
PENT33              LITERARY THEORY AND CRITICISM               6 Hours / 5 Credits  
   

Objectives:  

 paper seeks to introduce students to the tradition of literary criticism in the West, from the 

beginnings in Greek and Latin to the first half of the twentieth century.  

nd early twentieth 

century criticism.  

essays referred to in ―Recommended Reading‖.  

write about and discuss elements of poetry, novel(s), short stories and drama 

and how the elements relate to the theme and work as a whole  

 

Unit I  

Aristotle : Philip Sidney : ―An Apology for Poetry‖  

John Dryden : ―Essay of Dramatic Poesie‖  

 

Unit II 

S.T. Coleridge : Biographia Literaria Chapter XIV  

P.B. Shelley : ―A Defence of Poetry‖  

 

Unit III  
Mathew Arnold : ―The Function of Criticism at the Present Time‖  

T.S.Eliot : ―The Function of Criticism‖  

 

UNIT-IV  
Theories: Post Modernism  

Deconstruction  

 

UNIT-V  
Feminism  

Post-Colonial  

 

TEXT BOOKS:  

All the above are prescribed text books  

 

REFERENCE BOOKS:  
The Mirror and the Lamp.  

A History of Literary Criticism.  

A Short History of Literary Criticism.  

liam. ―On Shakespeare and Milton‖.  

Ars Poetica.  

The Republic Book X.  

 

A History of Literary Criticism (6 volumes).  

ace‖ to Lyrical Ballads.  

 



UNIT-I 

 

SIDNEY’S “AN APOLOGY FOR POETRY”: A CRITICAL INTERPRETATION 

  

INTRODUCTION 

       Sir Phillip Sidney‘s ―An Apology for Poetry‖ is a work of genius, a rare and valuable critical 

document. Among the manifold achievements of Sidney as a critic one of the most important is the 

introduction of Aristotalianism into England.J.E. Spingarn states: 

―The introduction of Aristotalianism into England‖ was the direct result of the influence of the Italian 

critics‖; and the agent in bringing this new influence to English letters was Sir Phillip Sidney.(268) 

His Defense of Poetry, ― is a veritable epitome to the literary criticism of the Italian Renaissance ;and 

so thoroughly is it imbued with this spirit, that no other work, Italian, French or English can be said 

to give so complete and so noble conception of the temper and principles of Renaissance 

criticisms.‖Yet without any decided novelty of ideas or even of expression it can lay claim to distinct 

originality in its unity of felling. Sidney is the Harold of Neo-Classism in England. 

Winsatt and Brooks points out that ―The source of Sidney‘s ‗Defence‘ were classical, but the spirit 

was not very sternly classical. Sidney sends up 

to the joyous fireworks of Italian Renaissance. His colours are enthusiastic, neo platonic, the dual 

purple gold, the motion soaring. He is essentially a theorist of the exuberant imagination.‖ 

WHY SIDNEY WROTE “APOLOGY”: AGAINST STEPHEN GOSSON 

         Basically Sidney wrote his ―Defense of Poetry‖ to refute Stephen Gosson‘s charges against 

poetry which he made in his ―School of Abuse‖. Stephen Gosson published his attack on poetry in 

1579. In it he came down heavily on poets and the very practice on the arts. He is a puritan. Gosson 

draws heavily examples from classical literature of Greece and ancient Rome to argue that it was not 

without reason that Plato banished the poet from his ideal state. As Stephen Gosson says: 



1. There being many other faithful knowledges, a man might better spend his time in them than in 

poetry. 

2. Poetry is the ―mother of lies‖. 

3. Poetry has a wanton or corrupting influence. 

4. Stephen Gosson classed poet with the pipers and jesters and called them caterpillars of 

commonwealth all alike enemies of virtue. 

            Reaction was needed, and this reaction was clearly visible with the publication of Sidney‘s 

―An Apology for Poetry‖ (1595). Where he attacks Gosson‘s view on Poetry and established a valid 

identity of poetry as a part of literature and also our existence. 

 

THE SPECIAL CLAIMS FOR POETRY MADE BY SIDNEY 

          Sidney made some special claims for poetry. These claims were based on poetry‘s divine 

origin, its prophetic nature, its cultural and social value and its universal appeal. 

Sidney mocked at the critic of poetry who spent a great many wandering words in quips and scoffs. 

They were according to him like jesters and fools. They failed to understand that poetry had been an 

instrument for making the barbarous nation civilized. 

            The first claim for poetry is based upon its divine origin. Romans called the poet ―Vates‖ 

which is as much as diviner, forseer or prophet. The poet is not only an imitator of nature. He is the 

maker. God has made him in his own image and has given him power of creation. And man shows 

this power in poetry with force of divine breath. 

            The divine nature of poetry is further suggested by remark of Sydney, ― poets are born, not 

made.‖ ―For poetry must not be drawn by the ears, it must be gently led or rather it must be lead 

which was partly the cause that made the ancient learned affirm it was divine gift and no human 

skill.‖ 



The claim for poetry also is based on its prophetic nature. It doesn‘t deal with things as they are or as 

they were. It tells us of things as they ought to be. Poets are rightly termed ‗Vates‘. They imitate, 

teach and delight like the prophets sings of virtue. 

         Poetry has cultural value also. It has civilizing force. Barbarous nation lose their wild temper 

and become good. It breeds virtue, the inculturation of which makes man cultured. 

Poetry deals with universal and has general appeal. Chaucer in his ‗Prologue to CanterburyTales‘ 

deals with the universal traits of the ‗Knight‘, ‗The Nun‘, ‗The Doctor‘ etc. He is therefore, read 

more than any dry historian. Shakespeare, in his ‗King Lear‘or ‗Hemlet‘ or ‗Othello‘ deals with the 

universal human emotions and passions and thereby strikes a note in the heart of men of all ages. It is 

the antiquity of poetry that can be cited as one of the claims for poetry. 

Thus Sidney, by showing the universality and charm of poetry gives a defense of poetry and proves 

that poetry is not a corrupter of mankind. It is purifying and ennobles mankind. It teaches delight and 

aesthetic charm is irresistible. 

          I totally agree with Sidney‘s view that poets are born, not made. For example, the charm which 

we found in John Milton‘s ―Paradise Lost‖ is not found in Milton‘s ―Paradise Regained‖. It proves 

that poetry is divine gift and poets are born, not made. 

FUNCTIONS OF POETRY: ACCORDING TO SIDNEY 

         According to Sidney all knowledge aims at teaching of virtues. He admits that ‗Philosophy‘ and 

‗History‘ also teach virtue but they are not superior to poetry in playing their parts. The Philosopher 

teaches disputation virtue. He teaches virtue by certain abstracts consideration. 

The Philosopher sets down percept and rules by thorny arguments. His knowledge stands 

upon abstract and general. But the poet deals with the universal. He produces wisdom and 

temperance. Sidney concludes that the philosopher teaches but he teaches obscurely. So as the 

learned only can understand him. But the poet is the food for tenderest stomachs. The poet is indeed 

the right popular philosopher. 



Though William Wordsworth was greatly influenced by Roussue but the poetry of Wordsworth is 

more delightful and charming than the Roussue‘s philosophy of nature. 

The poet teaches much more and in a better way than history. The historian deals with the fact that 

‗Were‘ and ‗Are‘ but he cannot foretell the future. The poet on the other hand has all the time for his 

gamut. The past, present and the future shines in the verse of poets. He is one step ahead of the 

historian who writes of the past and the present only. He represents the lives of those who have gone 

before and asks his readers to follow their footsteps. Old age experience goes along with him and he 

gives the experience of many ages. He teaches by example, but the poet is a moderator. He teaches 

virtue by percept not by example but by both. He goes beyond the historians.In history virtue is 

neither rewarded nor is the vice punished. But the poet feigns matters in such a manner that he shows 

that virtue is rewarded and vice is punished. 

The description of World War-II which we find in Rupert Brooks‘ poems is more realistic than any 

other history books of World War-II. Poetry does teach much more than philosophy and history does. 

CONCLUSION 

          Thus, Sidney has proved that by nature poetry imitates and its functions – to teach and delight. 

He shows that pastorals poetry treats evils of tyranny and beauty of simple life, the elegiac moves 

rather pity than blame, the bitter Iambic rubs the galled minds, the comic imitates the common error 

of our lives and want a great foil to perceive the beauty of virtue. 

I think, Sir Sidney is the father of English criticism just as Chaucer is the father of English poetry. 

Dr. Johnson‘s dictum that Dryden is the father of English criticism seems unacceptable. Dryden 

came later and drew his inspiration from the English critical tradition established by Sidney. Dryden 

is very important critic, no doubt but to be just to him we need not be unjust to Sidney. In a sense of 

Sidney also was living in the time which may be termed ‗misty‘ and like Chaucer he too could see no 

more clearly than his contemporaries. 
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             AN APOLOGIE FOR POETRIE-  PHILIP SIDNEY (1554-1586) 

In the sixteenth century the need for a proper understanding of the nature and function of poetry was 

widely felt. Various causes contributed to this: (1) Much confusion prevailed regarding the true 

nature of poetry. (2) The courtiers of Queen Elizabeth had a high sense of the value of poetry. (3) 

With the rediscovery of Aristotle’s Poetics in Italy there was much critical discussion on poetry. (4) The 

hostitlity of the puritans posed a challenge to the status and value of poetry and the result was replies 

and counter-replies. Finally the best of the puritan attacks is represented by Stephen Gosson’s School of 

Abuse and the best of the replies is Sidney’s An Apologie for Poetrie. 

An Apologie for Poetrie 

   It is a critical treatise by Sir Philip Sidney, published in 1595 in two separate editions, one bearing 

the title The Defence of Poesy. The work achieves the principal aim of the verbal act – persuasion – by 

painstakingly observing the compositional rules of classical oratory. 

   Stephen Gosson published The School of Abuse in 1578 dedicating it to Sidney apparently without 

permission. However, it is not clear whether, Sidney was replying to the writer, his manner of writing or 

the argument. Gosson felt that the whole of ancient poetry is infected with the blasphemy and 

immorality of paganism. He attacked the lies and the license of poets and players. 



       An Apology is an assessment of the poetic concepts, notions and standards then available to the 

Elizabethan scholars. With an ease of manner and elegance of style, Sidney answers the puritan 

objections to imaginative literature in a series of arguments drawn largely from the Italian humanist 

critics. The Apology epitomizes Sidney’s sensitivity to contemporacy intellectual milieu and its critical 

inheritence. 

Division of the essay 

Exodium: an indirect beginning by narrating a personal experience. He justifies his own praise of 

                  poetry by citing the example of Pungliano. 

Narration: Here Sidney gives the merit of the subject matter dealing with the superiority of poetry. 

Preposition: This is the central document or idea of the essay. 

Division: Here Sidney analyses the main idea and fortifies it. 

Conformation: gives the summary of the arguments till that point, also the objectives of humanity, and 

the end of education. It raises claims of history, philosophy and how poetry fulfils the 

ends of humanistic education which is not adequately satisfied by philosophy or history. 

Major Critical Precepts 

1. About the universality and antiquity of poetry 

          Poetry in all nations has preceded other branches of learning. Poets are “the fathers of learning” 

and so they must be respected of their antiquity. Philosophers and historians have, in the beginning 

appeared under the mask of poets. Poetry is universal in the sense that it has flourished in all ages and 

countries. Even the uncivilized, like the Tusks and Tartars, love poetry which softens their hard hearts. 

Poetry is long lasting and continuous. It begins early in the history of a nation and lasts the longest. 

       

           The Greeks and Romans honoured poets. The poet is truly a maker, for while all other arts are tied 

to Nature, the poet is not a slave to Nature. He is truly creative. The poet alone can fashion a perfect 

lover, a perfect friend, and a perfectly valiant man even though they are not found in Nature. Natures 



“world is brazen, the poets only deliver a golden”. The poet is a prophet too. The oracles of Delphos and 

the prophesies of Sibylla were delivered in verse. The psalms in the Bible are nothing but songs. 

            As a definition, Sidney says that poetry is an art of imitation. It is representing, counterfeiting or 

figuring forth. Poetry is a “speaking picture” and its end is to teach and delight. 

 

       Sidney divides poetry into three broad divisions – religious, philosophical (informative) and the right 

or true kind of poetry. Religious poetry praises God and philosophical poetry imparts knowledge of 

philosophy, history, astronomy etc. The third kind or the true poetry may be further sub-divided into 

heroic, elegiac, lyric, tragic, comic, satiric, pastoral etc. 

 

        Poetry is superior both to history and philosophy. Philosophy presents merely abstract precepts 

which cannot be understood by the young. History deals with concrete facts or examples of virtue, but 

from these facts, the readers must themselves derive universal truths. But poetry combines both these 

advantages. It presents universal truths like philosophy but it does it through concrete examples, like 

history. It teaches us virtue in a way intelligible even to the ordinary man. Poetry does not merely show 

the way, but also gives it so sweet a prospect as will entice any man to follow it. Poetry promotes 

virtuous action. 

 

         It has been said that poetry is mere “rhyming and versifying”. Sidney points out that rhyme is not 

the essence of poetry but it is desirable to use it for the following reasons: 

1. it is a polish to speech. 

2. Scaliger had defended its use. 

3. it regulates verbal harmony. 

4. it adds to words the sensuousness and emotional quality of music. 

5. it is an aid to memory. 



 

         There are several charges against poetry and Sidney gives appropriate answers to these criticisms: 

1) Poetry is useless and is a waste of time. Sidney replies that poetry is conducive to virtuous action. 

2) Poetry is “the mother of lies”. To this Sidney replies that the poet “nothing affirms and, therefore, 

he never lieth” for to lie is to affirm what is not true. 

3) Poetry has a wanton or corrupting influence. It is infected with the theme of love and so fills the 

mind of men with “pestilent desires”. Sidney concedes that in much of modern poetry there was a 

“vicious treatment of love”, but love itself is not bad, for its shows an appreciation of Beauty. The fault 

lies not with poetry, but with the contemporary abuse of poetry. The abuse of poetry should not lead to 

a condemnation of poetry itself. 

 

  As regards its debilitating influence, that it fosters in men a desire to indulge in fancy and daydreaming, 

that it weakens the moral fibre, Sidney replies that poets “have been companions to camps” 

since time immemorial; and martial men have always admired them. Moreover, if this is a fault, it is a 

fault common to learning and not to poetry alone. Poetry has always been used to move men to heroic 

action. Hence poetry is freer from this fault. 

 

        As regards the charge that Plato had banished poets from his ideal commonwealth, Sidney replies 

that Plato was not against poetry but the abuse of it. He points out that Plato held poets in high esteem 

and regarded them as, “a light and winged and scared thing”. Moreover, Plato himself was a born poet. 

Sidney held that contemporary English poetry & drama are on the decline. The reasons are: 

(a) peaceful years have bred a time and sluggish generation devoid of the ardent spirits necessary for 

poetic creation. 

(b) Poets are base people and servile wits. Poetry requires genius, but it was lacking in the age. 

(c) There is widespread ignorance of poetic art. 



(d) Sidney’s conception of tragedy is a mixture of medieval tradition and the concept of Aristotle. 

He believed that tragedy should show the fall of tyrants. He condemns modern tragedy for the in 

congruous mingling of the comic and tragic and the gross violation of the unities. 

(e) As regards the mingling of the tragic and the comic, he allows it in certain rare circumstances 

when it is not incongruous. 

(f) He condemns contemporary farcical comedy and is in favour of a comedy of a more intellectual 

kind. He distinguishes between laughter and delight and confutes the current notion that there 

could be no delight with out laughter. Delight is permanent; laughter is mere scornful tickling. 

Contemporary love poetry is equally degenerate. It is cold and unmoving, and the style is 

unsuitable for the expression of passion. 

 

          As regards versification, Sidney is of the view that English language is superior to other 

continental languages, that it is fit both for the classical system of quantitative versification and for the 

contemporary system of qualitative versification based on accent and rhyme. Similarly they also have 

the   caesura or the breathing space. 

 

     English is capable of all the three kinds of rhyme – the male, the female and the Sdeucuola. In 

this respect it is superior to other European languages. 

 

           The Apology is not epoch-making but it is epoch marking. For Sidney was unaware of what the 

vernacular English poets were to achieve in the following generation. But the larger implications of the 

essay are that of the potential, the character and the wholesome pursuit of the English poets; in short a 

hope that poetry would be revitalized in the future and in so far as that expectation was fulfilled the 

essay in epoch marking. 

 

---------------------------------------+---------------------------------+--------------------------------------------------------------- 



 

 

                                                         JOHN DRYDEN (1631-1700) 

         John Dryden was a versatile and voluminous writer who left no branch of literature untouched and 

produced works of outstanding merit in each filed. Dr. Johnson called him, “the father of English 

criticism.” The only formal work of criticism that he has left behind him is his Essay on Dramatic 

Poesy. 

                With the exception of the Essay on Dramatic Poesy, Dryden’s criticism is embodied in the 

innumerable prefaces, epilogues and letters of dedication which he prefixed to his poetic and dramatic 

works all through his long literary career. They are valuable pieces of practical criticism, for they contain 

extended analyses of the works which they introduce. 

Essay on Dramatic Poesy (1668) 

       Dryden’s manifold critical gifts are fully brought out only by his Essay on Dramatic Poesy. In his 

address, “To the Reader” prefixed to the Essay, Dryden says that his aim was, “to vindicate the honour 

of 

our English writers, from the censure of those who unjustly prefer the French before them.” However, 

the 

real aims of Dryden are much wider. The essay is also an attempt to evolve the principles which ought to 

guide us in judging a play, as well as an effort to discover the rules which could help a dramatist in 

writing a good play. The play is also a contribution to two current controversies: (1) regarding the 

comparative superiority of the ancient and the moderns. Dryden demonstrates the superiority of the 

moderns over the ancients, as also the superiority of Restoration English dramatists over the dramatists 

of 

the previous generation, i.e. the Elizabethans, and (2) the comparative merits and demerits of blank 

verse and rhyme for dramatic purposes. Dryden upholds the superiority of rhymed verse. 

 

Its Plan 



In the main, five critical questions are handled in The Essay: 

1. The relative merits of ancient and modern poets. 

2. Whether the existing French school of drama is superior or inferior to the English. 

3. Whether the Elizabethan dramatists were in all points superior to those of Dryden’s own time. 

4. Whether plays are more perfect in proportion as they conform to the ancient dramatic rules. 

5. Whether the substitution of rhyme for blank verse in serious plays is an improvement. 

Occasion 

 

          The immediate occasion for the essay was provided by contemporary events. In the year 1663 a 

Frenchman named Samuel Sorbiere visited England on some diplomatic mission and on returning to 

France 

did the undiplomatic thing of publishing an account of his Voyage in which he made some unfavourable 

remarks about English science and English stage. Sorbiere succeeded in provoking one reply, both on 

scientific and literary grounds, from the historian of the English Royal Society, Thomas Sprat. Not long 

after the incident John Dryden, courtly poet and dramatist wrote the present Essay. 

The Setting: Its Dramatic Nature 

 

       There are four speakers or interlocutors and the setting is dramatic. Taking advantage of one of the 

most notable international relations of the day, the naval battle fought in the Channel between the 

British and the Dutch on June 3, 1665, Dryden imagines the four gentlemanly and witty interlocutors of 

his dialogue as drifting in a barge softly down the Thames. The literary discussion in which they are soon 

involved comes up through some chance remarks about certain extravagant poems which have recently 

appeared in celebration of public events. 

The Four Characters: Their Views; Their Symbolic Significance 

    The speaker who first develops his view at length, Crites (standing perhaps for Dryden’s brother-inlaw 

Sir Robert Howard), expounds the extreme classical view, that the Greeks and Romans fully 



discovered and illustrated those reasonable and perennial rules to which the modern drama must 

conform. In the really minor issue between the “last age” and “the present” in England, he maintains the 

superiority of the “last age” in making plays. The second person to speak at length, Eugenius (perhaps 

Dryden’s friend Charles Sackville, Lord Buckburst), takes the negative position that the ancient poets 

failed badly in their illustration of the rules prescribed by their critics. The implication is that the 

moderns have actually best illustrated the rules. Then thirdly, Lisideius (or Sir Charles Sedley, a younger 

wit of the day), accepting the same premises as Crites and Eugenius, that the classical rules for the 

imitation of nature are indeed the fundamentals of correct dramatic creation, advances the argument 

that perfect realization of the rules is not to be found in the contemporary English drama, but in the 

French. Thus Dryden gives expression to three leading kinds of classicism through these characters, 

letting 

them talk themselves out, and it is not until this late point in the Essay that the main pivot of the 

argument occurs—with the entrance of Neander (the new man, Dryden himself). He upholds the 

superiority of the English drama over the French, and of rhyme over blank verse. The four speakers 

hardly 

agree to anything, and having reached their destination part with mutual courtesy. The readers are left 

to 

draw their own conclusions. 

Crites Speaks for the Ancients 

1. Among the ancients poetry was held in high esteem, poets were highly honoured and suitably 

rewarded. There was a healthy competition among them to excel each other. Today, the poets do 

not take pains, as they have no such encouragement. 

2. The ancients were faithful imitators of nature, which is distorted and disfigured in the drama of 

the day. 

3. We owe all the rules of dramatic composition to the classics. We have added nothing of our own 

to the rules of Aristotle and Horace. 

4. The ancients observed the three unities well. (a) The Unity of Time means that the action should 



not take more than 24 hours, and it should be equally divided between the Acts. The English do 

not follow the unity of time and therefore ill-represent nature. (b) The Unity of Place means that 

the same scene should be continued throughout, for the stage being one place it cannot be 

represented as many. The French observe this unity, but not the English. (c) The Unity of Action 

means that there should be only one great and complete action. There may be a number of 

actions subservient to the main action, as in the plays of Ben Jonson but they must all be 

conducive to the main design, and be subordinated to it. 

5. There is gross violation of these unities in the English drama which makes it unnatural and 

improbable, thus making the superiority of the ancients unquestionable. 

Eugenius Takes Up the Case for the Moderns 

      1. The modern plays are superior to the ancients, because the moderns have the advantage of the 

experience and the rules of the ancients as well as the life and nature before them which they 

imitate. Just as in the arts and the sciences, the moderns have discovered much in drama. For 

example plays of the ancients were divided by Entrances and not by Acts. Horace introduced the 

division of it into Acts. So the Greeks cannot be said to have perfected the art of poesy. 

2. Their plots were traditional, already known to the people, and so lacked in novelty and pleasure. So 

the main aim of poesy, to cause delight, was gone. 

3. They used stock, hackneyed plots and characters in their comedies. 

4. Though the ancients devised the unities, they did not observe it perfectly. The French, not by 

Aristotle or Horace, made the unity of place into a rule. They neglected the unity of time. When 

they observed it, it often led them into absurdities as in Euripides and Terence. 

5. Their Acts are shorter then even the well-wrought scenes in the Modern English plays as their plots 

are narrow and persons few. 

6. There is too much of specifying at the cost of action and hence monotony and boredom. 

7. Their plays neither delight nor instruct, as there is no poetic justice; they often show a prosperous 



wickedness and an unhappy piety. 

8. Even though separate persons wrote comedies and tragedies, they failed to achieve perfection in 

the chosen branch. Hence there is no justification for their shortcomings. 

9. Often they are guilty of faulty diction, coinages and metaphors. 

10. Their tragedies lack love-scenes. They raise horror by their scenes of lust, cruelty and bloodshed. 

Love, the most frequent of all the passions, alone can temper the horror of such scenes. Because of 

the absence of the moderating influence of love, their tragedies arouse only “horror and not 

compassion.” 

Lisideius Demonstrates the Superiority of the French over the English 

     1. The French observe the unities to perfection. They interpret “single revolution of the sun” (Unity of 

Time) to mean 12 hours and not 24 and try to reduce all plays to this compass. The entire action is 

being limited to the spot where it began. They do not burden their plots with under-plots. They 

have nothing so absurd as the English tragic-comedy. They afford variety in a more reasonable 

manner. 

2. Even though the plots of their tragedies are based upon some known history, they mix fact with 

fiction so well that they are able to arouse concernment. In this respect they have excelled the 

ancients. They are never guilty of the absurdities of Shakespeare who cramps the business of 

thirty years into two or three hours. Unlike the English they are true to nature. 

3. There is no multiplicity of action and incident in their plays, and so there is enough time to 

represent one passion well and fully, instead of hurrying from one to another as in the English 

plays. 

4. In their plays one character is exalted above the rest, but due attention is paid to other 

characters, and every one of them is given a suitable role to play. 

5. The French manage their narrations or relations much more skillfully than the English. The 

suitable management of the plot generally avoids the narration of events antecedent to the play. 



Through the relations of events that have happened off the stage, they avoid the tumult and 

violence of the English stage. Narration is also necessary to reduce the plot to a more reasonable 

compass of time. 

6. There are no sudden changes or conversion in their plays as in the English. 

7. They use rhyme which is to be preferred to the English blank verse. The use of rhyme beautifies a 

play. 

Neander demonstrates the Superiority of the English over the French, and of Moderns over Ancients 

1. There is no doubt that the French plays are more regular and the laws are better followed. It is also 

true that English plays have many irregularities. But “neither our faults nor their virtues are 

considerable enough to place them above us.” 

2. They lack the rich variety of humour in the English plays. 

3. Moliere and some other French dramatists have started mingling tragedy and comedy, serious and 

gay in the manner of the English. 

4. They lack variety. 

5. Dryden justifies tragic-comedy on the following grounds: (a) contraries set off each other, (b) a 

scene of mirth introduced in a tragedy refreshes and provides relief, (c) compassion and mirth do 

not destroy each other, they are found together in nature also, (d) tragic-comedy is a pleasant 

way of writing not known to the ancients or to moderns of other nations. 

6. The English plots are copious and varied, the French barren and narrow. They have only a single 

action, we have underplots which move with the main action. 

7. Their pre-occupation with a single theme does not give them any advantage in the expression of 

passion. Their verses are cold and the long speeches are tiresome. Long speeches may suit the 

genius of the French, not the English who are more sullen and come to the stage for refreshment. 

8. Short speeches and replies are more likely to move the passions, and wit and repartee are the 

chief graces of Comedy. The English are superior to the French in the “chase of wit.” 



9. The more the characters in a play, the greater will be the variety. Only this variety should be so 

managed that there is no confusion. The great English dramatists like Ben Jonson have attained 

this skill. 

10. About showing violent action on the stage differences of temperament should be taken into 

account. The English are fierce by nature and prefer action on the stage. As regards incredibility, 

if the audience can imagine an actor to be a king, they can also imagine three soldiers to be an 

army. Death should not be shown on stage. If the English have too much action, the French have 

too little. A middle path should be followed. The incredible or indecent should not be shown, but 

what is beautiful must be acted on the stage. 

11. The French dramatist Corneille admitted that the unities have a cramping effect. Strict 

adherence to the unities often results in absurdities. The English may violate the unities, but their 

plots have greater variety and are more copious. 

12. Many English plays are as regular as the French and have greater variety of plot and character. In 

the irregular plays of Shakespeare and Fletcher there is greater spirit and more masculine fancy 

than in any of the French. Ben Jonson’s plays are as ‘correct’ as those of the French. 

13. Then follow the critical estimates of Shakespeare, Beaumont and Fletcher, and Jonson. He says, 

“I admire him (Jonson) but I love Shakespeare.” 

14. Then follows the detailed examen of Ben Jonson’s Silent Woman, a play which has the three 

unities and the continuity of scenes. It is faultlessly constructed, strictly according to the rules of 

the ancients. There is also variety of characters and humours. 

Then the discussion turns on rhyme and blank verse. 

Crites Attacks Rhyme Violently 

1. Rhyme is not to be allowed in serious plays though it may be allowed in comedies. 

2. Rhyme is unnatural in a play, for a play is in dialogues; and no man without pre-meditation speaks 

in rhyme. 



3. Blank verse is also unnatural, for no man speaks in verse either, but it is nearer to prose and 

Aristotle had laid down that tragedy should be written in a verse form which is nearest to prose. 

4. Drama is a just representation of nature, and rhyme is unnatural, for nobody in nature expresses 

himself in rhyme. It is artificial, and the art is too apparent, while true art consists in hiding art. 

5. It is said that rhyme helps the poet to control his fancy. But one who has not the judgment to 

control his fancy in blank verse will not be able to control it in rhyme either. Artistic control is a 

matter of judgment and not of rhyme or verse. 

Neander Replies to Crites and Speaks in Defence of Rhyme 

1. Natural words in a natural order make the language natural, whether it is verse or rhymes that is 

used. 

2. Rhyme may be made natural by the use of pun on lines and variety resulting from the use of 

hemistich, manipulation of pauses and stress, and the change of metre. 

3. Blank verse if poetic prose fit only for comedies. Rhymed verse alone is suitable for tragedy. 

4. Rhyme is justified by its universal use among all the civilized nations of the world. The 

Elizabethans achieved perfection in the use of blank verse and the moderns cannot excel them. 

5. The nobility whose judgment alone counts likes it. 

6. Rhyme, the noblest kind of verse, is suitable to tragedy representing nature exalted to its highest 

pitch. 

7. Rhyme is an aid to judgment and makes it easier for poets to control the free flight of fancy. 

Dryden’s Liberal Classicism 

       Dryden stands out prominently as a champion of liberal classicism in an age steeped in the grammar 

of criticism, derived from Boileau and other French critics. In an age of ‘finicky criticism,’ with its precise 

rules and definitions, Dryden had the boldness to defend the claims of genius to write according to its 

own convictions, without regard for the prescriptions and rules which had been laid down for good 

writing. He cleared the ground for himself by brushing away all the arbitrary bans upon freedom of 



composition and freedom of judgment. He refused to be cowed down by the French playwrights and 

critics. He refused to pay servile homage even to Aristotle. 

Violation of the Unities: Dryden’s Justification 

     Dryden’s liberalism, his free critical disposition, is best seen in his justification of the violation of 

the three unities of Time, Place and Action on the part of the English dramatists, and in his defence of 

the English tragic-comedy. As regards the unities, his view is that (a) the English violation of the unities 

lends greater copiousness and variety to the English plays. The Unities have a narrowing and cramping 

effect on the French plays, and they are often betrayed into absurdities from which the English plays are 

free, (b) The English disregard of unities enables them to present a more ‘just’ and ‘lively’ picture of 

human nature. The French plays may be more regular, but they are not so ‘lively.’, (c) Shakespeare’s 

plays are more true to nature, and more delightful than any French play, even though he has not 

observed 

the unities, (d) The English when they do observe the rules, as Ben Jonson has done in The Silent 

Woman, 

show greater skill and art than the French, (e) There is no harm in introducing –bye-concernments’ or 

‘sub-plots,’ for they impart variety, richness and copiousness to the play., and (f) To the view that the 

observance of the unities is justified on the ground, that their violation results in improbability, that it 

places too great a strain on the imagination of the spectators, and that credibility is stretched too far, he 

replies that it is all a question of “dramatic illusion.” 

In short, Dryden’s view of the unities amounts to this: the rules of Aristotle are not absolute; there is 

always an appeal open from rules to nature. If the ends of drama are better fulfilled by a violation of the 

unities, then there is no harm in violating them. Shakespeare has produced more just and lively plays, 

even though he has utterly disregarded the unities. 

Justification of Tragi-Comedy 

        The liberalism, openness of outlook, and freedom from slavery to the rules is displayed in Dryden’s 

defence of the English tragic-comedy. He defends tragic-comedy on the following grounds: (a) the 



contraries when placed near, set off each other, (b) continued gravity depresses the spirit; a scene of 

mirth thrown in-between refreshes, (c) mirth does not destroy compassion, (d) just as the eye can pass 

from an unpleasant object to a pleasant one, so also the soul can move from the tragic to the comic, and 

much more swiftly, (e) The English have perfected a new way of writing not known to the ancients, and 

(f) It is all a question of progress, of a change of tastes. The ancients cannot be a model for all times and 

countries. The real test of excellence is not strict adherence to rules or conventions, but whether the 

aims of drama have been achieved. 

Dryden as the Father of English Criticism 

        It was Dr. Johnson who first called Dryden, “the father of English criticism.” Not that there was no 

criticism in England before Dryden. There had been critics like Sir Philip Sidney and Ben Jonson. But they 

were critics merely by chance; their critical works are merely occasional utterances on the critical art. It 

is for the first time in Dryden that criticism becomes self-conscious, becomes aware of itself, analyses its 

objects with sympathy and knowledge, and knowing what kind of thing it is looking for. Despite the 

scattered nature of his criticism—the Essay on Dramatic Poesy being the only formal work of criticism he 

ever wrote—his critical pronouncements cover every field of literary problem, and every aspect of 

literature. Drama, epic, tragedy, comedy, tragic-comedy, nature and function of poetry, all receive 

attention from him. 

 

         Moreover, the earlier criticism was ‘magisterial’ or dogmatic. They claim to lay down rules for the 

guidance of poets and writers, rules which were dogmatically asserted. Most of the critical works— 

Sidney’s Apology is an exception—were addressed to poets and writers, rather than to the readers. 

Critics 

considered that they alone were in the right, while all others were in the wrong. Dryden, on the other 

hand, is never magisterial of ‘pontific;’ he is ‘skeptical,’ he does not lay down the rules, he rather sets 

out to discover the rules for his guidance in writing plays, as well as in judging of those written by 

others. 



He rather derides those who are dogmatic or too sure in knowing the correct thing. The ‘skeptical’ tone 

of his criticism is but a reflection of his personality—gentle, modest, unassuming, intelligent, and free 

from dogmatism and vanity of any kind. 

         Earlier English criticism was either theoretical or legislative. The critics were merely content to lay 

down rules. Dryden inaugurated the era of descriptive criticism. He was qualified for the function by his 

wide learning. He had not only read and digested Sophocles, Euripides, Theocritus and Virgil, but also 

Shakespeare, Ben Jonson, Fletcher and a host of others, both ancient and modern. It is in his criticism 

that literary analysis, the dominant concern of the modern critic, emerges for the first time. 

Dryden is also a pioneer in the field of ‘historical criticism.’ Critics upto the time had a very 

rudimentary sense of literary history. Dryden on the other hand shows a well-developed historical 

sense. 

He recognizes that the genius and temperament differ from age to age, and hence literature in different 

periods of history is bound to be different. He traces the decay of literature in the Pre-Restoration era to 

historical causes and its revival, “to the restoration of our happiness.” Thus he recognizes that 

Elizabethan Drama and the Restoration Drama are governed by different literary conventions, “and that 

Aristotle himself might have revised his rules and written differently had he lived in the modern era.” A 

similar sense of history is shown in his remarks on Chaucer, who wrote, “in the infancy of our poetry,” 

and so perfection should not be expected of him.” Thus Dryden recognizes the truth that literature is 

not 

static, but a dynamic process, it is ever growing and changing, and the ‘rules’ and literary judgments also 

must, as a consequence, change accordingly. 

         Similarly, he recognizes that the temperaments of the French and the English differ and hence the 

literatures of the two countries are bound to be different. Indeed, he is the father of ‘Comparative 

Criticism’ in England. In the Essay there is constantly weighing and balancing of the qualities of the 

English drama as against those of the French. 

          Dryden is also the pioneer of liberal classicism. He has great respect for classical rules. He has read 



Aristotle, Horace, the Italian and French critics and has great respect for them, and has profited much 

from his study of both the ancient and modern critics. But—and in this respect he resembles Longinus 

more than any one else—”he never can help considering the individual works of literature almost 

without 

regard to those rules and principles, and simply on the broad, the sound, and the unshakable ground of 

the impression they make upon him.” 

       He recognizes that the blind adherence to the unities often has a cramping effect, and often results 

in absurdities; their violation often results in greater variety and copiousness of plot. It is for this reason 

that he prefers the irregular English plays to the more regular French ones. Similarly, his liberal 

classicism 

is also seen in his defence of tragic-comedy. Again, he holds that the aim of poetry is primarily to delight, 

it must move the readers to aesthetic pleasure, and instruction is only a secondary function. In this , he 

differs from all earlier critics. Sidney also had expressed the view that poetry must move, but he meant 

that it must move to virtuous action. But according to Dryden, poetry must delight, it must move to an 

appreciation of Beauty. The delight proper to poetry is aesthetic delight, and poetry instructs only as it 

delights. Dryden goes against Aristotle when he prefers Epic to tragedy. He is most shrewd, racy and 

original, and most delightful, when he breaks free from the ‘rules’ and trusts to his own judgment. 

 

 

 

JOHN DRYDEN 

John DRYDEN (1631-1700) was short and plump, "of a fresh color, and a 

down look-and not very conversible," according to Alexander Pope. Like his 

spokesman Neander in An Essay of Dramatic Poesy, Dryden represented the 

new man from a new class for a new age: the professional writer who associates 

primarily with other literary figures and is not regarded by polite society 

as "very genteel," although he aspires to that condition. 



Lacking a title or fortune, Dryden had to earn his living by his pen. 

By nature a supporter of de facto authority, he readily adapted to the shifting 

taste and temper of his age and was always in accord with his times, accommodating 

in politics and in poetic fashions. 

In Restoration England playwriting was the most lucrative art and the 

surest road to fame. So Dryden chose to make his way in the world through 

the theatre. Because his plays pleased the king and the court, he was appointed 

Poet Laureate in 1668 (the year he published An Essay of Dramatic Poesy). 

