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DEFINING CRITICISM, THEORY,
AND LITERATURE

Criticism should be a casual conversation.

W. H. Auden, The Table Talk of W. H. Auden

LISTENING TO A CONVERSATION‘

I magine for a moment that you are sitting at the food court of a local shop-
ping mall. Your seat is front and center, the chair Tocated closest to the
malljé_f\?ﬁfk"w‘ay where all the shoppers have to pass you by as they continue .
seeking out those bargains W ile chatting with their friends. Sipping on your
energy-boosting fruit drink,you begin reading your copy of the local news-
paper. As you read, you cannot help but overhear a conversation between a
middle-aged woman and her teenage son as they stop in front of you:

TMom, can'I have tivedolars o go-to the arcade while you shop for
shoes for your dinner party next week?”
~ "NolTwant you to come with me to the store to help me pick out my
new shoes. I want to buy something a little daring,Zmd I need your
support.” '

“But, Mom, what do I know about shoes for you? 1 promised to meet
somf Wﬁnds?ﬁﬂ?e-are&éemundﬁmmﬁﬁ'dyi'ﬁs ahzady 12:491”

Tim, I really want you to come, but if you want to go to the arcade, just

g0, Leres the foney.. o
As you lod up, the smiling teen grabs the bills from his mother’s hand
and saunters cockily to the arcade. As his mom is walking away with a

sc_amewﬁat saddened look on her face, you wonder how she is feeling. Is she
dl'sappom ed? Angry? Hurt? Did she really expect her son to join her as she

air aftet pair of Shoes? Should she even have asked him to go with

her in the fi]fst place? And what about Tim? Is he a spoiled brat? Does he
hold a part-time job after school? Is héan only child, or is Fe the first or the
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tioRg occurring in one such Jerary genre, the novel
_have developed such technical voca not onl

reading a work of fietion. Like a literary critic, you became an evaluator/in
interpreter;@nd for a moment, a cipant i the story itselt:
457 AS you overhed e voices of the two characters—the mother and
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last born of many@ggw keep popping into your head
as you watch both mother and son separate and travel in opposite directions,
By listening to this parent-child conversation, you became, in a real
sense, a part of it. For a moment the concerns of the two participants became
part of your world, You looked at them, evaluated their social positions
thought about their feelings, and coWe of
their faTmily. And even your personal Teelings were temporarily affected, for
you observed that i ad away; appeared on his
mother’s face. The conversation being ovet, you then retumned to your read-
ing of the newspaper. Briefly, however, you became an gbserver of this
mother and son’s story. As if they were in 4 510 s read’not only what
was said, but what was lé said, for you imagined their feelings, their de-

sires, aWWn. You filled in thgé%aég about their
characters while simultaneously developing them not as they really were,
bMX@E%WWQ. Being an outsider, you_quickly
becamie & participant in_the acrons of their tale, EE—TMIFW out the
nature of Ihe characters, the events of their story, an eir and your emo-

tional responses to the story ling. Although you were not literally reading a
text, you asked the same ki questons fhat 8 ierary-estc-asks

son—in their story, similarly literary critics eavesdrop on the multiple con-
versations in literary works. To help them articulate and analyze thelir eaves-
dropping, Critics assign names to the various elements of the myftiple con-

versations ofmm& narratdr, narratee,
and so forth. Omesuch crific, the Russiafl writer, essayist, and literary theo-
rist Mikhai1895—1975) coined the term dialogic hieteroglossia
(“many voices in multiple conversations”} to explaiii Hj€ Vafious conversa-

genres, however,
eir con—‘

stituent elements but also avenues to discovering their meanings.
Let us now eavesdrop on another conversation taking place about a
short story.

Smrmprrerrr——

EAVESDROPPING ON A LITERATURE CLASSROOM

Having assigned her literature class Flannery O’Connor’s short story, “A__

Good Man Is Hard to Find” and knowing O'Connor’s canon and her long
1iStof curious protagonists Dr, [Lisa Toland could not anticipate whether her
students would greet her with 'excitement, silence, bewilderment, or frustra-
tion when asked to discuss this short story. Her curiosity would soon be

~ (et W
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isfied, for as she stood

‘ tore the class, she asked a seemingly si '
direct question: “What d¢’you believe O’Connor is trying thn}‘tghl_iesﬁ
story? In other words/How do you, as readers, inferpret this text?

ents stared OUt the window WHilE others suddenly
their anthologies fascinating,é few raised their hands.
: Dr. Toland, %Alice was the first to respond. “1 believe
ing to tell us the st of the family in rural Georgia during. ZG

the 1950s. Jyét look at how the childTers; Jurte Star aid John Wesley, behave.
respect their grandmother. In fact, they mock her.”

she deserves to be mocked,” mterrupted\l_’ggex. “Her life is one big
act. Shfe wants to act like a lady—to wear white cotton gloves and carrya ({4
purge—bul She really cares only for herself. She is selfish, self-centered, { Mn,
arrogant.” —
’ “That iay be,” responded Karen, “but I think the real message of
O .Connor s story is not about family or vne particular character, but abouta
phiqggl@]jﬁg‘O’Comor uses the Misfit to articulate her personal view ( A}
of life. When the Misfit says Jéstis Tias thrown ‘everything off balance,’ —
O’Connor is really asking each of her readers either to choose his or her own  “4.e.
way of life or to follow the teachings of Jesus. In effect, O'Connor is saymg )
we all have a choice: to live for ourselves or to live for and through others.” it

