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Preface

The evolution of literary criticism has always mirrored the
intellectual and cultural trajectories of humankind. From the
classical aesthetics of Aristotle and Longinus to the deconstructive
impulses of Derrida and the ethical turns of contemporary theory,
criticism has continually reshaped the ways in which literature is
interpreted, valued, and experienced. This book, Tradition and
Transformation in Literary Criticism, emerges from an enduring
quest to understand this dynamic interplay between the inherited
traditions of thought and the transformative energies of modern
interpretation.

The objective of this volume is to trace the continuum of literary
thought across epochs, while also situating emerging -critical
paradigms within the larger matrix of interdisciplinary discourse.
The chapters herein engage with diverse schools of criticism—
formalism, structuralism,  post-structuralism, feminism,
psychoanalysis, postcolonialism, and cultural studies—each
representing not merely a methodological stance but a worldview
in itself. Rather than viewing these schools as isolated or obsolete,
the book attempts to reveal the threads that bind them to the ever-
evolving practice of reading and meaning-making.

In an age where digital humanities and AI-mediated textual analysis
are redefining the frontiers of interpretation, it becomes essential
to revisit the foundational principles of literary inquiry. This text
is thus both retrospective and forward-looking—acknowledging
the weight of tradition while embracing transformation as a
necessary condition of intellectual vitality. It aims to serve scholars,
students, and educators as a bridge between classical canons and
contemporary theoretical landscapes.
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Introduction to Literary Criticism
1.1 Definition, Scope, and Objectives of Criticism

Literary criticism, at its core, is the systematic study, interpretation,
and evaluation of literature. Unlike casual commentary or
spontaneous admiration of a text, criticism is distinguished
by its methodological rigor and its commitment to grounding
interpretation within broader intellectual, cultural, and historical
frameworks. The word criticism itself, derived from the Greek
kritikos (to judge or discern), underscores the dual function of both
analytical discernment and evaluative judgment.

The scope of criticism is expansive, extending beyond the immediate
reading of texts. It encompasses questions of authorship, form,
style, historical context, philosophical underpinnings, and the
socio-political functions of literature. Moreover, criticism is not
confined to canonical works; it extends to marginalized literatures,
oral traditions, digital media, and cross-cultural narratives. Its
objectives are threefold:

1. To interpret texts by uncovering layers of meaning,
symbols, and intertextual connections.

2. To evaluate works in terms of aesthetic value, ethical
significance, or cultural relevance.

3. To mediate between literature and society, ensuring
that literary discourse remains connected to lived human
experience.

Thus, criticism is not a peripheral supplement to literature but a
central mode through which literature attains visibility, legitimacy,
and enduring relevance.



1.2 Distinction between Literary Appreciation and
Criticism

It is important to distinguish between literary appreciation and
literary criticism, for while they share acommon concern with texts,
they operate at different levels of engagement. Literary appreciation
is primarily experiential and aesthetic; it is the immediate pleasure
derived from the beauty of a poem, the narrative excitement of a
novel, or the dramatic intensity of a play. Appreciation is intuitive,
personal, and often emotive.

Criticism, in contrast, is reflective and structured. It goes beyond
the spontaneous response to ask why a work moves the reader,
how it produces its effects, and what its broader significance may
be. Where appreciation is subjective and inward, criticism aspires
toward objectivity and communicability. It provides a language
of analysis that allows individuals to move from personal taste to
shared intellectual discourse.

To illustrate: appreciating John Keats’ “Ode to a Nightingale” might
involve being transported by its lyrical beauty, while criticizing it
would require examining its imagery of mortality, its structural
oscillation between escape and return, and its position within
Romantic poetics. Both modes are complementary; appreciation
provides the initial spark, but criticism sustains the intellectual
flame.

1.3 The Critic’s Role Across History

The critic’s role has never been static; it has evolved in tandem with
shifts in literary production and cultural paradigms. In classical
antiquity, critics such as Aristotle were philosopher-theorists who

sought universal principles of art, grounding their judgments in
2



concepts like mimesis and catharsis. During the Renaissance,
the critic functioned as a mediator of humanist ideals, upholding
literature as a vehicle of cultural refinement.

In the Enlightenment, critics assumed the mantle of arbiters of
taste, balancing rational standards with aesthetic pleasure. The
Romantic critic, however, shifted the emphasis to the individuality
of genius and the authenticity of imaginative expression. By the
nineteenth century, figures such as Matthew Arnold envisioned the
critic as a cultural moralist, whose task was to preserve the highest
standards of civilization through literature.

The twentieth century diversified the critic’s role even further.
Formalists emphasized technical analysis, Marxist critics
interrogated ideology, psychoanalysts probed unconscious
structures, and post-structuralists challenged the very stability
of meaning. In contemporary times, the critic is also a cultural
theorist, engaging with issues of gender, race, environment,
and technology. The critic’s role thus oscillates between that of
interpreter, evaluator, and cultural interlocutor, always responding
to the intellectual currents of the age.



Classical Roots of Criticism
2.1 Plato: Literature as Imitation and Moral Concern

Plato remains the unavoidable starting point of literary criticism in
the Western tradition. In his dialogues, particularly The Republic
and Ion, Plato regards literature with suspicion, treating it as a form
of mimesis—an imitation thrice removed from truth. For him, the
poet does not create knowledge but reproduces appearances, often
seducing the soul away from rational truth. This epistemological
critique leads naturally to a moral one: since poetry appeals to
emotions rather than reason, it can corrupt citizens, destabilize
governance, and distort the pursuit of virtue.

Yet Plato’s position is not uniformly hostile. His acknowledgment
of poetry’s power—its capacity to shape collective consciousness
and inspire civic behavior—reveals his underlying recognition of
literature as a social force. His ambivalence thus situates criticism
at the intersection of aesthetics, ethics, and politics.

2.2 Aristotle: Poetics, Mimesis, and Catharsis

In deliberate response to his teacher, Aristotle rehabilitates poetry
by grounding its legitimacy in rational analysis. The Poetics is the
first systematic treatise on literature, where Aristotle defines poetry
as mimesis not of mere appearances but of universal truths through
action. Unlike history, which records what has happened, poetry
shows what could happen according to probability or necessity.

Central to Aristotle’s framework is the concept of catharsis—the
purgation or clarification of pity and fear in tragedy. Far from
corrupting the audience, tragedy educates emotion, harmonizin§



it with reason. His structural analysis of plot (inythos), character

(ethos), diction, thought, melody, and spectacle anticipates modern

narratology. Indeed, the Aristotelian model remains a reference

point for drama, narrative studies, and even screenwriting today.

Table 2.1: Comparative Framework of Classical Critics

Critic Key Central View of Contribution
Text(s) | Concepts | Literature | to Criticism
| Plato The Re- | Mimesis Literature is | Established
public, as imi- a copy of re- | moral—phil-
Ion tation; ality, thrice osophical
suspicion | removed foundation of
of poetry; | from truth; criticism; po-
moral and | emotionally | sitioned liter-
political dangerous; ature
concerns | must be reg- | within ethics
ulated for and politics
civic order
Aristotle | Poetics Mimesis Literature as | Systematized
as univer- | arational art | criticism; pro-
sal truth; | thatreveals | vided enduring
Catharsis | universals analytical cate-
(pity and | through gories for plot,
fear); six structured character, and
elements representa- structure
of tragedy | tion; tragedy
(mythos, educates
ethos, dia- | emotions
noia, lex-
1s, melos,
opsis)




Longinus | On the Sublimity, | Literature Highlighted
Sublime | grandeur, | asa source aesthetic ele-

elevated of awe and vation; early
style, transcen- recognition of
noble dence; reader’s role in
passion, emphasis experiencing
genius on artistic literature

greatness

and rhetori-

cal power

2.3 Longinus: The Sublime and Aesthetic Elevation

The treatise On the Sublime, attributed to Longinus, shifts the focus
from morality and structure to the affective intensity of literature.
The sublime is defined as that quality in discourse which elevates
the reader or listener beyond ordinary experience, evoking awe and
grandeur. Unlike Aristotle’s rational system, Longinus emphasizes
inspiration, genius, and the fusion of thought with elevated diction.

What makes Longinus remarkable is his implicit recognition of
the reader’s role in criticism. The sublime is not simply in the text
but in its capacity to transport the audience, suggesting an early
form of reception theory. Moreover, his stress on the grandeur of
conception, noble passion, and artistic skill foreshadows Romantic
ideals centuries later.

2.4 Comparative Analysis of Classical Theories

Plato, Aristotle, and Longinus represent three archetypal stances
toward literature:

e Plato emphasizes moral suspicion and philosophical truth.



o Aristotle offers a rational defense, focusing on structure
and emotional education.

e Longinus foregrounds aesthetic experience and the power
of style.

Together, they constitute the foundational triad of Western
criticism. Any subsequent theory—be it Romanticism’s defense of
imagination or Structuralism’s quest for universal systems—may
be read as a reworking of these classical concerns.



Criticism in the Medieval and Renaissance Eras
3.1 Scholastic Interpretations and Medieval Criticism

The Middle Ages did not produce systematic treatises on literature
in the Aristotelian sense, but criticism persisted in forms embedded
within theology and moral philosophy. Medieval scholars,
influenced by Augustine and Aquinas, regarded literature through
the lens of allegory. A text was not simply a narrative but a vessel
for layered meanings: the literal, the moral, the allegorical, and the
anagogical. This hermeneutic method, often applied to Scripture,
extended to secular works, turning literature into a symbolic field
where divine truths were encoded.

Medieval criticism thus stressed didacticism. Literature was
valuable to the extent that it reinforced faith, cultivated virtue, and
directed the soul toward salvation. Artistic beauty was not denied,
but subordinated to theological utility. In this respect, medieval
criticism can be seen as continuing Plato’s moral suspicion, while
attenuating Aristotle’s aesthetic autonomy.

3.2 Humanism and the Renaissance Rebirth of Classical
Ideals

With the Renaissance came the rediscovery of classical texts
and the rise of humanism. Critics such as Petrarch and Erasmus
reclaimed the dignity of human reason and imagination, shifting
emphasis from theology to the cultivation of eloquence, virtue, and
civic engagement. Literature was viewed as a means of shaping the
complete individual—intellectually refined, morally upright, and
socially responsible.



Renaissance criticism is characterized by its balance: it valued
classical authority (Aristotle, Horace) while celebrating the creative
power of vernacular expression. This dual allegiance generated both
imitation and innovation: imitation of classical forms to preserve
continuity, and innovation in national literatures to assert cultural
identity.

The critic in this period became a humanist teacher, one who
guided society through letters, rhetoric, and philosophical
reflection. Unlike the medieval exegete, the Renaissance critic
acknowledged literature’s secular power to shape identity and

national consciousness.

Table 3.1: Medieval Allegory vs. Renaissance Humanism

in Literary Criticism

Aspect Medieval Renaissance
Criticism Criticism
(Allegorical (Humanism)
Method)

Primary Theological Human-centered,

Orientation and moral balancing classical
interpretation of | authority with
texts individual creativity

Method of Fourfold Philological

Reading allegorical precision, rhetorical
scheme: literal, analysis, and
moral, allegorical, | celebration of
anagogical imagination




Purpose of To reinforce To cultivate virtue,
Literature faith, guide moral | refine taste, and
conduct, and inspire civic
prepare the soul engagement through
for salvation eloquence
View of the Poet as Poet as “maker”
Author transmitter of (Sidney) — a creative
divine or symbolic | intellect shaping
truths ideals and new
worlds
Role of the Exegete: mediator | Humanist teacher
Critic of divine meaning, | and cultural guide;
moral interpreter | defender of poetry’s
imaginative and
ethical power
Representative | Augustine, Petrarch, Erasmus,
Thinkers/Texts | Aquinas, medieval | Sir Philip Sidney
scholastics (Defence of Poesy)
Legacy Established Established literature
literature as as a humanist art
moral allegory form blending delight
subordinate to with instruction
theology

3.3 Sir Philip Sidney and the Defence of Poesy

A landmark in Renaissance criticism is Sir Philip Sidney’s Defence
of Poesy (also known as An Apology for Poetry), written in the
late sixteenth century. Sidney’s treatise is both polemical and
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constructive. It responds to Puritan attacks on poetry as morally
corrupt and idle, while simultaneously advancing a philosophical
justification for literature.

Sidney revives Aristotle’s idea of poetry as imitation, but with a
humanist inflection: poetry imitates “not what is, but what may and
should be.” In this sense, literature surpasses both history (which
recounts what has happened) and philosophy (which articulates
abstract truths), by embodying ideals in concrete images that
instruct and delight simultaneously.

His defense foregrounds the dual purpose of poetry: to teach and
to delight. This duality would resonate for centuries, shaping
neoclassical and Enlightenment criticism. Sidney also elevates
the status of the poet as a “maker,” a creator who fashions new
worlds and embodies human potential. In doing so, he implicitly
anticipates Romantic notions of imagination and genius.

3.4 Continuities and Transformations

The movement from medieval to Renaissance criticism reflects
a transition from allegory to humanism, from theology
to aesthetics, and from didacticism to creativity. Where
medieval critics saw literature as a coded moral text, Renaissance
critics reclaimed it as a humanist art that fosters civic virtue and
imaginative freedom. Sidney crystallized this transformation,
articulating a defense that remains relevant whenever literature is
questioned for its social utility.

