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Afrocentricity: This term is as a framework for understanding the world by centralizing African 

values, history, and cultural perspectives as the foundation of one’s identity [1]. In addition, an 

individual through this term can seek to reclaim one’s personal narrative, rejecting Eurocentric 

frameworks that have existed for centuries in marginalizing and devaluing African contributions 

to global civilization [1]. For example, lots of people criticize Pablo Picasso (a famous 

painter/artist) who rarely credited African forms of art as his own inspiration, effectively stealing 

the ideas and forms of art originally created by African Americans. Specifically, his artworks are 

credited to be some of the best in the world, but he never credited any of the ideas and forms of 

art in his pieces that were originally from African Americans. His influences and encounters with 

traditional African art (mask-like sculptures) ended up as creations of his work, but he never 

credited the cultural origins as such, a form of cultural appropriation [2]. While Picasso 

acknowledged that African art influenced him, he rarely credited it as foundational to Cubism. 

Instead, he framed his innovations as a personal artistic breakthrough, distancing himself from 

the source of his inspiration. In short, this example begs the question of what 

inventions/creations society has that were actually started by African individuals that’ve still 

never got proper credit for, affirming the values of African identities.  

In part, this voices African narratives challenging the dominant, global, Eurocentric structures of 

the world. However, there’s the possibility of African experiences/narratives being 

oversimplified to just one story or simply forgotten about and not credited for. If Afrocentric 

views are present in R&B music (Erykah Badu, Brandy, Monifah) in expressing their 

experiences/narratives that go against dominant structures of the world, how are they 

marginalized versus R&B singers that aren’t African? The incorporation of Afrocentric 

perspectives in literature courses could encounter resistance/challenges from embedded 



Brown 4 
 

Eurocentric traditions that resist change. In relation, a concrete example of Afrocentricity comes 

from Alexia Privratsky’s essay titled “Discrimination in The Help,” a 2011 film set in 1960s 

Mississippi that depicts complex relationships between black maids and their white employers 

[3]. The film addresses racism, classism and the societal structures of a society back then through 

the lens of both the maids and a young white journalist [3]. 

The article critiques how the narrative centers on Skeeter (a white protagonist) rather than the 

black maids (Aibileen and Minny,) whose lives are deeply affected by systematic racism [3]. In 

an Afrocentric lens, this imbalance underscores how the film fails to elevate the voices of black 

characters to prominence in such a society, framing their experiences through a Eurocentric lens, 

and not authentically [3]. Afrocentricity argues for an authentic telling of African’s stories 

(Aibileen and Minnie) and in connecting their cooking and behavior back to their African 

heritage. An approach like this rejects the “white savior” narrative displayed throughout the 

movie, giving them an authentic representation of their struggles and perspectives [3]. In 

centering their stories, Afrocentricity reveals the shortcomings of telling their stories through a 

lens of Eurocentricity (underscoring their narratives) and pushes for authentic African-centered 

experiences and identities [3]. In addition, this reveals how such Eurocentric narratives can strip 

away the nuances and value of African histories that results in a dishonest showing of experience 

in failing to capture their authentic selves [3]. 

[1] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 320 

[2] Northeast Louisiana Delta African-American Heritage Museum. “Did Picasso Steal from 

African Artists?: Exploring the Roots of Modern Art.” Northeast Louisiana Delta African-

American Heritage Museum, 17 Mar. 2024, www.monroeblackheritagemuseum.org/blog/roots-

of-modern-art. Accessed 8 Apr. 2025 

http://www.monroeblackheritagemuseum.org/blog/roots-of-modern-art
http://www.monroeblackheritagemuseum.org/blog/roots-of-modern-art
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[3] Privratsky, Alexia. “Discrimination in The Help”,  OpenOregon Educational Resources, The 

Help (2011) – Difference, Power, and Discrimination in Film and Media: Student Essays 

 

American Dream: Standing for the belief of chasing after better economic security and building 

up their wealth, the American Dream is a capitalist doctrine that, in America. One doesn’t have 

to be born to wealthy parents to become wealthy themselves, enough financial success justifies 

owning nice commodities like a nice home, car and raising children of their own. As this is a 

product of initiative and hard work [1]. Simply put, this is a capitalistic doctrine incorporating a 

belief that anybody, regardless of their social class and/or circumstances, can achieve success 

and a better life through hard work. Many people come to America with the hopes of attaining a 

better life, for this is the goal for many people across the world. However, by coming to 

America, lots would have to abandon their families, operations and everything they’d worked 

hard for back at home, to come to the land of opportunity. There’s also the concern of the CEOs, 

and ones at the top intentionally underpaying workers just to live, for the purpose of exploitation 

and financial gain. For example, in Karl Marx’s ‘Wage Labor and Capital’, one of his main 

critiques regarding a flaw of this lies in the fact that the workers produce capital for one they 

work. In other words, the capitalist buys individual’s labor with money, and what they sell to the 

capitalist for money is one’s own labor power [2]. 

Not only does this mean the capitalist can use one’s labor power for days, weeks and 

even up to months, but the workers indeed exchange their own labor power for their own 

financial gain. In stating that labor power itself is a commodity in which the workers themselves 

sell to capital to just live, Marx is pointing out the inherent inequalities in such a capitalist 

system with the working class being exploited by the capitalist class [3]. With one working as 

https://openoregon.pressbooks.pub/dpdfilm/chapter/the-help-2011/
https://openoregon.pressbooks.pub/dpdfilm/chapter/the-help-2011/
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hard as they can to get more opportunities in the land of opportunities, one could unintentionally 

be taken advantage of in terms of pay workload. Following off Marx, the belief seems to be 

against the working class, and for the capitalist richest. Not only does this capitalistic doctrine 

validate destructive capitalistic values such as rugged individualism, competition, consumerism 

and commodification and negatively impacts the working classes wellbeing, while it is good for 

economics and sacrifices the well-being of many who don’t achieve this capitalistic doctrine. 

Oftentimes, material success is often uprooted in consumerism and equates happiness with the 

accumulation of wealth and possessions, with this focus contradicting one’s self-fulfillment, and 

paves the way towards dissatisfaction. The capitalistic doctrine has not only been outdated, but 

against the working class it uproots in contradicting ways. 

What exactly defines hard work and success? Could it be said that a food-service worker 

doesn’t work as hard as somebody who’s much more involved in the corporate world of 

America? Are they lazy and/or not deserving because of life circumstances (past drug/alcohol 

involvement) that disallows them to advance further in a career they want? There are significant 

barriers associated with the doctrine that promote inequality in terms of having access to 

opportunities. Such factors include one’s socioeconomic background, race, gender, education, 

etc. This doesn’t take into consideration that the social and economic landscape of America is 

constantly evolving, with concerns of what could be possible towards the future. In her song 

titled “Work,” Australian rapper Iggy Azalea exemplifies a desire for this doctrine by stating that 

it took working three jobs scrubbing floors just to get a one-way ticket to America, where she 

was 16 in the middle of Miami with no money and no family [4]. However, in trading off the 

family and limited opportunities in Australia and in coming to America, she also faced 

harassment and in getting taken advantage of in terms of getting a record deal that was not in the 
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benefit of her, but the label itself. 

[1] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge, 2015, p. 47 

[2] Marx, Karl. Wage Labor and Capital. Chapter 6. p.262  

[3] Marx, Karl. Wage Labor and Capital. Chapter 6. p.263 

[4] Azalea, Iggy. “Work.” The New Classic. Island Records, 2014 

 

Binary Oppositions: Ferdinand de Saussure refers to this as two ideas, directly opposing of one 

another for which we only understand due to its opposition to the other, like joy and despair or 

good and evil [1]. Through a deconstructive lens, Derrida constitutes these pairs as being in a 

hierarchy, with one term being superior to the other. He also asserts the idea that one has to 

examine the ways in which these oppositions could share ways/ideas in ways they overlap and 

what they have in common, like the binary opposition of objective and subjective in U.S. culture 

[2]. These hierarchies act as a power dynamic in a way where one term (rational/emotional, 

male/female from feminist criticism) is privileged and values over its oppositional state. There 

can be an argument made for the instability of these hierarchies by Derrida, and not in a 

structuralist lens. While pairs of oppositions can help to understand the world around us, 

structuralism argues for the stability of these pairs, with Derrida arguing the opposite. 

