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Course objective and competences to be achieved: 
Upon the completion of the course, students will be able to:
· familiarize themselves with the Art of Criticism; apply literary theories to works of literature and be able to analyze and criticize literary texts using the principles of criticism;
· develop reading culture, human perception and improve their cognitive skills  
· identify gender roles based on Feminist criticism from various texts after they critically read so as to examine any preconceptions or biases brought into earlier and modern readings; understand feminists literature and their thematic concept/trends 















Unit-one- Introduction to Literary theory and criticism
1.1. Meaning and Definition of Literary Theory
According to Griffith, before 20th century, there was little systematic attempt to interpret works of literature, to probe their meanings. Griffith further contends that Gerald Graff, in Professing Literature (1987), his book on the history of literary studies in higher education, noted that before then there was a widespread "assumption that great literature was essentially self-interpreting and needed no elaborate interpretation." But as knowledge increases, there was a shift in attitude to the methods of literary theorising. In fact, by the end of the 19th century, universities began to include courses in modern literature, and teachers and writers began to give
serious attention to interpreting literature.
In Literary Theory: A Very Short Introduction (1999), Jonathan Culler defines literary theory generally as "the systematic account of the nature of literature and of the methods for analyzing it." Culler further says that One of the most dismaying features of theory today is that it is endless. It is not something that you could learn so as to 'know theory.' It is an unbounded corpus of writings which is always being augmented as the young and the restless, in critiques of the guiding conceptions of their elders, promote the contributions to theory of new thinkers and rediscover the work of older, neglected ones.
In his book, An Essay on Criticism (1966), Graham Hough distinguishes two categories of literary theories. The first category he calls the extrinsic theories and is concerned with the moral nature of literature. Theories in this category primarily emphasise the total essence of literature. The second category is what he describes as the intrinsic theories, which talk about the formal nature of literature and more specifically what it is.
The intrinsically inclined criticism is a heterodiegetic judgment of literature. This kind of literary theory isolates a work of literature from its external reality. The adherents of this classification see a text of literature as having no relationship intended or implied with its external world. That
such a work is in its own ‘world’. The critical theorists in this category are
the Formalists, Structuralists and Post-structuralists or the Deconstructionists.
On the other hand, the extrinsically inspired literary theories tend to associate a literary piece with its external world. Here, there is a departure from the isolationist philosophy propounded by the ideologues of the intrinsically inclined criticism. Rather, the extrinsic criticism is
homodiegetic meaning that a work of literature is essentially (i) a representation of the spirit of the age and (ii) a reflection of the ‘world’ in which it operates. It goes further to see a text of literature as a product of the producer’s (poet’s, novelist’s, playwright’s and essayist’s) imagination, vision and sensibility in his/her external world. Also, in this kind of criticism, the artist does not only focus on his external reality but he/she is inside the literary production and creates a principal character and other characters to carry out his mission. The focus in this respect is for criticism to holistically investigate a piece of literature with the mind of having a more practical judgment of the same. Modern literary theories in this category are Psychological or Psychoanalytical, Marxist, Feminist and Post-colonialist criticism.
Generally, a theory is a body of rules or principles used to appraise works of literature. And on the other hand, literary theory (critical theory), tries to explain the assumptions and values upon which various forms of literarycriticism rest.




1.2. WHY STUDY LITERARY THEORY?
Literary theory and literary criticism are interpretive tools that help us think more deeply and insightfully about the literature that we read. Literary theory, specifically, refers to the set of principles evolved for the evaluation of works of literature. Over time, different schools of literary criticism have developed, each with its own approaches to the act of reading. 
It is important that students study literary theory and criticism because both offer different ways of interpreting works of literature. Each theory offers itself as the most (or the only) accurate means of understanding human experience. In many instances, advocates of the most popular theories of the day usually receive the acclamation and respect.
 However, even within the ranks of any given critical theory there are countless disagreements among practitioners that result in the emergence of different schools of thought within a single theory. In fact, the history of every literary theory is, in effect, the history of an ongoing debate among its own advocates as well as an ongoing debate with the advocates of other theories. Thus, literary theory and criticism will help you in “thinking theoretically,” that is, to seeing the assumptions, whether stated or not, that underlie every viewpoint.
1.3.  The Nature and Meaning of Literary Criticism
According to the Routledge Dictionary of Literary Terms (2006), ‘to criticise’, etymologically, means ‘to analyse’ and later, ‘to judge’. Critical theory in itself can be distinguished from criticism, since it concerns itself with the formulation of concepts. It is a philosophical activity which should underlie criticism but, again, should not be regarded as part of it. Literary theory refers to a set of principles evolved for the evaluation of works of literature. There is no single approach to the criticism of literature. 
Criticism is a formal discourse, and there are so many approaches to it, yet these approaches are not exhaustive but represent the most widely used contemporary approaches. Literary criticism refers to the analysis and judgment of works of literature. It tries to interpret specific works of literature and also helps us to identify and understand different ways of examining and interpreting them. The study of literary criticism contributes to maintenance of high standards of
literature. In our day-to-day life, the study of criticism of literary works enables us to become aware of the present and past works of literature. 
Criticism also enables writers to understand the factors that affect the quality and character of literary works and in this way improve their ability to produce better works. Literary criticism allows us to see things from different perspectives. It allows us to gain a far wider insight into a work of literature than from our own perspective. That way, we gain a greater
understanding of the world in which we live.
In addition, literary criticism helps readers develop critical thinking skills. Literary criticism is not an abstract intellectual exercise. It is a natural human response to literature. The discipline of literary criticism is nothing more than discourse-spoken or written-about literature. It is a by-product of the reading process.
1.4.  Functions of Literary Criticism
To study literary criticism is to seek to understand exactly how readers (critics) interpret (criticise) texts, especially literary ones. Most scholars today would agree that there is no single meaning waiting to be simply found in any text. Meaning is, rather, produced; that is, it is a function of the different interpretative strategies which various readers bring to bear upon a text.
A cardinal rule of modern literary criticism may be summed up as follows: the ‘answers’ you get from a text depend entirely upon the kind of ‘questions’ you put to it. The upshot of all this is that the same text legitimately means different things to different people. As a result, for example, a Marxist critic would necessarily come up with a different interpretation from that of a Psychoanalytic critic of the same text, each of which is equally valid (provided that there is textual evidence to support the interpretation in question). The primary necessity for literary criticism lies in the fact that “new strategies of interpretation of literature are constantly being developed to cope with the complexities of change in literary traditions”.
The importance of literary criticism therefore resides in its secondary but invaluable role of interpretation. Criticism deals with analyzing, classifying, expounding and evaluating a work of art in order to form one’s opinion. Serious literary criticism is both evaluative and analytical, thereby helping us to better a literary work. Writing on the role of literary criticism, I.A. Richards notes that “the critical reading of poetry (prose and drama) is an ardors discipline. The lesson of all criticism is that we have nothing to rely upon in making our choices, but ourselves.”
Literary criticism begins the very moment you close the book and begins to reflect on what has been read. Thus, criticism includes the process of reflecting on, organizing and articulating your response to a given literary work. Criticism presupposes that a piece of literature contains relationships and patterns of meaning that the critic can discern and share after reading a text. It also presupposes that the critic has the ability to translate his experience of the wok into intellectual terms that can be communicated to and understood by others. Again, literary criticism presupposes that the critic’s experience of the work once organized and articulated, will be compatible with the experience of other readers. This means that to be valid and valuable, the critic’s reading of a work must accord, at least in some ways, with what other intelligent readers, over a reasonable period of time are willing to agree on and accept.
In conclusion, as a student of literary criticism, some of the questions to ask yourself include:
· Am I reading a literary text in order to measure how accurate its representation of reality is?
·  Am I reading a literary text for insights into the life and mind of its writer?
· As the reader, is my role passive or active?
·  is meaning simply ‘found’ in a literary text or is it ‘constructed’ or ‘produced’ by the reader?


