“I don't think Wﬂy other religion into the
} story,” said jseorge By afatyzing O"Connor’s individual words-—words like
tall dark, and deep—and nomﬁwwr&pﬁmumn;jn“v___ Vhiat con-
tf-:'xt, we can deduce that O'Co; ’s text, not O'Connor herself or her view of
Me,@ﬂm@hﬁmm&quate O'Connor’s personal phﬂosd—
phy about lifewith The meaning of this particular story is somewhat si]l%’

“But we can’t forget that O'Connor is a woman,” said Eetty "
’ Y L “and an ed-
ucated one at that! Her story has littlet6'do with an acadeFic or pie-in-the-

found the covers
Given a nod fr

sky, meaningless philosophical discussion, but a lot to do with beiiig a
womalT-Being raised in the South,’ O'Connor would know & ave .

expefienced prejudice because shé is female. And as we all know, the g, .
outhern male’s opinion of wommen is that they are to be kept ‘barefoot, preg-, a”/
anf, and T e Kirchen, and o be as nondescript as Bailey’s wife js in this ‘

story. Unlike all the other characters, we Eﬁl@w b
name. How much more nondescriptive could O’Connor be? O'Connor’s ( )
tfiessage is simple: Women ate oppressed and suppressed. If Wir e
mouths, if they have an opinion, and if they and 7

. up like the moth 1 et In their hea
on't that’s her point at all,” said{Batb. “1 do agree that she is’
: c

writing from personal experience about the South, but her main point is =
ab(_)ut prejudice itself—prejudice against African Americans. Through the 7

< thet, We see the Southern lady’s opinion of African
Amerlcans: They are inferior to whites, uneducated, poor, and basically
ignorant. onnor’s main point is that we are all equal.”
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“Yes, 1 agree,” said Mike. “But if w. at this story in the context of all
Y  the other stories we have read thisSemester, I see a theme we have often

i - ; - —The
L.+ discussed: appearance versusTeality. This is O'Connor’s mim thm;t_ e
{Vij gr&rﬂfrﬁﬁlﬂe;;\_c’:s 1 ady—Someone Who cares about othe

¢ dly she careg for herself. Basically, S}W .
i : fact}:I Wdy}” shouted Daniel. Ihl:le
' i dmother. O’Connor’s grand-
. {the W INOT’S |
' ”0{%121‘ "s a bit self-centered, but whose old grandmother isn’t? Like my

Y ! i d her grandchildren, to
randma, (Y Connor ‘s grandgpother likes to be aroun
%éid“mﬁ\ to play with them.,%ﬂe’s funny and she has spunk. And she even

1
likes cats.”
#But, Dr.' Toland, can we gver know what Flanner

inks about this storg2” aske . 7 ATier all, she's dead, and she

rite an essay tellin hat t actually means, And since she never
tells us Ifg’x‘n’é?(’nu"ug,%hﬁﬁ“le sto

e 2
ffave more Than one meaning?
o A RAL L
Dr. Toland instantly realiz

Eesamayquery—Can a story have mul:
 tiple meanings?—is a pivotal questigp
. their students but also for anyone swho readg

prly for English professors and

any text.

oo >

/

A quick glance at the discussion of O’Connor’s “ A Good Man Is Hard %o Find”

W
CAN A TEXT HAVE MORE THAN ONE INTERPRETATION? b\ %&%

X

W

\.

in Dr. Toland’s classroom reveals that not all readers interpret texts in the same _ &J ‘

waxln f@ll of the eight students who voice ."" eir unders’candingsf(if_l the
story gave fmda@ﬂWo s. Was on;ljlffone 1? o sas:i
eight interpretations correc € Temaining seven wrong? Ii so, :,_1 :
_ one arrive at the correct interpretation? Put another way,.1f_ Wﬁe
{ correct interpretation of a text, what are the hexfmeneutlca.ﬂ ' inei lfst-(t :3
. m1eg\gmmwwm_ ia‘;c:m.
Should each of the eight students attempt to resqnstruct the intentions
O'Connior held while writing her story or the meaning her story had for her

readers in the 19@&3;1&1&.:5 of recove_rwjlj should eacljl student

armeneutics of suspicion)* By s0 doing,_ O/Connor’s work : .
Tuliple mterpretations. fyre all of these various a.r.ld often contradictory 1_11;er~
Pretations valid? Can and should each interpretation bé consitiefed a satistac-
tory an fggi\tﬂﬁﬁ?e analysis of the text? In other 'w'ordsf_r can a text mea_ri
anything a reader declares it to mean, or are there gmc}m W
prefing a text that must be followed if a reader is fo arrive ata valid in .e‘rpret -
tion? And who can declare that one’s j terPretatlon is Vé;]_ld or 1e%1t1?1a e?
Fnglish professors? Professional criticsfll;lubhshed scholars? Any reader?
" !

tt O eXx ]Il‘l onnor s uIlSPOken but 1 -
a empt t al Il C().Il
o pali i = i Y jori i 4 i U[ ()ther tOplCS !
i uallt 7, T 19101, hIl ulsthS, a.nd a hOSt 1

=

S

x
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Need a reader, however, be thinking of any of these particulars when
reading a text? Can’t Ofie SIEply enjoy a novel withouf considering ftsirter-
pr&iﬁﬁ?‘@‘éed oﬁm;%%t_at’e—m theme, discuss its structure,
or analyze its tone to enjoy the actual act of reading the work itself? |