Enjoying royal favor, but finding himself irregularly paid and infrequently 

employed, the new laureate sought profitable financial arrangements with 

London theatres. For ten years three of Dryden's plays were premiered each 

season at the Theatre Royal by the King's Company with which he had an 

exclusive contract. In return, the author became a shareholder, receiving one 

and a quarter shares (as did the three principal actors). 

But his life as a playwright embroiled Dryden in controversy and vituperative 

quarrels. He was frequently attacked in pamphlets and on the stage in 

a malicious satire, The Rehearsal. A nasty dispute with his brother-in-law Sir 

Robert Howard on theatrical matters finally led to physical violence; late one 

night in a dark alley, the playwright was waylaid and beaten by three masked 

thugs. 

Longing to be free of the drudgery of playwriting, Dryden had an 

ambivalent, often hostile attitude towards the theatre. Stage performance, he 

felt, impeded an audience's ability to understand ideas and appreciate language. 

"'Tis my ambition to be read," the playwright admitted, "that I am sure 

is the most lasting and the nobler design." Sharing his literary colleagues' bias 
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against spectacle as an appeal to the senses, not the imagination, he rejected 

Italian commedia and condemned plays that featured animals, thunder and 



lightning, and "machines." Towards the end of his career Dryden was happy 

to renounce the theatre forever and concentrate on work that he preferred: 

the writing of poetry and essays. 

But in the summer of 1665 when Dryden and his wife fled plaguestricken 

London for the countryside taking along only a few books, the theatres 

had been re-opened for only a few years and there were exciting new 

critical ideas from France to be debated. There in a quiet rustic setting 

Dryden went fishing and wrote theory (An Essay of Dramatic Poesy), paraphrasing 

and quoting directly from Corneille's Prefaces that lay open on the 

desk. Never having been to France, Dryden knew the French dramatist:S plays 

not from theatre, but from the study. 

In An Essay of Dramatic Poesy, Dryden created a new kind of theoretical 

work addressed to a cultivated audience of non-specialists and written in 

an urbane conversational prose that avoided the technical jargon and arrogant 

long-windedness of bickering pedants. The dialogue form allowed the author 

not to commit himself to any single point of view, but to debate the key issues 

of ancient versus modern, French versus English, and blank verse versus 

rhyme. 

By taking into account the historical and social context in which 1 

works of art arose, Dryden discovered the idea of national and cultural relativism 

and introduced the comparative method into English literary criticism. 

"The genius of each age is different," he argued; "Shakespeare and 

Fletcher have written to the genius of the age and nation in which they lived; 

for though nature is the same in all places, and reason too the same, yet the 

climate, the age, the disposition of the people, to which a poet writes, may be 

so different, that what pleased the Greeks would not satisfy an English audience." 

One must write for ones own audience was Dryden's pragmatic conclusion. 

 



UNIT-II 

ch:14 Biographia Literaria: Coleridge 

 * Introduction:- 

                        The written monuments of Coleridge’s critical work is contained in 
24 chapter of Biographic Literaria (1815-17).In this critical disquision, Coleridge 
consents himself not only with the practice of criticism, but also, with its theory. 
In his practical approach to criticism, we get the glimpse of Coleridge the poet; 
whereas in theoretical discussion, Coleridge the Philosopher came to the center 
stage. 

                            In chapter XIV (14) of Biographic Literaria, Coleridge’s view on 
nature and function of poetry in discussed in philosophical terms .The poet 
within Coleridge discusses the difference between poetry and prose, and the 
immediate function of poetry, whereas the philosopher discusses the difference 
between poetry and poem. He was the first English writer to insist that every 
work of art is, by its very nature, an organic whole. At the first step he rules out 
the  assumption, which, from Horace onwards, had wrought such havoc in 
critism, that the object of poetry is to instruct; or, as a less extreme from of the 
heresy had asserted, to make men morally better.  

 * Explanation of Coleridge’s view in ch.14  

     Biographic Literaria:- 

 

Coleridge begins this chapter with his views on two cardinal points of poetry. 

 

• Two cardinal points of poetry : 

 

1          The power of exciting the sympathy of the reader by a faithful adherence 
to the truth of  

        Nature, and…….. 



2      The power of giving the interest of novelty by modifying with the colors of 
imagination. 

       

• According to him, it was decided that words worth would write poetry 
dealing with the theme of first cardinal point and the other was to be dealt by 
him. 

• For the first type of poetry, the treatment and subject matter should be, 
to quote Coleridge, 

 

“The sudden charm, which accidents of light and shade, which moon-light or 
sun-set diffused over a known and familiar landscape, appeared to represent 
the practicability of combing both.” 

 

These are the poetry of Nature 

 

            In such poems, subjects were to be chosen from ordinary life; the 
characters and incidents were to be such, as will be found in every village and 
its vicinity, where there is a meditative and feeling mind to seek after them, or 
to notice them, when they present themselves. 

            In the second type of poetry, the incidents and agents were to be 
Supernatural. In this sort of poetry, to quote Coleridge, “The excellence aimed 
at was to consist in the interesting of the affections by the dramatic truth of 
such emotions as would naturally accompany such situation, supposing them 
real. And real in this sense they have been to every human being at any time 
believed himself under Supernatural agency.” Thus with the help of imagination 
the natural will be dealt supernaturally by the poet and the reader will 
comprehend it with “willing Suspension of disbelief.” 

            

 



The Lyrical Ballads consists of poems dealing with these two cardinal points. 
Wherein, the Endeavour of Coleridge was to deal with “Persons and characters 
Supernatural”, and that of words worth “was to give the charm of novelty to 
things of every day, by awakening the mind’s attention from the lethargy of 
custom, and directing in to the loveliness and the wonders of the world before 
us.         

 

* In defense of words worth’s poetic Creed:- 

 

Coleridge, even though he did not agree with words worth’s views on poetic 
diction, vindicated his poetic creed in chapter: 14 of Biographic Literary. 
Coleridge writers in defense to the violent assailant to the, “Language of real 
Life” adopted by words worth in the lyrical Ballads. 

 

            There had been strong criticism against words worth’s view expressed in 
preface also               

 

Coleridge writes in his defense: “Had Mr. Words worth's poems been the silly, 
the childish things, which they were for a long time describe as being; had they 
been really distinguished from the composition of other poets merely by 
manners of language and inamity of thought, had they indeed contended 
nothing more than what is found in the parodies and pretended initatial of 
them; euust have sunk at once, a dead weight into the slough of oblivion, and 
have dragged the preface along with them.” 

            Thus, Coleridge gives full credit to the genius of words worth. 

It does not dean that he agreed with words worth on all points. 

            “ With many parts of this preface in the sense attributed to them and 
which the words undoubtedly seem to authorize, I never concurred; but on the 
contrary objected to them as erroneous in principle, and as contradictory (in 
appearance at least) both to other parts of the same preface, and to the 
author’s own practice in the greater number of the poems themselves. Mr. 



Words worth in his recent collection has, I find, degraded this prefatory 
disquisition to the end of his second volume, to be read or not at the reader’s 
choice.” 

* Distinguish between prose and poem:- 

 

•      The poem contains the same elements as a prose the elements as a prose 
composition. 

•      But the difference is between the combination of those elements and 
objects aimed at in both the composition. 

•      If the object of the poet may simply be to facilitate the memory to recollect 
certain fact, he would make use of certain artificial arrangement of words with 
the help of meter. 

•      As a result composition will be a poem, early because it is distinguished 
from composition in prose by meteor by rhyme. In this, the lowest sense one 
might attribute the name of a poem to well known enumeration of the days in 
the several month; 

                        Thirty days hath September, 

                        April, June, and November, & C. 

      Thus, to Coleridge, mere super addition of meter or rhyme does not make a 
poem. 

He further elucidates his view point by various prose writings and its immediate 
purpose and ultimate and. In scientific and Historical composition, the 
immediate purpose is to convey the truth. In the prose works of other kinds, to 
give pleasure in the immediate purpose and the ultimate and may be to give 
truth.Thus, the communication of pleasure may be the immediate object of a 
work note metrically composed. 

•      Now the question is “would then the mere super addition of meter, with or 
without rhyme, entitle these to the name of poem?” 

•      To the Coleridge replies that if meter is super added the other part of the 
composition also must harmonies with it. In order to deserve the name poem 



each part of the composition, including meter, rhyme, diction and theme must 
harmony with the wholeness of the composition. 

•      Meter should not be added to provide merely a superficial decorative 
charm. nothing can permently please, which does not contain it self the reason 
why it is so, and not otherwise. If meter is super added, all other, parts must be 
made constant with it. They all must harmony with each other. 

•      A poem, there for, may be defined as, that species of composition, which is 
opposed to works of science, by proposing for its immediate object pleasure, 
not truth; and from all other species it is discriminated by proposing to it self 
such delight from the whole, as it compatible with and distinct gratification 
from each component part. 

                         Thus, according to Coleridge, the poem is distinguished from prose 
compositions by its immediate object. The immediate object of prose is e to give 
truth and that of poem is to please. He again distinguishes those prose 
compositions from poem whose object is similar to poem i.e. to please. He calls 
this poem a legitimate poem and defines it as, “it must be one, the part of 
which mutually support and explain each other; all in their proportion 
harmonizing with, and supporting the 

Should be carried forward, note nearly or chiply by the mechanical impulse of 
curiosity or by a restless desire to arrive at the final solution; but by the 
pleasurable activity of mind excited by the attraction of the journey itself.” 
Coleridge puts an end to the age old controversy whether the end of poem is 
instruction or delight. 

 

* Coleridge views on ‘Imagination’ & ‘Fancy’:-                                                        

    

   In chapter XIV of biographia literaria, Coleridge writes “The Imagination then 
he consider either as primary, or secondary. The primary imagination he holds 
to be the living power and prime agent of all human perception, and as a 
repetition in the finite mind of the eternal act of creation in the infinite he was. 
The secondary Coleridge consider as an echo of the former, coexisting with the 
conscious will, yet still as identical with the primary in the kind of agency, and 
differing only in degree, and in the mode of its operation. It dissolves, diffuses, 



dissipates, in order to recreate; or where this process is rendered impossible. 
Yet still, at all events, it struggles to idealize and to unify. It is essentially vital, 
event as all objects are essentially fixed and dead” 

 

•       Fancy:- 

              

              Fancy, on the contrary, has no other counters to play with but fixities 
and definite. The fancy is indeed no other than a mode of memory emancipated 
from the other order of time and space; and blended with, and modified that 
empirical phenomenon of the will which he expresses by the word choice. But 
equally with the ordinary memory it must receive all its materials ready made 
from the law of association. 

 

•       Imagination:- 

 

               In chapter XIV of the book he calls imagination, a magical and synthetic 
power, and add, “this power, first put in action by the will and understanding 
and retained under their remissive, though binding gentle and unnoticed, 
control, reveals itself in the balance or reconciliation of opposite or discordant 
qualities: of sameness, with difference; of the general. With the concrete; the 
idea, with the , image the individual, with the representative, the sense of 
novelty and freshness, with old and familiar object; a more then usual state of 
emotion, with more than usual order; judgment ever awake and steady self-
possession, with enthusiasm and feeling profound or vehement; and while it 
blends and harmonizes the natural and the artificial, still subordinates art to 
nature: the manner to the matter; and our admiration of the poet to our 
sympathy with the poetry.” 

 

1.   Primary Imagination:- 

 



It is the power of perceiving the object of sense, both in their parts and as 
awhole.It is an involuntary act of the mind: the human mind receives 
impressions and sensations from the out side world, unconsciously and 
involuntarily, it imposes some sort of order on those impressions, reduces them 
to shape and size, so that the mind is able to form a clear image of the out side 
world. It is in this way that clear and coherent perception becomes possible. 

 

2.   Secondary Imagination:- 

 

Secondary imagination which makes artistic creation possible. It is more active 
and conscious in its working. It requires an effort of the will, volition and 
conscious afford. It works upon what is perceived by the primary imagination, 
its raw material is the sensations and impression supplied to it by the primary 
imagination. By and effort of the will and the intellect, the secondary 
imagination selects and orders the row material, and reshapes and remodels it 
into objects of beauty. The external world and steeps then with a glory and 
dream that never was on sea and land. It is an active agent which,    

 “Dissolves, diffuses, and dissipates, in order to create.” 

              

            This secondary imagination is at the root of all poetic activity. It is the 
power which harmonies and reconciles opposites, and hence Coleridge calls it a 
magical, synthetic power. This unifying power of the imagination is best seen in 
the fact that it synthesizes of fuses the various faculties of the soul-perception, 
intellect, will, emotion and fuses the internal with the external the subjective 
with the objective, the human mind with external nature, the spiritual with the 
physical or material, it is through the play of this unifying power that nature is 
colored by the soul of the poet, and soul of the poet is steeped in nature. 

 

             ‘The identity’ which the post discovers in man and nature results from 
the synthesizing activity of the secondary imagination. 

 



               Coleridge explains the point by quoting two passages from 
Shakespeare’s Venus and Adonis. The following lines from this poem serve to 
illustrate Fancy: 

 

Full gently now she takes him by the hand 

Ivory in an lily poisoned in a goal of snow 

 

            “Doubtless,” as sir John Davies observes of the soul (and his words may 
with slight alteration be applied, and even more appropriately to the poetic 
Imagination) 

 

Doubtless this could not be, but that she turns 

Bodies to spirit by sublimation strange….. 

 

            Finally, Good SENSE is the BODY of poetic genius, FANCY its DRAPERY 
MOTION its LIFE, and IMAGINATION the SOUL that is every where, and in each; 
and forms all into one graceful and intelligent whole. 

 

* Originality of Coleridge’s views – comparison with words worth:- 

 

•         Coleridge owed his interest in the study of imagination to Wordsworth. 

•         Wordsworth was interested only in the practice of poetry and he 
considered only the impact of imagination on poetry. 

•         Coleridge is the first critic to study the nature of imagination and examine 
its role in creative activity. 

 



•         Secondly, while words worth uses fancy and Imagination almost as 
synonyms, Coleridge is the first critic to distinguish between then and define 
their respective roles. Thirdly, Wordsworth does not distinguish between 
primary and secondary imagination. 

•         Coleridge’s treatment of the subject is, on the whole, characterized by 
greater depth, penetration and philosophical subtlety. 

•         It is his unique contribution to literacy theory. 

 

* Conclusion:- 

 To conclude, we may say in his own words, he endeavored ‘to establish the 
principles of writing rather than to furnish runes about how to pass judgment 
on what had been written by others.’ 

  

 Thus, Coleridge is the first English critic who based his literary criticism on 
philosophical principles. While critics before him had been content to turn a 
poem inside out and to discourse on its, merits and demerits, Coleridge busied 
himself with the basic question of “how it came to be there at all.” He was more 
interested in the creative process that made it, what it was, then in the finished 
product. 

 

 

 

Notes on Percy Bysshe Shelley's A Defence of Poetrys 

1) According to one mode of regarding those two classes of mental action, 
which are called reason and imagination, the former may be considered as mind 
contemplating the relations borne by one thought to another, however 
produced; and the latter, as mind acting upon those thoughts so as to colour 
them with its own light, and composing from them, as from elements, other 
thoughts, each containing within itself the principle of its own integrity. 

 



Shelley divides the mental faculty into two parts: reason and imagination. 
Reason implies a kind of logical process that enables one to connect ideas 
together and/or determine their relationships to one another. It is a passive 
thing. Imagination, meanwhile, acts upon those thoughts. It enables creation; it 
is the source of our artistic desires. 

 

2) Reason is the enumeration of quantities already known; Imagination is the 
perception of the value of those quantities, both separately and as a whole. 
Reason respects the differences, and Imagination the similitudes of things. 
Reason is to Imagination as the instrument to the agent, as the body to the 
spirit, as the shadow to the substance. 

 

The distinction between reason and imagination is akin to the distinction 
between quality and quantity. We acknowledge the significance of each, all the 
while holding one in higher regard compared to the other. Reason is a lesser 
faculty, but it is necessary and instrumental to imagination. Reason implies a 
mechanical knowledge of things. However, until the imagination allows us to 
recognize the importance of such facts, they hold no value. It is the soul to the 
mere vessel of the body. One is inextricably linked with the other. 

 

3) Poetry, in a general sense, may be defined to be "the expression of the 
Imagination:" and Poetry is connate with the origin of man. Man is an 
instrument over which a series of external and internal impressions are driven, 
like the alternations of an ever-changing wind over an Æolian lyre; which move 
it, by their motion, to ever-changing melody. 

 

Poetry is man's real and outward expression of his imagination, and Poetry is an 
innate characteristic of man. A human being is that body with the imaginative 
soul. Like Nature creating music on Coleridge's Eolian harp, our interactions 
with the world are themselves forms of poetry. We are constantly processing 
things, evaluating, and revising who we are. 

 



4) For language is arbitrarily produced by the Imagination and has relation to 
thoughts alone; but all other materials, instruments and conditions of art, have 
relations among each other, which limit and interpose between conception and 
expression... We have thus circumscribed the meaning of the word Poetry 
within the limits of that art which is the most familiar and the most perfect 
expression of the faculty itself. 

 

Poetic language expresses the Imagination best because speech is directly 
related to our thoughts. It is the problem of mediation; words are our best 
mode of conveying our thoughts. The Imagination creates thoughts, and 
language is "a more direct representation of our the actions and passions of our 
internal being." Shelley holds poetry as the highest form of art, superior to 
music, painting, and sculpture. 

 

5) A man, to be greatly good, must imagine intensely and comprehensively; he 
must put himself in the place of another and of many others; the pains and 
pleasures of his species must become his own. The great instrument of moral 
good is the imagination; and poetry administers to the effect by acting upon the 
cause. Poetry enlarges the circumference of the imagination by replenishing it 
with thoughts of ever new delight, which have the power of attracting and 
assimilating to their own nature all other thoughts, and which form new 
intervals and interstices whose void for ever craves fresh food. 

 

This is the social aspect of Shelley's poetry. Poetry is not just to induce delight 
and pleasure, which granted, it does well. It can and must inspire goodness in 
man, but at the same time, it must not be didactic. It should allow for a wealth 
of interpretation. 

 

6) We want the creative faculty to imagine that which we know; we want the 
generous impulse to act that which we imagine; we want the poetry of life: our 
calculations have outrun conception; we have eaten more than we can digest. 

 



Shelley also says, "a poem is the very image of life expressed in its eternal 
truth." This divine attribute of poetry is not unlike Coleridge's conception of the 
primary Imagination. He cautions us, however, that although we want always to 
be able to imagine and to create, there is also a danger in allowing our 
innovations to enslave us. He ascribes a dualistic nature of the divine to poetry; 
it is both as "God and the Mammon of the world." 

 

7) A man cannot say, "I will compose poetry." The greatest poet even cannot 
say it: for the mind in creation is as a fading coal which some invisible influence, 
like an inconstant wind, awakens to transitory brightness...when composition 
begins, inspiration is already on the decline. 

 

The composition of poetry is uncontrollable. Because Poetry is innately human, 
there is no translation from observation that occurs. The source of creation is 
internal, and we have no control over when or how inspiration strikes. 
Furthermore, the composition cannot hold up against what was imagined; it will 
always be inferior because there is no adequate way of capturing that always-
elusive Truth. Though Poetry expresses an eternal truth of life, it is truth 
captured in imperfection. 

 

8) Poetry thus makes immortal all that is best and most beautiful in the world; it 
arrests the vanishing apparitions which haunt the interluminations of life, and 
veiling them or in language or in form sends them forth among mankind, 
bearing sweet news of kindred joy to those with whom their sisters abide-- 
abide, because there is no portal of expression from the caverns of the spirit 
which they inhabit into the universe of things. Poetry redeems from decay the 
visitations of the divinity in man. 

 

As an "expression of the Imagination," Poetry does capture these things. The 
"vanishing apparitions" are the thoughts residing in the Imagination, and Poetry 
allows us to express them with language. However imperfect they are, Poetry 
ensures that they are never wholly lost. 



 

“Defence of Poetry”  

1.Defined as “the expression of the imagination” 

2.Connate (united by growth) with the origin of man 

3The image of life expressed in its eternal truth 

4.The creation of actions according to the unchangeable forms of human nature 

5.Universal 

6.Contains within itself the germ of a relation to whatever motives or actions 
have place in the possible varieties of human nature 

7.Augmented by time 

8.Forever developing new and wonderful applications of the eternal truth which 
it contains 

9.A mirror which makes beautiful that which is distorted 

10. Accompanied with pleasure 

11. Reserved for future generations to contemplate and measure the mighty 
cause and effect in all the strength and splendor of their union 

12. Awakens and enlarges the mind itself by rendering it the receptacle of a 
thousand unapprehended combinations of thought 

13. Lifts the veil from the hidden beauty of the world 

14. Makes familiar objects be as if they were not familiar 

15. Enlarges the circumference of the imagination 

 Percy Bysshe Shelley’s A Defence of Poetry unusual, even confusing. There is 
little practical analysis of the elements of good literary work. There is no 
methodical history of poetry, as one reads in Sir Philip Sidney’s Defence of 
Poesie (1595). There are no pronouncements about rules of composition. 
Instead, Shelley offers a philosophical analysis of the role of the poet as a 
special kind of person, one who can see the essential harmonies of the world 



beneath the discordant images people find in their everyday lives. Whereas 
Aristotle, Sidney, or John Dryden see the poet as a superb craftsman capable of 
delighting readers through the masterful blending of form and content, Shelley 
assigns the poet a higher calling: the revelation of truth about life and the 
promotion of universal betterment. 

These high claims are justified by Shelley’s insistence that the production of 
poetry is not simply a craft. Rather, the true poet is a visionary who is inspired 
to create art as a means of revealing something about the nature of the world. 
The poem itself is merely an attempt to reproduce that vision. Such claims have 
been misinterpreted, and Shelley has been accused of promoting automatic 
writing or of devaluing the importance of craftsmanship. On the contrary: 
Shelley sees the imagination as a shaping power that gives form to the poet’s 
vision, and only those who master form can hope to convey their vision to 
readers. Similarly, claims that Shelley is a promoter of emotional poetry are 
wrongheaded; he is insistent that the practice of poetry involves the intellect as 
well as the heart. He believes that great poets have a special gift that allows 
them to use the materials of their own time (the forms and subjects that might 
appeal to their contemporary readers), but transcend the limits of time and 
place to speak to people of all ages. 

In this essay Shelley is defending poetry—“my mistress, Urania”—against the 
attack by Thomas Love Peacock in “The Four Ages of Poetry,” published in the 
first and only issue of the Literary Miscellany in 1820. The polemical exchange 
came to nothing, for A Defence of Poetry remained unpublished until 1840. In 
his essay, Peacock had elaborated the familiar figure of the Golden and Silver 
Ages of classical poetry into four (Iron, Gold, Silver, and Brass), skipped over 
“the dark ages,” and repeated the succession in English poetry. Peacock’s point 
was that poetry never amounts to much in civilized society; Shelley’s defense is 
that poetry is essential. Their views were antithetical and neither made contact 
with the other: Peacock’s attack is a boisterous satire, Shelley’s defense is an 
elevated prose poem. 

Nevertheless, Peacock’s article is still a necessary preface to Shelley’s 
arguments, not because one prompted the other or because Shelley adopted 
Peacock’s historical method in the middle section of his essay, but because, as a 
pair, they show the opposing preferences of the older public for eighteenth 
century wit and of the younger for enthusiasm. Peacock’s “The Four Ages of 
Poetry” has also the merit of being amusing; Shelley is never amusing. Peacock’s 



argument is that poetry belongs properly to primitive societies, that as they 
become civilized they become rational and nonpoetical; hence it was not until 
the late seventeenth century that England equaled, in the work of William 
Shakespeare and John Milton, the Golden Age of Homeric Greece. Early 
nineteenth century England seemed, to him, to have reached the Age of Brass in 
poetry but a kind of Golden Age in science; therefore, poetry should be left to 
the primitive societies where it belongs. Peacock is most amusing in his picture 
of the first Age of Iron, in which the bard of the tribal chief “is always ready to 
celebrate the strength of his arm, being first duly inspired by that of his liquor.” 
Apart from Homer, Peacock respects no poet, not even... 

A Defence of Poetry Themes 

"A Defence of Poetry" is an essay written by English poet Percy Bysshe Shelley 
in 1821. The essay was published after the poet's death in the collection Essays, 
Letters from Abroad, Translations and Fragments. Shelley composed it as a 
response to an article written by poet Thomas Love Peacock titled "The Four 
Ages of Poetry." 

In "A Defence of Poetry," Shelley opines that poets are the "unacknowledged 
legislators of the world." This famous excerpt from the essay illustrates Shelley's 
views on the art of poetry and why it is an important literary form. 

Since Shelley is considered a poet of the Romantic movement, his essay is to be 
read within this context; however, many of Shelley's arguments in the essay can 
be applied universally to poetry as a whole. For instance, Shelley talks about the 
importance of language in poetry and, in turn, why the English language needs 
poetry. Shelley also states that poetry is something that is innate in all human 
beings—that the ability to express one's thoughts, emotions, and experiences 
through poetic medium is essential to speaking any language. 

Shelley also expresses his belief that poetry is a medium that can affect political 
and social change. The postmodern American poet Amiri Baraka would later 
echo this sentiment by stating, "Art and social commentary cannot be 
divorced." Shelley, who wrote Romantic poetry, was not known for political 
discourse or social commentary like his peer William Blake, but he understood 
poetry's power as a medium. 

 



 Defence of Poetry Characters 

  

Percy Bysshe Shelley's A Defence of Poetry discusses the poet's role in creating 
art. Shelley does not offer readers a discourse on how to write poetry or what 
makes for a good poem; instead, the essay follows the typical mindset of the 
Romantic poet and the Romantic ideals poetry of this movement follows. 

As for the characters present in the essay, the typical and readily identifiable 
"character" is not present. Instead, Shelley incorporates "characters" in a much 
more imaginative way. In a sense, he personifies specific aspects of the poem, 
which is typical of the Romantic poet. Therefore, one could identify the 
following personified "characters" or ideas. 

Reason and Imagination 

As a Romantic, Shelley believes in the power of the imagination. Here, as a 
"character," the imagination is responsible for being the one responsible for the 
creation of poetry. While reason defines the process (or "enumeration," as 
Shelley states) of writing, imagination "color[s] them [poems] with its own 
light." 

Man 

Shelley defines man as "an instrument over which a series of external and 
internal impressions are driven." By doing this, he names man as a "character" 
in the creation of poetry. It is man's experiences in the world which drive him to 
create poetry in the first place. 

A Child at Play 

According to the Romantics, the child deserves to be revered. The child is not 
tainted by the world around it. Instead, the child at play, with its "delight by its 
voice and motions," is the "character" whose pure imagination exists as the 
eminent creative force. The child's "delight" at the world around it exists as an 
"expression [of] what poetry is to higher objects." 

The Youth of the World 



Here, Shelley's "character" of youth provides the music of poetry. It is their 
singing and dancing which provides the "rhythm and order" necessary in 
creating a poem. 

A Defence of Poetry Analysis 

A Defence of Poetry by Percy Bysshe Shelley discusses the role of poets. The 
author was an English Romantic poet. Shelley asserts that poetry should not 
have rules and that poets should only express the truth regarding humanity and 
inform people on how to improve their quality of life. One of the major themes 
in the essay is truth. The author makes strong correlations between the reality 
of life and the role of poets. He holds the view that for poets to be interesting 
and captivating, they must write based on personal experiences. 

Shelley argues that poetry is innate and anyone can be a poet. He notes, 

Poetry, in a general sense, may be defined to be ‘the expression of the 
imagination’: and poetry is connate with the origin of man. 

I do not agree with the author’s views about poetry being innate. I believe that 
poetry is an art and requires a high degree of artistry. Despite this, the artist 
makes a valid argument when he claims that poetry should go beyond skill and 
focus on other human elements, which are acquired from different experiences. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
-------- 

A Defence of Poetry 

This essay, written in 1821, is a response to Thomas Love Peacock's article "The 
Four Ages of Poetry." In it Shelley asserts that poetry is a universal and civilizing 
human endeavor and that poets—a category he uses broadly to include all 
artists and many great prophets and political leaders—imbue morality on the 
society. He claims that the human mind is divided into two modes of 
understanding: reason and imagination. Of the two, he considers imagination, 
the ability to make intuitive leaps connecting seemingly unrelated things, as the 
greater of the two and the inherent domain of poets. He argues that 
imagination is necessary to awaken the moral sentiments of humanity and that 
pure reason is limited in its ability to improve the human condition. 

Percy Bysshe Shelley | A Defence of Poetry | Summary 



 

In this essay Shelley argues that there are two modes of human understanding: 
the rational and the imaginative. Of the two, he claims imagination has the 
greater value, as it is imagination and the ability to see connections beyond the 
rational that allow for empathy and moral growth. Shelley believes it is human 
nature to draw parallels and find harmonies in the world and that this 
connection of unconnected things is at the heart of all art and exists in its purest 
form as poetry. 

 

Rather than imagining a decline from a golden age, Shelley recounts a history of 
poetry in which poets (a term he uses loosely to mean anyone with an excess of 
imaginative power that inspires them to make art or innovate, including 
prophets and great leaders) build upon each other, each coming closer to moral 
perfection as they incorporate the new understandings of their own time 
periods. At the same time, the enduring poets transcend their era. Later 
audiences are able to look back and not only appreciate the universal beauty 
and human truth of a great work but, in some ways, understand it better than 
contemporary works because they have the benefit of all the accumulated 
lessons of history. Shelley argues that reason alone, without a poetic 
imagination, has done more to enslave humanity and exacerbate their 
inequality than to lift and liberate them. He contends that only the sympathy 
aroused by art and imagination has the power to morally better humanity and 
to inspire better systems for the future. This is the reasoning for his claim that 
ends the essay: "Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world." 

Analysis 

In 1820, Thomas Love Peacock published an article entitled "The Four Ages of 
Poetry," wherein he divided the history of English poetry into four historical 
categories: an "iron age" of primitive sentimentality but little technical skill; a 
"golden age," which included Shakespeare and wedded technical prowess with 
the vitality of the iron age; a "silver age" of derivative but decent poetry; and a 
"bronze age" or "second childhood of poetry" comprised of the Romantic poets, 
who secluded themselves from real-world concerns, looked backward in time, 
and rejected rationalism. Peacock argued that as societies advanced, they 
necessarily favored reason over poetry and that as a consequence modern 



poets were inferior. Shelley was incensed by the article and composed his own 
essay as a retort: "A Defense of Poetry." 

Shelley's argument relies heavily on the way he defines his terms. He gives two 
ways of thinking about the world: reason and imagination. He defines a poet as 
anyone who possesses an abundance of imagination and an ability to make 
connections that are not rationally apparent. By poetry in this essay, Shelley 
means not only all art, but also several things the modern reader might not 
think of as art per se. Among his historical poets, Shelley lists King Solomon, 
Jesus, and the philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau. When he defends poetry, he 
is speaking less about the art form in terms of rhyme and meter and more in 
terms of people's ability to sympathize, to imagine themselves in other people's 
positions, and to imagine themselves as better than they are. 

One of the key traits of the Romantic movement is a rejection of the rationalism 
that characterized the Enlightenment period. For Shelley, universal truth is not 
something that can be arrived at through rational inquiry, but must be felt in a 
deeper and more profound sense through one's emotions. Understanding this 
position is key to understanding Shelley's preference for imagination over 
reason in terms of creating a better world. 

Sympathy is key to Shelley's understanding of the usefulness of art. He argues 
that reason does not produce sympathy in the human mind, and he points to 
the extreme and increasing inequality that has come about during the period of 
the Enlightenment, which he argues saw great advances in reason but fewer in 
art and morals. He argues that it is relatively easy to imagine how the world 
would be different without the best of the rational philosophers: some 
nonsense would have persisted longer, but because reason deals in what is real 
and comprehensible, all of their discoveries and insights would have occurred to 
someone sooner or later. Shelley argues that poets, by contrast, are each 
individual and that their impact on the human mind is both so profound and so 
subtle that he cannot comprehend how different the world would look if there 
had been no Homer and no Shakespeare. It would be, he proposes, a crueler 
world, where people had less confidence and less ambition to greatness. 

 

 

 



UNIT-III 

THE FUNCTION OF CRITICISM AT THE PRESENT  TIME(1865) 

 

I propose to introduce you to some basic notions about how critics from time to 
time 
thought of their own trade: How have they faced the question, what is the 
purpose 
behind what they were doing, that is the "function of criticism"? I touch upan 
Arnold 
and Eliot mainly. But I also present Eagleton's historical perspective of how 
criticism 
has evolved vis-a-vis their perceived social function. 
 INTRODUCTION 

You have of course read'about the poets' frequent questioning ofthe hctioduse 
of 

poetry ranging from the didactic to the aesthetic. But from time to time critics 
too 

have-asked qde3tions abbut the fbnctioi,of criticism, though this is relatively a 
more 

recent phenornen~~:,Urrtil the time critics started talung their work seriously, 
and 

asking themselves questions about their preoccupation, poets were 
preoccupied with 

the question of the "fundion" of poetry. But even for someone like Ari-le, 

dramatic poetry acted as a kind of therapy; for Shakespeare, it held a mirror up 
to 

natu,re; and so on. In this unit I discuss a few ofthe main statements on the 
subject 

made during the 19~ and 20' century. 



One reason we must inquire into how successive generations of critics have 
perceived 

their role as critic by posing the question regarding the function of criticism is to 
see 

the difference between the intended or professed purpose, and the effect or 
result of 

their critical endeavor, Also, through such an engagement we can understand 
how the 

self-consciousness of critical activity has evolved over the years. 

me term "function" in this context has two implications. One, the anxiety of the 
poet 

or the critic or the poet-critic that hisher work is not significant or useful 
enough; 

hence hisfher tone is justificatory. Secondly, it could also mean that the critic is 

laying down principles of criticism. Hence hisher tone might be didactic The 
most 

famous of this recent preoccupation, of course, is Arnold's essay, "The Function 
of 

Criticism at the Present Time". No less is Eliot's response to Arnold's essay "The 

Function of Criticism". More recently Eagleton has written a book on The 
Function 

of Cnticrsm, though it is not prescriptive as the others which use the same title. 
In the 

following sections I take them up one after the other.  

 LITERARY CRITICISM PRIOR TO ARNOLD 

Though Arnold first spoke at length about the fkction of criticism, and spoke 
with 



passion, there were before him poet-critics who wrote criticism with a more 
hidden 

agenda. I will go into this in some detail when I discuss Terry Eagleton's account 
of 

the developments of the public function of criticism. But for now I would like to 

undertake a humed survey of the field. Broadly speaking, critics and theorists of 

earlier times could be divided into two categories: (1) those philosophers who 
wrote 

about poetry incidentally and (2) poets who wrote criticism : the poet-critics. 
They 

can also be divided into categories depending on whether they thought who 
their 

criticism was directed at: the poets, their trade or the audience. For some 
thought that 

criticism benefited the poets, helped them improve their trade. Some others 
thought 

that criticism .was directed primarily at the audience. 

To the first category belong Plato,. Aristotle, Kant, Hegel, and many others for 
whom, 

implicitly, literary criticism is incidental to their larger philosophical/ political 

preoccupation. For them, the funition that criticism served was to give m-ing to 

the invisible universe, to support their respective world view. After all, the poet 

created as did God. Their theory &the creator and creation was illustrated 
through 

what the poet did. God the Make of the Beautihl and Sublime, poet the maker 
of the 

beautitkl and sublime. The Logos (Word) of God and the logos (word) of the 
poet. 



The poetcritics of the English tradition fiom the 1 8m century onward used 
criticism 

mostly to defend their kind of poetry. Thus there is a shift fiom the earlier 
findion of 

criticism to defend poetry per se to an increased tendency to defend or 
popularize or 

market (as the case may be) a certain kind of poetry. T.S. Eliot was to talk about 
this 

line of poet-critics in his essay "To Criticize The Critic": Dryden, Wordsworth, 

Coleridge, Samuel Johnson, Matthew Arnold, and so on. However, I think of 
Pope 

more than Dryden or Johnson in the context in which I invoke their names. 
Though 

much of his work, "Essay on Criticism" is about poetry; it is also about criticism. 
As 

Winsatt and Brookes say, "his poem is never without the interest of a certain 
shimmer 

upon the surface through the implied dimension of criticism of criticism" @. 
236). In 

the first part, he makes the critics job appear more risky, responsible and 
comically 

vulnerable than poets: 

'Tis hard to say, if greater want of skill 

Appear in writing or in judging ill.. . (my italics). 

Here the foundation of criticism seems to be, through implication, judgement. 
Then 

the first part goes on to dwell on the "theme of universal nature and the ancient 



models study from that early . . . to social observation upon the deplorable 
license of 

the last age". The job of criticism is to judge well. So Pope talks about the causes 
of 

bad criticism: The chief cause being the bad habit of judging mere details 
instead of 

whole poetic achievement. 

The latter, according to Pope, is the chief aim of criticism. When we study 
Arnold's 

criticism, particularly his manifesto piece "Prefhce" to Poems 1853, we find him 

making a very similar point. He is very critical of the English critics who praise 

Shakespeare by paying attention to minor details, and not assessing him whole. 

 ARNOLD AND LITERARY CRITICISM 

For Arnold, Criticism is a very broad intellectual preoccupation touching upon 
and 

subsuming so much that he defines "poetry", "criticism" and "culture" almost 

interchangeably: Poetry "is at bottom a critic~sm of life" ('Wordsworth 1879). 