Chapter Two: 
The 20th century literary theories and Criticism: Backgrounds and Perspectives
2.1.  Psychoanalytic Criticism
2.1.1. The Emergence of Psychoanalytic Theory
Psychoanalytic (also called psychological) literary criticism has its roots in the work of the Austrian neurologist, Sigmund Freud (1856-1930). Freud was the first to employ this approach to the analysis of literature. Originally, psychoanalysis is a medical technique, a method of therapy for the treatment of mentally ill or distressed
patients which helps them understand the source of their symptoms. It is, in a way, a method of interpretation of the patient's words, actions and attitudes. 
Freud used examples from literature to diagnose his patient's illnesses. He referred to ‘Oedipus Complex’ to explain the natural erotic attachment of a young infant to the mother. Freud also propounded a “tripartite” model that the human psyche is not a
single integrated entity but in fact consists of three very different parts. These three parts are: "id", "ego" and "superego". These three aspects of the mind have different goals and desires and operate according to different principles. The ‘id’ is the site of natural drives; it is a dark area of seething passion that knows only desire and has no sense of moderation or limitation. 
The 'ego’ moderates between the authoritarian demands of the ‘superego’ and the
unmitigated desires of the ‘id’. The ‘ego’ is equivalent to the conscious thinking mind. It is the major interface between the psyche and the outside world. The ‘superego’ is an internalised representation of the authority of the father and of society. Freud's tripartite model has been applied to literature by critics. Freud also contended that dreams are an indication of repressed desires in the human unconscious. Dreams represent a leaking of the unconscious mind into consciousness. 
Inhis book, The Interpretation of Dreams. (1895), Freud deals with the techniques of interpreting dreams, and critics have found his techniques highly applicable to the interpretation of literary texts.
2.1.2.  The Influence of Sigmund Freud on Psychoanalytic Theory
As already stated, Psychoanalysts analyse literature to reveal insights about the way the human mind works. It is based on the work of Sigmund Freud. It works well as a method of analysing characters’ actions and motivations. Psychoanalysis is based on the belief that all actions are influenced by the unconscious. Human beings must repress many of their desires to live peacefully with others. Repressed desires often surface in the unconscious, motivating actions.  Freud is of the opinion that the content of dreams is so rich and complex that no dream can ever be completely interpreted, much in the same way that literary scholars have often emphasised that no single interpretation of a work of literature can ever be final or complete.
 Freud suggests that the making of a dream is like that of a literary text. A dream is constructed through the operation of four basic processes: condensation, displacement or disguise or symbolisation, considerations or representability or dream images, and further disguise
of certain elements. It is very clear that all of the processes of dream-construction described by Freud have analogies in the construction of a work of literature. Condensation and interpretation of a literary work are as true or literature as in dream-world. 
Literary works also rely on figurative language in ways that make interpretation necessary. Much of the work of the literary artist involves a search for images and motifs. Language is central both to the writing of literature and to the construction of the dream-world. The parallels between literary works and Freud's dream-work are really important. For Freud, the creation of art, like dreaming, is largely a mechanism for the release of unconscious psychic energies.
Psychoanalytic critics study the psychological make-up of artists through an analysis of their art, because works or art reveal something about the psychology of their creator.
Contemporary psychological critics continue to find Freud's theories a rich source of ideas about literature, but, whereas earlier critics focused on authors and characters, recent critics have turned their attention to readers and texts. 
The critic, Norman Holland, for example, argues that readers' psyches respond subconsciously to certain aspects of works of literature. The reader in effect "makes" the text, so that the text is different for every reader. Like Holland, the French critic, Jacques Lacan, posits ideas about how readers respond to literary texts. Lacan combines Freud's theories of the unconscious with Saussurian linguistics. He holds that the human psyche is made up of language. Our conscious and subconscious minds are born into language, a system of signifiers. From infancy
to adulthood, we grow toward what we think is a secure and coherent identity. But at the heart of the psyche is an unbridgeable gap between signifier and signified. As a result, our psyche is never fully coherent, our identity never stable.
It is also noteworthy to state that the theories of Carl Jung, the Swiss psychologist, have also been employed by psychoanalytic literary critics. Jung suggests the idea that the unconscious mind also harbours "collective unconscious", that is, a repository or primitive desires common to the entire human race. In his cultural studies, Jung finds that certain images are present in myths and legends from all over the world. These myths are powerful because they appeal to
unconscious desires in every culture, possibly inherited by all members of the human race. A number of fundamental images, motifs or archetypes are present in the collective unconscious; hence, it is clear that the archetypes appearing in myths and legends would also frequently appear in literary works.
2.1.3. Fundamental Premises of Psychoanalytic Theory
Psychological criticism examines the behaviour of characters within the text in order to unearth its deeper meaning. Just as the economic theories of Karl Marx engendered Marxist criticism, the psychological theories of Sigmund Freud inspired psychoanalytic literary interpretation. Psychological criticism is usually applied in different ways. For instance, a work of literature can be viewed as a "dream", the expressive manifestation of the subconscious.
 By interpreting the symbolic nature of the work, we gain insight into the psyche of the author. Psychological criticism can also focus on the characters of a work, analysing their motives, desires and conflicts even though these characters are fictional. Characters, as well as their underlying traits, are often drawn from real people and therefore can display some of the
same psychological patterns. Psychological theory also influences authors as they utilise these new ideas to create more complex characters.
 In addition, psychological criticism can also be used to interpret the relationship between the text and the reader. In this approach, the critic acknowledges that a work of literature functions as the secret expression of what the reader wants to hear. It is this aspect that creates our enjoyment of a book.
Psychoanalysis is geared towards understanding individuals by uncovering desires hidden deep within the mind and revealing their connections with the unconscious surface. In literature, however, psychoanalytic critics believe that the unconscious mind of the author is revealed in his works. Thus, the psychoanalytic critic may begin with a study of the elements in a writer's biography that shape his imagination and then apply this to the work. He may also use the work
as the equivalent of a confession and then go on to draw conclusion about the writer from this. Psychoanalytic criticism believes that literature provides a fruitful and complex source for the analysis of the human mind.
 It helps to reveal to us things about the relation between the conscious and the unconscious mind, language and reality. A psychoanalytical interpretation of a work can help to
solve the mysteries involved in complex and symbolic themes. In subjecting a text to psychoanalytical reading, the questions to ask include: what ways can we view a literary work as analogous to a dream? That is, how might recurrent or striking dream symbols reveal
the ways in which the narrator or speaker is projecting his or her unconscious desires, fears, wounds, or unresolved conflicts onto other characters, onto the setting, or onto the events portrayed? What does the work suggest about the psychological being of its author? What might a given interpretation of a literary work suggest about the psychological motives of the reader? It is important to note that not all psychoanalytic critics will interpret the same work in the same way, even if they focus on the same psychoanalytic concepts. The overall goal is to use
psychoanalysis to help enrich one’s reading of literary works, to help one see some important ideas they illustrate that we might not have seen so clearly or so deeply without psychoanalysis (Lois Tyson, 2006).

2.1.4.  SUMMARY
In literature, psychoanalytic critics believe that the unconscious mind of the author is revealed in his works. Thus, the psychoanalytic critic may begin with a study of the elements in a writer's biography that shape his imagination and then apply this to the work. He may also use the work as the equivalent of a confession and then go on to draw conclusion about the writer from this. Psychoanalytic criticism believes that literature provides a fruitful and complex source for the
analysis of the human mind. It helps to reveal to us things about the relation between the conscious and the unconscious mind, language and reality. A psychoanalytical interpretation of a work can help to solve the mysteries involved in complex and symbolic themes.
Furthermore, psychoanalytic criticism investigates the creative process of the arts: what is the nature of literary genius, and how does it relate to normal mental functions? Such analysis may also focus on literature's effects on the reader. How does a particular work register its impact on
the reader's mental and sensory faculties? Another approach involves the psychological study of a particular artist. Most modern literary biographers employ psychology to understand their subject's motivations and behaviour. Finally, another common approach is the analysis of fictional characters like in Freud's study of Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex in his work, The Interpretation of Dreams.











 2.2. FORMALIST THEORY AND CRITICISM
2.2.1. INTRODUCTION
Formalism is a branch of the ‘theory of art for art’s sake’. Formalist theory regards literature as a unique form of human knowledge that needs to be examined on its own terms. It holds that literature should assert its autonomy devoid of ethics or politics. In their influential book entitled Theory of Literature (1973), Rene Wellek and Austin Warren hold that "the natural and
sensible starting point for work in literary scholarship is the interpretation and analysis of the works of literature themselves." To a formalist, therefore, a poem or story is not primarily a social, historical, or biographical document; it is a literary work that can be understood only by reference to its intrinsic literary features, that is, those elements found in the text itself. To analyse a poem or story, therefore, the formalist critic focuses on the words of the text rather than facts about the author's life or the historical milieu in which it was written. The critic pays special attention to the formal features of the text—the style, structure, imagery, tone, and genre.
These features, however, are usually not examined in isolation, because formalist critics believe that what gives a literary text its special status as art is how all its elements work together to create the reader's total experience. Art for art’s sake is a movement that appeals to a pure aesthetic element of form.
 2.2.2.  Origin of Formalism
Formalism originated in Russia in 1915 with the founding of the Moscow Linguistic Circle and in the following year, 1916, of its St. Petersburg counterpart, Opojaz Muskovites. The major actors in this critical school include: Victor Shklovsky, Roman Jakobson, Boris Eikhenbaum, Osip Brik, Yury Tynyanav and Vadimir Propp. Formalism as a critical perspective began by rejecting the unsystematic and eclectic critical approaches which had previously dominated literary study. It attempted to create a 'literary science' by paying attention to the study of poetic language.
2. 2.3. Basic Principles and Main Interpretative Strategies of Formalism
Formalism or Russian formalism, as it is also called, is a 20th-century phenomenon. The formalist approach to literature pays close and careful attention to the language, form, and structure of literary texts, while regarding individual texts as the principal object of critical investigation. To the formalists, the meaning of literary texts resides primarily in the texts themselves rather than in anything else. Literature has to be seen or read in special ways because style, form, and technique play roles in literary texts that are different from the roles they play in ordinary discursive texts. For formalism, literary criticism is seen to be a specialized art, and literary texts are to be interpreted according to certain well-defined and objective criteria rather than simply according to the impressionistic and subjective response of the individual critic.
Formalism involves the rejection and consequent reversal of the traditional relation between form and content; literary and non-literary language, and literary text and reality. Formalist critics are concerned with the study of poetic language which they think can reveal the 'literariness' of a work. By literariness is meant that which makes a given work a literary work. Formalism places emphasis on basic elements of texts which are literary in character. This allows it to emphasise the differences between literary language and non-literary or ordinary language. Jacobson and his other formalist critics were primarily linguists who were interested in extending the field of linguistics to cover poetic language. They were concerned with establishing a coherent theoretical basis for literary studies. It is the goal of formalism to make the study of literature an autonomous and specific discipline, to shift attention from the poet to poetry itself.
Formalist theory rigorously and systematically excludes the non-literary from the purely literary. The sources and genesis of particular works, author's biography, history, politics, philosophy, etc are thoroughly excluded from literary analysis. Literature has an independent existence, and formalism attempts to create an independent science which studies specifically literary material.
Formalism excludes all mimetic and expressive definitions of literature.
For formalists, literature is not seen as the expression of an author's personality and world-vision, or as a realistic (mimetic) representation of the world in which he lived. This is because in reading the literary text as an instrument of expression or representation, the specificity of its literary qualities is likely to be overlooked. Formalism emphasises the independent existence of literary studies.
Formalism holds that literature is different from all other materials because it tends to defamiliarise objects; that is, make things strange. It refreshes our sense of life and experience. Art defamiliarises things that have become habitual or automatic. The familiar is made strange in art. Practical everyday language is made strange in poetry because the effect of poetry is to make language 'oblique, ‘difficult,’ ‘attenuated' or 'tortuous'. Even the physical sounds of words themselves become unusually prominent. This defamiliarised perception of words, which in ordinary circumstances we fail to notice is the result of the formal basis of poetry. Formalists believe that poetic speech does not differ from ordinary speech just because it may include construction different from everyday language and word-order inversions, but because its formal devices (rhyme and rhythm) act on ordinary words to renew our perception of them.
2.2.4. SUMMARY
In this unit, you have been taught that formalist criticism regards literature as a unique form of human knowledge that needs to be examined on its own terms. Formalist critics believe that what gives a literary text its special status as art is how all its elements work together to create the reader's total experience. A key method that formalists use to explore the intense relationships within a poem is close reading, a careful step-by-step analysis and explication of a text. The purpose of close reading is to understand how various elements in a literary text work together to shape its effects on the reader. Writing about the shortcoming of formalist criticism, Jide Balogun opines that the critical practice of the Formalists needs a further appraisal because of its loss of the organic essence of literature. This is so because a work of literature is a representation of a central idea or theme whose interpretation is dependent on the different elements that contribute to its fulfilment and meaning. It would not be possible for Wole Soyinka’s The Trials of Brother Jero (1964) to accomplish the enormous task of satirizing the bastardisation and commercialisation of the Christian faith if only the image of the Lagos Bar Beach has been emphasised in the text without exposing the gullibility of Prophet Jero and the idiotic character of Amope. A focus only on this aspect of a text is a mere pursuance of shadow at the expense of substance.