These and similar questions are the domain ofTiterary criticismithe act
of studying, analyzing, interpreting, evaluating, and enjoying irwork of art,
st glance, the study of literary criticism may appear davnting and for-
midable. Jargon such as hermeneutics, Aristotelian poetics, metaphysics of
presence, deconstruction, and many other intimidating terms confront the

would-be literary critic. Nevertheless, the actual process or act of literary
criticism i not as ominous as it may first appeat. —j, D
LN

i. r-'.‘ w P/Db

HOW TO BECOME A LITERARY CRITIC -

story “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,”)each of them was directly responding
to the ingtructor’s initial question: What do you believe O’'Connor is trying
to tell u¢ in and through this story? Although not all responses were radi-
Merent@ach student viewed the story from a unique perspectiveg, For
example, some students expressed a liking for the grandmother, but Gthers
thought her a selfish, arrogant woman. Still others believed O’Connor was
voicing a variety of philosophical, social, and cultural concerns, such as the

place of women and African Americans in Southern seciety, or adherence to
tenets of Chrisfanity as fhe foundahion for one’s view of life, or the struckare

of the fam Georgia in the 1950s{All had~qn opinion aboutrand,
thereimmw short stof"? ‘

When Dr. T(')El%rl_cf's'students stated their personal j tions of
O’Connot’s text, they ha me practicing literary critics, All of them
had already interacted with the story, thinking about their likes and dis-
likes of the various characters; their impressions of the setting, plot, and
structure; and their overall assessment of the story itself, whether that as-
sessment was a full-fledged interpretation that seeks to explain every facet
of the text or simply bewilderment as to the story’s overall meaning. J\Tone
of the students, however, had had formal training in literary criticism.
None knew the somewhat complicated jargon (discourse) of literary theory.

nmvﬁg?mnh any of the formal and informal schools of

When the students in Dr. Toland’s ‘zliss were discussi g(O’Connor’s short

literary criticism.

What each stulent had done was to have read the story. The reading
process itself produced within the students an array of responses, taking the
form of questions, statements, opinions, and feelings evoked by the text. It is.
these responses coupled with the text itself that are the concerns of literary
criticism and theory.
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Although these students may need ip master the terminology, the marny
philosophical appFoacties, and the diverse methodologies of formal literary
criticism to become trained literary critics, they autgmatically became liter-
ary critics as they read and thought abolit O’Connor t. They needed no
formal training InTte it g understanding of literary the-
ory. iy mastering the concepts of formal literary criticism and theory, how-

ever, these students, like all readn PeCOINE al.readers who are
& Theirows i 3 valyze

better able to understand and ar#

WHAT IS LITERARY CRITICISM?

‘ Matthew Arnold, a ninetefnthwcentury literary critic, describes literary criti-
Tim as “A disinterestedendeavor to learn and propagate the best that is
known and thought in the world.”| Implicit in this definition is that literary
criticism is a disciplined activijy that attempts to describe, study, analyze,
justify, interpret,/and evaluate a work of art] By necessity, Arnold would
argue, this discipline attempts to formulateaesthetic and methodological
principles on which the critic can evaluate a text. Anyone who attempts to
evaluate texts in this fashion is a literary critic, a term derived from two
Greek words, kring, meaning “to judge” a_@d krites, meaning “a judge or jury
persor.” A literary critic, or kritikos, is, therefore, a “judge of literature.” The
first recorded such judge is the fourth century BCE teacher Philitas, who
arrived in Alexandria in 305 BCE to tutor a child who would become King
Ptolemy IL. When judging literature, Philitas was actively engaged in the dis-
ciplined activities of literary criticism. ~_ :

When we consider its function and its relationship to texts, literary criti-

,., cism is not usually considered a discipline in and of itself, for FTUSTbe
N\ refated t6Omething-etse—that iﬁﬁg}hthoatfﬁéﬂork of art, the
- \) activity of criticism cannot exist. s TRrctigh this discerning activity of
' criticism that we can knowingly and deliberately explore the questions that
help define our hum_f__r_\_i_@ Critique our culture, evaluate 0121' actions and feel-
ings, or simply increase our a‘;‘:‘p‘fec?ﬁtion and enjoyment, of both a literary
work and our fellow human beings!
*  When analyzing a text, literary critics ask basic questions such as these
about the philosophical, psychological, functional, and descriptive nature of
the text itself:

Does a text have only one correct meaning?
Is a text always didactic; that is, must a reader learn something from every text?
o ——— .
Can a text beread only for enjoyment?
"b‘--'_.—.’
Does a text affect each reader in the same way?

/8 fo CRJ,MLLVV")
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* How isa fext inflyenced by the culture of it 3 and.-thi yrejin which it/isvf?}
' e

written?

*  What part or function doesfgendez play in the writing or the reading of a t?t? 3_

* How doour v fect our interpretation of a text? 42
¢ Cana text becOine a catalyst for change in a given culture? M
%. : ;

Since the time of the Greek philosophersWd continuing
to the present day, critics and readers ha Ti hotly debating the answers
to these and similar questions. By asking questions of (’Connor’s or any
other text and by conjemplating answers, we, too, can participate in this on-
going conversatio e can question, for example, the grandmother’s mo-
tives in O’Connor’s “A Goagd Man Is Hard to Find” for wanting to take her
cat on the family’s vacation, JOr we can ask if the presence of the Misfit and
his companicns is the primary reason the grandmother experiences her e
( epiphany. No matter what question we may ask concerning O’ Comnor’s 4 v¥,
» weare participating in the ongoing debate of the value and enjoyment
of O’Connor’s short story while simultaneously engaging in literary criti-
cism and functioning as practical literary critics.
Traditionally, literary critics involve themselves in either theoretical or

practical criticism. Theoretical criticism formulates the theories, principles
tic a

and tengts of the nature and value of art. By citing ge \
morafrinciples of art, theoretical criticism provides the necessary frame .
work for practical criticism. Practical-eriticism (also known as iti-(’

applied cri
cjsany-applies the theories and tenets of theoretical criticism 0 a %&r i
work. Using the theories and principles of theoretical criticism, the pt
ic defines the standgrds of taste and explains, evaluates, or justifie§ a par-
ticular piece of literature) A further distinction is made between the practical
critic who posits that there is only one thegry or set of principles a critié'may
use when evaluating a literary work-\:the absolutist critic—and the
relativistic critic,Yone who uses various and even contradictory theories in
c.ritiqm g a text. The basis for either kind of critic, or any form of criticism, is”
literary theory. Without theory, practical criticism could not exist. '

WHAT IS LITERARY THEORY?

