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Preface to Second Edition

The second, revised edition of Key Concepts in Literary Theory
has been expanded in two of its three sections, ‘Concepts and
Terms’, and ‘Chronology of Critical Thinkers, with Bibliogra-
phies’. With the intention of providing a more comprehensive
coverage, and so filling in what, in retrospect, now appear
obvious omissions, more than eighty terms and their definitions
have been added to the first part of the volume. It is hoped that the
changes provide additional usefulness to the reader, while,
equally, the volume has retained the accessibility, ease of refer-
ence, and ‘portability’ of the first volume. Of the inclusions, the
majority are drawn from psychoanalysis, reflecting the continued
and sustained interest in this particular approach to literary
studies, even while the fortunes of other discourses appear to
have waned somewhat. Of the remaining other inclusions, several
are ‘formalist’ in nature, concerned with grammatical, linguistic,
and rhetorical terminology that has found a renewed currency in
particular areas of discursively focused literary theory. Finally,
with regard to inclusion, those concepts or terms not covered
obviously by a psychoanalytic or linguistic rubric are drawn from
historically or sociologically inflected or influenced critical
modes. In the third part, the chronology, around forty additional
critics, philosophers, and historians have been added. To the
existing entries, a couple of major publications have been in-
cluded, which appeared subsequent to the original publication of
Key Concepts in 2002. As with the first edition of Key Concepts,
in most cases and whenever possible, I have sought to give in-
print paperback editions of as many of the publications as
possible. The other changes made to the chronology are, sadly,
death dates for several of the thinkers listed there.
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As ever, once more, and no less sincerely, I would like to thank
Jackie Jones at Edinburgh University Press. I would also like to
take the opportunity to thank Ruth Robbins and Ken Womack
for their work on the first edition. Any errors or infelicities,
Austinian or otherwise, in the current edition are entirely my
own.

Julian Wolfreys, London and Los Angeles July 2005



Foreword

Key Concepts in Literary Theory addresses the evolving nature of
critical thinking within literary studies, particularly during the
closing decades of the twentieth century —an era that saw a dramatic
and highly diverse reconceptualisation of the theoretical project.
During this period, literary studies reimagined itself along a number
of philosophical, political and cultural axes. The questions asked of
the literary text, questions which are still in the process of being
articulated and reoriented, brought to bear upon the text interests
and concerns from a number of disciplines, discourses and areas of
study. In addition to canon expansion and redrawing the bound-
aries of critical theory regarding a variety of sociological fronts,
scholars refined a host of new terms and concepts for examining the
minute particulars inherent in gender studies, queer theory, post-
structuralism, postmodernism, historical studies and cultural criti-
cism, among a host of other theoretical worlds.

Key Concepts in Literary Theory is then a reference work
which arises as a response to the transitions in literary studies. As
such, it provides readers with an array of traditional and essential
literary concepts and period terms — including irony, existential-
ism, symbolism and modernism — while also enumerating a wide
variety of concepts associated with the advent of ‘high theory’
and the emergence of poststructuralist and postmodernist
thought. From aporia and liminality to phallocentrism and si-
mulacra, critical theory’s increasingly hybrid and endlessly fe-
cundating terminology confronts novice and advanced scholars
alike with a host of linguistic and intellectual challenges. How, for
example, does one situate his or her own notions of contempor-
ary literary theory within the textual practices of a widely dis-
persed and vastly changing discipline? How, moreover, do
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students troll the often complicated shoals of literary scholarship
and decode what they perceive and often resist as its specialised
jargon and web of competing terms? How do students intervene
in increasingly hybrid discourses so as to gain critical purchase
and agency? Conventional dictionaries hardly begin to explain or
account for the theoretical project’s fluctuating and often cha-
meleon-like lexicon. As a student recently put it to one of the
authors of this glossary in response to an assigned reading on a
‘theory’ course, ‘I looked up every word I didn’t know in the
dictionary and none of them were there!” It is even the case that
traditional rhetorical terms or concepts drawn from other dis-
ciplines undergo the effects of tropological torque, so that,
arguably, knowledge of the ‘original’ meaning, so called, is of
limited use to the student reader.

Of course, in proposing a volume such as this and, moreover, a
volume such as this which aims at once to be comprehensive and
relatively small, we are leaving ourselves hostage to fortune, if not
to reviewers. How do we justify inclusions or exclusions? One
always wants to ask, especially of the more recent terms, why this
and not this? How is the length of a definition to be determined?
Which critical vocabularies are to be valued over others? Such
questions, while valid, are unanswerable and no short reference
work can truly be authoritative and inclusive; yet it seems, more
than ever, a small, manageable reference work pertaining to what
is called ‘literary’ or ‘critical theory’ is needed. Thus it is our
intention to provide a succinct and reliable map to the terrain of
critical discourse. In doing this, we are seeking not to provide a
route map so much as to identify landmarks in an all too
frequently difficult terrain. Of course, we run the risk of perhaps
intimidating the occasional reader as much as seeking to help
them. With this in mind, this volume should be seen as being
conceived as much for discussion as it is for definition. This book
is intended as a classroom aid, and with that in mind many entries
will require further clarification, comment, discussion or elucida-
tion, often with reference to further research, on the part of the
professor. It is this work which Key Concepts in Literary Theory
seeks to open, and to provide the means for inquiry, exploration
and engagement.
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While not being able to provide definitions for every possible
term in the constellation of theoretically oriented discourse, this
volume seeks to afford readers with a guide to critical theory’s
multifarious, rapidly shifting vocabulary, especially as a response
and a responsibility to the student whose dictionary remains
silent. In addition to devoting attention to the significant histor-
ical nuances of Russian formalism, reader-response theory and
psychoanalytic criticism, the concepts explored in this glossary
hint at the shape of literary theory’s intellectual future. From
technoscience and cyberwar, to mnemotechnic and digitality, the
parlance of contemporary critical theory continues to develop
concomitantly with the rhythms and moods of mass culture and
technology. What is called, with ever greater potential vagueness,
‘literary theory’ has enjoyed a similar relationship with gender
studies’ larger connections with media and popular culture.
Drawing upon such terms as gender parody, cyborg, masquerade
and avant-garde, gender studies — as with other theoretical com-
munities — continues to seek language forms that most precisely
express, however strategically or provisionally, various aspects
and manifestations of gender in contemporary life. By examining
the recent emergence of theoretical terminology in concert with
similar developments in contemporary science, technology, lit-
erature and culture, Key Concepts in Literary Theory underscores
critical thinking’s remarkable capacity not only for providing
critique of literary texts, but also their synergy with the appar-
ently non-theoretical issues that mark our lives (which is to
suggest nothing other than the fact that these are the issues which
resolutely reify or otherwise maintain an invisibility of the the-
oretical, epistemological and ideological interests which underpin
the very idea that we live and think without ‘theory’, that is to say
without forms of reflective, analytical or interpretative processes).

With regard to the choices which determine the content of the
present volume, it is, we know, a source of profound irritation
when writers and critics insistently refuse to write in words that
we understand easily, especially when that comprehension is
challenged concerning something apparently so much ‘ours’ as
literature. Transparency is thought of as a great virtue; keeping it
simple is propounded as an ideal. To describe someone’s language
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as laden with jargon is a real insult, as is the suggestion that a
scholar wraps up an otherwise straightforward point in a ‘need-
lessly’ dense, ‘over-intellectualised’ discourse (which process has
also been described to us as ‘pretentious’). But these are views
which imply that difficult concepts should be laid out on a plate —
anything that’s too hard shouldn’t be thought at all. That which is
difficult is therefore immediately translated, without the reader
being aware of the translation process as being in his or her
hands, and being not so much a translation as it is an act of
resistance — calling a halt to reading — in response to the allergen
that is critical discourse. The student is, of course, not to blame
for this: he or she is simply exhibiting the symptoms of reading
propagated often outside, but also, dangerously, inside the uni-
versity: a kind of journalistic facility determined institutionally as
necessary to the pragmatics of learning which assumes the right to
determine the velocity of reading, along with the fallacious
assumption of a relationship between the visibility of the text
and the transparency of the writing which composes the text.
Visibility of meaning (that which, of course, is never simply there)
somehow must assume a specific oscillation within the written
word (which, of course, is resolutely there but which somehow is
determined as acting as though it weren’t) which, as a result,
begins to vanish, to reveal what is being said, or should have been
said, all along.

Literary and cultural theories problematise the tricky negotia-
tion between visibility and transparency, and are particularly
prone to coining new words — coining itself, of course, being a
word that has to do with forgery, fakery, inauthenticity and the
obfuscation of true value. But we suggest that you imagine for a
moment a world in which there are no neologisms — no new
words at all. Imagine our vocabularies frozen at a given point in
history, with stringent laws that say there must be no more words.
What point in history would be ideal, I wonder? The language of
Shakespeare, maybe, except that would mean that we would have
no vocabulary to cover modern technologies like cars, microwave
ovens, speedy printing. Imagine the scenario where a student —
not you but someone you know — is heard to say that the language
of theory is unnecessarily difficult; then imagine, as part of this
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hypothetical scene, the same student remarking that the language
of Shakespeare (or the eighteenth-century novel) is too difficult.
Are we to do away with both ‘languages’? Are the difficulties of
the same order? And, if not, should we consider the difficulty not
in the text but in the apprehension? And if we don’t have the
words, would we have the concepts, or the objects? Would it be
possible to imagine new inventions, new ideas of any kind?

You will not, of course, be the first people to imagine such a
world. George Orwell’s 1949 dystopian vision of the future
(ironically now in the past), Nineteen Eighty-Four, is an extended
meditation on language frozen, on thought congealed. A parti-
cularly chilling moment is Winston Smith’s conversation with a
Newspeak dictionary maker named Syme who describes a sadis-
tic pleasure in destroying language. ‘Don’t you see,” he says to
Winston, ‘that the whole aim of Newspeak is to narrow the range
of thought? Every year fewer and fewer words, and the range of
consciousness always a little smaller . . . there will be no thought,
as we understand it now. Orthodoxy means not thinking — not
needing to think. Orthodoxy is unconsciousness.” Winston looks
in horror at Syme, realising not only the horrible nature of his
project, but also that Syme himself, who ‘sees too clearly and
speaks too plainly’ is ironically doomed despite his enthusiasm
for Big Brother’s project. Anyone who thinks like Syme will not
survive in the world of Nineteen Eighty-Four.

But Orwell’s novel makes the reverse point as well. If we have
lots of new words, we are able to think lots of new thoughts.
Unorthodoxy is consciousness, and consciousness takes place in a
rich sea of words. We need the new words if critical thinking is
not simply to become a repeated gesture, where students and
teachers endlessly recycle the same old ideas about the same old
texts. I don’t want to be part of a project which merely rewards
those who repeat what has been said before. Traditionalists are
always talking about the ‘dumbing-down’ of culture; but there
are few dumber things than a person who refuses to speak or
write because the language is too difficult and too new.

This collection of words is not the last word: there will be other
words you need to learn, and you will want to deepen your
understanding of some of the terms that are only briefly glossed
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here. But this collection of words aims to get you to think new
thoughts — thoughts you cannot have without the vocabulary in
which to express them. Of course, slavishly using the words
without thinking about them would simply make a new uncon-
scious orthodoxy. But using the words creatively, pushing them
to their limits: there is something to be said — and it is not a dumb
something — in favour of that.

A number of the terms included in Key Concepts in Literary
Theory are being defined in this kind of reference work for the
first time. One of the reasons perhaps for their previous omission
from otherwise exemplary reference books is that, beyond or
before any question of neologism or novelty, there is a real issue
of the problematic of definition and, concomitantly, indefinabil-
ity. Certain keywords or terms indicate what might best be
defined as quasi-concepts, terms which cannot properly be de-
fined in any positive fashion. In order to be true, for example, to
the term ‘deconstruction’ and its appearance in the work of
Jacques Derrida, one can say what it is not, how it does not
operate, and so forth; yet one cannot say with any fidelity what it
is or might be, and this is for the reason that what Derrida might
term the ontological question, that is to say the question of
definition based on the idea that there is a determinable or
determinate identity for ‘deconstruction’, cannot be given because
there is no identity as such, even though many critics have
misunderstood Derrida’s use of the word. In another example,
postmodernism is notoriously difficult to define because there is
little agreement about the definition of this slippery term.

An aspect of pushing words to their limits is that the very
grounds on which meaning is assumed become, if not untenable,
then, at the very least, precarious. This does not mean that critics
employ words in any way they like, or that they empty words of
meaning. Indeed, quite the opposite is often the case. If a word,
after having resided invisibly in the pages of a few dictionaries for
a number of years, or, on occasion, centuries, suddenly or
gradually comes back into focus, it chances to do so because
of what haunts its etymological and semantic structures, what
disjoints it anachronistically from within, if we can put it like that.
A word, term or concept, trope or other figural manifestation
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returns precisely because in its etymology there remain various
oscillations which, on the one hand, intimate an afterlife for the
word, while, on the other, point up that something strange,
something uncanny has always taken place within the structure
of the word. Take a long forgotten term such as deconstruction, a
supposedly familiar, supposedly accessible word such as supple-
ment, or a term devoted to a specific discourse or scientific
practice such as anastomosis — all are read and deployed in
the field of criticism for the very reason that, within their
structures, their histories or genealogies, there takes place even,
or perhaps especially, at what we might provisionally call their
‘origins’ (and we can no longer assign such a notion unequi-
vocally because this concept too has been complicated within the
recent history of critical thinking) what might be termed an
originary supplement: a doubting and/or division in the etymol-
ogy of the word which, in displacing unequivocal meaning at the
root, so to speak, disturbs the very idea of a discernible ‘true’ or
unified starting point. Thus, it has been shown that there is not a
single, simple origin or genesis by the very multiplicity or excess
of contradictory, if not paradoxical meanings or values inscribed
in the structure of a word, and the radical undecideability which
this puts to work. (See the entry on undecideability.)

Thus it is not the case that critics are merely being modish in
transforming words. Indeed, it is a case that, strictly speaking, the
critic cannot be said to have transformed anything at all, other
than (hopefully) the reader’s comprehension by bringing into
focus that which was there all along, albeit occluded, encrypted or
repressed as the effect of either neglect or long familiarity.
(‘Accessibility’ is the name we give to the language we have
learnt so well that we have forgotten that we have had, at some
time, to learn how to use it appropriately, in the proper contexts,
and so on.) The transformation of words, as we imply above, is
always already underway within particular terms and the critic,
as the good reader (see reader/reading), has read what is taking
place and not imposed something in the name of obscurity or
pretension on an otherwise commonplace word.

Thus, it may be said, critical thinking involves itself, in some
areas, with acts of ‘remembering’: remembering what has been
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archived, remembering what has been buried, remembering what
is in plain view but at the same time erased, worn away, through
centuries of linguistic usury — for if so-called new words are
‘coined’, to recall an earlier term, it follows that, in use, their
textures, their complexities, their details, can, in the frequency of
exchange (and words are a commodity, like or, at least, quite like
any other), be worn out, partially effaced, until only the most
vestigial and ghostly traces remain, as the remains of linguistic,
semantic and etymological complexity. Thus, if you recall the
argument presented above concerning that imagined, yet unim-
aginable scenario where language might become frozen at certain
prescribed levels of undemanding accessibility and appropriate
facility, such an impossible condition would exist, could exist,
only through an exorcism of all the ghosts of language. If, as
German philosopher Martin Heidegger asserted, language is the
house of being (see being), then it is a house which is inescapably
haunted, and it is precisely the condition of haunting for which
we are, as readers, responsible, to which we have to respond, and
with which we have to deal, without seeking to exorcise that
which takes place as the possible condition of all communication
and interpretation.

Perhaps what this means is that we have to learn to live with
ghosts. Negotiating meanings of terms suggests an activity of
mediating between what is visible and invisible in any linguistic
and semantic structure, while acknowledging that there will often
be that which remains just beyond our grasp. The development of
conceptual terminology in the study of literature might be said to
operate in the space between the visible and invisible. Seeking to
define terms without entombing them, turning them into a corpse
language, is a risky business, but it is to be hoped that what takes
place here, for the reader of Key Concepts in Literary Theory, is
an effort to attend to the spirit of language, rather than its letter.

The glossary of critical concepts and terms is accompanied by two
other reference sections. With regard to cross-references, recog-
nising that no term operates in isolation but is part of a network
from which meaning emerges, we have highlighted those con-
cepts, words and terms which occur on several occasions and
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which are defined herein. The first of the two reference sections of
the present volume extends the principle of the glossary to
provide brief definitions of various areas, movements and dis-
ciplines within critical study, each of which is accompanied by a
bibliography of suggested reading. Each bibliography brings
together ‘introductory’ texts, collections of essays, key volumes.
Of course, each bibliography is necessarily selective, given the
space here, and excludes far more than it can include. Following
this is a chronology of thinkers from different fields, from Karl
Marx to Judith Butler and Avital Ronell, to each of whom is
appended a brief bibliography of recommended, essential read-
ing. One reason at least for the inclusion of the second and third
sections is to offer students an at-a-glance sense of the broad
outlines of literary theory and to provide selective bibliographies
of important works by critical thinkers whose names often appear
most frequently in classes on the practice and theory of literary
criticism. While we realise that the bibliographies appended here
can always be quibbled over, we have generally sought to choose
works that are both representative and available. The relation
between the three sections of this volume is perhaps implicit
rather than initially explicit, nonetheless a certain provisional
contextualisation is offered while it has to be admitted that no
context is ever finite or exhaustible. The chronology of critical
thinkers is offered because definitions of keywords are offered
throughout with reference to specific critics and philosophers and
thus it is our hope that the student reader will pull together
various strands throughout.






Concepts and Terms






Abject/Abjection—Term used by Julia Kristeva as an attempt to
undo the binary logic of much psychoanalytic thought,
where the concepts of (desiring) subject and object (of desire)
often represent a co-dependent opposition. In order to
understand Kristeva’s point it is necessary that we recognise
‘subject” and ‘object’ not only as opposed positions or two
halves of a logical model, but also as supposedly discrete and
complete identities in and of themselves. Each term is ac-
corded its own self-sufficient meaning with definable bound-
aries. Such boundaries are the psychic limits by which the self
separates itself from its other within the psychoanalytic
framework of Kristeva’s text. Another way of positing the
subject/object dyad would be to comprehend it in terms of
‘self/other’. The abject, says Kristeva, is ‘neither subject nor
object’; instead it opposes the ego by ‘draw[ing] me to the
place where meaning collapses’. While the subject/object
structure makes logical meaning possible, but the abject is
an uncanny effect of horror, threatening the logical certainty
of either the subject/object or self/not-self binary. Abjection
is thus the psychic experience of a slippage across the
boundaries of the self, and with that a partial erasure of
the borders of the psyche which define the ego. Absolutely
essential to all cultures, the abject is, amongst other things,
the fluid locus of forbidden desires and ideas whose radical
exclusion is the basis of cultural development.

Absence/presence—Example of binary opposition, whereby, ac-
cording to structuralist linguistics and, subsequently, struc-
turalist critical analysis, neither term nor, in fact, the concept
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articulated by such a term generates its meaning without
implicit acknowledgement of its opposite term and the
necessary implication of one in the other. Jacques Lacan
draws on the linguistic work of Roman Jakobson to explore
the dynamic of absence/presence in the symbolic order.
Jacques Derrida explores the interanimating relationship
between the two terms in relation to the privilege in Western
thought given to voice as guarantor of presence over the
absence and implications of death signalled in any act of
writing. When Derrida remarks that ‘différance is recognised
as the obliterated origin of absence and presence’ he demon-
strates how binarisms are not composed of discrete, separ-
able identities but are only capable of articulation through
their invisible, fundamental interconnectedness.

Abstraction—Applied to the fine arts, the term refers to the

abandonment of representational practices, with a conco-
mitant emphasis on the part of artists on form and colour for
their own sake.

Absurdism—French novelist and philosopher Albert Camus first

suggested a philosophy of the absurd, and subsequently his
work has come to be regarded as an absurdist expression
concerning matters of politics and ethics. The term was taken
up specifically with regard to theatre, and the phrase ‘theatre
of the absurd’ is widely used in criticism. In Europe, chief
practitioners of this perceived form of theatre were Ionesco,
Fo and Beckett. Occasionally Harold Pinter has been included
under such a rubric. Conventionally, theatre of the absurd
involves presentation of the futility of human action or
behaviour, and the anguish this causes in a meaningless world,
rational explanation being unequal to providing purpose.

Actant—The term is used in the semiotic work of A. ]J. Greimas,

referring to fundamental actions and character types. Ac-
cording to Greimas, actants exist at the level of action;
characters function as actants when they question the nature
of subjectivity.

Aesthetic/aesthetic theory—From Greek aistetikos, meaning per-

ceptible to the senses, aesthetic approaches to literature are
ones which concern themselves primarily with the work’s
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beauty and form, rather than with extra-textual issues such
as politics or context. Aesthetics, which involves the explora-
tion of beauty and nature in literature and the fine arts,
involves two theoretical approaches: (a) the philosophical
study of the nature and definition of beauty; and (b) the
psychological examination of the perceptions, origins and
performative effects of beauty.

Aetiology—From Greek words aitita meaning cause, and logos,
meaning rational discourse, aetiology is the philosophical or
scientific pursuit of laws of cause and effect.

Affective fallacy—Term coined by W. K. Wimsatt and M. C.
Beardsley, which identifies the mistaken analysis of a text in
terms of its emotional or ‘affective’ results, thereby misun-
derstanding the difference between what a text is and what it
does (see intentional fallacy).

Aga saga—Largely derisive term, referring to novels such as those
by Joanna Trollope and others of a similar kind, usually set
in the Home Counties. Aga is a proprietary name for a brand
of stove that burns solid fuel, gas or oil. The name is an
acronym for the original Swedish manufacturers, the Swed-
ish Gas Accumulator Company. The term functions not only
in a somewhat pejorative fashion, but also as synecdoche,
signifying novels concerned with the largely domestic and
occasionally erotic lives of upper-middle class incomers in
now gentrified rural communities, the circles of their friends
and acquaintances, and the minor intrigues arising from out
of such societies.

Agency—Literally ‘activeness’; more usually used to suggest one’s
ability to act on the world on one’s own behalf or the extent
to which one is empowered to act by the various ideological
frameworks within which one operates.

Agitprop—Originally a neologism in Russian, combining notions
of agitation and propaganda, the term was given to a
department of the Central Committee of the Russian Com-
munist party. Subsequently, the term has come to define any
such activities by groups or individuals, which activities are
aimed at the production of political unrest and the dissemi-
nation of political propaganda.
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Alienation—In marxist theories, alienation is the experience of
being distanced or estranged from the products of one’s
labour, and by extension from one’s own sense of self,
because of the effects of capitalism.

Alienation effect—Loose translation of the German verfremdung-
seffekt, which might somewhat more accurately be trans-
lated as ‘estrangement effect’, the term was first employed by
German playwright Bertolt Brecht. He sought to distance
and estrange his audiences from his plays by means of an
ensemble of devices — projection, banners and signs, exag-
gerated gestures, voices and performances, on the part of the
actors, and the abandonment of naturalistic behaviour and
stage sets in general — in order to prohibit humanist empathy
or identification with characters or situations in the plays.
The purpose was to engage the audience critically, intellec-
tually and ideologically, suspending feeling and inviting
judgement, and to reveal the historical and material dimen-
sions of human actions (see estrangement).

Allegory—A literary mode involving extended narratives that
produce secondary meanings regarding the story that exists
on the surface; otherwise, a form of indirect representation
(perhaps best summarised as analogical rather than mi-
metic). Allegory often functions as a delimiting force because
it limits the possible spheres of interpretation to its primary
analogy. Characters in allegorical works frequently serve as
metaphors for abstract ideas.

Alterity—Condition of otherness in critical and philosophical
discourse to signal a state of being apprehended as abso-
lutely, radically other. Emmanuel Levinas addresses the
absolute exteriority of alterity, as opposed to the binary,
dialectic or reciprocal structure implied in the idea of the
other. For Levinas, the face of the other is the concrete figure
for alterity. My sense of self is interrupted in my encounter
with the face of the other, and thus the self, the I as Levinas
puts it, knows itself no longer in its self-sameness but in its
own alterity, in coming face to face with the face of the other.

Ambiguity—The condition of an utterance having more than one
meaning, thereby producing uncertainty. The term is given
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detailed attention by William Empson whose analysis de-
notes the richness and variety of verbal speech. Empson’s
conception of ambiguity includes seven categories: (a) a
given word or syntax can connote several effective meanings
at once; (b) two or more meanings may comprise a writer’s
single intended meaning; (c) a pun can offer two simulta-
neous ideas; (d) a writer can employ different meanings in
order to establish a clear, albeit complicated, state of mind;
(e) an image may exist halfway between two ideas; (f) readers
may be forced to concoct their own interpretations when
confronted with contradictory statements by the writer; and
(g) two contradictory meanings may signal an intellectual
division in the writer’s state of mind.

Ambivalence—Conventionally, the term signals powerful mu-
tually contradictory feelings concerning a particular subject
or the uncertainty arising from such an unresolved state.
Employed in particular strands of postcolonial critical dis-
course and developed specifically from the work of Homi
Bhabha, ambivalence in this context signifies the condition
produced through the discourse of mimicry, whereby in the
process of imposing on the colonial subject the desire to
render that subject the same as the coloniser (for example,
through the coloniser’s language), there is produced, says
Bhabha, a difference, slippage or excess. Thus, the colonial
other is produced as almost, but not quite, the same, thereby
producing disquiet in the colonialist, and thus a renewal of
the fear of the other.

Anaclisis—More conventionally presented as adjective, anaclitic
or in the phrase anaclitic type, originally found in Freud, the
concept refers to a personality type that fixes another person
as its ‘love-object’, but the fixation is governed by a more
primal need, such as hunger. Anaclisis thus refers to a form
of libidinal displacement by the subject.

Analogy—From the Greek ana, according to, and logos, rational
discourse: an analogy is a comparison made between one
word, object, story or concept and another for purposes of
comparison and explanation.

Anamorphosis—From the Greek meaning ‘transformation’, the
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term defines distorted projection effects in works of art,
applied to particular objects. When viewed from a conven-
tional perspective the particular object is unintelligible; it
makes no sense within the representational image as a whole.
When viewed from a different perspective, the image as-
sumes proper proportions, and its identity becomes intelli-
gible. Perhaps the most famous example of an anamorphic
object occurs in Hans Holbein’s The Ambassadors: what
appears to be a yellowish or ivory coloured smear across the
floor of the room in which the Ambassadors stand, when
viewed from one side is revealed as a skull, and thus under-
stood symbolically as a memento mori, a reminder of human
mortality.

Anaphora—From the Greek meaning ‘to carry back’, this is a
rhetorical device whereby a phrase or word is repeated in
successive clauses. Alternatively, anaphora is a grammatical
term indicating a word that supplements a preceding word or
group of words; for example, the use of he or she following
the initial use of the proper name.

Analytical criticism—Type of criticism which assumes the text or
other work of art as an organic or autonomous whole, the
meaning of which can be discerned without reference to
features supposedly external to the text (e.g. context, history,
ideology) through close consideration of its various features
and their formal relationships within the work.

Anastomosis—Originally a biological term indicating intercon-
nection between blood vessels, but given a literary applica-
tion by J. Hillis Miller who points out a contradiction within
the etymology and definition of anastomosis: it suggests an
intercommunication between, on the one hand, ‘two vessels’
and, on the other, ‘two channels’. Furthermore, the figure of
anastomosis is doubly contradictory, in that it figures, as
Miller puts it, both ‘container and thing contained’. As
preface to a lengthy critical analysis of Goethe’s Elective
Affinities, Miller examines James Joyce’s own use of the
word. Joyce employs the term three times, once in Ulysses
and twice in Finnegans Wake. As Miller shows, anastomosis
for Joyce marks: (a) the interconnection between past, pre-
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sent, and future; (b) the interconnection of ‘each person to all
the previous generations back to Adam and Eve; (c) the
‘intercommunication’ of sexual intercourse; and (d) the
intercommunication imagined in the passing of ‘the genetic
message on to future generations’.

Androgyny—A perceived or projected ambiguity or indetermi-
nacy with regard to a person’s gender or sexual identity. To
be androgynous is, on the one hand, to have characteristics
of both male and female. In mythological narratives or
paintings based on myth or allegory this can be represented
through the appearance of both male and female physical
attributes, or simply in a facial physiognomy whereby it is
impossible to tell whether one is looking at a man or a
woman, while to the eye there is intimation of both. On the
other hand, to be androgynous is to appear as neither
specifically masculine or feminine, according to a specific
culture’s dominant models, constructions, or discourses per-
taining either to masculinity or femininity. The condition of
androgyny is not simply governed by perception or the
analytical judgment of an audience. It can be staged or
performed strategically so as to disrupt or obscure, or
otherwise draw attention to the constricting aspect of socie-
tally normative gender roles.