2.3.  NEW CRITICISM
2.3.1.  The Emergence of New Criticism
Kelly Griffith (2002) notes that New Criticism is a product of the rise of Modernism and one of 20th century's first theories about interpreting literature. Although New Criticism began well before World War II, with the criticism of T. S. Eliot and I. A. Richards, it received its fullest
expression after the war by such critics as John Crowe Ransom, W. K. Wimsatt, Allen Tate, Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren. The term New Criticism comes from the title of a book published by John Crowe Ransom in 1941, The New Criticism. Ransom surveyed the work of
new critics, making clear some of his own critical principles. Other critics who agreed with Ransom came to be called the New Critics. The New Critics broke dramatically with the 19th-century emphasis on historical and biographical background. They held that understanding and appreciating a work of literature need have little or no connection with the author's intended meanings, with the author's life, or with the social and historical circumstances that may have influenced the author. Everything the reader needs to understand and appreciate a work is contained within the work itself.
2. 3.2 Main Interpretative Strategies of New Criticism
The New Critics see their method as "scientific." The work is a self-contained phenomenon made up of "physical" qualities—language and literary conventions (rhyme, meter, alliteration, plot, point of view, and the like. These qualities can be studied in the same way a geologist studies a rock formation or a physicist the fragmentation of light particles. But some New Critics, like Cleanth Brooks, claimed that the meaning contained in works of literature cannot be paraphrased, cannot be separated from the work's form. One can state what a work is "about" or summarise a work's themes, but a work's meaning is far more complex than such statements alone. Brooks argued that a work's complexity lies in its "irony" or paradoxes. A paradox is a statement that seems contradictory, but it is nonetheless true. Statements such as "the first shall be last" or "you must lose your life to gain it" are paradoxes. Brooks claimed that good works of
literature are filled with paradoxes.
The New Critics use their theories about literature to judge the quality of works of literature. A "good" work, they believe, should contain a network of paradoxes so complex that no mere summary of the work can do them justice; yet, a good work should also have unity. The author, they argue, achieves this unity by balancing and harmonising the conflicting ideas in the work. Everything in the work is meaningfully linked together. Because the New Critics favour complex, yet unified, works, they downgrade works that seem simple or those that lack unity. They preferred "difficult" works that contain apparently illogical and troubling material. They prefer works that stay away from social and historical subject matter and that deal rather
with private, personal and emotional experience.
The New Critics believe that the language of great works of literature should be accessible to modern readers. They are confident that well-trained interpreters could analyse, understand and evaluate works of literature. Since to them great literature is one of civilisation's proudest
achievements, they imbue literary criticism with a noble, even priestly, quality. Their method of analysing literature—using literary elements to reveal artistry and meaning—was easy to understand and even "democratic" as anyone could appreciate and interpret great literature once they learned how. Finally, their method excuses interpreters from having to master biographical and historical background. They believe that all that is needed is a careful and thorough scrutiny of the works themselves.

2.3.3.  SUMMARY
As you have read in this unit, for the New Critics, a literary work is a timeless, autonomous (self-sufficient) verbal object. Readers and readings may change, but the literary text stays the same. Its meaning is as objective as its physical existence on the page, for it is constructed of words placed in a specific relationship to one another—specific words placed in a specific order—and this one-of-a-kind relationship creates a complex of meaning that cannot be reproduced by any other combination of words. For the New Critics, the meaning of a poem could not be explained simply by paraphrasing it, or translating it into everyday language. You should remember that since New Critics believe their interpretations are based solely on the context created by the text and the language provided by the text, they call their critical practice intrinsic criticism, to denote that New Criticism stays within the confines of the text itself. In contrast, other forms of criticism that employ psychological, sociological, or philosophical frameworks—in other words, all criticism other than their own—they call extrinsic criticism because they go outside the literary text for the tools needed to interpret them. New Critics also call their approach objective criticism because their focus on each text’s own formal elements ensures, they claim, that each text—each object being interpreted— would itself dictate how it would be interpreted.






























