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traditional historicism never gets beyond the circumstantiality of evidence. 
One would think that Milton ’ s  On Christian Doctrine  ought to explain 
 Paradise Lost . Or that Edmund Spenser ’ s famous letter to Sir Walter Raleigh 
about Spenser ’ s composition of the  Faerie Queene  ought to explain this epic 
poem satisfactorily. But in fact such empirical evidence, even from the pens 
of the authors themselves, are merely circumstantial and turn out to be 
controversial given that there are so many ways in which to read them in 
relation to the texts that really interest us. In short, there are no smoking 
guns in historical analysis, which has the consequence of calling the whole 
approach to this sort of analysis in question (also see 5.2).  

  Application of a Critical Approach 

 Application of a  critical approach  is a more systematic example of interpre-
tation in which a coherent body of thought (i.e. a theory) is mapped onto 
the literary work in order to explain its meaning. In its crudest form, this 
approach is blatantly allegorical. But if it has an advantage, it is that the 
researcher is working with a coherent body of analytical thought and not 
just making ad hoc determinations; plus the theory has been tested by 
others and has much more validity than an individual ’ s ad hoc guesses and 
rationalizations. 

 Because methods and approaches quickly devolve into routines and 
habits of thinking, it is not surprising that researchers will want to avoid 
anything that seems hackneyed and trite. No one in the late 1960s wanted 
to hear yet another paper on ambiguity in poetry, because by then the topic 
had become entirely depleted. Today, few academics want to hear yet 
another gendered analysis of  “ the gaze, ”  because they ’ re all too familiar with 
Laura Mulvey ’ s argument in  Visual and Other Pleasures , which has passed 
into the domain of public knowledge. The same can be said for J.L. Austin ’ s 
notion of performative speech acts. By now educated people know that the 
minister ’ s act of saying  “ I pronounce you man and wife ”  before the couple 
he is marrying isn ’ t a description, but an enactment of a legal and binding 
contract. 5  

  5          Laura   Mulvey  ,  Visual and Other Pleasures  ( Bloomington, IN :  Indiana University 
Press ,  1989 ).     J.L.   Austin    How to Do Things with Words  ( Oxford :  Oxford Clarendon Press , 
 1975 ).   
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 As to how theories are applied, it ’ s useful to take a more or less simple 
example. Some will recall that Sigmund Freud famously applied his theory 
of the Oedipus Complex to Shakespeare ’ s  Hamlet , something that was 
developed by one of Freud ’ s followers, Ernest Jones. 6  Freud (and Jones) 
speculated that Hamlet cannot easily kill Claudius, the man who killed 
Hamlet ’ s father, because Hamlet as an Oedipal child had originally wanted 
to kill his father in order to keep his mother to himself. The famous 
bedroom scene in which Hamlet speaks to his mother about having 
married the very man who killed his father is fi lled with jealousy that mas-
querades as moral uprightness. In fact, Hamlet is thought to identify with 
Claudius, because Claudius did what Hamlet himself wanted to do as 
Oedipal son. In this scene, Hamlet wants Gertrude to withdraw from 
Claudius, which is a repetition of the original Oedipal wish. The fact that 
Hamlet will eventually kill Claudius and that the play will end in a horrible 
bloodbath speaks to the Oedipal aggression that motivates the play ’ s 
psychology. 

 An application requires us to fi nd considerable symmetry between the 
literary work and the theory. In the case of a Freudian reading of  Hamlet  
the advantage is that the theory pulls the play together in a way that 
explains elements that otherwise would seem arbitrary or disconnected. In 
recent years, we have seen this put to good effect by Slavoj  Ž i ž ek in his 
many books, which have often discussed popular cinema. Instead of using 
Freud,  Ž i ž ek has turned to the theories of the French psychoanalyst Jacques 
Lacan in order to reveal psychological dynamics at work in popular culture 
no one has noticed or bothered to look for, given that for most people 
popular culture isn ’ t imagined to be intellectually respectable. Speaking of 
David Lynch ’ s fi lm  Dune ,  Ž i ž ek writes:  “  Dune  is not  ‘ totalitarian ’  in so far 
as it publicly displays the underlying obscene phantasmic support of  ‘ totali-
tarianism ’  in all its inconsistency. ”  7  This obscene support is shown in terms 
of the monstrously large phallic sand worms with which a new totalitarian 
order has become allied.

  The point, of course, is that there never was a purely symbolic Power 
without an obscene supplement: the structure of a power edifi ce is always 
minimally inconsistent, so that it needs a minimum of sexualization, of 

  7          Slavoj    Ž i ž ek  ,  A Plague of Fantasies  ( London :  Verso ,  1997 ), p.  72 .   

  6          Ernest   Jones  ,  A Psycho - analytic Study of Hamlet  ( London :  International Psycho - analytical 
Press ,  1922 ).   
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the stain of obscenity, to reproduce itself. Another aspect of this failure 
is that a power relation becomes sexualized when an intrinsic ambiguity 
creeps in, so that it is no longer clear who is actually the master and who 
is the servant.  8     

  Ž i ž ek ’ s attempt is to advance a theory of totalitarianism and its subversion 
that employs insights taken from Lacanian psychoanalysis that admittedly 
is complex and concerns a terminology that is quite specialized. In this case, 
 Ž i ž ek is addressing the obscene supplement (the added element) that 
reveals itself as an inconsistency in the structure of power. 