11



The Enlightenment and Neoclassicism
4.1 The Intellectual Climate of the Enlightenment

The Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
introduced a profound shift in literary criticism. Rational inquiry,
empirical observation, and the belief in universal human reason
framed not only philosophy and science but also aesthetics and
literature. In this intellectual climate, literature was understood
less as divine revelation or imaginative transcendence, and more as
a cultural product governed by order, clarity, and decorum.

Criticism therefore sought to establish rules and standards that
would safeguard literature from excess, ambiguity, or disorder.
The guiding principles were balance, proportion, harmony, and
adherence to classical models. Neoclassicism, emerging in tandem
with Enlightenment rationalism, affirmed the authority of classical
antiquity, but reinterpreted it as a code of discipline for modern
writers.

4.2 Central Principles of Neoclassical Criticism

Neoclassical criticism was shaped by the conviction that literature
should reflect reason and serve society. The following principles
defined the era:

1. ImitationofClassical Models—Writerswereencouraged
to follow ancient authorities (Aristotle, Horace), believing
that universal truths were already codified in classical art.

2. Didacticism - Literature should “instruct and delight”
(echoing Sidney), but with emphasis on moral instruction
12



and rational pleasure.

Decorum and Propriety — Characters, language, and
style should conform to social norms and moral expectations.

Universality — Individual genius was subordinated to
shared rules and standards, ensuring accessibility and
cultural stability.

Judgment and Taste — Criticism emphasized cultivated
taste, refined judgment, and the critic’s responsibility to
uphold high standards of taste for the public.

4.3 Major Critics and Writers of the Period

John Dryden (An Essay of Dramatic Poesy) reconciled
classical authority with modern dramatic practice, defending
English drama while recognizing its departures from strict
Aristotelian unities.

Alexander Pope (An Essay on Criticism) articulated
the values of balance, harmony, and respect for “Nature,”
understood as rational order. His aphorism—“To err is
human, to forgive divine”—captures the age’s blending of
wit with moral seriousness.

Samuel Johnson (Preface to Shakespeare) balanced
admiration for Shakespeare’s genius with an insistence on
moral and rational standards, exemplifying the critic as
arbiter of taste and cultural authority.

These critics not only codified rules but also mediated between

literary tradition and contemporary cultural needs, reflecting the

Enlightenment ideal of literature as a public, rational discourse.
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4.4 Criticism as Cultural Authority

Inthisera, the criticassumed the role of cultural legislator. Unlike
the medieval exegete or Renaissance humanist, the Enlightenment
critic served as a guardian of public taste and rational order. The
rise of print culture, periodicals, and coffeehouse discussions
further democratized criticism, making it a matter of shared
social debate. The critic’s voice thus became both prescriptive and
educative, guiding writers and readers alike toward refinement and
intellectual maturity.

4.5 Continuities and Contrasts

The Enlightenment and Neoclassicism mark a moment of
consolidation. Whereas the Renaissance emphasized the creative
imagination and Sidney’s defense of poetry, Enlightenment critics
stressed regulation and standards. Yet the movement did not
suppress creativity; rather, it sought to channel it into forms that
were universal, balanced, and intelligible. This tension between
individual genius and collective rules would pave the way for
Romanticism, where imagination once again eclipsed regulation.

Table 4.1: Principles of Neoclassicism and Key Figures

Principle Definition Representative
Figures & Texts
Imitation Following classical John Dryden — Essay
models to achieve of Dramatic Poesy

universal truth

Didacticism Literature should Samuel Johnson
instruct while it — Preface to
entertains Shakespeare

14



Decorum Style and subject must | Alexander Pope —
suit character and Essay on Criticism
situation

Universality Subordination of Dryden, Pope,
individual genius to Johnson
shared cultural rules

Judgment/Taste | Cultivation of refined Addison and Steele —
critical standards for The Spectator essays

the public

15




Romantic and Victorian Criticism

5.1 The Rise of Romantic Criticism: Imagination and
Subjectivity

The Romantic movement of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries marked a decisive rupture with Neoclassical regulation.
Where Neoclassicism privileged order, imitation, and rational
clarity, Romanticism celebrated imagination, individuality,
and emotional intensity. For the Romantics, literature was not
a reproduction of classical models or social standards but an
expression of the inner spirit, often conceived as transcendent or
divine.

Central to this shift was the valorization of imagination.
Coleridge in Biographia Literaria distinguished between the
primary imagination (a universal human power that perceives
the world creatively) and the secondary imagination (the poet’s
shaping and transformative faculty). Poetry thus became not
merely imitation but creation, a reconstitution of reality through
the artist’s vision. Similarly, Wordsworth emphasized emotion
recollected in tranquility, asserting that poetry arises from
deep feeling connected to nature and the common life of humanity.

Romantic criticism also emphasized the authenticity of genius.
The poet was not bound by external rules but was a legislator of
humanity, to borrow Shelley’s phrase. Literature became a vehicle
of spiritual insight, social critique, and cultural renewal.

5.2 Criticism as National Identity and Cultural Renewal

Beyond theory, Romantic criticism carried cultural and politic?é



weight. In England, Germany, and later in emerging nations,
literature was seen as a force that could shape collective identity.
Johann Gottfried Herder’s ideas of national spirit (Volksgeist)
linked literature to the soul of a people, a theme that influenced
Romantic nationalisms across Europe.

Criticism thus became inseparable from cultural renewal. Folk
poetry, myth, and vernacular traditions were not dismissed as
“low culture” but embraced as authentic sources of creativity. This
was a sharp contrast to Neoclassical elitism, where universality
was measured against Greco-Roman models. Romantic criticism
democratized literature, validating voices previously excluded from
the canon.

5.3 Victorian Criticism: Morality, Society, and Culture

The Victorian period introduced new complexities. Literature was
now situated in the midst of industrialization, scientific progress,
and the crisis of faith. Critics like Matthew Arnold insisted that
literature must assume a moral and cultural function. In his
influential work Culture and Anarchy, Arnold described criticism
as “a disinterested endeavor to learn and propagate the best that is
known and thought in the world.”

Unlike the Romantic celebration of the poet’s subjectivity, Victorian
critics emphasized literature as a social institution. Literature
was not merely the outpouring of individual genius but a stabilizing
force that could cultivate moral sensibility and social harmony in a
rapidly changing world. For Arnold, poetry had to take the place of
religion in providing meaning and guidance to modern societies.

Thomas Carlyle, another Victorian figure, saw literature as a heroic

expression of truth in an age of mechanization. He positioned the
17



poet as a prophet whose duty was to speak to society’s spiritual
hunger amidst materialism. John Ruskin extended this moral
orientation to aesthetics, asserting that art and literature had
ethical responsibilities in shaping human perception and conduct.

(Table 5.1: Comparison of Romantic vs. Victorian Criticism —
focus, role of the poet/critic, conception of literature’s purpose.)

5.4 Shifts in the Role of the Critic

The Romantic critic emphasized the poet’s genius, imagination,
and authenticity, often functioning as a philosopher-poet himself.
By contrast, the Victorian critic became a cultural authority,
one who evaluated literature in the context of ethics, religion, and
society. The Romantic critic explored transcendence, while the
Victorian critic sought equilibrium amidst social upheaval.

This transition illustrates a broader trajectory in literary criticism:
from the interior world of imagination to the public world
of culture. The Romantic inwardness did not disappear, but
in Victorian times it was tempered by the demand for moral
seriousness and civic engagement.

Table 5.1: Romantic vs. Victorian Criticism

Aspect Romantic Victorian
Criticism Criticism
Central Imagination, Morality, social
Orientation individuality, and function, and
genius cultural authority
View of the Poet | Poet as inspired Poet/author as
creator, legislator of | cultural guide or
humanity moral prophet

18



Purpose of

Expression of inner

Instruction,

Herder

Literature vision; communion moral cultivation,
with nature cultural stability
Relation to Often countercultural | Integrative,
Society or revolutionary stabilizing,
socially engaged
Representative | Wordsworth, Arnold, Carlyle,
Figures Coleridge, Shelley, Ruskin

5.5 Continuities and Transitions

Romantic and Victorian criticism are not opposites but successive

responses to different cultural conditions. Romanticism privileged

the autonomy of imagination, while Victorianism emphasized

literature’s moral responsibility. Together, they expanded

the scope of criticism: one foregrounded the individual’s creative

vision, the other highlighted literature’s collective role in shaping

culture.
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Formalism and New Criticism

6.1 Intellectual Background and the Rise of Textual
Autonomy

The emergence of Formalism and New Criticism in the early
twentieth century was, in many ways, a reaction to the excesses
of biographical, historical, and impressionistic criticism that had
dominated the nineteenth century. The Romantics foregrounded
imagination, while the Victorians emphasized moral purpose; by
contrast, the early modernist critics sought to restore attention to
the literary text itself.

Russian Formalists such as Viktor Shklovsky, Roman Jakobson, and
Boris Eikhenbaum pioneered this approach by treating literature as
a system of devices rather than a mirror of external reality. Their
concept of defamiliarization (ostranenie) argued that literature
functions not by reflecting life but by making the familiar appear
strange, thereby renewing perception. This structural emphasis
would later influence New Criticism in Anglo-American contexts.

New Critics—figures like I.A. Richards, T.S. Eliot (in his critical
essays), John Crowe Ransom, and Cleanth Brooks—advanced a
similar agenda: literature must be studied as an autonomous object
of art, independent of the author’s biography, historical context, or
reader’s emotional responses. The guiding principle was that the
meaning of a text resides in its structure, language, and
internal tensions, not in external factors.

6.2 Principles of Formalist and New Critical Methodology

Both movements emphasized methodical close reading, though
20



their emphases varied. Some key principles include:

1.

Autonomy of the Text — The text should be treated as a
self-contained entity with its own internal logic.

Organic Unity — A poem or work of literature is more than
the sum of its parts; it exhibits coherence where form and
content are inseparable.

Paradox, Irony, and Ambiguity - Especially in
New Criticism, these were seen as hallmarks of literary
complexity, where meaning emerges from the interplay of
opposites.

Heresy of Paraphrase — Brooks famously argued that
reducing a poem to a paraphrased message destroys its
essence; meaning resides in the structure of language itself.

Literature as Device — For Russian Formalists, literature
is defined by its formal properties (rhythm, imagery,
narrative technique) that distinguish it from ordinary
language.

6.3 Major Figures and Contributions

Viktor Shklovsky: Introduced the concept of
defamiliarization, stressing literature’s power to renew
perception by disrupting habitual responses.

Roman Jakobson: Emphasized the linguistic structure of
texts and distinguished between the poetic and referential
functions of language.

I.A. Richards: Through Practical Criticism (1929),

developed techniques for close reading by stripping away
21



external context and focusing solely on the text.

Cleanth Brooks: In The Well-Wrought Urn, articulated
the idea of “the heresy of paraphrase,” championing poetry’s
irreducible unity.

John Crowe Ransom: Coined the term “New Criticism”
and advocated for rigorous textual study as the foundation
of English studies.

6.4 Achievements of Formalism and New Criticism

The achievements of these schools are significant and enduring:

They established close reading as the central method of
literary studies, a practice that remains foundational even
in contemporary criticism.

By focusing on textual form, they shifted literature into the
realm of rigorous academic discipline, ensuring it was not
reduced to anecdote, moral lesson, or biographical curiosity.

Their emphasis on ambiguity, tension, and irony prepared
the way for later structuralist and post-structuralist
explorations of textual instability.

They democratized criticism by teaching that any educated
reader could engage meaningfully with a text without
requiring exhaustive historical or biographical knowledge.

6.5 Limitations and Critiques

Despite their contributions, Formalism and New Criticism were not

without shortcomings. Their ahistorical stance drew criticism

for ignoring literature’s social, political, and historical dimensions.
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Marxist critics argued that such approaches depoliticized literature
by detaching it from ideology. Reader-response theorists charged
that New Critics overlooked the active role of the audience. Feminist
and postcolonial critics later criticized their universalist claims as
masking cultural and gendered biases.

In this sense, the strength of New Criticism—its textual autonomy—
was also its weakness, creating a formalist isolation that subsequent
schools sought to break open.

6.6 Continuities and Legacy

The legacy of Formalism and New Criticism is paradoxical. On one
hand, their insistence on the autonomy of the text is now widely
rejected in theory, as later schools reintegrated history, politics,
and culture. On the other hand, the practice of close reading
remains indispensable. Even post-structuralists and cultural critics,
though questioning autonomy, still employ methods of minute
textual analysis pioneered by these schools.

Thus, Formalism and New Criticism represent a critical stage in
the evolution of literary studies: they shifted the field from moral
or biographical speculation to analytical precision, laying the
methodological foundation for twentieth-century criticism.

