Russian Formalism

Russian Formalism was a major movement in literary criticism that emerged in Russia during the
second decade of the twentieth century and remained active until roughly 1930. Its central concern
was to establish literature as an autonomous object of study. Instead of explaining a literary work
through the author’s biography, psychology, historical circumstances, politics, or society, the Formalists
focused on what makes a work literary—its language, structure, techniques, devices, and methods of
construction. In other words, their primary concern was literariness: the distinctive qualities that
transform ordinary language into artistic language.

Emergence and Major Groups

Russian Formalism developed through two important scholarly groups: the Moscow Linguistic Circle,
founded in 1915 by Roman Jakobson, and OPOJAZ (Society for the Study of Poetic Language),
established in St. Petersburg in 1916. Important Formalists included Viktor Shklovsky, Roman
Jakobson, Boris Eikhenbaum, lurii Tynianov, Boris Tomashevskii, Viktor Vinogradov, and others.
Although these scholars differed in their precise understanding of Formalism, they shared a common
opposition to the psychological and biographical approaches dominant in nineteenth-century literary
scholarship.

The Formalists were influenced by earlier thinkers such as Aleksandr Veselovskii and Aleksander
Potebnia, particularly their ideas concerning literary evolution and the distinction between practical
and poetic language. However, Shklovsky rejected Potebnia’s belief that the literary image was central
to artistic expression. For Shklovsky, what mattered was not simply what image or idea appeared in a
text but how the writer arranged and presented it. This shift from the object or content to the device
and technique became fundamental to Formalist criticism.

Literature as an Autonomous System

The Formalists regarded literature as a relatively self-contained system whose internal mechanisms
could be studied scientifically. They were particularly interested in poetic language, sound, rhythm,
metre, narrative techniques, plot, and other literary devices. Their aim was to discover the principles
through which literary works produce their artistic effects.

Roman Jakobson, for example, studied poetic language at the level of sound and experimented with
ideas such as the “self-made word” and zaum, or transrational language. Eikhenbaum's analysis of
Gogol's The Overcoat similarly concentrated on narrative devices and acoustic wordplay rather than
using the story to draw conclusions about society or culture.

Thus, Formalism shifted literary criticism from questions such as “What does this work tell us about
the author or society?” towards questions such as “How is this work constructed?” and “What
techniques make this work literary?”

Literariness and Defamiliarization

One of the most important concepts associated with Russian Formalism is defamiliarization
(ostranenie), developed particularly by Viktor Shklovsky. Human beings normally perceive familiar
objects automatically because repeated experience makes perception habitual. Literature interrupts
this automatic perception by presenting familiar things in an unusual, strange, difficult, or unexpected
manner.

For Shklovsky, therefore, art “estranges” ordinary experience. It slows down and prolongs perception,
forcing readers to experience something that they ordinarily take for granted. The difficulty produced



by artistic technique is not a defect; it is itself an aesthetic purpose, because it renews our perception
and gives us a heightened sense of life.

For example, an ordinary statement such as “The sun rose” communicates information quickly and
automatically. A poet may describe the sunrise through an unusual image, unexpected syntax,
unfamiliar metaphor, or striking sound pattern. The reader then has to pause and actually perceive
the experience rather than simply recognise it. This is defamiliarization.

Defamiliarization therefore helps explain literariness. A literary work becomes distinctive not merely
because of its subject matter but because of the techniques through which that subject matter is
presented.

Form, Content and Technique

The Formalists did not simply ignore content, although they strongly privileged form and technique.
Thinkers such as Zhirmunskii and Tynianov continued to acknowledge the importance of thematic
material. Eikhenbaum argued that traditional opposition between “form” and “content” needed to be
reconsidered and that technique was more useful for understanding literary development.

Shklovsky's argument was particularly radical: a new literary form does not necessarily emerge simply
because writers have discovered new content. Instead, a new form may arise because an old form has
lost its artistic effectiveness. Literature consequently develops through changes in devices,
techniques, genres, and modes of presentation.

Scientific and Objective Study of Literature

Another important feature of Russian Formalism was its attempt to make literary criticism systematic,
objective, and scientific. The Formalists rejected the subjectivity and mysticism associated with much
nineteenth-century criticism, especially Symbolism. They wanted literary study to identify recurring
structures, techniques, and laws rather than depend on personal impressions.

This approach can be seen clearly in Vladimir Propp's Morphology of the Folktale (1928). Propp
examined folktales in order to identify recurring structural features and patterns. The Formalists'
scientific orientation was also influenced by developments in linguistics and by the broader intellectual
environment of early twentieth-century Russia, including the fascination with technology,
classification, evolution, and the scientific study of systems.

Dominant and Literary Evolution

The Formalists also developed a theory of literary evolution. Tynianov and Jakobson introduced the
concept of the dominant, meaning the particular literary device or feature that becomes central in a
work or literary system while other devices become secondary.

The dominant helps explain how literary forms change. A particular genre or technique may initially
challenge established conventions, eventually become accepted as canonical, and later itself be
replaced by another innovative form. Literary history is therefore understood not simply as a sequence
of authors and historical events but as a process of changing literary systems and techniques.

Decline and Criticism

By the late 1920s, the limitations of strict Formalism became increasingly apparent. Critics such as
Mikhail Medvedev and members of the Bakhtin circle criticised the Formalists for neglecting social,
ideological, and philosophical dimensions of literature. They argued that language and literature
cannot always be separated from the social world in which they function.



The Formalists themselves gradually began recognising the importance of historical development.
Tynianov and others attempted to connect the internal organisation of literary works with broader
cultural systems. Nevertheless, Formalism remained fundamentally committed to literariness and the
internal organisation of literary works.

Political circumstances also contributed to the movement's decline. The Moscow Linguistic Circle and
OPOJAZ had already dissolved in the early 1920s, and Shklovsky's denunciation of Formalism in 1930
signalled its practical end. With the establishment of Socialist Realism as the official literary doctrine
of the Soviet Union in 1932, Russian Formalism came to an official close.

Legacy of Russian Formalism

Although the movement ended as an organised school, its influence continued to shape twentieth-
century literary theory. Its immediate intellectual heirs included the Prague Linguistic Circle and the
Bakhtin Circle. Formalist ideas concerning narrative, literary devices, language, structure, and systems
also influenced later Structuralism, semiotics, narrative theory, New Criticism, and aspects of
Poststructuralism.

The lasting contribution of Russian Formalism lies in its insistence that literature should be studied not
merely as a container of ideas but as a constructed artistic object. It taught critics to look closely at
language, technique, structure, devices, narrative, sound, rhythm, and the processes that produce
literary effects.

