CRITICAL APPROACHES
TO LITERATURE

Literary criticism should arise ous of a debr of love.
—George Steiner

Lirer;n-y criticism is not an abstract, intellectual exercise; it is a natural
human response to literarure., Ifa friend informs you she is reading a bool
you have just finished, it would be odd indeed if you did not begin swapping
opinions. Literary criticism is nothing more than discourse—spoken o wrir-
ten—about literature, A student who sits quietly in a morning English class,
intimidared by the notion of literary criticisrn, wil| spend an hour thar evering
talking animaredly abour the meaning of rock lyries or comparing the relarive
merits of the Star Wiy trilogies. It is inevitable thar people will ponder, discuss,
and analyze the warks of art thar in terest them.

The informal eriticism of friends talking about literature tends to be casual,
unorganized, and subjective, Since Aristotle, however, philosophers, scholars,
and writers have tried to create more precise and disciplined ways of discussing
literature, Literary critics have borrowed conceps from other disciplines, such
as philosophy, history, linguistics, psychology, and anth ropology, to analyze
imaginative literature more perceptively. Some critics have found it useful ro
work in the abstract area of literary theory, criticism thar cries to formulare
general principles rather than discuss specific texts. Mass media crities, such as
newspaper reviewers, usually spend their time evaluating works—telling us
which books are worth reading, which plays not to bother seeing, Bur most
serious literary criticism is not primarily evaluative; it assumes we know that
Othello or The Metamorphosis is worth reading, Instead, such criticism s ana-
lytic; it tries o help us better understand a literary work.

In the following pages you will find overviews of ten critical approaches
to licerature. While these ten methods do not exhaust the total possibilities of
literary criticism, they represent the most widely used con temporary approaches,
Although presented separarely, the approaches are not necessari ly mutually exclu-
sive; many critics mix methods to suit their needs and interests, For example,
a historical critic miay use formalist techniques to analyze a poem; a biograph-
ical critic will frequently use psychological theories to analyze an author, The
summaries neither try to provide a history of each approach, nor do they try
(0 present the latest trends in each school. Their purpose is to give you a prac-
tical introduction to each erirical method and then provide representative exam.

345




346 CRITICAL APPROACHES TO LITERATURE

1ti inter write a
ples of it. 1f one of these critical methods interests you, why not try to
class paper using the approach?

FORMALIST CRITICISM
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BIOGRAPHICAL CRITICISM
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also have noticed those things through careful textual analysis, but biographi-
cal information provides the practical assistance of underscoring subtle but
important meanings in the poermns. Though many literary theorists have assailed
biographical eriticism on philosophical grounds, the biographical approach to
literature has never disappeared because of its obvious practical advanrage in
illuminating literary texts,

It may be helpful here to make a distinction between biography and bio-
graphical eriticism. Biography is, strictly speaking, a branch of history; it pro-
vides a written account of a petson’s life. To establish and in terpret the faces of
a poets life, for instance, a biographer would use all the available information—
not just personal documents such as letters and diaries but also the poems for
the possible light they might shed on the subject’s life. A biographical eritic,
however, is not concerned with re-creating the record of an author’s life,
Biographical criticism focuses on explicating the literary work by using the
insight provided by knowledge of the author’s life, Quite often, biographical
critics will examine the drafis of a poem or story to see both how the work came
into being and how it might have been changed from its autobio-graphical
origins.

A reader, however, muse use biographical interprecations cautio usly, Wrirers
are notorious for revising the facts of their own lives: they often delete embar-
rassments and invent accomplishments while changing the details of real episodes
to improve their literary impact, John Cheever, for example, frequently told
reportets about his sunny, privileged youth; after the author's death, his biog-
rapher Scotr Donaldson discovered a childhood scarred by a distant mother: 2
failed, alcoholic father; and nagging economic uncertainty. Likewise, Cheever's
outwardly successful adulthood was plagued by alcoholism, sexual promisc-
ity, and family tension, The chilling facts of Cheever's life significantly changed
the way critics read his stories. The danger in the case of a famous wri ter (Sylvia
Plath and E Score Fitzgerald are two modern examples) is chat the life story can
overwhelm and eventually distort the work, A savvy biographical critic always
remembers to liase an interptetation on what is in the texr itself; biographical

data should amplify the meaning of the text, not drown it our with irrelevan
material,

