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UNDERSTANDING
LITERARY
CRITICISM: A
BRIDGE BETWEEN
READER AND TEXT

For many readers, the
experience  of  finishing
a novel, poem, or play
is  often  accompanied
by  a  spontaneous
reaction: "I loved it," "I
hated  it,"  or  "It  was
confusing." While these
initial  responses  are
valid,  they  represent
the  start ing  point
r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e
destination of a deeper

engagement  w i th
literature. This is where
literary criticism enters
the picture. At its core,
literary  criticism an
int roduct ion  to
theory  and  practice
provides  the  tools  to
m o v e  b e y o n d
subjective  reaction
toward  a  structured,
insightful interpretation
of a text. It transforms
reading from a passive
act of consumption into
an active dialogue with
the author, the culture,
and the very nature of
meaning itself.
Literary criticism is not
about  finding  the  one
"correct"  answer  to
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what  a  text  means.
I n s t e a d ,  i t  i s  a
disciplined  process  of
questioning, analyzing,
and arguing. It involves
examining  a  work's
structure,  language,
context,  and  themes.
The  "theory"  part  of
the  equation  supplies
t h e  l e n s e s — t h e
frameworks or  schools
of  thought—through
which we view a work.
The  "practice"  part  is
the application of those
lenses to specific texts.
This  article  serves  as
an introduction to  the
fundamental  concepts,
m a j o r  s c h o o l s  o f
thought,  and  practical
steps  involved  in  this
fascinating field.

WHY STUDY
LITERARY
CRITICISM? THE
VALUE OF A
CRITICAL
FRAMEWORK

Some  might  ask  why
we need theory at all.
Why can't we just read
a book and talk about
i t  n a t u r a l l y ?  T h e
answer  l ies  in  the
richness  that  theory
unlocks.  Without  a
critical  framework, our
interpretations  are
often  limited  by  our
o w n  b i a s e s ,
exper iences ,  and
cultural  assumptions.
Literary criticism an
int roduct ion  to
theory  and  practice
helps  readers  become
a w a r e  o f  t h e s e
a s s u m p t i o n s .  I t
challenges  us  to  ask
questions  we  might
never have considered:

How does the
author's
biography or
historical
moment shape
the text?
How does the
language used
reinforce or
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subvert social
power
structures?
What role does
the reader play
in constructing
meaning?
How does the
text represent
gender, race,
class, or
sexuality?

By  applying  different
theoretical approaches,
we  discover  that  a
single  text  can  yield
multiple,  sometimes
conflicting,
interpretations.  This
multiplicity  is  not  a
weakness  of  literary
cr i t i c i sm;  i t  i s  i t s
greatest  strength.  It
demonstrates  the
complexity  and  depth
of  l iterature  itself.
Studying criticism also
sharpens  essential
skills:  close  reading,
logical  argumentation,
evidence  gathering,
and  c lear  wr i t ing.

These are transferable
skills  valuable  in  any
discipline or profession.

MAJOR SCHOOLS
OF LITERARY
THEORY: A
FOUNDATIONAL
OVERVIEW

Formalis
m and
New
Criticism:
The Text
Itself
Formal ism,  which
gained  prominence  in
the early 20th century,
argues  that  a  literary
w o r k  s h o u l d  b e
analyzed  on  its  own
terms,  independent  of
its  author,  historical



4

4 Literary Criticism An Introduction To
Theory And Practice

2023-05-13

context,  or  reader
response. The focus is
solely  on  the  text's
internal  features:  its
structure,  imagery,
symbolism,  narrative
t e c h n i q u e ,  a n d
l a n g u a g e .  N e w
Criticism, its  American
c o u n t e r p a r t ,
champions the concept
of the "close reading."
A New Critic examines
h o w  t h e  v a r i o u s
e l e m e n t s  o f  a
w o r k — s u c h  a s
paradox,  ambiguity,
a n d  i r o n y — w o r k
together  to  create  a
unified,  organic  whole.
F o r  e x a m p l e ,  a
formalist  reading  of  a
poem would dissect its
meter, rhyme scheme,
and  figurative
language  to  explain
how its form shapes its
meaning, without ever
discussing  the  poet's
life  or  intentions.  This
approach  remains
foundational because it

t eaches  r i go rous
attention  to  the  text
itself.

Reader-
Response
Criticism:
The
Reader
as Co-
Creator
R e a d e r - r e s p o n s e
theory shifts the focus
from  the  text  to  the
reader.  It  posits  that
m e a n i n g  i s  n o t
inherent in the text but
is created through the
a c t  o f  r e a d i n g .
Different  readers,
bringing  different
e x p e r i e n c e s  a n d
expectat ions,  wi l l
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generate  different
m e a n i n g s .  T h i s
approach  does  not
mean "anything goes."
Rather,  it  examines
how  the  text  guides,
c o n s t r a i n s ,  o r
challenges the reader's
interpretive  process.
Stanley  Fish's  concept
o f  " i n t e r p r e t i v e
communities" suggests
that  our  reading  is
shaped by the literary
conventions and values
o f  t h e  g r o u p s  w e
belong  to.  A  reader-
response  analysis
might  explore  how  a
novel  constructs  an
ideal  reader,  or  how
gaps  in  the  narrative
force  the  reader  to
actively  participate  in
meaning-making.

