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Dear, 

I greet all of you with deep delight and great excitement. I welcome you 
to  the Sreenarayanaguru Open University. 

Sreenarayanaguru Open University was established in September 2020 
as  a state initiative for fostering higher education in open and distance 
mode.  We shaped our dreams through a pathway defined by a dictum 
‘access and  quality define equity’. It provides all reasons to us for the 
celebration of  quality in the process of education. I am overwhelmed to 
let you know that  we have resolved not to become ourselves a reason or 
cause a reason for the  dissemination of inferior education. It sets the pace 
as well as the destination.  The name of the University centres around the 
aura of Sreenarayanaguru, the  great renaissance thinker of modern India. 

Sreenarayanaguru Open University rests on the practical framework of  
the popularly known “blended format”. Learner on distance mode ob-
viously  has limitations in getting exposed to the full potential of class-
room learning  experience. Our pedagogical basket has three entities viz 
Self Learning  Material, Classroom Counselling and Virtual Modes. This 
combination is  expected to provide high voltage in learning as well as 
teaching experiences.  Care has been taken to ensure quality endeavours 
across all the entities.  The PG programme in English Language and Liter-
ature is benchmarked  with similar programmes of other state universities 
in Kerala. We assure you  that the university student support services will 
closely stay with you for the  redressal of your grievances during your 
studentship. 

The University is committed to provide you stimulating learning  experi-
ence. The Self Learning Materials have been drawn up with a very  clear 
prescription. It recognizes the autonomy of an adult learner and a  jour-
ney through the treasures of the curriculum structured with provisions  for 
interactive learning, interrogative reflections on the content and didactic  
discussion through illustrative scenarios. The University takes a strong  po-
sition that the learner is to be engaged in a dialogue with the content  and 
the materials are shaped to elicit reflections in the form of questions.  The 
questions of the learner are considered to be the vital milestones in  the 
pedagogy of the system of the University as well as the trajectory of the  
learner’s progression. I would like to request you to bestow your personal  
attention in generating questions after having an intense dialogue with 
the  content, as it has connection with the internal assessment. 

Feel free to write to us about anything that seems relevant regarding the  
academic programme. 

Wish you the best.

Regards,
Dr. P. M. Mubarak Pasha					     01.01.2024

Dr. Erfan K.

Content	 : Dr. Subhash Chandran 
Format		 : Dr. I. G. Shibi
Linguistics 	 : Dr. C. Ajayan
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Post-structuralism

Unit 1 : Structuralism: Key Thinkers

Unit 2 : Structuralism: Key Concepts

Unit 3 : Post-Structuralism: Key Theorists

Unit 4 : Post-structuralism: Key Concepts

Block Content

BLOCK-01SG
O
U



2 SGOU - SLM - MA English - Literary Theory

Structuralism: Key ThinkersUnit 1

Learning Outcomes

Background

Upon completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

	f identify and describe the core concepts of structuralism as proposed by structuralist 
thinkers.

	f familiarise with contributions of prominent structuralist thinkers such as Ferdinand 
de Saussure, Claude Lévi-Strauss, and Roland Barthes, discerning their unique  
perspectives on semiotics, anthropology, and linguistics.

	f compare and contrast the structuralist theories of different structuralist thinkers.
	f apply structuralist principles to analyse and interpret cultural artifacts, texts, or 

social phenomena.

Structuralism is a theoretical framework that emerged in the early twentieth century, 
influencing various disciplines such as sociology, linguistics, and anthropology. It 
sought to understand phenomena by analysing their underlying structures and systems 
of relationships. Structuralism proposed that these structures and relationships determine 
the meanings, functions, and behaviours within a given system, emphasising the 
interdependence and interconnectivity of elements.

In linguistics, structuralism focused on analysing the underlying structure of language. 
It aimed to identify the deep structures or underlying patterns that govern the formation 
and interpretation of linguistic expressions. Structural linguists believed that language 
operates according to a set of rules and conventions, and that these rules determine the 
meaning and significance of words and sentences. In the field of sociology, structuralism 
aimed to uncover the social structures and institutions that shape individuals and societies. 
It emphasised the study of social norms, values, and roles, and how they interact to 
create social order and stability. Structuralist sociologists believe that social structures 
are objective entities that exist independent of individual consciousness, and that they 
exert a powerful influence on individuals’ thoughts, actions, and interactions. 

Keywords

Structuralism, Ferdinand de Saussure, Claude Lévi-Strauss, Roland Barthes
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Discussion
1.1.1 Ferdinand de Saussure

Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-
1913) remained relatively obscure 
until the year 1968, when he 
earned acknowledgment as the 
pioneer of modern  linguistics 
and structuralism. Despite being a 
linguist and specialist in Sanskrit 
and Indo-European languages, 
Saussure’s work, particularly the 
Course in General Linguistics, 
became renowned outside of 
linguistics and had a significant 
impact on social sciences and 
humanities. Saussure’s structural 
approach to language became the 

model for understanding social and cultural lives. His theory, 
rooted in linguistics, extends its implications to the broader 
social sciences.

Saussure was born in Geneva to a well-known family 
with scientific accomplishments. After an unsatisfactory 
year studying physics and chemistry at the University of 
Geneva, Saussure pursued language studies at the University 
of Leipzig. In 1880, he moved to Paris and later became a 
professor at the University of Geneva, specialising in Sanskrit 
and Indo-European languages.

1.1.1.1 Course in General Linguistics
Saussure’s reputation largely 

rests on his late-life lectures, 
which were later published as the 
Course in General Linguistics 
in 1916. These lectures marked 
a departure from the nineteenth-
century linguistics that focused 
on historical aspects. Saussure 
challenges the notion that a 
word and its meaning have an 
inherent or historically emergent 
connection. To analyse meaning, 
he introduces the concepts of the 
signified (the abstract concept

	f Father of linguistics

	f Specialisation in 
Sanskrit

Fig 1.1.2
Course in General 

Linguistics

	f  Lecture notes of his 
students

Fig 1.1.1
Ferdinand de Saussure
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4 SGOU - SLM - MA English - Literary Theory

to which language refers) and the signifier (the word or sound 
pattern that refers to the signified). According to Saussure, the 
relationship between the signified and the signifier is arbitrary, 
depending on cultural conventions rather than external fixed 
points beyond language and culture. Some important ideas 
that appear in his work are discussed below.

1.1.1.2  Language as a System
Saussure argues that language is not simply a collection of 

isolated words and expressions but rather a structured system 
with two fundamental components: “langue” and “parole”. 
Langue, according to Saussure, represents the underlying 
structure or system of a language that is shared by its 
speakers. It is the abstract and stable set of rules, conventions, 
and patterns that govern the formation and interpretation of 
linguistic expressions within a particular community. Langue 
is independent of any individual speaker and exists as a 
collective, social phenomenon. Saussure emphasised that the 
study of “langue” is crucial for understanding the essence of 
a language and its inherent structure.

1.1.1.3 Synchrony and Diachrony

One of Saussure’s most significant contributions lies in his 
distinction between synchrony and diachrony, which provides 
a crucial framework for the study of language. Synchrony 
refers to the study of language at a specific point in time, 
focusing on the structure and relationships of elements within 
the language system at that particular moment. Saussure 
believes  that language is a complex, self-contained system 
where the meaning of each linguistic element derives from 
its relationships with other elements within the system, rather 
than from external factors.

On the other hand, diachrony deals with the historical 
development and evolution of language over time. It examines 
how languages change, adapt, and transform through different 
periods and contexts. Saussure emphasises that studying 
diachrony is essential for understanding language evolution, 
as it allows linguists to trace the origins and evolution of 
linguistic elements and structures. By contrasting synchrony 
and diachrony, Saussure laid the groundwork for a more 

	f  “langue” and 		
parole”

	f Synchrony as the 
study of language 
at a specific point in 
time

	f Diachrony deals  
with historical  
development of  
language

The importance of Saussure’s Course in General 
Linguistics lies in its foundational role in shaping 
modern linguistics
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comprehensive understanding of language, its structure, and 
its historical development.

In Saussure’s view, synchrony and diachrony are 
interconnected and complementary aspects of linguistics. 
While synchrony provides an idea of a language system at a 
specific time, diachrony reveals the dynamic processes and 
historical forces that have shaped that system over time. By 
embracing both perspectives, linguists can grasp the intricate 
relationship between the static structure of language and its 
continuous evolution, leading to a deeper appreciation of the 
intricate nature of human communication and the complexities 
inherent in the study of language. Saussure’s ideas on 
synchrony and diachrony continue to be highly influential 
in the field of linguistics and have paved the way for further 
developments in the understanding of language systems and 
their historical development.

	f Synchrony and  
diachrony complement 
each other

Synchrony focuses on the analysis of a  language at a 
single point in time, while diachrony examines changes 
in a language over a span of time

1.1.1.4 Arbitrary Nature of Language
Saussure argued that the relationship between linguistic 

signs (words or symbols) and their meanings is arbitrary 
and conventional, meaning there is no inherent connection 
between the form of a sign and the concept it represents.In 
other words, the specific sounds or written representations of 
words in a language do not inherently carry meaning; they 
acquire significance solely through social conventions and 
agreements within a linguistic community.

Saussure’s notion of arbitrariness extended beyond 
individual words to the entire linguistic system. He emphasised 
that the meaning of a word arises from its difference or 
contrast with other words in the language. As an example, the 
word “cat” has meaning because it contrasts with other words 
like “dog” or “hat”. This principle of differentiality highlights 
how language operates as a system of differences, with each 
element gaining meaning in relation to others. Saussure 
introduced the distinction between the signifier (the physical 
form of the word) and the signified (the concept or idea it 
represents). This separation underscores the arbitrariness of 
language, as there is no inherent reason why a specific sound 
or symbol should signify a particular meaning.

	f Arbitrary relationship 
between words and 
their meanings

	f Meanings arise from 
differencesS
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1.1.1.5 Posthumous Influence
After Saussure’s death in 1913, his ideas gained increasing 

recognition and influence, thanks in part to the efforts of 
his students who compiled and published his lecture notes 
as Course in General Linguistics. This book became a 
foundational text for the emerging field of structural linguistics. 
Saussure’s structuralist framework had a profound impact on 
various disciplines beyond linguistics. His ideas influenced the 
development of semiotics (the study of signs and symbols), 
literary theory, anthropology, and philosophy. Theorists like 
Claude Lévi-Strauss, Roland Barthes, and Jacques Derrida 
further extended and applied Saussure’s structuralist approach 
to areas such as cultural analysis and interpretation.

1.1.2 Claude Lévi-Strauss
   Claude Lévi-Strauss, (1908- 

2009), was a renowned French 
anthropologist who played 
a significant role in shaping 
social sciences in the twentieth 
century. He is particularly 
known for his contributions 
to structural anthropology and 
the development of the theory 
of structuralism. Lévi-Strauss 
emerged as a key figure in the 
advancement of modern social 
and cultural anthropology and 
exerted influence beyond his own 
field.

Claude Lévi-Strauss was born into a French Jewish family 
in Brussels, Belgium, and later grew up in Paris. Levi-Strauss 
attended the University of Paris between 1927 and 1932, 
graduating with a degree in Philosophy. During this time, he 
studied the works of French sociologists such as Durkheim 
and Mauss, which later sparked his interest in alliance theory. 
After graduation, he worked as a professor of Sociology at the 
University of Sao Paulo in Brazil. During his time in Brazil, 
Levi-Strauss conducted ethnographic research and collected 
empirical data, which influenced his subsequent works.

In 1939, Lévi-Strauss resigned from his position to conduct 
anthropological fieldwork among indigenous communities in 
the Mato Grosso and Brazilian Amazon regions. This marked 
the beginning of his research on and collaboration with 

	f Popularity after 
death

	f Contributions to 
structuralism

	f Ethnographic  
research

	f Anthropological 
fieldwork

Fig 1.1.3
Claude Lévi-Strauss
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	f Popularity after 
death

	f Contributions to 
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	f Ethnographic  
research

	f Anthropological 
fieldwork

indigenous groups in the Americas, which greatly influenced 
his future endeavors and established his scholarly career. 
In 1955, he gained literary recognition for his book Tristes 
Tropiques,the French title translated as Sad Tropics which 
chronicled his experiences in Brazil.

One of the most significant events in Levi-Strauss’ life was 
his meeting with linguist Roman Jakobson in 1941. Jakobson 
introduced him to the scientific approach of linguistic analysis, 
which inspired Levi-Strauss to seek underlying distinctions 
in cultural phenomena that could provide an accurate and 
economical description of cultural manifestations. However, 
adapting structural analysis from linguistics to anthropology 
presented challenges due to the absence of conventional 
signs or symbols associated with social structures and family 
relationships. Levi-Strauss proposed assigning arbitrary 
symbols to cultural phenomena for analysis and cross-checking 
them with ethnography and personal observations.

1.1.2.1 Major Studies of Levi-Strauss
A) Structural Anthropology

Levi-Strauss explored various aspects of culture to test his 
concept of structural analysis between the publication of The 
Elementary Structures of Kinship in 1949 and Tristes Tropiques 
in 1955. Some of his articles from this period were compiled 
in Structural Anthropology (1958), serving as an introduction 
to structuralist ideas. Totemism (1963) further elucidates the 
application of structural analysis techniques.

Lévi-Strauss formulated his influential concept of structural 
anthropology during his time in the United States. Structuralism 
presented a fresh and distinctive approach to studying culture, 
building upon the methodologies of cultural anthropology and 
structural linguistics. According to Lévi-Strauss, the human 
brain is naturally inclined to organise the world using key 
structures of organisation, enabling individuals to order and 
interpret their experiences. These universal structures give rise 
to the logical frameworks that underpin all cultural systems. 
These systems may vary in their explanations of the world, 
resulting in diverse myths, beliefs, and practices. Lévi-Strauss 
believed that the task of an anthropologist was to explore and 
elucidate the logic within a specific cultural system.

Structuralism utilised the analysis of cultural practices and 
beliefs as well as the fundamental structures of language and 
linguistic classification to identify the universal foundations of 

	f Scientific approach 
to linguistics

	f Structural reading of 
culture

	f Logic within a  
specific cultural 
system

	f Analysis of cultural 
practices
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8 SGOU - SLM - MA English - Literary Theory

human thought and culture. It offered an inclusive interpretation 
of people worldwide, irrespective of their cultural backgrounds, 
emphasising that all individuals employ the same basic 
categories and organisational systems to make sense of human 
experiences.

Lévi-Strauss’concept of structural anthropology aimed to 
unify the interpretations and experiences of cultural groups 
existing in vastly different contexts and systems, ranging from 
the indigenous communities he studied in Brazil to the French 
intellectuals in New York during World War II. The egalitarian 
principles of structuralism acknowledged the fundamental 
equality of all individuals, regardless of culture, ethnicity, or 
other socially constructed categories.

B) Theories of Kinship
In his earlier work, Lévi-Strauss focused on kinship and 

social organisation, as demonstrated in his 1949 book The 
Elementary Structures of Kinship. He aimed to understand the 
formation of categories of social organisation, such as kinship 
and class. Lévi-Strauss viewed these categories as social 
and cultural constructs rather than pre-determined or natural 
divisions, and he explored the factors that contributed to their 
emergence.

Lévi-Strauss’s writings in this area emphasised the role 
of exchange and reciprocity in human relationships. He also 
delved into the power of the incest taboo, which encourages 
individuals to marry outside their families, leading to the 
formation of alliances between families. Rather than attributing 
the incest taboo to biology or assuming that lineages should 
be traced through familial descent, Lévi-Strauss focused on 
the capacity of marriage to create enduring and influential 
alliances.

C) Structure of Human Mind
Levi-Strauss had a deep fascination for understanding the 

internal workings of the human mind, to the extent that he 
considered anthropology as the study of the mind. He seeks to 
confirm his theory of the operation of the brain, which relies 
on the distinction of perception through binary opposition. 
Levi-Strauss aims to demonstrate that there is no qualitative 
difference between the minds of the so-called “primitives” and 
those of the  sophisticated Westerners. He explores this interest 
in two of his influential works: Totemism and The Savage Mind, 
published in 1962. These books illustrate the fundamental 

	f Egalitarian ideas of 
structuralism

	f Kinship and social 
organisation

	f Incest taboo

	f Operation of the 
brain and binary 
opposition
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SGOU - SLM - MA English -Literary Theory 9

principles governing the human mind and emphasise the 
parallel nature of primitive and Western thinking.

 Levi-Strauss argues that 
despite cultural differences, both 
primitive and Western societies 
engage in scientific knowledge 
acquisition. While Western 
science relies on anatomical 
properties and evolutionary 
development, primitive societies 
employ sensory properties such 
as odour and appearance. Despite 
these differences, both modes of 
knowledge acquisition generate 
organised and self-consistent 
systems, differing only in the 
phenomena considered and the 
criteria for classification

Levi-Strauss also highlights instances where Western 
individuals exhibit primitive reasoning. Emotional attachments 
to historical documents, landmarks, and family objects, as 
well as rituals and attitudes towards animals and plants, reveal 
similarities between “civilized” and “primitive” thinking. These 
examples underscore the role of metaphorical and metonymic 
associations in human cognition, emphasising the capacity for 
abstraction and conceptual thought.

D) Theories of Myth
Levi-Strauss’s exploration of myth aims to uncover the 

unconscious nature of collective phenomena. He posits that 
myths contain a concealed message, expressed through a 
code that reflects the structure of the human mind. Through 
an analysis of various myths across cultures, Levi-Strauss 
aims to identify the essential elements of myth and discern the 
underlying logic within them.

He sought to synthesise and analyse these myths, which 
had been extensively studied by anthropologist Franz Boas 
and his students across various Native American cultures. 
Lévi-Strauss’s work culminated in his four-volume study 
titled Mythologiques, which explored myths from the Arctic 
to South America. He argued that studying myths could reveal 
the universal oppositions—such as life versus death or nature 
versus culture—that structure human interpretations and 

	f Scientific knowledge 
acquisition

	f Similarities between 
“civilised” and 
“primitive”

	f Myth uncovers  
the the collective 
phenomena

	f Structural approach 
to myth

Fig 1.1.4 
The Savage Mind
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10 SGOU - SLM - MA English - Literary Theory

beliefs about the world. In this work, he also focused on the 
themes of food consumption, form, and various oppositions 
such as nature/culture, sacred/profane, and silence/noise. He 
suggested  that the function of mythology was  to publicly 
present otherwise unconscious paradoxes. Mythology’s 
collective narratives address insoluble problems of human 
existence and provide a structured form that renders these 
dilemmas intelligible. By analysing myths and recognising 
their structural similarities to real-world situations, individuals 
can grapple with these problems and achieve a sense of 
equilibrium and understanding. Ultimately, myths serve to 
intellectually satisfy and solidify social cohesion.

Lévi-Strauss introduced the concept of “bricolage” in his 
approach to the study of myths. The term, borrowed from 
French, refers to a creative process that utilises an assortment 
of available parts. In the context of structuralism, “bricolage” 
and “bricoleur” are used to draw parallels between Western 
scientific thought and indigenous approaches. Both approaches 
are fundamentally strategic and logical; they simply employ 
different components. Lévi-Strauss further elaborated on the 
concept of “bricolage” in the anthropological study of myth in 
his influential work The Savage Mind (1962).

1.1.3 Roland Barthes
  Roland Barthes was a prominent 

French literary theorist, 
semiotician, and structuralist who 
made significant contributions 
to the fields of literary criticism, 
cultural studies, and semiotics. 
His work, particularly during 
the mid-20th century, played an 
important role in the development 
of structuralism and post-
structuralism.

1.1.3.1 Structural Analysis of Narratives
Barthes’s initial foray into structuralism revolved around 

his interest in narrative structures. In his early work, he 
analysed the structural components of narrative, focusing on 
the relationships between different narrative elements and 
their functions. One of his seminal essays, “Introduction to the 
Structural Analysis of Narratives” (1966), outlines his approach 
to understanding the underlying structures of storytelling. He 

	f “bricolage” and 	
“bricoleur”

	f French literary  
theorist

	f Underlying structures  
of storytelling

Fig 1.1.5 Roland BarthesSG
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examined how a narrative functions to convey meaning and 
how various elements, such as characters, events, and plot, 
work together to create a narrative structure. This analysis 
laid the foundation for his more comprehensive structuralist 
approach.

1.1.3.2 The Structuralist Phase
  Barthes’ structuralist phase 

is often associated with two key 
works: S/Z (1970) and Elements 
of Semiology (1964). In S/Z, he 
famously conducted a meticulous 
structural analysis of a short story by 
Honoré de Balzac, “Sarrasine.” He 
dissected the text into various codes 
and signs, revealing the complex 
network of meanings hidden 
within it. S/Z marked his attempt 
to demystify the act of reading by 
showing that texts are not fixed, 
but open to multiple interpretations 
based on the reader’s engagement 
with the text’s structures and codes.

Elements of Semiology is another important work in 
this phase. In this book, Barthes explored the concept of 
semiology, the study of signs and sign systems. He examined 
how signs operate within culture and language, emphasising 
the importance of both denotation (the literal meaning) and 
connotation (cultural or associative meaning) in understanding 
signs. This work laid the groundwork for Barthes’ exploration of 
the larger structures that underlie various cultural phenomena.

1.1.3.3 Mythologies: Unmasking Cultural Myths
One of Barthes’s most influential 
works is Mythologies (1957), 
which can also be seen as part of 
his structuralist period. In this 
collection of essays, Barthes 
examined various aspects of 
contemporary culture and revealed 
the hidden ideological myths 
embedded in them. He argued that 
everyday objects, practices, and 
aspects of popular culture were 
saturated with meaning and that

Fig 1.1.6 S/Z

	f Complex network of 
meanings

	f Concept of 	
semiology

	f Contemporary	  
culture

Fig 1.1.7 Mythologies
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these meanings were constructed by society. By analysing a 
range of cultural phenomena, from advertising to wrestling, 
Barthes demonstrated how myths functioned to support and 
propagate the dominant ideology of the time. This work 
exemplifies his structuralist approach to deconstructing and 
understanding the layers of meaning in culture.

Summarised Overview

Structuralism is a theoretical framework that emerged in the early twentieth century 
and had a significant impact on various fields, including linguistics, and anthropology. It 
focuses on uncovering the underlying structures and systems that shape human behaviour, 
language, and culture. One of the key thinkers associated with structuralism is Ferdinand 
de Saussure, a Swiss linguist who introduced the concept of the signifier (the word or 
image) and the signified (the mental concept or meaning associated with the signifier) 
in language. Claude Lévi-Strauss, a French anthropologist, applied structuralism to the 
study of culture, emphasising the significance of binary oppositions and the idea that 
underlying structures govern human societies. These key thinkers laid the foundation for 
structuralism and influenced subsequent developments in semiotics, post-structuralism, 
and other related fields.

Assignments

1.	 Analyse the contributions of Ferdinand de Saussure to structural linguistics and 
demonstrate how his ideas influenced the development of structuralism in various 
academic disciplines.

2.	 Examine Roland Barthes’s contributions to structuralism, demonstrating his semiotic 
approach to literature and culture, emphasising the significance of signs and symbols 
in decoding meaning within various cultural texts.

3.	 Examine the structuralist interpretation of myths as proposed by Claude Lévi-Strauss.
4.	 Compare and contrast the structuralist approaches of Claude Lévi-Strauss and  

Roland Barthes in their respective fields (literary theory and anthropology) and as-
sess the impact of their theories on the study of culture and language.

5.	 Compare the structuralist perspectives of Claude Lévi-Strauss and Ferdinand de 
Saussure, examining how Lévi-Strauss applied linguistic principles to anthropology 
while Saussure focused on language as a system of signs.
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Suggested Reading

1.	 Jenkins, Alan. The Social Theory of Claude Lévi-Strauss. Palgrave Macmillan     
          UK, 1979.

2.	 Graham, Allen. Roland Barthes. Routledge, 2003.
3.	 Sanders, Carol. The Cambridge Companion to Saussure. Cambridge UP, 2004.

Reference

1.	 Levi-strauss, Claude. Structural Anthropology. Basic Books, 1974.
2.	 Saussure, Ferdinand de. Course in General Linguistics. Columbia UP, 2011.
3.	 Ungar, Steven and Betty R. McGraw. Signs in Culture: Roland Barthes Today.  

            U of Lowa P, 1989.

Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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	 Structuralism: Key ConceptsUnit 2

Learning Outcomes
Upon completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

	f demonstrate fundamental principles of structuralism as a theoretical 
framework.

	f interpret texts or cultural artifacts through the lens of structuralist con-
cepts and methods.

	f evaluate the impact of structuralism on various fields, such as linguistics, 
and literary theory.

	f comprehend  major structuralist thoughts in fields like social sciences and 
humanities.

Background
Structuralism is a prominent school of thought within literary theory that emerged in 

the mid-twentieth century, significantly influencing the way scholars approach the study 
of literature. It originated in France and was closely associated with thinkers such as 
Ferdinand de Saussure, Claude Lévi-Strauss, and Roland Barthes. Structuralism seeks to 
understand the underlying structures that govern human experience and communication, 
asserting that meaning is derived from relationships within a system rather than inherent 
in individual elements. This approach argues that language and culture are composed of 
a set of interconnected signs and symbols, which are understood through their interplay 
and arrangement, rather than through their isolated meanings.

As we discussed in the last unit, one of the foundational figures in structuralism is 
Ferdinand de Saussure, a Swiss linguist, who introduced the idea of semiotics—the 
study of signs and symbols—and emphasised the arbitrary nature of linguistic signs. 
Saussure posited that meaning is created through the differences and relationships 
between signs, rather than being an inherent property of the sign itself. Claude Lévi-
Strauss, another influential figure in structuralism, extended these ideas to the realm of 
culture and anthropology. He proposed that human societies could be analysed in terms 
of binary oppositions—fundamental pairs of concepts that form the basis of cultural 
meaning. For example, concepts like nature/culture or raw/cooked serve as organising 
principles in various cultural systems. Lévi-Strauss argued that these binary oppositions 
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reveal deep structures underlying cultural practices, beliefs, and myths, providing a 
framework for understanding the underlying coherence and logic within seemingly 
diverse cultural expressions. This structuralist approach has had a profound impact on 
literary theory by emphasising the importance of analysing patterns and relationships 
within texts, rather than focusing solely on individual elements or authorial intention.

Keywords

Sign, Signifier, Signified, Langue, Parole, Semiology, Mythemes

Discussion

1.2.1 Defining Structuralism
Peter Barry in his description of structuralism states that 

it is an intellectual movement that emerged in France in the 
1950s, and  originated with the works of Claude Levi-Strauss 
and Roland Barthes. Its central belief is that things cannot be 
understood in isolation but must be viewed within the larger 
structures they are a part of. Structuralism gained influence 
in Britain during the 1970s and became widely known in the 
1980s.

According to Barry, in structuralism, the structures 
mentioned are not independent external entities; instead, they 
are frameworks shaped by our perception and organisation 
of the world. This implies that meaning or significance is not 
an inherent quality of things; rather, it is always assigned to 
them by the human mind. In the realm of literature, adopting 
a structuralist-perspective entails examining a literary work 
within the broader, abstract structures to which it pertains, 
including categories like genre, history, and philosophy.

Structuralism deviates from the traditional Anglo-American 
literary tradition, which focuses on close analysis of individual 
texts. Instead, it emphasises understanding the broader abstract 
structures that encompass literary works. This shift caused 
controversy when structuralism was introduced in Britain and 
the USA in the 1970s, as it challenged the prevailing approach 
of close textual analysis (Beginning Theory).

	f Emerged in France

	f Frameworks shaped 
by our perception

	f Questioned the  
traditional methods
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As Terry Eagleton observes, structuralism, in essence, seeks 
to extend the principles of linguistics beyond language itself, 
applying them to various objects and activities. Eagleton brings 
in  the observation of Fredric Jameson who aptly characterises 
structuralism as an endeavour to “reconsider everything 
through the lens of linguistics.” Whether it’s a myth, wrestling 
match, tribal kinship system, restaurant menu, or oil painting, 
all can be seen as systems of signs. Through a structuralist 
analysis, the goal is to uncover the underlying laws that govern 
the combination of these signs into meaningful structures. 
(Literary Theory).

1.2.2 ‘Structure’ in Structuralism
Structuralism emphasises the study of relationships, 

patterns, and interconnections within a given system. It posits 
that these structures are fundamental to understanding the 
functioning of any phenomenon, be it a language, a text, or 
a society. Structuralists argue that meaning and significance 
are not inherent in individual elements but emerge from the 
relationships and arrangements between them. So, the focus of 
analysis shifts from individual entities to the overall structure 
and the rules that govern it.

In his seminal work Course in General Linguistics, Saussure 
introduces the concept of the linguistic sign. According to 
Saussure, meaning arises from the differences and distinctions 
between signs within a system, rather than any inherent 
connection between a signifier and a signified. This structural 
understanding of language influenced subsequent structuralist 
thinkers across various disciplines.

In his book Structural Anthropology, Claude Lévi-Strauss 
applied structuralist principles to the study of human societies 
and cultures. He argued that social phenomena, such as myths 
and kinship systems, can be understood by identifying the 
underlying structures and binary oppositions that shape them. 
Lévi-Strauss’s structural analysis of myths, for example, 
revealed recurring patterns and transformations that point to 
universal structures of the human mind.

In order to elucidate the concept of ‘structure’ in 
structuralism, let’s consider an example from literary theory. 
The Russian formalist Vladimir Propp, although not strictly 
a structuralist, employed structuralist ideas in his analysis 
of folktales. In his book Morphology of the Folktale, Propp 
identified a set of recurring narrative functions within Russian 

	f Everything through 
the lens of linguistics

	f Study of  
relationships

	f Linguistic sign

	f Universal structures 
of the human mind

	f Structure in  
structuralism
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folktales. These functions, such as the villain and the helper, 
form a structure that underlies the storytelling tradition. 
By analysing the arrangement and transformation of these 
functions, Propp revealed the underlying structure and 
commonalities across various folktales.

Roland Barthes analysed various cultural artifacts, such 
as advertisements, fashion, and photography, to uncover the 
underlying structures and codes that shape their meaning. In his 
book Mythologies, Barthes examined the mythic dimensions 
of everyday objects and showed how these objects are imbued 
with symbolic meanings constructed by society.

1.2.3 Linguistic Sign
In the theoretical domain of structuralism, the concept of 

the sign holds a crucial position. Developed by Ferdinand de 
Saussure in his Course in General Linguistics,the structuralist 
understanding of the sign revolutionised the study of language 
and semiotics. This concept explores the relationship between 
the signifier (the linguistic or visual form) and the signified 
(the mental concept or meaning) within a linguistic system.

In structuralism, the sign is viewed as a fundamental unit 
of language, representing the connection between the physical 
form (signifier) and the mental concept (signified). Saussure 
emphasised that the relationship between the signifier and 
the signified is arbitrary, meaning that there is no inherent or 
natural connection between the two. Instead, the association 
between the signifier and the signified is established and 
maintained by the linguistic community through a shared 
system of conventions and rules.

To make this idea more clear, 
take the word “tree”. In this 
case, the signifier is the sequence 
of letters “t-r-e-e”, while the 
signified is the mental image or 
concept of a tall, woody plant with 
branches and leaves. Saussure 
argued that this connection 
is not based on any inherent 
resemblance between the word 
“tree” and the actual object it 
refers to. Instead, it is established 

and maintained through social and cultural conventions, where 
a community of language users agrees upon the meaning 
assigned to a particular signifier.   

	f Semiotics and  
structuralism

	f Relationship  
between signifier  
and signified

	f Arbitrary relationship 
between the signifier 
and the signified

	f Meaning is fixed 
through social  
convention

Fig 1.2.1 Linguistic Sign
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Saussure argued that the relationship between the signifier 
and the signified is not only arbitrary but also mutually defining. 
In other words, the signifier only gains meaning in relation 
to its difference from other signifiers within the linguistic 
system. For example, the word “tree” gains its meaning by 
distinguishing itself from other words like “bush” or “flower”. 
This interdependent relationship between signifiers creates 
a system of differences, where each sign gains significance 
through its contrast with other signs. Saussure also discussed 
the notion of linguistic value and the principle of difference. 
He stated that linguistic signs derive their value not from 
their positive content, but from their relative differences or 
distinctions from other signs in the system. In other words, 
the meaning of a sign is determined by its position within 
the larger network of signs. This idea of relational value and 
difference highlights the structural nature of language and 
the importance of analysing signs in their broader linguistic 
context.

Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics serves as a 
primary source for understanding his theories on the sign. 
This influential work, although unfinished and compiled 
from his lecture notes by his students, has had a profound 
impact on linguistics and semiotics. It laid the foundation 
of structuralism as a theoretical framework and influenced 
subsequent scholars, such as Roland Barthes and Jacques 
Lacan, who further developed and applied Saussure’s ideas.

1.2.4 Signifier 
As we have already discussed in linguistic sign, the 

signifier represents the material form of the sign, such as a 
spoken or written word. As already discussed, Saussure 
argues that language is a system of signs, where each sign 
consists of a signifier and a signified. Saussure emphasises 
that the relationship between the signifier and the signified is 
arbitrary, as there is no inherent connection between the two. 
This arbitrariness is a key aspect of the signifier in structuralist 
thought.     

