PREFACE TO THE EDITION

The Unfinished Archive: Literature, Power, and the Contested Terrain of English Studies

A discipline is never simply a body of knowledge. It is also a set of exclusions—
decisions, often unacknowledged, about whose voices matter, whose experience counts as
literature, and whose languages are permitted to carry intellectual authority. The six
contributions gathered in this issue of International Journal of English Language Research
Studies (IJELRS) do not share a single argument, but they share a common orientation: each,
in its own register, interrogates the terms on which English literary studies has been conducted,
and each finds those terms wanting. Taken together, they constitute not a manifesto but
something more valuable—a sustained, many-voiced reckoning with what the field has
inherited, what it has suppressed, and what it might yet become.

The question of who speaks—and who is permitted to remain silent—is at the centre of
Bambara’s “The Lesson,” as read in the first essay of this issue. The author’s close textual
analysis of Sylvia’s narration challenges the routine critical assumption that silence signals
absence. What Sylvia withholds, the essay argues, is not passivity but proto-political
consciousness: a young Black girl’s refusal to perform the awakening that others expect of her.
By situating the story within Black feminist cultural criticism and Black Girlhood Studies, the
essay recovers silence as a mode of meaning-making, a form of interiority that precedes, and
perhaps exceeds, the articulations that follow. The intervention matters because it insists on
reading girlhood not as an apprenticeship to adult political selfhood but as a site of political
knowledge in its own right.

If Bambara’s Sylvia refuses to speak on command, the history of Indian English
illuminates what happens when an entire people is compelled to speak in a language not their
own. The second essay returns to Macaulay’s Minute on Education of 1835—that notorious
instrument of colonial linguistic policy—not to rehearse familiar denunciations but to read it as
a rhetorical document embedded in institutional power. Yet the essay’s more consequential
move is its insistence on what followed: the process by which Indians appropriated,
transformed, and ultimately made their own a language thrust upon them. Against the twin
frameworks of linguistic imperialism and postcolonial celebration, it argues for something
harder to name—a creative, contradictory, deeply human act of linguistic remaking. Indian
English, on this account, was never merely received. It was made.

The third and fourth contributions approach the literary tradition through the long arc
of form and ideology. Fragmented Selves and Unstable Worlds presents the review of
modernism and postmodernism in English literature . It offers undergraduate students—and,
one suspects, their teachers—a theoretically grounded map of two movements that have too
often been treated as adjacent historical periods rather than as related crises of representation.
Drawing on Nietzsche, Freud, Saussure, Lyotard, and Baudrillard, and reading them alongside
Woolf, Joyce, Beckett, Carter, and DeL.illo, the essay argues that these movements remain alive
as formal and philosophical provocations, not museum pieces. Then we have Power,
Language, and the Human Condition The discussion of Shakespeare and Renaissance literature
that follows makes a parallel case: that the richness of the period is inseparable from the
turbulence that produced it, and that the critical frameworks of New Historicism, feminist
criticism, postcolonial theory, and psychoanalytic reading have not exhausted the texts so much
as renewed them. To read Othello or The Tempest through the lens of race or colonial power



is not to impose alien concerns on early modern drama; it is to hear what those plays were
already saying to audiences who knew very well what empire looked like.

The fifth essay Writing, Reading Power: Gender and Feminism in English Literature
makes explicit what has been implicit in much of the foregoing: that the literary canon has been,
among other things, a technology of gendered exclusion. The survey of feminist literary
criticism assembled here—from Wollstonecraft and Woolf through hooks, Butler, and
Adichie—resists the temptation to offer a triumphalist narrative of recovery. Feminist criticism,
the essay argues, is not a correction applied to the discipline from outside but a fundamental
reorientation of how any text must be read. The movement from first-wave articulations of
women’s exclusion to intersectional and postcolonial feminism is not a story of supersession;
it is a story of deepening, each stage making the questions harder, the stakes higher, and the
literary tradition more honestly seen.

The sixth and final contribution Reading The Earth widens the frame to its fullest extent.
Ecocriticism, as surveyed here, proceeds from the recognition that the ecological crises of the
present moment—climate change, biodiversity collapse, environmental injustice—have
cultural and imaginative dimensions that literary criticism is not merely equipped to address
but, arguably, obligated to. Reading Gilbert White alongside Robin Wall Kimmerer,
Wordsworth alongside Richard Powers, the essay traces a tradition of nature writing that is
also, always, a meditation on what it means to be human in relation to what is not human. The
essay’s closing argument—that ecocriticism represents not a new set of readings but a
reconceptualization of what literature is for—carries a weight that the other contributions in
this issue would, we think, recognize and endorse.

What connects these six essays is not a shared methodology or a common corpus but a
shared conviction: that literary study is not an antiquarian exercise, however scrupulous, but an
ongoing argument about power, voice, representation, and the human capacity to make
meaning under conditions not of one’s choosing. From Bambara’s Harlem to Macaulay’s
imperial calculus, from the modernist dismantling of the unified subject to the feminist recovery
of suppressed traditions, from Renaissance drama to a planet in ecological crisis, the texts and
critical frameworks gathered here ask, in different registers, the same essential question—who
gets to speak, and on what terms, and at whose expense?

English literary studies has never been a neutral space. The essays in this issue do not
pretend otherwise. What they offer instead is rigour, range, and the kind of intellectual honesty
that refuses to mistake a well-maintained archive for a complete one. The archive, as these
pages make plain, remains unfinished—and that is precisely what makes the work of criticism
worth doing. Enjoy Reading.

Prof. Neeru Tandon
Chief Editor
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