Structuralism

Structuralism is a method of analysing culture, language, and human thought by examining the
underlying structures that organise them. It assumes that the different elements of a cultural
phenomenon do not exist independently; rather, they derive their meaning from their relationships
with one another within a larger system. Structuralism is therefore less a single school of thought
than a shared methodology used across disciplines such as linguistics, anthropology, literary studies,
psychology, philosophy, and Marxist theory.

The basic structuralist question is not simply “What does something mean?” but “What system of
relationships makes this meaning possible?” Structuralists believe that beneath the visible surface
of language, culture, myths, social practices, and other phenomena are often hidden or underlying
structures. Once these structures are identified, the relationships between their elements can be
studied systematically.

Origins: Ferdinand de Saussure

The intellectual foundation of structuralism lies primarily in the work of the Swiss linguist Ferdinand
de Saussure (1857-1913). His Course in General Linguistics, published posthumously in 1916 by his
students, became one of the major foundations of modern linguistics and structuralist thought.

Saussure understood language as a system of signs. A sign does not possess meaning independently;
its meaning emerges through its relationship with other signs within the language system. Language
is therefore a social system based on shared conventions and codes.

Saussure's most important distinction is between the signifier and the signified. The signifier is the
sound-image or form of a word, while the signified is the concept associated with it. For example, the



word “tree” is the signifier, while the mental concept of a tree is the signified. The relationship
between the two is arbitrary: there is nothing naturally “tree-like” about the sound of the word tree.
People understand it because members of a linguistic community share the same convention.

This means that language does not simply reflect reality. Meaning is produced through a system of
differences and relationships among signs. A word becomes meaningful partly because it is different
from other words. Thus, structuralism shifts attention from isolated elements to the system in which
those elements operate.

Saussure also distinguished between langue and parole. Langue refers to the underlying social
system of language shared by a community, whereas parole refers to individual acts of speaking.
Structuralist analysis is primarily concerned with the underlying system rather than individual
utterances.

Structuralism as a Method

The central assumption of structuralism is that there is a structure beyond the individual, and this
structure helps shape individual thought, behaviour, and cultural practices. Individuals may not
consciously recognise these structures because they acquire many cultural codes and conventions
unconsciously.

For structuralists, therefore, the task of analysis is to move beyond the visible surface and identify
the rules, relationships, oppositions, and patterns underlying a particular system. Once identified,
these structures can be studied according to their own internal principles.

For example, instead of examining one myth simply as a story, a structuralist may compare several
myths and look for recurring patterns, oppositions, and relationships. Similarly, instead of studying a
single word in isolation, structuralist linguistics examines how that word functions within the larger
linguistic system.

Development and Major Thinkers

Structuralism became particularly influential in the mid-twentieth century and spread from
linguistics into anthropology, literary studies, psychoanalysis, philosophy, and Marxist theory. Roman
Jakobson played an important role in carrying structural linguistic ideas into other areas of thought.
His influence on anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss was especially significant in the development of
French structuralism.

Several major thinkers became associated with structuralist approaches, including Claude Lévi-
Strauss, Jacques Lacan, Roland Barthes, Louis Althusser, and, more controversially, Michel Foucault
and Jacques Derrida. However, the source itself stresses that not all of these thinkers accepted the
label “structuralist.” Derrida, Althusser, and Foucault, in particular, did not necessarily identify
themselves as structuralists. Among these thinkers, Lévi-Strauss is presented as the figure whose
work most completely fits the structuralist framework.

Structuralism in Anthropology: Claude Lévi-Strauss

Claude Lévi-Strauss applied Saussurean principles to anthropology and became the leading figure in
structural anthropology. His approach attempted to discover the hidden structures underlying
human cultural practices.

Rather than studying cultural practices merely as isolated historical events, Lévi-Strauss searched for
the relationships and patterns connecting them. He examined areas such as kinship systems and



myths, arguing that cultural practices often reflect underlying structures that individuals
unconsciously follow.

Structural anthropology therefore moves beneath the visible level of culture. A myth, for example, is
not treated simply as a story with a particular plot. The structuralist asks what underlying
relationships and oppositions organise the myth and how those elements relate to similar myths
within a broader cultural system.

This approach demonstrates an important structuralist principle: the meaning of an individual
element becomes clearer when it is studied as part of a larger structure.

Structuralism and Marxism

Structuralist ideas were also incorporated into Marxist theory by thinkers such as Louis Althusser,
Nicos Poulantzas, and Maurice Godelier. Structural Marxism attempted to understand society not
merely through visible relationships but through the underlying structures and systems that
organise social life.

The important point is that structure should not be confused with what is immediately visible.
Structural analysis seeks to uncover the hidden logic beneath observable social relationships. This
concern with an underlying structure connects linguistic, anthropological, and Marxist forms of
structuralism.

Major Areas of Structuralist Analysis
Structuralism therefore developed through several major applications:

e Linguistic structuralism — Ferdinand de Saussure: language is understood as a system of
signs whose elements derive meaning through relationships within the system.

e Anthropological structuralism — Claude Lévi-Strauss: myths, kinship systems, and cultural
practices are examined for their underlying structures and relationships.

e  Structural Marxism — Louis Althusser and others: social and economic phenomena are
examined through the underlying structures that organise them.

e Psychoanalytic structuralism — Jacques Lacan: the unconscious is analysed through
structures and systems of signification.

e Literary and semiotic structuralism: literary works and cultural texts can be examined as
systems of signs, codes, patterns, and relationships.

Key Characteristics of Structuralism
The central characteristics of structuralism can be summarised as follows:

1. The whole is more important than isolated elements.
An individual element can be understood properly only through its relationship with the
larger system.

2. Meaning is relational.
Things do not necessarily possess meaning independently; meaning emerges through
relationships and differences.



3. Underlying structures matter.
Structuralists attempt to discover hidden systems beneath visible cultural practices.

4. Structures shape individuals.
Human beings operate within linguistic, cultural, social, and ideological systems that
influence how they think and behave.

5. Structures have rules.
Once identified, an underlying structure can be examined according to the relationships and
principles governing it.

6. Structuralism seeks systematic analysis.
Rather than relying primarily on individual interpretation or subjective response, it attempts
to identify recurring patterns and relationships.

Structuralism in Simple Terms

Imagine a language as a game. Individual words are like pieces in the game, but a single piece does
not explain the game. What matters is how all the pieces relate to one another according to shared
rules. Similarly, structuralists argue that culture works through systems of relationships.

Therefore, if we study a literary text structurally, we do not concentrate first on the author's personal
life or historical background. Instead, we ask:

What signs, patterns, oppositions, codes, and relationships organise this text?