Table 6.1: Comparison of Russian Formalism and New

Criticism
Aspect Russian New Criticism
Formalism
Focus Literary devices and | Organic unity and

structures internal tensions
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Key Concepts Defamiliarization, Paradox, irony,

literariness, device ambiguity, heresy of
paraphrase

Representative Shklovsky, Richards, Brooks,

Figures Jakobson, Ransom, Eliot
Eikhenbaum

View of Author/ | Author and reader Biographical/historical

Reader secondary; focus on | context rejected; text is
textual mechanics autonomous

Method Structural and Close reading of

linguistic analysis

imagery, language, and
form

Criticism of
Approach

Seen as overly
technical, detached
from meaning

Criticized for
ahistoricism and
ignoring ideology
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Marxist and Psychoanalytic Criticism

7.1 The Marxist Turn: Literature as Ideology

Marxist criticism begins with the premise that literature cannot be

divorced from the material conditions of its production. Emerging

from the philosophies of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, this

approach views texts as shaped by—and shaping—economic

systems, class relations, and ideological struggles. Unlike New

Criticism, which isolated texts, Marxist criticism reintegrated

literature into the larger superstructure of society.

Base and Superstructure: In Marxist thought, the
economic base (mode of production) determines the cultural
superstructure (institutions, ideologies, art). Literature,
therefore, is never autonomous but reflects, mediates, or
contests the dominant ideology.

Reflection vs. Mediation: Early Marxist critics like
Georg Lukacs saw literature as a reflection of social reality,
praising the realist novel for its ability to capture totality.
Later critics, however, argued that literature does not simply
reflect but actively mediates ideology.

Hegemony: Antonio Gramsci’s notion of cultural
hegemony enriched literary criticism by showing how
literature participates in consent-making, sustaining or
challenging the worldview of ruling classes.

7.2 Key Figures in Marxist Criticism

Georg Lukécs: Advocated for realism in literature,
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critiquing modernist fragmentation as bourgeois decadence.

Antonio Gramsci: Introduced the concept of hegemony;
highlighted the critic’s role in uncovering the cultural
politics within texts.

Raymond Williams: Developed “cultural materialism,”
stressing that literature is part of lived culture, not just an
ideological product.

Terry Eagleton: Brought Marxist criticism into
contemporary theory, demonstrating how texts embody
ideology and power relations.

7.3 Psychoanalytic Criticism: Literature and the

Unconscious

Parallel to the Marxist turn, psychoanalytic criticism applied the

insights of Freud, Jung, and Lacan to literature. If Marxism treated

literature as ideology, psychoanalysis treated it as a text of the

unconscious—a field where repressed desires, anxieties, and

fantasies emerge.

Freudian Approaches: Literature as a dreamwork—
texts encode unconscious desires through displacement,
condensation, and symbolism. Hamlet’s hesitation, for
example, becomes intelligible in terms of the Oedipus
complex.

Jungian Criticism: Emphasized archetypes and collective
unconscious; myths, symbols, and recurring motifs in
literature are expressions of shared human psyche.

Lacanian Criticism: Shifted focus to language; literature
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dramatizes the subject’s entry into the symbolic order,

where identity and desire are endlessly deferred.

7.4 Points of Convergence and Divergence

While Marxist and psychoanalytic criticism appear distinct—one

focusing on material conditions, the other on psychic structures—

they converge in treating literature as symptomatic, revealing

hidden forces that structure human life. Marxists uncover ideology

beneath the surface, while psychoanalysts unmask unconscious

drives. Both resist the New Critical insistence on autonomy, re-

embedding literature in wider human realities.

7.5 Achievements and Critiques

e Achievements:

Marxist criticism politicized literary studies, linking
art to social transformation.

Psychoanalytic criticism deepened understanding of
character, symbolism, and narrative desire.

Together, they opened literature to interdisciplinary
dialogue with sociology, politics, and psychology.

e Critiques:

o

Marxist criticism has been faulted for reducing
literature toideology, neglecting aestheticautonomy.

Psychoanalytic criticism has been critiqued for
universalizing Western psychosexual models and
for speculative overreach.

Both approaches, however, remain indispensable
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for exploring power, subjectivity, and meaning in

texts.

Table?.1: Comparative Matrix — Marxistvs. Psychoanalytic

Criticism

Aspect

Marxist Criticism

Psychoanalytic
Criticism

Central Focus

Literature as ideology
and class struggle

Literature as
expression of

unconscious
processes
Key Concepts Base/superstructure, | Oedipus complex,
ideology, hegemony, | archetypes,
mediation symbolic order
Representative | Marx, Engels, Lukacs, | Freud, Jung, Lacan
Figures Gramsci, Eagleton
View of Socially determined, | Psychically
Literature politically charged charged, symbolic,
dreamlike
Critic’s Role Reveal hidden Uncover latent

ideological functions

desires, fantasies,

repressions
Strengths Connects texts to Provides insight
power structures and | into character,
history symbolism, desire
Limitations Risk of reducing art to | Risk of over-
politics psychologizing or
universalizing
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7.6 Legacy and Contemporary Relevance

Marxist and psychoanalytic criticism paved the way for later
critical movements—postcolonial theory, feminist criticism, and
cultural studies—which combined ideology and subjectivity into
new frameworks of analysis. Today, Marxist readings illuminate
global capitalism’s cultural reach, while psychoanalytic approaches
remain vital for trauma studies, film analysis, and narrative identity.
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Structuralism and Post-Structuralism
8.1 The Structuralist Project: Literature as System

Structuralism emerged in the mid-twentieth century, heavily
influenced by Ferdinand de Saussure’s structural linguistics.
Saussure distinguished between langue (the structured system of
language) and parole (individual speech acts). This binary provided
a model for understanding literature as part of a larger semiotic
system, where meaning is generated not by reference to external
reality but by differences and oppositions within the system itself.

For structuralist critics, literature was not a unique aesthetic object
but a coded structure governed by underlying rules, much like
grammar in language. The aim of criticism was to uncover these
deep structures—patterns of myth, narrative, and signification—
that organize texts across cultures.

Key structuralist assumptions included:
1. Meaning is relational, not referential.

2. Texts function as part of larger cultural codes (myth, ritual,
language).

3. Criticism must identify the deep grammar of literature,
rather than focus on surface features.

8.2 Major Structuralist Critics and Their Contributions

e Claude Lévi-Strauss: Applied structuralism to
anthropology, analyzing myths across cultures as
permutations of binary oppositions (life/death, nature/
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culture). His methods influenced myth criticism and
comparative literature.

e Roland Barthes (early work): In Mythologies (1957),
exposed how modern -cultural texts—advertisements,
fashion, wrestling—encode ideology through semiotic
systems. Laterin S/Z (1970), he dissected Balzac’s Sarrasine
into lexias, demonstrating how narrative is structured by
codes.

e Tzvetan Todorov: Analyzed narrative structures,
distinguishing between equilibrium, disruption, and
restoration. His work laid the foundations for narratology.

e Gérard Genette: Advanced narratology by systematizing
categories of time, mood, and voice in narrative discourse.

Structuralism, then, transformed criticism into a scientific
enterprise, aspiring to the rigor of linguistics, anthropology, and
mathematics.

8.3 Post-Structuralism: The Crisis of Stability

While structuralism sought order and wuniversality, post-
structuralism disrupted these ambitions by questioning the
stability of meaning itself. Jacques Derrida, Roland Barthes (in his
later phase), Michel Foucault, and others demonstrated that texts
are not closed systems but sites of infinite play, contradiction, and
instability.

e Derrida and Deconstruction: Derrida’s central claim
was that language is marked by différance—a perpetual
deferral of meaning through endless chains of signifiers.

Deconstruction reveals internal contradictions within texts,
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showing that meanings always undermine themselves.

e Barthes’ “Death of the Author”: Barthes declared that
the author’s intentions are irrelevant to interpretation;
meaning resides in the plurality of the text and the active
role of the reader.

e Foucault’s Discourse Analysis: Foucault argued that
texts participate in broader regimes of knowledge and
power. Literature is not autonomous but embedded in
discursive formations that regulate truth and authority.

Post-structuralism therefore marked a radical break with earlier
models: it refused to see criticism as uncovering hidden structures or
universal truths, instead emphasizing instability, multiplicity,
and undecidability.

8.4 Structuralism vs. Post-Structuralism

Where structuralists sought stability in

structuralists embraced instability. Structuralism treated texts as

systems, post-

scientific objects; post-structuralism treated them as plural, open,
and endlessly interpretable.

Aspect Structuralism Post-
Structuralism
View of Stable system of Meaning deferred
Language differences (langue | indefinitely
vs. parole) (différance)
View of Text Structured object Site of play,
with discoverable contradictions, and
rules excesses
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Role of To uncover deep To reveal instability,

Criticism structures and undecidability,
codes power

Representative | Saussure, Lévi- Derrida, Barthes

Figures Strauss, Barthes (late), Foucault

(early), Genette

Legacy Narratology, Deconstruction,
semiotics, cultural | discourse theory,
codes cultural critique

8.5 Achievements and Critiques

e Structuralism’s Achievement: It provided literary
criticism with scientific rigor, enabling systematic study of
narrative, myth, and signification.

e Structuralism’s Limitation: Its quest for universals
was critiqued as reductive, ignoring history, politics, and
subjectivity.

e Post-Structuralism’s Achievement: It liberated
criticism from fixed interpretations, opening the field to
pluralism, interdisciplinarity, and cultural critique.

e Post-Structuralism’s Limitation: Critics argue it
risks collapsing into relativism, undermining any basis for
judgment or shared meaning.

8.6 Legacy and Continuing Relevance

Today, structuralism survives in narratology, semiotics, and cultural
analysis, while post-structuralism underpins deconstruction,
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postcolonial theory, and feminist criticism. Their combined impact
lies in their refusal of simplistic readings: one sought rigor, the
other exposed instability. Together, they represent the twentieth
century’s most profound rethinking of literature, language, and
meaning.
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Reader-Response and Reception Theory
9.1 The Turn Toward the Reader

By the late twentieth century, criticism had already undergone
radical shifts: Formalism and New Criticism privileged the
text, Marxism and Psychoanalysis embedded it in ideology and
unconscious structures, and Structuralism/Post-Structuralism
dissected language and systems. Yet one crucial element had
remained relatively underexplored: the reader. Reader-Response
and Reception Theory emerged to fill this gap, shifting the critical
center from authorial intention or textual autonomy to the
interpretive activity of the audience.

This move was revolutionary. It democratized -criticism by
suggesting that meaning is not fixed in the text but emerges through
interaction with the reader. In doing so, it challenged centuries of
criticism that positioned either the author (Romanticism) or the
text (New Criticism, Structuralism) as the locus of meaning.

9.2 Reader-Response Criticism: The Individual Reader as
Co-Creator

Reader-Response criticism foregrounds the subjective experience
of the reader, emphasizing that interpretation is not a neutral act
but an active, creative process.

e Louise Rosenblatt’s Transactional Theory: She
proposed that reading is a transaction between the text and
the reader. The text provides cues, but meaning is actualized
only through the reader’s lived experience.
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e Stanley Fish’s Interpretive Communities: Fish
argued that readers do not interpret texts in isolation; their
responses are shaped by the communities and conventions
to which they belong. Meaning, therefore, is collective
rather than purely individual.

e David Bleich: He insisted that meaning resides not
in the text but in the reader’s interpretation. Texts are
“indeterminate” until a reader constructs significance.

The emphasis here is that literature is not a finished product
but a dialogue—unfinished until it is received, interpreted, and
reimagined by readers.

9.3 Reception Theory: The Horizon of Expectations

Reception Theory, developed by Hans Robert Jauss and Wolfgang
Iser of the Konstanz School in Germany, extended Reader-Response
ideas into a broader cultural and historical frame.

e Jauss’ Horizon of Expectations: Every reader
approaches a text with expectations shaped by cultural
norms, literary traditions, and personal experience.
Literature can fulfill, challenge, or transform these
expectations, producing aesthetic and cultural shifts.

e Iser’s Implied Reader: Iser introduced the concept of
the “implied reader,” a hypothetical construct embedded
in the text itself, guiding how actual readers navigate gaps,
indeterminacies, and narrative strategies.

Reception Theory thus linked reading not only to individual
psychology but also to the collective history of interpretation,

showing how literary value evolves across time and audiences.
36



9.4 Achievements and Implications

Decentering of Authority: Both Reader-Response and
Reception Theory removed absolute authority from author
and critic, distributing meaning-making power to readers.

Dynamic Model of Literature: Texts are not static but
alive, constantly reinterpreted as they pass through different
audiences and epochs.

Pedagogical Value: These theories revitalized literature
classrooms, encouraging studentstoseetheirinterpretations
as legitimate contributions to criticism.

9.5 Critiques and Limitations

Reader-Response  approaches risked sliding into
subjectivism, where “anything goes,” threatening to
dissolve standards of interpretation.

Reception Theory, while grounding reading in history,
sometimes overemphasized general horizons at the expense
of individual agency.

Both approaches were critiqued by later cultural studies
scholars for underestimating the influence of ideology,
power, and identity politics in shaping interpretation.