HISTORICAL CRITICISM

Historical criticism seeks to understand a literary work by investigating
the social, cultural, and intelleceual context thar produced it—a context that nec.
essarily includes the arrist’s biography and milieu. Historical critics ate less con-
cerned with explaining a worlcs licerary significance for today’s readers than with
helping us understand the work by re-creating, as nearly as possible, the exact
meaning and impact it had on irs original audience, A historical reading of a lir-
erary worl begins by exploring the possible ways in which the meaning of the
text has changed over time, An analysis of Nathaniel Hawthorne's Young
Goodman Brown,” for instance, might carefully examine how certain words
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had different connotations for the story’s original readers than they do today. It
might also explore the probable associations a nineteenth-century New England
reader would have made with certin images and events, especially in regard to
the religious and sacrilegious elements of Hawthorne’s theological hotror story.
Reading ancient literature, no one doubts the value of historical criricism.
There have been so many social, culeural, and linguistic changes that some older
texts are incomprehensible without scholarly assistance. But historical criticism
can even helpone better understand modern texts. In scudying Chinua Achebe’s
story “Civil Peace,” for example, one learns a great deal by considering two rudi-
menuary historical facts—the year in which the work was firse published (1972)
and the nationality of its author (Nigerian)—and then asking how this infor-
mation has shaped the meaning of the story. From 1963 to 1970 a bloody
civil war was fought in West Africa when the predominantly Ibo region secedec
from Nigeria to proclaim itself the independent nation of Biafra. Achebe’s story,
therefore, depicts the time immediately after the war's end, and its narrator is
a member of the defeated Biaftan faction. Even these two basic historical obser-
vations help explain a great deal about the social, political, and psychological
context of Achebe’s story. That fact that one million Ibos died in the war from
either violence or starvation also clarifies why the narrator counts himself
“happy” and “lucky” for the “blessing” that only one of his children died. (An
American story of 1972 would almost certainly consider the death of one child
a rerrible tragedy) In writing a paper on a story, you might explore how the
time and place of its creation affect its meaning. For a splendid example of how
to re-creare the historical context of a literary work’s genesis, read the account
by John King on the Argentine factors that helped shape Jorge Luis Borges’s
use of fantasy in his short stories.

PSYCHOLOGICAL CRITICISM

Modern psychology has had an immense effect on both literature and lit-
crary criticism. The psychoanalytic theories of the Austrian neurologist Sigmund
Freud changed our notions of human behavior by exploring new or contro-
versial areas such as wish fulfillment, sexuality, the unconscious, and repression.
Perhaps Freud’s grearest contribution to literary study was his elaborate demon-
seration of how much human mental process was unconscious. He analyzed
language, often in the form of jokes and conversational slips of the tangue (now
often called “Freudian slips™), to show how it reflected the speaker’s unconscious
fears and desires. He also examined symbols not only in art and licerature but
also in dreams to study how the unconscious mind expressed itself in coded
forin to avoid the censorship of the conscious mind. His theory of human
cognition asserted thar much of what we apparently forget is actually stored
deep in the subconscious mind, including painful traumaric memories from
childhood that have been repressed.

Freud admitted that he himself had learned a grear deal about psychol-
ogy from studying literature. Sophocles, Shakespeare, Goethe, and Dostoyevsky
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were as important to the development of his ideas us were his clinical studie
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fire, night, and blood), Jung believed, trigger the collective unconscious. We do
not need to accept the literal truth of the collective unconscious, however, to
endorse the archetype as a helpful critical concept. Nerthrop Frye defined the
archetype in considerably less occult terms as “a symbol, usually an image, which
recurs often enough in literature to be recognizable as an element of one’s lit-
erary experience as a whole.”

Identifying archetypal symbols and situations in literary works, mytho-
logical critics almost inevitably link the individual text under discussion to
a broader context of worls that share an underlying pattern. In discussing
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, for instance, a mythological critic might relate
Shakespeare’s Danish prince to other mythic sons avenging the deaths of
their fathers, like Orestes from Greek myth or Sigmund of Norse legend;
or, in discussing Othello, relate the sinister figure of Tago to the devil in tra-
ditional Christian belief. Critic Joseph Campbell took such comparisons
even further; his compendious study The Hero with a Thousand Faces demon-
strates how similar mythic characters appear in virtually every culture on
every continent.