Angry young man—The phrase was first used in 1956, largely by
journalists, following the premiere of John Obsborne’s play
Look Back in Anger. Subsequently adopted by critics, the
phrase rapidly passed into a broader use to define both
rebellious, often working-class male characters in plays
and novels (to which the phrase ‘kitchen sink drama’ was
also applied), and also novelists such as Alan Sillitoe and
playwrights such as Osborne, who were either from work-
ing-class backgrounds or who wrote about working-class
themes (or what the Times Literary Supplement described in
1957, somewhat pompously, as ‘proletarian artistry’). Per-
haps somewhat misunderstood and defined retrospectively
as a movement (it was never this cohesive), the ‘angry young
man’ was also given expression in social realist cinema in
England in the early to mid-1960s by film-makers such as
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Lindsay Anderson, Tony Richardson and Karel Reisz; in
documentaries such as We Are the Lambeth Boys; or feature
films such as Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, A Kind
of Loving, or The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner.

Anthropologism—From the Greek anthropos, human, and logos,
rational discourse: anthropology is the science of humanity;
by extension, anthropologism is the application of anthro-
pological insights, methods and practices to other fields of
intellectual engagement.

Anthropomorphism—The transformation of a non-human sub-
ject through an analysis which imbues with qualities peculiar
to human beings and thereby makes familiar or ‘quasi-hu-
man’ the subject in question.

Antifoundationalism—Term that refers to the rejection of the
philosophy of the existence of a single, unified whole in
which everything is ultimately interrelated. Divided into
three principal subcategories — sophism, pragmatism and
scepticism — antifoundationalism underscores the notion that
knowledge is transient and is commonly derived from per-
sonal experience.

Anti-intentionalism—A critical position in which the intentions
of the author are regarded as immaterial to the interpretation
of the work.

Antimaterialist—Any critical or theoretical stance which opposes
a materialist viewpoint; that is, any stance that refuses the
conditions of material life as the basis of its interpretation.
Antimaterialism can be mystical or religious, or it can simply
be a depoliticised position.

Anxiety of influence—Concept developed by Harold Bloom in his
book of the same name. Bloom’s phrase signals a theory of
poetic influence and indebtedness. Specifically, Bloom’s the-
ory addresses the way in which the work of major, or what
Bloom calls ‘strong’, poets persists as an influence on poets of
later ages, and how later poets, in developing and struggling
with their strong precursors, effectively ‘misread’ their in-
fluences so as to produce their own ‘strong’ poetry. The
process of struggling with one’s major influences, Bloom
argues, involves inescapable ‘anxieties of indebtedness’.
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Aporia/aporetic—Deriving from the Greek for ‘unpassable path’
or ‘impasse’, aporia has been used by Jacques Derrida to
describe the effects of différance: the aporetic and the
experience of its excess is figured in the undecidable in
meaning; irreducible to a limited semantic horizon, lan-
guage announces its radical undecidability, whereby con-
trary to the limits of logic, a concept is shown to be
identifiable as being disturbed internally, on the one hand,
as neither this nor that, while, on the other hand, as both
this and that.

Archaeology—Term used by Michel Foucault which indicates a
mode of analysis or methodology of discursive formations
and statements without assigning or seeking origins in the
human sciences (e.g. psychiatry, political economy). For
Foucault, such discursive strands or strata, those subject-
specific languages embedded in a particular culture, distin-
guish the human sciences from any ‘pure’ scientificity in that
they invoke ideologies, beliefs and interests beyond any
statement of disinterested data.

Arche-écriture—From the Greek, arche means a founding, ori-
ginal or governing, controlling principle; Jacques Derrida
coins the term, translatable as archi- or archewriting, to
indicate how the very idea of an origin or founding principle
is not self-sufficient, full or undifferentiated but, at its origin,
is always already traced by the work of différance or writing
in order for it to be articulated. Sense or meaning is never
originary or fully present but always spaced and structured
temporally.

Archetype—Chiefly in the psychoanalytic theory of Carl Jung
and the literary criticism of Northrop Frye, archetypes are
those pervasive or supposedly universal symbols that recur
from culture to culture and transhistorically. For Jung, the
archetype is a primordial image that recurs throughout
human civilisation in various forms, always referring back
to the original type. For Frye, archetypes are symbols that
recur recognisably from one literary text to another, and
across otherwise disparate literary forms, genres and cul-
tures.
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Architectonic—Referring to construction or structure and, as
Aristotle employs it, having control over structure, the term
is used critically as addressing the systematisation of knowl-
edge.

Archive—Originally either a public office or building in which
documents were stored, or the historical documents making
up an archive as a form of public or social memory, the term
also operates as a verb to indicate the activity of archiving, of
preserving documents, records and so on. In computing
terms, archiving refers to the hierarchical storing of infre-
quently used files or documents. Generally, archiving refers
to the storing of any data, whether materially or virtually. In
Archive Fever, Jacques Derrida offers analysis of the notion
of the archive in relation to particular Freudian concepts
concerning memory and what Freud perceived as the hier-
archical embedding of memories in the conscious and un-
conscious. Additionally, Derrida speculates on the effects of
virtual storage (on the internet, hypertext, and so on) on the
idea of the archive and the possible transformation or
spectralisation of the notion of the archive and archiving.

Aristotelian—Ideas deriving from the writings of Aristotle, whose
Poetics in particular is an early example of literary criticism.
The Poetics is an analysis of the elements of tragedy that
make one example of the genre more or less successful than
another example. His focus is on the structure of the plot,
especially as it connects to the moral lesson of the play. He
isolates the features that have since come to be known as the
unities: the unities of time (the action takes place in one day),
place (it takes place in one location) and action (it is con-
cerned with one significant action). The highest shape of the
tragic plot in Aristotle’s terms was one which focused on
elements of reversal in the fortunes of the protagonists,
recognitions of moral lessons and catharsis in the audience
whereby the viewer is purged by his or her experience of
seeing the action played out. The emphasis is thereby on
structure and the audience’s moral response to structure.

Aura—Providing aesthetic theory with an important critical term
Walter Benjamin’s concept of the ‘aura’ of a work of art is
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what Benjamin calls the ‘unique phenomenon of distance’
that is to be found in high cultural forms. The term refers to
matters of an artwork’s uniqueness and authenticity. While
the auratic places an artwork beyond the quotidian, for
Benjamin reproductions create a plurality of copies where
there was once a unique existence. Benjamin also notes the
auratic in natural objects, while insisting, in both the art-
work and the natural object, the experience of the auratic as
the experience of a falling away, a decaying or disappearance
always already in process. The auratic, it should be noted, is
not figured nostalgically, even though the artwork’s aura
appears to be threatened by ‘mechanical reproduction’ or, as
Samuel Weber more accurately translates it, ‘technological
reproducibility’, which in principle dissipates the work’s
uniqueness or singularity. The unique artefact is distanced
by its uniqueness in a weave of both space and time. How-
ever, Benjamin argues that, though dissipated by modern
technologies of reproduction, a work’s aura continues to
give it authority and mystery.

Auteur theory—Developed as an explanatory notion by con-
tributors to the film studies journal Cahiers du Cinéma
regarding the control the director has over the making of a
film, from questions of diegesis, narrative, editing, framing
and so on. An ‘auteur’ (Fr. ‘author’) is a director whose
vision is assumed to be recognisable stylistically and rhet-
orically across a range of films. Thus, arguably, the movies
of Woody Allen or Ingmar Bergman have recognisable
elements, motifs, concerns, repeated edits, shots and so
on which, from film to film, are elements of the film
maker’s ‘signature’.

Author/authorship—The notion of authorship refers to the con-
cept of the individual who employs his or her imaginative
and intellectual powers in the construction of a given literary
text, while, historically, concepts of authorship have been
tied to the legal status of creative works and the rights of the
author. In the poststructuralist era, the idea of authorship
has become dispersed or radically rethought. Many literary
theorists, for example, subscribe to the concept of authorship
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as the product of multiple cultural, historical and social
forces that impact the act of textual production. Hence,
Roland Barthes announced the ‘death of the author’ in
1968 in an effort to challenge our existing, traditional
notions of authorship and textual authority.

Authorial intention—The idea that, through the close reading of a
literary text, the reader can discern or in some manner gain
access to the author’s intentions, or what the author really
means to say.

Authority—The power that comes from the assumption of being
unique or originary, or the significance invested in the
cultural status of an originator or author (from which the
word derives) of a given work; the assumption of power
invested in signs, practices, laws or discursive practices.
Thus, the limits placed on meaning when interpreters turn
to the biographies or the known authorial intentions.

Autonomy of art—The view that art/literature is autonomous —
that is, that it has no function beyond itself, that it is
politically, socially, economically and personally disengaged;
a view of literature favoured, implicitly or explicitly by the
New Critics in the US, and by F. R. Leavis and the other
contributors to Scrutiny.

Avant-garde—From the French for ‘vanguard’, avant-garde in art
or literature means artistic practices the deviate daringly

from conventional practice: the art of the new.

Bad faith—This phrase occurs first in French as mauvaise foi in
Jean-Paul Sartre’s Being and Nothingness. Developing his
concept of being in response to Heideggerian and Husserlian
notions of consciousness and being, and considering ideas of
human freedom, Sartre applies the term to the appropriation
of a false notion of selthood on the part of human con-
sciousness. For him, bad faith is not a condition imposed on
consciousness by the world, but a willingness on the part of
the individual to accept conditions of existence in the face of
what, for Sartre, is clearly faulty or in error. To provide a
perhaps oversimplified example of living in bad faith, it
might be argued that one has a false consciousness of one’s
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being by perceiving oneself through what one does. When
asked the ontological question, ‘who are you?’, a reply of I
am a teacher’ or ‘I am a writer’ would be a bad-faith
expression of one’s self.

Base/Superstructure—Concepts derived from Marx’s Preface to
A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy. Marx
argued that the economic organisation of any given society
(what he called the relations of production or Base) was the
foundation of all other social relations and cultural produc-
tion: that is, the economic Base makes possible or determines
the kinds of legal, political, religious and general cultural life
of the world — what Marx termed the Superstructure. The
relationship between Base and Superstructure has variously
been understood as absolutely determining (the Base is like
the foundations for a Superstructure like a house), or as
mutually dependent (with the Base acting like railway tracks
and the Superstructure as rolling stock). In early marxist
models the relationship between base and superstructure is
seen as static, the latter being supposedly a reflection of the
former. This model is replaced by a more mobile under-
standing premised on mediation.

Becoming—In the context of modern literary theory, being is
both spatial and temporal, perceived as an event implying
relationship to others and as a process of continuity or
becoming. The concept of becoming is articulated in the
work of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari in relation to the
economics and flow of desire. Because the flow of desire
precedes the subject, such flow is neither restricted to nor
defined in relation to the psyche of the individual. Traver-
sing subjectivity, flows open onto potential becomings.
Because the notion of becoming is indicative in the work
of Deleuze and Guattari of an oceanic, radical destabilisa-
tion of discrete or finite meaning or identity (see deterritor-
ialisation), it cannot be thought as merely being a liberatory
transformation which, once achieved, comes to rest in an
alternative identity (such transformation would merely re-
side within a general process of economic exchange). In-
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deed, it is because of the radically utopian conceptualisa-
tion of becoming as resistant to the very idea of meaning or
identity that it becomes problematic in the extreme to
provide a definition. Deleuze and Guattari describe a series
of different becomings — becoming-animal, becoming-wo-
man, becoming-imperceptible, becoming-minoritarian, be-
coming-other — all of which are examples of the multiplicity
of flows termed desiring machines. None of these implies a
conscious imitation or identification but, in the words of
Tamsin Lorraine, ‘becomings are encounters that engage
the subject at the limits of corporeal and conceptual logics
already formed and so bring[ing] on the destabilisation of
conscious awareness that forces the subject to a genuinely
creative response’. Becoming is thus for Deleuze and Guat-
tari, ‘absolute deterritorializations’. “To become animal’,
they write (to take one example of the envisioning of
becoming) ‘is to participate in movement, to stake out a
path of escape in all its positivity, to cross a threshold, to
reach a continuum of intensities that are valuable only in
themselves, to find a world of pure intensities where all
forms come undone, as do all the significations, signifiers
and signifieds, to the benefit of an unformed matter of
deterritorialized flux, of nonsignifying signs’ (see empty
signifier).

Being—In philosophical discourse, the term is applicable to all
objects of sense or thought, material or immaterial. In
continental philosophy, aspects of being are distinguished
in the following ways: (a) as being-for-(it)self, which names
conscious being or being as actuality; (b) being-in-(it)self,
this phrase identifying being either which lacks conscious
awareness or which otherwise determines being as mere
potentiality; (c) being-itself, which determines the idea of
pure being, regarded as infinite and uncharacterisable, also
usually signified as Being; (d) being-with, which names hu-
man existence as part of a shared community of beings.
Martin Heidegger has provided the most sustained and
radical reorientation of the question of Being in twentieth-
century philosophy, employing the term Dasein (lit. there-
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being) to indicate the condition of beings within Being. One’s
being is a there-being in that one only comprehends one’s
being as ‘thrown’, to use Heidegger’s term. This suggests that
being is never experienced in the abstract but only ever in the
experience of being-in-the-world. Heidegger employs the
term Dasein in order to move beyond discourses of being
rooted in notions of an originary or grounding being from
which first principle we might then comprehend our being.
Furthermore, the thinking of Dasein therefore does not
assume intrinsic or essential qualities to being but, instead,
conceives being in its temporal existence in relation to others
in order to examine the experience of being and how
existence is possible. Dasein is thus not the expression of
a self-reflexive entity reflecting on the world, but is always
already immersed in the world, our existence determined
through specific historical and cultural locations.

Belles-lettres—French, originally a parallel term to beaux arts
(fine arts) signifying ‘literary studies’, the term has now come
to be used vaguely and occasionally derisively in referring to
the lighter aspects of literary study.

Bildungsroman—From the German, meaning ‘education [bil-
dung] novel [roman]’ a novel that traces the formative years
and spiritual education of its principal protagonist. David
Copperfield or Great Expectations could be considered
English variations on the German model.

Binary opposition—Any pair of terms which appear diametri-
cally opposed; therefore: good/evil, day/night, man/woman,
centre/margin. First considered by Aristotle in his Poetics,
and subsequently given attention much later among struc-
turalist and poststructuralist thinkers. In literary theoretical
discourse, neither term in a binary opposition or pair is
considered absolute. Rather, one term defines and is, in turn,
defined by what appears to be its opposite. As the work of
Jacques Derrida shows, any pair of terms, far from main-
taining their absolute semantic value, slide endlessly along a
semantic chain, the one into the other through the effect of
difference. Also, Derrida makes clear how the apparent
equivalence of terms is not in fact true: instead, in all binary
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oppositions, one term, usually the former of the two, is
privileged hierarchically over the other in Western thought.

Black/white—The terms refer to the racial binaries that continue
to have an impact on the course of Western culture, parti-
cularly in terms of identity politics and regarding existing
ethnic biases and prejudice.

Blaxploitation—Term signifying action films made mostly in the
1970s, in which African-Americans are principally por-
trayed as violent, criminal, and sexualised in unrealistic
and exploitative, degrading ways.

Bourgeois—French for middle class. By extension, it has come to
mean a set of conventional attitudes which tend to support a
conservative status quo.

Bourgeois individualism—A key term in Ian Watt’s proto-marx-
ist study The Rise of the Novel, used to define one of the
conditions for the novel’s appearance. The bourgeois indi-
vidual exhibited a new kind of (middle-class) consciousness,
and new sensibility in relation to his or her relations with
God, other people generally and servants in particular, and
the market, consisting primarily in a view that the individual
is significant in his or her own right, rather than having his or
her significance subsumed by the general needs of society.

Bricolage—French term, the equivalent of ‘do-it-yourself’, it came
into use in structuralist criticism in the early 1960s in the
work of Claude Lévi-Strauss. Works of art or literature to
which the term is applied are understood as being con-
structed from a diverse range of materials, objects, or inter-
textual sources; otherwise, the term refers to the act of
construction.

Camp—Camp is notoriously difficult to define but critical con-
siderations such as those of Jonathan Dollimore and Alan
Sinfield agree that the question of camp involves an act or
performance which, while remaining elusive, nonetheless
destabilises the perception of stable gender identity. There
is little consensus among critics as to a definition of camp
and this it might be suggested is camp’s strength. What can
be said, albeit cautiously, is that camp appears to be a
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performative play which engages with flirtation, comedy and
flippancy, occasionally, if not frequently, for the purpose of
pointed critical attack. There is in camp a glib, self-reflexive
admission that what Jonathan Dollimore terms the ‘mas-
querade of camp’ shows up the lack of substance in any
normative construction of identity. While camp, strictly
speaking, is concerned with codes concerning the reading
of performance of gender- and sexually orientated identities,
the performative condition of camp masquerade for a form
of dis-identification within identity — the deliberate staging of
a gendered identity announces that all gendered positions
are, to some extent, performances without essence — which
refuses both to allow itself to be taken seriously and to be
pinned down. One cannot fix the notion of an identity-in-
common for the idea of camp. Moving between normative
and transgressive gendered identities, transgressing the very
idea of gender, camp announces the paradoxical power and
powerlessness instituted in the politics of gender identities.

Canon/canonical/canonicity—Originally, the term canon re-
ferred to those books of the Bible that had been accepted
by Church authorities as containing the word of God. More
recently, in literary studies, it has come to mean the ‘great
books’, or ‘great tradition’ of texts that everyone should
study or know in order to be considered educated in litera-
ture — that is, works called ‘canonical’. The means by which
the canon has been constructed, however, have been radi-
cally exclusionary — leaving out, for example, works written
by those in marginal or excluded groups. Contemporary
focus on canonicity, therefore, has tended to move towards
broadening the category of what ‘counts’ as literature.

Capitalism—Any system of economic relations which is driven by
the profit motive; capitalism depends on the investment by
private individuals and companies of their own funds to
provide the economic means of production, distribution and
exchange in return for profits from their investment and
which typically relies on competition, a free economic mar-
ket, and private or corporate ownership of the means of
production.
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Carnival/carnivalesque—Terms drawn from the work of Mikhail
Bakhtin on the novel. The carnivalesque is that in narrative
forms where social hierarchies and power structures oriented
around positions of ‘high’ and ‘low’ are temporarily in-
verted, often through forms of parody, in order to destabilise
and to make comic that which is taken seriously within social
order.

Catachresis—From the Greek, meaning ‘misuse’, in rhetoric, the
term is employed to indicate an incorrect use of words.
Jacques Derrida describes the founding concepts of meta-
physics (logos, see logocentrism) eidos (form), theoria, and
so on) as instances of catachresis rather than metaphor.
Defining catachresis as a ‘violent production of meaning,
an abuse which refers to no anterior or proper meaning’, he
proposes that philosophy in its literariness is catachrestic. He
does so through attention to the violent nature of metaphy-
sical concepts in order to stress how there is no proper or
natural connection between the terms of metaphysics and
some supposed origin. Moreover, Derrida also attempts to
transform terms, for example writing, text, arché-ecriture,
supplement, dissemination, différance, so as to produce in a
violent fashion disruptive meanings as ‘new forms of cat-
achresis, or what he calls ‘monstrous mutation[s] without
tradition or normative precedent’.

Cathexis—Given as the translation of Freud’s libidobesetzung,
the concept refers to the mental process of concentrating and
channelling the psychic energy of the libido as this is man-
ifested in forms such as anxiety, dread, fear and so on. Also
the term refers to the displacement of libidinal interest to
objects.

Chiasmus—A grammatical term referring to the inversion of
word order from one clause to another.

Chora—Originally deriving from Plato’s Timaeus, where the
word is a figure of multiple ambiguity, meaning ‘the recep-
tacle of meaning, invisible and formless, which contains
intelligibility but cannot itself be understood’. Jacques Der-
rida, spelling the term khora, provides a telling analysis of
Plato’s text, in which he aims to demonstrate how kbhora can
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be defined in ways pertaining neither to the sensible (having
to do with feeling and emotion) nor the intelligible (having to
do with rationality and intellect), and thus names that which
is resistant to naming, which cannot be gathered by any
name, and yet which is neither negative nor positive; khora
thus ‘names’, if we can put it this way, the aporetic beyond,
in excess of, any defining paradigm, while being irreducible
to a definition as either just this experience of the aporetic or
the idea of the aporia. Julia Kristeva has adapted the term to
describe a pre-linguistic realm which underpins language and
meaning, but which cannot itself be pinned down. In the
process of language development the chora is split to enable
words (defined by limitation — by what they leave out) to
come into meaning. The chora represents endless possibility
but no single significance — single significance being what
defines language itself.

Chronotope—Concept developed by Mikhail Bakhtin, which
refers to the aesthetic or envisioning of the human subject
as situated materially within a specific geotemporal location
or spatial/temporal structure which determines the shape of a
narrative; thus, protagonists of epic narratives can be de-
scribed as defined by, as well as inhabiting, a particular
chronotopic space.

Clinamen—A trope, signifying a swerve. The figure is employed by
Harold Bloom to describe the act of poetic misprision by which
poets of later generations produce their strong readings of the
earlier poets who influence them (see anxiety of influence).

Close reading—Formal analysis of the recurrent figures, motifs,
tropes of a text so as to suggest a greater unity or organic
whole to the work; a term usually associated with new
criticism or the work of F. R. Leavis and other critics
associated with Leavis and the journal Scrutiny. In this sense,
close reading is implicitly assumed to be an act of reading
divorced from any matters supposedly extraneous to the
text, such as context, matters of history, questions of politics,
issues of gender and race, and so on.

Code—The signification system that allows for the comprehen-
sion of a text or event.



22 CODIFICATION

Codification—The process of establishing rules and procedures
that are apparently consistent and coherent for any intellec-
tual practice. In structuralism, the process of unravelling and
interpreting codes of signification — for example, the codes
that tell you that this is a detective novel, and that that is an
advert for pizza.

Collective unconscious—The idea of a collective unconscious is
posited by Carl Jung in The Archetypes and the Collective
Unconscious. In addition to a personal unconscious, Jung
argues that human cultures share a collective and impersonal
psychic system, consisting of pre-existent forms, defined by
Jung as archetypes. Of such forms the subject only becomes
conscious when these are given specific personal psychic
forms.

Collocation—A linguistic term referring to habitual juxtaposition
or arrangement of words in relation to others, or to phrases
conventionally associated with one another.

Colonial/colonialism—Terms denoting the manner in which one
culture appropriates the land, people and resources of an-
other to further its imperialist ends. Edward Said defines
colonialism as the necessary consequence of imperialist
practices and attitudes, thereby suggesting a causal relation-
ship. As a consequence of colonial occupation and the
discourses and practices generated and maintained by colo-
nisers, the idea of colonialism may also be said to designate
the attributes of the specific political and epistemological
discourses by which the colonising power defines those who
are subjected to its rule. Postcolonialism refers in literary
studies to literary texts produced in countries and cultures
that have come under the control of European powers at
some point in their history.

Commodification—The process by which an object or a person
becomes viewed primarily as an article for economic exchange
— or a commodity. Also the translation of the aesthetic and
cultural objects into principally economic terms. The com-
modification of an object or the raw materials from which it is
produced is a sign of the transformation from use-value to
exchange-value. The term is used in feminist theory to describe
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the objectification of women by patriarchal cultures. Through
the processes of commodification, the work of art lacks any
significance unless it can be transformed by economic value
into a mystified, desired form, the labour having gone into its
production having been occluded.

Commodity fetishism—Term used by marxist critics after Marx’s
discussion in Volume I of Capital to describe the ways in
which products within capitalist economies become objects
of veneration in their own right, and are valued way beyond
what Marx called their ‘use-value’. Commodity fetishism is
understood as an example of the ways in which social
relations are hidden within economic forms of capitalism.

Condensation—A psychoanalytic, specifically Freudian, term
referring to the psychic process whereby phantasmatic
images assumed to have a common affect are condensed
into a single image. Drawing on the linguistic work of
Roman Jakobson, Jacques Lacan compares the Freudian
notion of condensation to the work of metaphor.

Connotation/denotation—A word’s connotations are those feel-
ings, undertones, associations, etc. that are not precisely
what the word means, but are conventionally related to it,
especially in poetic language such as metaphor. The word
gained popular currency in relation to structuralist theories
of language and literature, where connotation is opposed to
denotation — the precise meaning of a word, what it means
exactly as opposed to what it might mean by association.
Denotation is the act or process of implying or connoting
meaning or ideas.

Consciousness—In Freudian discourse, one of the principal man-
ifestations of the psychic apparatus, the others being the
unconscious and preconscious.

Constative speech act—In How to do Things with Words, J. L.
Austin defines different types of speech act, including con-
stative and performative. A constative speech act is a state-
ment which can be judged as either true or false, such as ‘the
sky is blue’. A performative is a way of doing things with
words, as in the example of a promise, baptising or christen-
ing, the naming of ships, or the priest saying ‘I now pro-
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nounce you man and wife’, whereby the words enforce a
social reality within a given and commonly understood
cultural context. According to Austin, performatives cannot
be true or false, only felicitous or infelicitous, so the pro-
nouncement on the part of the priest when uttered in a play,
novel or film is infelicitous. However, this has been exten-
sively and comprehensively brought into question in the
work of Jacques Derrida, who argues that a performative
maintains its force and the possibility of doing something
with words regardless of the context. There are other types of
speech act for Austin. Locutionary acts are, in Austin’s
words, ‘roughly equivalent to uttering a certain sentence
with a certain “meaning” in the traditional sense’. Illocu-
tionary acts are those which have a certain conventional
force, such as warnings, orders, or speech acts intended to
give information. Perlocutionary acts are those we use to
bring about something, examples of which include persua-
sion or convincing someone of something (see Speech-act
theory).

Constellation—The idea of the constellation names for Walter

Benjamin the critical observation of heterogeneous, yet not
absolutely dissimilar, images and figures of thought gathered
from both present experience and other historical moments.
Benjamin seeks to maintain the difference of the historial
condition of thought, rather than troping figures, concepts
and ideas from the past in terms of present conceptualisation
by some transhistorical critical gesture.

Consumer culture—A description of postwar Western-type

economies in which the consumption of commodities —
and of cultural artefacts as commodities — is a principal
determining feature of a specific society.

Context—Usually used simply to describe all the extra-textual

features (conditions of production and reception, historical
events, general cultural milieu, biography, etc.) which may
have a bearing on the interpretation of a literary text. The
term has also been co-opted and adapted by Luce Irigaray to
describe a kind of écriture féminine in which the analogy
between pen and penis derived from Freudian thought is



CRITICAL THEORY 25

rewritten to an analogy between cunt (in French con) and
writing, hence con-texte.

Co-optation—The process of borrowing from one discourse the
methods and theoretical models of another, often with radical
effects. Politically, the appropriation of an individual or group,
or the ideas of an opposition, and put to work willingly or
otherwise in the service of those who effect the appropriation.

Counter-history/counter-memory—Terms employed by Michel
Foucault in his critique of psychology’s official historical
account of the history of madness socially and institutionally
conceived. Conventional historical models of narrative are
grounded in psychological terms of continuity and identity.
In contradistinction to such models, Foucault seeks through
various reading strategies and the deployment of various
concepts to resist any monolithic history of mental illness.
Treating the various modalities of discourse at different
historical moments, Foucault offers a discontinuous coun-
ter-history. In arguing for a disjunctive and polyvocal coun-
ter-history which in its consideration of discourse, modes of
confinement, surveillance and the psychiatric gaze, for ex-
ample, gives access to a critical perspective on present views
of mental illness through a critical history disruptive of
progressivist models, Foucault seeks to constitute a coun-
ter-memory, that which is forgotten in the official and
institutional ‘memory’ expressed as the history of psychol-
ogy or psychiatry.

Countertransference—Psychoanalytic term, coined by Freud but
employed to a far greater extent after his death by other
analysts, to indicate the analyst’s unconscious emotions
towards the analysand. Lacan reformulates the idea of
countertransference in terms of resistance, a structural dy-
namic typical of the analytic experience, and grounded in a
fundamental incommensurability between desire and speech.