Nonetheless, these approaches permanently altered the landscape

of criticism by ensuring that readers—once passive recipients—

were recognized as active participants in the literary process.
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Table 9.1: Reader-Response vs. Reception Theory

Aspect Reader-Response Reception Theory
Criticism

Focus Individual reader’s Collective cultural and
subjective experience | historical reception

Key Figures | Rosenblatt, Fish, Jauss, Iser
Bleich

Key Transactional Horizon of

Concepts reading, interpretive expectations, implied
communities, reader
indeterminacy

View of A set of cues awaiting | A dynamic entity

Text realization by the whose meaning
reader evolves over time

Strengths Democratizes Links texts to
criticism, highlights history and cultural
interpretive creativity | transformation

Limitations | Risk of extreme Can overgeneralize
subjectivism cultural expectations

9.6 Legacy and Contemporary Relevance

Today, Reader-Response and Reception Theory resonate strongly
in digital and globalized contexts. Online fan communities, social
media reinterpretations, and interactive hypertexts all exemplify
how literature lives in reception. In trauma studies, memory

studies, and postcolonial contexts, reception continues to highlight
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how texts gain new meanings across cultures and generations.

By centering the reader, these approaches expanded the very
definition of literature: not an artifact, but an ongoing conversation.
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Contemporary Critical Approaches
10.1 The Expansion of Critical Horizons

By the late twentieth century, literary criticism entered a new phase
characterized by plurality, interdisciplinarity, and the incorporation
of social justice concerns. Where earlier schools (Formalism,
Marxism, Psychoanalysis, Structuralism) had sought coherent
frameworks, contemporary criticism reflects the fragmented,
globalized, and contested nature of culture itself. Instead
of one “grand theory,” multiple critical approaches coexist, often
intersecting yet also competing.

These approaches—feminist criticism, postcolonial theory,
ecocriticism, queer theory, and digital humanities—expand the
field by situating literature within broader struggles over gender,
race, environment, identity, and technology. They represent not
just methods of interpretation but also forms of cultural activism,
pressing criticism into the service of ethics, politics, and social
transformation.

10.2 Feminist Literary Criticism

Feminist criticism arose in response to the exclusion and
marginalization of women’s voices in the literary canon. It
interrogates how gender ideologies shape texts, institutions, and
reading practices.

o First Wave: Recovery of neglected women writers (e.g.,
rediscovery of Aphra Behn, Mary Wollstonecraft).

e Second Wave: Radical critique of patriarchal discourse.
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Elaine Showalter introduced the concept of gynocriticism—
the study of women as writers, with emphasis on female
experience, language, and traditions.

o Third Wave and Beyond: Intersectional approaches that
analyze gender alongside race, class, sexuality, and nation.
bell hooks, Gayatri Spivak, and Judith Butler redefined
feminist criticism as a global and deconstructive practice.

Feminist criticism not only questions representation (how women
appear in texts) but also challenges the epistemologies that structure
literature and criticism itself.

10.3 Postcolonial Criticism

Postcolonial criticism examines how literature emerges from and
responds to histories of colonialism, imperialism, and globalization.
It foregrounds issues of power, hybridity, displacement, and

resistance.

e Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978): Exposed how
Western texts construct the East as exotic, inferior, and
“other,” thereby legitimating colonial domination.

e Gayatri Spivak: Asked “Can the Subaltern Speak?”,
highlighting the silences and marginalizations produced by
colonial discourse.

e Homi Bhabha: Introduced concepts such as hybridity and
mimicry, emphasizing cultural negotiation and ambivalence
in colonial encounters.

Postcolonial criticism seeks to decenter Eurocentric narratives,
reclaiming indigenous voices and reconfiguring the canon as a space
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of contestation. Its scope extends from the analysis of Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness to contemporary diasporic and transnational
literatures.

10.4 Ecocriticism and Environmental Humanities

Ecocriticism represents the environmental turn in literary studies,
analyzing how literature represents nature, ecology, and the
human—-nonhuman relationship. It critiques anthropocentric
assumptions and investigates how texts contribute to or resist
environmental degradation.

e Early ecocriticism emphasized nature writing (e.g.,
Thoreau, Wordsworth).

e Later waves incorporated eco-Marxism, ecofeminism,
and posthumanism, connecting ecology to social justice
and technological futures.

e Today, ecocriticism intersects with climate change
studies, analyzing how literature frames planetary crisis,
sustainability, and environmental justice.

By reframing literature as an ecological discourse, ecocriticism
brings the humanities into dialogue with global environmental
challenges.

10.5 Digital Humanities and Technocriticism

The digital revolution has reshaped criticism itself. Digital
humanities employ computational methods—text mining, network
analysis, algorithmic visualization—to uncover large-scale patterns
across corpora. This approach allows critics to see literature not
only as individual works but also as data within expansive cultural
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networks.

Technocriticism, in turn, studies how digital media, hypertexts,

and Al-generated texts challenge traditional notions of authorship,

genre, and interpretation. It asks: What does it mean to “read” when

texts are interactive, multimodal, or generated by algorithms?

(Table 10.1: Comparison of Contemporary Approaches — Feminist,

Postcolonial, Ecocritical, Digital.)

10.6 Achievements and Tensions

The contemporary scene is marked by both vitality and

fragmentation:

e Achievements: These approaches democratize the canon,

give voice to marginalized perspectives, and connect

literature to urgent global crises. They also expand criticism

into new media and interdisciplinary terrains.

e Tensions: Critics argue that the plurality risks theoretical

relativism. Others worry about the politicization of criticism,

where literature is subordinated to activism. Yet the vitality

of these debates demonstrates the enduring relevance of

criticism in the twenty-first century.

Table 10.1: Major Contemporary Approaches

Approach Key Concerns | Key Figures | Contributions

Feminist Gender, Elaine Expanded

Criticism patriarchy, Showalter, canon; analyzed
women’s voices, | Judith Butler, | gendered power
intersectionality | bell hooks in texts
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Postcolonial | Colonial Edward Said, | Decentered
Criticism discourse, Spivak, Homi | Eurocentrism;
hybridity, Bhabha highlighted global
subaltern voices literatures
Ecocriticism | Nature, Cheryll Linked literature
environment, Glotfelty, to ecological
climate, Lawrence and planetary
nonhuman Buell, concerns
agency Timothy
Morton
Digital Computation, Franco Introduced
Humanities | hypertext, Al, Moretti, “distant reading,”
digital archives | Matthew data-driven
Jockers criticism

10.7 Continuities and Legacy

Contemporary criticism does not erase earlier traditions but builds

upon them. Feminism draws from Marxist and psychoanalytic tools;

postcolonial theory adapts structuralist insights into discourse;

ecocriticism integrates Romantic attention to nature with global

urgency; digital humanities extend the structuralist dream of

scientific rigor through computation.

Thus, the contemporary landscape is not a rupture but a

palimpsest—layered with echoes of past traditions, rewritten for

new contexts.
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Genre Criticism
11.1 Defining Genre in Literary Studies

Genre criticism investigates how literary works are categorized into
recognizable forms such as epic, tragedy, lyric, or novel. Unlike
purely formal analysis, genre studies recognize that genres are not
static but historically evolving conventions shaped by social,
cultural, and aesthetic forces.

Aristotle provided the earliest systematic account of genres,
distinguishing between tragedy, epic, and comedy based on form,
content, and effect. Yet subsequent critics have demonstrated that
genres are not rigid taxonomies but dynamic negotiations
between tradition and innovation. A genre provides a framework
of expectation for both author and reader, but it is constantly
reinvented as literature responds to changing contexts.

Thus, genre criticism explores:

e How genres function as contracts between author and
audience.

e How they evolve over time, often through subversion and
hybridization.

e How genres embody ideological assumptions (e.g., tragedy
and moral order, the novel and bourgeois subjectivity).

11.2 Classical Genres: Epic, Tragedy, Lyric
The classical world codified three dominant genres:

o Epic: Exemplified by Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, epics
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narrate collective memory and heroic ideals. Epics served
as cultural repositories, embodying values of nationhood,
courage, and divine order.

Tragedy: As defined by Aristotle, tragedy dramatizes
human conflict leading to catharsis. Tragedy’s concern
with fate, moral order, and human suffering continues to
influence modern drama.

Lyric: Rooted in personal expression, the lyric distills
subjective emotion in condensed form, often linked to
music. Its enduring appeal lies in its capacity to articulate
interiority.

These genres remain foundational, but their later transformations

reveal the plasticity of genre conventions.

11.3 The Novel and Modern Genre Formation

The rise of the novel in the eighteenth century represented a seismic
shift. Critics such as Ian Watt argued that the novel embodied the
values of realism, individuality, and temporality, reflecting

the emergence of bourgeois subjectivity. Unlike epic, the novel

focused not on gods and heroes but on ordinary lives situated in

social contexts.

Genre criticism of the novel interrogates:

How it reflects and shapes modern identity.

How subgenres—such as the Gothic, Bildungsroman, or
detective novel—arose to address new cultural anxieties.

How the novel negotiates the tension between fact and

fiction, public discourse and private experience.
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11.4 Genre as Ideological Formation

Twentieth-century critics (Bakhtin, Todorov) demonstrated that

genres are not neutral categories but ideological constructs.

Mikhail Bakhtin: Viewed the novel as dialogic, containing
aplurality of voices that resist closure. Genres are historically
embedded and carry ideological weight.

Tzvetan Todorov: Proposed that genres are defined by
rules and conventions but remain open to transformation.

Northrop Frye: In Anatomy of Criticism, developed
an archetypal framework, classifying genres according to
mythic and seasonal cycles.

Thus, genre criticism illuminates how forms of writing are deeply

entwined with cultural history, ideology, and collective imagination.

11.5 Genre Hybridization and Postmodernity

Contemporary literature often resists or subverts genre boundaries.

Postmodern texts blend or parody genres, producing metafictional

hybrids that expose the artificiality of generic conventions. For

example:

Margaret Atwood’s novels mix dystopia, feminist critique,
and myth.

Magical realism fuses mythic and realist modes, disrupting
Western binaries of history vs. fiction.

Hypertexts and digital narratives blur distinctions between
genres altogether.

Genre criticism in the postmodern era thus examines not
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fixed categories but fluid networks of intertextuality and

innovation.

11.6 Achievements and Limitations

e Achievements: Genre criticism provides tools to analyze

both continuity and innovation. It highlights how form

mediates between cultural tradition and literary creativity.

o Limitations: Over-reliance on genre categories can reduce

literature to formula, ignoring singularity and hybridity.

Postmodern literature in particular resists classification,

challenging the very premise of genre analysis.

Table 11.1: Evolution of Genre Criticism

Period Dominant | Critical Representa-
Genres tive Figures
Approach
Classical Epic, Normative Aristotle, Horace
tragedy, classification
lyric (rules,
functions,
catharsis)
Medieval/ Allegory, Didactic/moral | Dante, Sidney
Renaissance romance, emphasis,
drama humanist revival
Modern Novel, Historical/social | Ian Watt, Goethe
(18th—19th c.) | realism, orientation; rise
subgenres of realism
20th Century | Archetypes, | Structuralist Frye, Bakhtin,
dialogism, and ideological | Todorov
narratology | readings
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Contempo- Hybrid Postmodern Atwood, Calvino
rary genres, fluidity and

metafiction, | intertextuality

hypertext
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Narratology and Stylistics

12.1 Narratology: The Science of Narrative

Narratology, developed in the mid-twentieth century, treats

narrative as a structured system that can be studied with the rigor

of linguistics. Its foundation lies in the insight that storytelling—

whetherinnovels, epics, films, or oral traditions—follows underlying

patterns and codes that shape meaning.

12.1.1 Structuralist Roots

Vladimir Propp (Morphology of the Folktale, 1928):
Identified 31 narrative functions and recurring character
roles (“spheres of action”), showing that folktales across
cultures shared structural regularities.

Tzvetan Todorov: Proposed that narratives follow a
logical progression from equilibrium — disruption —
resolution, a model applicable to diverse story forms.

Gérard Genette (Narrative Discourse, 1972): Developed
categories of narrative temporality (order, duration,
frequency), mood (distance, perspective), and voice (who
speaks, who sees).

These frameworks shifted criticism from thematic or biographical

concerns to the grammar of narrative itself.

12.1.2 Narratology in Practice

Time: Flashbacks and foreshadowing disrupt chronological
order.
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Perspective: First-person vs. third-person narration alters
reliability.

Focalization: Whose perception filters the narrative?

Frequency: Repetition and variation intensify motifs.

Narratology thus enables precise analysis of narrative mechanics,

uncovering how texts produce meaning beyond content.

12.2 Stylistics: The Art and Science of Language

Stylistics focuses on the linguistic texture of literature—how

language choices shape aesthetic, emotional, and ideological effects.

Emerging alongside narratology, stylistics integrates linguistics

with literary analysis.

12.2.1 Principles of Stylistics

Foregrounding: Certain features (sound patterns,
metaphors, syntactic deviation) stand out, producing
aesthetic effects.

Register and Tone: Variations in diction, syntax, and
rhythm mark distinctions between genres, characters, or
cultural registers.

Discourse Analysis: How dialogue, narrative voice, and
rhetorical strategies enact power relations or character
psychology.

12.2.2 Schools of Stylistics

Prague School: Emphasized foregrounding and deviation
as hallmarks of literariness.
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e British

Stylistics

(Halliday):

Applied systemic

functional linguistics to literature, analyzing how language

encodes ideology.

e American Stylistics: Bridged linguistics with cognitive

science, exploring how style affects interpretation and

processing.

