they take up the homosexual position. In
so doing they first of all blur the boundary between gender and
sexuality (which the feminists had fought so hard to establish with
the argument that while sexuality is a biological given, gender is
nothing but a social construct). Clearly the act of cross-dressing – that
is, the appropriation of gender characteristics normally associated with
the other sex – has significance beyond gender and is simultaneously
a sexual act. In drag, gender and sexuality have become inseparable.
From the perspective of queer theory cross-dressers effectively illus-
trate the constructed character of gender and sexuality, while they also
draw attention to the enormous difference between sexuality and acts
of mere procreation. Human sexuality clearly involves much more
than procreation. Drag exposes femininity as a role, as a performance.
Cross-dressing undermines the claim to naturalness of standard
heterosexual identities and emphasizes a theatrical, performance-like
dimension of gender and sexual orientation that our discourses seek to
suppress. For queer theory, drag and other unusual intersections of
gender and sexuality are, so to speak, sites where the constructedness
of sexuality becomes visible and where we are confronted with the
fact that there are only ever-shifting differences, even in the field of
sexuality. Because of their parodic character, drag and other ‘deviant’
sexualities thus come to function as the heavy artillery in the war
against the fixed categorizations of the ‘phallogocentric’ centre. They
are important instruments in the development of what Judith
Halberstam has called ‘new sexual vocabularies that acknowledge
sexualities and genders as styles rather than life-styles, as fictions
rather than facts of life, and as potentialities rather than as fixed iden-
tities’ (Halberstam [1994] 1998: 759).

SEXUALITY, LITERATURE, AND CULTURE192



Queer theory’s contribution to literary and cultural studies lies in
its efforts to denaturalize and destabilize all sexual categories (with the
ultimate purpose of dislodging heterosexuality from its central posi-
tion and of showing up its supposed ‘naturalness’ for what it is). It
then uses sites of instability – those sites where the constructedness of
sexual behaviours comes to the surface – as vantage points for political
action. Some of its theorists see in queer’s strategies not just a way to
deconstruct sexualities and genders that needed deconstructing, but,
since the homo/heterosexual axis has so profoundly shaped the world
we live in, an apparatus for a much more comprehensive interrogation
of that world.
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Summary
In the course of the 1980s lesbian and gay studies made sexuality – not
to be confused with gender – next to race, gender, and class, a fourth
major category of analysis in literary and cultural studies. They confront
us with the various meanings that our culture attaches to the range of
sexual identities and sexual activities that we know, or, to put it in
somewhat different terms, with the structures that our culture has set
up to deal with those identities and activities. They also confront us
with the way these structures function as conduits of power and instru-
ments of oppression.

For the queer theory that under the influence of Foucault develops out
of lesbian and gay criticism – and, in the United Kingdom, out of
cultural materialism – the homo/heterosexual opposition is absolutely
central to Western culture. Queer’s major project, then, is the decon-
struction of that axis through a radical critique of liberal humanist views
of sexuality. Dismantling the homo/heterosexual opposition will radically
affect the self-definition and ideological organization of Western culture
and allow us to escape from its sexual prison house. As one prominent
queer theorist has put it, ‘queer’ stands for ‘the open mesh of possibili-
ties’ that presents itself ‘when the constituent elements of anyone’s
gender, of anyone’s sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify
monolithically’ (Sedgwick 1994: 8). Some queer theorists use cross-
dressing and other non-standard forms of sexuality to force a breach in
the wall to question traditional classifications of sexual identity. Others
seek to undo those classifications on purely theoretical grounds, but all
of them are engaged in a project that may be called revolutionary (and of
which the outcome, as that of most revolutions, is uncertain).



SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING

Annamarie Jagose’s Queer Theory (1996) still is a good overview, while
Alan Sinfield’s Cultural Politics – Queer Reading (1994, 2nd edn 2005)
offers a lively account of both the major themes of cultural materialism
and of the more leftist-oriented queer theory that we find in the United
Kingdom. More recent and very readable introductions to queer theory
are Nikki Sullivan’s A Critical Introduction to Queer Theory (2003) and
Donald E. Hall’s Queer Theories (2003). David Gerstner’s Routledge
International Encyclopedia of Queer Culture (2006) has an impressive
range and contains a wealth of information.

Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s Between Men (1985) and Epistemology of
the Closet (1990) are classics, but unfortunately not very easy. The
opening chapters, however, should be accessible. Judith Butler’s books –
Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (1990),
Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of ‘Sex’ (1993) – also
tend to be difficult, but her ‘Imitation and Gender Insubordination’
(1991) is a very accessible exception. Novel Gazing: Queer Reading in
Fiction (1997) is a massive, wide-ranging, but on the whole rather
theoretical collection of essays edited by Sedgwick. Marjorie Garber’s
Vested Interests: Cross Dressing and Cultural Anxiety (1992) is a good
introduction to the complex fusion of sexuality and gender – and its
unsettling cultural effects – that we find in some forms of sexual
behavior. Black Queer Studies: A Critical Anthology (2005), edited by
E. Patrick Johnson and Mae G. Henderson, collects essays at the inter-
face of black studies and queer studies while Philip Holden and
Richard J. Ruppel’s Imperial Desire: Dissident Sexualities and Colonial
Literature (2003) operates at the interface of queer studies and post-
colonial studies.