Critical Theory—Ciritical Theory has at least two definitions. At
its narrowest or most specific, it is the term used to define the
largely marxist influenced and oriented work of the principal
members of the Institute for Social Research of Frankfurt
University, founded in 1924, notably, Theodor Adorno,



26

CRITICISM

Max Horkheimer, Herbert Marcuse, and Jiirgen Habermas,
whose work is otherwise generally and collectively known by
the name ‘Frankfurt School’. More generally, critical theory
is also a term assumed to be roughly synonymous with, or is
otherwise substituted for the equally nebulous, and poten-
tially vacuous phrase, ‘literary theory’. The term has come to
signify a constellation or loose amalgam of contemporary
approaches to textual (literary or filmic) and cultural criti-
cism, for example structuralism, semiotics or poststructur-
alism. Such discourses are central to much critical work in
English studies, comparative literature and cultural studies.
At the same time, recent interdisciplinary developments have
meant that such approaches are being considered and ap-
plied in other disciplines, as diverse as history, theology and
law. Many of the ideas and theorists arose in the intellectual
environments of France and Germany. The breadth (or,
more negatively, the emptiness or uselessness) of the term
is immediately comprehended if one considers that, amongst
others, Derrida and deconstruction, negative theology and
ecocriticism, modernism and postmodernism, as well as the
Frankfurt School, along with the work of Levinas, Blanchot
and Lacoue-Labarthe are all readily appropriated under this
definition within institutions of higher education throughout
the English-speaking world. Critical theory thus becomes, it
might be said, a definition for a variety of critical praxes for
which there is no other homogenising determination.

Criticism—The act of analysing and evaluating literary texts,

films and images, cultural forms and phenomena. The vari-
eties of criticism are numerous and extend at least as far back
as Aristotle’s Poetics.

Cultural capital—A phrase used by Pierre Bourdieu to describe

the hidden value attached to learning and education in
otherwise apparently ruthlessly capitalist Western societies;
also, the dissemination of literary knowledge for the express
purpose of enhancing the moral sensibilities of a given nation
or culture’s readership.

Cultural materialism—A term first associated with marxist critic

Raymond Williams that refers to the manner in which
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economic forces and modes of production inevitably impinge
upon cultural products such as literary works. Movement in
British literary theory that insistently pursues the materialist
basis of cultural phenomena. Alongside textual evidence,
cultural materialists pursue all kinds of contextual evidence
in order to try to explain the text as a material object — both
an object produced at a particular time, and an object being
consumed in the present.

Cultural poetics—Term first employed by Stephen Greenblatt in
1988, to signify a mode of critical analysis developed upon
the premises of new historicism, but distinct from it. The
analytical praxis of a cultural poetics concerns the identifica-
tion of historically and culturally distinct cultural practices
as these arise in particular historical moments, and the
relations between the practices and the discourses by which
they are articulated.

Culture—The patterns of human knowledge that refer to the
customary beliefs, social formations and traits of racial,
religious or social groups. Culture similarly denotes an
acquaintance with the humanities, fine arts and other in-
tellectual or scientific pursuits. The term culture is applied to
assemblages of social practices defined periodically and in
terms of race, belief and class.

Cyberwar—Term often associated with Paul Virilio that refers to
the commodification of information and its nearly invisible
dispersal within technological culture. Cyberwar entails
virtual enemies inflicting virtual casualties among their in-
visible foes.

Cyborg—Term used by feminist theorist Donna Haraway to
posit an alternative mode of being which, in being a hybrid
of human and mechanical elements, would be beyond the
constraints of biological sex and culturally stereotyped gen-

o der.

Dasein—A conventional word in German, given particular sig-
nificance in phenomenological discourse by Martin Heideg-
ger. The word is a portmanteau word, combining da (there)
and Sein (being). Heidegger uses the word to signify the
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groundedness of being, the fact of our being-in-the-world
and the fact that the subject perceives his or her being as a
material condition of existence, rather than apprehending
the condition of consciousness from a reflection on an
abstract or metaphysical notion of Being. One particular
aspect of Dasein is that, in common with other beings, the
subject comes to apprehend and reflect on the temporality of
his or her being; that is, that one’s being is always a being-
towards-death.

Death drive—Freudian concept concerning human desire to

return to a state of non-conflictual stasis, equilibrium or
lifelessness. Intensified misdirection of the death drive in
terms of psychic internalisation is hypothesised as producing
masochism, while direction towards another can result in
sadism.

Death of the author—From Roland Barthes’s essay of the same

title ([1968] 1977), the phrase has come to mean the resis-
tance to using information derived from the writer’s life or
known authorial intentions as part of the process of inter-
pretation since this presumes that the author imposes the
final limit on meaning and attributes to him (or her) a
godlike status.

Deconstruction—Deconstruction is conventionally understood as

a school or method of criticism. Equally conventionally,
when thought of as a school, method or critical ‘pro-
gramme’, deconstruction is understood to have been devel-
oped by French philosopher Jacques Derrida. According to
conventional narratives, Derrida’s ‘method’ of reading,
which apparently sought to unearth contradictions and
paradoxes in the logical structures of philosophical and
literary texts, became adopted in North American univer-
sities from the late 1960s and in British universities from the
early 1980s.

However, all such narratives pertaining to deconstruction
are wide of the mark in their efforts at definition on several
counts. First, it has been assumed that Derrida coins the term
‘deconstruction’, and that it is therefore a neologism. This is
inaccurate, and, as Derrida has, himself, pointed out, it is a
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very old French word. Furthermore, as the OED shows, the
word exists in English, and pre-exists Derrida and other
critics’ use of the term. Derrida used the word in an effort to
‘translate’ German philosopher Martin Heidegger’s use of
the words ‘destruktion’ and ‘abbau’, in order to demonstrate
that which exists within or inhabits in a certain fashion any
structure or the idea of any structure by which the articula-
tion of that structure is made possible, and yet which is
heterogeneous to the self-identity of the structure, whether
one is talking of a conceptual, logical, discursive, institu-
tional or philosophical formation. Because that which is
deconstructive is thus internal to the very idea of structure,
and yet not definable within the logic of the self-same by
which ideas, concepts and beliefs maintain their ‘truth’ or
significance, it is therefore not generalisable as a ‘theory’ of
structure, or structure’s internal contradictions. It also there-
fore follows, as J. Hillis Miller has put it, that because every
example of deconstruction differs from every other example,
it cannot be transformed or translated into a method of
reading or a programme for critical analysis, much less into a
set of rules available for use by a so-called ‘school’ of
deconstructive criticism. For these and other reasons, it is
problematic, to say the least, to define deconstruction, except
by a negative process which moves cautiously by speaking, at
least provisionally and in the first instance, of what decon-
struction is not.

It does have to be said, however, as a cautionary caveat,
that even this is fraught, for as Derrida points out, to define
deconstruction either in terms of ‘deconstruction is’ or
‘deconstruction is not’ is to rely on an ontological procedure
which ascribes to ‘deconstruction’ a ‘thingness’, an objectiv-
ity and identity available to definition and awaiting patiently
the ontological delimitation of the term. As Derrida seeks to
explain, deconstruction always already takes place in struc-
tures, makes their existence and their transformation possi-
ble, and is thus patently neither that which is applied in the
name of reading nor some formalist exercise in determining
how something is put together but is, instead, of political and
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philosophical import, if not directly political per se, because
that which is deconstructive is precisely that in any forma-
tion, whether discursive or institutional, which we overlook,
which we pass over in silence. In Derrida’s words, decon-
struction, if it is anything, is an ‘economic concept designat-
ing the production of differing/deferring’.

Defamiliarisation—A concept employed by Russian formalists,
defamiliarisation signifies the attribute of some kinds of
writing or other works of art which communicates in
non-transparent ways that make the world seem strange.
The point of defamiliarisation is that it shakes up reading
and writing habits, undercuts conventional propriety in
language and literature, and thus prevents the reader from
making merely habitual or conventional responses.

Demystification—Term often associated with philosophies of
cultural materialism that maintain that only social contra-
dictions and economic conditions, rather than literary criti-
cism and theory, possess the capacity for altering the course
of reality; hence, materialist philosophy attempts to ‘demys-
tify’ bourgeois pretensions toward totality and completeness.
Alternatively, demystification refers to critical praxis which
aims to bring to consciousness the hidden modes of produ-
citon, the labour relations and division of labour, which
combine to produce material objects as commodities.

Desire—An ineluctable force in the human psyche distinguished
from need, desire holds a crucially central position in Laca-
nian psychoanalysis and, subsequently, in psychoanalyti-
cally inflected critical discourses. Desire for Lacan is
always an unconscious drive, conscious articulations of
desire being merely symptomatic of this unstoppable force.
Need is seen as a purely biological instinct, while desire, a
purely psychic phenomenon, is a surplus or excess beyond all
articulation of demand. Desire, writes Lacan, comes always
from the unconscious, and is thus unlocatable as such, while
being, equally, ‘desire for something else’ (as it is expressed in
Ecrits ([1966] (1977)), by which formula Lacan indicates
that one cannot desire what one has, while what is desired is
always displaced, deferred.



DIALECTIC 31

Desiring machine—Rethinking the processes of desire as these
have been defined within psychoanalytic discourse as a
function of the human subject, Deleuze and Guattari de-
scribe desire as machinic. In doing so, they are not seeking to
supply an estranging metaphor. Instead, they see the flow of
desire as simply an endless and unstoppable “flight’. It has no
organising or generative organic centre or origin. Nor does
desire arise as some function of the self. Desire is subject to
no law and the comprehension of the desiring machine serves
to deterritorialise those forms of thinking which apply to
some law or identity. The subject does not produce desire but
the flow of desire plays a role in the constitution of the
subject.

Determinism—Doctrine maintaining that acts of will, natural
occurrences or social phenomena find their origins in pre-
ceding events or the laws of nature.

Deterritorialisation—Term often associated with Gilles Deleuze
and Félix Guattari that refers to a simultaneous process of
fictionalisation, escape from stable states, contiguity, and
bifurcation. This process is marked by an eschewing of
monolithic ideologies in favour of ‘disjunctive syntheses’
that allow for genuine interconnection. Moreover, the pur-
pose of deterritorialisation as the pursuit or liberation of
what Deleuze and Guattari call flows or ‘lines of flight’ is to
destabilise the finite idea of corporeality, the subject or the
state in potential processes of constant becoming.

Diachronic/synchronic—Terms often associated with Ferdinand
de Saussure that account for the relationships that exist
between phonemes, which he explained in terms of their
synchronic and diachronic structures. A phoneme exists in a
diachronic, or horizontal, relationship with other phonemes
that precede and follow it. Synchronic relationships refer to a
phoneme’s vertical associations with the entire system of
language from which individual utterances derive their
meaning.

Dialectic—Broadly speaking, argument whereby truth is arrived
at by exposing contradictions in debate; systematic analy-
sis. A term associated with Marxism, derived from the
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work of G. W. F. Hegel, indicating both a scientific method
and the rules of antagonism governing the historical trans-
formations of reality. The Hegelian dialectic is defined, at
its simplest, as thesis — antithesis — synthesis. In marxist
discourse dialectic is the process of change effected by
historically opposed forces.

Dialectical materialism—Marxist theory that postulates that ma-
terial reality exists in a constant state of struggle and trans-
formation, prioritising matter over mind. The three laws of
dialectical materialism stress: (a) the transformation from
quantity to quality making possible revolutionary change;
(b) the constitution of material reality as a unity composed of
opposites; (c) the negation of the two oppositions in the
condition of material reality, as a result of their antagonism,
out of which historical development takes place which,
however, still retains traces of the negated elements.

Dialogism—Term derived from the work of Mikhail Bakhtin,
indicating the polyphonic play of different voices or dis-
courses in a text, without the assumption of a dominant,
monolithic authorial position or voice.

Diaspora—Settling of various peoples away from their home-
lands; often associated with the notion of the Jewish dia-
spora in modern Israel, but extended in cultural studies,
postcolonial studies and race theory to consider the displa-
cement of peoples by means of force, such as slavery.

Diegesis—A long disused term, brought back into use by film
theorists, and subsequently used by Roland Barthes and
Gérard Genette, among others, denoting narration or de-
scription presented without judgement or analysis.

Différance—Neologism coined by Jacques Derrida. Derrida
makes the term differ from the more conventional ‘differ-
ence’ by spelling it with an ‘a’. The purpose is to point out
that there is that in writing which escapes aural comprehen-
sion (‘a’ in the French pronunciation sounding the same as ‘e’
in ‘différence’). Thus, the difference in ‘différance’ is purely
graphic. In this manner, Derrida signifies the graphic element
in the production of meaning, whereby writing silently
inscribes the spacing, the deferral and differentiation (both
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terms implied in ‘différance’), spatial and temporal, without
which no writing or reading is possible.

Difference—A concept deriving from the political necessity to
recognise that different groupings (female people, Black
people, gay and lesbian people) differ not only from the
white heterosexual norm favoured by Enlightenment
thought, but also differ among themselves: women, for
example, may be middle-class or working-class, black or
chicana, straight or gay or bi, and/or any combination of any
set of attributes. Also, the understanding in Saussurian
linguistics and structuralist criticism of the way meaning
is neither intrinsic to a word nor produced solely through
reference to a signified or object, but in and through the
differential relation to other signifiers.

Differenciation—Term often associated with Gilles Deleuze that
refers to the increasingly diffuse boundaries between art,
technology, industry and society. No longer functioning as
obvious demarcations, these boundaries endlessly merge
with one another in mass culture. Deleuze develops the term
to signify the process of becoming-different (which is sig-
nalled in the ‘¢’ in the spelling) as the possibility of diversity.

Digitality—Term often associated with Jean Baudrillard that refers
to the transformation of human consciousness via mass cul-
ture’s dissemination in a digital format, otherwise referred to
by Baudrillard as the digital logic of the code. When images,
thoughts and ideas become disembodied from their creative
sources, traditional conceptions such as authorship become
diffuse. As Baudrillard suggests, with the ever-increasing
destabilisation, loss of reference and semantic finality, resem-
blance and designation in modes of communication, signs,
becoming digital and programmatic in their functions, have
only ‘tactical’ value in relation to other signs.

Dirty realism—A genre of fiction, the definition of which is
attributed to the journal Granta. It is perceived as a relatively
recent movement among North American, chiefly US, wri-
ters who produce unembellished, spare narratives of the
underbelly of American society.

Discourse—A discussion focused on a specific subject, discourse
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is defined by Michel Foucault as language practice: that is,
language as it is used by various constituencies (the law,
medicine, the church, for example) for purposes to do with
power relationships between people.

Displacement—Freudian term for psychic process whereby one
psychic figure is relocated in another manifestation or image.
Lacan likens the work of metonymy to displacement.

Dissemination—Term employed by Jacques Derrida. Derrida
points up the homophonic similarity between the Latin
semen and the Greek sema, the former signifying ‘seed’,
the latter ‘sign’, and accords a certain equivalence between
the concept of dissemination and his radical extension of the
notion of writing. This is exemplified in the graphic sem of
dissemination. While there is no necessary relation between
the Greek or Latin words, and while utterance supposedly
helps determine through context the appropriate significa-
tion in writing and as the effect of writing, it is impossible to
keep in place or otherwise limit the graphic play. Derrida
employs the figure of dissemination in opposition to ideas of
communication or polysemy. Far from being either fully,
unequivocally communicative in a stable, fixed fashion, or
being determined by an agreed multiplicity of signification
the effects of writing displace decidable signification through
excess and overflow ungovernable, as Derrida makes clear,
by any concept of communication. However, the term is not
negative. Derrida insists that dissemination is affirmative in
that it insists on both the multiplicity and heterogeneity of
meaning, irrecuperable within any semantic horizon.

Dominant/residual/emergent—Marxist terms derived from the
writings of Raymond Williams to describe the ways in which
there are competing discourses, beliefs and practices in any
given culture. Roughly speaking, the dominant discourses
are those to which the majority subscribe at a particular
historical moment; the residual are those which persist from
the past in presently prevailing ideologies; and the emergent
are those discourses which are emerging in a culture, but
which have yet to achieve consensus across the majority of
the population.
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Dream work—The psychic process that translates the latent
content of the unconscious into the manifest content com-
prised of dream images. Two processes by which dream
work occurs are condensation and displacement.

Drive—Term associated with Freudian discourse, and a transla-
tion of the German Trieb, more usually translated into
English as ‘instinct’. The two principal drives for Freud
are the libidinal and the death drive (see libido and death
drive).

Dromology—Term associated with the work of urbanist and
architect, Paul Virilio, from the Greek, dromos, for race,
relating to speed. The term is methodological in orientation,
coined by Virilio within a discourse of urban, cultural
analysis, which, in being a neologism, serves the strategic
purpose of disrupting the commonsensical, while being
applied, as an analytical methodology to explore and express
cultural and, particularly, urban matters of flow and speed,
whether by this Virilio means the speed and acceleration of
information transferral through the various modes of tele-
technologies, or the question of the accelerated flow of living
brought about by transport systems.

Ecriture féminine—‘Feminine/female writing’ (French). Term de-
rived from the writings of Héléne Cixous to describe a mode
of textual production that resists dominant phallic models of
communication. It is not necessarily written by women, but
is produced instead by those who occupy what might be
called a ‘feminine’ space in culture — which will often be
women, but might also include certain kinds of excluded
men.

Ecriture/écrivance—In Roland Barthes’ conception, the former is
the term for literary writing, that is language which draws
attention to its artificiality; the latter term, Barthes contends,
signifies that kind of writing, as in realist narrative, which
strives for transparency, thereby being complicit with the
prevailing dominant ideology.

Ego—The fundamental, conscious component of the self, parti-
cularly in terms of the way in which humans contrast
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themselves with the world. In psychoanalytic theory, the ego
functions as one of the three divisions of the psyche and
refers to the manner in which people mediate, perceive or
adapt to reality.

Embodiment—The state of giving body to or becoming incarnate.
Also employed to signify an exemplary physical expression
of metaphysical values.

Empiricism—Philosophical approach to knowledge which puts
forward the idea that all knowledge is derived from experi-
ence and not derived from reason or logic.

Empty signifier—Term often associated with Félix Guattari, also
given as ‘a-signifying’ or ‘non-signifying’, that denotes a
signifier with a vague, unspecifiable, or non-existent signif-
ied. In such instances, the signifier has endured a form of
radical disconnection from its signified.

Enlightenment—Term used to designate the thought and aims of
French philosophers of the eighteenth century.

Epic—Usually a poetic, or occasionally prose, composition in
which the heroic exploits of one character or a small group of
characters are delineated in a single continuous narrative.

Epic theatre—A style of dramaturgy developed primarily in both
practice and theory by Bertolt Brecht from the 1920s on-
wards. Epic theatre is episodic rather than dramatically
unified; it intersperses action with songs, poetry and dance,
and it focuses the audience’s attention on the fictionality of
what they are observing in order to demystify ideological
modes of production.

Episteme—The idea of the episteme constitutes for Michel Fou-
cault the basis of a possible science of Western culture at
specific historical instances. Foucault employs the term
‘episteme’ to define the constellation of discourses that come
together in a particular historical period as the knowledge
peculiar to that epoch. Each body of knowledge, while being
made up of competing, if not heterogeneous modes of
information, is, in effect, a model or structure governing
all knowledge, its relationships and communications at a
given moment. However, the various forms and articulations
of knowledge in a given epoch are not simply intellectual for
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Foucault, they are also cultural and, therefore, political.
Foucault seeks to express through the idea of the episteme
the tensions and relationships between, as he puts it, ‘the
knowledge of living beings, the knowledge of the laws of
language, and the knowledge of economic facts’. For Fou-
cault, it is the function of the historian of ideas, to disen-
tangle the various discourses which constitute the episteme,
as though these were so many layers constituting an epoch,
hence his use of the figure of archaeology so as to indicate the
various sedimented strata of knowledge, which are them-
selves discontinuous between epochs.

Epistemology—Branch of philosophy which addresses the
grounds and forms of knowledge. Michel Foucault employs
the idea of the episteme to indicate a particular group of
knowledges and discourses which operate in concert as the
dominant discourses in any given historical period. He also
identifies epistemic breaks, radical shifts in the varieties and
deployments of knowledge for ideological purposes, which
take place from period to period.

Epoché—Philosophical concept, first encountered in Greek scep-
ticism and subsequently in phenomenology. Epoché names
the principal of the suspension of judgement in any encoun-
ter with undecidability. In phenomenological discourse, as-
suming the epochg, the subject sets aside all factual, historical
or empirical knowledge in order to apprehend phenomena
and one’s consciousness of them.

Epistolary novel—A novel form, popular in the eighteenth cen-
tury, the narrative of which is presented through a succession
of letters, often between different characters — as in Samuel
Richardson’s Clarissa or Tobias Smollett’s The Expeditions
of Humpbhrey Clinker.

Erasure—The gesture of erasure, or placing a term under erasure,
refers graphically to the act of crossing out a word but
retaining the word and the crossing through. Martin Hei-
degger employs this practice in The Question of Being in
which the word Being is crossed through. Heidegger’s pur-
pose is to show how the term can no longer be employed,
given that the concept as it is used has slipped away from,
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and thereby forgotten, the question of Being. For Heidegger,
the very idea of Being is always presupposed. Any question
asking ‘what is “Being”’ is only articulable to the extent that
the very idea of Being makes it possible to consider the being
of Being. But it is this idea which has been occluded in the
consideration of Being. Crossing through the word releases
it, both from the assumptions that the term is known or that
the meaning of Being is somehow understood and the idea
that, in asking the question, ‘what is “Being”’, there is
somehow the presumption of an answer. Moreover, as
Derrida points out, with regard to Heidegger’s practice,
the crossing through is not a negative gesture but one which
indicates how, while signification is necessary, the thought of
the idea of Being as a ‘transcendental signified” has reached a
particular limit in the text of Heidegger. Derrida also places
particular terms sous rature (under erasure) because their
conventional function within metaphysical and logical dis-
course is exhausted. Such terms no longer retain their full
sense; neither do they signify a presence or origin, for which
the signifier stands, but only other structural traces, such as
themselves.

Essentialism/essentialist—An essentialist belief is one that mis-

takenly confuses the effects of biology with the effects of
culture; in particular it refers to the belief that biology is
more significant than culture in subject formation. It is often
used as a term of disapproval by critics.

Estrangement—Like defamiliarisation, estrangement is a process

of making one’s experience of text or artwork strange or,
more particularly, distant. Its aim is usually to subvert the
reading experience (or viewing experience in the visual arts,
theatre and film) away from conventions and habits. Some-
times given as a translation for the Brechtian term Verfrem-
dung, which is more commonly translated as alienation. In
the context of Brechtian theatre, estrangement names the
theatrical practices by which the audience are encouraged to
engage intellectually and ideological with the political and
philosophical issues of a play by the deliberate foreground-
ing of theatrical artifice, thereby seeking to prohibit the
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audience’s engaging empathetically with the subject material
or the characters.

Ethics—A set of moral principles or values, as well as an under-
standing of moral duty and obligation. Ethics also refers to
accepted standards of conduct. In literary theory, ethical
critics address the moral properties inherent in literary works
in an effort to understand their social, cultural or aesthetic
implications for readers and texts alike.

Ethnicity—Refers to a given individual’s racial, national, cultural,
religious, tribal or linguistic background, classification or
affiliation.

Ethnocentrism—Term designating the cultural analytic by which
other cultures are judged, read or interpreted according to the
implicit or explicit assumption of the centrality, superiority or
primacy of one’s own culture. Ethnocentrism has been most
visible historically in Northern European attitudes towards
non-European cultures, or otherwise in the cultural assump-
tions made by technologically advanced cultures, particularly
those of the Northern Hemisphere towards those cultures not
so technologically developed. Similarly, historically ethno-
centrism has manifested itself in colonial and religious or
quasi-religious contexts, whereby colonising and invading
forces have assumed non-white and/or non-Christian cultures
to be barbaric, ‘heathen’, or, in some instances, not human.
Ethnocentrist attitudes thus transform relative difference be-
tween cultures into value judgments mobilised by an ideology
of hierarchical identification and comparison in which ques-
tions of race also figure extensively. As a corrective to ethno-
centric tendencies, cultural relativism has stressed that cultures
can not be evaluated for their merits or faults in comparison
with other cultures; rather, a structural approach to ethnic
cultural analysis has emerged which seeks to identify the
various constituent elements and their interrelations within
a culture which gives a particular culture its identity. How-
ever, such an approach is still not free from the problematic of
ethnocentrism inasmuch as the act of analysis and the epis-
temological frameworks that generate analysis can still be
marked invisibly by cultural assumptions.
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Ethnography—Systematic and organised recording and classifi-
cation of human cultures.

Existentialism—A philosophical movement that involves the
study of individual existence in an infinite, unfathomable
universe. Existentialism devotes particular attention to the
individual’s notion of free will and interpersonal responsi-
bility without any concrete knowledge of what constitutes
right and wrong. A variety of twentieth-century thinkers and
writers have explored the possibilities of existentialism,
including Jean-Paul Sartre, Martin Heidegger and Simone
de Beauvoir, among others.

Facticity—The condition of being an objective fact or truth.
Facticity is a term often used in phenomenology, as for
example in a phrase such as ‘the facticity of being’, which
suggests that although the subject always interprets the
world and its phenomena, and that one only apprehends
one’s being in phenomenological terms, one’s being has a
pre-phenomenal and pre-linguistic materiality.

False consciousness—Illusory or mistaken beliefs, the term is used
in marxist theories to designate the beliefs of groups with
whom one disagrees or who are in need of liberation and
enlightenment; otherwise, the belief on the part of the middle
classes which insists that class-based interests are not posi-
tioned ideologically but are universal.

Fantasy—In everyday language, fantasy refers simply to the
workings of the imagination, but in different theoretical
models it has more force. In psychoanalysis, for example,
fantasies are often compensatory dreams of wish-fulfilment
that allow the dreamer to cope with disappointment — and
the dreamer may even convince him or herself that the
fantasy is real. In structuralist writings, fantasy in literature
(or the fantastic) as defined by Tzvetan Todorov, refers to
stories or events within them whose status is left unclear
to the reader: is it real or not? The term has also been
used to describe any narrative mode that is set in an
imagined world that echoes an imagined past — especially
one of dwarves and fairies (as opposed to science fiction/
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cyberpunk which look to the future and to technology for
fantastic effects).

Fascism—A political philosophy, movement or regime that ele-
vates conceptions of race and nationhood over the indivi-
dual. Such groups often involve a centralised, autocratic
governmental structure led by a dictator. In addition to
regimenting social and economic policies, fascist regimes
frequently engage in the forcible suppression of their political
or cultural opposition.

Fetish/ism—Sexual excitement, in Freudian discourse, brought
about by the subject’s focus on a specific object or body part.
Further employed in postcolonial discourse by Homi Bhabha
in relation to the processes of racial stereotyping or in
marxist discourse in relation to the mystified value of the
commodity.

Fetishisation—Marxist term that refers to the manner in which
mass culture commodifies various sociocultural concepts,
ideologies or traditions.

Fiction—An imaginative story or narrative (including prose and
verse) that offers an invented account of events.

Field—Structural term employed by Pierre Bourdieu to indicate
the organisation of a given social structure determined in its
meaning by identifiable social positions and their interrela-
tions within the social sphere as these are in turn defined by
the distribution and organisation of resources or cultural
capital.

Figure—Literary term that refers to a recurring theme, image or
style. As with tropes, figures often serve as vehicles that allow
language to move beyond its literal functions and begin
working in a metaphorical capacity.

Flaneur—French word defining a (mostly) male member of the
monied, leisured middle classes, with the time to stroll idly
and without purpose around cities and towns, observing life.
Gaining popularity as a literary type in the 1890s, chiefly in
Paris and associated with that other fin-de-siécle figure, the
dandy, the flineur enjoys the luxury of observing in an
unsystematic manner the social and cultural life of the urban
world, without being observed himself. German cultural
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critic and theorist Walter Benjamin developed the critique of
the flaneur, principally in his The Arcades Project, a study of
the phenomenon of urban Parisian life at the end of the
nineteenth century.

Flow—Also ‘flux’, a term from the work of Gilles Deleuze and

Félix Guattari, signifying material and semiotic flows (such
as desire) which, it is argued, are not essential to human
subjectivity, but precede the subject. Pursuing such flows,
Deleuze and Guattari maintain, offers potential lines of flight
and thus the deterritorialisation of the sovereign subject.