Roland Barthes’s Elements of Semiology is an influential text 
that discusses the concept of the signifier. Barthes builds upon 
Saussure’s ideas and further explores the role of the signifier 
in constructing meaning. He argues that the signifier not only 
represents a specific meaning but also carries connotations 
and associations that can vary across different contexts and 
cultures. Barthes introduces the concept of the “floating chain

	f System of  
differences

	f Basic theoretical 
framework

	f Signifier is a material 
form of the sign

	f Floating chain of 
signifiers
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of signifiers”, suggesting that signifiers are not fixed or stable, 
but rather open to interpretation and influenced by social and 
historical factors.

To make it more explicit, consider the signifier of a white 
dove. In Western cultures, the signifier of a white dove is often 
associated with peace, purity, and innocence. However, in 
different cultural contexts, such as ancient Roman society, a 
dove could signify a different set of meanings, such as fertility 
or love. This example demonstrates how the signifier’s 
connotations and cultural associations can change over time 
and vary across different communities.

1.2.5 Signified
The signified, on the other hand, is the mental concept or 

image we associate with the word. Different languages may 
use different words or sounds to refer to the same concept/
signified. For instance, in order to refer to the concept of tree, 
“arbre” in French or “árbol” in Spanish is used. So, as we 
stated repeatedly, the connection between the signifier and the 
signified is not natural or necessary; it is established through 
social and cultural conventions within a particular linguistic 
community.

Saussure’s theory of the signified has had a significant 
impact not only on linguistics but also on other disciplines, 
such as literary theory, semiotics, and cultural studies. Another 
important text that builds upon Saussure’s ideas is Roland 
Barthes’ Mythologies (1957). In this book, Barthes applies 
structuralist analysis to various cultural phenomena, such as 
advertising, fashion, and popular culture. He examines how 
signs and signifiers operate in these contexts and discusses 
the signifieds that are constructed and communicated through 
cultural codes and conventions.

1.2.6 Semiology
Semiology, also known as semiotics, is a key concept 

in the field of structuralism, which emerged in the mid-
twentieth century as a theoretical framework for analysing and 
understanding various aspects of human culture, including 
language, literature, art, and social systems. Developed by 
Ferdinand de Saussure and further expanded upon by scholars 
like Roland Barthes and Claude Levi-Strauss, semiology 
examines the role of signs and symbols in creating meaning 
and organising the structures of communication.

	f Cultural associations 
of a signifier change

	f Signified is a mental 
concept

	f Signifieds that are 
constructed cultural 
codes

	f Signs and symbols
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Semiology explores how meaning is generated through 
signs. A sign consists of two components: the signifier and the 
signified. For example, the word “cat”(signifier) represents 
the furry domestic animal (signified). Ferdinand de Saussure 
argued that language is a system of signs governed by a set 
of rules and conventions, rather than a simple collection of 
words with direct references to objects in the world.

Roland Barthes, another prominent semiotician, expanded 
the application of semiology beyond language to various forms 
of cultural expression, including literature, photography, and 
fashion. In his book Mythologies, Barthes analysed everyday 
objects and cultural phenomena to uncover the hidden 
meanings and ideologies embedded within them. He argued 
that signs and symbols in culture are not neutral but carry 
connotations and cultural codes that shape our understanding 
of the world. For instance, he explored how the image of a 
“French breakfast” in a magazine advertisement conveyed not 
just a meal but also a set of cultural associations and values.

Claude Levi-Strauss applied semiology to the study of 
myths and kinship systems. In his book The Raw and the 
Cooked, Levi-Strauss examined the underlying structures and 
patterns in myths from various cultures, proposing that they 
functioned as systems of signs that reflected and reinforced 
fundamental human cognitive structures. He argued that 
myths employed binary oppositions, such as culture/nature or 
raw/cooked, to create meaning and resolve contradictions.

As an instance, advertisements rely heavily on signs and 
symbols to convey messages and persuade consumers. The 
signifiers in an advertisement may include images, colours, 
words, and even celebrities. The signifieds can range from 
product features and benefits to desired lifestyle aspirations. 
By analysing the signifiers and signifieds in advertisements, 
semioticians can uncover the underlying meanings and 
ideologies that shape consumer behaviour.

	f Meaning is generated 
through signs

	f Signs in culture are 
not neutral

	f Semiology to the 
study of myths

	f Advertisements rely 
on signs

Semiology is the study of signs and symbols and their 
interpretation in communication
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1.2.7 Langue and Parole
In Structuralism, the concepts of “langue” and “parole” 

are essential to understanding language as a system of signs. 
Developed by Ferdinand de Saussure, these concepts help to 
analyse the structure and functioning of language. Langue 
refers to the underlying structure or system of language. It is 
the abstract, collective system of rules and conventions shared 
by a community of speakers. Langue represents the overall 
grammar, vocabulary, and syntax of a particular language. It is 
a social phenomenon that exists beyond individual speakers.

In order to illustrate this concept, we can consider the 
example of English. English has a specific set of rules 
governing word order, grammar, and pronunciation. These 
rules form the underlying structure of English, and they are 
shared and understood by all English speakers. As an instance, 
the subject-verb-object word order in English sentences is a 
characteristic feature of the langue of the English language.

Ferdinand de Saussure’s seminal work, Course in General 
Linguistics, serves as a key reference for understanding the 
concept of langue. In this work, Saussure argues that language 
is a system of signs that operates within a social context, 
and langue represents the shared conventions of that system. 
Parole refers to the individual instances of speech or acts of 
speaking. It is the concrete manifestation of langue through 
an individual’s usage of language. Parole is the specific 
utterances, sentences, or speeches produced by individuals 
within a given language system. Each act of parole is unique 
and can vary depending on factors such as context, intention, 
and individual idiosyncrasies.

In order to elucidate the idea, consider a conversation 
between two English speakers. Each speaker will produce 
specific utterances, phrases, and sentences based on their 
individual knowledge and understanding of the English 
language. These individual instances of speech represent 
their paroles. Parole is flexible and can vary from person to 
person or even from one speech act to another by the same 
person. Saussure emphasised that while parole is important, 
it is subordinate to langue. Parole is limited by the rules and 
conventions of the underlying langue, and it is through parole 
that individuals participate in and contribute to the language 
system.

	f System of language

	f Underlying structure 
of English

	f Individual instances 
of speech

	f Parole varies from 
person to personSG
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Langue refers to the structure of a language, while parole 
refers to the actual, individual use of language in specific 
instances

1.2.8 Mythemes
In structuralism, the concept of “mythemes” plays a 

significant role in analysing and understanding the underlying 
structures of myths. Developed by Claude Lévi-Strauss, 
mythemes refer to the smallest units of meaning within a 
mythological narrative. By identifying and analysing these 
mythemes, structuralists aim to uncover the deep structures that 
govern the organisation and meaning of myths.

To grasp the concept of mythemes, it is crucial to understand 
the broader framework of structuralism. Structuralism 
emphasises the underlying structures and patterns that exist 
across various cultural phenomena, including language, 
literature, and social institutions. According to structuralists, 
these structures operate at an unconscious level and shape the 
way we perceive and understand the world.

In the study of myths, Lévi-Strauss argued that myths are 
not mere random collections of stories but are structured in 
specific ways. He suggested that myths can be broken down 
into smaller elements or units of meaning, which he termed 
mythemes. Each mytheme represents a distinct concept, theme, 
or symbolic element within a myth. These mythemes are 
combined and arranged in various ways to create a coherent 
narrative.

To explain the concept of mythemes, we can consider Lévi-
Strauss’ analysis of the myth of the Oedipus complex in Greek 
mythology. In his book The Structural Study of Myth, Lévi-
Strauss explores the myth of Oedipus as a cultural expression 
of the underlying structures of human society. Lévi-Strauss 
identifies several mythemes within the Oedipus myth, such 
as the father, the mother, the son, and the prophecy. These 
mythemes represent fundamental concepts that are central to the 
narrative. For example, the mytheme of the father symbolises 
authority and the establishment of social order. The mytheme 
of the mother represents nurturing and the cycle of life. The 
mytheme of the son embodies the transition from youth to 
adulthood.

By examining the relationships and interactions between 
these mythemes, Lévi-Strauss reveals the deeper structures that 
underlie the Oedipus myth. He argues that the myth functions as 

	f Mythemes are  
smallest units

	f Operation of structures 
in unconscious realms

	f Myths are not  
random

	f Mythemes within the 
Oedipus mythSG
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a symbolic representation of the universal human experience 
of the transition from childhood to adulthood and the inherent 
conflicts and tensions involved in that process.

	f Myth functions  
as a symbolic  
representation

A mytheme is a small, recurring unit of meaning or story 
found in myths, like a basic building block that helps 
create bigger myths

The concept of mythemes in structuralism provides a 
valuable tool for understanding the deeper structures and 
meanings embedded within myths. By breaking down myths 
into their constituent mythemes, structuralists can analyse the 
relationships and transformations between these elements, 
uncovering the symbolic and cultural significance of myths 
within a particular society or culture.

 
Further Readings

1.2.9 Roland Barthes: “Structuralist Activity”

In his essay “Structuralist Activity”, Barthes explores 
the nature of structuralist analysis and its implications 
for understanding the workings of language, culture, and 
society. Barthes begins by positing that structuralism is not 
merely a theoretical framework but an intellectual activity 
characterised by its methodological rigour and systematic 
approach. According to Barthes, the structuralist activity 
involves a process of deciphering and interpreting the latent 
structures that govern the manifest aspects of language and 
cultural phenomena.

Barthes suggests that structuralism is not confined to a 
specific school or movement and extends beyond philosophy 
to encompass a broader human experience. He highlights 
the commonality in the mental approach to structure among 
writers, painters, and musicians, defining structural man by 
imagination rather than specific ideas or languages.

Structuralism, fundamentally, is an activity that involves 
a controlled sequence of mental operations. It seeks to 
reconstruct an “object” to reveal its underlying rules of 
functioning or “functions”, creating a directed simulacrum with 
anthropological value. Structural man is actively fabricating 
meaning, representing a distinctive mode of thought.

	f Structuralism is not 
merely a theoretical 
framework

	f Encompasses a 
broader human  
experience

	f Structuralism is an 
activity

	f Tool for understanding 
the deeper structures
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The structuralist activity consists of two main operations: 
dissection and articulation. Dissection breaks down the given 
object into mobile fragments, while articulation establishes 
rules of association. Through regular constraints and the 
recurrence of units, structuralism creates a work that appears 
constructed and meaningful, emphasising the controlled 
manifestation of units and their associations.

Structuralism introduces a new category of the object—
the functional—connecting with scientific developments 
in information theory. It underscores the human process of 
giving meaning to things, focusing on Homo significans, 
the individual who actively fabricates meanings. Despite 
accusations of “unreality”, structuralism maintains a link with 
history, emphasising certain forms rather than just ideological 
or material aspects. Structural man acknowledges the changing 
nature of the world and structuralism itself, finding validity 
in speaking old languages in new ways and anticipating the 
emergence of a new language to continue the task.

	f Dissection and  
articulation

	f Human process of 
giving meaning to 
things

Summarised Overview

Structuralism emerged in France in the 1950s and gained influence in Britain during the 
1970s. It challenges the traditional Anglo-American literary approach by emphasising the 
examination of broader abstract structures, such as genre, history, and philosophy, rather 
than close analysis of individual texts. Structuralism asserts that meaning is not inherent 
in things but is assigned by the human mind, and it seeks to extend linguistic principles 
beyond language to various objects and activities. The concept of the linguistic sign is 
fundamental to structuralism. Structuralism applies to various aspects of culture, including 
myths and kinship systems. The distinction between “langue” (underlying language 
structure) and “parole” (individual instances of speech) is crucial in understanding 
language as a system of signs. In the study of myths, Claude Lévi-Strauss introduced the 
concept of “mythemes,” which are the smallest units of meaning within a mythological 
narrative. Analysing mythemes, structuralists aim to uncover the underlying structures 
and cultural patterns that govern the significance of myths within a particular society or 
culture. Instances, like the myth of Oedipus, exemplify the application of mythemes in 
revealing deeper meanings within myths.SG
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Assignments
1.	 Explore the concept of “binary oppositions” in structuralist theory, ana-

lysing how language and meaning are constructed through the interplay  
of opposing elements.

2.	 Examine the role of “signifiers” and “signifieds” in structuralism, illustrating how 
these linguistic components contribute to the formation of meaning in various cul-
tural texts.

3.	 Investigate the application of structuralism in the field of anthropology, focusing 
on Claude Lévi-Strauss’s ideas about myths.

4.	 Examine the role of language in structuralist theory, exploring Ferdinand de Sauss-
ure’s distinction between langue and parole.

5.	 Explore the utilisation of semiotic principles in literature by analysing how cultural 
and linguistic symbols influence the composition of texts within a literary work.

Suggested Reading

Reference

1.	 Hawkes, Terence. Structuralism and Semiotics. U of California P, 1977.  
2.	 Lavers, Annette. Roland Barthes, Structuralism and After. Taylor & Francis, 

1982.

1.	 Lechte, John. Fifty Key Contemporary Thinkers: From Structuralism to Postmoder-
nity. Routledge, 1994. 

2.	 Nayar, Pramod K. Contemporary Literary and Cultural Theory: From Structuralism 
to Ecocriticism. Pearson Education, 2009. 
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Post-Structuralism:
Key Theorists

Unit 3

Learning Outcomes

Upon completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

	f examine the impact of post-structuralist ideas on various disciplines and fields,  
including literature, philosophy, and cultural studies.

	f identify the foundational concepts of post-structuralism as proposed by key thinkers 
such as Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, and Roland Barthes.

	f evaluate the key philosophical debates surrounding post-structuralist theories and 
their implications for understanding language, power, and subjectivity.

	f detail on different post-structuralist thinkers, demonstrating their unique contributions 
to the development of postmodern thought.

Background

Rooted in the legacy of structuralism, post-structuralism emerged as a critical response 
to the limitations of fixed, deterministic structures and sought to deconstruct the underlying 
assumptions that govern human knowledge and perception. Post-structuralism questioned 
the stability of meaning, asserting that reality is not an objective truth but rather a complex 
web of ever-shifting signifiers and interpretations.

This exploration traces back to influential thinkers who played crucial roles in 
shaping and disseminating post-structuralist ideas. Among these key figures, Michel 
Foucault’s work on power and knowledge, Jacques Derrida’s groundbreaking concepts of 
deconstruction and différance, and Roland Barthes’ exploration of semiotics and cultural 
myths stand out. Through their innovative and often provocative ideas, these key thinkers 
challenged established assumptions, inspiring a new generation of scholars to rethink the 
very foundations of human understanding and the construction of meaning in a postmodern 
world.

Keywords

Post-structuralism, Deconstruction, Differance, Genealogy, Discourse, Power
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Discussion
1.3.1 Jacques Derrida

Jacques Derrida (1930-2004) was a 
French philosopher and one of the 
key figures in the post-structuralist 
movement. His ideas have had 
a profound impact on various 
disciplines, including philosophy, 
literature, linguistics, and cultural 
studies. Derrida’s work is complex 
and often challenging to interpret, 
but his thought can be broadly 
characterised by his deconstructive 
approach to language, meaning, and 
knowledge. In this discussion, we 
will explore Derrida’s intellectual 
trajectory and important works.

1.3.1.1 Early Works and the Phase of  
            Phenomenology

Derrida’s early works were heavily influenced by 
phenomenology, a philosophical approach that focuses on 
the structures of consciousness and experience. In his early 
writings, such as Speech and Phenomena (1967) and Writing 
and Difference (1967), Derrida critiques the idea of pure 
presence and the belief that language can accurately represent 
reality. He challenges the traditional understanding of 
language as a transparent medium for expressing pre-existing 
ideas and instead argues that language is inherently unstable 
and characterised by difference and deferral of meaning.

1.3.1.2 Deconstruction and Of Grammatology     
Derrida is best known for coining 
the term “deconstruction”, which 
became central to his philosophy. Of 
Grammatology (1967) is one of his most 
significant works and marks a crucial 
phase in his intellectual development. 
In this book, Derrida deconstructs 
prioritisation of speech over writing 
in the Western philosophical tradition. 
He argues that writing is not a mere 
representation of speech but rather 

	f French philosopher

	f Critiques the idea of 
pure presence

	f Critiques the  
Western thought

Fig 1.3.1 Derrida

Fig 1.3.2 
Of Grammatology
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exposes the limitations of the entire binary oppositions upon 
which Western thought is based (e.g., speech/writing, presence/
absence, nature/culture). Deconstruction, as a method, seeks 
to reveal the hidden hierarchies and contradictions within 
texts and philosophical systems.

1.3.1.3 Différance and Margins of Philosophy
The concept of  “différance” is another key element of 

Derrida’s philosophy. He introduces this term in Margins 
of Philosophy (1972), where he plays on the French words 
“différer” (to differ) and “differance” (deferment). Différance 
highlights the idea that meaning is deferred and constantly 
postponed, leading to an infinite chain of signifiers without 
a stable center or ultimate foundation. This notion further 
emphasises the idea that language and meaning are always in 
a state of flux, never fully fixed or stable.

1.3.1.4 Deconstruction and Literature
Throughout his career, Derrida engaged extensively with 

literary texts. In Dissemination (1972) and The Post Card: 
From Socrates to Freud and Beyond (1980), he deconstructs 
famous works by authors like Rousseau, Nietzsche, and 
Mallarmé, among others. Derrida’s deconstructive readings 
emphasise the multiplicity of meanings within a text, and 
he shows how language, in its inherent ambiguity, frustrates 
attempts to arrive at singular, definitive interpretations.

1.3.1.5 Ethics and Politics
Derrida’s later works, particularly in the 1990s, focus 

more on ethics and politics. In The Gift of Death (1992) and 
Specters of Marx (1993), he explores themes of responsibility, 
forgiveness, and justice. Derrida’s ethical considerations are 
deeply tied to his deconstructive method, as he critiques the 
binary oppositions that often underpin ethical systems and 
questions the possibility of absolute moral foundations.

1.3.1.6 Deconstruction and Education
Derrida also made contributions to the philosophy of 

education. In The University Without Condition (2001) and 
Learning to Live Finally (2003), he challenges traditional 
academic structures and argues for a more open, inclusive, 
and interdisciplinary approach to learning. Derrida envisions 
the university as a space of constant questioning, where 
knowledge is continually deconstructed and reconstructed.

	f Meaning is deferred

	f Deconstructs famous 
works

	f Critiques the absolute 
moral foundations

	f Argues for a more 
inclusive approach to 
learning
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1.3.2. Michel Foucault
Michel Foucault (1926-1984) 
was a prominent French 
philosopher, social theorist, and 
historian who made significant 
contributions to various fields, 
including philosophy, sociology, 
and cultural studies. His post-
structuralist ideas challenged 
traditional modes of thinking 
and brought fresh perspectives 
on the understanding of 
power, knowledge, and human 

subjectivity. Throughout his intellectual journey, Foucault 
went through different phases, and each phase shaped his 
ideas and works in distinctive ways.

1.3.2.1 Early Works and the Archaeology of 
Knowledge

Foucault’s early works, such as Madness and Civilization 
(1961) and The Birth of the Clinic (1963), focused on the 
history of ideas and institutions. He examined the evolution 
in the treatment of madness and illness by the Western 
society, challenging the notion of progress and suggesting that 
knowledge is shaped by social and historical contexts.

The Archaeology of Knowledge 
(1969) marked a pivotal shift 
in Foucault’s approach. In this 
book, he introduced the concept 
of “archaeology”, which seeks 
to uncover the underlying 
structures and rules that govern 
discourses rather than focusing 
on their historical development. 
Foucault argued that knowledge 
is not a cumulative, linear 
progression, but a network of 
relations where power operates 
to define what is considered 
“true” or “knowledgeable” at a 
particular time.

	f Challenged traditional 
modes of thinking

	f History of ideas and 
institutions

	f Uncover the  
underlying  
structures and rules

Fig 1.3.3 Foucault

Fig 1.3.4
The Birth of the Clinic
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1.3.2.2 The Birth of Power/Knowledge and  
            Discipline and Punish

Foucault’s ideas on power and knowledge crystallised in 
the early 1970s. He explored the interplay between power and 
knowledge and how they mutually reinforce each other. This 
led to the formulation of the concept of “power/knowledge”, 
which suggests that power not only represses but also produces 
knowledge, and vice versa. This concept can be seen in works 
like The Order of Things (1966) and The Archaeology of 
Knowledge.      

In Discipline and Punish 
(1975), Foucault investigated 
the history of prisons, 
punishment, and social 
control. He introduced the 
notion of “panopticism”, 
drawing on Jeremy Bentham’s 
Panopticon design. The 
Panopticon is a circular prison 
with a central watchtower, 
allowing a single observer to 
monitor all inmates without 
them knowing when they 
are being watched. Foucault 

argued that this internalisation of surveillance creates a self-
regulating and disciplined society where individuals conform 
to societal norms and expectations.

1.3.2.3 Genealogy and the Care of the Self
In the later phase of his academic journey, Foucault shifted 

his focus to the concept of genealogy, which involves tracing 
the historical development of social practices and knowledge 
systems. In The History of Sexuality (1976-1984), he explored 
how discourses on sexuality emerged and how they have 
been utilised as a form of power. Foucault argued that the 
control and regulation of sexuality were instrumental in the 
development of modern Western societies.

Foucault’s last works, such as The Use of Pleasure (1984) 
and The Care of the Self (1984), examined ancient Greek 
and Roman ethical practices. He explored how self-care and 
self-examination were essential elements of ancient ethics, 
contrasting them with modern practices of subjectivity and 
self-identity.

	f Interplay between 
power and knowledge

	f Notion of 		
“panopticism”

	f Concept of 	
genealogy

	f Ethical practices

Fig 1.3.5 The Archaeology 
of Knowledge
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1.3.2.4 Technologies of the Self and Governmentality
Toward the end of his life, Foucault developed the concept 

of “technologies of the self”. He explored how individuals 
shape their subjectivities through self-discipline and the 
adoption of certain practices and techniques. Foucault’s 
lectures on this topic were posthumously compiled into works 
like The Hermeneutics of the Subject (2001).

Foucault’s ideas on “governmentality” explored how 
modern states govern their populations through various 
mechanisms, such as biopolitics and the management of 
populations through statistical analysis. Though Foucault 
didn’t write a comprehensive book on this topic, his lectures 
and interviews shed light on these ideas.

Michel Foucault’s post-structuralist ideas have had a 
profound impact on the fields of philosophy, sociology, 
and cultural studies. His historical and critical analysis of 
power, knowledge, and subjectivity continues to influence 
contemporary debates and has inspired many scholars to 
challenge dominant paradigms and rethink societal norms 
and institutions. While not without criticisms, his works 
remain essential for anyone interested in understanding the 
complexities of human societies and the mechanisms that 
shape our understanding of reality.

1.3.3  Roland Barthes
1.3.3.1 Transition to Post-Structuralism

During the 1960s, Barthes began to move away from strict 
structuralism and started embracing more post-structuralist 
ideas. His thinking evolved as he engaged with existentialism 
and phenomenology. In this transition phase, he produced 
the influential works Elements of Semiology (1964) and The 
Fashion System (1967).

Elements of Semiology builds on 
Saussurean semiotics and discusses 
the study of signs and their meanings, 
emphasising the fluidity of language 
and its polysemic nature. Barthes 
argues that signs do not have fixed or 
inherent meanings but are subject to the 
interpretations and cultural contexts 
of readers or viewers. The Fashion 
System explores the world of fashion, 
applying semiotic analysis to unravel 

	f Technologies of the 
self

	f Governmentality

	f Challenge dominant 
paradigms

	f Move away from 
strict structuralism

	f Fashion operates as  
a system of signs

Fig 1.3.6 
Elements of Semiology
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the complexities of this cultural phenomenon. Barthes examines 
how fashion operates as a system of signs, constructing and 
communicating social and cultural identities.

1.3.3.2 Post-Structuralist Phase
Barthes’s post-structuralist ideas fully matured in the late 

1960s and early 1970s. During this period, he wrote his most 
influential works, which challenged traditional notions of 
authorship, language, and meaning. In this seminal work, S/Z 
(1970), Barthes offers a detailed analysis of Balzac’s short 
story “Sarrasine”. He introduces the concept of “readerly” and 
“writerly” texts. A readerly text is one that provides a fixed and 
passive reading experience, while a writerly text allows for 
multiple interpretations and active engagement by the reader. 
Barthes encourages the exploration of multiple meanings and 
the liberation of the reader from the constraints of the author’s 
intended message.

In his work, The Pleasure of the Text (1973), Barthes 
continues to explore the idea of the readerly and writerly 
texts, emphasising the significance of pleasure in reading. He 
celebrates the sensuality of language and the joy of the reading 
experience, challenging the notion that reading should always 
be serious or didactic.

Image-Music-Text (1977) is a collection of essays which 
covers various topics, including photography, film, literature, 
and music. Barthes examines the relationships between 
images, texts, and cultural symbols, expanding his exploration 
of how meaning is produced and interpreted.

1.3.3.3 Late Works
In his later works, Barthes explores more personal and 

introspective themes. One of his last major works, Camera 
Lucida (1980), stands out as a departure from his previous 
theoretical writings. In this book, Barthes explores the nature 
of photography and its unique ability to capture the essence 
of a moment or a person. It is a deeply personal reflection on 
loss, mourning, and the elusive nature of photography to truly 
capture the essence of a subject. Tragically, Roland Barthes’s 
life was cut short by a car accident in 1980, shortly after the 
publication of Camera Lucida.

Roland Barthes’s intellectual journey evolved from 
structuralism to post-structuralism, with each phase marked by 
important works that contributed to his influential ideas. His 

	f Readerly and  
writerly texts

	f Sensuality of  
language

	f Relationships  
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critique of fixed meanings and his emphasis on the active role 
of the reader in creating meaning have had a lasting impact 
on literary theory and cultural studies, influencing subsequent 
generations of thinkers and scholars. His legacy continues to 
shape contemporary discussions on language, authorship, and 
the construction of meaning in various cultural texts.

	f Lasting impact on 
literary theory

A readerly text offers a set and unchanging reading 
experience, whereas a writerly text invites various 
interpretations and requires active engagement from the 
reader

Summarised Overview

The discussion provides an overview of three influential post-structuralist thinkers: 
Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, and Roland Barthes. Jacques Derrida’s deconstructive 
approach to language and meaning, his critique of pure presence, and exploration of 
différance are demonstrated. Michel Foucault’s works on power/knowledge, discipline, and 
governmentality are summarised, as well as his shift to genealogy and technologies of the 
self. Roland Barthes’s transition from structuralism to post-structuralism, his examination 
of readerly and writerly texts, and his reflections on the nature of photography and the 
death of the author are also discussed. Each philosopher’s impact on their respective fields 
and contributions to contemporary thought are discussed.

Assignments
1.	 Analyse the concept of power in Michel Foucault’s works, focusing on how it 

operates in various social and institutional contexts.
2.	 Explore how post-structuralist thinkers like Jacques Derrida challenge traditional 

notions of language and meaning by analysing deconstruction as a method of 
textual interpretation.

3.	 Compare and contrast Jacques Derrida’s deconstructionist approach with Roland 
Barthes’s ideas on text in understanding the construction of meaning in language 
and culture.

4.	 Examine Roland Barthes’s notion of the “death of the author” in the context of 
poststructuralist thought,

5.	 Analyse how Jacques Derrida’s deconstructionist methodology challenges  
traditional binaries and hierarchies.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.

SG
O
U



38 SGOU - SLM - MA English - Literary Theory

Post-structuralism:  
Key Concepts

Unit 4

Learning Outcomes

	f understand the key principles and concepts of post-structuralism
	f evaluate the impact of post-structuralism on various academic disciplines and 

cultural contexts.
	f apply post-structuralist frameworks to interpret and deconstruct texts, artworks, 

and cultural artifacts.
	f compare the post-structuralist ideas with other theoretical perspectives.

Upon completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

Background

Poststructuralism is a philosophical and theoretical framework that emerged in the 
latter half of the twentieth century, challenging the dominant ideas of structuralism 
and seeking to deconstruct established assumptions about language, knowledge, and 
power structures. Poststructuralism rejects the notion of fixed, objective truths and 
instead emphasises the fluid and contingent nature of reality. Key figures such as 
Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, and Roland Barthes contributed significantly to the 
development of poststructuralist thought. These scholars explored the complexities 
of language and how it shapes our understanding of the world, unveiling the 
inherent power dynamics and hierarchies that are embedded within discourses. By 
critiquing essentialist concepts and linear thinking, poststructuralism paves the way 
for an appreciation of the diversity of human experiences and a recognition of the 
multiplicity of truths that arise from various perspectives. Poststructuralist concepts 
have profoundly influenced fields such as literary theory, cultural studies, sociology, 
and philosophy, offering fresh insights into the intricate interplay between language, 
knowledge, and societal structures.

Keywords
Logocentrism, Decentering, Aporia, Supplement, Discourse, Power
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Discussion
1.4.1 Defining Post-structuralism and Deconstruction

Poststructuralism is a way of looking at the world” in contrast 
to the traditional perspectives, as there is no fixed “truth” 
and “knowledge”. It casts doubt on the idea of discovering 
universal laws or truths, asserting that there is no objective 
reality separate from our own interpretations. It questions the 
idea of a text having a single purpose, a fixed meaning and 
singular existence. As a philosophical and critical movement 
that emerged in the mid-twentieth century, it introduced a 
range of innovative concepts and methodologies. Developed 
primarily by the French philosopher Jacques Derrida in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s, deconstruction aims to expose the 
instability and contradictions inherent in language systems, 
undermining the idea of fixed meaning and opening up new 
possibilities for interpretation.

In order to gain a thorough and nuanced comprehension of 
post-structuralism, it is essential for us to explore significant 
viewpoints associated with it. In his discussion on post-
structuralism, Pramod K. Nayar observes that during the 1960s, 
there was a notable shift in the perspective of literary critics 
and philosophers who began to reject what they perceived 
as a constrictive and narrow approach to understanding the 
world. This rebellion emerged during a time of civil unrest, 
particularly marked by the 1968 student rebellions in Paris, in 
which all major French philosophers and thinkers of the latter 
half of the twentieth century were involved to some extent. 
In addition to this, geopolitical events such as the Vietnam 
War contributed to a growing sense of disillusionment with 
the nation-state, philosophies of liberation, and even critical 
thinking itself.

In response to this prevailing disillusionment, 
poststructuralism emerged as a significant departure from the 
structured methods of analysis associated with structuralism. 
Poststructuralism was characterised by a rupture or break from 
the perceived formulaic and orderly approach to understanding 
and interpreting various phenomena. It provided an avenue 
for prominent thinkers to express their dissatisfaction with the 
prevailing intellectual and philosophical paradigms, which they 
saw as limiting, and inadequate in addressing the complexities 
of the contemporary world (ContemporaryTheory). 

	f Questioned the idea 
of a fixed meaning

	f Shift in the perspective 
of literary critics

	f Disillusionment with 
prevailing world 
order
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Beginners often wonder about the connection between 
post-structuralism and deconstruction, questioning whether 
there is a significant difference between these two terms. 
Deconstruction can be understood as a method of reading texts 
on the basis of a post-structuralist framework. Peter Barry’s 
discussion of deconstruction makes it more clear. Barry 
considers deconstruction as the application of post-structuralist 
principles. Deconstructionists challenge the notion of unity by 
focusing on gaps, breaks, fissures, and discontinuities present 
in the text. They argue that these disruptions reveal internal 
conflicts or contradictions, suggesting that the text is not a 
harmonious whole but rather a collection of opposing forces 
or ideas. The deconstructionist approach aims to decenter 
and destabilise the dominant meanings and interpretations 
associated with the text. In other words, deconstructive 
reading uncovers the unconscious aspects of the text that are 
overlooked or unrecognised by its explicit content (Beginning 
Theory).

	f Post-structuralism 
and deconstruction 
are interconnected

Deconstruction can be considered as an application of 
the post-structuralist theories for the analysis of texts

1.4.2 Deconstruction of Sign
Deconstruction challenges traditional notions of language 

and meaning, suggesting that language is inherently unstable 
and that meaning is contingent and context-dependent. This 
perspective stands in contrast to the structuralist view, which 
posits that language operates within stable, pre-defined 
structures. In connection with the idea of deconstruction 
of signs, Derrida emphasised the idea that meaning is not 
determined by a fixed relationship between a signifier (the 
word or symbol) and the signified (the concept or thing it 
represents). Instead, meaning is always deferred, and signs 
gain their significance through their relationship to other signs 
within a larger network of language.

Derrida’s critique of signs also involves questioning binary 
oppositions that often underlie linguistic and conceptual 
structures. For example, he pointed out how concepts like 
presence/absence, speech/writing, and reality/appearance 
are interconnected and cannot be neatly separated. This 
challenges the idea that one term in a binary opposition is 
more fundamental or privileged than the other.

	f Language is 
inherently unstable

	f Questioning binary 
oppositions
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Deconstruction, thus highlights the role of context, 
interpretation, and the reader in shaping meaning. Derrida 
argued that every text is open to multiple interpretations, 
and that there is no ultimate or fixed meaning that can be 
definitively determined. So, the deconstruction of signs 
represents a significant shift in how we understand language, 
communication, and meaning. It encourages a more nuanced 
and complex view of linguistic and cultural phenomena, 
emphasising the inherent instability and multiplicity of 
signification. This perspective has had a lasting impact on 
various fields, influencing literary criticism, philosophy of 
language, and the study of cultural representation.