Structural

ism and
Post-
Structural
ism:
Systems
and
Deconstr
uction
Structuralism,  based
on  the  linguistics  of
Ferdinand de Saussure,
views  literature  as  a
system of signs whose
meaning  comes  from
their  relationship  to
other  signs  within  a
structure.  It  seeks  to
uncover  the  deep,
universal patterns that
underlie all  narratives,
myths,  and  cultural



6

6 Literary Criticism An Introduction To
Theory And Practice

2023-05-13

texts.  For  instance,  a
structuralist  might
analyze  a  myth  by
identifying its recurring
binary  oppositions
( g o o d / e v i l ,
n a t u r e / c u l t u r e ,
l i fe/death).
Post -s t ructura l i sm,
m o s t  f a m o u s l y
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h
Jacques  Derrida,  is  a
critical  response  to
s t ruc tu ra l i sm .  I t
challenges the idea of
stable,  fixed  meaning.
Deconstruction,  a  key
p o s t - s t r u c t u r a l i s t
method ,  seeks  to
expose  the  internal
contradictions  and
hierarchies  within  a
text,  showing  how
language  inevitably
undermines  its  own
c la ims  to  t ru th .  A
deconstructive reading
might  demonstrate
how a text that argues
for  "presence"  and
"truth"  is  actual ly
d e p e n d e n t  o n

" a b s e n c e "  a n d
"difference."  While
chal lenging,  post-
s t r u c t u r a l i s m  i s
incredibly  powerful  for
r e v e a l i n g  t h e
c o m p l e x i t y  a n d
instability  of  language
and meaning.

Psychoan
alytic
Criticism:
The
Unconsci
ous Text
D r a w i n g  o n  t h e
theories  of  Sigmund
Freud and later Jacques
Lacan,  psychoanalytic
criticism  explores  the
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
d i m e n s i o n s  o f
literature.  It  examines
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the  motivations  of
c h a r a c t e r s ,  t h e
symbolic expression of
unconscious  desires,
and  the  relationship
between  the  author's
psyche and their work.
Key  concepts  include
r e p r e s s i o n ,  t h e
Oedipus  complex,  the
ego  and  the  id,  and
Lacan's mirror stage. A
psychoanalytic  critic
might  in te rpre t  a
character's  obsessive
behavior as a symptom
of a repressed trauma,
or  analyze  a  novel's
imagery as a symbol of
unconscious  conflict.
This  approach  offers
deep  insights  into
character development
and  the  emotional
power of literature.

Marxist

Criticism:
Literature
and
Power
Marxist criticism views
literature as a product
of  i ts  material  and
economic conditions. It
analyzes  how  texts
reflect,  reinforce,  or
c h a l l e n g e  t h e
dominant  ideology  of
their time—the system
of  beliefs  and  values
that supports the ruling
class. Central concerns
include  class  conflict,
commodification,
a l i e n a t i o n ,  a n d
ideology.  A  Marxist
reading might examine
how  a  19th-century
novel  portrays  the
working class, or how a
contemporary  film
c e l e b r a t e s
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consumerism.  It  asks
who  benefits  from  the
way a story is told and
whose  vo i ces  a re
silenced. This approach
i s  e s s e n t i a l  f o r
understanding  the
political  and  social
d i m e n s i o n s  o f
l iterature.

Feminist
and
Gender
Criticism:
Gendered
Perspecti
ves
Feminist  cr i t ic ism
e x a m i n e s  h o w
literature  represents,
constructs,  and  often
marginalizes women. It

challenges  the  male-
dominated  l iterary
canon  and  seeks  to
recover  forgotten  or
suppressed  female
voices.  Early  feminist
criticism  focused  on
images  of  women  in
l i t e r a t u r e — o f t e n
finding stereotypes like
t h e  a n g e l  o r  t h e
monster.  Later  waves,
in formed  by  post -
structural ism  and
queer  theory,  have
expanded  to  examine
the social  construction
o f  g e n d e r  i t s e l f .
Gender  cr i t i c i sm,
including queer theory,
analyzes how literature
r e p r e s e n t s  a n d
performs  masculinity,
femininity,  and  non-
binary  identities.  It
questions  assumptions
a b o u t  n a t u r a l  o r
normal  gender  roles
a n d  e x p l o r e s  t h e
fluidity of  identity.  This
approach is crucial for
understanding  how
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literature  participates
i n  s h a p i n g  o u r
unders tand ing  o f
gender and sexuality.