 Those who are critical of applied theories, whether they be psychoana-
lytical, anthropological, sociological, or whatever else, will complain that 
to read cultural works or events in this way is to reduce them to neat models 
that are reductive (simplistic). Indeed, application of critical theory will be 
disappointing if connecting a theory to a work is merely  “ plug and play. ”  
In this case, the transposition requires little of the one who performs it and 
often tells us just what we already know. This leads to the objection, once 
more, of predictability. Not only are the approaches made to seem concep-
tually predictable in terms of their itineraries, but the insights they yield 
can be fi gured out in the absence of reading someone ’ s painstaking analysis. 
When the Modern Language Association ’ s  Bibliography  began labeling arti-
cles with  “ feminist approach, ”   “ dialogical approach, ”  or  “ Freudian approach, ”  
they were more or less saying:  “ Don ’ t bother looking it up: you can fi gure 
the argument out for yourself. ”  But in the case of someone like  Ž i ž ek  –  and 
this is what makes him a best seller  –  the applications are mostly  unpredict-
able.  Moreover, the examples work in such a way that they help explain and 
develop a theory (Lacanian psychoanalysis) that to many people makes no 
sense without a key. This last point is important: an application ought to 
work two ways. The theory should illuminate a work, and a work should 
illuminate a theory. 

  READING 

    Ernest Jones,  A Psycho - analytic Study of Hamlet  (1922)  
  Slavoj  Ž i ž ek,  A Plague of Fantasies  (1997)      

  8           Ž i ž ek   ( 1997 ), p.  71 .   
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deconstruction (as shown by Yale School criticism in the 1970s  –  work by 
Geoffrey Hartman, J. Hillis Miller, Paul de Man, and Harold Bloom that 
advanced post - structuralist reading strategies). In fact, the New Criticism 
is still very much the default approach to much literary interpretation that 
is undertaken in the languages and literatures, however subordinated to 
other interests (historical, sociological, philosophical, psychological). 

  READING 

    Cleanth Brooks,  The Well Wrought Urn  (1947)  
  Ren é  Wellek and Austin Warren,  Theory of Literature  (1949)      

  Marxism 

 Marxism in the West is generally studied not in revolutionary terms  –  that 
is, as a preparation for outright violent social revolt  –  but as a critique of 
bourgeois society and the capitalist economy upon which it is based. 
Particularly after the demise of the Soviet Union in 1992 and the slightly 
earlier breakup of Communist regimes in Eastern Europe, and after the 
remarkable shift in Communist China, at around the same time, to what 
is essentially an early stage of capitalist development, it ’ s unconvincing to 
argue for Marxist revolution today, given the obvious failures of Marxist -
 Leninist - Maoist thinking in practice. Nevertheless, Marxism still holds 
considerable legitimacy as a critique of capitalism, and there is no reason 
to imagine it might not be reformulated and practiced in ways that might 
well succeed where earlier forms of it had failed. 

 The various forms that Marxism has taken include Diamat or dialectical 
materialism, an economic slant that was central to Leninist - Stalinist think-
ing, the study of class relations and class consciousness typifi ed by the work 
of Georg Luk á cs (a Hungarian Communist), cultural Marxism, which was 
advanced by Leon Trotsky but developed more signifi cantly by the Frankfurt 
School (Theodor Adorno, Marx Horkheimer, Walter Benjamin, Herbert 
Marcuse, and J ü rgen Habermas), existential Marxism, which is infl uenced 
mainly by the philosopher Hegel and was advanced in one form or other 
by Alexander Koj è ve, Jean - Paul Sartre, Jacques Lacan, and Maurice Merleau -
 Ponty, and structuralist Marxism which at times overlapped with existen-
tial Marxism, but which is most generally associated with the writings of 
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Louis Althusser,  É tienne Balibar, Jacques Ranci è re, Pierre Macherey, and 
Roger Establet in their major collaboration,  Lire le Capital  (abridged in 
English as  Reading Capital  with texts only by Althusser and Balibar). 

 In France, thinkers associated with the Tel Quel movement of the 1960s 
advanced a structuralist understanding of language in terms of Marx ’ s 
notion of a mode of production, something that Jacques Derrida saw as a 
site for  “ deconstruction, ”  hence posing a set of different structural alterna-
tives for Marxist thought. More recently, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal 
Mouffe have emerged as major fi gures in terms of advancing updated 
understandings of cultural hegemony, which stem from the work of the 
Italian Marxist thinker, Antonio Gramsci. Hegemony is an alternative to 
the standard Marxist understanding of class confl ict and poses a much 
more plastic and fl exible understanding of social coalition. Also well 
known is work by Fredric Jameson, an American Marxist known for his 
concept of the  “ political unconscious ”  (literature as the hidden symbolic 
mediation of a perceived collective destiny of culture), and Slavoj  Ž i ž ek, 
whose work blends Lacanian psychoanalysis with various forms of Marxist 
analysis, some of them harking back to Stalin and Lenin in the interests of 
putting certain social critiques into question, particularly, those of the 
 “ political correctness ”  movement (e.g. academic liberalism). Of major 
concern to literary critics has been  “ ideology critique, ”  discussed at 
length in 6.2. 