Specifically, Saussure explains that meaning arises from the relationships between these 

oppositional states that in turn form a coherent system. This can be seen through road signage, 

where we understand the “turn left” sign based on the opposition of the “turn right” sign. Derrida 

argues against such a stable framework in meaning constantly being differed and differentiated, 

in meaning always being deferred. 



Brown 8 
 

Simply, deconstruction constantly shifts relationships and contexts within these oppositional 

frameworks that leaves room for interpretation, something not seen through a structuralist lens. 

For example, the oppositional states of sun and moon don’t inherently have a duality with one 

another, with their contexts constantly being reshaped/reframed. Specifically, the moon is seen 

as a symbol of calm, quiet and peace (of feminine traits) but could also be used in more of a 

darker context in the blood moon, or in the moon being a sign of an unsettling night. Meanwhile, 

the sun can also embody masculine traits, while also being harmful in causing sun poisoning and 

burning but also being used as a symbol of peace especially on a hot and calm summer day. 

Primarily, deconstruction asks us to examine these assumptions behind pairings like the sun and 

moon and to pose questions. Is “good” always superior over “bad”? How does the definition of 

“good” stretch across popular culture and media contexts, especially in movies, music and tv 

shows? Questions like these especially undermine structuralism's perceived stability and 

question the boundaries of binary oppositions [3]. What could’ve been considered humane and 

safe several decades ago may not be seen such contemporarily, showcasing how opposing terms 

could become contradictory over time.  

For example, “freedom” and “security”, with freedom being associated with individualistic right, 

with security placing an emphasis on protection and order. Especially this year, the balance of 

these two ideals has shifted, with individuals being concerned that their security is no longer 

being enforced. This can especially be seen in the case of Mahmoud Khalil, where protesting in 

pro-Palestinian rights could get him deported, in the “security” trying to protect him wanting to 

deport him for doing so [4]. While “violating” the foreign policy rights, it’s still vaguely unclear 

as to what exactly he did that made him a threat [4]. International students like Mahmoud can no 
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longer come to a “safe and secure” country, because of their inability to clearly define what 

Mahmoud did wrong.  

[1] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 185 

[2] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 218-

219 

[3] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 217 

[4] El-Baweb, Nadine. “Judge rules Columbia activist Mahmoud Khalil can be deported”. ABC 

News. April 11th, 2025. Judge rules Columbia activist Mahmoud Khalil can be deported - ABC 

News. 

 

Camp: This refers to the exuberant expression of oneself that’s characterized through 

exaggerated theatrical behaviors that’s often ironic, witty, and humorous [1]. Additionally, 

through these behaviors, one can mock authority and traditional norms in imitating them in 

outrageous ways through gestures, postures, and voice—often involving a blurring of gender 

lines/conformities. In this regard, one can blend both masculine and feminine traits in 

exaggerated ways, actively subverting traditional norms. For example, a drag queen embodying 

both feminine and masculine traits, who's protesting for trans rights in a town that isn’t 

necessarily more open to understanding drag queens. These are not synonymous practices due to 

gender conformities strictly adhering to those norms. For example, a lot of people see Cher as a 

major camp icon, celebrating her for her outrageous ways of calling out political figures on 

Twitter amongst various other things [2]. Specifically, a tweet from Cher stating “trump has 

mammoth ass and visible panty line ;)” can be see as camp in the way Cher tweeted this with no 

significant grammatical structure, and in calling him out in an outrageous/hilarious way [2]. 

https://abcnews.go.com/US/judge-decides-columbia-activist-mahmoud-khalil-deported-us/story?id=120726623
https://abcnews.go.com/US/judge-decides-columbia-activist-mahmoud-khalil-deported-us/story?id=120726623
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There can be an argument made against her tweet and in the term in how straight people see the 

term. Cher’s tweet has been called out by many straight republican men and women, even some 

stating they just don’t get the tweet and why it’s so funny. How can an individual in the 

LGBTQ+ community explain this term to ones not in the community? Could a straight male 

“accidentally” embody camp without even recognizing it as such? 

Is it possible for a straight individual to define what this term means? A lot of camp expressions 

are seen as over the top, or too much, but the point of it is that camp embraces the unnatural and 

behaviors seen as funny/unserious, going outside of societal conventions of what humor means 

in the first place. The term can also lose its depth in cultural roots, if one fails to acknowledge its 

cultural roots. There’s the possibility of camp being reduced to just merely performance and not 

taking its subversive power/behavior into consideration. It’s often associated with political 

messages/campaigns, especially on RuPaul’s drag race where drag queens often defend 

themselves for “pretending to be a woman instead of a man”, in which those individuals find 

drag queens creepy, unacceptable and discriminate against them as a result. Lady Gaga has been 

a supporter of the LGBTQ+ community ever since her career began, even hosting drags queens 

on her shows.  A striking example of camp can be seen in Lady Gaga’s 2011 Grammys entrance, 

arriving encased in a giant egg and dramatically “hatching” later during her performance of 

“Born This Way” [3]. 

This act exemplifies camp’s primary traits of theatricality, exaggeration, and artifice by 

unapologetically embracing the unexpected in an unapologetic manner. The egg serves as a 

classic symbol of rebirth, as a bold metaphor for self-expression, transformation, and LGBTQ+ 

pride in representing a new life and a rebirth of queer identity. Her decision to use such an over 

the top prop blurred lines between performance art and pop culture, that pushed the boundaries 
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of conventional music award ceremonies and in leaving the audience amused, curious, and 

inspired. As highlighted in the Pink News article, this performance made a powerful statement in 

challenging societal/conventional norms and celebrating queer identity in such a 

playful/profound manner.  For example, many interpret the egg hatching as a metaphor for the 

LGBTQ+ community rising against the restrictive traditions that’ve restricted their 

freedom/access in the community for so long. The choice to “hatch” during Born This Way (an 

anthem celebrating individuality and LGBTQ+ acceptance) embodies such a defiant commentary 

against conventions. Additionally, this draws a parallel through camp’s characteristic wit and 

irony contrasting with broader struggles like fighting for abortion rights (reclaiming autonomy) 

and challenging the oppressive structures that have repressed LGBTQ+ access for so long. 

[1] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 285. 

[2] @Cher "trump has mammoth ass, and visible panty line". 6 June 2017. 

https://x.com/cher/status/878469866121908224?lang=en  

[3] Baska, Maggie. “6 times Lady Gaga floored us with her commitment to serving camp and 

drama” ThePinkNews, November 10th, 2021, 6 times Lady Gaga floored us with her 

commitment to serving camp 

[4] Gaga, Lady. “Born This Way (Live from The GRAMMYs on CBS”, Youtube.com, February 

18th, 2011, Lady Gaga - Born This Way (Live from The GRAMMYs on CBS). 

 

Consumerism: In purchasing products beyond our necessary needs, like vinyl records or a 

Dunkin’ coffee, fulfills this drive in personal satisfaction that isn’t essential for survival. 

Marxists critique this notion that consumer purchases fuel economic growth in sustaining 

https://x.com/cher/status/878469866121908224?lang=en
https://www.thepinknews.com/2021/11/10/lady-gaga-house-of-gucci-camp-lgbt-iconic-moments/
https://www.thepinknews.com/2021/11/10/lady-gaga-house-of-gucci-camp-lgbt-iconic-moments/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xl0N7JM3wZk
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business that promotes entrepreneurship; thus, viewing it as a mechanism perpetuating harmful 

exploitation and inequality within a capitalist system [1]. As one of the cornerstones to the 

American dream, this is often characterized as the “shop-till-you-drop” ideology. Marxists 

thinkers also critique this term in arguing that it thrives at the expense and health of individual 

consumers [2]. In relation to this, a cultural shift in social status becomes increasingly tied to 

material possessions, like a person wearing Versace apparel being perceived as wealthy, while 

someone in pajamas and a t-shirt are often looked down upon. The only way for the lower-class 

to connect to the higher-class, is to purchase similar luxury products that aren’t necessary for 

survival. It’s also a win-win scenario for corporations manufacturing these products in sustaining 

them, but in providing minimal wages for those involved in the production of these products. 