For instance, a narrative may repeatedly construct oppositions such as good/evil, male/female,
nature/culture, civilisation/barbarism, self/other, or hero/villain. A structuralist would examine
how these oppositions organise the narrative and contribute to its meaning.

Deconstruction

Deconstruction is a method of close reading associated primarily with the French philosopher
Jacques Derrida. It examines texts closely in order to reveal their internal contradictions, tensions,
and competing meanings. Instead of treating a text as a unified and logically consistent whole,
deconstruction demonstrates that a text may contain meanings that conflict with one another and
therefore cannot be reduced to one final, stable interpretation.

J. Hillis Miller explains this idea by suggesting that deconstruction does not simply destroy a text's
structure; rather, it shows that the text's apparently stable structure already contains the forces that
undermine it. Thus, deconstruction is not about externally attacking or dismantling a text. It is about
discovering the instability that is already present within the text itself.

Jacques Derrida and the Origin of Deconstruction



Deconstruction was developed and profoundly influenced by Jacques Derrida, who coined the term.
It emerged largely as a response to Structuralism and Formalism, although its ultimate implications
extend to Western philosophy and its assumptions about logic, meaning, and knowledge.

Structuralists argued that cultural phenomena, including literature, could be understood as parts of
systems of signs. They searched for the underlying structures and relationships that produce
meaning. Derrida questioned whether these structures could ever provide a completely stable
explanation of meaning.

In particular, he challenged the structuralist assumption that texts possess identifiable “centres” of
meaning. According to this assumption, although a text may contain different elements and
relationships, these can ultimately be organised around some stable principle or centre. Derrida's
deconstructive approach questions whether such a final centre can ever actually be established.

Binary Oppositions

One of Derrida's most important concerns is the Western tendency to organise thought through
binary oppositions. Examples include:

e white / black

¢ masculine / feminine

e cause / effect

e conscious / unconscious
e presence / absence

e speech/ writing

These pairs may initially appear to be simple opposites. Derrida argues, however, that Western
thought frequently turns such oppositions into hierarchies. One term is generally treated as primary,
superior, natural, or positive, while the other becomes secondary, inferior, or dependent.

For example, speech/writing has traditionally been organised in Western thought in a way that
privileges speech as more immediate and authentic, while writing is treated as secondary.
Deconstruction examines the assumptions behind such hierarchies and questions whether the
supposedly superior term can actually exist independently of the supposedly inferior one.

The purpose is therefore not merely to reverse the hierarchy—for example, to declare writing
superior to speech. Rather, deconstruction seeks to question the boundary itself, showing that the
two terms are more dependent upon and entangled with one another than the binary opposition
suggests.

Deconstruction and Structuralism

Deconstruction developed partly as a response to Structuralism. Structuralists believed that
meaning could be understood through the relationships among elements within a system of signs.
Derrida questioned whether the rules governing signification could ever be completely identified and
whether such a system could ultimately provide stable meaning.

The difference can be simplified in this way:



Structuralism:
Meaning is produced through relationships within an underlying structure.

Deconstruction:
Those relationships are themselves unstable and can generate contradictions that prevent meaning
from becoming permanently fixed.

Structuralism therefore searches for the structure underlying a text, whereas deconstruction
investigates the instability and contradictions within that structure.

Deconstruction and Formalism

Deconstruction also differs from Formalism. Formalist and New Critical approaches generally treat a
literary work as a self-contained object whose meaning can be discovered by examining the
relationships among its parts—such as images, sounds, rhythms, allusions, and other formal
features.

Formalists may acknowledge ambiguity within a text, but they generally attempt to explain how
those ambiguities contribute to an overall artistic unity. In other words, ambiguity can ultimately be
given a meaningful function within the structure of the work.

Deconstruction takes a more radical position. It emphasises undecidability. A text can generate
several incompatible possibilities, and these possibilities cannot necessarily be resolved into one final
interpretation.

Therefore:
Formalism: ambiguity = can ultimately contribute to an identifiable unity.
Deconstruction: ambiguity > may remain unresolved and prevent a final, stable meaning.

The deconstructive reader does not try to eliminate the contradictions. Instead, the contradictions
themselves become the focus of interpretation.

Undecidability

Undecidability is central to deconstruction. It refers to the inability to settle permanently on one
final meaning when a text generates contradictory or incompatible possibilities.

A deconstructive reading can show that a text simultaneously supports different interpretations. The
reader may identify these competing meanings, but cannot necessarily establish one of them as the
final, authoritative meaning.

This does not mean that “anything can mean anything.” Rather, the text itself produces the tensions
and possibilities that make a single, permanent interpretation difficult or impossible to establish.

For example, if a text appears to strongly support a particular idea but its language simultaneously
creates implications that undermine that idea, the deconstructive critic examines precisely this
contradiction. The apparent certainty of the text begins to collapse from within.

Deconstruction as a Poststructuralist Theory

Deconstruction is generally regarded as a poststructuralist theory. It originated primarily as a
philosophical approach to the reading of philosophical texts but later had a major influence on
literary criticism, particularly in North America.



Its literary influence was strengthened through scholars associated with Yale University, where
deconstructive criticism became particularly prominent.

Deconstruction understands writing not as an isolated and completely self-contained object but as
part of a larger historical and cultural process. Texts are connected to other texts, while writing is
shaped by institutions, conventions, cultural assumptions, and historical conditions.

Consequently, meaning cannot be understood as something completely controlled by an author or
permanently secured by a text. Language itself operates in complex and sometimes contradictory
ways.

Language and the Problem of Certainty

One of the broader implications of deconstruction is its challenge to the idea that human knowledge
can always achieve complete certainty.

Western intellectual traditions have often attempted to establish stable foundations, fixed meanings,
logical oppositions, and secure systems of knowledge. Deconstruction questions the possibility of
such absolute stability.

Because language contains ambiguity, difference, contradiction, and shifting relationships, meanings
can continually open themselves to further interpretation. Thus, certainty continually eludes us.

This is why deconstruction does not simply ask what a text says. It asks:
e What assumptions does the text depend upon?
e What binary oppositions does it construct?
e  Which term does the text privilege?
e What does the supposedly inferior term contribute to the superior one?
e Where does the text contradict itself?
e Does the text undermine the very claim it appears to establish?
e Can its competing meanings ever be finally reconciled?
Deconstructive Reading: A Simple Example

Suppose a literary text presents masculinity as strong and femininity as weak. A conventional
reading might accept this opposition as part of the text's meaning.

A deconstructive reading would examine the opposition more closely. It might ask: Can the text
define “strength” without simultaneously constructing “weakness”? Does the supposedly strong
masculine identity depend upon the feminine identity it excludes? Does the text contain moments
in which the “weak” character demonstrates strength?