Criticism is a "disinterested endeavor to learn and propagate the best that is 
known 

and thought in the world." ("The Function of Criticism at the Present Time" 189  

Culture is "the pursuit of our social perfection by means of getting to know tije 
best 

which has been thought and said in the world, and thus to establish a current of 
fresh 

and true ideas.. . " (Culture and Anarchy). Arnold saw the hction of criticism 
from 



that broad angle as the promotion of a lively circulation of the best ideas yet 
available 

to humanity. But this is not for its own sake. It has the further puqose of 
producing a 

climate in which poetry could thrive. Arnold's didactic theory of poetry leads 
him to a 

didactic view of criticism too. He begins his essay by criticizing the English hr 
their 

low esteem of criticism. He quotes a contemporary who in turn quotes the 
authority 

of Wordsworth. The latter, the contemporary says, 'holds the critical power very 

low, infinitely lower than the inventive"; and he said "today that if the quantity 
of 

time consumed in writing critiques on the works of others were given to original 

composition, of whatever kind it might be, it would be much better employed.. . 
. A 

false and malicious criticism may do much injury to the minds of others; a stupid 

invention, either in prose or verse, is quite harmless". He is interested mainly in 
the 

shortcomings of English criticism, and says that The English critic "must dwell 
much 

on foreign thoughtn. Though judging is often thought to be a critic's main 
business, it 

should be "the judgment which almost insensibly forms itself in a fair and clear 
mind, 

along with fresh knowledge". Arnold admits that the critical ficulty is lower than 
the 

inventive. The purpose of this tautological exer-cise has been seen more 
recently in 



the co~rtext of "The Mission of English". The promotion of criticism as a 
civilizing 

influence has increasingly appeared to have been impelled by ideological 

considerations. Hence the delibeiate use ofthe word "mission", a pun on the 
earlier 

"mission" of Christian missionary activity. Marxist criticism has seen these 

apparently innocent activities as ideological. In this context you can turn to Unit 
111, 

where I discuss Althusser's theory of "Ideological State Apparatuses". 

The Function of Criticism 

 

Thus, closely looked .at, one can discern a pattern in Arnold's critical writings: a 
lifelong preoccupation, an interface between the private and public hction of 
criticism. 

In the private sphere, criticism helps the poet hone hisfher skills, and make 
hidher 

poetry achieve a social purpose. This view emerges from his "Preface", in which 
he 

justifies his exclusion of a poem, "Empedocles at Etna" on the grounds that it is 
an 

allegory of the poet's mind. The protagonist, in hisher dilemma, allows 

hirnsemerself to be chained through inaction. As Arnold says, the situations in 
the 

poem are those in which Ithe suffering finds no vent in action; in which a 
continuous 

state of mental distress is prolonged, unrelieved by incident, hope, or 
resistance;" in 

which "there is everything to be endured, nothing to be done." The situation of 



Ernpedocles, as he represents him, is "poetically fhulty": the reasons why he 
excludes 

him from Poems. Poetry should strengthen the individual. Far from serving this 

fdction, the poem becomes an embodiment for the conflict within the poet, of 

private concern and public duty. Thus, the Prefice has been called Arnold's essay 
on 

"The Function of Poetry at the Present Time". 

In trying to separate the two warring parts, Arnold would shift to his criticism 
the 

burden of his public duty. But gradually, as criticism itself is made to serve that 

function, particularly in the essay, "The Function of Criticism at the Present 
Time", 

poetry gets redefined in a later essay as a criticism of life. In the "Prefhce", he 
says 

that good criticism helps in the creation of good poetryniterature. In the 
"Prefice", fo; 

example, he says that "a young writer.. . wants . . .a hand to guide him through 
the 

confusion, a voice to prescribe to him the aim which he should keep in view.. . ." 

"Such a guide the English writer at the present day will nowhere find." This 
narrow 

function of criticism is enlarged to greater ends, to the public sphere, as we 
have 

seen, a "disinterested endeavour to learn and propagate the best that is known 
and 

thought in the world." If in the study of poetry and elsewhere, poetry is seen as 
a 

"criticism of life", and in Culture and Anarchy not on much different terms, "a 



pursuit of our total perfection by means of getting to know.. .the best which has 
been 

thought and said in the world", the agenda for criticism/poetry/culture is clearly 
laid 

out.  

 ELIOT'S VIEW OF THE MATTER 

We have already seen some aspects of Eliot's criticism. Your reading of his 
criticism 

may have revealed to you the fact that he wrote, at least in his early years, in 
the 

shadow of Arnold and did so rather self-consciously. Arnold, after all 
represented 

English critical orthodoxy at that time just as Tennyson did that of poetry. Eliot 
was 

to write in the "Preface" to The Sacred Wood (1 920) that some one needed to 
redo 

Arnold's task, as Arnold had paid too much attention to the social function of 
poetry 

and criticism. He also wrote to a friend about how he was using Arnold as a 
"stalking 

horse". He classed him among "Imperfect critics" calling him a propagandist for 

criticism rather than a critic. In trying to redo Arnold's task, in 1923, he called his 

essay with a conscious allusion to the Arnold essay, "The Function of Criticism". 
By 

omitting the phrase "at the present time", he perhaps intended to suggest that 
he 

believed the function of criticism to be for all times. 

Eliot defines the function to be the "elucidation of works of art and correction of 



taste". He begins by taking up issues with Middleton Muny, a contemporary 
critic; 

but takes on Arnold in the 4" section of the essay: 

Matthew Arnold distinguishes far too bluntly, it seems to me, between the 

two activities: he overlooks the capital importance of criticism in the work of 

creation itself. Probably indeed, the larger part of the labor of an author in 

composing his work is critical labor; the labor of sifting, combining, 

constructing, expunging, correcting, testing: this frightfbl toil is as much 

critical as creative. I maintain even that the criticism employed by a trained 

and skilled writer on his own work is the most vital, the highest kind of 

criticism and (as I think have said before) that some creative writers are 

superior to others solely because their critical faculty is superior. 

This passage is part of Eliot's persistent attempts to place the poet-critic on a 
high 

pedestal. Yet, Eliot is carefbl in pointing out that creation is an autotelic activity, 

whereas criticism depends on something else. Finally, however, "The critical 
actiwty 

finds its highest, its true fulfillment in a kind of union with creation in labour of 
the 

artist". 

'Interpretation' is only legitimate when it is not interpretation at all, but merely 
putting 

the reader in possession of facts which he would otherwise have missed. The 
critic, 

for Eliot is to equip himself with two tools: comparison and analysis, which he 
needs 



to ~se'carefull~. And he uses them to correct the taste of the reading public, and 

elucidate but not interpret. I am not sure in what way Eliot distinguishes 
between 

"elucidation" and "interpretation". Can they be kept separate? I expect you to 
inquire 

into this.  

 TERRY EAGLETON'S ARGUMENT 

The complete title of Eagleton's book is The Funchon of Criticism: From fie 

Spectator to Post-Structuralism. In it he discusses, as he says in the Preface, how 

"criticism today lacks all substantive social function". He shows how this was 
not the 

case in earlier centuries, when criticism belonged to the "public sphere". In 
sharp 

contrast to this earlier phase, nowadays, Eagleton argues, it is "erther part of 
the 

public relations branch of the literary industry, or a matter wholly internal to 
the 

academies" (Prefacs, p. 7). You may or may not agree with Eagleton's argument, 
but 

in what follows I want to summarize his argument. 1 

Eagleton admits that his essay is "a drastically selective history of the institution 
of 

criticism in England since the early eighteenth century." 

  

 The first part of Eagleton's argument The Function of 

Criticism 



According to Habermas, the "public sphere" comprises a realm of social 
institutions-- 

clubs, journals, coffee houses, periodicals--in which private individuals assemble 
for 

the free, equal interdhange of reasonable discourse. They, thus, weld 
themselves into 

a more or less coherent body whose deliberations may assume the form of a 
powerfbl 

political force. In the early 18'~ century two central institutions belonging to the 

public sphere were Steele's Tatler and Addison's Spectator. Though they were 

animated by moral concerns and used satirical ridicule to correct a licentious 
and 

socially regressive aristrocacy the public sphere of which they were a part 
received its 

impetus from the need to consolidate its own class (the middle class). 

For Eagleton, drawing upon the argument put forward by other Marxist critics 
that in 

the age of Enlightenment the concept of criticism cannot be separated for the 

institution of public sphere, says that "Literary discussion became an arena to 
pave 

the way for political discussion in the middle classes" @11). Addison knew how 
to 

upbraid the traditional ruling class while keeping in with it, avoiding the 
invective of 

writers like Pope and Swift. At this point Eagleton again draws support from 

Habermas who points out that the public sphere develops earlier in England 
than else 



where because the English gentry and aristocracy, traditionally involved in 
questions 

of cultural taste, also shared economic interests with the emergent mercantile 
class. 

The intimacy of cultural, political and economic preoccupations is thus more 
marked 

in England than elsewhere. 

What I have said before of the Arnoldian mission was not new or peculiar to 
Arnold. 

As Eagleton goes on to say "What will help to unify the English ruling bloc" even 
in 

Addison's educative, cultural enterprise, "is culture; and the critic is the chief 
bearer 

of this historic task.. . . [Thus] modem criticism in England was born ironically of 

political consensus" (12). 

4.5.2 The second part 

In the second part of his essay Eagleton suggests that among the "factors 
responsible 

for the gradual disintegration of the classical public spheie, two are of particular 

relevance to the history of English criticism. The first is economic: as capitalist 

society develops and market forces come increasingly to determine the destiny 
of 

literary products, it is no longer possible to assume that 'taste' or 'cultivation' 
are the 

hits of civilized dialogue and reasonable debate" b.34). The sources of cultural 

determinants are from now on beyond the frontiers of public sphere. Private 



commercial and economic interests deplete the public sphere and break its 
consensual 

nature. Whereas earlier the public was the co-subject of the writer's art, now it 

becomes an anonymous entity. 

Eagleton cites another reason for the erosion of the public sphere: the political. 
The 

nation andlor society as a whole is identified with the ruling class. This is tied up 
with 

the notion, during the Victorian Age of the gentleman. 

The politicization of the "public" sphere is best seen in such magazines as the 

Edinburgh Review and Quantity Review, as well as the London Magazine, each 
of 

which, toed the line of some form of real politick or the other. To quote 
Eagleton, "If 

criticism had to some degree slipped the economic yoke of its earlier years 
whom it 

was often no more than a thinly concealed profit for bestsellers wares, it has 
done so 

early, to exchange such enthrallment for a political one. Criticism was now 
explicitly, 

unabashedly political." @ 38). 

It is at this stage that criticism becomes a politically contested space rather than 
of 

cultural consensus, and the 19" Century sage is born. The Victorian sage projects 
an  

apolitical image of himself. Carlyle (1795-1881, teacher, literary writer, tutor 
and 

reviewer) said Arnold belong to this category. 



Eagleton proceeds in this vein to trace fiuther changes in the self-conception of 
the 

critic till the time of Eliot in the 20" Century and further upto Raymond 
Williams. 

You must read before you take up Eagleton's essay, her usefid but simpler book 

The &se And Fall of The Man of Letters by John Gross. 

 LET US SUM UP 

I have laid out fir your guidance a brief and simplified summary of how various 

critics in the past have viewed their task as critics. They have usually perceived 
their 

task to be an idealistic me. Criticism for such critics serves a social and cultural 

function. For critics like Coleridge and others with a philosophically inclined 
mind 

took criticism as a way of understanding the difference between the pod's mind 
and 

that of the non-poet. Yet others thought of criticism as a way of improving 
poetry. 

Eliot described the critic's task as being directed towards the audience: the 
elucidation 

of works of art and the correction of taste. 

OUESTIONS 

1. Try to place Arnold's criticism in relation to that of the Romantics on the one 

'nand and that of Eliot on the other. 

2. . ' How do you react to Eagleton's version of the history of criticism in the 

public sphere, especially in the 18& century? 

3. How does the question of ideology affect our reading of Arnold's or Eliot's . 
criticism 
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Notes on 

The Function of Criticism at the Present Time (1865) 

By Matthew Arnold 

In remarks on translating Homer, MA made some claims for the critic 

that he wishes  

to  discuss.   Wordsworth, it is  said,  holds  the  critical  faculty in  lower

  esteem  than  



that of  the inventive. And Wordsworth suggests  that critics just engage 

in creative  

endeavors themselves.  

Criticism is lower than invention, MA says, but should these  folks give 

up criticism  

for poetry?  Wordsworth and Goethe were great critics.  

But,  people  that  create  don’t  always  create  great  pieces.    And,  not

  all  epochs  can  

create great pieces.   

Literature works with ideas. But original ideas come  from philosophers; 

literature  

synthesizes and exposes  these ideas.   If  the  time has no new ideas,  

the poet hasn’t  

much to work with.   

It is the object of critical power to see things as they truly are, using 

many branches  

of knowledge.  Critics make an order of ideas prevail, they reach society,

 and there is  

a stir and growth everywhere, out of which comes creative epochs of 
literature. 

The poet must know these streams.  That is why Goethe is lasting and 

Byron is not.   

Goethe knew life and the world and he knew them as they really are.  

The literature from the first quarter of the 19th suffered from not 

knowing enough. It  

had  much  energy,  but  it  left  Byron  empty,  Shelley  incoherent,  and  

Wordsworth  



wanting in variety.  Wordsworth disparaged Goethe for his caring for 
books. 

But, it is not purely reading that is important.  Sophocles read little as 

Shakespeare.  

Shelley  read  lots.  It  is  the  epoch.    The  Elizabethan  and  Periclean  

ages  had  fresh  

thought.   

In contrast to the French Revolution era, Greece and the Renaissance 

were, “in the  

main disinterestedly intellectual and spiritual movements; movements in 

which the  

human spirit looked for its satisfaction in itself and in the increased play

 of its own  

activity.”  

The  revolution  era  was  political  and  practical  and  more  conducive  

to  revolution  

than renaissance.  That is why the previous era gave us Voltaire and 

Rousseau, not  

the revolutionary era. Goethe said the French Revolution threw culture 

back.   

But it was the soup from which Byron and Wordsworth drank – feeling, 

not mind. 

1789 asked “is it rational?”  1642, “Is it legal?  According to conscience? 

The French Revolution was inspired by universal rational ideas and the 

love of the  

multitude for these ideas.  That is why it is the greatest event in 

history.  



But the mania for putting all of these ideas into immediate practice was

 the  

problem. The British wouldn’t have run them so quickly into practice.    

Being an anomaly is an objection to an idea in politics, but not in the 

purely  

intellectual realm.   

But, in practice, “force and right are the governors of the world, force 

till right is  

ready.”  And till the right is ready, the existing order is the legitimate 

order. But  

ideas will never be ready without the free play of ideas.   

The French running into ideas into action created no intellectual fruit, 

but just an  

era of concentration, led by Burke.  Burke’s ideas well express, the 

philosophy of an  

epoch of concentration.  Burke is great because he brings thought to 

bear upon  

politics.  

Burke in his last writing on the French Revolution imagined that the tide

 might be  

with the revolutionaries.  So, great, thinks Matthew, to be able to 

conceive of the  

opposite side, it is very un‐English.   

The English don’t only dislike political ideas against the tide, they dislike

 all ideas  

against the tide.     



The idea of free play of the mind upon all subjects being a pleasure in 

itself, without  

an object of desire, hardly enters the Englishman’s thoughts.   Curiosity 

in the  

English language is considered bad.  

But eras of concentration must give way to those of expansion; and he 

sees that  

happening in England at some point. .  

To best serve the function in expansion, the critic’s thought should be 

disinterested  

– aloof from practical considerations.   To resolutely follow it’s own 

nature, that is to  

have free play on those subjects which it touches.  To know the best 

that is known  

and thought in the world is enough to create a fresh current of thought.

   

Criticism’s current bane is that it serves practical interests before serving

 free play  

of the mind.   All papers are tied to parties.  This is fine, but there 

also needs to be  

disinterested thought.  

This new thought must not aim at self‐satisfaction, but perfection.  

Spiritual  

perfection and practice are impossible when we keep saying how great 

the Anglo‐ 

Saxon is.     



Especially when the English have hideous names! Higginbottom!!  He 

focuses on a  

story wherein Wragg strangled her child. 

We must embrace the “Indian virtue of detachment.”  But practical 

people won’t  

listen to anything unless you promise a practical outcome.  So the whole

  

Constitution looks like a giant machine for the manufacture of philistines.

   

Liberals have no thought and applaud each other for staying within the 

parameters  

of their party.  

Colenso mixed science and religion.  MA doesn’t like this. But doesn’t 

reprint the  

argument because of hurt feelings on Colenso’s part.    

People were upset to have a liberal attack a liberal.   

Renan sort of rewrote Jesus into modern times. MA likes this attempt 

(though it is  

not so successful).   

Not war on the Bible like Voltaire, but a new configuration is good. The

 problem  

comes when these efforts are smaller than the products should be.   

When one looks at the disgusting English divorce courts where you drag 

your dirty  

laundry into public for money it makes one pine for the ideal marriage 

theory of  



Catholicism.   To praise, by the way, Catholicism is not to disrespect 

Protestant  

achievement or overlook Catholic errors.  

To a person lamenting the passing of virulent activism in youth, MA says

 perhaps  

that thought played out and it is time for reflection, not mourning. And 

to run in the  

street with every half‐baked idea is not a good idea.   

To enlarge our thought we must also consider foreign thought.  English 

lit needs to  

see what other nations think.    

While people see criticism as aiming to criticize English lit only, he must

 make a new  

definition of criticism: a disinterested endeavor to learn and propagate 

the best that  

is known and thought in the world.    

He is concerned with criticism throughout Europe.  What will nourish us 

towards  

growth and perfection?   

To have the sense of creative activity is the greatest happiness and the 

great proof of  

being alive.   

Criticism must be ever widening its knowledge.   Then it will bring as 

much joy as a  

poor, starved, fragmented creation might.   

 



 

The Function of Criticism by T.S. Eliot Summary 

 

Introduction 

The essay The Functions of Criticism written by T. S. Eliot was published in 1923. 
It was a response to Murry who challenged the ideas of Eliot presented in her 
previous work “Tradition and Individual Talent” (1919) in his work 
“Romanticism and Tradition”. This essay has been divided into four parts: 

 

Part 1 deals with Eliot’s views on critic and the critical work of art. 

Part 2 deals with Murry’s views on Romanticism and classicism and Eliot’s 
contradiction with it. 

Part 3 deals with Eliot’s criticism of Murry. 

Part 4 deals with the relation of criticism with the creative work of art. 

 

Part 1 

T. S. Eliot says that it is commonly believed that criticism is an autotelic activity. 
However, it is quite a wrong statement because a creative work of art requires 
great efforts and hard work.   

 

Those who consider criticism as an autotelic activity should be strictly criticised.  
Following are the opinions of Eliot regarding critics and his creative work of art. 

 

A creative work of art is judged through its words. 

A good text cannot be produced by having a particular aim in mind. The writer 
thus does not write consciously but instead spontaneously. 



A critic should have one aim in mind i.e. to make the text good to the taste for 
the readers and he should elucidate it accordingly. 

All the critics are humans and thus can have different opinions and methods to 
respond to the literary text. However, the ultimate aim of every critic should be 
to enlighten the mind of the reader through the text. 

The aim of every critic should be the same: to try and compose differences with 
the other critics. A critic should not be a blind follower of other critics. 

He should be capable of explaining and justifying why should the text be 
preserved for the future generation. In other terms, why should a literary text 
possess continued readership in future?  

Part 2 

1. Murry believed that classicism and romanticism cannot go side by side. He 
further says that classicism is the feature of French and romanticism is the 
feature of England and as he is from England,  romanticism is more important 
for him than the other. Eliot criticises the orthodoxy of Murry as he does not 
give significance to classicism. 

 

 

2. Murry believes that tradition (literature+religion) and morality can co-exist 
simultaneously. However, Eliot disagrees with this statement saying that we 
should either choose morality or spirituality. One cannot choose both of them 
side by side. 

 

3. Murry believes that a critic should hear and follow a natural instinct that he 
feels, as it is correct for him. He suggests that rules are made to be broken (by 
listening to the inner voice that makes them unable to listen to the others). 
Such free play can lead to doing what one likes which means the emergence of 
violence. Thus Eliot criticises Murry’s attitude for rejecting the dignity of the 
others. 

 



 

Part 3 

Murry believes that there exists “Outside Authority” which is spiritual and 
divine. Opposed to the “inner voice” (Whiggery), the Outside Authority guides 
us towards the right path. It is perfect and the inner voice must struggle to 
achieve perfection.  

 

Thus he draws a line between human desires and divine authority.  However, 
Eliot disagrees with this statement. According to him, search for perfection is 
small and petty thinking as it bounds one to conform oneself to unquestioned 
authority. 

 

 

According to Eliot, the function of criticism is to quest for some common 
principles for the perfection of art. This function can only be served when the 
tradition of art is followed which has been derived from the long experience of 
ages. 

 

Part 4 

In the final and concluding part of the essay Eliot says that some intellectually 
weak people like Arnold and Murry consider criticism better than the creative 
art. For Eliot, all arts have creativity- desire to produce something from creative 
imaginations which come. 

 

A creative text can be produced only through criticism which includes analysis, 
evaluation, construction of his work. Hence criticism and creative art co-exist 
and go hand in hand. 

 



A critic, as opposed to a writer, analysis the creative text only and then writes. 
Criticism is possible only if creative aspects are present. Hence criticism itself is 
not creative. Thus Eliot here questions Arnold’s preference for critic rather than 
the writer. 

 

 

 ANALYSIS OF T.S. ELIOT’S FUNCTION OF CRITICISM 

 

         Originally published in Eliot’s own literary review, the Criterion, and later 
collected in Selected Essays in 1932, “The Function of Criticism,” along with “The 
Frontiers of Criticism” (1956) and “To Criticize the Critic” (1961), provides a 
cogent commentary on what Eliot sees to be the purpose of literary criticism, as 
opposed to its application to individual texts and authors or as a platform for 
mounting assaults on contemporary social and cultural issues. As such, the 
three essays, taken separately or regarded as a whole, map the development of 
Eliot’s ideas regarding the benefit of criticism to literary production and, more 
important, to reader receptivity to literary values. In the process, of course, Eliot 
also defines what he takes to be a correct critical method. Eliot, however, was 
never wont to compartmentalize the purely literary from other social and even 
political concerns, so the unwary reader of “The Function of Criticism” may 
quickly wonder what is going on. 

SYNOPSIS 

           After a measured and carefully considered opening, in which Eliot takes 
pains to define the critical process as it is distinguished from the creative, he 
suddenly launches into several pages of splenetic raillery against the critic J. 
Middleton Murry, whom he presents as the exemplar of the enemy camp. If it 
were a battle in the present culture wars, Murry and his ilk would be stylized as 
liberals; Eliot, in keeping with the epithets of his time, calls them Whigs. These 
critics adhere to the free-wheeling principles of the spirit of romanticism, with 
its anything- goes mentality, and are therefore opposed to its perceived 
nemesis, classicism, and that movement’s religious manifestation, Catholicism, 
with their interest in preserving the status quo for the sake of protecting 
traditional values and models of behavior and social propriety. 



 

            In 1923, when the essay was written, it was still some five to 10 years 
before Eliot’s famous declaration that he was a Catholic, a classicist, and a 
royalist in faith, taste, and politics. At virtually any time in modern history, 
those are all conservative postures to assume. Yet already here is Eliot, in the 
shadow of his radical modernist iconoclasm that had just the year before 
produced The Waste Land, attacking those who listen to the “Inner Voice” of 
romanticism and moral disorder, whom he caricatures as marching under the 
intellectual banner of “Muddle Through,” and he is doing so with the same 
restrained passion that he will bring to bear some 10 years and life-altering 
religious experiences later in After Strange Gods (1934). That later work would 
embarrass even Eliot for being perhaps too partisan in finding fault with those 
who did not agree with his own aesthetic and moral positions, which he himself 
perceived as traditionalist and conservative. 

 

             Fortunately, in this earlier essay, Eliot makes it clear in logical rather than 
merely rhetorical terms why he believes that the sloppiness of thought and 
feeling associated with romanticism—that love affair with the Inner Voice—
does not lend itself to criticism, and such clarity of intent continues to form a 
great part of the essay’s value as a critical document. “Those who obey the 
inner voice.” Eliot contends, returning to his original topic, the function of 
criticism, “will not be interested in the attempt to find any common principles 
for the pursuit of criticism. Why have principles,” he asks, only partially tongue 
in cheek, “when one has the inner voice?” 

 

               Earlier in the essay, to establish the basic principle that criticism, in a 
literary context, entails “the elucidation of works of art and the correction of 
tastes,” Eliot had referred to the 19th-century English poet and critic MATTHEW 
ARNOLD. In 1851, in the landmark essay “The Function of Criticism at the 
Present Time,” a title Eliot’s title no doubt intentionally echoes, Arnold had 
hoped to give English literary criticism a more authentic intellectual pedigree, 
and he argued for basing criticism on principles drawn from observing an 
alternating cultural dynamic that required periods of objective critical analysis 
as much as periods of unbridled creative effort. 



 

Now Eliot dares to modify Arnold’s original position in order to establish why he 
feels that those who rely on the inner voice of intuitive reactions to both the 
creative impulse and the critical response cannot possibly produce either an 
adequate critical literature or critical method. Arnold, Eliot claims, missed the 
point by separating the creative and the critical into two complementary but 
nevertheless different faculties. The creative writer, in Eliot’s view, is equally as 
engaged in a critical as a creative process as he or she composes, particularly if 
the writer is one who, like the classicists Eliot defends, does not rely on the 
“Inner Voice” but on the guidance of long-standing traditions and carefully 
considered poetic and aesthetic standards of both a technical and a thematic 
nature in the act of selecting and discarding the materials that eventually 
constitute the poem. Conversely, Eliot proposes, the opposite must be true as 
well. “If so large a part of creation is really criticism,” it follows that “a large part 
of what is called ‘critical writing’ *is+ really creative.” 

 

            Its creativity, however, is necessarily derived from an intense interaction 
with the creative work with which it is engaged, and that enagement cannot 
take place unless a critic has a “very highly developed sense of fact.” This 
respect for the externals of the creative process, as it were, cannot possibly 
accompany an attitude toward creative endeavors that makes of them 
inviolable utterances inspired not by tradition or technical virtuosities but by 
attending on the amorphous guidance provided by an inner voice and a muddle-
through approach. 

 

             Comparison and analysis rather than responding with how one feels are 
the critic’s “chief tools,” Eliot says, but one then has to know what to compare 
and what to analyze. There processes of interpretation come into play, but they 
must be guided facts, as he calls them, that are then put into the reader’s 
possession. The result may seem “arid, technical, and limited,” Eliot readily 
admits, but it is, in his view, the only kind of criticism that can lay true claim to 
being such—in his definition, the elucidation of texts and the correction of 
tastes. Such a criticism, he admits, may make readers more interested in 



reading critical texts rather than the primary sources, the poems and novels and 
plays. Still, Eliot asserts that facts cannot corrupt taste, although opinion can. 

CRITICAL COMMENTARY 

           Overall, and from the vantage point of nearly a century of further 
refinements in critical theory later, Eliot may seem to be doing little more than 
arguing in favor of carefully balanced, informed readings of a text, even when 
such a reading may seem to be cold and detached. His definition of criticism 
contrasted the impassioned gushings of a literary impressionism that had 
dominated what passed for literary criticism for much of the 19th century, 
against which Arnold had proposed his own analyses of the cultural dynamics 
represented by the creative and critical impulses. 

 

         To read Eliot’s position in that way, however, misses the pointed attack on 
some contemporary critical strategies that he had felt free enough to disparage 
with an intellectual vigor in the earlier pages of his essay. Eliot had begun with a 
favorable allusion to his earlier, celebrated essay “Tradition and the Individual 
Talent,” implying that the present essay would elaborate on principles first 
enunciated there. In “The Function of Criticism,” too, after everything is said 
and done, Eliot is ultimately asserting the primacy of tradition over individual 
tastes and practices, of objective judgment over subjective responses, and of 
the whole over the part. 

              This abhorrence of his for the notion that the self is the final arbiter of 
all values and valid judgments eventually led him to embrace ultimate tradition 
in the Catholic Christian foundation of the Anglo-American culture that bred 
him. Ironically enough, this same foundation, with its emphasis on the 
sacrosanct relationship between each soul and its creator, had also bred the 
profound respect for the individual as the court of last resort in matters of 
aesthetic, moral, ethical, and spritual judgments of which Eliot himself seemed 
to be more and more mistrustful the more his own creative and critical instincts 
and talents matured. 

               In essence, Eliot casts his vote in favor of a critical methodology that 
relies on judging a work’s relative merits in terms of generally accepted 
standards of taste and technical virtuosity rather than on the basis of one’s 
individual taste and opinions. Never an intellectual purist, Eliot realizes that that 



may often mean finding great merit in a work that flies in the face of current 
practices, and minimal merit in one that does little more than repeat past 
performances. But that is not what is at issue here. Rather it is that both works 
have been judged in relatively objectified terms, not according to the vagaries 
of the critic’s personal fancies, however “tasteful” they may appear to be. In the 
same way, Eliot will gradually ally himself with belief systems and political 
ideologies that mitigate personal preferences for the sake of enduring 
foundational values. 

 

             It is this seamless nature of Eliot’s intellectual approach to contemporary 
concerns that makes him such an interesting thinker. Whether one agrees with 
his positions or not, he enlarges on them, refining and extending them into all 
corners of his individual interests, the spiritual and moral as well as aesthetic 
and critical, without ever altering his essential belief in conforming oneself to 
the overriding and underlying social and cultural structures and strictures out of 
which human values emerge. As the decades continued, ideas on the value of 
order and tradition only vaguely expressed in an essay such as “The Function of 
Criticism” became more and more integral elements in his poetry and criticism 
and eventually plays. 

 

UNIT-IV 

 

 Postmodernism presentation 

1. Postmodernism 

3. What is Postmodernism? • Postmodernism is notoriously vague. • Different people have 

different understandings of postmodernism. 

4. What is Postmodernism? • At its heart, postmodernism is the critique of, and the quest to 

move beyond modernism. 



5. What are the Origins of Postmodernism? 

6. Premodernism • Original meaning is possessed by authority (e.g. the Catholic Church). • The 

individual is dominated by tradition. 

7. Modernism • The enlightenment rejection of tradition and authority in favour of reason and 

natural science. • This is founded upon the assumption of the individual as the sole source of 

meaning and truth. 

8. Modernism • Modernists pictured the physical world as a machine whose laws and regularity 

could be discerned by the human mind. 

9. Modernism • Under the banner of the "Enlightenment," philosophers and scientists sought to 

unlock the secrets of the universe, in order to master nature for human benefit and to create a 

better world. 

10. Modernism • This quest led to the modern, technological society of the twentieth century 

with its attempt to bring rational management to life in order to improve the quality of life. 

11. Grand Narratives • Modernists were also dedicated to grand narratives, abstract ideas that 

were supposed to offer comprehensive explanations of historical experience. 

12. Examples of Grand Narratives • Historical Accounts – universal or culture • Philosophical 

World Models – Western metaphysics • Redemptive Ideologies – religion, Marxism • 

Explicative Narratives – science, psychoanalysis • Narratives of Heroism or Love – romantic 

novels, action movies 



13. So What is Postmodernism? • Postmodernism represents a questioning or rejection of 

Modernism. • It challenges the basic assumptions upon which it was built, namely, that 

knowledge is certain, objective and inherently good. 

14. Relative Truth • Postmodernism is highly skeptical of explanations which claim to be valid 

for all groups, cultures, traditions, or races, and instead focuses on the relative truths of each 

person. 

15. Interpretation • In Postmodernsim, interpretation is everything; reality only comes into being 

through our interpretations of what the world means to us individually. 

16. Dali & Picasso Painting the Same Egg 

17. Universality • Consequently, Postmodernism marks the end of a single world view. It resists 

unified, all- encompassing and universally valid explanations. 

18. Respect for Difference • Postmodernism replaces this unified world view with a respect for 

difference and a celebration of the local and particular at the expense of the universal. 

19. Rejection of Rationality & Science • Postmodernism likewise entails a rejection of the 

emphasis on rational discovery through the scientific method which provided the intellectual 

foundation for the modern attempt to construct a "better" world. 

20. Rejection of Rationality & Science 

21. Postmodern Questionnaire 



22. Popular Culture vs. Scientific Inquiry • Question: Do you know more about ―the Bachelor" 

than Einstein's Theory of Relativity? • Answer: For Postmodernists, meaning is found in the 

messages seen in popular culture rather than through scientific inquiry. 

23. Value Systems • Question: Do you believe that values are "whatever works for you?" • 

Answer: The Postmodernist sees rules as being good for the rule giver, but not for the one who 

has to follow the rules. • Each person, in the Postmodern view, has the right to create his or her 

own value system. 

24. Choice and Personalization • Question: Would you rather have ten options than one when 

purchasing a product (such as a TV, car, or dishwasher)? • Answer: The epitome of the Modern 

Era was the Model-T Ford. Everyone could be happy with the same model. The Postmodernist 

wants options. Choice and personalization are everything. 

25. Multiculturalism • Question: Do you think that African history, Asian history, and Native 

American history are as important as European/American history? • Answer: Postmodernists are 

multicultural. They believe that no one culture is superior to another. Each has contributed to the 

development of the human race. 

26. Electronic Media • Question: Do you rely on electronic media? • Answer: A constant stream 

of information, both positive and negative, keeps Postmodernists plugged into the beat of 

humanity. • Answer: Postmodernists are connected to the world through a variety of electronic 

communication devices in a way never seen before in history. 

27. Postmodern Theorists 



28. Jacques Derrida • ―Deconstruction -- a method of critical analysis of philosophical and 

literary language that emphasizes the internal workings of language and conceptual systems, the 

relational quality of meaning, and the assumptions implicit in forms of expression.‖ 

29. Michel Foucault 

30. Jean-Francois Lyotard 

31. Jean Baudrillard 

32. Jacques Lacan • ―The unconscious is structured like a language.‘ 

33. How Does Postmodernism Apply to Literature? 

34. What Impact has Postmodernism had on Literature? • Postmodernism has helped change 

people's ideas about what we can classify as literature. • Some people would like to stick with the 

old emphasis on "serious," "highbrow" texts, but Postmodernism has made a major dent on 

traditional ideas about literature, art, and culture. 

35. What are the Characteristics of Postmodernism Literature? 

36. Irony • A form of humour in which the real meaning is concealed or contradicted by the 

words used. 

37. Parody • A form of satire that imitates another work of art in order to ridicule it. 

38. Pastiche • A work of art or literature that fuses a variety of styles, genres and story lines to 

create a new, positive form. 



39. Intertexuality • Intertexuality: An implicit relation of a text to other texts • Usually involves 

pastiche, parody, irony • e.g. The Simpsons 

40. Mixed Genres • Genre hybridity and genre-bending • e.g. Pulp Fiction combines gangster 

flicks with a variety of other genres. 

41. Questioning the ―Real‖ • Blurring of boundaries between fiction and ‗truth‘ • e.g. The Matrix 

blurs the boundary between a fictitious computerized world and reality. 

42. Self-Reflexivity • When a work of art refers back to itself or similar works, often in the form 

of a parody. • Self-reflexive films are often ―narratives about narratives‖ (films about 

filmmaking or storytelling) 

43. Examples of Self-Reflexivity • e.g. - ―Adaptation‖ is a movie about the making a movie • e.g. 

- in ―Scream,‖ two characters debate the rules of horror films…in a horror film 

44. Anti-Narrative • When structural devices prevent the chronological telling of story • e.g. the 

movies ―Memento‖ and ―Betrayal‖ are both told backwards. 

45. Breakdown between High and Low Art • Postmodern art inserts ―low art‖ or popular content 

into ―high art‖ films • e.g. the name ―Pulp Fiction‖ refers to trashy movies from the fifties, but 

Tarantino‘s approach is anything but trashy 

46. Retro • Postmodernism is fascinated with styles from the past • These styles and fashions, 

however, are used completely out of context • e.g. Charlie's Angels, Scooby Doo, Brady Bunch 

47. A Response to Late Capitalism • Postmodernism emphasizes the dominance of capitalism • 

Paranoia narratives are common, especially pertaining to technological advances (e.g. 

surveillance technology) • e.g. Bladerunner, X-Files, Matrix, Minority Report 



48. Disorientation • Postmodernism attempts to disorient the subject/viewer • e.g. stories with 

‗truth‘ revelations at end that disrupt previous beliefs/knowledge • e.g. The Sixth Sense, The 

Others, Unbreakable, The Matrix 

49. Postmodern Authors 

50. Kurt Vonnegut 

51. Bret Easton Ellis 

52. William S. Burroughs 

53. Ursula K. Leguin 

54. Philip K. Dick 

55. Art Spiegelman 

56. Questions Postmodern Critics Ask about Literary Works 

57. Role of Language • How is language thrown into free-play or questioned in the work? • e.g. 

How does Anthony Burgess plays with language in A Clockwork Orange? 