  READING 

    Walter Benjamin,  The Arcades Project  (1999)  
  Fredric Jameson,  The Political Unconscious  (1981)  
  Leszek Kolakowski,  Main Currents of Marxism  (1978)      

  Structuralism 

 Structuralism has its roots in the work of Ferdinand de Saussure (circa 
1915) and argues, essentially, that with respect to signifying systems the 
whole comes before its parts (5.3). Structuralism argues, moreover, that 
systems are constructed in terms of simple binary oppositions that establish 
patterns of identity and difference that encode signs and make them func-
tional as meaningful elements within a system of differentiations and 
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equivalences. A radical claim made by structuralism is that the human 
subject does not invent language but is preceded by language and is born 
into it. That sounds odd, until one realizes that DNA is a semiotic system 
with properties rather like language and that our ability to converse was 
prepared for long before humans evolved, given that animals had most of 
the features of speech and the basic sociality to go with it long before we 
evolved. Because the  “ wholism ”  of structuralism is so at odds with how 
people have been habituated to think about language, the movement never 
became widely popular, though conceptually it really is more robust than, 
say, New Criticism or traditional historicism. The work by anthropologist 
Claude L é vi - Strauss is considered a major bulwark of structuralism, though 
structuralism has been practiced with considerable success by literary 
critics, among them, Roland Barthes, Gerard Genette, Philippe Hamon, 
Michael Riffaterre, Tzvetan Todorov, and Julia Kristeva. The advantage to 
structuralism is that it doesn ’ t begin with the assumption that literature is 
a semiotic representation of some independent mental reality (or content) 
that exists transcendentally either out in the world or in the writer ’ s imagi-
nation. In other words, structuralism abandons the mimetic fallacy of a 
pre - existing reality, whether mental or concrete, that the writer is translat-
ing into signs. Rather, structuralism argues that the reality effect of a text 
is  produced  by the sign system, not  reproduced  by it. This seems like a small 
difference, but in fact this shift has very signifi cant consequences from an 
interpretive point of view. For one thing, it demystifi es the idea that a novel 
is very much like a photograph of some independent reality. 

  READING 

    Roland Barthes,  Elements of Semiology  (1967)  
  Julia Kristeva,  Desire in Language  (1980)  
  Tzvetan Todorov,  Poetics of Prose  (1977)      

  Phenomenological Literary Analysis 

 Phenomenological literary analysis is usually associated with critics of 
the Geneva School: Albert Beguin, Marcel Raymond, Georges Poulet, 
Jean - Pierre Richard, Jean Rousset, and Jean Starobinski. But one sees 
it practiced too in various forms by critics such as Gaston Bachelard, 

Hanan Muzaffar

Hanan Muzaffar



 I N T RO D U C TO RY  TO O L S  F O R  L I T E R A RY  A N A LY S I S  41

studied the literary image in terms of a psycho - dynamics that revealed a 
common structure of experience of a surprisingly intimate nature. The trait 
proper to the image, he said, is its suddenness and brevity. This it shares 
with language itself. Such perceptions are insights taken from Bachelard ’ s 
own experience and applied to what he read. 

  READING 

    Gaston Bachelard,  The Poetics of Space  (1969)  
  Georges Poulet,  Studies in Human Time  (1970)      

  Psychoanalytic Criticism 

 As we saw earlier, psychoanalytic criticism consists of the application of 
various theories developed by Freud to literature and culture, which can 
be seen as expressions of individual and collective psychology. Central to 
Freud ’ s contribution were the features of dream language that correspond 
to practices within imaginative written expression, in particular,  displace-
ment, condensation, secondary revision, symbolization,  and  projection . 

  Displacement  is substitution rather like the fi gure of metaphor, but in 
displacement one forgets and disconnects the relationship between the 
analogy. In  Paradise Lost , the female fi gure of Sin is the displaced, hellish, 
monstrous fi gure, guarding the gates of Hell that stands for Eve after the 
fall. Sin is displaced in that she turns up long before we are even introduced 
to Eve in the epic, as if Milton had repressed the connection. 

  Condensation  takes place when a whole is encountered in terms of one 
of its split off parts that has become dissociated. The smile of the Cheshire 
Cat in Lewis Carroll ’ s  Alice in Wonderland  that remains behind after 
the Cat vanishes is a condensation. Notable is that smiles don ’ t generally 
exist in isolation as things in themselves. Here the dissociative aspect of the 
condensation is most evident. 

  Secondary revision  speaks to how people fi ll in their dreams with content 
as they recall them. This fi lling in is part of the dreamwork, too, Freud said. 
When we read, we  “ revise ”  the text by means of a tendency to fi ll in the 
gaps and render details in our own terms. How I imagine a street of St. 
Petersburg in Dostoyevsky ’ s fi ction has as much to do with my imagination 
as it does with his description. Here day - dreaming facilitates the reading 
process. 
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  Symbolization  is discussed in  “ On Dreams ”  (1901). Freud wrote that  “ the 
majority of dream - symbols serve to represent persons, parts of the body 
and activities invested with erotic interest; in particular, the genitals are 
represented by a number of often very surprising symbols, and the greatest 
variety of objects are employed to denote them symbolically. ”  23  This speaks 
to  psychosexual  symbolization, the idea of which in the beginning of the 
twentieth century scandalized polite society whose norms foreclosed the 
idea that sexuality might be a mental preoccupation. Freud insisted that 
whether something is a symbol or not required work with the patient in 
terms of making free associations and that not everything in a dream is 
symbolic. However, in the Grimms ’  fairy tale of the frog and the princess, 
there is some agreement that the frog is a psychosexual symbol for the male 
scrotum. The incredulity with which people take this suggestion is a good 
indication that the symbol is a successful displacement that represses the 
unacceptable associations that one would have to make in the context of 
the frog asking for a kiss. (Freud would call our discomfort with this argu-
ment  “ resistance. ” ) 

  Projection  is yet another form of dissociation in which one ascribes a 
characteristic to an other which one has oneself. If I ask someone,  “ Why 
are you so angry? ” , it may well be me who is the angry party. In Herman 
Melville ’ s  Moby Dick , there is considerable projection at work with respect 
to the white whale. Ahab projects a whole narrative on to the whale with 
which Moby Dick obviously has nothing to do. 

