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Literary Theories:  A Sampling of Critical Lenses


Literary theories were developed as a means to understand the various ways people read texts.  The proponents of each theory believe their theory is the theory, but most of us interpret tests according to the “rules” of several different theories at a time.  All literary theories are lenses through which we can see texts.  There is nothing to say that one is better than another or that you should read according to any of them, but it is sometimes fun to “decide” to read a test with one in mind because you often end up with a whole new perspective on your reading.


What follows is a summary of some of the most common schools of literary theory.  These descriptions are extremely cursory, and none of them fully explains what the theory is all about.  But it is enough to get the general idea.

Reader-Response Criticism: Reader-response critics turn from the traditional conception of a work as an achieved structure of meanings to the responses of readers as their eyes follow a text. By this shift of perspective a literary work is converted into an activity that goes on in a reader’s mind, and what had been features of the work itself—including plot, characters, style, and structure—is less important than the connection between a reader’s experience and the text. It is through this interaction that meaning is made.

This is the school of thought most students seem to adhere to. Proponents believe that literature has no objective meaning or existence. People bring their own thoughts, moods, and experiences to whatever text they are reading and get out of it whatever they happen to, based upon their own expectations and ideas…

Marxist Criticism: A Marxist Critic grounds his theory and practice on the economic and cultural theory of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engles, especially on the following claims:

1. The evolving history of humanity, its institutions and its ways of thinking are determined by the changing mode of its “material production”—that is, of its basic economic organization.

2. Historical changes in the fundamental mode of production effect essential changes both in the constitution and power relations of social classes, which carry on a conflict for economic, political, and social advantage.

3. Human consciousness in any era is constituted by an ideology—that is a set of concepts, beliefs, values, and ways of thinking and feeling through which human beings perceive, and by which they explain what they take to be reality.  A Marxist Critic typically undertakes to “explain” the literature in any era by revealing the economic, class, and ideological determinants of the way an author writes, and to examine the relation of the text to the social reality of that time and place.

This school of critical theory focuses on power and money in works of literature. Who has the power/money? Who does not? What happens as a result?...

Feminist Criticism:  A feminist theorist sees cultural and economic disabilities in a “patriarchal” society that have hindered or prevented women from realizing their creative possibilities and women’s cultural identification as a merely negative object, or “Other,” to man as the fining and dominating “Subject.”  There are several assumptions and concepts held in common by most feminist critics.

1. Our civilization is pervasively patriarchal.

2. The concepts of “gender” are largely, if not entirely, cultural constructs, effected by the omnipresent patriarchal biases of our civilizations.

3. This patriarchal ideology also pervades those writings that have been considered great literature.  Such works lack autonomous female role models, are implicitly addressed to male readers, and leave the woman reader an alien outsider or else solicit her to identify against herself by assuming male values and ways of perceiving, feeling, and acting.

This is somewhat like Marxist criticism, but instead of focusing on the relationships between the classes it focuses on the relationships between the genders. Under this theory you would examine the patterns of thought, behavior, values, enfranchisement, and power in relations between the sexes…

Psychoanalytic Criticism:  Psychological criticism deals with a work of literature primarily as an expression, in fictional form, of the personality, state of mind, feelings, and desires of its author. The assumption of psychoanalytic critics is that a work of literature is correlated with its author’s mental traits:

1. Reference to the author’s personality is used to explain and interpret a literary work.

2. Reference to literary works is made in order to establish, biographically, the personality of the author.

3. The mode of reading a literary work itself is a way of experiencing the distinctive subjectivity or consciousness of its author.

This theory requires that we investigate the psychology of a character or an author to figure out the meaning of a text (although to apply an author’s psychology to a text can also be considered biographical criticism, depending upon your point of view)…

Historical/Biographical Criticism:  Using this theory requires that you apply to a text specific historical information about the time during which an author wrote. History, in this case, refers to the social, political, economic, cultural, and/or intellectual climate of the time…

Formalist/New Criticism is directed against the prevailing concern of critics with the lives and psychology of authors, with social background, and with literary history. There are several points of view and procedures that are held in common by most New Critics.

1. The distinctive procedure of the New Critic is explication, or close reading: The detailed and subtle analysis of the complex interrelations and ambiguities of the components within a work.

2. Utilizing concrete and specific examples from the text itself to validate an interpretation.  The only way to interpret the meaning of the text is to cit what the text provides you with, for example: plot, characterization, setting, theme, tone, poetic or literary devices, etc.
Archetypal Criticism:  In criticism, “archetype” signifies narrative designs, character types, or images that are said to be identifiable in a wide variety of works of literature, as well as in myths, dreams and even ritualized modes of social behavior.  The archetypal similarities within these diverse phenomena are held to reflect a set of universal, primitive, and elemental patters, whose effective embodiment in a literary work evokes a profound response from the reader. Some archetypal themes are the journey underground, death-rebirth, the heavenly ascent, the search for the father, the paradise-Hades image, the Promethean rebel-here, the scapegoat, the earth goddess, and the fatal woman.
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