58. Undermining Truth • How does the work undermine or contradict generally accepted truths? 

• e.g. The Matrix 

59. Reconstructing Memory • How does the author (or a character) omit, change, or reconstruct 

memory and identity? • e.g. Memento 

60. Challenging Genre Conventions • How does a work fulfill or move outside the established 

conventions of its genre? • e.g. Pulp Fiction 



61. Separation between Writer & Work • How does the work deal with the separation (or lack 

thereof) between writer, work, and reader? • e.g. Slaughterhouse Five 

62. Ideology • What ideology does the text seem to promote? • e.g. Feminism in Margaret 

Atwood‘s The Handmaid‘s Tale • e.g. Marxism in T.C. Boyle‘s The Tortilla Curtain 

63. What‘s Left Out? • What is left out of the text that if included might undermine the goal of 

the work? • e.g. The ―Madwoman in the Attic" in Jane Eyre 

64. What is the Future of Postmodernism? 

65. Post-Post Modernism • Since the late 1990s there has been a small but growing feeling both 

in popular culture and in academia that postmodernism has gone out of fashion. 

66. Post-Post Modernism • A common positive theme of current attempts to define post-

postmodernism is that faith, trust, dialogue, performance and sincerity can work to transcend 

postmodern irony. 

67. • A term used to describe music, aesthetics, film criticism, poetry, literary criticism and 

philosophy. • It describes art that run against prevailing modes of postmodernist irony or 

cynicism, representing a partial return to modernism. 

68. New Sincerity • The New Sincerity was popularized in the 1990s by David Foster Wallace. – 

The Broom of the System (1987) – Infinite Jest (1996) – The Pale King (2011) 

 

Theory postmodernism 

1. Postmodernism<br />(in a nutshell)<br /> 



2. Note on Terminology<br />Very few of authors regarded as ‗Postmodern‘ consider 

themselves postmodernists!<br />Most intellectuals considered ‗Postmodern‘ are French (or 

French Canadian)<br />‗Postmodern‘ is often used as a term of derision (especially by neo-

Marxists and conservatives) <br />‗Post-modernism‘ is often used interchangeably with ‗Post-

structuralism‘ although these mean different things in different fields.<br /> 

3. Some (in)famous ―post-structuralists‖<br />Jacques Derrida<br />―Deconstruction‖<br 

/>Michel Foucault<br />Knowledge = power<br />Edward Said<br />―Orientalism‖<br />Jean 

Baudrillard<br />―Hyper-reality and <br />Simulations‖<br />Jean-François Lyotard<br />―End 

of Meta-narratives‖<br /> 

4. Postmodernism: within or beyond Modernity?<br />Opponents of ‗postmodernism‘: We still 

live in the same old, modern society. These people use the term ―postmodernism‖ to refer to a 

cultural reaction within modern societies, e.g. a sense of disillusionment. <br />‗Postmodernists‘: 

Even though they don‘t call themselves ‗Postmodernists‘, these authors argue (or are understood 

as arguing) that we have entered a new erabeyond modernity. <br /> 

5. Some tenets of ‗Post-Modernism‘<br />Opposition to universals, ‗meta-narratives‘, and 

generality; critical of the Enlightenment.<br />History isn‘t progress<br />There is no ‗Truth‘ (or 

Truth has no ‗foundations‘)<br />People (‗subjects‘ or ‗subjectivity‘) are products of power, and 

power is everywhere [Foucault]<br /> 

6. Postmodern buzz-words and slogans<br />Opposes essentialism, binaries and binary thinking, 

the ‗subject‘, Western meta-narratives, <br />Supportssub-altern peoples, marginalized, 

identities, ‗the Other‘.<br /> 



7. ―The Masters of Suspicion‖<br />Three intellectual figures can be regarded as the three most 

important progenitors (originators) of Postmodern thinking:<br />Marx, Nietzsche, and 

Freud(although Marx is considered a modernist)<br /> 

8. C Wright Mills<br />Postmodernism as ―fourth Epoch‖<br />Our ways of thinking are 

inherited from a world that no longer exists. <br />Rationality has not lead to increased 

freedom<br />-The Idea of Reason and Freedom are of no practical significance anymore.<br /> 

-Freedom cannot exist without reason<br /> 

9. C Wright Mills<br />Note: Mills is generally not considered a ‗postmodernist‘ despite the fact 

that he was the first sociologist to use the term! He argued that we had entered a postmodern 

age.<br />Foucault and Baudrillard, however, are regarded as ‗Postmodernist‘ but didn‘t use the 

term! <br /> 

10. Are we becoming ―Cheerful Robots?‖<br /> 

11. Michel Foucault Power/Knowledge<br /> 

12. Power/Knowledge<br />1. Knowledge is always made possible by a ―will to power‖ 

(Nietzsche‘s term). Knowledge is a form of power. <br />Foucault adopts Nietzsche‘s radical 

perspectivalism. <br />2. The individual is an effect of power.<br />Focuses on how our bodies 

and emotions are shaped by power. <br />The enlightenment was not emancipatory.<br 

/>Merely another apparatus of power/knowledge. There was no ―progress‖. <br /> 

13. Power/Knowledge<br />Basic Idea: Truth is produced by power.<br />What counts as 

knowledge differs across societies and across time. Foucault argues that the idea of progress is 

illusory: knowledge does not make one free. <br />Each society has its own ‗truth discourse‘ 



(e.g. religion, science, etc.) which presupposes some social power relationships. What we think 

of as Western ‗progress‘ is really just another form of domination and control. We replace one 

experience of reality with another…<br /> 

14. Power/Knowledge<br />This is similar to the adage that ―Knowledge is power‖, but this 

usually just means that we can acquire personal power if we study a lot or if we are ‗in the 

know‘. For Foucault, the identity of power and knowledge also contains an epistemological 

(philosophical) meaning, in the sense that what counts as knowledge always depends on social 

relations. <br />In other words, he brackets or suspends the question of the Truth of knowledge, 

and instead examines its pragmatic effects. Because knowledge is always produced and 

communicated socially, he looks at the social correlates of knowledge, the social causes and 

consequences of different forms of knowledge, its social (i.e. institutional, organizational, 

relational) preconditions and effects. In short, everything is (reduced to) power! Unlike 

Habermas and Chomsky, Foucault does not believe in a universal Truth, Human Nature, or 

Justice.<br /> 

15. Power/Knowledge<br />Foucault is suggesting that power is not a tool that individuals or 

groups of people use; rather we are the tools of power. In Foucault‘s analysis, power becomes 

the subject or agent of history. You may be not far off to say that he anthropomorphizes 

power.<br />For Foucault, there is no outside to power. We cannot escape it. We are always 

embedded in the web of power relations. <br /> 

16. Power/Knowledge<br />How to Study Power:<br />Focus on ‗capillaries‘ of power; power 

at its end-points, rather than at its centers; less focus on legal power<br />Power is not always 

conscious or intended; do not ask ‗why people want to dominate others‘<br />Power is not 



possessed, but rather circulates in a web or network<br />―We all have a fascism in our heads‖, 

or ―We all have a power in our bodies‖<br />- ―The Soul is the Prison of the Body‖<br /> 

17. Foucault on Sex and the ‗Repressive Hypothesis‘<br />Basic Argument: power produces that 

which it represses.<br />Power is productive; production Is primary<br />17th Century entailed a 

―proliferation of discourses about sex‖; people became obsessed with talking about sex!<br 

/>Example: Confession<br /> 

18. Foucault on Sex and the ‗Repressive Hypothesis‘<br />Foucault argues against the so-called 

―Repressive Hypothesis‖ held by Reich and Freud. The Repressive Hypothesis states that sex has 

historically been repressed in Western society. Power is that which says ‗NO‘ or ‗Thou Shalt 

Not.‘ <br />Foucault argues that power has produced or ―incited‖ numerous discourses on sex 

and sexuality. Power is not only that which says ―No‖; rather, power affirms, incites, and 

generates. Power ―deploys‖ sexuality, and generates rules and etiquette for when to speak about 

sex and when to remain silent. Foucault counters that the cultural obsession with sex, and its 

constitution as an object of knowledge (religious, ethical, scientific, medical, etc.) is a 

consequence of power.<br /> 

19. Criticisms of Foucault: Giddens<br />Giddens rejects idea of ‗subject-less history‘ (i.e. that 

history is dominated by forces of which people are totally unaware.) <br />He develops his 

theory of structuration to counter this view. There is no transcendent subject, but there are 

definitely knowledgelable human subjects. Remember Marx: ―men make history but under 

conditions of their own choosing.‖<br />Giddens rejects idea that Power is the real agent of 

history. <br />But prisons were built by sate authorities with specific aims in mind.<br /> 



20. Criticisms of Foucault: Giddens<br />Prison and factory are too closely related by Focuault. 

<br />Work-place is not a ―total institution‖ to use Goffmans‘ term. Workers are forced into the 

factory. Docile bodies are not so docile after-all!<br />4. Foucault underplays the real gains 

made by liberal freedoms. Liberalism is not despotism. <br />5. Like Marx, Foucault over-

generalizes ―the state‖- there is no ‗the‘ state, only multiple nation-states<br /> 

21. Habermas on Foucault<br />No normative basis for criticizing power<br />Nancy Fraser 

writes: Why fight at all? Foucault can‘t provide normative reasons for resisting power. Hence his 

cryptonormativism. <br />Performative contradiction: Is Foucault is correct, his own discourse is 

without foundation, and only an effect of power. On the other hand, if his truth claims were 

merely illusory effects, then the undertaking has no point. <br /> 

22. Habermas on Foucault<br />His philosophy is a monism of power. It is also ahistorical.<br 

/>Foucault‘s theory lacks a mechanism of social integration, e.g. language. <br />Are we to 

explain the socialization of children, for example, as arising solely through a confrontation with 

power?<br /> 

23. Other criticisms<br />Foucault fails to recognize that different objects of knowledge are self-

referential or self-generated to varying degrees. Foucault‘s analysis of power, then, is more 

appropriate to the social sciences than to the natural sciences. By failing to recognize this, 

Foucault over-generalizes the scope of his analysis. <br />In addition, he fails to articulate 

criteria by which we can evaluate the relative importance of different forces in the construction 

of domains of knowledge.<br /> 

 

24. Jean BaudrillardSimulations and Hyper-reality<br /> 



25. Introducing Baudrillard<br />The Gulf War did not take place!<br />The World Trade 

Center bombing of Sept. 11th heralded the (fractal) Fourth World War! <br />History has 

reached its end, the Crystal has taken revenge! <br />There is no truth! <br />Hyper-reality: it‘s 

more real than real, to the extreme! <br /> 

26. Baudrillard‘s influences<br />Marx <br />Now production is eclipsed by re-production. <br 

/>Guy Debord‘sidea of ―society of the spectacle‖ We become passive spectators. Images and 

symbols exchange like commodities.<br />Nietzsche<br />Perspectivalism. Truth is a 

simulation. <br />De Saussure and semiotics theory<br />Sign and signifiers<br />Baudrillard 

argues that signs only refer to other signs<br />Marcel Mauss (anthropology) <br />The ―gift‖ as 

opposed to exchange. <br />The idea of the potlatch<br /> 

27. Baudrillard‘s influence on culture<br />Jean Baudrillard‘sSimulacra and Simulation 

appeared in the first Matrix movie.<br />Baudrillard argues that there are only appearances! 

There is nothing underneath illusion, just other illusions!<br /> 

28. Signs deter the Real<br />Signs deter reality; Just as the legal system functions by utilizing 

images of punishment in order to make unnecessary real punishment, so to signs anticipate and 

substitute for the real: "simulations deter every real process via an operational double" (SS, 2). 

<br /> 

29. Simulations and Signs<br />To simulate = ―to feign to have something one does not 

have‖<br />{To dissimulate = ―to feign not to have what one has‖}<br />The term "simulacrum" 

goes all the way back to Plato, who used it to describe a false copy of something.<br />Phases of 

the image/sign:<br />The reflection of a profound reality;<br />A mask of a profound reality;<br 



/>A mask of the absence of a profound reality;<br />A simulacra bearing no relation to reality 

whatsoever<br /> 

30. Simulations and Signs<br />Phases of the image/sign:<br />The reflection of a profound 

reality;<br />The image of god is God (e.g. a God-king)<br />A mask of a profound reality;<br 

/>A name or image re-represents (symbolizes) God<br />A mask of the absence of a profound 

reality;<br />Talk of God conceals the fact that God doesn‘t exist.<br />A simulacra bearing no 

relation to reality whatsoever<br />God is a simulation (??)<br /> 

31. Three Orders of Simulation<br />The emergence of counterfeits (fakes) <br />The 

reduplication of signs in an infinite series during the Industrial Revolution <br />(what Walter 

Benjamin called the ''Age of Mechanical Reproduction" in which the singular aura of objects is 

lost).<br />The legal system of right and wrong also corresponds to this order. <br />The age of 

hyperreality and simulation.<br />Can you ‗fake‘ a bank robbery?<br /> 

32. Simulations<br />―All Western faith and good faith became engaged in this wager on 

representation: that a sign could refer to the depth of meaning, that a sign could be exchanged for 

meaning and that something could guarantee this meaning exchange- God of course. But what if 

God himself can be simulated, that is to say can be reduced to the signs that constitute faith? 

Then the whole system becomes weightless, it no longer but a gigantic simulacrum- not unreal, 

but a simulacrum, that is to say never exchanged for the real, but exchanged for itself, in an 

uninterrupted circuit without circuit or circumference.‖ (SS, 6)<br /> 

33. Hyper-Reality of Disneyland<br />"Disneyland is presented as imaginary in order to make us 

believe that the rest is real, whereas Los Angeles [is] no longer real, but belongs to the hyperreal 

order and to the order of simulation."  <br /> 



34. Hyper-Reality<br />Although the US lost the Vietnam war on the ground, they won it in the 

hyperreal realm through films like Apocalypse Now and Platoon, which fantastically replay the 

war not as the story of defeat by a determined enemy, but as that of internal division.<br /> 

 

 

 

Postmodern theory and theorists 

1. Postmodernism Theory and theorists 

2. Theories of Genre John Fiske American Professor of Communication Arts Fiske develops 

Barthes‘ semic code: A representation of a car chase only makes sense in relation to all the 

others we have seen - after all, we are unlikely to have experienced one in reality, and if we did, 

we would, according to this model, make sense of it by turning it into another text, which we 

would also understand intertextually, in terms of what we have seen so often on our screens. 

There is then a cultural knowledge of the concept 'car chase' that any one text is a prospectus for, 

and that is used by the viewer to decode it, and by the producer to encode it. (Fiske 1987, 115) 

3. Theories of Genre Roland Barthes French semiotic theorist A scene from the Hollywood film 

‗The Day After Tomorrow‘ 

4. Theories of Genre Roland Barthes French semiotic theorist A ‗real‘ image of people fleeing 

the dust cloud in the aftermath of ‗9/11‘ 



5. Theories of Genre Jacques Derrida French philosopher Jacques Derrida proposed that: 'a text 

cannot belong to no genre, it cannot be without... a genre. Every text participates in one or 

several genres, there is no genreless text' (Derrida 1981, 61) Derrida is a structuralist and 

therefore this principle goes against postmodernist thinking. 

6. Theories of Genre Jacques Derrida Derrida‘s point helps to explain why commentators on 

September 11th could only understand what they were seeing as ‗like a movie‘. This is perhaps 

what Fiske means by saying ‗we make sense of it by turning it into another text.‘ Compare this to 

what Fiske says about never having experienced a car chase. If we encounter a real-life genre 

experience the decoding system in our brains becomes confused. 

7. Theories of Genre Levi-Strauss developed the concept of bricolage Levi-Strauss saw any text 

as constructed out of socially recognisable ‗debris‘ from other texts. He saw that writers 

construct texts from other texts by a process of: •Addition •Deletion •Substitution •Transposition 

Claude Levi-Strauss French structuralist 

8. Theories of Genre Genette developed the term transtextuality and developed five sub-groups, 

but only four apply to film: Gerard Genette French structuralist • intertextuality quotation, 

plagiarism, allusion • architextuality designation of the text as part of a genre by the writer or by 

the audience • metatextuality explicit or implicit critical commentary of one text on another text • 

hypotextuality the relation between a text and a preceeding hypotext - a text or genre on which it 

is based but which it transforms, modifies, elaborates or extends (including parody, spoof, 

sequel, translation) Which of our viewed films give examples of each type? 

9. Postmodernist Theory Postmodernist theory grows out of and extends modernist and 

structuralist thinking. Postmodernists might reject Derrida‘s proposition that no text can be 



without a genre. Postmodernists take bricolage (Levi-Strauss) and the various intertextualities 

identified by Genette, extending their work into pure intertextuality that breaches the bounds of 

genre. 

10. Non-postmodernist Theory Talcott Parsons was a sociologist in the 1950s who made 

observations of society leading to the ‗structural functionalist‘ view. This view suggests that 

society (like literature and film) has necessary structures that keep it together. Like Propp‘s 

spheres of action, structural functionalism sees roles in society, particularly gender roles in the 

nuclear family. Structural functionalists believed that if roles were not fulfilled or changed then 

the structures would adapt, entrenching new roles and society would progress into the future base 

on a new structure. Postmodernists reject structures and defined roles. Talcott Parsons Structural 

Functionalism 

11. Postmodernist Theory The term ‗postmodernism‘ was coined in 1938 by an English 

historian, Arnold Toynbee, after a term used by a Spanish historian Federico de Onis. Toynbee 

used it to mean the declining influence of Christianity and the Western nations post 1875. This is 

definitely not how it is used in current Media Studies. Jencks‘ definition is nearer the mark: 

‗Post-Modernism is fundamentally the eclectic mixture of any tradition with that of its 

immediate past: it is both the continuation of Modernism and its transcendence‘ (Charles Jencks, 

What is Post-Modernism?, 1986) 

12. Postmodernist Theory Some theorists see postmodernism beginning after the Second World 

War, when the major ‗modern‘ political movements of Nazism and Communism were called into 

question by Western thinkers. Others date the movement to the 1960s, notably to Marshall 

McLuhan‘s coining of the phrase: ―The medium is the message,‖ (1964). By this he means that 



the manner in which the message is mediated becomes more important than the meaning of the 

message itself. In a era disillusioned by the failure of great political hopes, by the holocaust and 

by the loss of influence of religion in Western society, mediation seemed set to fill the vacuum. 

Out of this grew the idea that theories were possible for how mediation works - how it is built 

(representations), how it influences audiences (hypodermic theory, uses and gratifications, male 

gaze), how it references itself (intertextuality). Previously, serious thought was reserved for the 

messages (religion, politics, philosophy) behind the mediation. Marshall McLuhan 

13. Postmodernist Theory Baudrillard developed the ideas of McLuhan to the point where it is 

possible to deny that the message underneath the medium has any substance at all. Therefore, the 

audience comes to perceive through the media a world that appears ‗real‘ but is not. In some 

ways this reflects what Rene Magritte painted in 1928 in his work called ‗The treachery of 

Images.‘ Baudrillard Magritte captions an arrangement of paint on canvas with the denotative 

words, ―Ceci n‘est pas une pipe.‖ (This is not a pipe). Our eyes tell us it is a pipe because we are 

used to decoding images, colour and perspective; but it is not a pipe for it cannot be smoked. 

14. Postmodernist Theory Baudrillard developed the idea of simulation and simulacra 

simulation:the process in which representations of things come to replace the things being 

represented . . . the representations become more important than the "real thing‖ 4 orders of 

simulation: 1. signs thought of as reflecting reality: re-presenting "objective" truth; 2. signs mask 

reality: reinforces notion of reality; 3. signs mask the absence of reality; eg 

Disneyworld,Watergate,LA life: jogging, psychotherapy, organic food 4. signs become… 

simulacra - they have no relation to reality; they simulate a simulation: Spinal Tap, Cheers bars, 

new urbanism, Starbucks, the Gulf War was a video game, 9/11 has become the coverage, not 

the event. Baudrillard 



15. Postmodernist Theory From the simulacrum, Baudrillard developed the idea of hyperreality 

Hyperreality:- a condition in which "reality" has been replaced by simulacraargues that today we 

only experience prepared realities-- edited war footage, meaningless acts of terrorism, the Jerry 

Springer Show. The very definition of the real has become: that of which it is possible to give an 

equivalent reproduction. . . The real is not only what can be reproduced, but that which is always 

already reproduced: that is the hyperreal. . . which is entirely in simulation. Illusion is no longer 

possible, because the real is no longer possible. Baudrillard 

16. Postmodernist Theory Circular referentiality Baudrillard admires the Mobius strip as an 

image of hyperreality - it is never ending, it is a product of itself, it looks like a circle but is not: 

Baudrillard 

17. Postmodernist Theory Lyotard rejected what he called the ―grand narratives‖ or universal 

―meta-narratives.‖ Principally, the grand narratives refer to the great theories of history, science, 

religion, politics. For example, Lyotard rejects the ideas that everything is knowable by science 

or that as history moves forward in time, humanity makes progress. He would reject universal 

political ‗solutions‘ such as communism or capitalism. He also rejects the idea of absolute 

freedom. In studying media texts it is possible also to apply this thinking to a rejection of the 

Western moralistic narratives of Hollywood film where good triumphs over evil, or where 

violence and explotation are suppressed for the sake of public decency. Lyotard favours 

‗micronarratives‘ that can go in any direction, that reflect diversity, that are unpredictable. 

Lyotard 

18. Postmodernist Theory Kramer says "the idea that postmodernism is less a surface style or 

historical period than an attitude. Kramer goes on to say 16 "characteristics of postmodern 



music, by which I mean music that is understood in a postmodern manner, or that calls forth 

postmodern listening strategies, or that provides postmodern listening experiences, or that 

exhibits postmodern compositional practices." According to Kramer (Kramer 2002, 16�17), 

postmodern music": 1.is not simply a repudiation of modernism or its continuation, but has 

aspects of both a break and an extension 2.is, on some level and in some way, ironic 3.does not 

respect boundaries between sonorities and procedures of the past and of the present 4.challenges 

barriers between 'high' and 'low' styles 5.shows disdain for the often unquestioned value of 

structural unity 6.questions the mutual exclusivity of elitist and populist values 7.avoids 

totalizing forms (e.g., does not want entire pieces to be tonal or serial or cast in a prescribed 

formal mold) 8.considers music not as autonomous but as relevant to cultural, social, and 

political contexts 9.includes quotations of or references to music of many traditions and cultures 

10.considers technology not only as a way to preserve and transmit music but also as deeply 

implicated in the production and essence of music 11.embraces contradictions 12.distrusts binary 

oppositions (see Theories of Narrative and Genre powerpoint) 13.includes fragmentations and 

discontinuities 14.encompasses pluralism and eclecticism 15.presents multiple meanings and 

multiple temporalities 16.locates meaning and even structure in listeners, more than in scores, 

performances, or composers Jonathan Kramer postmodern music theory 

19. Postmodernist Theory Jameson rejects postmodernism! Jameson essentially believes that 

postmodernism provides pastiche, humorously referencing itself and other texts in a vacuous and 

meaningless circle. Pastiche is distinct from parody, which uses irony, humour and intertextual 

reference to make an underlying and purposeful point. Postmodernists would have no problem in 

making no particular point - that is their point, but for Jameson, literary and cultural output is 

more purposeful than this and he therefore remains a modernist in a world increasingly 



dominated by postmodern culture. Jameson also sees reason for the present generations to 

express themselves through postmodernity as they are the product of such a heavily globalised, 

multinational dominated economy, which carries the multinational media industry as one of its 

main branches. The onmipresence of media output helps explain postmodernists‘ merging of all 

discourse into an undifferentiated whole "there no longer does seem to be any organic 

relationship between the American history we learn from schoolbooks and the lived experience 

of the current, multinational, high-rise, stagflated city of the newspapers and of our own 

everyday life‖ (p.22 Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. Durham, NC: 

Duke University Press. 1991.) Frederic Jameson 

20. Postmodernist Theory A definition of postmodernism - Label given to Cultural forms since 

the 1960s that display the following qualities: Self reflexivity: this involves the seemingly 

paradoxical combination of self-consciousness and some sort of historical grounding Irony: Post 

modernism uses irony as a primary mode of expression, but it also abuses, installs, and subverts 

conventions and usually negotiates contradictions through irony Boundaries: Post modernism 

challenges the boundaries between genres, art forms, theory and art, high art and the mass media 

Constructs: Post modernism is actively involved in examining the constructs society creates 

including, but not exclusively, the following: •Nation: Post modernism examines the 

construction of nations/nationality and questions such constructions •Gender: Post modernism 

reassesses gender, the construction of gender, and the role of gender in cultural formations 

•Race: Post modernism questions and reassesses constructs of race •Sexuality: Post modernism 

questions and reassesses constructs of sexuality 

 

  



                                                 POSTMODERNISM 

Introduction 

          Postmodernism is a term applied to a variety of artistic, architectural, philosophical, and 

cultural  movements      that   are said to arise as the result of and in reaction to modernism. 

 

       The term and its use have a wide variety of different meanings in different disciplines, and 

the existence of postmodernism as a coherent set of ideas is often debated. The most commonly 

cited areas of disagreement are the basis for knowledge, and political philosophy. 

          Modernism is usually said to frame itself as the culmination of the Enlightenment's quest 

for an authoritatively rational aesthetics, ethics, and knowledge. In contrast, Postmodernism is 

usually held to be concerned with how the authority of those would-be-ideals, sometimes called 

metanarratives, are subverted through fragmentation consumerism, and deconstruction. This 

dichotomy is somewhat problematic, since it ignores the strong emphasis on irrationalism and 

fragmentation within modernism. For this reason postmodernism can equally be seen as a 

development of aspects of modernism while rejecting others, in particular the emphasis on 

authenticity. Jean- François Lyotard famously described postmodernity as an "incredulity toward 

metanarratives". Postmodernism attacks the specific notions of monolithic universals and 

encourages fractured, fluid and multiple perspectives and is marked by an increasing importance 

in the ideas from the Sociology of knowledge. 

          A related term is postmodernity, which refers to the state of things after modernity. This 

includes a focus on the sociological, technological, and other conditions that distinguish the 

Modern Age from what is thought to have arisen thereafter. Postmodernism, on the other hand, 

denotes intellectual, cultural, artistic, academic, and philosophical responses to the condition of 



postmodernity. Another related term is postmodern, an adjective used to describe either a 

condition of, or a response to, postmodernity. For example, one may refer to postmodern 

architecture, postmodern literature, postmodern culture, postmodern music and postmodern 

philosophy. 

Brief outline of postmodernism 

           Features of postmodern culture begin to arise in the 1920s with the emergence of the Dada 

movement, which featured collage and a focus on the framing of objects and discourse as being 

as important, or more important, than the work itself. Another strand which would have 

tremendous impact on post-modernism would be the existentialists, who placed the centrality of 

the individual narrative as being the source of morals and understanding. However, it is with the 

end of the Second World War that recognizably post-modernist attitudes begin to emerge.  

 

         Central to these is the focusing on the problems of any knowledge which is founded on 

anything external to an individual. Post-modernism, while widely diverse in its forms, almost 

invariably begins from the problem of knowledge which is both broadly disseminated in its form, 

but not limited in its interpretation. Post-modernism rapidly developed a vocabulary of anti-

enlightenment rhetoric, used to argue that rationality was neither as sure or as clear as rationalists 

supposed, and that knowledge was inherently linked to time, place, social position and other factors 

from which an individual constructs their view of knowledge. To escape from constructed 

knowledge, it then becomes necessary to critique it, and thus deconstruct the asserted knowledge. 

Jacques Derrida argued that to defend against the inevitable self-deconstruction of knowledge, 

systems of power, called hegemony would have to postulate an original utterance, the logos. This 

"privileging" of an original utterance is called "logocentrism". Instead of rooting knowledge in 



particular utterances, or "texts", the basis of knowledge was seen to be in the free play of 

discourse itself, an idea rooted in Wittgenstein‘s idea of a language game. This emphasis on the 

allowability of free play within the context of conversation and discourse leads postmodernism 

to adopt the stance of irony, paradox, textual manipulation, reference and tropes. 

 

       Armed with this process of questioning the social basis of assertions, postmodernist 

philosophers began to attack unities of modernism, and particularly unities seen as being rooted 

in the Enlightenment. Since Modernism had made the Enlightenment a central source of its 

superiority over the Victorian and Romantic periods, this attack amounted to an indirect attack 

on the establishment of modernism itself. Perhaps the most striking examples of this skepticism 

are to be found in the works of French cultural theorist, Jean Baudrillard. In his book 

Simulations, he contends that social 'reality' no longer exists in the conventional sense, but has 

been supplanted by an endless procession of simulacra. The mass media, and other forms of 

mass cultural production, generate constant re-appropriation and re-contextualisation of familiar 

cultural symbols and images, fundamentally shifting our experience away from 'reality', to 

'hyperreality'. Along this line, it is significant that the beginning of postmodern architecture is 

not considered to be the construction of any great building, but the destruction of the modernist 

Pruitt-Igoe housing project. 

            Postmodernism therefore has an obvious distrust toward claims about truth, ethics, or 

beauty being rooted in anything other than individual perception and group construction. Utopian 

ideals of universally applicable truths or aesthetics give way to provisional, decentered, local 

petit recits which, rather than referencing an underlying universal truth or aesthetic, point only to 

other ideas and cultural artifacts, themselves subject to interpretation and re-interpretation. The 



"truth", since it can only be understood by all of its connections is perpetually "deferred", never 

reaching a point of fixed knowledge which can be called "the truth." This emphasis on 

construction and consensus is often used to attack science. 

 

 

      Postmodernism is often used in a larger sense, meaning the entire trend of thought in the late 

20th century, and the social and philosophical realities of that period. Marxist critics argue that 

post-modernism is symptomatic of "late capitalism" and the decline of institutions, particularly 

the nation-state. Other thinkers assert that postmodernity is the natural reaction to mass 

broadcasting and a society conditioned to mass production and mass political decision making. 

The ability of knowledge to be endlessly copied defeats attempts to constrain interpretation, or to 

set "originality" by simple means such as the production of a work. From this perspective, the 

schools of thought labelled "postmodern" are not as widely at odds with their time period as the 

polemics and arguments appear, pointing, for example, to the shift of the basis of scientific 

knowledge to a provisional consensus of scientists, as posited by Thomas Kuhn. Post-modernism 

is seen, in this view, as being conscious of the nature of the discontinuity between modern and 

post-modern periods which is generally present. 

 

           Postmodernism has manifestations in many modern academic and non-academic 

disciplines: philosophy, theology, art, architecture, film, television, music, theatre, sociology, 

fashion, technology, literature, and communications are all heavily influenced by postmodern 

trends and ideas, and are thoroughly scrutinised from postmodern perspectives. Crucial to these 

are the denial of customary expectations, the use of non-orthogonal angles in buildings such as 



the work of Frank Gehry, and the shift in arts exemplified by the rise of minimalism in art and 

music. Post-modern philosophy often labels itself as critical theory and grounds the construction 

of identity in the mass media. 

 

           (Note: "post-modern" tends to be used by critics, "postmodern" by supporters. This may 

be because postmodern is considered merely a symbol and its meaning (as obtained through 

simple linguistic analysis) can be ignored.) 

            Postmodernism was first identified as a theoretical discipline in the 1980s, but as a 

cultural movement it predates them by many years. Exactly when modernism began to give way 

to postmodernism is difficult to pinpoint, if not simply impossible. Some theorists reject that 

such a distinction even exists, viewing postmodernism, for all its claims of fragmentation and 

plurality, as still existing within a larger 'modernist' framework. The philosopher Jürgen 

Habermas is a strong proponent of this view, which has aspects of a lumpers/splitters problem: is 

the entire 20th century one period, or two distinct periods? 

 

 

         The theory gained some of its strongest ground early on in French academia. In 1979 Jean-

François Lyotard wrote a short but influential work The Postmodern Condition : a report on 

knowledge. Jean Baudrillard, Michel Foucault, and Roland Barthes (in his more post-structural 

work) are also strongly influential in postmodern theory. Postmodernism is closely allied with 

several contemporary academic disciplines, most notably those connected with sociology. Many 

of its assumptions are integral to feminist and post-colonial theory. 

 



       Some identify the burgeoning anti-establishment movements of the 1960s as the earliest 

trend out of cultural modernity toward postmodernism. 

 

      Tracing it further back, some identify its roots in the breakdown of Hegelian idealism, and 

the impact of both World Wars (perhaps even the concept of a World War). Heidegger and 

Derrida were influential in re-examining the fundamentals of knowledge, together with the work 

of Ludwig Wittgenstein and his philosophy of action, Soren Kierkegaard's and Karl Barth's 

important fideist approach to theology, and even the nihilism of Nietzsche's philosophy. Michel 

Foucault's application of Hegel to thinking about the body is also identified as an important 

landmark. While it is rare to pin down the specific origins of any large cultural shift, it is fair to 

assume that postmodernism represents an accumulated disillusionment with the promises of the 

Enlightenment project and its progress of science, so central to modern thinking. 

 

            The movement has had diverse political ramifications: its anti-ideological insights appear 

conducive to, and strongly associated with, the feminist movement, racial equality movements, 

gay rights movements, most forms of late 20th century anarchism, even the peace movement and 

various hybrids of these in the current anti-globalization movement. Unsurprisingly, none of 

these institutions entirely embraces all aspects of the postmodern movement, but reflect or, in 

true postmodern style, borrow from some of its core ideas 

Postmodernism in language 

             Postmodern philosophers are often regarded as difficult to read, and the critical theory 

that has sprung up in the wake of postmodernism has often been ridiculed for its stilted syntax 

and attempts to combine polemical tone and a vast array of new coinages. However, similar 



charges could be levelled at the works of previous eras, such as the works of Immanuel Kant, as 

well as at the entire tradition of Greek thought in antiquity. 

 

         More important to postmodernism's role in language is the focus on the implied meaning of 

words and forms, the power structures that are accepted as part of the way words are used, from 

the use of the word "Man" with a capital "M" to refer to the collective humanity, to the default of 

the word "he" in English as a pronoun for a person of gender unknown to the speaker, or as a 

casual replacement for the word "one". This, however, is merely the most obvious example of 

the changing relationship between diction and discourse which postmodernism presents. 

 

         An important concept in postmodernism's view of language is the idea of "play". In the 

context of postmodernism, play means changing the framework which connects ideas, and thus 

allows the troping, or turning, of a metaphor or word from one context to another, or from one 

frame of reference to another. Since, in postmodern thought, the "text" is a series of "markings" 

whose meaning is imputed by the reader, and not by the author, this play is the means by which 

the reader constructs or interprets the text, and the means by which the author gains a presence in 

the reader's mind. Play then involves invoking words in a manner which undermines their 

authority, by mocking their assumptions or style, or by layers of misdirection as to the intention 

of the author. 

 

          This view of writing is not without harsh detractors, who regard it as needlessly difficult 

and obscure, and a violation of the implicit contract of lucidity between author and reader: that 

an author has something to communicate, and shall choose words which transmit the idea as 



transparently as possible to the reader. Thus postmodernism in language has often been identified 

with poor writing and communication skills. The term pomobabble came to be within pop 

culture to illustrate this trend. 

Postmodernism in Literature 

                  In some ways, it can be said that postmodern literature does not so much set itself 

against modernist literature, as develop and extend the style, making it self-conscious and ironic. 

Both modern and postmodern literature represent a break from 19th century realism, in which 

narrative told a story from an objective or omniscient point of view. In character development, 

both modern and postmodern literature explore subjectivism, turning from external reality to 

examine inner states of consciousness, in many cases drawing on modernist examples in the 

"stream of consciousness" styles of Virginia Woolf and James Joyce. In addition, both modern 

and postmodern literature explore fragmentariness in narrative- and character-construction, often 

reference back to the works of Swedish dramatist August Strindberg and the Italian author Luigi 

Pirandello. 

 

. 

Postmodernism and post-structuralism 

            In terms of frequently cited works, postmodernism and post-structuralism overlap quite 

significantly. Some philosophers, such as Francois Lyotard, can legitimately be classified into 

both groups. This is partly due to the fact that both modernism and structuralism owe much to 

the Enlightenment project. 

               Structuralism has a strong tendency to be scientific in seeking out stable patterns in 

observed phenomena - an epistemological attitude which is quite compatible with Enlightenment 



thinking, and incompatible with postmodernists. At the same time, findings from structuralist 

analysis carried a somewhat anti-Enlightenment message, revealing that rationality can be found 

in the minds of 'savage' people, just in forms differing from those that people from 'civilized' 

societies are used to seeing. Implicit here is a critique of the practice of colonialism, which was 

partly justified as a 'civilizing' process by which wealthier societies bring knowledge, manners, 

and reason to less 'civilized' ones. 

 

          Post-structuralism, emerging as a response to the structuralists' scientific orientation, has 

kept the cultural relativism in structuralism, while discarding the scientific orientations. 

      

        One clear difference between postmodernism and poststructuralism is found in their 

respective attitudes towards the demise of the project of the Enlightenment: post-structuralism is 

fundamentally ambivalent, while postmodernism is decidedly celebratory. 

 

      Another difference is the nature of the two positions. While post-structuralism is a position in 

philosophy, encompassing views on human beings, language, body, society, and many other 

issues, it is not a name of an era. Post-modernism, on the other hand, is closely associated with 

"post-modern" era, a period in the history coming after 

the modern age. 