When reading O'Connor’s-” A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” we 1necessarﬂy

interact with the text, asking many specific, text-related gquestions and
oftentimes, rather personal ones.as well. For example, such i '

, er! . , questions as
these may concern us, thTe’T‘te;:\/de/rsS:a

*  What kind of person is the 'grandﬁi‘other? Is she like my grandmother or any 'Z’
grandmother I know? y A
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What is the function or role of June Star? John Wesley? Bailey? The children’s
mother? -

Why was the grandmother taking Pitty Sing:}the cat, on the family vacation?
What is the significance of the restaurant scene at The Tower?

Right before she is shot, wha?,‘ioes the gra ecophize about

What is the significance of this recognition? <
Such questions immediately involve us i p;actic@criticism)w}xat we tend
to forget during the reading of O'Connor’s short story or any other fext is
that we have already read other literary works-(intertextualit QOur re-

actical criticism we apply to fF—is

isfit?

meaning in ficfion is, our experiences. Consciously or
unconsciously, we have developed a mind-set oF
da expectations when reading a novel, short story, poem, or any other
type of literature. In addition, what we choose to value or u as good or

bad, moral or immoral, beauti in a given text actu
tlearly articulate our

o ain how this
. mind-set directly influences our values and aesthetic judgments about a text,

we are well on our way to developing a coherent, unified literary theo
the assumptions (conscious or uncoas iou
ing and interpretation of language, the ways we consiruct meanj
understanding of art, culture, aesthetics, and ideologies.
criticism involves our analysis of a text@terary foncerns itself with
our understanding of the ideas, concepts,4nd intelfectual assumptions upon
.

tions (his or her min
of literary theory. Each reader’s theory m be con-

Sirfiole or partial, informed or ill informed, eclectic or

conscious, and theréfore, unclear literary theory
T Togical, and tlearly arficulated
B0ty enables readers to develop a method by which to establish principles

| that enable them to justify, order, and clarify their own appraisals of a text in

+ a consi manner. (ot ¢ oy . /)
better understanding of litevary !l:eory can be gained by investigating,
the etymology of the word theory itself. Derived from the Greek word
theoria, the word theory means a “view spective of the Greek stage.”

Literary theory, then, offers to us a viefv of life, dn Jders ding of why we
interprel texts the way we do. Consider the various places in the theater that

weThe audience, may sit. Depending on our seats—whether close to the

rework that 4Ccommos

4 text is already a practicing litera
ritic and because practical crigeﬁ' ™ 1s rooted in the readgr s preconditioned

t} when actually reading a teXT, €vexy reader ’
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stage, far back, to the far left, to the far right, or in the middle row—our view
a?d’ th{anefore, our mte.rpretation of the events taking place on the stage will
a terLilterary thepry figupatively and literally asks where we are “sitting”
whetTwe are reading a text{What exactly is influencing us during the reading

process? Is it our culture? s it o ' thy i
Bl i 1 1 : ture of literature

! ical, religious, or social views? Is it our family back-
grml.md? These and Sin eshons (and their answers) wilt directly and
Indirectly a}nd consciously and unconsciously be affecting our interpretation
and our enjoyment, or lac E?ﬂ'reréof, é;’ a text. To be able to arficulate such un-
derlying assumptions about how we read texts will enable us, the readers, to
establish for ourselves a lucid and logical practical criticism. ' ’

A well-articulated literary theory also assumes that an innocent reading
of a text or s}'leerl emotional or spontanecus reaction to a work does nog

eory questions the assumptions, beliefs, and feelings *

. why jhey respond to a text in a certain way. In a very reat
erﬂg@ﬂ&%twmmwﬂ )
b4 text, as QMWWWACCM ing to a
cofisistent literary theory, a s Gtional or intuitive response to a text[{
does not-explain the underlying factors that caused such a reaction. What e

elicits that respense, or how the reader ¢ ;
. 4 onstructs meaning thr i
the text, is what matters. g through or with

MAKING-MEANING FROM TEXT

)

Holv_l,vﬁas readers construct meaning through or with a text depends on th

W&gwﬁ_fhi%@pgd and continues to dévelop con-
e thefature of redlity. This framework or, ‘m»- onsists of the
assumptions or presiippositions that we all hold (either] consciously or un-

consciously) about the basic makeup of our world. Fp

)@ m . Fpr- example; we all

struggle to find answers to such questions as these: 5 ® y a‘)
S - g VST

What is the basis of morality or éthics?

What is the meaning &F it history?

What happens at the moment of death? .! ‘

Is there an hi ity’'s exi
overarching purpose for humanity’s existence?

What is beauty? Truth? Gandness? : :

Sttt
Is there an ultmEtfr;e_g]iigL?

i Interestmgly our answers to these and other questions do not remain static
for as we interact Cfith other people, our environment, our culture, and ou,ti
own inner sglves\we are continually shaping and developing our’personal

philosophies, Yejecting former ideas and replacing them with newly discovered
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ones. It is our dynamic answers—inctuding our doubts and fears about these
answers—that largely determine our response to a literary text.
Upon such a conceptual framework rests literary theory. Whether that

framework is well reasoned or simply a matter of habi ast teachings
V14 their worldview. From this philosophical

readersrespond to works of arf e

c%ﬁTﬁlﬁﬁpring TRETT evaluWnd

Va@e-ﬁ{rt/it_sgl_ﬁ‘ Using their worldviews either consciously or_uncon,
! scidusly as'a yardstick by which to measure and value theif experiences,

\ readsTs respond to individual works of literature, ordering and valuing each
separate or collective experience in each text based on the system of beliefs

housed in their worldviews.