More traditional and accessible forms of gay and lesbian criticism
are to be found in, for instance, Mark Lilly’s Gay Men’s Literature
in the Twentieth Century (1993), and Gregory Woods’ excellent and
thorough A History of Gay Literature: The Male Tradition (1998).
Terry Castle’s The Apparitional Lesbian: Female Homosexuality and
Modern Culture (1993) is a good example of a more traditional, but
sophisticated lesbian criticism (see, for instance, her interpretation of
Sylvia Townsend Warner’s Summer Will Show [1936]). Castle’s The
Literature of Lesbianism (2003) is an enormously comprehensive
historical anthology.
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E CO CR IT IC ISM

10

REPRESENTATION AND THE WORLD OF NATURE

In The Two Towers, the second part of Peter Jackson’s film version
of J.R.R. Tolkien’s epic narrative The Lord of the Rings (and the
second book of the trilogy), we meet the Ents. The Ents are ancient,
treelike creatures, gigantic of stature and with slow rumbling voices
that call to mind the wind in autumn trees. Although they have
lived in Tolkien’s Middle Earth since time immemorial, they have
no interest in the business of men – or elves, dwarves, and other
non-human races – and keep to themselves in remote forests, with
whose great trees they feel more kinship than with anything else
alive. No wonder, then, that they refuse to take sides in the war that
breaks out between the forces of evil and those who try to save
Middle Earth from death and destruction. But their feeling that this
is not their war changes completely when they see the bleak waste-
land that the wizard Saruman, who has joined the evil side, has
created in his preparations for war. As far as the eye can see, woods
have been felled and burned and all that remains are charred
stumps in a grey and black desert. Enraged by this wanton destruc-
tion of the natural world, the Ents attack, scattering Saruman’s Orc
forces before them and using their incredible strength to wreck the
dam that Saruman has had built in order to harness and utilize a
river’s natural power. The river’s pent-up waters, freed from their



yoke, flood Saruman’s plain, extinguishing the hellish fires that
burn above and under ground, destroying foul armies, and
returning the potential for life to a place taken over by death.

The message is clear (although perhaps a bit overdone): there is a
close link between the natural and the good, just as there is a close link
between unnatural environments and evil. The lands of Sauron, who
in Middle Earth is the Evil One himself, are a barren vulcanic waste-
land, whereas the Shire, where the peaceful, if somewhat childlike
Hobbits live, is a pastoral idyll of rolling hills and fertile valleys.

Such an intimate connection between landscape and moral
framework is nothing new. In fact, the term ‘pastoral’ that I just
used standardly refers to a literary genre in which since classical
times a particular landscape and a certain harmonious moral order
have been associated with each other, and have been juxtaposed
with a more urban and corrupted order. Literary academics have for
a long time been aware of that connection, not just in the pastoral,
but in every imaginable genre and every imaginable form.
Sometimes the connection is rather obvious, as in The Lord of the
Rings, sometimes it is quite subtle, as in the novels of Jane Austen,
where upon closer inspection moral authority always turns out to
be linked to an attitude of respect and even reverence for nature,
whereas a lack of that respect is unfailingly indicative of moral falli-
bility or worse (see Bate 2000). Nature would seem to be a
self-evident source of metaphors for our own moral concerns. No
wonder, then, that we find it everywhere we look in novels, poems,
paintings, films, and other works of the imagination.

The role of nature is, however, by no means limited to that of
moral barometer. Nature may appear in an aesthetic role, admired
for its majesty, its – less aweseome – beauty, or even for a wholly
unintimidating gentleness. It may be praised for its authenticity
and its pristine quality may be favourably contrasted with the
domesticated landscapes that we humans have created. In more
religious terms, its state of grace may be held up in contrast to our
own fallen state. It may be used to convey a feeling of nostalgia, as
in the eighteenth-century English poet William Cowper’s ‘The
Poplar-Field’:

The poplars are felled; farewell to the shade,
And the whispering sound of the cool colonnade!
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In its wilder states nature may function as a place of temptation
and trial (as in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s short story ‘Young
Goodman Brown’), but it may also serve as a place of freedom (as in
the Leatherstocking tales of James Fenimore Cooper and countless
other American writers) and even as a place of healing and redemp-
tion (as in the work of D.H. Lawrence and many nature writers).
But nature may be also presented as wholly enigmatic, something
upon which we project our own fears and desires. In Herman
Melville’s Moby-Dick the white whale that will in the end destroy
the monomaniacal Captain Ahab and his crew (except for Ishmael,
the novel’s narrator) remains an inscrutable force of nature,
presumably only goaded into action by Ahab’s apparent resolve to
kill him or die in the attempt (‘this sea ain’t big enough for the both
of us’).

