


































 

Black Skin, White Masks 

 

 
(French: Peau noire, masques blancs) is a 1952 book by philosopher-psychiatrist Frantz 

Fanon. The book is written in the style of autoethnography, with Fanon sharing his own 

experiences while presenting a historical critique of the effects 

of racism and dehumanization, inherent in situations of colonial domination, on the human 

psyche.[1] 

The violent overtones in Fanon can be broken down into two categories: The violence of 

the colonizer through annihilation of body, psyche, culture, along with the demarcation of 

space, and secondly, the violence of the colonized as an attempt to retrieve dignity, sense of 

self, and history through anti-colonial struggle.[2] 

Black Skin, White Masks applies a historical critique on the complex ways in which identity, 

particularly Blackness, is constructed and produced. Fanon confronts complex formations 

of colonized psychic constructions of Blackness. He applies psychoanalysis to explain the 

feelings of dependency and inadequacy that black people experience. Fanon portrays white 

people as having a deep-seated fear of educated blacks. He argues that, no matter how 

assimilated to white norms a black person may become, whites will always exercise a sense 

of 'inferiority.' This way of thinking was designed to keep 'Blacks' stuck in an "inferior 

status within a colonial order." The divided self-perception of a Black Subject who has lost 

his native cultural origin, and embraced the culture of the Mother Country, produces an 

inferior sense of self in the "Black Man." The Black Man will try to appropriate and 

imitate the culture of the colonizer—donning the "white masks" of the book's title. Such 

behavior is more readily evident in upwardly mobile and educated Black people who can 

afford to acquire status symbols within the world of the colonial ecumene, such as an 

education abroad and mastery of the language of the colonizer. 

Based upon, and derived from, the concepts of the collective unconscious and collective 

catharsis, the sixth chapter, "The Negro and Psychopathology", presents brief, deep 

psychoanalyses of colonized black people, and thus proposes the inability of black people to 

fit into the norms (social, cultural, racial) established by white society (the colonizer). That 

"a normal Negro child, having grown up in a normal Negro family, will become abnormal 

on the slightest contact of the white world."[3] That, in a white society, such an extreme 

psychological response originates from the unconscious and unnatural training of black 

people, from early childhood, to associate "blackness" with "wrongness". That such 

unconscious mental training of black children is effected with comic books and cartoons, 

which are cultural media that instil and affix, in the mind of the white child, the society's 

cultural representations of black people as villains. Moreover, when black children are 

exposed to such images of villainous black people, the children will experience a 

psychopathology (psychological trauma), which mental wound becomes inherent to their 

individual, behavioral make-up: a part of the child's personality. That the early-life 
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suffering of said psychopathology – black skin associated with villainy – creates a collective 

nature among the men and women who were reduced to colonized populations. In Black 

Skin, White Masks, Fanon speaks about Mayotte Capécia and Abdoulaye Sadji, writers 

contemporary with him. Fanon describes I Am a Martinican Woman and Nini, mulâtresse 

du Sénégal as examples of some of the cultural damage of colonization. Capécia, a black 

woman, wants to marry a white man despite the social and cultural boundaries in place. 

Fanon believes Capécia is desperate for white approval. The colonial culture has left an 

impression on black Martinican women to believe that "whiteness is virtue and beauty" 

and that they can in turn "save their race by making themselves whiter." 

In section B of chapter seven, on "The Black Man and Hegel", Fanon examines the 

dialectics of the philosopher and conveys his suspicions of the black man being under the 

rubric of a philosophy modeled after whiteness. According to Fanon there is a conflict that 

takes form internally as self-deprecation because of this white philosophical affirmation. 

 

Reception 
First published in French in Paris, Black Skin, White Masks (1952) did not attract much 

mainstream attention in English-speaking countries. It explored the effects of colonialism 

and imposing a servile psychology upon the colonized man, woman, and child. The adverse 

effects were assessed as part of the post-colonial cultural legacy of the Mother Country to 

former imperial subjects. The book was translated into English by Charles L. Markmann, 

and published by Grove Press in 1967. In 2008 Grove published a new translation of the 

book, by Richard Philcox, which, it claims, "updates its language for a new generation of 

readers" (although opinions are mixed as to which translation is preferable).[4] 

Together with Fanon's The Wretched of the Earth, it received wider attention during 

cultural upheavals starting in the 1960s, in the United States as well as former colonial 

countries in the Caribbean and Africa. It is considered an important anti-colonial, anti-

racist, and Afro-pessimist work in Anglophone countries. But in Francophone countries, 

the book is ranked as a relatively minor Fanon work in comparison to his later, more 

radical works. The topic is explicitly connected culturally to the societies of the ethnic 

African and other peoples of color living within the French Colonial Empire (1534–1980).[5] 

The psychological and psychiatric insights remain valid, especially as applied by peoples of 

diverse colonial and imperial histories, such as the Palestinians and Kurds in the Middle 

East, the Tamils in Sri Lanka, the African Americans in the US, and Puerto Ricans, in 

their contemporary struggles for cultural and political autonomy. Contemporary theorists 

of nationalism and of anti-colonialism, of liberation theology and of cultural studies, have 

preferred Frantz Fanon's later culturally and politically revolutionary works, such as The 

Wretched of the Earth (1962).[6] Nevertheless, Black Skin, White Masks continues to generate 

debate. In 2015, leading African studies scholar Lewis R. Gordon published a book 

titled What Fanon Said: A Philosophical Introduction To His Life And Thought.[7] 

Anthony Elliott writes that Black Skin, White Masks is a seminal work.  
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Freedom and Blackness 
 
Freedom and Blackness, according to Sidney Mintz, is not a culture deliberately set upon 

breaking ―cultural rules and norms‖; instead, its focus is to be free. Free to express 

themselves in a way that is authentic to the Caribbean culture, and free to be able to live 

free from those who were once called master. A culture separate from that of their 

European colonizers yet still be recognized on an equal level. This movement of freedom 

and blackness requires knowledge on multiple interdisciplinary studies, such as politics for 

emancipation, racial inequalities and post-emancipation, all within the context of a post-

colonial world. Colonization, instead of helping countries, has destroyed culture all over the 

world. Colonization has enforced the thought process of "white supremacy" and has 

suppressed/eradicated cultures all over the Caribbean. An example of this, according to 

Fanon, is the Malagasy culture. He explains that the Malagasy culture has been colonized 

so much that if they were to be liberated, they would be left with nothing. Fanon regulates 

imagination of Blackness by his willingness to merely "envisage" through a rubric of 

epidermalization, which is yet another form of enclosure.[9] 

 

Phobogenesis 
Phobogenesis is a term derived from psychiatry and psychoanalysis, and is specifically 

obtained from the concept of the phobic object.[10] This is a thing or person that elicits 

―irrational feelings of dread, fear, and hate‖ in a subject, and whose threat is often 

exaggerated.[11] In the context of race, Fanon postulates that the black person is a 

phobogenic object, sparking anxiety in the eyes of white subjects. Fanon's definition of 

phobia is based on that of French psychologist Angelo Hesnard, who defined phobia as a 

―neurosis characterized by the anxious fear of an object (in the broadest sense of anything 

outside the individual) or, by extension, of a situation‖.[12] Thus, black people as a 

phobogenic object elicit insecurity in white people. 

Fanon follows Hesnard's definition to assert that this insecurity causes both fear and 

hatred of the phobogenic object at the same time. Therefore, in Fanon's theory, the white 

subject finds the black person both revolting and threatening simultaneously. The reaction 

induced by the phobogenic object is extremely irrational and exaggerated, as is the danger 

posed by it. The object is attributed ―evil intentions and … a malefic power‖, giving 

excessive weight to its threat to the white subject.[13] This reaction prioritizes emotion and 

affect in a manner that ―defies all rational thinking‖, Fanon's words, highlighting that the 

psychiatric aspect of racial hatred is not clearly or rationally explicable.[14] As described by 

Fanon,the whole ideology sticks to one principle of perspective (the picture or illusion in 

one's mind) about something to convey a feeling or attitude. 
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The Postmodern Condition by Jean-

François Lyotard 

Mike Sutton discusses Jean-François Lyotard’s classic report on The 

Postmodern Condition. 

The Postmodern Condition, published in 1979, was commissioned by the Council of 

Universities of the Provincial Government of Quebec. It is a report on the state of knowledge, 

particularly scientific knowledge, in the contemporary world, by the French philosopher Jean-

François Lyotard (1924-98). 

In this book, Lyotard considers knowledge, including its ubiquity. His concern here is 

prescient, given computerisation‟s pervasive influence on our lives in the half century since 

his report. 

Knowledge in philosophy is concerned centrally with metaphysics and epistemology: „What 

can we know?‟ and „How do we know?‟ respectively. The empirical sciences emerge from 

such questions. Now, with information plentiful and readily available, „knowledge‟ is to many 

people merely what they think they know. This is not always reliable. Lyotard also sees 

knowledge becoming weaponised for what Nietzsche called „the will to power‟. Modern 

economies utilise knowledge to grow. Technology, capital growth, and globalisation all 

depend on it. Hence the use of science as a feedstock for technology and capital growth, 

which he sees as a modern demonstration of the will to power. In the postmodern world, 

knowledge has become commodified. 

Legitimacy & Language Games 

So how do we know if some supposed knowledge is correct, or fit for use? Given the 

widespread availability of information, and the ease with which it can be spread, who or what 

can we trust, and what is bogus or dangerous? Can we trust authorities? Indeed, who are the 

authorities? 

Lyotard sees the problem of legitimation of knowledge as paramount in contemporary life. 

Those with knowledge can now question others with similar knowledge. Fashions or ideas 

can rise up and disappear with dizzying rapidity. 

How do we communicate information anyway? According to Lyotard, by means of language 

games. The term „language game‟ was introduced to philosophy by Ludwig Wittgenstein 

(1889-1951). Through experience, and conversations with others, we all implicitly learn the 

rules of the language games we play to communicate information. 



Language games are about making meaningful statements; and making a meaningful 

statement is sometimes called a „speech act‟ by philosophers of language. In his seminal 

1962 paper, „How to Do Things with Words‟, J.L. Austin defined three aspects of speech 

acts: locutionary – the meaning of an utterance („Do we have bread?‟); illocutionary – the 

implication or purpose of that utterance (I want to eat some bread); and perlocutionary – the 

effects of utterances on the hearer – which could range from making a mental note (to get 

more bread) to being affected emotionally („I forgot to get bread and feel bad about it‟). So 

statements do not just imply their primary meaning. They can also change their meaning with 

context, as understandings of the words are developed either by the same speakers or by 

different speakers as the information is passed on. This way, understandings and 

misunderstandings, facts and rumours, and different interpretations develop. Maxims and 

principles, customs and practices, skills, and other knowledge which does not require formal 

research but which does require description and detail, can all be affected by the language 

games through which they have been transmitted, and by the background culture of the 

hearers and transmitters. And there is much scope for misunderstanding – think of the 

common expression, „you‟re talking a different language‟: this is an acknowledgement of 

different language games being played. Furthermore, there is at least a mildly competitive – 

what Lyotard calls „agonistic‟ – aspect to each game. 

Nevertheless, the practical use of language is a cooperative effort, and requires a social 

bond. The social systems we live in prime this bonding by setting the contexts in which 

words are understood. For instance, Lyotard sees a self-regulating democratic society which 

promotes competition as a different context to a Marxist society, where income inequalities 

are seen to be politically motivated. The social bond is also active when knowledge is passed 

down generations, or when stories and instructions are exchanged. 

Scientific Knowledge 

Unlike narrative knowledge – the knowledge of everyday experience – scientific knowledge is 

supposed to be legitimised: it consists of facts and theories discovered by research and 

discussed among professionals. 

Although he does not say so, Lyotard seems to subscribe to the view of Sir Karl Popper 

(1902-94) who defined science as conjectures which can in principle be falsified, but for the 

time being (maybe even forever) are accepted. Another philosopher of science, Thomas Kuhn 

(1922-96), argued that science proceeds by paradigm shifts: a major discovery takes place 

(for example, Darwinism, quantum mechanics or relativity), which is then verified and refined 

over a period of time, until observations and evidence require a better model or theory to 

replace it. Neither Popper, Kuhn, nor Lyotard imply a view of science as absolute or enduring 

truth. Rather, they see science as providing models of what might be the case, through 

descriptions of the facts and discoveries which support the model. But the paradigm can 

change with new facts and discoveries that can‟t be accounted for within the old model. 



Lyotard‟s attitude to scientific experts and technocrats generally seems to be that running 

the world should not be left to the scientific method alone. More is required. Scientific 

methods can provide reasoned arguments based on models, but politically speaking, there is 

a need to see a bigger picture. Lyotard sympathises with Niklas Luhmann‟s observation that 

overreliance on scientific method and modelling in administration and government can lead 

to important factors being left out of consideration. This can lead to unfairness, and to 

minorities being neglected. 

There has been much misunderstanding of Lyotard‟s attitude to science. In The Postmodern 

Condition he does not go further than Popper and Kuhn in his basic definition of science. 

There is no implication that he considers scientific knowledge unsafe or illegitimate. He 

would probably have been horrified by the anti-vaccine movement. Some modern interpreters 

of his criticisms of science do not seem to have understood this. Certain academics cite 

Lyotard‟s attitude to science as being one of scepticism and mistrust. This is unfortunate, 

and untrue, and a mistrust of science has had baleful consequences. For example, in their 

book Cynical Theories (2020), Helen Pluckrose and James Lindsay show how movements 

such as postcolonial theory, race theory, queer theory, and gender theory – which ought to 

be liberal and based on trying to be kind to people – have been taken over by “far-left 

progressive social crusaders [who] portray themselves as the sole and righteous champions 

of social and moral progress” and who consequently seek militant action. These „crusaders‟ 

mistakenly assume that the original postmodernists, such as Lyotard, Jacques Derrida, and 

Michel Foucault, give them permission to abandon principles of scientific reasoning, 

especially of objective, observable truth, when theorising. So, instead of analysis, the 

crusaders produce barely comprehensible anti-scientific arguments which can lead to the 

ostracism of those who oppose their views through an intolerance of criticism, with the 

resultant no-platforming. 