 

Postmodernity and digital communications 

            Technological utopianism is a common trait in Western history from the 1700s when 

Adam Smith essentially labelled technological progress as the source of the Wealth of Nations, 



through the novels of Jules Verne in the late 1800s, through Winston Churchill's belief that there 

was little an inventor could not achieve. Its manifestation in the postmodernity was first through 

the explosion of analog mass broadcasting of television. Strongly associated with the work of 

Marshall McLuhan who argued that "the medium is the message", the ability of mass 

broadcasting to create visual symbols and mass action was seen as a liberating force in human 

affairs, even at the same time others were calling television "a vast wasteland". 

 

            The second wave of technological utopianism associated with post-modern thought came 

with the introduction of digital internetworking, and became identified with Esther Dyson and 

such popular outlets as Wired Magazine. According to this view digital communications makes 

the fragmentation of modern society a positive feature, since individuals can seek out those 

artistic, cultural and community experiences which they regard as being correct for themselves. 

 

          The common thread is that the fragmentation of society and communication gives the 

individual more autonomy to create their own environment and narrative. This links into the 

post-modern novel, which deals with the experience of structuring "truth" from fragments. 

Postmodernism and its critics  

 Charles Murray, a strong critic of postmodernism, defines the term:  

By contemporary intellectual fashion, I am referring to the constellation of views 

that come  to mind when one hears the words multicultural, gender, deconstruct, 

politically correct, and Dead White Males. In a broader sense, contemporary 

intellectual fashion encompasses as well the widespread disdain in certain circles 

for technology and the scientific method. Embedded in this mind-set is hostility to 



the idea that discriminating judgments are appropriate in assessing art and 

literature, to the idea that hierarchies of value exist, hostility to the idea that an 

objective truth exists. Postmodernism is the overarching label that is attached to 

this perspective. [1] 

 

          Though Murray's arguments against postmodernism are far from facile, critics have 

cautioned that Murray's own work in The Bell Curve arrives at racist conclusions through 

research and argumentation that show flagrant disregard for the very standards he defends. 

 

         One example is the figure of Harold Bloom, who has simultaneously been hailed as being 

against multiculturalism and contemporary "fads" in literature, and also placed as an important 

figure in postmodernism. If even the critics cannot keep score as to which side of a supposedly 

clear line figures stand on, the best conclusion that can be drawn is that conclusions about 

membership in the post-modern club are provisional. 

         Central to the debate is the role of the concept of "objectivity" and what it means. In the 

broadest sense, denial of objectivity is held to be the post-modern position, and a hostility 

towards claims advanced on the basis of objectivity its defining feature. It is this underlying 

hostility toward the concept of objectivity, evident in many contemporary critical theorists, that 

is the common point of attack for critics of postmodernism. Many critics characterise 

postmodernism as an ephemeral phenomenon that cannot be adequately defined simply because, 

as a philosophy at least, it represents nothing more substantial than a series of disparate 

conjectures allied only in their distrust of modernism. 



                  This antipathy of postmodernists towards modernism, and their consequent tendency 

to define themselves against it, has also attracted criticism. It has been argued that modernity was 

not actually a lumbering, totalizing monolith at all, but in fact was itself dynamic and ever-

changing; the evolution, therefore, between 'modern' and' postmodern' should be seen as one of 

degree, rather than of kind - a continuation rather than a 'break'. One theorist who takes this view 

is Marshall Berman, whose book All That is Solid Melts into Air (a quote from Marx) reflects in 

its title the fluid nature of 'the experience of modernity'. 

        As noted above, some theorists such as Habermas even argue that the supposed distinction 

between the 'modern' and the 'postmodern' does not exist at all, but that the latter is really no 

more than a development within a larger, still-current, 'modern' framework. Many who make this 

argument are left academics with Marxist leanings, such as Terry Eagleton, Fredric Jameson, and 

David Harvey (philosopher), who are concerned that postmodernism's undermining of 

Enlightenment values makes a progressive cultural politics difficult, if not impossible. How can 

we effect any change in people's poor living conditions, in inequality and injustice, if we don't 

accept the validity of underlying universals such as the 'real world' and 'justice' in the first place? 

How is any progress to be made through a philosophy so profoundly skeptical of the very notion 

of progress, and of unified perspectives? The critics charge that the postmodern vision of a 

tolerant, pluralist society in which every political ideology is perceived to be as valid, or as 

redundant, as the other; may ultimately encourage individuals to lead lives of a rather disastrous 

apathetic quietism. This reasoning leads Habermas to compare postmodernism with 

conservatism and the preservation of the status quo. 

       Such critics often argue that, in actual fact, such postmodern premises are rarely, if ever, 

actually embraced— that if they were, we would be left with nothing more than a crippling 



radical subjectivism, that the projects of the Enlightenment and modernity are alive and well can 

be seen in the justice system, in science, in political rights movements, in the very idea of 

universities; and so on. 

        To some critics, there seems, indeed, to be a glaring contradiction in maintaining the death 

of objectivity and privileged position on one hand, while the scientific community continues a 

project of unprecedented scope to unify various scientific disciplines into a theory of everything, 

on the other. Hostility toward hierarchies of value and objectivity becomes similarly problematic 

when postmodernity itself attempts to analyse such hierarchies with, apparently, some measure 

of objectivity and make categorical statements concerning them. 

         Such critics see postmodernism as, essentially, a kind of semantic gamesmanship, more 

sophistry than substance. Postmodernism's proponents are often criticised for a tendency to 

indulge in exhausting, verbose stretches of rhetorical gymnastics, which critics feel sound 

important but are ultimately meaningless. (Some postmodernists may argue that this is precisely 

the point.) In the Sokal Affair, Alan Sokal, a physicist, wrote a deliberately nonsensical article 

purportedly about interpreting physics and mathematics in terms of postmodern theory, which 

nonsensical article purportedly about interpreting physics and mathematics in terms of 

postmodern theory, which nonsensical article purportedly about interpreting physics and 

mathematics in terms of postmodern theory, which considered as postmodernist. Notable among 

Sokal's false arguments published in Social Text was that the value of π changed over time and 

that the strength of Earth's gravity was relative to the observer. Sokal claimed this highlighted 

the postmodern tendency to value rhetoric and verbal gamesmanship over serious meaning. 

Sokal also co-wrote Fashionable Nonsense, which criticizes the inaccurate use of scientific 

terminology in intellectual writing and finishes with a critique of some forms of postmodernism. 



Ironically, postmodern literature often self-consciously plays on the format and structure of 

scientific writing, emphasizing the distinction between the complex content of the word and 

its understanding in written form. To borrow a phrase from René Magritte, some postmodern 

literature and art says "This is not a pipe", pointing out that the form of technical writing is not 

necessarily connected to its content. The Sokal affair also generated political controversy, with 

conservative pundits parading it as proof of the irrelevance of the academic left, while leftists 

criticized Sokal of serving a conservative agenda. Sokal, meanwhile, identified himself as an 

"unabashed Old Leftist." 

            Some critics feel that postmodernism is so strongly linked to politics that it does not 

qualify as a philosophy. These critics claim that, inasmuch as many postmodernist arguments 

rely on charges of racism and ethnocentrism in traditional Western science, it is little more than 

an attempt by postmodernists to impose their own political agenda on the sciences. Meanwhile, 

other critics claim that postmodernism is nothing but a new trend of solipsism, and a complete 

withdrawal from the political sphere. 

         Whatever its philosophical value, postmodern phenomena can be observed in nearly all 

areas of Western capitalist cultures, and a postmodern theoretical approach can help explain 

much of this cultural condition, irrespective of whether it offers a coherent, functional 

epistemology.  

 

2).DECONSTRUCTION 

Jacques Derrida (1930–2004) is responsible for the pervasive phenomenon in modern 

literary and cultural theory known as ―deconstruction.‖ While Derrida himself 



has insisted that deconstruction is not a theory unified by any set of consistent 

rules or procedures, it has been variously regarded as a way of reading, a mode of 

writing, and, above all, a way of challenging interpretations of texts based upon conventional 

notions of the stability of the human self, the external world, and of language 

and meaning. 

Derrida was born in Algeria to a Jewish family and suffered intensely the experience 

of being an outsider. While in Algeria he undertook a study of several major philosophers, 

including Søren Kierkegaard and Martin Heidegger. He then studied at various 

prestigious institutions in Paris, eventually becoming a teacher of philosophy. He also 

worked at Harvard and, in 1975, began teaching at Yale University. More recently, he 

has taught at various American institutions, in particular at the University of California 

at Irvine. He established a reputation in France during the 1960s, a reputation 

which crossed to the United States in the 1970s. Derrida‘s transatlantic influence can 

be traced to an important seminar held at Johns Hopkins University in 1966. A number 

of leading French theorists, such as Roland Barthes, Jacques Lacan, and Lucien 

Goldmann, spoke at this conference. Derrida himself presented what was quickly recognized 

as a pioneering paper entitled ―Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of 



the Human Sciences,‖ a text which shows both what Derrida owes to structuralism and 

his paths of divergence from it. 

The following year, 1967, marked Derrida‘s explosive entry onto the international 

stage of literary and cultural theory, with the publication of his first three books: La 

Voix et le phenomène (Speech and Phenomena), concerning Edmund Husserl‘s theory 

of signs; De la grammatologie (Of Grammatology), whose subject was the ―science‖ of 

writing; and L‘Écriture et la différence (Writing and Difference), which contained important 

essays on Hegel, Freud, and Michel Foucault. Later works included La Dissemination 

(Dissemination) (1972), which included a lengthy engagement with Plato‘s views 

of writing and sophistry; Marges de la philosophie (Margins of Philosophy) (1982), which 

 

included essays on Hegel‘s semiology and the use of metaphor in philosophy; Positions 

(1972), containing three illuminating interviews with Derrida, touching on his attitude 

to Marxism, Hegel, and other issues; Circumfessions (1991), an autobiographical work 

that engages with the text of Augustine‘s Confessions; and Spectres de Marx (Specters of 

Marx) (1994), which looks at the various legacies of Marx. 

Proponents of deconstruction often point out that it is not amenable to any static 



definition or systematization because the meaning of the terms it employs is always 

shifting and fluid, taking its color from the localized contexts and texts with which it 

engages. Indeed, deconstruction is often regarded as undermining all tendency toward 

systematization. However, there are a number of concerns, and certain heuristic terms, 

that can be said to characterize deconstruction. The most fundamental project of 

deconstruction is to display the operations of ―logocentrism‖ in any ―text‖ (where the 

meaning of ―text‖ is broadened to include not merely written treatises in a variety of 

disciplines but the entire range of their political, theological, social, and intellectual 

contexts, as manifested primarily in their use of language). 

What is logocentrism? Etymologically and historically, this term refers to any system 

of thought which is founded on the stability and authority of the Logos, the divine 

Word. The various meanings accumulated by this word in the Hebrew, ancient pagan, 

and early Christian worlds are complex. The scholar C. H. Dodd explains that logos is 

both a thought and a word, and the two are inseparable: the logos is the word as 

determined by and conveying a meaning. He also observes that the root of the Hebrew 

equivalent for logos means ―to speak,‖ and that this expression is used of God‘s selfrevelation. 

Moreover, in Hebrew culture, the word once spoken was held to have a 



substantive existence. The word and concept logos may have derived in part from 

the Greek thinker Heraclitus and the Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria; in its 

simplest meaning it can signify ―statement,‖ ―saying,‖ ―discourse,‖ or science.1 In the 

gospel of John, the plural logoi refers to the words spoken by Jesus or others; but the 

singular logos signifies the whole of what Jesus said, his message as both revelation and 

command. The life of Jesus is the Logos incarnate, and events in this life are signs of 

eternal realities. And the gospel in general is the record of a life that expresses the 

eternal thought of God, the meaning of the universe (Dodd, 284–285). Dodd states 

that all of these senses accord with the fundamental Greek connotation of logos as the 

spoken word together with its meaning or rational content. A further sense of Logos in 

the fourth gospel is the ―Word of God,‖ his self-revelation to man; it denotes the 

eternal truth revealed to men by God. Hence the Logos is not simply an uttered word; 

it is truth itself, it has a rational content of thought corresponding to the ultimate 

reality of the universe. And this reality is revealed as spoken and heard (Dodd, 

266–267). As such, the Logos is the thought of God which is the ―transcendent design 

of the universe and its immanent meaning‖ (Dodd, 285). In its ancient Greek philosophical 

and Judeo-Christian meaning, then, the Logos referred both to the Word of 



God which created the universe and to the rational order of creation itself. In other 

words, it is in the spoken Logos that language and reality ultimately coincide, in an 

identity that is invested with absolute authority, absolute origin, and absolute purpose 

or teleology. If we think of the orders of language and reality as follows, it is clear that 

one of the functions of the Logos is to preserve the stability and closure of the entire 

system: 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                            

                                                       LOGOS 

Language                                                                   Reality 

Signifier 1 -a- Signified 1 ––––––––b–––––––– Object 1 

Signifier 2 – Signified 2 ––––––––––––––––– Object 2 

Signifier 3 – Signified 3 ––––––––––––––––– Object 3 

Signifier 4 – Signified 4 ––––––––––––––––– Object 4 

                                              Ad Infinitum 



It is because the Logos holds together the orders of language and reality that the relation 

between signifier (word) and signified (concept), i.e., relation a, is stable and 

fixed; so too is relation b, the connection between the sign as a whole and the object to 

which it refers in the world. For example, in a Christian scheme, the signifier ―love‖ 

might refer to the concept of ―self-sacrifice‖ in relation to God. And this sign as a 

whole, the word ―love‖ as meaning ―self-sacrifice,‖ would refer to object 1, which 

might be a system of social or ecclesiastical relationships institutionally embodied in a 

given society, enshrining the ideal of self-sacrifice. In other words, the meaning of 

―love‖ is sanctioned by a hierarchy of authority, stretching back through institutional 

Church practice, theology, philosophy, as well as political and economic theory, to the 

authority of the scriptures and the Word of God himself. In the same way, all of the 

other signifiers and signifieds in language would be constrained in their significance, 

making for a stable and closed system in terms of which the world and the human self 

could be interpreted in terms of their origins, their meaning and purpose in life, what 

counts as good and evil, what kind of government is legitimate, and so forth. The Logos 

thereby authorizes an entire world view, sanctioned by a theological and philosophical 

system and by an entire political, religious, and social order. 



If, now, the Logos is removed from this picture, what happens? The entire order will 

become destabilized; historically, of course, this disintegration does not happen all at 

once but takes centuries, as indeed does the undermining of the Logos. Once the Logos 

vanishes from the picture, there is nothing to hold together the orders of language and 

reality, which now threaten to fly apart from each other. The relations a and b both 

become destabilized: if we are not constrained by a Christian perspective, we might 

attribute other meanings to the word ―love,‖ meanings which may even conflict with 

the previously given Christian signification. Moreover, various groups might give different 

meanings to the word so that a general consensus is lost. In this way, signifier 1 

may be defined by a meaning attributed to signified 1. But since there is no authoritative 

closure to this process, it could go on ad infinitum: signified 1 will itself need to 

be defined, and so this signified will itself become a signifier of something else; this 

process might regress indefinitely so that we never arrive at a conclusive signified but 

are always moving along an endless chain of signifiers. Derrida attributes the name of 

―metaphor‖ to this endless substitution of one signifier for another: in describing 

or attempting to understand our world, we can no longer use ―literal‖ language, i.e., 

language that actually describes the object or reality. We can only use metaphor, hence 



language in its very nature is metaphorical. Hence there cannot be a sharp distinction 

between, say, the spheres of philosophy and science, on the one hand, which are often 

presumed to use a ―literal‖ language based on reason, and literature and the arts, on 

the other hand, which are characterized as using metaphorical and figurative language 

 

in a manner inaccessible to reason. Even the languages of mathematics, science, and 

philosophy are ultimately metaphorical, and cannot claim any natural and referential 

connection with the world they purport to describe. 

Logocentrism, however, is not uniform but takes a variety of guises: for example, the 

stabilizing function of the Logos might be replaced by other notions. For Plato, this 

notion might be eidos or the Form; what holds Aristotle‘s metaphysics together, as its 

foundation, is the concept of substance; similarly, we could cite Hegel‘s ―absolute idea‖ 

or Kant‘s categories of the understanding. Modern equivalents in Western society 

might be concepts such as freedom or democracy. All of these terms function as what 

Derrida calls ―transcendental signifieds,‖ or concepts invested with absolute authority, 

which places them beyond questioning or examination. An important endeavor of 

deconstruction, then, is to show the operation of logocentrism in all of its forms, and 



to bring back these various transcendental signifieds within the province of language 

and textuality, within the province of their relatability to other concepts. 

Hence, in one sense, the most fundamental project of deconstruction is to reinstate 

language within the connections of the various terms that have conventionally dominated 

Western thought: the connections between thought and reality, self and world, 

subject and object. In deconstructive thought, these connections are not viewed as 

already existing prior to language, with language merely being the instrument of their 

expression or representation. Rather, all of these terms are linguistic to begin with: 

they are enabled by language. We don‘t simply have thought which is then expressed 

by language; thought takes place in, and is made possible by, language. The notion of 

language that is thereby reinstituted by deconstruction is partly influenced by Saussure: 

it is a notion of language as a system of relations; the terms which are related have no 

semantic value outside of the network of relations in which they subsist; they depend 

on those relations for their meaning and significance. Also implicit in this view of 

language is the arbitrary and conventional nature of the sign: there is no natural 

connection between the sign ―table‖ and an actual table in the world. Equally arbitrary 

and conventional is the connection between the signifier ―table‖ and the concept of a 



―table‖ to which it points. 

Moreover, there is no ―truth‖ or ―reality‖ which somehow stands outside or behind 

language: truth is a relation of linguistic terms, and reality is a construct, ultimately 

religious, social, political, and economic, but always of language, of various linguistic 

registers. Even the human self, in this view, has no pregiven essence but is a linguistic 

construct or narrative. Derrida‘s much-quoted statement that ―il n‘y a pas de horstexte,‖ 

often translated as ―there is nothing outside the text,‖ means precisely this: that 

the aforementioned features of language, which together comprise ―textuality,‖ are 

all-embracing; textuality governs all interpretative operations. For example, there is 

no history outside of language or textuality: history itself is a linguistic and textual 

construct. At its deepest level, the insistence on viewing language (as a system of 

relations and differences) as lying at the core of any world view issues a challenge to 

the notion of identity, a notion installed at the heart of Western metaphysics since 

Aristotle. Identity, whether of the human self or of objects in the world, is no longer 

viewed as having a stable, fixed, or pregiven essence, but is seen as fluid and dependent, 

like linguistic terms, on a variety of contexts. Hence a deconstructive analysis tends to 

prioritize language and linguistic operations in analyzing texts and contexts  and ―play.‖ 



Logocentrism, then, is sanctioned and structured in a multitude of ways, all of which 

are called into question by deconstruction. The privileging of speech over writing, forexample, 

has perpetuated what Derrida calls a ―metaphysics of presence,‖ a systematization 

of thought and interpretation that relies on the stability and self-presence of 

meaning, effecting a closure and disabling any ―free play‖ of thought which might 

threaten or question the overall structure. Another way of explaining the term ―metaphysics 

of presence‖ might be as follows: conventionally, philosophers have made a 

distinction between the ―thisness‖ or haecceity of an entity and its ―whatness‖ or 

quiddity. The term ―whatness‖ refers to the content of something, while ―thisness‖ 

refers to the fact that it exists in a particular place and time. A metaphysics of ―presence‖ 

would be a metaphysics of complete self-identity: an entity‘s content is viewed 

as coinciding completely with its existence. 

For example, an isolated entity such as a piece of chalk would be regarded as having 

its meaning completely within itself, completely in its immediate ―presence.‖ Even if 

the rest of the world did not exist, we could say what the piece of chalk was, what its 

function and constitution were. Such absolute self-containment of meaning must be 

sanctioned by a higher authority, a Logos or transcendental signified, which ensured 

that all things in the world had specific and designated meanings. If, however, we were 



to challenge such a ―metaphysics of presence,‖ we might argue that in fact the meaning 

of the chalk does not coincide with, and is not confinable within, its immediate existence; 

that its meaning and purpose actually lie in relations that extend far beyond its 

immediate existence; its meaning would depend, for example, upon the concept of 

a ―blackboard‖ on which it was designed to write; in turn, the relationship of chalk 

and blackboard derives its meaning from increasingly broader contexts, such as a 

classroom, an institution of learning, associated industries and technologies, as well as 

political and educational programs. Hence the meaning of ―chalk‖ would extend through 

a vast network of relations far beyond the actual isolated existence of that item; moreover, 

its meaning would be viewed as relative to a given social and cultural framework, 

rather than sanctioned by the presence of a Logos. In this sense, the chalk is not 

self-identical since its identity is dispersed through its relations with numerous other 

objects and concepts. Viewed in this light, ―chalk‖ is not a name for a self-subsistent, 

self-enclosed entity; rather, it names the provisional focal point of a complex set of 

relations. It can be seen, then, that a metaphysics of ―presence‖ refers to the selfpresence, 

the immediate presence, of meaning, as resting on a complete self-identity 

that is sanctioned and preserved by the ―presence‖ of a Logos. 

A deconstructive reading of a text, then, as practiced by Derrida, will be a multifaceted 



project: in general, it will attempt to display logocentric operations in the text, by 

focusing on a close reading of the text‘s language, its use of presuppositions or transcendental 

signifieds, its reliance on binary oppositions, its self-contradictions, its aporiai 

or points of conceptual impasse, and the ways in which it effects closure and resists free 

play. Hence deconstruction, true to its name (which derives from Heidegger‘s term 

Destruktion), will examine all of the features that went into the construction of text, 

down to its very foundations. Derrida has been criticized for his lack of clarity, his 

oblique and refractive style: his adherents have argued that his engagement with the 

history of Western thought is not one of mere confrontation but necessarily one of 

inevitable complicity (where he is obliged to use the very terms he impugns) as well 

as of critique. This dual gesture must necessarily entail play on words, convolution of 

language that accommodates its fluid nature, and divergence from conventional norms of 

essayistic writing. It might also be argued that the very form of his texts, not merely 

their content, is integral to his overall project. 

Derrida has conducted deconstructive readings of numerous major thinkers, including 

Plato, Rousseau, Hegel, Freud, Husserl, Lévi-Strauss, and Saussure. His style and 

approach might be illustrated by examining two of his important essays: his seminal 

work, ―Structure, Sign, and Play,‖ which exhibits some of the persistent concerns of 



deconstruction and reveals both what he owes to structuralism and his divergence 

from it; and ―Plato‘s Pharmacy,‖ which engages with issues central to the very definition 

of philosophy by Plato, a definition which laid the foundations of the subsequent 

history of philosophy. 

In ―Structure, Sign, and Play,‖ Derrida‘s endeavor might be seen as threefold: (1) to 

characterize certain features of the history of Western metaphysics, as issuing from 

the fundamental concepts of ―structure‖ and ―center‖; (2) to announce an ―event‖ – in 

effect, a complex series of historical movements – whereby these central notions 

were challenged, using the work of the structuralist anthropologist Lévi-Strauss as an 

example; and (3) to suggest the ways in which current and future modes of thought 

and language might deploy and adapt Lévi-Strauss‘ insights in articulating their own 

relation to metaphysics. 

According to Derrida, the concept of structure that has dominated Western science 

and philosophy has always been referred to as a ―center or . . . a point of presence, a 

fixed origin.‖2 The function of such a center has been both to organize the structure 

and to limit the free play of terms and concepts within it, in other words, to foreclose 

such play. The center, says Derrida, is the point at which any substitution or permutation 



of elements or terms is no longer possible. Although the structure thereby depends 

on the center, the center itself is fixed and ―escapes structurality,‖ since it is beyond the 

transformative reach of other elements in the structure. Hence the center is, paradoxically, 

outside the structure, and the very concept of a centered structure is only ―contradictorily 

coherent‖ (WD, 279). What it expresses is a desire for a ―reassuring certitude‖ 

which stands beyond the subversive or threatening reach of any play which might 

disrupt the structure. The center, that which gives stability, unity, and closure to the 

structure, can be conceived as an ―origin‖ or a ―purpose,‖ terms which invoke the 

notion of a ―full presence‖ (such as the Logos) that can guarantee such stability and 

closure (WD, 279). 

Derrida suggests that the history of Western metaphysics can be viewed as the history 

of this concept of structure, with various philosophies substituting one center for 

another. These successive centers have received different metaphorical names, all of 

which are grounded on ―the determination of Being as presence.‖ The names of this 

presence have included eidos (the Platonic Form), arche (the concept of an absolute 

beginning), telos (the, often providential, purpose and direction attributed to human 

existence), ousia (the Aristotelian concept of ―substance‖ or ―essence‖ as the underlying 



reality of things), as well as the concepts of truth, God, and man. Each of these 

concepts has served as a center, as a transcendental signified, stabilizing a given system 

of thought or world view. 

Derrida announces an ―event‖ which has begun to disrupt this system of Western 

metaphysics. The ―event‖ metaphorically refers to a complex network of historical processes. 

Most fundamentally, the ―event‖ signifies the ―moment when language invaded the universal 

problematic, the moment when, in the absence of a center or origin, 

everything became discourse‖ (WD, 280). Here, Derrida refers to a phase in modern 

intellectual history when central problems in a variety of fields – such as the connection 

between thought and reality, self and world – were reposited or newly posed as 

problems of language, where ―language‖ was understood as a system of differences. For 

example, where previously the term ―God‖ was held to refer to an actual entity independent 

of language, this term was now seen as one signifier among many others, a 

signifier which took its meaning and function from its relation to a vast system of 

signifiers; the term was no longer exalted above such relational status in a posture of 

absolute privilege and authority. Hence, the term ―God,‖ which once acted as a ―center‖ 

(or origin or purpose) of many systems of thought, was brought back within the 

province of relatability to other elements of language, being dethroned from its status 



as a transcendental signified to one more signifier on the same level as other signifiers. 

In this sense, the concept of God moves from being a reality beyond language to 

a concept within language: it becomes discourse. And the systems of thought that 

depended on the understanding of God as a reality become ―decentered,‖ losing their 

former stability and authority. 

When did such a process of decentering occur in Western thought? Derrida suggests 

that certain names can be associated with this process: Nietzsche, for example, undertook 

a radical critique of metaphysics, especially of the concepts of being and truth 

(and, we might add to Derrida‘s list, of space and time), regarding these as convenient 

fictions; Freud engaged in a critique of consciousness and the self-identity of the human 

subject; again, Heidegger reexamined the conventional metaphysics of being and time. 

The discourses of each of these thinkers put into question some of the central concepts 

and categories that have dominated Western thought since Plato and Aristotle. Yet 

Derrida is careful to point out that each of these newer, radical discourses, while 

attempting to break free of the traditional metaphysical enclosure, is nonetheless trapped 

in a circle of its own. The critique of metaphysics is inevitably a dual gesture, one 

which involves not only confrontation and destruction of traditional concepts but also 



a necessary complicity with them: we must employ the very language of metaphysics 

to criticize it, a duality that extends even to our discussion of the sign itself (WD, 280– 

281). We might cite as a further example the dilemma of some modern feminists 

who wish to break free of ―male‖ language: we cannot simply create from nothing a 

―female‖ language, and are obliged to use in our critique terms and concepts from the 

very language that we wish to undermine. However, as Derrida acknowledges, there 

are ―several ways of being caught in this circle,‖ and it is these differences between the 

radical discourses that often lead them into mutual confrontation and destruction 

(WD, 281). 

The examples of ―radical‖ discourses given by Derrida suggest that the ―event‖ or 

process of ―decentering‖ was initiated in the nineteenth century. Apart from the critiques 

advanced by thinkers such as Nietzsche, Freud, and Heidegger (Derrida might 

equally have mentioned Schopenhauer, Hegel, Marx, and Bergson), there was, according 

to Derrida, a profounder, structural shift in the orientation of Western thinking, as 

pertaining to the ―human sciences‖ in general. In the nineteenth century, a decentering 

occurred in European culture, and consequently in European metaphysics and science: 

for a complex of political, economic, and philosophical reasons, European culture was ―forced to 

stop considering itself as the culture of reference‖ (WD, 282). In other 



words, Europe was obliged to retreat from its conception of itself as the political and 

cultural ―center‖ of the world stage. It was at this moment, says Derrida, this moment 

of retreat from ethnocentrism, that the ―science‖ of ethnology emerged; while this 

science undertook a critique of ethnocentrism and the conventional categories of thought 

underlying it, it was obliged to borrow the very terms and concepts of that heritage 

itself (WD, 282). 

In order to illustrate this dual posture of ethnology, Derrida chooses the work of the 

French structural anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss. He begins with Lévi-Strauss‘ 

treatment of an opposition – between nature and culture – that is ―congenital to 

philosophy,‖ an opposition that predates Plato and goes back at least at far as the 

Sophists of the fifth century bc. In fact, this opposition encompasses ―a whole historical 

chain which opposes ‗nature‘ to law, to education, to art, to technics – but also to 

liberty, to the arbitrary, to history, to the mind, and so on‖ (WD, 283). Derrida points 

out that Lévi-Strauss‘ research has entailed both the need to use this opposition and 

the ―impossibility of accepting it.‖ In his first book, The Elementary Structures of Kinship, 

Lévi-Strauss defines ―nature‖ as encompassing that which is universal and spontaneous, 

whereas ―culture‖ comprehends what is relative, variable, and dependent on a 



system of social norms (WD, 282). However, as Derrida recounts, Lévi-Strauss encounters 

a ―scandalous‖ threat to this opposition in the notion of ―incest-prohibition.‖ 

This notion, says Lévi-Strauss, refuses to conform to either side of the opposition, 

since it is both a norm and universal, thereby combining characteristics of both culture 

and nature. Derrida extends the significance of this recalcitrance to conventional categories 

to the entire conceptual system of philosophy, in which the nature–culture 

opposition operates systematically. He cites this as an example of the fact that 

―language bears within itself the necessity of its own critique‖ (WD, 284). 

In general, this critique, suggests Derrida, can follow two broad paths. The first 

would be systematically to question the ―founding concepts of the entire history of 

philosophy, to deconstitute them.‖ This would indeed be the most daring way to take 

―a step outside of philosophy,‖ but it would be an enormously difficult, if not impossible, 

task. The second path would be that effectively taken by Lévi-Strauss: to conserve 

all the old concepts while recognizing their limits, to refrain from attributing any 

truth-value to them while using them as tools or instruments. In this way, they can be 

used to ―destroy the old machinery to which they belong.‖ In this way, Lévi-Strauss, 

according to Derrida, effectively attempts to separate method from truth, and he uses, 



for example, the opposition between nature and culture not as a historical truth but as 

a methodological truth. Lévi-Strauss‘ ―double intention‖ is to ―preserve as an instrument 

something whose truth value he criticizes.‖ And this, says Derrida, is ―how the 

language of the social sciences criticizes itself ‖ (WD, 284). 

Hence, in his later book The Savage Mind, Lévi-Strauss both continues to contest the 

value of the nature–culture opposition and articulates a discourse based on bricolage. 

Bricolage means that we use whatever instruments we find at our disposal, instruments 

that are not designed for our specific purposes and which we may have to adapt or 

abandon on the basis of trial and error. Derrida sees the procedure of bricolage as a 

critique of language, even a critical language itself. Yet again, however, he extends the 

implications of this strategy: if bricolage involves the need to borrow one‘s conceptsfrom the 

very heritage one is challenging, every discourse is bricoleur (WD, 285). The 

opposite of the bricoleur, who works piecemeal and in a tentative manner, would be 

the engineer, someone who envisages and designs his entire project beforehand, constructing 

―the totality of his language, syntax, and lexicon‖ (WD, 285). But as far as 

discourse is concerned, such an engineer is a myth: a subject who would be the ―absolute 

origin of his own discourse,‖ constructing it out of nothing. Hence the notion of 

the engineer is ―a theological idea‖ (WD, 285). But if this idea is mythical, and if all 



discourse, including the language of science and philosophy, is bricoleur, then the 

entire opposition of engineer and bricoleur threatens to collapse, erasing the difference 

that gave bricolage its meaning in the first place (WD, 285). 

Derrida observes that for Lévi-Strauss bricolage is not only an intellectual activity but 

also mythopoetic: it makes myths. What does this mean? Derrida explains that Lévi- 

Strauss‘ discourse on myths ―reflects on itself and criticizes itself.‖ Based on bricolage, 

it attempts to abandon ―all reference to a center, to a subject, to a privileged reference, to 

an origin, or to an absolute archia‖ (WD, 286). His discourse is decentered. It attains 

this status not only in virtue of employing bricolage but also by refusing to treat any 

myth as the privileged ground or source of other myths; by insisting that there is no 

unity or source of a myth; that such unity is merely a projection of our interpretative 

endeavors; that myths cannot be studied in a linear fashion according to the Cartesian 

principle of breaking down a problem into its component parts; in other words, by 

exhibiting myth to be an ―acentric structure.‖ But in order to express this decentered 

notion of myth, Lévi-Strauss‘ own discourse on myth can itself have no absolute subject 

or center; it must in its own strategies reflect ―the form and movement of myth‖; 

in short, the discourse about myth must itself be a myth (WD, 286–287). Derrida 



quotes Lévi-Strauss‘ statement in his book The Raw and the Cooked, to the effect that 

this book is itself ―a kind of myth‖; and this is how ethnographic bricolage has a 

mythopoetic function, a function which makes the conventional philosophical requirement 

of a center appear as mythological, as a ―historical illusion‖ (WD, 287). 

In this way, Lévi-Strauss points toward a direction beyond conventional philosophical 

discourse. Yet Derrida cautions that ―the passage beyond philosophy does not 

consist in turning the page of philosophy . . . but in continuing to read philosophers in 

a certain way‖ (WD, 288). We cannot, that is, simply dispense with previous philosophy 

and start anew: that would be a project of engineering, whereas we are obliged to 

engage in bricolage, to use the materials already at our disposal to read philosophy in a 

more radical manner. To illustrate such a radical approach, Derrida elaborates the 

divergent relationships that conventional philosophy and Lévi-Strauss‘ more radical 

structuralism have with empiricism. Empiricism, the notion that knowledge derives 

primarily from experience, has acted as the foundation of much modern philosophy 

and science since the Enlightenment. Derrida states that any discourse that considers 

itself ―scientific‖ encounters problems and impasses that rest ultimately on empiricism: 

for example, if we amass a great deal of data from experience, how do we make 



generalizations on the basis of these data, how do we establish unity and totality 

among observed phenomena? Derrida accepts that ―structuralism justifiably claims to 

be the critique of empiricism‖: he may be thinking, for example, of structuralism‘s 

central claim that language and other social institutions are not somehow created 

cumulatively by aggregated experiences, but rather, that it is the structure of theseinstitutions that 

enables individual experiences (such as individual acts of language) in 

the first place. 

Equally, however, Derrida seems to think that Lévi-Strauss‘ research is in one sense 

empirical in character, since it always awaits completion or invalidation by new information 

(WD, 288). To illustrate this, Derrida quotes a passage from Lévi-Strauss 

asserting that the grammar of both myths and language can be worked out on the basis 

of a relatively small amount of empirical detail, since it is in fact this grammar or body 

of rules that enables the production of the empirical instances of myth or language and 

not vice versa. Lévi-Strauss adds that fresh data can certainly be used to modify such 

grammatical laws (WD, 288–289). Derrida sees these comments as implying that a 

totalized, finished, system of grammar is useless and perhaps impossible. He points 

out that there are two ways in which the limitations of totalization can be viewed: 

one is the conventional or classical understanding that no totalizing system can hope 



to comprehend the infinite richness of empirical detail. The other perspective has 

recourse to the notion of free play: language in its very nature is a field of free play, 

with no center (or origin) which could arrest and freeze the play of substitution 

between various terms. 

Derrida calls this movement of play a ―movement of supplementarity‖ (WD, 289). 

Whatever sign takes on the function of the center in the latter‘s absence, whatever sign 

replaces the center, occurs as a surplus or supplement. In other words, if there is no 

center, there is no transcendental signified; this signified is replaced by a signifier 

whose function, as elaborated by Lévi-Strauss, is not to signify anything in particular 

but simply to oppose the absence of signification that threatens the system without its 

center (WD, 290). Given the kind of decentered discourse that Lévi-Strauss aims at, 

states Derrida, the concept of play is important in his work, where it exists in tension 

with two concepts, that of history and that of presence. 

Lévi-Strauss‘ treatment of history is appropriately reductive, says Derrida, since history 

has always been the accomplice of a metaphysics of presence, a metaphysics that is 

teleological and eschatological. ―History,‖ he says, ―has always been conceived as the 

movement of a resumption of history, as a detour between two presences‖ (WD, 291). 



In other words, what has actually been a becoming, something in process, has always 

been reduced to being in order to unify it. In a slightly different fashion, Lévi-Strauss‘ 

structuralism also ―compels a neutralization of time and history,‖ effectively placing 

history between brackets: it studies structures as finished products, as dirempted from 

their origins and causes, as ruptured from their past. For example, Lévi-Strauss sees 

language as having been born ―in one fell swoop,‖ rather than in a progressive fashion 

(WD, 291). 