The imaginative uses of nature are practically inexhaustible. That
does of course not come as a surprise. After all, nature is every-
where, it is inescapable. Even the grey weather I see outside at the
moment of writing is nature, as was hurricane Katrina. The cat
Findus who comes up to me in the morning expecting another day
of culinary delights is nature. Or is he? Isn’t that a rather
unthinking claim? Does a thoroughly domesticated animal that
depends on me for his daily bread still qualify as ‘nature’? Can we,
to take a quantum leap, in the early twenty-first century still speak
of nature, in the sense of something truly itself, truly autonomous,
wholly authentic, completely outside our sphere of influence? Or
are even the places where we human beings have not yet left our
mark – if there are any such places left – now ever so subtly
affected by a process of global warming caused by our carbon
dioxide emissions? Is the grey weather outside the result of wholly
natural processes – a stable area of high pressure, the evaporation of
the still relatively warm water of the North Sea, a very light inland
wind – or would it be different if we had never learned that coal can
burn and had never invented the combustion engine?

DOMINION

While an interest in the ways that nature features in the products
of our imagination is as old as the hills (to make use of nature
myself), the sort of questions I just asked are fairly new. This is not
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to say that there never was an interest in the way our human
doings intervened in natural processes or affected our natural envi-
ronment. We have just seen how William Cowper lamented the
felling of a ‘colonnade’ of poplars. But almost invariably such
laments centred on our feelings, looked exclusively at things from
our human point of view. In another poem we find William Cowper
very straightforwardly expressing that human-centred view of the
natural world:

I am monarch of all I survey,
My right there is none to dispute;
From the centre all round to the sea,
I am Lord of the fowl and the brute.

We may, to be fair to Cowper, not ascribe this view to Cowper
himself. I have quoted here from his ‘Verses Supposed to be
Written by Alexander Selkirk’ (1782), which purportedly gives us
the sentiments of the sailor whose sojourn on an uninhabited island
had much earlier provided Daniel Defoe with the material for his
novel Robinson Crusoe (1719), whose eponymous hero quickly
turns the island on which he finds himself into a version of early
eighteenth-century rural but already rather thoroughly cultivated
England.

It does, however, not really matter what Cowper thought of the
supremely self-confident and assertive position vis-à-vis nature
that he attributes to Selkirk in these lines. What is important is that
in Europe and its colonies that position was widely shared. Had not
God Himself, in Genesis 1, verse 26 (King James version), ordained
that we, human beings, would have a special place in His creation,
and would have ‘dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the
fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over
every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth’? In Western
culture our relationship with the natural world has, for a very long
time, remained virtually unquestioned because our dominion over
that world was anchored in God’s word. The exact meaning of
dominion in this particular context was indeed debated by theolo-
gians – after all, dominion may give rise to all sorts of practices
ranging from responsible stewardship to exploitation – but the
hierarchy it implies, with us as masters and the natural world in a
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position of servitude, seemed clear enough. It is only in more recent
times that we find a critical awareness of the exploitation to which
unchecked dominion may lead. In his 1854 Walden we find the
American nature writer Henry David Thoreau complaining that
‘the landscape is deformed’ by ‘avarice and selfishness’ and that the
farmer ‘knows Nature but as a robber’. And contemporaries of
Thoreau were outraged by the mass slaughter of millions of bison
on the American Great Plains, resulting in the near-extinction of
the species by 1890. Clearly, ‘dominion’ was not supposed to
include the reduction, within one single century, of herds totalling
tens of millions to a bare three hundred surviving animals. In the
United Kingdom, the consequences of the industrial revolution for
a landscape that had remained essentially unchanged for centuries
provoked similar protests. But the relationship of dominion, so
central to Western culture’s views of humans and the natural world,
still remained largely unchallenged. True, there had been, and prob-
ably would be, regrettable excesses, but that did not invalidate the
order established at the beginning of Creation. There were, of
course, those who did not accept this order because they no longer
could subscribe to the Christian version of the origin of this world.
But their alternative, which slowly had begun to gain ground in the
second half of the seventeenth century, did not fundamentally
change things. If anything, it made things worse. While for the
large majority of the population man and nature were bound
together, even if on unequal terms, in one organic whole, overseen
by a benign Divine Being, for those who embraced the scientific
discoveries of Isaac Newton and others and accepted that the
universe was nothing but a vast machine, governed by eternal
natural laws, there was no reason whatsoever to look at nature
with anything but indifference. The scientific revolution of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries involuntarily facilitated a
utilitarian, calculating view of the natural world that not much later
would become the driving force behind its violation and exploita-
tion by the industrial revolution.

It is only in the last fifty years that the seemingly ‘natural’ hierar-
chical relationship between human beings and the natural world has
begun to be thoroughly questioned, not least because we had reached
the point, unimaginable until then, that with our nuclear arsenals we
could practically – if not completely – wipe out ourselves and all
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other living things. Total destruction clearly stretches the idea of
dominion beyond acceptable limits. Moreover, even if we succeeded
in keeping our ballistic missiles under lock and key we still seemed
on the point of creating damage to the natural world that was truly
irreversible. In 1962 Rachel Carson told a startled public in her book
Silent Spring (in the polemical ‘Fable for Tomorrow’) that with the
way things were going, with an uncontrolled use of agricultural
pesticides, there would soon be no birds left to brighten our springs.
Carson’s book and other urgent warnings that we were taking
irresponsible risks with our natural environment led to a broad envi-
ronmental awareness which, in its turn, led to a strong, even if
heterogeneous ecological movement, and it is that movement which
in the early 1990s inspired the branch of literary and cultural studies
that is now called ecocriticism.