While fueling/driving economic growth and benefiting these corporations, the production 

process has negative drawbacks like resource depletion (using all of their surroundings like trees 

and mines just for this product) and pollution (seeping harmful gas into the air all of us breathe). 

Moreover, the production of these goods can harm entire ecosystems and contribute to climate 

change, like the various oil spills over the Gulf of Mexico harming underwater ecosystems, and 

in animals’ habitats being destroyed all together. This term serves as a double-edged sword in a 

way where it can create jobs and wealth but also lead to environmental damages of all kinds and 

in being dissatisfied both by consumers and lower-classes who don’t have the privilege to buy 

goods only the higher-classes can. Despite promoting materialism over personal/environmental 

growth, the future of where consumerism will lead the earth to remain unanswered. In rising 

trends and technologies like fast fashion, the question of sustainability rises. A real-world, 

concrete example of the term can be seen in the fast fashion industry, where mass productions of 

clothing, jewelry and various other goods are produced at a rapid pace and sold very cheap. In 
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the process, the exploitation of workers is evident through paying abysmally low wages, while 

also contributing to environmental pollution and damage in machines using up tons of energy 

[3]. Oftentimes, these goods are designed to not last long and not have much durability, lacking 

the quality and longevity that lots of high-end products have (Nike, Apple, Gucci). Consumers 

could also be trapped in the cheap price and also being drawn towards social media trends of 

fashion online. These goods are intentionally made to only be used a few times, and fuel 

overproduction and overconsumption of these goods [3]. Considering that the fashion industry is 

one of the largest contributors to global pollution, this example highlights the problems of fast 

fashion broadly in the fashion industry [3]. 

[1] Huh, Joanna. Marxist Criticism, PowerPoint. 2025. P.8 

[2] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 48 

[3] Balchandani, Anita. “What is Fast Fashion and Why is It a Problem?” McKinsey & 

Company, 23 Jan. 2025. What is fast fashion and why is it a problem? | McKinsey. 

 

Double Consciousness/Double Vision: Tyson refers to W.E.B. DuBois, firstly described and 

known for his “The Souls of Black Folk”, as the awareness of belonging to two conflicting 

cultures [1]. Specifically, not only being torn between two cultures, but seeing oneself through 

the eyes of the dominant (white) culture, and/or of the colonizer’s perspective [1]. Firstly, the 

African culture that grew from African roots, transforming itself by its own unique history on 

American soil and the European culture (Eurocentric) imposed by white America [1]. In short, 

this is the internal conflict experienced by individuals navigating through two conflicting cultural 

identities (the dominant Eurocentric versus one’s personal), often imposed by societal hierarchies 

in society like government, law, etc. One may struggle viewing oneself as authentic in their own 

https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/mckinsey-explainers/what-is-fast-fashion
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heritage because it is? in direct competition with the dominant culture, revealing a tension 

between one’s sense of self and the stereotypes imposed by others. This results in a complexity 

of sorts when one lives within overlapping, yet opposing worlds, revealing how difficult it can be 

for one to reconcile their internal sense of self with the outside world in continuing to push the 

dominant culture’s narrative. To nuance the term, this can result in an emotionally draining 

negotiation of themselves between the society that they want to accept themselves authentically 

for, putting a grey area between alienating oneself as a result. One’s self-affirmation and 

confidence of oneself is then degraded by society rejecting them, putting them in a constant state 

of tension. 

A real-world, concrete example of my term can be seen in the experiences of African American 

professionals navigating through predominantly white corporate environments. In an article 

published by Forbes titled “Double-Consciousness Affects Black People In The Workplace” by 

Maya Richard-Craven, this article highlights how Black professionals often feel pressured to 

“code-switch” when adapting their language, appearance and/or behavior to align with those who 

are predominantly white corporate men in a professional corporate environment [2]. For 

example, professionals may feel pressured to adopt a more “natural” or “standard” tone of voice, 

that includes the avoidance of wearing natural hairstyles like Afros or braids and downplaying 

Black Vernacular English/Ebonics in order to fit into workplace standards that predominantly 

favor Eurocentric ideals. Thus, reflecting the tension of dual identities, staying true to one’s 

cultural heritage while also conforming to the expectations of the dominant culture just to keep 

their job afloat. These adaptations can create emotional strain as an individual must suppress key 

aspects of their identity (hair, voice, how one expresses themselves) to be more “natural” and 

“standard” [2]. In being “natural”, means to suppress authentic self and speak within a 
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professional voice/tone while being dressed the same as everyone else, essentially fitting in with 

the rest, and not having distinct key features from oneself [2]. 

[1] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 317 

[2] Richard-Craven, Maya. “Double Consciousness Affects Black People In The Workplace”, 

Forbes, February 27th, 2024. Double-Consciousness Affects Black People In The Workplace 

 

Environmentalism: This term stands for countering against catastrophic developments that’ve 

resulted from climate change [1]. A lot of individuals take practice in the initiative of “going 

green”, in partaking in the effort of promoting environmental sustainability and/or practices that 

try to conserve natural resources to protect the natural world [1]. While not having to be “going 

green”, this act is the advocacy to make our natural world a better place and to preserve 

sustainability within our environments (trees, ecosystems, ocean, etc.) This act in part, tries to 

guarantee the survival of future generations so that the world isn’t left worse off for future 

generations than it was before [1]. The “going green” initiative also faces difficulty in terms of 

what’s financially suitable, as organic meat is more expensive than meat from the factory, and 

healthier options of uplifting the planet are more expensive. In part, the term directly faces 

challenges with what’s financially better, associated with choices like recycling, heating their 

homes with renewable energy (solar panels), and in attempts to sustain the environment instead 

of destroying it [1]. Keeping the planet as healthy/sustainable as possible is imperative in our 

ethical commitments in maintaining the balance of collective responsibility over short-term 

convenience to ensure our planet’s health. The survival of future generations on this earth hinges 

on the choices we collectively make today, a deliberate effort to preserve nature and in restoring 

balance to ecosystems that’ve been damaged by industrialization, exploitation and in the need to 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/mayarichard-craven/2024/02/27/double-consciousness-affects-black-people-in-the-workplace/
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house more humans. There’s the concern of balancing the challenges of economic growth with 

sustainable practices in prioritizing immediate financial success conflicting with long-term 

ecological goals. Whereas America has lots of resources to count in for these green initiatives, in 

having the financial means to go after these environmentalist choices (recycling, cleaning up the 

Pacific Ocean garbage patch and in making sure the environment is clean), the same thing can’t 

be said for communities across the world, as their access may be very limited. 

The term can be contradictory, especially in industries/governments promoting green initiatives 

while also continuing harmful practices like enabling factory smoke in the air, dumping garbage 

in the ocean (posing a threat towards oceanic life). For example, there have been many moves 

across America destroying forests and ecosystems in the sea through pollution (Deepwater 

Horizon oil spill) that’ve permanently damaged the lifecycles of animal species, even rendering 

to extinction (if not, close towards). Thus, it’s imperative that humans collectively come together 

to maintain sustainable living on our planet, both in the survival of humanity and in animals for 

generations to come. As a real-life concrete example, in an academic article titled “Evidence that 

the Great Pacific Garbage Patch is rapidly accumulating plastic” published by nature.com, can be 

seen in efforts to address the Great Pacific garbage patch [2]. This is a massive accumulation of 

marine debris in the North Pacific Ocean, like plastic soda carriers, microplastics, and plastics of 

all kinds [2]. The article makes an important argument towards the environmental crisis in 

highlighting the consequences of such unsustainable practices like single-use plastics and 

improperly disposing of plastics [2]. As a result, if we’d (collectively) like to get rid of garbage 

patches in the ocean, we’d need to urgently come together to protect marine ecosystems [2]. 

However, it isn’t too late, as researchers and organizations (The Ocean Cleanup) are working to 
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remove plastic waste from the ocean to prevent further pollution, in this example exemplifying 

environmentalism in action [2]. 