There is also a tension between ―play‖ and presence. Play, says Derrida, ―is the 

disruption of presence‖ (WD, 292). It is a play of absence and presence, but it preexists 

both. Despite Lévi-Strauss‘ insights into the notion of play, Derrida discerns in his 

work ―a sort of ethic of presence, an ethic of nostalgia for origins, . . . of a purity of 

presence and self-presence in speech‖ (WD, 292). Derrida calls this the ―Rousseauistic‖ 

manner of thinking about play, an attitude that is ―negative, nostalgic, guilty.‖ The 

other side, for Derrida, is the joyous ―Nietzschean affirmation . . . of the play of the 

world . . . of a world of signs without fault, without truth, and without origin.‖ This 

type of affirmation, unlike Lévi-Strauss‘, ―plays without security‖ (WD, 292). In conclusion, 

Derrida states that there are ―two interpretations of interpretation, of 

structure, of sign, of play.‖ The one dreams of arriving at a truth or origin which 



―escapes play and the order of the sign . . . The other, which is no longer turned toward 

the origin, affirms play and tries to pass beyond man and humanism,‖ man being he 

who has ―dreamed of full presence, the reassuring foundation, the origin and the end 

of play.‖ These two interpretations, he thinks, are ―absolutely irreconcilable,‖ and our 

current task is to chart both the common ground and the différance of their irreducible 

difference, in the interests of the ―as yet unnameable which is proclaiming itself ‖ 

(WD, 293). 

Derrida‘s attempt to illustrate the subordination of writing to speech in Western 

metaphysics is perhaps most articulately expressed in his essay ―Plato‘s Pharmacy,‖ 

which primarily concerns Plato‘s dialogue Phaedrus. Opposing a tradition, deriving 

from the third-century historian Diogenes Laertius, that held this text to be badly 

composed, Derrida suggests that Plato‘s use of a myth to denigrate writing in this text 

is not somehow extraneous but forms an integral part of the text as a whole.3 There 

are, as he reminds his reader, two myths in the text, one being a fable concerning 

cicadas and the other the story of Theuth. While, at the textual surface of Plato‘s 

dialogue, Socrates proposes that myths should be left behind since they do not constitute 

knowledge, these two myths, both concerned with the status of writing, will 



actually be invoked later in the Platonic text (―PP,‖ 68). 

Derrida points out that Socrates‘ ―learned explanation‖ of the myth of the cicadas 

cites Boreas, the North Wind, playing with a nymph named Pharmacia, and wonders 

whether this evocation of Pharmacia is merely an accident. Derrida‘s suspicion is that 

it is not: pharmakeia, he points out, is related to pharmakon, which can mean both 

―drug‖ or ―medicine‖ and ―poison.‖ This term is thereby introduced into Plato‘s text 

in its ambivalence (―PP,‖ 70). Indeed, the polysemy of this word has permitted its 

translation variously as ―remedy,‖ ―recipe,‖ ―poison,‖ ―drug,‖ and ―philter‖ (―PP,‖ 71). 

The very problem of translation, Derrida suggests, is inextricably linked to the foundation 

of philosophy; it is the ―problem of the very passage into philosophy‖ (―PP,‖ 72). 

In other words, Derrida sees translation as having played a crucial role in the way 

Plato‘s philosophy has been received and constructed, especially in its attempt to distinguish 

philosophy as pursuit of the truth from rhetoric and sophistry, which merely 

teach the art of persuasion. 

Even before writing is explicitly condemned in the myth later invoked by Plato, 

there is a connection established between books and pharmakon, between ―mere bookish 

knowledge, and the blind usage of drugs‖: Socrates compares the written speeches 



Phaedrus has brought with him to a drug (pharmakon) (―PP,‖ 72). Books represent 

―dead and rigid‖ knowledge, which is alien to ―living knowledge and dialectics,‖ just as 

myth is foreign to true knowledge. In the last phase of Plato‘s dialogue, where the myth 

of Theuth is narrated, writing is explicitly, says Derrida, ―proposed, presented, and 

asserted as a pharmakon‖ (―PP,‖ 73). Moreover, the question of writing is approached 

as a moral question, since the propagation of writing is intimately concerned with 

political developments in Plato‘s city and with the ―activity of the sophists and 

speechwriters‖ (―PP,‖ 74). What Plato‘s text declares, according to Derrida, is a kinship 

of writing and myth, ―both of them distinguished from logos and dialectics‖ (―PP,‖ 75). 

Yet, ironically, this truth about writing is itself not the object of a science but accessibleonly by 

means of a myth, a fable that is handed down by tradition and repeated 

(―PP,‖ 74). 

Briefly, the myth runs as follows: Theuth was an ancient divinity of Egypt who 

invented numbers, calculation, geometry, astronomy, and writing. He visited Thamus, 

the king of all Egypt, exhibited his arts, and suggested that they should be imparted to 

the other Egyptians. When he came to writing, Theuth claimed that this art would 

make the Egyptians wiser and improve their memories (―PP,‖ 75). Thamus, says Derrida, 

represents Ammon, the king of the gods, who is thus the ―origin of value‖ (―PP,‖ 76). 



This king rejects the claim of Theuth, suggesting rather that writing will degrade people‘s 

powers of memory since they will come to rely on it. This myth, suggests Derrida, 

points to a ―Platonic schema that assigns the origin and power of speech, precisely of 

logos, to the paternal position‖ (―PP,‖ 76). The origin, or ―speaking subject,‖ of logos is 

its father; writing would thus be ―intimately bound to the absence of the father.‖ 

Indeed, writing claims to achieve ―emancipation‖ from the father with ―complacent 

self-sufficiency‖ (―PP,‖ 77). Derrida sees the opposition between the ―living‖ discourse 

of speech (which is backed by the presence of the father) and the inanimate discourse 

of writing as correlative with the contrast Socrates insists on between mere persuasion 

(as advocated by the Sophists and rhetors) and pursuit of the truth (―PP,‖ 78). Plato 

describes logos as a zoon, a living being, in contrast with the ―cadaverous rigidity of 

writing‖; yet, in doing this, says Derrida, he is actually following certain rhetors and 

Sophists who had ―held up the living spoken word, which infallibly conforms to the 

necessities of the situation at hand, to the expectations and demands of the interlocutors 

present‖ (―PP,‖ 79). And the father (for which the Greek word pater means also 

the ―chief,‖ the ―capital,‖ the ―good‖) is the ―blinding source‖ of logos: he cannot be 

looked in the eye, cannot be questioned, cannot be subjected to the operations of 



reason (―PP,‖ 82–83). 

Despite Plato‘s overt intentions, says Derrida, the play of the chain of significations 

in which the word pharmakon is caught goes on working of its own accord (―PP,‖ 96). 

The king‘s reply to Theuth suggests that writing is both an occult and therefore suspect 

power; but also that the effectiveness of the pharmakon can be reversed, since it can 

actually make the memory worse (―PP,‖ 97). And, for Plato, writing is no more effective 

as a remedy than as a poison (―PP,‖ 99). The pharmakon goes against ―natural 

life‖: in Plato‘s eyes, a drug interferes with the natural course of life, hence it is the 

―enemy of the living in general.‖ King Thamus, as Plato recounts the myth, tells Theuth 

that writing will equip people not with true wisdom but merely a semblance of wisdom: 

students will read for themselves ―without the benefit of a teacher‘s instruction.‖ 

They will have access not to reality and truth but to appearances, and will suffer from 

the delusion that they possess knowledge. Thus, says Derrida, ―The king, the father of 

speech, has thus asserted his authority over the father of writing‖ (―PP,‖ 102). 

Derrida‘s point here is that Plato himself (like his translators) attempts to reduce 

the ambiguity inherent in the word pharmakon to a series of ―clear-cut oppositions‖ 

between good and evil, inside and outside, true and false, essence and appearance. 



Thus, through his invocation of the myth, Plato condemns writing as ―bad, external to 

memory, productive not of science but of belief, not of truth but of appearances‖ 

(―PP,‖ 103). The danger, in Derrida‘s eyes, is that writing or pharmakon, which is 

reduced by Plato to one term of an opposition, a term which correlates with otheroppositional 

terms (bad, external, false, appearance), returns to haunt these oppositions, 

as the very condition of their possibility. In other words, the very ambiguity at 

the heart of pharmakon or writing is what precedes and enables this entire system of 

oppositions (―PP,‖ 103). 

There is an ulterior motive, according to Derrida, behind Plato‘s diatribe against 

writing: it is directed above all against Sophists and sophistry, since writing is associated, 

like sophistry, with the mere semblance of truth and wisdom. The man who relies 

on writing, says Derrida, the man ―who brags about the knowledge and powers it 

assures him,‖ is a ―simulator‖ who has ―all the features of a sophist‖ (―PP,‖ 106). The 

Sophist merely ―sells the signs and insignia of science . . . He thus answers the demands 

of wealthy young men, and that is where he is most warmly applauded.‖ The Sophist 

merely pretends to know everything and writing is the emblem and medium of such 

pretense since it is foreign to the notion of living truth, truth which lives in the process 

of its presentation in the form of dialectics (―PP,‖ 107). 



And yet, as Derrida initially hints, the notion of writing and pharmakon threatens to 

undermine the entire opposition of sophistry and philosophy: instead of these terms 

subsisting as mutually ―other,‖ writing will insinuate itself as the ―entirely-other of 

both sophistics and Platonism,‖ exhuming all of the ―signposts marking out the battle 

lines between sophistics and philosophy‖ (―PP,‖ 107–108). To begin with, the diatribe 

against writing actually derives from the Sophists. The Attic school of rhetoricians 

(Gorgias, Isocrates, Alcidamas) had already ―extolled the force of the living logos,‖ 

though for reasons different from Plato‘s: they viewed speech as adaptable to present 

circumstances, while writing merely engages in mechanical repetition (―PP,‖ 114–115). 

Hence ―Plato imitates the imitators in order to restore the truth of what they imitate: 

namely, truth itself ‖ (―PP,‖ 112). 

Secondly, living memory and speech, for Plato, repeat the presence of the eidos, the 

unchanging Platonic Form; for Plato, all knowledge derives from the (imperfect) recollection 

and imitation of the eternal Forms. Hence truth is the signifier of the signified 

eidos. The eidos or Form is thus repeated in its identity. The phonic signifier, as expressed 

by speech, would remain in living proximity to the eidos. In writing, however, 

the graphic or written signifier is effectively an imitation of the phonic signifier, an 



imitation of an imitation, which is inanimate and mechanical, falling ―outside of life‖ 

(―PP,‖ 110–111). As Derrida puts it, writing ―would indeed be the signifier‘s capacity 

to repeat itself by itself, mechanically, without a living soul to sustain or attend it in its 

repetition‖ (―PP,‖ 111). Writing would thus be a signifier pointing to a signified, the 

phonic signifier of the eidos. Using Saussure‘s metaphor, Derrida points out that 

writing would be therefore ―separated‖ from speech only as a signifier is separated 

from its signified: writing (and sophistics) would be the recto, and speech (philosophy, 

Platonism) the verso of a leaf of paper. It is this difference between signified and 

signifier that provides ―the governing pattern within which Platonism institutes itself 

and determines its opposition to sophistics‖ (―PP,‖ 112). Yet this alleged ―difference‖ 

also marks an inseparability (as Saussure said, one can‘t cut one side of the leaf without 

cutting the other): ―philosophy and dialectics are determined in the act of determining 

their other‖ (―PP,‖ 112). In other words, Plato attempts to define philosophy by its 

opposition to sophistry, yet overlooks the fact that this opposition itself bespeaks their 

necessary connection. Plato cannot ―explain what dialectics is without recourse to writing‖ 

(―PP,‖ 112). Writing is a necessary element, then, in the very definition of 

philosophy and dialectics. 

Thirdly, apart from the ―banal‖ fact that Plato himself was a writer, there are passages 



in Plato‘s texts where he himself judges writing to be indispensable. The example 

Derrida gives is Plato‘s perception of the need for the law to be in writing: ―the immutable, 

petrified identity of writing is not simply added to the signified law . . . it assures 

the law‘s permanence and identity with the vigilance of a guardian‖ (―PP,‖ 113). Writing 

ensures that the law will always be ―on record‖ and accessible to scrutiny. Hence, 

writing is not an addition to the law, imitating and repeating it. The ―law can be posited 

only in writing . . . The legislator is a writer. And the judge is a reader‖ (―PP,‖ 113). 

Finally, the earlier Sophists such as Gorgias who extolled the power of speech or 

logos over writing, on the grounds that the logos was a more effective drug or pharmakon, 

recognized that initially the logos as a pharmakon could be used for both good and bad 

purposes. Gorgias prefigured Plato‘s later more systematic gesture in attempting to 

associate the logos with truth and an ordered structure of the world. This initial indeterminate 

status of the logos, in which the ambivalence of pharmakon was embodied, 

was suppressed by Plato (―PP,‖ 115). And Socrates himself, as Derrida points out, is 

often charged by interlocutors in Plato‘s dialogues as being a master of the pharmakon, 

who can cast his spell over others. Derrida observes that, for all Plato‘s endeavors, 

Socrates himself is the ―spitting image of a sophist,‖ and that there is a ceaseless 



dialectic between the ―socratic pharmakon‖ and the ―sophistic pharmakon‖ (―PP,‖ 119). 

In all these ways, then, writing, in all of its associations (with sophistry, relativism, 

independence of thought), returns to haunt and undermine Plato‘s systematic endeavor 

to suppress and exclude it, a gesture central not only to his thought but also to the 

reception of his philosophy as whole by subsequent generations, and thus to the 

demarcation of philosophy as a discipline. 

Deconstruction: An Assessment 

Derrida‘s influence in America and Europe was unparalleled in the latter twentieth 

century. His American disciples included the Yale critics Paul de Man, J. Hillis Miller, 

and Geoffrey Hartman, as well as Barbara Johnson and, arguably, Harold Bloom. 

These critics applied and richly extended Derridean techniques such as searching for 

impasses or aporiai in various texts, displaying the hidden presuppositions and contradictions 

of literary and philosophical works, and demonstrating how their central claims 

and oppositions undermined themselves. In Blindness and Insight (1971), for example, 

de Man argues that the insights produced by critics are intrinsically linked to certain 

blindnesses, the critics invariably affirming something other than what they intended. 

De Man‘s Allegories of Reading (1979) explores the theory of tropes or figurative language, 



affirming that language is intrinsically metaphorical and that literary texts above 

all are highly self-conscious of their status as such and are self-deconstructing. Hence 

criticism inevitably misreads a text, given that figurative language mediates between 

literary and critical text. Harold Bloom, also centrally concerned with the function of 

tropes in literature, is best known for his assessment of poetic tradition on the basis ofthe 

―anxiety of influence.‖ Each writer, asserts Bloom, attempts to carve out an imaginative 

space free from overt domination by his or her predecessors; to this end, as 

Bloom argues in A Map of Misreading (1975), the writer assumes an Oedipal disposition, 

creatively misreading those predecessors or ―fathers‖ by way of certain tropes 

such as irony, synecdoche, and metonymy. 

A number of critics have explored the implications of deconstruction for other fields 

of study and other literary and cultural perspectives. Barbara Johnson‘s A World of 

Difference (1987) furnished powerful examples of deconstructive criticism in the context 

of broader issues of gender, race, and the institution of literary criticism. Gayatri 

Spivak has brought deconstructive insights to bear on her feminist and postcolonial 

concerns. Michael Ryan‘s Marxism and Deconstruction (1982) explores the commensurability 

and sharp contrasts between Marxist and deconstructive perspectives. Shoshana 

Felman and Stephen W. Melville have related Derrida‘s work to psychoanalysis. 



It is clear that deconstruction has had a profound influence in a wide range of 

disciplines. Its remorseless insistence on exposing the foundations of and assumptions 

behind important concepts is a strategy that can be valuably enlisted by many forms of 

thought which endeavor to scrutinize conventional ways of thinking. It is also true, 

however, that deconstruction has met with substantial criticism on a number of accounts. 

One of the sharpest objections, voiced by Marxist critics such as Terry Eagleton, 

is that deconstruction exhibits a merely destructive or ―negative‖ capability, whereby it 

criticizes various systems and institutions without offering any alternatives. Hence, its 

critique is abstract, leaving everything as it was. As scholars such as Jean-Michel Rabaté 

have pointed out, in his more recent writings Derrida resists this characterization 

of his endeavor as ―negative.‖ Rather, he sees even his earlier work as harboring an 

―affirmative‖ dimension, asking pertinent questions about essentiality, presence, and 

the usual philosophical oppositions such as sense and intellect, appearance and reality. 

Moreover, Derrida‘s later work ventured into areas such as politics, law, and the academy. 

A case in point is his Specters of Marx (1994), written in response to the concerns 

of various scholars over the fate of Marxism after the collapse of communism.4 Derrida 

aligns the deconstructive spirit with certain legacies of Marx; even in his earlier work, 



he had acknowledged his debt to the same Hegelian dialectic that shaped Marx‘s thought. 

Notwithstanding these qualifications, Derrida‘s thought is nonetheless open to 

further substantive criticisms. The notions of ―difference‖ and ―différance‖ on which 

so much of Derrida‘s thought rests are abstract. What Derrida calls ―the movement of 

différance‖ extends through everything except itself. Difference, as Derrida conceives 

it, is itself self-identical. It is nothing other than pure identity. The notion of difference 

is an abstraction from the logical movement of the Hegelian dialectic. The notion of 

différance is a dual abstraction from the logical and historical movement of the dialectic, 

and involves a third abstraction from the progressive unity of logic and history. It 

suspends the entry into itself of all relations, logical or historical; it freezes the second 

phase of the dialectic into a self-bounded immunity from movement. Thus the movement 

of difference is nothing other than pure stasis. It coerces the movement from 

logic to ontology, as well as the ontological differences between past, present, and 

future, into one uniform ideal plane, of textuality. Having no past or future nor 

acknowledging itself as a result or product of previous thought, it usurps the place of 

movement, situating itself as an absolute beginning, a beginning defined not by its665 

subsequent extension or emergence as such through various relations but by the very 



suppression of relations between itself and all else: by an act of willful self-positing, 

willful return to itself as the undiluted principle of beginning. It does not endure 

process but rather imprisons itself within an eternal circle of beginning which, for that 

very reason, is no beginning at all because nothing develops from it except its own 

uniform priority. Whatever might genuinely develop and differ from it is coerced into 

the shadow of its indiscriminate determination. Not only does it abolish historical 

specificity but also all possibility of logical precedence leading up to it. It is simply 

inserted into logic from the outside; it is not shown to be an inner development of any 

logic whatsoever or of any history. It is simply textuality abstracting into its own selfidentical 

structure all the endless variety of true historical relation; it dissolves actual 

relations into a principle of abstract relationality. For Derrida, différance is effectively 

elevated to the status of a transcendental signified. Given that this notion underlies 

Derrida‘s critiques of philosophical systems that vary widely from one another, it is 

evident that he coerces all of these systems into a uniform assailability: they all suffer 

from the same defects, the same kinds of aporiai or impasses. 

Furthermore, Derrida‘s concepts derive their possibility and force of articulation 

from metaphysical targets premolded into their most positivistic shape. It is only against 



a positivistic understanding of truth, meaning, presence, and subjectivity that his 

notions of trace, difference, and writing can articulate themselves. For example, his 

critique and alleged destabilization of subjectivity imposes a liberal atomistic view of 

the self indiscriminately on every philosophy. He says, for example, that seventeenthcentury 

Cartesian rationalism determined absolute presence as self-presence, as subjectivity. 

5 And that eighteenth-century thought began to question logocentrism by restoring 

the rights of sensibility and affirming the sensible origin of ideas (OG, 75, 98, 282). But 

the very terms of Derrida‘s impugnment of the ego presuppose as its target the isolated, 

atomistic Cartesian ego. Derrida says that ―writing‖ both constitutes and dislocates 

the subject (OG, 68). But which subject does he mean? Does writing equally 

constitute and dislocate the Aristotelian and Cartesian subjects? When confronted with 

notions of truth and subjectivity which already bear the mark of difference and constitutive 

relations – such as those of Hegel – Derrida‘s notions vanish completely into 

that which they criticize. There is no notion or entity in Hegel‘s philosophy which is 

free of difference or relation. 

Finally, there has been a tendency to overestimate Derrida‘s originality (though he 

himself was well aware of his debt to other thinkers). The relational and arbitrary 



nature of language has been perceived by many thinkers, ranging from Hellenistic 

philosophers and rhetoricians through Locke and Hume to Hegel, Marx, the French 

symbolists and Saussure. The notions that ―reality‖ is a construction, that ―truth‖ is an 

interpretation, that human subjectivity is not essentially fixed, and that there are 

no ultimate transcendent foundations of our thought and practice are as old as the 

Sophists of Athens in the fifth century bc. Many of the aporiai ―revealed‖ by Derrida 

were encountered as such long ago by the neo-Hegelian philosophers in connecting 

phenomena to their various absolutes. Derrida‘s contribution is to have transferred the 

appurtenance of those aporiai within from the relation between thought and reality to 

the institution of language within that relation. And whether he has added anything to 

our understanding of time or of logic – both important in his thought – is uncertain. What is 

certain is that we can benefit from a detailed reading of Derrida‘s texts, one 

which situates them in a balanced manner within the history of thought rather than 

merely using them as a privileged lens to view that history. 
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UNIT-V 

 FEMINISM 

History and theory of feminism 

The term feminism can be used to describe a political, cultural or economic 
movement aimed at establishing equal rights and legal protection for women. 
Feminism involves political and sociological theories and philosophies 
concerned with issues of gender difference, as well as a movement that 
advocates gender equality for women and campaigns for women's rights and 
interests. Although the terms "feminism" and "feminist" did not gain 
widespread use until the 1970s, they were already being used in the public 
parlance much earlier; for instance, Katherine Hepburn speaks of the "feminist 
movement" in the 1942 film Woman of the Year. 

 



According to Maggie Humm and Rebecca Walker, the history of feminism can be 
divided into three waves. The first feminist wave was in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, the second was in the 1960s and 1970s, and the third 
extends from the 1990s to the present. Feminist theory emerged from these 
feminist movements. It is manifest in a variety of disciplines such as feminist 
geography, feminist history and feminist literary criticism. 

 

Feminism has altered predominant perspectives in a wide range of areas within 
Western society, ranging from culture to law. Feminist activists have 
campaigned for women's legal rights (rights of contract, property rights, voting 
rights); for women's right to bodily integrity and autonomy, for abortion rights, 
and for reproductive rights (including access to contraception and quality 
prenatal care); for protection of women and girls from domestic violence, sexual 
harassment and rape;for workplace rights, including maternity leave and equal 
pay; against misogyny; and against other forms of gender-specific discrimination 
against women. 

 

During much of its history, most feminist movements and theories had leaders 
who were predominantly middle-class white women from Western Europe and 
North America. However, at least since Sojourner Truth's 1851 speech to 
American feminists, women of other races have proposed alternative 
feminisms. This trend accelerated in the 1960s with the Civil Rights movement 
in the United States and the collapse of European colonialism in Africa, the 
Caribbean, parts of Latin America and Southeast Asia. Since that time, women in 
former European colonies and the Third World have proposed "Post-colonial" 
and "Third World" feminisms. Some Postcolonial Feminists, such as Chandra 
Talpade Mohanty, are critical of Western feminism for being ethnocentric. Black 
feminists, such as Angela Davis and Alice Walker, share this view. 

 

History 

Simone de Beauvoir wrote that "the first time we see a woman take up her pen 
in defense of her sex" was Christine de Pizan who wrote Epitre au Dieu d'Amour 
(Epistle to the God of Love) in the 15th century. Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa and 



Modesta di Pozzo di Forzi worked in the 16th century. Marie Le Jars de Gournay, 
Anne Bradstreet and Francois Poullain de la Barre wrote during the 17th. 

 

Feminists and scholars have divided the movement's history into three "waves". 
The first wave refers mainly to women's suffrage movements of the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries (mainly concerned with women's right to vote). 
The second wave refers to the ideas and actions associated with the women's 
liberation movement beginning in the 1960s (which campaigned for legal and 
social rights for women). The third wave refers to a continuation of, and a 
reaction to the perceived failures of, second-wave feminism, beginning in the 
1990s. 

 

First wave 

First-wave feminism refers to an extended period of feminist activity during the 
nineteenth century and early twentieth century in the United Kingdom and the 
United States. Originally it focused on the promotion of equal contract and 
property rights for women and the opposition to chattel marriage and 
ownership of married women (and their children) by their husbands. However, 
by the end of the nineteenth century, activism focused primarily on gaining 
political power, particularly the right of women's suffrage. Yet, feminists such as 
Voltairine de Cleyre and Margaret Sanger were still active in campaigning for 
women's sexual, reproductive, and economic rights at this time. In 1854, 
Florence Nightingale established female nurses as adjuncts to the military. 

 

In Britain the Suffragettes and, possibly more effectively, the Suffragists 
campaigned for the women's vote. In 1918 the Representation of the People Act 
1918 was passed granting the vote to women over the age of 30 who owned 
houses. In 1928 this was extended to all women over twenty-one. In the United 
States, leaders of this movement included Lucretia Mott, Lucy Stone, Elizabeth 
Cady Stanton, and Susan B. Anthony, who each campaigned for the abolition of 
slavery prior to championing women's right to vote; all were strongly influenced 
by Quaker thought. American first-wave feminism involved a wide range of 
women. Some, such as Frances Willard, belonged to conservative Christian 



groups such as the Woman's Christian Temperance Union. Others, such as 
Matilda Joslyn Gage, were more radical, and expressed themselves within the 
National Woman Suffrage Association or individually. American first-wave 
feminism is considered to have ended with the passage of the Nineteenth 
Amendment to the United States Constitution (1919), granting women the right 
to vote in all states. 

 

The term first wave was coined retrospectively after the term second-wave 
feminism began to be used to describe a newer feminist movement that 
focused as much on fighting social and cultural inequalities as political 
inequalities. 

 

Second wave 

Second-wave feminism refers to the period of activity in the early 1960s and 
lasting through the late 1980s. The scholar Imelda Whelehan suggests that the 
second wave was a continuation of the earlier phase of feminism involving the 
suffragettes in the UK and USA. Second-wave feminism has continued to exist 
since that time and coexists with what is termed third-wave feminism. The 
scholar Estelle Freedman compares first and second-wave feminism saying that 
the first wave focused on rights such as suffrage, whereas the second wave was 
largely concerned with other issues of equality, such as ending discrimination. 

 

The feminist activist and author Carol Hanisch coined the slogan "The Personal 
is Political" which became synonymous with the second wave. Second-wave 
feminists saw women's cultural and political inequalities as inextricably linked 
and encouraged women to understand aspects of their personal lives as deeply 
politicized and as reflecting sexist power structures. 

 

Simone de Beauvoir and The Second Sex 

The French author and philosopher Simone de Beauvoir wrote novels; 
monographs on philosophy, politics, and social issues; essays; biographies; and 
an autobiography. She is now best known for her metaphysical novels, including 



She Came to Stay and The Mandarins, and for her treatise The Second Sex, a 
detailed analysis of women's oppression and a foundational tract of 
contemporary feminism. Written in 1949, its English translation was published 
in 1953. It sets out a feminist existentialism which prescribes a moral revolution. 
As an existentialist, she accepted Jean-Paul Sartre's precept existence precedes 
essence; hence "one is not born a woman, but becomes one." Her analysis 
focuses on the social construction of Woman as the Other. This de Beauvoir 
identifies as fundamental to women's oppression. She argues women have 
historically been considered deviant and abnormal and contends that even 
Mary Wollstonecraft considered men to be the ideal toward which women 
should aspire. De Beauvoir argues that for feminism to move forward, this 
attitude must be set aside. 

 

The Feminine Mystique 

Betty Friedan's The Feminine Mystique (1963) criticized the idea that women 
could only find fulfillment through childrearing and homemaking. According to 
Friedan's obituary in the The New York Times, The Feminine Mystique “ignited 
the contemporary women's movement in 1963 and as a result permanently 
transformed the social fabric of the United States and countries around the 
world” and “is widely regarded as one of the most influential nonfiction books 
of the 20th century.” In the book Friedan hypothesizes that women are victims 
of a false belief system that requires them to find identity and meaning in their 
lives through their husbands and children. Such a system causes women to 
completely lose their identity in that of their family. Friedan specifically locates 
this system among post-World War II middle-class suburban communities. At 
the same time, America's post-war economic boom had led to the development 
of new technologies that were supposed to make household work less difficult, 
but that often had the result of making women's work less meaningful and 
valuable. 

 

Women's Liberation in the USA 

The phrase "Women’s Liberation" was first used in the United States in 1964 
and first appeared in print in 1966. By 1968, although the term Women’s 
Liberation Front appeared in the magazine Ramparts, it was starting to refer to 



the whole women’s movement. Bra-burning also became associated with the 
movement, though the actual prevalence of bra-burning is debatable. One of 
the most vocal critics of the women's liberation movement has been the African 
American feminist and intellectual Gloria Jean Watkins (who uses the 
pseudonym "bell hooks") who argues that this movement glossed over race and 
class and thus failed to address "the issues that divided women." She 
highlighted the lack of minority voices in the women's movement in her book 
Feminist theory from margin to center (1984). 

 

Third wave 

Third-wave feminism began in the early 1990s, arising as a response to 
perceived failures of the second wave and also as a response to the backlash 
against initiatives and movements created by the second wave. Third-wave 
feminism seeks to challenge or avoid what it deems the second wave's 
essentialist definitions of femininity, which (according to them) over-emphasize 
the experiences of upper middle-class white women. 

 

A post-structuralist interpretation of gender and sexuality is central to much of 
the third wave's ideology. Third-wave feminists often focus on "micro-politics" 
and challenge the second wave's paradigm as to what is, or is not, good for 
females. The third wave has its origins in the mid-1980s. Feminist leaders rooted 
in the second wave like Gloria Anzaldua, bell hooks, Chela Sandoval, Cherrie 
Moraga, Audre Lorde, Maxine Hong Kingston, and many other black feminists, 
sought to negotiate a space within feminist thought for consideration of race-
related subjectivities. 

 

Third-wave feminism also contains internal debates between difference 
feminists such as the psychologist Carol Gilligan (who believes that there are 
important differences between the sexes) and those who believe that there are 
no inherent differences between the sexes and contend that gender roles are 
due to social conditioning. 

 



Post-feminism 

Post-feminism describes a range of viewpoints reacting to feminism. While not 
being "anti-feminist," post-feminists believe that women have achieved second 
wave goals while being critical of third wave feminist goals. The term was first 
used in the 1980s to describe a backlash against second-wave feminism. It is 
now a label for a wide range of theories that take critical approaches to 
previous feminist discourses and includes challenges to the second wave's ideas. 
Other post-feminists say that feminism is no longer relevant to today's society. 
Amelia Jones wrote that the post-feminist texts which emerged in the 1980s 
and 1990s portrayed second-wave feminism as a monolithic entity and criticized 
it using generalizations. 

 

One of the earliest uses of the term was in Susan Bolotin's 1982 article "Voices 
of the Post-Feminist Generation," published in New York Times Magazine. This 
article was based on a number of interviews with women who largely agreed 
with the goals of feminism, but did not identify as feminists. 

 

Some contemporary feminists, such as Katha Pollitt or Nadine Strossen, 
consider feminism to hold simply that "women are people". Views that separate 
the sexes rather than unite them are considered by these writers to be sexist 
rather than feminist'.' 

 

In her book Backlash: The Undeclared War Against American Women, Susan 
Faludi argues that a backlash against second wave feminism in the 1980s has 
successfully re-defined feminism through its terms. She argues that it 
constructed the women's liberation movement as the source of many of the 
problems alleged to be plaguing women in the late 1980s. She also argues that 
many of these problems are illusory, constructed by the media without reliable 
evidence. According to her, this type of backlash is a historical trend, recurring 
when it appears that women have made substantial gains in their efforts to 
obtain equal rights. 

 



Angela McRobbie argues that adding the prefix post to feminism undermines 
the strides that feminism has made in achieving equality for everyone, including 
women. Post-feminism gives the impression that equality has been achieved 
and that feminists can now focus on something else entirely. McRobbie believes 
that post-feminism is most clearly seen on so-called feminist media products, 
such as Bridget Jones's Diary, Sex and the City, and Ally McBeal. Female 
characters like Bridget Jones and Carrie Bradshaw claim to be liberated and 
clearly enjoy their sexuality, but what they are constantly searching for is the 
one man who will make everything worthwhile. 

 

French feminism 

French feminism refers to a branch of feminist thought from a group of 
feminists in France from the 1970s to the 1990s. French feminism, compared to 
Anglophone feminism, is distinguished by an approach which is more 
philosophical and literary. Its writings tend to be effusive and metaphorical, 
being less concerned with political doctrine and generally focused on theories of 
"the body." The term includes writers who are not French, but who have 
worked substantially in France and the French tradition such as Julia Kristeva 
and Bracha Ettinger. 

 

In the 1970s French feminists approached feminism with the concept of ecriture 
feminine, which translates as female, or feminine writing. Helene Cixous argues 
that writing and philosophy are phallocentric and along with other French 
feminists such as Luce Irigaray emphasizes "writing from the body" as a 
subversive exercise. The work of the feminist psychoanalyst and philosopher, 
Julia Kristeva, has influenced feminist theory in general and feminist literary 
criticism in particular. From the 1980s onwards the work of artist and 
psychoanalyst Bracha Ettinger has influenced literary criticism, art history and 
film theory. However, as the scholar Elizabeth Wright pointed out, "none of 
these French feminists align themselves with the feminist movement as it 
appeared in the Anglophone world. 

 

Theoretical schools 



Feminist theory is an extension of feminism into theoretical or philosophical 
fields. It encompasses work in a variety of disciplines, including anthropology, 
sociology, economics, women's studies, literary criticism, art history, 
psychoanalysis and philosophy. Feminist theory aims to understand gender 
inequality and focuses on gender politics, power relations and sexuality. While 
providing a critique of these social and political relations, much of feminist 
theory focuses on the promotion of women's rights and interests. Themes 
explored in feminist theory include discrimination, stereotyping, objectification 
(especially sexual objectification), oppression and patriarchy. 

 

The American literary critic and feminist Elaine Showalter describes the phased 
development of feminist theory. The first she calls "feminist critique," in which 
the feminist reader examines the ideologies behind literary phenomena. The 
second Showalter calls "gynocriticism," in which the "woman is producer of 
textual meaning" including "the psychodynamics of female creativity; linguistics 
and the problem of a female language; the trajectory of the individual or 
collective female literary career and literary history." The last phase she calls 
"gender theory," in which the "ideological inscription and the literary effects of 
the sex/gender system" are explored. The scholar Toril Moi criticized this 
model, seeing it as an essentialist and deterministic model for female 
subjectivity that fails to account for the situation of women outside the West. 

 

Movements and ideologies 

Several submovements of feminist ideology have developed over the years; 
some of the major subtypes are listed below. These movements often overlap, 
and some feminists identify themselves with several types of feminist thought. 

 

Anarcha 

Anarcha-feminism (also called anarchist feminism and anarcho-feminism) 
combines anarchism with feminism. It generally views patriarchy as a 
manifestation of involuntary hierarchy. Anarcha-feminists believe that the 
struggle against patriarchy is an essential part of class struggle, and the 
anarchist struggle against the State. In essence, the philosophy sees anarchist 



struggle as a necessary component of feminist struggle and vice-versa. As L. 
Susan Brown puts it, "as anarchism is a political philosophy that opposes all 
relationships of power, it is inherently feminist". 

 

Important historic anarcha-feminists include Emma Goldman, Federica 
Montseny, Voltairine de Cleyre and Lucy Parsons. In the Spanish Civil War, an 
anarcha-feminist group, Mujeres Libres ("Free Women") linked to the 
Federacion Anarquista Iberica, organized to defend both anarchist and feminist 
ideas. 

 

Contemporary anarcha-feminist writers/theorists include Germaine Greer, L. 
Susan Brown and the eco-feminist Starhawk. Contemporary anarcha-feminist 
groups include Bolivia's Mujeres Creando, Radical Cheerleaders, the Spanish 
anarcha-feminist squat La Eskalera Karakola, and the annual La Rivolta! 
conference in Boston. 

 

Socialist and Marxist 

Socialist feminism connects the oppression of women to Marxist ideas about 
exploitation, oppression and labor. Socialist feminists think unequal standing in 
both the workplace and the domestic sphere holds women down.[59] Socialist 
feminists see prostitution, domestic work, childcare and marriage as ways in 
which women are exploited by a patriarchal system that devalues women and 
the substantial work they do. Socialist feminists focus their energies on broad 
change that affects society as a whole, rather than on an individual basis. They 
see the need to work alongside not just men, but all other groups, as they see 
the oppression of women as a part of a larger pattern that affects everyone 
involved in the capitalist system. 

 

Marx felt when class oppression was overcome, gender oppression would 
vanish as well. According to some socialist feminists, this view of gender 
oppression as a sub-class of class oppression is naive and much of the work of 
socialist feminists has gone towards separating gender phenomena from class 



phenomena. Some contributors to socialist feminism have criticized these 
traditional Marxist ideas for being largely silent on gender oppression except to 
subsume it underneath broader class oppression. Other socialist feminists, 
many of whom belong to Radical Women and the Freedom Socialist Party, two 
long-lived American organizations, point to the classic Marxist writings of 
Frederick Engels and August Bebel as a powerful explanation of the link 
between gender oppression and class exploitation. 

 

In the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century both Clara Zetkin and 
Eleanor Marx were against the demonization of men and supported a 
proletarian revolution that would overcome as many male-female inequalities 
as possible. As their movement already had the most radical demands of 
women's equality, most Marxist leaders, including Clara Zetkin and Alexandra 
Kollontai, counterposed Marxism against feminism, rather than trying to 
combine them. 