2.4.  STRUCTURALIST THEORY
2.4.1.  INTRODUCTION
In literary studies, structuralism is concerned with an analysis of texts based on some linguistic principles. It is an intellectual movement that made significant contributions not only to literary criticism but also to philosophy, anthropology, sociology, and history. Structuralist literary critics, such as Roland Barthes, read texts as an interrelated system of signs that refer to one another rather than to an external “meaning” that is fixed, either by the author or reader. Structuralist literary theory draws on the work of the Russian formalists, as well as the linguistic theories of Ferdinand de Saussure and C. S. Peirce. According to Lois Tyson (2006), in literature, one is not engaged in structuralist activity if one describes the structure of a short story to interpret what the work means or evaluate, whether or not it is good literature. However, one is engaged in structuralist activity if one examines the structure of a large number of short stories to discover the underlying principles that govern their composition. For example, principles of narrative progression (the order in which plot events occur) or of characterization (the functions each character performs in relation to the narrative as a whole). You are also engaged in structuralist activity if you describe the structure of a single literary work to discover how its composition demonstrates the underlying principles of a given structural system. In other words, structuralists are not interested in individual buildings or individual literary works (or individual phenomena of any kind) except in terms of what those individual items can tell us about the structures that underlie and organise all items of that kind. This is because structuralism sees itself as a human science whose effort is to understand, in a systematic way, the fundamental structures that underlie all human experience and, therefore, all human behavior and production. Structuralism should not be thought of as a field of study. Rather, it is a method of systematising human experience that is used in many different fields of study: for example, linguistics, anthropology, sociology, psychology, and literary studies.
2.4.1.  The Emergence of Structuralism
According to Kelly Grifith (2002), by the 1950s and 1960s, New Criticism had become the dominant theoretical approach that guided teaching and interpretation. Although structuralism shared some of the methods of New Criticism — notably an emphasis on close reading and attention to the particularities of the text — it was diametrically opposed to it in fundamental ways and took the teaching and interpretation of literature in an entirely new direction. Structuralism is a mid-20th century critical movement based on the linguistic theories of Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) and the cultural theories of Claude Levi-Straus. Ferdinand
de Saussure contends that language is a self-contained system of signs, while Levi-Straus holds that cultures, like languages, could be viewed as systems of signs and could be analysed in terms of the structural relations among their elements. Literary structuralism views literary texts as systems of interlocking signs and seeks in a scientific way the rules and codes that govern the form and content of all literature. In Structuralist Anthropology (1972), Levi-Strauss holds that human activity and its products, including religion, social conventions, ritual, art and philosophy, are artificial constructions and not natural. They are all elements of a structure. They derive their meanings not from the world of reality, but from their relationship to each other within a sign
system which sustains our perception of reality. The world, like language, is made up of signs.
The Swiss linguist, Ferdinand de Saussure, postulates that language is a self-contained system or signs which did not have any logical relation with what it refers to in material or metaphysical planes. He made a distinction between the signifier and the thing signified. In his Course de Linguistik (translated Course in General Linguistics) (1916), Saussure holds that language is a structured social system that was coherent, orderly and susceptible to understanding and explanation as a whole. He goes on to add that language could be viewed synchronically, that is, as it exists at any particular time, or diachronically, that is, as it changes in the course of time. He also makes use of two significant terms, parole, by which he means the speech of the individual person, and langue, the complete or collective language (such as Yoruba or English) as it is used at any particular time. According to Saussure, the proper object of linguistic study is not the individual utterance (parole), but language, the distinct system of signs. In his conception,
language is a system of contrasts, distinctions and ultimately opposition since the elements of language never exist in isolation, but always in relation to one another. This became the basis of his synchronic view or language.
2.4.3. Principles and Postulations of Structuralist Criticism
The structuralist literary theory is intimately linked with structural linguistics, drawing a parallel between the study of literature and that of language. The notions of sign, system, part-whole relationship became dominant features of the artistic and criticism of literature. In this way,
the basic tenets of structural linguistics were fully appropriated into literary analysis by scholars who were attracted by Saussure's discoveries. Seen from the doctrine of structuralism, literature, like language, is comprehended as a system governed by specific structural laws. A piece of literature is held to be a functional structure whose individual elements can only be comprehended in their relation to the whole. Literary structuralism views literary texts as systems of interlocking signs, and signs are language based. Structuuralist analysis seeks to make explicit, in a scientific way, the logic that governs the form and content of all literatures. Structuralist critical theory is based on Saussurean language systems. Literature is seen as a sub-system of signs which derives its livelihood from the ever-complete large system of (language) signs. Literature is just one way in which language is used; it is the equivalent of parole within the langue. Indeed, every manifestation of social activities be it dressmaking smoking, dancing, love making, history, sociology or cooking, constitutes languages. Early in the 20th century, Saussure taught three innovative courses in linguistics. His students pooled their notes and published a reconstruction of the courses called Course in General Linguistics (1916) as earlier mentioned. This work is the basis of Saussure's fame and provides the theoretical underpinning of both structuralism and post-structuralism. Saussure's key points about the nature of language broke new ground for studying literature. First, a language is a complete, self-contained system and deserves to be studied as such. Before Saussure, linguists investigated the history of languages (how languages evolved and changed through time) and the differences among languages. For this kind of study, Saussure coined the word diachronic (literally "through time"). Saussure argued that, instead of history of a language, linguists should also study how it functions in the present, how its parts interrelate to make up a whole system of communication. This kind of study Saussure called synchronic ("at the same time"). Second, Saussure claimed that a language is a system of signs. He defined a sign as consisting of a sound plus the thing the sound represents. He called the sound the signifier and the thing represented the signified. Third, Saussure said that the sounds that make up a language system are arbitrary. Any sound, it does not matter which one, could represent a given thing. The sound for the concept "tree" varies from
language to language, yet it is convntional. Fourth, any given language is self-contained. The signs that make up a language have no meaning outside the system of that language. Finally, Saussure distinguished between the whole system, which he called langue (French for "language"), and one person's use of the system, which he called parole (French for "word" or
"speech"). Langue consists of everything that makes the system work, such as words, syntax, and inflections. Parole consists of these same elements but with variations from user to user. Each speaker of a language uses the same system but does so in a slightly different way. State Sassuure’s key points about nature of language. In the 1930s and 1940s, literary critics in Europe began applying Saussure's ideas and methods to the study of literature. This application took two
different but often merging paths: literary criticism and cultural criticism. A term that describes both kinds of criticism is semiotics, the systematic study of signs. Structuralist literary critics attempt to show that literature is a form of language or that it functions like language. These critics see the individual work of literature as similar to parole, and literary genres or literature in general as similar to langue. Just as linguists study instances of parole in order to understand langue, literary critics study works of literature in order to understand the system of signs that make up a genre or literature as a whole.
One kind of structuralist literary criticism is stylistics, the study of the linguistic form of texts. Stylistics can deal with both prose and poetry, but has dealt mainly with poetry, particularly with the qualities of language that distinguish poetry from prose. Some stylistic critics claim that it is only qualities of language that distinguish poetry from prose. By analyzing individual poems, these critics attempt to identify those qualities. Structuralists who study entire cultures attempt to understand a culture's sign systems. The most prominent practitioner of this kind of criticism, as
we noted earlier, is the French anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss. Levi-Strauss claims that a culture is bound together by systems of signs, and that these systems are like language. He uses Saussurean linguistics as a way of describing the "grammar" of these systems. All aspects of a culture - technology, religion, tools, industry, food, ornaments, and rituals - form sign systems. The people of the culture are unaware of these systems; thus the structural anthropologist's task is to bring them to light. Levi-Strauss is perhaps best known for his study of myth. He examines
multiple versions of individual myths in order to isolate their essential structural units. Although Levi-Strauss applies his theories to the study of local cultures, other critics, like the Frenchman Roland Barthes, use Levi-Strauss's approach to "psychoanalyse" modern society. They look for
the unconscious sign systems that underlie all aspects of Western culture, including food, furniture, cars, buildings, clothing fashions, business, advertising, and popular entertainment. Structuralist analysis of culture and literature often merge because literature can be considered an artifact of culture. Literature is a system of signs that can be studied for itself and for its place in a given culture. As a result, structuralist critics often shy away from complex and classic works and focus instead on popular literature. Structuralist critics are also usually more interested in fitting a work within a culture or a tradition than in understanding the work itself. Because of the close affinity between Formalism and Structuralism, many of the formalist critics made significant contributions to the theories of fiction and narrative. Roman Jakobson, Jan Mukarovsky, AJ. Grehmas and even the linguist Noam Chomsky are foremost structuralists. The
formalists, Victor Shklovsky and Vladimir Propp, made extensive comments on Russian folktales and the nature of narrative structure.
In The Morphology of the Folktale (1928), Propp deals with ways in which social and behavioural structures influence and determine fictional narrative. Propp devises a system of folktale based on the two concepts of the roles filled by the characters and the functions that they perform in the plot. He demonstrates that there is a predictable and finite number of permutations of the rule-function relation. 


2.4.5. SUMMARY
In this unit, you have learnt that structuralism in general is an attempt to apply linguistic theory to the study of literature. As Eagleton notes, you can view a myth, wrestling match, system of tribal kinship, restaurant menu or oil painting as a system of signs and a structuralist analysis will try to isolate the underlying set of laws by which these signs are combined into meanings. It will largely ignore what the signs actually 'say', and concentrate instead on their internal relations to one another. Structuralism, as Fredric Jameson puts it, is an attempt “to rethink everything through once again in terms of linguistics.”
2.5. POSTSTRUCTURALISM
2.5.1. INTRODUCTION
Like structuralism, poststructuralism is based on the linguistic theories of Ferdinand de Saussure and draws extensively from the Deconstructionist theories of Jacques Derrida. Poststructuralism is centered on the idea that language is inherently unreliable and does not possess absolute meaning in itself. All meanings, post-structuralism avers, reside in "intertextuality, or the relationship of the text to past and future texts" (Merriam, 1995). Intertextuality means that every text is absorbed and transformed by previous and future texts. Derrida postulates that "every concept is necessarily and essentially inscribed in a chain or a system, within which it refers to another and to other concepts by the systematic play of differences" (Derrida, 1973). In both poststructuralism and deconstruction, there is no single correct reading of a text as interpretations can go on almost interminably, one conflicting with the other.
2.5.2.  The Emergence of Poststructuralism
Post-structuralism, according to Kelly Griffith (2002) evolved from Saussure's theories of language. It accepts Saussure's analysis of language and uses his methodology to examine the language of literary works, but it concerns itself with the relationship between language and meaning. Post-structuralism, in fact, offers a radical theory of reading that altogether rejects the certainty of meaning. The most influential post-structuralist critic is the Frenchman Jacques Derrida. Others include the works of the French historian Michel Foucault, the writings of the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan and of the feminist philosopher and critic Julia Kristeva.
The basis of Derrida's radical skepticism is Saussure's distinction between signifier and signified. Theorists of language have long maintained that words (signifiers) represent identifiable objects (the signified). The word tree represents the object "tree." But Saussure questioned the pervasiveness of such one-to-one correspondences. Words, he said, refer not to objects but to "concepts," which are expressed by other words. It seems possible, then, that language, or at least parts of language, may not refer to anything in the sensuously apprehensible world. Saussure said that language is a self-contained system and that in order to function it does not need to reflect reality; it needs only to reflect itself. Signs gain meaning from other signs in the system, not necessarily from the real world. 
Derrida and other post-structuralist critics conclude from Saussure's theories that there is a "gap" between signifier and signified. This gap blurs the meaning of the signifier so that we cannot know exactly what it refers to. The resulting ambiguity is multiplied by the connection of signifier to signifier in an endless chain, no part of which touches the real world. A literary text is equivalent to just such a chain. It is a self-contained system that exists independently from the real world. As we read, we absorb this system with our consciousness, which Derrida maintains is itself made up of language. Reading is the confrontation of one language system (our consciousness) with another (the text). Recovering meaning from texts, then, is impossible because interpretations of a text never point to the real world but only to more language. Our interaction with the text makes us think we are moving toward meaning, but we never get there.
2.5.3.  Major Postulations of Poststructuralism
Post-structuralist critics are concerned with the relationship between self and language and the culture embodied in it. Both structuralism and poststructuralism are founded on the Saussurean principle that language must be considered at the synchronic plane, that is, within a single temporal plane. Jacques Derrida, Jacques Lacan and Michel Foucault are the chief exponents of post-structuralism. Derrida argues that meaning is conceived as existing independently of the language in which it is communicated and that is not subject to the play of language. Derrida’s concepts of ‘logocentrism’ and ‘difference’ help to show how his argument is an advancement of the structuralist position.
Logocentrism is used to describe all forms of thought which base themselves on some external points of reference, such as the notion of truth. It is generally held that language is subservient to things and ideas in the world. But Derrida says that it is language that gives meaning and coherence to ideas and things, and not vice-versa. In Saussurean linguistic theory, language is primary, and meaning is the product of language. The second concept, 'difference', refers to the fact that any element or language relates to other elements in a text and the fact that it is distinct
from them. The meaning of an element is never fully present-because it depends on its association with other elements to which it refers. At the same time, its existence as an element depends on its being, distinct from other elements.
Like in formalism and structuralism, poststructuralism accepts the primacy of the text. There is nothing outside the text. Derrida's theory insists that if language in general is not governed by anything outside it, then individual literary texts are not governed by anything outside them.
The purpose of poststructuralist criticism is to expose the indeterminancy of meaning in texts. Derrida calls his critical method “deconstruction”. To "deconstruct" a work, the critic analyses the text—especially its language— to show that whatever connection may seem to exist between the text and the real world is an illusion created by the author's clever manipulation of language. Whatever the author may have intended the work to mean or whatever a reader may think it means is always undercut by the ambiguity of the work's language. The gap between signifier and signified is symptomatic of a "space" of emptiness, nothingness, nonmeaning that lies at the heart of every text. The critic attempts to demonstrate that the presence of this space makes the text an "abyss" of limitless and contradictory meanings.
2.5.4  SUMMARY
Poststructuralism is based on the linguistic theories of Ferdinand de Saussure and draws extensively from the deconstructionist theories of Jacques Derrida. The theory is centred on the idea that language is inherently unreliable and does not possess absolute meaning in itself. All
meanings, post-structuralism avers, reside in "inter-textuality or the relationship of the text to past and future texts". Inter-textuality means that every text is absorbed and transformed by previous and future texts.
Derrida postulates that "every concept is necessarily and essentially inscribed in a chain or a system, within which it refers to another and to other concepts by the systematic play of differences". In both poststructuralism and deconstruction, there is no single correct reading of a
text as interpretations can go on almost interminably, one conflicting with the other.