Grand Narratives & Little Narratives 

Probably the best-known statement by Lyotard is his definition of postmodernism as „the 

death of metanarratives‟. Metanarratives are beliefs held by a large number of often 

knowledgeable people which are supposed to explain (parts of) human history. They are 

sometimes also called „grand narratives‟. 

Greater availability of information and research means that many traditional grand narratives, 

such as Christianity or Marxism, are open to criticism, and sometimes to demolition. In 

postmodernism, this applies to scientific laws as well as to ethics or theology. As Lyotard 

puts it, postmodern science has become a search for instabilities. Newton‟s laws of motion 

and gravity were considered incontrovertible until the advent of the theory of relativity – 

showing that science is indeed falsifiable and only as good as the empirical evidence which 

supports it. Ethical laws have also changed, and there is no agreement on one single ethical 

position. Likewise with theology. 



While grand narratives are subject to revision in the postmodern world, society will always 

rely on „little narratives‟ (or as Lyotard calls them, petit recits), which inform thinking well, 

within limits. These limits are not necessarily easy to specify. When does a theory or law 

become inapplicable? This is an open question for society to solve differently in many 

situations, scientific, ethical, economic, or theological. But it leads to uncertainty and 

confusion about what to rely on in the world and in our lives. This is another legitimation 

problem. 

Lyotard adds an Appendix about the postmodern phenomenon in general. He examines the 

role of the arts, referring to the aims of the postmodern in literature: the use of syntax, 

vocabulary, and narration to represent the hitherto unrepresented, and the abandoning of 

unity of vision and traditional forms. He also considers Immanuel Kant‟s (1724-1804) concept 

of the „sublime‟ in postmodern terms. Kant ultimately describes the sublime as wonder at the 

boundlessness of reason and experience of its universal validity (as opposed to the beautiful, 

experience of which is associated with perfect form). The sublime cannot necessarily be 

represented in ordinary language. Lyotard poses the problem: “But how to make visible 

that… which cannot be seen? The sublime is the intellectual realisation of the conceivable, 

beyond the popular or that which appeals only to the senses.” 

Insight & Foresight 

So what did Lyotard reveal in his report on the postmodern condition? 

Even back in 1979, he saw that the emerging information age would change our attitudes to 

knowledge. Nineteenth and early twentieth century philosophy could have no inkling of the 

amount of information which would eventually be at peoples‟ disposal. The Internet would 

have been a revolution indeed to Frege and Nietzsche. By 1979, the easy availability of 

information was emerging, with the prospect of even greater availability to come. But what in 

fact did this presage? Mainly a predilection to question facts and opinions, an ability to 

communicate personal opinions, and the possibility of contributing one‟s own evidence to 

the debate. This has led to difficulties in the legitimation of knowledge and the increased 

disregard for metanarratives. Science is also questioned, and not always by people who are 

well-informed. Elsewhere, narrative and scientific knowledge are muddled up. Dubious 

claimed „knowledge‟ is widely available from influencers and others, sometimes with baleful 

consequences. 

Lyotard sees that all of this will both damage and strengthen the social bond. But it can also 

lead to new thinking and ways of expression – new language games. He sees the need for the 

widest possible exchange of opinions and information, including the production of ideas 

going against or outside of established norms; the avant garde in the arts; a search for 

instabilities in science… In all this, Lyotard anticipated both the „post truth‟ world in which we 

find ourselves today, and the changes in attitudes which our being awash with information 



has brought. His insight when writing this prophetic thesis over forty years ago was 

extraordinary. 

 

















































Derrida and Differance, ed. Wood & Bernasconi, Warwick: Parousia Press 1985, p. 1-5

"Letter to a Japanese Friend"
Jacques Derrida

10 July 1983

Dear Professor Izutsu,

At our last meeting I promised you some schematic and 
preliminary reflections on the word "deconstruction". What we 
discussed were prolegomena to a possible translation of this 
word into Japanese, one which would at least try to avoid, if 
possible, a negative determination of its significations or 
connotations. The question would be therefore what 
deconstruction is not, or rather ought not to be. I underline these 
words "possible" and "ought". For if the difficulties of translation 
can be anticipated (and the question of deconstruction is also 
through and through the question of translation, and of the 
language of concepts, of the conceptual corpus of so-called 
"western" metaphysics), one should not begin by naively 
believing that the word "deconstruction" corresponds in French to 
some clear and univocal signification. There is already in "my" 
language a serious [sombre] problem of translation between 
what here or there can be envisaged for the word, and the usage 
itself, the reserves of the word. And it is already clear that even 
in French, things change from one context to another. More so in 
the German, English, and especially American contexts, where 
the same word is already attached to very different connotations, 
inflections, and emotional or affective values. Their analysis 
would be interesting and warrants a study of its own.

When I chose the word, or when it imposed itself on me - I think 
it was in *Of Grammatology* - I little thought it would be credited 
with such a central role in the discourse that interested me at the 
time. Among other things I wished to translate and adapt to my 
own ends the Heidggerian word Destruktion or Abbau. Each 
signified in this context an operation bearing on the structure or 
traditional architecture of the fundamental concepts of ontology 
or of Western metaphysics. But in French "destruction" too 
obviously implied an annihilation or a negative reduction much 
closer perhaps to Nietzschean "demolition" than to the 
Heideggerian interpretation or to the type of reading that I 
proposed. So I ruled that out. I remember having looked to see if 
the word "deconstruction" (which came to me it seemed quite 
spontaneously) was good French. I found it in the Littré. The 
grammatical, linguistic, or rhetorical senses [portees] were found 
bound up with a "mechanical" sense [portee "machinique"]. This 
association appeared very fortunate, and fortunately adapted to 
what I wanted at least to suggest. Perhaps I could cite some of 
the entries from the Littré.

"Deconstruction: action of deconstructing. Grammatical term. 
Disarranging the construction of words in a sentence. 'Of 
deconstruction, common way of saying construction', Lemare, 
De la maniére d'apprendre les langues, ch.17, in *Cours de 
langue Latine*. Deconstruire: 1. To disassemble the parts of a 
whole. To deconstruct a machine to transport it elsewhere. 2. 
Grammatical term... To deconstruct verse, rendering it, by the 
suppression of meter, similar to prose. Absolutely. ('In the system 
of prenotional sentences, one also starts with translation and one 
of its advantages is never needing to deconstruct,' Lemare, ibid.) 
3. Se deconstruire [to deconstruct itself] ... to lose its 
construction. 'Modern scholarship has shown us that in a region 
of the timeless East, a language reaching its own state of 
perfection is deconstructed [s'est deconstruite] and altered from 



within itself according to the single law of change, natural to the 
human mind,' Villemain, *Preface du Dictionaire de l'Academie*."

Naturally it will be necessary to translate all of this into Japanese 
but that only postpones the problem. It goes without saying that if 
all the significations enumerated by the Littré interested me 
because of their affinity with what I "meant" [voulais-dire], they 
concerned, metaphorically, so to say, only models or regions of 
meaning and not the totality of what deconstruction aspires to at 
its most ambitious. This is not limited to a linguistico-grammatical 
model, let alone a mechanical model. These models themselves 
ought to be submitted to a deconstructive questioning. It is true 
then that these "models" have been behind a number of 
misunderstandings about the concept and word of 
"deconstruction" because of the temptation to reduce it to these 
models.

It must also be said that the word was rarely used and was 
largely unknown in France. It had to be reconstructed in some 
way, and its use value had been determined by the discourse 
that was then being attempted around and on the basis of *Of 
Grammatology*. It is to this value that I am now going to try to 
give some precision and not some primitive meaning or 
etymology sheltered from or outside of any contextual strategy.

A few more words on the subject of "the context". At that time 
structuralism was dominant. "Deconstruction" seemed to be 
going in the same direction since the word signified a certain 
attention to structures (which themselves were neither simply 
ideas, nor forms, nor syntheses, nor systems). To deconstruct 
was also a structuralist gesture or in any case a gesture that 
assumed a certain need for the structuralist problematic. But it 
was also an antistructuralist gesture, and its fortune rests in part 
on this ambiguity. Structures were to be undone, decomposed, 

desedimented (all types of structures, linguistic, "logocentric", 
"phonocentric" - structuralism being especially at that time 
dominated by linguistic models and by a so-called structural 
linguistics that was also called Saussurian - socio-institutional, 
political, cultural, and above all and from the start philosophical.)

This is why, especially in the United States, the motif of 
deconstruction has been associated with "poststructuralism" (a 
word unknown in France until its "return" from the States). But 
the undoing, decomposing, and desedimenting of structures, in a 
certain sense more historical than the structuralist movement it 
called into question, was not a negative operation. Rather than 
destroying, it was also necessary to understand how an 
"ensemble" was constituted and to reconstruct it to this end. 
However, the negative appearance was and remains much more 
difficult to efface than is suggested by the grammaar of the word 
(de-), even though it can designate a genealogical restoration 
[remonter] rather than a demolition. That is why the word, at least 
on its own, has never appeared satisfactory to me (but what 
word is), and must always be girded by an entire discourse. It is 
difficult to effect it afterward because, in the work of 
deconstruction, I have had to, as I have to here, multiply the 
cautionary indicators and put aside all the traditional 
philosophical concepts, while reaffirming the necessity of 
returning to them, at least under erasure. Hence, this has been 
called, precipitately, a type of negative theology (this was neither 
true nor false but I shall not enter into the debate here).

All the same, and in spite of appearances, deconstruction is 
neither an analysis nor a critique and its translation would have 
to take that into consideration. It is not an analysis in particular 
because the dismantling of a structure is not a regression toward 
a simple element, toward an indissoluble origin. These values, 
like that of analysis, are themselves philosophemes subject to 



deconstruction. No more is it a critique, in a general sense or in 
Kantian sense. The instance of krinein or of krisis (decision, 
choice, judgment, discernment) is itself, as is all the apparatus of 
transcendental critique, one of the essential "themes" or 
"objects" of deconstruction.

I would say the same about method. Deconstruction is not a 
method and cannot be tranformed into one. Especially if the 
technical and procedural significations of the word are stressed. 
It is true that in certain circles (university or cultural, especially in 
the United States) the technical and methodological "metaphor" 
that seems necessarily attached to the very word deconstruction 
has been able to seduce or lead astray. Hence the debate that 
has developed in these circles: Can deconstruction become a 
methodology for reading and for interpretation? Can it thus be 
allowed to be reappropriated and domesticated by academic 
institutions?

It is not enough to say that deconstruction could not be reduced 
to some methodological instrumentality or to a set of rules and 
transposable procedures. Nor will it do to claim that each 
deconstructive "event" remains singular or, in any case, as close 
as possible to something like an idiom or a signature. It must 
also be made clear that deconstruction is not even an act or an 
operation. Not only because there would be something "patient" 
or "passive" about it (as Blanchot says, more passive than 
passivity, than the passivity that is opposed to activity). Not only 
because it does not return to an individual or collective subject 
who would take the initiative and apply it to an object, a text, a 
theme, etc.

Deconstruction takes place, it is an event that does not await the 
deliberation, consciousness, or organization of a subject, or even 
of modernity. It deconstructs itself. It can be deconstructed. [Ça 

se deconstruit.] The "it" [ça] is not here an impersonal thing that 
is opposed to some egological subjectivity. It is in deconstruction 
(the Littré says, "to deconstruct itself [se deconstruire]... to lose 
its construction"). And the "se" of "se deconstruire," which is not 
the reflexivity of an ego or of a consciousness, bears the whole 
enigma. I recognize, my dear driend, that in trying to make a 
word clearer so as to assist its translation, I am only thereby 
increasing the difficulties: "the impossible task of the 
translator" (Benjamin). This too is meant by "deconstructs".

If deconstruction takes place everywhere it [ça] takes place, 
where there is something (and is not therefore limited to meaning 
or to the text in the current and bookish sense of the word), we 
still have to think through what is happening in our world, in 
modernity, at the time when deconstruction is becoming a motif, 
with its word, its privileged themes, its mobile strategy, etc. I 
have no simple and formalizable response to this question. All 
my essays are attempts to have it out with this formidable 
question. They are modest symptoms of it, quite as much as 
tentative interpretations. I would not even dare to say, following a 
Heideggerian schema, that we are in an "epoch" of being-in-
deconstruction, of a being-in-deconstruction that would manifest 
or dissimulate itself at one and the same time in other "epochs". 
This thought of "epochs" and especially that of a gathering of the 
destiny of being and of the unity of its destination or its 
dispersions (Schicken, Geschick) will never be very convincing.

To be very schematic I would say that the difficulty of defining an 
therefore also of translating the word "deconstruction" stems 
from the fact that all the predicates, all the defining concepts, all 
the lexical significations, and even the syntactic articulations, 
which seem at one moment to lend themselves to this definition 
or to that translation, are also deconstructed or deconstructible, 
directly or otherwise, etc. And that goes for the word 



deconstruction, as for every word. *Of Grammatology* 
questioned the unity "word" and all the privileges with which is 
was credited, especially in its nominal form. It is therefore only a 
discourse or rather a writing that can make up for the incapacity 
of the word to be equal to a "thought". All sentences of the type 
"deconstruction is X" or "deconstruction is not X" a priori miss the 
point, which is to say that they are at least false. As you know, 
one of the principal things at stake in what is called in my texts 
"deconstruction" is precisely the delimiting of ontology and above 
all of the third person present indicative: S is P.