Foregrounding—Literary and aesthetic concept first proposed by

Viktor Sklovskij, in which the artist or writer regards produc-
tion as a process and not an end in itself, the purpose of which
is to produce in the audience or readership a new awareness of
the object or subject represented and so to understand the
world differently. One means of foregrounding the process of
perception and its active role in the interpretation of art is
through what Sklovskij termed ostranenie, defamiliarisation
or ‘making strange’, whereby the form of the art-object is
revealed rather than occluded by content or subject and so
how one perceives comes to be foregrounded. The artfulness
involved in the production rather than the object is what is of
most importance. From such a theoretical premise, it might be
argued that James Joyce’s Ulysses defamiliarises narrative
convention and the assumption of realist fiction that the form
of prose narrative is transparent. Foregrounding is achieved
through the novelist’s self-conscious techniques of drawing
attention the literariness of literary language, and to the fact
that language obtrudes materially between the reader and the
world. Thus foregrounding effects a realisation in the reader
that perception of the world is not empirical but shaped and
mediated through language. The reader is always aware in a
novel such as Joyce’s Ulysses that a process is underway, in
which one is expected to consider how language shapes the
world and so comprehend that world and one’s perception of
it differently.

Form—The basic structure of a literary work of art. Form often

refers to the genre of a given work, as well as to the structural
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interaction between the work’s design and the literary con-
tent that shares in the production of its ultimate meaning.

Formalism—Refers to the critical tendency that emerged during
the first half of the twentieth century and devoted its atten-
tion to concentrating on literature’s formal structures in an
objective manner.

Fort-Da game—In Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud recounts
the observation of a game invented by his eighteen-month-
old grandson. In this game the child would throw a wooden
spool (to which a piece of string was attached) away from
him, and then pull it back. When throwing the spool away
the child would make a sound interpreted by Freud as the
German fort (meaning ‘gone away’); when pulling it back, he
would say da, meaning ‘there’. Freud interpreted the game as
the child’s psychic attempt to control absence and presence
as a compensation for situations over which he had no
control, such as his mother’s temporary absences. More
generally, Freud introduced through the illustration the
concept of the return of the repressed.

Free indirect discourse or style—Mode of narrative presentation,
which, though not directly presented as a character’s speech
patterns, idioms, or grammatical idiosyncrasies, presents
thoughts, events or reflections as if the narrative were the
character’s point of view. An example of this is when James
Joyce begins the story “The Dead’ with the sentence, ‘Lily, the
caretaker’s daughter, was literally run off her feet.” Though
the words are the narrator’s, the figure literally indicates that
this is what Lily thinks or what she would say. She is not
literally run off her feet at all; it would be grammatically
correct to say that she was figuratively run off her feet, as the
phrase is a figure or idiom, obviously, for being extremely
busy.

Gaze—Psychoanalytic concept, developed by Lacan following
Jean-Paul Sartre’s analysis of ‘the look’ and subsequently
adopted in feminist and psychoanalytic film studies, which
theorise the ways in which one sees another subject and also
comprehends how one is seen. In understanding how one is
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looked at, the human subject comprehends that the other is
also a subject. Lacan develops a theory of the gaze distinct
from Sartrean conceptualisation along with the concept of
objet petit a. In this theorisation, the gaze names the object of
a scopic drive, impersonal and irreducible to the sight of the
subject.

Geist—German for spirit or ghost. G.W.F. Hegel posits a theory

of spirit or geist in his Phenomenology of Spirit. By this
term he seeks to indicate and name a structure of reciprocal
intersubjectivity. Consciousness for the self in its relation
to, and comprehension of, the world is always implicitly a
self-consciousness. My consciousness, in comprehending
the phenomenal otherness of the objects I perceive, is
always a reflective (self-)consciousness; I cannot know
something without knowing that I know it. This leads to
a recognition of the other being who, though distinct from
oneself, is nonetheless like oneself. The other also has self-
consciousness, hence the reciprocity suggested by Hegel in
the intersubjective structure. Of this structure, Hegel re-
marks that ‘a self-consciousness, in being an object, is just
as much “I” as “object”. With this, we already have the

concept of Spirit . .. Spirit is . . . the absolute substance
which is the unity of the different independent self-
consciousnesses . . . Self-consciousness exists in and for

itself, when, and by the fact that, it so exists for another,
that is, it exists only in being acknowledged’. Thus Geist
names the unity of distinct self-reflexive subjects gua social
unity. Moreover, Hegel’s thinking on Geist implicitly
shows how the concept is fundamentally empty unless it
comes into being as a result of a hermeneutics of self-
conscious reciprocity. Such a determination on Hegel’s part
is what allows him to propose human history as a history of
spirit, where spirit comes to manifest itself in and through
the conscious relationships of human beings who acknowl-
edge their shared being. More generally, the term denotes
the manner in which we imagine or conceive of nationhood,
culture and social or political movements, in the form of a
shared ‘spirit” which constitutes our identity as English,
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German, American, Liberal, Democrat, Socialist and so on.
Hence, geist refers to our shared assumptions — often
unarticulated except as the idea of national identity, for
example — or cultural ideology, by which sameness is
asserted at the expense of that which is different or other
within the constitution of identity. However, because the
term is doubled and divided ‘internally’ by its different
meanings and is therefore haunted by the condition of
undecidability, there is, as Jacques Derrida argues, always
something ‘invisible’ within the idea of geist which disturbs
the very premise of the shared assumption which is
grounded on the notion of undifferentiated identity and
what that seeks to exclude but which returns nonetheless.

Gender—Term denoting the cultural constitution of notions
concerning femininity or masculinity and the ways in which
these serve ideologically to maintain gendered identities. In
much sociological and feminist thought, gender is defined
against biological sex. It represents the socially acceptable,
and socially acquired, forms of being either male or female.
Gender might then include everything a person does, from
the clothes he or she wears, to choices of leisure activity, and
from career and education to tone of voice. The concept of
gender argues that a person may have male sex, but may
have feminine attributes in relation to the cultural norms of
his society, and vice versa, a female person may exhibit
masculine traits. It provides grounds for arguing against
essentialist concepts of selfhood and sex. Gender therefore
describes the ways in which masculinity and femininity (the
performance of gender, as opposed to the biology of sex)
serve ideologically to maintain a particular status quo in
society at large. More recently, the binary opposition under-
lying this kind of definition (the opposition between biology
and performance) has been criticised by critics working in
queer theory, particularly by Judith Butler who argues
against the priority given to biology as essence that under-
pins even the concept that gender is performative.

Gender parody—Term often associated with Judith Butler that
refers to the manner in which transvestism or drag can
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expose the inevitably artificial and restrictive nature of
gender identity.

Genealogy—Modelled on Friedrich Nietzsche’s genealogies, Mi-
chel Foucault conceives of genealogy as a method for
searching for hidden structures of regulation and associa-
tion, of tracing etymological, psychological and ideological
ancestors of modern social, cultural or political practices.
Genealogical methodology is interested in ruptures as well
as continuities, contradiction as well as coherence. The
genealogist, moreover, is aware of the provisional nature
of her or his own subject position in relation to interpreta-
tions of the past, in contrast to the historian’s pretence of
neutrality.

Generalised communication—Term often associated with Gianni
Vattimo that refers to an increasing pluralisation of groups
and identities. This often media-spawned rapid proliferation
results in new and disorienting social possibilities, new
myths, hybrid tribes and multiple dialects and subcultures
among people.

Genotext/phenotext—Corresponding terms developed in the
work of Julia Kristeva referring to a set of horizontal and
vertical axes establishing an organising principle structured
on the functions of repetition and displacement in language.
The phenotext is, for Kristeva, the conscious, structural
elements of a text aiming at communication, while the
genotext is the textual articulation of the unconscious, dis-
cernible in repetitive arrangements, manifestations of
rhythm or tone. The genotext disrupts the ostensible ‘mes-
sage’ or intent of a text. Put crudely, the phenotext is that
part of the text that says what it says, while the genotext is
that aspect governing the manner in which it communicates
indirectly or, even, the manner in which it withholds com-
munication, appears to remain silent or is otherwise fissured
by gaps.

Genre—Definable types or forms of art and literature. In art,
genre painting refers to the depiction of everyday life. In
literature, while there are three genres broadly speaking —
prose, poetry and drama — other more precisely genre dis-
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tinctions are made, such as romance, gothic, epic, epistolary
novel, science fiction, science fantasy, bildungsroman, co-
medy, tragedy and so on.

Globalisation—The transnational and multinational corporate
tendency toward a new world order in which economic,
cultural, social and political issues become increasingly dri-
ven on a global, as opposed to localised, basis.

Gothic—In the latter half of the eighteenth century and the early
years of the nineteenth the term Gothic came to be associated
with a literary genre, the narratives of which dealt with
supernatural, mysterious or ghastly events and the appre-
hension or production of terror, and which were usually
situated in wild, stormy landscapes, eerie manors or castles.
Recent studies of the gothic have emphasised the role of the
reader, questions of gender, the gothic interest in the abject
body and corporealisation in general, and the inner feelings
or phenomenological perceptions of the gothic terrain on the
part of its principal protagonists. Distinctions have been
made between gothic narratives of the eighteenth century,
with their emphasis on mystery, and those of the nineteenth
century, which explore the inner condition of the protago-
nist.

Grand narrative—Discourses of science, religion, politics and
philosophy which are supposed to explain the world in its
totality, and to produce histories of the world as narratives
of progress. Jean-Francois Lyotard has, however, defined
postmodernism, in part, as the collapse of such totalising
explanatory frameworks.

Gynesis—Beginning with some discomfort with the term ‘femin-
ism’ because the term is ‘semantically tortuous and concep-
tually hazardous’, Alice A. Jardine coins the term gynesis in
order to be attentive to the methodological, political and
conceptual differences within feminist thought. In particular,
her concern arises out of the arguments between US and
French feminisms in the early to mid 1980s. She suggests that
Anglophone and Francophone feminisms have each tended
to caricature the other mode of feminist practice as flawed.
French feminisms were presented by the US feminist acad-
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emy as both uncritically essentialist, and yet simultaneously
wedded to masculist models of theoretical knowledge, espe-
cially to the writings of Marx, Lacan and Freud. American
feminists on the other hand were accused by their French
counterparts of wilful theoretical and political blindness in
relation to the intersections that exist between sexual politics
and the patriarchal bias of economics (Marx) and psycho-
analytical models of human development (Lacan and Freud).
Jardine’s aim, therefore, was to think through the conse-
quences of situating American experiential models of fem-
inist activism and critical practice (what real women have
politically done in the real world, what real women have
experienced) within the scope of the allegedly masculist,
objectivist, theoretical models then being developed in
France and elsewhere in Western Europe. For Jardine, then,
gynesis means ‘the putting into discourse of “woman”’ —
placing both ‘woman’ and real women into the theoretical
languages that have tended to exclude femininity. Her aim is
thereby to permit thinkers to see in new ways. She argues
that gynesis produces and reproduces neither mere repre-
sentation (images of the eternal feminine, for example), nor
unmediated reality (the experience of real women, whoever
they may be). Rather, gynesis is a reading effect — a woman-
effect in reading — which destabilises old versions of femi-
ninity, and undoes the binary of masculine ideals of femi-
ninity versus the reality of women who live in a material, not
an idealised, state. It is a reading practice, and especially a
creative critical practice, in which (masculine) objectivism is
parodied and punctured as well as attacked on the grounds
of its own illogicality (it cannot claim universality if it does
not address ‘woman’ or women). Thus both real experience
and the theoretical interventions of academic feminism con-
spire together in gynesis for both political (real or experi-
ential) and academic (philosophical and theoretical) ends.

Gynocentrism—Literally, woman-centred. In critical practice, it

refers to the presumption that the reader and the writer of a
literary work are both female, and that the critical act is also
aimed towards the woman reader.
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Gynocritics—Literally, criticism of women. The term was coined
by Elaine Showalter to describe a literary-critical presump-
tion that feminist criticism would focus its attention on the
works of women writers.

Habitus—Term often associated with Pierre Bourdieu referring to
the mental or cognitive structures via which people interact
with the larger social worlds in which they live. Bourdieu
defines habitus as systems of internalised or embodied social
structures that can change over time as individuals acquire
new or different associations and experiences; such sets of
relations and attitudes exist within what Bordieu terms a
field. According to Bourdieu, our various forms of habitus
generally find their origins in familial and educational ex-
periences. Of particular significance to Bourdieu’s concep-
tion of habitus is the notion of cultural capital, which
individuals or social groups employ in the competitive mar-
ketplaces that characterise various aspects of social life.
Bourdieu contends that social groups often cohere based
upon shared systems of aesthetic taste. Bourdieu defines
these ‘tastes’ as the ‘acquired dispositions to differentiate
among the various cultural objects of aesthetic enjoyment
and to appreciate them differentially’. In short, habitus
inspire individuals or social groups to pursue or prefer some
tastes, while negating or discouraging others. Certain ana-
lysts, following Bordieu, have applied the term habitus to
language, to indicate the ways in which specific social groups
within a given culture define their communal identity
through language use peculiar to them.

Hegemony—Term associated with Italian marxist Antonio
Gramsci that refers to the cultural or intellectual domination
of one school of thought, social or cultural group or ideology
over another (or others). In defining hegemony, Gramsci
relates the concept of manifestations of social coercion. This
is explained through discussion of the state. For Gramsci, the
state comprises political society and civil society. The domi-
nant social group maintains its hegemonic control over
subordinate or subaltern social groups not only through
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the non-coercive assertion of its cultural values and beliefs,
but also through the coercive potential of its political in-
stitutions, such as education and the church.

Hermeneutic circle—The phrase is used to describe the impossi-
bility of knowing anything except through what is already
known. The phrase thus embodies a paradox: while a reader
may be assumed to comprehend the entirety of a text fully
only after all the component parts are understood, the
various parts of the text cannot be understood until the text
as a whole is discerned in its totality.

Hermeneutics—Originally a term associated with biblical exeg-
esis and the interpretation of religious texts and especially
their allegorical aspects; now more commonly employed as a
defining term for a branch of interpretation developed from
modern linguistics and philosophy which addresses modes of
interpretation.

Herstory—Partially a pun, playing on the homophone bis story in
history, a polemical figure deployed in certain feminist
critical discourses for the purpose of alerting the reader to
the fact that alternative narratives and historical perspectives
affirming women’s point of view must be articulated.

Heterogeneity—Those elements or aspects of texts or other sub-
jects of analysis which are dissimilar and incongruous, or
which cannot be incorporated by analysis into an organic
whole.

Heteroglossia—Term often associated with Mikhail Bakhtin that
refers to the many discourses that occur within a given
language on a microlinguistic scale; ‘raznorechie’ in Russian,
heteroglossia literally signifies as ‘different-speech-ness’.
Bakhtin employed the term as a means for explaining the
hybrid nature of the modern novel and its many competing
utterances.

Heuristic—A heuristic argument is one that depends on assump-
tions garnered from past experience, or from trial and error.

History/historicism—History designates, broadly, the study or
record of a series of chronological events. In addition to
denoting a sphere of knowledge that explores past events,
history refers to the events or phenomena that affect a given
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nation or institution. A somewhat vague term, historicism in
critical discourse suggests either that human thought is
historically grounded and undergoes epistemological trans-
formations during the course of history (so that what con-
stitutes the idea of beauty in aesthetic thought does not
remain static but changes, for example), or that history is
understood as a teleological process, whereby transforma-
tions occur as part of a general and necessary series of
developments. More generally, historicism connotes an as-
pect of literary criticism that studies literary works within
their heterogeneous or interrelated historical contexts. In
addition to exploring the social or cultural forces at work
in a given literary text, historical critics attempt to account
for the reception and literary significance of that work in the
past and the present. Historical critics recognise that literary
works function as the product of the social, historical and
cultural forces inherent in the era of their composition.

Homophobia—Fear and hatred of homosexuals.

Homosocial—Term coined by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick to de-
scribe the networks of male-male relationships in literature
and in culture at large. Homosociality covers a spectrum of
male relationships from father and son, buddies, love rivals,
sports opponents and team-mates, club members and so on —
which might all be undertaken by strictly ‘straight men’ —
through to entirely homosexual relationships at the other
end of the spectrum.

Humanism/humanist—Western European philosophical discourse,
the first signs of which emerged in the Early Modern Period,
and, subsequently, critical mode that argues for the centrality of
man (or more broadly, humanity) as a critical category; often,
though not always, implicitly or explicitly secular.

Hybridity—Originally naming something or someone of mixed
ancestry or derived from heterogeneous sources, the term has
been employed in postcolonialism, particularly in the work
of Homi Bhabha, to signify a reading of identities which
foregrounds the work of difference in identity resistant to the
imposition of fixed, unitary identification which is, in turn, a
hierarchical location of the colonial or subaltern subject.
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Hyperbole—A rhetorical device or figure of speech aimed at
exaggeration or overstatement, the extravagance of which
is not to be taken literally.

Hyperreality—Term associated with the work of Jean Baudrillard,
defined succinctly by him as ‘the meticulous reduplication of
the real, preferably through another, reproductive medium,
such as photography’. The representation of the real assumes
a reality of its own, achieving a fetishistic condition no longer
simply being the sign of the concrete real.

Hypertext—A database format in which highlighted links to
other texts, databases and virtual locations are marked
within a particular electronic document so as to offer further
access conceptually and tangentially. Information relating to
subjects are linked electronically, often through highlighted
reference to a term, phrase or concept, or otherwise an
author’s name, important dates or the names of particular
publications. In the context of literary studies and with
reference to ‘literary theory’ in particular, George Landow
has elucidated the relationships between the assumptions
concerning reading, information and communication ex-
pressed by so-called poststructuralist thinkers, and the form
of hypermedia in general.

Hysteria—A pathological condition involving emotional distur-
bance and attendant disturbance of the nervous system first
defined in nineteenth-century psychology and attributed at
the time mostly to women. Hysterics were usually considered
to have enfeebled emotional, intellectual or moral capabil-
ities.

Icon—Identified in modern semiotics as a particular type of sign
wherein there is a resemblance, rather than an arbitrary
relationship, between the signifier and signified.

Id—That part of the unconscious in psychoanalytic theory com-
prising instinctive, and therefore pre-rational, impulses.
Idealism—Belief in a transcendent or metaphysical truth beyond

reality.

Identity politics—Refers to the ideologies of difference that char-
acterise politically motivated movements and schools of
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literary criticism such as multiculturalism, in which diversity
or ethnicity functions as the principal issue of political
debate.

Ideological state apparatus—Term coined by Louis Althusser.
Althusser argues that ideology is not only a matter of ideas or
mechanisms of representation but of material practices
which exist in the form of apparatuses and institutions, such
as schools, the church and so on. Literature is not simply a
text but a production of legal, educational and cultural
institutions.

Ideology—Broadly defined, a system of cultural assumptions, or
the discursive concatenation of beliefs or values which up-
hold or oppose social order, or which otherwise provide a
coherent structure of thought that hides or silences the
contradictory elements in social and economic formations.
However, despite the apparent straightforwardness of this
outline just provided, ideology is a notoriously difficult and
equivocal concept to define. Part of ideology’s slipperiness
comes from its own strategic ability to serve in the definition
of other concepts in equivocal, if not ambivalent and even
antagonistic or dialectical ways. Its modern uses within
literary and cultural studies have tended to have developed
from and been influenced by marxist and post-marxist
thinking, even while, within marxian discourse, there is still
debate and contention over a word and concept which is
notable for its absence from Marx’s Das Kapital. While
definitions vary to greater or lesser degrees in their under-
standing of the definition and application of ideology, as well
as the contexts defining the use of the term, what can be said
is that ideology always bears on material conditions of lived
existence. Briefly however, and to return to the beginning of
this definition, ideology may be defined as that nexus of
beliefs or ideas which, formed as more or less a dominant
consensus at any particular historical moment and as the
discursive, philosophical and imaginary mediation of lived
social, political, economic and cultural relations, serves to
perpetuate or otherwise is put to work in the maintenance of
social and civil relationships.
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Terry Eagleton has defined ideology succinctly as those
‘ideas and beliefs which help to legitimate the interests of a
ruling group or class specifically by distortion and dissim-
ulation’. Noting the tendentious nature of definitions per-
taining to ideology, Raymond Williams has suggested that
three principal definitions may be offered. These are, in
Williams® words: ‘a system of beliefs characteristic of a
particular class or group . .. a system of illusory beliefs —
false ideas or false consciousness — which can be contrasted
with true or scientific knowledge ... [and] the general
process of the production of meanings and ideas’.

Such definitions resonate with that provided by Louis
Althusser, who states that ‘ideology is the system of ideas
and representations which dominate the mind of a man or a
social group . . . Ideology represents the imaginary relation-
ship of individuals to their real conditions of existence’.
Althusser offers a systematic definition of ideology, which
structural model is in part anticipated in the work of Antonio
Gramsci (see hegemony), through an investigation of the
ways in which social and cultural forces most economically
perpetuate and reproduce the conditions by which capitalist
modes of production continue. Within the capitalist state, for
example, education serves the interests of the ruling classes
by attempting to instill competence, attentiveness and sub-
mission to the rules favoured by the dominant social order.
Similarly religion, via its institutional manifestation in the
church, teaches moral values appropriate to and approved
by the ruling order. Thus education and the church belong to
what Althusser terms ‘ideological state apparatuses’. Ideol-
ogy is thus coercive in the workings of its power, and is
shown by Althusser to unite various institutions of the state.

The idea of ideology remains though notoriously contested,
and its very slipperiness seems to indicate its power. Slavoj
Zizek has acknowledged the ways in which ideology appears
to signify a broad spectrum of attitudes and beliefs, if not a
medium by which human subjectivity is interpellated. In
attesting to such slippage and resistance to definition, Zizek
draws our attention to the essentially ‘psychic’ or imaginary
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nature of ideology, as though society, before and beyond the
individual subject, had something akin to an ‘unconscious’.
Yet, in implying such a comprehension, Zizek rejects the
notion of ideology as simply illusion or false consciousness.
The subject’s interpellation within capitalist society is ideo-
logical but has material effects and consequences.

Illocutionary speech act—(see constative speech act).

Imaginary/Symbolic/Real—]Jacques Lacan’s version of psychoana-
lytic thought posits three psychic realms. The aim of the
‘healthy’ adult is to achieve a certain mastery within the
Symbolic realm: that is, the realm of ordered, structured
paraphrasable language, the realm of Law. However, the
Symbolic realm is not ideal because language itself is, following
Saussure, conventional, and only arbitrarily connected to the
objects it describes. Indeed, language in Lacan’s definition
describes what is not there. He argues that a child learns to
speak in response to the absence of his object of desire (the
mother, or her breast); he learns to say ‘I want’ and thus
becomes initiated into the beginnings of his necessary if painful
accommodation with the Symbolic. This process of joining’ the
Symbolic order begins with the mirror phase which initiates the
child into the beginnings of language after he catches sight of
himself — or rather of a reflection of himself — in a mirror, and
recognises himself for the first time as a separate and distinct
being, not one with either the world or with his mother. Lacan
calls this very early beginning of acculturation ‘Imaginary’
because the mirror image that reveals the child to himself is,
in fact, merely an image — or a signifier. His recognition of
himself is therefore a misrecognition of an image, not a fact. No
one, Lacan argues, no matter how well adjusted, ever leaves the
Imaginary realm completely; there are always Imaginary re-
sidues (misrecognitions) even in the most powerful Symbolic
forms. The Real, Lacan’s third realm, is by far the least
important. He uses the term to refer to the merely contingent
accidents of everyday life that impinge on our subjectivity, but
which have no fundamental psychic causes or meanings: trap-
ping your hand in the car door might hurt, but it doesn’t
signify, and it belongs to the realm of the Real.
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Imago—Psychoanalytic term for a subjective image of an author-
ity figure, such as a parent, which influences behaviour and
attitudes.

Imperialism—Refers to the systematic policies of territorial ex-
pansion by which one culture or nation appropriates the
land, people and resources of another to further its colonial
ends; also, the practices and discourses which promote and
maintain the cultural, economic and ideological assumptions
underpinning the dominance of one nation by another. In
Culture and Imperialism, Edward Said argues that imperi-
alism names the practices, attitudes, and theories ‘of a
dominating metropolitan centre ruling a distant territory’,
and that colonialism, defined by Said as the occupation of
that territory, is the consequence of imperialism.

Implicature—Term coined in 1975 by speech-act philosopher H.
P. Grice and subsequently employed within discourse ana-
lysis. Implicature refers to the inherent indirection in spoken
discourse. Grice contends that we use such statements as
means for sharing a series of what he describes as ‘commu-
nicative presumptions’.

Implied author—Term associated with Wayne Booth, who dis-
tinguishes between the real and implied author. The latter is
an idealised figure, distinct from the narrator. The implied
author, defined by Booth as the ‘core of norms and choices’
which dominate a given text, is discernible through the
reader’s assumptions about the moral, political and other
values which are expressed by the text as a whole, regardless
of the real author’s statements on such matters outside the
text (in interviews and so forth). The three formal aspects of
a text which serve to define the implied author are style, tone
and technique.

Implied reader—Wolfgang Iser defines the implied reader as a
hypothetical figure or concept produced through the as-
sumptions, beliefs, historical knowledge, and philosophical
and political positions embedded in and constituting the
structure of a given text.

Intentional fallacy—Term coined by W. K. Wimsatt and Monroe
C. Beardsley to describe critical methods that seek to inter-
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pret a literary work by reference to the author’s intentions.
Wimsatt and Beardsley argued that this position was neces-
sarily untenable since (a) the author’s intentions could never
be satisfactorily recovered; and (b) the work could only be
read and judged in its own terms, without reference to extra-
textual information.

Interpellation—Marxist term often associated with the work of
Louis Althusser denoting the ways in which subjects within
an ideological system are placed in false positions of knowl-
edge regarding themselves or otherwise constituted by an
illusory self-knowledge the premise of which is autonomy;
the subject, in comprehending him- or herself as having
agency or freedom is positioned and placed in a self-deluding
location with regard to his or her autonomy by external
forces serving dominant capitalist interests. As Slavoj Zizek
describes interpellation, ‘when the subject recognises himself
in an ideological call, he automatically overlooks the fact
that this very formal act of recognition creates the content
one recognises oneself in’. The subject thus engages in a
symbolic and ideological (self-)identification which is at the
same time a fundamental misrecognition of his or her sub-
jectivity constituted within social, material reality.

Interpretive community—Concept developed in reader response
theory by Stanley Fish. Fish proposes that a reader’s inter-
pretation of a text is governed by the interpretive community
or communities that govern the cultural assumptions about
how one reads, meaning, interpretation, value and so on. For
Fish, one is never outside one’s interpretive community
because one cannot define the limits of any presumed com-
munity as such; moreover, the impossibility of assigning
limits to an interpretive community is impossible because
such communities, in communicating with one another, are
porous and malleable.

Intersubjectivity—Denotes the concept of intercommunication
between separate, conscious minds. Intersubjectivity also
connotes the capacity for becoming accessible to multiple
subjects.

Intertextuality—Term coined originally by Julia Kristeva, inter-
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textuality refers to the ways in which all utterances (whether
written or spoken) necessarily refer to other utterances, since
words and linguistic/grammatical structures pre-exist the
individual speaker and the individual speech. Intertextuality
can take place consciously, as when a writer sets out to quote
from or allude to the works of another. But it always, in
some sense, takes place in all utterance.

Intervention—Term often associated with theorist Gayatri Chak-
ravorty Spivak that refers to the political act or strategy of
entering into, or ‘intervening’ in, a given debate or historical
moment so as to have a voice on a particular subject.

Introjection—Term employed in psychoanalysis by Sandor Fer-
enczi to indicate the formation of a subjective mental image
of an external object. In the process of introjection, the
subject internalises the emotional tie that he or she has
formed with the object, and transfers the psychic energy
previously directed toward the object of desire to the image
as a substitute for a libidinal connection.

Irony—The contradiction, incongruity or discrepancy between
appearance or expectation and reality. Irony can be under-
stood in terms of events, situations, and the structural
components of literature. Dramatic irony involves a situa-
tion in which a given character’s statements come back to
haunt him or her, while tragic irony refers to situations in
which the protagonist’s tragic end is foreshadowed by a
sense of foreboding and misinformation. Structural irony
reflects a given author’s attempt to establish an ironic layer
of meaning throughout a text, often by virtue of the ironic
distance provided by the narration of a literary work.

Isotopy—A semantic strategy that allows for a uniform reading of
a story.

Iterability/iteration—Idea, formalised in the work of Jacques
Derrida, specifically in Limited Inc, which, as a quasi-con-
cept, challenges the very idea of the stability of concepts and
conceptuality in general. Iterability does not signify repeti-
tion simply; it signifies an alterability within the repetition of
the same: a novel is a novel, generically, but every novel will
inevitably differ from every other. Thus the concept of the
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novel is destabilised by our experience of every novel we read
and, argues Derrida, we have to deal with the paradox of the
simultaneity of sameness and difference.

Jouissance—Literally, in French, ‘pleasure, enjoyment’ but with
legal connotations relating to property and rights, lost in
translation, referring to the right to enjoy. The word has
come to be used in psychoanalytic and feminist theories to
mean more especially pleasures associated with sensuous and
sexual gratification, or orgasm. As such, it refers to a fulfil-
ment that is necessarily merely temporary, and that must
therefore always be sought anew.