E READING PROCESS AND LITERARY THEORY

he relationship between literary theory and a reader’s personal worldview
is best illustrated in th§ act® g itself When reading, we are-constantly
interacting with the text: ttise M. Rosenblatt’s text The Reader,

the Text, the Poem (1978), during the act or event of reading,

\E’:( A reader brings to the text his or her i d present personality.
Y Under thémmagnetism of the orderedmam@&
B\l his or her resources and cryst om the s orr, thought, and
feelin anew experience, which he/she seef asthe poem. his be-

&Bmes part of the ongoing stréamm of the reader’s Tife exp@rience, to be reflected
on from any angle important to him or her as a human being.

e relationship between the reader and the text is

FERea atis, itisa n@o event that takes place at
" . N

ctpiace in which the teXTamRY thie reader condifion each

an interpretation

their own ~temperament and fund of past transactions to the text [what

& some critics ca and live through a process of handling new
situations, new &HtTdes, TieW personalities, [and] new conflicts in value.
They can reject, revise, or assimilate into the resource with which they en-
gage their world.” Through this transactional experience, readers ¢on-
sciously and unconsciously amend their worldviews. o2

Because no Lterary theory can account for all the various factors in-
cluded in everyone’s conceptual framework, and because as readers all

have different literary experiences, {ete can exist no metatheory

S g

o&er.ﬂﬁ?mﬂem&&mﬁxﬁ%@%—
t, Ro inaye11 N ;;HWE‘EEW;‘. AlTive at
{(wiat Rosenblatt calls the poem}, rea@ﬁ:@)

Npw & Q)“,.A/v"‘ 7~
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text suggested by its readers. And there can be no single correct literary the-
ory; 1f, éach literary theofy asks valld-giiestions of and abouL

a\texgﬁ&nmtheory is capable of exhausting all legiti i
be askéd about any text. P B egilimate questions to

The valid an-d legiti : estions asked about a text by the various lit~@
erary-theories differ, often widely. Espousing separate critical orientations,

each theory foclises primarily o one el i
_ ement of the inte t
although in practice ; o 02‘:-:1-:1

in interpreting a text. For examg

" . . QTN A TIOE U d
an interpretation. This theory isolates the text from its historical or S6cio

i(_:al setting and ¢ ates o i DTN kel such as"é\
figuives of speech (tropes), word choice iction), and_style. Anothe r -

may a’rtempi': to place a text iff its s at political, sociologieal, religigus
and ng3 By placing TaStoTICa pesspective, this the

5 that its adherents can arrive at an inter tati
; : er . pretation that both the
text's e‘autho'r and its original audience would support. Still another theory
may c.:hrect its chief concern toward the text’ It asks how readers’
emotions and perscnal backgrounds afférres ader’s interpretation of a 4
Pall'hc ar-text-Whether ATy focus is psychological, Tigistic, myth-
ical, mstﬁ-ncal, or from any other critical orientation, each literary theory es-
tablishes its own theoretical basis, then proceeds to develop its own methpd-
S1

Py

ology whereby readers can apply the particular theory to an actual text\In
effect, each literary theory or perspective is like taking a dlifferent seat in . 3
theatgr and thereby obtaining a different view of the stagd. Different litera
theories and theorists may all study the same text, but being in differez
seats, the various literary theorists will all respond differently to the text—or
the performance on the stage—because of their unique perspectives. ~
~ Although each reader’s theory and methodology for arriving at a text’s
interpretation may différ, sooner, or 1z iti

clare allegiance to a similar cor iefy d togzzhei foundin¥
schools & icism, For'example, critics who believe that social and histori-

ca

cr1?1cs) oncentrate On readers personal reaciions to-the text, Beormss e V -
; .
fvxéW‘eenr:El v ming literary works are continually evolving, new
of criticistn—and, therefore, new literary theories—will continue 1o
e i gz 7and 1990s,

ot research that assumes that history and fiction i
5 are -
rable. The members of this school, o oot

and itsilist/oafggl_@_xlt_%t. Still other newly evolving schools of criticism, such

Gt
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H
t

\
h
“’O ary“lﬁ?tﬁi-an/sind others have debated about but have Tailed to agree on a

A
M\\

| adices and agsumptions. By embracin

, African American studies, enider 5 J ies, qugg_tb.egry
ontinue-te-emergeand challenge previous ways of think-
quing texts. o : . .

Because the various schools of criticism (and the theories on which they

are based) ask JYffeTeTTquestions about the !He work of literature, these

syfrom which readers can
choose to broaden their undeérstanding ot only of texts but also of their so-

i i i ' ity. By embracing-li eory,
ciety, their culture, and their own humanity.
wet{eam about literature, but more important, we are also tau, h ;oleranc
for W&ef& By rejecting 31- ignoring theory, we are ml znger Od .
canéRizing ourselves as literary sainty who possess diving knowledge and 45/

who can, therefore, supply the rie and only correct interpretation fr.a

priven text. When we oppose, disregard, or ignore liters

angerofblindl_ accepting-ouT MIOTE fFEqUen a1 ne

Jolication), we can willingly partipa 1 ’
i£a cgnversati)on about the Aature offhumanity and h.umamty s
concerns 45 éxpressed in literature. Aind m the grocess, we Cp beglﬂ (;:;)v thézi;
tion our concepts of ourselves, ouy society, any re ?n
themselves help define and contingally g;:(:l;ﬁne these goncepts.