The word "deconstruction", like all other words, acquires its value 
only from its inscription in a chain of possible substitutions, in 
what is too blithely called a "context". For me, for what I have 
tried and still try to write, the word has interest only within a 
certain context, where it replaces and lets itself be determined by 
such other words as "ecriture", "trace", "differance", 
"supplement", "hymen", "pharmakon", "marge", "entame", 
"parergon", etc. By definition, the list can never be closed, and I 
have cited only names, which is inadequate and done only for 
reasons of economy. In fact I should have cited the sentences 
and the interlinking of sentences which in their turn determine 
these names in some of my texts.

What deconstruction is not? everything of course! What is 
deconstruction? nothing of course! I do not think, for all these 
reasons, that it is a good word [un bon mot]. It is certainly not 
elegant [beau]. It has definitely been of service in a highly 
determined situation. In order to know what has been imposed 
upon it in a chain of possible substitutions, despite its essential 
imperfection, this "highly determined situation" will need to be 
analyzed and deconstructed. This is difficult and I am not going 
to do it here. One final word to conclude this letter, which is 
alread too long. I do not believe that translation is a secondary 

and derived event in relation to an original languag or text. And 
as "deconstruction" is a word, as I have just said, that is 
essentially replaceable in a chain of substitution, then that can 
also be done from one language to another. The chance, first of 
all the chance of (the) "deconstruction", would be that another 
word (the same word and an other) can be found in Japanese to 
say the same thing (the same and an other), to speak of 
deconstruction, and to lead elsewhere to its being written and 
transcribed, in a word which will also be more beautiful. When I 
speak of this writing of the other which will be more beautiful, I 
clearly understand translation as involving the same risk and 
chance as the poem. How to translate "poem"? a "poem"?...

With my best wishes,

    Jacques Derrida















































Stephen Greenblatt  CULTURE 

 

The term ‘‘culture’’ has not always been used in literary studies, and indeed the very 

concept denoted by the term is fairly recent. ‘‘Culture or Civilization,’’ wrote the 

influential anthropologist Edward B. Tylor in 1871, ‘‘taken in its wide ethnographic 

sense, is that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, 

custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of 

society.’’ Why should such a concept be useful to students of literature? 

The answer may be that it is not. After all, the term as Tylor uses it is almost 

impossibly vague and encompassing, and the few things that seem excluded from it 

are almost immediately reincorporated in the actual use of the word. Hence we may 

think with a certain relief that at least ‘‘culture’’ does not refer to material objects – 

tables, or gold, or grain, or spinning wheels – but of course those objects, as used by 

men and women, are close to the center of any particular society, and we may 

accordingly speak of such a society’s ‘‘material culture.’’ Like ‘‘ideology’’ (to which, 

as a concept, it is closely allied), ‘‘culture’’ is a term that is repeatedly used without 

meaning much of anything at all, a vague gesture toward a dimly perceived ethos: 

aristocratic culture, youth culture, human culture. There is nothing especially wrong 

with such gestures – without them we wouldn’t ordinarily be able to get through three 

consecutive sentences – but they are scarcely the backbone of an innovative critical 

practice. 

How can we get the concept of culture to do more work for us? We might begin by 

reflecting on the fact that the concept gestures toward what appear to be opposite 

things: constraint and mobility. The ensemble of beliefs and practices that form a 

given culture function as a pervasive technology of control, a set of limits within 

which social behavior must be contained, a repertoire of models to which individuals 

must conform. The limits need not be narrow – in certain societies, such as that of the 

United States, they can seem quite vast – but they are not infinite, and the 

consequences for straying beyond them can be severe. The most effective disciplinary 

techniques practiced against those who stray beyond the limits of a given culture are 

probably not the spectacular punishments reserved for serious offenders – exile, 

imprisonment in an insane asylum, penal servitude, or execution – but seemingly 

innocuous responses: a condescending smile, laughter poised between the genial and 

the sarcastic, a small dose of indulgent pity laced with contempt, cool silence. And we 

should add that a culture’s boundaries are enforced more positively as well: through 

the system of rewards that range again from the spectacular (grand public honors, 

glittering prizes) to the apparently modest (a gaze of admiration, a respectful nod, a 

few words of gratitude). 

Here we can make our first tentative move toward the use of culture for the study of 

literature, for Western literature over a very long period of time has been one of the 

great institutions for the enforcement of cultural boundaries through praise and blame. 

This is most obvious in the kinds of literature that are explicity engaged in attack and 

celebration: satire and panegyric. Works in these genres often seem immensely 



important when they first appear, but their power begins quickly to fade when the 

individuals to whom the works refer begin to fade, and the evaporation of literary 

power continues when the models and limits that the works articulated and enforced 

have themselves substantially changed. The footnotes in modern editions of these 

works can give us the names and dates that have been lost, but they cannot in 

themselves enable us to recover a sense of the stakes that once gave readers pleasure 

and pain. An awareness of culture as a complex whole can help us to recover that 

sense by leading us to reconstruct the boundaries upon whose existence the works 

were predicated. 

We can begin to do so simply by a heightened attention to the beliefs and practices 

implicitly enforced by particular literary acts of praising or blaming. That is, we can 

ask ourselves a set of cultural questions about the work before us: 

What kinds of behavior, what models of practice, does this work seem to enforce? 

Why might readers at a particular time and place find this work compelling? 

Are there differences between my values and the values implicit in the work I am 

reading? 

Upon what social understandings does the work depend? 

Whose freedom of thought or movement might be constrained implicitly or explicitly 

by this work? 

What are the larger social structures with which these particular acts of praise or 

blame might be connected? 

Such questions heighten our attention to features of the literary work that we might 

not have noticed, and, above all, to connections among elements within the work. 

Eventually, a full cultural analysis will need to push beyond the boundaries of the 

text, to establish links between the text and values, institutions, and practices 

elsewhere in the culture. But these links cannot be a substitute for close reading. 

Cultural analysis has much to learn from scrupulous formal analysis of literary texts 

because those texts are not merely cultural by virtue of reference to the world beyond 

themselves; they are cultural by virtue of social values and contexts that they have 

themselves successfully absorbed. The world is full of texts, most of which are 

virtually incomprehensible when they are removed from their immediate 

surroundings. To recover the meaning of such texts, to make any sense of them at all, 

we need to reconstruct the situation in which they were produced. Works of art by 

contrast contain directly or by implication much of this situation within themselves, 

and it is this sustained absorption that enables many literary works to survive the 

collapse of the conditions that led to their production. 

Cultural analysis then is not by definition an extrinsic analysis, as opposed to an 

internal formal analysis of works of art. At the same time, cultural analysis must be 

opposed on principle to the rigid distinction between that which is within a text and 

that which lies outside. It is necessary to use whatever is available to construct a 

vision of the ‘‘complex whole’’ to which Tylor referred. And if an exploration of a 

particular culture will lead to a heightened understanding of a work of literature 



produced within that culture, so too a careful reading of a work of literature will lead 

to a heightened understanding of the culture within which it was produced. The 

organization of this volume makes it appear that the analysis of culture is the servant 

of literary study, but in a liberal education broadly conceived it is literary study that is 

the servant of cultural understanding. 

I will return to the question of extrinsic as opposed to intrinsic analysis, but first we 

must continue to pursue the idea of culture as a system of constraints. The functioning 

of such a system is obvious in poems like Pope’s ‘‘Epistle to Doctor Arbuthnot’’ or 

Marvell’s ‘‘Horatian Ode’’ on Cromwell, works that undertake to excoriate dullness 

as embodied in certain hated individuals and celebrate civic or military virtue as 

embodied in certain admired individuals. Indeed culture here is close to its earlier 

sense of ‘‘cultivation’’ – the internalization and practice of a code of manners. And 

this sense extends well beyond the limits of satire and panegyric, particularly for those 

periods in which manners were a crucial sign of status difference. 

Consider, for example, Shakespeare’s As You Like It, where Orlando’s bitter 

complaint is not that he has been excluded from his patrimony – Orlando accepts the 

custom of primogeniture by which his brother, as the eldest son, inherits virtually all 

the family property – but rather that he is being prevented from learning the manners 

of his class: ‘‘My father charged you in his will to give me a good education: you 

have train’d me like a peasant, obscuring and hiding from me all gentleman-like 

qualities.’’ Shakespeare characteristically suggests that Orlando has within him an 

innate gentility that enables him to rise naturally above his boorish upbringing, but he 

equally characteristically suggests that Orlando’s gentility needs to be shaped and 

brought to fruition through a series of difficult trials. When in the Forest of Arden the 

young man roughly demands food for his aged servant Adam, he receives a lesson in 

courtesy: ‘‘Your gentleness shall force/More than your force move us to gentleness.’’ 

The lesson has a special authority conferred upon it by the fact that it is delivered by 

the exiled Duke, the figure at the pinnacle of the play’s social order. But the entire 

world of As You Like It is engaged in articulating cultural codes of behavior, from the 

elaborate, ironic training in courtship presided over by Rosalind to the humble but 

dignified social order by which the shepherds live. Even the simple country wench 

Audrey receives a lesson in manners from the sophisticated clown Touchstone: ‘‘bear 

your body more seeming, Audrey.’’ This instruction in the management of the body, 

played no doubt for comic effect, is an enactment in miniature of a process of 

acculturation occurring everywhere in the play, and occurring most powerfully 

perhaps on an almost subliminal level, such as the distance we automatically keep 

from others or the way we position our legs when we sit down. Shakespeare wittily 

parodies this process – for example, in Touchstone’s elaborate rule-book for insults – 

but he also participates in it, for even as his plays represent characters engaged in 

negotiating the boundaries of their culture, the plays also help to establish and 

maintain those boundaries for their audiences. 

Art is an important agent then in the transmission of culture. It is one of the ways in 

which the roles by which men and women are expected to pattern their lives are 

communicated and passed from generation to generation. Certain artists have been 

highly self-conscious about this function. The purpose of his vast romance epic, The 



Faerie Queene, writes the Renaissance poet Edmund Spenser, is ‘‘to fashion a 

gentleman or noble person in virtuous and gentle discipline.’’ The depth of our 

understanding of such a project, extended over a complex plot involving hundreds of 

allegorical figures, depends upon the extent of our grasp of Spenser’s entire culture, 

from its nuanced Aristotelian conception of moral hierarchies to its apocalyptic 

fantasies, from exquisite refinement at court to colonial violence in Ireland. More 

precisely, we need to grasp the way in which this culture of mixed motives and 

conflicting desires seemed to Spenser to generate an interlocking series of models, a 

moral order, a set of ethical constraints ranged against the threat of anarchy, rebellion, 

and chaos. 

To speak of The Faerie Queene only in terms of the constraints imposed by culture is 

obviously inadequate, since the poem itself, with its knights and ladies endlessly 

roaming an imaginary landscape, is so insistent upon mobility. We return to the 

paradox with which we started: if culture functions as a structure of limits, it also 

functions as the regulator and guarantor of movement. Indeed the limits are virtually 

meaningless without movement; it is only through improvisation, experiment, and 

exchange that cultural boundaries can be established. Obviously, among different 

cultures there will be a great diversity in the ratio between mobility and constraint. 

Some cultures dream of imposing an absolute order, a perfect stasis, but even these, if 

they are to reproduce themselves from one generation to the next, will have to commit 

themselves, however tentatively or unwillingly, to some minimal measure of 

movement; conversely, some cultures dream of an absolute mobility, a perfect 

freedom, but these too have always been compelled, in the interest of survival, to 

accept some limits. 

What is set up, under wildly varying circumstances and with radically divergent 

consequences, is a structure of improvisation, a set of patterns that have enough 

elasticity, enough scope for variation, to accommodate most of the participants in a 

given culture. A life that fails to conform at all, that violates absolutely all the 

available patterns, will have to be dealt with as an emergency – hence exiled, or 

killed, or declared a god. But most individuals are content to improvise, and, in the 

West at least, a great many works of art are centrally concerned with these 

improvisations. The novel has been particularly sensitive to the diverse ways in which 

individuals come to terms with the governing patterns of culture; works like Dickens’ 

Great Expectations and Eliot’s Middlemarch brilliantly explore the ironies and pain, 

as well as the inventiveness, of particular adjustments. 

In representing this adjustment as a social, emotional, and intellectual education, these 

novels in effect thematize their own place in culture, for works of art are themselves 

educational tools. They do not merely passively reflect the prevailing ratio of mobility 

and constraint; they help to shape, articulate, and reproduce it through their own 

improvisatory intelligence. This means that, despite our romantic cult of originality, 

most artists are themselves gifted creators of variations upon received themes. Even 

those great writers whom we regard with special awe, and whom we celebrate for 

their refusal to parrot the clicheś of their culture, tend to be particularly brilliant 

improvisers rather than absolute violaters or pure inventors. Thus Dickens crafted 

cunning adaptations of the melodramatic potboilers of his times; Shakespeare 



borrowed most of his plots, and many of his characters, from familiar tales or well-

rehearsed historical narratives; and Spenser revised for his own culture stories first 

told, and told wonderfully, by the Italian poets Ariosto and Tasso. 

Such borrowing is not evidence of imaginative parsimony, still less a symptom of 

creative exhaustion – I am using Dickens, Shakespeare, and Spenser precisely 

because they are among the most exuberant, generous, and creative literary 

imaginations in our language. It signals rather a further aspect of the cultural mobility 

to which I have already pointed. This mobility is not the expression of random motion 

but of exchange. A culture is a particular network of negotiations for the exchange of 

material goods, ideas, and – through institutions like enslavement, adoption, or 

marriage – people. Anthropologists are centrally concerned with a culture’s kinship 

system – its conception of family relationships, its prohibitions of certain couplings, 

its marriage rules – and with its narratives – its myths, folktales, and sacred stories. 