ECOCRITICISM

Ecocriticism does a great many widely different things. First of all,
it examines representations of nature in literary – but also non-
literary – texts, in films, in television series, and so on. It pays
particular attention to the question of how nature is constructed in
those presentations. The animal world may be presented as appar-
ently benign, loyal, and even courageous in Disney movies and in
television series such as Lassie and Flipper – in which a friendly
neighbourhood collie and dolphin almost match us in intelligence
and are more human than most of us – or as dangerous, unpre-
dictable, and definitely non-human in films such as Jaws and
Jurassic Park. A novel such as Richard Adams’s Watership Down
(1972), which tells the story of a desperate trek by a rebellious
group of rabbits who flee their warren because one of them foresees
its destruction at the hands of what we humans call ‘development’,
follows the middle road. It resists the almost complete anthropo-
morphization that we find in Disney’s representations of animals
and emphasizes the ‘otherness’ of its rabbit characters, while they
still recognizably resemble us.

Ecocriticism’s examination of representations of nature does of
course not limit itself to the way animals are represented. It exam-
ines representations of landscapes and of nature in its original
state: the landscape of pastoral, for instance, and the wilderness,
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which, as I have already suggested, is often represented as a place
with a special significance, a place of healing and redemption, or
evil and danger where the individual’s moral resolve is severely
tested. But it may also examine representations of nature in
government reports, developers’ plans, ecological studies, philo-
sophical treatises, wild-life documentaries (with zoos most people’s
main source of information about wild animals), and other texts
and films in which nature plays a role. It may look at the uses of
‘nature’ in theme parks, at the way ‘nature’ is given a presence
inside and outside shopping malls, at roof gardens, at fashions – as
they come and go – in the florist business, at the landscaping of
golf links, at the role of ‘nature’ in suburbia. Ecocriticism’s
analyses of these representations bring to light the various
discourses regarding our natural environment that we have
produced since we became consciously aware of it. And of course
ecocritics pay special attention to the hierarchies that operate in
these discourses and that establish value systems within them. The
most obvious hierarchy of course privileges us at the expense of
the natural world, but there are many more hierarchies at work in
our representations of nature. To give a familiar example: a major
discourse found in nature writing will standardly extol the virtues
of the wilderness and of the wild animals that inhabit it – often in
terms of a robust masculinity – while it will look condescendingly
at domesticated animals, with pity and sometimes even with angry
impatience, because they have sold out to the oppressor curiously,
they are practically made out to be complicit in their own state of
degradation

In its focus on discourses and discursive constructs, ecocriticism
also looks at such concepts as ‘nature’ and ‘wilderness’ themselves.
It traces their development as constructs – the eighteenth century
was particularly productive with regard to the construction of
‘wilderness’ – and follows their ensuing history, and is interested in
how their meaning has changed over time. This is wholly in line
with the radically questioning intellectual climate of contemporary
literary and cultural studies. However, since it is pretty obvious that
nature is not exclusively a product of discourse but exists in its own
right in the real world – a point to which I will come back – it also
asks itself what nature in that real world might exactly be. Asking
itself this question it finds that it is not easy to come up with a
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convincing answer (as we have already seen). Where do we draw
the line between nature and ourselves, that is to say, between
nature and culture? If I drive west for twenty minutes I find myself
surrounded by pasture land, numerous ditches and even more cows,
with on the horizon the spires of village churches. Is this nature?
This is land well below sea level and until three hundred years
ago formed the bottom of a lake. The ditches have been dug for
drainage purposes (if you’re below sea level precipitation has to be
helped to find its way back to the ocean), and the cows are the result
of millennia of cross-breeding. You might as well say that this is
culture (even if it is officially listed as a ‘natural monument’). At
the very least the landscape I’m looking at is the provisional end
product of a long process of negotiation between culture and nature.
Perhaps the conclusion must be that the attempt to define nature,
or the wilderness, in any objective way, leads us to back to the
constructedness of our concepts, to their discursive character.
Nothing in the real world announces itself as ‘wilderness’. We must
accept that we do not know where our discursive construction of
nature, or ‘wilderness’, ends and nature itself begins. Do we there-
fore not always serve our own interests, and not the interests of an
indifferent real world, even if we want to protect the ‘wilderness’
that we identify as such? The decision to violate nature is ours,
but so is the decision to let it be. Although not all ecocritics
would accept that conclusion, it seems hard to get away from the
fact that all that can be said and thought of nature belongs to
culture. We might, with a sleight of hand, claim that we ourselves
and the human cultures that we have produced are part of nature,
too – and those ecologists and ecocritics who see Earth itself as a
living organism (‘Gaia’) would support that idea – but that does not
really solve our problem. It is probably better to assume, with
Roderick Nash and other critics, that the discourse of the wilder-
ness, no matter to what extent it is a construction, serves an
important purpose in reminding us that we have responsibilities
beyond ourselves and that it is our task to construct an ethics of
voluntary restraint that articulates those responsibilities. Apart
from which the ‘Gaia’ hypothesis is fiercely contested and it is
far more common to find ecocritics who distinguish between
‘natural’ cultures that live in harmony with the natural world – the
cultures of indigenous peoples, for instance – and those cultures
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that do not feel bound to respect and honour their natural environ-
ment and that have an exploitative relationship with nature,
preeminent among them the culture of the Western world. Some
critics would even argue that, at least in the West, we are aban-
doning our status as humans altogether and are joining the side of
(unnatural) technology with our breast implants, pacemakers,
lasered corneas, botox injections, hair implants, artificial hips, steel
supports for shattered bones, and so on. For them, we are on our
way to become the cyborgs of science fiction films, half human, half
machine.