 Aside from Freud ’ s work on unconscious processes and his reading of 
literary texts (Shakespeare, Dostoyevsky, etc.), there is well known work 
by Carl Jung, one of Freud ’ s followers who broke away to develop his 
own theories of symbolization. Jung ’ s ideas became popular after World 
War Two, particularly with respect to his development of archetypal analy-
sis. He had postulated that the unconscious is collective and contains 
patterns of psychic energy that are realized in dreams as images. The images 
are universal symbols relative to psychological development and represent 
what are, ultimately, social - psychological relationships in the context of 
one ’ s life cycle ( Lebenslauf ). The archetypal image is primordial and 
supposedly a phylogenetic residue of inherited experiences. Archetypal 
critics such as Northrop Frye dispensed with the phylogenetic argument 

  23          Sigmund   Freud  ,  The   Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works , Vol.  5 , ed. 
  James   Strachey   ( London :  Hogarth Press ,  1955 ), p.  683 .   



 I N T RO D U C TO RY  TO O L S  F O R  L I T E R A RY  A N A LY S I S  43

and noted that primordial images and fi gures turn up in the history 
of literature with such regularity that the textual record really speaks for 
itself. Frye ’ s  Anatomy of Criticism  is a magisterial analysis of literary 
symbolism and types based on archetypal analysis. It had its heyday in the 
1960s. 24  

 Beginning in the 1970s there was a switch to Lacanian psychoanalysis. 
Jacques Lacan was a medical doctor who in the early 1950s began giving 
an extraordinary series of lectures (he called them seminars) that went on 
for some three decades and by the late 1960s attracted some hundreds of 
listeners. 25  Lacan ’ s ideas had sources in surrealism, existential Hegelianism, 
and structuralism. Various slogans, which served as points of reference, still 
give the fl avor of Lacan ’ s teachings: the unconscious is structured like a 
language, there is no Other of the Other, a signifi er presents a subject to 
another signifi er, and woman does not exist. These are provocative state-
ments that obviously require substantial explanation. Two hallmarks of 
Lacanian criticism are (i) Lacan ’ s concept of the  “ mirror stage ”  (self -
 perception as misrecognition, self - perception as paranoid perception) and 
(ii) retroaction (that the subject comes to be a subject retroactively in the 
wake of the signifi cation of an Other [e.g. Society]). 

 Much of Lacan ’ s thinking is inspired by philosopher Jean - Paul Sartre ’ s 
work on concrete relations with others in  Being and Nothingness  and by 
anthropologist Claude L é vi - Strauss ’ s work on the primacy of social struc-
ture  –  the order of the symbolic  –  in his  Elementary Structures of Kinship . 26  
It is the hybridizing of these two major infl uences together with Freud that 
makes up the core of Lacanian thinking (6.3). 

  READING 

    Sigmund Freud,  Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis  (1917)  
  Melanie Klein and Joan Riviere,  Love, Hate, and Reparation  (1937)  
  Jacques Lacan,  “ The Function and Field of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis ”  

(1953)      

  24          Northrop   Frye  ,  The Anatomy of Criticism  ( Princeton, NJ :  Princeton University Press ,  
1957 ).   
  25        See   Jacques   Lacan  ,   É crits , trans. Bruce Fink ( New York :  Norton ,  2006 ).   
  26          Claude   L é vi - Strauss  ,  The Elementary Structures of Kinship , trans. by James Harle Bell et al. 
( Boston :  Beacon Press ,  1969 ).   
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  READING 

    Wolfgang Iser,  The Act of Reading  (1978)  
  Stanley Fish,  Is There a Text in This Class?  (1980)      

  Post - Structuralism 

 To be sure, the term post - structuralism is an American neologism repudi-
ated by everyone the term covers, but the term is quite helpful for the rest 
of us, because it refers to young French intellectuals of the 1960s and 1970s 
whose work was written in opposition to those aspects of structuralism 
that weren ’ t quite radical enough to effect a signifi cant epistemic break with 
the past. An epistemic break or paradigm shift refers to a sort of Copernican 
Revolution in thought whereby deeply held assumptions of the past are 
unmasked as being false and fraudulent. Post - structuralism isn ’ t a single 
philosophy or doctrine or body of ideas that intellectuals held in common 
so much as it was indicative of a number of innovative attempts to pull 
away from formalist closure (bounded systematicity), the law of non -
 contradiction (either p or not - p), and a traditional logic of the particular 
in relation to the universal. 