[1] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 412 

[2] Lebreton, L. “Evidence that the Great Pacific Garbage Patch is rapidly accumulating plastic”, 

Scientific Reports, nature.com, March 22nd, 2018. Evidence that the Great Pacific Garbage 

Patch is rapidly accumulating plastic 

 

Gay Sensibility: How does being gay influence how one sees the world, oneself, and/or others in 

addition to responding to/creating forms of music, art, and literature in their complexities of 

emotion [1]? Simply, this term is an affirmation of being different from mainstream heterosexual 

culture (the typical old straight white male) by drawing attention to the systematic biases, social 

exclusion and culture that pressures and marginalizes against LGBTQ+ individuals [2]. This also 

can celebrate one's self-expression and resilience against a system that’s attempted to repress 

them for a long time [2]. The term also encompasses three domains (drag, camp, and dealing 

with the issue of AIDS) in reflecting how one navigates through the oppressions that society 

poses towards gay men [2]. Artists like Troye Sivan and Omar Apollo shape unique styles of 

music that replicate their perspectives and experiences as gay men and in addressing the 

challenges they face in society through music. In short, gay individuals challenge 

heteronormativity through creative outlets of expression, especially seen through drag queens 

rallying their messages through their performances, or Big Freedia partnering with Converse to 

releases shoes in lieu of pride month.   

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-018-22939-w.pdf
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-018-22939-w.pdf
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Empowering and celebratory, the term gives voice to marginalized identities and 

experiences. More specifically, those marked by non-heteronormative sexual orientations, gender 

expressions (transgender, non-binary, etc.), and in distinctive queer aesthetics being experimental 

in approaches to art, literature, and theatre subvert the boundaries of typical societal narratives. 

However, it invites challenges and contradictions as its interpretation is context-dependent and 

shaped by race, class, and gender. Intersectionality complicated the term, acknowledging varied 

LGBTQ+ experiences across cultural and social contexts. One may question how the meaning of 

this term could differ across different cultures, as one can perform a drag queen show in 

America, but not in Russia where they’re simply not seen/acknowledged. Could the lenses of this 

term extend to allies/others who embrace other perspectives in promoting LGBTQ+ rights, 

especially for gay men? One concrete example is Elton John, a legendary queer music icon noted 

in Sal Cinquemani’s Rolling Stone article “What Makes a ‘Gay Icon’?” [3].  

His immediately recognizable gay sensibility comes through in his camp, over-the-top 

stage presence that’s evident in his bold fashion choices, dramatic makeup and in his theatrical 

performance style. All of these together paired with lyrics like “Your Song’ and “Rocket Man” 

celebrate nonconformity and in being yourself, challenging heteronormative traditions and in 

empowering one's queerness. These songs challenge heteronormative norms in celebrating one’s 

individualism and posing a resilience for society trying to shape one to be “like the others” in 

being straight. Beyond music, his advocacy for LGBTQ+ rights and in being open about his 

sexuality early on in his career, extends his gay sensibility into echoing a social change across 

the world. One that’s influenced LGBTQ+ icons like Big Freedia, Kesha, and Chappell Roan [3]. 

[1] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 285. 

[2] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 286. 
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[3] Cinquemani, Sal. “What makes a ‘Gay Icon’? The Rolling Stone, June 30th, 2021. Gay Music 

Icons: George Michael, Lil Nas X, Troye Sivan, Adam Lambert 

 

Heterosexism: A term referring to the institutionalized discrimination and/or embedded 

discrimination in policies/procedures of institutions like healthcare, the foster care system, 

education, the corporate world, and more that practices against lesbians and gay men [1]. This is 

also the systematic assumption that heterosexuality is the default/superior sexual orientation of 

everyone in society. One critique of how heterosexism can operate can be how this hides inside 

seemingly neutral frameworks/systems like the foster care system. While the system promotes 

the adoption of kids in order to give them the best life, this same system discriminates against 

gay men and lesbians by making the adoption process much more difficult for them. For 

example, research from Family Equality shows that the foster care system questions the ability of 

LGBTQ+ individuals to fulfill the conventional parental roles (mother and father). They raise 

questions like “who’s going to be the mother or father?” that lead to a greater reluctance in 

granting adoption rights in comparison to straight, white, church-going couples. Moreover, there 

are 14 states in the state that permit state-licensed child welfare agencies to refuse 

placing/providing services to children and families, including LGBTQ+ people and same-sex 

couples, if doing so conflicts with their religious beliefs [2].  

Unlike explicit homophobia that’s manifested in hateful language and/or violent acts, 

these systemic biases reinforce inequality by normalizing such discriminatory and hateful 

practices that create a harmful environment where hostility towards gay/lesbian individuals is 

tolerated and/or normalized. For example, in the medical institution, the doctor assuming 

everyone is straight unless explicitly stated otherwise, and in the media, films and TV shows 

https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-features/gay-icon-george-michael-lil-nas-x-1191415/
https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-features/gay-icon-george-michael-lil-nas-x-1191415/
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prioritizing heterosexual relationships instead of LGBTQ+ relationships. There’s also the issue 

of microaggressions in questions like “Do you have a husband/wife?”, “Are you in a 

relationship?”, “Why don’t you like men/women?”, that marginalize non-heterosexual identities. 

A real-world, concrete example can be found from a research-based article by William 

Robertson titled “Heteronormativity in health care is harmful for LGBTQ+ patients - and a 

source of tension for queer and trans doctors”. For example, when healthcare providers ask 

LGBTQ+ patients heteronormative questions like asking a male patient “Do you have a wife?”, 

it forces the patient to not only “come out” to correct the bias, but also reinforces the societal 

stereotype that heterosexuality is the default [3]. The problem lies within the embedded, 

normalized system of asking if a male has a wife that results in this procedure in healthcare being 

harmful, and in institutionally discriminating against gay men and lesbians [3]. However, one’s 

identity can be complex/multifaceted due to intersecting identities (race, sex, gender) that may be 

different in cultural contexts. For example, these questions continue to be the norm due to other 

parts of the world (China, Russia, Jamaica) having discriminatory laws/regulations against 

LGBTQ+ individuals, in that their systems operate through micro aggressive and 

heteronormative assumptions as a result. These countries operate through microaggressions in 

their discriminatory laws and regulations that foster heteronormative assumptions, a refusal of 

believing that LGBTQ+ individuals could even exist. As a result, these countries operate through 

microaggressions and heteronormative assumptions, and in having laws that they aren't even 

allowed in the country. 

[1] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 277 

[2] Family Equality: Foster and Adoption Laws. April 14th, 2025, Foster and Adoption Laws - 

Family Equality 

https://familyequality.org/resources/foster-and-adoption-laws/
https://familyequality.org/resources/foster-and-adoption-laws/
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[2] Robertson, William. “Heteronormativity in health care is harmful for LGBTQ+ patients - and 

a source of tension for queer and trans doctors”. April 3, 2023, Heteronormativity in health care 

is harmful for LGBTQ+ patients – and a source of tension for queer and trans doctors. 

 

ID: As one of Freud’s three components of the mind (psyche), this is a psychological reservoir of 

our repressed aggressive desires, devoted specifically to the gratification of prohibited desires 

including sexual ones [1]. Not only do these consist largely of those desires that are repressed by 

the ego because they’re forbidden by social convention, but the superego is in direct opposition 

of the id because of its internalization of cultural taboos that determine which desires the id will 

contain [2].Serving between the ego that mediates between this and the superego, a realm of the 

conscious; the inborn impulses as a result are often repressed in order to maintain social stability 

and standing. These inborn impulses results in a separation considered the most important 

experience of loss, as we unconsciously try recapturing that feeling of desire and fulfillment, 

similarly in the Symbolic order. For example, attempting in recapturing the feeling of union that 

I’d felt long ago with a new partner with another person, by joining affiliations such as a church, 

a club or a university. Through this process, we’ll never feel complete desire as we’d initially so 

long ago [3]. 