If the text itself begins to blur the distinction between strength and weakness, the binary opposition
becomes unstable. The critic has not imposed a contradiction from outside; rather, the contradiction
has been revealed within the text's own language and structure.



New Historicism

New Historicism is a literary and cultural approach that studies literary texts in relation to the
historical, social, political, and cultural practices of the period in which they were produced. It
became particularly influential through the work of Stephen Greenblatt, especially in Renaissance
studies. Instead of treating literature as an autonomous aesthetic object, New Historicism examines
the networks of institutions, beliefs, practices, codes, and systems of authority within which a text
is produced and read.

The central idea is that literature and culture influence each other. A literary text does not simply
reflect the society in which it is produced. It is also capable of participating in that society by
reinforcing, shaping, negotiating, or sometimes challenging its dominant beliefs and power
structures. Thus, New Historicism is interested in both how culture produces texts and how texts
participate in producing culture.

Emergence of New Historicism

The term New Historicism was prominently associated with Stephen Greenblatt. In 1982, Greenblatt
edited a special issue of Genre dealing with Renaissance writing. He argued that early modern texts
needed to be reconsidered in relation to the wider network of discourses and practices that
organised sixteenth- and seventeenth-century English culture.

New Historicism developed partly as a reaction against two earlier approaches.

First, it rejected the New Critical/Formalist idea of literature as an autonomous aesthetic object
that could be studied independently of society. Second, it rejected older historicist approaches that
tended to imagine a historical period as possessing a single, unified worldview reflected in its
literature.

New Historicists instead see society as complex, divided, and contradictory. Different institutions
may promote competing beliefs and codes, and individuals may experience conflicting pressures
from these institutions. Therefore, a literary text may contain contradictory attitudes towards
authority rather than expressing one unified ideology.

Not a Fixed Theory or Method

An important point is that New Historicism is not a rigid theory or systematic method. Greenblatt
himself argued that it should not be converted into a single theoretical doctrine. Rather, it is better
understood as a collection of reading practices concerned with the relationship between literature
and culture.

New Historicist critics therefore ask a series of questions rather than following one fixed procedure.
They investigate how texts represent social behaviour and cultural beliefs, but also how texts
reproduce, shape, negotiate, or potentially alter the dominant codes of a society.

Text and Culture



One of the central concerns of New Historicism is to rethink the relationship between literature and
culture.

New Historicists reject both extremes:
e Literature is not completely independent of society.
e Literature is not simply a passive mirror of society.

Instead, literature participates in cultural processes. A text may reproduce the beliefs and structures
of its culture while simultaneously revealing tensions or contradictions within them.

For example, a Renaissance play may appear to support royal authority but may also contain
moments that expose anxieties about power, political control, or social hierarchy. The critic therefore
studies the text alongside the historical practices, institutions, political structures, and cultural
beliefs surrounding it.

This produces one of the most useful New Historicist formulations:
Texts are historical, but history is also textual.

Historical events and cultural practices are themselves interpreted through systems of language and
representation, while literary texts are shaped by the historical conditions in which they emerge.

Power, Institutions and Authority

New Historicism is deeply interested in power. Literary texts are examined in relation to institutions
such as the church, court, family, government, colonial administration, and other systems of
authority.

Stephen Greenblatt's work is strongly influenced by Michel Foucault, particularly Foucault's
understanding of power as something that operates through everyday practices such as discipline,
surveillance, confession, and social regulation.

Power, therefore, is not understood simply as something possessed by a king or government. It
operates through cultural practices and institutions and helps shape how people understand
themselves and others.

Greenblatt's Renaissance Self-Fashioning (1980), for example, examines how identity was constituted
in sixteenth-century English culture. Individuals were positioned within competing systems of
authority and learned cultural codes through which they understood themselves and those whom
their society regarded as the Other.

Subjectification and the Individual
New Historicism also challenges the idea of the completely free and autonomous individual.

Louis Montrose uses the term subjectification to explain how individuals are simultaneously
produced by culture and placed within cultural systems. Culture gives individuals a sense of identity
and the capacity to act, but it also subjects them to social codes and structures that they cannot
completely control.

Thus, people are neither completely free nor simply passive victims of society. Their identities and
choices are constituted within social and cultural systems.



This idea becomes especially important in Greenblatt's concept of self-fashioning. Individuals
construct identities, but they do so within the cultural codes and institutions available to them.
Identity is therefore not simply something natural or fixed; it is shaped through interaction with
cultural authority.

Subversion and Containment

A major question in New Historicist criticism is whether literature can genuinely resist or challenge
dominant power.

Some critics, such as Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield, argue that Renaissance texts can
challenge dominant political and religious ideologies. Others argue that systems of power are so
extensive that even apparently rebellious behaviour can eventually be contained by the dominant
system.

This creates the famous subversion/containment problem:

Can literature genuinely challenge power, or does the system eventually absorb and contain its
resistance?

Jonathan Goldberg's work provides an interesting example. He argues that subversive possibilities
can emerge from within the discourse of authority itself. Writers may appropriate the language of
the powerful in order to question or satirise that power, but the same system may also limit the
effectiveness of their resistance.

New Historicism and Theory

Although New Historicism is not tied to one theoretical system, its practitioners draw upon several
intellectual traditions. Foucault is particularly important for theories of power and discourse, while
Clifford Geertz contributes the idea of interpreting culture through detailed or “thick description.”
Poststructuralist and deconstructive ideas are also useful because they encourage critics to treat
historical events and cultural practices as systems of signification that require interpretation.

Greenblatt himself combines insights from different disciplines rather than depending upon a single
theory. From Geertz, he draws attention to the ways seemingly small social events can reveal larger
cultural codes. From Foucault, he draws an understanding of power and disciplinary mechanisms.
From poststructuralism, he adopts the idea that the self is not a fixed and coherent entity but a
vulnerable cultural construction.

Important New Historicist Critics
Stephen Greenblatt

Greenblatt is the most prominent figure associated with New Historicism. His Renaissance Self-
Fashioning examines the construction of identity in sixteenth-century England. He studies writers
such as Thomas More, Edmund Spenser, Thomas Wyatt, and Christopher Marlowe in relation to the
political and cultural institutions of their time.

His work demonstrates the New Historicist principle that literary texts are both socially produced
and socially productive. For instance, his discussion of the printing press shows how books could
become instruments of power capable of guiding and disciplining behaviour.



Jonathan Goldberg

Jonathan Goldberg's James | and the Politics of Literature examines the relationship between
Renaissance literature and the political discourse surrounding James I. He explores contradictions
within royal authority and demonstrates how political language circulated into literature, theatre,
and even representations of family life.

His work illustrates how political discourse can enter artistic forms, while artistic texts can
reproduce, transform, or challenge political authority.