2.6. DECONSTRUCTION
2..6.1.  INTRODUCTION
Deconstruction, as a theory of literature, rejects the traditional assumption that language can accurately represent reality. According to deconstructionists, language is a fundamentally unstable medium; hence, literary texts which are made up of words have no fixed and single
meaning. According to Paul de Man, deconstructionists “insist on the impossibility of making the actual expression coincide with what has to be expressed, of making the actual signs coincide with what is signified.” Since they believe that literature cannot adequately and definitely express its subject matter, deconstructionists tend to shift their attention away from what is being said to how language is being used in a text. In many ways, deconstructionist criticism shares certain tenets with formalism since both methods usually involve close reading.
As a theoretical concept, deconstruction, according to Lois Tyson (2006), has a good deal to offer us: it can improve our ability to think critically and to see more readily the ways in which our experience is determined by ideologies of which we are unaware because they are “built into” our language. However, in order to understand how deconstruction reveals the hidden work of ideology in our daily experience of ourselves and our world, we must first understand deconstruction’s view of language because, according to Derrida, language is not the reliable tool of communication we believe it to be, but rather a fluid, ambiguous domain of complex experience in which ideologies program us without our being aware of them. Deconstruction’s theory of language, in contrast, is based on the belief that language is much more slippery and ambiguous than we realise.
As a literature student, your goal is to use deconstruction to help enrich your reading of literary texts, to help you see some important ideas they illustrate that you might not have seen so clearly or so deeply without deconstruction, and to help you see the ways in which language blinds us to
the ideologies it embodies.
2.6.2. The Emergence of Deconstruction
Deconstruction differs from New Criticism because it does not attempt a resolution of paradoxes and ambiguities through any appeal to organic unity in the literary text. Deconstruction queries the notion of the selfenclosed literary work and the idea that any work has a fixed identifiable meaning. It does not place exclusive emphasis on the text alone because the theory expands the notion of what constitutes a text.
Deconstruction was developed by the French critic Jacques Derrida in the late 1960s and became a major influence on literary studies during the late 1970s. Deconstruction takes apart the logic of language and insists that all texts include unconscious traces of other positions exactly
opposite to that which it sets out to uphold. Deconstruction attempts to loosen language from pre-conceived concepts and referents. It attacks the assumption that a text has a single, stable meaning. Derrida suggests that all interpretation of a text simply constitutes further texts, which means there is no “outside the text” at all. Therefore, it is impossible for a text to have stable meaning. The practice of deconstruction involves identifying the contradictions within a text’s claim to have a single, stable meaning, and showing that a text can be taken to mean a variety of things that differ significantly from what it purports to mean. Apart from Derrida, other proponents of deconstructive criticism include John Miller and Paul de Man.




2.6.3.  Theoretical Postulations of Deconstructionist Criticism
Primarily, deconstructive criticism is concerned with:
(1) The relation of words to things,
(2) Whether or not there is certainty of truth,
(3) Whether or not texts have meanings beyond what the reader makes of what he reads, and
(4) Whether interpretation is an individual thing, or it is the particular thing that the author has in mind when writing.
Lois Tyson (2006) argues that deconstruction claims that language is nonreferential because it refers neither to things in the world nor to our concepts of things but only to the play of signifiers of which language itself consists. Deconstruction thus offers us a radical vision of the activity of
thinking. Our mental life consists not of concepts—not of solid, stable meanings—but of a fleeting, continually changing play of signifiers.
Derrida, on his part, argues that language has two important characteristics:
(1) Its play of signifiers continually defers, or postpones, meaning, and
(2) The meaning it seems to have is the result of the differences by which we distinguish one signifier from another.
He combines the French words for “to defer” and “to differ” to coin the word différance, which is his name for the only “meaning” language can have. For deconstruction, therefore, if language is the ground of being, then the world is the infinite text, that is, an infinite chain of signifiers always in play. Because human beings are constituted by language, they, too, are texts.
In other words, deconstructionist theory of language has implications for subjectivity, for what it means to be a human being as the theory asserts that our experience of ourselves and our world is produced by the language we speak, and because all language is an unstable, ambiguous force-field of competing ideologies, we are, ourselves, unstable and ambiguous force fields of competing ideologies. Basically, for deconstruction:
(1) Language is dynamic, ambiguous, and unstable, continually disseminating possible meanings;
(2) Existence has no centre, no stable meaning, no fixed ground; and
(3) Human beings are fragmented battlefields for competing ideologies whose only “identities” are the ones we invent and choose to believe.
For deconstruction, literature is as dynamic, ambiguous and unstable as the language of which it is composed. Meaning is not a stable element residing in the text for us to uncover or passively consume. Meaning is created by the reader in the act of reading. Or, more precisely, meaning is produced by the play of language through the vehicle of the reader, though we generally refer to this process as “the reader.” Furthermore, the meaning that is created is not a stable element capable of producing closure; that is, no interpretation has the final word. Rather, literary texts, like all texts, consist of a multiplicity of overlapping, conflicting meanings in dynamic, fluid relation to one another and to us. What have been considered the “obvious” or “commonsense” interpretations of a given text are really ideological readings— interpretations produced by a culture’s values and beliefs—with which we are so familiar that we consider them “natural.” In short, we create the meaning and value we “find” in the text. Just as authors cannot help but draw on the assumptions of their cultural milieu when they construct their texts, readers as well cannot help but draw on the assumptions of theirs when they construct their readings. Therefore, both
literary and critical texts can be deconstructed.
There are generally two main purposes in deconstructing a literary text, and we may see either or both at work in any given deconstructive reading:
(1) to reveal the text’s undecidability and/or
(2) to reveal the complex operations of the ideologies of which the text is constructed. To reveal a text’s undecidability is to show that the “meaning” of the text is really an indefinite, undecidable, plural, conflicting array of possible meaning and that the text, therefore, has no meaning, in the traditional sense of the word, at all. This goal can be accomplished, in brief, by the following procedure:
(1) note all the various interpretations—of characters, events, images, and so on—the text seems to offer;
(2) show the ways in which these interpretations conflict with one another;
(3) show how these conflicts produce still more interpretations, which produce still more conflicts, which produce still more interpretations; and
(4) use steps 1, 2, and 3 to argue for the text’s undecidability. Unde cidability does not mean that the reader is unable to choose among possible interpretations. It does not mean that the text cannot “make up its mind” as to what it wants to say. Rather, undecidability means that reader and text alike are inextricably bound within language’s dissemination of meanings. That is, reader and text are interwoven threads in the perpetually working loom of language. Specific meanings are just “moments” of meaning that give way, inevitably, to more meanings. Thus, the literary text is used to illustrate the indefinite, plural, conflicting possible meanings that constitute all texts, literary and otherwise, because all texts are made of language.
The other purpose in deconstructing a literary text is to see what the text can show us about the ideologies of which it is constructed. This endeavor usually shows us something about the ways in Deconstructive criticism which ideologies operate in our own view of the world as well.
2.6.4.  SUMMARY
Literature, for deconstructionist critics, is as dynamic, ambiguous and unstable as the language of which it is composed. Meaning is not a stable element residing in the text for us to uncover or passively consume. Meaning is created by the reader in the act of reading. Or, more precisely,
meaning is produced by the play of language through the vehicle of the reader, though we generally refer to this process as “the reader.” Furthermore, the meaning that is created is not a stable element capable of producing closure; that is, no interpretation has the final word. Rather,
literary texts, like all texts, consist of a multiplicity of overlapping, conflicting meanings in dynamic, fluid relation to one another and to us. What have been considered the “obvious” or “commonsense” interpretations of a given text are really ideological readings— interpretations produced by a culture’s values and beliefs—with which we are so familiar that we consider them “natural.” In short, we create the meaning and value we “find” in the text. Just as authors cannot help but draw on the assumptions of their cultural milieu when they construct their texts, readers as well cannot help but draw on the assumptions of theirs when they construct their readings










