Critical Theory
	Approach
	Assumptions
	Practices
	Questions

	New Criticism
	1. The work itself should be your focus – not the author’s

intention, not the reader’s response.

2. The purpose of your focus is to explain the work’s organic

unity – how every feature, large and small, contributes to its

Meaning.

3. Great literary works are marked by some kind of complexity,

as levels of meaning, oppositions, tensions, ironies, and

ambiguities are unified.


	1. Read closely.  You can assume that everything
is carefully calculated to contribute to the

work’s unity – figures of speech, point of view, 

diction, recurrent ideas or events, etc.

2. Find oppositions, tensions, ambiguities, and

ironies in the work.

3. Indicate how all these various elements are

unified – what idea holds them together?
	1. What formal elements does this work
Have? (Structure, imagery, diction, etc.)

2. How can these formal elements be

Arranged in opposing pairs or groups?

3. What unifying idea holds these

Opposing elements together?

(Think in terms of an “Although X, Y” 

thesis sentence.)

	Reader-Response Criticism
	1. The reader’s response is what counts.  We can’t know for sure
what the author intended, and the text itself is meaningless

unless a reader responds.

2. Readers actively create (rather than passively discover) mean-

ings in texts, guided by certain goals and rules that may be

personal, or shared with other members of a community.

3. Responding to a text is a process.  Descriptions of that

process are valuable because one person’s response may

enrich another reader’s response.
	1. Move through the text in slow motion,
describing the responses of an ideal reader – 

what is anticipated, what is experienced.

2. Or, move through the text describing your

own personal response.

3. Focus on how particular details shape

readers’ expectations and responses.
	1.   What is your response to the text?
2.    If the text were changed in some specific 
way (a word, a phrase, a sentence, etc.),
how would your response change?

3.   Is your response personal and

idiosyncratic, or is it shaped by the text

and shared norms of interpretation?

	Deconstructive 
Criticism
	1. Meaning is made by binary oppositions (happy/sad, 
man/woman, black/white); and in every binary relationship, 

one item is favored over the other one.

2. This favoring can be reversed and questioned by imaginative

and playful reading.

3. Such reversals and questionings undermine dogmatic thinking,

opening up new ideas, suggesting that meaning is ultimately

unstable and open-ended.
	1. Identify the oppositions in the text, and
determine which items are favored.

2. Identify what happens to be central to the text,

and what appears to be marginal and excluded.

3. Reverse the text’s hierarchy (the system of

favoring), opening up another (or an other)

reading; and/or ague that what appears to be

marginal is actually central.
	1. What does the text most obviously
Seem to say?

2. How can the text be turned against

Itself, making it say the opposite of 

What it most obviously seems to say?

3. How can something apparently

Marginal or trivial in the text be

Brought to the center of attention?

	Historical, Postcolonial,

And Cultural Studies
	1. It matters when and where something was written, and by whom.
2. These important considerations include facts about the

author’s life and status, the larger history around the author

and the work, and the intellectual paradigms available to

the author and the readers.

3. Although you must be careful to distinguish literature and

“real” life, each can illuminate the other powerfully.
	1. Research the author’s life and relate that infor-
mation, cautiously, to the work.

2. Research the author’s time (the political

history, economic history, intellectual history,

etc.) and relate that information,

cautiously, to the work.

3. Research how people reasoned during the

author’s lifetime, the patterns and limits in-

volved in making sense.  Relate those logical

strategies to the work.


	         1.    How can you connect the author’s life to

         his or her writing?  Are there common

         issues, events, concerns?

         2. How can you connect the literary work

         to its historical context, including its

         context?

         3. Is the author part of a dominant culture,

         or a colonial culture, or a postcolonial

         culture, and how does that status affect

         the work?

	Psychological Criticism
	1. Creative writing – like dreaming – represents the disguised
fulfillment of a repressed wish or fear.
2. Everyone’s formative history is different in particulars, but

there are basic recurrent patterns of development for most

people.  These patterns and particulars have lasting effects.

3. In reading literature, we can make educated guesses about

what has been repressed and transformed.
	1. Apply a developmental concept to the work – 
for example, the Oedipal complex, anal reten-

tiveness, castration anxiety, gender confusion.

2. Relate the work to psychologically significant

events in the author’s life.

3. Consider how repressed material may be

expressed in the work’s pattern of imagery or

symbols.
	1. What appears to be motivating the
author, or character, or even reader?

2. What other motivations, repressed or

disguised, might be at work?

3. What developmental concepts might

help to explain this behavior?

	Feminist Criticism, 

Post-Feminism, and

Queer Theory
	1. Your interpretation is influenced by your own status, including
gender, class, race, sexual preference, religion, and much else.

2. In the production and reception of literature, all people have

not had equal access to writing, publishing, and reading.

People of color, women, working-class people have often

been excluded.

3. Literature is an arena for influencing social change.
	1.     Apply the qualities of gender, class, race,

sexual preference, religion, etc. of the author

and/or characters: that is, say how indivi-

duals are portrayed as members of some group.

2.     Consider whether the text promotes or

or undermines stereotypes.

         3.     Imagine how the text might be read be a cer-

tain type of reader; or how a text might have

         been neglected by a certain type of reader.
	         1.      How does this work advance or question a

         particular political agenda?

         2.      How would readers of different political

         stances read this work differently?

3.      How are the individuals in this work

portrayed as part of a group or class?