12.3 Convergences and Divergences

While narratology dissects story structure and stylistics dissects

language texture, both share a scientific impulse inherited from

structuralism. Narratology answers how stories are told, stylistics

asks how language makes stories art.

Aspect Narratology Stylistics

Focus Structures of Linguistic features
narrative (plot, time, (diction, syntax,
perspective) sound)

Key Figures | Propp, Todorov, Halliday, Leech,
Genette Jakobson

Method Structural and logical Linguistic and
models functional analysis

Contribution | Reveals universal Shows how language

narrative grammars

creates literary effect

12.4 Critiques and Legacy

e Narratology: Criticized for being too rigid, ignoring

historical,

postclassical

ideological,
narratology

and cultural contexts.
incorporated

Later
feminist,
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postcolonial, and cognitive approaches to remedy this.

e Stylistics: Criticized for reducing literature to linguistic
data, risking loss of aesthetic nuance. Yet contemporary
stylistics bridges with cognitive psychology and pragmatics,
revitalizing the field.

Both approaches endure today—narratology in media studies, film
theory, and digital storytelling; stylistics in forensic linguistics,
sociolinguistics, and cognitive poetics.

Narratology and stylistics illustrate how literary criticism can
achieve methodological rigor without losing interpretive
depth. Together, they expanded the critical toolbox, enabling
scholars to analyze not only what stories mean but also how they
are structured and how language makes them resonate.
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Ethical and Cultural Criticism
13.1 The Ethical Turn in Literary Criticism

While earlier schools concentrated on formal, psychological, or
structural aspects, the late twentieth century witnessed a renewed
emphasis on the ethical dimension of literature. This “ethical
turn” insists that literature is not merely an aesthetic object but
a medium that engages deeply with questions of human values,
justice, and responsibility.

Philosophers like Emmanuel Levinas emphasized ethics as first
philosophy—the responsibility toward the “Other.” Literary critics,
inspired by this orientation, began reading texts as sites where
encounters with alterity occur, demanding ethical recognition.
Works by J. Hillis Miller and Martha Nussbaum argued that
literature fosters moral imagination by enabling readers to inhabit
diverse perspectives and empathize with others.

Thus, ethical criticism foregrounds literature as a moral
laboratory: a space where issues of responsibility, suffering,
justice, and human dignity are negotiated through narrative and
representation.

13.2 Literature as Cultural Force

Alongside ethics, literature has always been embedded in cultural
debates. Cultural criticism emerged as a counter to purely formalist
readings, insisting that literature participates in ideological and
social formations. This view is rooted in Matthew Arnold’s
Victorian vision of literature as a vehicle of cultural refinement, but

modern cultural criticism reoriented the discussion toward power,
54



ideology, and identity.

Key themes include:

How literature reproduces or resists dominant ideologies.

How marginalized voices (working-class, minority,
gendered, colonized) use literature as resistance.

How cultural artifacts blur the line between “high literature”
and “popular culture.”

Cultural criticism thus expands the critic’s role from interpreter

of art to analyst of cultural systems, situating texts within global

networks of meaning and power.

13.3 Critical Approaches to Ethical Reading

1.

Humanist Ethical Criticism: Sees literature as moral
instruction, echoing Sidney’s dictum “to teach and delight.”

Poststructuralist Ethical Criticism: Recognizes
the impossibility of stable meaning but insists that the
undecidability of texts creates a responsibility to the Other.

Narrative Ethics: Focuses on how stories cultivate
empathy and moral reasoning through identification,
perspective-taking, and emotional engagement.

13.4 Cultural Studies and Literature

Cultural studies, originating with Raymond Williams and the

Birmingham School, blurred boundaries between literature and

cultural phenomena such as television, film, advertising, and

popular music. The literary critic, in this framework, studies

literature not in isolation but as part of a cultural text.
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Williams: Literature is part of the “structure of feeling” of a
society.

Stuart Hall: Literature is implicated in the encoding/
decoding process of ideology.

Paul Gilroy: Black Atlantic literature as transnational
cultural expression.

Here, literature is one node in a broader network of cultural

production and reception, bound up with race, class, gender, and

globalization.

13.5 Achievements and Limitations

Achievements:

Ethical criticism restores the moral and humanistic function
of literature.

Cultural criticism democratizes the field, validating popular
and marginalized forms.

Together, they re-situate literature at the intersection of
ethics, politics, and culture.

Limitations:

Ethical criticism risks moralizing or reducing literature to

lesson-giving.

Cultural criticism, if overly ideological, may neglect the
aesthetic dimension of texts.

Yet their synergy remains crucial:

Ethics ensures literature retains moral relevance, while cultural
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studies ensure it remains socially grounded.

Table 13.1: Ethical vs. Cultural Criticism

Aspect Ethical Criticism Cultural
Criticism
Primary Moral responsibility, Ideology, power,
Concern justice, human dignity | identity, cultural
production
View of Moral laboratory; Cultural artifact
Literature cultivates empathy and | embedded in social
ethical reasoning practices
Key Figures | Levinas, Nussbaum, Williams, Hall,
Hillis Miller Gilroy
Strengths Revives moral Expands scope
seriousness in criticism | beyond “high
literature”
Limitations | Risks moralizing or Risks reducing
universalizing values literature to
ideological
function

13.6 Legacy and Contemporary Relevance
Ethical and cultural criticism converge in current debates:

e Postcolonialand feministcriticsintegrate ethical and cultural
concerns, asking how texts represent the marginalized and
what responsibilities readers have toward them.

e Trauma studies and memory studies extend ethical criticism
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to narratives of atrocity, genocide, and displacement.

e Cultural studies in the digital age analyze memes, films,
and online narratives as cultural texts carrying ethical and
political significance.

Thus, ethical and cultural criticism ensure that literature remains
not only aesthetically engaging but also morally and socially
indispensable.
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Case Studies in Applied Criticism
14.1 Purpose of Applied Criticism

After surveying theoretical schools, it is essential to see how these
frameworks operate in practice. Applied criticism demonstrates
the vitality of theory by bringing it into dialogue with specific texts.
Through case studies, we recognize that no single approach can
exhaust a text’s richness; rather, texts invite multiple readings that
reveal layers of meaning, contradiction, and cultural significance.

This chapter provides comparative case studies of three central
works: Shakespeare’s Hamlet, T.S. Eliot’'s The Waste
Land, and Toni Morrison’s Beloved. Each text is analyzed
under diverse critical frameworks to illustrate how theory reshapes
interpretation.

14.2 Hamlet: From Aristotelian Tragedy to Psychoanalysis

Shakespeare’s Hamlet has been a test case for criticism for over
four centuries.

o Aristotelian Reading: Viewed through Aristotle’s Poetics,
Hamlet fits the tragic model: a noble protagonist, a fatal
flaw (indecision), and a cathartic resolution. Its structure
aligns with mythos (plot) and ethos (character).

e Romantic Reading: Coleridge emphasized Hamlet’s
inwardness and reflective genius, elevating him as the
embodiment of Romantic subjectivity.

e Psychoanalytic Reading: Freud famously interpreted
Hamlet’s hesitation as an Oedipal conflict, later expandeﬁ%



by Lacanian critics as a drama of language, desire, and
deferred meaning.

Marxist Reading: Marxist critics focus on power struggles
in the Danish court, interpreting Hamlet as a play about
political legitimacy, ideology, and the corrosion of feudal
authority.

14.3 The Waste Land: Modernist Fragmentation and Post-
Structural Play

T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land is often described as the quintessential

modernist poem. Its dense allusions, fragmented structure, and

shifting voices make it a fertile ground for critical experimentation.

New Critical Reading: Emphasizes organic unity in
fragmentation, showing how paradox and irony generate
coherence.

Mythic/Archetypal Reading: Following Frazer’s The
Golden Bough and Jessie Weston, critics view the poem as
a ritual journey of death and rebirth, embodying universal
mythic structures.

Post-Structuralist Reading: Deconstructionist critics
highlight the text’s undecidability; its intertextual play
resists closure, undermining its own claims to coherence.

Cultural Studies Reading: Situates the poem in the
context of post—World War I disillusionment, modern
alienation, and the breakdown of European civilization.
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14.4 Beloved: Postcolonial, Feminist, and Trauma

Readings

Toni Morrison’s Beloved exemplifies contemporary literature’s

demand for ethically and culturally engaged criticism.

Feminist Reading: Focuses on motherhood, gendered
trauma, and the silenced voices of enslaved women.
Morrison restores women’s lived experiences to the literary
record.

Postcolonial Reading: Interprets Beloved as a text about
the afterlife of slavery, exposing the haunting persistence of
colonial violence in African American identity.

Trauma Studies Reading: Examines how the novel
encodes collective memory, haunting, and unspeakable
pain, reflecting both individual psychological trauma and

communal historical trauma.

Reader-Response Reading: Highlights how Morrison
compels readers into an ethical confrontation with slavery’s
legacies, demanding emotional and moral engagement.

14.5 Insights from Applied Criticism

These case studies demonstrate three essential insights:

1.

Multiplicity of Meaning: Texts like Hamlet, The Waste
Land, and Beloved resist singular interpretations; their
power lies in their openness to multiple frameworks.

Interplay of Text and Context: While formalist analysis
highlights structure, cultural readings situate texts in

broader historical and ethical dimensions.
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3. Criticism as Dialogue: The critic is not uncovering a

hidden truth but entering into dialogue with text, history,

and audience.

Table 14.1: Comparative Readings of Hamlet

Framework Focus in Hamlet

Aristotelian Tragic flaw (indecision), catharsis,
dramatic unity

Romantic Hamlet’s inward genius and reflective
subjectivity

Psychoanalytic | Oedipal conflict; unconscious desire and
repression

Marxist Court politics, legitimacy, ideology, class
struggle

Table 14.2: Framework Applications to Beloved

Framework Focus in Beloved
Feminist Motherhood, female trauma, silenced
voices i ]
Postcolonial Legacy of slavery, resistance to colonial
domination .
Trauma Haunting, unspeakable memory, collective
Studies trauma ] i
Reader- Ethical confrontation, reader’s role in
Response memory and justice

Applied criticism illustrates the vitality of theory in practice. Theory

isnot an abstract exercise but a toolkit that unlocks new perspectives

on canonical and contemporary texts alike. Through these case
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studies, we see criticism as a plural and evolving dialogue, where
texts, critics, and readers continually reshape each other.
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The Future of Literary Criticism
15.1 The Shifting Landscape of Criticism

Literary criticism has never been static. From Plato’s suspicion of
poetry to Derrida’s deconstruction, each era has redefined what
it means to interpret and evaluate texts. Today, criticism faces
unprecedented challenges and opportunities. The global circulation
of literature, the digitization of texts, and the rise of artificial
intelligence have transformed both the objects of study and the
practices of reading.

The future of criticism lies in recognizing this fluidity: literature
is not confined to the printed page but exists across multimedia,
transnational, and digital platforms. Consequently, criticism must
adapt by incorporating new tools, new frameworks, and new ethical
responsibilities.

15.2 Literature in the Digital Age

The digitization of archives and the proliferation of digital texts have
reshaped how we read. Critics now have access to entire corpora,
searchable databases, and computational tools that enable “distant
reading” (Franco Moretti) alongside traditional close reading.

o Distant Reading: Identifies large-scale patterns across
thousands of texts—genre trends, stylistic shifts, thematic
clusters.

e Close Reading 2.0: Enhanced by digital annotation
and visualization, enabling deeper engagement with
intertextuality and language.
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Interactive Texts: Hypertexts, e-literature, and AI-
generated narratives demand new interpretive strategies,
as meaning becomes co-produced by author, reader, and
machine.

15.3 Global and Decolonial Criticism

The global circulation of literature has destabilized Eurocentric

canons. The future belongs to world literature and decolonial

criticism, which challenge Western dominance in defining literary

value.

World Literature: Examines transnational flows,
translations, and the global literary marketplace.

Decolonial Criticism: Goes beyond postcolonial critique
to dismantle lingering colonial epistemologies, privileging
indigenous, diasporic, and non-Western frameworks of
knowledge.

Comparative Perspectives: Criticism will increasingly
embrace multilingual and cross-cultural analysis, requiring
scholars to move beyond single-canon expertise.

15.4 Ethical and Planetary Criticism

The climate crisis and global inequities push criticism toward

planetary ethics. Literature is read not only as representation but

as a force shaping ecological awareness and global responsibility.

Ecocriticism evolves into Anthropocene Studies,
foregrounding planetary time scales and nonhuman agency.

Literature becomes a site for negotiating survival,

sustainability, and justice.
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e Critics face the task of bridging aesthetic analysis with
urgent ethical imperatives—what Dipesh Chakrabarty terms
“planetary humanism.”

15.5 Criticism and Artificial Intelligence

Al poses new questions:
e Howdoweinterpret texts generated by non-human authors?
o What is authorship in an age of machine creativity?

e Can Al tools (like natural language processing or generative
models) enhance criticism, or do they risk flattening
interpretation into data extraction?

Future criticism will need to balance technological affordances
with humanistic judgment, ensuring that the richness of
interpretation is not reduced to algorithmic patterns.