SOCIOLOGICAL CRITICISM

Sociological criticism examines literacure in the cultural, economic, and
political context in which it is written or received. “Art is not created in a vac-
uum,” critic Wilbur Scott observed, “it is the work not simply of a person,
but of an author fixed in time and space, answering a community of which he
is an important, because articulate part.” Sociological criticism explores the rela-
tionships between the artist and society. Sometimes it looks at the sociological
status of the author ro evaluate how the profession of the writer in a particu-
lar milieu affected what was written. Sociological criticism also analyzes the
social content of lirerary works—what cultural, economic, or political values a
particular text implicitly or explicitly promotes. Finally, sociological criticism
examines the role the audience has in shaping literature. A sociological view of
Shakespeare, for example, might look at the economic position of Elizabethan
playwrights and actors; it might also study the political ideas expressed in the
plays or discuss how the nature of an Elizabethan theatrical audience (which
was usually all male unless the play was produced at court) helped determine
the subject, tone, and language of the plays.

An influential type of sociological criticism has been Marxist criticism,
which focuses on the economic and political elements of art. Marxist criticism,
like the work of the Hungarian philosopher Georg Lukacs, often explores the
ideological content of literature. Whereas a formalist critic would maintain
that form and content are inextricably blended, Lukacs believed that content
determines form and that, therefore, all art is political. Even if a work of art
ignores political issues, it makes a political statement, Marxist critics believe,
because it endorses the economic and political status quo. Consequently,

Gender Criticism 351

Marxist criticism is frequently evaluative and judges some literary work bet-
ter than others on an ideological basis; this tendency can lead to reductive
|uc.lg_!'nent, as when Soviet crirics rated Jack London a novelist superior m.
William Fﬂl:_l”\'.[]lll‘, Ernest Hemingway, Edith Wharton, and Henrf James
because he illustrated the principles of class struggle more clearly. lﬂ‘llti(;;;
was America’s first major working-class writer, To examine the pclIt.ic-‘tI ideas
and observations found in his fiction can be illuminating, but to fault other
:nuhqrs for lacking his instincts and ideas is not necessarily helpful in under-
standing their particular qualities. There is always a danger in sociological crit-
icism—Marxist or otherwise—of imposing the criric's personal pniiricslc;n the
workl in question and then evaluating it according to how closely it endorses
that ideology. As an analytical tool, however, Marxist criticism and sociolog-
ical methods can illuminate political and cconomic dimensions of literat fﬁ
that other approaches overlook. ‘ o

GENDER CRITICISM

G'ender_ criticism examines how sexual identity influences the creation and
reception of literary works. Gender studies began with the feminist movement
and were influenced by such works as Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex
(1949) and Kate Millert's Sexteal Polizics (1970) as well as sociolbgy S choi—
ogy, and anthropology. Feminist critics believe that culture has beer,] I;s)oycom—
pletely dominated by men chat literature is full of unexamined "ma]e—prlodnccd"
assumptions. They see their criticism correcting this imbalance by analyzin
and combatting patriacchal attitudes, Feminist criticism has explored Iw):: '{f
author’s gender influences—consciously or unconsciously—his or her wril'in‘
Whl]fi a Fo.rmalist critic like Allen Tate emphasized the universality of Fmiﬁ;
Dickinson’s poetry by demonstrating how powerfully cthe langua e im;ror)'
and mythmaking of her poems combine to affect a generalized rw;%d-:?r Swﬁd |)1
j'\-*l, (:ull_?ert, a leading feminist critic, has identified attitudes and I:amllr,n‘ :rinn.@
in Dickinson's poetry that she believes are essentially female, Another im En-r-m\t
theme in feminist criricism is analyzing how sexual identity influences thrprc";{er
of a text, If Tate’s hypothetical reader was deliberarely sexless, Gilberts ch;clcr
sees a text through the eyes of his or her sex. Finally, feminist critics c.are%ull 7
examine how the images of men and women in imaginative literature 1‘eﬂec)t
or reject the social forces that have historically kept the sexes from achievin
total equality. ¢