 The thinkers most often associated with post - structuralism include 
Michel Foucault, Julia Kristeva, Gilles Deleuze, Felix Guattari, Jean - François 
Lyotard, Luce Irigaray, H é l è ne Cixous, Emmanuel Levinas, Jean Luc Nancy, 
Philippe Lacoue - Labarthe, Sarah Kofman, Jacques Lacan, Alain Badiou, 
and Jacques Derrida. Derrida ’ s concept of dissemination (5.8) was directed 
against closure, his understanding of undecidability in language broke with 
the law of non - contradiction, he dismantled the hermeneutical circle, and 
his emphasis upon singularity deconstituted a traditional understanding of 
the particular and the universal. Lacan ’ s emphasis upon mathematical 
topology theory (non - Euclidean geometry) also accomplished much the 
same thing by breaking apart a notion of bounded topos (or spatial fi eld) 
while insisting upon it, hence making closure undecidable, while dealing 
with non - Euclidean topological fi gures (the Moebius strip, the Klein bottle) 
as mathematical sets that did and didn ’ t belong to one another, hence 
breaking apart the particular/universal distinction (5.11). Michel Foucault ’ s 
notion of power (6.3) deconstituted the particular/universal distinction as 
well, and his examination of series and genealogies negated closure. His 
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concept of  “ man ”  was at times undecidable in that he both presupposed 
and eliminated it. Most recently people have been studying the work of 
Alain Badiou which resorts to mathematical theory in order to harass the 
same distinctions (5.13). Although  deconstruction  is the word that Jacques 
Derrida coined in order to label his own particular analytical strategies, it 
more or less speaks to parallel tactics in work by many of his 
contemporaries. 

  READING 

    Jacques Derrida,  Of Grammatology  (1967)  
  Alain Badiou,  Being and Event  (1988)       

   1.6    Socio - Political Analyses 

 Sociological Criticism has become extremely dominant over the past 40 
years and consists of many subfi elds, some of which are themselves quite 
large, among them,  feminism and gender studies, gay and lesbian studies, 
race studies, ethnicity studies, cultural studies, post - colonial studies, and 
global studies . All of these fi elds presuppose left - of - center political views, 
advocate for liberalization of society, dwell on identitarian issues, and cel-
ebrate difference (diversity); however, their main thrust is to address social 
injustices that stem from social inequality. In that sense, these subfi elds are 
very much heirs to the civil rights agenda in America of the 1960s, which 
was a watershed historical moment that called mainstream values, and the 
social structures they articulated, into question. From the standpoint of the 
humanities, social criticism addresses the accusation that humanists are 
navel gazers who don ’ t do anything that is socially useful. That, plus the 
emphasis upon linking the personal identity of the scholar with his or her 
respective subfi eld, has made social criticism a very compelling activity. 

  Feminism 

 Feminism is discussed here as well as in the following section on social 
constructivism. Feminism transitioned from a fringe social interest to a 
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mainstream academic discipline in the 1970s, reached its apogee in the 
1980s, and transitioned into gender studies in the 1990s. Today it is some-
what in decline, though of all the subfi elds, feminism was most successful 
in institutionalizing itself in terms of the creation of formal women ’ s 
studies programs. Feminism has had the following main concerns: the 
critique of patriarchy, transformation of curricula in order that more 
female intellectuals be admitted to various canons of study, resolution of 
the question of whether  “ difference ”  is an essentialist distinction or not, 
and eventual acceptance of the thesis that social identities are  “ constructed ”  
subject positions. The latter two points require some explanation, because 
much has followed from these determinations in the other subfi elds, which 
overlap to a great extent with feminism in terms of how social reality is 
conceptualized. 

 Around 1980 there was considerable debate as to whether, as the phi-
losopher and novelist Simone de Beauvoir had put it in the late 1940s, 
women are born or made. To be  born  a woman is to be naturally and 
essentially female, feminine, womanly. To be  made  a woman is to be 
anti - essentially fashioned, constructed, or constituted as woman by social 
forces. To put this yet another way, the debate was over whether woman is 
nature or culture.   É criture feminine , which was a concept advanced by 
H é l è ne Cixous, the French intellectual and literary writer, presupposed an 
essential relation between writing and the innate nature of female sexuality 
(the female body). Luce Irigaray, a French linguist, philosopher, and prac-
titioner of psychoanalysis, advanced a theory of the feminine that was 
grounded upon the female body as essentially unphallic, multiply eroge-
nous, and fl uid. For her the lesbian body is most essentially woman, most 
naturally female. According to this view, sexual difference is absolute and 
biologically determined, though obviously there will be variation among 
women. In America, meanwhile, Gayle Rubin in an article,  “ The Traffi c of 
Women ”  (1975), posited a distinction between sex and gender (in French 
there is no corollary for these two terms:  sexe  refers to both), arguing that 
gender is  a socially constructed identity  that determines how sex is made 
manifest in society. 27  How women are expected to dress, in what they are 
expected to be educated, how they are expected to function as wives, 
mothers, workers are all predicated on assumptions about what a woman 
is supposed to be in terms of social roles. Here too there is variation, but 

  27          Gayle   Rubin  ,  “  Traffi c in Women , ”  in  Toward an Anthropology of Women  ( New York :  Monthly 
Review Press ,  1975 ).   
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the mainstream norms are fairly obvious. And, as feminists noticed, these 
norms ultimately benefi ted patriarchy (the  “ father knows best approach ” ) 
more than they benefi ted women. 