15.6 Reaffirming the Humanistic Core

Despite the multiplicity of theories and the proliferation of
technologies, the essence of criticism remains unchanged: it is a
humanistic dialogue about meaning, value, and imagination. The
future of criticism lies not in abandoning its past but in integrating
older insights—ethical seriousness, aesthetic sensitivity, structural
awareness—with new global and digital contexts.

Table 15.1: Emerging Directions in Literary Criticism

Direction Focus Implications
Digital Criticism Data mining, Expands scope;

visualization, AI, | risks loss of
hypertext nuance
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texts, algorithmic
tools

World/Decolonial | Global circulation, | Challenges
Criticism indigenous voices | Eurocentrism,
diversifies canon
Planetary Climate crisis, Connects
Criticism Anthropocene, literature to
nonhuman agency | planetary ethics
AT Criticism Machine-authored | Redefines

authorship and
reading practices

The future of literary criticism is plural, global, and technologically

mediated. It is a field increasingly aware of its ethical and political

stakes, yet still grounded in the humanistic task of dialogue with

texts and readers. By embracing multiplicity while safeguarding

interpretive depth, criticism can continue to thrive as a vital

mediator between literature and life.
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Synthesis and Reflections on Criticism
16.1 The Long Trajectory of Criticism

From Plato’s suspicion of poetry to Al-driven literary analysis,
the history of criticism reveals a continuous oscillation between
aesthetic autonomy and cultural embeddedness. Some
schools (Aristotle, New Criticism, Narratology) emphasized
structure, form, and technique, while others (Marxism, Feminism,
Postcolonialism) stressed history, ideology, and politics. The
richness of literary criticism lies not in the supremacy of any single
paradigm but in the dialogue among them, each filling the blind
spots of others.

16.2 Recurring Tensions in Criticism

Across centuries, criticism has revolved around several persistent
tensions:

1. Author vs. Reader: Should interpretation privilege
authorial intent (Romanticism) or reader reception
(Reception Theory)?

2. Textual Autonomy vs. Contextual Embeddedness:
Is literature self-sufficient (New Criticism) or a product of
social/psychic forces (Marxism, Psychoanalysis)?

3. Universality vs. Particularity: Are genres and
archetypes universal (Frye, Jung) or culturally specific
(Postcolonialism, Feminism)?

4. Humanism vs. Posthumanism: Should criticism focus

on human values (Ethical Criticism) or decenter the huma6r§



in favor of ecology, machines, and nonhuman agency
(Ecocriticism, Digital Humanities)?

16.3 The Role of Criticism in the Humanities
Criticism serves multiple functions simultaneously:

e Analytical: Unpacking how texts generate meaning
through form, language, and structure.

e Historical: Situating texts within social, political, and
cultural contexts.

o Ethical: Engaging with questions of justice, empathy, and
responsibility.

e Creative: Criticism itself becomes a form of writing,
shaping the afterlife of texts (as seen in Derrida, Barthes,
and Morrison’s own essays).

Thus, criticism is not merely secondary to literature; it is a co-
creative act, continuously reshaping how literature is understood,
taught, and valued.

16.4 The Globalization of Criticism

In the twenty-first century, literary criticism has become irrevocably
global:

e World Literature Studies expand the canon beyond
Europe and North America.

e Decolonial Criticism dismantles colonial epistemologies,
bringing indigenous and subaltern voices into the
interpretive field.
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e Translation Studies underscores how linguistic and
cultural transfer shape literary meaning.

Globalization ensures that criticism is no longer a monologue
of Western theory but a polyphony of perspectives, cross-
pollinating across languages, cultures, and traditions.

16.5 Criticism as Future-Making

Criticism is not only retrospective but prospective. By shaping how
texts are read, taught, and valued, it actively constructs cultural
futures. Whether through feminist recovery projects, postcolonial
canon expansions, or ecocritical engagements with climate crisis,
criticism intervenes in what humanity remembers, values, and
aspires toward.

Table 16.1: Functions of Literary Criticism in the 21st

Century

Function | Description Examples

Analytical | Dissects textual form Narratology, Stylistics
and mechanics

Historical | Situates texts in cultural | Marxist, Postcolonial,
and political contexts Reception Theory

Ethical Engages with justice, Levinasian ethics,
empathy, and Trauma Studies
responsibility

Creative Produces new meanings | Deconstruction,
and interpretations Reader-Response

Global Incorporates diverse World Literature,
cultural traditions Decolonial Criticism
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Planetary | Responds to ecological | Ecocriticism,
and nonhuman Anthropocene Studies

concerns

The history and future of criticism can be summarized as a
perpetual dialogue:

e Between texts and contexts.
e Between authors and readers.
e Between aesthetic pleasure and moral responsibility.

e Between human-centered traditions and posthuman
possibilities.

Criticism does not seek a final answer but thrives in openness,
multiplicity, and contestation. Its enduring role is to mediate
literature’s dialogue with life, ensuring that texts remain alive
across centuries, cultures, and crises.
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Feminist Criticism
17.1 Origins and Early Struggles

Feminist literary criticism emerged as part of the broader women’s
movement of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Its initial
task was twofold: to recover neglected women writers from
the margins of the canon and to interrogate the representation
of women within established texts. Figures such as Virginia Woolf
in A Room of One’s Own argued that women’s exclusion from
education, institutions, and literary authority produced silences in
cultural history. Early feminist critics thus aimed to write women
back into literary history.

17.2 Gynocriticism and Female Authorship

Elaine Showalter coined the term gynocriticism to describe a
critical practice focused on women as producers of text rather than
mere subjects within male-dominated narratives. This approach
emphasized:

e The creation of a female literary tradition.
e The study of women’s language, style, and themes.

e The exploration of women’s material conditions of writing
(e.g., access to publishers, social constraints).

This shift signaled a move from critique of representation to
affirmation of women’s creativity, laying the foundation for
gendered historiography in literature.
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17.3 Intersectionality and Global Feminist Criticism

By the late twentieth century, feminist criticism expanded beyond
Western frameworks. Intersectional thinkers like bell hooks and
Kimberlé Crenshaw emphasized how gender interacts with race,
class, and sexuality. Postcolonial feminists (e.g., Gayatri Spivak,
Chandra Mohanty) critiqued Western feminism for universalizing
women’s experiences while ignoring colonial and cultural
differences.

Global feminist criticism today studies literature as a space of
struggle and negotiation, where women articulate identities
shaped by overlapping structures of oppression and empowerment.

17.4 Key Themes in Feminist Criticism

e Representation of Women: Analyzing stereotypes,
silences, and the male gaze.

e Language and Gender: Investigating whether a
distinctive “women’s language” exists or whether gendered
expression is socially constructed.

e Power and Patriarchy: Revealing how literary forms and
institutions reinforce patriarchal norms.

e Resistance and Rewriting: Women’s writing as counter-
narrative and reappropriation of myths, histories, and
archetypes.

17.5 Achievements and Critiques

e Achievements: Feminist criticism transformed the canon,
recovered forgotten voices, and brought critical attention

to gender as a central category of analysis. It also reshaped
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pedagogy, enabling inclusive classrooms and curricula.

e Critiques: Some strands risked essentialism (the
assumption of a universal “woman’s experience”). Others
were critiqued for privileging Western middle-class
perspectives. Intersectional feminism emerged precisely to
address these blind spots.

17.6 Legacy and Contemporary Relevance

Today, feminist criticism intersects with queer theory, critical race
studies, ecofeminism, and digital media studies. It continues to
challenge literature to reflect the complexity of gendered life while
inspiring activism beyond academia. Its enduring strength lies in
showing how literature both reflects and shapes the struggles for
equality, justice, and representation.

Table 17.1: Phases of Feminist Literary Criticism

Phase Focus Key Figures

First Wave Rediscovering Virginia Woolf,

(Recovery) neglected women Olive Schreiner
writers

Second Wave Critiquing patriarchy, | Elaine

(Critique) developing Showalter, Kate
gynocriticism Millett

Third Wave Race, class, sexuality, | bell hooks,

(Intersectional) global feminisms Gayatri Spivak

Contemporary Intersections with Judith Butler,

(Hybrid) queer, eco-, digital Sara Ahmed
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Postcolonial Criticism
18.1 Historical Origins

Postcolonial criticism arose in the second half of the twentieth
century, closely tied to decolonization movements in Asia, Africa,
and the Caribbean. It interrogates how literature reflects, resists, or
perpetuates the cultural dynamics of colonialism and imperialism.
Its central premise is that colonialism was not only a political
and economic project but also a cultural and epistemic
one, shaping how knowledge, identity, and representation were
constructed.

The publication of Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) is often
regarded as the watershed moment, exposing how Western
literature and scholarship produced the “East” as exotic, backward,
and inferior, thus legitimating domination. Postcolonial criticism
therefore insists that literature must be read as entangled with
power, history, and identity politics.

18.2 Key Concepts in Postcolonial Criticism

1. Orientalism: Said’s concept that the “Orient” is a Western
invention—a discourse that positions the East as other to
reinforce Western superiority.

2. Subalternity: Gayatri Spivak’s question “Can the Subaltern
Speak?” highlights how marginalized voices are silenced by
both colonial and postcolonial elites.

3. Hybridity and Mimicry: Homi Bhabha emphasized the
in-between spaces where colonial subjects adopt and adapt
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colonial culture, producing ambivalence and resistance.

Diaspora and Identity: Postcolonial criticism explores
the experiences of displacement, exile, and migration,
examining how identities are fractured and remade.

18.3 Applications to Literature

Canonical Re-readings: Conrad’s Heart of Darkness
has been reinterpreted as complicit in colonial ideologies,
despite its critique of imperial brutality.

Postcolonial Writing: Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall
Apart rewrites colonial history from an African perspective,
challenging Eurocentric narratives.

Diasporic Voices: Writers like Salman Rushdie and
Jhumpa Lahiri explore hybrid identities and cultural
negotiation in global contexts.

Indigenous Literatures: Native and aboriginal writers
reclaim oral traditions, myths, and ecological wisdom
silenced by colonial discourses.

18.4 Intersections with Other Frameworks

Postcolonial criticism overlaps with:

Marxism: Shared concern with ideology and domination,
though postcolonial critics emphasize race and culture
alongside class.

Feminism: Postcolonial feminism critiques the
universalism of Western feminism and highlights the doubly
marginalized position of women in colonized societies.
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e Post-Structuralism: Bhabha and Spivak draw on Derrida
and Foucault to analyze discursive power and deconstruct
colonial binaries.

This interdisciplinarity makes postcolonial criticism both
conceptually rich and methodologically diverse.

18.5 Achievements and Critiques
e Achievements:
o Decentered Eurocentric canons and theories.

o Recovered subaltern voices and indigenous
epistemologies.

o Illuminated the cultural politics of representation in
global literature.

e Critiques:

o Some strands are accused of over-theorization,
inaccessible jargon, and reliance on Western theory
to critique the West.

o Tension exists between academic postcolonial
studies and grassroots decolonial activism.

18.6 Legacy and Contemporary Relevance

In today’s globalized world, postcolonial criticism remains vital for
understanding migration, cultural hybridity, racial injustice, and
global inequality. It extends into fields such as:

e Decolonial Studies: Seeking to dismantle colonial
epistemologies at their roots.
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e World Literature Studies: Exploring transnational
flows of texts and identities.

e Ecocriticism: Analyzing how colonialism exploited both
land and people, linking environmental destruction to
imperial histories.

Table 18.1: Major Figures in Postcolonial Criticism

Critic Key Concept/Work | Contribution

Edward Said | Orientalism (1978) Critique of Western
discourse on the
East

Gayatri “Can the Subaltern Subalternity,

Spivak Speak?” (1988) postcolonial
feminism

Homi Bhabha | The Location of Hybridity, mimicry,

Culture (1994) ambivalence

Chinua Things Fall Apart Literary resistance

Achebe (1958) to colonial narratives

Ngiigi wa Decolonising the Language and

Thiong’o Mind (1986) decolonial pedagogy

Postcolonial criticism transformed literary studies by insisting
that literature is always implicated in histories of domination and
resistance. It expanded the scope of criticism to include race,
culture, empire, and identity, while forging links between
literature, politics, and ethics. In the twenty-first century, it
remains a dynamic field, constantly adapting to new forms of global

inequality, diasporic experience, and cultural negotiation.
78



Ecocriticism and Environmental Humanities
19.1 Emergence of Ecocriticism

Ecocriticism, often described as the “study of the relationship
between literature and the physical environment,” emerged in the
1990s with the pioneering work of scholars like Cheryll Glotfelty
and Lawrence Buell. Unlike earlier criticism, which focused on
text, author, or reader, ecocriticism places the natural world at
the center of interpretation. It asks: How does literature represent
nature? How do literary forms shape our ethical and political
relationship to the environment?

The rise of ecocriticism coincided with environmental crises—
climate change, deforestation, extinction, pollution—that demanded
new frameworks of thought. Literature, once seen as a mirror of
human society, became recognized as a space where humanity’s
relationship with nonhuman life could be critiqued, reimagined,
and restructured.