 Simply, while Freud views it as a repository of inborn instinctual drives that are forbidden by 

social convention through the counterbalance of the ego and superego (all in the psyche), Lacan 

reinterprets it through the Imaginary, the Symbolic and the Real as a structure of chasing after 

desire. Lacan doesn’t place as much emphasis on it being a completely separate identity, rather, 

how desire can be formed and shaped culturally and societally speaking. Freud’s is more 

biologically instinctually focused on an inborn drive that cannot be helped. There’s a sort of 

https://theconversation.com/heteronormativity-in-health-care-is-harmful-for-lgbtq-patients-and-a-source-of-tension-for-queer-and-trans-doctors-200503
https://theconversation.com/heteronormativity-in-health-care-is-harmful-for-lgbtq-patients-and-a-source-of-tension-for-queer-and-trans-doctors-200503
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contradiction between a biologically placed emphasis of the process (Freud), while Lacan’s is 

focused more on the symbolic focused process. Additionally, this raises questions about the 

direct links towards inborn/uncontrollable drives and how external influences can shape human 

behavior. There’s difficulty in directly observing these behaviors, as it’s not something that can 

be directly observable nor accessible, and Lacan’s reinterpretation through the processes 

including the Symbolic Order are complex, difficult and abstract to understand. 

The question also raises how external influences can primarily effect one’s desires and 

gratifications. In the way I view the term, it is an inaccessible part of our mind that attributes to 

one’s learning of the world around them that starts at a young age, acting as a 

psychological/biological process, but is also symbolic in how we learn from books, objects, toys, 

games and many more at a young age. I see it as part of human nature, one that it innate and 

cannot be helped, driven by a need of satisfaction that can never be attained/fulfilled. As a real-

world, concrete example, I’d say the phenomenon of road rage in that when a driver on the road 

experiences road rage, they can display aggressive behaviors such as honking, driving more 

recklessly and even going as far as to insult and yell at someone through their window. I feel as 

if this behavior can be seen as one of the inborn aggressive behaviors that overpowers the control 

the ego holds and leads to impulse decisions, that when you think back to it you may display an 

embarrassment or complete conscious thought of ‘I can’t believe I did that, next time I won’t get 

so worked up’ kind of reaction. Simply put, it is within the moment where your anger flares up, 

or your sadness takes over that you lose temporary control of your emotions for a bit, but when 

you’re done and think consciously back on them, you regret not being able to attain control of 

those emotions in play. You may curse someone out, want to pull over on the side of the road 
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and fight someone, or invoke an uncontrollable sense of rage, exemplifying an inborn drive of 

uncontrollable rage in a flash of road rage. 

[1] Huh, Joanna. Psychoanalytic Theory, PowerPoint. 2025. p.8 

[2] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge, 2015. p.20 

[3] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge, 2015. P.22-

23 

 

Institutionalized Racism: This term refers to the incorporation of racist policies/practices within 

institutions like education, healthcare, housing and governments on all levels (local, state and 

federal) [1]. Additionally, this also involves laws and policies that initially appear neutral, but 

often produce unfair outcomes when implemented by courts, law enforcement and systems of 

government [2]. For example, the corporate world is often criticized for engaging in racial 

discrimination when hiring/promoting, despite their claims of policies that promote DEI 

(diversity, equity and inclusion) [2]. The removal of DEI policies can especially be seen as 

contradictory in universities, like the University of Cincinnati removing their DEI policies, 

despite “wanting” to advocate for students from all backgrounds, which can develop into a form 

of institutionalized racism. When universities remove DEI policies like UC did, they signal such 

a retreat from commitments in protecting marginalized groups, shifting the act into one that 

reinforces harmful power hierarchies.  

Rather than attempting to foster inclusivity, eliminating these policies removes the institutional 

mechanisms designed to counteract these embedded biases would leave historically dominant 

groups (the heterosexual white male) unchallenged and in signifying systemic inequities that 
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equate to institutionalized racism.  For example, the rollback diminishes any support/effort for 

students from all racial/cultural backgrounds, but also prioritizes the experiences of those already 

privileged. How can structures like universities and corporate worlds (Google, Apple, Starbucks) 

suddenly go from promoting DEI to not even standing against anti-DEI initiatives pushed by the 

government all for financial aid (by the government)? This trickily goes hand in hand with the 

term not implying intentionality on part of all institutions, but in recognizing that systematic 

frameworks are instead shaped by historical inequities that lead to unequal outcomes over time. 

As a concrete example, the case of Curtis Flowers exemplifies this. Highlighted in Ella 

Wiley’s article “How Racism in the Courtroom Produces Wrongful Convictions and Mass 

Incarceration,” through usage of peremptory challenges in jury selection demonstrating 

institutionalized racism [3]. In addition to frequently allowing attorneys to strike jurors without 

explanation, the justice system? has also been exploited to abuse/exclude black jurors, 

particularly when the defendant is black [3]. During Flowers’s six trials, former Mississippi 

District Attorney Doug Evan struck black jurors 4.4 times more often than white jurors, 

removing 41 of 42 black jurors, a transparent example of institutionalized racism [3]. This 

blatant bias lead to repeated convictions despite having weak evidence, going hand in hand with 

how “neutral” practices can perpetuate racial inequities at the same time. The issues of the term 

run very deep into history, raising the question of how society can account for the deeply 

embedded nature of institutionalized racism, while trying to find solutions for these issues.  

While there could be an emphasis on collective action, could this systematic focus 

overshadow the wrongfully accused/punished individuals in dismantling racism (The cases of 

George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, etc.)? Although a one-size-fits-all solutions could theoretically 

be effective in dismantling systematic racism across different institutions (healthcare, 
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government, education), the length of seeing this effectivity in real-life could be a long time. A 

solution like this would be highly unrealistic, as everyone comes from different cultural 

backgrounds, and in each institution having their own sets of problems in their structures being 

complex and unique from others. The concern of government officials even checking to see if 

these institutions are replicating behaviors of institutionalized racism would bring up the 

question of how long it’d take. Monitoring all sorts of institutions is highly impossible in itself, 

making a one-size-fits-all approach unrealistic due to the complexity of the matter. 

[1] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 314 

[2] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 315 

[3] Wiley, Ella. “How Racism in the Courtroom Produces Wrongful Convictions and Mass 

Incarceration”, NAACP Legal Defense Fund, July 20th, 2022, How Racism in the Courtroom 

Produces Wrongful Convictions and Mass Incarceration 

 

Intersectionality: In a feminist lens, women face oppression due to the intersection of their sex 

with cultural factors like race, ethnicity, religion, gender identity, and location [1]. Kimberle 

Crenshaw’s concept highlights how all women are subject to oppression faced by patriarchy, but 

in their experience vary based on these intersections [1]. Intersectionality can overlap with 

systems of oppression like society, how that influences women's experiences based on their 

cultural/social identities. For instance, all women face sexism possibly through daily 

microaggressions (walking down a street and a man calling you “babe”), and in being targeted 

when alone at night in a city. However, while access to education and healthcare was denied to 

women a long time ago, this is no longer the case. The term can vary on different experiences, 

https://www.naacpldf.org/racism-wrongful-convictions-mass-incarceration/
https://www.naacpldf.org/racism-wrongful-convictions-mass-incarceration/
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like a black woman in a low-income rural area facing more barriers to education, healthcare and 

access to good-paying jobs, in comparison to a privileged white woman in an urban setting who 

never has to worry about these things [2]. These intersections can interact with one another to 

create unique forms of discrimination and privilege for each, demonstrating that structural racism 

and economic inequality could intersect to display different types of oppressions. As a result, this 

is very important in developing effective policies and support systems to protect women, as men 

cannot ever relate to the experiences women have on a day-to-day basis. In relation to support 

systems, feminist movements over time have not acknowledged certain identities like lesbian, 

bisexual and transgender individuals. This is especially relevant in the second wave of feminism 

not initially recognizing a necessity to be multicultural/inclusive of all gender 

identities/sexualities, later recognized as an importance in the third wave of feminism [3]. 