Rcccnfly. gender criricism has expanded beyond its original feminist per-
spective. Critics have explored the impact of different sexual orientationspon
]Ltcrmyl creation and reception. A men's movement has also emerged in response
(o Fcl'nunlsm, seeking not to reject feminism but to rediscover masculine[inen—
tity in an authentic, contemporary way. Led by poet Robert Bly, the men’s move-

ment bhas paid special atrention to interpreting poetry and fables as myths of
psychic growth and sexual identicy,
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READER-RESPONSE CRITICISM

Reader-response criticism actempts to describe what happens in the
reader’s mind while interpreting a text. If traditional criticism assumes that
imaginative writing is a creative act, reader-response theory recognizes that
reading is also a creative process. Reader-response critics believe that no text
provides self-contained meaning; literary texts do not exist independently of
readers’ interpretations. A text, according to this critical school, is not fin-
ished until it is read and interpreted. As Oscar Wilde remarked in the preface
to his novel The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891), “It is the spectator, and not
life that art really mirrors.” The practical problem then arises, however, that
no two individuals necessarily read a text in exactly the same way. Rather
than declare one interpretation correct and the other mistaken, reader-response
criticism recognizes the inevitable plurality of readings. Instead of trying to
ignore or reconcile the contradictions inherent in this situation, it explores
them.

The easiest way to explain reader-response criticism is to relate it to the
common experience of rereading a favorite book after many years. Rereading
a novel as an adult, for example, that “changed your life” as an adolescent, is
often a shocking experience. The book may seem substantially different. The
character you remembered liking most now seems less admirable, and another
character you disliked now seems more sympathetic. Has the book changed?
Very unlikely, but you certainly have in the intervening years. Reader-response
criticism explores how the different individuals (or classes of individuals) see
the same text differently. It emphasizes how religious, cultural, and social val-
ues affect readings; it also overlaps with gender criticism in exploring how
men and women read the same text with different assumptions.

While reader-response criticism rejects the notion that there can be a sin-
gle correct reading for a literary text, it doesn’t consider all readings permissi-
ble. Each text creates limits to its possible interpretations. As Stanley Fish admics
in the following critical selection, we cannot arbitrarily place an Eskimo in
William Faullner’s story “A Rose for Emily” (though Professor Fish does inge-
niously imagine a hypothetical situation where this bizarre interpretation might
actually be possible).

DECONSTRUCTIONIST CRITICISM

Deconstructionist criticism rejects the traditional assumption that lan-
guage can accurately represent reality. Language, according to deconstruction-
ists, is a fundamentally unstable medium; consequently, literary texts, which
are made up of words, have no fixed, single meaning. Deconstructionists insist,

) - w2, o .
according to critic Paul de Man, on “the impossibility of making the acrual
expression coincide with what has to be expressed, of making the actual signs
coincide with what is signified.” Since they believe that literature cannot defin-
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iFively express its subject matter, deconstructionists tend to shift their atten-
tion away from what is being said to how language is being used in a rext
' Paradoxically, deconstructionist criticism often resembles formalist c.riti—
cism; both methods usually involve close reading. But while a formalist usu-
ally tries o demonstrate how the diverse elements of a test coheie into meianil}
the c?econsrructicmis: approach attempts ro show how the text “dcmnstrucmg’:
that' is, how it can be broken down—by a skeptical critic—into mutually irréé-
oncilable positions. A biographical or historical critic might seek to establish
the m}thor’s intention as a means to Interpreting a literary work, but decon-
structionists reject the notion that the critic should endorse the rn)’/th of autho-
rla'l control over language. Deconstructionist critics like Roland Barthes and
Michel Foucault have therefore called for “the death of the author,” that is
the rejection of the assumption that the author, no matter how inger;ious can
fully control the meaning of a text. They have also announced the death of lit-
erature as a special category of writing. In their view, poems and novels are
merely words on a page that deserve no privileged status as art; all texts are
created equal—equally untruseworthy, chat is. .
Decpnstructicmisrs focus on how language is used to achieve power. Since
they l?eheve, in the words of critic David Lehman, that “there are no truths
only 1‘1.Val interpretations,” deconstructionists try to understand how some “inte[‘j
pretations” come to be regarded as truth. A major goal of deconstruction is o
demonstrate how those supposed truchs are at best provisional and at worst
contradictory. l
_ Deconstruction, as you may have inferred, calls for intellectual subtlery and
skill. If you pursue your literary studies beyond the introductory stage )’()[l will
want to become more familiar with s assumptions. Deconstruction 1;'1e1y strilee
you as a negative, even destructive, critical approach, and yet its best practi-
tioners are adept at exposing the inadequacy of much conventional criticism.