 The anti - essentialist view, as it happened, had some ideological implica-
tions more in tune with pragmatic political activism than did the essential-
ist view. Anti - essentialism led to visions of liberalized, non - conformist 
self - fashioning  –  the performance of gender made popular by Judith Butler 
in her book  Gender Trouble  of 1989. But politically it was also a variant of 
pro - choice, which in America was a slogan that referred to the right of a 
woman to have an abortion. There too nature was being overridden by 
culture. Whereas the essentialist arguments advanced by mainly Continental 
feminists were given a hearing and commented upon, the political direction 
of countercultural forces in the United States was such that freedom of 
choice would become, paradoxically, the essence of anti - essentialism. This, 
in turn, paved the way for the ascent of  social constructivism , which argued 
that social reality, of which the objectifi cation of gender is a part, can be 
 “ negotiated ”  (e.g. chosen, changed, overturned, revolted against) by way of 
performing the self in everyday social interactions that have the effect of 
changing perceived social reality (its typifi cations). Hence the slogan:  “ the 
personal is the political. ”  

  READING 

    Simone de Beauvoir,  The Second Sex  (1949)  
  Judith Butler,  Gender Trouble  (1989)      

  Social Constructivism: Berger and Luckmann versus Michel Foucault 

 Two major sources of inspiration for embracing  the constructedness argu-
ment  are  The Social Construction of Reality  (1966) by Peter L. Berger and 
Thomas Luckmann and Michel Foucault ’ s trilogy,  The History of Sexuality  
( The Will to Knowledge, Uses of Pleasure, Care of the Self, 1976 – 84 ). 28  While 
by far the most referenced theorist is Foucault, in reality Berger and 

  28          Peter L.   Berger   and   Thomas   Luckmann  ,  The Social Construction of Reality  ( New York : 
 Doubleday ,  1966 ).     Michel   Foucault  ,  The History of Sexuality ,  3  vols. ( New York :  Random 
House ,  1990 ).   
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  READING 

    Hannah Arendt,  Origins of Totalitarianism  (1951)      

  Cultural, Global, and Post - Colonial Studies 

  Cultural studies  is not very easy to pin down as any one school, given that 
it refers to the study of, among other approaches, (i) a specifi c cultural, 
historical formation (Paris Dada, the Harlem Renaissance, the New York 
School of Abstract Expressionism, the Darmstadt School); (ii) critique 
of culture as an industry and context for industrialization and massifi ca-
tion of populations (the Frankfurt School approach); (iii) the study 
of culture as a signifying system or semiotic (Roland Barthes ’  study of 
popular culture in terms of  “ mythologies, ”  his study of the  “ fashion system ” ); 
(iv) Marxist critique of the media (the penetrating work of Guy Debord); 
(v) psychoanalytical critique of culture and society (most recently exempli-
fi ed in work by Slavoj  Ž i ž ek, for example,  Looking Awry ,  A Plague of 
Fantasies ,  For They Know Not What They Do ); (vi) analysis of the postmod-
ern condition (by Fredric Jameson, Donna Haraway, David Harvey); (vii) 
the study of so - called sub - cultures, such as Dick Hebdige ’ s study of Punk 
culture or Trinh T. Minh ha ’ s examinations of Vietnamese exilic culture, 
and (viii) the writing of factual social and cultural histories that rectify 
misconceptions or incorrect assumptions about a subject – for example, 
Raymond Williams ’  social history of advertising in  The Long Revolution  
delves into the three centuries prior to 1900 in order to show that our 
assumptions about advertising and industrialization may well be factually 
inaccurate. 38  Of course, it can hardly be surprising that cultural studies has 
merged with global and postcolonial studies, something that suggests cul-
tural studies is perhaps always already at work, no matter what fi eld we 
choose to study. 

  Global studies  is extremely compatible with culturalist approaches in 
that globalization refers to recent changes of an economic, political, and 

  38          Slavoj    Ž i ž ek  ,  Looking Awry  ( Cambridge, MA :  MIT ,  1991 ),  A Plague of Fantasies  
( London :  Verso ,  1997 ),     Fredric   Jameson  ,  Postmodernism, or the Logic of Late Capitalism  
( Durham, NC :  Duke University Press ,  1991 ).     Donna   Haraway  ,  The Haraway Reader  ( New 
York ;  Routledge ,  2003 ),     David   Harvey  ,  The Condition of Postmodernity  ( Oxford :  Blackwell , 
 1989 ).   
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cultural sort that make it impossible for us to not realize that the globe has 
become a unifi ed space linked by means of satellite communications; a 
continuous streaming of cargo planes, trucks, and ships; and the crossing 
of national boundaries by an industrial complex in a way that has impacted 
on the economic sovereignty of nation states, hence disempowering those 
who are economically disadvantaged when industry decides to phase out 
jobs in one part of the world and create those very same jobs somewhere 
else. Globalization, furthermore, has made it plain that capitalism has never 
really been transformed to the extent people had thought, because globali-
zation is such a convenient strategy for industry to revert to the brutal 
capitalism of Marx ’ s day when industry engaged in wage slavery: paying 
barely enough to live on, working workers for unreasonable shifts (24 hours 
or more is not an atypical shift in non - Western parts of the world), and 
providing workers nothing in the way of security and benefi ts, let alone the 
opportunity to organize into unions and have a say in what happens in the 
workplace. Globalization, from this perspective, proves Marx and Engels to 
have been right, which has theoretical consequences in that it disproves 
Marxists who imagined capitalism had undergone profound transforma-
tions that made the application of classical Marxism (as set forth in works 
like  Das Kapital ) irrelevant. 