o
h.y Lc— V”L’(_}uf(‘

WHAT IS LITERATURE? » o £eslc”

tici i f literature to
Because literary criticism presupposes that there exists worky ;

be i erpreted, we could asSume that formulating a définitio of Ta ex;e
1 would b simple. This is, however, not the €ase. Fg 1es, writers,

definition for this term. Some aSSume That Hteratitte 15 r;iiﬁa mantha:
is wri clari , a cookbook,
m%fzyhf;ary works along with Pride 'ami Prejudice ?nd”i}:h:
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Detived from the Latin litiera, mie;lnmg 'ttin
ter,” the root meaning of the word literature .refers primarily to the wrllim n
word and seems to sypport this broad definitlo_n. Yet such & defulutmn = ’ 115
nates the importar{ traditions upon which muthi'o ogrBlter 1 T s
based, TnchidirgHomer s 1had and Odyssey, the English epic Beowu If, a
many Native American legends, among many other examples. . @
To sdTe s difficulty, others choose to define liferature as an athercty
leaving open the question of 15 DEINZ WIIeTt or Ordl. TS dg i .cmt- o
narrowmmms of the imagination
creative writing. To emphasize the imaginative qualities of hiterafure, 5(; >
critics © to use the German word for literature, Wortkunst, instead o

its English equivalent, because Wortkunst automatically implies that the
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imaginative and creative aspects of literature are essential components of the
word literafiire Ttself. By thisetefTnition, written works su

directory or a cookbook can no Ionge be considayet Tite
of works ar& Superseded by T

ature; these kinds
ther i iFertive
writi[;_)% some scholars believe That the iaginative qualities of a work of 1it-
efatiie were first articulated for Western literature in a work written by the
French Baroness Madame de Staél, a German Romantic theorist, who in 1800
authored On Literature Considered in Its Relations with Social Institutions.
Although finition otk e accompiished by
equating it to the defining terms of art seemingly simplifie
cannot be considered a literary work, such is not the cage. That the J. Crew
and Vieteria's Secrel clothes catalogues are imaginative (and colorful) writ-
ing.is unqguiestiorted, bUtrs ey then be considerad works of literature?
es whether a written docurentisa work of azt? Many readers as-
M at if an Imagmal vEWOTK OF fiction 1S publishiedpe it singly or in an
anthology—such a work is worthy to be read. It has, after all, been judged
acceptable as a literary work and has beerf;iublished and presumably ap-
proved by an editorial board) This belief that published works are deemed
worthy to be dubbed literature is called the hyperprotected cooperative
Lrir_lruye, that is, published works have been evaluaied.and declared Bier-

e Linformed people Who are protecting the overald

n this principle does fiot sto om arguing
ture. Qgetif;ﬁn

P d

nd narrowing the definition of literature to a “work of art”

, doEnst, then, immediately provide consensus or a consistent rule about

how to declare a text a “work of literature.”

Whether one accepts the broad or narrow definition, many argue that a
text must have certain peciiliar qualities before it can be dubbea-”ﬁ—tgf_agfe.” -
ThoseWm%mws creation OF secondary world 4¢. z
often mirrors the author’s primary Woﬂm;ﬁMr
livesand mvves a breathes: Becatse Teality or the primary world is highly
structured, the secondary world must also be so structured. To achieve this .
structure, the artist must create plot, char onflict, and a
host of other elements or paﬂsmﬁmxﬁ%menm
working in a dynamic relationship to produce a literary work Some would
argue that it is the creation of these elements—how they are used and in >
what context—that determines whether a piece of writing is literatizre. } — 0

Still other critics add the “test of time” criterion iq their essential compo-
nents of literature. If a wWork such as Dante’s Divine Comedy or La Divina
Commedia (1308-1321) withstands the passage of time and is still being read
centuries after its creation, it is deemed valuable and worthy to be called lit-
erature. This critexion also denotes literature’s functional or cultural value: If
people viltue f 2 TEAS0TT; trettto be
literature whether or not it contains the prescribed elements of a text.




QJW}\D‘-:‘/ Wrrtnd. v PQ‘W L

14 Chapter 1 /e

- What thi may contain is a pecuﬁa@ality—that is, some
element offb that distinguishes it as Lterature fr01'n other forms of
writing. Aesiletics, the branch of philosophy that deals w1]‘.h the concept of
the beautiﬁﬂ,_sfx@/s to determine the criteria forbeau a work of art.
Theorists such astPlato and Aristotle declare that the pource of beautyl is
inherent within the art object itself; other critics, guch as Das@flme, main-
taifr that beautly 1s in the eye of the beholde_ And some contemporary

heorists argue that ong’S perception of beauty in a text rests In the dynamic

)@' elationship between the object (the text) and the perceiver (the reader) ata

given moment in ti %Wherever the criteria for judgipg beauty of a work of

art finally resides(n):o t critics agree that a work of literature does have an
i sthetic quality.

appea]mgeaels T e iterature from other forms of writing, this ap-

aesthetic quality directly contributes to literature"s ief purpose:

_‘ hough it may simultaneously communicate facts, litera-

{5t lé is to tell a story. The subject of this stor arficularly

human, descriﬁm;g and detailing a variet an experiences, not stat-

ifrgfattsOT bits and pieces of information. Fc‘)}?ample, literature does not

ining Criticism, Theory, and Literature WL

i d 3!