19.2 First Wave: Nature Writing and Pastoral Traditions

The first wave of ecocriticism focused on nature writing (e.g.,
Thoreau’s Walden, Wordsworth’s poetry) and pastoral traditions.
This approach celebrated representations of wilderness, rural
landscapes, and natural beauty, often with an emphasis on
preservation and conservation.

e Strength: Brought ecological consciousness into literary
studies.

e Limitation: Risked nostalgia, idealizing nature while
79



neglecting urban, industrial, and global contexts.

19.3 Second Wave: Eco-Theory and Interdisciplinarity

The second wave expanded ecocriticism into theoretical and

interdisciplinary directions, integrating insights from feminism,

postcolonial studies, and cultural theory.

Ecofeminism: Showed parallels between the exploitation
of women and the exploitation of nature, emphasizing
patriarchal structures of domination.

Postcolonial Ecocriticism: Analyzed how colonialism
exploited not only peoples but also lands, linking
environmental degradation to imperial expansion.

Urban Ecocriticism: Moved beyond wilderness to study
literature of cities, waste, and industrial landscapes.

This broadened ecocriticism from a narrow focus on “green nature”

to a complex cultural, political, and global critique.

19.4 The Anthropocene and Planetary Turn

The most recent stage of ecocriticism engages with the concept of

the Anthropocene—the proposed geological epoch where human

activity has become the dominant force shaping Earth’s systems.

Timothy Morton’s “Hyperobjects”: Climate change,
nuclear radiation, and global warming are phenomena so
vast they exceed human scales of perception. Literature
must grapple with their representation.

Dipesh Chakrabarty’s Planetary Humanism: Urges
critics to rethink literature not only in national or cultural
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terms but in planetary terms, considering deep time and
nonhuman agency.

Material Ecocriticism: Focuses on matter itself—rivers,
forests, microbes—as agents in literature, not passive
backdrops.

19.5 Key Themes in Ecocriticism

Representation of Nature: From pastoral idylls to
climate dystopias.

Nonhuman Agency: How literature animates animals,
landscapes, and ecological systems.

Environmental Justice: Literature as a medium for
marginalized communities disproportionately affected by
ecological crises.

Apocalyptic and Utopian Imaginaries: Climate
fiction (cli-fi) and speculative narratives envision futures of
ecological collapse or renewal.

19.6 Applications and Case Studies

Romantic Poetry: Wordsworth’s Prelude and Shelley’s
Mont Blanc reveal early ecological consciousness.

American Nature Writing: Thoreau and John Muir
shaped environmentalist ethics through literature.

Postcolonial Literature: Arundhati Roy’s The God
of Small Things and Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide
explore human—environment entanglements in colonial
and postcolonial ecologies.

81



e Contemporary Climate Fiction: Margaret Atwood’s
MaddAddam Trilogy and Kim Stanley Robinson’s New
York 2140 dramatize climate futures.

19.7 Achievements and Critiques

e Achievements:

o

Expanded literary studies into ecological and
planetary concerns.

Created dialogue between humanities and
environmental sciences.

Politicized criticism by linking literature to activism.

e Critiques:

o

Early ecocriticism risked romanticizing nature.

Some approaches struggle with balancing scientific
urgency and aesthetic complexity.

The planetary turn may appear too abstract,
distancing criticism from grassroots environmental
struggles.

19.8 Legacy and Contemporary Relevance

Today, ecocriticism is central to the environmental humanities,

a field that integrates literature, history, philosophy, and science to

confront ecological crises. Its relevance is undeniable: as humanity

faces climate catastrophe, ecocriticism insists that literature is not

escapist but ecologically consequential, shaping how societies

imagine survival, justice, and coexistence.
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Table 19.1: Waves of Ecocriticism

Wave Focus Key Figures

First Nature writing, wilderness, | Lawrence Buell,

Wave preservation Cheryll Glotfelty

Second | Interdisciplinary (feminist, | Ursula Heise, Greg

Wave postcolonial, urban) Garrard, Vandana
Shiva

Third Anthropocene, planetary Timothy Morton,

Wave scale, material ecocriticism | Dipesh Chakrabarty

Ecocriticism has transformed literary studies by making the

environment central to interpretation. From pastoral landscapes

to planetary crises, it reveals how literature reflects, mediates, and

reshapes humanity’s relationship with the natural world. In an age

of climate emergency, its moral and intellectual urgency ensures its

place as one of the most vital branches of criticism.
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Queer Theory and Gender Criticism
20.1 Emergence of Queer Theory

Queer theory emerged in the early 1990s at the intersection of
feminist theory, poststructuralism, and LGBTQ+ activism. It was
heavily influenced by the work of Michel Foucault, particularly The
History of Sexuality, which showed that sexuality is not merely a
natural or biological fact but a socially constructed discourse
shaped by power.

Building on this foundation, critics such as Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick
and Judith Butler argued that literature and culture play crucial
roles in constructing and destabilizing categories of gender and
sexuality. Queer theory does not simply study “gay and lesbian
texts” but interrogates how all texts organize, destabilize, or resist
normative categories of identity.

20.2 Key Concepts in Queer Theory

1. Performativity (Butler): Gender is not a fixed essence
but a repeated performance sustained by social norms.
Literature dramatizes and subverts these performances.

2. The Closet (Sedgwick): The dynamics of secrecy, silence,
and disclosure structure literary representation of sexuality,
shaping both narrative and identity.

3. Heteronormativity: The assumption that heterosexuality
is natural and universal; queer criticism exposes how texts
naturalize or resist this norm.

4. Fluidity and Resistance: Queer readings emphasi%f1



multiplicity, fluidity, and non-conformity, rejecting rigid
binaries of male/female, straight/gay.

20.3 Applications in Literary Criticism

Canonical Texts: Queer readings of Shakespeare’s
Twelfth Night or The Merchant of Venice reveal homoerotic
tensions and subversions of gender roles.

Modernist Literature: Works by Virginia Woolfand E.M.
Forster encode queer desires beneath socially acceptable
narratives.

Contemporary Queer Fiction: Writers like Jeanette
Winterson (Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit) and Ocean
Vuong (On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous) foreground non-
heteronormative identities as central, not marginal.

Popular Culture: Queer criticism extends to film,
television, and media, analyzing how queer identities are
represented, erased, or coded.

20.4 Gender Criticism and Intersectionality

While queer theory destabilizes binaries, gender criticism more

broadly studies how masculinity, femininity, and gender roles are

represented in literature. It overlaps with feminist criticism but

also incorporates:

Masculinity Studies: Exploring constructions of male
identity and power (e.g., Hemingway’s “code hero,” war
literature).

Intersectional Approaches: How gender intersects with

race, class, and coloniality (e.g., Black feminist readings of
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Toni Morrison).

e Trans Studies: Emerging critical focus on trans identities,

embodiment, and literature’s role in affirming or erasing

trans narratives.

20.5 Achievements and Critiques

e Achievements:

Expanded the canon to include LGBTQ+ voices and
perspectives.

Exposedhowliteraturenaturalizesheteronormativity
and binary gender roles.

Created interpretive strategies for fluidity,
ambiguity, and multiplicity.

e Critiques:

o

Risk of overemphasis on sexuality at the expense of
other social categories.

Some argue its anti-normativity leads to theoretical
abstraction detached from lived activism.

20.6 Legacy and Contemporary Relevance

Today, queer and gender criticism remain central to cultural

analysis. In literature, they highlight marginalized voices and reveal

how identity categories are historically contingent and narratively

constructed. In contemporary society, they intersect with debates

on LGBTQ+ rights, trans visibility, and digital cultures of identity.

Queer theory’s insistence on fluidity and resistance to closure
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resonates with postmodern literary criticism, while gender
criticism grounds this in historical, material, and embodied
realities. Together, they ensure that literature remains a space of
both resistance and possibility.

Table 20.1: Queer Theory and Gender Criticism Compared

Aspect Queer Theory Gender Criticism
Focus Sexuality, Representation
heteronormativity, of masculinity,
fluid identities femininity, roles

Key Figures Foucault, Sedgwick, | Showalter,

Butler, Halperin Connell, Crenshaw
(intersectionality)
Key Concepts | Performativity, Gender roles,
closet, fluidity, patriarchy,
resistance intersectionality
View of Site of identity Cultural
Literature construction and representation of
subversion gender norms and
Contemporary | LGBTQ+ literature, ﬂ)gggfllinity studies,
Scope queer media, trans | feminist/queer
studies intersections

Queer theory and gender criticism challenge literature to confront
its role in constructing and contesting identities. They reveal how
texts both uphold and undermine systems of normativity. Their
legacy lies in keeping criticism open, fluid, and politically urgent,
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ensuring that literature continues to speak to struggles over identity,
freedom, and justice in the twenty-first century.
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Digital Humanities and Technocriticism
21.1 Origins of the Digital Turn

The Digital Humanities (DH) emerged in the late twentieth century
as computing technologies began to reshape research in the
humanities. Early projects focused on creating digital concordances
and archives (e.g., Father Roberto Busa’s Index Thomisticus in
the 1940s). By the 1990s and 2000s, DH expanded into textual
analysis, visualization, and data-driven approaches that
transformed how literature could be read, stored, and interpreted.

Unlike traditional literary criticism, which privileges close reading
of individual works, the digital turn introduced quantitative,
computational, and network-based methods. This did not
replace interpretation but expanded it, enabling large-scale analysis
alongside close textual engagement.

21.2 Core Methods in Digital Humanities

1. Text Mining and Computational Analysis: Identifying
patterns of word frequency, sentiment, and thematic
clustering across vast corpora.

2. Distant Reading (Franco Moretti): Studying large-scale
literary trends (genres, motifs, styles) through statistical
and computational models rather than only individual texts.

3. Network Visualization: Mapping connections between
authors, texts, and influences, or even character interactions
within a novel.

4. Digital Archives and Editions: Creating open-access
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collections (e.g., Project Gutenberg, digital Shakespeare
archives) that democratize literary access.

Algorithmic Criticism: Using machine learning or
natural language processing to detect stylistic patterns,
authorship, or genre boundaries.

21.3 Technocriticism: Literature in the Age of Machines

While DH provides tools, technocriticism asks theoretical questions

about how digital technologies reshape literature itself. It examines:

Hypertext and E-literature: Interactive texts that defy
linear reading, foregrounding reader agency.

Al and Authorship: The rise of machine-generated
poetry, fiction, and criticism raises questions of originality,
creativity, and interpretation.

Media Convergence: Literature now circulates across
platforms—e-books, blogs, fanfiction sites, social media
narratives—challenging the boundaries of literary form.

Digital Capitalism: Technocriticism situates literature
within global digital economies, where algorithms influence
publishing, distribution, and even taste.

21.4 Case Studies

Digital Reading of Austen: Stylometric analysis reveals
distinctive linguistic fingerprints in Austen’s novels,
strengthening authorship attribution.

Mapping Dickens: GIS (geographical information
systems) applied to Dickens’ novels highlight spatial

90



representations of London, linking narrative geography to

social critique.

e Network Analysis of Shakespeare: Graph theory

models of character interactions expose new insights into

power dynamics and narrative structure.

e Al Poetry Generators: Algorithms produce verse in the

style of canonical poets, sparking debates about creativity
and authenticity.

21.5 Achievements and Critiques

e Achievements:

Expanded the scope of criticism beyond individual
works to whole corpora.

Made literature more accessible through digital
archives.

Fostered interdisciplinary collaboration between
humanities and computer science.

e Critiques:

o

Risk of reducing literature to data, stripping away
aesthetic and historical nuance.

“Distant reading” criticized as losing the intimacy of
literary experience.

Digital divides and resource inequalities mean DH
often privileges Western, English-language texts.
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21.6 Future Directions

The convergence of DH and technocriticism points toward several
future trajectories:

e Al-Assisted Criticism: Tools that combine computational
analysis with human interpretation.

o Immersive Literary Environments: Virtual reality and
augmented reality adaptations of texts.

e Algorithmic Gatekeeping: Critical interrogation of how
recommendation systems and publishing platforms shape
what is read.

e Ethics of Digital Literature: Questions of intellectual
property, authorship, and bias in Al-generated or digital-
native texts.

Table 21.1: Digital Humanities vs. Technocriticism

Aspect Digital Technocriticism
Humanities

Focus Tools and Theoretical critique of
methods for technology’s impact

analysis and

access

Approach Empirical, Philosophical, critical,
computational, cultural
archival

Representative | Franco Moretti, Katherine Hayles,

Figures Matthew Jockers, | Lev Manovich, N.
Franco Moretti Katherine Hayles
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Strengths Expands scale, Exposes ideology
democratizes and power in digital
access culture

Limitations Risks Risks abstraction, less
reductionism, empirical grounding
privileging data

Digital Humanities and technocriticism together represent the

digital turn in literary studies: one provides tools for large-scale

analysis and democratized access, while the other interrogates the

cultural, ethical, and political implications of technological change.

Their synergy ensures that literature remains not only preserved

but critically examined within the digital era.
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Trauma Studies and Memory Criticism
22.1 Emergence of Trauma Criticism

Trauma Studies entered literary criticism in the 1990s, drawing
from psychoanalysis, history, and cultural theory. Influenced
by Sigmund Freud’s concepts of repression and belatedness
(Nachtrdglichkeit), as well as contemporary psychology’s work on
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), critics began exploring how
literature represents experiences that exceed ordinary narrative
and linguistic structures.