 

One may argue about a one-size-fits-all approach, but this approach is impossible. Not only 

would this prioritize and elevate certain identities to overrule this system, but this approach 

couldn’t pay attention to every single woman and her experiences, which could result in tensions 

and exclusions. What could happen if a woman has multiple identities, and has nobody to relate 

to in her small town? A real-world, concrete example of the term can be seen in a Hispanic 

woman entering the corporate world in America for the first times. She faces unique challenges 

due to her intersections of ethnicity and gender, and unlike Hispanic men, she’s more likely to 

encounter gender-based discrimination. For example, not being as capable in a leadership 

position and in being given easier tasks when she’s willing to do more, resulting in fewer 

opportunities to get herself advancement in her job. She’d never be able to relate to anyone else 

at her job, like white women and she may feel alienated from herself. She could also face racial 
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biases that result in harmful stereotypes going as far as to question her work ethic, and in limiting 

her career growth as a result. While not given the same tasks as Hispanic men, she could be 

expected to take on extra duties like translating for Spanish-speaking clients, without more 

pay/recognition. As a result, this could hinder her actual performance, and that she’ll be more 

harshly criticized for making mistakes in comparison to her white colleagues. 

[1] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 77 

[2] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 89 

[3] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 101-

102 

 

Langue: In structuralism, Saussure referred to la langue as the underlying system of language, 

the French word for language [1]. A similar term “parole” refers to the French word of speech 

[2]. These coexist with one another, with one representing the rules/conventions that govern a 

language (system of signs, a framework for when speech/communication occurs) with the latter 

being its actual usage of the language, and in the individual utterances made by speakers [1].  

For example when someone says “I am going to the store,” this specific utterance falls under 

parole, while the grammatical framework enabling the sentence falls under langue.Structuralist 

anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss uses this concept as a cultural context in showing how myths 

and social systems can share the same underlying structures that differ, like how different myths 

are different versions of the same myth. For example, the relevance of flood myths like in the 

Bible, how the story of Noah’s Ark is described as a divine flood intended to eliminate all human 

wickedness and immortality. However, there’s also a great flood in the Mesopotamian myth of 
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the Epic of Gilgamesh in sending out a flood by the Gods to cleanse humanity. Both of these 

stories share a similarity in intention (broadly cleaning out humanity), they come from different 

time periods in different cultures, and that their flood acts as a divine judgement/period renewal, 

showing how myths could overlap. 

Simply, these reveal a pattern of sorts that just extend during different cultural, yet same 

intentional context. However, in a deconstructive lens, Derria challenges this instability even 

more by arguing that there’s more dynamic, ambiguous and unstableness to be expected. Simply, 

this view reiterates on meaning being shaped by the reader rather than being fixed, leaving 

interpretations to be open-minded and not just fixed to one answer [3]. Thus, meanings can be 

reinterpreted based on contextual frameworks like religion and culture [3]. Structuralism is a 

synchronic approach in examining the system of langues as based on the time period, not placing 

any focus on historical evolutions of sorts. This shows how individual actions (parole) having to 

rely on the broader system (langue) without really diving into why exactly language changes 

over time. How does this system affect other languages, especially European language structures 

like German, Italian and French? One real-life concrete example of the term can be found in the 

absence of articles in Russian in comparison to English. Specifically, articles are words that 

combine with a noun to understand the type of reference being made by the noun, like “the”, “a”, 

and “an” [4]. However, this doesn’t exist in Russian, as there are no definite or indefinite articles 

in Russian, where words like “this” and “these” are used where in English, a definite article 

would be used [4]. The rules and conventions of one language doesn’t apply neatly to others, 

which argues against a framework in a one-size-fits-all scenario, due to the subjective nature of 

interpreting languages across many cultural contexts [4]. 
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[1] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 185 

[2] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 187 

[3] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 222 

[4] “Russian Articles.” MYLANGUAGES.ORG, 2019, Russian Articles. 

 

Lesbian Continuum: This term (coined by Adrienne Rich,) describes a range of woman 

identified experiences throughout history in focusing on emotional bonding through shared 

work/play, psychological support and shared joy amongst women, that doesn’t just focus on 

genital sexual experiences [1]. In Rich’s view, the sexual dimension of lesbian identity (essential 

in being part of the lesbian continuum) captures a diverse range of sexual expressions and 

embodied desire [2]. These are deliberately marginalized by a patriarchal system in elevating 

heterosexuality as being the norm, resulting in a resistance of these patriarchal standards. Not 

only does this challenge such an oppressive framework, but also expands upon Rich’s view of 

the lesbian continuum [2]. Rich recognizes the diversity of female connections beyond sexual 

identity in advancing inclusivity and solidarity amongst women. Specifically, her frameworks 

resist male dominance within a patriarchal system in validating the intimacy amongst women 

and in their connection outside of “just being friends”. The term is empowering in encouraging 

women to step outside of the boundaries of traditional labels. For example, in contrasting with 

the persistence of traditional labels that still dominate across the world, like media 

representations and workplace expectations in reinforcing stereotypical gender roles that limit 

the expressions amongst women. 

However, the term doesn’t just serve as a political stance/campaign. Framing it as such 

could overshadow the romantic/sexual aspects of woman-to-woman relationships with one 

https://mylanguages.org/russian_articles.php#google_vignette


Brown 30 
 

another. The term is also nuanced in its own definition in how a woman’s identity/relationships 

are even defined, and how these relationships work in different cultural contexts. Is there 

discrimination in woman-identified experiences when placed in an academic context? There’s 

also a question of if a bisexual woman could be part of this continuum in having a relationship 

with both a man and a woman. In a 21st century context, the lesbian continuum can be seen 

through a formation of strong and diverse networks extending beyond just a romantic 

partnership. This can be seen in Fay Hawkins article titles “Lessons and Learning from the 

Lesbian Continuum”, in queer women creating “chosen families” through intergenerational 

mentorships and friendships that serve as support systems [3]. Specifically, these relationships 

celebrate a full spectrum of female connection, regardless of where these relationships can be 

found (co-worker, literary circle, an event) [3]. For example, a drag queen could be the 

godmother of her best friend’s kid, in forming a “chosen” family being formed through their 

friendship with one another [3]. 

[1] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 281. 

[2] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 282. 

[3] Hawkins, Fay. “Lessons and Learning from the Lesbian Continuum” 7 March 2025. Lessons 

and Learnings from the Lesbian Continuum by Fay Hawkins - IWD25 - Birmingham LGBT 

 

Nordicism: This term is an ideology in Eurocentric standards (belief in Eurocentrism and white 

supremacy) taken to the extreme especially in playing a significant role in most (if not all) white 

cultures [1]. From a Nordicist perspective, the Caucasian race is considered genetically superior 

to all other races, with Nordics (Germanic peoples of Northern Europe) regarded as the most 

https://blgbt.org/lessons-and-learnings-from-the-lesbian-continuum-by-fay-hawkins-iwd25/
https://blgbt.org/lessons-and-learnings-from-the-lesbian-continuum-by-fay-hawkins-iwd25/
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superior Caucasians in their greater intelligence, physical strength, and beauty [1]. Norway, 

Sweden, Denmark, and Iceland are generally considered to belong to this group, as nationality 

alone isn’t deemed essential in determining one’s placement in this “superior race.” Due to 

constant human migration across the world, one’s ancestral birthplace isn’t a reliable indicator in 

considering their racial heritage [1]. Historically, this term has been part of Eurocentric ideology, 

in falsely claiming genetic superiority for Nordic people, resulting in discrimination/alienation of 

anybody not part of that genetic makeup. The belief that one genetic makeup is superior to 

another is not only extremely troubling but violates ethical standards by promoting division and 

inequality amongst one another, instead of doing the opposite. While Nordicism is part of 

history, it serves way more as a lesson than it does in reflecting the pride of such a harmful term. 