Postcolon
ial
Criticism:
Voices of
the
Marginali
zed
Postcolonial  criticism
analyzes  literature
produced  in  cultures
that  were  formerly
colonized by European
powers.  It  examines
the  effects  of
colonialism on identity,
culture,  and language.
Key  figures  include
Edward  Said,  whose

book  Or ienta l i sm
exposed how the West
c o n s t r u c t e d  a
stereotyped, exoticized
image of the "Orient."
Postcolonial  critics ask
how  literature  resists
or  subverts  colonial
p o w e r ,  h o w  i t
negot iates  hybr id
identities,  and  how  it
g ives  vo ice  to  the
c o l o n i z e d .  A
postcolonial reading of
The  Tempes t ,  f o r
example,  might  focus
on  the  character  of
Caliban as a symbol of
the  colonized  subject.
T h i s  a p p r o a c h  i s
e s s e n t i a l  f o r
understanding  global
l i terature  and  the
ongoing  legacies  of
imperialism.

PUTTING THEORY
INTO PRACTICE: A
STEP-BY-STEP
GUIDE

K n o w i n g  a b o u t
different  theories  is



10

10 Literary Criticism An Introduction To
Theory And Practice

2023-05-13

only  half  the  battle.
The real challenge and
reward  lie  in  applying
t h e m .  H e r e  i s  a
practical  approach  to
u s i n g  l i t e r a r y
c r i t i c i s m  a n
int roduct ion  to
theory  and  practice
in your own analysis.

Read Carefully1.
and Annotate:
Begin with a
thorough,
attentive reading
of the text. Mark
passages that
strike you as
significant,
confusing, or
beautiful. Note
patterns,
repetitions, and
shifts in tone or
perspective. This
is the raw
material for your
analysis.
Choose a Lens:2.
Select a
theoretical
approach that

seems
productive for
the text and the
questions you
want to ask.
Perhaps a text
about social
inequality
naturally lends
itself to a Marxist
reading. A
complex,
psychologically
driven character
might be
illuminated by
psychoanalytic
theory. You are
not locked into
one lens; you can
even combine
approaches, as
long as you are
clear and
consistent.
Formulate a3.
Central
Question: Turn
your interest into
a specific,
arguable
question. Instead
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of "What does
this poem
mean?", ask
"How does this
poem's use of
fragmentation
reflect a
postcolonial
anxiety about
identity?" or
"How does this
novel's narrative
structure
challenge
traditional
gender roles?"
Gather4.
Evidence:
Return to the
text and collect
evidence that
supports your
argument. Quote
specific lines,
describe scenes,
and analyze
literary devices.
Your
interpretation
must be
grounded in the
text.

Construct an5.
Argument: Your
thesis is your
answer to your
central question.
The body of your
essay or analysis
should present
your evidence
and reasoning in
a logical,
persuasive
manner.
Anticipate
counterargument
s and address
them.
Write and6.
Revise: Write
clearly and
concisely. Use
precise
terminology from
your chosen
theory, but
define it for your
reader. Revise
for clarity,
argumentative
coherence, and
grammatical
correctness.
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COMMON
MISTAKES TO
AVOID IN
LITERARY
CRITICISM

Summary vs.
Analysis: A
common pitfall is
simply
summarizing the
plot. Literary
criticism requires
analysis—explain
ing how and why
the text works,
not just what
happens.
The Intentional
Fallacy: Be
cautious about
assuming you
know what the
author
"intended." The
text may
communicate
things beyond or
even contrary to
the author's
conscious intent.
Focus on what

the text does,
not on
speculating
about the
author's mind.
Over-reliance
on Theory:
Theory is a tool,
not a straitjacket.
Do not force a
text to fit a
theory. Be open
to what the text
itself reveals,
including aspects
that challenge or
complicate your
chosen
framework.
Ignoring the
Text: An
argument must
be supported by
evidence from
the text. Avoid
making sweeping
claims without
providing specific
quotations and
analysis.
Dogmatism:
Remember that
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literary criticism
is an ongoing
conversation, not
a declaration of
absolute truth.
Be respectful of
alternative
interpretations
and engage with
them
thoughtfully.

THE ENDURING
RELEVANCE OF
LITERARY
CRITICISM

I n  a n  a g e  o f
information  overload
a n d  p o l a r i z e d
discourse, the skills of
critical  reading  and
analys is  are  more
important  than  ever.
Literary criticism an
int roduct ion  to
theory  and  practice
i s  n o t  m e r e l y  a n
academic exercise. It is
a  training  ground  for
thinking critically about

a l l  f o r m s  o f
communication—news
art ic les ,  po l i t ica l
s p e e c h e s ,
advertisements,  social
media posts. It teaches
u s  t o  q u e s t i o n
assumptions,  evaluate
evidence,  recognize
bias,  and  construct
reasoned arguments. It
cultivates  empathy  by
encouraging  us  to
inhabit  different
perspect ives  and
u n d e r s t a n d
experiences  different
from our own. Whether
you  are  a  student,  a
teacher,  an  aspiring
writer,  or  s imply  a
passionate reader,  the
s t u d y  o f  l i t e r a r y
criticism offers a richer,
m o r e  r e w a r d i n g
engagement  with  the
wor ld  o f  words .  I t
transforms  reading
f r o m  a  s o l i t a r y
pleasure into a vibrant
intellectual adventure.


