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Introduction into Literary Criticism and Theory
What is Literary Criticism?

It’s the study, evaluation, and interpretation of literature.  Criticism is informed by theory, which is more philosophical, but critics are not always theorists.
What is Literary Theory?

It’s the systematic study of the nature of literature and the methods for analyzing literature.
Why should I care?

It is very likely that if you continue past your basic Language Arts (English) classes in college, you will encounter one or both of these subjects.  Furthermore, if you have any interest in philosophy, it is almost guaranteed that you will spend some time on Literary Theory, one or more of the schools, and one or more of the people responsible largely responsible for that school’s existence.  Using criticism and theory as lenses through which to see a particular work of literature, you can better understand the work itself.  Of course, some schools of criticism and theory will fall into that “who thinks about this stuff?” category, and that’s fine.  Everyone feels that way.  But others will bring up interesting perspectives that you wouldn’t have otherwise considered.  Also, it is not unlikely that continuing down the road of English literature will eventually bring you face to face with someone who does care about all that stuff.  In the event that happens, you will be better prepared having been exposed to these profound ideas now rather than later.
Our assignments:
We’re going to be approaching this from a few different (graded) directions.  The first, and most obvious, is a research project dedicated to illuminating some of the most popular forms of criticism and theory.  You’re all in the same boat here: none of you have been exposed to these ideas before.  It’s important that we learn about them well enough to understand them and talk about them.  The smaller assignments will be in discussion post form where we will adopt a certain view of a given piece of literature or poetry.  The next will be a short unit test over the presentations.  As before, your group will submit questions about your presentation that I will then compile into a test.  Finally, we will have a class discussion where each group will analyze a piece of literature from their given perspective, and then we will see which interpretation we agree with most (or best fits the piece(s) of literature I’ve given you).


To sum up:
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Class
Schools:
Aestheticism and Romanticism – aesthetic value is the primary goal
American pragmatism – philosophical school of thought about practical use and success of knowledge
Cognitive Cultural Studies – philosophy of the mind in the study of literature and culture
Cultural Studies – role of literature in everyday life
Darwinian – literature in the context of evolution and natural selection
Deconstruction – “close” reading showing how key terms and concepts can be paradoxical or self-undermining rendering the meaning undecidable
Gender (e.g., feminism) – roles and themes of gender relations
Formalism – focus on the structural purposes and elements of the text
German hermeneutics and philology – interpretation of texts, especially sacred, wisdom, or philosophical and the associated historical language (philology)
Marxism – themes of class conflict and warfare
Modernism – philosophical movement of the late 19th and early 20th centuries
Neoclassism – return to the “classical” works of ancient Greece and Rome
New Criticism – looks at the work based on what is written, not the author or biographical issues
New historicism – examines work based on historical context and understanding culture through literature
Postcolonialism – focus on exploitation of indigenous people and culture as a result of colonialism
Postmodernism – conditions of 20th century explored with special attention given to deviants or outcasts
Psychoanalysis – role of conscious and unconscious in author, reader, and text
Queer Theory – examines role of gender identity and sexuality in literature
Reader-response – active response of the reader to the text
Russian Formalism – precursor and influencer of structuralism, highlighting hierarchical arrangements and structure, very difficult
Structuralism and semiotics – elements of human culture should be understaood in terms of their relationship to a larger, overarching system or structure
Eco-criticism – explores cultural connections between literature and the natural world