2.7. FEMINIST/GENDER CRITICISM
2.7.1. INTRODUCTION
Feminist criticism grew out of the women’s movement that followed World War II and seeks to analyse the role of gender in works of literature. A leading feminist critic, Elaine Showalter, describes two purposes of feminist criticism: first, feminist critique (the analysis of works by male authors, especially in the depiction of women’s writing); and secondly, gynocriticism (the study of women’s writing). Beyond this, feminist critics have also focused on recovering neglected works by women authors through the ages and creating a canon of women’s writing. Importantly, gender issues play a part in every aspect of human production and experience, including the production and experience of literature, whether we are consciously aware of these issues or not.
Feminist/gender criticism examines how sexual identity influences the creation and reception of literary works. A feminist critic sees cultural and economic disabilities in a "patriarchal" society that have hindered or prevented women from realising their creative possibilities and women's
cultural identification as a merely negative object, or "Other," to man as the defining and dominating "Subject." There are several assumptions and concepts held in common by most feminist critics. First is that our civilisation is pervasively patriarchal. Second, is that the concepts of "gender" are largely, if not entirely, cultural constructs, effected by the omnipresent patriarchal biases of our civilisation. Third, is that this patriarchal ideology also pervades those writings that have been considered great literature. Such works, feminist critics aver, lack autonomous female role model, and are implicitly addressed to male readers, leaving the woman reader an alien outsider or else solicit her to identify against herself by assuming male values and ways of perceiving, feeling, and acting. In this unit, you will be introduced to feminist/gender criticism and the forces that influenced it.
2.7.2.  The Emergence of Gender/Feminist Criticism
Feminist or gender criticism, according to Kelly Griffith (2002), bases its interpretations on ideas about the nature of females and female experience. With the rise of feminism in the 1950s and 1960s, feminist critics claimed that, over the years, men had controlled the most influential interpretive communities. Men decided which conventions made up "literature" and judged the quality of works. Men wrote the literary histories and drew up the lists of "great" works—the literary canon. Because works by and about women were omitted from the canon, women authors were ignored, and women characters misconstrued. Since the 1960s, however, feminist literary critics have successfully challenged these circumstances. Many more women now
teach, interpret, evaluate, and theorise about literature than ever before.
Literary genres practised by women, such as diaries, journals, and letters, have gained more respect. Numerous anthologies, literary histories and interpretive studies explore women's contributions to literature. Today, a new movement, "gender studies," has evolved out of feminist studies in order to address broader issues; notably, the nature of both femininity and masculinity, the differences within each sex, and the literary treatment of men and homosexuals. Feminist criticism is political in that it argues for the fair representation and treatment of women.
2.7.3. Stages of Development of Feminist Criticism
Scholars have attempted to periodise the stages of emergence of feminist criticsm. However, it should be noted that this categorisation is not cast on stone. Griffith states that a survey of the history of feminist and gender criticism helps to spotlight their concerns. The first stage of feminist criticism began with two influential books: Simone de Beauvoir's The Second Sex (1949) and Kate Millet's Sexual Politics (1970). Both authors criticise the distorted representation of women by well-known male authors. Their works laid the foundation for the most prevalent approach of this stage, the "images of women" approach.
Following de Beauvoir and Millet, feminist critics called attention to the unjust, distorted, and limited representation (images) of females in works of literature, especially works authored by males. They celebrated realistic representations of women and brought to light neglected works
by and about women. They sought to expose the "politics" of self-interest that led people to create stereotypical and false images of women.
In the second stage of feminist criticism, beginning in the early 1970s, critics shifted away from works by males to concentrate on works by females. Elaine Showalter, a prominent critic from this period, called this approach "gynocriticism." Gynocritics urged women to become familiar with female authors and to discover their own female "language," a language that supposedly enters the subconscious before the "patriarchal" language of the dominant culture. They tried to delineate a female poetics, a use of literary conventions and genres that seems typically "female." Some critics based feminist poetics on the possible connection between writing and the female body. Because women's bodies have more fluids than men's, they argued, women's writing is
more "fluid." It is less structured, less unified, more inclusive of many points of view, less given to neat endings, and more open to fantasy than writing by men. It rejects or undermines the "marriage plot" and the "happy ending," in which a strong female protagonist submits to a male
by marrying him. Female poetics seeks to understand why female authors tend to favour certain genres (lyric poetry, novel, short story, tale, letters, diaries, and memoirs) over others (epic, martial romance, drama, and satire).
The third stage of feminist criticism rebelled against the "essentialist" assumptions of gynocriticism with its focus on the cultural creation of identity. The third stage of feminist criticism attempts to distinguish between "sex" and "gender." While sex is the biological difference between males and females, gender is the cultural difference. Culture determines the traits and behaviour that set masculinity apart from femininity. Western culture, for example, has seen women as passive rather than active, irrational rather than rational, subjective rather than objective, at home rather than at "work," spiritual rather than material, and impractical rather than practical. It has ruled that certain kinds of behaviour are "abnormal" and "unnatural" for females to practise, such as pursuing careers, doing construction work, being pastors or priests, wearing "male" clothes, or being assertive. Such gender distinctions, feminist critics claim, are arbitrary and almost always give women less power, status, and respect than men. They argue that many women are "trapped" by the gender traits assigned to them by culture.
2.7.4. Theoretical Postulations of Gender/Feminist Criticism
Feminist criticism covers almost anything that has to do with female emancipaption and empowerment. Jide Balogun (2011) holds that Feminist criticism is an attempt by the women-folk to universally liberate itself from male chauvinism and patriarchy. He argues that
while the shift is not intended to cause gender terrorism, it aims at making the position of women at home, at work, at school, in the street etc more challenging to themselves and their men-folk in the social phenomenon. The radical posture of feminist criticism is reflected in its dissatisfaction with the place of women in global social and cultural situations. Because of its interest in social issues, feminist criticism, like Marxism, is historical, and political, and it proposes a dynamic ideological commitment.
The feminist literary critic’s interest is to pursue the cause of women in literary texts. This is accomplished by encouraging women authors to write novels, plays and poems. Furthermore, the feminist literary writer features and makes women characters and ideas dominant in her works.
Such writers endeavour to propagate feminist thought, female concerns, ideas “and accomplishments and to recover the largely unrecorded and unknown history of women in earlier times” (Jerome Beaty, 2002).
According to Lois Tyson (2006), feminist criticism examines the ways in which literary texts reinforce patriarchy because the ability to see when and how patriarchal ideology operates is crucial to one’s ability to resist it in one’s life. Feminists have observed that the belief that men
are superior to women has been used to justify and maintain the male monopoly of positions of economic, political, and social power, in other words, to keep women powerless by denying them the educational and occupational means of acquiring economic, political, and social power.
That is, the inferior position long occupied by women in patriarchal society has been culturally, not biologically, produced. For feminist critics, patriarchal ideology works to keep women and men in traditional gender roles and thereby maintain male dominance. Women are oppressed by patriarchy economically, politically, socially, and psychologically, and patriarchal ideology is the primary means by which they are kept so. In every domain where patriarchy reigns, a woman is
the other: she is objectified and marginalised, defined only by her difference from male norms and values, and by what she (allegedly) lacks but which men (allegedly) have.
2.7.4.  SUMMARY
In this unit, you learnt that feminist criticism examines the ways in which literary texts reinforce patriarchy because the ability to see when and how patriarchal ideology operates is crucial to one’s ability to resist it in one’s life. The duty of the feminist literary critic is to pursue the cause of women in literary texts. This is accomplished by encouraging women authors to write novels, plays and poems. Furthermore, the feminist literary writer endeavours to feature and make women characters and ideas dominant in her works.























2.8.  READER-RESPONSE THEORY
2.8.1.  INTRODUCTION
Reader-response theory focuses on the activity of reading a work of literature. Reader-response critics turn from the traditional conception of a work as an achieved structure of meanings to the responses of readers as they read a text. By this shift of perspective, a literary work is converted into an activity that goes on in a reader's mind; that is, a reader's experience and the text. It is through this interaction that meaning is made. Proponents of this school of criticism believe that
literature has no objective meaning or existence; rather readers bring their own thoughts, moods and experiences to whatever text they are reading and get out of it whatever they happen to base on their own expectations and ideas. This unit introduces you to the origin, tenets and criticism levelled against reader-response theory.
2.8.2. The Origin of Reader-Response Theory
As its name implies, reader-response criticism focuses on readers’ responses to literary texts. This attention to the reading process, according to Lois Tyson (2006), emerged during the 1930s as a reaction against the growing tendency to reject the reader’s role in creating meaning, a tendency that became a formal principle of the New Criticism which dominated critical practice in the 1940s and 1950s.
Reader-response theory did not receive much attention until the 1970s. This school maintains that what a text is cannot be separated from what it does. Reader-response theorists share two beliefs:
(1). That the role of the reader cannot be omitted from our understanding of literature and
(2). That readers do not passively consume the meaning presented to them by an objective literary text; rather they actively make the meaning they find in literature.
This second belief, that readers actively make meaning, suggests, of course, that different readers may read the same text quite differently. In fact, reader-response theorists believe that even the same reader reading the same text on two different occasions will probably produce different meanings because so many variables contribute to our experience of the text. The knowledge we have acquired between our first and second reading of a text, personal experiences that have occurred in the interim, a change in mood between our two encounters with the text, or a change
in the purpose for which we are reading it can all contribute to our production of different meanings for the same text.
2.8.3.  Theoretical Postulations of Reader-Response Theory
Kelly Griffith (2002) in Writing Essays About Literature contends that reader-response theory is a school of criticsm which maintains that readers actually contribute to the meaning of works of litearture. Reader-response criticism studies the interaction of reader with the text.
Reader-response critics hold that the text is incomplete until it is read.
Each reader brings something to the text that completes it and that makes each reading different. For this school of thought, the literary text has no life of its own without the reader.
Although reader-response criticism borrows its methodology from New Criticism, Structuralism and Post-structuralism, it challenges their dominance and rejects their contention that the work must be studied in isolation from its context. Context—historical, biographical, cultural, psychoanalytic—is relevant to the understanding of the text.
Reader-response theory further rejects the post-structuralist claim that texts are meaningless. Texts may be incomplete in themselves, but the reading of them makes them potentially reflective of the real world—or at least the reader's experience of the real world. Reader-response
scholars, like the German critic, Wolfgang Iser, agrees with Jacques Derrida that works contain "gaps” which must be filled. Authors always leave something unsaid or unexplained and thus invite readers to fill the resulting spaces with their own imaginative constructs. Iser argues, therefore, that many equally valid interpretations of a work are possible. Interpretations of a work will vary from person to person and even from reading to reading.
Some groups of reader-response critics focus on how biographical and cultural contexts influence the interpretation of texts. These critics argue that reading is a collective enterprise. For instance the American critic Stanley Fish states that a reader's understanding of what "literature" is and what works of literature mean is formed by "interpretive communities" (groups to which readers belong). These groups could be small (a circle of friends) or large (a region or cultural entity). Fish rejects the idea that a text has a core of meaning that everyone in any age would accept. Rather, shared understandings of a text's meaning come from the beliefs of a community of readers, not from the text.
Each reader's preconceptions actually "create" the text. If, for example, a reader believes that a miscellaneous collection of words is a religious poem, the reader will perceive it as a religious poem. If a reader believes that the work fits a particular theory, the reader will find facts in the work to support that theory. The theory, in a sense, "creates" the facts.
2.8.4.  Criticisms against Reader-Response Theory
You have been taught that reader-response criticism sees the reader as essential to the interpretation of a work. Each reader is unique, with different educations, experiences, moral values, opinions, and tastes, etc. Therefore, each reader’s interaction with a work is unique. A readerresponse critic analyses the features of the text that shape and guide a reader’s reading. The critic emphasizes recursive reading—re-reading for new interpretations. For reader-response critics, each generation has different experiences, values, and issues; hence, each generation will
read a work differently. However, reader-response theory has been criticised as being overly impressionistic and guilty of the affective fallacy (too focused on the emotional effect of the work). Other critics have plainly said that it is not intellectual. These attacks have led to the
adaptation of another version of reader-response criticism called reception theory.
2.8.5. SUMMARY
As its name implies, reader-response theory focuses on readers’ responses to literary texts. Proponents of reader-response theory believe that literature has no objective meaning or existence; rather, readers bring their own thoughts, moods and experiences to whatever text they
are reading and get out of it whatever they happen to base on their own expectations and ideas. Reader-response theory has been criticised as being overly impressionistic and guilty of the affective fallacy. Some other critics have plainly said that it is not intellectual.