o

define the word courage but shows us a couragéous character acting coura-
" geously. By so doing, literature concreﬁzeg arf array of hgmgn values, emo-
tions, actions, and idea?irrm—lt‘m’ﬁhm concretization that allows
us to experience vicariously the stories of'a host of cha.ralcters. Through
these characters, we observe people in actién, making decisions, struggling
to maintain their humanity in often inhurr}iane circurfls?ances, and embody-
ing for us a variety of values and human characteristics that we may em-

brace, discard, enjoy, or detest. \ N E{L " i)
AR
LITERARY THEORY AND THE DEFINITION OF LITERATURE

ities that all somehow.pleasingly culminate in a work of art?jlf so, can texts

Gs literature simply a story that contains certain aesthetic arsl literary qual-
that can be analyzed, dissected, and stuto dis-

é ' of itself, perhaps T a special
N : oA e-it be-
@dl) comes literature? A fext? s it simply prin}
o pi i cally become part o
. orrd page? If pictures are included, ey automa
fhe text? Who determines, then, when print becomes Wt? Tﬂ
reader? The author? 2

The answers to these anfl similar questions have been long e.bated, _
and the various responses make up the corpus of literary theor?: Literary
theory offers a variety of methodologies that enable readers to interpret a
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text from different and often conflicting points of view. By so doing, it
asks pertinent and often controversial quegtions concerni & the philosoph-
ical assumptions surrounding the natute of the reading process, the
epistemological nature of learning, the ndtyre of reality itself, and a host of
related concerns. Such theorizing w eaders to examine their per-
sonal worldviews, to aifficulatDther iR idaal assumptions about the na-
ture of reality and to uhderstand how these assumptions directly affect

their interpretations not only of a work of art but also of the definition of
literature itself.

Although any definition of Ji

batable, most would agree
tic situation would help us decide
what constitutes literature. This total picture o
ments as the work itself (e.g., aftexaminationof The fictionality or sec
ondafy world created within the story), the artist, the universe or world
the%r_‘wmﬂ)f[}_@ﬁresents, and The audience or readers. AITROUgh (
readers and CriHEs Will emphasize one, Two, oF even three of these elements
while deemphasizing the others, such a consideration of a text’s artistic sit-
uation immediately broadens the definition of literature from the concept
that n“M at ikic lefi
w interrelatio
the readers. Pertwrps,ther, She Hterary competence of the readers themp-
ﬁﬂ@m‘p‘s determine whether a work should be considered literature,Tf
this is so, then a literary work may be more functional tha ical, its
existence and, therefore, its value being mﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁ;@i&h not
by the work itself.
Overall, the definition of literature depends on the particular kind of lit-
era or school of criticism that the reader or critic espouses. For
ormalists, for example, the text and text alone contains certain qualities
4 particular piece of writing literafure. Un the other hand, for

énted critics, the in'rerae-‘cic>1‘1''Eﬂld-PS§L1'-}-1£1J-Dgaea-Lrela.ﬁ:j%shi}%]_;nbs-_p
‘ e Teade d i cument should Be;
emed literary. A working knowledge of literary theory can thuis help all

read®fs formulate their ever-developing definition of literature and what
they believe constitutes a literary work.

THE FUNCTION OF LITERATURE AND LITERARY THEORY

v e foTealtaral or societal purposes.But others, like

<fudstotle, hold that a work of art can be analyzed and broken down into its. e
2
iy

Critics continually debate literature’s chief function. Tracing thei ts 0} 5
to Plato, many co that literature’s primary fmmmef g
4t ein ir@'

various parts, with each part cont;ibuting to the overall enjoyment of the
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. oo t itself learn facts or information; from the other, we encounter and participate in an
work itself. For these critics, the value of a tt is found within eg_e_ac el e fato o fnform . .

or_is inseparably linked to the reits-o ost SImpIe ; t,e e .

debate centers arounid TWO COICE Htefature’s chief function to

At times, we have actually known the text from both these perépectives \_
. ‘ e s - \.T—'r'—"-—a.._._.—r— T .
s ontertain (intrinsic)? In other words, can we yead a tex While anidlyzing and tTitiquing a text (seuir), we have often (and perhaps

. : ften than not) simultaneously experienced it, becoming emotionall
: and learning from what more often tha 4 : ’ 5 Y
the sheer fun of it, or must e always be studying 8 involved with its characters’ choices and destinies