By patient an.alykﬁls, they can sometimes open up the most familiar text and find
unexpected significance.

CULTURAL STUDIES

‘ .llJnlilcr the other critical approaches discussed in this chapter, cultural
criticism (or cultural studies) does not offer a single way of armh-‘z]’rw iiwr"|—
ture. No central methodology is associated with cultural studies. Nor is ?nlmr"d
criticism solely, or even mainly, concerned with literary texts in the c;mv.u‘:-
Lafm_:al sense, Instead, the term cultural studies vefers to a relative ly recent inter-
disciplinary field of academic inquiry. This field borrows methadologies from
c:chc—r approaches to analyze a wide range of cultural products and p:';‘lcr‘iw

Fo understand cultural studies, i helps to know a bit abour its orj ing. In
1'.1}:: English-speaking wortld, the field was first defined at the ("er;%rl'«'“ﬁrl'
Contemporary Culrural Studies of Birmingham University in Britain. Founded
in 1964, this graduate program tried to expand the range of literary '.'m;i beyond
traditional approaches to canonic literature in order to explore a l.)rmf;m' :}w:—
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trum of historical, cultural, and political issues. The most influential teacher
at the Birmingham Centre was Raymond Williams (1921-1983), a Welsh social-
ist with wide intellectual interests. Williams argued that scholars should not
study culture as a canon of great works by individual artists bur rather exam-
ine it as an evolutionary process that involves the entire society. “We cannot
separate literature and are,” Williams said, “from other kinds of social practice.”
The culrural critie, therefore, does not study fixed aesthetic objects as much as
dynamic social processes, The eritic’s challenge is 1o identify and understand
the complex forms and effects of the process of culure,

A Marsist intellecrual, Williams called his approach cultural materialism
(a reference to the Marxist doctrine of dialectical materialism), but later schol-
ars soon discarded that name for two broader and more neutral terms, cul-
tural criticism and cultural studies. From the start, this interdisciplinary field
relied heavily on literary theory, especially Marxist and feminist erivicism, It
also employed the documentary techniques of historical eriticism combined
with political analysis focused on issues of social class, race, and gender. (This
approach flourished in the United States, where it is called New Historicism.)
Cultural studies is also deeply antiformalist, since the field concerns itself with
investigating the complex relationship among history, politics, and literature.
Culrural studies rejects the notion that literature exists in an aesthetic realm
separate from ethical and polirical categories.

A chief goal of cultural studies is to understand the nature of social power
as reflecred in “texts.” For example, if the object of analysis were a sonnet by
Shakespeare, the cultural studies adherent might investigate the moral, psy-
chological, and political assumptions reflected in the poem and then decon-
stiuct them o see what individuals, social classes, or gender might benefit from
having those assumptions perceived as true, The relevant mission of cultural
studies is to identify both the overt and covert values reflected in-a cultural prac-
tice. The cultural studies critic also tries to trace our and understand the struc-
tures of meaning that hold those assumptions in place and give them the
appearance of objective representation. Any analytical technique that helps illu-
minate these issues is employed.

Tn theory, a cultural studies critic might employ any methodology. In prac-
tice, however, he or she will most often borrow concepts from deconstruction,
Marxist analysis, gender criticism, race theory, and psychology. Each of these
carlier methodologies provides particular analytical tools that cultural critics
find useful. What cultural studies borrows from deconstructionism is its empha-
sis on uncovering conflict, dissent, and contradicrion in the works under analy-
sis. Whereas traditional critical approaches often sought to demonstrate the
unity of a literary work, cultural studies often seeks to portray social, political,
and psychological conflicrs it masks. What cultural studies borrows from Marxist
analysis is an artention to the ongoing struggle between social classes, each seek-
ing economic (and therefore polirical) advantage, Cultural studies often asks
questions about what social elass creared a work of art and whar class (or classes)
served as its audience. Among the many things chat cultural studies borrowed
from gender criticism and race theory is a concern with social inequality berween
the sexes and races. [t seeks to investigate how these inequitics have been reflected
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in the texts of a historical period or a socie
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