2.8.  POSTCOLONIAL THEORY
2.8.1. INTRODUCTION
Lois Tyson (2006), in Critical Theory Today: A User Friendly Manual, holds that as a domain within literary studies, postcolonial theory is both a subject matter and a theoretical framework. As a subject matter, postcolonial theory analyses literature produced by cultures that developed in response to colonial domination, from the first point of colonial contact to the present. Any analysis of a postcolonial literary work, regardless of the theoretical framework used, might be called postcolonial criticism. Postcolonial criticism focuses on the literature of cultures that developed in response to British colonial domination.
However, as a theoretical framework, postcolonial criticism seeks to understand the operations—politically, socially, culturally and psychologically—of colonialist and anti-colonialist ideologies. For example, a good deal of postcolonial criticism analyses the ideological forces that, on the one hand, pressed the colonised to internalise the colonisers’ values and, on the other hand, promoted the resistance of colonised peoples against their oppressors, a resistance that is as old as colonialism itself. ( (((
Postcolonial criticism is a term which has obviously become globalised. However, a key problem remains in the actual naming. The prefix ‘post’ raises questions similar to those arising from its attachment to the term ‘modernism’. Does ‘post’ signal a break into a phase and consciousness
of newly constructed independence and autonomy ‘beyond’ and ‘after’ colonialism, or does it imply a continuation and intensification of the system, better understood as neo-colonialism? According to Raman Selden, Peter Widdowson and Peter Brooker (2005):
The appearance of postcolonial theory has overlapped with the debates on postmodernism,
though it brings, too, an awareness of power relations between Western and ‘Third World’ cultures which the more playful and parodic, or aestheticizing postmodernism has neglected or been slow to develop. From a postcolonial perspective, Western values and traditions of thought and literature, including versions of postmodernism, are guilty of a repressive ethnocentrism.
In this unit, our aim is to explain the concept of Postcolonialism as well as its theoretical predilections.
2.9.2.  The Emergence of Postcolonial Criticism
Postcolonialism as a literary theory emerged in the late 19th century and thrived throughout the 20th century. Postcolonialism is a literary approach that gives a kind of psychological relief to the people (the colonised) for whom it was born. The focus of the postcolonial critic is to expose the mechanism and the evil effect(s) of that monster called colonialism on the colonised. Colonialism which is the capitalistic and exploitative method by a ‘superior’ nation (coloniser) to lord itself over a less-privileged nation (colonised) leads to the impoverishment of the latter. The concept of colonialism has political, economic and cultural implications.
Postcolonialism sees literature as an avenue to probe into the history of society by recreating its past experience with the mind of forestalling the repetition of history. The ultimate for the postcolonial critic is to develop a kind of nostalgia about his historical moment that produces a
new dawn in his society. Postcolonialism is a dominant feature in African and Caribbean literature as writers in these settings see colonialism as an instrument aimed at reducing them to nonentities. An interesting feature of postcolonial theory is its attempt, not only to expose the oddities of colonialism but to reveal and discuss what the independent nations make of themselves even after the demise of colonialism.
In another sense, postcolonial denotes a period of recovery after colonialism as well as a signification of its ongoing cultural aftermath.
Emphasising its ideological predilection, Kehinde argues that: “Postcolonial African novelists use their novels to facilitate the transgression of boundaries and subversion of hegemonic rigidities previously mapped out in precursor literary canonical texts about African and her people.” In The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Postcolonial Literatures (1989), Bill Ashcroft et al aver that postcolonial criticism covers “…all the cultures affected by the imperial process from the moment of colonisation to the present.” Awan Ankpa views the concept in like manner as representing “…those fields of significations in which people who had been colonised by Europe struggle to redefine themselves and their environment in the face of
Euro-centricism’s epistemological violence.” Thus, viewd from the perspective of a counter-discourse, postcolonial literatures become in the words of Ayo Kehinde “…veritable weapons used to dismantle the hegemonic boundaries and the determinants that create unequal relations
of power, based on binary oppositions such as ‘Us’ and ‘Them’; ‘First world’ and ‘Third world’; ‘White’ and ‘Black’; ‘Coloniser’ and ‘Colonised.
2.9.3. Theoretical Postulations of Postcolonial Theory
Despite the polemics surrounding the concept of postcolonialism, it is unarguable that the emergence of the ‘Post’ in literary and cultural studies in the 20th Century is a significant development that has radically widened the scope of literary theorising, criticism and interpretation. Depending on the context in which it is employed, ‘post’ connotes both ‘a succession’ as well as ‘a transcending of existing perspectives’. From post-structuralism, post-marxism, postmodernism, to postcolonial criticism, the aim has been to interrogate dominant
epistemologies and re-theorise their claims in the light of emerging new knowledge. This is the thrust of Esiaba Irobi’s (2010) argument that postcolonialism is: A reaction to Western imperialist history and intellectual ideology…It seeks to dismantle the epistemologies of intellectual hegemony cultivated by the west via its academics as well as confront the ex-colonized with the options available for their critical redemption via alternative modes of discourse which may be different from those traditions of discourse fashioned by the west.
This politics of power and representation by the West which postcolonial criticism seeks to interrogate has been examined critically by the Palestinian scholar, Edward Said, in his influential works, Orientalism (1978) and Culture and Imperialism (1993). Known for his anti-colonial stance, Said in both works argues that in order to bolster its claim of superiority, there is a condescending zeal by the West to inferiorise, marginalise and stereotype other history and cultures which it does not understand or which it knows very little about. For him, the West has a limited and over-simplified concept of the ‘East’ and believes in the supremacy of its values, while relegating the values and cultures of others as ‘uncivilised’. Said questions the West’s notion of history and authority of knowledge and calls for its re-valuation. Homi Bhabha (1994) in the same mode of thinking posits that colonial ideology rests upon a “Manichaean structure” that divides the world into dichotomous identity categories of the civil and the barbaric, the “us”
and the “them”. In his estimation: “the objective of colonialist discourse is to construe the colonised as a population of degenerate types on the basis of racial origin, in order to justify conquest and to establish systems of administration and instruction.”
Thus, postcolonial theory on the one hand takes the garb of a countercanon, a revision of dominant Western postulation about its perceived ‘Other’. Elleke Boehmer in Colonial and Postcolonial Literature (1995) concurs to this thinking. For her, the concept emerged as a ‘resistance’ to imperial domination: In writings as various as romances, memoirs, adventure tales or the later poetry of Tennyson, the view of the world as directed from the colonial metropolis was consolidated and confirmed. Thus, it also followed almost automatically that resistance to imperial domination (especially on the part of those who lacked guns or money) frequently assumed textual form. As a ‘radical’ literary construct, at least in its ideological commitment, postcolonial theory acquires different significations in the context of African and ‘Third World” literature. It is an epistemology which seeks to rupture the absolutist claims of Western epistemology, including its representations of Africa and other ‘Third World’ countries especially in literary, philosophical and cultural discourses. In other words, postcolonial criticism sets out to ‘comment on, and criticise colonial hegemony and the process of decolonisation’ in former colonized nations. The leading postcolonial critics and writers include Homi Bhaba, Edward Said, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Chinua Achebe, Salman Rushdie, Ngugi wa Thiong’o, Wole Soyinka, Nadine Gordimer, Derek Walcott, and J. M. Coetzee.
Edward Ako (2004), tracing the transition of Commonwealth Literature into postcolonial literature, observes that postcolonial critics deal with problems of migration, slavery, suppression, resistance, representation, difference, caste, class, race, gender, place and responses to the influential master discourses of imperial Europe, such as history, literature, philosophy, linguistics and the fundamental experiences of speaking and writing by which all these come into being. Thus, in its engagement with literature postcolonial criticism, especially for the ‘Third World’, is a politico-literary discourse which in the words of Rehnuma Sazzad “opposes the power-knowledge nexus” constructed by the West and devising in the alternative, fresh ways of approaching old epistemologies. Thus, Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958) epitomises the postcolonial as a counter-narrative to Joyce Cary’s Mister Johnson (1902) and Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1902) respectively. J.M Coetzee’s Foe (1986), in the same light, represents a
revision of Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719). These are Western ‘Master Texts’ which portray distorted images of Africa and its people. Postcolonial criticism therefore takes as part of its objectives the critique of ‘Colonial ethos’ reflected in ‘Colonialist texts’.
Beyond the claims of counter-balancing, the dominant discursive ethos of the West, postcolonial African writers also foreground the political tensions in their emergent independent states. With the failure of political independence to usher in the dividends of democratisation in many African countries, disillusionment has set in, and writers in their works reflect these social dissonances manifested in political instability, ethnic identity, inequality, corruption, abuse of power and leadership failure. The effects and aftermaths of colonisation become a fascinating theme of these writers, including the wide socio-economic inequality in society which often results in conflict. In all, postcolonial critics always share a sense of solidarity with the oppressed and marginalised.
2.9.4. Criticisms against Postcolonial Theory
It has been stated that postcolonial theory tilts strongly towards the incorporation of politics into literary theorising. Postcolonial criticis often interrogates the dichotomy between history and fictional representation, ‘Otherness’ and hybridity and their relationship to issues of identity. However, as a theoretical construct, Postcolonialism provokes both ‘critical acclaim’ and ‘critical bashing’, especially among ‘Third World’ scholars. For instance, the Nigerian poet, Niyi Osundare, dismisses it as another form of ‘imperialism of theory’; the Ghanaian writer, Ama Ata Aidoo, rejects it on the grounds that ‘colonialism has not been posted at all’. Aidoo’s observation finds elements of validity as events in many African societies show that neo-colonialism in the form of Western multinational conglomerates is very much alive, pauperizing and inflicting hardship on the hapless poor. Advancing Aidoo’s line of thought, Tyson states that another debate engaging the attention of postcolonial critics concerns the politics of their own critical agenda.
For example, the term postcolonial criticism implies that colonialism is a thing of the past, while in reality, it is not. Colonialism is no longer practised as it was between the late 15th and mid-20th centuries, through the direct, overt administration of governors and educators from the colonising country. But today, through different means, the same kind of political, economic and cultural subjugation of vulnerable nations occurs at the hands of international corporations from such world powers as the United States, Germany and Japan. Again, there are fears that postcolonial literature will be “colonised”—that is, interpreted according to European norms and standards-by the cultural Euro-centrism that dominates literary education and literary criticism the world over.
2.9.5.  SUMMARY
In this unit, we explained that most postcolonial critics analyse the ways in which a literary text, whatever its subject matter, is colonialist or anticolonialist; that is, the ways in which the text reinforces or resists oppressive ideology. For example, in the simplest terms, a text can reinforce colonialist ideology through positive portrayals of the colonisers, negative portrayals of the colonised, or the uncritical representation of the benefits of colonialism for the colonised.
Analogously, texts can resist colonialist ideology by depicting the misdeeds of the colonisers, the suffering of the colonised, or the detrimental effects of colonialism on the colonised. Postcolonial criticism pursues not merely the inclusion of the marginalised literature of colonial peoples into the dominant canon and discourse, it also offers a fundamental critique of the ideology of colonial domination and at the same time seeks to undo the “imaginative geography” of Orientalist thought that produced conceptual as well as economic divides between ‘West and East’, ‘civilised and uncivilised’, ‘First and Third Worlds’. In this respect, postcolonial criticism is in a way activist and adversarial in its basic aims. It is a theory that has brought fresh perspectives to the role of colonial peoples (their wealth, labour and culture) in the development of modern European nation states.





