The two concerns are linked, for a culture’s narratives, like its kinship arrangements, 

are crucial indices of the prevailing codes governing human mobility and constraint. 

Great writers are precisely masters of these codes, specialists in cultural exchange. 

The works they create are structures for the accumulation, transformation, 

representation, and communication of social energies and practices. 

In any culture there is a general symbolic economy made up of the myriad signs that 

excite human desire, fear, and aggression. Through their ability to construct resonant 

stories, their command of effective imagery, and above all their sensitivity to the 

greatest collective creation of any culture – language – 

literary artists are skilled at manipulating this economy. They take symbolic materials 

from one zone of the culture and move them to another, augmenting their emotional 

force, altering their significance, linking them with other materials taken from a 

different zone, changing their place in a larger social design. 

Take, for example, Shakespeare’s King Lear: the dramatist borrows an often-told 

pseudo-historical account of an ancient British king, associates with it his society’s 

most severe anxieties about kinship relations on the one hand and civil strife on the 

other, infuses a measure of apocalyptic religious expectation mingled paradoxically 

with an acute skepticism, and returns these materials to his audience, transformed into 

what is perhaps the most intense experience of tragic pleasure ever created. A 

nuanced cultural analysis will be concerned with the various matrices from which 

Shakespeare derives his materials, and hence will be drawn outside the formal 

boundary of the play – toward the legal arrangements, for example, that elderly 

parents in the Renaissance made with their children, or toward child-rearing practices 

in the period, or toward political debates about when, if ever, disobeying a legitimate 

ruler was justified, or toward predictions of the imminent end of the world. 

The current structure of liberal arts education often places obstacles in the way of 

such an analysis by separating the study of history from the study of literature, as if 

the two were entirely distinct enterprises, but historians have become increasingly 

sensitive to the symbolic dimensions of social practice, while literary critics have in 

recent years turned with growing interest to the social and historical dimensions of 

symbolic practice. Hence it is more possible, both in terms of individual courses and 



of overall programs of study, for students to reach toward a sense of the complex 

whole of a particular culture. But there is much to be done in the way of cultural 

analysis even without an integrated structure of courses, much that depends primarily 

on asking fresh questions about the possible social functions of works of art. Indeed 

even if one begins to achieve a sophisticated historical sense of the cultural materials 

out of which a literary text is constructed, it remains essential to study the ways in 

which these materials are formally put together and articulated in order to understand 

the cultural work that the text accomplishes. 

For great works of art are not neural relay stations in the circulation of cultural 

materials. Something happens to objects, beliefs, and practices when they are 

represented, reimagined, and performed in literary texts, something often 

unpredictable and disturbing. That ‘‘something’’ is the sign both of the power of art 

and of the embeddedness of culture in the contingencies of history. I have written at 

moments as if art always reinforces the dominant beliefs and social structures of its 

culture, as if culture is always harmonious rather than shifting and conflict-ridden, and 

as if there necessarily is a mutually affirmative relation between artistic production 

and the other modes of production and reproduction that make up a society. At times 

there is precisely such an easy and comfortable conjunction, but it is by no means 

necessary. The ability of artists to assemble and shape the forces of their culture in 

novel ways so that elements powerfully interact that rarely have commerce with one 

another in the general economy has the potential to unsettle this affirmative relation. 

Indeed in our own time most students of literature reserve their highest admiration for 

those works that situate themselves on the very edges of what can be said at a 

particular place and time, that batter against the boundaries of their own culture. 

Near the end of his career Shakespeare decided to take advantage of his 

contemporaries’ lively interest in New World exploration. His play The Tempest 

contains many details drawn from the writings of adventurers and colonists, details 

that are skillfully displaced onto a mysterious Mediterranean island and interwoven 

with echoes from Virgil’s Aeneid, from other art forms such as the court masque and 

pastoral tragicomedy, and from the lore of white magic. The play reiterates the 

arguments that Europeans made about the legitimacy and civilizing force of their 

presence in the newly discovered lands; indeed it intensifies those arguments by 

conferring upon Prospero the power not only of a great prince who has the right to 

command the forces of this world but of a wizard who has the ability – the ‘‘Art’’ as 

the play terms it – to command supernatural forces as well. But the intensification has 

an oddly discordant effect: the magical power is clearly impressive but its legitimacy 

is less clear. 

As magician Prospero resembles no one in the play so much as Sycorax, the hated 

witch who had preceded him as the island’s ruler. The play, to be sure, does not 

endorse a challenge to Prospero’s rule, any more than Shakespeare’s culture ever 

encouraged challenges to legitimate monarchs. And yet out of the uneasy matrix 

formed by the skillful interweaving of cultural materials comes an odd, discordant 

voice, the voice of the ‘‘savage and deformed slave’’ Caliban: 

This island’s mine, by Sycorax my mother, 



Which thou tak’st from me. When thou cam’st first 

Thou strok’st me, and made much of me; wouldst give me 

Water with berries in’t; and teach me how 

To name the bigger light, and how the less, 

That burn by day and night: and then I lov’d thee, 

And show’d thee all the qualities o’th’isle, 

The fresh springs, brine-pits, barren place and fertile: 

Curs’d be I that did so! All the charms 

Of Sycorax, toads, beetles, bats, light on you! 

For I am all the subjects that you have, 

Which first was mine own King: and here you sty me 

In this hard rock, whiles you do keep from me 

The rest o’th’island. 

Caliban, of course, does not triumph: it would take different artists from different 

cultures – the postcolonial Caribbean and African cultures of our own times – to 

rewrite Shakespeare’s play and make good on Caliban’s claim. But even within the 

powerful constraints of Shakespeare’s Jacobean culture, the artist’s imaginative 

mobility enables him to display cracks in the glacial front of princely power and to 

record a voice, the voice of the displaced and oppressed, that is heard scarcely 

anywhere else in his own time. If it is the task of cultural criticism to decipher the 

power of Prospero, it is equally its task to hear the accents of Caliban. 
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An avid reader, nature lover, and concerned planetary citizen, Cheryll 
Glotfelty was hired by the University of Nevada, Reno, in 1990, as 
America's first professor of literature and environment. 
 

In 1996, she and Harold Fromm co-edited The Ecocriticism Reader: 
Landmarks in Literary Ecology, a critical anthology that helped green 
the field of literary studies. She is co-founder and past president of 
the Association for the Study of Literature and Environment. Glotfelty 
has offered graduate seminars on ecocriticism and theory; 
regionalism and bioregionalism; literature of the wild; representing 
the other--animals in literature; environmental justice literature and 
theory; and ecofeminism. 
 
 

Falling instantly in love with the Great Basin, and influenced by 
theories of bioregionalism and reinhabitation, Glotfelty has dedicated 
herself in recent years to "digging in" and "giving back" to the region. 
Her edited collection, Literary Nevada: Writings from the Silver 
State is the first comprehensive anthology of Nevada literature. Its 
goal is to showcase the state's rich literary heritage and to cultivate a 
love of place among residents. Her most recent book, co-edited with 
Tom Lynch and Karla Armbruster, is The Bioregional Imagination: 
Literature, Ecology, and Place (2012), which aims to think about place 
and planet from an ecological perspective. 
 

At the beginning of the essay, Cherryl Glotfelty notes that English literary 
studies are in a constant flux. Race, class and gender were the hot topics 
of the twentieth century. There was very little about the earth's life systems 
which were under stress. On the other hand news paper reports during the 
same period mentions  oil spills, lead and asbestos poisoning, toxic waste 
contamination, extinction of species,  growing hole in the ozone layer, 
predictions of global warming, acid rain, nuclear reactor disaster in 



Chernobyl, illegal dumping in the East, droughts, floods, hurricanes etc. 
 
 

Literary criticism has not responded to the events mentioned above. The 
institution of literary studies was not aware of the environmental 
crisis.  There were no journals, no professional societies or discussion 
groups, and no conferences on literature and the environment. While 
related disciplines, like history, philosophy, law, sociology, and religion 
have been 'greening' since the 1970s, literary studies have remained 
indifferent to environmental concerns. Social movements like the Civil 
Rights and Women's Liberation have transformed literary studies, but 
environmental movement of the same period had little impact. 
 

However, individual literary and cultural scholars have been developing 
ecological criticism and theory since the seventies though they did not 
organize themselves into an identifiable group. Each critic during this time 
was inventing an environmental approach to literature in isolation. As a 
result ecocriticism did not become a presence in institutions of power like 
the Modern Language Association (MLA). 
 

Birth of Environmental Literary Studies 

 

In the eighties, scholars began to undertake collaborative projects in the 
field of environmental literary studies. In 1985 F.O.Wagge edited Teaching 
Environmental Literature: Materials, Methods, Resources which included 
outputs from nineteen different scholars. In 1989 Alicia Nitecki founded The 
American Nature Writing Newsletter. At the same time American 
Universities began to include literature courses in their environmental 
studies curricula, and some English departments began to offer a minor in 
environmental literature. 
 

In 1991 MLA organized a special session entitled "Ecocriticism: The 
Greening of Literary Studies". In 1992 a new Association for the Study of 
Literature and Environment (ASLE) was formed. Its mission was "to 
promote the exchange of ideas and information pertaining to literature that 
considers the relationship between human beings and the natural world" 
and to encourage "new nature writing, traditional and innovative scholarly 
approaches to environmental literature, and interdisciplinary environmental 
research". ASLE's membership topped 750 by 1995 and the group held its 
first conference, in Fort Collins, Colorado. In 1993, Patrick Murphy 
established a new journal, ISLE: Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and 



Environment. Thus by 1993, ecological literary study had emerged as a 
recognizable critical school. The formerly disconnected scholars joined 
forces with younger scholars and graduate students to become a strong 
interest group with aspirations to change the profession. 
 

Definition of Ecocriticism 

 
Ecocriticism is the relationship between literature and the physical e 
nvironment.  It takes an earth-centered approach to literary studies.  
Ecocriticism asks questions like the following:-How is nature represented in 
this sonnet? What is the role of the physical setting in this novel? Are the 
values expressed in a work consistent with ecological wisdom? Do men 
write about nature differently than women do? What cross fertilization is 
possible between literary studies and environmental discourse in related 
disciplines such as history, philosophy, psychology, art history and ethics? 

 
Ecocriticism takes as its subject the interconnections between nature 
and culture, specifically the cultural artifacts of language and 
literature. ‘As a critical stance, it has one foot in literature and the other 
on land; as a theoretical discourse, it negotiates between the human 
and the nonhuman’. In most literary theory 'the world' is considered 
equal to society--the social sphere. If we agree with Barry Commoner's 
first law of ecology, "Everything is connected to everything else', we 
must admit that literature does not float above the material world in 
some aesthetic ether, but is part of an immensely complex global 
system in which energy, matter, and ideas interact. 
 

Taxonomy 
 
The taxonomic name of this green branch of literary study is still 
discussed. J.W. Meeker called it 'literary ecology'. The term, 
'ecocriticism’, was suggested by William Rueckert.  By ecocriticism he 
meant "the application of ecology and ecological concepts to the study 
of literature". Other terms in circulation include ecopoetics, 
environmental literary criticism, and green cultural studies. But the 



term ‘ecocriticism’ is preferred by most scholars. It implies 
interdependent communities, integrated systems, and strong 
connections among constituent parts. 
 

The Humanities and the Environmental Crisis 

 

Most ecocritical works share a common motivation. It is the troubling 
awareness that we have reached the age of environmental limits. ‘We are 
there. Either we change our ways or we face global catastrophe, destroying 
much beauty and exterminating countless fellow species in our headlong 
race to apocalypse’. English departments cannot work as usual forgetting 
the looming environmental crisis. 'If we're not part of the solution, we're part 
of the problem'. 
 

How can the English departments contribute to environmental restoration? 
The answer lies in recognizing that current environmental problems are 
largely of our own making. It is a by-product of culture.  Scholars in 
humanities are finding ways to add an environmental dimension to their 
respective disciplines. 
 

The Future of Ecocriticism 

 

An ecologically focused criticism takes us to matters that need our urgent 
attention. ‘Consciousness raising’ is its most important task. We can solve 
environmental problems only by thinking about them. Glotfelty feels that 
ecocriticism would redraw the boundaries of literary studies. Strong voice in 
the profession will enable ecocritics to bring about important changes in the 
canon, the curriculum, and university policy. Aldo Leopold's A Sand County 
Almanac and Edward Abbey's Desert Solitaire must become standard text 
books. Students taking literature will be encouraged to think seriously about 
the relationship of humans to nature, about the ethical and aesthetic 
dilemmas posed by the environmental crisis, and about how language and 
literature transmit values with profound ecological implications. Colleges 
and Universities will require that all students complete at least one 
interdisciplinary course in environmental studies. 
 

Glotfelty feels that ecocriticism has been predominantly a white movement. 
It will become a multi-ethnic movement when stronger connections are 
made between the environment and issues of social justice, and when 
divergent views are encouraged to contribute to the discussion. She 



concludes her arguments in this section with the words of Loren Acton, a 
Montana ranch boy who flew on the Challenger Eight space shuttle as a 
payload specialist. Glotfelty feels that the boy's observations will remind us 
of the global context of ecocritical work: 
 

Below was a welcoming planet. There, contained in the thin, moving, 
incredibly fragile shell of the biosphere is everything that is dear to you, all 
the human drama and comedy. That's where life is; that's where all the 
good stuff is. 
                                                
 



 

A Phenomenological Approach 

HE PHENOMENOLOGICAL THEORY of art lays full stress on the 
idea that, in considering a literary work, one must take into account not 
only the actual text but also, and in equal measure, the actions involved 
in responding to that text. Thus Roman Ingarden confronts the structure 
of the literary text with the ways in which it can be konkretisiert 
(realized) . 1 The text as such offers different "schematised views" 2 

through which the subject matter of the work can come to light, but the 
actual bringing to light is an action of Konkretisation. If this is so, then 
the literary work has two poles, which we might call the artistic and the 
aesthetic: the artistic refers to the text created by the author, and the 
aesthetic to the realization accomplished by the reader. From this 
polarity it follows that the literary work cannot be completely identical 
with the text, or with the realization of the text, but in fact must lie 
halfway between the two. The work is more than the text, for the text 
only takes on life when it is realized, and furthermore the realization is 
by no means independent of the individual disposition of the reader—
though this in turn is acted upon by the different patterns of the text. The 
convergence of text and reader brings the literary work into existence, 
and this convergence can never be precisely pinpointed, but must always 
remain virtual, as it is not to be identified either with the reality of the 
text or with the individual disposition of the reader. 