Kenosis—Greek term for ‘emptying’, traditionally employed
within Christian Theology referring the idea of Christ’s
renunciation of the power of incarnation. Harold Bloom
employs the term in The Anxiety of Influence to suggest the
revisionary process by which a poet ‘empties’ or ‘isolates’
himself from his or her poetic influences so as to create a
poetry which is not simply a repetition of the precursor’s
influence in other words. The term is also associated with the
work of Gianni Vattimo which refers, particularly in feminist
theology, to the notion of ‘self-emptying’, or giving oneself to
the world.

Kitsch—Sentimental, vulgar and pretentious or melodramatic art,
which because of these attributes is considered aesthetically
deficient. The term originally appeared in use in the 1860s
and 1870s, in the art markets of Munich, where it came to
signify highly popular and saleable art or reproductions
popular with the bourgeoisie. In the twentieth century,
modes of representation based on kitsch values began to
be appropriated by avant-garde artists in order to fore-
ground, and thereby estrange and question the work of
art and its aesthetic role in high culture. Kitsch calls into
question the supposedly existent boundaries between works
of high culture and popular culture. Jeff Koons is amongst
the most recent artists to work with kitsch and related modes
of art that challenge aesthetic sensibility and preconceived
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notions of art. One aspect of Koons’ work is to make high
quality porcelain reproductions of everyday objects. In pop-
ular culture, garden gnomes might be considered kitsch, as
would oil paintings on velvet.

Labour theory of value—Tendency of the value (or price) of
goods produced and sold under competitive conditions to be
in proportion to the labour costs incurred during produc-
tion.

Language—Refers to words, their pronunciation and their syn-
tactical combination in order to be understood by a com-
munity. Language similarly denotes a given system for
communicating ideas or feelings via the use of signs, sounds,
gestures or marks.

Langue/parole—In Saussurean linguistics, langue refers to the
whole system of a given language (its grammar, vocabulary
and syntax); parole refers to the individual instance of
utterance that takes place under the framework of the
langue. Saussure’s interest was primarily in the study of
the system or langue.

Latent/manifest content—Psychoanalytic, specifically Freudian
terms relating to dream imagery and the unconscious. Latent
content refers to the traces, signs and images embedded
inaccessibly in the unconscious. When these pass, as it were,
into the dream, they become translated into the images,
events and symbols that one remembers as making up the
dream. Such transformed images and the narrative they
compose are the manifest content.

Liberal humanism—Often used as a pejorative term, the values of
liberal humanism have to do with democracy, decency,
tolerance, rationality, the belief in human progress and a
whole-hearted support of the individual against the machi-
nations of ‘inhuman’ political systems. The problem of
liberal humanism is that it frequently lapses into universal-
ism or idealism, and has no proper responses to totalitarian-
ism where the individual is frankly powerless. It is a belief
system that also disguises the very profound inequities and
horrors of even Western democratic societies. It is a rejection



LIPOGRAM 61

of systematised thought in return for a generalised belief in
the essential goodness of most people most of the time.

Libidinal economy— By positing the libidinal as an ‘economy’,
Jean-Francois Lyotard reads desire as a material, rather than
simply psychic, process. He is less concerned with what
desire ‘is’ than in how it functions. He sees desire as the
energy of society, but an unstable energy, unpredictably
connecting the psychological to the economical in a type
of feeling and desire Lyotard calls an ‘intensity’. Narrative,
broadly defined as a poem or an advertisement, binds these
moments of intensities into an apparently coherent pattern in
order to exploit the power residing there.

Libido—In psychoanalytic discourse and theory, a psychic energy
or drive associated with sexual instinct.

Life-world—Philosophical concept, originally German (lebens-
welt), signifying all the experiences, events and interactions
of a particular life.

Liminality—From the Latin, limen, meaning threshold, liminality
signifies a condition of being at a threshold or limit, spatially
or temporally. Textual analysis of liminality draws attention
to the passage across limits, boundaries or thresholds in
narratives, where the limit being crossed is constituted as an
assemblage of culturally significant values.

Lipogram—An experimental piece of writing or literary game
from which are excluded all words containing particular
letters, or a single letter. As constraint and game, writing a
lipogram forces the writer to be inventive in a number of
different ways. Edgar Allen Poe’s The Raven was written as a
conscious lipogram, in that the author decided to omit the
letter z from the writing. This is however relatively easy in
comparison with the avoidance of the vowels, and other
more common consonants. Perhaps the most well-known
example of such writing is Georges Perec’s novel A Void, in
which Perec imposes the constraint on writing the novel of
omitting any words spelt with an e, the most common letter
in both English words and French, Perec’s own language.
Gilbert Adair’s translation of the novel similarly avoids the
letter e.
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Lisible/scriptible—Used by Roland Barthes in the definition of types
of text, the terms are translatable as ‘readable’ and ‘writerly’
respectively. The readerly text does all the work for the reader,
leaving the reader the role of passive consumer. The writerly
text makes the reader work and resists the conventions of
readerly or realist textuality, principally the assumptions of
linguistic transparency and the self-evidence of meaning.

Literature—At its most neutral, and broadest, literature signifies
textual manifestations of writing. The term also refers to the
production of literary works and to specific bodies of poetry
or prose. Literature has been used to designate any ‘imagi-
native’, ‘creative’ or ‘fictional’ writing, whether in poetry,
drama or prose. There is, furthermore, in the use of the term
an implicit aesthetic or other form of value judgement, so
that some works are considered literary while others are not.
Another determination of literature is in a recognition of the
use of language in particular ways which transform so-called
ordinary or everyday speech, through tropological estrange-
ment or intensification, for example. One perspective is that
literary language, or certain aspects of it and the way in
which it functions, is noticeable in that it draws attention to
its departures from everyday utterances. Another perspective
is that context can determine the definition of literature,
whether this is a matter of institutional authority or a
marketing device which announces a book as a ‘novel’.
The question of the literary therefore comes down not
necessarily to any perceivable intrinsic qualities as it does
to acts of reading and the ways in which reading directs itself
to particular aspects of a text rather than others.

Litotes—From the Greek meaning small, plain, meagre, a figure
of speech in which an idea is conveyed through the expres-
sion of a negated antonym, such as ‘the argument is not
unsuccessful’.

Locutionary speech act—(see constative speech act).

Logocentrism—Term ascribed to Jacques Derrida that refers to
the nature of Western thought, language and culture since
Plato’s era. The Greek signifier for ‘word,” ‘speech’ and
‘reason’, logos possesses connotations in Western culture
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for law and truth. Hence, logocentrism refers to a culture
that revolves around a central set of universal principles or
beliefs. More specifically, logocentrism denominates that
process in the history of Western thought which, since
Aristotle, privileges speech over writing as being closer to
mental experience. Thus, for Derrida the history of meta-
physics in the West is the history of logocentrism. The
logocentric insistence in Western philosophy on the priority
of voice over writing belongs to a metaphysics of presence.

Machine subjectivity—Term associated with Félix Guattari that

refers to ‘semiotic productions of the mass media, of com-
puters, of telecommunications, robotics, etc., outside of
psychological subjectivity’. For Guattari, the technologies
of information and communication serve to reorient and
transform the thinking of subjectivity in terms of hetero-
geneous semiotic flows. Machinic subjectivity is productive,
‘polyphonic’ and irreducibly multiform rather than unifying.
However, while it may be productive in hitherto undreamt of
ways, Guattari warns that machine subjectivity has the
potential for a ‘mind-numbing mass mediatization’.

Manicheanism—Belief in a kind of philosophical or religious

dualism.

Masculinity/femininity—Binary opposition which refers to the

construction of attributes of identity associated with or
based on a given individual’s sexuality or gender-ascribed
perspectives and/or culturally encoded value systems con-
cerning behaviour.

Masquerade—In contemporary gender theory, the concept of

masquerade, derived from the writings of Joan Riviére, is
central, particularly her essay “Womanliness as a Masquer-
ade’ (1929). It argues that gender is a performance rather
than a natural phenomenon with which one is born; it has to
be acquired, learned and polished and is in no sense natural.

Mass culture—Term often associated with British cultural the-

orist Richard Hoggart that refers to a new commercialised
social order that finds its roots in the mass dissemination of
television, radio, magazines and a variety of other media; in
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Hoggart’s view, mass culture shapes and reconstructs cul-
tural, social, and intellectual life in its image and via its
mediated depiction of artificial levels of reality.

Master/slave dialectic—Hegel’s model for understanding the
interaction between two self-consciousnesses and the man-
ner in which each entity considers the other in terms of the
self. Hegel argues that this admittedly ‘primitive’ model
reveals the ways in which each figure functions as a ‘mirror’
for the other and ultimately eschews co-operation because of
their inherently subordinate relationship.

Materialism—Doctrine or system of beliefs that maintains that
economic or social change occurs via material well-being
rather than intellectual or spiritual phenomena.

Mediation—Concept of textual transformation, often employed
in marxist and other materialist criticisms, which supersedes
reductive or crude models of reflection which assume either
that the economic base is reflected in its cultural super-
structure or that any given text simply reflects the world,
instead of mediating that image and thereby shaping or
influencing the reader’s comprehension in a particular
way. Also, the notion of mediation is employed to suggest
that the text is itself not a simple recording or representation
but is influenced in its shaping by a number of factors
including matters of historical, cultural and ideological rela-
tion.

Metacriticism—Critical mode which takes the act of criticism, its
principles, processes, concerns and interests, as its principal
subject. Works such as Terry Eagleton’s Literary Theory: An
Introduction or Jonathan Culler’s Structuralist Poetics are,
typically, works definable as metacritical.

Metafiction—A fictional mode that takes fictionality — the con-
ventions of writing fiction — as part of its own subject matter.

Metahistory—Analysis of principles governing historical narra-
tive or the structures of such narrative.

Metalanguage—Roman Jakobson defines metalanguage as any
form of language which defines linguistic properties. Follow-
ing the work of Alfred Tarski, Colin MacCabe describes
metalanguage which announces its object languages as ma-
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terial, and signals them so through the conventions of the
imposition of quotation marks and other diacritical markers,
while assuming an implicit transparency for itself. Thus, for
MacCabe, the ‘narrator’ or ‘narrative voice’ in a realist novel
assumes the role of a metalanguage, in that it appears to
‘observe’ rather than to interpret or analyse.

Metalepsis—Substitution of one metonym with another, or more
generally, any series of successive figurative supplements.

Metaphor—A figure of speech in which two unlike objects are
situated in comparison to one another. While some meta-
phors perform decorative functions, metaphors often serve
as functional or structural means of comparison. Metaphors
involving vastly unrelated elements are referred to as mixed
metaphors.

Metaphysics—Originally derived from the order of Aristotle’s
works, where all writings that did not fit within the various
disciplines were put together in a volume ‘next to the
physics’, metaphysics has come to mean the total structure
of a philosophical system trying to determine being as such
and in general. Accordingly metaphysical systems differ
according to the relation they posit between ontology (the
philosophy of being), epistemology, ethics and politics. At
the same time metaphysics characterises a thinking that
determines the physical by means of a principle that resides
outside of this world, such as God, for example. One
distinguishes between a metaphysica specialis, concerning
questions for the divine being, immortality and freedom, and
a metaphysica generalis, determining the meaning of being as
such and in general.

Metonymy—A figure of speech in which one object or idea is
substituted for another, related object or idea in order to
produce an aesthetic or literary effect.

Mimesis—Can be used in two distinct ways. First, mimesis (from
the Greek mimos, a mime) refers to the imitation or repre-
sentation of reality in art. Mimesis can also be used to
describe the process by which one writing mimics another
kind: for example, a fiction might pretend to be a historical
document in order to gain authority for its account.
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Mimicry—Generally, the practice, act or art of imitation, often
for the purpose of ridicule. Homi Bhabha uses the term to
identify a form of colonial control of its subjects. The
coloniser seeks to impose on the colonial subject the forms
and values of the colonial master, so the Anglicisation of
Indians and Africans during British colonial rule. However,
as Bhabha identifies, there remains a gap between the desire
to erase difference, indicated by Bhabha in the phrase ‘not
white/not quite’, from which emerges ambivalence.

Mirror phase—Jacques Lacan posited that a baby, at first an
oceanic bundle of undifferentiated desire who believes him-
self to be continuous with the larger world and his mother,
first comes to a realisation of himself as a unitary and
separate being when, at age 618 months, he first sees his
own reflection in a mirror. For Lacan, this is the beginning of
the ego’s development, but it is significantly founded on a
misapprehension, since the image in the mirror is a signified
— a substitute image of the self, not the self itself. Hence, the
mirror phase implies that the ego is founded on highly
unstable grounds rather than in any essential personality.

Mise en abyme—From the French for ‘placed into the abyss’, mise
en abyme has come to mean narrative or philosophical
moments of infinite regression. Although Chinese boxes
or other infinite regressive features are often used for comic
effect, the French term emphasises the terror of emptiness
that is also part of the free play of language where language
has only the most tangential, arbitrary and conventionalised
relationships with reality.

Mnemotechnic—Literally, the work of memory or that which
memory causes to appear. The concept of mnemotechnic
combines the idea of involuntary memory, the idea that
memory is not passively stored in the mind but is, instead,
an active force which can return without conscious effort,
with that of impersonal memory through the effects of
chance association and signification. Thus a literary text
may be said to be produced out of, while actively producing,
preserving and remembering personal, social and cultural
pasts beyond the immediate intentions of the author.
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Mode of production—Marxist concept in the theory of historical
materialism that accounts for the historical conditions by
which productive forces such as labour, the work force,
technology, materials, and tools combine in particular, his-
torically determined ways with distribution of wealth, social
power structures, ownership and control of power relations
in society, the law, and class-relations to form an organic
totality, which maintains and sustains social and economic
order.

Modernism—Term referring to the literary, artistic and general
culture of the first half of the twentieth century. Modernism
is distinguished by its general rejection of previous literary
traditions, particularly those of the late nineteenth century
and of bourgeois society. In addition to involving an ex-
istentialist view of the universe, modernists explore myth as a
device of formal organisation.

Modernity—From one perspective, modernity may be defined as
the condition of embracing or reflecting the value systems
inherent in modernism’s intellectual value systems, as ‘mod-
ernism’ signifies a project identifiable with intellectual and
artistic projects of the early twentieth century. However, the
idea of modernity is a vexed one, not least because there is
little agreement as to where the moment of modernity,
whether in epistemological terms or in terms of modes of
production and social and economic relations, emerges
historically. There are arguments that initial instances of
modernity or ‘early’ modernity are coterminous with the
development of notions of subjectivity, corporeality and
autonomy in the Renaissance or, as it is alternatively de-
scribed, the Early Modern Period typified by the emergence
of humanist thought. On the other hand, modernity is also
identified as a specifically ‘Enlightenment’ project, related in
particular to the thinking of the inevitability of progress. At
the same time, the emergence of modernity has been assigned
to the transition between feudal social formations and the
emergence of the nation state, the beginning of colonial
enterprise and nascent manifestations of pre-capitalist modes
of production. Whichever cultural, intellectual and historical
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set of circumstances one identifies with or as the idea of the
modern, what is consistent in these arguments is the idea that
modernity emerges as a struggle, critical tension or even
break with its forebears. At the same time, it is argued that
that which is comprehended as modern, while opening a gap
between its own instance and the past, still bears traces of
that past in its own thinking. Another aspect of the con-
ceptualisation of modernity, drawn chiefly from the work of
Martin Heidegger and Walter Benjamin, is a transformation
in the relationships between society and technology, rela-
tionships which are examined extensively in the work of, for
example, Paul Virilio, Giorgio Agamben and Gianni Vatti-
mo.

Molar/molecular—Terms employed in the work of Gilles De-
leuze and Félix Guattari, to describe the processes constitut-
ing the organisation of the human subject. The Molar
signifies the territorially defined stability of conscious aware-
ness (see deterritorialisation). The molecular are those un-
conscious elements in their multiplicities which constitute the
flows of desiring machines, which are brought to a halt, and
thereby stabilised, or otherwise excluded within the molar
organisation of consciousness. It is the function of schizoa-
nalysis to destabilise and deterritorialise the flows and their
molar organisation, so as to accommodate without limiting
the processes of molecular becoming.

Monist—A person who reduces all phenomena to a single view-
point or principle; also, a given individual who views reality
as the product of a singular, unified vision, rather than as the
sum of a series of component parts. Monist analysis that
focuses solely or primarily on one form of domination (for
example, gender, race or class).

Monologism—Term coined by Mikhail Bakhtin to describe char-
acters representing multiple points of view while being
clearly dominated by a single voice or ideology.

Morpheme—The smallest linguistic or structural unit of lan-
guage.

Multiculturalism—Refers to the social and political movement
and/or position that views differences between individuals
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and groups to be a potential venue of cultural strength and
renewal; multiculturalism celebrates and explores different
varieties of experience stemming from racial, ethnic, gender,
sexual and/or class differences.

Multiplicative analysis—Analysis developed by feminists of col-
our. It seeks to account for the experiences of people who
have been subordinated to several forms of domination.
Whereas an additive approach would see (for example) race,
class and gender as three discrete systems that accumulate
oppressions on poor women of colour, a multiplicative
approach analyses how race and class change the meanings
of gender, how race and gender change the meanings of class,
and how class and gender change the meanings of race. A
multiplicative approach highlights the differential experi-
ences of women of colour rather than their ‘double’ or
‘triple’ oppression. Finally, a multiplicative approach is
contextual and historically informed. It recognises that in
certain cases, one of the features (race, gender, class, sexu-
ality, etc.) may be more salient than the others. Also called
multiaxial analysis, or intersectionality.

Myth—The traditional story of pseudo-historical events that
functions as a fundamental element within the worldview
of a given people or nation. Myths are similarly employed by
human communities to attempt to explain the nature of
various practices, beliefs or natural phenomena.

Mytheme—Neologism coined by Claude Lévi-Strauss to indicate
the structural elements or units that recur in different nar-
rative, mythological structures, based on his understanding
of the analogical similarity between the structural forms of
linguistics and myth.

Name of the father (Le nom du pére)—Phrase used by Jacques
Lacan in relation to the Oedipus complex, which signals the
subject’s comprehension of paternal or authoritative prohi-
bition, a prohibition constitutive of authority. Lacan plays
on the homophonic quality of the French for name (nom),
which sounds like the French for ‘no’ (non).

Narratee—The person to whom a narrative is directed, whether a
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character or characters in a narrative, such as those to whom
Marlow tells of his journey down the Congo in Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness, or the real or implied reader of any
narrative.

Narrative—At its most fundamental, a narrative is an account of

events, whether real or fictional. However, narrative differs
from the idea of a simple unordered account or report of
events (supposing such a thing to be possible). Gérard
Genette offers a sustained account of narrative structure
and form in his Narrative Discourse, which addresses five
principal aspects of narrative: (a) order of events; (b) dura-
tion of events and the time it takes to tell incidents; (c)
frequency or repetition of events and how such recurrences
shape the narrative form from the basic diegesis; (d) mood,
by which Genette indicates the narrator’s point of view,
perspective, distance or proximity to the events narrated; (e)
narrative voice. For Genette, the analysis of narrative con-
cerns itself and implies the study of a series of relationships
which make up narrative, these being (a) the relationship
between a particular discourse and the events which are
retold through that discourse, and (b) the relationship be-
tween the discourse and the act of narration. Thus there is for
Genette a tripartite structure at its most basic to any narra-
tive: discourse, narration, event, or, as he formulates it,
analysis of narrative is ‘a study of the relationships between
narrative and story, between narrative and narrating,
and . . .story and narrating’. Studying narrative is therefore
not simply comprehending it as an account but also an
analytical understanding of how a narrative is given the
shape it has, why certain events have greater significance
than others in relation to the totality of the narrative, and
how events retold are shaped by the act of narration or the
role of the narrator.

Narratology—Theory and systematic study of narrative, and

especially the study of the structural, formal and temporal
elements of narrative and the relationships between them.
Narratology will address the functions of duration, repeti-
tion, the chronological or anachronic reordering of events
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out of a progressive temporal linear sequence, the role of the
narrator and the various levels of discourse, along with their
hierarchical or architectonic relationships, which constitute
narrative structure.

Negritude—Neologism to define the political, cultural and his-
torical affirmation and consciousness of Black culture of
collective African heritage and origin, conceived by poet
Aimé Césaire in the 1930s.

Neoimperialism—Relating to the manner in which nations, po-
licies or practices extend their dominion or authority over
other, often less economically or culturally viable others.

Neurosis—In psychology, a disabling or distressing disorder,
often manifesting itself in irrational anxiety.

Nihilism—Philosophical rejection of all systems of belief, whether
religious or secular, and a denial of the meaning of moral
systems. Also a term applied to the existential despair in the
face of a presumed lack of meaning or purpose to life. Also,
nihilism is interpreted as a destructive or negative, hostile
attitude towards institutions and structures of belief.

Nomad/ism/nomadology—Term associated with the work of
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari which figurally stresses
the possibility of thinking differently, and which is given
extended consideration in their A Thousand Plateaus. De-
leuze and Guattari’s concern in employing this term is not
with a particular content of thought so much as with the
utopian expression of an other modality of thought beyond
dominant philosophical models. Deleuze does not propose
an absolute model of nomadic thinking but merely suggests,
idealistically and as a hope, its possibility. Nomadic thinking
would be just thinking which does not remain within epis-
temological territories. Indeed, a feature of nomadism in
thought would be its flow and, with that, its deterritorialisa-
tion of structured models or disciplines of thought. Con-
comitant on that flow of nomadic thinking would be its
strategic ‘weakness’, that is to say the abandonment of the
aggressiveness typical of territorial modes of thought.
Furthermore, nomadic thinking s nomadic — it drifts, often
from itself, in that it is not centred on any authoritative,
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governing or originary principal by which it might ground
itself (and thereby defend its ‘territory’) and to which it might
return.

Nominalism—A theory that argues against the notion of uni-
versal essences in reality and maintains that only individual
perspectives, rather than abstract generalities, exist.

Normativity—The postulation of hegemonic, culturally pre-
scribed norms or standards such as heterosexuality.

Nouveau roman—French term that translates as ‘new novel’,
referring to a movement that developed in the 1950s and
continued in the 1960s. Its practitioners included Phillipe
Sollers, Nathalie Sarraute, Alain Robbe-Grillet, Marguerite
Duras and Claude Simon. In the nouveau roman many of the
conventions of realism and other traditional novel forms
were abandoned in favour of more experimental narrative
modes in order to convey more accurately the random and

o discontinuous nature of modern experience.

Objectification—The manner in which various individuals or
social groups treat others as objects and expressions of their
own senses of reality; reducing an other’s sense of being into
a form that can be experienced universally by other indivi-
duals and social groups.

Objective correlative—Concept defined by T. S. Eliot, to indicate
the expression of emotion through aesthetic form. Eliot
suggests that an emotion is produced in the reader through
a particular patterning of ‘a set of objects, a situation, [or] a
chain of events which shall be the formula of that particular
emotion’.

Objet petit a—A complex term from Lacanian psychoanalysis.
Lacan suggested that objects of desire are always changing
because the desiring subject is always changing too. He
wanted to find a term to describe the mutability and mortality
of the desired object, and to describe it in a way that disrupted
what he saw as the stability of the binary ‘desiring subject/
desired object’ in Freudian thought. The term he came up with
is ‘objet petit a’, where ‘a’ stands for ‘autre’ (French for other),
distinguished from the Other elsewhere in his writing by the
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lower case initial letter. Objet petit a can be anything at all that
is touched by desire. Desire is fleeting and mutable hence the
object of desire is always in flux and is always just out of reach
or just beyond the field of vision. In many ways, then, the term
stands for desire, always understood by Lacan as absent and
unattainable, but always equally constitutive of the subject
(who is what he or she desires or lacks).

Oedipus complex—1In Freudian psychoanalysis the Oedipus com-
plex refers to the whole complex of both loving and hostile
feeling experienced by a child towards its parents in the
process of achieving acculturated maturity. The Oedipus
complex manifests itself as an intense rivalry, including
the horrifying wish for his or her death, with the parent
of the same sex for the love of the parent of the opposite sex
(which is to be understood as a libidinal or sexualised desire).
Negotiation of this complex, the relinquishing of forbidden
(incestuous) desire and its displacement onto suitable sub-
stitute objects (a boy must love not his mother, but a woman
like his mother; a girl must love not her father, but a baby
given to her by a man like her father) is required to achieve
healthy adulthood. The complex is never completely success-
fully negotiated, however, and there are always residual
Oedipal problems in even the healthiest of adults.

Ontic—Relating to epistemological enquiry concerning the real
rather than the phenomenal being, existence or structure of
entities.

Ontology—Branch of philosophy addressing the meaning or
essence of being.

Ontotheology—Any form of ontological or, in general, metaphy-
sical determination, modelled on theology, in terms of a
uniquely superior being, concept or word, such as the divine
of theology.

Orientalism—Term coined by Edward Said naming the ensemble
of Western, usually though not exclusively European dis-
courses and other forms of representation of non-Western
cultures. Said traces the history of Orientalist discourses in
literature, the arts and other documents from the eighteenth
century onwards.
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Other/otherness—Term employed throughout critical discourse in
differing ways, otherness names the quality or state of ex-
istence of being other or different from established norms and
social groups; the distinction that one makes between one’s
self and others, particularly in terms of sexual, ethnic and
relational senses of difference; in Lacanian psychoanalysis,
there is the other and the Other: the former signifies that
which is not really other but is a reflection and projection of
the ego; the latter signifies a radical alterity irreducible to any
imaginary or subjective identification. In the texts of Luce
Irigaray, the other indicates the position always occupied by
woman within patriarchal culture and other masculinist cul-
tures which privileges masculinity as self-sameness, or other-
wise a signifier of presence, origin or centrality.

Overdetermination—The act or practice of overemphasising, or
resolving in an excessive fashion, a given conclusion or
psychological factor. Alternatively, a text which is said to
be overdetermined is available for multiple readings from
various, heterogeneous, if not theoretically or polemically
incompatible positions. The term has its most specific the-
oretical uses in the psychoanalytical and marxist praxes of,
respectively, Sigmund Freud and Louis Althusser. For Freud,
the psyche produces representations, significations and
meanings in situating the subject in relation to his or her
world. However, how we produce meaning is not entirely (if
at all) within our conscious control because the unconscious
determines meaning through its generation and juxtaposi-
tion of images and symbols. Thus, the human mind generates
overdetermined meaning where images and representations
signify in more than a single manner. Meanings are produced
in excess of the psyche’s capability to comprehend, control
or organise at any one time. For example, any dream is the
result of the symbolic construction which is produced by the
unconscious, but every signifying element, every image, sign
or representation, verbal or visual, is overdetermined by the
work of the unconscious, inasmuch as its meaning is always
multiple and therefore available to different interpretations
or analyses.
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Within certain strands of marxism, the notion of over-
determination, which Althusser imports specifically from
Freud, operates at a social and cultural, rather than an
individual, level. Overdetermination is closely related to
the concept of contradiction, originating in G.W.F. Hegel’s
writings, and first given an explicitly marxist articulation in a
1937 essay by Mao Zedong. Mao formulates the historical
situation of China in the 1930s through an examination, as
Arif Dirlik has put it, ‘of the contradictoriness of its various
moments [such as the contradiction between national and
social needs], and the articulation of this contradictoriness as
a contradiction between theory and practice’. The contra-
dictory elements of society at a given historical moment
produce an overdetermined identity for that society, Mao
argues, and, as a result of this, social contradiction is, ‘the
basic law of materialist dialectics’. Social-historical moments
are thus overdetermined inasmuch as various heterogeneous
and contradictory beliefs, agendas, imperatives and systems
or institutions coexist. This state of overdetermined social
relations for Althusser (who draws on Lenin as well as Mao)
is represented most starkly in the dialectical contradiction
between labour and capital and is further articulated in his
thinking on ideology. Moreover, Althusser’s structural-ma-
terialist analysis and understanding of overdetermination
demonstrates how the concept is specifically historical in
that specific forms and circumstances are organised differ-
ently from period to period.

Palimpsest—Any writing surface on which an earlier writing has
been erased or effaced and a later writing inscribed or
overlaid on that surface, often with the traces of the former
inscription appearing underneath.

Panopticon—Though originally an optical instrument or device,
the word has entered critical discourse through Michel
Foucault’s appropriation of the term from the writings of
Jeremy Bentham, who employed it to define circular prison
structures, with cells arranged around a central courtyard in
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which prisoners can be observed at all times. Foucault
extends the idea of the panopticon to include a number of
social forms of surveillance in hospitals, asylums and so on.