1.4.3 Decentering 
Decentering is a key concept in post-structuralist theory 

that challenges the notion of a fixed and stable center, whether 
it be in language, knowledge, identity, or power structures. 
Decentering is a process of destabilising and displacing the 
dominant centers of power, meaning, and knowledge that exist 
within social and cultural systems. It challenges the idea that 
there is an inherent stability or universal truth in these centers 
and instead emphasises the contingency and multiplicity of 
perspectives. Decentering recognises that different individuals 
and groups have distinct experiences and understandings of 
the world, and these perspectives are shaped by various social, 
cultural, and historical contexts.

One influential figure in the development of decentering is 
French philosopher Jacques Derrida. In his work Writing and 
Difference (1967), Derrida explores the idea of “différance”, 
which refers to the inherent deferral and differentiation of 
meaning in language. He argues that language is characterised 
by a lack of fixed, stable meanings and that words and concepts 
can only be understood in relation to other words and concepts, 
forming an endless chain of signification. This understanding 
of language disrupts the notion of a stable center of meaning 
and opens up the possibility for multiple interpretations and 
perspectives.

Another important thinker in post-structuralist theory is 
Michel Foucault. In his influential work The Order of Things 
(1966), Foucault challenges the idea of a fixed and universal 
system of knowledge. He argues that different historical periods 
have their own distinct epistemes, or systems of knowledge, 
which shape the way we understand and organise the world. 
These epistemes are not absolute or universally applicable but 

	f Instability and  
multiplicity of  
signification

	f Challenges the  
notion of a fixed  
center

	f Idea of “différance”

	f Decentering fixed 
and universal truth
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are contingent upon specific social and historical contexts. 
By highlighting the historical contingency of knowledge, 
Foucault decenters the notion of a fixed and universal truth.

So, decentering is a central concept in post-structuralist 
theory that challenges the notion of a fixed and stable center 
in language, knowledge, identity, and power structures. It 
highlights the contingency and multiplicity of perspectives, 
destabilising dominant centers and opening up spaces for 
alternative interpretations and understandings. Through the 
works of thinkers like Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault, 
we can see how decentering operates as a critical tool, 
exposing the limitations of fixed centers and encouraging a 
more nuanced and diverse understanding of the world.

1.4.4 Logocentrism
One of the central concepts within post-structuralist 

thought is logocentricism, which critiques the dominance 
of logos, or rational discourse, in Western philosophy and 
culture. Logocentricism can be understood as a hierarchical 
system that places privileged status on the spoken or written 
word, assuming it accurately represents and captures truth 
and meaning. The term “logos”is derived from ancient 
Greek philosophy and refers to reason, logic, or discourse. 
Logocentricism asserts that language functions as a transparent 
medium through which we can access objective knowledge 
about the world.

Post-structuralists, such as Jacques Derrida, and Jacques 
Lacan, challenge this logocentric perspective by demonstrating 
its inherent limitations and biases. They argue that language 
is not a neutral tool for representation, but rather a complex 
network of signifiers and meanings that is contingent upon 
historical, social, and cultural contexts.

In this seminal work Of  Grammatology, Derrida deconstructs 
the privileging of speech over writing in Western metaphysics. 
He argues that writing, which is often considered secondary 
and derivative, actually precedes speech and challenges the 
notion of presence or immediacy in language. Derrida’s 
deconstruction exposes the logocentric bias by destabilising 
the binary oppositions between speech and writing, presence 
and absence.

Derrida writes, “There is no outside-text” (Of 
Grammatology). This suggests that meaning is not fixed or 
determined solely by the words on the page but is contingent 

	f A central concept in 
post-structuralism

	f Critiquing the 	
dominance of logos

	f Language is not a 
neutral tool
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upon a network of intertextual relationships. It challenges 
the idea of a stable and self-contained text that accurately 
represents reality.

Logocentricism is a central concept within post-structuralist 
thought that critiques the privileging of logos, or rational 
discourse, in Western philosophy and culture. It challenges 
the assumption that language accurately represents truth and 
meaning, demonstrating the contingent and complex nature of 
linguistic systems.

	f There is no  
outside-text

	f Language cannot 
represent truth

The main idea of logocentrism is rooted in the critique of 
“logos”, a Greek term that encompasses meanings such 
as word, speech, reason, and rationality. Derrida’s critique 
challenges the traditional Western philosophical reliance 
on logos as a central and privileged concept.

1.4.5 Aporia 
Aporia plays a significant role in understanding the nature 

of language, meaning, and interpretation. Aporia, derived from 
the Greek term meaning “impassable path” or “unsolvable 
difficulty”, refers to a state of perplexity or contradiction that 
arises while attempting to articulate or comprehend a concept 
or text.

In order to understand the concept of aporia, it is crucial 
to examine the works of prominent post-structuralist thinker 
Jacques Derrida. Derrida extensively explored aporia as an 
essential element of his deconstructive approach to language 
and philosophy. For Derrida, aporia arises when language fails 
to provide a fixed and determinate meaning, instead revealing 
a series of contradictions, paradoxes, and ambiguities.

Aporia can be seen as a strategy employed by post-
structuralist thinkers to destabilise existing systems of 
knowledge and challenge the authority of dominant discourses. 
By demonstrating the aporetic nature of language and 
meaning, post-structuralists sought to expose the limitations 
and contradictions inherent in traditional modes of thought. 
Through the exploration of aporia, they aimed to create spaces 
for alternative interpretations, multiple perspectives, and the 
deconstruction of binary oppositions.

Aporia is a central concept within post-structuralist theory, 
reflecting the perplexity and contradiction that arises while 
attempting to articulate or comprehend a concept or text 
Aporia disrupts conventional structures of thought, inviting 

	f Unsolvable difficulty

	f Aporia arises when 
language fails

	f Aporia employed as 
a strategy

	f Powerful tool of 
post-structuralism
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alternative interpretations and challenging fixed meanings.. It 
serves as a powerful tool for post-structuralists to deconstruct 
dominant discourses and expose the limitations of traditional 
modes of analysis. 

Aporia refers to a state of uncertainty, doubt, or perplexity, 
often arising from a complex or contradictory situation

1.4.6 Supplement 
The concept of supplement in post-structuralist theory 

emerged as a key element in the work of Jacques Derrida, 
particularly in his seminal text Of Grammatology, published in 
1967. The notion of supplement challenges traditional notions 
of presence and absence, destabilising the binary oppositions 
that structure language, thought, and representation.

The concept of supplement posits that any sign or concept is 
inherently incomplete and relies on supplementary elements to 
gain meaning. These supplementary elements are not merely 
additions but are constitutive of the original sign itself. Derrida 
argues that language and thought are structured by a system 
of differences, where each term gains its meaning in relation 
to its opposite or other terms. The supplement disrupts this 
system of differences by introducing an element that is neither 
fully present nor fully absent but exists in a state of ambiguity.

In Derrida’s deconstruction of metaphysics, the notion of 
supplement is worth discussing. He argues that metaphysical 
systems often rely on a foundational concept or presence, 
which is then supplemented by other concepts or absences 
to establish meaning. However, the presence is never self-
sufficient but always relies on the supplementary elements. 
As an example, in the metaphysics of Plato, the concept 
of the ideal forms is considered the presence that grounds 
reality. Yet, these ideal forms are only accessible through 
their representations in the sensible world, which function 
as supplements to the absent ideal. Thus, the concept of the 
supplement reveals the inherent instability and dependency of 
metaphysical systems.

In order to make the concept of supplement explicit, we 
can consider an example from a literary text. In William 
Shakespeare’s play Hamlet, the character of the ghost serves 
as a supplement. The ghost is not fully present in the play 
but appears as an absence, a specter that disrupts the order. 
It supplements the existing power structures and introduces 
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conventional ideas  
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uncertainty and ambiguity. The ghost’s presence is both 
necessary for the development of the plot and elusive in its 
nature, challenging the characters’ understanding of reality.

The concept of supplement in post-structuralist theory, 
as developed by Jacques Derrida, destabilises the traditional 
dichotomies and hierarchies within language, thought, 
and representation. The supplement reveals the inherent 
incompleteness and dependency of signs and concepts, 
disrupting assumed presence and absence. It challenges the 
privileging of speech over writing, deconstructs metaphysical 
systems, and critiques logocentrism. The notion of supplement 
invites a re-evaluation of how meaning is constructed, 
demonstrating the complex and elusive nature of language.

	f Incompleteness and 
dependency

Supplement refers to an element that is added to a 
concept or structure to enhance or complete it, while also 
revealing its inherent instability and the impossibility of 
achieving a self-contained, stable meaning.

1.4.7 Knowledge
Post-structuralism challenges the notion of stable and fixed 

knowledge, emphasising instead the dynamic and contingent 
nature of knowledge production and interpretation. This 
perspective has had a significant impact on various academic 
fields, including philosophy, literary theory, cultural studies, 
and social sciences.

One of the key figures associated with post-structuralist 
thought is Michel Foucault, whose works have been influential 
in shaping this concept of knowledge. Foucault argued that 
knowledge is not a neutral and objective reflection of reality 
but is instead deeply intertwined with power relations and 
discourses. He explored how different forms of knowledge 
emerge, circulate, and transform within specific historical and 
social contexts.

In Foucault’s work The Order of 
Things (1966), he examined the 
epistemic shifts in Western knowledge 
systems across different historical 
periods. He proposed the concept 
of “episteme”, which refers to the 
underlying structures of knowledge 
that determine what can be known and 
how it can be known in a particular 

	f Problematises the 
fixity of knowledge

	f Knowledge is  
intertwined with  
power and discourses

	f Epistemic shifts in 
Western knowledge Fig 1.4.2 

The Order of Things
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era. According to Foucault, the episteme shapes the formation 
of disciplines, the categorisation of objects of knowledge, and 
the rules of truth production.

Foucault again developed his ideas on knowledge and 
power in his later works, particularly in Discipline and Punish 
(1975) and The History of Sexuality (1976). He demonstrated 
the ways in which power operates through various institutional 
and disciplinary mechanisms, influencing the production and 
dissemination of knowledge. Foucault introduced the concept 
of “power/knowledge”, emphasising that power and knowledge 
are inseparable and mutually constitutive. Knowledge is not 
merely a reflection of power but is also productive of power, 
shaping social norms, practices, and subjectivities.

The post-structuralist concept of knowledge rejects the 
idea of fixed and stable knowledge. Instead, it emphasises 
the contingent, historical, and discursive nature of knowledge 
production and interpretation. Knowledge is entangled with 
power relations, discourses, and social contexts, shaping our 
understanding of the world. The post-structuralist perspective 
encourages critical engagement with knowledge, questioning 
its underlying assumptions, and exploring the multiple 
perspectives and meanings it encompasses.

1.4.8 Power 
Post-structuralism challenges traditional notions of power 

as a fixed entity held by dominant institutions or individuals. 
Instead, it emphasises the dispersed and relational nature 
of power. Michel Foucault argues that power is not solely 
repressive but operates through productive mechanisms. 
According to Foucault, power is not possessed or owned; 
rather, it circulates and is exercised within social relations.

One crucial element in the post-structuralist understanding 
of power is the concept of discourse. Power operates through 
discourse by constructing and normalising certain knowledge, 
values, and behaviors while excluding others. Foucault asserts 
that discourses produce knowledge and truth claims that 
maintain power relations and social hierarchies.

In order to elucidate this, we can bring an example from 
history. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the medical 
discourse around homosexuality classified it as a pathological 
condition. This discourse pathologised and stigmatised 
homosexuality, effectively exercising power over individuals 
who deviated from heterosexual norms. However, in the

	f Power and knowledge 
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latter half of the 20th century, a shift in discourse occurred, 
leading to the recognition of homosexuality as a valid sexual 
orientation. This transformation challenged the power 
relations embedded within the previous discourse and brought 
about social change

1.4.9 Discourse
One of the central concepts within post-structuralism is 

discourse, which refers to the ways in which language shapes 
and constructs our understanding of reality. Discourse is not 
limited to written or spoken communication but encompasses 
a broader set of practices, institutions, and social interactions 
that produce and circulate knowledge..

Michel Foucault made significant contributions to the 
understanding of discourse. He argued that discourse is a 
system of power relations that operates through language 
and shapes our understanding of the world. In other words, 
discourses are systems of knowledge, language, and practices 
that shape our understanding of reality and regulate social 
behavior. According to Foucault, discourse is not simply 
a neutral or transparent medium for communication but is 
deeply embedded in power structures, social hierarchies, and 
historical contexts.

Foucault introduced the concept 
of archaeology to analysediscourses. 
Here, “archaeology” refers to the 
investigation of historical discursive 
formations, which are specific 
constellations of knowledge, 
practices, and institutions that 
emerge at particular points in 
time. Examining these formations, 
Foucault aimed to reveal the 
underlying power dynamics and 
how they shape and constrain the 
production of knowledge.

As an instance, Foucault’s book The Birth of the Clinic 
(1963) analyses the discursive formation of medicine in the 
18th and 19th centuries. He demonstrates how the emergence 
of clinical discourse and medical institutions transformed the 
way we understand and treat illness. Through the discourse of 
medicine, certain bodies of knowledge became authoritative, 
while others were marginalised or excluded. This exemplifies 
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how discourse functions as a mechanism of power, shaping 
what is considered valid or legitimate knowledge within a 
given historical context.

In his book The History of Sexuality (1976), Foucault 
investigates the discourse of sexuality and how it produces 
and regulates sexual identities. He argues that discourses of 
sexuality, such as psychiatry and confession, have created 
specific categories of sexual subjects (e.g., homosexual, 
heterosexual) and imposed norms and regulations on their 
behaviour. These discourses construct and maintain power 
relations by defining what is considered normal or deviant in 
terms of sexual practices and desires.

Post-structuralist thinkers emphasise 
that discourse is not fixed or stable but 
is constantly changing and contested. 
Different discourses exist in tension 
with each other, and power relations 
are continuously negotiated and 
challengedThrough what Foucault 
termed “discursive practices”, 
individuals and social groups can 
resist dominant discourses and create 
alternative forms of knowledge and 
subjectivities.

	f Discourse of  
sexuality

	f Different discourses 
exist in tensions

Fig 1.4.4 
The History of Sexuality

Discourse refers to a system of language, knowledge, and 
power that shapes and constrains the way we understand 
and talk about a particular topic or subject, influencing 
what is considered acceptable or true within a given social 
and cultural context

Further Readings

1.4.10  Jacques Derrida: “Structure, Sign and 
Play in the Discourse of Social Sciences”

“Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of Social 
Sciences” is an influential essay written by the renowned 
French philosopher Jacques Derrida. First presented as a 
paper at the International Colloquium on Structuralism in 
1966 at Johns Hopkins University, the essay has since become 
a pivotal work in post-structuralist theory and has had a 
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post-structuralist 
theory
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profound impact on the fields of philosophy, literary criticism, 
cultural studies, and the social sciences.

In the essay, Derrida critically engages with the concept 
of structure as it pertains to social sciences and the larger 
philosophical discourse. He begins by addressing the central 
role of structuralism in the intellectual climate of his time. 
Structuralism, as developed by figures like Claude Lévi-
Strauss, sought to analyse human culture and society through 
the examination of underlying structures and rules that shape 
the surface expressions of those societies.

Derrida examines the concept of structure and its association 
with the notion of a center. According to him, structures are 
characterised by a central organising principle that provides 
coherence and stability. This center is considered essential for 
meaning to emerge and for the functioning of the structure 
itself. However, Derrida argues that the center is not a fixed 
entity but is always deferred and elusive. The center is never 
fully present, as it is constantly displaced by new signifiers and 
interpretations. This displacement destabilises the structure, 
challenging its presumed stability and authority.

Derrida contends that the center exercises a regulatory 
function by determining the boundaries and limits of a structure. 
This exclusionary process creates a binary opposition between 
what is considered inside and outside, defining what is 
included and excluded within the discourse. However, Derrida 
reveals that this binary opposition is not a natural or objective 
distinction but a result of a historical and cultural construction. 
The play of differences inherent in language and discourse 
disrupts the binary oppositions, blurring the boundaries and 
revealing the inherent instability of the structure.

Derrida introduces the concept of “différance” (a term 
meaning both a difference and an act of deferring), which 
emphasises the inherent ambiguity and deferral of meaning in 
language. According to Derrida, meaning is never fully present 
in a text; rather, it is always deferred and constantly sliding, 
making it impossible to fix its precise significance. Signifiers 
and signifieds are not stable entities but are subject to constant 
recontextualisation and reinterpretation. Derrida refers to 
this play of signification as “différance”, a term he coined to 
highlight the temporal and spatial movement inherent in the 
process of meaning-making.

	f Concept of structure
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Derrida argues that in the absence of a stable center or fixed 
point of reference, there is no ultimate foundation upon which 
to build knowledge or understanding. This deconstruction of 
the idea of a stable center leads Derrida to question the validity 
of various discourses in the social sciences and beyond. He 
suggests that traditional discourses and paradigms tend to 
marginalise or exclude certain voices, perspectives, and ideas, 
limiting the possibilities of interpretation and understanding.

Through his exploration of the relationship between structure 
and play, Derrida challenges the prevailing belief that structures 
are rigid and all-encompassing. Instead, he highlights the notion 
of play as an essential aspect of language and meaning-making. 
Play, in this context, refers to the open-ended, unpredictable, 
and creative aspects of language that disrupt fixed structures 
and challenge established interpretations.

Derrida’s deconstructionist approach in “Structure, Sign, 
and Play” is often seen as an attempt to free discourse from 
its traditional constraints and encourage a more inclusive, 
open-ended, and self-reflective engagement with language and 
knowledge. While his ideas sparked considerable controversy 
and debate, they also inspired generations of scholars to 
reconsider the nature of language, meaning, and representation.

Derrida’s deconstructive approach questions the foundations 
of Western metaphysics and challenges the idea of an 
ultimate truth or fixed meaning. So, Derrida invites a more 
nuanced and multifaceted understanding of knowledge, 
one that acknowledges the contingency and multiplicity of 
interpretations.

Thus, Derrida’s essay “Structure, Sign, and Play in the 
Discourse of Social Sciences” offers a critical examination of 
structuralism and its impact on the production of knowledge. 
Through his deconstructive approach, Derrida emphasises 
the inherent instability of structures, the play of differences 
in signification, and the cultural and historical construction of 
meaning. His work invites scholars to question and challenge 
the traditional assumptions and boundaries that shape our 
understanding of the social world, paving the way for alternative 
modes of inquiry and interpretation.

1.4.11 Roland Barthes: “Death of the Author” 
“Death of the Author”, first published in 1967, is an influential 

essay written by French literary theorist Roland Barthes. In this 
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seminal work, Barthes challenges the traditional approach to 
literary criticism and questions the role of the author in the 
interpretation of a text. The essay has had a profound impact 
on literary theory and has opened up new avenues of thought 
in the study of literature and art. Barthes’s argument can be 
understood as a departure from the author-centric approach to 
understanding texts, emphasising the importance of the reader 
and the multifaceted nature of meaning.

Restructure as price below “Death of the Author” seeks 
to dismantle the prevailing belief that the author’s intentions 
and biography should be the primary factors in interpreting 
a literary work. Barthes argues that once a text is written, it 
becomes an independent entity separate from its author. The 
author’s role, according to Barthes, is merely to produce the 
text and not to dictate its meaning to readers. As he famously 
states, “the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death 
of the author”.

Barthes’ essay also challenges the stability and fixed 
nature of meaning in literature. He introduces the concept of 
“writerly” or “scriptible” texts, as opposed to “readerly” texts. 
A “readerly” text is one that is more conventional, with a fixed 
meaning, and allows little room for interpretation. In contrast, 
a “writerly” text encourages active reader engagement, 
inviting them to contribute to the creation of meaning through 
their interpretations and interactions with the text.

According to Barthes, the death of the author liberates the 
text from the constraints of a fixed and definitive meaning. 
He argues that a text is not a static entity but rather a dynamic 
structure that is continuously reshaped and reinterpreted 
by readers across time and space. Each reading is an act of 
creation, as readers bring their own experiences, biases, and 
cultural backgrounds to the process. Thus, the meaning of a 
text is not fixed but emerges from the interaction between the 
text and the reader.

Barthes’ rejection of the author’s authority aligns with the 
broader theoretical movement of structuralism. Structuralists 
sought to uncover the underlying systems and structures that 
govern language and culture, emphasising the interconnections 
between signs and symbols. In this context, the death of 
the author can be seen as a rejection of individualistic and 
subjective interpretations in favour of a more systematic and 
objective analysis of texts.
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Assignments
1.	 Analyse the ways in which power structures and discourse interact to construct 

identities and subjectivities in poststructuralist theory.
2.	 Examine the deconstruction of binary oppositions and language in post structuralist 

philosophy to challenge essentialist thinking.
3.	 Explore the concept of “différance” and its implications in Derridean post structur-

alism for understanding language and meaning.
4.	 Investigate the role of language in shaping knowledge and truth, drawing on  

Foucauldian poststructuralist perspectives on discourse analysis.
5.	 Evaluate the role of language and its deconstructive nature in shaping knowledge 

and truth within post-structuralist epistemology.

Summarised Overview
Post-structuralist thought is characterised by its rejection of fixed meanings and its 

emphasis on the dynamic and contingent nature of language, knowledge, and interpretation. 
Concepts like deconstruction, aporia, supplement, and decentering challenge traditional 
frameworks, exposing their limitations and encouraging more open and diverse 
approaches to understanding the world. The concept of power in post-structuralism 
challenges traditional views, emphasising its dispersed and relational nature. Michel 
Foucault contends that power is not solely repressive but operates through productive 
mechanisms, circulating and exercising within social relations. Discourse plays a crucial 
role in this understanding, as power operates through constructing and normalising 
certain knowledge, values, and behaviours while excluding others. Historical examples, 
such as the medical discourse on homosexuality, illustrate how discourses produce 
and maintain power relations. Language also plays a role in power, as Judith Butler 
highlights the performative nature of gender and how it is reinforced through language. 
The post-structuralist understanding of power offers a nuanced and dynamic perspective, 
emphasising the interplay of discourse, language, and social reality in shaping power 
relations. The works of Jacques Derrida and Roland Barthes have further contributed 
to this understanding by deconstructing the notions of structure and authorship, inviting 
more inclusive and open-ended interpretations of texts and meaning.

Barthes’s ideas resonate with poststructuralist theories, 
particularly with the concept of the “intertext”. Barthes argues 
that every text is composed of references and allusions to 
other texts, forming a complex network of meanings. This 
intertextual web further emphasises the reader’s role in 
decoding and interpreting a text, as understanding relies on 
recognising and navigating these intertextual connections

	f Intertextuality
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Psychoanalysis
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	 Psychoanalysis: Major 		
Theorists

Unit 1

Learning Outcomes

Background

Upon completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

	f understand the foundational concepts and theories of psychoanalysis developed by 
major theorists.

	f analyse the contributions of major psychoanalytic thinkers who enriched the field 
with comprehensive understanding of the human psyche.

	f apply psychoanalytic principles to interpret complex human behaviours and  
motivations.

	f synthesise diverse perspectives within psychoanalysis to develop a comprehensive 
overview of its major ideas.

The pioneers of psychoanalysis introduced ideas that would forever alter our 
understanding of consciousness, desire, and the hidden motivations that shape our 
behaviours. Against a backdrop of cultural upheaval and a thirst for self-discovery, 
these thinkers forged a new path that bridged the gap between the conscious and the 
unconscious. At the forefront of this intellectual movement stands Sigmund Freud, 
the Viennese neurologist whose name has become synonymous with psychoanalysis. 
Freud’s impactful ideas challenged the prevailing notions of his time, daring to explore 
the realms of dreams, desires, and the inner mind. He introduced the world to the id, ego, 
and superego—a tripartite structure that underpinned his theory of human personality.

Jacques Lacan, a renowned French psychoanalyst and psychiatrist, emerged as a 
transformative figure in the realm of psychoanalysis during the twentieth century. Born 
in 1901, Lacan’s intellectual journey navigated the intersection of Freudian theory, 
linguistics, and structuralism. Departing from traditional psychoanalytic approaches, 
Lacan introduced novel concepts such as the mirror stage, the symbolic order, and the 
Real, reshaping the landscape of psychoanalytic thought. His seminars and writings, 
marked by their intricate language and philosophical depth, have left an indelible mark 
on the understanding of subjectivity, language, and the unconscious. Lacan’s provocative 
ideas continue to influence not only psychoanalysis but also fields such as literary theory, 
cultural studies, and philosophy. The legacy of these thinkers continues to ripple through 
modern psychology, therapy, and our broader understanding of the human condition.
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Keywords

Sigmund Freud, Jacques Lacan

Discussion

2.1.1 Sigmund Freud
Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) 
stands as an Austrian neurologist 
and the pioneering figure behind 
psychoanalysis, a revolutionary 
approach to comprehending the 
intricacies of the human mind 
and behaviour. Freud’s profound 
and lasting impact reverberates 
through the realms of psychology, 
psychiatry, and various other fields 
of study, significantly influencing 
the way we perceive and address 
mental health and the enigmatic 

realm of the unconscious mind. His groundbreaking theories 
such as the id, ego, and superego, as well as concepts like 
repression and the Oedipus complex, have become foundational 
in understanding the dynamics of human consciousness. 
Freud’s emphasis on the unconscious, the interpretation 
of dreams, and the role of sexuality in shaping individual 
psychology has ignited both fascination and controversy, 
contributing to a paradigm shift in the understanding of 
human behaviour and laying the groundwork for subsequent 
developments in psychological thought. Despite critiques and 
evolutions in the field, Freud’s legacy endures as a cornerstone 
in the exploration of the human psyche.

2.1.1.1 Early Theoretical Development

Freud’s interest in the workings of the human mind began in 
the late nineteenth century when he was working with patients 
suffering from hysteria and neurotic disorders. In collaboration 
with his mentor, Josef Breuer, Freud developed the method 
of catharsis and began to explore the idea of the unconscious 
mind. This phase culminated in the publication of his seminal 
work, Studies on Hysteria (1895), co-authored with Breuer. In 

	f Father figure of 
psychoanalysis

	f The idea of the  
unconscious mind

Fig. 2.1.1 Sigmund Freud
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this work, Freud introduced the concept of the unconscious 
and proposed that repressed traumatic experiences played a 
significant role in the development of psychological symptoms. 
The cathartic method involved encouraging patients to recall 
and verbalise the traumatic experiences that were thought 
to be at the root of their symptoms. The idea was that by 
bringing these repressed memories into conscious awareness, 
the patients could achieve emotional catharsis and experience 
relief from their symptoms.

2.1.1.2 The Interpretation of Dreams and the  
Unconscious

In his famous work The Interpretation 
of Dreams (1900), Freud brought to 
light the significance of dream analysis 
as a means to access the unconscious 
mind. He argued that dreams were 
the “royal road” to understanding 
unconscious thoughts, desires, and 
conflicts. Freud’s dream analysis 
involved examining the manifest 
content (the surface-level narrative 
of the dream) and uncovering the 
latent content (the hidden, symbolic 
meanings) to reveal unconscious 
conflicts and desires. Freud proposed 

that many dream elements have symbolic meanings that 
can be interpreted to reveal unconscious conflicts. For 
example, common symbols such as water, animals, or certain 
objects might represent specific aspects of the dreamer’s 
psyche. This book marked a crucial milestone in Freud’s 
career and established the importance of the unconscious in 
psychoanalysis.                                               

2.1.1.3 The Structure of the Mind
Building upon his ideas about the 
unconscious, Freud developed a 
comprehensive model of the mind’s 
structure. In his work The Ego and the 
Id (1923), he introduced the tripartite 
model of the mind, consisting of the id, 
ego, and superego. The id represents the 
primitive, instinctual part of the mind 
seeking immediate gratification. The ego 
is the rational, reality-oriented aspect

	f Dreams for  
understanding  
unconscious thoughts
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Fig. 2.1.2 
The Interpretation of 

Dreams

Fig. 2.1.3 
The Ego and the Id
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that mediates between the id and the external world. The 
superego embodies the internalised moral standards and societal 
rules. Freud’s model suggests that conflicts among the id, ego, 
and superego are inherent in the human psyche and contribute 
to the complexity of human behaviour. Understanding these 
internal conflicts is crucial for psychoanalytic therapy, which 
aims to bring unconscious conflicts into conscious awareness.

2.1.1.4 Psychosexual Development and Childhood
Freud also explored the role of early childhood experiences 

in shaping adult personality and behaviour. In his theory of 
psychosexual development, he posited that children progress 
through five stages—oral, anal, phallic, latent, and genital—
each characterised by a focus on different erogenous zones. 
The conflicts experienced at each stage, if unresolved, could 
lead to fixations and personality traits in adulthood. Freud 
discussed these ideas extensively in works like Three Essays 
on the Theory of Sexuality (1905) and Totem and Taboo (1913). 
In Three Essays, Freud discusses the significance of sexual 
energy (libido) and the Oedipus complex in understanding the 
intricate interplay between the individual’s psyche and societal 
norms. In Totem and Taboo, Freud proposed the hypothesis that 
early human societies were organised around the primal horde, 
suggesting that the murder of the primal father led to feelings 
of guilt and the establishment of social order through totemic 
rituals and taboos.

2.1.1.5 The Defense Mechanisms and Anxiety
As Freud continued to refine his theories, he introduced 

the concept of defense mechanisms. These are unconscious 
psychological strategies that individuals employ to cope with 
anxiety and protect themselves from distressing thoughts 
or emotions. Works such as The Ego and the Mechanisms 
of Defense (1936) by Anna Freud explored various defense 
mechanisms like repression, denial, displacement, and 
projection. The concept of defense mechanism elucidated the 
intricate ways in which the human mind shields itself from 
internal conflicts. Anna provides numerous clinical examples 
and case studies to illustrate the practical application of defense 
mechanisms. Through these examples, she demonstrates how 
individuals, particularly children, use defense mechanisms to 
cope with trauma, loss, and developmental challenges.
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2.1.1.6 Civilization and Its Discontents
In Civilization and Its Discontents 
(1930), Freud explored the tension 
between individual desires and 
societal constraints. He argued 
that civilization demanded the 
repression of certain natural 
instincts, leading to discontent 
and psychological conflict in 
individuals. The book examined 
the price humans paid for living 
in civilized societies and pondered 
the nature of human happiness. 
Freud’s examination of the 
interplay between individual 

desires and societal norms brought a socio-cultural dimension 
to his psychoanalytic theories. Civilization, for Freud, was 
a complex arena where individual and collective psyches 
intersected.

2.1.2. Jacques Lacan
Jacques Lacan (1901-1981) was 

a French psychoanalyst who made 
significant contributions to the field 
of psychoanalysis. Born in Paris, 
he developed a unique theoretical 
framework that emphasised the 
importance of language, the 
unconscious, and the role of the 
Other in shaping human subjectivity. 
Building upon the ideas of Sigmund 
Freud, Lacan introduced innovative 
concepts that revolutionised the 
understanding of the human psyche. 

His work emphasised the symbolic and linguistic dimensions 
of the unconscious, introducing the idea of the “mirror 
stage” and the concept of the “Real”, “Symbolic”, and the 
“Imaginary” as fundamental aspects of human subjectivity. 
Lacan’s theories have had a profound impact on diverse fields, 
from psychology to cultural studies, making him a central 
figure in the intellectual landscape of the twentieth century.

	f Civilization and  
societal constraints

	f Contributions to the 
field of psychoanalysis

Fig. 2.1.4 Civilization 
and Its Discontents

Fig. 2.1.5
Jacques LacanSG
O
U



SGOU - SLM - MA English -Literary Theory 61

2.1.2.1 Early Career and the Mirror Stage
Jacques Lacan began his career as a psychiatrist, and 

his early work was influenced by Freudian psychoanalysis 
and structural linguistics. One of his seminal concepts, the 
“mirror stage”, was introduced in his paper “The Mirror 
Stage as Formative of the Function of the I as Revealed in 
Psychoanalytic Experience” in 1949. In this influential work, 
Lacan explores the development of the self and the formation 
of identity through the lens of the mirror stage. According to 
Lacan, this stage occurs during early infancy when a child 
first identifies its own reflection in a mirror. This moment is 
instrumental in the formation of the ego or “I”. The mirror stage 
signifies a critical juncture in psychological development, as 
the child experiences a sense of unity and coherence through 
the external image. Lacan argues that this process establishes 
a foundational sense of self, yet simultaneously introduces a 
fundamental split between the actual self and the idealised 
image reflected in the mirror. This theoretical framework has 
had a profound impact on psychoanalytic thought, influencing 
discussions on selfhood, identity, and the complexities of 
human subjectivity.