 

Radical 

Radical feminism considers the male controlled capitalist hierarchy, which it 
describes as sexist, as the defining feature of women’s oppression. Radical 
feminists believe that women can free themselves only when they have done 
away with what they consider an inherently oppressive and dominating 
patriarchal system. Radical feminists feel that there is a male-based authority 
and power structure and that it is responsible for oppression and inequality, 
and that as long as the system and its values are in place, society will not be 
able to be reformed in any significant way. Some radical feminists see no 
alternatives other than the total uprooting and reconstruction of society in 
order to achieve their goals. 

 

Over time a number of sub-types of Radical feminism have emerged, such as 
Cultural feminism, Separatist feminism and Anti-pornography feminism. 
Cultural feminism is the ideology of a "female nature" or "female essence" that 
attempts to revalidate what they consider undervalued female attributes. It 
emphasizes the difference between women and men but considers that 



difference to be psychological, and to be culturally constructed rather than 
biologically innate. Its critics assert that because it is based on an essentialist 
view of the differences between women and men and advocates independence 
and institution building, it has led feminists to retreat from politics to “life-
style” Once such critic, Alice Echols (a feminist historian and cultural theorist), 
credits Redstockings member Brooke Williams with introducing the term 
cultural feminism in 1975 to describe the depoliticisation of radical feminism. 

 

Separatist feminism is a form of radical feminism that does not support 
heterosexual relationships. Its proponents argue that the sexual disparities 
between men and women are unresolvable. Separatist feminists generally do 
not feel that men can make positive contributions to the feminist movement 
and that even well-intentioned men replicate patriarchal dynamics. Author 
Marilyn Frye describes separatist feminism as "separation of various sorts or 
modes from men and from institutions, relationships, roles and activities that 
are male-defined, male-dominated, and operating for the benefit of males and 
the maintenance of male privilege – this separation being initiated or 
maintained, at will, by women". 

 

Liberal 

Liberal feminism asserts the equality of men and women through political and 
legal reform. It is an individualistic form of feminism, which focuses on women’s 
ability to show and maintain their equality through their own actions and 
choices. Liberal feminism uses the personal interactions between men and 
women as the place from which to transform society. According to liberal 
feminists, all women are capable of asserting their ability to achieve equality, 
therefore it is possible for change to happen without altering the structure of 
society. Issues important to liberal feminists include reproductive and abortion 
rights, sexual harassment, voting, education, "equal pay for equal work", 
affordable childcare, affordable health care, and bringing to light the frequency 
of sexual and domestic violence against women. 

 

Black 



Black feminism argues that sexism, class oppression, and racism are inextricably 
bound together. Forms of feminism that strive to overcome sexism and class 
oppression but ignore race can discriminate against many people, including 
women, through racial bias. The Combahee River Collective argued in 1974 that 
the liberation of black women entails freedom for all people, since it would 
require the end of racism, sexism, and class oppression. One of the theories that 
evolved out of this movement was Alice Walker's Womanism. It emerged after 
the early feminist movements that were led specifically by white women who 
advocated social changes such as woman’s suffrage. These movements were 
largely white middle-class movements and had generally ignored oppression 
based on racism and classism. Alice Walker and other Womanists pointed out 
that black women experienced a different and more intense kind of oppression 
from that of white women. 

 

Angela Davis was one of the first people who articulated an argument centered 
around the intersection of race, gender, and class in her book, Women, Race, 
and Class. Kimberle Crenshaw, a prominent feminist law theorist, gave the idea 
the name Intersectionality while discussing identity politics in her essay, 
"Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics and Violence Against 
Women of Color". 

 

Postcolonial and third-world 

Postcolonial feminists argue that oppression relating to the colonial experience, 
particularly racial, class, and ethnic oppression, has marginalized women in 
postcolonial societies. They challenge the assumption that gender oppression is 
the primary force of patriarchy. Postcolonial feminists object to portrayals of 
women of non-Western societies as passive and voiceless victims and the 
portrayal of Western women as modern, educated and empowered. 

 

Postcolonial feminism emerged from the gendered history of colonialism: 
colonial powers often imposed Western norms on colonized regions. In the 
1940s and 1950s, after the formation of the United Nations, former colonies 
were monitored by the West for what was considered "social progress". The 



status of women in the developing world has been monitored by organizations 
such as the United Nations and as a result traditional practices and roles taken 
up by women—sometimes seen as distasteful by Western standards—could be 
considered a form of rebellion against colonial oppression. Postcolonial 
feminists today struggle to fight gender oppression within their own cultural 
models of society rather than through those imposed by the Western colonizers. 

 

Postcolonial feminism is critical of Western forms of feminism, notably radical 
feminism and liberal feminism and their universalization of female experience. 
Postcolonial feminists argue that cultures impacted by colonialism are often 
vastly different and should be treated as such. Colonial oppression may result in 
the glorification of pre-colonial culture, which, in cultures with traditions of 
power stratification along gender lines, could mean the acceptance of, or refusal 
to deal with, inherent issues of gender inequality. Postcolonial feminists can be 
described as feminists who have reacted against both universalizing tendencies 
in Western feminist thought and a lack of attention to gender issues in 
mainstream postcolonial thought. 

 

Third-world feminism has been described as a group of feminist theories 
developed by feminists who acquired their views and took part in feminist 
politics in so-called third-world countries. Although women from the third world 
have been engaged in the feminist movement, Chandra Talpade Mohanty and 
Sarojini Sahoo criticize Western feminism on the grounds that it is ethnocentric 
and does not take into account the unique experiences of women from third-
world countries or the existence of feminisms indigenous to third-world 
countries. According to Chandra Talpade Mohanty, women in the third world 
feel that Western feminism bases its understanding of women on "internal 
racism, classism and homophobia". This discourse is strongly related to African 
feminism and postcolonial feminism. Its development is also associated with 
concepts such as black feminism, womanism, "Africana womanism", 
"motherism", "Stiwanism", "negofeminism", chicana feminism, and "femalism". 

 

Multiracial 



Multiracial feminism (also known as “women of color” feminism) offers a 
standpoint theory and analysis of the lives and experiences of women of color. 
The theory emerged in the 1990s and was developed by Dr. Maxine Baca Zinn, a 
Chicana feminist and Dr. Bonnie Thornton Dill, a sociology expert on African 
American women and family. 

 

Libertarian 

According to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, "Classical liberal or 
libertarian feminism conceives of freedom as freedom from coercive 
interference. It holds that women, as well as men, have a right to such freedom 
due to their status as self-owners." 

 

There are several categories under the theory of libertarian feminism, or kinds 
of feminism that are linked to libertarian ideologies. Anarcha-feminism (also 
called anarchist feminism or anarcho-feminism) combines feminist and 
anarchist beliefs, embodying classical libertarianism rather than contemporary 
conservative libertarianism. Anarcha-feminists view patriarchy as a 
manifestation of hierarchy, believing that the fight against patriarchy is an 
essential part of the class struggle and the anarchist struggle against the state. 
Anarcha-feminists such as Susan Brown see the anarchist struggle as a necessary 
component of the feminist struggle. In Brown's words, "anarchism is a political 
philosophy that opposes all relationships of power, it is inherently feminist". 
Recently, Wendy McElroy has defined a position (which she labels "ifeminism" 
or "individualist feminism") that combines feminism with anarcho-capitalism or 
contemporary conservative libertarianism, arguing that a pro-capitalist, anti-
state position is compatible with an emphasis on equal rights and 
empowerment for women. Individualist anarchist-feminism has grown from the 
US-based individualist anarchism movement. 

 

Individualist feminism is typically defined as a feminism in opposition to what 
writers such as Wendy McElroy and Christina Hoff Sommers term, political or 
gender feminism. However, there are some differences within the discussion of 
individualist feminism. While some individualist feminists like McElroy oppose 



government interference into the choices women make with their bodies 
because such interference creates a coercive hierarchy (such as patriarchy), 
other feminists such as Christina Hoff Sommers hold that feminism's political 
role is simply to ensure that everyone's, including women's, right against 
coercive interference is respected. Sommers is described as a "socially 
conservative equity feminist" by the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 
Critics have called her an anti-feminist. 

 

Standpoint 

Since the 1980s, standpoint feminists have argued that feminism should 
examine how women's experience of inequality relates to that of racism, 
homophobia, classism and colonization. In the late 1980s and 1990s 
postmodern feminists argued that gender roles are socially constructed, and 
that it is impossible to generalize women's experiences across cultures and 
histories. 

 

Post-structural and postmodern 

Post-structural feminism, also referred to as French feminism, uses the insights 
of various epistemological movements, including psychoanalysis, linguistics, 
political theory (Marxist and post-Marxist theory), race theory, literary theory, 
and other intellectual currents for feminist concerns. Many post-structural 
feminists maintain that difference is one of the most powerful tools that 
females possess in their struggle with patriarchal domination, and that to 
equate the feminist movement only with equality is to deny women a plethora 
of options because equality is still defined from the masculine or patriarchal 
perspective. 

 

Postmodern feminism is an approach to feminist theory that incorporates 
postmodern and post-structuralist theory. The largest departure from other 
branches of feminism is the argument that gender is constructed through 
language. The most notable proponent of this argument is Judith Butler. In her 
1990 book, Gender Trouble, she draws on and critiques the work of Simone de 
Beauvoir, Michel Foucault and Jacques Lacan. Butler criticizes the distinction 



drawn by previous feminisms between biological sex and socially constructed 
gender. She says that this does not allow for a sufficient criticism of 
essentialism. For Butler "woman" is a debatable category, complicated by class, 
ethnicity, sexuality, and other facets of identity. She states that gender is 
performative. This argument leads to the conclusion that there is no single 
cause for women's subordination and no single approach towards dealing with 
the issue. 

 

In A Cyborg Manifesto Donna Haraway criticizes traditional notions of feminism, 
particularly its emphasis on identity, rather than affinity. She uses the metaphor 
of a cyborg in order to construct a postmodern feminism that moves beyond 
dualisms and the limitations of traditional gender, feminism, and politics. 
Haraway's cyborg is an attempt to break away from Oedipal narratives and 
Christian origin-myths like Genesis. She writes: "The cyborg does not dream of 
community on the model of the organic family, this time without the oedipal 
project. The cyborg would not recognize the Garden of Eden; it is not made of 
mud and cannot dream of returning to dust." 

 

A major branch in postmodern feminist thought has emerged from the 
contemporary psychoanalytic French feminism. Other postmodern feminist 
works highlight stereotypical gender roles, only to portray them as parodies of 
the original beliefs. The history of feminism is not important in these writings - 
only what is going to be done about it. The history is dismissed and used to 
depict how ridiculous past beliefs were. Modern feminist theory has been 
extensively criticized as being predominantly, though not exclusively, associated 
with Western middle class academia. Mary Joe Frug, a postmodernist feminist, 
criticized mainstream feminism as being too narrowly focused and inattentive 
to related issues of race and class. 

 

Environmental 

Ecofeminism links ecology with feminism. Ecofeminists see the domination of 
women as stemming from the same ideologies that bring about the domination 
of the environment. Patriarchal systems, where men own and control the land, 



are seen as responsible for the oppression of women and destruction of the 
natural environment. Ecofeminists argue that the men in power control the 
land, and therefore they are able to exploit it for their own profit and success. 
Ecofeminists argue that in this situation, women are exploited by men in power 
for their own profit, success, and pleasure. Ecofeminists argue that women and 
the environment are both exploited as passive pawns in the race to domination. 
Ecofeminists argue that those people in power are able to take advantage of 
them distinctly because they are seen as passive and rather helpless. 
Ecofeminism connects the exploitation and domination of women with that of 
the environment. As a way of repairing social and ecological injustices, 
ecofeminists feel that women must work towards creating a healthy 
environment and ending the destruction of the lands that most women rely on 
to provide for their families. 

 

Ecofeminism argues that there is a connection between women and nature that 
comes from their shared history of oppression by a patriarchal Western society. 
Vandana Shiva claims that women have a special connection to the 
environment through their daily interactions with it that has been ignored. She 
says that "women in subsistence economies, producing and reproducing wealth 
in partnership with nature, have been experts in their own right of holistic and 
ecological knowledge of nature’s processes. But these alternative modes of 
knowing, which are oriented to the social benefits and sustenance needs are not 
recognized by the capitalist reductionist paradigm, because it fails to perceive 
the interconnectedness of nature, or the connection of women’s lives, work and 
knowledge with the creation of wealth.” 

 

However, feminist and social ecologist Janet Biehl has criticized ecofeminism for 
focusing too much on a mystical connection between women and nature and 
not enough on the actual conditions of women. 

 

Society 

The feminist movement has effected change in Western society, including 
women's suffrage; greater access to education; more nearly equitable pay with 



men; the right to initiate divorce proceedings and "no fault" divorce; and the 
right of women to make individual decisions regarding pregnancy (including 
access to contraceptives and abortion); as well as the right to own property. 

 

Civil rights 

From the 1960s on the women's liberation movement campaigned for women's 
rights, including the same pay as men, equal rights in law, and the freedom to 
plan their families. Their efforts were met with mixed results. Issues commonly 
associated with notions of women's rights include, though are not limited to: 
the right to bodily integrity and autonomy; to vote (universal suffrage); to hold 
public office; to work; to fair wages or equal pay; to own property; to education; 
to serve in the military; to enter into legal contracts; and to have marital, 
parental and religious rights. 

 

In the UK a public groundswell of opinion in favour of legal equality gained pace, 
partly through the extensive employment of women in men's traditional roles 
during both world wars. By the 1960s the legislative process was being readied, 
tracing through MP Willie Hamilton's select committee report, his Equal Pay for 
Equal Work Bill, the creation of a Sex Discrimination Board, Lady Sear's draft sex 
anti-discrimination bill, a government Green Paper of 1973, until 1975 when the 
first British Sex Discrimination Act, an Equal Pay Act, and an Equal Opportunities 
Commission came into force. With encouragement from the UK government, 
the other countries of the EEC soon followed suit with an agreement to ensure 
that discrimination laws would be phased out across the European Community. 

 

In the USA, the US National Organization for Women (NOW) was created in 
1966 with the purpose of bringing about equality for all women. NOW was one 
important group that fought for the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA). This 
amendment stated that “equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or 
abridged by the United States or any state on account of sex.” But there was 
disagreement on how the proposed amendment would be understood. 
Supporters believed it would guarantee women equal treatment. But critics 
feared it might deny women the right be financially supported by their 



husbands. The amendment died in 1982 because not enough states had ratified 
it. ERAs have been included in subsequent Congresses, but have still failed to be 
ratified. 

 

In the final three decades of the 20th century, Western women knew a new 
freedom through birth control, which enabled women to plan their adult lives, 
often making way for both career and family. The movement had been started 
in the 1910s by US pioneering social reformer Margaret Sanger and in the UK 
and internationally by Marie Stopes. 

 

The United Nations Human Development Report 2004 estimated that when 
both paid employment and unpaid household tasks are accounted for, on 
average women work more than men. In rural areas of selected developing 
countries women performed an average of 20% more work than men, or an 
additional 102 minutes per day. In the OECD countries surveyed, on average 
women performed 5% more work than men, or 20 minutes per day. At the UN's 
Pan Pacific Southeast Asia Women's Association 21st International Conference 
in 2001 it was stated that "in the world as a whole, women comprise 51% of the 
population, do 66% of the work, receive 10% of the income and own less than 
one percent of the property". 

 

CEDAW 

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW) is an international convention adopted by the United Nations 
General Assembly. Described as an international bill of rights for women, it 
came into force on 3 September 1981. Several countries have ratified the 
Convention subject to certain declarations, reservations and objections. Iran, 
Sudan, Somalia, Qatar, Nauru, Palau, Tonga and the United States have not 
ratified CEDAW. Expecting a U.S. Senate vote, NOW has encouraged President 
Obama to remove U.S. reservations and objections added in 2002 before the 
vote. 

 



Language 

Gender-neutral language is a description of language usages which are aimed at 
minimizing assumptions regarding the biological sex of human referents. The 
advocacy of gender-neutral language reflects, at least, two different agendas: 
one aims to clarify the inclusion of both sexes or genders (gender-inclusive 
language); the other proposes that gender, as a category, is rarely worth 
marking in language (gender-neutral language). Gender-neutral language is 
sometimes described as non-sexist language by advocates and politically-correct 
language by opponents. 

 

Heterosexual relationships 

The increased entry of women into the workplace beginning in the twentieth 
century has affected gender roles and the division of labor within households. 
Sociologist Arlie Russell Hochschild in The Second Shift and The Time Bind 
presents evidence that in two-career couples, men and women, on average, 
spend about equal amounts of time working, but women still spend more time 
on housework. Feminist writer Cathy Young responds to Hochschild's assertions 
by arguing that in some cases, women may prevent the equal participation of 
men in housework and parenting. 

 

Feminist criticisms of men's contributions to child care and domestic labor in the 
Western middle class are typically centered around the idea that it is unfair for 
women to be expected to perform more than half of a household's domestic 
work and child care when both members of the relationship also work outside 
the home. Several studies provide statistical evidence that the financial income 
of married men does not affect their rate of attending to household duties. 

 

In Dubious Conceptions, Kristin Luker discusses the effect of feminism on 
teenage women's choices to bear children, both in and out of wedlock. She says 
that as childbearing out of wedlock has become more socially acceptable, young 
women, especially poor young women, while not bearing children at a higher 
rate than in the 1950s, now see less of a reason to get married before having a 
child. Her explanation for this is that the economic prospects for poor men are 



slim, hence poor women have a low chance of finding a husband who will be 
able to provide reliable financial support. 

 

Although research suggests that to an extent, both women and men perceive 
feminism to be in conflict with romance, studies of undergraduates and older 
adults have shown that feminism has positive impacts on relationship health for 
women and sexual satisfaction for men, and found no support for negative 
stereotypes of feminists. 

 

Religion 

Feminist theology is a movement that reconsiders the traditions, practices, 
scriptures, and theologies of religions from a feminist perspective. Some of the 
goals of feminist theology include increasing the role of women among the 
clergy and religious authorities, reinterpreting male-dominated imagery and 
language about God, determining women's place in relation to career and 
motherhood, and studying images of women in the religion's sacred texts. 

 

Christian feminism is a branch of feminist theology which seeks to interpret and 
understand Christianity in light of the equality of women and men. Because this 
equality has been historically ignored, Christian feminists believe their 
contributions are necessary for a complete understanding of Christianity. While 
there is no standard set of beliefs among Christian feminists, most agree that 
God does not discriminate on the basis of biologically-determined 
characteristics such as sex. Their major issues are the ordination of women, 
male dominance in Christian marriage, and claims of moral deficiency and 
inferiority of abilities of women compared to men. They also are concerned 
with the balance of parenting between mothers and fathers and the overall 
treatment of women in the church. 

 

Islamic feminism is concerned with the role of women in Islam and aims for the 
full equality of all Muslims, regardless of gender, in public and private life. 
Islamic feminists advocate women's rights, gender equality, and social justice 



grounded in an Islamic framework. Although rooted in Islam, the movement's 
pioneers have also utilized secular and Western feminist discourses and 
recognize the role of Islamic feminism as part of an integrated global feminist 
movement. Advocates of the movement seek to highlight the deeply rooted 
teachings of equality in the Quran and encourage a questioning of the 
patriarchal interpretation of Islamic teaching through the Quran, hadith (sayings 
of Muhammad), and sharia (law) towards the creation of a more equal and just 
society. 

 

Jewish feminism is a movement that seeks to improve the religious, legal, and 
social status of women within Judaism and to open up new opportunities for 
religious experience and leadership for Jewish women. Feminist movements, 
with varying approaches and successes, have opened up within all major 
branches of Judaism. In its modern form, the movement can be traced to the 
early 1970s in the United States. According to Judith Plaskow, who has focused 
on feminism in Reform Judaism, the main issues for early Jewish feminists in 
these movements were the exclusion from the all-male prayer group or minyan, 
the exemption from positive time-bound mitzvot, and women's inability to 
function as witnesses and to initiate divorce. 

 

The Dianic Wicca or Wiccan feminism is a female focused, Goddess-centered 
Wiccan sect; also known as a feminist religion that teaches witchcraft as every 
woman’s right. It is also one sect of the many practiced in Wicca. 

 

Theology 

Feminist theology is a movement found in several religions to reconsider the 
traditions, practices, scriptures, and theologies of those religions from a 
feminist perspective. Some of the goals of feminist theology include increasing 
the role of women among the clergy and religious authorities, reinterpreting 
male-dominated imagery and language about God, determining women's place 
in relation to career and motherhood, and studying images of women in the 
religion's sacred texts. In Wicca "the Goddess" is a deity of prime importance, 
along with her consort the Horned God. In the earliest Wiccan publications she 



is described as a tribal goddess of the witch community, neither omnipotent nor 
universal, and it was recognised that there was a greater "Prime Mover", 
although the witches did not concern themselves much with this being. 

 

Architecture 

Gender-based inquiries into and conceptualization of architecture have also 
come about in the past fifteen years or so. Piyush Mathur coined the term 
"archigenderic" in his 1998 article in the British journal Women's Writing. 
Claiming that "architectural planning has an inextricable link with the defining 
and regulation of gender roles, responsibilities, rights, and limitations," Mathur 
came up with that term "to explore...the meaning of 'architecture" in terms of 
gender" and "to explore the meaning of "gender" in terms of architecture" 

 

Culture 

Women's writing 

Women's writing came to exist as a separate category of scholarly interest 
relatively recently. In the West, second-wave feminism prompted a general 
reevaluation of women's historical contributions, and various academic sub-
disciplines, such as Women's history (or herstory) and women's writing, 
developed in response to the belief that women's lives and contributions have 
been underrepresented as areas of scholarly interest. Virginia Balisn et al. 
characterize the growth in interest since 1970 in women's writing as "powerful". 
Much of this early period of feminist literary scholarship was given over to the 
rediscovery and reclamation of texts written by women. Studies such as Dale 
Spender's Mothers of the Novel (1986) and Jane Spencer's The Rise of the 
Woman Novelist (1986) were ground-breaking in their insistence that women 
have always been writing. Commensurate with this growth in scholarly interest, 
various presses began the task of reissuing long-out-of-print texts. Virago Press 
began to publish its large list of nineteenth and early-twentieth-century novels 
in 1975 and became one of the first commercial presses to join in the project of 
reclamation. In the 1980s Pandora Press, responsible for publishing Spender's 
study, issued a companion line of eighteenth-century novels written by women. 
More recently, Broadview Press has begun to issue eighteenth- and nineteenth-



century works, many hitherto out of print and the University of Kentucky has a 
series of republications of early women's novels. There has been commensurate 
growth in the area of biographical dictionaries of women writers due to a 
perception, according to one editor, that "most of our women are not 
represented in the 'standard' reference books in the field". 

 

Another early pioneer of Feminist writing is Charlotte Perkins Gilman, whose 
most notable work was The Yellow Wallpaper. 

 

Science fiction 

In the 1960s the genre of science fiction combined its sensationalism with 
political and technological critiques of society. With the advent of feminism, 
questioning women’s roles became fair game to this "subversive, mind 
expanding genre". Two early texts are Ursula K. Le Guin's The Left Hand of 
Darkness (1969) and Joanna Russ' The Female Man (1970). They serve to 
highlight the socially constructed nature of gender roles by creating utopias that 
do away with gender. Both authors were also pioneers in feminist criticism of 
science fiction in the 1960s and 70s, in essays collected in The Language of the 
Night (Le Guin, 1979) and How To Suppress Women's Writing (Russ, 1983). 
Another major work of feminist science fiction has been Kindred by Octavia 
Butler. 

 

Riot grrrl movement 

Riot grrrl (or riot grrl) is an underground feminist punk movement that started 
in the 1990s and is often associated with third-wave feminism (it is sometimes 
seen as its starting point). It was Grounded in the DIY philosophy of punk 
values. Riot grrls took an anti-corporate stance of self-sufficiency and self-
reliance. Riot grrrl's emphasis on universal female identity and separatism often 
appears more closely allied with second-wave feminism than with the third 
wave. Riot grrrl bands often address issues such as rape, domestic abuse, 
sexuality, and female empowerment. Some bands associated with the 
movement are: Bikini Kill, Bratmobile, Excuse 17, Free Kitten, Heavens To Betsy, 
Huggy Bear, L7, and Team Dresch. In addition to a music scene, riot grrrl is also a 



subculture; zines, the DIY ethic, art, political action, and activism are part of the 
movement. Riot grrrls hold meetings, start chapters, and support and organize 
women in music. 

 

The riot grrrl movement sprang out of Olympia, Washington and Washington, 
D.C. in the early 1990s. It sought to give women the power to control their 
voices and artistic expressions. Riot grrrls took a growling double or triple r, 
placing it in the word girl as a way to take back the derogatory use of the term. 

 

The Riot Grrrl’s links to social and political issues are where the beginnings of 
third-wave feminism can be seen. The music and zine writings are strong 
examples of "cultural politics in action, with strong women giving voice to 
important social issues though an empowered, a female oriented community, 
many people link the emergence of the third-wave feminism to this time". The 
movement encouraged and made "adolescent girls’ standpoints central," 
allowing them to express themselves fully. 

 

Pornography 

The "Feminist Sex Wars" is a term for the acrimonious debates within the 
feminist movement in the late 1970s through the 1980s around the issues of 
feminism, sexuality, sexual representation, pornography, sadomasochism, the 
role of transwomen in the lesbian community, and other sexual issues. The 
debate pitted anti-pornography feminism against sex-positive feminism, and 
parts of the feminist movement were deeply divided by these debates. 

 

Anti-pornography movement 

Anti-pornography feminists, such as Catharine MacKinnon, Andrea Dworkin, 
Robin Morgan and Dorchen Leidholdt, put pornography at the center of a 
feminist explanation of women's oppression. 

 



Some feminists, such as Diana Russell, Andrea Dworkin, Catharine MacKinnon, 
Susan Brownmiller, Dorchen Leidholdt, Ariel Levy, and Robin Morgan, argue 
that pornography is degrading to women, and complicit in violence against 
women both in its production (where, they charge, abuse and exploitation of 
women performing in pornography is rampant) and in its consumption (where, 
they charge, pornography eroticizes the domination, humiliation, and coercion 
of women, and reinforces sexual and cultural attitudes that are complicit in rape 
and sexual harassment). 

 

Beginning in the late 1970s, anti-pornography radical feminists formed 
organizations such as Women Against Pornography that provided educational 
events, including slide-shows, speeches, and guided tours of the sex industry in 
Times Square, in order to raise awareness of the content of pornography and 
the sexual subculture in pornography shops and live sex shows. Andrea Dworkin 
and Robin Morgan began articulating a vehemently anti-porn stance based in 
radical feminism beginning in 1974, and anti-porn feminist groups, such as 
Women Against Pornography and similar organizations, became highly active in 
various US cities during the late 1970s. 

 

Sex-positive movement 

Sex-positive feminism is a movement that was formed in order to address issues 
of women's sexual pleasure, freedom of expression, sex work, and inclusive 
gender identities. Ellen Willis' 1981 essay, "Lust Horizons: Is the Women's 
Movement Pro-Sex?" is the origin of the term, "pro-sex feminism"; the more 
commonly-used variant, "sex positive feminism" arose soon after. 

 

Although some sex-positive feminists, such as Betty Dodson, were active in the 
early 1970s, much of sex-positive feminism largely began in the late 1970s and 
1980s as a response to the increasing emphasis in radical feminism on anti-
pornography activism. 

 



Sex-positive feminists are also strongly opposed to radical feminist calls for 
legislation against pornography, a strategy they decried as censorship, and 
something that could, they argued, be used by social conservatives to censor 
the sexual expression of women, gay people, and other sexual minorities. The 
initial period of intense debate and acrimony between sex-positive and anti-
pornography feminists during the early 1980s is often referred to as the 
Feminist Sex Wars. Other sex-positive feminists became involved not in 
opposition to other feminists, but in direct response to what they saw as 
patriarchal control of sexuality. 

 

Relationship to political movements 

Socialism 

Since the early twentieth century some feminists have allied with socialism. In 
1907 there was an International Conference of Socialist Women in Stuttgart 
where suffrage was described as a tool of class struggle. Clara Zetkin of the 
Social Democratic Party of Germany called for women's suffrage to build a 
"socialist order, the only one that allows for a radical solution to the women's 
question". 

 

In Britain, the women's movement was allied with the Labour party. In America, 
Betty Friedan emerged from a radical background to take command of the 
organized movement. Radical Women, founded in 1967 in Seattle is the oldest 
(and still active) socialist feminist organization in the U.S. During the Spanish 
Civil War, Dolores Ibarruri (La Pasionaria) led the Communist Party of Spain. 
Although she supported equal rights for women, she opposed women fighting 
on the front and clashed with the anarcho-feminist Mujeres Libres. 

 

Revolutions in Latin America brought changes in women's status in countries 
such as Nicaragua where Feminist ideology during the Sandinista Revolution 
was largely responsible for improvements in the quality of life for women but 
fell short of achieving a social and ideological change. 

 



Fascism 

Scholars have argued that Nazi Germany and the other fascist states of the 
1930s and 1940s illustrates the disastrous consequences for society of a state 
ideology that, in glorifying traditional images of women, becomes anti-feminist. 
In Germany after the rise of Nazism in 1933, there was a rapid dissolution of the 
political rights and economic opportunities that feminists had fought for during 
the prewar period and to some extent during the 1920s. In Franco's Spain, the 
right wing Catholic conservatives undid the work of feminists during the 
Republic. Fascist society was hierarchical with an emphasis and idealization of 
virility, with women maintaining a largely subordinate position to men. 

 

Scientific discourse 

Some feminists are critical of traditional scientific discourse, arguing that the 
field has historically been biased towards a masculine perspective. Evelyn Fox 
Keller argues that the rhetoric of science reflects a masculine perspective, and 
she questions the idea of scientific objectivity. 

 

Many feminist scholars rely on qualitative research methods that emphasize 
women’s subjective, individual experiences. According to communication 
scholars Thomas R. Lindlof and Bryan C. Taylor, incorporating a feminist 
approach to qualitative research involves treating research participants as 
equals who are just as much an authority as the researcher. Objectivity is 
eschewed in favor of open self-reflexivity and the agenda of helping women. 
Also part of the feminist research agenda is uncovering ways that power 
inequities are created and/or reinforced in society and/or in scientific and 
academic institutions. Lindlof and Taylor also explain that a feminist approach 
to research often involves nontraditional forms of presentation. 

 

Primatologist Sarah Blaffer Hrdy notes the prevalence of masculine-coined 
stereotypes and theories, such as the non-sexual female, despite "the 
accumulation of abundant openly available evidence contradicting it". Some 
natural and social scientists have examined feminist ideas using scientific 
methods. 



 

Biology of gender 

Modern feminist science challenges the biological essentialist view of gender, 
however it is increasingly interested in the study of biological sex differences 
and their effect on human behavior. For example, Anne Fausto-Sterling's book 
Myths of Gender explores the assumptions embodied in scientific research that 
purports to support a biologically essentialist view of gender. Her second book, 
Sexing the Body discussed the alleged possibility of more than two true 
biological sexes. This possibility only exists in yet-unknown extraterrestrial 
biospheres, as no ratios of true gametes to polar cells other than 4:0 and 1:3 
(male and female, respectively) are produced on Earth. However, in The Female 
Brain, Louann Brizendine argues that brain differences between the sexes are a 
biological reality with significant implications for sex-specific functional 
differences. Steven Rhoads' book Taking Sex Differences Seriously illustrates 
sex-dependent differences across a wide scope. 

 

Carol Tavris, in The Mismeasure of Woman, uses psychology and sociology to 
critique theories that use biological reductionism to explain differences 
between men and women. She argues rather than using evidence of innate 
gender difference there is an over-changing hypothesis to justify inequality and 
perpetuate stereotypes. 

 

Evolutionary biology 

Sarah Kember - drawing from numerous areas such as evolutionary biology, 
sociobiology, artificial intelligence, and cybernetics in development with a new 
evolutionism - discusses the biologization of technology. She notes how 
feminists and sociologists have become suspect of evolutionary psychology, 
particularly inasmuch as sociobiology is subjected to complexity in order to 
strengthen sexual difference as immutable through pre-existing cultural value 
judgments about human nature and natural selection. Where feminist theory is 
criticized for its "false beliefs about human nature," Kember then argues in 
conclusion that "feminism is in the interesting position of needing to do more 
biology and evolutionary theory in order not to simply oppose their renewed 



hegemony, but in order to understand the conditions that make this possible, 
and to have a say in the construction of new ideas and artefacts." 

 

Male reaction 

The relationship between men and feminism has been complex. Men have 
taken part in significant responses to feminism in each 'wave' of the movement. 
There have been positive and negative reactions and responses, depending on 
the individual man and the social context of the time. These responses have 
varied from pro-feminism to masculism to anti-feminism. In the twenty-first 
century new reactions to feminist ideologies have emerged including a 
generation of male scholars involved in gender studies, and also men's rights 
activists who promote male equality (including equal treatment in family, 
divorce and anti-discrimination law). Historically a number of men have 
engaged with feminism. Philosopher Jeremy Bentham demanded equal rights 
for women in the eighteenth century. In 1866, philosopher John Stuart Mill 
(author of "The Subjection of Women") presented a women’s petition to the 
British parliament; and supported an amendment to the 1867 Reform Bill. 
Others have lobbied and campaigned against feminism. Today, academics like 
Michael Flood, Michael Messner and Michael Kimmel are involved with men's 
studies and pro-feminism. 

 

A number of feminist writers maintain that identifying as a feminist is the 
strongest stand men can take in the struggle against sexism. They have argued 
that men should be allowed, or even be encouraged, to participate in the 
feminist movement. Other female feminists argue that men cannot be feminists 
simply because they are not women. They maintain that men are granted 
inherent privileges that prevent them from identifying with feminist struggles, 
thus making it impossible for them to identify with feminists. Fidelma Ashe has 
approached the issue of male feminism by arguing that traditional feminist 
views of male experience and of "men doing feminism" have been monolithic. 
She explores the multiple political discourses and practices of pro-feminist 
politics, and evaluates each strand through an interrogation based upon its 
effect on feminist politics. 

 



A more recent examination of the subject is presented by author and academic 
Shira Tarrant. In Men and Feminism (Seal Press, May 2009), the California State 
University, Long Beach professor highlights critical debates about masculinity 
and gender, the history of men in feminism, and men’s roles in preventing 
violence and sexual assault. Through critical analysis and first-person stories by 
feminist men, Tarrant addresses the question of why men should care about 
feminism in the first place and lays the foundation for a larger discussion about 
feminism as an all-encompassing, human issue. 

 

Tarrant touches on similar topics in Men Speak Out: Views on Gender, Sex, and 
Power (Routledge, 2007). 

 

Pro-feminism 

Pro-feminism is the support of feminism without implying that the supporter is 
a member of the feminist movement. The term is most often used in reference 
to men who are actively supportive of feminism and of efforts to bring about 
gender equality. The activities of pro-feminist men's groups include anti-
violence work with boys and young men in schools, offering sexual harassment 
workshops in workplaces, running community education campaigns, and 
counseling male perpetrators of violence. Pro-feminist men also are involved in 
men's health, activism against pornography including anti-pornography 
legislation, men's studies, and the development of gender equity curricula in 
schools. This work is sometimes in collaboration with feminists and women's 
services, such as domestic violence and rape crisis centers. Some activists of 
both genders will not refer to men as "feminists" at all, and will refer to all pro-
feminist men as "pro-feminists". 

 

Anti-feminism 

Anti-feminism is opposition to feminism in some or all of its forms. Writers such 
as Camille Paglia, Christina Hoff Sommers, Jean Bethke Elshtain and Elizabeth 
Fox-Genovese have been labeled "anti-feminists" by feminists. Daphne Patai 
and Noretta Koertge argue that in this way the term "anti-feminist" is used to 
silence academic debate about feminism. Paul Nathanson and Katherine K. 



Young's books Spreading Misandry and Legalizing Misandry explore what they 
argue is feminist-inspired misandry. Christina Hoff-Sommers argues feminist 
misandry leads directly to misogyny by what she calls "establishment feminists" 
against (the majority of) women who love men in Who Stole Feminism: How 
Women Have Betrayed Women. Marriage rights advocates criticize feminists 
like Sheila Cronan who take the view that marriage constitutes slavery for 
women, and that freedom for women cannot be won without the abolition of 
marriage. 

 

 

Feminist Theory 

       Feminist theory encompasses a range of ideas, reflecting the diversity of 
women worldwide. Feminism counters traditional philosophy with new ways of 
addressing issues affecting humanity, calling for the replacement of the 
presiding patriarchal order with a system that emphasizes equal rights, justice, 
and fairness. Liberal feminists cite women's oppression as rooted in social, 
political, and legal constraints. Radical libertarian feminists hold that the 
patriarchal system that oppresses women must be completely eliminated and 
that women should be free to exercise total sexual and reproductive freedom. 
Radical cultural feminists urge women to extricate themselves from the 
institution of compulsory heterosexuality. Marxist–socialist feminists claim it is 
impossible for anyone, especially women, to achieve true freedom in a class-
based society. Multicultural feminists explain how the idea of ‘sameness’ could 
counterintuitively be used as an instrument of oppression rather than 
liberation. Postmodern feminists challenge Western dualistic thinking. Global 
feminists stress the universal interests of women worldwide. Ecofeminists focus 
on the connection among humans to the nonhuman world. Feminist theory has 
impacted virtually all structures, systems, and disciplines, challenging traditional 
ontological and epistemological assumptions about human nature as well as 
‘maleness’ and ‘femaleness.’ Modern feminism, which began 200 years ago, has 
evolved in three waves. The first wave dealt with suffrage; the second centered 
on equal access; and the current wave is focusing on global equality. 