2.10. NEW HISTORICISM
2.10.1.  INTRODUCTION
New Historicism is a term coined by Stephen Greenblatt. It designates a body of theoretical and interpretive practices that began largely with the study of early modern literature in the United States. According to “New Historicism,” the circulation of literary and non-literary texts produces relations of social power within a culture. New Historicist thought differs from traditional historicism in literary studies in several crucial ways. Rejecting traditional historicism’s premise of neutral inquiry, “New Historicism” accepts the necessity of making historical value judgments. According to “New Historicism,” we can only know the textual history of the past because it is “embedded,” a key term, in the textuality of the present and its concerns. For the “New Historicist,” all acts of expression are embedded in the material conditions of a culture.
Texts are examined with an eye for how they reveal the economic and social realities, especially as they produce ideology and represent power or subversion. “New Historicism” takes particular interest in representations of marginal/marginalised groups. As a theoretical concept, New Historicism views literature as part of history, and furthermore, as an expression of forces on history. New Historicism compares literary analysis to a dynamic circle whereby the work tells us something about the surrounding ideology (slavery, rights of women, etc.) and a study of the ideology tells us something about the work. Generally, New historicism takes two forms, namely : analysis of the work in the context in which it is created and analysis of the work in the context in which it is critically evaluated. New Historicists like Kirszner and Mandell (2008), assert that literature “does not exist outside time and place and cannot be interpreted without reference to the era in which it was written.” As a a theoretical perspective, New Historicism claims that readers are influenced by their culture, hence no objective reading of a work is possible. Adherents of New Historicism are of the opinion that critics should consider how their own culture affects their interpretation of the historical influence on a work. The aim of this unit is to introduce you to the theoretical tenets of New Historicism.
2.10.2.  The Emergence of New Historicism
Lois Tyson (2006) argues that New Historicism emerged in the late 1970s, rejecting both traditional historicism’s marginalisation of literature and New Criticism’s enshrinement of the literary text in a timeless dimension beyond history. Thus, for new historicist critics, a literary text does not embody the author’s intention or illustrate the spirit of the age that produced it, as traditional literary historians asserted; nor are literary texts self-sufficient art objects that transcend the time and place in which they were written, as New Critics believed. Rather, literary texts are cultural artefacts that can tell us something about the interplay of discourses, the web of social meanings, operating in the time and place in which the text was written. And they can do so because the literary text is, itself, part of the interplay of discourses, a thread in the dynamic web of social meaning. For new historicism, the literary text and the historical situation from which it emerged are equally important because text (the literary work) and context (the historical conditions, that new historical and cultural criticism which produced it) are mutually constitutive: they create each other. Like the dynamic interplay between individual identity and society, literary texts shape and are shaped by their historical contexts.
New Historicism is not interested in historical events as events, but with the ways in which events are interpreted, with historical discourses, with the ways of seeing the world and modes of meaning. Historical events are viewed by New Historicists not as facts to be documented but as
“texts” to be “read” in order to help us speculate about how human cultures, at various historical moments, have made sense of themselves and their world. Although we cannot really know exactly what happened at any given point in history, we can know what the people involved
believed happened, and we can also interpret those interpretations. For New Historical literary critics, the literary text, through its, representation of human experience at a given time and place, is an interpretation of history. As such, the literary text maps the discourses circulating at the time it was written and is itself one of those discourses. That is, the literary text shapes and is shaped by the discourses circulating in the culture in which it is produced. Likewise, our interpretations of literature shape and are shaped by the culture in which we live.
2.10.3.  Theoretical Perspective of New Historicism
The key assumptions of New Historicism, according to Kelly Griffith (2002), are embedded in its understanding of several related concepts: culture, text, discourse, ideology, the self and history. These concepts, in turn, establish the New Historicist approach to the study of literature and are based on structuralist and post-structuralist theories of language. The first term, culture, is the most important. In an anthropological sense, "culture" is the total way of life of a particular society—its language, economy, art, religion, and attachment to a location. For New Historicists, culture is also a collection of codes that everyone in a society shares and which allows them to communicate, create artifacts, and act. These codes include not just language but every element of a culture—literature, dress, food, rituals, and games.
The New Historicist’s approach to literary study is based on three things—literature, the author, and the reader— and this helps distinguish it from other theoretical approaches. New Historicism claims that literature is merely a "text" indistinguishable in nature from all the other texts that constitute a culture. The concept "literature" is "socially constructed"; every society decides what "literature" is and what its conventions are, and these definitions always vary from society to society and age to age. Equally relative are judgments about literary value. No single author's works are better than those of other authors; no single work is better than others; no one culture's works are better than those of other cultures. Rather, all texts, literary and otherwise (including "popular" texts such as television shows, advertisements, and drugstore romances), are worthy of study. The author, for the New Historicists, is far less noble and autonomous than in other approaches. Like everyone else, authors are "subjects" manufactured by culture. A culture "writes" an author who, in turn, transcribes cultural codes and discourses into literary texts. Authors' intentions about the form and meaning of their work merely reflect cultural codes and values. Likewise, culture "proggrammes" the reader to respond to its codes and forms of discourse. When readers read works of literature, they respond automatically to the codes embodied by them.
New Historicists believe that literature is history. It is "enmeshed" in history. Hence, when New Historicists study literature, they examine such things as how the work was composed, what the author's intentions were, what events and ideas the work refers to, how readers have responded to the work, and what the work means for people today. They draw upon many disciplines-anthropology, sociology, law, psychology, and history-to show what role literature has played in history, from the author's time to the present. Again, New Historicists focus on literature as cultural text. They study the relationship between literature and other texts, including non-literary and popular texts. They identify the codes that constitute literary discourse and ascertain how people use such discourse to communicate with one another and to comment on society. In addition, New Historicists scrutinise the relationship of literature to the power structures of society. They want to show how literature serves, opposes and changes the wishes of the power elites and therefore what ideologies literature supports or undermines. Finally, many New Historicists see criticism itself as an "intervention" in society.
2.10.4.  SUMMARY
As Griffith has noted, the New Historicist approach to literary study is based on three things—the text, the author, and the reader— and this helps distinguish it from other theoretical approaches. New Historicism claims that literature is merely a "text" indistinguishable in nature from all the other texts that constitute a culture. The concept "literature" is "socially constructed"; every society decides what "literature" is and what its conventions are, and these definitions always vary from society to society and age to age. Equally relative are judgments about literary value. No single author's works are better than those of other authors; no single work is better than others; no one culture's works are better than those of other cultures. Rather, all texts, literary and otherwise (including "popular" texts such as television shows, advertisements, and drugstore romances), are worthy of study.
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