2.1.2.2 Return to Freud
In the 1950s, Lacan shifted his focus to a more rigorous 

engagement with Freud’s work. He sought to reclaim and 
recontextualise Freudian concepts, challenging mainstream 
psychoanalytic thought. Lacan’s approach, known as “Return 
to Freud”, involved a radical reinterpretation of Freudian 
concepts through a linguistic and structuralist perspective. He 
believed that Freud’s work had been diluted and simplified 
over time, losing its complexity and true significance. Lacan 
aimed to reintroduce the complexity of the unconscious and 
its relation to language in psychoanalysis. The endeavour to 
recontextualise Freudian concepts was a critical turning point 
in Lacan’s intellectual journey.

2.1.2.3 The Symbolic Order and the Imaginary
In the Lacanian sense, the symbolic-real-imaginary forms a 

trio of intrapsychic realms which comprise the various levels 
of psychic phenomena. The Imaginary pertains to the realm 
of images, fantasies, and early infantile experiences. The 
Symbolic Order, influenced by Saussurean linguistics, is the 
domain of language, culture, and the systems of signification 
that structure human experience. The Real, on the other hand, 
is the unrepresentable, pre-linguistic, and often traumatic 

	f Development of the 
ego

	f Recontextualise 
Freudian concepts

	f Tripartite model  
of Lacan’s  
psychoanalysis
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dimension that resists full symbolisation. This tripartite model 
forms the basis of Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory, providing 
a framework for understanding the complexities of human 
subjectivity.

2.1.2.4 Écrits
Écrits is a seminal collection of 
works by Lacan. Comprising a 
diverse array of essays, lectures, and 
articles written between 1936 and 
1966, Écrits encapsulates Lacan’s 
influential and often enigmatic 
contributions to psychoanalytic 
theory. This compilation includes 
some of his most important papers, 
such as “The Agency of the Letter 
in the Unconscious or Reason Since 

Freud”, “The Freudian Thing”, and “The Function and Field 
of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis.” Published 
in 1966, the collection explores Lacan’s distinctive re-
interpretation of Sigmund Freud’s ideas, introducing concepts 
such as the “mirror stage,”the “Real,” the “Symbolic,” and 
the “Imaginary.” Écrits solidified Lacan’s reputation as a 
challenging and innovative thinker within the psychoanalytic 
community.                        

2.1.2.5 The Four Fundamental Concepts of  
Psychoanalysis

In 1964, Lacan gave a series of lectures at the École 
Normale Supérieure, which were later compiled into the book 
The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis. In this 
work, he elucidates key psychoanalytic concepts, namely, the 
unconscious, repetition, transference, and drive. He further 
explores the implications of these concepts for the practice 
of psychoanalysis and their relevance to understanding the 
human psyche.

2.1.2.6 ‘The Borromean Knot’ and LaterWorks
Towards the later phase of his career, Lacan introduced the 

concept of the “Borromean knot”. The Borromean Knot is a 
conceptual framework introduced by Lacan, representing the 
interplay between the Real, the Symbolic, and the Imaginary 
dimensions of human experience. Lacan’s use of the 
Borromean Knot is a symbolic representation of the intricate 
and inseparable connections between these three realms. The 

	f Écrits, a collection 
of essays

	f Key psychoanalytic 
concepts

	f Borromean Knot is a 
central metaphor

Fig. 2.1.6 Écrits
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knot consists of three circles, each representing one of the 
dimensions. The unique feature of the Borromean Knot is that 
if any one of the circles is removed, the other two will also 
fall apart. This illustrates Lacan’s argument that the Real, the 
Symbolic, and the Imaginary are mutually dependent and cannot 
be understood in isolation. The Borromean Knot has become 
a central metaphor in Lacanian psychoanalysis, providing 
a framework for exploring the complex interrelationships 
between language, symbolic structures, and the elusive nature 
of reality.                                 

Lacan’s later works expanded upon the ideas encapsulated in 
the Borromean Knot, searching deeper into the psychoanalytic 
exploration of language, desire, and subjectivity. In his seminars 
and writings, Lacan emphasised the role of language in shaping 
human subjectivity and the ways in which desire is mediated 
through linguistic structures. Lacan also introduced the concept 
of the “sinthome”, which refers to the unique and idiosyncratic 
way individuals construct their own symbolic ties to navigate 
the complexities of the unconscious. While continuing to 
draw on Freudian principles, Lacan’s later works pushed the 
boundaries of traditional psychoanalysis, influencing a wide 
range of fields including literary theory, cultural studies, and 
philosophy. Lacan’s intellectual legacy lies not only in the 
development of the Borromean Knot but also in the profound 
impact his later ideas had on the understanding of the human 
psyche and the complexities of language and desire.

	f Concept of the  
“sinthome”
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Summarised Overview

Sigmund Freud is renowned as the father of psychoanalysis. His pioneering 
work, spanning the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, revolutionised our 
understanding of the human mind, consciousness, and hidden motivations that drive 
behaviour. Freud’s exploration of the unconscious mind, showcased in Studies on Hysteria 
and The Interpretation of Dreams, introduced concepts like the id, ego, and superego, 
shaping modern psychology. He also delved into psychosexual development and defense 
mechanisms. Freud’s ideas, though met with both acclaim and controversy, left an indelible 
mark on psychology, therapy, and our comprehension of the human condition.

Jacques Lacan developed a complex and influential psychoanalytic theory that 
reinterprets and extends Sigmund Freud’s ideas. Central to Lacan’s work is the concept 
of the “mirror stage”, where an infant first recognises its own image in a mirror, marking 
the beginning of a sense of self. Lacan emphasises the role of language and the symbolic 
order in shaping subjectivity, arguing that our understanding of ourselves and the world is 
mediated through language. The “Real”, “Imaginary”, and “Symbolic” are key components 
of his triadic model, with the Real representing the unattainable, the Imaginary linked to 
images and illusions, and the Symbolic tied to language and social structures. Lacan’s 
emphasis on the unconscious, linguistic structures, and the interplay of desire and lack has 
had a profound impact on psychoanalysis, literary theory, and cultural studies.

Assignments

1.	 Discuss the significance of Freud’s concept of the unconscious mind in developing 
the field of psychoanalysis. Provide examples of how this concept has been applied 
in modern psychology.

2.	 Explain the tripartite model of the mind (id, ego, and superego) as introduced  
by Freud in The Ego and the Id. How does this model contribute to our understanding 
of human personality and behaviour?

3.	 In Civilization and Its Discontents, Freud discusses the tension between individual 
desires and societal constraints. Explain this concept and provide examples of how it 
manifests in contemporary society.

4.	 Compare and contrast Sigmund Freud’s contributions to psychoanalysis with those 
of Jacques Lacan. Demonstrate differences in their theoretical frameworks and their 
lasting impacts on the field of psychology.
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Suggested Reading
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Psychoanalysis: Major ConceptsUnit 2

Learning Outcomes

Upon completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:
	f gain a comprehensive understanding of Freud’s structural model of the human 

psyche.
	f comprehend the pivotal role the Mirror Stage plays in the development of 

self-identity and subjectivity.
	f understand the complex concept of jouissance and its connection to the Other 

in Lacanian theory.
	f grasp the idea that the unconscious operates through symbolic systems.

Background

Psychoanalytic theory represents a pioneering approach to understanding the 
complexities of human behaviour, thought processes, and emotional experiences. 
Psychoanalytic theory explores the unconscious mind as the primary source of motivation, 
emphasising the role of unconscious desires, memories, and conflicts in shaping human 
behaviour. Freud proposed that individuals navigate a dynamic interplay between 
conscious and unconscious elements, and much of our mental life operates beneath the 
surface of awareness. Majorterminologies within psychoanalytic theory contribute to its 
nuanced understanding of the human psyche. Central to Freud’s model is the tripartite 
structure of the mind, consisting of the id, ego, and superego, each serving distinct 
functions in mediating instinctual drives, reality testing, and moral judgments. Concepts 
like repression, projection, and transference elucidate the defense mechanisms and 
unconscious processes that shape individual experiences. The psychoanalytic vocabulary 
extends to the exploration of developmental stages, such as the oral, anal, phallic, latent, 
and genital phases, demonstrating the significance of early experiences in influencing 
personality development. In Lacanian psychoanalysis, similar to other thinkers in the 
field, the Unconscious is a central concept, playing a significant role in shaping human 
behaviour. His theorisation of the Mirror Stage introduces the idea of self-recognition 
and the formation of ego, while the Imaginary, Symbolic, and Real Orders provide a 
comprehensive framework for understanding human experience. As psychoanalytic 
theory evolved, subsequent theorists contributed additional insights, expanding the 
lexicon and enriching the field’s understanding of the complexities inherent in human 
psychology.
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Keywords

Unconscious, Dream Mechanism, Mirror Stage, Formation of Ego, Jouissance

Discussion
2.2.1 Defining Psychoanalysis

Dealing with Psychoanalysis, Terry Eagleton observes that 
Psychoanalysis serves not only as a theoretical framework 
for understanding the human mind but also as a therapeutic 
method for treating individuals deemed mentally ill or 
disturbed. According to Freud, the remedy for such conditions 
goes beyond merely elucidating the patient’s issues; it involves 
delving into their unconscious motivations. (Literary Theory)

Pramod K. Nayar writes: “Psychoanalytic criticism … 
explores the language of the unconscious, of the repressed 
and the hidden as embodied in literary or cultural texts such 
as art or fiction, with particular attention to the repression 
of sexuality and its desires”. (Contemporary Literary and 
Cultural Theory)

Peter Barry observes that Psychoanalytic criticism involves 
applying psychoanalytic techniques to interpret literature. 
Rooted in psychoanalysis—a therapeutic approach dedicated to 
addressing mental disorders by exploring the interplay between 
conscious and unconscious elements in the mind—this form of 
literary analysis seeks to unveil repressed fears and conflicts. 
The traditional method entails encouraging individuals to 
speak openly, thereby bringing hidden psychological issues 
into the conscious realm for direct confrontation rather than 
allowing them to linger in the unconscious. This approach is 
founded on specific theories regarding the functioning of the 
mind, instincts, and sexuality. (Beginning Theory)

2.2.2 Id, Ego, Superego 
Sigmund Freud introduced the concept of the Id in various 

works. In his seminal work, The Interpretation of Dreams 
(1899), Freud explored the role of the unconscious mind, 
the Id’s role in dreams, and its impact on human behaviour 
and motivation. In his Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), 
Freud explores deeper into the concepts of the Id and the 

	f Structural model of 
the human psyche
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pleasure principle, discussing how life and death instincts 
influence human behaviour. Freud proposed a structural model 
of the human psyche, consisting of three main components: 
Id, Ego, and Super- Ego. These elements play crucial roles in 
shaping human behaviour, personality, and understanding the 
dynamics of the unconscious mind. 

Id
The Id is the most primitive and instinctual part of the 

psyche, operating on the pleasure principle. It seeks immediate 
gratification of basic desires and impulses, such as hunger, thirst, 
and sexual pleasure, without considering the consequences or 
social norms. The Id operates on the unconscious level and is 
present from birth. Freud used the example of a newborn baby 
to illustrate the workings of the Id. When a baby feels hungry, 
it cries to get immediate nourishment, seeking to satisfy its 
primary need for food without any concern for others’ comfort 
or convenience.

	f Gratification of basic 
desires

The Id is the instinctual part of the psyche, working on 
pleasure principle

Ego
The Ego is the rational and logical part of the psyche. It 

develops in response to the external world and operates on 
the reality principle. Its main function is to mediate between 
the demands of the Id and the restrictions imposed by the 
external world. The Ego seeks to find realistic and socially 
acceptable ways to satisfy the Id’s desires while considering 
the consequences of actions. Suppose a person feels intense 
anger towards someone but is aware that acting aggressively 
could lead to negative consequences, such as losing a job 
or damaging relationships. The Ego would try to find a 
compromise, like expressing anger in a controlled manner or 
finding non-destructive ways to release pent-up emotions.

	f The reality principle

The Ego is the conscious, rational component of the 
psyche that mediates between the instinct-driven id and 
the moralistic superego.

Superego
The Superego represents the internalised moral and ethical 

standards of society, as well as the values and ideals instilled by 
parents and authority figures during childhood. It operates on 
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the ideal principle, seeking perfection and adherence to moral 
codes. The Super ego can generate feelings of guilt and shame 
when the Ego’s actions deviate from its standards. A person 
with a strong Superego might feel guilty and ashamed after 
engaging in behaviour they were taught was morally wrong, 
even if the behaviour brought pleasure or satisfaction. This 
guilt stems from the internalised moral values and standards 
that the Superego enforces.

	f It generates feelings 
of guilt and shame

The Superego is the moral and ethical part of the psyche 
that represents societal norms and values.

                             

                                  
                                 
2.2.3 Dream Mechanism

Dream Mechanism in psychoanalysis is a fundamental 
concept introduced by Sigmund Freud. According to Freud, 
dreams are the “royal road to the unconscious”, and they 
provide a valuable insight into an individual’s repressed 
desires, fears, and unresolved conflicts. Understanding the 
mechanisms behind dream formation is crucial for interpreting 
and analysing the hidden meanings within dreams.

Freud proposed two main components of dream formation: 
Manifest Content and Latent Content. Manifest Content refers 
to the actual content of the dream as experienced by the dreamer. 
It includes the images, events, and characters that appear in the 
dream. The manifest content is what the dreamer can recall 
and describe upon waking up. Latent Content represents the 
hidden, unconscious meaning behind the dream. It consists of 
the symbolic and disguised expressions of repressed wishes 
and desires, often shaped by various defense mechanisms to 
keep them hidden from the conscious mind. The latent content 
is the primary focus of psychoanalysis, as it provides insight 
into the dreamer’s unconscious thoughts and emotions.

	f Dreams are the 
“royal road to the 
unconscious”

	f Manifest and latent 
contents

              Fig. 2.2.1 Structure of the Human Psyche
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2.2.4 Dream Work
Sigmund Freud’s concept of dream work, introduced in  

The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), is a crucial component 
of his psychoanalytic theory. The idea challenges the common 
perception that dreams are the result of weakened mental 
activity producing incoherent fragments. Contrary to this 
conception, Freud posited that dreams are the outcome of a 
highly complex psychic process. Freud’s theory holds that 
dreams represent the fulfillment of repressed desires from 
waking life. These desires are typically disguised to bypass 
the censorship that operates during sleep. The mechanism 
responsible for this disguise is what Freud referred to as the 
“dream work.” Freud introduced the concept of Dream Work, 
which describes the processes by which latent content is 
transformed into manifest content. These processes include

A. Condensation: This occurs when multiple ideas, 
emotions, or desires from the unconscious are compressed 
into a single dream image or symbol. It is like several threads 
woven into one fabric. One example of condensation can be 
seen in a dream where a person sees a hybrid creature that 
combines aspects of different people or animals, representing 
different aspects of the dreamer’s personality or conflicting 
desires.

B. Displacement: In this process, the emotional 
significance of one element is transferred to a different, less 
threatening element in the dream. For example, a person may 
dream about an innocent activity like playing with toys while 
the underlying emotional tension stems from a deeper, more 
sensitive issue like a strained relationship with a parent.

C. Symbolisation: Dreams often use symbols to represent 
complex ideas or feelings. These symbols can be universal 
(e.g., snakes representing fear or temptation) or personal (e.g., 
a particular object or place representing a unique memory or 
experience). For instance, a dream of flying might symbolise 
a sense of freedom or liberation.

D. Secondary Revision: After the dream has been formed 
through condensation, displacement, and symbolisation, the 
unconscious mind attempts to make the dream appear more 
logical and coherent. This process is known as secondary 
revision. However, this often leads to some inconsistencies in 
the dream narrative.

	f Compression into a 
single dream image

	f Transference into a 
different element

	f Symbols representing 
complex ideas

	f Make the dream  
appear more logical
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We can explain the dream mechanism with an example.
Imagine, a person dreams about walking through a dark forest 
with a sense of fear.The ‘manifest content’ can be walking 
through a dark forest feeling scared. The latent content could be 
related to feelings of anxiety and uncertainty about the future. 
The dark forest may symbolise the unknown or unconscious 
mind, and the fear could represent the dreamer’s apprehension 
about facing their hidden fears and desires.

Coming to dream work, we can discuss the idea of 
condensation on the basis of the given example. The dream 
condenses various emotions like anxiety, fear, and uncertainty 
into the single image of walking through a dark forest. In 
this example, displacement will be the emotional intensity 
of the dream which is displaced from a specific source of 
stress in the dreamer’s waking life to the general setting 
of a dark forest. The dark forest may symbolise the hidden 
aspects of the dreamer’s mind and the fear might symbolise 
their avoidance of confronting these hidden aspects. In this 
example, ‘secondary revision’ can be explained with  the 
unconscious mind attempting to create a coherent narrative by 
filling in any gaps and making the dream appear more logical, 
even if it may not follow a clear narrative structure.

2.2.5 Oedipus Complex
The Oedipus Complex is a central concept in 

psychoanalysis, first introduced by Sigmund Freud. The term 
“Oedipus complex” did not make its appearance in Freud’s 
published writings until the release of his paper titled “A 
Special Type of Object-Choice Made by Men”. It refers to 
a child’s feelings of desire for its opposite-sex parent and a 
sense of rivalry and jealousy towards the same-sex parent. 
The complex is named after the Greek mythological character 
Oedipus, who unknowingly killed his father and married his 
mother. Freud believed that this complex is a crucial aspect 
of psychosexual development and plays a significant role in 
shaping a person’s personality and relationships later in life. 
The Oedipus Complex is part of Freud’s psychosexual stages 
of development, particularly the phallic stage, which occurs 
during ages 3 to 6. Now, we can go deeper into the pattern of 
the Oedipus Complex

The Desire for the Opposite-Sex Parent: During the phallic 
stage, a young child experiences unconscious sexual desires 
for their parent of the opposite sex. In the case of a boy, this 
means having sexual desires for his mother, and in the case of 
a girl, it means having sexual desires for her father.

	f Example of dream 
mechanism

	f Functioning of 
dreamwork

	f Desire for their  
opposite-sex parent

	f Desires for the  
parent of the  
opposite sex
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The Rivalry with the Same-Sex Parent: At the same time, the 
child perceives its same-sex parent as a rival for the affection 
of the desired opposite-sex parent. This creates feelings of 
jealousy, competition, and resentment towards the same-sex 
parent.

Castration Anxiety and Penis Envy: The Oedipus Complex 
involves anxieties that arise in the child during this stage. In 
the case of boys, they experience castration anxiety, fearing 
that their father will castrate them as punishment for desiring 
their mother. Girls, on the other hand, experience penis envy, 
wishing to possess a penis like their father and experiencing 
a sense of lack or inferiority because of their perceived 
biological difference.

Resolution: In order to resolve the Oedipus Complex, 
the child identifies with the same-sex parent, internalising 
their values, behaviours, and gender identity. Through this 
identification, the child forms its  superego, which represents 
the internal moral standards and conscience. The successful 
resolution of the Oedipus Complex is crucial for healthy 
psychosexual development and the establishment of healthy 
adult relationships.

	f Feelings of jealousy 
and competition

	f Anxieties that arise 
in the child

	f Child identifies with 
the same-sex parent

Castration Anxiety refers to a psychoanalytic concept 
where males experience fear of losing their genitals, often 
linked to unconscious fears of punishment or rejection by 
authority figures, particularly the father.

In order to explain the Oedipus Complex, we can consider 
Hamlet by William Shakespeare. The character of Hamlet 
in Shakespeare’s tragedy Hamlet exhibits a classic example 
of the Oedipus Complex. Hamlet’s father, King Hamlet, has 
died, and his mother, Queen Gertrude, quickly marries his 
uncle, King Claudius, who becomes the new king. Hamlet’s 
feelings towards his mother and his uncle exemplify the 
Oedipal dynamics as suggested by Freudian critics of the play.

The desire for the opposite-sex parent could be seen in 
the behaviour of Hamlet. The son Hamlet demonstrates a 
deep attachment to his mother, Queen Gertrude, even after 
his father’s death. He becomes emotionally distressed upon 
witnessing his mother’s hasty marriage to his uncle, which 
triggers a sense of desire mixed with anger and betrayal. In 
Hamlet’s case, the rivalry with the same-sex parent can also be 
seen. Hamlet develops a sense of rivalry and jealousy towards 

	f Reading Hamlet in 
terms of Oedipus 
Complex

	f Hamlet develops a 
jealousy towards his 
uncle
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his uncle, King Claudius. He resents Claudius for marrying his 
mother and becoming his father’s replacement. This rivalry 
adds to Hamlet’s inner conflict and emotional turmoil.

Hamlet’s hesitation and inability to take decisive action 
against Claudius might be seen as a manifestation of castration 
anxiety, as he fears retaliation from the father figure. In 
addition to this, Hamlet’s wish to emulate his father and his 
struggle to assert his masculinity can be interpreted as aspects 
of penis envy. As a mode of resolution, Hamlet’s inability to 
fully resolve the Oedipus Complex contributes to his internal 
struggle and turmoil, leading to his indecisiveness and tragic 
end in the play. Remember, this analysis is only one of the 
hundreds of interpretations the play has been subjected to.

2.2.6 Unconscious
The concept of the unconscious plays a central role in 

understanding human behaviour, thoughts, and emotions in 
psychoanalysis. Freud’s essay, “The Unconscious”(1915), 
stands as a meticulously crafted piece and holds paramount 
significance among his works on metapsychology. In this 
essay, Freud elevates the unconscious to the central pillar 
of psychoanalysis. The unconscious refers to the part of the 
mind that contains thoughts, feelings, desires, and memories 
that are not readily accessible to conscious awareness. Freud 
believed that the unconscious operates outside of our conscious 
awareness but significantly influences our thoughts, emotions, 
and behaviours.

Freud proposed a tripartite model of the mind, consisting 
of three major components: conscious mind, preconscious 
mind and unconscious mind. The conscious mind represents 
the thoughts, feelings, and perceptions that are currently in 
our awareness. It is the part of the mind we can access and 
control consciously. Preconscious mind contains information 
that is not currently in our conscious awareness but can be 
readily accessed and brought into consciousness. It acts as a 
sort of mental storage for memories and thoughts that are not 
at the forefront of our minds but can be easily retrieved. The 
unconscious mind is the deepest and most significant part of 
the mind, containing memories, desires, and emotions that are 
hidden from conscious awareness. The unconscious influences 
our thoughts, feelings, and behaviour, even though we may 
not be aware of it.    

 

	f Indecisiveness as 
a manifestation of 
castration anxiety

	f Unconscious  
operates outside of 
conscious awareness

	f Tripartite model of 
the mind SG
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2.2.6.1 Examples of the Unconscious at Work
Dream Analysis:Freud believed that dreams are expressions 

of unconscious thoughts and desires. Through dream analysis, 
he attempted to uncover the hidden meaning behind dreams, 
which often involve symbols and metaphors representing 
repressed wishes and conflicts. For instance, a person dreaming 
of flying might represent a desire for freedom and escape from 
constraints in waking life.

Freudian Slips: These are unintended slips of the tongue 
or misstatements that reveal unconscious thoughts or feelings. 
During a family dinner, you, while passing the salt to your 
sister, mistakenly said, “Can you pass the insult?” This 
Freudian slip may have exposed your suppressed frustration 
or annoyance towards your sister, providing a glimpse into 
unresolved tensions in your relationship.

Phobias: Freud argued that irrational fears and phobias 
could stem from repressed childhood experiences or desires. 
For instance, a person with an intense fear of dogs might have 
an unconscious memory of a traumatic dog-related incident 
from his past.

The concept of the unconscious in psychoanalysis is a 
fundamental aspect of understanding human behaviour and 
mental processes. Freud’s pioneering work on the unconscious 
has influenced the field of psychology and psychotherapy 
for over a century, providing valuable insights into the 
complexities of the human mind and the interplay between 
conscious and unconscious mental processes.

2.2.7 Mirror Stage
Lacan introduced the concept of the “mirror stage” as 

his inaugural formal contribution to psychoanalytic theory 
during the Fourteenth International Psychoanalytic Congress 

	f Dreams are  
expressions of  
unconscious thoughts

	f Slips of the tongue 
reveal unconscious 
thoughts

	f Irrational fears  
from repressed  
experiences

	f Unconscious in  
psychology and  
psychotherapy

Fig. 2.2.2 Iceberg Analogy
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in Marienbad in 1936 where he presented his paper “The 
Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the I as 
Revealed in Psychoanalytic Experience.” It refers to a crucial 
developmental moment in a child’s life, usually occurring 
between six and eighteen months of age, when the infant 
first recognises its own reflection in a mirror. Lacan posited 
that this self-recognition marks the emergence of the ego, a 
sense of individual identity, and the beginning of the subject’s 
separation from an undifferentiated sense of being. The term 
“mirror” emphasises the role of external images, such as the 
reflection in the mirror, in shaping the child’s perception of 
itself  and its understanding of its own body. The mirror stage 
is significant in Lacanian psychoanalysis for its implications 
on the formation of the ego and the complex interplay between 
self-perception and social identification.

	f Formation of the ego

“We have only to understand the mirror stage as an 
identification, in the full sense that analysis gives to the 
term: namely, the transformation that takes place in the 
subject when he assumes an image” - Écrits: A Selection, 
Jacques Lacan

2.2.7.1 The Mirror Stage Process
During the Mirror Stage, as mentioned, which typically 

occurs around 6 to 18 months of age, an infant perceives its 
reflection in a mirror as a coherent and unified image. They are 
unaware that this reflection is merely an image of themselves; 
instead, they identify with this image as a complete and 
idealised version of themselves. The child experiences a sense 
of unity, wholeness, and mastery over their body, even though 
their actual physical abilities might not be fully developed yet. 
Lacan emphasises that this identification with the mirror image 
is fundamentally misrecognition (méconnaissance). The child 
mistakenly perceives the image as a whole, cohesive self 
when, in reality, they are fragmented and still in the process of 
psychological development.

2.2.7.2 Role of the Ego and Alienation
The Mirror Stage marks the genesis of the ego, the sense 

of self or “I”. The ego, according to Lacan, is the result of this 
misrecognition of oneself as a unified entity in the mirror. This 
misrecognition sets the stage for the ego’s construction, and it 
becomes the basis for the individual’s self-identity throughout 
life. However, the experience of the Mirror Stage also leads 

	f Identify with the 
image as an  
idealised version of 
themselves

	f The ego is the result 
of this misrecognition, 
leading to alienation
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to a sense of alienation. The child perceives a discrepancy 
between their idealised mirror image and their actual bodily 
experience. This disjuncture creates a feeling of lack or 
incompleteness, which Lacan refers to as “lack in being” 
(manque à être). This sense of lack becomes a driving force 
behind the individual’s desires and quest for a more complete 
sense of self throughout life.

2.2.8 Imaginary, Symbolic and the Real
The concepts of the Imaginary, the Symbolic, and the 

Real are fundamental to Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic 
theory. These three orders or registers of experience represent 
different aspects of human subjectivity and the ways in which 
individuals interact with themselves, others, and the external 
world.

The Imaginary
The Imaginary is the first order in Lacan’s theory. In 

Lacanian terms, the Imaginary Order represents the realm of 
images, illusions, and identifications that shape an individual’s 
sense of self and understanding of the external world. Central 
to this order is the mirror stage, a pivotal moment in human 
development where an infant first identifies with its own 
reflection in a mirror. This identification with the idealised 
image establishes the foundation for the formation of the ego, 
fostering a sense of unity and coherence. However, Lacan also 
emphasised the inherently deceptive nature of the Imaginary, 
demonstrating the gap between the perceived image and the 
complex, fragmented reality of the self. The Imaginary Order 
thus plays a crucial role in Lacanian psychoanalysis, shedding 
light on the intricate interplay between perception, identity, 
and the construction of subjectivity. Salman Akhtar, in his 
Comprehensive Dictionary of Psychoanalysis, states: “…
imaginary pertains to the ego’s identification with its specular 
image during the ‘mirror stage’ and is thus the locale of both 
narcissism and identification” (240).

The Symbolic
The Symbolic order emerges as language and social 

structures begin to shape the individual’s experience. The 
Symbolic represents the realm of culture, law, norms, and 
shared systems of meaning. Language is a crucial component 
of the Symbolic, and it is through language that meaning is 
conveyed, and reality is constructed. Language for Lacan 
is not merely a tool for communication but a structure that 

	f Three orders of  
experience

	f Prelinguistic stage

	f Language is a 
crucial component 
of the Symbolic
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organises and mediates our perception of reality. The symbolic 
order is closely tied to the idea of the “Other”, a symbolic 
entity representing the external world and societal influences. 
Lacan contends that individuals navigate this symbolic order 
throughout their lives, grappling with the complexities of 
language, societal expectations, and the constant negotiation of 
identity within a broader cultural context.

The Real
The Real is a complex and elusive register, representing 

what exists beyond representation and language. According 
to Dylan Evans “ the real emerges as that which is outside 
language and inassimilable to symbolisation. It is ‘that which 
resists symbolization absolutely”(An Introductory Dictionary 
162).It is a dimension of raw, unmediated, and ineffable 
experience, often associated with trauma, the irrational, and 
the unattainable. “Real pertains to that which lies outside of 
representability, especially by the means of language; it is 
linked to physicality and corporeality”(240). The Real resists 
full symbolisation and can be experienced as a traumatic 
rupture. Traumatic experiences, such as accidents or acts of 
violence, are considered encounters with the Real, as they 
disrupt the individual’s symbolic framework and defy easy 
comprehension. Lacan uses the term “jouissance” to describe a 
type of excessive pleasure or enjoyment that can be experienced 
beyond the limits of language and symbolic representation. It 
is linked to the Real and can be associated with moments of 
ecstatic or overwhelming experiences.

Lacan’s tripartite model of the Imaginary, the Symbolic, 
and the Real provides a comprehensive framework for 
understanding the different registers of human experience and 
subjectivity. The Imaginary represents the early, prelinguistic 
stage of unity and identification, the Symbolic encompasses the 
realm of language and shared meaning, while the Real signifies 
the ineffable and traumatic aspects of existence that resist full 
representation. These concepts continue to be influential in 
various fields, including psychoanalysis, cultural theory, and 
literature.

2.2.9 Ego Formation and Construction of Selfhood
Ego formation and construction of selfhood are psychological 

concepts that refer to the process through which an individual 
develops a sense of self. These encompass the formation of one’s 
identity, personality, and self-concept. As mentioned earlier, 

	f The real exists  
beyond language

	f Influence on psycho-
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Freud’s theory of selfhood is rooted in his structural model of 
the psyche which consists of three main components: the id, 
ego, and superego. According to Freud, selfhood is constructed 
through the dynamic interplay and conflicts among these three 
psychic structures. The process of self-construction involves 
the resolution of conflicts between our innate desires (id) and 
external reality, as well as the internalisation of societal norms 
(superego).

As we discussed earlier, one of Lacan’s key concepts is the 
“mirror stage.” which occurs during infancy. In this stage, a 
child recognises himself in a mirror and develops a sense of 
an “ideal-I” - an image of himself that is unified and coherent. 
This “ideal-I”, however, is an illusion and does not correspond 
to the messy, fragmented reality of the psyche.

Lacan proposes that human subjectivity is shaped by three 
interconnected orders: the Imaginary, Symbolic, and Real 
Orders. He argues that selfhood is a construction that emerges 
from the interplay of these three orders. The process is marked 
by a fundamental lack or gap, which is central to human 
desire. In both Freud and Lacan’s theories, the construction 
of selfhood is a dynamic and ongoing process. It involves 
negotiation between inner drives, external reality, and societal 
norms, with the ultimate goal of achieving a coherent sense of 
self. Lacan’s addition of the mirror stage and the three orders 
offers a more nuanced and linguistically-oriented perspective 
on the formation of selfhood compared to Freud’s primarily 
drive-oriented model.

2.2.10. Defense Mechanisms
Defense mechanisms are psychological strategies employed 

by individuals to cope with anxiety and protect themselves 
from internal conflicts. These mechanisms operate on an 
unconscious level, shielding the individual from thoughts 
and feelings that are too distressing or threatening to confront 
directly. First systematically elucidated by Anna Freud in 
her work The Ego and the Mechanisms of Defence (1936), 
defense mechanisms serve as adaptive tools that help manage 
the demands of everyday life.

	f Selfhood and the 
interplay of three 
psychic structures

	f The “ideal-I” is an 
illusion

	f Selfhood in Freud 
and Lacan

	f Psychological  
strategies SG

O
U



80 SGOU - SLM - MA English - Literary Theory

Anna Freud’s seminal work out-
lined a variety of defense mech-
anisms, each serving a unique 
purpose in mitigating emotional 
turmoil. Among these mecha-
nisms are ‘repression’, which 
involves pushing distressing 
thoughts out of consciousness; 
‘projection’, where one attri-
butes their undesirable feelings 
onto others; and ‘regression’, a 
retreat to earlier developmental 
stages in times of stress. Initial-
ly she listed nine categories of 
defense mechanisms and later 
added ‘sublimation’ as the tenth 
category. These mechanisms 

manifest across a spectrum of behaviours, impacting relation-
ships, decision-making, and overall psychological well-being.

It’s essential to recognise that while defense mechanisms 
provide a necessary psychological function, their overuse 
or over- reliance on them can hinder personal growth and 
self-awareness. Understanding these mechanisms allows 
individuals to navigate their emotional landscapes  more 
effectively, fostering resilience and a healthier approach to 
handling stressors. Psychoanalytic theory suggests that a 
balanced awareness of these defense mechanisms can lead to a 
more nuanced understanding of one’s thoughts and behaviours, 
promoting emotional well-being and personal development.