 

Serial Rape 



Feminist Theories 

Feminist theories view rape as a manifestation of core male patriarchal values 
and paternalism. Brownmiller (1975, p.6) asserted that rape is “a conscious 
process of intimidation by which all men keep all women in a state of fear.” In 
other terms, rape and the fear it incites is one of many ways some men exert 
control over women. Feminist theorists are interested in the societal attitudes 
and values that support rape and they derive their evidence from macro-level 
observations of legal and social systems. However, a problem with feminist 
theories is that they do not account for the fact that some offenders are 
oblivious to the harm they have caused their victim and may not actually 
consciously use rape to intimidate females. 

 

Feminist Theory and Women of Color 

             Feminist theory has been at the forefront of new directions in political, 
social, and cultural theory. These developments are inherently indebted to the 
internal critique within feminism made by ‘women of color’ who have been 
pivotal in raising questions of ‘difference’ around such social axes as class, 
racism, ethnicity, sexuality, and the problematic of global inequities. The 
critique consists of debates that emerged through political contestation both 
within and outside the women's movements, drawing attention to the 
centrality of slavery, colonialism, imperialism, and postcoloniality in 
understanding contemporary gender relations and global predicaments. 

 

Pornography 

       Explication of the radical feminist perspective 

           Within the feminist movement there are a variety of perspectives on the 
subject of pornography that will not be discussed here. Instead, only the radical 
feminist position will be discussed and whenever the term feminist is used it 
will refer to this position and it should be kept in mind that it is by no means 
representative of the feminist community generally. Feminists such as Andrea 
Dworkin and Catharine MacKinnon, who have often referred to themselves as 
‘radical feminists’, have been particularly outspoken on this subject and have 
challenged both the conservative and liberal perspectives. According to this 



feminist theory, concepts such as good and evil should not only be considered 
as culturally determined, but also human perception itself and knowledge are 
socially constructed and represent the interests of those ‘doing the 
construction’. Our perception of good and bad, of women, and the act of sex 
between men and women is a product of social relations. Feminists therefore 
challenge the belief in objectivity in analyses of relations between men and 
women, scientific research, conception of desirable versus undesirable sexual 
behavior, or of social relation generally. All of these are perceived to be shaped 
by cultural values and norms. 

 

             Radical feminists view social relations in terms of power dynamics. In our 
society, men hold considerable power over women. Sex, these feminists 
contend, is the primary means by which men exert power over women. Through 
this unequal distribution of power, men have been able to force their notions of 
appropriate sexual relations between men and women as well as shape how 
women perceive themselves. Men ‘possess’ and use women through the 
sexualization of intimate intrusion. Sexual access to women is a central feature 
of women’s definition of inferior and of feminine. According to this feminist 
perspective, pornography is a form of ‘hate literature’. It is visual and verbal 
intrusion, access, and possession of women by men. Because pornography plays 
a significant role in defining and hurting women, feminists argue that women 
should be able to claim damages resulting from pornography’s harmful effects. 

 

              The feminist theory is critical of both moralist and liberal theories. 
Moralists’ objections to pornography on the basis of its appeal to prurient 
interests differs radically from the feminists’ concern on pornography’s effects 
on women. Liberals’ concerns for freedom of speech fail to recognize that men 
are the ones who control political speech and that women are often left 
‘speechless’ due to lack of access to means of power. The liberal view that all 
forms of speech should go unregulated does not recognize that the power men 
have over women to define them in pornography has silenced women’s voices. 
As exemplified in the following quote, unlike the moralist and liberal theories, 
the feminist approach focuses on the effects of pornography on attitudes about 
women and various behaviors toward women, including but by no means 
limited to physical harms. 



 

Pornography is a systematic practice of exploitation and subordination based on 
sex that differentially harms women…. The bigotry and contempt pornography 
promotes, with the acts of aggression it fosters, diminish opportunities for 
equality of rights in employment, education, property, public accommodations, 
and public services…. (Dworkin and MacKinnon, 1988: 33). 

 

Gender and Feminist Studies 

 

2 The Devaluation of Roles and Qualities Associated with Women 

Much of feminist theory contests the claim that women are inferior to men. The 
liberal feminist tradition, discussed in Sect. 1, contests the claim that women 
are innately unqualified to fill well-rewarded public roles such as politician, 
soldier, scholar, manager, or worker. Liberal feminists point out that many 
women meet the qualifications for these positions, and many more could if 
provided with the same education and informal socialization men receive. Some 
thinkers, called radical or cultural feminists, make a different critique. (See 
Feminist Theory: Ecofeminist and Cultural Feminist; Feminist Theory: Radical 
Lesbian) In their view, the sexism in our society is not just a failure to give 
women the preparation to live up to the proper standards, or to judge fairly 
whether they meet these standards. Rather, they argue that the standards 
themselves are androcentric. They see sexist bias in our notions of what 
qualities people need to be in important positions, and the values determining 
which positions are rewarded most. In this view, what is seen as valuable has 
been socially constructed around what is seen as masculine. Examples of 
traditionally male characteristics highly valued in our culture include 
independence, abstract rationality, and repression of emotion. Contesting the 
valuation of these characteristics over traditionally female characteristics, these 
feminists ask why patriarchal and liberal views have elevated the spiritual or 
rational (which they associated with men) over the physical or emotional (which 
they associate with women)? (See Rationality and Feminist Thought) Where 
patriarchal views revere the bravery of risking one's life in hunting, sport, or 
war, the cultural feminist reveres nurturing for its preservation of life. Whereas 
patriarchal thinkers, classical liberals, and some Marxists have revered humans 



for their domination over nature, cultural feminism reveres harmony with 
nature. 

 

The traditionally female characteristics that cultural feminists believe our 
culture has undervalued include nurturing, nonviolence, emotional sensitivity to 
the feelings of others, unselfishness, kinship with rather than domination of 
nature, acceptance of our physical bodies, humility, flexibility rather than rigid 
adherence to abstract principles, and intuition of wholes. People have always 
benefited from women's practice of these skills and values, but this benefit is 
seldom acknowledged in patriarchal societies. Rather, these virtues have been 
seen as weakness, lack of proper individuation, or lack of rationality; and social 
roles that center on these virtues (such as mothering, paid child care, nursing, 
teaching) are not allocated high rewards. (Examples of feminist works with this 
theme are Held 1993, Keller 1986, Nelson 1996, Starhawk 1987, Tuana 1993.) 

 

When feminists argue for a valorization of women's traditional virtues and 
roles, this is often confused with advocating a return to traditional roles. If we 
see the value of the work that women have traditionally done as nurturers, this 
does not imply that women should stay at home and be full-time mothers. It 
implies that we should respect whoever does nurturing, men or women, 
encourage the development of these skills in all humans, and esteem and 
reward those who do the work of caring. Respecting traditionally female work is 
entirely consistent with this work being shared by men. If the culture values and 
rewards traditionally female characteristics, why would it make sense to teach 
these things only to girls or save these roles for women? The radical and cultural 
feminists argue that traditionally male values are inappropriate for human 
behavior by either men or women in either domestic or public roles, at least 
without greater balance from traditionally feminine values than currently 
obtains. 

 

Emotional connection and care are often involved in the activities traditionally 
assigned to women. By contrast, western thought has glorified a ‘separative 
self’ that is autonomous. Benhabib (1987) traces the ideal of separative 
autonomy through the liberal political philosophy of Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, 



and Kant. All presumed men to be separative and autonomous and presumed 
women would continue to rear children and provide emotional comfort and 
sexual satisfaction for men. But the value of women's work went unrecognized, 
as did the extent to which men were dependent upon women's work rather 
than autonomous. Such work was seen as ‘part of nature’ in a metaphysic that 
denigrated nature. These activities did not count as moral since only exercising 
autonomy in the public spheres counted as moral. This same bias in favor of 
individuation is seen in developmental psychology, according to Carol Gilligan 
(1982). She argued that Freud, Jung, Erikson, Piaget, and Kohlberg all viewed 
individuation as synonymous with maturation but viewed connection to others 
as developmentally regressive. They assumed women would do the emotional 
work of child rearing yet did not acknowledge learning the capacity for intimacy 
and nurture as part of maturation. This atomistic bias has also distorted 
neoclassical economics, according to many feminist thinkers (Ferber and Nelson 
1993). 

 

Paralleling the theoretical work showing a bias in western thought against 
qualities and activities associated with women, a body of empirical gender 
research has documented the low value and reward given to activities 
associated with women. One example is research associated with the policy 
issue known as comparable worth. (See Comparable Worth in Gender Studies.) 
Research in sociology, industrial psychology, and economics suggests that the 
sex composition of jobs exerts an effect on how much employers are willing to 
pay. If a job is filled largely by women, employers offer a lower wage. That is, 
after statistically controlling for job characteristics that affect pay, such as 
requirements for skill or difficult working conditions, researchers find that 
predominantly female jobs pay less than male jobs (England 1992). Thus, sexism 
affects earnings not only through keeping women out of high-paying jobs, but 
also through devaluing the jobs in which women are concentrated. 

 

Sociologists and economists have recently begun to study the part of the 
economy that involves caring for people. Jobs that entail face-to-face care giving 
are especially badly paid for their educational levels. Such jobs include 
childcare, teaching, counseling, and social work. When children are reared well, 
there are broad social benefits, including a lower crime rate, a more productive 



economy, better informed citizens, and better care for the next generation. 
Many of those who receive these benefits pay nothing to those who did the 
paid and unpaid work of raising children. This means that the private return that 
markets will provide for such work will be lower than what is consistent with 
the broad social return. This is one rationale for government to reward the work 
more generously, to ensure that enough of these services are supplied, and as a 
matter of equity. Without this state involvement, and the sort of cultural 
change that cultural feminists advocate, women are likely to leave care work as 
other opportunities open up, or those who remain in it will pay a high price (in 
foregone wages) for doing this work. Whether as mothers or as workers in care 
work, women bear a disproportionate share of the costs of rearing children 
(Folbre 1994). 

 

Many modern nations collectivize some of the costs of rearing children, through 
public financing of education and health care. Most European nations also 
provide cash family allowances to all families with children. The motivation for 
these programs was typically pronatalist rather than feminist, but they reduce 
the extent to which women bear the costs of privately rearing children, and in 
this sense are in women's interest. However, these subsidies to those caring for 
children are a relatively small part of the modern welfare state. Scholars 
studying gender and the welfare state have pointed out that many governments 
have developed two tiers to their benefits. A ‘masculine’ set of programs is 
geared to individuals who make claims as earned rights based on past 
employment. The ‘feminine’ programs support single mothers when a male 
breadwinner isn't present; the programs were seen to compensate for family 
failures. Underlying the two-tiered benefit system are gender norms that define 
the home as a female sphere and outside work as a male sphere. Men rely on 
social insurance schemes for retirement income, disability, and unemployment 
insurance, and women can make claims on these programs too when they are 
employed regularly or as wives or widows of earners. But single women with 
children are segregated into ‘female’ income-tested benefits, and these 
programs are more stigmatized and pay much less. (See Social Welfare Policies 
and Gender.) Women are expected to care for children, but this work does not 
provide as respected or rewarded an entitlement to state help in a time of need 
as a history of employment. More generally, feminists studying the state have 
argued that the seemingly gender-neutral notion of citizenship is in fact 



gendered; it has valorized men's typical activities such as worker and soldier, 
while failing to give rights and privileges for the parenting work that mothers 
do. 

 

Sexuality and Gender 

             Female Genital Mutilation; Feminist Theory: Psychoanalytic; Feminist 
Theory: Radical Lesbian; Gay, Lesbian, and Bisexual Youth; Gay/Lesbian 
Movements; Gender and Reproductive Health; Gender Differences in 
Personality and Social Behavior; Gender Ideology: Cross-cultural Aspects; 
Heterosexism and Homophobia; Lesbians: Historical Perspectives; Male 
Dominance; Masculinities and Femininities; Prostitution; Queer Theory; Rape 
and Sexual Coercion; Rationality and Feminist Thought; Regulation: Sexual 
Behavior; Sex Offenders, Clinical Psychology of; Sex-role Development and 
Education; Sex Therapy, Clinical Psychology of; Sexual Attitudes and Behavior; 
Sexual Behavior: Sociological Perspective; Sexual Harassment: Legal 
Perspectives; Sexual Harassment: Social and Psychological Issues; Sexual 
Orientation and the Law; Sexual Orientation: Biological Influences; Sexual 
Orientation: Historical and Social Construction; Sexual Risk Behaviors; Sexuality 
and Geography; Teen Sexuality; Transsexuality, Transvestism, and Transgender 

 

Gender and Feminist Studies in Political Science 

 

 Analyzing the Politics of Feminism 

The analytical tools which feminist theory developed to critique gendered 
discourses drew on a variety of sources from sociology of gender to French 
theory's critique of those forms of dualistic thinking that subordinated the 
feminine ‘other.’ Increasingly, these analyses began to be turned upon the 
subject of feminism itself. While early feminist engagements with political 
science concentrated on documenting women's subordination, marginalization, 
and exclusion, the issues have now become far more contentious. It is not just 
the constitution of the ‘political’ which has been found to be problematic but 
also the very constitution of categories inherent to feminism such as ‘woman.’ 
Difference between women has been emphasized. Feminism itself has become 



the subject of deconstruction and critique as racial, ethnic, cultural, and class 
biases in particular versions of feminism have been highlighted. Sometimes, 
these critiques have a direct impact upon analyses of feminism and political 
science. For example, the authors of the study on women in Canadian political 
science (Arscott and Tremblay 1999) note the continued impact of Anglophone 
and Francophone divisions within the discipline and amongst feminists 
themselves—many Anglophone scholars rarely citing or teaching the work of 
their Francophone colleagues. Meanwhile, queer theory raises issues that 
earlier feminist analyses of traditional political theory tended to neglect such as 
the extent to which constructions of the citizen as male head of household were 
not only patriarchal but also constructed the citizen in heterosexual terms. The 
public/private conception, once so crucial to feminist critiques of traditional 
political theory, has been criticized for being a Western conception. Women's 
subordination is now as likely to be seen as being due to the continued 
influence of gendered binary linguistic categories as being due to more 
materialistic factors such as the gender division of labor. 

 

Not surprisingly, these issues are also reflected in debates over feminist political 
practice. For example, there are major debates over whether feminist strategies 
should revolve primarily around cultural issues of ‘recognition’ or whether the 
battles should be over issues of economic ‘redistribution.’ There are also 
debates over whether feminist politics has revolved around ‘states of injury’ 
which government has then been called upon to redress, rather than upon more 
empowering political strategies (Brown 1995). Many 1970s' versions of 
feminism have been seen to result from forms of ‘identity politics’ which, 
theorists such as Butler argue, both have strategic importance and can 
reproduce forms of exclusion. Butler (1991) states that the constitution of the 
identity of the subject has wider implications since ‘identity categories tend to 
be instruments of regulatory regimes, whether in the normalising categories of 
oppressive structures or as the rallying points for a liberatory contestation of 
that very oppression.’ Consequently, political scientists such as Dean (1997) 
have argued for developing reflective political strategies that take issues of 
difference seriously while negotiating forms of feminist solidarity and political 
action. Dean's collection on Feminism and the New Democracy argues for the 
importance of increasing democracy not only at the level of the state but also in 
personal relationships. 



POST-COLONIAL THEORY  

Key Terms in Post-Colonial Theory 

colonialism: 

The imperialist expansion of Europe into the rest of the world during the last 
four hundred years in which a dominant imperium or center carried on a 
relationship of control and influence over its margins or colonies. This 
relationship tended to extend to social, pedagogical, economic, political, and 
broadly culturally exchanges often with a hierarchical European settler class and 
local, educated (compractor) elite class forming layers between the European 
"mother" nation and the various indigenous peoples who were controlled. Such 
a system carried within it inherent notions of racial inferiority and exotic 
otherness. 

 

post-colonialism: 

 Broadly a study of the effects of colonialism on cultures and societies. It is 
concerned with both how European nations conquered and controlled "Third 
World" cultures and how these groups have since responded to and resisted 
those encroachments. Post-colonialism, as both a body of theory and a study of 
political and cultural change, has gone and continues to go through three broad 
stages: 

 

an initial awareness of the social, psychological, and cultural inferiority enforced 
by being in a colonized state 

the struggle for ethnic, cultural, and political autonomy 

a growing awareness of cultural overlap and hybridity 

ambivalence: 

 the ambiguous way in which colonizer and colonized regard one another.  The 
colonizer often regards the colonized as both inferior yet exotically other, while 
the colonized regards the colonizer as both enviable yet corrupt.  In a context of 
hybridity, this often produces a mixed sense of blessing and curse. 



 

alterity: 

 "the state of being other or different"; the political, cultural, linguistic, or 
religious other. The study of the ways in which one group makes themselves 
different from others. 

colon ial education:   

 the process by which a colonizing power assimilates either a subaltern native 
elite or a larger population to its way of thinking and seeing the world. 

 

diaspora: 

 the voluntary or enforced migration of peoples from their native homelands.  
Diaspora literature is often concerned with questions of maintaining or altering 
identity, language, and culture while  in another culture or country. 

 

essentialism: 

 the essence or "whatness" of something.  In the context of race, ethnicity, or 
culture, essentialism suggests the practice of various groups deciding what is 
and isn't a particular identity.  As a practice, essentialism tends to overlook 
differences within groups often to maintain the status quo or obtain power.  
Essentialist claims can be used by a colonizing power but also by the colonized 
as a way of resisting what is claimed about them. 

 

ethnicity: 

 a fusion of traits that belong to a group–shared values, beliefs, norms, tastes, 
behaviors, experiences, memories, and loyalties. Often deeply related to a 
person’s identity. 

 

exoticism: the process by which a cultural practice is made stimulating and 
exciting in its difference from the colonializer’s normal perspective. Ironically, as 



European groups educated local, indigenous cultures, schoolchildren often 
began to see their native lifeways, plants, and animals as exotic and the 
European counterparts as "normal" or "typical." 

 

hegemony: 

 the power of the ruling class to convince other classes that their interests are 
the interests of all, often not only through means of economic and political 
control but more subtly through the control of education and media. 

 

hybridity: 

 new transcultural forms that arise from cross-cultural exchange. Hybridity can 
be social, political, linguistic, religious, etc. It is not necessarily a peaceful 
mixture, for it can be contentious and disruptive in its experience.  Note the two 
related definitions: 

 

catalysis: 

 the (specifically New World) experience of several ethnic groups interacting and 
mixing with each other often in a contentious environment that gives way to 
new forms of identity and experience. 

 

creolization: 

 societies that arise from a mixture of ethnic and racial mixing to form a new 
material, psychological, and spiritual self-definition. 

 

identity: 

 the way in which an individual and/or group defines itself. Identity is important 
to self-concept, social mores, and national understanding.   It often involves 
both essentialism and othering. 



 

ideology: 

 "a system of values, beliefs, or ideas shared by some social group and often 
taken for granted as natural or inherently true" (Bordwell & Thompson 494) 

 

language: 

 In the context of colonialism and post-colonialism, language has often become 
a site for both colonization and resistance. In particular, a return to the original 
indigenous language is often advocated since the language was suppressed by 
colonizing forces.  The use of European languages is a much debated issue 
among postcolonial authors. 

 

abrogation: 

 a refusal to use the language of the colonizer in a correct or standard way. 

 

appropriation: 

 "the process by which the language is made to 'bear the burden' of one's own 
cultural experience." 

 

magical realism: 

 the adaptation of Western realist methods of literature in describing the 
imaginary life of indigenous cultures who experience the mythical, magical, and 
supernatural in a decidedly different fashion from Western ones. A weaving 
together elements we tend to associate with European realism and elements we 
associate with the fabulous, where these two worlds undergo a "closeness or 
near merging." 

 

mapping: 



 the mapping of global space in the context of colonialism was as much 
prescriptive as it was descriptive.  Maps were used to assist in the process of 
aggression, and they were also used to establish claims.  Maps claims the 
boundaries of a nation, for example. 

 

metanarrative: 

 ("grand narratives," "master narratives.") a large cultural story that seeks to 
explain within its borders all the little, local narratives.  A metanarrative claims 
to be a big truth concerning the world and the way it works.  Some charge that 
all metanarratives are inherently oppressive because they decide whether other 
narratives are allowed or not. 

 

mimicry: 

 the means by which the colonized adapt the culture (language, education, 
clothing, etc.) of the colonizer but always in the process changing it in important 
ways.  Such an approach always contains it in the ambivalence of hybridity. 

 

nation/nation-state: 

 an aggregation of people organized under a single government. National 
interest is associated both with a struggle for independent ethnic and cultural 
identity, and ironically an opposite belief in universal rights, often multicultural, 
with a basis in geo-economic interests. Thus, the move for national 
independence is just as often associated with region as it is with ethnicity or 
culture, and the two are often at odds when new nations are formed. 

 

orientalism: 

 the process (from the late eighteenth century to the present) by which "the 
Orient" was constructed as an exotic other by European studies and culture. 
Orientalism is not so much a true study of other cultures as it is broad Western 



generalization about Oriental, Islamic, and/or Asian cultures that tends to erode 
and ignore their substantial differences. 

 

other: 

 the social and/or psychological ways in which one group excludes or 
marginalizes another group. By declaring someone "Other," persons tend to 
stress what makes them dissimilar from or opposite of another, and this carries 
over into the way they represent others, especially through stereotypical 
images. 

 

race: 

 the division and classification of human beings by physical and biological 
characteristics.  Race often is used by various groups to either maintain power 
or to stress solidarity. In the 18th and19th centuries, it was often used as a 
pretext by European colonial powers for slavery and/or the "white man's 
burden." 

 

semiotics: 

 a system of signs which one knows what something is. Cultural semiotics often 
provide the means by which a group defines itself or by which a colonializing 
power attempts to control and assimilate another group. 

 

space/place: 

space represents a geographic locale, one empty in not being designated. Place, 
on the other hand, is what happens when a space is made or owned.  Place 
involves landscape, language, environment, culture, etc. 

 

subaltern: 



 the lower or colonized classes who have little access to their own means of 
expression and are thus dependent upon the language and methods of the 
ruling class to express themselves. 

 

worlding: 

 the process by which a person, family, culture, or people is brought into the 
dominant Eurocentric/Western global society. 

 

"All manner of thing shall be well/ When the tongues of flame are in-folded/ 
Into the crowned knot of fire/ And the fire and the rose are one." -- T.S. Eliot, 
Little Gidding 

 

 Perspectives on Postcolonial Theory: Said, Spivak and Bhabha  

The present paper Perspectives on Postcolonial Theory: Said, Spivak and Bhabha explores and defines 

postcolonial theory, its roots, development, major critics, principles, issues, covering area and different 

forms. Some critics argued that, the post colonialism is the continuation of colonialism in the sense that 

the colonies get freedom only from political rule and there started the complex process of 

postcolonialism, self imposed colonialism.  

Here the focus point is to discuss post colonialism as a literary discuorse in Indian context. The British 

had an extended empire during the nineteenth century and this empire had a fairly strong on all its 

territories. This teritories were of two kinds those like Canada, New Zealand and Austrelia in which the 

English people colonised and established their culture, and those like India and Nigeria where they were 

rulers by force and imposed their institutions and norms. The process of self determination and the 

granting of political independence to each country of Empire brought out postcolonial age in the history 

of the World. In the closing decades of the twentieth century, the term ‘Post colonialism’ has gained 

carrency and what is more, it has eclipsed terms like postmodernism, post structuralism and so on. Hans 

Bertens rightly assumes:  

“In the course of 1980s, Commonwealth literary studies become part of the then emerging and now vast 

field of literary, cultural, political and historical inquary that we call postcolonial studies.” *Bertens, p. 

200].  

The term postcolional has been substituted in the 70s for the post independence issues throughout the 

world. It has both historical as well as ideological significance. Postcolonialism is a critical theory which 

focuses colonial experience from the colonised society’s point view, semantically post colonialism means 

something that has concern only with the national culture after the departure of imperial power. But in 



actual practice it has to be understood only in reference to colonialism, myth and history, language and 

landscape, self and other are all very important ingredients of postcolonial studies. It means that the 

physical area of postcolonial study is wider than any other descipline in literature. It consists of the 

writing world over. In postcolonial studies the writing centre changed from the middle aged Europe to 

world over. The mariginalised countries like India, Pakistan, Shri Lank, and other Asian Countries, outside 

Asia, Nigeria, Canada, Austrelia, South Africa and many Islamic countries are foregrounded in 

postcolonial studies. Again Bertens’ remark is notable here:  

“In recognition of this new situation, in which writing in English from the former colonies- including 

India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and other Asian colonies- has proved itself as a vital and as important as the 

literature written in England itself; we 2  

 

now usually speak of ‘literatures in English’ rather than of ‘English Literatures’ if we want to refer to 

English language writing.” *Bertens. p. 195+  

Thus, Postcolonial studies expanded the scope of literature in later period. India, one of the biggest 

colonies of British, got independence in 1947 that is political and the whole scenario of literary study has 

been changed. There were discoveries in Indian religious texts like Ramayana, Mahagharata, Upnishadas 

and many others. The texts were used as the base material for creative writing, and from the time being 

the new branch of Indian English literature came into existence.  

This is all about postcolonialism and postcolonical studies, now we have to turn towards the base of the 

postcolonial discource. Postcolonial discource attempts to redifine reformulate and reconstruct the 

colonized self. The post colonial should mean the period beginning with national independence in 

contrast to the colonical rule. It is because the age of colonialism is over, so the whole world is to be 

considered as postcolonial, but if we think, it is continued colonialism in hidden form. The imperial 

impact is still alive and active today in literature. There are discussions over Neo-colonialism as the 

countries like Nigeria, and India may be both postcolonial in the sense that being formally independent 

and neo-colonial psyeologically at the same time. In short though they got independence and freedom 

from the British rule, Colonialism is still ruling their psychology and it is known as neo-colonialism. But a 

lot of discussion over this matter leads to the way round and comes to post colonialism and postcolonial 

study, the most accepted phrases. The world except Europe and now America is affected and affecting a 

lot from the imperial dominance; it exploited the literature of marginals. The European literatures of the 

then English literature were used as a tool of manipulation, to set the rule, to repress the orient in Said’s 

term.  

Edward Said’s “Orientalism’ is the founder stone of post-colonial study. Orientalism established the 

scientific study of postcolonial theory published in 1978. It revolutionized the area of postcolonial theory 

and literatures. The book has its own terminology. It depicts the imbalance between the West and East 

by showing the superiority of West over the East, West always dominated the East. Said applied terms 

and concepts as “ orient’ the other’ and ‘accident’ to show the relation between two distinct cultures - 

West and East.  



Orientalism is one of the parts in a trilogy; the other two books are The Questions of Palestine (1980) 

and Covering Islam (1982). This fact is stressed out by Leela Gandhi, a postcolonial crific:  

“Orientalism is the first book in a trilogy devoted to an exploration of the historically imbalanced 

relationship between the world of Islam, the Middle East and the ‘Orient’ on the one hand, and that of 

European and American imperialism on the other.” *Gandhi, p. 9+.  

Here, Gandhi uses the phrase ‘historically imbalanced’ to show the antiquity of the relationship between 

East and West. Said rightly emphasised the policies, schemes and methodologies of the Occident making 

dominant over the Orient. The focus point of Orientalism is to create awareness in continantal 

literature. Marginalisation must be banned through the effective use of Eastern literature. The 3  

 

factors like irrationality, sensuality, primitiveness, despotism and idleness are attributed to the East to 

establish dominance of West. This process of attributions marginalised Eastern literature. Binary 

opposition of East and West suggests that the valley of discrimination among them is wider. Here we 

should advocate that:  

“West and East form a binary opposition in which the two poles define each other, the inferiority that 

orientalism attributes to the East simulteneously serves to construct the West’s superiority. The 

sensuality, irrationality, primitineness, and despotism of the East construct the West as rational, 

democratic, and progressive and so on.” *Bertens, p. 205+  

Again, the view of superior West and inferior East is expressed by Peter Barry in his comments on Said’s 

Orientalism. He says that Said’s Orientalism started post colonial theory properly exposing the very basic 

ideas regarding this area:  

“Hence, another major book, which can be said to inaugurate postcolonial criticism proper, is Edward 

Said’s Orientalism (1978), which is a specific expose of the Eurocentric universalism which takes for 

granted both the superiority of what is European or Western, and the inferiority of what is not. Said 

identifies a European cultural tradition of ‘Orientalism’, which is a particular and long-standing way of 

identifying the East as ‘other’ and inferior to the West.” *Barry, p. 193+.  

He further, explains the three stages of postcolonial literature to understand the various dimensions of 

postcolonial theory. The first stage is the Adopt phase in which the writer seeks the form of genre and 

mentions its universal validity. The second stage is the Adapt phase, here the author adapts or borrows 

the form, particulary the European form to the native subject matter. The last stage is the Adept phase, 

focusing over the indepdence of the text. In last phase, we do not find interference of European cultural 

forms. Regarding the third phase, Barry made a remark:  

“Characteristically, postcolonial writers evoke or create precolonial version of their own nation, rejecting 

the modern and, the contemporary, which is tainted with the colonial status of their countries. Here, 

then, is the first characteristic of post colonial criticism- an awareness of representations of the non-

European as exotic or immoral ‘other.” *Barry. p. 194+.  



The above commentary on ‘Orientolism’ clarifies the objective of study of posteolonial theory as to 

unite the different cultural, social, political, economic, ethno-racist aspect in literatares of both the 

Worlds- East and West.  

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak is another important figure in posteolonial theory, her critical work In Other 

Worlds: Essays in Cultural Politics (1987) deserves special mention including the essay ‘Can the 

Subaltern Speak?’ She widened the scope of subaltern literature including the literatures of marginalised 

women. She makes harsh comment on the male dominant society and shows the secondary position, 

inferior role given to women in patriarchy. According to Spivak, women are doubly exploited and under 

estimated in post colonial literature. Subaltern is a military term, but Spivak used it to denote the lower 

rank, marginal status of women and the literature exploring it. She is fully postcolonial feminist critic: 4  

 

‘Spivak can be said to be the first postcolonial theorist with a fully feminist agenda. That agenda includes 

the complecity of female writers with imperialism..... Spinvak’s insistance on the importance of feminist 

perspectives is part of a larger role that she has perhaps unintentionally played over the last two 

decades: that of the theoretical conscience of postcolonial studies. Her work has as much addressed 

theoretical shortcomings in post colonial theoriszing as it has focused on postcolonial issues itself.” 

[Bertens. p. 211].  

Spivak’s chief contribution of post colonial theory is her terms - subaltern, essentialism, strategic 

essentialism, - which gained a specific reference in post colonial literary and critical studies in 

contemporary age.  

The next significant postcolonial theorist is Homi K. Bhabha and his book The Location of Culture (1994) 

has made prominenant contributions in postcolonial criticism. His concept of Hybridity gained currency 

in defining the vision of postcolonial theory that all cultures are confluenced in each other and it cannot 

be seperated. In this regard, the diasporic writing become important; it redifined the postcolonial 

aftermath not only in liferature but also in socio-cultural, political, national, economic, et cetra. Selden 

remarks: “Bhabha sees hybridity as a problematic of colonial representation which reverses the effects 

of the colonialist disavowel (of differance), so that other ‘denied’ knowledes enter upon the dominant 

discures and estrange the basis of its authority.”  

[Selden. p. 228].  

Bhabha also raises the question of cultural identity.He uses the term mimicry to indicate the 

Westenrization of native cultures. Native cultures are imitating- it is blindly- the Western culture 

without knowing cultural demolition of natives. Bhabha criticised Frantz Fanon’s-Fanan is one of the 

earliest writers associated with postcolonialism- Blcack Skin, White Masks. Leela Gandhi rightly quotes:  

“In his comments on Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks, the poscolonial critic Homi Bhabha 

announces that memory is the necessary and sometimes hazardous bridge between colonial and the 

question of cultural identity.” *Gandhi. p. 9+.  



After the discussion of prominant exponant of postcolonial theory Said Spivak and Bhabha literature 

excluding British and American literature was first called commonwealth literature. Now commonwealth 

literature included different types of literature from different cultures. To include all these literatures a 

new term having reference of time is coined that is postcolonial literature, According to many 

postcolonial critics the postcolonial literature is appropriate and most authorative, term to denote, 

describe and study the emerging literatures in English. Registance, subversion and reconstruction are 

the significant features of postcoionial literature. Postcolonial literatures in all languages, particulary in 

English are based on the conflict between the traditional culture of history, gender, culture and politics. 

The Indian English Literature can be divided into four major postcolonial discourse as one Minority 

Discouerce in which Rohinton Mistry’s such A long Joureny and ‘Fine Balance’, Boman Desai’s ‘The 

Memory of Elephant’, and ‘And some take a Lover’ are important works. Two diasporic writers like 

Salman Rushdi (Midnight’s 5  

 

Children, Shame, Satanic Verses), Vikarm Seth (A Sutable Boy) are important post colonial novelists. The 

third category is Feminist Discourse Shashi Deshpande, Nayantara Sehgal, Arundhati Roy, Shobha De is 

major writers in this category, and the last category is of Political Discourse which repeats the above 

writers like Rushdi. Thus, Indian English Literature has a great impact of postcolonial theory, inside and 

outside the country.  

It is necessary to note down some of the issues often discussed in posteolonial theory.  

1) Cultural difference in literary texts. e.g. gender (feminist criticism), class (Marxist criticism), and sexual 

orientation (lesbinlgay criticism).  

2) Double identity and identity crisis in different cultures and their texts.  

3) Rejection of Western literature and their norms, and establishment of native literature creating their 

own norms.  

4) Western literature has not the ability to speak over the matters like coliniallism and imperialism.  

5) Support to the notion that western literature is not the universal literature.  

6) Representation of prominenance of ‘Other’ cultures in literature.  

7) Strong belief in hybridity, multiculturalism, multi-ethnicity, and cul tural polivalency.  

8) Use of ‘otherness’ and ‘marginality’ as the power, source of energy and potential change for the 

natives.  

9) Foregrounding of marginality is the chief task of native literature.  

Posteolonial theory revolves around these issues and they are found in postcolonial literature.  



Thus, postcolonial theory- as epistemology, ethics, and politics, - addresses matters of identity, gender, 

race, racism and ethnicity with the challages of developing a postcolonial national identity, of how a 

colonized people’s knowledge about the world is generated under specific relations between the 

powerful and the powerless, circulated repetitively and finally legitimated in service to certain imperial 

interests . Terms and concepts used in postcolonial theory and literature are enlisted in here, in brief.  

1) Discoures: discourse means any thought communicated by speech; but according to Foucault, 

discourse is the material menifestation of a thought that is preserved, transmitted and still affects our 

present day thinking.  

2) Eurocentric: Eurocentric means Europe is the source of all knowledge. Postcolonial theroy used this 

term to denote the marginality of ‘Other literature.  

3) Foregrounding: It means cousidering significant. Postcolonial theory fore grounds the ‘Other’ 

literature.  

4) Hegemony: hegemony refers to power and control (indirect) in Marxist criticism.  

5) Hybridity: The term stands for mixture, intermingling of different cul tures. It is syncreticism and 

multiculturalism. 6  

 

6) Intertexuality: Every work contains the bits or some factors of other work can be called intertexuality.  

7) Marginality: Marginal means of secondary, subimportant. In postelonial theory Europe is the centre 

and colonies are margins.  

8) Minicry: Bhabha uses this term to mean that blind initation of western ideology, literature and 

lifestyle.  

9) Orientalism: According to Said, it is a Western style of dominating and having authority over East. It is 

a huge body of texts establishing their superiority over ‘Other’ texts.  

10) Other: Feeling of considering a person, subject, text out of focus. For coloniser, colonised is the 

‘Other’.  

11) Subaltern: Subaltern means of lower rank, but Spivak has widened its scope and attributed the term 

to the literature of marginality and suppressed groups of society.  

12) Expatriate: The term expatriate means the native who goes to the West and works their but keeps 

the option open to come back home.  

13) Immigrant: It refers to that person who leaves his/ her country for a for eign land for good.  

14) Multiculturalism: It is referred to writing of those writers whose origin lies in another country and 

they work in third country.  



15) Periphery: periphery is the similar term to margin. Europe is the centre and ‘Other’ is periphery.  

Thus, the ultimate goal of postcolonial theory is combating the residual effects of colonialism on 

cultures. It is not simply concerned with salvaging post worlds, but learing how the world can move 

beyond this period together, towards a place of mutual respect. Postcolonialism began when 

colonialism is over. But colonialism is still ruling psyche of the people of independent countries like 

India, Africa, West Indies, New Zealand and Canada. It provides them the theme of neocolonialism, 

resistence, subversion, reconstruction, search for indentiy, problems of diaspora, alienation, landscape, 

and national identity, feminist and political themes.  

 

 

  

 