What distinguishes ecocriticism from other reading exercises that
also have an eye for representations of nature or lead to the sort of
questions that I have just raised, is its political, activist character.
Ecocriticism has a ‘green’ agenda. ‘Ecocriticism began’, Jonathan Bate
tells us, ‘in consciousness-raising’ (Bate 1999: 8), in alerting us to the
way in which our activities posed an ever greater threat to our
natural environment and in making us think about what it means to
live with rather than simply on the earth. Its analyses of the
discourses that govern our representations of nature focus therefore
on the various ways in which these discourses have contributed, and
still contribute, to our environmental problems. Absolutely central
to the way it deals with issues of representation and all the other
issues that fall within its scope is its refusal to adopt a human-
centred perspective – not just the sort of view attributed by Cowper
to Alexander Selkirk, but any view that puts us, no matter how well-
intentioned, at the centre of things. It does of course realize, as I have
just pointed out, that that refusal is in itself anthropocentric, in the
sense that it is a unilateral decision that has not been taken after
intense rounds of consultation with the representatives of nature,
but that cannot be helped. Ecocriticism takes an ‘earth-centred
approach to literary studies’ – to which we may now add ‘cultural
studies’ – as Cheryll Glotfelty put it in 1996 in the introduction to
her and Harold Fromm’s seminal Ecocriticism Reader (Glotfelty and
Fromm 1996: xix). The interests of a natural world that is seriously
under threat come first or are at least taken very seriously into
account. As Richard Kerridge put it two years later: ‘Most of all,
ecocriticism seeks to evaluate texts and ideas in terms of their coher-
ence and usefulness as responses to environmental crisis’ (Kerridge
and Sammells 1998: 5). The ideal text would, according to Lawrence
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Buell, one of ecocriticism’s founding fathers, have the following
features:

1. The nonhuman environment is present not merely as a framing
device, but as a presence that begins to suggest that human history
is implicated in natural history.

2. The human interest is not understood to be the only legitimate
interest.

3. Human accountability to the environment is part of the text’s
ethical orientation.

4. Some sense of the environment as a process rather than as a
constant or a given is at least implicit in the text.

(Buell 1995: 7–8)

If a text fails to live up to these ecocritical standards it is the
ecocritic’s business to point out in which ways it fails to do so, and
more especially why it fails – which discourse or discourses are
responsible for its ultimately anti-environmental message, no
matter how deeply hidden in seemingly natural hierarchies.

ECOLOGICAL SOURCES

Ecocriticism’s moral and political agenda and the rejection of an
unthinking anthropocentrism are practically the only things the
various strands of ecocriticism have in common. Within ecocritical
studies we find the same variation of positions that we find in the
ecological movement from which it took its original inspiration.
A sketchy tour of the ecological horizon will suggest the band-width
of the ecocritical enterprise. Within the ecological movement we find
proponents of ‘deep ecology’, who find real authenticity and purity
only in the virgin wilderness, who attribute intrinsic value to all life,
and who believe that the interests of non-human life on this planet
can only be protected by a reduction of its human population. For
deep ecologists nature takes precedence over us, human beings. As
Rupert Birkin, in D.H. Lawrence’s Women in Love puts it rather
radically, ‘Let mankind pass away – time it did’ (Lawrence 1960: 65).
This is of course not the solution that deep ecologists suggest for our
environmental problems, but they certainly favour more radical
solutions than most of us would do.
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For eco-feminists, the historically unequal relationship – a rela-
tionship of domination – between us human beings and nature
mirrors that between men and women and has, not accidentally, the
same origins: our Judeao-Christian heritage, which historically
has privileged men, and the Enlightenment, which, building upon a
long history of inequality, constructed men as responsible and
rational and women as their more ‘natural’ – but less rational
and therefore inferior – opposite. This has led some eco-feminists
to identify rationality itself as primarily responsible for our
environmental crisis and to adopt a wilfully anti-rational, mystical
approach to the natural world. Marxist ecologists, in their turn, see
the degraded state of our environment as the direct result of the
unrestricted operations of international capital. The exploitation of
the environment that is responsible for the environmental crisis
follows the pattern of the capitalistic exploitation of labour and it is
that exploitation that should in the first instance have our atten-
tion. (For deep ecologists, who would point to the environmental
disasters in the former Soviet Union, this would leave the unequal
relationship between humans and nature intact and could never
offer a solution.) Marxist ecologists would also argue that the prin-
ciple of the ‘free’ market contributes to environmental problems
because the market will always try to meet demand, even if supply
can only be realized at great cost to the environment.