 Additionally, capitalism ’ s exploitation of  “ surplus labor ”  abroad and its 
having callously deserted work forces in fi rst world nations, which had 
developed equitable labor standards in the workplace, reveals the inade-
quacy of culturalist forms of Marxist analysis that seem rather superfi cial 
and less relevant to the current global situation than the sorts of analyses 
usually associated with economics. In fact, this tension between classical 
and cultural forms of Marxist analysis has been at the bottom of various 
debates in the fi eld, among them, issues concerning human rights and 
socio - economic justice. 

 Politically, globalization raises questions about the effectiveness of public 
spheres, particularly when corporations operate outside those spheres and 
escape their infl uence or jurisdiction. However, the European Union may 
be an instructive example of a different sort of globalized situation. Whereas 
the EU passes laws and makes policies that affect its member states, those 
states don ’ t always live up to their agreements and make exceptions where 
necessary, which suggests that national sovereignty may well take prece-
dence over the EU ’ s governing powers. And yet, there could be no EU if 
member states didn ’ t cede sovereignty to it, such as occurs with respect to 
the euro, which is the currency in various (not all) EU member states and 
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as such regulated by the EU. In other words, sovereignty seems to be a give 
and take sort of affair within the EU. 

 Relative to this matter is the question whether there is an EU public 
sphere. It appears that in fact Europe has many public spheres that are 
embedded within the various nation states, all of them speaking their own 
national languages, having their own media (television, newspapers), and 
developing their own political ideologies and legislative mechanisms and 
outcomes. Yet all of these public spheres are outfl anked by the globalizing 
architecture of the EU itself, which can be seen as a super - government with 
the potential to overrule any public sphere and nation at will or even a 
number of them. Certainly, demonstrations at various summits like the G8 
are to some extent protests over the construction of super - governmental 
structures that will overrule any if not all public spheres  –  in such cases, to 
the benefi t of the multinationals, if not to globalized restructuring of gov-
ernment generally. Given that literature and the arts as a whole have always 
addressed themselves in large part to ideas relevant to discussions within 
the public sphere, globalization poses a threat to the aims of those artists 
who wish to affect how people see the world and should respond to it in 
ways that have collective signifi cance. This is very different from the idea, 
prevalent in Europe, that art is the treasure of past historical moments that 
can be capitalized as tourist attractions. Here the work of art as fetish object 
complements the high priced fetish objects in upscale boutiques of major 
highstreets. 

 Quite conspicuous is that the globalization of culture has promoted a 
one - size - fi ts - all consumer culture of luxury goods. Hello Kitty, Ferrari, and 
Louis Vuitton are part of the language of global culture and can be found 
in New York, Tokyo, Dubai, Sydney, or anywhere else one is likely to fi nd 
upscale shopping outlets. This culture is obviously class based and grounded 
in status symbols that identify the super rich who are unfettered by national 
boundaries. As such, it signifi es to those who aren ’ t so cosmopolitan that 
the good life has something to do with mobility, borderless living, existence 
outside the nation state, which, by the way, mirrors multinational corporate 
behavior, though it also broaches questions concerning nomadism as out-
lined by Deleuze and Guattari in their book  A Thousand Plateaus . 

 This nomadism also speaks to a certain decentering and hybridzing of 
culture, as well. This is known as transculturation and is evident in inde-
pendent music making, recording, and distribution wherein quite a bit of 
musical collaboration and cross - over among cultures is in evidence, as if 
music itself were migratory. And, naturally, given the Internet, it is. Notice, 
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as well, the exporting of Anime books and videos to the West from Japan. 
In Anime one sees both a unifi cation of all sorts of pulp fi ctional clich é s 
drawn from the West that are imported into Japanese culture and subjected 
to a decentering in which we can see split off bits of different cultural tradi-
tions: for example, the presence of German text, American pin ups, Ninja 
warriors, British schoolboys, a French chateau, and a typically Japanese 
account of mutation following some nuclear catastrophe resulting in beau-
tiful mutant pubescent girls with special powers. The emphasis upon mon-
strosity and mutation in this graphic fi ction is itself a meta - commentary 
on Anime as culturally transient, hybrid, mutant, and ambivalently per-
verse. That it is being exported to the West as something Non - Western is, 
of course, an example of the defamiliarizing nature of the recursivity of 
transculturation: the return of the Same as Different. 

  Post - colonial studies , like global studies, is very interested in the question 
of  “ who calls the shots, ”  because, as in the case of globalization, colonial 
populations are being dictated to or having their circumstances determined 
by historical actors who exist outside their national boundaries and whose 
interests are largely exploitative. Whereas global studies is quite concerned 
with transit across the globe  –  that is to say, with mobility and its expres-
sion as power  –  post - colonial studies has been concerned with inter - cultural 
relations and their expression in terms of domination and subjection. The 
most major example of this is Edward Said ’ s foundational study,  Orientalism , 
which examines inter - cultural relations between the West and the Middle 
and Far East. 