Walter Benn Michaels

Walter Benn Michaels extends New Historicist analysis to nineteenth-century American literature. In
The Gold Standard and the Logic of Naturalism, he examines the relationship between American
naturalist writing and the economic debates surrounding money, capitalism, and value.

His reading of Frank Norris's McTeague demonstrates how apparently literary contradictions can
reproduce contradictions already present within the economic and cultural system of the period.
Literature therefore becomes a site where wider cultural conflicts are expressed.

Limitations and Criticism

New Historicism has also faced criticism. Some scholars argue that despite its interest in cultural
difference, New Historicist critics sometimes describe societies as too unified or monolithic, ignoring
the fact that different social groups may possess competing economic, political, or cultural
perspectives.

Some feminist critics have also argued that New Historicism has borrowed from feminist approaches
without contributing sufficiently to the study of gender relations.

Nevertheless, its major contribution is significant: it reminded literary scholars that texts cannot be
fully understood in isolation from the social practices, institutions, beliefs, and power structures
surrounding them.

Reader-Response Theory

Reader-Response Theory shifts the focus of literary criticism from the author and the text to the
reader and the experience of reading. Its central argument is that meaning is not simply a fixed
message already contained inside a literary work. Instead, meaning emerges through the interaction
between the text and the reader.

This approach recognises that readers bring their own backgrounds, experiences, expectations,
identities, emotions, and biases to a text. Consequently, two readers can read the same poem,
novel, or story and arrive at different interpretations. Reader-Response Theory therefore challenges
the assumption that there is always one single, correct interpretation of a literary work.

The theory does not necessarily mean that the text has no importance. Rather, it asks us to consider
what happens between the text and the person reading it.

The Role of the Reader



Traditional approaches to literature often give primary importance to the author's intention or to the
formal structure of the text. Reader-Response Theory changes this emphasis by making the reader
an active participant in interpretation.

A reader does not simply receive meaning passively. While reading, the reader makes connections,
forms expectations, experiences emotions, fills in missing information, and interprets events
according to previous knowledge and experience.

For example, two readers may read the same story about migration. A reader who has personally
experienced migration may respond to the story through feelings of displacement and homesickness,
while a reader without that experience may focus more strongly on the political or social dimensions
of migration. The text is the same, but the reading experience and interpretation can differ.

Thus, the meaning of a literary work is understood as something that is produced through reading.
Louise Rosenblatt: Transactional Theory

Louise Rosenblatt developed the transactional theory of reading. She emphasised a reciprocal
relationship between the reader and the text. Meaning does not exist exclusively in the text or
exclusively in the reader; it emerges through their transaction.

Rosenblatt also distinguished between two kinds of reading:
1. Efferent Reading

In efferent reading, the reader focuses on what they will take away from the text after reading it.
The purpose is primarily informational.

For example, if a student reads an article in order to remember its main arguments for an
examination, the reading is largely efferent. The reader is interested in information, facts, ideas, or a
particular message.

2. Aesthetic Reading

In aesthetic reading, attention is directed towards the experience of reading itself. The reader is
concerned with feelings, images, emotions, associations, and the experience generated by the
literary work.

When someone reads a poem simply to experience its beauty, sadness, atmosphere, or emotional
intensity, the reading is aesthetic.

The distinction can therefore be remembered as:

Efferent = What do | take away from the text?
Aesthetic = What do | experience while reading the text?

Stanley Fish: Interpretive Communities

Stanley Fish developed the concept of interpretive communities. His argument emphasises that
interpretation is not purely an individual activity. Readers belong to social, cultural, academic,
religious, professional, or other communities that influence how they understand texts.

An interpretive community is a group of readers who share particular assumptions, expectations,
conventions, and strategies for interpreting literature.



For example, a group of literature students trained in Marxist criticism may read a novel primarily in
terms of class, labour, ideology, and economic power. A group approaching the same novel through
feminist criticism may focus on gender, patriarchy, and women's representation.

The text has not changed. What changes is the interpretive framework of the reading community.

Fish therefore draws attention to the social nature of interpretation. Our readings are influenced not
only by our individual experiences but also by the communities and interpretive conventions in
which we participate.

Wolfgang Iser: The Implied Reader and Gaps

Wolfgang Iser focuses on the relationship between the text and the reader through the concept of
the implied reader.

The implied reader is not a specific real person. It is the hypothetical reader anticipated by the text—
someone who possesses the knowledge, attitudes, expectations, and interpretive abilities necessary
to respond to the text in the ways the text invites.

Iser also emphasises the presence of gaps or blanks in literary texts. A text does not always provide
every piece of information. It leaves spaces that readers must complete through imagination,
inference, and interpretation.

For example, if a story ends without telling us explicitly whether a character has forgiven another
character, the reader may have to infer the answer from the character's previous behaviour and the
language of the ending.

These gaps make the reader an active participant. Reading becomes a process of filling, connecting,
predicting, revising, and interpreting.

Therefore, Iser's basic idea can be remembered as:
The text provides possibilities; the reader actualises them.
Norman Holland: Psychological Response

Norman Holland examines the psychological dimensions of reading. He investigates how a reader's
personality, experiences, and psychological identity influence their response to literature.

His concept of identity themes refers to recurring patterns in an individual's responses to literary
works that may reflect aspects of that person's personality and experience.

Thus, different readers may respond strongly to different characters, situations, or themes because
literature interacts with their own psychological and experiential backgrounds.

Feminism and Antifeminism: Equality and Equity

Feminism is a social, political, and intellectual movement that seeks to challenge the unequal
treatment of women and promote their social, political, economic, and cultural rights. At its core,
feminism questions systems in which gender determines a person's opportunities, freedom, status,



or access to power. It is not simply about placing women above men; rather, it questions patriarchal
structures that historically privilege men and restrict women.

Feminism has developed through different historical periods and has taken different forms, but a
recurring concern has been the struggle against discrimination based on gender. Feminist thought
has addressed issues such as education, employment, property rights, political representation,
reproductive rights, violence against women, sexuality, family structures, and representation in
literature and media.

The concepts of equality and equity are particularly important for understanding feminism. Although
the two terms are related, they are not identical.

Equality and Equity

Equality means providing people with the same rights, opportunities, treatment, or resources,
regardless of gender. Feminist demands for equality have historically included equal access to
education, equal political rights, equal pay, equal legal status, and equal opportunities in
employment.

For example, if men and women are given exactly the same opportunity to apply for a university
position, this represents formal equality.

However, equality alone does not always produce equal outcomes because people may begin from
unequal social conditions. Women may face historical discrimination, unpaid care responsibilities,
lack of access to education, violence, or social restrictions that men do not experience to the same
extent.

