
Literary Theory 

A crash course 

English 12C, Esquimalt High School 



How do we know what is beautiful?  

How do we decide that we know? 
How does how we decide get decided 

and how has it changed over time? 



Play this video from 4:10 to 6:30 watching for examples of 
what some might consider things that are “beautiful”. 

Look at the images on the slides that follow and note what is 
“beautiful” and why you think that. 

https://youtu.be/s0MDY9fl-IA?t=4m6s




















After reviewing the critical lenses that are described on 
the following slides look back over the preceding video 
and images.  Try to apply some of the critical stances to 
these “texts” and analyze/criticize them to reveal some 
of their significance. 
 
After, use two or more of  the critical lenses described to 
examine: 
1. the lyrics to Kendrick Lamar’s “I” (the song linked at 

the end of this presentation),  
2. Shakespeare’s Sonnet 29 and  
3. Philip Larkin’s Sad Steps. 

http://genius.com/Kendrick-lamar-i-lyrics
http://shakespeare-online.com/sonnets/29.html
http://shakespeare-online.com/sonnets/29.html
http://shakespeare-online.com/sonnets/29.html
http://poetry-fromthehart.blogspot.ca/2014/02/sad-steps-philip-larkin.html
http://poetry-fromthehart.blogspot.ca/2014/02/sad-steps-philip-larkin.html


Critical Lenses/Stances 

• Historical 
• Biographical 
• Formalism 
• New Criticism 
• Archetypal 
• Structuralism 
• Marxism/Critical 

Theory/Sociological 
 

 

• Post-Structuralist 
/Deconstructionist 

• Reader Response 
• Feminist Theory 
• Queer Theory 
• Cultural/Ethnic Studies & Post-

Colonial Criticism 
• New Historicism/Cultural 

Materialism 

 









Caveats: 

• No single theory is correct or true 

• Critics apply critical lenses based on: 

– personal preference and/or  

– applicability 

• Some texts lend themselves to analysis by 
particular critical lenses 

 



For example,  
Hemingway 

• Lends itself to a 
biographical approach 

Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried 

• Requires historical context 



Historical/”Traditional” 
• track influence 
• establish the canon of major writers in the literary 

periods 
• clarify historical context 
• clarify biographical context 
• clarify allusions within the text 
• aesthetics of genres 
• define the canon 

 



Biographical Criticism 

• Examines how the text relates to an author’s 
life, to further understanding of the author 

• Variables involved: gender, class, social/family 
situation, education and time period 

 



Psychological Criticism 

• Analyses of characters and author looking at 
repetition of actions with modern psychology 
and psychiatry 

• Unconscious/conscious 

• Expression of unconscious mind, e.g. symbols 

• Sexuality as a motivating force 



Archetypal Criticism 

• Collective Unconscious 

• Societal roles: Great Mother; Questing Hero 

• Situations: Quest Journey, Life/Death 

• In The Passion: female temptors: Queen of 
Spades: Villanella – female, Napoleon – male. 



New Criticism 

• Everything a reader needs is contained in the 
text 

• Things should not be said straightforwardly 

• Good literature contains many layers of 
paradox 

 



Structuralism 

• Underlying system of language (?) 

• Two parts of language: signifier (word), 
signified (meaning) – these are not concerned 
with the plot, character etc 

• Parole, langue (a closed system) 

 



Post-Structuralism 

• Jacques Derrida: deconstruction of text leads to 
rejection of universal meaning and the intended 
meaning is secondary 

• Signs gain meaning from the other signs in a text 

• Examine the gap between the signifier and the 
signified, there is no one to one connection it is 
open to reader differences 

 



Reader Response 

• Interpretive communities: groups that will 
have the same response to given literature 

• No single meaning in texts: as average reader 
changes the text meaning changes 

 



Feminist Theory 

• Gender equality, sex, gender, violence, social 
roles, autonomy, discrimination, lived 
experience, authority 

• Examine texts for traces of gender inequality 

 



Marxist & Critical Theory 
• representation of class conflict (upper, middle and lower classes 

defined in terms of the relation of each to the means of production 
– you’re either an owner – bourgeoisie or worker – proletarian, 
either you own the factory or you work in it) 

• use the traditional techniques but aesthetic is less important than 
the political/economic 

• champion authors who sympathetically represent the working class 
or criticize economic inequalities resulting from capitalist mode of 
production 

• foundation of New Historicism and Cultural Materialism 



time for the weekend! 
(enjoy Kendrick Lamar’s 
“I” and pay attention to 
what the man says ;-) 

Go to the school’s library webpage 
supporting the assignment on Literary 
Theory and review the questions we 
discussed in class to see where some 
of them fit in different theories.  Then 

https://youtu.be/8aShfolR6w8?t=47s
https://youtu.be/8aShfolR6w8?t=47s
https://youtu.be/8aShfolR6w8?t=47s
https://youtu.be/8aShfolR6w8?t=47s
https://youtu.be/8aShfolR6w8?t=47s
https://youtu.be/8aShfolR6w8?t=47s
https://youtu.be/8aShfolR6w8?t=47s
https://esquimalt.sd61.bc.ca/library-resources/learningcommons/literary-theory/
https://esquimalt.sd61.bc.ca/library-resources/learningcommons/literary-theory/
https://esquimalt.sd61.bc.ca/library-resources/learningcommons/literary-theory/