Parapraxis—Freudian term, denoting inadvertent slips of the
tongue or pen as revealed symptoms of psychic disturbance;
the subject or analysand, intending to say or write one thing,
says or writes something else which has been repressed.

Paradigm—A pattern, model or exemplary case.

Parody—A written imitation of an author’s work, following
closely the tone or style of the original, but reworked so
as to produce comic or inappropriate effect.

Pathetic fallacy—Term coined by John Ruskin to signify the
attribution of nature with human emotions and qualities,
or the displacement of a psychic condition onto natural
phenomena such as atmospherics.

Patriarchy—Literally ‘the rule of the father’. Patriarchy is the
name given to the whole complex system of male dominance
by which most societies are run now and were run in the
past. Patriarchy includes the systematic exclusion of women
from rights of inheritance, to education, the vote, equal pay,
equal rights before the law; it also includes the ways in which
even more liberal regimes tend to leave women out of
structures of power even when they claim to be regimes
based on equality.

Performance/performative—The act of public exhibition that
results in a transaction between performer and audience;
an utterance that, via its public display, causes a linguistic
interaction with the exhibition’s object. The condition of
performative articulation is given particular consideration by
Jacques Derrida in the context of the instability of speech
acts. Derrida’s analysis of the performative in ‘Signature
Event Context’ comes as a response to the work of speech
act theorist J. L. Austin, who distinguishes between consta-
tive and performative or illocutionary utterances, the former
being an ‘assertion’ or ‘description’, the latter being an
‘utterance which allows us to do something by means of
speech itself’. In Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive
Limits of Sex (1993), Judith Butler identifies performative
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speech acts as ‘forms of authoritative speech: most perfor-
matives, for instance, are statements that, in the uttering, also
perform a certain action and exercise a binding power’.
Derrida’s critique, on which Butler draws, is built on his
understanding that an utterance is never stable but always
available for citation and iterability and, indeed, only aspires
to communicability in being transmissible, repeatable, be-
yond its supposedly ‘original’ context (which itself is never
self-sufficient). Thus the idea of a speech act as act is already
troubled by the iterable condition of the sign.

Performative speech act—(see constative speech act).

Perlocutionary speech act—(see constative speech act).

Phallic—Relating to or resembling the phallus, a symbol of
generative power; refers to an interest in the phallus or a
masculinist point of view; in psychoanalysis, a reference to
particular stage in male development when the subject is
preoccupied with the genitals.

Phallic primacy—Concept often associated with Freud’s castra-
tion complex, phallic primacy refers to the presence of male
genitalia and its impact upon psychosocial relations.

Phallocentrism—Privileging of a masculinist, specifically unitary,
singular, point of view in terms of individuals, institutions or
cultures. Certain strands of feminist criticism aim to offer
critiques exposing the phallocentric assumptions of a text.
Such feminist criticism examines the ways in which phallo-
centrism, most fundamentally organised around the binary
opposition of man/woman, operates through an economy of
sexual difference which is hierarchical rather than equivalent
in relationship.

Phallocratism—The institutionalisation and hegemony of a mas-
culinist perspective; in the parlance of French feminist Luce
Irigaray, phallocratism refers to the often masculinised divi-
sion of labour that exists between the sexes.

Phallogocentrism—Neologism, coined by Jacques Derrida, in
order to suggest how logocentric thought or discourse (see
logocentrism), in being organised around a supposedly cen-
tral truth or concept, is also phallocentric (see phallic;
phallocentrism); that is to say, it orientates itself and its
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subjects to that centre as the sole centre or implied origin,
presence or authority from which all other terms, concepts
and ideas derive their meaning, whether semantically, epis-
temologically or theologically.

Phantasm—A mental image, the product of fantasy, the imagina-
tion or delusion; imaginary projections or visualisations,
images arising from the unconscious. Louis Althusser ob-
serves in his reading of the Freudian concept of the phantasm
that, inasmuch as the phantasm is a figure for desire, it thus
operates metaphorically.

Phenomenology—Philosophical discourse founded by German
philosopher Edmund Husserl that maintains that objects
attain meaning through their perception in a given person’s
consciousness.

Philology—Though rarely used in this sense now, philology
signifies the love of literature; more broadly, it referred to
the study, interpretation and criticism of literature, though
this meaning is now also rare.

Phoneme—The basic sound unit of pronunciation in language;
English, for example, includes 45 phonemes.

Phonocentrism—Neologism coined by Jacques Derrida in Of
Grammatology, by which he identifies the tendency in
philosophy and linguistics to privilege speech and the voice
as guarantors of truth and presence, self-presence and self-
consciousness over writing, which signifies absence and may
be open to misinterpretation.

Pleasure/pleasure principal—Pleasure refers to a state of gratifi-
cation, particularly in terms of delight or sensual fulfilment.
Freud names the pleasure principle the psychic drive after
gratification which has to be repressed in order that humans
can function in the social world. Jacques Lacan develops a
distinction between pleasure and jouissance, with the plea-
sure principle naming a symbolic law which, in Lacan’s
words, ‘regulates the whole functioning of the psychic ap-
paratus’. Jouissance, on the other hand, is disruptive rather
than regulatory.

Pluralism—Variety of approach and assumption. A pluralist
approach to criticism is one that has many different methods
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and assumptions at its disposal, rather than an approach that
imposes a single model on all texts, no matter what the
circumstances. What is significant about critical pluralism is
that the various positions which any pluralist discourse
brings together are not significantly at odds with one an-
other, and that pluralism often signals an implicit, if not
explicit, consensus.

Point de capiton—Phrase employed by Jacques Lacan, usually
translated as ‘quilting’, ‘anchoring’ or ‘suturing’ point. Ta-
ken from embroidery, the phrase indicates for Lacan mo-
ments in the psyche where signifier and signified are
gathered, or stitched together, thereby momentarily bringing
to a halt the slippage of signification by which subjectivity is
constituted.

Polysemy—Relating to the possibility of a simultaneous multi-
plicity of meaning encoded within a single phrase or text.

Positivism—Philosophical theory, formulated by Auguste Comte,
which privileges observable facts and phenomena over
modes of knowledge such as theology and metaphysics.

‘Post’—The notion — as signalled in terms such as post-modern-
ism, postmarxism, poststructuralism or post-theory — of an
intellectual moment that ensues after the occurrence of a
paradigm shift or epistemological transition of sorts. In
addition to denoting the pastness of a given intellectual or
cultural epoch, ‘post’ suggests the persistence of enduring
philosophical quandaries and discoveries associated with
such historical or theoretical moments, which the notion
of ‘postism’ hints are not, in fact, over but which haunt or
disturb the progressivist sense of having apparently moved
beyond particular modes of enquiry.

Postmodernism—There is little general consensus concerning the
meaning of the term, and its use and history is chequered. Its
earliest appearances date back to the first decades of the
twentieth century, as critics such as Perry Anderson and
Fredric Jameson discuss in their work on postmodernism. It
has also been used extensively in the field of architecture as
the name for a school or movement. With reference to
literature and culture, ‘postmodernism’ is often taken to
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refer to any work of art which knowingly refers to its own
status as a work of art, or which otherwise, from the position
as elite art form, jokingly addresses the status of the art
object through construction from or reference to popular
culture, thereby collapsing distinctions between high and
low.

However, certain theorists of the postmodern, such as
Fredric Jameson, Jean-Francois Lyotard and Teresa Ebert
find the problematic of defining postmodernism a question
of its being a product of particular political overdetermina-
tions, which serve to produce postmodernism’s often appar-
ently contradictory meanings, and whereby the postmodern
condition is fundamentally misrecognised in aesthetic terms.
The meaning or identity of the postmodern is understood,
then, as a self-conscious aesthetic component of its constitu-
tion, rather than as a political effect of late-twentieth-century
global capitalism. There is therefore a shift in definition from
the formalist aesthetic radicalism perceived by William Spa-
nos, for example, to a more politically or ideologically
comprehended aspect to what we call postmodernism.

Postmodernity—Term referring to the era, state of being or

literary arts associated with postmodernism. Jean-Francois
Lyotard defines postmodernity as being marked by a suspi-
cion of grand narratives. The idea of a postmodern era is also
one provisionally defined by the advent of tele-technologies,
the emergence of globalisation and post-industrial society,
and the power of the image and simulacrum within con-
sumer culture, where images such as the Coke or Nike logos
assume greater significance in themselves than any real
product or reality to which they might refer.

Power—In the work of Michel Foucault, power constitutes one of

the three axes constitutive of subjectification, the other two
being ethics and truth. For Foucault, power implies know-
ledge, and vice versa. However, power is causal, it is con-
stitutive of knowledge, even while knowledge is,
concomitantly, constitutive of power: knowledge gives one
power, but one has the power in given circumstances to
constitute bodies of knowledge, discourses and so on as valid
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or invalid, truthful or untruthful. Power serves in making the
world both knowable and controllable. Yet, the nature of
power, as Foucault suggests, is essentially proscriptive, con-
cerned more with imposing limits on its subjects.

Praxis—Term adopted by Karl Marx in 1844 to denote social
activity by which political theory or philosophy becomes
social and historical actuality.

Presentism—Refers to a radical over-emphasis or privileging of
the present over what is perceived to be a less culturally and
technologically effectual past.

Primal horde/scene—That which is primal refers in Freudian
psychoanalysis to the desires, fears, needs and anxieties,
constitutive of the origins of the subject’s psyche. The idea
of the primal horde signifies an originary human social
collective. The primal scene is that moment in Freudianism
when the infant subject becomes aware of sexual relations
between its parents.

Projection—In psychoanalytic discourse, the transference of de-
sire or fantasy onto another person, object or situation, in
order to avoid the recognition of the subject’s responsibility
for his or her behaviour or actions.

Prosopopoeia—Literally meaning ‘to make or give face’, a rheto-
rical figure by which an abstract idea or concept is given
human form, or otherwise the representation of an imagin-
ary or absent person as if he or she were speaking.

Pseudo-statement—Concept often associated with British form-
alist I. A. Richards which refers to a spurious utterance
dominated by emotion and lacking in referential truth;
according to Richards, such a statement finds its origins
in human impulses and attitudes, rather than in generally

Q] accepted notions of truth.

Queer—Term often associated with the contemporary gay and
lesbian studies movement, i.e. queer theory (this identifica-
tion, it should be noted, registering a significant development
from, or even, in some cases, break with, the idea of gay and
lesbian studies). Queer denotes a sense of otherness, as well
as a means for breaking with convention and theorising
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about sexuality and its significant place in the construction
of transcultural models of homosexuality. ‘Queer’ has been
deployed as an affirmative and performative term which
resists becoming a fixed category and thus gives voice to
those elided or marginalised by ‘gay’ and ‘lesbian’ studies:
bisexuals, transexuals, sado-masochists, for example. It is
thus the very identificatory slipperiness in the term which
maintains its political potential. Judith Butler argues that it is
in the iterable mutability of gueer’s semantic operation that it
can operate most effectively. Only while the term resists
being domesticated, Butler argues, will it remain strategi-
= cally, critically and, most importantly, politically efficacious.
Race—At its broadest, race refers to a family, tribe, people or
nation sharing a set of common interests, beliefs, habits or
characteristics. However, pre-eminent African American lit-
erary and cultural critic Henry Louis Gates alerts the reader
to a number of important details concerning the thinking and
reading of race. To begin with, to speak of different ‘races’,
such as ‘black’ or ‘Jewish’ is, says Gates, to ‘speak in
biological misnomers and, more generally, metaphors.” De-
spite this error, such usage persists in both everyday lan-
guage and in literary texts. What the idea of race and its
mobilisation point to for Gates is the articulation of a sense
of difference which is dynamic inasmuch as “‘race” has both
described and inscribed differences of language, belief sys-
tem, artistic tradition, and gene pool, as well as all sorts of
supposedly natural attributes such as rhythm, athletic abil-
ity, cerebration, usury, fidelity, and so forth ... Race has
become a trope of ultimate, irreducible difference between
cultures, linguistic groups, or adherents of specific belief
systems’. Thus, as a discursive, political and ideological term,
race functions frequently as a means of definition based on
binary oppositions between self and other, civilised and
savage, and so on.
Richard Dyer has argued that in many cultural and
historical instances, racial imagery has relied on the assump-
tion that non-white people are ‘raced’, as he puts it, while
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white people supposedly are not, or do not see themselves in
racial terms, unless believing themselves to be threatened by
racial difference. As Dyer puts it, ‘[t]he sense of whites as
non-racial is most evident in the absence of reference to
whiteness in the habitual speech and writing of white people
in the West.” From this, it is not too great a leap, Dyer
contends, to say ‘that white people are just people, which is
not far off from saying that whites are people whereas other
colours are something else’. Colour thus becomes a visible
sign of apparent racial identity. Racial attitudes of this kind
are, therefore, one particularly crude articulation of ethno-
centrism. Questions of race involve matters of identity and
difference, the determination of humanity and (implicitly if
not explicitly) what constitutes civilisation and matters of
representation, specifically corporeal representation allied to
discourses on race. Non-white peoples are all too frequently
reduced in cultural representations, in texts and films, to
stereotypes where race signifies an overdetermined genera-
tion of meaning bringing together corporeality and beha-
viour or custom, as though there were some logical
connection between these.

At its broadest and most neutral, according to Dyer, race
‘is a means of categorising different types of human body
which reproduce themselves. It seeks to systematise differ-
ences and to relate them to differences of character and
worth’. There are two principal approaches to racial cate-
gorisation: genealogical and biological. The former concerns
itself with notions of origin and heritage, while the latter
interests itself in anatomical and corporeal differences. In
genealogical narrations, Caucasian and Aryan groups are
privileged as the apex of racial development, intrinsic to
which narratives is the search for founding moments and the
desire for racial purity.

Modern definitions of race frequently emerge cotermi-
nously with national, colonial and ethnocentric discourses
and practices. From the early modern period onwards most
notably, racial difference is determined in the assumption of
physical similarities and allegedly shared characteristics of
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temperament, supposedly discernible as common to groups
of people living in a particular geographical domain.
Rationalism—Refers to the reliance upon reason as the basis for
establishing religious or philosophical truth. In addition,
philosophical notion, deriving from the work of Descartes,
which emphasises the constitution of knowledge, based on
reason rather than observation or sense perception.
Reader/reading—A reader can be provisionally defined as a
person who evaluates intellectually a given manuscript or
image in an effort to comprehend or interpret its contents or
form for a range of reasons, whether these reasons are
defined as ‘entertainment’, ‘education’, ‘enlightenment’,
‘pleasure’ or a combination of these and other purposes.
What we call reading is an active participation with a piece
of writing or an image for the purpose of producing mean-
ing, or, more generally, to ‘translate’ the book or image (or,
indeed, the world) from its condition as a perceived en-
semble of potential signs to a text on which the process of
interpretation is brought to bear. It is important, if see-
mingly obvious, to note that reading takes time; the analysis
of signs does not occur immediately, even if the object of
reading is a poster or advertisement in a magazine. Reading
is thus engaged in as a temporal experience, an experience
which is not limited to the time of holding the book open,
standing in front of an image or watching a film (whether in
the cinema or on a video). Moreover, reading is never
simple or innocent, even when one reads ‘for pleasure’,
as the phrase has it, because the reader, any reader, is
always positioned through culture, history, education,
ideology and so on. Thus the possibility of reading is
constituted in various ways prior to any individual act of
reading. At the same time, every text has a singularity for
which the act of reading should be responsible and to which
the act of reading should respond. One should therefore
avoid producing a reading which is either, on the one hand,
simply a passive consumption or, on the other, the active
imposition of a particular meaning which suppresses or
excludes other elements. Such a reading might be a ‘poli-
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ticised’ reading which, in its address of matters of class
representation ignores issues of gender or race. Or, there is
the formal reading which, in discussing the aesthetic aspects
of the writing ignores or downplays the roles of history or
ideology, of the function of epistemological assumptions
behind the value judgements which the text appears to
advance or which we, as readers, bring to the text. How
one reads is therefore irreducible to a prescription or for-
mula because of singularity and the responsibility to that
singularity which reading entails. In the light of the ques-
tion of singularity, some critics have suggested that to
impose a ‘reading’ along certain lines (the political, the
purely formal) is to avoid the complex negotiation that
reading involves; it is the imposition of a reading within
limits and towards a limit or horizon (this being the ‘po-
litical’, ‘philosophical’ or ‘historical’ meaning which is
sought), and is, therefore, not a reading at all, but the
avoidance of reading. At the same time, however, the
responsibility of reading is such that one cannot simply
read as one likes; one has to be attentive to the ways in
which the text is articulated, the ways in which it appears to
articulate itself and the ways in which it appears to be silent
on matters. There is, furthermore, in the act of reading the
experience of the undecidable. For these reasons, properly
speaking the act of reading cannot come to an end. Reading
always remains to come, not as a future moment or horizon
in itself at which textual explication will arrive eventually,
and therefore have done with reading, but as the respon-
sibility of the encounter with singularity, undecidability and
otherness.

Realism/realist—Realism has many meanings and is potentially
an unusable word since people differ over what they mean by
reality. In literature and the arts, however, it describes a
common tendency from the early nineteenth century on-
wards to represent real life in fiction and painting, and to do
so using common conventions of representation. One of the
key problems with the term, though, is that nineteenth-
century realist writers were generally ruthlessly selective in
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their materials, presenting not so much real life in the raw,
but reality filtered and purged. Realism is often associated
with representing average experience — the lives of middle-
class characters who do little that is unusual or exciting; it
prefers an objective standpoint, and is illusionist in that it
asks its readers to forget that they are reading fiction.
Readers are meant to ‘identify’ with characters as if they
were real people. Events should be probable (or at the very
least, possible); narrators should on the whole maintain a
third-person distance and perspective; judgement should be
easy for the reader. These conventions have become natur-
alised in many people’s reading habits so that it is often
difficult to disentangle reality from its representation. None-
theless, many critics have attacked bourgeois realism for its
narrow focus, moral certainties and social exclusivity.

Reality principle/effect—Term often associated with Jean Bau-
drillard that relates to the ways in which reality is often
established and becomes represented for some individuals
and cultures through hyperreal media such as photography,
film and other media.

Referent—In Saussurean linguistics, the referent is that to which
the word or sign refers: the real object in the real world for
which the word or sign is an arbitrary and conventional
signal.

Referential—A text that is referential is one that disguises its
status as a work or text by making extended reference to the
conditions of real life. The reader, that is, is encouraged to
forget that what he or she is reading is merely a text.

Reflection—Term employed in certain early strands of marxist
analysis which sees a simple one-to-one relationship between
base and superstructure or, in literary terms, text and world.

Reification—The process or result of rendering some idea or
philosophy into a material or concrete entity. The process by
which philosophical or ideological concepts disappear to the
extent that they become incorporated into the everyday.
Concept employed in marxist discourse which emphasises
the depersonalisation of the subject as a result of capitalist
modes of production and the alienation of labour.
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Repetition compulsion—The neurotic and often harmful psycho-
logical condition in which the afflicted continue to engage in
patterns of self-destructive and dangerous behaviour.

Repression—In psychoanalytic thought, repression is the process
by which subjects try to get rid of desires, linked to instincts
and imaged in thoughts and memory, that are somehow
known to be forbidden by the wider culture. The forbidden
thoughts are consigned to the Unconscious; but they do not
disappear, and may manifest themselves in symptomatic
behaviours, in dreams, slips of the tongue and physical tics.
Such symptoms are examples of what Freud called ‘the
return of the repressed’.

Rhetoric—The study of the art of speaking or writing effectively,
as well as a skill involving the correct usage of speech.
Rhetoric similarly refers to a given mode of language or
aspect of verbal communication.

Rhizome—The figure of the rhizome, which is taken from a form
of continuous, underground plant stem growth consisting of
lateral shoots, is adapted strategically by Gilles Deleuze and
Félix Guattari. It suggests for Deleuze and Guattari a non-
formalisable figure for thinking differently so as to affirm
and potentialise the constant becoming of a thinking which
deterritorialises the boundaries of conventional thinking
within disciplines.

Romanticism—The literary term that refers to the literary, artistic
and general culture of the first half of the nineteenth century.
Romanticism is distinguished by its general embrace of the
emotions and nature, particularly in response to a growing
sense of materialism and to such moments of violence and
upheaval as the French Revolution of 1789. In addition to
rejecting the forms and conventions often associated with
classicism and neoclassicism, romanticists sought value in
spontaneity, subjective experience and original expression.

Saussurean linguistics—A linguistic model deriving from the
lectures of Ferdinand de Saussure. Saussure argued that
the meanings that we give to words are not intrinsic but
arbitrary; there is no connection between a word and its
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meaning except the one that we choose to give it. He further
suggested that meanings are also relational. If a word has no
inherent connection with its meaning, then its meaning
derives from relations to do with context and syntax.
Thirdly, Saussure also argued that language constitutes
our reality: since our only access to meaning is through
language, language itself must form us and our thoughts, not
the other way around. His interest in language was to study
the linguistic system (or Langue) rather than the individual
utterance (or Parole) in order to understand the complete
picture of human language, an approach taken up by struc-
turalist theory which concentrates on larger structures.

Schizoanalysis—Term associated with the work of Gilles Deleuze

and Félix Guattari. Schizoanalysis is opposed to the norma-
tive imperative in psychoanalysis embodied in the idea of the
cure. As an analytical discourse, it aims to deterritorialise the
discourses of the individual within an Oedipal schema, and
to read various flows of desire irreducible to the imposition
of limiting structures on the self. Schizoanalysis announces
such flows as lines of escape, Deleuze and Guattari seeking to
construct a critical discourse which itself escapes such limit-
ing notions as the ‘human’, and the situation of the ‘proper’
human subject within economic frameworks such as the
Oedipal. Schizoanalysis is described as a radical political
and social form of psychoanalysis which extends beyond the
traditional territory of psychoanalysis, the family. Through
this Deleuze and Guattari propose to connect desire to
capitalism’s effects in particular ways, defining so-called
human drives as the work of desiring machines while also
proposing, in their words, ‘to demonstrate the existence of
an unconscious libidinal investment of sociohistorical pro-
duction, distinct from the conscious investments coexisting
with it

Scopophilia—The (often sexualised) pleasure in looking. Feminist

critics in particular have criticised Freud’s theories of in-
fantile sexuality for their scopophilic emphasis on ‘looking’
and seeing the (absence or presence of the) sexual organs of
the other sex. Feminist film theory, following the work of
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Laura Mulvey and influenced by Lacanian psychoanalysis,
has theorised the gaze — that of both the camera and the
audience — in terms of a scopophilic drive.

Screen memories—In Freudian theory, fragments of memories
that substitute for forgotten or repressed childhood sexual
memories.

Selective tradition—Term coined by Raymond Williams to de-
note how a cultural heritage, apparently bequeathed to the
present by the past, is in fact constructed in the present
through processes of active selection.

Self—The psychological or cultural conception of a given indi-
vidual’s identity or sense of human particularity.

Self-referentiality—A self-referential text is one that refers to its
own processes of production — a text that talks about its
textuality. Unlike the referential text, it encourages its read-
ers continually to recall that what is being read is fictive or
illusory, not real at all.

Semantic field—A linguistic term for defining an area of percep-
tion or experience as this is structured or overdetermined by
interrelated terms, phrases and words.

Semiology—Analysis of linguistic signs; coined by Swiss linguist
Ferdinand de Saussure in the early twentieth century as the
linguistic study of socially and culturally inscribed codes of
human interaction.

Semiotic/s—In the plural, semiotics refers to the ‘science of signs’
— systematic codes of representation. Julia Kristeva, however
has coined the term ‘the Semiotic’ to refer to a mode in
language. Language, she says, consists of the Symbolic
(derived from Lacan), the linguistic realm of transparency,
paraphrasability, conformity and power. The Semiotic is the
pre-linguistic residue of language, made up of sounds,
rhythms, the babbling incoherence of the child, the language
of poetry and the language of psychosis. It is not precisely
meaningless, but it cannot be subsumed in the Symbolic. The
Semiotic pulses against Symbolic language, making it mean
both more and less than it intends.

Sexual difference—The differences between the sexes that derive
from their different biological sex organs; by extension,



90 SEXUALITY

sexual difference in psychoanalysis and other theories is also
shown to have cultural and psychic effects beyond the merely
bodily.

Sexuality—A mobile concept, not easily contained through de-
finition. If we follow the work of Elizabeth Grosz, it is
possible to define sexuality in four different ways: (a) as a
psychoanalytic drive; (b) as a constellation of practices
‘involving bodies, organs and pleasures’; (c) as an identity
which is culturally and psychically assumed and projected,
and closely related to concepts and constructions of gender;
(d) as a ‘set of orientations, positions, and desires’. To this
schema we can add that, in ordinary language, sexuality
simply refers to sexual practice, to the performance in
various ways of desire. In literary and cultural theory,
however, the word is much more complex and contested.
For Freud, sexuality refers to the attempts to achieve desired
objects, whether or not these desires are self-evidently sexual
or not. In Freudian terms, masculine sexuality is defined by
competitiveness and aggression; feminine sexuality by lack
(of the phallus) and passivity. The achievement of gendered
sexuality is the prerequisite for the achievement of maturity.
For other writers, most notably Michel Foucault, sexuality is
the placing of sexual practice into the realm of discourse;
sexuality is not so much ‘what we do’ as ‘how we describe
what we do’, and the conditions culturally and socially by
which the ways in which we describe become shaped and so
determine our articulations (the types of words we use, in
what contexts, how the terms change according to context,
the associations of pleasure or guilt with the discourse).
Furthermore, Foucault argues that such descriptions are
always necessarily implicated in the formation and use of
power. In much feminist writing, there has been a re-vision of
Freudian analysis, especially in relation to feminine sexual-
ity. Writers such as Luce Irigaray and Héleéne Cixous have
argued that feminine sexuality is not reducible to a series of
simple formulae (lack and passivity); instead feminine sexu-
ality is to be understood as multiple, flowing and unlimi-
table. This model is proposed partly in order to re-evaluate
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the question of female creativity against male-ordained ver-
sions of a femininity that cannot be active in its own behalf,
and which is not defined by pleasure (or jouissance).
Sexuate—Term associated with French feminist Luce Irigaray’s
notion of suppressed maternal womanhood.
Sign—According to C. S. Peirce, a sign, or representamen, is
‘something that stands to somebody for something in some
respect or capacity’. Peirce demonstrated the nature of a
given sign’s attributes via such concepts as mediation and
triadicity. Peirce argues that signs are invariably mediated by
the external forces of history, culture and time, and these
mediating entities characterise the ways in which we inter-
pret signs and symbols. The process of triadicity finds its
origins in the dyadic relationship between the sign itself and
the signified, which refers to the idea that constitutes the
sign’s meaning. Peirce furthered this notion in terms of a
more complex, triadic relationship between the sign and the
signified, as well as between the sign and the interpretant,
which Peirce described as “all that is explicit in the sign itself
apart from its context and circumstances of utterance’. For
Peirce, signs become actualised when they represent some-
thing other than themselves. Signs exist as mere objects when
standing on their own. In other words, signs always depend
upon something other than themselves to establish their
uniqueness. In Peirce’s philosophy, then, signs are inevitably
subordinate to their qualities of representation. Essentially,
signs can only be recognised in a relational context with
something other than themselves; hence, signs take on their
unique characteristics of being when interpreted in terms of
their historical or cultural antecedents. According to Saus-
sure, a sign comprises a sound image, or signifier, and a
concept, or signified. The signifier refers to a set of speech
sounds in language, while the signified functions as the
meaning that undergirds the sign itself. Eschewing Peirce’s
theories regarding the objectivity and subjectivity of lan-
guage, Saussure’s semiology contends that the senses of
identity or uniqueness of all aspects of language emerge
via the differences inherent in that language’s network of
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linguistic relationships rather than through a given langua-
ge’s objective features. This concept demonstrates Saussure’s
paradoxical argument that in a given language system mean-
ing is generated only through difference between signifiers.
There are no positive terms or signs the meaning of which is
self-sufficient.

Signification—Relates generally to Ferdinand de Saussure’s con-

ception of the sign, which consists of two inseparable as-
pects, the signifier and the signified.

Signifier/signified—Saussure argues that a word or image (the

sign) comes in two parts. There is the sound it makes (or its
graphic equivalent) which he terms the ‘signifier’; and there
is the mental image that the sound or graphic equivalent
produces in the reader/viewer — the signified. The relation-
ship between signifier and signified is entirely arbitrary and
conventional; it is ‘however’ also impossible to separate the
two. Furthermore, the relationship between the sign in its
constituent parts of signifier/signified and its referent (the
real object to which it refers) is also arbitrary. In other
words, signified and referent are not interchangeable terms
for Saussure.