2.2.11. Jouissance
Jouissance is a key concept in psychoanalysis that originates 

from the work of Jacques Lacan. In Lacan’s paper titled 
“The Ethics of Psychoanalysis” (1992), conducted during 
1959–1960, he explored the notion of jouissance (enjoyment) 
while engaging with Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents 
(1930). Freud, in the latter work, had elucidated an inherent 
contradiction within the concept of pleasure. The pursuit of 
happiness, according to Freud, is twofold, aiming both to 
evade pain and unpleasure and to engage in intense feelings 
of pleasure(Alain de Mijolla, International  Dictionary Of 
Psychoanalysis, 894).

It can be a challenging and multifaceted notion, often 
translated as “enjoyment” or “pleasure”, but it goes beyond 

	f List of defense 
mechanisms

	f Handling stressors

	f Its origin is in the 
work of Lacan

Fig. 2.2.3 
The Ego and the 

Mechanisms of Defence
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ordinary notions of pleasure and touches upon the complexities 
of desire, satisfaction, and the unconscious. In Lacanian theory, 
jouissance is closely linked to the idea of the “Other” (Autre) and 
is intimately connected to the functioning of the unconscious. 
It is not just positive pleasure but also involves an excess of 
enjoyment that can be overwhelming and disturbing. Lacan 
uses the term to emphasise the ambivalence and paradoxes 
inherent in human subjectivity.

	f It can be translated 
as “enjoyment” or 
“pleasure”

“There is no adequate translation in English of this word 
(jouissance). ‘Enjoyment’ conveys the sense, contained 
in jouissance, of enjoyment of rights, of property, etc. 
Unfortunately, in modern English, the word has lost the 
sexual connotations  it still retains in French” Translator’s 
Note, Ecrits

2.2.11.1 Jouissance and the Other
Lacan’s concept of the Other plays a crucial role in 

understanding jouissance. The Other represents the external 
world, including other people and society, which influences 
and structures our desires and enjoyment. In the context of 
jouissance, Lacan introduced the idea of “The Law of the 
Father”, which signifies societal norms, rules, and prohibitions 
that restrict or regulate one’s enjoyment.

2.2.11.2 Jouissance and the Drive
Jouissance is closely linked to the concept of the “drive” 

in Lacanian theory. Unlike biological instincts, the drive 
is a repetitive and compulsive force, originating from the 
unconscious. It is a push towards satisfaction without an 
object, leading to a perpetual cycle of seeking and enjoying. 
In psychoanalysis, jouissance is also relevant to understanding 
certain psychopathologies, particularly those related to 
excessive enjoyment, such as addictions, self-destructive 
behaviour, and certain forms of sexual or masochistic 
perversions. These behaviours can be attempts to deal with the 
unbearable tension arising from the clash between the demands 
of the Law and the transgressive pleasure of jouissance. In this 
way, Jouissance is a complex and essential concept in Lacanian 
psychoanalysis, shedding light on the intricate relationship 
between desire, pleasure, the unconscious, and the social Other. 
It is a concept that challenges conventional ideas of enjoyment 
and demonstrates the paradoxical nature of human subjectivity 
and the ways in which we seek satisfaction in a world governed 
by rules and restrictions.
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Jouissance refers to a concept in psychoanalysis denoting 
a complex, intense, and often paradoxical pleasure or 
enjoyment, typically associated with unconscious desires 
and fantasies

2.2.12 The Unconscious Is Structured Like a 
Language

The idea that the unconscious is structured like a language 
stems from the field of psychoanalysis, particularly the work 
of Sigmund Freud and later theorists like Jacques Lacan. In 
this context, it suggests that the unconscious mind operates 
through symbolic systems and that it communicates its contents 
through symbols, metaphors, and linguistic expressions. 
This means that the unconscious doesn’t communicate in a 
straightforward, literal manner, but rather through layers of 
meaning that may not always be immediately apparent.

	f The unconscious 
mind operates 
through symbolic 
systems

“The unconscious is constituted by the effects of speech 
on the subject, it is the dimension in which the subject 
is determined in the development of the effects of 
speech, consequently the unconscious is structured like 
a language”-  Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental 
Concepts of Psychoanalysis (149)

Freud proposed that much of human behaviour and thought 
processes are influenced by unconscious desires, fears, 
and conflicts that are typically inaccessible to conscious 
awareness. He developed techniques like free association and 
dream analysis to try to bring these unconscious elements to 
the surface. Jacques Lacan further developed this concept. 
He emphasised the importance of language and linguistics 
in understanding the functioning of the unconscious. Lacan 
argued that the unconscious is structured like a language in the 
sense that it doesn’t operate with clear-cut, direct meanings. 
Instead, it relies on the play of signifiers (words, symbols, and 
images) and their associations.

Precisely, the idea that the unconscious is structured like 
a language posits that it communicates in a symbolic and 
indirect manner, akin to how language operates with layers of 
meaning, metaphors, and associations. This perspective has 
had a significant influence on psychoanalytic theory and its 
applications in psychology and related fields.

	f It relies on the play 
of signifiers

	f Unconscious  
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Further Readings

2.2.13 “The Mirror Stage as Formative 
of the Function of the I as Revealed in  
Psychoanalytic Experience”- Jacques 
Lacan  

Jacques Lacan’s Mirror Stage, introduced in his 1949 essay, 
is a central concept within his psychoanalytic theory that 
sheds light on the formation of self-identity and subjectivity. 
With the title“The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function 
of the I as Revealed in Psychoanalytic Experience”, the essay 
focuses on the formation of the self, the relationship between 
the individual and their image, and the role of identification 
in psychological development. The Mirror Stage pertains 
to a crucial developmental phase in a child’s life, generally 
occurring between 6 and 18 months of age, when it encounters 
its reflection in a mirror. This experience is significant in 
Lacan’s view because it signifies the moment when a child 
begins to construct a sense of self and enters into the symbolic 
order of language and culture.

During the Mirror Stage, Lacan argues, the child perceives 
its reflection as a whole, unified image. This perception is 
in contrast to its fragmented, bodily experience until that 
point. The child’s fragmented body, characterised by motor 
incoordination, gives rise to a sense of lack and incompleteness. 
The mirror thus serves as a metaphorical reflection of the 
infant’s own image, creating a mirage of an idealised and 
cohesive self. The infant, captivated by this imaginary unity, 
experiences a momentary sense of jubilation and mastery

This identification with the mirror image marks the 
emergence of the “I” or the ego, representing a significant 
milestone in the formation of subjectivity. This initiates a 
sense of separation between the self and the image, forming the 
foundation for the split subjectivity that characterises human 
existence. The child’s identification with the image is driven 
by a desire to align with this unified, coherent form. This 
identification, however, is also a misrecognition, as it involves 
internalising an ideal that is fundamentally unattainable.

Lacan emphasises that this process of identification 
has significant implications for the child’s psychological 
development. The identification with the mirror image sets the 
stage for the formation of the ego, which is the organised sense 

	f Formation of 
self-identity and 
subjectivity

	f Illusory sense of 
unity

	f Split subjectivity

	f Formation of the ego
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of self that navigates the social world. Importantly, this ego is 
built upon a fundamental sense of alienation, as the child’s 
actual experience of fragmented bodily existence remains at 
odds with the illusion of unity provided by the mirror.

The Mirror Stage also marks the child’s entry into the 
symbolic order, a realm of language, culture, and social 
norms. This transition involves a relinquishing of immediate 
bodily experiences in favour of participating in a shared reality 
mediated by symbols and language. Thus, the Mirror Stage 
serves as a microcosm of the larger process of becoming a 
subject within a social context.

In  conclusion, Lacan’s Mirror Stage is a critical theoretical 
framework for understanding the formation of self-identity 
and subjectivity. It demonstrates the complex interplay 
between bodily experience, self-image, and the symbolic 
order. This concept elucidates how the encounter with one’s 
mirror reflection initiates a lifelong process of identification, 
alienation, and participation in cultural and linguistic 
structures. By grasping the Mirror Stage, one gains insights 
into the intricate ways in which individuals come to know 
themselves and navigate the world around them.

	f Child’s entry into the 
symbolic order

	f Formation of 
self-identity and 
subjectivity

Summarised Overview

Freud introduced the Id as the primal, pleasure-seeking component of the psyche, 
operating on unconscious desires. The Ego, a rational mediator, navigates between the 
Id’s impulses and external reality. The Superego represents internalised moral standards. 
Together, they shape human behaviour. Lacan’s Mirror Stage highlights a critical phase 
in infancy, when a child identifies with a mirror image, forming the basis for self-identity. 
Defense mechanisms, discussed by Anna Freud, safeguard the ego from threatening 
thoughts. Jouissance, in Lacanian theory, denotes a complex form of enjoyment 
intertwined with societal norms. Lastly, the unconscious is seen as operating through 
symbols and language, conveying meaning in indirect ways. This holistic understanding 
of psychoanalytic concepts sheds light on the intricate processes of human subjectivity 
and behaviour.

SG
O
U



SGOU - SLM - MA English -Literary Theory 85

Assignments

1.	 Explain how the Ego mediates between the demands of the Id and external  
reality. Provide an example demonstrating the Ego’s function in resolving conflicting 
desires.

2.	 Analyse a dream using Freud’s concepts of manifest and latent content. Provide an 
example of how latent content can reveal unconscious thoughts and emotions.

3.	 Explain the Oedipus Complex and its stages of development. Provide an example 
from literature, film, or real life that exemplifies the Oedipus Complex.

4.	 Describe how the Mirror Stage contributes to the formation of the ego and self- 
identity according to Lacan. Provide an example to elucidate the process.

5.	 Analyse the concept of the unconscious being structured like a language.  
Provide an example to illustrate how this perspective influences the interpretation of 
psychological phenomena.

Suggested Reading

1.	 Freud, Sigmund. Civilization and Its Discontents. Wilder Publications, 2010.
2.	 Lacan, Jacques. The Psychoanalyst as Textual Analyst. IOI, 1990.
3.	 Muckenhoupt, Margaret. Sigmund Freud: Explorer of the Unconscious. Oxford 

UP, 1997.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Feminism

Unit 1  : Feminism: Major Theorists
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	 Feminism: Major TheoristsUnit 1

Learning Outcomes
Upon completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

	f gain an understanding of the key concepts and methodologies of Virginia Woolf, 
Kate Millett, Elaine Showalter, and Helene Cixous.

	f analyse Virginia Woolf’s innovative narrative techniques and their impact on the 
modernist literary movement.

	f elucidate Kate Millett’s critique of patriarchy and its pervasive influence on  
literature, culture, and society.

	f explore Elaine Showalter’s contributions to uncovering and redefining women’s 
literary traditions and their significance in the broader literary canon.

Background
Virginia Woolf, a pioneering English writer and a central figure in the modernist literary 

movement, was not only known for her literary contributions but also for her profound 
insights into gender and the societal limitations imposed on women. In her seminal work, 
“A Room of One’s Own”, Woolf explored the implications of women’s exclusion from 
intellectual and creative spaces, arguing that economic and social independence were 
crucial for women to fully realise their potential.

Kate Millett, an American feminist, writer, artist, and activist, rose to prominence with 
her groundbreaking book Sexual Politics in 1970. Millett critiqued the inherent power 
imbalances in gender relations, exploring the dynamics of patriarchy and challenging 
traditional norms. Her work laid the foundation for the feminist movement by shedding 
light on the ways societal structures perpetuate inequality.

Elaine Showalter, an influential American literary critic, played a vital role in shaping 
feminist literary criticism. Her work, A Literature of Their Own, focused on reclaiming 
and reinterpreting women’s literary history. Showalter highlighted the unique challenges 
faced by women writers and the importance of recognising and analysing literature from 
a feminist perspective to understand the complexities of women’s experiences.

Helene Cixous, a French feminist writer and theorist, is renowned for her contributions 
to poststructuralist feminism and her exploration of écriture féminine, or “feminine 
writing.” In works like The Laugh of the Medusa, Cixous encouraged women to embrace 
their unique voices and experiences in writing, challenging conventional language 
structures that perpetuated gender hierarchies. Her emphasis on the liberating potential of 
language has had a profound impact on feminist literary theory.
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Keywords
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Discussion
3.1.1 Virginia Woolf

Virginia Woolf (1882-1941) 
was a pioneering English writer 
known for her innovative 
narrative techniques and 
profound exploration of the inner 
lives of her characters. A central 
figure in the modernist literary 
movement, Woolf’s works, 
including novels like Mrs. 
Dalloway and To the Lighthouse, 
challenged traditional narrative 
conventions and explored 
the complexities of human 

consciousness. Her essays, such as “A Room of One’s Own,” 
also made significant contributions to feminist thought. 
Woolf’s legacy endures through her influential contributions 
to literature and her enduring impact on discussions of gender, 
identity, and artistic expression.

	f Central figure in the 
modernist literary 
movement Fig. 3.1.1 

Virginia Woolf

“But, you may say, we asked you to speak about women 
and fiction—what has that got to do with a room of 
one’s own? I will try to explain” (Introductory Sentence) 
Virginia Woolf, “A Room of One’s Own” 

3.1.1.1 Conventional Period
Virginia Woolf underwent distinct literary and theoretical 

phases that marked her evolution as a writer. Her career can 
be roughly divided into two major phases: the early, more 
conventional period, and the later, experimental and modernist 
phase. In her early literary phase, which spanned from the 
late nineteenth to the early twentieth century, Virginia Woolf 
was influenced by the prevailing Victorian and Edwardian 
literary traditions. Her works during this period, such as The 

	f Sensitivity to the 
intricacies of human 
relationships
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Voyage Out (1915) and Night and Day (1919), adhered to a 
more conventional narrative style. These novels often featured 
identifiable plots, straightforward character development, and 
traditional storytelling techniques. Despite this adherence to 
conventional forms, Woolf’s early works displayed an acute 
sensitivity to the intricacies of human relationships and a keen 
observational eye for the subtleties of social interactions.

3.1.1.2 Experimental Phase
The transition into Woolf’s later, 

more experimental phase is marked 
by the publication of Mrs. Dalloway 
(1925), a watershed moment in 
her career. This novel, along with 
subsequent works  like  To the 
Lighthouse (1927) and The Waves 
(1931), exemplifies the emergence 
of Woolf as a key figure in the 
modernist movement. During this 
phase, Woolf sought  to challenge 
conventional narrative structures, 
opting for innovative techniques 

such as stream of consciousness, interior monologue, and non-
linear storytelling. Mrs. Dalloway, for instance, unfolds in a 
single day, interweaving the inner thoughts and experiences 
of various characters in a fluid and interconnected manner. 
This technique allows Woolf to inquire into the complexities 
of human consciousness and perception, exploring the depths 
of individual subjectivity.

	f Challenge  
conventional  
narrative structures Fig. 3.1.2 

To the Lighthouse

Stream of Consciousness is a literary technique 
that presents a character’s thoughts and feelings in a 
continuous and unfiltered flow, replicating the natural 
and often chaotic patterns of human consciousness.

3.1.1.3 Feminist Theory
Woolf’s later phase is characterised by a profound 

engagement with feminist and psychoanalytic theories. Her 
essay, “A Room of One’s Own” (1929), stands as a seminal 
work in feminist literary criticism, where she argues for the 
necessity of economic independence and a space for women 
to pursue creative endeavours. This essay not only addresses 
the historical marginalisation of women in the literary sphere 
but also inquires into broader issues of power, identity, 

	f Marginalisation of 
women
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and societal structures. In addition to this, Woolf’s exploration 
of the inner lives of her characters, facilitated by her modernist 
techniques, aligns with the emerging psychoanalytic theories 
of the time. She deftly exposes the complexities of human 
psychology, revealing the depths of individual consciousness 
and the intricacies of human emotion.

In a nutshell, Virginia Woolf’s literary and theoretical phases 
represent a remarkable transformation from the conventional 
to the experimental. Her early works demonstrate a keen 
sensitivity to human relationships within the framework of 
traditional narrative forms. It is her later phase that truly 
distinguishes her as a pioneer of modernist literature. Through 
innovative narrative techniques and an exploration of feminist 
and psychoanalytic theories, Woolf pushed the boundaries of 
conventional storytelling, providing readers with a profound 
and intimate understanding of human consciousness. Her legacy 
endures as a testament to the enduring power of innovative and 
experimental literature.

3.1.2 Kate Millett
Kate Millett (1934-2017) was 
a prominent American feminist 
writer, activist, and artist known 
for her influential works that 
contributed significantly to second-
wave feminism. Her intellectual 
journey can be divided into distinct 
phases, each characterised by 
evolving perspectives on gender, 
sexuality, and power dynamics.

3.1.2.1 Feminist Theories
In the early 1970s, Kate Millett burst onto the intellectual 

scene with her influential work Sexual Politics (1970). This 
book is often credited with revolutionising feminist literary 
criticism. In Sexual Politics, Millett critiqued the patriarchal 
underpinnings of literature and society, examining the 
ways in which male-authored works reinforced oppressive 
gender norms. She analysed the works of writers like D.H. 
Lawrence, Norman Mailer, and Henry Miller, revealing the 
inherent misogyny and sexism within their narratives. Millett’s 
meticulous deconstruction of these texts challenged established 
norms and provided a foundation for feminist literary.

               

	f Transformation from 
the conventional to 
the experimental

	f Contribution to  
second-wave  
feminism

	f Male-authored texts 
reinforced oppressive 
gender norms

Fig. 3.1.3 Kate Millett
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Following the success of 
Sexual Politics, Millett entered 
what can be described as her 
theoretical phase. In works like 
The Prostitution Papers (1971) 
and The Politics of Cruelty 
(1974), she extended her analysis 
to broader social issues. The 
Prostitution Papers explores the 
complexities surrounding sex 
work, advocating for the rights 
and autonomy of sex workers. 
Meanwhile, The Politics of 
Cruelty explores the interplay 

between sadism and political power structures, examining 
how systems of oppression manifest in both interpersonal 
relationships and broader societal contexts. During this phase, 
Millett’s work became increasingly intersectional, addressing 
not only gender but also issues of class, race, and sexual 
orientation.

In the later years of her career, Kate Millett turned her 
attention to more personal, introspective works. Her memoir, 
Flying (1974), was a departure from her earlier academic-style 
writings. In this autobiographical work, Millett chronicled her 
own experiences with mental illness and her journey towards 
self-discovery. Sita (1977), another novel, explored themes 
of sexuality, identity, and spirituality. These later works 
showcased a more nuanced and reflective side of Millett, 
revealing her as a complex individual who grappled with her 
own demons while remaining deeply committed to feminist 
ideas.

It is important to note that Kate Millett’s contributions 
extended beyond her written works. She was an active 
participant in the feminist movement, using her platform 
to advocate for change. Millett’s work as an activist was as 
influential as her theoretical writings, and she played a crucial 
role in shaping the feminist discourse of the 20th century.

Kate Millett’s intellectual journey can be traced through 
distinct phases in her writing career. Her early work, 
exemplified by Sexual Politics, pioneered feminist literary 
criticism. Theoretical works like The Prostitution Papers 
and The Politics of Cruelty expanded her analyses to broader 
social and political issues. Later works such as Flying and 

	f Intersectional works

	f Introspective works

	f Played a crucial 
role in the feminist 
discourse

	f Enduring legacy in 
both theory and  
practice

Fig. 3.1.4 Sexual Politics
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Sita revealed a more personal, introspective side of Millett. 
Throughout her career, Millett’s contributions extended 
beyond the written word, as she actively engaged in the 
feminist movement, leaving an enduring legacy in both theory 
and practice.

3.1.3 Elaine Showalter
Elaine Showalter, a distinguished 

American literary critic and 
feminist scholar, has made profound 
contributions to the fields of literary 
criticism, gender studies, and 
cultural analysis. Her work spans 
several phases, each marked by 
distinct themes and methodologies, 
which have significantly shaped 
the landscape of feminist literary 
criticism and contemporary literary 
studies.

3.1.3.1 Feminist Criticism 

Elaine Showalter’s initial 
phase, during the late 1960s 
and 1970s, was marked by her 
pioneering efforts in establishing 
a feminist perspective 
within literary criticism. Her 
remarkable essay “Toward a 
Feminist Poetics” (1979) laid 
the foundation for what she 
termed “gynocritics.” In this 
phase, she sought to unearth and 
analyse the overlooked literary 
contributions of women writers 
across history. Showalter 
emphasised the importance of 
exploring women’s experiences, 

perspectives, and literary traditions as distinct from the male-
dominated canon. Works like  A Literature of Their Own: 
British Women Novelists from Bronte to Lessing (1977) 
exemplified her commitment to bringing women’s voices 
to the forefront of literary discourse, demonstrating their 
struggles and achievements. 

   

	f Contributions to 
the field of gender 
studies

	f Unearthed the literary 
contributions of  
women writers

Fig. 3.1.5
Elaine Showalter

Fig. 3.1.6 
A Literature of Their OwnSG
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3.1.3.2 Psychoanalytic and Feminist Literary 
Theories

Moving into the 1980s, Showalter’s focus evolved to 
include psychoanalytic and feminist theories. Her work The 
Female Malady: Women, Madness, and English Culture, 
1830-1980 (1985) explored the intersection of gender and 
mental illness within cultural contexts. Showalter analysed 
how women’s mental health was both shaped by and reflected 
in literature, demonstrating the intricate relationship between 
societal norms and female psychological well-being.

3.1.3.3 The Cultural Feminism 
During the 1990s, Showalter transitioned to what she 

termed “cultural feminism.” In this phase, she concentrated 
on broader cultural patterns and how literature interacted 
with them. Her book Sister’ Choice: Tradition and Change in 
American Women’s Writing (1991) engaged with issues such 
as motherhood, female friendships, and the changing roles 
of women. Showalter’s work illuminated the ways in which 
literature acts as a mirror reflecting societal transformations 
and women’s responses to them.

3.1.3.4 Global and Transnational Feminism
Showalter’s later works, as she entered the new millennium, 

expanded to encompass global and transnational perspectives. 
She recognised that the struggles and achievements of 
women writers extended beyond Western contexts. Her 
book Inventing Herself: Claiming a Feminist Intellectual 
Heritage (2001) emphasised the importance of understanding 
the diverse experiences of women writers from various 
cultural backgrounds. Showalter advocated a more inclusive 
and intersectional approach to feminist literary analysis, 
acknowledging the complexities of identity and cultural 
context.

3.1.4 Hélène Cixous
Hélène Cixous, a prominent French 
feminist theorist, writer, and philosopher, 
has significantly contributed to 
literary, feminist, and psychoanalytic 
discourse through her distinct phases 
of writing. Her works have transcended 
conventional boundaries and have made 
profound impacts on various fields.

	f Intersection of 
gender and mental 
illness

	f Concentrated on 
cultural patterns

	f Inclusive approach 
to feminist literary 
analysis

	f French Feminist

Fig. 3.1.7 Hélène Cixous
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3.1.4.1 Early Works 
Cixous’s early works, which emerged in the 1960s and 

1970s, laid the foundation for her groundbreaking contributions 
to feminist theory. One of her most influential concepts during 
this phase is the notion of “écriture féminine”, or feminine 
writing. In essays like “The Laugh of the Medusa”, she 
challenges the patriarchal norms of language and literature, 
advocating a distinct feminine voice that embraces fluidity, 
intuition, and multiplicity. She calls for women to engage with 
writing as an act of self-discovery, reclaiming their bodies and 
voices from the male-dominated literary tradition.

3.1.4.2 The Theatrical and Poetic Exploration
In this phase, Cixous is intrigued by the writing of drama  

and poetry, marked by works like Portrait of Dora and Three 
Steps on the Ladder of Writing. These texts exemplify her 
exploration of psychoanalysis and the unconscious, where she 
explores the complexities of identity, desire, and language. 
The theatrical elements in her works allow her to depict the 
inner lives of characters in a dynamic and evocative manner. 
In this phase, Cixous continues to challenge societal norms by 
engaging with personal and collective narratives.

3.1.4.3 Collaboration with Jacques Derrida
Cixous collaborated closely with the philosopher Jacques 

Derrida, resulting in a deep engagement with deconstructionist 
theory. Their collaboration led to the development of ideas 
related to language, textuality, and the gaps within meaning. 
This phase is notable for its intricate exploration of linguistic 
structures, revealing how language can both empower and 
constrain individuals. The dialogue between Cixous and 
Derrida extended their contributions to post-structuralist 
thought and highlighted the interplay between philosophy and 
literature.

3.1.4.4 Autobiographical and Global Themes
In her later works, Cixous turned to autobiographical 

writing and broader global issues. Works like Stigmata: 
Escaping Texts and Love Itself: In the Letterbox reflect her 
introspective exploration of personal history and cultural 
heritage. Cixous seamlessly weaves her own experiences with 
wider narratives of exile, identity, and the complexities of 
love. This phase highlights her ability to merge the personal 
and the universal, offering readers a more intimate perspective 
on her philosophical insights.

	f Writing as an act of 
self-discovery

	f Complexities of 
identity, desire, and 
language

	f Dialogue between 
Cixous and Derrida

	f Personal and the 
universal

SG
O
U



96 SGOU - SLM - MA English - Literary Theory

                                   

3.1.4.5 Continued Feminist Advocacy
Cixous remains a consistent advocate of feminism and 

women’s rights. Her essays, lectures, and speeches continue 
to inspire feminist thinkers, emphasising the importance of 
intersectionality and the need to challenge existing power 
structures. Her commitment to dismantling patriarchal norms 
and promoting gender equality underscores her enduring 
influence on contemporary feminist discourse.

In a nutshell, Hélène Cixous’ intellectual journey can be 
traced through distinct phases, each characterised by unique 
contributions to feminist theory, literature, and philosophy. 
From her early championing of “écriture féminine” to her 
collaborations with Derrida and her exploration of global and 
autobiographical themes, Cixous’ works have left an indelible 
mark on the fields of literature, feminism, and philosophy. 
Her ability to merge theory with personal experience and to 
challenge established norms continues to inspire scholars and 
readers alike.

	f Consistent advocate 
of  feminism

	f Merge theory with 
personal experience

Fig. 3.1.8 Stigmata
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Summarised Overview
This unit provides an overview of the contributions of four influential feminist thinkers 

and writers: Virginia Woolf, Kate Millett, Elaine Showalter, and Hélène Cixous. Virginia 
Woolf, a pioneer of modernist literature, is known for her exploration of women’s 
inner lives and critique of societal constraints on their creativity. Kate Millett’s work, 
particularly Sexual Politics, revolutionised feminist literary criticism by exposing the 
patriarchal norms in classic literature. Elaine Showalter played a pivotal role in feminist 
literary theory, emphasising the importance of a distinct female literary tradition. Hélène 
Cixous introduced the concept of “écriture feminine”, advocating for a unique feminine 
writing style. Her collaboration with Jacques Derrida further explored linguistic structures. 
Cixous later turned to autobiographical and global themes, continuing her advocacy of 
feminism and women’s rights. Each of these thinkers has made significant contributions 
to the field, enriching our understanding of gender representation in literature.

Assignments

1.	 Compare and contrast Virginia Woolf’s concept of “A Room of One’s Own” with 
Kate Millet’s analysis of patriarchy in Sexual Politics.

2.	 Explore Elaine Showalter’s three phases of women’s literary history and analyse 
how they relate to the feminist literary criticism of Helene Cixous.

3.	 Investigate Kate Millet’s critique of the literary canon in Sexual Politics and analyse 
how it influenced feminist literary criticism.

4.	 Evaluate Elaine Showalter’s contributions to feminist literary theory, focusing on 
her concept of the “gynocritics” and its impact on literary analysis.

5.	 Examine Helene Cixous’s concept of écriture féminine and its significance in  
reshaping literary language and expression from a feminist perspective.

Suggested Reading
1.	 Bray, Abigail. Helene Cixous: Writing and Sexual Differences. Transitions, 2004
2.	 Goldman, Jane. The Cambridge Introduction to Virginia Woolf. Cambridge UP. 

2006.
3.	 Millett, Kate. Sexual Politics. University of Illinois P, 2000.
4.	 Showalter, Elaine. Hystories: Hysterical Epidemics and Modern Media. Columbia 

UP, 1997.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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	 Feminism: Major ConceptsUnit 2

Learning Outcomes

Upon completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

	f comprehend the foundational principles of gynocriticism, including its emergence 
in the late twentieth century.

	f understand the origins and key tenets of womanism as a socio-political and cultural 
movement.

	f grasp the core concepts of Marxist feminism, recognising its integration of Marxist 
class struggle theory with feminist insights into gender oppression and patriarchy.

	f gain an understanding of the significant contributions of French feminist thinkers 
such as Simone de Beauvoir, Julia Kristeva, Hélène Cixous, and Luce Irigaray to 
feminist theory.

Background

Feminism, an evolving social and political movement, seeks to address and rectify 
historical and contemporary gender inequalities. Feminism advocates the recognition 
of the inherent equality of all genders, challenging systemic structures that perpetuate 
discrimination and oppression based on gender. This movement encompasses a diverse 
range of perspectives and approaches, reflecting the complexity of gender issues across 
various cultural, social, and economic contexts.

 One fundamental concept within feminism is the pursuit of gender equality, aiming 
to dismantle traditional power dynamics that have historically favoured men over 
women. Feminists work towards creating a society where individuals of all genders 
have equal access to opportunities, resources, and decision-making processes. This 
involves challenging stereotypes and norms that limit the roles and expectations placed 
on individuals based on their gender, and advocating for policies and cultural shifts that 
promote inclusivity and diversity.

Intersectionality is another pivotal concept in feminism, recognising that gender 
inequality intersects with other forms of oppression, such as race, class, sexuality, and 
ability. Intersectional feminism acknowledges that individuals experience various layers 
of discrimination and privilege, and advocates an inclusive approach that addresses the 
unique challenges faced by different groups of women. This perspective underscores the 
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importance of understanding and dismantling interconnected systems of oppression to 
create a more just and equitable society. In essence, feminism is a dynamic and evolving 
movement that seeks not only to challenge gender-based discrimination but also to foster 
a broader understanding of social justice that encompasses the complexities of human 
identity and experience.

Keywords

Gynocriticism, Ecriture Feminine, Womanism, Marxist Feminism, French Feminism, 
Lesbian Feminism, Black Feminism, Dalit Feminism, Post-feminism

Discussion
3.2.1 Defining Feminism

Pramod  K. Nayar observes: “Feminism is both a political 
stance and a theory that focuses on gender as a subject of analysis 
when reading cultural practices and as a platform to demand 
equality, rights and justice. Feminism’s key assumption is that 
gender roles are pre-determined and the woman is trained to fit 
into those roles” (Contemporary Literary and Cultural Theory).

M. A. R. Habib provides some insights into feminist 
criticism. As he writes, since the early twentieth century, 
feminist criticism has evolved to address a diverse range of 
issues. These include a re-evaluation of literary history to 
acknowledge women’s contributions, the exploration of a 
female literary lineage, examinations of sexuality and sexual 
differences informed by psychoanalysis, Marxism, and the social 
sciences, the analysis of women’s representation in literature 
written by men, the exploration of gender’s role in both literary 
creation and criticism (explored through “gynocriticism”), and 
the exploration of connections between gender and literary 
elements such as genre and meter. Notably, feminist critics 
have consistently focused on the interplay between experience 
and language. They have questioned whether a distinct female 
experience exists, communicated through women writers, and 
have explored how women grapple with using a language 
historically dominated by male concepts and values. Some 
feminists advocate the development of a female language, while 
others propose appropriating and altering the inherited language 
of male oppressors (A History of Literary Criticism).
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3.2.2 Gynocriticism
Gynocriticism, a feminist literary theory that emerged 

in the late twentieth century, seeks to examine and analyse 
literature from a female-centered perspective, challenging 
the historically male-dominated literary canon. It strives to 
reclaim and illuminate the often marginalised or overlooked 
contributions of women writers, as well as to uncover the 
implicit biases and gender dynamics present within traditional 
literary criticism.

An influential work that laid the foundation for gynocriticism 
is Elaine Showalter’s book A Literature of Their Own: British 
Women Novelists from Brontë to Lessing (1977). Showalter 
explores the history of women’s literature and how it has 
evolved over time. She introduces different phases in women’s 
literary history, demonstrating different periods where women 
writers either conform to or resist societal expectations. 
This approach emphasises the importance of recognising the 
diverse voices and experiences of women authors throughout 
history.

Another notable contribution to gynocriticism is Sandra 
Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s influential work The Madwoman 
in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century 
Literary Imagination (1979). This book explores how women 
writers in the 19th century grappled with limitations imposed 
by a patriarchal society. Gilbert and Gubar analyse how female 
characters in literature were often relegated to restrictive roles, 
and how women writers used various strategies to subvert and 
challenge these conventions. The “madwoman in the attic” 
becomes a symbol of the struggle against societal constraints 
and the creative potential of women writers.

Moving beyond Western literature, Chandra Talpade 
Mohanty’s Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and 
Colonial Discourses (1986) is a significant work in the field 
of postcolonial and gynocritical analysis. Mohanty critiques 
Western feminist scholarship for its tendency to homogenise 
the experiences of women in non-Western societies. She argues 
that this approach further marginalises the voices of women 
from these regions. By introducing the complexities of identity, 
power, and cultural contexts, Mohanty’s work underscores the 
importance of intersectionality within gynocriticism.