 Said was quite infl uenced by Michel Foucault ’ s work on knowledge/
power, which was just emerging during the time when Said was at work on 
his book, and, of course, the constructedness thesis had been of paramount 
importance already then. But Said had also wanted to work in the manner 
of Erich Auerbach ’ s  Mimesis  whereby he could offer a detailed analysis of 
the historical embeddedness of representational styles within texts that were 
purporting to depict reality in a mimetic way when, in fact, this mimesis 
was a hodgepodge of confl icting and biased representations that were held 
together by the hubris of imperialist superiority and (via Foucault ’ s insights) 
its mechanisms of surveillance, categorization, valorization, and adminis-
tration. Orientalism was the offi cial name of the academic study that went 
hand in glove with projections of administrative power that held the colo-
nized in a state of subjection. Central to Orientalism is the mentality that 
the Westerner knows the colonized better than the colonized know them-
selves. This amounts to a sort of theft of another person ’ s identity. 
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 Also important has been the work of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak who 
has been investigating discursive representations in relation to actual social 
subjects in non - Western societies and the complexities and contradictions 
that occur when the two intersect. How are non - Western subjects depicted 
epistemologically, politically, culturally, and historically? And how do all 
those depictions interfere with one another and cancel one another out in 
certain respects and not in others? To make matters even more diffi cult, 
Spivak herself mobilizes a vast array of critical discourses drawn from 
Marx, Freud, Derrida, Foucault, and Antonio Negri that in and of them-
selves are in rather visible confl ict as well, as if to say that no analytic is 
innocent of representational impasses and defects. Unlike critics who 
attempt to set out some rather clear models whereby to show the vicissi-
tudes of non - Western identity, Spivak describes the representational 
impasses in order to better expose a much more vexed discursive problem 
somewhat akin to Heisenberg ’ s principle, which holds that the very act of 
observation interferes with the reality one is trying to comprehend. In a 
famous essay,  “ Can the Subaltern Speak? ”  Spivak accuses both Foucault and 
Gilles Deleuze of imagining they can occupy a vantage point outside a 
system wherein exploitation occurs. 39  She, by contrast, is showing that such 
a perspective is unavailable and that to imagine otherwise is to fall into the 
sort of colonizing discourse that one ought to avoid. Here, too, the question 
of knowledge/power is central. 

 A third major fi gure in post - colonial studies is Homi Bhabha who 
introduced a critique of Said, but also his great predecessor Frantz Fanon, 
both of whom, in Bhabha ’ s view, were too Manichean in terms of a good 
versus evil model. Hence Bhabha in  The Location of Culture  (1994) intro-
duced the concept of an ambivalent psychological identifi cation wherein 
colonizer and colonized both desire and feel repelled by the other at once. 40  
Identity, according to Bhabha, is a liminal psychological zone in which 
hybrid identifi cations take place. Given that this liminal zone is a psychic 
space within which considerable ambivalence is felt if not acted out, 
the relation between colonized and colonizer is perpetually in movement 
and typifi ed by moments of resistance and, presumably, subversion. 
Indeed, the very fundamentals of mutual recognition are made quite 

  40          Homi   Bhabha  ,  The Location of Culture  ( New York :  Routledge ,  1994 ).   

  39          Gayatri Chakravorty   Spivak  ,  “  Can the Subaltern Speak?  ”  in  Critique of Post - Colonial Reason  
( Cambridge, MA :  Harvard University Press ,  1999 ).   
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complex in terms of this ambivalence whereby the colonized subject 
both does and doesn ’ t recognize the authority if not the identity of the 
colonizer. 

 Bhabha ’ s concept of  mimicry  has also been quite infl uential in that it 
speaks once more to the vicissitudes of recognition and identifi cation, in 
this instance, with respect to how the colonized mimics the colonizer. In 
order to succeed that mimicry must be perfect but also be somehow dif-
ferent from what it is the colonizer does in order that the difference in 
status between colonizer/colonized be preserved. This is an impossible task 
for the colonized to fulfi ll, which reveals itself as a certain resistance to 
absolute compliance or undecidable sort of Derridean difference that has 
the potential of deconstructing recognition. Bhabha doesn ’ t seem to be 
aware of it, but anti - Semitism in France during the early twentieth century 
made the criticism that French Jews speak French so perfectly that one can 
see they aren ’ t really French, because a true Frenchman makes grammatical 
errors. Adolf Hitler makes a similar argument in  Mein Kampf  with respect 
to how well Jews supposedly only imitate German culture, because, in 
Hitler ’ s view, they are merely parasitical and have no originality or genius. 
In other words, mimicry has also been quite embedded in racist discourses 
within Europe as well. 

 Post - colonialism and global studies share quite a bit in common, but it 
is probably best to end on the following observation. The kind of mobility 
that is easy and liberatory in a very advantageous way for the super rich 
within the context of multi - nationalism plays out very differently for popu-
lations who are very poor or who have been made homeless on account of 
armed confl icts. There, too, a certain nomadism obtains in terms of people 
crossing borders in order to fi nd somewhere to relocate, but in such cases 
statelessness is a curse, not an advantage. Certainly illegal aliens are liber-
ated from what were intolerable conditions when they migrate; however, 
living in foreign lands illegally is very much like living as a fugitive. One is 
constantly looking over one ’ s shoulder and living in fear of being caught 
out. Rather than speak in terms of globalization in such cases, people speak 
in terms of diaspora, which is a very important dimension of post - colonial 
study, as it raises questions of human rights, of who gets the privilege to 
live multinationally, and of what it means to think in terms of borders. 
What one often sees in the distinction between global and post - colonial 
study is therefore something that hasn ’ t been mentioned so far: class. At 
the end of the day, economic class is still a major factor in these sorts of 
social studies. 
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