1 Cf. Roman Ingarden, Vom Erkennen des literarischen Kunstwerks ( Tübingen, 
1968), pp. 49 ff. 

2 For a detailed discussion of this terrn see Roman Ingarden, Das literarische 
Kunstwerk (Tübingen, 1960), pp. 270 ff. 

It is the virtuality of the work that gives rise to its dynamic nature, 
and this in turn is the precondition for the effects that the work calls 
forth. As the reader uses the various perspectives offered him by the text 
in order to relate the patterns and the "schematised views" to one 
another, he sets the work in motion, and this very process results 
ultimately in the awakening of responses within himself. Thus, reading 
causes the literary work to unfold its inherently dynamic character. That 
this is no new discovery is apparent from references made even in the 
early days of the novel. Laurence Sterne remarks in Tristram Shandy : . 
. . no author, who understands the just boundaries of decorum and good-
breeding, would presume to think all: The truest respect which you can 



  

pay to the reader's understanding, is to halve this matter amicably, and 
leave him something to imagine, in his turn, as well as yourself. For my 
own part, I am eternally paying him compliments of this kind, and do 
all that lies in my power to keep his imagination as busy as my own."3 
Sterne's conception of a literary text is that it is something like an arena 
in which reader and author participate in a game of the imagination. If 
the reader were given the whole story, and there were nothing left for 
him to do, then his imagination would never enter the field, the result 
would be the boredom which inevitably arises when everything is laid 
out cut and dried before us. A literary text must therefore be conceived 
in such a way that it will engage the reader's imagination in the task of 
working things out for himself, for reading is only a pleasure when it is 
active and creative. In this process of creativity, the text may either not 
go far enough, or may go too far, so we may say that boredom and 
overstrain form the boundaries beyond which the reader will leave the 
field of play. 

The extent to which the "unwritten" part of a text stimulates the 
reader's creative participation is brought out by an observation of 
Virginia Woolf's in her study of 7ane Austen : "Jane Austen is thus a 
mistress of much deeper emotion than appears upon the surface. She 
stimulates us to supply what is not there. What she offers is, apparently, 
a trifle, yet is composed of something that expands in the reader's mind 
and endows with the most enduring form of life scenes which are 
outwardly trivial. Always the stress is laid upon character. . . . The turns 
and twists of the dialogue keep us on the tenterhooks of suspense. Our 
attention is half upon the present moment, half upon the future. . . . Here, 
indeed, in this unfinished and in the main inferior story, are all the 
elements of Jane Austen's greatness." 4 The unwritten aspects of 
apparently trivial scenes, and the unspoken dialogue 

3 Laurence Sterne, Tristram Shandy (London, 1956), Il, chap. 1 1, 79. 
4 Virginia Woolf, The Common Reader, First Series (London, 1957), p. 174. 

within the "turns and twists," not only draw the reader into the action, 
but also lead him to shade in the many outlines suggested by the given 
situations, so that these take on a reality of their own. But as the reader's 
imagination animates these "outlines," they in turn will influence the 
effect of the written part of the text. Thus begins a whole dynamic 
process: the written text imposes certain limits on its unwritten 
implications in order to prevent these from becoming too blurred and 
hazy, but at the same time these implications, worked out by the reader's 
imagination, set the given situation against a background which endows 
it with far greater significance than it might have seemed to possess on 



 

its own. In this way, trivial scenes suddenly take on the shape of an 
"enduring form of life." What constitutes this form is never named, let 
alone explained, in the text, although in fact it is the end product of the 
interaction between text and reader. 

The question now arises as to how far such a process can be adequately 
described. For this purpose a phenomenological analysis recommends 
itself, especially since the somewhat sparse observations hitherto made 
of the psychology of reading tend mainly to be psychoanalytical, and so 
are restricted to the illustration of predetermined ideas concerning the 
unconscious. We shall, however, take a closer look later at some 
worthwhile psychological observations. 

As a starting point for a phenomenological analysis we might 
examine the way in which sequent sentences act upon one another. This 
is of especial importance in literary texts in view of the fact that they do 
not correspond to any objective reality outside themselves. The world 
presented by literary texts is constructed out of what Ingarden has called 
intentionale Satzkorrelate (intentional sentence correlatives) : 

Sentences link up in different ways to forrn more complex units of meaning that 
reveal a very varied structure giving rise to such entities as a short story, a novel, 
a dialogue, a drama, a scientific theory. . In the final analysis, there arises a 
particular world, with component parts determined in this way or that, and with 
all the variations that may occur within these parts—all this as a purely 
intentional correlative of a complex of sentences. If this complex finally forms 
a literary work, I call the whole sum of sequent intentional sentence correlatives 
the 'world presented' in the work.5 

 
This world, however, does not pas before the 

reader's eyes like a film. The sentences are 

"component parts" insofar as they make 

statements, claims, or observations, or convey 

information, and so establish various 

perspectives in the text. But they remain only 

"component parts" they are not the sum total 

of the text itself. For the intentional 

correlatives disclose subtle connections which 

individually are less concrete than the 

statements, claims, and observations, even 



  

though these only take on their real 

meaningfulness through the interaction of their 

correlatives. 

How is one to conceive the connection between 

the correlatives? It marks those points at which 

the reader is able to "climb aboard" the text. 

He has to accept certain given perspectives, but 

in doing so he inevitably causes them to 

interact. When Ingarden speaks of intentional 

sentence correlatives in literature, the 

statements made, or information conveyed in the 

sentence are already in a certain sense 

qualified: the sentence does not consist solely 

of a statement—which, after all, would be absurd, 

as one can only make statements about things that 

exist—but aims at something beyond what it 

actually says. This is true of all sentences in 

literary works, and it is through the interaction 

of these sentences that their common aim is 

fulfilled. This is what gives them their own 

special quality in literary texts. In their 

capacity as statements, observations, purveyors 

of information, etc., they are always indications 

of something that is to come, the structure of 

which is foreshadowed by their specific content. 

They set in motion a process out of which 

emerges the actual content of the text itself. 

In describing man's inner consciousness of time, 

Husserl once remarked: "Every originally 

constructive process is inspired by pre-

intentions, which construct and collect the seed 

of what is to come, as such, and bring it to 

fruition." 6 For this bringing to fruition, the 

literary text needs the reader's imagination, 

which gives shape to the interaction of 

correlatives foreshadowed in structure by the 

sequence of the sentences. Husserl's observation 

draws our attention to a point that plays a not 

insignificant part in the process of reading. The 

individual sentences not only work together to 

shade in what is to come; they also forrn an 

expectation in this regard. Husserl calls this 



 

expectation "pre-intentions." As this structure 

is characteristic of all sentence correlatives, 

the interaction of these correlatives will not 

be a fulfilment of the expectation so much as a 

continual modification of it. 

 
For this reason, expectations are scarcely ever fulfilled in truly 

literary texts. If they were, then such texts would be confined to the 
individualization of a given expectation, and one would inevitably ask 
what such an intention was supposed to achieve. Strangely enough, we 
feel that any confirmative effect—such as we implicitly demand of 
expository texts, as we refer to the objects they are meant to present— 
is a defect in a literary text. For the more a text individualizes or 
confirms an expectation it has initially aroused, the more aware we 
become of its didactic purpose, so that at best we can only accept or 
reject the thesis forced upon us. More often than not, the very clarity of 
such texts will make us want to free ourselves from their clutches. But 
generally the sentence correlatives of literary texts do not develop in this 
rigid way, for the expectations they evoke tend to encroach on one 
another in such a manner that they are continually modified as one reads. 
One might simplify by saying that each intentional sentence correlative 
opens up a particular horizon, which is modified, if not completely 
changed, by succeeding sentences. While these expectations arouse 
interest in what is to come, the subsequent modification of them will 
also have a retrospective effect on what has already been read. This may 
now take on a different significance from that which it had at the 
moment of reading. 

Whatever we have read sinks into our memory and is foreshortened. 
It may later be evoked again and set against a different background with 
the result that the reader is enabled to develop hitherto unforeseeable 
connections. The memory evoked, however, can never reassume its 
original shape, for this would mean that memory and perception were 
identical, which is manifestly not so. The new background brings to 
light new aspects of what we had committed to memory; conversely 
these, in turn, shed their light on the new background, thus arousing 
more complex anticipations. Thus, the reader, in establishing these 
interrelations between past, present and future, actually causes the text 
to reveal its potential multiplicity of connections. These connections are 
the product of the reader's mind working on the raw material of the text, 
though they are not the text itself—for this consists just of sentences, 
statements, information, etc. 



  

This is why the reader often feels involved in events which, at the 
time of reading, seem real to him, even though in fact they are very far 
from his own reality. The fact that completely different readers can be 
differently affected by the "reality" of a particular text is ample evidence 
of the degree to which literary texts transform reading into a creative 
process that is far above mere perception of what is written. 
The literary text activates our own faculties, enabling us to recreate the 
world it presents. The product of this creative activity is what we might 
call the virtual dimension of the text, which endows it with its reality. 
This virtual dimension is not the text itself, nor is it the imagination of 
the reader: it is the coming together of text and imagination. 

As we have seen, the activity of reading can be characterized as a sort 
of kaleidoscope of perspectives, preintentions, recollections. Every 
sentence contains a preview of the next and forms a kind of viewfinder 
for what is to come; and this in turn changes the "preview" and so 
becomes a "viewfinder" for what has been read. This whole process 
represents the fulfilment of the potential, unexpressed reality of the text, 
but it is to be seen only as a framework for a great variety of means by 
which the virtual dimension may be brought into being. The process of 
anticipation and retrospection itself does not by any means develop in a 
smooth flow. Ingarden has already drawn attention to this fact, and 
ascribes a quite remarkable significance to it : 

Once we are immersed in the flow of Satzdenken (sentence-thought) , we are 
ready, after completing the thought of one sentence, to think out the 
'continuation,' also in the form of a sentence—and that is, in the form of a 
sentence that connects up with the sentence we have just thought through. In 
this way the process of reading goes effortlessly forward. But if by chance the 
following sentence has no tangible connection whatever with the sentence we 
have just thought through, there then comes a blockage in the stream of thought. 
This hiatus is linked with a more or less active surprise, or with indignation. 
This blockage must be overcome if the reading is to flow once more.7 

The hiatus that blocks the flow of sentences is, in Ingarden's eyes, the 
product of chance, and is to be regarded as a flaw; this is typical of his 
adherence to the classical idea of art. If one regards the sentence 
sequence as a continual flow, this implies that the anticipation aroused 
by one sentence will generally be realized by the next, and the 
frustration of one's expectations will arouse feelings of exasperation. 
And yet literary texts are full of unexpected twists and turns, and 
frustration of expectations. Even in the simplest story there is bound to 
be some kind of blockage, if only for the fact that no tale can ever be 
told in its entirety. Indeed, it is only through inevitable omissions that a 



 

story will gain its dynamism. Thus whenever the flow is interrupted and 
we are led off in unexpected directions, the opportunity is given to us to 

 

bring into play our own faculty for establishing connections—for filling 
in the gaps left by the text itself.8 

These gaps have a different effect on the process of anticipation and 
retrospection, and thus on the "gestalt" of the virtual dimension, for they 
may be filled in different ways. For this reason, one text is potentially 
capable of several different realizations, and no reading can ever exhaust 
the full potential, for each individual reader will fill in the gaps in his 
own way, thereby excluding the various other possibilities; as he reads, 
he will make his own decision as to how the gap is to be filled. In this 
very act the dynamics of reading are revealed. By making his decision 
he implicitly acknowledges the inexhaustibility of the text; at the same 
time it is this very inexhaustibility that forces him to make his decision. 
With "traditional" texts this process was more or less unconscious, but 
modern texts frequently exploit it quite deliberately. They are often so 
fragmentary that one's attention is almost exclusively occupied with the 
search for connections between the fragments; the object of this is not 
to complicate the "spectrum" of connections, so much as to make us 
aware of the nature of our own capacity for providing links. In such 
cases, the text refers back directly to our own preconceptions—which 
are revealed by the act of interpretation that is a basic element of the 
reading process. With all literary texts, then, we may say that the reading 
process is selective, and the potential text is infinitely richer than any of 
its individual realizations. This is borne out by the fact that a second 
reading of a piece of literature often produces a different impression 
from the first. The reasons for this may lie in the reader's own change of 
circumstances, still, the text must be such as to allow this variation. On 
a second reading familiar occurrences now tend to appear in a new light 
and seem to be at times corrected, at times enriched. 