Gynocriticism challenges the male-centered lens through 
which literature has traditionally been interpreted. It seeks to 

	f Analyse literature 
from a female  
perspective

	f Different phases in 
women’s literary 
history

	f Struggle against  
societal constraints

	f Homogenise the  
experiences of  
women in  
non-Western societies
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illuminate the diverse perspectives and experiences of women 
writers, while also critiquing the patriarchal structures that 
have influenced literary production and reception. Through 
works like Showalter’s exploration of women’s literary 
history, Gilbert and Gubar’s analysis of the constraints faced 
by women writers, and Mohanty’s examination of postcolonial 
feminist perspectives, gynocriticism continues to reshape 
our understanding of literature and its role in reflecting and 
shaping gender dynamics.

3.2.3 Ecriture Feminine
“Écriture feminine” is a French term that translates to 

“feminine writing” in English. Coined by feminist literary 
theorists like Hélène Cixous and Julia Kristeva in the 1970s, 
it refers to a style of writing that seeks to capture and express 
the female experience in a way that challenges traditional 
literary norms. This movement emerged in response to the 
predominantly male-dominated literary canon, which often 
marginalised or ignored the voices and perspectives of women.

Écriture féminine is characterised by its emphasis on the 
body, sensuality, and the personal experiences of women. It 
seeks to break free from conventional narrative structures 
and linguistic norms, often employing unconventional 
syntax, imagery, and metaphors. This style of writing aims 
to give voice to the often silenced or marginalised aspects of 
femininity, exploring themes such as sexuality, motherhood, 
desire, and the complexities of female identity.

One of the central tenets of écriture féminine is the idea 
that language itself is not neutral but rather carries embedded 
biases and power dynamics. Feminist writers argue that the 
patriarchal structure of language has historically favoured 
male experiences and perspectives. Therefore, to authentically 
represent the female experience, writers must engage with 
language in a way that subverts or transcends these established 
norms.

Thus, écriture féminine represents a radical departure from 
traditional modes of writing, aiming to create a space for 
women’s voices and experiences within the literary landscape. 
It encourages a reimagining of language and narrative, 
inviting readers to engage with texts in a way that challenges 
established power structures and broadens our understanding 
of what it means to be a woman.

	f Diverse perspectives 
and experiences of 
women

	f Feminine writing

	f Experiences of 
women

	f Patriarchal structure 
of language favoured 
male experiences

	f Challenges  
established power 
structures
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3.2.4 Womanism
Womanism is a socio-political and 
cultural movement that emerged 
as a response to the limitations 
and exclusions of mainstream 
feminism, particularly the lack of 
inclusivity for women of colour. 
This term was coined by author and 
activist Alice Walker in her 1983 
book In Search of Our Mothers’ 
Gardens: Womanist Prose. Walker 
introduced womanism as a concept 
that encapsulates the struggles 
and experiences of Black women, 
addressing not only gender 
inequality but also acknowledging 
the intersectionality of race, class, 
and other factors that shape a 
woman’s identity and challenges.

Rooted in the African-American community and its history 
of resistance against various forms of oppression, womanism 
seeks to celebrate and validate the unique experiences of 
Black women while critiquing the ways in which they have 
been marginalised within both feminist and broader societal 
frameworks. One of the central ideas of womanism is the 
emphasis on the collective strength of communities and the 
importance of relationships among women, calling attention 
to the concept of “sisterhood” as a foundation for mutual 
support and empowerment.

Alice Walker’s aforementioned book not only introduced 
the term but also laid the groundwork for womanist thought 
by exploring the creative, spiritual, and cultural contributions 
of Black women throughout history. By focusing on the 
resilience and creativity of women, Walker challenged the 
mainstream feminist narratives that often centered on white, 
middle-class experiences.

Throughout its evolution, womanism has continued to 
gain traction and has adapted to changing social and political 
contexts. It has expanded to include perspectives from different 
ethnicities, cultures, and marginalised groups, fostering 
a broader understanding of the complexities of women’s 
struggles. The movement emphasises the need for grassroot 
activism, community building, and an inclusive definition of 
womanhood that embraces the diverse realities of all women.

	f Response to the  
exclusions of  
mainstream feminism

	f Unique experiences 
of Black women

	f Challenged the 
mainstream feminist 
narratives

	f Understanding the 
complexities of 
women’s struggles

Fig. 3.2.1 
In Search of Our 

Mothers’ Gardens
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3.2.5 Marxist Feminism
Marxist feminism, a critical theoretical framework that 

emerged in the late twentieth century, combines Marxist 
analysis of class struggle and capitalist exploitation with 
feminist insights into gender oppression and patriarchy. This 
perspective seeks to understand the intersection of class and 
gender dynamics within the capitalist system, recognising 
that both economic and gender-based inequalities are 
interconnected and mutually reinforcing.

Prominent works that have contributed to the development 
of Marxist feminism include Heidi Hartmann’s 1979 essay 
“The Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Feminism”, in 
which she highlights the limitations of traditional Marxist 
thought in addressing gender-based oppression. She critiques 
the tendency of some Marxists to view class struggle as the 
primary and sole determinant of societal inequalities, often 
sidelining issues related to gender and sexuality.

Another influential figure 
in Marxist feminism is Silvia 
Federici, whose book Caliban 
and the Witch: Women, the Body, 
and Primitive Accumulation 
(2004) explores the historical 
connection between capitalism 
and the subjugation of women. 
Federici argues that the rise of 
capitalism was intricately linked 
to the persecution of women as 
witches, which served to suppress 
women’s autonomy and maintain 
a submissive labor force. This 
book highlights how women’s 

bodies and reproductive labor were systematically controlled 
to ensure the reproduction of both the workforce and capitalist 
structures.

Nancy Fraser’s work, particularly the essay “Feminism, 
Capitalism, and the Cunning of History,” expands on Marxist 
feminism by examining the concept of recognition within 
capitalist societies. Fraser argues that while struggles for 
economic justice and gender equality are interconnected, 
they are often pitted against each other within mainstream 
discourse. She suggests that a truly transformative feminist 
movement must address both economic redistribution and 
cultural representation, challenging the commodification of 
gender identities.

	f Intersection of class 
and gender

	f Addresses the  
limitations of  
traditional Marxist 
thought

	f Connection between 
capitalism and the 
subjugation of  
women

	f Addresses both  
economic  
redistribution and  
cultural representation

Fig. 3.2.2 
Caliban and the Witch
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These works collectively underscore the importance 
of understanding how class and gender interact within 
the capitalist framework. Marxist feminism emphasises 
that women’s oppression cannot be fully comprehended 
without considering the economic structures that perpetuate 
inequalities. This perspective calls for a re-evaluation of 
traditional Marxist thought to accommodate gender-related 
struggles and envisions a society where both economic and 
gender-based disparities are dismantled simultaneously. By 
integrating Marxist analysis with feminist insights, Marxist 
feminism provides a powerful lens for examining the complex 
interplay between capitalism, class, and gender in shaping 
societal dynamics.

3.2.6 French Feminism
French feminism has played 
a significant role in shaping 
contemporary feminist theory 
and discourse. Having emerged  
in the late twentieth century, it 
introduced unique perspectives 
on gender, power, and society 
that challenged traditional 
feminist ideologies. One of the 
pioneering figures in French 
feminism is Simone de Beauvoir, 
whose influential book The 
Second Sex (1949) examines the 
historical and social construction 

of womanhood, emphasising the notion that women are not 
born but rather made into women through societal expectations 
and norms.                               

	f Re-evaluation of 
traditional Marxist 
thought

	f Women are not born 
but rather made into 
women

Another key figure in French feminism is Julia Kristeva, 
known for her work in psychoanalytic feminism. Her book 
Female Genius: Life, Madness, Words explores the relationship 
between women, creativity, and mental health, critiquing the 
traditional perception of female artists as being inherently 
unstable. Kristeva’s approach draws from psychoanalysis and 
linguistics to dissect the intricate interplay between language, 
subjectivity, and gender identity.

	f Draws from  
psychoanalysis and 
linguistics

Fig. 3.2.3 The Second Sex

But first we must ask: what is a woman? ‘Tota mulier in 
utero’, says one, ‘woman is a womb’.

                                -  Simone de Beauvoir, The Second SexSG
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Hélène Cixous is yet another prominent voice in French 
feminist thought. Her essay “The Laugh of the Medusa” (1975) 
challenges phallocentric language and literature, advocating 
for women to reclaim their bodies and voices through writing. 
Cixous calls for a unique feminine writing style that breaks 
away from established norms and conventions, allowing 
women to express their desires and experiences authentically.

Luce Irigaray’s work, such as 
Speculum of the Other Woman 
(1974), focuses on the female 
body and its representation in 
language and culture. Irigaray 
critiques the ways in which 
women have historically been 
objectified and reduced to their 
reproductive functions. She 
explores how language itself 
can perpetuate these oppressive 
patterns, emphasising the need 
for a new discourse that values 
and acknowledges women’s 
subjectivity.                                 

   French feminism has made invaluable contributions to femi-
nist theory by challenging conventional notions of gender, lan-
guage, and societal norms. Figures like Simone de Beauvoir, 
Julia Kristeva, Hélène Cixous, and Luce Irigaray have intro-
duced revolutionary ideas that continue to shape discussions 
around gender equality, women’s voices, and representation. 
Their works have prompted broader conversations about the 
intersections of language, culture, and power in the construc-
tion of gender identities.

3.2.7 Lesbian Feminism
Lesbian feminism emerged as a significant and transformative 

movement within the broader feminist movement during the 
late twentieth century. It represents a unique intersection 
of feminist ideals and lesbian identity, seeking to challenge 
and deconstruct the traditional patriarchal structures that 
perpetuate gender inequality and heteronormativity. This 
movement gained momentum in the 1970s and continued 
to shape conversations around gender, sexuality, and social 
justice.

	f Challenges  
phallocentric language 
and literature

	f Female body and its 
representation in  
language and culture

	f Introduced  
revolutionary ideas

	f Intersection of 
feminist ideals and 
lesbian identities

Fig. 3.2.4 
Speculum of the Other 

Woman
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A foundational text in lesbian 
feminism is Lesbian/Woman by Del 
Martin and Phyllis Lyon, published 
in 1972. This groundbreaking 
work explored the experiences 
of lesbians within the feminist 
movement and the challenges they 
faced in navigating both sexism and 
homophobia. The book highlighted 
the importance of recognising 
and valuing lesbian voices within 
feminism, advocating for a more 
inclusive and intersectional 
approach to women’s liberation.             

Another influential essay is Adrienne Rich’s “Compulsory 
Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence”, published in 
1980. Rich’s essay critiqued the societal assumption of 
heterosexuality as the default and asserted that women’s 
attraction to other women had historically been suppressed 
or pathologised. Rich argued that lesbian existence represents 
a form of resistance against patriarchal norms and a way to 
reclaim agency over one’s sexuality.

Sappho Was a Right-on Woman by Sidney Abbott and 
Barbara Love, published in 1972, sought to uncover and 
celebrate lesbian history, challenging the erasure of lesbian 
contributions from mainstream narratives. Demonstrating  the 
achievements and experiences of historical lesbian figures, this 
book aimed to create a sense of pride and belonging within the 
lesbian community.

Lesbian feminism also engaged with topics related to 
relationships, family, and community-building. Amazon 
Odyssey by Ti-Grace Atkinson, published in 1974, inquires 
into the idea of separatism as a strategy for dismantling 
patriarchal structures. Atkinson argued that forming 
autonomous communities could serve as a powerful means of 
resisting male-dominated institutions.

3.2.8 Black Feminism
Black feminism is a vital and powerful movement within 

the broader feminist discourse, which centers the experiences 
and struggles of Black women in the fight against intersecting 
forms of oppression. Having emerged in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, Black feminism has played a crucial role in 

	f Experiences of 
lesbians within the 
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	f Critiqued the  
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challenging the limitations of mainstream feminism, which 
often failed to address the unique struggles faced by women 
of colour. One of the foundational texts in this movement 
is Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches by Audre Lorde, 
published in 1984. Lorde’s work eloquently addresses the 
intersection of race, gender, and sexuality, emphasising the 
need for a feminism that doesn’t merely strive for gender 
equality, but also confronts the racial and social injustices 
affecting Black women.

Bell Hooks, in her book Ain’t 
I a Woman?: Black Women 
and Feminism, published in 
1981, further contributes to the 
conversation by critiquing the 
historical exclusion of Black 
women from the feminist 
movement. She examines the 
historical origins of oppressive 
ideologies, shedding light on 
the ways in which racism and 
sexism intertwine to perpetuate 
inequalities for Black women. 
Hooks emphasises the need 

for a feminism that acknowledges and challenges these 
intersecting forces of discrimination.

3.2.9 Dalit Feminism
Dalit feminism represents a significant intersectional 

movement that addresses the unique challenges faced by Dalit 
women within the broader framework of feminism. Dalit 
feminism emerged as a response to the double oppression 
experienced by Dalit women, who are not only subjugated 
by their caste status but also by their gender. This movement 
seeks to challenge the traditional feminist discourse, which 
often neglects the specific struggles of Dalit women. By 
shedding light on their experiences, Dalit feminism aims to 
create a more inclusive and comprehensive understanding of 
gender-based issues.                                       

    

	f Experiences and 
struggles of Black 
women

	f Racism and sexism 
intertwine

	f Challenges faced by 
Dalit women

Fig. 3.2.6 Ain’t I a Woman?
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Prominent works that have 
contributed to the discourse on 
the Dalit include The Annihilation 
of Caste, which was written in 
1936. Though not solely focused 
on feminism, this text addresses 
the deeply entrenched caste 
hierarchy and its implications 
for women. Ambedkar argues 
that the caste system perpetuates 
both caste-based discrimination 
and gender-based oppression. 
He emphasises the need for 
annihilating the caste system to 
truly address gender inequality.

Another significant work is We Also Made History: 
Women in the Ambedkarite Movement by Urmila Pawar and 
Meenakshi Moon, published in 1989. This book brings to 
light the experiences of Dalit women who were central to the 
Ambedkarite movement but often sidelined within historical 
narratives. It demonstrates the contributions of Dalit women 
leaders and activists, challenging the dominant narratives that 
focus on male figures.

“Dalit Women Talk Differently: A Critique of ‘Difference’ 
and Towards a Dalit Feminist Standpoint Position” by 
Sharmila Rege, published in 2003, is a pivotal work in 
shaping the discourse on Dalit feminism. Rege critiques 
mainstream feminist theories for ignoring the caste dynamics 
that profoundly shape the lives of Dalit women. She 
substantiates the need to adopt a Dalit feminist standpoint that 
acknowledges the intersectionality of caste, class, and gender 
in understanding their experiences.

3.2.10 Post Feminism
Post-feminism is a complex and evolving concept that 

emerged in the late twentieth century as a response to the 
feminist movements that preceded it. It can be understood 
as a cultural shift that reflects both a continuation of feminist 
ideals and a critical examination of certain aspects of earlier 
feminist movements. Post-feminism challenges the binary 
perspective of gender and questions the assumptions of 
a uniform women’s experience. Instead, it recognises the 
diversity within the female experience and seeks to explore 
more nuanced perspectives on gender and identity.
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One of the influential books that 
contributed to the discourse on 
post-feminism is The Aftermath 
of Feminism: Gender, Culture, 
and Social Change by Angela 
McRobbie, published in 2008. 
In this book, McRobbie explores 
the ways in which the gains made 
by feminism have led to a new 
set of challenges for women. 
She argues that in contemporary 
society, the emphasis on 
individualism and consumerism 
has led to a commodification of

feminist ideals, where empowerment is often reduced 
to a marketable concept. This book offers a critical 
analysis of how feminist values have been co-opted 
and transformed in the context of a neoliberal culture.

Another significant work is Female Chauvinist Pigs: Women 
and the Rise of Raunch Culture by Ariel Levy, published in 
2005. Levy’s book explores the notion that women’s liberation 
has taken a problematic turn, where some women embrace a 
hypersexualised and objectified representation of themselves. 
This book sheds light on the ways in which popular culture, 
particularly in media and advertising, has perpetuated the idea 
that empowerment can be equated to sexual liberation, often 
overlooking the underlying structures of power and inequality.

Natasha Walter’s book Living Dolls: The Return of 
Sexism (2010) adds to the discourse on post-feminism by 
examining how young women navigate a world where gender 
expectations have seemingly evolved but still perpetuate 
harmful stereotypes. Walter argues that while women have 
gained more opportunities and visibility in various spheres, 
there is an underlying pressure to conform to narrow beauty 
standards and consumerist ideals. She highlights the paradox 
of progress and regression in women’s experiences within 
contemporary culture.

While post-feminism has been influential in challenging 
and expanding feminist discourse, it has also faced criticism 
for potentially diluting the core principles of feminism. Some 
argue that the emphasis on individual choice and empowerment 
in post-feminism may inadvertently reinforce existing power 
structures and divert attention from broader structural issues. 
Despite these debates, the works mentioned above provide 
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valuable insights into the complexities of post-feminist 
thought and its impact on contemporary understandings of 
gender and equality.

 
Further Readings

3.2.11 “Towards a Feminist Poetics”- 
Elaine Showalter

Elaine Showalter’s seminal essay, “Towards a Feminist 
Poetics”, stands as a cornerstone in feminist literary criticism. 
Published in 1979, this work has significantly shaped the 
discourse surrounding gender and literature, offering a 
compelling exploration of the ways in which women’s 
experiences and voices have been marginalised within the 
literary canon. Showalter’s essay not only elucidates the 
historical context of women’s literary production but also 
lays the groundwork for a feminist framework through which 
literature can be analysed.

The essay explores the landscape of feminist criticism, 
delineating two distinctive branches: feminist critique and 
gynocritics. The feminist critique, aligned with Marxist 
sociology and aesthetics, focuses on women as readers, 
unraveling the sexual codes embedded in male-produced 
literature. It scrutinises the images of women in literature, 
critiques male-constructed literary history, and examines the 
exploitation of the female audience in popular culture and 
film. However, the critique is criticised for its male-oriented 
perspective, perpetuating stereotypes and victimisation 
without probing into women’s authentic experiences.

On the other hand, gynocritics, a more self-contained and 
experimental approach, concentrates on women as writers. 
It explores the history, themes, genres, and structures of 
literature created by women. Gynocritics seeks to construct 
a female framework for the analysis of women’s literature, 
breaking away from the linear absolutes of male literary 
history. It aims to develop new models based on the study of 
female experience instead of adapting to existing male models 
and theories.

The essay critiques the limitations of feminist critique, 
arguing that it often reproduces male-centric perspectives and 
naturalises women’s victimization. Gynocritics, in contrast, 
strives to create an autonomous space for women in literary 
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analysis, rejecting the imitation of male models and focusing 
on the nearly visible world of female culture. The historical 
evolution of women’s literature is explored through three 
phases: the Feminine, Feminist, and Female stages.

The “feminine” phase is characterised by adherence to 
male-dictated norms and themes, often involving female 
characters who are passive and subservient. The “feminist” 
phase marks a period of overt rebellion against these norms, 
where female writers challenge and critique traditional gender 
roles and societal expectations. Finally, the “female” phase 
transcends the binary struggle and seeks to establish a distinct 
female literary tradition, embracing a diversity of voices and 
experiences. These phases delineate the changing goals and 
approaches of women writers, from efforts to match male 
intellectual achievements to the embrace of female experience 
as a source of autonomous art.

The essay also acknowledges the challenges faced by 
feminist criticism, particularly its tendency to be male-
oriented, and proposes an alternative approach through 
gynocritics. It reflects on the evolving phases of the female 
tradition and the importance of exploring women’s literature in 
its own right, free from the constraints of male literary history. 
Her advocacy for gynocritics further establishes the necessity 
of examining women’s literature as a unique and valuable 
tradition. Showalter’s work has not only reshaped the way we 
approach literature but has also contributed significantly to 
the ongoing pursuit of gender equality in the realm of literary 
expression.

3.2.12 “Black Women: Shaping Feminist Theory” 
- Bell Hooks

Bell Hooks, an influential feminist thinker and writer, 
challenges conventional perspectives on feminism in her 
essay “Black Women: Shaping Feminist Theory”, which is the 
opening chapter of her book Feminist Theory From Margin 
to Centre. In this chapter, Hooks sheds light on the often 
overlooked and marginalised experiences of Black women 
within the feminist movement. She criticises the dominant 
feminist discourse as failing to address the specific struggles 
and intersections faced by Black women, and she calls for a 
more inclusive and intersectional feminist theory.

Hooks begins by highlighting the historical context of Black 
women’s contributions to feminist thought and activism. She 
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argues that while the feminist movement has often focused 
on the experiences of white middle-class women, it has 
disregarded the unique challenges faced by Black women 
due to their racial and gender identities. This erasure of Black 
women’s voices and experiences within the feminist movement 
underscores the need for a new approach to feminist theory 
that centers the experiences of marginalised women.

The author further critiques the prevalent idea that women 
share a common experience of oppression solely based on 
their gender. Hooks argues that this simplistic viewpoint fails 
to acknowledge the complex ways in which race, class, and 
gender intersect to shape the experiences of different groups 
of women. By emphasising the interconnected nature of 
these social categories, Hooks challenges feminists to adopt 
an intersectional perspective that recognises the diversity of 
women’s experiences.

Hooks introduces the concept of the “margin” in feminist 
theory, referring to the experiences of those who exist 
outside the mainstream feminist discourse. Black women, 
she argues, occupy this margin, often excluded from both 
mainstream feminism and broader conversations on race. This 
marginalisation limits their ability to address their unique 
concerns and struggles. Hooks calls for a shift in feminist 
theory, urging scholars to focus on the experiences of those 
at the margins, as these experiences provide valuable insights 
into the broader structures of power and oppression.

One of the central ideas Hooks presents is the notion of 
“homeplace.” She argues that the concept of homeplace 
encompasses both a physical space and a place within a 
community where individuals can express their true selves 
without fear of judgment. For Black women, the homeplace 
serves as a source of strength and resistance against external 
forms of oppression. Hooks emphasises the importance 
of acknowledging and valuing these spaces, as they enable 
marginalised individuals to nurture their identities and foster 
collective action.

Hooks also discusses the idea of solidarity among women. 
She acknowledges the historical tensions between White and 
Black women in the feminist movement, arising from the 
different ways in which racism and white privilege intersect 
with feminism. However, she asserts that genuine solidarity 
is possible if white feminists acknowledge their privilege 
and work to dismantle oppressive systems. By addressing 
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these tensions, Hooks envisions a more inclusive feminist 
movement that embraces diversity and collectively fights for 
gender and racial equality.

The chapter “Black Women: Shaping Feminist Theory” 
serves as a powerful critique of mainstream feminist 
discourse and a call for a more inclusive and intersectional 
feminist theory. Hooks highlights the experiences of Black 
women, who have often been marginalised within both 
feminist and racial justice movements. Through concepts like 
intersectionality, the margin, and the homeplace, Hooks urges  
scholars and activists to re-examine their perspectives and 
develop a more comprehensive understanding of the complex 
interplay between race, class, and gender. By centering 
the experiences of those at the margins, Hooks envisions a 
feminist movement that is truly transformative, inclusive, and 
capable of addressing the multifaceted nature of oppression.

	f Transformative  
feminism

Summarised Overview
The diverse array of feminist perspectives underscores the complex and multifaceted 

nature of the struggle for gender equality across different social, cultural, and historical 
contexts. These theories collectively contribute to a richer and more nuanced understanding 
of the intricate interplay between gender, power, and identity. Gynocriticism emerged in 
the late 20th century, aiming to analyse literature from a female-centered perspective, 
challenging the historically male-dominated literary canon. Womanism, a socio-political 
and cultural movement, responded to the limitations of mainstream feminism for women 
of colour, emphasising the need for  inclusivity and collective strength. Marxist feminism 
combines Marxist analysis of class struggle with feminist insights into gender oppression. 
French feminism, led by thinkers like Simone de Beauvoir, Julia Kristeva, Hélène Cixous, 
and Luce Irigaray, introduced unique perspectives on gender, power, and society. Lesbian 
feminism emerged as a transformative movement at the intersection of feminism and 
lesbian identity. Black feminism, rooted in the experiences of Black women, challenges 
mainstream feminism’s limitations in addressing intersecting forms of oppression. Each of 
these feminist theories and movements provides critical lenses through which to analyse 
and understand gender dynamics, oppression, and empowerment.SG
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Assignments

1.	 Define Gynocriticism and explain its significance in literary analysis.
2.	 What is Écriture Féminine, and how does it challenge traditional modes of writing 

from a feminist perspective?
3.	 Explore the key tenets of Womanism and how it differs from mainstream feminism.
4.	 Discuss the fundamental principles of Marxist Feminism and its approach to  

understanding gender oppression within the framework of class struggle.
5.	 What characterises French Feminism, and how does it contribute to feminist discourse 

globally?
6.	 Explain the core principles of Lesbian Feminism and its focus on the intersection of 

gender and sexual orientation.
7.	 Investigate the main themes and goals of Black Feminism, demonstrating its emphasis 

on race, gender, and intersectionality.

Reference
1.	 Seth, Farber and Kate Millett. The Spiritual Gift of Madness: The Failure of   

Psychiatry and the Rise of  the Mad Pride Movement. Inner Traditions, 2012.
2.	 Showalter, Elaine. Teaching Literature. Wiley-Blackwell, 2002.
3.	 Warner, Eric. Virginia Woolf: The Waves. Landmarks, 1986.
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2.	 Osborne, Susan. Feminism.Pocket Essentials, 2001.
3.	 Walters, Margaret. Feminism: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford UP, 2005.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Cultural Materialism/ 
New Historicism and 

Ecocriticism

Unit 1:  Cultural Materialism/ New Historicism: Major Theorists

Unit 2:  Cultural Materialism/ New Historicism: Major Concepts

Unit 3:  Ecocriticism: Major Theorists

Unit 4:  Ecocriticism: Major Concepts

Block Content
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Cultural Materialism / New  
Historicism: Major Theorists

Unit 1

Learning Outcomes

Upon completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

	f demonstrate an understanding of key principles in Cultural Materialism by analysing 
the reciprocal relationship between material conditions and cultural expressions.

	f understand the principles of New Historicism to critically examine literary and  
cultural texts, demonstrating the interplay between historical context and textual  
production.

	f evaluate the impact of economic structures on cultural phenomena through the  
perspectives of Cultural Materialism, discerning the ways in which material  
conditions shape cultural practices.

	f draw insights from Cultural Materialism and New Historicism to interpret and  
contextualise literary works within broader socio-political frameworks.

Background

Cultural Materialism and New Historicism are two influential theoretical frameworks 
within the field of literary and cultural studies. Primarily associated with the works of 
British literary critic Raymond Williams, Cultural Materialism emerged in the late 1970s 
and gained prominence in the 1980s. Cultural Materialism seeks to understand the ways 
in which cultural texts, such as literature, are shaped by the material conditions and 
social contexts in which they are produced. This approach places a strong emphasis on 
historical and socio-economic factors, arguing that they play a crucial role in shaping 
the content and form of cultural works. Cultural Materialists often engage with Marxist 
theory, examining issues of class, power, and ideology in relation to cultural production.

New Historicism, on the other hand, emerged in the 1980s in the United States 
and was championed by scholars like Stephen Greenblatt and Louis Montrose. This 
approach shares some similarities with Cultural Materialism, particularly in its emphasis 
on historical context. However, New Historicism extends its focus beyond literature 
to encompass a wider array of cultural artifacts, including art, politics, and popular 
culture. New Historicists argue that all cultural products are embedded in a complex 
web of historical, social, and political forces. They explore how these forces shape and 
are reflected in literary and cultural texts, and they often seek to understand the power 
dynamics and conflicts that underlie these representations.
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Both Cultural Materialism and New Historicism have significantly enriched the fields 
of literary and cultural studies by demonstrating the intricate relationship between culture, 
history, and power. They have provided scholars with valuable tools for analysing and 
interpreting a wide range of cultural productions, from canonical literature to popular 
media, in ways that emphasise their embeddedness in the broader socio-historical 
landscape.

Keywords

Cultural Materialism, New Historicism, Raymond Williams, Stephen Greenblatt, Louis 
Montrose

Discussion

4.1.1 Raymond Williams
Raymond Williams (1921-1988) 
was a prominent Welsh cultural 
critic, novelist, and academic who 
made significant contributions 
to literary and cultural studies. 
His work explores the complex 
relationship between culture, 
society, and politics, and he is 
widely regarded as one of the 
founding figures of cultural 
studies as an academic discipline. 
Throughout his career, Williams 
went through different phases 
of writing, each marked by key 
works and notable contributions 
to various fields of study.

4.1.1.1 Early Years and Literary Criticism
In the 1950s and 1960s, Raymond Williams focused 

primarily on literary criticism. His early works examined the 
social and historical contexts of literature and the relationship 
between writers and their societies. One of his seminal works 
from this period is Culture and Society: 1780-1950, published 
in 1958. In this book, Williams analysed how culture and

	f Contributions to 
literary and cultural 
studies

	f Relationship  
between writers and 
their societies
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society had evolved in Britain from the late 18th 
century to the mid-20th century. He explored the impact of 
industrialisation, technological advancements, and changing 
social structures on culture and literature.

4.1.1.2 Marxism and Cultural Materialism
During the 1960s and 1970s, 
Williams’s writing underwent 
a shift towards Marxism and 
cultural materialism. He be-
came more politically engaged, 
and critically assessed the in-
fluence of the capitalist sys-
tem on culture and its role in 
shaping society. His book The 
Long Revolution, published 
in 1961, examined the idea of 
cultural change and the emer-
gence of new forms of cultur-
al expression. Referring to the 
importance of culture for the 

understanding of the society, Williams writes: “The analysis 
of culture… is of great importance because it can yield specif-
ic evidence about the whole organization within which it was 
expressed. We cannot say that we know a particular form or 
period of society, and that we will see how its art and theory 
relate to it, for until we know these, we cannot really claim to 
know the society” (The Long Revolution 62).

4.1.1.3 Cultural Studies and Communication

In the late 1960s and 1970s, Williams became closely 
associated with the Birmingham School of Cultural Studies, 
a group of scholars interested in studying the intersections of 
culture, media, and society. During this phase, he explored the 
relationships between culture, power, and communication. In 
Communications (1973), Williams examined the history of 
communication technologies and their impact on culture and 
society. He critiqued the concentration of media ownership 
and its implications for democracy and cultural diversity.

4.1.1.4 Literature, Politics, and Theory
Throughout his career, Williams was also deeply engaged 

in literary theory and criticism. His book Keywords: A 
Vocabulary of Culture and Society (1976) is a pivotal work 
that examines the historical evolution of key concepts in 
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language and culture. This influential book investigates the 
ways language shapes our understanding of the world and 
how the meanings of words change over time. Williams’s 
exploration of keywords sheds light on cultural shifts and the 
politics of language.

4.1.1.5 Novels and Fiction
Aside from his academic and critical writings, Raymond 

Williams was also a novelist. He wrote several novels, often 
exploring the complexities of rural and working-class life. 
One of his most well-known novels is Border Country (1960), 
which depicts the struggles and aspirations of individuals 
living in a Welsh border village. His fictional works often 
contain social commentary and reflect his broader concerns 
with class, culture, and politics.

Raymond Williams was a versatile writer and cultural 
critic who went through various phases of writing during his 
career. He started as a literary critic, exploring the relationship 
between culture and society. He then inquired into Marxism 
and cultural materialism, critically analysing the influence 
of capitalism on culture. Later, he became associated with 
cultural studies, examining the intersections of culture, media, 
and power. Throughout his life, he continued to contribute 
to literary theory and criticism while also writing novels that 
addressed social issues. Williams’s diverse body of work 
remains influential in shaping discussions around culture, 
politics, and society.

Jonathan Dollimore is a 
prominent British literary critic, 
cultural theorist, and academic 
known for his influential 
contributions to the fields of 
literary theory, gender studies, 
and cultural criticism. Born 
on June 8, 1948, Dollimore 
gained recognition for his 
groundbreaking ideas and the 
application of critical theory 
to various aspects of literature 
and culture. Throughout his 
career, Dollimore has traversed 
different phases of writing, 
exploring themes such as 
sexuality, gender, power, and 
ideology.

	f Complexities of rural 
and working-class 
life

	f Intersections of 
culture, media, and 
power

	f Themes of  sexuality, 
gender, power, and 
ideology
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4.1.2.1 Early Works and Shakespearean Criticism
Dollimore’s early writing pri-
marily focused on Shakespear-
ean criticism. His notable work 
in this area includes Radical 
Tragedy: Religion, Ideology, 
and Power in the Drama of 
Shakespeare and his Contem-
poraries (1984). In this book, 
Dollimore challenged tradition-
al readings of Shakespeare’s 
tragedies, arguing that they 
subvert and question the pre-
vailing social, political, and 
religious ideologies of the Eliz-
abethan era. He examined how 

Shakespeare’s plays explored issues of power, authority, and 
the construction of subjectivity, making a case for a more po-
litically charged interpretation of the Bard’s works.