Social ecologists will again have a different take on things and will
be interested in the social cost of environmental problems. Not
surprisingly, that cost – a waste disposal site around the corner, a new
runway ending near your front yard – is usually borne by the socially
and politically powerless and social ecologists target the power rela-
tions they see at work in the process of decision-making that leads to
socio-environmental problems. Although still relatively marginal to
the business of ecocriticism, the writings related to the enormous
environmental problems created by the Western world’s pollution and
its staggering production of waste – and the discourses of pollution
and waste themselves – have in recent years drawn ever-increasing
ecocritical attention. It will also not come as a surprise that especially
members of ethnic minorities in the Western world and, with the
outsourcing of much dirty and dangerous work, the inhabitants of
Third World countries are confronted with socio-environmental prob-
lems so that critics have recently realized that social ecology has
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a productive interface with postcolonial studies. (See, for an example
of that interface, Graham Huggan’s ‘“Greening” Postcolonialism:
Ecocritical Perspectives’ of 2004. Huggan’s article, by the way, opens
with the question ‘What do a polemical report on dams, a (pseudo)
philosophical treatise on animal welfare, and a novel about elephants
have in common?’ The answer is of course that ‘[t]hey are all legiti-
mate objects of the practice of ecocriticism’ [Huggan 2004: 701], which
gives a fair idea of ecocriticism’s range.)

The animal welfare mentioned in the previous paragraph is the
primary interest of yet another group within the ecological move-
ment, the liberationists (or animal liberationists). Liberationist
criticism tries, in the words of Greg Garrard, ‘to undermine the moral
and legal distinction between humans and animals’ (Garrard 2004:
149). It does so in order to improve the fate of, especially, the animals
whose short and miserable lives only serve the interests of the inter-
national bio-industry. Liberationist critics do not necessarily claim the
same rights for animals that we humans (at least ideally) enjoy –
although some of them do, arguing that intrinsically all sentient
species are equal – but are certainly willing to grant animals, at least
those that are sentient, far more rights than they at this point have. If
we reject our entitlement to ‘dominion’, how can we justify exploiting
other sentient species the way we do? We usually point at our mental
superiority, which supposedly puts us in a class all by ourselves, thus
creating what seems to be a solid distinction between us and, say, our
livestock (an idea called ‘speciesism’ by the philosopher Peter Singer).
But how superior are we, mentally, after a century of unprecedented
destruction through two world wars and various genocides, and after
bringing ourselves to the brink of total nuclear annihilation? And
what are the moral consequences of the ever-increasing evidence, with
the unravelling of genomes, that we humans are more closely related
to other species than we could ever have imagined?

ECOCRITICAL REALISM

All these, and more, ecological positions are represented within the
broad field of ecocriticism. Ecocritics range in their beliefs from a
deep ecological faith in the perfect – and stable – self-organization
of nature to a view of nature as ever-changing, as process rather
than as state. And in their sense of how we should tackle ecological
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abuses and problems they range from radically anti-modern solu-
tions (away from the modern, technological, and utilitarian state
and back to self-supporting communes, or, as the case may be, to so-
called ‘bioregions’) to enlisting the help of advanced technology
itself. There is no love lost between ‘deep’ ecocritics and the so-
called environmentalists (Greg Garrard’s term) who would not be
averse to using technology in order to undo the damage that earlier
and other technologies have done.

Both parties, and ecocritics in general, agree however on a funda-
mental principle that is pretty rare in contemporary literary and
cultural studies: they agree that we can roughly know the world as it
is. There would, after all, be no reason to have ecological concerns if
we did not really know for sure that our human activities caused real
damage to the natural environment. Although ecocritics disagree on
the extent to which we can know things and are, on the whole, not
naive in epistemological matters, they agree that we can know
enough to be sure that we are on a destructive – and ultimately self-
destructive – course. An environmental disaster – say, the meltdown
in the nuclear power plant at Chernobyl, some twenty years ago – is
not a social construction, even if all reports on what happened will
inevitably show traces of construction and of the respective agendas
of their creators. As a result of their epistemogical realism – not
shared, I should say, by those deep ecologists and eco-feminists who
see science as complicit with the forces of exploitation – the relations
of ecocritics with the world of science differ completely from for
instance those of the poststructuralist critics who, inspired especially
by Foucault, tend to see science first of all as a cluster of repressive
discourses. For many ecocritics, and certainly for the environmental-
ists, science is a source of truths with regard to the natural world.
They are willing to accept scientific data and are prepared to take
seriously solutions suggested by the scientific community, provided,
of course, that these are ‘earth’ rather than human centred.
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Summary