There’s lots of contradictions within the term itself, like the false/harmful assertions of racial 

superiority in genetics, Eugenics outwardly rejects this genetic construction into a structure of 

hierarchies. In addition, this ideology has historically been misused in attempts to justify 

oppression in prioritizing one group over everyone else. One concrete example of this practice is 

the United States Immigration Act of 1924, highlighted in an article published by Scandinavia 

Facts titled “The Nordic Race: The Meaning and Racial Controversy,” written by Christian 

Christensen. The legislation of the US Immigration Act of 1924 severely restricted immigration 

from Southern and Eastern Europe, favoring immigrants from Northwestern Europe because of 

their genetic make-up with the Nordic race [2]. This legislation reflects the harmful belief in 

Nordic superiority in seeking to preserve this genetic makeup/dominance of the group in the 

United States that’ve resulted in the discrimination of many groups in American history [2]. The 

act promoted the idea of racial hierarchies and in prioritizing one group over the others, trying to 



Brown 32 
 

accommodate/include Northwestern Europeans while excluding Southern and Eastern European 

groups, barring entry to Asians altogether and promoting discrimination in whole [2]. 

[1] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 368 

[2] Christensen, Christian. “The Nordic Race: The Meaning and Racial Controversy”, 

Scandinavia Facts, The Nordic Race: The Meaning and Racial Controversy - Scandinavia Facts. 

 

Rugged Individualism: Recognized as one of the cornerstones of the American dream and a 

friend of competition, this Marxist concept is a capitalist ideal that romanticizes a tough, 

independent and determined individual who strikes out of a goal, something not easily 

achievable, often involving risk and is something people stereotypically wouldn’t take. 

Additionally, we’re influenced by various capitalist ideologies whether we realize it or not, 

giving us the illusion that we ourselves make decisions without being significantly influenced by 

ideology of any sort, when this is not the case. Marxist thinkers point out that this capitalist 

virtue puts self-interest above the needs, and even of other people [1]. One set of lenses could see 

this as an interpretation as a justification for exploitation, as Marx refers to in his Wage Labor 

and Capital piece. Specifically, the capitalist buys individuals labor with money, selling their 

labor for money, but in reality; what they sell to the capitalist for money is their labor power. The 

capitalist buys this labor power for however long they’d like, and after being bought he uses it by 

having the workers work for that amount of time, for which is the same sum the capitalist had 

bought for their labor power, such as four marks. In itself, this romanticizes and chases after a 

worker who works harder than others, and is exemplified for their work; but never paid fairly 

enough for their effort [2]. 

https://scandinaviafacts.com/the-nordic-race-the-meaning-and-racial-controversy/


Brown 33 
 

Marx’s insights look into the damaging effects of capitalism on human behavior, 

appearing in our relationship to the commodity as previously mentioned. However, the difficulty 

of inspecting these damaging effects comes from the fact that these causes and debilitating 

damages on some individuals may not translate as well into different cultures as it does into 

American culture. While the term emphasizes on one’s self-reliance and the pursuit of success 

through hard work, this mindset leads to workaholism while one prioritizes their work and career 

achievements above all else, neglecting other aspects of life like ones care for oneself. 

Oftentimes, this drives people to overwork and to prove their worth at the expense of their well-

being and personal relationships that surround them. How would the most self-reliant of 

individuals do without the benefits from societal structures and support systems such as 

healthcare, education, etc.? How far could one take in proving their self-worth to a corporation 

and/or company? 

I see this concept in a deeply ingrained American identity that has arisen culturally from 

when we are kids, glorifying the individual and nation of someone who is completely self-made, 

achieving all they’ve gotten in life through hard work and perseverance. The saying ‘Anybody 

can achieve success if they are willing to work hard enough’ fosters a sense of encouragement 

that we all crave for. However, the argument of risking one’s health and/or social status in 

exchange of proving their self-worth leads to diminishing who they are as a person, their 

identity. Not only does this promote a lack of heart and/or empathy for those individuals, but the 

emphasis on self-reliance undermines the importance of community and those around you. As 

humans, we are social creatures that crave social attention, and without these communities to 

back us up, what happens if one in the community needs help that nobody knows about? There’s 

only so much to be done as an individual effort, after all.  The concept can especially be seen in 
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the glorification of a self-made entrepreneur that prioritizes success and profit over their well-

being. This mindset in part can lead to damaging business practices like exploiting workers and 

prioritizing short-term gains over long-term sustainability. Placing an emphasis on individual 

success and profits, it downplays the importance of having a social network and in workers have 

rights, and measures that protect the workers themselves. Dangerously enough, this can result in 

promoting inequality and in damaging the trust of works that’s all in the name of being 

successful in a capitalist lens. 

[1] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today. A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge, 2015. 

[2] Marx, Karl. Wage Labor and Capital. Chapter 6. Accessed 2025. Marx_Wage Labor and 

Capital.pdf: (25SS-Full) INTRO TO CRITICAL THEORY (001) 

[3] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today. A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge, 2015. 

 

Sign: On one hand, Ferdinand de Saussure argues that words are simply linguistic signs 

composed of the signifier (mental imprint of a sound), with the signified referring to the concept 

to which the signifier refers [1]. For example, “tiger” is the signifier, while the mental image of a 

tiger is signified, similar to the example shown through the word “cat” being the signifier, and 

the signified being of what concept the signifier refers to [2]. However, deconstructive criticism 

suggests that these signified are constant endless chains of signifiers, that rules language as a 

chain of signifiers rather than a cohesive system of signifiers and signified [3]. The traffic light 

system is a great example, as in a structuralist lens, the traffic light serves as a clear system of 

signs with red signifying “stop”, yellow signifying “caution”, and green signifying “go”. 

However, deconstruction challenges this clear system and the stability of such, and how their 

context can differ. For example, during a conversation if I say “stop” while laughing and 

https://uc.instructure.com/courses/1751604/files/188115695?module_item_id=74418063
https://uc.instructure.com/courses/1751604/files/188115695?module_item_id=74418063
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pointing at a family member dancing, the word “stop” could signify amusement/mockery, rather 

than the word signifying that person to stop. In addition, if I pointed to a red album cover on a 

vinyl record, this could signify that I have a passion about vinyl records, showing that meaning 

can lead to possible miscommunications. 

In another example, Green is often used in poetry to signify safety and/or nature, with red 

signaling a sort of danger that’s evident on stop signs, red lights and caution signals. While 

structuralism argues for a fixed meaning in this system, deconstruction reveals that meanings can 

be interpreted and therefore unstable and context specific. Meaning also can and can’t be fixed in 

literary texts, as once a creative work is published, it’s forever out there into the world, but the 

text could also open itself up to more than one interpretation [4]. Simply, meaning is also created 

by the reader in the act of reading [4]. There’s also the sign example of “light” that typically 

means “brightness” or “lightness”, but could also hold a multitude of meanings depending on the 

context. For example, light can be used in part of another word like “spotlight”, and can be used 

as an essence in poetry in being a “guiding light”, or used as a term meaning “a light at the end 

of the tunnel”, being as “light as a feather”, and many more. While different individuals across 

various cultures could interpret signs in one way or another that results in conflicting meanings, 

this also underscores the stability structuralism aims for. 

[1] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge, 2015, p. 185 

[2] Huh, Joanna. Critical Theory Introduction, PowerPoint. 2024. p.22 

[3] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 217 

[4] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4thed., Routledge 2015, p. 222 
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Symbolic: Lacan defines the Symbolic as a symbolic system of meaning-making, initiation in 

which is the child’s acquisition of language [1].  Symbolic in this context refers to a realm of 

social structuring (social hierarchies, power and what one’s social role plays) in language where 

meaning is developed between words and symbols. Freud uses the term in the idea of dreams, 

and how corrupt manifestations of suppressed feelings can express repressed thoughts and 

emotions through the way that imagery itself stands as a symbol [2]. Another interpretation that 

Freud offers is that symbols also manifest in a dream, like if you dream about water then that can 

symbolize itself as the womb or an unconscious mind or even dreaming about flying which may 

represent a feeling of freedom. 