4.1.2.2 Queer Theory and Gender Studies
During the 1990s, Dollimore shifted his focus to queer 

theory and gender studies, becoming a prominent figure in 
these fields. His influential work Sexual Dissidence: Augustine 
to Wilde, Freud to Foucault (1991) explores the notion of 
sexual identity and how it is constructed in various historical 
and cultural contexts. He explores the writings of figures such 
as Augustine, Wilde, Freud, and Foucault to examine the 
construction and repression of sexual desires and identities 
throughout history. Dollimore’s work played a significant 
role in bringing queer theory into the academic mainstream 
and contributed to the broader understanding of sexuality and 
gender.

4.1.2.3 Cultural Materialism and Postcolonial 
Studies

In the later phases of his career, Dollimore engaged with 
cultural materialism and postcolonial studies. His book Drama, 
Politics, and the Postcolonial: Re-thinking the Theatre of the 
Oppressed (1996) reflects his interest in postcolonial literature 
and its implications for theater and performance. He analyses 
how theater can be used as a platform to challenge colonial 
power structures and re-examine historical narratives. In this 
work, Dollimore continues to explore the intersections of 
power, ideology, and culture in the context of postcolonial 
societies.
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criticism
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4.1.2.4 Contemporary Culture and Criticism
In his later writings, Dollimore inquired into broader 

aspects of contemporary culture and criticism. His book 
Death, Desire, and Loss in Western Culture (1998) explores 
the themes of mortality, desire, and loss in various cultural 
expressions, from literature and art to film and popular 
culture. He examines how these themes intersect and shape 
our understanding of the human condition in the context of 
modernity.

Throughout his career, Jonathan Dollimore’s work has been 
characterised by a keen interest in power dynamics, sexuality, 
and social constructs. He has challenged conventional 
interpretations and opened up new avenues for understanding 
literature and culture. Dollimore’s scholarship has had a lasting 
impact on literary and cultural studies, encouraging scholars 
to engage critically with issues of gender, sexuality, and power 
dynamics in their analyses of texts and cultural artifacts.

4.1.3 Stephen Greenblatt
Stephen Greenblatt is a preemi-
nent literary critic known for his 
influential contributions to the 
field of Renaissance studies and 
his pioneering work in New His-
toricism, a critical approach that 
seeks to understand literature in 
its historical and cultural context. 
One of his major phases as a critic 
revolves around the publication 
of his seminal work Renaissance 
Self-Fashioning: From More 
to Shakespeare in 1980. In this 
book, Greenblatt examines the 

ways in which individuals in the Renaissance period actively 
shaped their identities, drawing on a wide range of historical, 
literary, and artistic sources. This work not only established 
Greenblatt as a leading figure in Renaissance studies but also 
helped redefine the study of literature by emphasising the in-
terplay between text and context.

 Another significant phase in Greenblatt’s career is marked 
by his exploration of the concept of cultural mobility and 
exchange in the Renaissance. This culminated in his book 
Marvelous Possessions: The Wonder of the New World (1991). 
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In this work, Greenblatt 
examines the encounters 
between European explorers 
and the indigenous peoples of 
the Americas, shedding light on 
how these encounters shaped 
the European understanding of 
the New World. By analysing 
accounts, narratives, and 
visual representations of these 
encounters, Greenblatt offers 
a nuanced perspective on the 
complex dynamics of cultural 
encounter and appropriation.

Greenblatt’s engagement with Shakespearean studies 
is perhaps one of his most enduring and widely recognised 
contributions. His book Shakespearean Negotiations: The 
Circulation of Social Energy in Renaissance England (1988) 
inquires into the socio-political dimensions of Shakespeare’s 
works. Greenblatt employs the New Historicist approach to 
illuminate how Shakespeare’s plays engage with the political 
and ideological struggles of his time, ultimately influencing 
the cultural milieu of Elizabethan England. This work 
significantly expanded the ways in which scholars and readers 
interpret and appreciate Shakespeare’s plays, emphasising 
their embeddedness in the historical and social fabric of their 
era.

Greenblatt’s exploration of 
religious themes and controversies 
in the Renaissance era has been 
instrumental in reshaping our 
understanding of the interplay 
between literature, religion, 
and power. His book Hamlet in 
Purgatory (2001) explores the 
religious anxieties and debates of 
the period, particularly concerning 
the concept of Purgatory. 
Greenblatt argues that Hamlet’s 
famous soliloquy, “To be, or 
not to be,” reflects the profound 

theological uncertainties of the time. This work showcases 
Greenblatt’s ability to draw out the intricate connections 
between literature and the intellectual and cultural currents of 
the Renaissance.

	f Encounters between 
European and the 
indigenous peoples

	f Socio-political  
dimensions of 
Shakespeare’s works

	f Reflect theological 
uncertainties of the 
time

Fig. 4.1.6 
Renaissance Self-Fashioning

Fig. 4.1.7
Hamlet in Purgatory
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Stephen Greenblatt’s contributions to literary criticism 
are marked by several major phases, each characterised 
by a deep engagement with the cultural, historical, and 
ideological contexts of the Renaissance. His pioneering work 
in New Historicism, along with his insightful analyses of 
Shakespearean drama and explorations of cultural exchange, 
have had a profound and enduring impact on the field of 
literary studies. Greenblatt’s scholarship continues to inspire 
generations of scholars and enrich our understanding of the 
complex interplay between literature and its broader cultural 
milieu.

	f Interplay between 
literature and cultur-
al milieu

Summarised Overview

Cultural Materialism and New Historicism are influential theoretical frameworks in 
literary and cultural studies. Cultural Materialism, associated with Raymond Williams, 
emerged in the late 1970s, focusing on how cultural texts are shaped by material conditions 
and social contexts, particularly emphasising historical and socio-economic factors. New 
Historicism championed by scholars like Stephen Greenblatt emerged in the 1980s, 
extending its focus beyond literature to include various cultural artifacts, examining how 
they were embedded in historical, social, and political forces. Both frameworks emphasise 
the intricate relationship between culture, history, and power, providing tools for analysing 
a broad range of cultural productions. Raymond Williams, a key figure in Cultural 
Materialism, went through different phases, contributing to literary criticism, Marxism, 
cultural studies, and exploring the intersections of culture, media, and power. Similarly, 
Jonathan Dollimore, known for his work in Shakespearean criticism, queer theory, and 
postcolonial studies, has contributed significantly to understanding power dynamics and 
social constructs. Stephen Greenblatt, a prominent figure in New Historicism, has made 
enduring contributions to Renaissance studies, exploring cultural mobility, Shakespearean 
drama, and the interplay between literature and historical contexts.

Assignments
1.	 How does Raymond Williams’s concept of ‘cultural materialism’ contribute to our 

understanding of the relationship between culture, society, and literature?
2.	 In what ways does Raymond Williams challenge traditional notions of culture and 

explore the dynamic interactions between dominant and residual cultural forms?
3.	 How does Stephen Greenblatt’s theory of ‘new historicism’ reshape the study of 

literature by emphasising the interconnectedness of literary texts and historical 
contexts?
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4.	 Explore Stephen Greenblatt’s concept of ‘cultural poetics’ and its implications for 
the analysis of power structures and discourses within literary works.

5.	 How does Louis Montrose’s theory of ‘new historicism’ contribute to the  
understanding of the role of power, politics, and social conflicts in shaping literary 
texts and their reception?

Suggested Reading

1.	 Gallagher, Catherine and Stephen Greenblatt. Practicing New Historicism. U of 
Chicago P, 2000. 

2.	 Greenblatt, Stephen and Michael Payne. The Greenblatt Reader. Wiley-Blackwell, 
2005.

3.	 Montrose, Louis. The Purpose of Playing: Shakespeare and the Cultural Politics of 
the Elizabethan Theatre. U of Chicago P, 1996.

Reference

1.	 Williams, Raymond. Culture and Materialism. Verso Books, 1980
2.	 Williams, Raymond. Culture and society, 1780-1950. Doubleday, 1960.
3.	 Greenblatt, Stephen. Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare.  

U of Chicago 2005.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Cultural Materialism / New  
Historicism: Major Concepts

Unit 2

Learning Outcomes

Upon completion of this course, learner will be able to:

	f gain a comprehensive understanding of Cultural Materialism, exploring its emphasis 
on material conditions and economic structures in analysing cultural phenomena.

	f develop insights into New Historicism, focusing on its approach to literary and  
cultural analysis by examining the interplay between historical context and literary 
works.

	f acquire critical thinking skills to evaluate and apply key concepts such as  
ideology, power relations, and cultural production within the frameworks of Cultural  
Materialism and New Historicism.

	f enhance research abilities by employing interdisciplinary methods to investigate 
the intersections of culture, literature, and historical context within these theoretical 
frameworks.

Background
Cultural Materialism and New Historicism are two influential theoretical approaches 

within the realm of literary and cultural studies that emerged in the later half of the 
twentieth century. Cultural Materialism, associated prominently with the works of 
Raymond Williams, seeks to understand cultural phenomena by analysing the material 
conditions and economic structures that shape them. He contends that literature and 
culture are not autonomous entities but are deeply embedded in and influenced by the 
socio-economic contexts of their production. By examining the material realities of a 
society, Cultural Materialism aims to uncover the power dynamics, class struggles, and 
ideological forces at play in shaping cultural artifacts.

On the other hand, New Historicism, a critical movement that gained prominence in 
the 1980s, takes a broader historical approach to literary analysis. Advocates such as 
Stephen Greenblatt argue that literature and culture are inseparable from the historical 
conditions in which they emerge. Unlike some traditional literary theories that focus 
solely on the text itself, New Historicism encourages scholars to explore the interplay 
between literature and the historical context in which it is produced. It emphasises the 
interconnectedness of literature and history, suggesting that texts can be read as cultural 
documents that both shape and are shaped by the socio-political milieu of their time.
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While Cultural Materialism and New Historicism share an interest in contextualising 
cultural products, they differ in their emphasis and methodological approaches. Cultural 
Materialism places a strong emphasis on the material and economic dimensions of 
culture, while New Historicism casts a wider net, exploring the intricate relationships 
between literature, history, and culture to illuminate the complexities of meaning-making 
in different historical periods. Both approaches, however, contribute significantly to the 
understanding of cultural production by challenging traditional literary analyses and 
encouraging scholars to explore the rich interplay between literature and the material 
world in which it is situated.

Keywords

Neo-Marxism, Culture, Textuality, Historicity, Texts, Contexts, Co-texts

Discussion
4.2.1 Defining Cultural Materialism and New Historicism

Peter Barry writes: “A simple definition of the new historicism 
is that it is a method based on the parallel reading of literary and 
non-literary texts, usually of the same historical period. That is to 
say, new historicism refuses… to ‘privilege’ the literary text: instead 
of a literary ‘foreground’ and a historical ‘background’ it envisages 
and practises a mode of study in which literary and non-literary 
texts are given equal weight and constantly inform or interrogate 
each other. This ‘equal weighting’ is suggested in the definition of 
new historicism offered by the American critic Louis Montrose: he 
defines it as a combined interest in ‘the textuality of history, the 
historicity of texts’. It involves (in Greenblatt’s words) ‘an intensified 
willingness to read all of the textual traces of the past with the 
attention traditionally conferred only on literary texts’”(Beginning 
Theory).

Cultural materialism, as defined by British critic Graham 
Holderness, is characterised as a politicised form of historiography. 
This approach involves studying historical material, including 
literary texts, within a politicised framework that extends to the 
present, acknowledging the role these texts play in shaping the 
contemporary landscape. Coined by Jonathan Dollimore and 
Alan Sinfield, cultural materialism integrates historical context, 
theoretical method, political commitment, and textual analysis. The 
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emphasis on historical context challenges the notion of timeless 
literary significance by aiming to uncover overlooked histories 
in literary texts. This involves relating plays to social issues, 
state power, resistance, and societal challenges. The theoretical 
method underscores a departure from liberal humanism, 
embracing lessons from structuralism and post-structuralism. 
The political commitment aspect reflects influences from 
Marxist and feminist perspectives, breaking away from 
conservative-Christian frameworks dominating Shakespeare 
criticism. Lastly, the stress on textual analysis positions cultural 
materialism as a critique of traditional approaches, emphasising 
the application of theory to canonical texts that remain central 
in academic and professional spheres, serving as significant 
national and cultural icons (Peter Barry, Beginning Theory).

After his explanation of these terms, Peter Barry tries 
to differentiate between Cultural Materialism and New 
Historicism. According to him Cultural materialism and new 
historicism, often regarded as interconnected movements, 
maintain an ongoing intellectual disagreement despite their 
shared origins. Cultural materialists direct their attention to 
human interventions in shaping history, whereas new historicists 
emphasise the negative impacts of social and ideological 
structures on historical conditions. This distinction gives rise to 
a contrast between political optimism and pessimism. Another 
notable difference emerges as cultural materialists accuse new 
historicists of adopting a post-structuralist stance that impedes 
effective political engagement. In response, the latter argues 
that acknowledging the uncertainty of knowledge does not 
negate the pursuit of truths but rather emphasises awareness 
of inherent risks. Lastly, the two approaches diverge in their 
temporal foci: new historicists place literary texts within the 
political context of their creation, while cultural materialists 
connect them to contemporary issues.

4.2.2 Neo-Marxism
Neo-Marxism represents a critical and contemporary 

reinterpretation of traditional Marxist thought, adapting and 
extending Marxist ideas to address perceived shortcomings and 
changes in the socio-economic landscape. While Marxism itself 
emerged in the nineteenth century with the works of Karl Marx 
and Friedrich Engels, Neo-Marxist thinkers, especially in the 
mid-twentieth century, sought to reconcile Marxist principles 
with developments that Marx did not anticipate.

	f  Reinterpretation of 
traditional Marxist 
thought
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One key aspect of Neo-Marxism is its emphasis on cultural 
and social factors alongside economic ones. Traditional 
Marxism primarily focused on the economic base as the 
determinant of social relations, but Neo-Marxists argue that 
cultural, political, and ideological elements also play a crucial 
role. Figures like Antonio Gramsci introduced the concept of 
cultural hegemony, suggesting that ruling classes maintain 
dominance not just through economic control but also by 
shaping societal norms and values.

	f Emphasis on cultural 
and social factors

Neo-marxism in the context of cultural materialism 
refers to a theoretical framework that combines Marxist 
principles with an emphasis on cultural factors and material 
conditions to analyse and critique societal structures and 
power dynamics.

Another important development within Neo-Marxism is 
the incorporation of insights from other social theories, such 
as structuralism, post-structuralism, and psychoanalysis. 
This eclectic approach allows Neo-Marxists to explore 
issues of identity, subjectivity, and discourse, thus expanding 
the analysis beyond class struggle. The Frankfurt School, 
including intellectuals like Theodor Adorno and Herbert 
Marcuse, contributed to this fusion of Marxism with critical 
theory, examining how mass media and culture perpetuate 
capitalist ideologies.

Neo-Marxism also diverges from classical Marxism in its 
view of the state. While traditional Marxists often saw the 
state as a mere instrument of the ruling class, Neo-Marxists 
like Nicos Poulantzas argued that the state could have relative 
autonomy and played a more complex role in mediating class 
conflicts. This perspective recognises the state’s capacity to 
regulate capitalism and manage social tensions, challenging a 
deterministic understanding of the state’s function.

In terms of economic analysis, Neo-Marxists acknowledge 
the importance of global capitalism and imperialism. Scholars 
like Immanuel Wallerstein, associated with the world-systems 
theory, expanded Marxist analysis to the global scale, examining 
how economic relations between core and peripheral nations 
contribute to global inequality. This perspective aligns with a 
more nuanced understanding of class struggle that transcends 
national borders.

	f Analysis beyond 
class struggle

	f Capacity of state to 
regulate capitalism

	f Marxist analysis to 
the global scale
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Despite these advancements, Neo-Marxism has faced 
criticisms. Some argue that its incorporation of various theories 
dilutes the coherence of Marxist thought. Others contend that 
Neo-Marxists have not offered sufficient practical solutions for 
addressing contemporary issues. Nonetheless, Neo-Marxism 
remains influential in academia, particularly in sociology, 
cultural studies and political science, where scholars continue 
to refine and adapt Marxist ideas to analyse the complexities 
of the modern world.

4.2.3 Culture: New Definitions
Culture, as a concept, has evolved over time, and 

contemporary discussions surrounding it have given rise to 
new definitions that reflect the changing dynamics of societies. 
In the context of cultural materialism, a theoretical framework 
that emphasises the material conditions and economic 
structures as primary drivers of cultural development, the 
understanding of culture takes on a distinctive hue.

Cultural materialism posits that the material conditions of 
a society, including its economic and technological aspects, 
play a pivotal role in shaping cultural expressions and values. 
In this light, culture is not merely a set of ideas or symbols 
divorced from material realities, but rather an intricate web 
woven in response to the tangible needs and challenges of a 
community. The new definitions of culture within the realm of 
cultural materialism thus underscore the interconnectedness 
between the material and immaterial facets of human existence.

Unlike previous perspectives that often isolated culture 
as an independent entity divorced from the economic base, 
cultural materialism prompts us to explore the ways in 
which cultural practices and beliefs are intertwined with the 
economic infrastructure of a society. It prompts us to scrutinise 
how the means of production, distribution, and consumption 
influence the creation and dissemination of cultural artifacts. 
This approach demands a more nuanced understanding of 
culture that transcends the realm of ideas and delves into the 
economic underpinnings that shape the very fabric of cultural 
phenomena.

The new definitions of culture in the context of cultural 
materialism emphasise the adaptability and fluidity of cultural 
expressions in response to changes in the material conditions 
of society. As economic structures evolve, so too do the cultural 
practices and beliefs that emerge as a reflection of these 

	f  Practical solutions 
for contemporary 
issues

	f The term culture has 
evolved over time

	f Culture is not merely 
a set of ideas

	f Means of production 
and dissemination of 
cultural artifactsSG
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changes. This perspective challenges static and fixed notions 
of culture, highlighting its dynamic nature as a product of 
ongoing interactions between the material and cultural realms.

In this discourse, culture becomes a living entity 
continuously negotiated and reshaped through the dialectics 
of material conditions. The new definitions derived from 
cultural materialism invite us to consider culture not as a 
static set of traditions but as a dynamic force, influenced by 
and influencing the economic and material circumstances of a 
given society. This understanding urges scholars and observers 
to adopt a holistic approach that acknowledges the symbiotic 
relationship between culture and the material world.

The exploration of culture through the perspective of 
cultural materialism introduces new definitions that transcend 
traditional boundaries and foster a more interconnected 
understanding of human societies. By placing emphasis on 
the material conditions that underpin cultural phenomena, 
cultural materialism invites us to redefine culture as a 
dynamic, adaptive, and integral component of the broader 
socio-economic landscape. This perspective challenges us 
to move beyond static conceptions of culture and embrace a 
more nuanced understanding that reflects the ever-evolving 
nature of human societies.

4.2.4 Textuality and Historicity
Textuality and historicity are two key concepts within the 

framework of New Historicism. This approach focuses on the 
interplay between literary texts and the historical contexts in 
which they were produced, seeking to understand how both 
texts and historical circumstances mutually shape each other.

	f Culture is not a static 
entity

	f Redefine the idea of 
culture

	f Interplay between 
literary texts and the 
historical contexts

“With the various structuralisms, Marxism, psychoanalysis, 
semiotics and post-structuralism, there occurred a 
significant dismantling of barriers (barriers of exclusion 
as well as of containment) and many critics discovered 
what they had wanted to know for some time —how, for 
example, history and philosophy could be retrieved from 
their ‘background’ status and become part of both the 
content and the perspective of criticism.”

                   Jonathan Dollimore, Political Shakespeare 

	f Fluidity of cultural 
expressions
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4.2.4.1  Textuality
Textuality refers to the way in which a literary text constructs 

meaning through its language, structure, and various formal 
elements. New Historicists argue that texts are not self-
contained entities but are instead deeply embedded within the 
socio-cultural and political contexts of their time. In this view, 
texts are seen as products of their historical moment, shaped 
by the ideologies, beliefs, and power dynamics of the society 
in which they were created. Texts are not seen as reflecting an 
objective reality, but rather as constructing their own version 
of reality, influenced by the cultural forces at play.

New Historicists closely analyse how texts use language to 
convey meanings, subvert or reinforce dominant narratives, 
and participate in the discourses of their era. They explore the 
ways in which authors draw on cultural references, myths, 
symbols, and language patterns to engage with the concerns 
and debates of their time. By understanding the intricacies of 
textuality, New Historicists reveal the intricate connections 
between literature and the broader cultural and historical 
contexts.

4.2.4.2 Historicity
Historicity pertains to the historical dimension of both the 

literary text and the broader context in which it exists. New 
Historicism rejects the notion of an objective historical truth and 
instead focuses on multiple, often conflicting, interpretations 
of the past. It emphasises that historical narratives are 
constructed by those in power and that these narratives can 
shape how events are remembered and understood.

New Historicists study the ways in which literary texts 
engage with history, whether by directly addressing historical 
events, drawing on contemporary language and symbols, or 
challenging dominant historical narratives. By examining 
how texts participate in these complex historical processes, 
scholars can uncover the ideological underpinnings and power 
dynamics that inform both the creation and interpretation of 
literature.

New Historicism sees the relationship between textuality 
and historicity as a dynamic interaction. Texts are not just 
passive mirrors reflecting the past, nor are they autonomous 
creations detached from historical contexts. Instead, they are 
active participants in shaping and reflecting the discourses, 
ideologies, and power struggles of their time. Through a careful 

	f Texts are not 
self-contained

	f Intricacies of  
textuality

	f It rejects the notion 
of an objective 
historical truth

	f How texts participate 
in these complex 
historical processes

	f Textuality and  
historicity
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analysis of both textuality and historicity, New Historicism 
offers insights into the complex interplay between literature, 
history, and the construction of meaning.

4.2.5 Text, Context and Co-text
Text and context are fundamental concepts in New 

Historicism, a literary theory that emerged as a response to 
the traditional separation of literature from its historical and 
cultural surroundings. In New Historicism, the relationship 
between text and context is viewed as dynamic and symbiotic, 
with each informing and shaping the other in complex ways.

4.2.5.1 Text
In the context of New Historicism, a “text” refers not only 

to a literary work but also to any cultural artifact that can be 
analysed for its meanings and implications. This includes 
written literature, and extends to visual art, music, political 
speeches, and more. A text is seen as a product of its time, 
shaped by the historical circumstances and cultural ideologies 
that surrounded its creation. New Historicism recognises 
that texts are not isolated entities; they are influenced by and 
contribute to the cultural discourse of their era.

4.2.5.2 Context
‘Context’ in New Historicism refers to the broader historical, 

social, political, and cultural circumstances that surround the 
creation and reception of a text. These contexts include events, 
power dynamics, social norms, economic conditions, and 
ideological currents of a particular time period. The context 
helps provide a deeper understanding of the motivations 
behind the creation of a text and the ways in which it engages 
with the issues and concerns of its time.

4.2.5.3 Co-texts
‘Co-texts’ in New Historicism refer to other texts, 

discourses, or cultural phenomena that exist alongside the 
primary text being analysed. These co-texts are considered 
to be in dialogue with the text in question, influencing its 
meaning and interpretation. Co-texts can include contemporary 
works, literary or non-literary, that address similar themes, 
events, or issues. Analysing co-texts helps uncover the 
interconnectedness of various cultural products and how they 
collectively contribute to the broader historical and cultural 
narrative.

	f Questions separation 
of literature from its 
surroundings

	f The term text refers 
both literary work 
and cultural artifact

	f Broader historical 
and cultural  
circumstances

	f Co-texts are in  
dialogue with the 
text 
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4.2.5.4 Interplay between Text and Context
New Historicism emphasises the interplay between text 

and context, rejecting the notion of a fixed, universal meaning 
for a text. Instead, the meaning of a text is considered to be 
contingent upon the historical and cultural factors that shape 
both its creation and its interpretation. The text is a site 
where different ideologies and perspectives converge, clash, 
and negotiate. New Historicism does not seek to determine 
the “true” meaning of a text; rather, it examines how various 
interpretations arise from different historical and cultural 
positions. This approach recognises that a text can mean 
different things to different people at different times. So, New 
Historicism considers how a text might challenge or reinforce 
dominant ideologies, reflecting the tensions and power 
struggles present in society.

4.2.6 Politics of Representation and Power
The politics of representation and power play a central role 

in the theoretical frameworks of New Historicism and Cultural 
Materialism, two closely related literary and cultural theories 
that emerged in the late twentieth century. These approaches 
share a commitment to understanding literature and culture 
within the broader context of historical and social forces, 
emphasising the ways in which power structures influence and 
are reflected in the production and reception of texts.

In the realm of New Historicism, the politics of 
representation is intricately tied to the idea that literary and 
non-literary texts are mutually constitutive, meaning that 
literature both reflects and shapes the historical and cultural 
contexts in which it is produced. New Historicists argue that 
texts are not autonomous creations but are embedded in power 
relations that shape their meaning. Through the analysis of both 
canonical and non-canonical works, New Historicists seek to 
uncover the ideologies and power dynamics that inform the 
creation of texts and, in turn, how these texts contribute to the 
construction of cultural norms and values.

Cultural Materialism, on the other hand, focuses on material 
conditions and economic structures as crucial determinants of 
cultural production. The politics of representation in Cultural 
Materialism involves an examination of how economic and 
social forces influence the creation and dissemination of 
cultural artifacts. This approach pays particular attention to 
the role of class struggle and economic inequality in shaping 

	f Rejecting the notion 
of a universal  
meaning for a text

	f Power structures  
and production of 
literatures

	f Literary and non- 
literary texts are  
mutually constitutive

	f Economic forces 
and the creation of 
cultural artifacts
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cultural expressions. Cultural Materialists argue that the 
material conditions of society, such as economic systems 
and class relations, profoundly impact the content and form 
of cultural texts, leading to a complex interplay between 
representation and power.

Both New Historicism and Cultural Materialism underscore 
the inherently political nature of representation, highlighting 
how texts are implicated in power struggles and contribute 
to the construction of social hierarchies. In this light, literary 
and cultural analysis becomes a means of understanding and 
critiquing the power structures that govern society. Further, 
these approaches challenge traditional notions of literary value 
and emphasise the importance of studying a diverse range of 
texts to capture the multiplicity of voices and perspectives that 
shape cultural discourses.

Further Readings

4.2.7 “Culture is Ordinary”- Raymond Williams
“Culture is Ordinary” is a seminal essay written by the 

British cultural critic and theorist Raymond Williams. 
Published in 1958 as a part of his collection of essays 
titled Culture and Society, this essay explores Williams’s 
perspective on the nature of culture and its role in everyday 
life. Throughout the essay, Williams challenges conventional 
notions of culture as something reserved for the elite or high 
art, instead emphasising the significance of culture in the 
ordinary experiences of people.

Williams begins by highlighting the ambiguity and 
multiplicity of the term “culture.” He argues that the term has 
been employed in various ways, making it difficult to pinpoint 
a single definition. He states, “Culture is one of the two or 
three most complicated words in the English language.” This 
complexity arises from its diverse meanings, ranging from 
the cultivation of the mind to artistic and intellectual pursuits. 
Williams aims to unravel this complexity and offers a more 
inclusive understanding of culture that is rooted in the lives of 
common people.

Williams challenges the traditional dichotomy between 
“high culture” and “popular culture,” suggesting that this 
distinction fails to capture the interconnectedness of cultural 
experiences. He asserts that culture is not solely the domain of 
the privileged or educated elite, but rather an integral aspect of 

	f Critiquing the power 
structures

	f Nature of culture and 
its role in everyday 
life

	f Culture is a complex 
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everyday life for all individuals. He writes, “Culture is ordinary: 
that is the first fact. Every human society has its own shape, 
its own purposes, its own meanings.” Williams’s emphasis on 
the ordinary underscores his belief in the democratisation of 
culture and its pervasive presence across society.

Williams stresses the idea that culture is a dynamic 
process that evolves over time through the interactions and 
experiences of people. He argues against static and fixed 
definitions of culture, stating that our current understanding 
of culture inherently involves examining both what has been 
passed down and what has been meticulously crafted. This 
perspective aligns with his overarching theme of culture as a 
living, evolving phenomenon rather than a set of established 
norms.

Williams also addresses the importance of the material 
conditions and economic factors that influence culture. 
He discusses the impact of industrialisation and mass 
communication on cultural experiences. He notes that these 
changes have transformed the ways in which people interact, 
consume information, and engage with cultural artifacts. 
Williams’s attention to the economic and technological 
dimensions of culture reflects his commitment to understanding 
culture in its totality.

In this way, Raymond Williams’s essay “Culture is Ordinary” 
challenges conventional notions of culture by asserting that it is 
not confined to high art or the elite, but is rather an inherent part 
of the everyday experiences of all individuals. His exploration 
of the multiple meanings of culture, the interconnectedness 
of different cultural forms, and the evolving nature of cultural 
processes provides a rich framework for understanding the 
complexities of culture in society. Williams’s emphasis on the 
ordinary as the locus of culture redefines how we perceive and 
value cultural expressions in our daily lives.

	f Culture is ordinary

	f Culture as a living 
phenomenon

	f Impact of industri-
alisation and mass 
communication on 
cultural experiences

	f Understanding the 
complexities of 
culture
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Cultural Materialism and New Historicism, prominent theoretical frameworks in 
literary and cultural studies that emerged in the latter half of the twentieth century, offer 
distinct approaches to contextualising cultural products. Cultural Materialism, associated 
with Raymond Williams, emphasises analysing material conditions and economic 
structures that shape cultural phenomena, highlighting the embeddedness of literature 
and culture in socio-economic contexts. New Historicism, a critical movement of the 
1980s, explores the broader historical dimensions of literary analysis, demonstrating the 
interconnectedness of literature and history. While both approaches aim to contextualise 
cultural artifacts, Cultural Materialism focuses on material and economic aspects, and 
New Historicism explores the intricate relationships between literature, history, and 
culture.

Neo-Marxism, building on traditional Marxist thought, acknowledges the significance 
of non-economic factors such as race and gender contributing to contemporary discussions 
on power, inequality, and social change. In the context of New Historicism, textuality 
refers to how literary texts construct meaning within historical contexts, while historicity 
emphasises the multiple interpretations of the past and the dynamic interaction between 
texts and history. The examination of text, context, and co-text in New Historicism 
underscores the symbiotic relationship between cultural artifacts and their broader 
historical and cultural circumstances. Both New Historicism and Cultural Materialism 
address the politics of representation and power, scrutinising how literary texts engage 
with and reflect social and political contexts, shedding light on hidden power dynamics 
within culture.

Assignments

1.	 How does cultural materialism analyse the interplay between material conditions and 
cultural practices in shaping societal structures?

2.	 In what ways does new historicism examine the significance of historical context in 
interpreting literary texts?

3.	 How does cultural materialism critique traditional literary analysis by emphasising 
the role of economic and social factors in cultural production?

4.	 What are the key principles of new historicism that highlight the interconnectedness 
of literature, history, and power dynamics?

5.	 How does cultural materialism explore the relationship between literature and 
the economic base of a society, and what implications does it draw for cultural  
interpretation?

Summarised Overview
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Suggested Reading

1.	 Brannigan, John. New Historicism and Cultural Materialism. Macmillan, 1998.
2.	 Dollimore, Jonathan and Alan Sinfield. Political Shakespeare: Essays in Cultural 

Materialism.Manchester U P, 1985.
3.	 Sinfield, Alan. Faultlines: Cultural Materialism and the Politics of Dissident  

Reading. Clarendon Press, 1992.

Reference
1.	 Hamilton, Paul. Historicism. Routledge, 2003.
2.	 Higgins, John. Raymond Williams: Literature, Marxism and Cultural Materialism.

Routledge,1999.
3.	 Parvini, Neema. Shakespeare and Contemporary Theory: New Historicism and 

CulturalMaterialism. Bloomsbury Academic, 2012.

Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Ecocriticism: Major TheoristsUnit 3

Learning Outcomes

Upon completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

1.	 analyse and evaluate the foundational principles of ecocriticism as articulated by 
key theorists, such as Jonathan Bate, Cheryll Glotfelty, William Rueckert.

2.	 critically examine the intersections of literature, culture, and the environment  
by synthesising the contributions of ecocritical theorists like Cheryll Glotfelty.

3.	 apply ecocritical frameworks to literary and cultural texts, showcasing an ability 
to interpret and critique works informed by the theories of ecocritics

4.	 identify major concepts of ecocritical theorists to articulate perspectives on  
environmental issues and sustainability.

Background

Ecocriticism, a literary and cultural theory that emerged in the late twentieth 
century, investigates the relationship between literature, culture, and the environment. 
Jonathan Bate, a prominent figure in this field, has played a pivotal role in shaping the 
ecocritical discourse. His influential works inquire into the intersection of literature and 
nature, exploring how writers throughout history have depicted and engaged with the 
natural world. Bate’s ecocritical approach emphasises the importance of understanding 
the environmental implications of literature, offering insights into the ecological 
consciousness embedded in literary works.