Ecocriticism focuses on the many and widely different ways in which the
natural world – wild and domestic animals, landscapes, the wilderness –
and our relations with that world are represented in our culture. Initially



SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING

Ecocriticism’s late arrival is illustrated by the fact that the first intro-
duction to the field, Greg Garrard’s Ecocriticism, dates from 2004.
But that introduction, although the first, is truly excellent. It is
highly readable, sensible, and gives, in spite of its unorthodox organ-
ization, a good idea of the various strands within the ecocritical
enterprise. The Future of Environmental Criticism: Environmental
Crisis and Literary Imagination (2005), by Lawrence Buell, one of
the founding fathers of ecocriticism, follows a more conventional
organization, is highly sophisticated and packed with erudite detail,
but is because of its thoroughness somewhat less readable. Buell’s
earlier and very influential ecocritical studies, The Environmental
Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing, And the Formation of
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focusing on texts – first nature writing and Romantic poetry, later all
texts that in one way or another deal with nature – it has gradually
expanded its interests to include television series (classics such as Lassie
and Flipper), Hollywood movies (Westerns, for instance), documentary
film, the visual arts, even the way ‘nature’ is made use of in the creation
of golf courses or in urban settings. The object is to analyse the
discourses that govern these representations and uses of nature and to
show how their often hidden assumptions have contributed, and still
contribute, to our environmental problems. It sees as the most
damaging of these assumptions the widespread belief that the human
species has a right to use, and even exploit, nature because of its place
in either a divinely sanctioned or ‘natural’ hierarchy. Like so much
work in contemporary literary and cultural studies, ecocriticism has
strong moral and political commitments. It differs from most other
approaches, however, in its rejection of the more radical forms of
constructionism. While most ecocritics would accept that our knowl-
edge of our natural environment, and of the damage we do to it, is
always a product of our consciousness, and therefore inevitably the
product of our subjectivities, they would also claim that that does not
exclude knowledge of things as they are and that the knowledge that we
think we have is reliable enough. Ecocritics, then, are an exception in the
world of contemporary literary and cultural studies in that they are, on
the whole, not hostile to the world of science and are willing to accept its
empirical data, its analyses, and its authority in matters where laymen
tend to be helpless (say, the long-term effects of global warming).



American Culture (1995) and Writing for an Endangered World:
Literature, Culture, and Environment in the U.S. and Beyond
(2001), must also be mentioned. The founding text of eco-feminism
is Louise Westling’s The Green Breast of the New World: Landscape,
Gender, and American Fiction, published in 1996, and the anthology
that put ecocriticism firmly on the map is Cheryll Glotfelty and
Harold Fromm’s The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary
Ecology of the same year. Other highly useful anthologies are those
by Richard Kerridge and Neil Sammells, Writing the Environment
(1998); by Greta Gaard and Patrick D. Murphy, Ecofeminist Literary
Criticism (1998); by Laurence Coupe, The Green Studies Reader:
From Romanticism to Ecocriticism (2000); and by Karla Armbruster
and Kathleen R. Wallace, Beyond Nature Writing: Expanding the
Boundaries of Ecocriticism (2001). An outstanding British contribu-
tion to ecocriticism is Jonathan Bate’s The Song of the Earth (2000),
which examines texts by Jane Austen, Thomas Hardy, Jean-Jacques
Rousseau, Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Bishop (to limit myself to the
first two chapters) and many others. New Literary History, vol. 30,
number 3 (1999) is an ecocritical issue of an important journal and
might be said to have signalled ecocriticism’s definite acceptance by
the academic establishment. Ecocriticism’s expansion beyond its
original base in literary studies is illustrated by Deborah A.
Carmichael’s The Landscape of Hollywood Westerns: Ecocriticism in
an American Film Genre (2006).
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One might say that the last thirty-five years of Anglo-American
literary theorizing are characterized by one overarching theme: a
frontal attack on common sense and all the things that common
sense told us were true. Everything our parents and certainly our
grandparents took for granted with respect to language, identity,
gender, race relations, sexuality, religion, power, our relationship with
the world of nature, and a good many other things, has come under
severe scrutiny, and as often as not the commonsense assumptions
that seemed so self-evident to previous generations have turned out
to be based on unfounded prejudice.