In every text there is a potential time-sequence which the reader must 
inevitably realize, as it is impossible to absorb even a short text in a 
single moment. Thus the reading process always involves viewing the 
text through a perspective that is continually on the move, linking up the 
different phases, and so constructing what we have called the virtual 
dimension. This dimension, of course, varies all the time we are reading. 
However, when we have finished the text, and read it again, clearly our 
extra knowledge will result in a different time 



  

 we shall tend to establish connections by referring to our awareness of 

what is to come, and so certain aspects of the text will assume a 

significance we did not attach to them on a first reading, while others 

will recede into the background. It is a common enough experience for 

a person to say that on a second reading he noticed things he had missed 

when he read the book for the first time, but this is scarcely surprising 

in view of the fact that the second time he is looking at the text through 

a different perspective. The time-sequence that he realized on his first 

reading cannot possibly be repeated on a second reading and this 

unrepeatability is bound to result in modifications of his reading 

experience. This is not to say that the second reading is "truer" than the 

first—they are, quite simply, different: the reader establishes the virtual 

dimension of the text by realizing a new time-sequence. Thus even on 

repeated viewings a text allows and, indeed, induces innovative reading. 

In whatever way, and under whatever circumstances, the reader may 
link the different phases of the text together, it will always be the process 
of anticipation and retrospection that leads to the formation of the virtual 
dimension, which in turn transforms the text into an experience for the 
reader. The way in which this experience comes about through a process 
of continual modification is closely akin to the way in which we gather 
experience in life. And thus the "reality" of the reading experience can 
illuminate basic patterns of real experience : 

We have the experience of a world, not understood as a system of relations 
which wholly deterrnine each event, but as an open totality the synthesis of 
which is inexhaustible. From the moment that experience—that is, the opening 
on to our de facto world—is recognized as the beginning of knowledge, there 
is no longer any way of distinguishing a level of a priori truths and one of factual 
ones, what the world must necessarily be and what it actually is.9 

The manner in which the reader experiences the text will reflect his own 
disposition, and in this respect the literary text acts as a kind of mirror; 
but at the same time, the reality which this process helps to create is one 
that will be different from his own (since, normally, we tend to be bored 
by texts that present us with things we already know perfectly well 
ourselves) . Thus we have the apparently paradoxical situation in which 
the reader is forced to reveal aspects of himself in 

order to experience a reality which is different from his own. The impact 
this reality makes on him will depend largely on the extent to which he 
himself actively provides the unwritten part of the text, and yet in 
supplying all the missing links, he must think in terms of experiences 



 

different from his own; indeed, it is only by leaving behind the familiar 
world of his own experience that the reader can truly participate in the 
adventure the literary text offers him. 

We have seen that, during the process of reading, there is an active 
interweaving of anticipation and retrospection, which on a second 
reading may turn into a kind of advance retrospection. The impressions 
that arise as a result of this process will vary from individual to 
individual, but only within the limits imposed by the written as opposed 
to the unwritten text. In the same way, two people gazing at the night 
sky may both be looking at the same collection of stars, but one will see 
the image of a plough, and the other will make out a dipper. The "stars" 
in a literary text are fixed; the lines that join them are variable. The 
author of the text may, of course, exert plenty of influence on the reader's 
imagination—he has the whole panoply of narrative techniques at his 
disposal—but no author worth his salt will ever attempt to set the whole 
picture before his reader's eyes. If he does, he will very quickly lose his 
reader, for it is only by activating the reader's imagination that the author 
can hope to involve him and so realize the intentions of his text. 

Gilbert Ryle, in his analysis of imagination, asks: "How can a person 
fancy that he sees something, without realizing that he is not seeing it?" 
He answers as follows: 

Seeing Helvellyn (the name of a mountain) in one's mind's eye does not entail, 
what seeing Helvellyn and seeing snapshots of Helvellyn entail, the having of 
visual sensations. It does involve the thought of having a view of Helvellyn and 
it is therefore a more sophisticated operation than that of having a view of 
Helvellyn. It is one utilization among others of the knowledge of how Helvellyn 
should look, or, in one sense of the verb, it is thinking how it should look. The 
expectations which are fulfilled in the recognition at sight of Helvellyn are not 
indeed fulfilled in picturing it, but the picturing of it is something like a 
rehearsal of getting them fulfilled. So far from picturing involving the having 
of faint sensations, or 



 

 

wraiths of sensations, it involves missing just what one would be due to get, if 
one were seeing the mountain.10 

If one sees the mountain, then of course one can no longer imagine it, 
and so the act of picturing the mountain presupposes its absence. 
Similarly, with a literary text we can only picture things which are not 
there; the written part of the text gives us the knowledge, but it is the 
unwritten part that gives us the opportunity to picture things; indeed 
without the elements of indeterminacy, the gaps in the text, we should 

 
not be able to use our imagination. ll 

The truth of this observation is borne out by the experience many 
people have on seeing, for instance, the film of a novel. While reading 
Tom Jones, they may never have had a clear conception of what the 
hero actually looks like, but on seeing the film, some may say, "That's 
not how I imagined him." The point here is that the reader of Tom jones 
is able to visualize the hero virtually for himself, and so his imagination 
senses the vast number of possibilities; the moment these possibilities 
are narrowed down to one complete and immutable picture, the 
imagination is put out of action, and we feel we have somehow been 
cheated. This may perhaps be an oversimplification of the process, but 
it does illustrate plainly the vital richness of potential that arises out of 
the fact that the hero in the novel must be pictured and cannot be seen. 
With the novel the reader must use his imagination to synthesize the 
information given him, and so his perception is simultaneously richer 
and more private; with the film he is confined merely to physical 
perception, and so whatever he remembers of the world he had pictured 
is brutally cancelled out. 

The "picturing" that is done by our imagination is only one of the 
activities through which we form the "gestalt" of a literary text. We have 
already discussed the process of anticipation and retrospection, and to 
this we must add the process of grouping together all the different 
aspects of a text to form the consistency that the reader will always be 
in search of. While expectations may be continually modified, and 
images continually expanded, the reader will still strive, even if 
unconsciously, to fit everything together in a consistent pattem. "In 

 



 

 

the reading of images, as in the hearing of speech, it is always hard to 
distinguish what is given to us from what we supplement in the process 
of projection which is triggered off by recognition . . . it is the guess of 
the beholder that tests the medley of forms and colours for coherent 
meaning, crystallizing it into shape when a consistent interpretation has 
been found." 12 By grouping together the written parts of the text, we 
enable them to interact, we observe the direction in which they are 
leading us, and we project onto them the consistency which we, as 
readers, require. This "gestalt" must inevitably be colored by our own 
characteristic selection process. For it is not given by the text itself; it 
arises from the meeting between the written text and the individual 
mind of the reader with its own particular history of experience, its own 
consciousness, its own outlook. The "gestalt" is not the true meaning of 
the text; at best it is a configurative meaning; ". . . comprehension is an 
individual act of seeing-things-together, and only that." 13 With a literary 
text such comprehension is inseparable from the reader's expectations, 
and where we have expectations, there too we have one of the most 
potent weapons in the writer's armory—illusion. 

 
Whenever "consistent reading suggests itself . . . illusion takes over. 

Illusion, says Northrop Frye, is "fixed or definable, and reality is at best 
understood as its negation." 15 The "gestalt" of a text normally takes on 
(or, rather, is given) this fixed or definable outline, as this is essential to 
our own understanding, but on the other hand, if reading were to consist 
of nothing but an uninterrupted building up of illusions, it would be a 
suspect, if not downright dangerous, process: instead of bringing us into 
contact with reality, it would wean us away from realities. Of course, 
there is an element of "escapism" in all literature, resulting from this 
very creation of illusion, but there are some texts which offer nothing 
but a harmonious world, purified of all contradiction and deliberately 
excluding anything that might disturb the illusion once established, and 
these are the texts that we generally do not like to classify as literary. 
Women's magazines and the brasher forms of detective story might be 
cited as examples. 

However, even if an overdose of illusion may lead to triviality, this 
does not mean that the process of illusion-building should ideally be 
dispensed with altogether. On the contrary, even in texts that appear to 
resist the formation of illusion, thus drawing our attention to the 

 



 

 

cause of this resistance, we still need the abiding illusion that the 
resistance itself is the consistent pattern underlying the text. This is 
especially true of modern texts, in which it is the very precision of the 
written details which increases the proportion of indeterminacy; one 
detail appears to contradict another, and so simultaneously stimulates 
and frustrates our desire to "picture," thus continually causing our 
imposed "gestalt" of the text to disintegrate. Without the formation of 
illusions, the unfamiliar world of the text would remain unfamiliar; 
through the illusions, the experience offered by the text becomes 
accessible to us, for it is only the illusion, on its different levels of 
consistency, that makes the experience "readable." If we cannot find (or 
impose) this consistency, sooner or later we will put the text down. The 
process is virtually hermeneutic. The text provokes certain expectations 
which in turn we project onto the text in such a way that we reduce the 
polysemantic possibilities to a single interpretation in keeping with the 
expectations aroused, thus extracting an individual, configurative 
meaning. The polysemantic nature of the text and the illusion-making 
of the reader are opposed factors. If the illusion were complete, the 
polysemantic nature would vanish; if the polysemantic nature were all-
powerful, the illusion would be totally destroyed. Both extremes are 
conceivable, but in the individual literary text we always find some 
form of balance between the two conflicting tendencies. The formation 
of illusions, therefore, can never be total, but it is this very 
incompleteness that in fact gives it its productive value. 

With regard to the experience of reading, Walter Pater once observed: 
"For to the grave reader words too are grave; and the ornamental word, 
the figure, the accessory form or colour or reference, is rarely content 
to die to thought precisely at the right moment, but will inevitably linger 
awhile, stirring a long 'brainwave' behind it of perhaps quite alien 
associations." 16 Even while the reader is seeking a consistent pattern in 
the text, he is also uncovering other impulses which cannot be 
immediately integrated or will even resist final integration. Thus the 
semantic possibilities of the text will always remain far richer than any 
configurative meaning formed while reading. But this impression is, of 
course, only to be gained through reading the text. Thus the 
configurative meaning can be nothing but a pars pro toto fulfilment of 
the text, and yet this fulfilment gives rise to the very richness which it 
seeks to restrict, and indeed in some modern texts, our 

12 Walter Pater, Appreciations (London,  18. 

awareness of this richness precedence over any configurative meaning. 
This fact has several consequences which, for the purpose of 

analysis, may be dealt with separately, though in the reading process 



 

 

they will all be working together. As we have seen, a consistent, 
configurative meaning is essential for the apprehension of an unfamiliar 
experience, which through the process of illusion-building we can 
incorporate in our own imaginative world. At the same time, this 
consistency conflicts with the many other possibilities of fulfillment it 
seeks to exclude, with the result that the configurative meaning is 
always accompanied by "alien associations" that do not fit in with the 
illusions formed. The first consequence, then, is the fact that in forming 
our illusions, we also produce at the same time a latent disturbance of 
these illusions. Strangely enough, this also applies to texts in which our 
expectations are actually fulfilled—though one would have thought that 
the fulfilment of expectations would help to complete the illusion. 
"Illusion wears off once the expectation is stepped up; we take it for 
granted and want more. 17 

The experiments in "gestalt" psychology referred to by Gombrich in 
Art and Illusion make one thing clear: . . . though we may be 
intellectually aware of the fact that any given experience must be an 
illusion, we cannot, strictly speaking, watch ourselves having an 
illusion. 18 Now, if illusion were not a transitory state, this would mean 
that we could be, as it were, permanently caught up in it. And if reading 
were exclusively a matter of producing illusion—necessary though this 
is for the understanding of an unfamiliar experience—we should run the 
risk of falling victim to a gross deception. But it is precisely during our 
reading that the transitory nature of the illusion is revealed to the full. 

As the formation of illusions is constantly accompanied by "alien 
associations" which cannot be made consistent with the illusions, the 
reader constantly has to lift the restrictions he places on the "meaning" 
of the text. Since it is he who builds the illusions, he oscillates between 
involvement in and observation of those illusions; he opens himself to 
the unfamiliar world without being imprisoned in it. Through this 
process the reader moves into the presence of the fictional world and so 
experiences the realities of the text as they happen. 

In the oscillation between consistency and "alien associations," 
between involvement in and observation of the illusion, the reader is 
bound to conduct his own balancing operation, and it is this that forms 
the aesthetic experience offered by the literary text. However, 

 

if the reader were to achieve a balance, obviously he would then no 
longer be engaged in the process of establishing and disrupting 
consistency. And since it is this very process that gives rise to the 



 

 

balancing operation, we may say that the inherent non-achievement of 
balance is a prerequisite for the very dynamism of the operation. In 
seeking the balance we inevitably have to start out with certain 
expectations, the shattering of which is integral to the aesthetic 
experience. 

Furthermore, to say merely that "our expectations are satisfied" is to be guilty 
of another serious ambiguity. At first sight such a statement seems to deny the 
obvious fact that much of our enjoyment is derived from surprises, from 
betrayals of our expectations. The solution of this paradox is to find some 
ground for a distinction between "surprise" and "frustration." Roughly, the 
distinction can be made in terrns of the effects which the two kinds of 
experiences have upon us. Frustration blocks or checks activity. It necessitates 
new orientation for our activity, if we are to escape the cul de sac. 
Consequently, we abandon the frustrating object and return to blind impulsive 
activity. On the other hand, surprise merely causes a temporary cessation of the 
exploratory phase of the experience, and a recourse to intense contemplation 
and scrutiny. In the latter phase the surprising elements are seen in their 
connection with what has gone before, with the whole drift of the experience, 
and the enjoyment of these values is then extremely intense. Finally, it appears 
that there must always be some degree of novelty or surprise in all these values 
if there is a progressive specification of the direction of the total act . . . and 
any aesthetic experience tends to exhibit a continuous interplay between 
"deductive" and "inductive" operation. 19 

It is this interplay between "deduction" and "induction" that gives rise 
to the configurative meaning of the text, and not the individual 
expectations, surprises, or frustrations arising from the different 
perspectives. Since this interplay obviously does not take place in the 
text itself, but can only come into being through the process of reading, 
we may conclude that this process formulates something that is 
unformulated in the text, and yet represents its "intention." Thus, by 
reading, we uncover the unformulated part of the text, and this very 
indeterminacy is the force that drives us to work out a configurative 
meaning while at the same time giving us the necessary degree of 
freedom to do so. 