Cheryll Glotfelty, another key figure in ecocriticism, has made significant contributions 
to the development and popularisation of ecophilosophy. As the editor of the seminal 
anthology The Ecocriticism Reader, Glotfelty has been instrumental in defining the scope 
and themes of ecocritical inquiry. Her work has expanded the boundaries of ecocriticism 
beyond literature to include various forms of cultural expression, demonstrating the 
interconnectedness of human culture and the environment. Glotfelty’s commitment to 
interdisciplinary exploration has shaped ecocriticism into a dynamic field that bridges 
literature, environmental science, and cultural studies.
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William Rueckert, a foundational figure in the early development of ecocriticism, 
is recognised as having coined the term “ecocriticism” in the 1970s. Rueckert’s 
groundbreaking essay “Literature and Ecology: An Experiment in Ecocriticism” laid the 
groundwork for the academic discipline, proposing a framework for analysing literary 
texts in an environmental perspective. His work paved the way for subsequent ecocritics 
to investigate the ways in which literature reflects and influences human perceptions of 
the natural world. Rueckert’s foundational contributions continue to inform and inspire 
ecocritical scholarship, illustrating the enduring impact of his pioneering insights.

Keywords

 Jonathan Bate, Cheryll Glotfelty, William Rueckert

Discussion
4.3.1 Jonathan Bate

Jonathan Bate, a prominent British 
literary scholar, biographer, and 
Shakespearean expert, has left 
an indelible mark on the fields 
of literature and cultural studies 
through his insightful analyses 
and comprehensive works. His 
career can be categorised into 
distinct phases, each marked by a 
specific focus and contribution to 
the world of literature.

4.3.1.1 Early Career and Ecocriticism
In the early phase of his career, 
Jonathan Bate became known 
for his pioneering work in the 
field of ecocriticism, an inter-
disciplinary approach that ex-
plores the relationship between 
literature and the environment. 
His seminal book Romantic 
Ecology (1991) played a pivotal 
role in establishing ecocriticism 
as a legitimate field of study

	f Fields of literature 
and cultural studies

	f Interplay between 
nature, culture, and 
art

Fig. 4.3.1 Jonathan Bate

Fig. 4.3.2 Romantic Ecology
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within literary criticism. This work focused on the connec-
tion between British Romantic literature and environmental 
philosophy, shedding light on how nature was represented in 
the works of poets like Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Keats. 
Bate’s exploration of the ecological themes within these liter-
ary masterpieces provided a fresh perspective on the interplay 
between nature, culture, and art.

4.3.1.2 Shakespearean Expertise
Bate’s profound understanding of William Shakespeare’s 

works and their cultural impact constitutes another significant 
phase in his career. He is known for his engaging and accessible 
scholarship, making Shakespeare’s complex language and 
themes more understandable for a wider audience. His book 
The Genius of Shakespeare (1997) studies the universal 
appeal and timeless relevance of Shakespeare’s writings. Bate 
examines how Shakespeare’s plays reflect human experience 
and the diversity of human nature, solidifying Shakespeare’s 
place as a literary icon transcending temporal and cultural 
boundaries.

4.3.1.3 Biographical Endeavours
A notable facet of Bate’s career is his commitment to 

biographical exploration. His biographies of prominent 
literary figures offer profound insights into their lives and 
works. In John Clare: A Biography (2003), he examines the 
life of the English poet John Clare, shedding light on the 
intricacies of Clare’s experiences, mental health struggles, and 
the socio-political context that influenced his poetry. Similarly, 
his biography Ted Hughes: The Unauthorised Life (2015) 
provides a comprehensive account of the life of the influential 
poet laureate, exploring both his literary achievements and 
personal struggles.

4.3.1.4 Cultural and Environmental Engagement
Bate’s career has extended beyond academia, as he has 

actively engaged with broader cultural and environmental 
issues. His involvement in organisations such as the National 
Trust and his advocacy for preserving natural landscapes align 
with his ecocritical interests. Bate’s publication The Song of the 
Earth (2000) further showcases his dedication to addressing 
environmental concerns. This work explores the intersections 
between literature, nature, and environmentalism, emphasising 
the importance of literature in fostering a deeper connection to 
the natural world.

	f Universal appeal of 
Shakespeare

	f Biographical  
exploration

	f Intersections  
between literature, 
nature, and  
environmentalism
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4.3.1.5 Later Works and Legacy
Jonathan Bate’s interests have continued to evolve, 

encompassing topics such as the cultural impact of trees 
and the role of literature in shaping human perspectives. His 
versatility as a scholar is evident in works like The Public 
Value of the Humanities (2011), where he emphasises the 
enduring significance of humanities disciplines in a rapidly 
changing world.

4.3.2  Cheryll Glotfelty
Cheryll Glotfelty is a renowned 
figure in the field of ecocriti-
cism and environmental stud-
ies, known for her significant 
contributions that have shaped 
the field’s development and im-
pact. Her career can be under-
stood through distinct phases, 
each characterised by influential 
works and a commitment to ex-
ploring the relationship between 
literature and the environment.

4.3.2.1 Pioneering the Ecocritical Movement
Cheryll Glotfelty’s career took off in a phase marked by 

her instrumental role in pioneering the field of ecocriticism. 
Co-founding the Association for the Study of Literature and 
Environment (ASLE) in 1992, Glotfelty played a key role in 
establishing a scholarly community dedicated to examining 
environmental themes within literature. Her co-edited 
anthology The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary 
Ecology (1996) is a seminal work that defined the foundational 
principles of the field. Through this anthology, Glotfelty 
highlighted the intrinsic connections between literature, 
culture, and the natural world, laying the groundwork for a 
new interdisciplinary perspective.

4.3.2.2 Exploring Place and Regional Narratives
Glotfelty’s career then entered a phase where she traced 

the significance of place-based literature and its portrayal of 
specific geographical environments. Her co-edited volume 
Literary Nevada: Writings from the Silver State (2008) 
exemplifies her dedication to uncovering the stories that emerge 
from distinct regions. Through this work, she emphasised the 
role of literature in capturing the essence of locales, revealing 

	f Significance of  
humanities

	f Relationship  
between literature 
and the environment

	f Interdisciplinary 
perspective

	f Geographical  
environments

Fig. 4.3.3 Cheryll Glotfelty
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the interconnectedness of culture, landscape, and identity. 
This phase reflected her commitment to broadening the scope 
of ecocritical analysis to encompass diverse geographical and 
cultural contexts.  

4.3.2.3 Advocacy and Environmental Education
An enduring theme in Glotfelty’s career is her advocacy for 

environmental education and consciousness through literature. 
Her involvement in ASLE demonstrates her dedication to 
promoting awareness of ecological issues through academic 
platforms. Through her work, Glotfelty championed a bio-
regional perspective that encourages individuals to engage with 
their surroundings, using literature as a means to bridge the 
gap between academic discourse and tangible environmental 
action.

4.3.2.4 Enduring Legacy and Impact
Cheryll Glotfelty’s multi-faceted career has left a lasting 

impact on ecocriticism, environmental education, and 
advocacy. Her journey through these phases, from co-founding 
ASLE to promoting place-based narratives, advocating for 
environmental education, and highlighting potential activism 
of literature, demonstrates her deep commitment to advancing 
the field’s discourse and influence. Her legacy continues to 
inspire scholars, writers, and activists to engage critically 
with the environment through literature, fostering a greater 
understanding of the interconnectedness between humans and 
nature.

4.3.3 William Rueckert
William Rueckert is celebrated for his pioneering work in 

the field of ecocriticism. Rueckert’s significant contribution to 
the development of ecocriticism is perhaps best encapsulated 
in his seminal essay, “Literature and Ecology: An Experiment 
in Ecocriticism”, published in 1978. In this groundbreaking 
piece, Rueckert not only introduced the term “ecocriticism” 
but also laid out a foundational framework for understanding 
how literature engages with ecological concerns.

Rueckert’s “Literature and Ecology” served as a catalyst for 
the emergence of ecocriticism as a distinct and influential field 
within literary studies. The essay posited that literature, far 
from being a detached or purely human-centered endeavour, 
is intricately connected to the natural world. Rueckert argued 
that literary works could be analysed in an environmental 

	f Bio-regional  
perspective

	f Advocating for  
environmental  
education

	f Pioneering figure  
in the field of  
ecocriticism

	f Ecocritical method
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perspective, revealing the ways in which they reflect and 
contribute to cultural attitudes towards nature. By proposing 
an “ecocritical” method, Rueckert encouraged scholars to 
explore the ecological dimensions of literature, broadening 
the scope of literary analysis beyond human concerns to 
encompass the entire ecosystem.

Rueckert’s intellectual legacy extends beyond the coining 
of the term “ecocriticism.” His work laid the groundwork 
for subsequent ecocritics to develop and refine the field. His 
emphasis on the reciprocal relationship between literature 
and the environment has inspired scholars to investigate 
how ecological themes, images, and metaphors manifest in 
diverse literary genres and periods. William Rueckert’s essay 
remains a touchstone for ecocritical scholarship, highlighting 
the profound impact a single intellectual experiment can have 
in reshaping our understanding of the relationship between 
literature and the natural world.

	f Literature and  
ecology

Summarised Overview

Jonathan Bate, a distinguished British literary scholar and Shakespearean expert, 
has made significant contributions to literature and cultural studies throughout his 
career. He pioneered ecocriticism with his groundbreaking work Romantic Ecology, 
establishing the legitimacy of studying the relationship between literature and the 
environment. Beyond academia, he engages with cultural and environmental issues, 
exemplified in The Song of the Earth, demonstrating the intersection of literature, 
nature, and environmentalism. Cheryll Glotfelty, a prominent figure in ecocriticism, 
co-founded the Association for the Study of Literature and Environment (ASLE) and 
played a key role in establishing ecocriticism as a scholarly field. Her career spans 
over phases, from pioneering ecocriticism with The Ecocriticism Reader to exploring 
place-based literature in Literary Nevada and advocating environmental education. 
Glotfelty’s enduring legacy inspires scholars to critically engage with the environment 
through literature. William Rueckert, celebrated for his pioneering work in ecocriticism, 
coined the term and laid the foundation with “Literature and Ecology.” His ecocritical 
method explores the reciprocal relationship between literature and the environment, 
influencing subsequent scholars to inquire into ecological themes in diverse literary 
genres. Rueckert’s essay remains a touchstone for ecocritical scholarship, showcasing 
the profound impact of his intellectual experiment on reshaping our understanding of 
the connection between literature and the natural world.
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Assignments

1.	 Explore Jonathan Bate’s critical analysis of Shakespeare’s works, emphasising his 
insights into the intersection of literature, ecology, and environmentalism.

2.	 Investigate Cheryll Glotfelty’s pioneering role in developing the field of ecocriticism 
and her contributions to understanding literature in an environmental perspective.

3.	 Explore Cheryll Glotfelty’s advocacy for the inclusion of ecofeminism in ecocriti-
cal discourse, analysing her work’s impact in connecting environmental issues with  
gender perspectives.

4.	 Examine William Rueckert’s concept of ‘ecocriticism’ and his efforts to establish a  
theoretical framework for interpreting literature within the broader context of eco-
logical concerns.

Suggested Reading

1.	 Bate, Jonathan. Romantic Ecology: Wordsworth and The Environmental Tradition. 
Routledge, 1991.  

2.	 Glotfelty, Cheryll and Harold Fromm. The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in  
Literary Ecology.U of Georgia P,1996.

Reference

1.	 Bate, Jonathan. Soul of the Age: A Biography of the Mind of William Shakespeare.  
Random House, 2010.  

2.	 Lynch, Tom and Cheryll Glotfelty. The Bioregional Imagination: Literature, 
Ecology, and Place. Uof Georgia P, 2012.SG
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Ecocriticism: Major ConceptsUnit 4

Learning Outcomes
Upon completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

	f identify and articulate key principles of ecocriticism, including an understanding of 
the interconnectedness between literature and the environment.

	f analyse and evaluate literary texts in the perspective of ecocritical theory,  
recognising how nature is represented and its implications for ecological awareness.

	f demonstrate an awareness of major ecocritical concepts, such as anthropocentrism, 
ecofeminism, and environmental justice, and their impact on literary analysis.

	f apply ecocritical methodologies to diverse genres and forms of literature, fostering 
a comprehensive understanding of the ways in which nature is portrayed in various 
literary expressions

Background
Ecocriticism, a burgeoning field within literary and cultural studies, introduces a 

theoretical perspective through which scholars examine the intricate relationship between 
literature and the environment. This interdisciplinary approach, rooted in the conviction 
that ecological concerns are paramount to human existence, explores the ways literature 
and other cultural expressions reflect, critique, and shape our perceptions of nature. 
Ecocriticism transcends traditional literary analysis, extending its scope to encompass 
broader environmental issues and ecological thinking. Exploring the major concepts that 
underpin ecocriticism, we unravel a rich tapestry of ideas that not only illuminate the 
intersection of literature and the environment but also challenge prevailing cultural norms 
and encourage a deeper ecological consciousness.

Central to ecocriticism is the notion of “nature writing,” which encompasses literary 
works that inquire into the diverse facets of the natural world, from pristine landscapes to 
the impact of human activities on ecosystems. This genre serves as a primary conduit for 
understanding the intricate connections between human societies and the environment. 
Ecocriticism critically engages with the concept of the “ecological imagination,” a term 
that encapsulates the ability of literature and the arts to foster a profound understanding 
of their ecological interconnectedness. Exploring the ways in which authors and artists 
conceive alternative connections with nature, the ecological imagination emerges as a 
potent catalyst for fostering environmental care and sustainable behaviours.
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In addition, ecocriticism scrutinises the representation of place and space in 
literature, elucidating how authors construct and convey the significance of specific 
environments. By doing so, scholars within this field unravel the symbolic and cultural 
meanings embedded in landscapes, ecosystems, and geographical settings. Whether 
exploring urban spaces, the wilderness, or the impact of climate change, ecocriticism 
provides a perspective through which we can analyse the complex interplay between 
textual narratives and the physical environment. As we navigate the major concepts of 
ecocriticism, we embark on a journey that challenges us to re-evaluate our relationship 
with nature, inspiring a more profound awareness of environmental issues and fostering 
a sustainable future.

Keywords

Anthropocentrism, Shallow Ecology, Deep Ecology, Green Studies, Environmental 
Imagination, Ecofeminism

Discussion

4.4.1 Defining Ecocriticism
According to Pramod K. Nayar,“Ecocriticism is a 

critical mode that looks at the representation of nature 
and landscape in cultural texts, paying particular attention 
to attitudes towards ‘nature’ and the rhetoric employed 
when speaking about it. It aligns itself with ecological 
activism and social theory with the assumption that the 
rhetoric of cultural texts reflects and informs material 
practices towards the environment, while seeking to 
increase awareness about it and linking itself (and literary 
texts) with other ecological sciences and approaches” 
(Contemporary Literary and Cultural Theory).

In his discussion, Peter Barry observes that 
Ecocriticism, alternatively referred to as ‘green studies,’ 
is a field of study that explores the interconnectedness 
between literature and the natural environment. Having 
originated in the late 1980s in the USA and the early 
1990s in the UK, this critical approach is still considered 
an ‘emergent’ movement. Cheryll Glotfelty is recognised 
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as the founder in the USA, notably co-editing The Ecocriticism 
Reader in 1996 and co-founding the Association for the Study 
of Literature and Environment (ASLE) in 1992. Despite this 
progress, ecocriticism remains on the academic periphery 
and lacks widespread recognition or a clearly defined set of 
assumptions (Beginning Theory).

4.4.2 Anthropocentrism
Anthropocentrism in ecocriticism 
has been a central theme that 
reflects the human-centric 
perspective in our interactions 
with the environment. This 
concept is deeply rooted in the 
belief that humans are the central 
and most significant entities in the 
natural world, with other beings 
and ecosystems being valued 
primarily in relation to their utility 
for human interests. One of the 
seminal works that addresses 
anthropocentrism in ecocriticism 
is Aldo Leopold’s A Sand County 

Almanac (1949). Leopold critiques the prevailing 
anthropocentric view of nature by advocating an ethic that 
expands moral consideration to the broader biotic community, 
rather than just viewing nature as a resource for human 
consumption.

Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) also contributes to 
the discourse on anthropocentrism. By exposing the harmful 
effects of pesticides on ecosystems and human health, Carson 
challenges the anthropocentric notion that humans have 
control over nature and can exploit it without consequences. 
She highlights the interconnectedness of all living beings and 
ecosystems, arguing for a shift in perspective towards a more 
ecocentric viewpoint.

	f Human-centric  
perspective

	f Interconnectedness 
of all living beings

Fig. 4.4.1
A Sand County Almanac

Anthropocentrism is the belief that humans are the most 
important beings in the world.
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Val Plumwood’s Feminism and the Mastery of Nature 
(1993) brings a feminist perspective to the discussion. 
Plumwood examines how patriarchal structures contribute 
to anthropocentrism by marginalising both women and non-
human nature. She emphasises the need to recognise and 
challenge these power dynamics in order to move towards a 
more inclusive and ecologically harmonious worldview.

Timothy Morton’s work, particularly Ecology Without 
Nature (2007), offers a post-anthropocentric approach to 
ecocriticism. Morton questions the very concept of “nature,” 
suggesting that it is a construct that reinforces a separation 
between humans and the environment. He advocates for 
embracing the interconnectedness of all beings and objects in 
a “mesh” of relationships, which blurs the boundaries between 
human and non-human entities.

4.4.3 Shallow Ecology and Deep Ecology
Shallow Ecology and Deep Ecology are two distinct 

perspectives within the field of ecocriticism that offer differing 
approaches to understanding humanity’s relationship with 
the environment. These concepts were first introduced by 
Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess in his 1973 paper “The 
Shallow and the Deep, Long-Range Ecology Movements: 
A Summary”. His ideas have since been developed and 
elaborated upon by various scholars and environmentalists.

Shallow Ecology, often associated with anthropocentrism, 
views nature primarily in terms of its utility to human 
beings. This perspective emphasises resource management, 
conservation, and environmental protection for human 
well-being. A seminal work reflecting these ideas is Garrett 
Hardin’s essay “The Tragedy of the Commons” (1968), 
which discusses how individual self-interest can lead to the 
degradation of shared resources. Shallow Ecology tends to 
focus on immediate, practical solutions to environmental 
problems without necessarily challenging the underlying 
structures of society.

In contrast, Deep Ecology, proposed by Naess, takes a more 
holistic and ecocentric approach. It advocates a fundamental 
shift in human attitudes towards nature, suggesting that 
all living beings have intrinsic value beyond their utility to 
humans. Naess’ work, The Shallow and the Deep, Long-
Range Ecology Movements: A Summary, elaborates on this 
distinction. Deep Ecology calls for a profound change in 
human consciousness, emphasising the interconnectedness 
and interdependence of all life forms. 

	f Patriarchal structures 
contribute to  
anthropocentrism

	f Post-anthropocentric 
approach to  
ecocriticism

	f Humanity’s  
relationship with  
the environment

	f Nature and utility to 
human beings

	f Fundamental shift 
in human attitudes 
towards nature

SG
O
U



SGOU - SLM - MA English -Literary Theory 155

Deep ecology calls for a restructuring of human values 
and societies to promote the well-being of the entire 
biosphere.

Arnie Naess further developed 
Deep Ecology with the concept 
of the “ecological self”, which 
proposes that human identity 
should be closely aligned 
with the broader ecological 
community. This perspective 
challenges anthropocentrism 
and materialism and encourages 
individuals to view themselves 
as part of a larger, intricate web 
of life. In Deep Ecology and 
World Religions: New Essays on 
Sacred Grounds (2001), edited 
by David Landis Barnhill and

Roger S. Gottlieb, various authors explore the connections 
between deep ecological principles and spirituality.

While Shallow Ecology focuses on pragmatic, utilitarian 
approaches to environmental issues, Deep Ecology encourages 
a more transformative change in how humans perceive and 
interact with the natural world. Important works like Val 
Plumwood’s Feminism and the Mastery of Nature (1993) 
critique the hierarchical domination of nature prevalent in 
many Western societies, highlighting the intersections between 
ecological concerns, feminism, and social justice.

In short, Shallow Ecology and Deep Ecology represent 
two contrasting viewpoints in ecocriticism. Shallow Ecology 
centers on practical solutions for environmental problems 
that benefit human interests, often ignoring the deeper ethical 
and philosophical dimensions of our relationship with nature. 
On the other hand, Deep Ecology calls for a profound shift 
in human consciousness, urging us to recognize the intrinsic 
value of all life forms and to cultivate a more harmonious 
and ecocentric worldview. These perspectives have spurred 
discussions not only in environmental philosophy but also in 
fields such as ethics, spirituality, and social justice, shaping 
how individuals and societies perceive and engage with the 
natural world.

	f Connections between 
deep ecology and 
spirituality

	f Pragmatic and  
utilitarian approaches

	f Contrasting  
viewpoints in  
ecocriticism

Fig. 4.4.2 Deep Ecology
and World Religions
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4.4.4 The Crisis of Humanism
Ecocriticism emerged as a response to the escalating 

ecological crisis and the need to critically engage with 
environmental issues through literature and other forms of 
cultural expression. However, within ecocriticism, there has 
been an ongoing discourse regarding the crisis of humanism 
– a tension between anthropocentrism and the recognition of 
non-human agency in environmental narratives.

One of the key works that highlights this crisis is Val 
Plumwood’s essay “Being Prey,” where she narrates her own 
experience of surviving a crocodile attack. Plumwood critiques 
the humanist perspective that places humans at the center of 
nature and ignores the vulnerability and interconnectedness of 
all beings. Her encounter with the crocodile underscores the 
fallacy of human exceptionalism and reminds us that we are 
just one part of a complex ecological web.

Building on this critique, Timothy 
Morton’s book Ecology without 
Nature challenges the traditional 
humanist dichotomy between 
nature and culture. Morton argues 
that such a distinction is problematic 
as it reinforces the idea of nature as 
something separate from humanity. 
He proposes embracing a view of 
ecology that blurs these boundaries, 
emphasising the interconnectedness 
of all entities, human and non-human 
alike. This challenges the humanist 

tendency to prioritise human concerns over environmental 
ones.

Donna Haraway’s work, partic-
ularly Staying with the Trouble: 
Making Kin in the Chthulucene, 
extends the critique of human-
ism by introducing the concept 
of the Chthulucene – an epoch 
that emphasises multispecies 
entanglements. Haraway ad-
vocates for acknowledging the 
agency of non-human actors 
and forming symbiotic relation-
ships. She proposes becoming

	f Tension between 
anthropocentrism 
and the non-human 
agency

	f Critiques  
human-centric  
perspectives

	f Challenges the 
dichotomy between 
nature and culture

Fig. 4.4.3 
Ecology without Nature

Fig. 4.4.4
Staying with the Trouble
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“companion species” and engaging in kin-making across spe-
cies, dissolving the rigid boundaries that humanism has im-
posed.

To reconcile the crisis of humanism in ecocriticism, 
scholars like Bruno Latour have suggested a “political 
ecology” approach, which emphasises the active participation 
of both humans and non-humans in shaping the environment. 
Latour’s work, including Facing Gaia: Eight Lectures 
on the New Climatic Regime, calls for a renewed focus on 
collaboration and diplomacy between various actors, human 
and non-human, in addressing environmental challenges.

4.4.5 Nature/Culture
Nature and culture are two 

intertwined concepts that 
have been central to the field 
of ecocriticism, a literary and 
cultural theory that examines the 
relationship between humans 
and the natural environment. 
One of the foundational works in 
this field is Raymond Williams’ 
The Country and the City, 
where he explores the historical 
shifts in human attitudes toward 
nature and rural life. Williams 
contends that the distinction 
between nature and culture is 
not rigid, but rather shaped by 
cultural, historical, and social 
factors.

In The Ecological Thought, 
Timothy Morton challenges 
the traditional binary between 
nature and culture by introducing 
the concept of the “mesh.” 
Morton suggests that nature and 
culture are inseparable, existing 
within a complex network 
where boundaries are blurred. 
This idea resonates with 
Donna Haraway’s “Staying 
with the Trouble,” where she 
introduces the notion of the 
“Chthulucene,” emphasising the 

	f Political ecology

	f Distinction between 
nature and culture

	f Nature and culture 
are inseparable

Fig. 4.4.5
The Country and the City

Fig. 4.4.6 
The Ecological Thought
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interconnectedness of species and ecosystems in a time of 
ecological crisis.

Bruno Latour’s We Have Never Been Modern presents 
a critique of modernity’s separation of nature and culture. 
Latour argues that the Enlightenment’s dualism has hindered 
our ability to address environmental challenges effectively. 
He suggests that we need to move beyond this division and 
acknowledge the entanglement of humans and nonhumans in 
our shared world.           

In The Spell of the Sensuous, David Abram probes into the 
interplay between nature and culture by exploring the ways in 
which human perception is shaped by the natural environment. 
He argues that our senses are intimately connected with the 
more-than-human world, blurring the lines between nature 
and culture and emphasising a reciprocal relationship.

Further Readings

4.4.6 “Introduction: Literary Studies in an Age of 
Environmental Crisis” - Cheryll Glotfelty (From 
The Ecocriticism Reader)

Cheryll Glotfelty’s essay “Introduction: Literary Studies 
in an Age of Environmental Crisis,” which is part of The 
Ecocriticism Reader, offers a comprehensive overview of the 
emergence and significance of ecocriticism within the broader 
context of literary studies. Published in 1996, the essay is a 
foundational text in the field of ecocriticism, which explores 
the relationship between literature and the environment. 
Glotfelty’s work highlights the urgency of addressing 
environmental issues through literature and stresses the 
need for a paradigm shift in literary criticism to incorporate 
ecological concerns.

Glotfelty begins by contextualising the environmental 
crisis that started becoming increasingly apparent in the late 
twentieth century. She contends that literature has a crucial 
role to play in responding to this crisis, as it has the power 
to shape perceptions, influence public opinion, and inspire 
action. This assertion underscores the fundamental premise of 
ecocriticism that literature is not divorced from the world it 
inhabits, but rather intimately connected with it.

One of the key points Glotfelty makes is the interdisciplinary 
nature of ecocriticism. She emphasises that environmental 
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issues cannot be adequately addressed by a single discipline, 
and that a collaborative effort is required. Ecocriticism draws 
on insights from fields such as biology, ecology, philosophy, 
sociology, and environmental science to enrich literary 
analysis. This interdisciplinary approach allows for a more 
holistic understanding of how literature engages with and 
reflects upon environmental concerns.

Glotfelty discusses the historical evolution of ecocriticism, 
tracing its roots to earlier movements like American 
Transcendentalism, which celebrated the interconnectedness 
of nature and the human spirit. She highlights seminal works 
in the field, such as Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring and Aldo 
Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac, which played a pivotal role 
in raising environmental consciousness. By acknowledging 
this historical lineage, Glotfelty establishes ecocriticism as a 
natural progression in the broader trajectory of environmental 
thought.

Glotfelty also addresses the diverse range of literary genres 
and forms that can be analysed in an ecocritical perspective. 
While nature writing and environmental literature are obvious 
contenders, she argues that ecocriticism is not limited to 
these genres. It can be applied to fiction, poetry, drama, and 
even urban literature, revealing how environmental themes 
permeate a wide array of literary works. This inclusive 
approach expands the scope of ecocriticism and demonstrates 
its relevance in interpreting a vast body of literary output.

Glotfelty stresses the importance of acknowledging 
the contributions of marginalised voices in environmental 
discourse. She contends that indigenous perspectives, women 
writers, and writers from non-Western traditions have often 
been overlooked in conventional environmental narratives. 
Ecocriticism, she argues, provides a platform for these voices 
to be heard, enriching the field with diverse perspectives 
and deepening our understanding of human-environment 
relationships.

Cheryll Glotfelty’s essay serves as a cornerstone in the 
development of ecocriticism as an academic discipline. Her 
introduction to The Ecocriticism Reader effectively articulates 
the critical importance of integrating environmental concerns 
into literary studies. By demonstrating the interdisciplinary 
nature of ecocriticism, tracing its historical roots, and 
advocating for inclusivity, Glotfelty lays a strong foundation 
for the continued growth and relevance of this field in the 
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face of ongoing environmental challenges. Her work remains 
a seminal text for scholars and students interested in the 
intersection of literature and the environment.

4.4.7 “Women, Ecology and Culture.” - Gabriele 
Dietrich, Gender and Politics in India: Ed.  
Nivedita Menon

Gabriele Dietrich’s essay, “Women, Ecology, and Culture”, 
featured in the anthology Gender and Politics in India edited 
by Nivedita Menon, explores the intricate relationship between 
women, the environment, and cultural paradigms in the Indian 
context. The essay contributes to the larger discourse on 
gender and environment by presenting a nuanced analysis of 
how women’s roles are intertwined with ecological concerns 
within specific cultural frameworks.

Dietrich aptly begins by emphasising the interconnectedness 
of gender, environment, and culture. She posits that 
understanding the dynamics between these three realms is 
crucial in comprehending the complex realities faced by 
women in India. By acknowledging the multi-dimensionality 
of identity and the influence of societal norms on environmental 
issues, Dietrich sets the stage for a comprehensive analysis.

The essay underscores the traditional roles of women as 
custodians of natural resources. Dietrich highlights how 
women, particularly in rural contexts, have been historically 
responsible for tasks related to water collection, fuel gathering, 
and agricultural activities. This perspective is crucial in 
challenging the conventional narrative that often sidelines 
women’s contributions to environmental sustainability.

Dietrich further explores how women possess a wealth 
of ecological knowledge passed down through generations. 
This traditional wisdom encompasses practices related to 
plant-based medicine, sustainable agriculture, and local 
resource management. By recognising the significance of this 
indigenous knowledge, the essay advocates a more inclusive 
approach to environmental policies and conservation efforts.

The essay does not shy away from addressing the darker side 
of cultural norms, which can sometimes lead to environmental 
exploitation. Dietrich critically examines instances where 
patriarchal structures have caused the degradation of natural 
resources, often to the detriment of both women and the 
environment. This analysis serves as a powerful call to action 
for re-evaluating entrenched societal norms.
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One of the key strengths of Dietrich’s analysis lies in her 
spotlight on grassroots movements led by women. Through 
case studies and examples, she illustrates how women are 
at the forefront of environmental activism, challenging 
oppressive systems and advocating sustainable practices. This 
portrayal of agency and empowerment is a vital counterpoint 
to narratives that might otherwise cast women as passive 
victims.

The essay concludes by addressing the implications for 
policy and the potential for positive change. Dietrich voices 
for policies that recognise and support women’s roles in 
environmental sustainability. By advocating for inclusive 
approaches, she argues that society at large can benefit from 
harnessing the expertise and agency of women in the pursuit 
of ecological well-being

Through a careful analysis of traditional roles, ecological 
knowledge, cultural norms, and grassroots activism, Dietrich 
presents a compelling case for recognising and empowering 
women as vital agents in environmental sustainability efforts. 
This essay not only contributes significantly to the broader 
discourse on gender and environment but also provides 
valuable insights for policymakers, activists, and scholars 
alike.

	f Women and  
environmental  
activism

	f Women’s roles in 
environmental  
sustainability

	f Valuable insights for 
policymakers

Summarised Overview

Ecocriticism, a dynamic field in literary and cultural studies, investigates the intricate 
relationship between literature and the environment, extending beyond traditional literary 
analysis to address broader ecological issues. Central to ecocriticism is the concept 
of “nature writing,” that explores the role of literature in reflecting, critiquing, and 
shaping perceptions of the environment. This unit inquires into major concepts like the 
ecological imagination, representation of place, and the crisis of humanism, challenging 
anthropocentrism. Shallow Ecology, focusing on human utility, contrasts with Deep 
Ecology, advocating a holistic shift in human consciousness. The crisis of humanism in 
ecocriticism involves tensions between anthropocentrism and recognising non-human 
agency. Nature and culture are explored as intertwined concepts, rejecting strict binaries.SG

O
U



162 SGOU - SLM - MA English - Literary Theory

Assignments

1.	 Explore the historical roots and contemporary implications of anthropocentrism, 
critically analysing its impact on environmental policies and practices.

2.	 Investigate the principles of shallow ecology, examining how its focus on resource 
management and human-centric solutions may fall short in addressing broader  
ecological concerns.

3.	 Assess the foundational principles of deep ecology, exploring its philosophical  
underpinnings and implications for redefining humanity’s relationship with the  
natural world.

4.	 Examine the interdisciplinary field of green studies, analysing its role in fostering 
environmental awareness and sustainability through the integration of perspectives 
from science, humanities, and social sciences.

5.	 Investigate the intersection of gender and ecology in an ecofeminist frame work, 
examining how ecofeminist perspectives challenge and redefine traditional  
environmental discourse and practices.

Suggested Reading

1.	 Garrard, Greg. Ecocriticism. Routledge, 2004.
2.	 Love, Glen A. Practical Ecocriticism: Literature, Biology, and the Environment. 

U of Virgin P, 2003.
3.	 Mazel, David. A Century of Early Ecocriticism. U of Georgia P, 2001.      

Reference
1.	 Borlik, Todd A. Ecocriticism and Early Modern English Literature: Green Pastures. 

Routledge,2010.
2.	 Gabriel, Egan. Green Shakespeare: From Ecopolitics to Ecocriticism. Routledge, 

2006.
3.	 Garrard, Greg. Teaching Ecocriticism and Green Cultural Studies. Palgrave  

Macmillan UK   2012.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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