This brief characterization suggests another central development.
Literary theorizing has branched out in all possible directions and
has become hard to distinghuish from some forms of contemporary
philosophy. That development has two consequences. The first is
that literature as we used to define it no longer has a central place
in literary theory, strange as it may seem. The second is that
literary theory has very successfully penetrated fields of inquiry –
film studies, philosophy, anthropology, theology, art history,
cultural studies, and other humanities disciplines – that used to
stand completely by themselves.
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Although there are literary academics who regret these develop-
ments, most of them see them as signs of progress, not only in
intellectual, but also in moral and political terms. If they have
doubts, it would be with regard to what they might perceive as
theory’s weak spots. One pitfall of the sort of theorizing that I have
discussed in this book is that it may easily lead to ‘presentism’, the
idea that the present is the superior and enlightened end-point of a
historical evolution and that the past, which is then judged by
present standards, is exclusively a place of immorality and corrup-
tion. In literary critical work ‘presentism’ will lead to what the
English critic Valentine Cunningham has memorably called
‘reading by numbers’ (Cunningham 2002: 125), a simple exercise
in, say, ticking the moral failures – in terms of sexism, racism,
exploitation of labour and nature – of the characters of a Charles
Dickens novel. Another potential weakness is that, inevitably,
theory has an agenda of its own. It is primarily interested in ‘other-
ness’, in alterity, in the marginal and in the indeterminate – once
again reviving a recurring interest in Western culture that can
arguably be traced back to Romantic theory and poetry. Because of
that bias it tends to neglect the centres, except in its attempt to
decentre and marginalize them too. But to decentre and marginalize
a centre on paper may well lead to easy satisfaction and to a failure
to truly understand the still very powerful position of that centre.
In recent years a number of especially postcolonial critics have
expressed dissatisfaction with theory’s orientation on discourse and
have argued that the postcolonial studies they are engaged in
should start pursuing a more materialist course. I will return to this
point.

Again another problem is that literary theorizing leaves an all-
important question unresolved. In many theoretical approaches we
find a strong emphasis on the way the subject is constructed – by
discourses, for instance – and how through social procedures individ-
uals are manoeuvred into subject positions that are ready and
waiting for them. We would seem to have very little say, or no say at
all, in what we are and what we do. But that does not sit well with
the socially progressivist nature of literary theory. How can we
improve things if we have no control over what we do? And so we
usually find the tacit assumption that becoming conscious of one’s
lack of freedom and autonomy in itself leads to a certain measure of
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freedom – which will then enable political interventions – although
the exact margins of that freedom are not spelled out. Perhaps we
should not let this worry us: the problem of free will is one of the
thorniest problems in philosophy and has in over 2,000 years of
philosophical debate not been resolved (see for an excellent and very
lucid discussion, Robert Kane’s A Contemporary Introduction to
Free Will of 2005).

Since the first edition of this book was published, in 2001, the
radical notion that reality as we know it – or think we know it – is a
discursive construct, made up of a great number of (often competing)
discourses, has lost some of its power and persuasiveness. It is
tempting to think that the rise of ecocriticism, with its interest in
incontrovertibly real environmental problems, and perhaps even
more the events of 9/11 and their aftermath, have something to do
with this. Mass-scale death and bloodshed, although always already
mediated and put in constructing frames when they come to us, in
our offices, halls and dormitories, fix our minds on what is real like
nothing else. However, some of the arguments against theory’s fixa-
tion – if we may call it that – on the constructedness of the real
predate 9/11 (as in postcolonial studies). There is of course no way we
can go back to the commonsense assumptions regarding ‘reality’ that
for so long dominated Western culture. The basic assumptions under-
lying the ‘reality’ of our grandparents have to a large extent and
beyond doubt been shown to be constructed. If theory has shown us
anything, it is that we must constantly examine our deepest convic-
tions and also hold them up to others for inspection. In that sense
theory has lost nothing of its relevance. But there is also no reason
why theory should not become directly involved with current events
and developments or why it would have nothing to say about a world
that is not wholly made up of discourses. It would have to reorient
itself to some extent, but the signs are that it is busy doing that (in
for instance the work of the Slovenian cultural theorist Slavoj Ž ı̌ek,
which I haven’t discussed because so far it has had little impact on
literary studies, and in the recent developments in postcolonial
studies that I have noted).

Although it is risky to predict the future, I expect literary studies
to become more global in its interests and to pay closer attention to
non-Western cultures and literatures – and without the immediate
goal of deconstructing them. The decision to award the 2006 Nobel
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Prize for literature to the Turkish writer Orhan Pamuk is perhaps a
sign of the times. I also expect an increased interest in religion and in
the sacred because religion and the sacred play such a central role in
the lives of billions of people and are, moreover, clearly an important
factor in a good many armed conflicts, not to mention 9/11. It is, with
hindsight, amazing that theory, which has interrogated so many
fundamental issues, has largely avoided a confrontation with reli-
gious subjectivities. Theorists will, more generally, follow the call
formulated by the materialist branch of postcolonial studies for a
closer scrutiny, not in terms of generalities, of the actual workings of
neo-colonial policies, of capital flows and patterns of migrancy. Their
angle will of course be different from that of the political scientists,
economists, and others who deal with those developments. Their
interest will first of all have a cultural dimension and will lead to new
and illuminating insights. This is not to say that everything that
interest will produce will find its way into a future third edition of
this book. This is, after all, a book on literary theory and not a book
on social, political, or economic philosophy. Theory may at times be
difficult to distinguish from contemporary philosophy, but as long as
it deals with literature it belongs in a book called Literary Theory. If
it moves somewhere else it will find its place in other books. That
would be a regrettable development, because it will still say things
that are pertinent for all of us. But it would also be a true badge of
distinction for work originating in our field.
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