This is where equity becomes important.

Equity recognises existing inequalities and seeks to provide the support or resources necessary to
create a genuinely fair opportunity. It does not necessarily mean giving everyone exactly the same
thing. Instead, it asks what different people may require because of their particular circumstances.

A simple distinction is:

Equality = giving everyone the same opportunity.
Equity = recognising unequal circumstances and providing what is needed for a fair opportunity.

For feminism, therefore, equality establishes the principle of equal rights, while equity draws
attention to the social conditions that may prevent those rights from being meaningfully exercised.

Feminism and Patriarchy

A central concept in feminist thought is patriarchy. Patriarchy refers broadly to social systems in
which men have historically held greater authority and power in institutions such as the family, state,
religion, economy, and political structures.

Feminists examine how patriarchy can operate not only through explicit laws but also through
customs, traditions, expectations, language, education, and cultural representations.

For example, if women are expected to perform domestic and caregiving work while men are
expected to become economic providers, these roles may appear “natural” even though they are
socially constructed and historically changeable.



Feminism therefore asks us to distinguish between biological difference and socially constructed
gender roles.

Feminism and Literature

Feminist literary criticism examines the representation of women in literature and the ways literary
texts may reproduce or challenge patriarchal assumptions.

Traditional literary canons have often been dominated by male writers, while women's writing and
women's experiences have received less attention. Feminist criticism consequently asks:

e How are women represented in a literary text?
e Are female characters given agency?

e  Who controls the narrative?

e Are women's voices heard or silenced?

Feminist criticism therefore does not merely ask whether a woman appears in a text. It asks what
kind of woman the text constructs and what cultural assumptions shape that representation.

Antifeminism

Antifeminism refers to opposition to feminist ideas, movements, or demands for gender equality. It
may appear in different forms. Some antifeminist arguments reject feminism altogether, while others
accept limited reforms but oppose changes to traditional gender roles or social structures.

Antifeminist positions have historically argued that feminism threatens the family, traditional
morality, gender roles, religion, social order, or male authority. Some arguments claim that men
and women have naturally different social roles and that attempts to alter these roles are
unnecessary or harmful.

Antifeminism can therefore operate not only through direct opposition to women's rights but also
through the belief that existing gender arrangements are natural, inevitable, or desirable.

It is important to distinguish criticism of a particular feminist argument from antifeminism as a
broader position. Feminism contains many competing schools and debates, and disagreement within
feminist thought does not automatically constitute antifeminism.

Equality versus Equity: Why the Distinction Matters

The distinction between equality and equity becomes especially important when considering
structural discrimination.

Imagine two students taking the same examination. Equality means giving both students the same
examination, the same time, and the same basic rules. But if one student has been systematically
denied access to education or resources beforehand, simply providing the same examination does
not erase that disadvantage.

Equity asks whether the conditions leading up to the examination were fair.

Applied to gender, feminism argues that simply declaring “men and women are equal” is insufficient
if social structures continue to produce unequal opportunities.



For instance, women may legally have the same right to work as men, yet social expectations
surrounding childcare and domestic labour may make participation in paid employment more
difficult. Equity therefore requires attention to the conditions surrounding formal equality.

Major Concerns of Feminism
Feminist thought has addressed a wide range of issues:
1. Education

Feminists have challenged restrictions on women's access to education and argued that intellectual
development should not be limited by gender.

2. Political Rights

Women's movements fought for political participation, particularly the right to vote, hold public
office, and participate equally in civic life.

3. Economic Independence

Feminism has questioned women's economic dependence and demanded equal access to
employment, property, financial resources, and professional opportunities.

4. Violence and Bodily Autonomy

Feminist movements have drawn attention to domestic violence, sexual violence, harassment, and
women's control over their own bodies.

5. Representation

Feminist criticism examines how women are represented in literature, cinema, advertising, popular
culture, and other forms of media. Representation matters because repeated stereotypes can
influence how societies understand gender.

Feminism Is Not One Single Ideology

There is no single, completely uniform feminism. Different feminist traditions emphasise different
causes and solutions.

Liberal feminism generally focuses on legal equality, individual rights, education, and equal
opportunities.

Marxist and socialist feminism connects women's oppression with economic structures, class
relations, labour, and capitalism.

Radical feminism places greater emphasis on patriarchy and the structures of male power,
particularly in relation to sexuality and women's bodies.

Intersectional feminism examines how gender interacts with other forms of inequality such as race,
class, caste, sexuality, disability, and ethnicity. The concept of intersectionality is especially
important because women do not experience gender discrimination in identical ways.

Thus, the category “woman” itself contains enormous diversity.



Postcolonial Theory

Postcolonial Theory is a critical approach that examines the effects of colonialism and imperialism
on both the colonized and the colonizer, with particular attention to power, knowledge, identity,
representation, and resistance. It challenges dominant narratives produced by colonial powers and
seeks to make space for the voices and perspectives of people who were historically marginalized.

The term postcolonial is not simply a chronological label meaning “after colonialism.” Defining it
precisely is difficult because colonialism has had long-lasting effects that continue even after formal
colonial rule has ended. Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin broadly use post-colonial to refer to cultures
affected by the imperial process from colonization to the present. Thus, postcolonial theory is better
understood as a perspective for examining the continuing cultural, political, intellectual, and
psychological effects of colonialism.

Origins and Intellectual Background

Postcolonial theory developed from earlier critiques of imperialism, particularly Marxism, while also
drawing heavily upon postmodernism, poststructuralism, Foucault, and Gramsci.

Marxism contributed an analysis of colonialism as an economic system involving the exploitation of
colonial territories, labour, wealth, and resources. However, classical Marxism was criticised for often
viewing colonial societies from the outside and concentrating primarily on economic exploitation.

Later poststructuralist approaches, particularly the work of Michel Foucault, expanded the
understanding of power. Power was no longer seen simply as something possessed by one group and
imposed upon another. It could also operate through knowledge production, institutions, discourse,
and the creation of accepted “truths.” Postcolonial theory consequently began examining how
colonial power shaped not only territories and economies but also knowledge, identities, academic
disciplines, and ways of thinking.

Colonial Knowledge and Eurocentrism

An important concern of postcolonial theory is knowledge production. Colonialism did not only
control land and resources; it also produced systems of knowledge about the colonized world.

Colonial powers frequently represented their own culture as rational, modern, civilized, and
superior, while representing colonized peoples as backward, irrational, primitive, or incapable of
governing themselves. Such representations helped justify colonial domination.

This produces the concept of Eurocentrism—a worldview that treats European history, culture,
values, and experiences as the normal or superior standard against which other societies are
measured.

The objective is not simply to replace one dominant narrative with another but to destabilize
colonial “truths” and create space for alternative perspectives.

