Literary Theory 
5 basic approaches for deriving "meaning" from literature

Formalism-only considers the text; nothing else is important. This is the theory you are most familiar with. This is how we are taught in school. 

· What a work is about is related to how it's put together 

· Literature is nothing but form, and content is merely an effect of form 

· We find meaning through literary terms: metaphor, irony, point of view, etc. We only need to focus on language of text; external information, such as author’s thoughts, are not needed for meaning—Hitchcock thought Psycho was a comedy.
· If we change the form, we change meaning. 

Historicism-we need to understand the socio-political landscape of the time. 
· A work of literature exists in time and space. It must have a social dimension. Shakespeare’s King Lear is a play about kings and intrigues of the court. It was written around 1600 when such things meant something to an audience.
· What cultural forces are at work in a society?  How could they shape a text?

Psychoanalysis-focuses on (un)conscious, desires of the characters; what's in their minds. 

· Freud thought the mind had two components: unconscious/conscious the mind represses feelings and desires in the unconscious, causing people to act in certain ways. Example: A character has a problem with his parents and can't resolve it. The frustration/anger he shows to others may be attributed to the problems with mom/dad (Hamlet).  A character dreams about food. In reality he's hungry.

Feminism/Gender Studies-how women are portrayed in literature/who has the power and what do they do with it. 

· This theory asks why women have played a subordinate role to men in human studies. It draws attention to the fact that throughout history, men have had roles of power. In looking at literature, feminists would say meaning is discovered by examining how women are portrayed in fiction in relation to the men. Example: Angela's Ashes The father is a drunk, causing family problems. But Angela doesn't get to be a drunk. The choices for females are not the same or as plentiful as they are for the men. 

Marxist-how goods and services (and money) are distributed is linked to meaning in literature. Characters are determined by the economic situation. 

· Examines the social and political roots of and in literature. 

· Marx's theory: Human life is organized around the production of goods for human consumption and survival. Karl Marx noted that all societies are arranged in such a way that the majority do the work (proletariat) while a the minority reap the benefits (bourgeoisie) All history is characterized by this inequality and causes a class struggle.
· Notice the way money, status, and power work in fiction.  Note occupations characters have and how they view themselves in society.

Approaches to Fiction
Formalism

All literary theory needs to start here.  This theory suggests that meaning is understood by focusing on how the text is constructed—it’s form. 

Historicism/New Historicism 

· What kinds of behavior, what models of practice, does this work seem to reinforce?

· Why might readers at a particular time and place find this work compelling?

· Are there differences between my values and the values implicit in the work?

· Whose freedom of thought or movement might be constrained implicitly or explicitly by the work?

· What are the larger social structures with which these particular acts of praise or blame might be connected?

· Examines the social and political roots of and in literature.

Marxism

· Does the text raise fundamental criticism about the emptiness of life in bourgeois society?

· How well is the fate of the individual linked organically to the nature of societal forces?  What are the work’s conflicting forces?

· Are characters from all social levels equally well sketched?

· What are the values of each class in the work?

· How clearly do narratives of disillusionment and defeat indicate that bourgeois values are incompatible with human happiness?

· Does the protagonist defend or defect from the dominant values of society?  Are those values in ascendancy or decay?

· Marx's theory: Human life is organized around the production of goods for human consumption and survival. Karl Marx noted that all societies are arranged in such a way that the majority do the work (proletariat) while a the minority reap the benefits (bourgeoisie) All history is characterized by this inequality and causes a class struggle
· Notice the way money, status, and power work in fiction.  Note occupations characters have and how they view themselves in society.

Psychoanalysis

· Freud: All behavior is sexually driven.  Is there any repressed sexuality within the characters?  Any “yonic” (female) or “phallic” (male) symbols in the work?  Can you interpret symbols or actions as hidden wishes?  How is the work an example of the author’s unconscious mind?

· Jung and Lacan: Do you notice any archetypes (i.e. red=danger, water=life)?  In this theory you would look at characters as human beings who are never perfect, but fragmentary?  

· What are the desires—conscious or unconscious of the characters?  Do they tell us what they want? Why do they want it?

Film Terms
Mise-en-scene—everything in the scene before the next cut (look, sound, actors’ movement, etc.)

Shot/scene—the picture you see before next cut

Cut—movement from scene to scene