As we work out a consistent pattern in the text, we will find our 

19 B. Ritchie, "The Forrnal Structure of the Aesthetic Object," The Problems of 
Aesthetics, ed. by Eliseo Vivas and Murray Krieger (New York, 230. 

"interpretation" threatened, as it were, by the presence of other 
possibilities of "interpretation," and so there arise new areas of 
indeterminacy (though we may only be dimly aware of them, if at all, 
as we are continually making "decisions" which will exclude them). In 
the course of a novel, for instance, we sometimes find that characters, 



 

 

events, and backgrounds seem to change their significance; what really 
happens is that the other "possibilities" begin to emerge more strongly, 
so that we become more directly aware of them. Indeed, it is this very 
shifting of perspectives that makes us feel a novel is that much more 
"true-to-life." Since it is we ourselves who establish the levels of 
interpretation and switch from one to another as we conduct our 
balancing operation, we ourselves impart to the text the dynamic 
lifelikeness which, in turn, enables us to absorb an unfamiliar 
experience into our personal world. 

As we read, we oscillate to a greater or lesser degree between the 
building and the breaking of illusions. In a process of trial and error, we 
organize and reorganize the various data offered us by the text. These 
are the given factors, the fixed points on which we base our 
"interpretation," trying to fit them together in the way we think the 
author meant them to be fitted. "For to perceive, a beholder must create 
his own experience. And his creation must include relations comparable 
to those which the original producer underwent. They are not the same 
in any literal sense. But with the perceiver, as with the artist, there must 
be an ordering of the elements of the whole that is in form, although not 
in details, the same as the process of organization the creator of the work 
consciously experienced. Without an act of recreation the object is not 
perceived as a work of art." 20 

The act of recreation is not a smooth or continuous process, but one 
which, in its essence, relies on interruptions of the flow to render it 
effcacious. We look forward, we look back, we decide, we change our 
decisions, we form expectations, we are shocked by their nonfulfilment, 
we question, we muse, we accept, we reject; this is the dynamic process 
of recreation. This process is steered by two main structural components 
within the text: first, a repertoire of familiar literary patterns and 
recurrent literary themes, together with allusions to familiar social and 
historical contexts ; second, techniques or strategies used to set the 
familiar against the unfamiliar. Elements of the repertoire are 
continually backgrounded or foregrounded with a resultant strategic 
overmagnification, trivialization, or even annihilation of the allusion. 
This defamiliarization of what the reader thought he 

20 John Dewey, Art as Experience (New York, 1958), p. 54. 
recognized is bound to create a tension that will intensify his 
expectations as well as his distrust of those expectations. Similarly, we 
may be confronted by narrative techniques that establish links between 
things we find diffcult to connect, so that we are forced to reconsider 
data we at first held to be perfectly straightforward. One need only 



 

 

mention the very simple trick, so often employed by novelists, whereby 
the author himself takes part in the narrative, thus establishing 
perspectives which would not have arisen out of the mere narration of 
the events described. Wayne Booth once called this the technique of the 
"unreliable narrator, 21 to show the extent to which a literary device can 
counter expectations arising out of the literary text. The figure of the 
narrator may act in permanent opposition to the impressions we might 
otherwise form. The question then arises as to whether this strategy, 
opposing the formation of illusions, may be integrated into a consistent 
pattern, lying, as it were, a level deeper than our original impressions. 
We may find that our narrator, by opposing us, in fact turns us against 
him and thereby strengthens the illusion he appears to be out to destroy; 
alternatively, we may be so much in doubt that we begin to question all 
the processes that lead us to make interpretative decisions. Whatever 
the cause may be, we will find ourselves subjected to this same interplay 
of illusion-forming and illusion-breaking that makes reading essentially 
a recreative process. 

We might take, as a simple illustration of this complex process, the 
incident in Joyce's Ulysses in which Bloom's cigar alludes to Ulysses's 
spear. The context (Bloom's cigar) summons up a particular element of 
the repertoire (Ulysses's spear) ; the narrative technique relates them to 
one another as if they were identical. How are we to "organize" these 
divergent elements, which, through the very fact that they are put 
together, separate one element so clearly from the other? What are the 
prospects here for a consistent pattern? We might say that it is ironic—
at least that is how many renowned Joyce readers have understood it.22 

In this case, irony would be the form of organization that integrates the 
material. But if this is so, what is the object of the irony? Ulysses's spear, 
or Bloom's cigar? The uncertainty surrounding this simple question 
already puts a strain on the consistency we have established, and indeed 
begins to puncture it, especially when other problems make themselves 
felt as regards the remarkable conjunction 

21 Cf. Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago, 1963), pp. 211 ff., 339 ff. 
22 Richard Ellmann, ''Ulysses. The Divine Nobody," Twelve Original Essays on 

Great English Novels, ed. by Charles Shapiro (Detroit 247, classified this 
particular allusion as "mock-heroic." 

of spear and cigar. Various alternatives come to mind, but the variety 
alone is sumcient to leave one with the impression that the consistent 
pattern has been shattered. And even if, after all, one can still believe 
that irony holds the key to the mystery, this irony must be of a very 
strange nature; for the formulated text does not merely mean the 
opposite of what has been formulated. It may even mean something that 



 

 

cannot be formulated at all. The moment we try to impose a consistent 
pattern on the text, discrepancies are bound to arise. These are, as it 
were, the revene side of the interpretative coin, an involuntary product 
of the process that creates discrepancies by trying to avoid them. And it 
is their very presence that draws us into the text, compelling us to 
conduct a creative examination not only of the text, but also of 
ourselves. 

This entanglement of the reader is, of course, vital to any kind of text, 
but in the literary text we have the strange situation that the reader 
cannot know what his participation actually entails. We know that we 
share in certain experiences, but we do not know what happens to us in 
the course of this process. This is why, when we have been particularly 
impressed by a book, we feel the need to talk about it; we do not want 
to get away from it by talking about it—we simply want to understand 
more clearly what it is that we have been entangled in. We have 
undergone an experience, and now we want to know consciously what 
we have experienced. Perhaps this is the prime usefulness of literary 
criticism—it helps to make conscious those aspects of the text which 
would otherwise remain concealed in the subconscious; it satisfies (or 
helps to satisfy) our desire to talk about what we have read. 

The emcacy of a literary text is brought about by the apparent 
evocation and subsequent negation of the familiar. What at first seemed 
to be an affrmation of our assumptions leads to our own rejection of 
them, thus tending to prepare us for a re-orientation. And it is only when 
we have outstripped our preconceptions and left the shelter of the 
familiar that we are in a position to gather new experiences. As the 
literary text involves the reader in the formation of illusion and the 
simultaneous formation of the means whereby the illusion is punctured, 
 reading reflects the process by which we gain experience. Once the 

reader is entangled, his own preconceptions are continually overtaken, 
so that the text becomes his "present" whilst his own ideas fade into the 
"past;" as soon as this happens he is open to the immediate experience 
of the text, which was impossible so long as his preconceptions were 
his "present." 
In our analysis of the reading process so far, we have observed three 
important aspects that form the basis of the relationship between reader 
and text: the process of anticipation and retrospection, the consequent 
unfolding of the text as a living event, and the resultant imprBsion of 
lifelikeness. 

Any "living event" must, to a greater or lesser degree, remain open. 
In reading, this obliges the reader to seek continually for consistency, 



 

 

because only then can he close up situations and comprehend the 
unfamiliar. But consistency-building is itself a living process, in which 
one is constantly forced to make selective decisions—and these 
decisions in their turn give a reality to the possibilities which they 
exclude, insofar as they may take effect as a latent disturbance of the 
consistency established. This is what causes the reader to be entangled 
in the text "gestalt" that he himself has produced. 

Through this entanglement the reader is bound to open himself up to 
the workings of the text, and so leave behind his own preconceptions. 
This gives him the chance to have an experience in the way George 
Bernard Shaw once described it: "You have learnt something. That 
always feels at first as if you had lost something." 23 Reading reflects 
the structure of experience to the extent that we must suspend the ideas 
and attitudes that shape our own personality before we can experience 
the unfamiliar world of the literary text. But during this process, 
something happens to us. 

This "something" needs to be looked at in detail, especially as the 
incorporation of the unfamiliar into our own range of experience has 
been to a certain extent obscured by an idea very common in literary 
discussion: namely, that the process of absorbing the unfamiliar is 
labelled as the identification of the reader with what he reads. Often the 
term "identification" is used as if it were an explanation, whereas in 
actual fact it is nothing more than a description. What is normally meant 
by "identification" is the establishment of amnities between oneself and 
someone outside oneself—a familiar ground on which we are able to 
experience the unfamiliar. The author's aim, though, is to convey the 
experience and, above all, an attitude towards that experience. 
Consequently, "identification" is not an end in itself, but a stratagem by 
means of which the author stimulates attitudes in the reader. 

This of course is not to deny that there does arise a form of partici23 

pation as one reads; one is certainly drawn into the text in such a way 

that one has the feeling that there is no distance between oneself and the 

events described. This involvement is well summed up by the reaction 

of a critic to reading Charlotte Bronté's Jane Eyre: "We took up Jane 

Eyre one winter's evening, somewhat piqued at the extravagant 

commendations we had heard, and sternly resolved to be as critical as 



 

 

Croker. But as we read on we forgot both commendations and criticism, 

identified ourselves with Jane in all her troubles, and finally married 

Mr. Rochester about four in the morning." 24 The question is how and 

why did the critic identify himself with Jane? 

In order to understand this "experience," it is well worth considering 
Georges Poulet's observations on the reading process. He says that 
books only take on their full existence in the reader.25 It is true that they 
consist of ideas thought out by someone else, but in reading the reader 
becomes the subject that does the thinking. Thus there disappears the 
subject-object division that otherwise is a prerequisite for all knowledge 
and all observation, and the removal of this division puts reading in an 
apparently unique position as regards the possible absorption of new 
experiences. This may well be the reason why relations with the world 
of the literary text have so often been misinterpreted as identification. 
From the idea that in reading we must think the thoughts of someone 
else, Poulet draws the following conclusion : "Whatever I think is a part 
of my mental world. And yet here I am thinking a thought which 
manifestly belongs to another mental world, which is being thought in 
me just as though I did not exist. Already the notion is inconceivable 
and seems even more so if I reflect that, since every thought must have 
a subject to think it, this thought which is alien to me and yet in me, 
must also have in me a subject which is alien to me Whenever I read, I 
mentally pronounce an I, and yet the I which I pronounce is not myself."  

But for Poulet this idea is only part of the story. The strange subject 
that thinks the strange thought in the reader indicates the potential 
presence of the author, whose ideas can be "internalized" by the reader 
•. "Such is the characteristic condition of every work which I summon 
back into existence by placing my consciousness at its disposal. I give 
it not only existence, but awareness of existence." 27 This would 



  

 

mean that consciousness forms the point at which author and reader 
converge, and at the same time it would result in the cessation of the 
temporary self-alienation that occurs to the reader when his 
consciousness brings to life the ideas formulated by the author. This 
process gives rise to a form of communication which, however, 
according to Poulet, is dependent on two conditions: the life-story of 
the author must be shut out of the work, and the individual disposition 
of the reader must be shut out of the act of reading. Only then can the 
thoughts of the author take place subjectively in the reader, who thinks 
what he is not. It follows that the work itself must be thought of as a 
consciousness, because only in this way is there an adequate basis for 
the author-reader relationship—a relationship that can only come about 
through the negation of the author's own life-story and the reader's own 
disposition. This conclusion is actually drawn by Poulet when he 
describes the work as the self-presentation or materialization of 
consciousness: "And so I ought not to hesitate to recognize that so long 
as it is animated by this vital inbreathing inspired by the act of reading, 
a work of literature becomes (at the expense of the reader whose own 
life it suspends) a sort of human being, that it is a mind conscious of 
itself and constituting itself in me as the subject of its own objects.„ 28 
Even though it is difficult to follow such a substantialist conception of 
the consciousness that constitutes itself in the literary work, there are, 
nevertheless, certain points in Poulet's argument that are worth holding 
onto. But they should be developed along somewhat different lines. 

If reading removes the subject-object division that constitutes all 
perception, it follows that the reader will be "occupied" by the thoughts 
of the author, and these in their turn will cause the drawing of new 
"boundaries." Text and reader no longer confront each other as object 
and subject, but instead the "division" takes place within the reader 
himself. In thinking the thoughts of another, his own individuality 
temporarily recedes into the background since it is supplanted by these 
alien thoughts, which now become the theme on which his attention is 
focussed. As we read, there occurs an artificial division of our 
personality because we take as a theme for ourselves something that we 
are not. Consequently when reading we operate on different levels. For 
although we may be thinking the thoughts of someone else, what we 
are will not disappear completely—it will merely remain a more or less 
powerful virtual force. Thus, in reading there are these two levels— the 
alien "me" and the real, virtual "me"—which are never completely cut 
off from each other. Indeed, we can only make someone else's 



 

 

24 Ibid., p. 5thoughts into an absorbing theme for ourselves, 
provided the virtual background of our own personality can adapt to it. 
Every text we read draws a different boundary within our personality, 
so that the virtual background (the real "me") will take on a different 
form, according to the theme of the text concerned. This is inevitable, 
if only for the fact that the relationship between alien theme and virtual 
background is what makes it possible for the unfamiliar to be 
understood. 