Simulacra/simulacrum/simulation—Term often associated with

Jean Baudrillard’s notion of the reality effect, which relates
to the ways in which reality is often established and becomes
replaced for some individuals and cultures through hyperreal
media such as photography, film and other media; hence,
simulacrum refers to the image, representation or reproduc-
tion of a concrete other in which the very idea of the real is no
longer the signified of which the simulacrum is the signified.
Simulation, the process whereby simulacra assume their
function, belongs to what Baudrillard terms the ‘second
order’: there is no anterior ‘real’; the idea of the ‘real’ only
coming into being through the cultural dissemination of
images (such as those of advertising) or simulacra.

Singularity—Jacques Derrida postulates that our understanding

of every sign involves an assumption of the absolute
singularity, the uniqueness of that sign or mark, that is
to say, its singularity. However, for it to be possible for the
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sign to communicate or have meaning, it has to be trans-
missible, reiterable. It therefore cannot be absolutely sin-
gular. Yet, paradoxically, the possibility of inscription
outside of any finite or determinable context — in order
to function properly as my name, my proper name must be
able to be transmissible outside my presence — while
denying absolute singularity, also suggests the singularity
which apparently gives the sign its authority. The term is
employed by Jean-Luc Nancy to describe a given indivi-
dual’s particularity, or the essence that establishes and
maintains their irreducible sense of self, with the proviso
that any sense of self, subjectivity or being is also, always, a
being-with, or being-in-common.

Sinthome—Lacanian term meaning symptom; the spelling of the
word isarchaic. For Lacan, the symptom s a radical signifier of
the unconscious irreducible to any interpretation or meaning.

Social construction—Concept that explains the ways in which
ideas, identities and texts result from the interaction among
socialised norms of existence, cultural politics and indivi-
dualised senses of identity.

Solipsism—The belief that one can only ever have proper evi-
dence of one’s own existence; an absolute egotism which
depends on refusing to admit the existence, demands and
needs of others.

Speaking (as) woman (parler-femme)—Term employed by Luce
Irigaray indicative of experimental modalities of writing,
implicitly stressing Irigaray’s understanding of the relation
between writing and female sexuality and disruptive of
univocal syntaxes and logic.

Speech-act theory—A theory of language established by British
philosopher John L. Austin, who believed in contextualising
language study. Austin’s theories rejected the prevailing
notions that all possible sentences are basic or kernel sen-
tences and that such sentences declare something that can be
determined to be either true or false. Austin defined verbal
utterances as either constatives or performatives. According
to Austin, constatives refer to something that can be deter-
mined to be either true or false, while performatives denote
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sentences that engage in such activities as questioning, ad-
monishing or pleading.

Story/plot—In broad terms, the story is the combined details or
facts of a narrative; the plot is the organisation and emphasis
that shapes the story and its reception, and the order or
sequence in which the details or facts are given.

Stream of consciousness—Literary technique, in which the con-
sciousness of the narrator or narrated subject’s conscious-
ness is represented freed from logical order or the demands
of external narrative events. The language of the subject’s
conscious is articulated as a flow of inner experience and
mediation.

Structure of feeling—Term coined by Raymond Williams as a
mediating concept between ‘art’ and ‘culture’ to denote the
‘deep community’ that makes communication possible. A
structure of feeling is neither universal nor class specific, but
‘a very deep and wide possession’. The term was meant to
embrace both the immediately experiential and the gener-
ationally-specific aspects of artistic process.

Subaltern—Term, taken from the work of Antonio Gramsci and
used initially to define proletarian and other working-class
groups, subaltern is employed in postcolonial studies after
GayatriSpivak to address dominated and marginalised groups.

Subject position—The location in a text identified as that belong-
ing to the human subject, or the assumed position within a
text that is identified as its ‘voice’.

Subculture—Specific cultural group within larger cultures sharing
specific interests or values. Cultural critic Dick Hebdige
defines subcultures according to shared symbolic use of
styles in clothing, music, speech and so on, often in deliberate
opposition to dominant or mainstream cultural ideologies.

Subject/subjectivity—The concept of selthood that is developed
in and articulated through the acquisition of language. A
subject is a self in language; subjectivity is the process of
attaining and expressing selfhood in and through language
or the location of the self situated and subjectified by
cultural, epistemological, ideological and other social dis-
courses and institutions.
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Sublimation—A Freudian term, sublimation signifies the ways in
which sexual drives are rerouted into other creative and
intellectual areas of activity which are socially acceptable.

Sublime—An aesthetic category, that which in a work of art
which produces responses of awe and strong emotion. Most
if not all of the current discourses of the sublime in critical
thinking are inherited or developed, directly or otherwise,
from commentaries of the concept of the sublime in the
eighteenth century, as that concept came to be elaborated in
relation to matters of taste, empirical psychology, the dis-
course of the landscape and related philosophical consid-
erations. While it is the work of Edmund Burke which has
traditionally been considered as constituting the principal
consideration of the sublime, this is by no means the only
discussion to be taken into account. Much recent theore-
tical work which addresses the question of the sublime, and
the ways in which analysis of aesthetic effect is tied to
human perception and the constitution of the subject, has
returned to Immanuel Kant’s profound analysis of the
sublime.

Superego—According to Freud, the moral or judicial aspect of the
psyche; the superego is transferred from parents to children
and acts as a moral censor through the re-enforcement of
social standards and norms of ‘acceptable’ or so-called
‘normal’ behaviour.

Supplement/supplementarity—Quasi-concept which, as Jacques
Derrida points out, means both an addition and a replace-
ment, developed in response to Rousseau’s understanding of
writing as a supplement to speech. The idea of supplementar-
ity puts into play the disruption of a full presence of a sign in
making possible signification, indicating the work of differ-
ence within the self-same. The supplementis supposed to actas
an addition or complement which completes. In so doing, the
supplement is meant to cover up a lack, but, in being a
supplement, in producing the meaning of the ‘original’, it
disrupts the very idea of the original as self-sufficient.

Suture—Term in Lacanian psychoanalysis describing the moment
that a given subject enters into language; hence, the suture
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denotes the linguistic gap that the subject subsumes within a
given language.

Symbolic institution—Term often associated with Slavoj Zizek
that refers to the ways in which individuals or cultures
attempt to manipulate their conventional, more socially or
politically relevant others by enacting artificial systems of
thought or organisation in their places.

Symbolism—The usage of symbols in order to represent other
things, ideas or concepts. In literary works, symbolism refers
to an author’s attempt to create a series of associations and
incremental or applied meanings. Symbolism also refers to
the late nineteenth-century French literary movement that
rejected literary realism in favour of subjective symbols that
evoke emotional reactions among readers.

Symptomatic reading—Refers to a kind of reading practice that
accounts for the power/knowledge relations that exist when
the notion of meaning is in intellectual or ideological conflict;
symptomatic readers reconstruct a given text’s discursive
conditions in order to treat the text as a symptom, under-
stand its internal relations and comprehend — by challenging
the text’s intellectual properties — the ways in which it
ultimately produces (or fails to produce) meaning.

Synecdoche—A figure of speech in which the part is substituted
for the whole, or the whole for the part; thus ‘four sails’,
meaning ‘four ships’.

Syntagm—Term often associated with Roman Jakobson that
refers to an orderly combination of interacting signifiers
that establish a meaningful whole; in language, for example,
a sentence functions as a syntagm of words.

Technoscience—Term often associated with Paul Virilio that
refers to the ubiquitous ways in which technological culture
and the information world dominate social, political, and
economic spheres of influence.

Tekhne—From the Greek for ‘making’, but also defined by
Heidegger as a ‘bringing forth’; Heidegger argues that
tekhne is most appropriately understood not as or in the
act of manual production so much as what is revealed by
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the act of making. A general term pertaining to any
technical rather than essential determination in the broadest
sense of technique, relating to technology, writing (in
Derrida’s sense), artistic technique and so forth, in opposi-
tion to essence or substance, to which technique is tradi-
tionally or metaphysically subordinated as at best an
auxiliary means. The term is usually used, primarily fol-
lowing Heidegger and Derrida, to indicate, by contrast, the
equally constitutive rather than subordinate role of tekbne
and, by so doing, to enable a more general deconstruction
of the metaphysics of presence.

Tele-technology—Refers to all electronic media such as the
Internet, video, e-mail, television, telephony and the general
thought of the system to which these belong, by which
images, messages, signals and signs, discourses, etc. are
transmitted and circulated.

Telos/teleology—Telos refers to any form of ultimate end or
conclusion; teleology denotes the study of the role of design
in nature and an attempt to explain the existence of natural
phenomena.

Text/textuality—Since the work of Roland Barthes and other
critics who are associated with the terms structuralism and
poststructuralism, the term zext has taken on the sense of a
process rather than a finished product, of which books and
other literary forms are examples. A novel may be a text,
but textuality is not confined by the idea of the book.
Textuality thus names the interwoven discourses, phenom-
ena or other grouping of signs, images and so forth by
which we perceive the world and by which we, as subjects,
are situated.

Theatre of cruelty—Phrase coined by playwright Antonin Ar-
taud, intended to define plays that communicate human
suffering and evil via the staged presentation of extremities
of violence.

Theory—A very loosely wielded term which has become some-
what vacuous, at least potentially so, ‘theory’ refers, in the
field of literary studies, to the critical movement which has
emerged in the Anglo-American university since the 1960s as
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a response in large part to interest within the English-speak-
ing academic world in particular strands of continental
linguistics, narratology, psychoanalysis, semiotics and phi-
losophy. What is termed theory is often associated with
equally diffuse terms such as poststructuralism in which
literary theorists have attempted to establish new spheres
of learning and new approaches to canonical and non-
canonical texts alike. Such approaches might best be defined,
albeit warily, as certain momentary hybrid coalitions or
assemblages of epistemological and ontological interests, a
rethinking of the historical, the constitution of subjectivity
and sexuality, and the political and philosophical grounds of
narrative and representation.

Thick description—Term coined by anthropologist Clifford
Geertz, describing the complex layering and overdetermina-
tion of any cultural or social event.

Topos—Theme, motif, convention or recurring rhetorical device.

Trace—]Jacques Derrida formulates the idea of the trace as what
remains when an instance of singularity, such as a signature,
has erased the possibility of its absolute singularity in having
been inscribed. The trace is the mark of that which has never
been present or presentable as such. The trace makes mean-
ing possible by being, for Derrida, the différance which
disrupts any notion of absolute origin. Jean Baudrillard’s
use of the term refers to the trace of meaning that the reality
effect fosters; arguing that postmodernity has resulted in an
artificial era of hyperreality, Baudrillard explains the notion
of trace as a kind of nostalgia via which we establish mean-
ing in our lives.

Tradition—A socially or culturally established, inherited or cus-
tomary pattern of thought, action or behaviour. Tradition
also refers to a characteristic manner, method or style of
organisation or conduct.

Transference—Psychoanalytic term indicating the process by
which the analysand transfers and thereby repeats the psy-
chic dynamic developed in early childhood pertaining to
desire of the other onto the analyst.

Transgression—Generally, the act of breaking a law, or of over-
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stepping, crossing, a boundary or limit, one which is usually
socially, institutionally or conventionally defined and ap-
plied. Michel Foucault develops the concept and thinking of
transgression as practical critique of the limits of forms of
knowledge in specific ways relating to the subject’s freedom.
Foucault points out the interdependency of the concepts of
the limit and transgression. There could be no idea of the
limit unless it were crossable, at least in principle. However,
the duration of transgression in relation to the limit is very
brief: for, as Foucault argues, once the act of transgression
crosses the limit, the transgression is no longer a transgres-
sion, strictly speaking. The importance of the idea of trans-
gression for Foucault is in the fact that, as he puts it,
‘transgression forces the limit to face the fact of its imminent
disappearance’. The relationship of transgression to the limit
thus comprehended is not one of simple binary opposition
but is, instead, a radically destabilising relationship. For
Foucault transgression does not simply oppose; nor is it a
negative. Rather, it affirms in a neutral fashion an instance of
freedom and limitlessness.

Transparency—The idea that the narrative voice in realist
fiction does not mediate or interpret the world it presents
but that it allows direct access to that world in neutral
terms.

Trope—Rhetorical figure of speech consisting of use of word,
term or phrase in a sense other than that which is conven-
tionally proper to it; figurative language.

Typology—A system or scheme of classification based upon a set
of principles, concepts or types.

Uncanny—Most often associated with the work of Freud but also
found in Heidegger’s discussion of Being, as a fundamental
experience of one’s being in the world and one’s relationship
to existence, uncanny is the somewhat inaccurate translation
from the text of Freud for the German wunheimlich (lit.
unhomely). Freud employs the term in the essay of the same
name to signify the feeling of discomfort and strangeness
which arises in the self without warning. As Freud suggests,
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the feeling of the uncanny is uncanny precisely to the extent
that the sensation comes about in places where one should
feel most secure, or with which one is most familiar. Freud’s
use of the German demonstrates how the experience of the
uncanny is structural, that is to say how the sense of being
‘not-at-home’ or ‘unhomely’ occurs within the idea of the
home.

Unconscious—In psychoanalysis, the unconscious is the mental
realm into which those aspects of mental life that are related
to forbidden desires and instincts are consigned through the
process of repression. The unconscious is absolutely un-
known to the subject except where it exerts pressures on
conscious life, as when repressed objects refuse to remain
repressed. The instincts and desires it contains are usually
disguised through a repressive censorship that turns forbid-
den ideas into different images by the processes of condensa-
tion and displacement (Freud’s terms), where they become
metonymies and metaphors (Lacan’s terms). These censored
images seek to re-enter consciousness through dreams, symp-
toms and verbal and physical tics. The subject is unable to
interpret the new images him or herself and must submit to
analysis to ‘read’ the pulsions of his or her own unconscious
realm.

Undecidability—A term associated with the work of Jacques
Derrida, often confused with the idea of indeterminacy.
Undecidability persists within structures of meaning, even
within particular words, such as the Greek pharmakon,
which signifies both cure and poison, and thereby resists
translation into either cure or poison. However, undecid-
ability is not simply a matter of equivocation in the etymol-
ogy of words, even though the doubling and division which
inhabits, which spaces, and which makes possible writing is
seen to belong to the structure of a supposedly originary
word. As Derrida shows, the undecidable haunts, and there-
by makes impossible, any possible distinction between per-
formative and constative speech acts. For, as Derrida puts it,
undecidability ‘is not caused by some enigmatic equivocal-
ity’. If the undecidable is anything, that is to say if we can risk
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an ontic proposition, it is that which marks the movement
between ontic or ontological definitions and which, in so
marking (as the effect of difference or writing, or through the
strategic use of terms such as hymen) any attempted articu-
lation of meaning grounded on the structural separation —
and thus, stabilisation — of terms, undermines the very
process by which the stable identity or meaning is read.
Thus, because of this movement within language and as
what remains in language, one cannot complete a ‘reading’
or make the break with a text that the idea of a reading
implies.

Universalism—Refers to the practice of perceiving generalisation
in all aspects of human life or intellectual discourse; the
ideology of making universal assumptions (e.g. concerning
‘humanity’) which ignores culturally or historically specific
or determined aspects of societies, cultures and individuals.

Unreliable narrator—In a novel or short story, a narrator whose
perspective is biased, or who is either limited in terms of
knowledge or else is psychologically unstable.

Use value/exchange value—The distinction between use and
exchange value originated in Aristotle, but was developed
and given its modern sense by Marx. Social Theorist Andrew
Sayer summarises the difference succinctly: ‘Marx insisted
on distinguishing capital from mere machines, materials or
buildings. The latter have use-value, but only become capital
when they are acquired in order to command the labour . . .
of others and to earn exchange value’. Thus use-value in
marxian terms is restricted to a certain utilitarian instru-
mentality. Exchange value, on the other hand, implies an
aspect of desirability or otherwise a quality where the basic
function is subsumed or assumes a secondary position within
forms of interchange, interrelation and structural indepen-
dence. Under capitalism, workers by and large neither work
to grow the food they need for sustenance nor do they
produce their own clothing and shelter. Instead, they labour
for capitalists who own the means of production in order to
produce commodities for others to purchase, even as those
workers earn money by their labour in turn, in order to buy
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goods which either they or others have produced. The
creation of a commodity, the commodification of raw ma-
terials into saleable items, for third parties thus typifies the
principal of exchange value.

Value—The estimation, appraisal or interpretation of a given

commodity’s worth, significance or utility. Value also refers
to a moral principle established by a given individual or
community.

Writerly and readerly texts—Translations of the French neolo-

gisms scriptible and lisible first employed by Roland Barthes.
For Barthes, the readerly or lisible text is the most conven-
tional literary work, realist in nature and one which hides the
signs of its being a work of fiction or literary production. It is
a fixed product, conforming to the dominant cultural modes
of literature during the time of its production. Barthes sees
such a text as making the reader passive in his or her
reception of it, leaving the reader only the choice of either
accepting or rejecting it and its ideologically mystified per-
spective on the world. The writerly or scriptible text, on the
other hand, draws attention to its own artifice, to the ways in
which it is structured, to its intertextuality and its self-
reflexivity or self-consciousness, for example, and so chal-
lenges the reader to engage actively in the interpretation of
such a text.

Writing—Though a familiar enough term indicative of the in-

scribed marks representing speech, Jacques Derrida explores
and expands the term in ways which destabilise the conven-
tional notion of writing as a more or less unproblematic
mode of communication, or otherwise as the idea of the
graphic approximation of speech. In the essay ‘Signature
Event Context’, Derrida schematises how what he calls the
classical concept of writing is usually understood: (a) as a
mark which can be reiterated, the function of which is not
‘exhausted’ in any single inscription. Such a mark, whether
in the form of a statement, a signature or proper name, or,
indeed, a literary text such as a novel, is, in principal,
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communicable as a writing in that it can communicate
beyond and, indeed, before, without, the presence of any
living subject, such as the author; (b) at the same time, what
we call writing may be cited outside its immediate context
and its meaning therefore transformed, again beyond the
control of any author or the notion of authorial intent.
Derrida points out that, because the written sign (qua writ-
ing) is iterable and can be extracted from any context, its
function or meaning cannot be contained by, or reduced to,
any finite context; (c) the break with what we call context
indicates for Derrida the spacing of which any writing
partakes in the first place in order to be meaningful. A
written sign, in order to be meaningful, has to function
not only through its immediate presence but, importantly,
in its spatial difference from other signs. The spacing by
which meaning emerges and is in fact possible at all is not a
simple blank space or ‘negative’ for Derrida but is, instead,
that which makes the mark or inscription possible. In pursu-
ing these aspects of writing by giving attention initially to the
written sign, narrowly conceived as the written or printed
words on a page, Derrida demonstrates how all language,
including spoken language and images, is in fact a writing,
available only through spacing, through difference (and
more significantly, différance). Thus not only is there no
immediacy or plenitude in any sign, but writing, far from
being the secondary, debased supplement to the spoken
word and to the idea of language in general (and with that
the promise of presence for which the vocable apparently
acts as guarantor), is, in fact, that which makes any com-
munication possible, even while, as writing, all signs can only
refer to other signs, without ever attaining semantic or
syntagmatic stability.

Zeugma—Grammatical and rhetorical term where a single word
or phrase, often a predicate, functions in more than one way
or refers to two different subjects at the same time.
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The following, brief definitions of areas of study and disciplinary
focus are not intended to be exhaustive. They serve simply as
indications of the principal concerns. Students should refer to
works in the bibliographies accompanying each area of interest
for key studies of particular disciplines. The bibliographies are
selective rather than exhaustive, but are chosen to reflect both
recognised exemplary introductions and key influential texts of
the areas in question. Furthermore, each area is not of course to
be considered exclusive of other literary-theoretical concerns.
Readers will note, for example, that feminist studies of literature
will be found under ‘African-American criticism’ and ‘ecocriti-
cism’, among others. Similarly, there is considerable implicit, if
not explicit, overlap between categories such as ‘cultural studies’,
‘marxism’, ‘cultural materialism’, ‘new historicism’ and ‘post-
marxism’. Again, as another example, psychoanalytic textual
analysis is of interest among feminists, poststructuralists and
so on. There is no absolutely justifiable limit to impose upon
any aspect of thought or intellectual praxis, other than as a
strategic marker of philosophical and polemical identification.
At best, the reader should take the categories as provisional rather
than rigid or prescriptive, given that the nature of much literary
study, inflected by what is called theoretical interests, is marked
by hybridity, heterogeneity and protean mutability, as areas of
study have developed over time, and as critics have sought to
debate and interact with one another, and with the often fraught
discursive, ideological and epistemological frameworks from
which their work emerges and by which it is articulated.
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African-American Criticism

African-American studies finds its modern origins in the Black
Arts Movement of the 1960s, which dramatically altered North
American attitudes regarding the function and meaning of lit-
erature as well as the place of ethnic literature in English depart-
ments. The Black Arts Movement established African-American
literature as a populist art form, while also spawning publishing
houses, theatre troupes and study groups. Often associated with
such scholars as Henry Louis Gates, Jr, Cornel West, Deborah
McDowell and Houston A. Baker, Jr, among others, African-
American Studies seeks to create socio-political awareness for
various aspects of interracial tension and the relevance of African
history and culture to blacks in the United States.
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Archetypal Criticism

Originating in the work of psychoanalyst Carl Jung, archetypal
criticism addresses series of archetypes (myths, patterns, images,
figures, symbolic cycles or dreams) in various literary forms.
Often appropriated by the proponents of the new criticism during
the early part of the twentieth century, archetypal criticism
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attempts to delineate patterns of plot or character and the ways in
which they reveal what Jung refers to as ‘racial memory’, or the
collective memories of the entire human race. Hence, such ‘pri-
mordial images’ impact our shared sense of human experience —
our ‘collective unconscious’, according to Jung. Northrop Frye
refined Jung’s notion of archetypes in his landmark volume, The
Anatomy of Criticism (1957), a text that concretised archetypal
criticism’s place as a primary form of textual practice during the
1960s and 1970s. However, it was Frye’s study of Blake, Fearful
Symmetry, from a decade earlier (1947), which, because of its
insistence on matters of overarching, structuring, symbolic pat-
terning in the work of the poet, did much to lay the groundwork
for archetypal analysis. Moreover, Frye’s work on myth and the
Bible has continued to influence scholars.

Bibliography

Bodkin, Maud. Archetypal Patterns in Poetry. London, 1934.

Brady, Patrick. Memory and History as Fiction: An Archetypal Ap-
proach to the Historical Novel. Knoxville, TN, 1993.

Byrnes, Alice. The Child as Archetypal Symbol in Literature for Children
and Adults. New York, 1995.

Cech, John. Angels and Wild Things: The Archetypal Poetics of Maurice
Sendak. University Park, PA, 1995.

Doll, Mary Aswell. Beckett and Myth: An Archetypal Approach. Syr-
acuse, NY, 1988.

Frye, Northrop. Fearful Symmetry: A Study of William Blake. Princeton,
NJ, 1947.

Frye, Northrop. The Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays. Princeton, NJ,
1957.

Frye, Northrop. Fables of Identity: Studies in Poetic Mythology. New
York, 1963.

Frye, Northrop. Spiritus Mundi: Essays on Literature, Myth, and So-
ciety. Bloomington, IN, 1976.

Frye, Northrop. The Great Code: The Bible and Literature. New York,
1982.

Jung, C. G. The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, trans. R. F.
C. Hull. Princeton, NJ, 1969.

Knutson, Harold C. Moli¢re: An Archetypal Approach. Toronto, 1976.

Krieger, Murray. Northrop Frye in Modern Criticism: Selected Papers
from the English Institute. New York, 1966.



BAKHTIN AND DIALOGIC CRITICISM 111

Luciano, Patrick. Them or Us: Archetypal Interpretations of the Fifties
Alien Invasion Films. Bloomington, IN, 1987.

Pratt, Annis. Archetypal Patterns in Women’s Fiction. Bloomington, IN,
1981.

Schueler, H. J. The Old Retold: Archetypal Paiterns in German Litera-
ture of the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries. New York, 1996.
Weiss, Hanna Kalter. Archetypal Images in Surrealist Prose: A Study in

Modern Fiction. New York, 1988.

Bakhtin and Dialogic Criticism

Dialogic criticism has developed in large part from the work of
Russian formalist critic Mikhail M. Bakhtin, whose theories of
dialogism and discourse analysis have registered a significant
impact upon the nature of contemporary literary and cultural
criticism since the translation of his works during the 1980s. In
volumes such as The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays (1981),
Bakhtin differentiates between monologic, single-voiced works in
which a given culture’s dominant ideology contradicts subordi-
nate textual voices and dialogic, multivoiced texts that allow
numerous voices to emerge and engage in dialogue with one
another. In his essay, ‘Discourse in the Novel’, Bakhtin argues
that ‘form and content in discourse are one, once we understand
that verbal discourse is a social phenomenon — social throughout
its entire range and in each and every one of its factors, from the
sound image to the furthest reaches of abstract meaning’. Bakh-
tin’s theories of dialogism and carnival have not only influenced
the direction of reader-response theory in recent decades, but
have also participated in the advent of cultural studies and a
revival of interest in the analysis of the formal properties of
literary works.
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Voloshinov, V. N. Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, trans.
Ladislav Matejka and I. R. Titunik. Cambridge, MA, 1986.
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Chicago School

The Chicago school flourished from the later 1930s into the
1950s, and was centred around the work of Ronald Salmon
Crane. Drawing on Aristotle’s Rbetoric and Poetics as their
theoretical base texts, the Chicago school believed, along with
T. S. Eliot, that criticism should study ‘poetry as poetry and not
another thing’. They viewed with suspicion what they regarded as
new criticism’s practice of rejecting historical analysis, its pench-
ant for presenting subjective judgements as objective analysis and
its emphasis on poetry rather than other genres such as fiction.
Crane and others examined all genres drawing for their techni-
ques on a pluralistic and instrumentalist basis. Many of the
publications identified with what is regarded as the Chicago
school were produced during the 1930s as part of a ferment
created by the radical reorganization of undergraduate education
at the University of Chicago. Central to Crane’s ideas and crucial
for the Chicago school was the notion of pluralism. Underlying
‘pluralism’ is a relativist approach that advocates many different
forms of literary criticism, each of which has its own interpre-
tative powers and limitations. The Chicago school, in other
words, did not advocate one method, but several, to be adopted
pragmatically as dictated by the needs of the given text and
situation.
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Chicano/Chicana Studies

Chicano/chicana studies finds its roots in a literary movement
among Latino writers of the United States that has been gathering
momentum since the 1960s. Such writers derive from a variety of
Spanish-speaking origins — Mexican, Cuban, Dominican, Puerto
Rican, Central and South American — and have been establishing
new stylistic and literary practices in order to express their own
perspectives of life and culture in the United States. Much of the
work of chicano/chicana scholars involves the recovery of the rich
culture of literature created by the Hispanic community in the
United States since the seventeenth century. Chicano/chicana
literature involves a wide variety of stylistic nuances and textual
forms, including, for example, a range of oral literary styles from
stories and poetry to dichos (folk sayings) and pastorelas (sea-
sonal plays).
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Cultural Materialism

Cultural materialism can be defined as an approach to literature
and culture which sees literary texts as the material products of
specific historical and political conditions, whether one speaks of
the moment of production — the plays of Shakespeare as media-
tions of late sixteenth-century epistemologies and ideologies — or
the reception of the text in particular periods — such as the
teaching of Shakespeare in high schools today. In examining
the relation of the literary to history, in which historical concerns
are read not merely as the background or context of the text but
as being encoded in particular ways through the textual interests
and discourses, cultural materialism shows how meaning is not
timeless but the differentiated product of different ideological and
discursive formations, as well as of different times, locations and
epistemologies. Cultural materialist analysis has often stressed the
political functions of literary texts in our own time and, with
particular focus on Shakespeare, the conservative appropriation
of the playwright in the names of tradition and heritage. In doing
s0, cultural materialism produces analyses in which the fractures
within conservative ideology are exposed, and the subversion of
authority is made available.

Bibliography

Barker, Francis. The Tremulous Private Body: Essays on Subjection.
London, 1984.

Belsey, Catherine. The Subject of Tragedy: Identity and Difference in
Renaissance Drama. London, 1985.

Brannigan, John. New Historcism and Cultural Materialism. Basing-
stoke, 1998.

Dollimore, Jonathan. Radical Tragedy: Religion, Ideology and Power in
the Drama of Shakespeare and his Contemporaries. Hemel Hemp-
stead, 1984.

