
LITERARY CRITICISM
The paradigms and the 

possibilities…



DEFINITION …

Literary criticism is the study, 
discussion, evaluation, and 
interpretation of literature. 

Wow … 
thanks a  lot … 
now everything is crystal clear …

Wikipedia rocks :) 



Let's try again …

"Literary criticism is the evaluation 
of literary works.  This includes the 
classification by genre, analysis of 
structure, and judgement of 
value."  

Beckson & Ganz 
Ok, that's a bit better …



And again …

"Literary criticism asks what 
literature is, what it does, and 
what it is worth." 

Encyclopedia Britannica 

Nice …



In my own words …

Literary criticism is the method used 
to interpret any given work of 
literature.  The different schools of 
literary criticism provide us with 
lenses which ultimately reveal 
important aspects of the literary 
work. 



Why do we have to 
analyze everything????

↓ Talking about experiences enhances our 
enjoyment of them

↓ Talking about experiences involves the 
search for meaning which increases our 
understanding of them

↓ Because Socrates said so:  "The life 
which is unexamined is not worth 
living."



To further explain …

Literary criticism helps us to 
understand what is important 
about the text

– its structure
– its context:  social, economic, 

historical
– what is written
– how the text manipulates the reader



And there's more …

↓ Literary criticism helps us to  
understand the relationship 
between authors, readers, and 
texts

↓ The act of literary criticism 
ultimately enhances the enjoyment 
of our reading of the literary work



YOU'RE GOING TO STUDY 
EIGHT PARADIGMS …

1. Feminism
2. Psychoanalytic
3. Marxism
4. Formalism
5. Cultural Criticism
6. Structuralism
7. Post-structuralism
8. Archetypal



But there are many 
more …

↓ Author intention
↓ Reader Response
↓ Biological
↓ Cognitive scientific
↓ Moralist
↓ Queer
↓ Socio-political
↓ Sociological
↓ And so many more …



EXCELLENT WEBSITES
(go to our website for more)

↓ http://www.editorskylar.com/litcrit.html#formalism (concrete 
examples on how to engage in literary criticism)

↓ http://www.wherethebookends.com/shakespeare_litcrit.htm 
(examines Othello through several different lit crit lenses)

↓ http://www.textetc.com/criticism/the-new-criticism.html (an 
example of cultural criticism used to analyze a poem)

↓ http://mural.uv.es/peruizma/comparison.htm (a comparison 
of three approaches:  formalist, deconstructionist, feminist)

↓ http://www.kristisiegel.com/theory.htm (an excellent 
overview of numerous theories – very good)

↓ http://www1.assumption.edu/users/ady/hhgateway/gateway/
Approaches.html (different approaches to reading)
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There are so many 
possible answers …

What does this literary work mean?  
↓ Different approaches or lenses help us 

to discover rich and deeper meaning
↓ Each lens has its strengths and 

weaknesses
↓ Each lens is valuable
↓ Try to become a pluralist rather than an 

inflexible supporter of one



FOLLOW THIS PROCESS

Know & present the following information:
↓ Key person(s) who influenced the theory
↓ Background information about the theory
↓ Tenets (main points) about the theory accompanied by 

compelling facts
↓ Key words associated with the theory & definitions
↓ Strengths of the theory
↓ Weaknesses of the theory
↓ Create a one-page handout highlighting the key components
↓ TACK:  T the explanation of the theory; A the interpretation 

of the selection of literature; C the presentation of the 
creative component; K the demonstration of each student that 
he/she has grasped the information/