Cathy Caruth’s Unclaimed Experience (1996) was seminal,
arguing that trauma disrupts representation because it resists
direct articulation; it returns belatedly, in fragments, repetitions,
and silences. Trauma criticism thus investigates how texts bear
witness to pain and violence that may be unspeakable yet demand
expression.

22,2 Memory and Literature

Closely related to trauma criticism is memory studies, which
examines how literature encodes, transmits, and contests collective
and individual memory. Memory is not static; it is selective, shaped
by cultural frameworks, and often contested.

e Pierre Nora’s Lieux de Mémoire (sites of memory)
explored how cultural artifacts preserve identity.

e Maurice Halbwachs emphasized collective memory,
showing how communities shape and maintain shared
narratives of the past.
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Literature functions as both archive and counter-archive,
preserving silenced voices and alternative histories.

22.3 Key Themes in Trauma and Memory Criticism

1.

Unspeakability and Silence: Literature often portrays
trauma indirectly—through gaps, fragmented narratives, or
allegory.

Repetition and Return: Traumatic memory recurs
in obsessive patterns, mirroring the clinical symptom of
“flashbacks.”

Witnessing and Testimony: Literature becomes a form
of testimony, giving voice to survivors and demanding
ethical engagement from readers.

Cultural Memory: Texts negotiate how societies
remember wars, genocides, slavery, and colonialism.

Generational Transmission: “Postmemory” (Marianne
Hirsch) examines how trauma is inherited by descendants
who did not directly experience it but live with its legacy.

22.4 Applications in Literature

Holocaust Literature: Primo Levi’s If This Is a Man and
Art Spiegelman’s Maus exemplify literature as testimony,
grappling with the limits of representation.

Postcolonial Texts: Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s
Children and Toni Morrison’s Beloved address national
traumas of colonialism and slavery.

Contemporary Fiction: Works like Khaled Hosseini’s
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The Kite Runner or Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Half of a
Yellow Sun explore war, exile, and cultural memory.

e Trauma Poetry: Poets such as Wilfred Owen (WWI)
or Mahmoud Darwish (Palestine) crystallize collective

suffering in condensed lyric forms.

22.5 Achievements and Critiques

e Achievements:

Gave critical recognition to literature as a site of
trauma witnessing.

Bridged literary studies with psychology, history,
and cultural memory.

Amplified marginalized and silenced voices, linking
aesthetics to ethics.

e Critiques:

o

Some argue trauma theory universalizes Western
frameworks, neglecting cultural differences in how
trauma is experienced and represented.

Others caution against the risk of aestheticizing
suffering, where trauma becomes literary “theme”
rather than lived experience.

22.6 Legacy and Contemporary Relevance

Trauma and memory criticism are crucial in an age of wars,

genocides, pandemics, and displacements. They have expanded

into trauma cinema studies, digital memory studies, and

environmental trauma (ecotrauma), reflecting how global
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crises reframe memory and suffering.

These approaches remind us thatliterature is not only entertainment
or art but also an archive of pain and survival, compelling
readers to confront ethical questions of responsibility, empathy,
and justice.

Table 22.1: Trauma Studies and Memory Criticism

Aspect Trauma Studies Memory Criticism

Focus Psychological Cultural and collective
wounds, unspeakable | remembrance
experiences

Key Figures | Freud, Caruth, Halbwachs, Nora,
LaCapra Hirsch

Key Silence, repetition, Sites of memory,

Concepts testimony, collective memory,
postmemory forgetting

View of Testimony to the Archive and counter-

Literature unspeakable archive

Applications | Holocaust, slavery, National histories,
war narratives generational trauma

Trauma and memory criticism reveal literature as a vital medium
for processing the unspeakable, preserving cultural memory, and
transmitting intergenerational legacies. By blending psychoanalytic,
historical, and ethical perspectives, they ensure that literature
functions not only as art but also as witness and memorial.
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Cultural Materialism and New Historicism
23.1 Introduction: Literature, History, and Power

Cultural Materialism (UK) and New Historicism (US) both arose
in the 1980s as reactions against the formalist and ahistorical
tendencies of structuralist and New Critical approaches. Their
shared conviction is that literature cannot be studied in isolation
from the power structures, ideologies, and cultural
practices of its historical moment.

While they differ in emphasis, both approaches examine texts as
sites of negotiation between dominant ideologies and subversive
forces, revealing how literature both reflects and reshapes the
dynamics of history.

23.2 Cultural Materialism

Originating in Britain, Cultural Materialism builds on Raymond
Williams’ cultural theory and Marxist traditions.

¢ Key Features:

o Emphasis on class struggle, ideology, and historical
materialism.

o Focus on how literature reinforces or resists
dominant cultural values.

o Commitment to political critique, especially of
capitalism and cultural hegemony.

e Notable Figures: Raymond Williams, Jonathan

Dollimore, Alan Sinfield.
98



o Example: Shakespeare’s plays are read not as timeless
masterpieces but as cultural texts implicated in Elizabethan
politics, religion, and class struggles, while also offering
spaces of resistance to those dominant forces.

23.3 New Historicism

Developed primarily in the United States through the work of
Stephen Greenblatt, New Historicism integrates Michel Foucault’s
theories of discourse and power.

¢ Key Features:

o Literature is not an autonomous object but part of a
web of social and cultural discourses.

o Emphasizes “thick description”: pairing literary texts
with non-literary historical documents (sermons,
diaries, laws, pamphlets).

o Focuses on circulation of power, where literature
both enforces and destabilizes authority.

e Notable Figures: Stephen Greenblatt, Louis Montrose,
Catherine Gallagher.

e Example: In analyzing The Tempest, New Historicists
connect the play to colonial exploration, navigation journals,
and debates about authority, showing how it stages and
unsettles imperial ideology.
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23.4 Convergences and Divergences

Aspect Cultural New Historicism
Materialism
Origin UK, Marxist tradition | US, Foucauldian

discourse theory

Focus Class struggle, Power relations,
ideology, resistance discursive formations
Method Political critique Juxtaposition of
of texts in cultural literary and non-
context literary texts
Key Raymond Williams, Stephen Greenblatt,
Figures Dollimore, Sinfield Montrose, Gallagher

Political Explicitly activist and | Often descriptive, less
Stance leftist overtly activist

23.5 Key Concepts and Practices

1. Text as History, History as Text: Both schools reject the
separation of literature from its historical context, insisting
that both must be read as mutually constitutive.

2. Subversion and Containment: Greenblatt’s idea that
texts may allow moments of dissent but ultimately reabsorb
them into dominant ideology.

3. Power/Knowledge: Foucault’s insight that discourse
constructs reality and regulates social norms; literature
participates in this process.

4. Cultural Materialist Politics: Acommitment to exposing
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literature’s complicity in oppression while highlighting
spaces of resistance.

23.6 Applications to Literature

o Shakespeare Studies: Both schools revolutionized
Shakespeare criticism by situating his plays in their
historical contexts—religious reform, colonial expansion,
and court politics—rather than treating them as timeless.

e Early Modern Literature: Pamphlets, sermons, and
ballads are read alongside drama and poetry to reveal the
circulation of ideology.

e Contemporary Literature: Postcolonial novels and
political dramas are analyzed for how they encode struggles
over cultural memory, authority, and identity.

23.7 Achievements and Critiques
e Achievements:

o Reintegrated history, politics, and culture into
literary criticism.

o Expanded the archive, treating non-literary
documents as equally significant for interpretation.

o Made criticism socially and politically engaged.
e Critiques:

o New Historicism has been accused of political
quietism, focusing on description rather than
activism.

101



o Cultural Materialism is sometimes critiqued for
reducing texts to political instruments, neglecting
aesthetic complexity.

o Both risk overemphasizing context, leaving little
room for literature’s autonomy or imaginative force.

These approaches profoundly reshaped the humanities. Today,
they influence postcolonial criticism, memory studies, and cultural
studies, ensuring that texts are read as embedded in webs of
power, ideology, and historical contingency. Their legacy
lies in bridging aesthetics and politics, showing that literature is
both shaped by and shaping history.
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Structural Feminism and Intersectionality
24.1 From Feminist Criticism to Structural Feminism

Feminist criticism initially emerged with the recovery of women
writers and critiques of patriarchal representation. By the 1970s
and 1980s, however, scholars began applying structuralist and
post-structuralist tools to gender, producing what is often
called structural feminism.

This approach analyzed how language, myth, and narrative
structures encode gender difference, often unconsciously.
Influenced by Saussure, Lévi-Strauss, and Lacan, structural
feminists argued that gender is not simply a social category but is
constructed within systems of signs, myths, and cultural codes.

o Example: Myths of Eve, Pandora, and Medusa recur across
literatures, shaping symbolic constructions of “woman” as
temptation, chaos, or danger.

e KeyFigures: Héléene Cixous, Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva—
each developed methods to analyze and resist phallocentric
discourse.

24.2 Major Themes in Structural Feminism

1. Ecriture Féminine (Cixous): A call for a distinctively
feminine mode of writing that resists patriarchal language
structures.

2. Mimicry and Subversion (Irigaray): Women’s writing
can subvert phallocentric codes by mimicking them and

exposing their limitations.
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3. Semiotic vs. Symbolic (Kristeva): Distinction between
the semiotic (pre-linguistic drives, rhythms, maternal) and
the symbolic (law, order, patriarchy). Literature becomes a
space where the semiotic disrupts symbolic authority.

4. Language and Power: Gender is constructed within
linguistic binaries (male/female, presence/absence), which
structural feminism seeks to deconstruct.

24.3 Emergence of Intersectionality

By the late 1980s, critiques of structural feminism emerged
from women of color, queer scholars, and postcolonial feminists
who argued that early feminist theory universalized “woman”
as a category, often privileging white, Western, middle-class
experiences.

Kimberlé Crenshaw introduced the term intersectionality (1989)
to describe how systems of oppression (race, gender, class, sexuality,
ability) intersect and cannot be analyzed in isolation. For example,
the discrimination faced by a Black woman cannot be reduced to
“racism + sexism”; it is a unique intersectional experience.

24.4 Key Principles of Intersectional Feminist Criticism

e  Multiplicity of Identity: Individuals inhabit multiple
identities simultaneously; literature reflects these layered
positions.

o Systemic Oppression: Power systems are interconnected
(patriarchy, colonialism, capitalism).

e Voice and Representation: Intersectional criticism
emphasizes recovering marginalized perspectives—women
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of color, LGBTQ+ women, indigenous women—whose
voices are often silenced in both literature and criticism.

Global and Decolonial Dimensions: Intersectional
feminism challenges Western dominance in feminist theory,
amplifying global South and diasporic perspectives.

24.5 Applications in Literary Criticism

Structural Feminism Applied: Analyzing myth and
language in classical texts to reveal phallocentric coding
(e.g., Pandora myth in Hesiod).

Intersectionality Applied: Reading Toni Morrison’s
Beloved through both race and gender lenses reveals how
slavery uniquely shaped Black motherhood.

Postcolonial Intersectionality: Chimamanda Ngozi
Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus explores intersections of gender,
religion, colonial legacy, and generational trauma.

Queer Intersectionality: Audre Lorde’s poetry integrates
race, gender, and sexuality, exemplifying multi-dimensional
resistance.

24.6 Achievements and Critiques

Achievements:

o Structural feminism exposed the deep linguistic and
symbolic structures that naturalize patriarchy.

o Intersectionality revolutionized criticism by refusing
universal categories and foregrounding complexity.

o Both approaches expanded feminist criticism into
105



global, linguistic, and political terrains.

e Critiques:

o Structural feminism has

been critiqued for

abstraction and elitism, privileging theory over

material realities.

o Intersectionality, while powerful, risks becoming

so broad that it loses analytical precision if applied

superficially.

24.7 Legacy and Contemporary Relevance

Together, structural feminism and intersectionality ensure that

feminist criticism is both theoretically rigorous and socially

grounded. Structural feminism insists on analyzing deep linguistic

and cultural codes, while intersectionality ensures that feminism

remains inclusive, diverse, and responsive to lived experience.

In contemporary criticism, these approaches intersect with queer

theory, postcolonial studies, and digital humanities, shaping an

ever-expanding feminist horizon.

Table 24.1: Structural Feminism vs. Intersectionality

Aspect Structural Intersectionality
Feminism

Focus Language, myth, Overlapping systems of
unconscious oppression
structures

Key Figures | Cixous, Irigaray, Crenshaw, bell hooks,
Kristeva Audre Lorde
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View of Constructed in Diverse, intersectional,
“Woman” symbolic and non-universal
linguistic systems

Strengths Deep linguistic and | Inclusivity, attention to
symbolic analysis complexity

Limitations | Abstraction, Risk of overextension,
Eurocentrism methodological dilution

Structural feminism and intersectionality mark two critical
advances in feminist literary studies. The first unmasks how
patriarchy operates in myth, language, and unconscious codes; the
second ensures that feminism resists essentialism and embraces
diversity. Together, they exemplify the strength of literary criticism
as both a theoretical and political practice—grounded in texts yet
always attentive to the broader structures of identity and power.
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