Orientalism and the Other

One of the most important concepts in postcolonial theory is Orientalism, associated particularly
with Edward Said's Orientalism (1978).

Said argues that Western representations of the East constructed the “Orient” as the cultural
opposite of the West. The East was repeatedly represented as exotic, emotional, irrational,



backward, mysterious, and powerless, while the West represented itself as rational, civilized,
modern, and powerful.

This process is called Othering. The colonized people become the “Other” —the supposedly different
and inferior group against which the colonizer defines itself.

The important point is that these representations were not merely innocent descriptions. They
participated in the production of knowledge and power. By defining the East as inferior, the West
could simultaneously define itself as superior.

Said also stresses that the identities of “East” and “West” are relational: the West's definition of itself
depends partly upon the construction of the East as its opposite.

The Subaltern

Another major concept is the subaltern, strongly associated with Ranajit Guha and the Subaltern
Studies Collective.

The term refers broadly to colonized and socially marginalised groups whose experiences have been
excluded or inadequately represented in dominant historical narratives.

Guha particularly focused on non-elite groups in colonial South Asia, such as peasants and labouring
populations. He argued that these people should not be treated merely as passive victims reacting to
colonial authorities or indigenous elites. They possessed their own forms of political activity and
participated in making their own history.

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak complicated the concept further by asking whether the subaltern can
genuinely be represented by intellectuals who speak from outside the subaltern's experience. She
warns against reducing diverse groups to a single essential identity. Her discussion also introduces
strategic essentialism, which may sometimes be used politically but must be employed consciously
and critically.

Agency and Resistance

Postcolonial theory does not view colonized people only as powerless victims. It also examines
agency, meaning the ability to exercise power over one's own situation.

Agency and resistance are related but not identical. Resistance is one form of agency, but agency can
also include actions that appear to cooperate with colonial power.

For example, a colonized person may resist colonial culture by rejecting the colonizer's clothing or
language. But agency may also involve consciously adopting aspects of the colonizer's education,
philosophy, or cultural practices for one's own purposes.

Therefore, postcolonial analysis should not reduce every action to a simple colonizer versus
colonized opposition. Individuals may negotiate, adapt, resist, cooperate, appropriate, or transform
colonial influences in complex ways.

Literature as Resistance

Literature is an important site of postcolonial resistance because colonialism operated through
stories, representations, languages, and systems of knowledge as well as political and economic
power.



Postcolonial criticism can therefore examine both resistance within literary texts and literature itself
as resistance.

A classic example is Chinua Achebe's Things Fall Apart (1958). Achebe challenges colonial
stereotypes of Africa by presenting African society as complex rather than primitive or
homogeneous. His use of Igbo cultural and linguistic elements also challenges the assumption that
European language and culture are the only authoritative means of representing African experience.

Literature can thus become a means of recovering suppressed histories, challenging stereotypes,
reclaiming cultural identity, and questioning colonial knowledge.

Assimilation and Hybridity

Colonial encounters do not simply produce a clear division between colonizer and colonized. They
can also produce cultural mixing, leading to the concept of hybridity, associated particularly with
Homi Bhabha.

Hybridity refers to the emergence of new cultural forms through the interaction of colonizing and
indigenous cultures. A hybrid culture is neither completely the culture of the colonizer nor
completely the original culture of the colonized; it produces something new.

Assimilation refers to the adoption or adaptation of aspects of the colonizer's culture by colonized
people.

Hybridity can therefore involve language, clothing, religion, education, identity, customs, and social
practices.

Postcolonial theorists disagree about whether hybridity should primarily be understood as liberating
or damaging. Bhabha sees hybrid spaces as capable of disrupting the rigid colonizer/colonized
binary, whereas Fanon also draws attention to the psychological costs of assimilation and the
possibility of cultural alienation.

Major Concepts at a Glance

Concept Meaning

Colonialism Political, economic, and cultural domination of one society by another
Eurocentrism Treating European perspectives as universal or superior

Orientalism Western construction of the East as exotic, backward, and inferior

Othering Constructing another group as fundamentally different from and inferior to the self
Subaltern Marginalised people excluded from dominant historical and cultural narratives
Agency Ability to exercise power over one's own situation

Resistance Actions that challenge or oppose colonial domination

Assimilation Adoption or adaptation of aspects of the colonizer's culture

Hybridity Creation of new cultural forms through cultural interaction and mixing



Concept Meaning
Metropole The home or centre of a colonial power
Subjectivity An individual's perspective and sense of self

These concepts form a connected framework for analysing colonial power and its continuing
consequences.

Critiques of Postcolonial Theory
Postcolonial theory itself has been criticised for several reasons.

First, the term “postcolonial” can be too broad. If it includes virtually every culture affected by
imperialism, it can become difficult to define precisely.

Second, critics such as Ann McClintock argue that the term postcolonial itself creates a problematic
binary between colonial/postcolonial and can imply that colonialism has simply ended. Yet colonial
and neo-colonial structures may continue to shape contemporary political and economic
relationships.

Third, postcolonial theory has sometimes been criticised for giving too much attention to European
colonialism, while giving insufficient attention to other forms of imperialism and internal
colonisation.

Finally, some critics argue that postcolonial theory can become overly focused on language,
discourse, and subjectivity at the expense of material structures of economic and political power.

Psychoanalysis

Freudian Psychoanalysis is a theory of the human mind developed by the Austrian thinker and
psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud. Its central idea is that human behaviour, thoughts, desires, and
experiences are not controlled entirely by conscious reason. Much of mental life operates through
the unconscious, which contains repressed desires, fears, traumatic experiences, conflicts, and
instinctual drives.

Psychoanalytic criticism applies these ideas to literature. It examines how the unconscious mind,
sexuality, desire, repression, conflict, dreams, and psychological motivations may operate within
literary texts. The relationship between psychoanalysis and literary criticism has developed in
different directions: some approaches focus on the author, others on the reader, and others on the
text itself.

The Unconscious and Repression

The most important concept in Freudian thought is the unconscious. Freud argues that the mind
contains thoughts and desires that are not directly available to conscious awareness. These may
include traumatic experiences, unacceptable desires, fears, emotions, and unresolved conflicts.

These experiences may be pushed out of consciousness through a process called repression.
Repression does not mean that the desire or conflict disappears. Instead, the repressed material
continues to influence behaviour and experience from the unconscious.



This is important for literary criticism because a character may say one thing consciously while their
behaviour, dreams, symbols, or actions suggest something else. The critic therefore looks beneath
the surface meaning of a text to discover what might be psychologically hidden.

Repression and Sublimation
Repressed desires do not simply disappear. They may find indirect forms of expression.