Dollimore, Jonathan. Sexual Dissidence: Augustine to Wilde, Freud to
Foucault. Oxford, 1991.

Dollimore, Jonathan, and Alan Sinfield (eds). Political Shakespeare: New
Essays in Cultural Materialism. Manchester, 1985.

Drakakis, John (ed.). Alternative Shakespeares. London, 1985.



CULTURAL STUDIES 117

Hawkes, Terence (ed.). Alternative Shakespeares Volume 2. London,
1996.

Hawthorn, Jeremy. Cunning Passages: New Historcism, Cultural Ma-
terialism and Marxism in the Contemporary Literary Debate. Lon-
don, 1996.

Holderness, Graham (ed.). The Shakespeare Myth. Manchester, 1988.

Milner, Andrew. Cultural Materialism. Carlton, 1993.

Prendergast, Christopher (ed.). Cultural Materialism: On Raymond
Williams. Minneapolis, MN, 1995.

Ryan, Kiernan (ed.). New Historcism and Cultural Materialism: A
Reader. London, 1996.

Sinfield, Alan. Literature in Protestant England 1560-1660. London,
1982.

Sinfield, Alan (ed.). Society and Literature 1945-1970. London, 1983.

Sinfield, Alan. Alfred Tennyson. Oxford, 1986.

Sinfield, Alan. Literature, Politics and Culture in Postwar Britain.
Oxford, 1989.

Sinfield, Alan. Faultlines: Cultural Materialism and the Politics of Dis-
sident Reading. Oxford, 1992.

Sinfield, Alan. Cultural Politics — Queer Reading. London, 1994.

Sinfield, Alan. The Wilde Century: Effeminacy, Oscar Wilde and the
Queer Moment. London, 1994.

Wilson, Scott. Cultural Materialism: Theory and Practice. Oxford,
1995.

Cultural Studies

Cultural studies finds its origins in the British cultural studies
movement of the late 1950s and early 1960s, particularly via the
publication of influential works by Richard Hoggart and Ray-
mond Williams. In 1964, Hoggart and Stuart Hall founded
Birmingham University’s Centre for Contemporary Cultural Stu-
dies, an institution that soon became synonymous with the
cultural studies movement of that era. Attempting to respond
to the many facets of mass culture intrinsic to postwar British life,
such theorists devoted initial attention to postwar shifts in the
lives of working-class Britons confronted with the changes in-
herent in modernisation, as well as with the disintegration of
traditional familial roles and social practices. Later manifesta-
tions of culture studies, particularly in the United States, critiqued
the radical consequences of making distinctions between conven-
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tional notions of ‘culture’ and ‘society’, and between ‘high
culture’ and ‘low culture’. Culture studies’ development in the
latter decades of the twentieth century is characterised by its
intersection with a variety of disciplines and political forms of
literary criticism, from deconstruction and postmodernism to
gender studies and environmental criticism.
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Discourse Analysis

Discourse analysis emerged in the 1970s, when critical and
cultural theorists explored the manner in which language per-
forms contextual and situational functions in the act of running,
or ongoing, discourse. Discourse analysis examines the interre-
lationship between the speaker (or writer) and the auditor (or
reader) in a given context with its attendant social and cultural
conventions. Discourse analysis is associated with a number of
theorists, including Hans Georg Gadamer, Michel Foucault and
Clifford Geertz, among others. Of particular significance is the
concept of implicature, which was coined in 1975 by speech-act
philosopher H. P. Grice. Implicature refers to the inherent in-
direction in spoken discourse. Grice contends that we use such
statements as means for sharing a series of what he describes as
‘communicative presumptions’. Contemporary discourse analysts
discuss the roles of dialogue, stylistics and point of view in
conversation and language.
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Ecocriticism

Ecocriticism names that area of literary and cultural studies which
studies the relationship between human culture and society and
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the natural world. The earliest work in ecocriticism sought to
reread canonical texts with a view to consideration of textual
explorations and representations of the natural world. In parti-
cular, ecocritics addressed and analysed romanticism’s textual
debt to the idea of nature. Subsequently, after the initial critical
engagement, ecocriticism in the last decade has attempted to
expand the canon through a rereading of ‘nature writing’, typi-
fied, on the one hand, by Thoreau’s publications and, on the
other, the work of Native American writers. In the analysis of the
representation and construction of nature in the text, ecocritics
have also turned to matters of gender and race in their relation-
ship to the discursive mediation of the natural environment,
while, at the same time, reading the ‘natural world’ in the text
as the articulation of a non-human other.

Bibliography

Adamson, Joni. American Indian Literature, Environmental Justice, and
Ecocriticism: The Middle Place. Tucson, AZ, 2001.

Association for the Study of Literature and Environment. ASLE Online
http//:www.asle.umn.edu

Bate, Jonathan. Romantic Ecology: Wordsworth and the Environmental
Tradition. London, 1991.

Bate, Jonathan. The Song of the Earth. London, 2000.

Bennett, Michael, and David W. Teague (eds). The Nature of Cities:
Ecocriticism and Urban Environments. Tucson, AZ, 1999.

Bleakley, Alan. The Animalizing Imagination: Totemism, Textuality,
and Ecocriticism. Basingstoke, 2000.

Cooley, John R. (ed.). Earthly Words: Essays on Contemporary
American Nature and Environmental Writers. Ann Arbor, MI,
1994.

Coupe, Laurence (ed.). The Green Studies Reader: From Romanticism to
Ecocriticism. New York, 2000.

Elgin, Don D. The Comedy of the Fantastic: Ecological Perspectives on
the Fantasy Novel. Westport, CT, 1985.

Gaard, Greta and Patrick D. Murphy (eds). Ecofeminist Literary Criti-
cism: Theory, Interpretation, Pedagogy. Urbana, IL, 1998.

Glotfelty, Cheryl and Harold Fromm (eds). The Ecocriticism Reader:
Landmarks and Literary Ecology. Athens, OH, 1996.

Kerridge, Richard and Neil Sammels (ed.). Writing the Environment:
Ecocriticism and Literature. London, 1998.



ETHICAL CRITICISM 123

Kroeber, Karl. Ecological Literary Criticism: Romantic Imagining and
the Biology of the Mind. New York, 1994.

Mazel, David. American Literary Environmentalism. Athens, OH, 2000.

Murphy, Patrick D. Farther Afield in the Study of Nature-Oriented
Literature. Charlottesville, VA, 2000.
Nelson, Barney. The Wild and the Domestic: Animal Representation,
Ecocriticism, and Western American Literature. Reno, NV, 2000.
Tallmadge, John, and Henry Harrington (eds). Reading Under the Sign
of Nature: New Essays in Ecocriticism. Salt Lake City, UT, 2000.
Tichi, Cecelia. New World, New Earth: Environmental Reform in
American Literature from Puritans Through Whitman. New Haven,
CT, 1979.

Voros, Gyorgyi. Notation of the Wild: Ecology in the Poetry of Wallace
Stevens. Towa City, IA, 1997.

Waage, Frederick O. (ed.). Teaching Environmental Literature: Materi-
als, Methods, Resources. New York, 1985.

Ethical Criticism

Ethical criticism’s emergence as an interpretative paradigm finds
its origins in the latter half of the twentieth century and is often
associated with such figures as F. R. Leavis, John Gardner,
Wayne C. Booth, Martha C. Nussbaum and J. Hillis Miller,
among others. In scholarly circles, ethical criticism in literary
studies functions both as a response to the poststructuralist
theoretical concerns of deconstruction and postmodernism as
well as to the growing scholarly interest in the humanistic inter-
pretation of literary works. The emergence of such critical move-
ments as gender studies, historical criticism and culture studies
accounts for the revival of ethical criticism, which explores the
nature of ethical issues and their roles in the creation and
interpretation of literary works. The recent apotheosis of ethical
criticism finds its origins in the North American academy — and
particularly as a result of the institutionalisation of English
studies and literary theory in the United States. In European
circles, ethical criticism has taken on entirely different theoretical
dimensions and is often associated with the philosophy of Em-
manuel Levinas. There has, moreover, been what has been
perceived as an ‘ethical turn’ in the work of those associated
with deconstruction, particularly the work of Jacques Derrida
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(whose work is, in part, influenced by and a response to Levinas),
though, arguably, the ethical dimension has always been at work.
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Feminism

Though not a unified, single critical ‘voice’, feminist literary
criticisms are in broad agreement on their shared role as political
and politicised criticisms directed at matters of gender, sexuality
and identity. Developing critical languages from the political
discourses of the women’s movement of the 1950s and 1960s,
feminist criticism addresses the representation of women in
literature and culture, in the work of both female and male
authors. Critical feminisms have also concerned themselves with
the role of the reader from a gendered perspective and with the
study of women’s writing. Feminist criticism has also addressed
the relation of gender to matters of class and race, and has,
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furthermore, expanded the canon of literature through the re-
covery of neglected works by women.
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Frankfurt School

Founded in 1924, The Institut fiir Sozialforschung (Institute for
Social Research) of Frankfurt University focused on the histor-
ical socialist and labour movements, economic history and the
history of political economy through a marxist lens. It is
principally with the work of Max Horkheimer, Theodor Ador-
no, Herbert Marcuse and Jiirgen Habermas as expressions of a
materialist philosophy (thought being the product of historical
conditions), that the Frankfurt school is associated, and which
has proved most influential beyond the immediate context of the
Frankfurt school’s inception and research. In addition to the
influence of Marx and post-Hegelian leftist thinking, the text of
Nietzsche left its mark, as did the sociology of Max Weber. As
the second director of the Institute, Horkheimer sought to retain
certain aspects of Hegelian thought while abandoning its ide-
alism, the corrective for which was to be found in Marx’s own
work in terms of dialectical logic for the consideration of social
reality. Adorno’s work is marked by an effort to think the
history of philosophy alongside the history of consciousness, in
materialist terms through sociology as the basis of a critical
hermeneutics, cultural and intellectual objects articulating, in
mediated fashion, the existing modes of production in society.
Marcuse’s work is more explicitly marxist in its orientation that
that of Horkheimer and Adorno. His publications include
analyses of German fascism and the stages of capitalist devel-
opment, a study of Soviet Marxism, and an attempted synthesis
of Freud and Marx. Habermas, the principal figure of the
second generation of the Frankfurt school, in his work manifests
significant departures from the interests of the first generation,
particularly visible in his interests in speech-act theory, a post-
Kantian engagement with the reconstruction of the theory of
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rationality and an open engagement with Anglo-American phi-
losophy.
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Gay and Lesbian Studies and Queer Theory

Gay and lesbian studies and queer theory as political and theoretical
movements in academic circles have been influenced by the work of
such thinkers as Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Jonathan Dollimore,
Judith Butler and Alan Sinfield, among others. Many theorists
locate the origins of the contemporary gay and lesbian studies
movement — and hence the emergence of queer theory — in the
writings of Oscar Wilde and Michel Foucault. Wilde’s status as an
icon of homosexuality and Foucault’s intellectual theorising of
sexuality shared in the construction of twentieth-century value
systems and in the creation of transcultural models of homosexu-
ality. Gay studies as a social, intellectual and cultural paradigm finds
its origins in the material culture of the 1970s, when the subjective
politics of categorisation began to assume ideological proportions.
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Marxism

Derived from the political, economic and philosophical texts of
Karl Marx (even though Marx himself never published a speci-
fically directed analysis of matters of aesthetics or literature),
marxist literary and cultural theories and praxes are concerned
primarily with the relationships between literature, culture and
society. Marxist critics seek to situate texts politically and his-
torically, whether in the written forms of novels, plays or poetry
or in other forms such as film and television. Earlier models of
marxist analyses saw texts as simply ‘reflections’ of society,
basing this assumption on a possible relationship to the economic
model of Base/Superstructure determined in the text of Marx.
However, this ‘crude’ model of marxist analysis has been aban-
doned largely in favour of a more complex comprehension of the
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political, ideological and historical mediations of the text. At its
broadest, the influence of marxism has produced in critics a
‘sociological consciousness’. Matters of materiality and ideology
inform the interrogations of marxist literary criticism in its
various guises.
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New Criticism

The new criticism came to be defined principally by the work of
John Crowe Ransom, Allen Tate, R. P. Blackmur, Robert Penn
Warren and Cleanth Brooks, whose reading of literature shared a
focus on form and on the individual experience of the text, rather
than on matters of historical and cultural context or mediation.
Implicitly rejecting historical and philological scholarship which
was prominent in the 1930s in North American universities’
study of literature, the new criticism, exercised enormous influ-
ence on the study of literature until at least the late 1960s, and,
indeed, beyond that. The new criticism, emphasising the reading
of individual texts within an implicit framework of humanist
belief, analyses texts with a view to showing the organic unity of a
text, based on the careful explication through close reading of
predominant thematic and figural textual elements.
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New Historicism

Prominent in the 1980s, the new historicism emerged in North
America as a critical methodology which politicised and stressed
the intimate interrelationship between literature, culture and
history. Focusing on a wide range of tropes and concepts,
including figures of the body, incarceration and subjection,
amongst others, new historicists read textual formations as
the complex mediation of ideological, epistemological and dis-
cursive investments. While rejecting overarching models of
analysis, new historicism addressed the question of text and
history not as a relationship of text and context or foreground
and background, but instead insisted on an understanding of the
text as a privileged moment within a network of discursive and
material praxes. Furthermore, the new historicism seeks to de-
emphasise the conventional privileging of the literary over non-
literary text; thus letters, legal and political documents, journals
and so on all belong to the network of cultural inscription at
any given historical moment. While interests among new his-
toricists are wide-ranging, what is arguably typical of the new
historicist analysis is the focus in the reading of the text on the
ways in which a text produces a subversive critique of dominant
ideologies from the period in which it is produced, only to find
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that subversion ultimately recuperated and contained by the
conservative powers against which it has sought to act and
articulate itself.

Bibliography

Brannigan, John. New Historicism and Cultural Materialism. Basing-
stoke, 1998.

Colebrook, Claire. New Literary Histories: New Historicism and Con-
temporary Criticism. Manchester, 1997.

Foucault, Michel. The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human
Sciences. New York, 1970.
Gallagher, Catherine. The Industrial Reformation of English Fiction:
Social Discourse and Narrative Form 1832-1867. Chicago, 1985.
Gallagher, Catherine and Stephen Greenblatt. Practicing the New His-
toricism. Chicago, 2000.

Goldberg, Jonathan. James I and the Politics of Literature: Johnson,
Shakespeare, Donne and their Contemporaries. Baltimore, MD, 1983.

Greenblatt, Stephen J. Sir Walter Ralegh: The Renaissance Man and His
Roles. New Haven, CT, 1973.

Greenblatt, Stephen. Renaissance Self-Fashioning from More to Shake-
speare. Chicago, 1980.

Greenblatt, Stephen J. Shakespearean Negotiations: The Circulation of
Social Energy in Renaissance England. Berkeley, CA, 1988.

Greenblatt, Stephen J. Learning to Curse: Essays in Early Modern
Culture. New York, 1990.

Greenblatt, Stephen J. Marvellous Possessions: The Wonder of the New
World. Chicago, 1991.

Howard, Jean E. The Stage and Social Struggle in Early Modern
England. London, 1994.

Montrose, Louis Adrian. ‘Renaissance Literary Studies and the Subject of
History’, English Literary Renaissance, 16 (1986).

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

Orgel, Stephen. The Illusion of Power: Political Theatre in the Renais-
sance. Berkeley, CA, 1975.

Veeser, H. Aram (ed.). The New Historicism Reader. London, 1984.

Veeser, H. Aram (ed.). The New Historicism. New York, 1989.

Wilson, Richard and Richard Dutton (eds). New Historicismm and Re-
naissance Drama. Harlow, 1992.



PHENOMENOLOGY 139

Phenomenology

Developed from the branch of philosophy inaugurated by Ed-
mund Husserl, phenomenological criticism treats works of art,
such as the novel, as those works exist and have and are given
meaning in the consciousness, perception and awareness of their
readers or audience prior to any supposed objective reality.
Phenomenology proposes a comprehension of the world which
does not separate the subjective experience of the world from the
objects experienced. Phenomenological criticism thus stresses the
affective aspects of the text, and the ways in which the reader’s
imagination develops awareness of, and thus communicates with,
the text in question. There is both a linguistic and psychological
aspect to phenomenology which makes it available for literary
criticism in particular ways, given that the reader’s imagination,
and the language through which that interpretation is shaped,
govern perception as interpretation. The text no longer has an
independent or universal meaning, and, moreover, meaning
cannot be controlled by the author.
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Postmarxism

Largely identified as a movement with the work of Ernesto
Laclau and Chantal Mouffe (and to a certain extent with the



POSTMARXISM 141

psychoanalytically inflected political critique of Slavoj Zizek),
postmarxism names a radical effort to move beyond orthodox
models of marxist critique through an engagement with the
philosophical and textual interests of particular strands of
critical thinking identified as poststructuralist or deconstructive,
so called. Drawing from the work of Derrida and Lacan,
amongst others, Laclau and Mouffe have privileged notions
of difference and contingency in challenging determinist models
of economic thought. They also provided provocative and often
cogent critiques of tendencies within marxism towards univers-
alism, reductionism and functionalism in the name of a pluralist
marxism, although the radical relativism of Laclau and Mouf-
fe’s earlier publications (from which position they have partly
retreated in the face of criticism) has been seen as problematic
for the purposes of political praxis.
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Postmodernism

While there is little consensus over the meaning of postmodern-
ism, it may be suggested, albeit provisionally, that postmodernist
literary criticism is concerned not only with the status of the
literary artefact, but also with matters of language, representa-
tion, identity, origin and truth. More sweepingly, postmodernism
has been defined by Jean-Francois Lyotard as an attitude of
suspicion towards the grand narratives of history. If history
has always been written by the victors, postmodernist scepticism
points to the fact that history is a narrativisation and not a truth,
and that, furthermore, there are competing narratives, none of
which may claim any greater veracity than any of their compe-
titors. Although becoming an established, if contested, term for
experimental writing by the early 1970s, earliest uses in English
date back to the late 1940s as a definition for a style of archi-
tecture and, subsequently, with regard to writings which exhib-
ited aesthetics best described as anti-modernist and anti-
rationalist. Part of the purpose of postmodern practice was to
destabilise distinctions between high and popular culture, which
much modernism in the arts had sought to emphasise and main-
tain. Subsequently in the late 1970s and 1980s postmodernism
became confused with the equally vague term poststructuralism,
particularly the alleged emphasis on the part of the latter phe-
nomenon with textuality and play. Lyotard’s The Postmodern
Condition has been a key philosophical text serving to emphasise
the politics of postmodernity beyond the oversimplified assump-
tions concerning play and destabilisation within a purely seman-
tic or linguistic realm. For Lyotard and, subsequently, cultural
and literary critics such as Jean Baudrillard and Fredric Jameson,
postmodernism named the hegemonic cultural logic of techno-
logically advanced Western societies. In this understanding was
incorporated critical response to the phenomena of post-indus-
trial consumerism, multinational capitalism, and the role of
simulacra and simulations which alienate the subject from any
possible direct relationship to reality. It has been this turn to the
political which has revitalised postmodern critical analysis in the
last decade.
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Poststructuralism

Not a movement per se, but rather, initially, an Anglo-American
perception of common strands in continental thought, particu-
larly in the fields of psychoanalysis, feminism, marxism, philo-
sophy, linguistics, and literary and cultural criticism,
poststructuralism names loosely the reception and deployment
of these various diverse and heterogeneous strands (from the
work, for example, of Althusser, Barthes, Cixous, Derrida, Ir-
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igaray, Kristeva, Lacan) as they have come to be translated and
transformed through the Anglo-American theorising of questions
of the literary and the matter of critical, textual analysis. The
terms poststructuralism and theory or high theory have been
assumed by some to be virtually synonymous (as have poststruc-
turalism and deconstruction), and the salient discernible features
in common of this so-called critical modality — allegedly — have to
do with the following topics: the work of rhetoric, the destabilis-
ing effects of language, the provisionality of meaning, the work of
tropes and images in resisting uniformity or organic wholeness,
questions of undecidability, discontinuity, the aporetic and frag-
mentation, difference and otherness, the constructedness of the
subject, matters of translation, and the denial or, perhaps more
accurately, a critique of the referentiality or mimetic function of
language.
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Psychoanalytic Criticism

Psychoanalytic criticism is derived, largely, from the work, first,
of Sigmund Freud, and, subsequently, Jacques Lacan, although
not exclusively. Particularly with regard to the complexities of the
Lacanian text, and its often contentious analysis of female sexu-
ality, there has emerged a sustained, critical interest in the stakes
of psychoanalysis for feminism, particularly in relation to the
location and constitution of the female subject within and by
patriarchal cultural and psychic structures. The work of Héléne
Cixous, Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva has provided much of
the impetus for feminist re-evaluation. While there is no one
psychoanalytic literary criticism, no single analytical mode, where
the interests of analysis intersect is in the interest of the constitu-
tion of the psychic structures of the text; the text is read as giving
access to psychic structures, not by what is expressed but by that
which is avoided, which is passed over in silence, which is
articulated ambivalently, and which is focused rhetorically in
particularly intense fashion. Moreover, for psychoanalytic criti-
cism in its analysis of the textual subject (and the subject or
identity as textual, as constructed through layers of language), the
interest is how the text operates beneath and, often, despite what
it appears to say. Themes and motifs central to psychoanalytic
criticism are desire and loss, delay and repetition or doubling,
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forms of prohibition, lack, sexual sublimation or repression, and
the sexual drive hidden within acts and events which are not
obviously sexual in nature.
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Reader-Response Theory/Reception Theory

Reader-Response and Reception Theory theorise that the re-
sponses of readers over a given period of time determine the
various ways in which they find meaning and value through
literary texts. Reader-response critics contend that literary works
do not function as self-contained, autonomous objects, but rather
as realities that become established by the readers who consume
them. Theorists often conceive of this process as the product of
phenomenology, or the emergence, via our shared consciousness,
of the textual objects that we perceive. Theorists such as Stanley
Fish, for example, conceive of the notion of a reader-response
criticism in terms of a given text’s psychological effects, while
other thinkers such as Norman Holland and David Bleich define
the movement’s aim in terms of the text’s self-reflexive and
ultimately subjective possibilities.

Reception theory — or rezeptionaesthetik — refers to the school
of criticism that explores the many and often divergent ways in
which literary works are received following their initial publica-
tion. Jauss utilised the concept of ‘aesthetic distance’ to explain
the differences between a given work’s immediate reception and
its contemporary profile. Jauss argues, moreover, that this notion
intersects with a given reader’s ‘horizon of expectations’, or the
textual elements that impact the reader’s expectations regarding
the text in question. There are two principal schools of thought
devoted to the manner in which reception theory can be applied
by literary critics. The ‘Constance’ school — which includes such
luminaries as Jauss and Wolfgang Iser — maintains that the effect
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on the reader, who draws upon his or her individual experiences
during the act of reading, should function as the literary critic’s
primary concern. The ‘Geneva’ school — which includes such
voices as Hans Georg Gadamer and Roman Ingarden — contends
that a series of ‘essential conditions’, or a given reader’s expecta-
tions about the present and the future, inevitably impinge upon
our reading experiences.
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Russian Formalism

Russian formalism is often associated with such figures as Victor
Shklovsky, Boris Eichenbaum, Jan Mukarovsky, Yuri Tynyanov
and Roman Jakobson, among others. Russian formalism resulted
from the work of two groups of Russian literary critics and
linguists, including the Moscow Linguistics Circle (founded in
19135) and the Society for the Study of Poetic Language (founded
in St Petersburg in 1916). Russian formalists eschewed the notion
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that literature could best be understood in terms of such extra-
literary matters as philosophy, history, sociology, biography and
autobiography. Initially, they employed formalism as a deroga-
tory term for the analysis of literature’s formal structures and
technical patterns. As Russian formalism’s ideology became more
refined, however, the concept began to assume more neutral
connotations. Russian formalists — as with the Prague structur-
alists who would champion Russian formalism’s critique after
their suppression by the Soviet government in the 1930s — argue
that literature functions upon a series of unique features of
language that allows it to afford the reader with a mode of
experience unavailable via the auspices of ordinary language.
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Speech Act Theory

Speech act theory has developed from the work of the theoretical
school developed by J. L. Austin, author of the influential How to
Do Things with Words (1962). Speech Act Theory originates
from Austin’s notion that language eschews conceptions of truth
or falsity in favour of larger, more significant claims, particularly
ideas about the many ways in which language ‘acts’ or functions
in conversational life. Hence, ‘performatives’ — or statements that
accomplish various acts — do not serve to describe or inform; they
involve the action-oriented, first-person present tense, as opposed
to the descriptive aspects of the past tense. Subsequently, literary
theorists have employed speech act theory as a mechanism for
analysing elements of dialogue, narration and linguistic action,
while later speech act theorists have also brought to bear philo-
sophical and psychological questions on the condition of utter-
ances. The most ‘visible’ moment of speech act theory came
perhaps following the publication of Jacques Derrida’s essay,
‘Signature Event Context’ ([1971] 1977), which offered an ex-
tended critique of Austin’s absolute distinction between consta-
tive and performative speech acts, which, Derrida argued, became
problematised when one took into account matters of iterability
and citationality by which all language is marked. Derrida’s essay
drew a polemical response from John Searle, ‘Reiterating the
Differences: A Reply to Derrida’, to which Derrida subsequently
replied in the essay ‘Limited Inc abc . . . (1977).
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Structuralism

Structuralism refers to the critical methodology that finds its
origins in the work of a variety of French literary critics,
linguists, anthropologists, psychologists and philosophers dur-
ing the 1960s, including most significantly Roland Barthes,
Gérard Genette and Algirdas Julien Greimas. Many structural-
ists were influenced by the discoveries of linguist Ferdinand de
Saussure, who posited the study of signs as a form of ‘semi-
ology’ because of its attention to socially and culturally in-
scribed codes of human interaction. Saussure has had a
significant impact on twentieth-century linguistics and literary
criticism, particularly his understanding of the verbal sign being
composed of two elements, the signifier and the signified.
Saussure argues that the fundamental aim of semiotics is to
understand the concept of langue as a possible result of parole.
For Saussure, langue refers to the basic system of differentiation
and combinational rules that allows for a particular usage of
signs; parole connotes a single verbal utterance, as well as the
employment of a sign or set of signs is essential from what is
ancillary or accidental. As the smallest basic speech sound or
unit of pronunciation, Saussure’s ground-breaking conceptua-
lisation of the phoneme represents a signal moment in the
history of linguistics. It allows us to distinguish between two
different utterances in terms of their measurable physical dif-
ferences. Saussure explains the relationships between phonemes
in terms of their synchronic and diachronic structures. A
phoneme exists in a diachronic, or horizontal, relationship with
other phonemes that precede and follow it. Synchronic relation-
ships refer to a phoneme’s vertical associations with the entire
system of language from which individual utterances — or, in
regard to the auspices of literary criticism, narratives — derive
their meaning. A number of other thinkers participated in the
emergence of structuralism, including linguist Roman Jakobson,
who conceived of literary works as the result of a series of
linguistic structures, Tzvetan Todorov, whose work on the
fantastic remains extremely influential, and anthropologist
Claude Lévi-Strauss, who was responsible for the widespread
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dissemination of structuralism as a theoretical concept. Aspects
of structuralism were also influential in the work of Louis
Althusser, Jacques Lacan and Michel Foucault, and the evi-
dence of indebtedness to structuralism remains today in the
various aspects of narratology, as exemplified in the work of
Genette.
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Textual Criticism

Textual criticism refers to the discipline — frequently associated
with bibliographical study — that addresses the transmission of
texts, editorial theory and the study of textual variants. Often
drawing upon many of the insights produced by analytical and
descriptive bibliography, textual critics attempt to provide readers
with explanations for alterations and variations that occur during a
given book’s textual production. Textual criticism’s signal moment
in the twentieth century involves W. W. Greg’s important essay on
‘The Rationale of Copy-Text’, in which Greg locates textual
authority with the first edition of a text in the absence of revision
in a later edition. Greg, R. B. McKerrow and A. W. Pollard
established what came to be known as the ‘New Bibliography’,
a movement that championed the text as a physical object and
emphasised the study of the technical aspects of book production.
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Chronology of Critical
Thinkers, with Bibliographies






The following chronology provides, along with dates of subjects,
key publications, which consist either of major works or well-
established collections such as ‘readers’; where these publications
were originally in a language other than English, translations are
given for reasons of student accessibility. Dates of publication
reflect publication of translation, where applicable, rather than
original date of publication. Neither the chronology nor the bib-
liographies appended are intended to be exhaustive but, rather, are
suggested as indicative of key influences persistent within various
aspects of literary criticism and related disciplinary areas of study.
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