Lacan further extends his theory by extending into the concept of The Real, which we 

unconsciously cannot access because we are stuck in the Imaginary and Symbolic [3]. Despite 

Lacan having trouble describing the Real, it is something in which is beyond all our meaning-

making capabilities and systems, lying outside the world created by ideologies society uses to 

explain existence [4]. In the way I understand the definition, I feel as if it stands for a dimension 

in which we cannot consciously access, that determines and interprets the growth of how we 

perceive the system of languages, and functions of life in whole. A real-world, concrete example 

of the term would be to think of language in regards of considering the word family. The term 

itself stands as a symbol that represents a social unit that includes individuals related by blood, 

marriage and adoption; however the specific meanings of family can depend across cultural 

contexts. Family could include extended relatives like grandparents and aunts, while in other 

cultures it could refer to just parents and children. Simply, the symbolic nature of the term family 

can carry different meanings across cultures that shape how everybody understands the concept 

of a family. 
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However, consciously thinking about the event is merely impossible because it simply 

stands as a symbol of hatred, and something I don’t want to consciously think about; thus, 

repressing those memories as a result and actively avoiding it in my perception of day-to-day 

life. The concept is the realm of meaning-making, that obtains our acquisition and understanding 

of culture and language. While the Imaginary focuses on personal perceptions and fantasies as 

imagining ourselves as important figures in the past, the Real focuses on the physical 

experiences of the day, like the smell of food around us or the physical presence of others around 

us. In comparison, this concept can be imagined during Independence Day, where we participate 

in rituals like shooting off fireworks and singing the national anthem in remembrance of those 

who fought for us. We also recognize symbols associated with Independence day such as the 

American flag, the bald eagle and red, white and blue; evoking pride for the country.  

[1] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge, 2015. p.22 

[2] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge, 2015. p.15-

16 

[3] Huh, Joanna. Psychoanalytic Theory, PowerPoint. 2024. P.9 

[4] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge, 2015. P.26 

 

The Unconscious: Standing as one of Sigmund Freud’s great insights, the idea that human 

beings are driven by fears, desires, needs and conflicts in which they’re unconsciously aware of. 

It stands for the drive of all painful emotions and experiences that humans unconsciously don’t 

want to think about or know about because of being profoundly overwhelmed by them [1]. 

However, Lacan’s widely known statement that the unconscious is structured like a language 

brings forth the argument that Freud’s concept is too focused on an individualistic and ego-
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driven level. Lacan, on the other hand, suggests that just as language structures how we 

understand the world, the unconscious in part, structures our desires and fantasies through 

symbolic representations like the fantasy mother of our preverbal experience; seeking out our 

lost object. [2]. While Freud’s definition differed from Lacan’s in the regard that he focuses on 

the model of the mind (including the id, ego, and superego and the id representing this; with the 

id residing in the unconscious, the ego and superego operating in the conscious mind despite 

having unconscious desires) he emphasizes the importance of internal emotional conflicts and 

repression of scars, wounds and emotions that’d preferably not come to the light of day through 

repression. Lacan on the other hand, argues that it’s structured like a system of language, in the 

unconscious following certain rules, patterns and structures similarly operating like language. 

For example, just as language has grammar/syntax rules determining how words and cohesive 

sentences need to be formed; the unconscious has its own set of rules that watch out how our 

thoughts, desires and emotions are processed and then expressed. 

especially through a process he called the Mirror Stage. It is through this that human desires and 

identities are born. 

The Mirror Stage is the moment when an infant first recognizes itself as an individual, separate 

from the mother. Thus, this recognition marks the child’s initiation into the Symbolic Order 

through the acquisition of language that separates itself from the mother, resulting in the most 

important experience of loss [3]. As a result, this process is connected to the unconscious as it 

involves the formation of ‘I’, being symbolized in dreams through the dynamics of the id, which 

Lacan describes as having two opposing fields of competition [4]. However, it’s difficult to 

really dive into a part of the mind that can’t be directly observable, having behaviors and signs of 

this process being inferred from behavior and dreams. Not only does it make this scientifically 
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hard to define, but different individuals will have different experiences and will constantly 

express unconscious desires in many ways. Not only does it make this difficult to generalize, but 

there are also arguments that the repression of emotions itself can be an output of creativity and 

expression, depending on the subject. 

More specifically, it isn’t just shaped by an individual’s experience but can come from 

experiences that happened to an individual culturally, affecting what is repressed and how 

exactly this repression of the unknown can manifest. I feel as if this is an area of the brain that 

we cannot consciously enter through, yet we’re reminded of it through our individualistic 

experiences of traumatic events, emotional scars and experiences that we push to the depths of 

our mind as a result of repressed emotions. This isn’t something that is just permanently 

repressed, rather, a dynamic force of life that shapes our identities and interactions as 

individuals, as addressing these unconscious conflicts for some people can lead to personal 

growth and the healing of emotional scars. As a real-world, concrete example, if as a kid I had a 

step-mother who was not only a drunk, but a raging lunatic who’d constantly harass and stalk me 

as a result of jealousy towards me and my father’s relationship as one another, burying that 

scared, fearful emotion of her whenever I’d hear her name or see a bottle of alcohol I’d repress 

the horrible, painful emotional scars and memories associated as a result of seeing her drink, 

which would be a prime example. 

[1] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge, 2015, p. 10 

[2] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge, 2015. p. 23-

24. 

[3] Huh, Joanna. Psychoanalytic Theory, PowerPoint. 2024. p.10  

[4] Lacan, Jacques. The Mirror Stage. 2024. p.8 
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Unhomeliness: This term describes the feeling of being caught between cultures, of belonging to 

neither rather than to one and/or both, resulting in a psychological limbo from the trauma of 

cultural displacement within which one lives, a term coined by Homi Bhabha [1]. Although this 

shouldn’t be confused with being homeless, this does mean to be unhomed in a way where one 

isn’t at home even in their own home because their own cultural identity crisis makes them a 

psychological refugee [1]. As a result, one’s cultural identity becomes fragmented and all over 

the place, a sort of rupture of one’s internal sense of self and who they are in battling with 

external societal expectations, exiling them into this limbo. One has to confront an external 

world that imposes such boundaries in leaving them feeling excluded, not belonging, and feeling 

out of place. Even when a sense of belonging is discovered, those boundaries are often 

uncomfortable to address, as the inclusion of one is questioned if they ever truly feel at home. 

These challenges and question reshape their identity and how they perceive themselves in a 

world divided/suffering from the history of colonialism.   

Not only is this a cultural displacement, but this term is used to prove the ongoing effects of 

colonialism and the feeling that one just doesn’t belong there. For example, a military man 

originally from Japan may face temporary unhomeliness by constantly navigating the conflicting 

cultures of being away from home while stationed in various countries across Africa, Asia, and 

Europe. Not only does he not feel a sense of belonging in these places and in connecting with 

locals, but he’s constantly caught between cultures. He can’t try to have genuine connections 

with anyone outside of the military in these cultures due to language barriers and different social 

norms. He’s also having to deal with moving around constantly, leaving himself to be uncertain 

in how to define himself and where he truly belongs. 
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This forces individuals like him to navigate this ongoing tension of feeling like you belong there 

but also rejecting the oppressive systems that try to attempt to define “home” for them, without 

even knowing them. Not only does this reflect a personal crisis of oneself, but a question towards 

colonial histories that continue to shape/alter one’s identity, even to this day. One real-world 

concrete example can be explored in a paper titled “The Notion of Unhomeliness in the Pickup: 

Homi Bhabha Revisited,” written by Ali Rostami. This paper explores the experiences of 

Vietnamese refugees after the Vietnam war, many who fled to western countries and experienced 

unhomeliness because of feeling alienated/excluded from both their homeland and their new 

environment [2]. This feeling is captured between their trauma of remembering war and 

struggling to fit into new societies that often attempt to marginalize/alter their identities [2]. 

Rostami also points out how unhomeliness can manifest itself as a psychological and cultural 

crisis for one, illustrating how individuals can be reshaped in their constant questioning of 

belonging and identity despite all this displacement [2]. Rostami doesn’t just restrict 

unhomeliness to the personal experiences of Vietnamese refugees, but his paper argues against a 

much broader argument of how colonial history continues to affect the world today, in 

continuing to replicate these feelings of displacement [2].  

[1] Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 4th ed., Routledge 2015, p. 369 

[2] Rostami, Ali. “The Notion of Unhomeliness in the Pickup: Homi Bhabha Revisited”, 

Advances in Language and Literary Studies, Australian International Academic Centre, 

February 11th, 2016. Full page photo 
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