One such process is sublimation, through which unacceptable or socially restricted impulses are
transformed into socially or culturally acceptable activities. For example, an intense instinctual or
sexual desire might be redirected into artistic, religious, intellectual, or creative activity.

Freud's theory also helps explain various defence mechanisms, through which the psyche protects
itself from painful thoughts or experiences.

Another familiar Freudian concept is the Freudian slip or parapraxis. A person may accidentally say,
write, or do something that reveals an unconscious thought or desire. What appears to be a simple
mistake may therefore provide an indirect expression of something repressed.

Id, Ego and Superego
Freud later developed a tripartite model of the psyche, dividing it into the id, ego, and superego.
1.1d

The id is the most primitive and largely unconscious part of the psyche. It contains instinctual drives
and psychic energy and operates according to the pleasure principle.

The id wants immediate satisfaction. It does not primarily concern itself with social rules, morality, or
practical consequences.

Remember:
Id = “l want it now.”

2. Ego

The ego operates according to the reality principle. It is the rational and regulating part of the
psyche that attempts to negotiate between instinctual desires, social demands, and the realities of
the external world.

The ego therefore acts as an intermediary between the inner desires of the id and the demands of
the outside world.

Remember:
Ego = “What is realistically possible?”

3. Superego

The superego represents internalised moral and social rules. It functions partly as the conscience
and evaluates behaviour according to ideals, morality, and social expectations.

The superego attempts to control or repress unacceptable impulses originating in the id and pushes
the individual towards socially approved or ideal behaviour.

Remember:
Superego = “What should | do?”



A simple way to understand the three is:

Id - desire
Ego - reality
Superego - morality

The human psyche can therefore be understood as a continuous negotiation between what we
want, what is possible, and what we believe we ought to do.

Psychosexual Development

Freud proposed that human psychological development involves a series of psychosexual stages. He
argued that sexuality begins much earlier than puberty and that different stages of childhood are
associated with different bodily or erogenous zones.

If an individual encounters difficulties during a particular stage and fails to move successfully through
it, Freud proposes that fixation may occur. The unresolved conflict may later influence personality
and behaviour.

The major stages are:
1. Oral Stage

The oral stage occurs approximately from birth to two years. The mouth is the major source of
pleasure, particularly through activities such as sucking and biting.

Freud suggested that fixation at this stage could later be associated with excessive oral activities or
particular personality characteristics.

2. Anal Stage

During the anal stage, pleasure is associated with elimination and the anus. Toilet training introduces
the child to social expectations concerning control and postponement of pleasure.

Freud associated fixation at this stage with characteristics such as stubbornness and excessive
concern with control or possession.

3. Phallic Stage

The phallic stage is associated with the child's awareness and exploration of the genitals. It is also
the stage in which Freud places the Oedipus complex.

According to Freud, the male child develops an unconscious desire for the mother while viewing the
father as a rival. The child also experiences fear of the father's authority, expressed in Freud's theory
as castration anxiety. The resolution of this conflict involves repression of the desire for the mother
and identification with the father. Freud connects this process with the development of the
superego.

Freud's account of female psychosexual development is considerably more controversial. His
discussion of the female equivalent, commonly associated with the Electra complex, includes the
concepts of identification, lack, and penis envy. These ideas have been strongly criticised,
particularly by feminist psychoanalytic thinkers, for their phallocentric assumptions.

4. Genital Stage



The genital stage begins around puberty. At this stage, sexual development becomes reorganised
around mature sexuality, while social conflicts are managed partly through mechanisms such as
sublimation.

Dreams and the Unconscious

Freud famously regarded dreams as a major route to understanding the unconscious. Dreams may
express repressed desires and wishes, but these desires are rarely presented directly.

Dreams therefore operate like symbolic texts that need interpretation.
Freud distinguishes between:
¢ Manifest content — what the dream appears to show on the surface.
e Latent content — the hidden desires, fears, or conflicts represented beneath the surface.

The process through which unconscious material is transformed into the strange and symbolic form
of a dream is called dream-work.

Two important mechanisms of dream-work are displacement and condensation.

Displacement occurs when one person, object, or event represents another associated person or
idea.

Condensation occurs when several people, experiences, or meanings are combined into a single
dream image.

For example, a dream figure such as a soldier might simultaneously represent authority, the father,
fear, and a desired or forbidden relationship. One image can therefore contain several layers of
unconscious meaning.

This is particularly useful for literary criticism because literary works, like dreams, frequently
communicate through symbols, images, metaphors, and indirect forms of expression.

Psychoanalytic Literary Criticism
Freudian psychoanalysis can be applied to literature in several ways.
Author-centred approach

The critic may examine a literary work as an expression of the author's unconscious psychology.
Freud's early approach treated a literary text somewhat like a dream or symptom through which the
artist's unconscious desires and conflicts might become visible.

Character-centred approach

The critic may examine a fictional character's behaviour psychologically. A character's fears, desires,
relationships, dreams, repression, or conflicts can be interpreted through concepts such as the
Oedipus complex, repression, or the id-ego-superego conflict.

Reader-centred approach

Psychoanalytic criticism can also examine the psychological experience of the reader and why
particular characters, images, or narratives produce powerful emotional responses.



Later developments move beyond Freud. Carl Jung, for example, focuses on the relationship
between the personal and collective unconscious, emphasising myths, symbols, and archetypes
rather than reducing literature entirely to the author's or reader's individual psychology.

Freud and Literary Interpretation: Hamlet

A famous example of Freudian literary criticism is the interpretation of Shakespeare's Hamlet
through the Oedipus complex.

From a Freudian perspective, Hamlet's inability to immediately avenge his father's murder can be
interpreted psychologically. The argument is that Hamlet unconsciously shares the desire
represented by his father's murderer: the desire to eliminate the father and possess the mother.
Therefore, Claudius's action confronts Hamlet with a desire that he himself cannot consciously
accept.

His hesitation can consequently be interpreted not simply as weakness or indecision but as the result
of unconscious psychological conflict.

This illustrates the basic method of psychoanalytic criticism: look beyond the character's conscious
explanation and investigate the hidden desires and conflicts that may motivate behaviour.

Importance and Limitations

Freudian psychoanalysis transformed literary criticism by drawing attention to the unconscious
dimensions of human behaviour. It gives critics tools for analysing desire, repression, dreams,
symbols, sexuality, psychological conflict, and hidden motivations.

However, Freud's theories—particularly his theories of sexuality, psychosexual development, and
female psychology—have been heavily criticised. Some of his concepts are historically influential but
should not simply be treated as scientifically established facts.

For literary studies, their importance lies particularly in the interpretive framework they provide for
thinking about desire, repression, identity, and unconscious conflict.