{counaitre) and imagining
weread? . ' : iterar - ourselves to be these characters or at least recognizing some of our own
i d their various answers lead us directly to literary L . &
Such questions and their v A ot only with ontological ques- . characteristics dramatized by the characters. {j
theory because hteray_t_hw%o wit}}: epistemological issues o g To say that we know a text is no simple statement. Underlying our
tions (e.g., whether a text really exists ;1 When we 5k Then, if literature’s private and public reactions and our scholarly critiques and analyses is our
(e.g., how we know oWways of knowing)) kl epistemological literary theory,.the fountainhead of our most intimate and our most public
' ion 15 To entertain or to teach, we are really asking epistem ; :
chief function s to i, d. we declarations.(The formal study of literary theory, therefore, enables us to
: d a text to learn from it or to be entertained, . ) .
4. questions. Whether we rea “know” that text, (4L H? {g&, ol explain our responses to any text and allowsys to articulate the function of
can say that once we have rﬁad‘a text -V::etwo distinct ways. The first way ‘-—% literature in an academic and a personal way.
‘We can know a text, however, 1 . : A — e
involvesthe typical literature classroom analdsls. WH. et“ we ??Zstx;h:i; o’t,;/
. ed atexta arrived at an interpretation, .
e Stfy moiont that we know the text. On the other hand, when we BEGINNING THE FORMAL STUDY OF LITERARY THEORY
then confide i
tay up all night turning the pages of a P. D. James mystery novel to discoy, ] ' ' o
stay up derer is, we can also say that we know the text because wexlave This chapter has stressed the importance of literary theory and criticism
who ,:1::9 mtlj_re\?ourm’g its. pages, lost in its secondary world, consumied by its and its relationship to literature and the interpretative processes. It has also
spent tume : r A : s. N - . . .
cﬁaracters and by novel’s end eagerly seekin o 5. art1cutl.a‘1red the underlying premises of why a study of literary theory is
. ’ iip s : — essential:
! Both methods—on _ . atin ‘ ;
: o isti isternological endpointsTIo know a téxt; but. 3
mVOl‘fe similar yet distinct epi & : *  Literary theory assumes that there is no such thing as an innocent reading of
hNom_Fd1f e; : cﬁ verbd avoir and|¢onnaitre ban both be translated “to knqw” ! text, Whether our responses are emotional and spontaneous or weil reasoned;
v e Frenct " i ween these two epistemologlcal ‘ ‘and highty structured, all such interactions with and about a text are based on
Y and can highlight fo us 1 ce s “to analyze” (from the Greek derlying factors that catise us 1o respon o that text in & DAFRITIAT fAshion.,
goals or ways of knowing a text. Savoiz mean J fer to knowin What elicits these responses or how & Tea Takes sense of a text is at the HeaT
analuein, “to undo”) and “to study.” TW re ]:fac tO R g. & of terary theory.
4 ; i e O . |
something that i5 { &b . d ass:il Klf.. t Te dge or {ealfni ng about ; *  Because our reactions to any text have theoretical bases, all readers@usPhave a
text, can be examined and critiqued.\Know edg! Jiterary theory. The methods we use to frame our personal fiferpretafions of any
is the ultimate goal, ind have l text directly involve us in the process of literary criticism and theory, automaj-
N : lies that we intimate, know or I : i Hici . it
Connaitre, on the other hand, imp A ﬁ i cadly making us practicin critics. )
e | ¢ and refers also to : - . ¥
expéerienced the text.rConﬂmtre ] usec11< for k_I;IOW e and knowing all a *  Many rea 1erS have a literary theory that is more ofter} than n ‘ in-
knowing an author’s canon.Both knowing p - it £ ome per- : complete, 1l informed, and eclethic, therefore, readers interpretations can easily
I —— Py Intimacy, learning the partlclﬂal'f*_iéﬂgﬂiw be illogical, unsound, and haplfazard. A well-defined, logical, and clearly articu-
son or author, the ins and outs of each. Indeed, it 15 this inimacy that one lated literary theory conscioybly and purposefully enables readers to develop
e expenienses while reading a mystery novel all night long, Itisknowing : their own methods of interprftation, permitting them to order, clarify, and justify
o ti:l ex;;e dgf of fhat the word means. { ] %—-L, il Pal. tAL/ their appraisals of a text in # consistent and logical manmner.
r—-—To-knwﬁor o S To analyze a text, to discuss its literary elements, and to : .

Today many critics use
changeably. Still others

e terms|liferary criticism_andl literary theory int

apply the various methodologles of literary criticism means that we know e the ter

that text (savoir). To have experienced the text—to have Cri?d taﬁong w;gl a;)r
about its Tharacters, to hawe‘m‘ep 1mn}ersed in he fecto—alsjé
world it creates, and to have felt our emotions stirred by the tex

means that we know that text (connaitre). From one way of knowing, we
[,
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It is the goal of this text to enable feade:rs to alfe such_ c@nsci;)l:s, 013;_ 2
formed, and intelligent choices, and in dO}ng , refine their ;)Iwrn omods _

mi't:e%ary intéfpretation and more prec1'se1y- L'mderstan.d their pﬁ sonal _ B
and public reactions to texts) To accomplish this goal, this text wi

duce readers to literary thebry and criticism, its histo%rical devel_opment, A HISTORICAL SU RVEY OF
and the various theoretical positions or schools of criticism, enia‘_bhng reatc;- | STORICAL SURVE
ers to become knowledgeable critics of their own and others’ interpre : LITERARY CRITIGH <m

tions. By becoming acquainted with diverse and of.ten contra.dictory
approaches to textual analysis, readers will broaden their perspet?tzvesh 1:10}:
only about themselves but also about others and the world in whic

No poet, no artist, has his [or her] complete meaning alone.
they live. S

T. 5. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent”

,'?yf Cvma

INTRODUCTION

Questions about the value, the structure, and the definition of literature
undoubtedly arose in all cultures as people heard orread worksof art.
Such practical criticism probably began with the initial hearing or reading of
the first literary works. The Greek§ of the fifth century BCE were the first,
however, to articulate and develop the philosophy of art and life that serves
as the foundation for most theoretical and practical criticism. Assuredly,
hearers 4nd perforiners of the Homeric poems commented on and inter-
preted these works before the fifth century BCE, but it was the fifth-century
Athenians who questioned the very a iding and writing itself while
pondWﬂﬁ@ﬁ%Mﬁﬁfﬁe the origin of literary

critigisin by ciing e performance of Aristophanes’ play, The Frogs in 405

BCE. JThe play was performed as a part of a contest among dratetists, With
Ari recejving first prize, To win the contest, a literary judge or

judges had to declare The Frogs the “best” play, thus initiating literary criti~
cism}By so doing, these early critics began a deb t the nature and
fundgion of litera finues to the present da at they inaugu-
rated was the formal study of LifSTary criticiem, o
‘5 From the fifth century BCE to the present, numerous critics—such as
; Plato, Dante Alighieri, William Wordsworth, Mikhail Bakhtin, Jacques
Derrida, Louise Rosenblatt, Stephen Greenblatt, Judith Butler, Lawrenc
Buell, fnd a host of others, have developed principles of criticisni that have
had’a fnajor influence on the continuing discussion of literary criticism. By
examining these critics’ ideas, we can gain an understanding of and participate
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