In this context there is a revealing remark made by D. W. Harding, 
arguing against the idea of identification with what is read: "What is 
sometimes called wish-fulfilment in novels and plays can . . . more 
plausibly be described as wish-formulation or the definition of desires. 
The cultural levels at which it works may vary widely; the process is 
the same It seems nearer the truth . . . to say that fictions contribute to 
defining the reader's or spectator's values, and perhaps stimulating his 
desires, rather than to suppose that they gratify desire by some 
mechanism of vicarious experience." 29 In the act of reading, having to 
think something that we have not yet experienced does not mean only 
being in a position to conceive or even understand it; it also means that 
such acts of conception are possible and successful to the degree that 
they lead to something being formulated in us. For someone else's 
thoughts can only take a form in our consciousness if, in the process, 
our unformulated faculty for deciphering those thoughts is brought into 
play—a faculty which, in the act of deciphering, also formulates itself. 
Now since this formulation is carried out on terms set by someone else, 
whose thoughts are the theme of our reading, it follows that the 
formulation of our faculty for deciphering cannot be along our own 
lines of orientation. 

Herein lies the dialectical structure of reading. The need to decipher 
gives us the chance to formulate our own deciphering capacity—i.e., 
we bring to the fore an element of our being of which we are not directly 
conscious. The production of the meaning of literary texts— which we 
discussed in connection with forming the "gestalt" of the text—does not 
merely entail the discovery of the unformulated, which can then be 
taken over by the active imagination of the reader; it also entails the 
possibility that we may formulate ourselves and so discover what had 
previously seemed to elude our consciousness. These are the ways in 
which reading literature gives us the chance to formulate the 
unformulated. 
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   Bakhtin, in his Discourse in the Novel, appeals for a fundamentally different approach to 

analyzing the novelistic style 

 The reason why the traditional stylistics could not be applied to the novel lies in the fact that 

it considered the novel as a poetic genre and, therefore, as not fundamentally different in 

style from, for example, poetry 

Bakhtin, on the other hand, insists on a fundamental stylistic difference between the poetic 

genres and the novel 

 The former are single languaged and single styled, while the latter is composed of several 

heterogeneous stylistic unities that combine to form the stylistic system of the novel 

 Five basic compositional-stylistic unities that are integrated in the novel are the following: 

 1) Direct authorial literary-artistic narration (in all its divers variants) 

 2) Stylization of the various forms of oral everyday narration 

 3) Stylization of the various forms of written semiliterary everyday narration (e.g. the letter, 

the diary, etc.) 

 4) Various forms of literary but extra-artistic authorial speech (e.g. moral, philosophical or 

scientific statements) 

 5) The stylistically individualized speech of characters 

  

Heteroglossia 
 

   Heteroglossia denotes the different stratas (Social, professional, dialects, jargons etc) in the 

same language 

 Thus, heteroglossia is opposed to unitary language and what makes its uniqueness is this 

diversity 

 In the novel, heteroglossia introduces a re-organization of all the levels of a language current at 

the time described in there 

 First of all, in a novel (especially in an English comic novel) one will identify the ―common 

language‖ of a given social group, used by the author as ―a common view‖ in order to 

approach the reader 

 Secondly, the author will take distance from this ―common view‖, by objectifying it 

 Sometimes he will exaggerate, sometimes he will agree; he will not be static, but in a 

perpetual movement 

 Finally, ―the common view‖ will be linked to other languages or in a gradual way or abruptly 

 In order to do so, the style of the novel will move from epic to journalistic, poetic and so 

on 



 This inter-action between languages is made through dialogisation. The languages will 

not fuse together and this permits us to identify them. 

 Bakhtin mentioned two distinct features of heteroglossia in the novel: 

 1) A combination of different languages and verbal-ideological belief systems, which 

means that the character’s perception of the world (his ideological world) is expressed 

through his discourse. 

 2) These languages and socio-belief systems that they denote, are incorporated in the 

novel for author’s intentions. They are tested, unmasked, and then destroyed as they were 

false and hypocritical. 

  

Double-voiced Discourse 
 

 Definition: It’s ―another’s speech in another’s language‖, which means: there are two voices, two 

meanings and two expressions 

 These two voices are dialogically interrelated, it is as if they actually hold a conversation 

with each other; examples would be comic, ironic or parodic discourse 

 Double-voiced discourse expresses authorial intentions but in a refracted way 

 It serves two speakers at the same time and expresses simultaneously two different 

intentions: the direct intention of the character who is speaking and the refracted intention of 

the author. 

 The author takes someone else’s direct discourse and infuses it with authorial intentions 

and consciousness keeping at the same time the original speaker’s intention 

 Someone else’s words introduced into our own speech assume a new interpretation and 

become a subject to our evaluation of them 

 Bakhtin mentions that double-voiced discourse helps to speak indirectly, conditionally, in a 

refracted way, to introduce more expressive intentions and to develop idea of heteroglossia 

 Bakhtin says that double-voiced ness in prose is prefigured in language itself, in language as 

a social phenomenon that is becoming in history, socially stratified and weathered in this 

process of becoming 

  

Orientation and internal dialogisation 
 

 The concept of ―orientation‖ relates to the fact that an author necessarily orients the words he is 

using in a certain direction 

 Indeed, everyone apprehends reality in one’s own peculiar way, depending on one’s cultural, 

religious, political, social, etc. background, and consequently uses a certain type of language 

to describe the surrounding world 

 So does the author: when he (or she) has to represent an object, he has to choose between 

many words or expressions that could define this object, all of which are directly or indirectly 

related to other concepts / objects, thus finally weaving an immense web of meanings and 

(ideological) implications 

 The author’s choice, the orientation he gives his words, is therefore never innocent, but 

always loaded with possible consequences and specific connotations, according to the kind of 

speech that is being used. 

 Yet in the novel, the discourse never remains strictly within the frame of the narrative 

 On the contrary, it requires an answer, the virtual answer a reader could make 



 In that sense, the ―orientation‖ extends to the reader, and does not remain focused on the text 

itself: the choice is made in order to anticipate the reader’s reactions, and to lead the dialogue 

that is being initiated between him and the author in a certain direction 

 The ―virtual answer‖ can thus be said to determine more or less the discourse, through the 

process of dialogisation 

 However this dialogisation can be either external (directly expressed in the text) or internal 

(integrated in the text, without salient signs of its presence) 

 The first method is often used in rhetorical forms, whereas the second one is more common 

in novels, where the ―heteroglossia‖ favours its development 

  

Polyphony 
 

 Another important notion in Bakhtin’s work, is the concept of polyphony 

 It is to voices what heteroglossia is to linguistics 

 The word comes from the Greek ―poly‖ meaning plural + ―phonus―, translated as sound 

 In Bakhtin’s sense of the word, he means the use of many voices, especially in the epic novel 

 In the glossary provided with Bakhtin’s book, it is written that the voice ―is the speaking 

personality, the speaking consciousness. A voice always has a will or desire behind it, its 

own timbre and overtones.‖ (P. 434). 

 The first voice the reader encounters is the one of the narrator 

 At this point there is already a subtlety: in the novel, as opposed to poetry (which has only 

one voice), the narrator always has two voices 

 It can be either literary, as in a description, or oral, for instance when the narrator 

addresses the reader 

 A relevant fact is that these two voices can interact 

 However, the narrator is not the only one entitled to have a voice, since all of the characters 

also have one 

 The voices of the different characters are like stereotypes and are probably inspired by 

people met by the author, they have their own language 

 Their purpose is to give information about the social and cultural background of the 

personas in the novel 

 Another interesting fact is that the voice of the narrator can interact with the voices of the 

characters. 

 Finally, there is one last type of voice, which is presented under the shape of quotes 

 The voice of the narrator uses the voices of different authors, thus relating to their 

background, from a source which is totally exterior to the novel 

 This way, the narrator appropriates himself the work of others, making it his own voices, 

because it gives information about his milieu. 

 Polyphony then poses the question of the author’s position in the novel 

 Well, to complete the musical metaphor, we could say that, according to Bakhtin, the 

author orchestrates all the other voices and directs the interactions 

 That’s the authorial voice. 

 Bakhtin writes in his Discourse In The Novel that ―the novel can be defined as a 

diversity of social speech types […] and a diversity of individual voices, artistically 

organised.‖ (P.262) 

 It is precisely the author who is organising this diversity of voices 



 The last remaining aspect to be discussed in order to complete the whole scheme, is the 

position of the reader 

 If we consider the definition of a voice, we could say that the reader vocalises during 

his reading, in the sense that every reader has a different background, thus a different 

way of approaching a novel, giving it his own voice 

  

Found Notes Online 
 

 Heteroglossia:  The co-existence of many languages in one social language 

 ―Dialogism describes the way languages interact, while heteroglossia describes the languages 

themselves‖ 

 ―The base condition governing the operation of meaning in any utterance. It is that which 

insures the primacy of context over text. At any given time, in any given place, there will be 

a set of conditions that will insure that a word uttered in that place and  at that time will have 

a meaning different than it would have under any other conditions; all utterances are 

heteroglot . . . ― 

 Language in the context of time and space: The historical meanings of the same word in one 

language is  given in different times and spaces 

 Dialogism & Utterance: 

 Performance of speaking tone: One word or utterance with different tones bring different 

significance of intention 

 Juxtaposition of language: The various conditions of juxtaposing different languages, which 

will converse with one another 

 Over-determination and dynamic interaction:‖Language is not a neutral medium that passes 

freely and easily into the private property of the speaker’s intentions; it is populated — 

overpopulated–with the intentions of others. Expropriating it, forcing it to submit  to one’s 

own intentions and accents, is a difficult and complicated process‖ 

 Three aspects of the speaking person 

 1) The speaking person and his discourse in the novel is an object of verbal artistic 

representation 

 2) Individual character and individual fates–and the individual discourse that is determined 

by these and only these–are in themselves of no concern for the novel 

 3) The speaking person in the novel is always, to one degree or another, an ideologue, and his 

words are always ideologemes 

 A particular language in a novel is always a particular way of viewing the world. 

 Psychological impact concerning the speaking location: public sphere: in real life, people 

give speeches in public occasions and received other people’s speeches too 

 The Uniqueness of individual voice: each individual is unique, and each person’s voice is 

certainly unique in historical context 

 Socio-ideological consciousness: Double-voiced: ―reciting by heart‖ and ―retelling in one’s 

own words‖ 

 The authoritative discourses have been implanted in people through education to become 

internally persuasive discourses later underlining people’s behaviors and speeches 

 Authoritative language is surrounded by many other languages 

 Authoritative discourse may organize around itself great masses of other types of 

discourses . . . but the authoritative discourse itself does not merge with these 



 People undoubtedly do not have choice to choose the authoritative discourse inasmuch as 

it is authoritative discourse, it is inoscillatory 

 ―Authoritative discourse cannot be represented–it is only transmitted‖ 

 The language, the culture, the history: According to the idea of uniqueness, each word in any 

languagewill be given and bring different meanings in different space and time based on the 

speaker’s socio-ideological consciousness 

 There is never a world of unitary voice 

 Socio-ideological consciousness 

 ―Consciousness finds itself inevitably facing the necessity of having to choose a 

language‖ 

 ―Our ideological development is just such an intense struggle within us for hegemony 

among various available verbal and ideological points of view, approaches, directions, 

and values‖ 

  

More Found Notes 
 

 Bakhtin suggests that criticism reconsider the place of rhetoric, which could be used along with 

principals of poetics to explain the novel 

 He posits that a thorough study of rhetoric would show how important it is to linguistics and 

the philosophy of language 

 These suppositions are a response to critics who have called the novel ―rhetoric‖ instead 

of art, and therefore marking the novel as didactic 

 But Bakhtin feels that the is not only an insufficient view of the novel, but of rhetoric 

 But he shows that the art of the novel intersects with both the traditions of rhetoric and of 

poetics and so should be placed in its own category for consideration 

 He defines language as a system that is marked by ideology and presents a world view the tries 

to promote a maximum of understanding between people who share ideologies 

 It is more than just a system of signs that ―guarantee and minimum level of comprehension in 

practical communication‖ 

 Prose writing is different in that it relies not on the achievement of a unitary language but on the 

use of heteroglossia 

 It doesn’t strip all the other meanings from words but uses meaning to create irony, humor, 

parody, etc 

 The poet speaks in his own language, the prose writer speaks through language at his 

disposal 

 In this way, novels have developed a more ―dialogic essence‖ and so is more sociological 

 

Notes from Martin Irvine 
 

 Utterance or Word: In Bakhtin’s view, anexpression in a living context of exchange–termed a 

―word‖ or ―utterance‖–is the main unit of meaning (not abstract sentences out of context), and is 

formed through a speaker’s relation to Otherness (other people, others’ words and expressions, 

and the lived cultural world in time and place) 

 A ―word‖ is therefore always already embedded in a history of expressions by others in a 

chain of ongoing cultural and political moments 



 Anutterance/word is marked by what Bakhtin terms ―Addressivity‖ and ―Answerability‖ (it 

is always addressed to someone and anticipates, can generate, a response, anticipates 

an answer) 

 Discourse (chains or strings of utterances) is thus fundamentallydialogic and 

historically contingent (positioned within, and inseparable from, a community, a history, a place) 

 Heteroblossia and Polyphony: Speech and complex cultural discourse in all our genres is mixed 

through and through withheteroglossia (another’s speech, and many others’ words, appropriated 

expressions) and are necessarily polyphonic (―many-voiced,‖ incorporating many voices, styles, 

references, and assumptions not a speaker’s ―own‖) 

Dialogism/dialogic/dialogue: Every level of expression from live conversational dialog to 

complex cultural expression in other genres and art works is an ongoing chain or network of 

statements and responses, repetitions and quotations, in which new statements presuppose earlier 

statements and anticipate future responses 

 


