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LITERARY THEORY (P16EN33) 

UNIT-I 

1. NEW CRITICISM 

Short Question and Answers 

1. What is Literary Theory? 

       Literary theory in a strict sense is the systematic study of the nature of literature and of 

the methods for analyzing literature. 

 

2. What is New Criticism? 

        New Criticism was a formalist movement in literary theory that 

dominated American literary criticism in the middle decades of the 20th century. It 

emphasized close reading, particularly of poetry, to discover how a work of literature 

functioned as a self-contained, self-referential aesthetic object. The movement derived its 

name from John Crowe Ransom's 1941 book The New Criticism. 

 

3. What are the main features of New Criticism 

      It stresses close attention to the internal characteristics of the text itself, and it 

discourages the use of external evidence to explain the work. The method of New Criticism is 

foremost a close reading, concentrating on such formal aspects as rhythm, meter, theme, 

imagery, metaphor, etc 

4. What are the major concepts and issues associated with New Criticism? 

   Formal elements such as rhyme, meter, setting, characterization, and plot were 

used to identify the theme of the text. In addition to the theme, the New Critics also looked 

for paradox, ambiguity, irony, and tension to help establish the single best and most unified 

interpretation of the text. 

 

5. What is formalism and New Criticism? 

  New criticism is an example of a formalist theory or method of literary criticism. 

(Formalism is the category. Many people consider Russian Formalism to be the predecessor 

of the new criticism.) All kinds of formalism have a tendency to consider the text as a self-

contained independent aesthetic object. 

6. Who is the Father of New Criticism? 

      I.A. Richards's Practical Criticism (1929): A Study of Literary Judgment. Richards has 

been called the father of New Criticism. He was one of the first to study literary interpretation 

as a kind of science. 

6. What is the focus of new criticism? 

                        New Criticism was a formalist movement in literary theory that dominated 

American literary criticism in the middle decades of the 20th century. It emphasized close 

reading, particularly of poetry, to discover how a work of literature functioned as a self-

contained, self-referential aesthetic object. 
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7. How did New Criticism impact society? 

               The New Critics made it easier to talk clearly about literature and about how it works 

its intellectual and emotional magic on us. That's because all it demanded of readers was to, 

well, read. To pay attention to what was on the page (and what was markedly missing from 

it). 

8. What is close reading in New Criticism? 

   In literary criticism, close reading is the careful, sustained interpretation of a 

brief passage of a text. A close reading emphasizes the single and the particular over the 

general, affected by close attention to individual words, the syntax, the order in which the 

sentences unfold ideas, as well as formal structures 

9. What is tension in new criticism? 

`  As a new critic, Tate has coined the term 'tension' to describe what he calls 'the 

common quality' of 'good poetry'  'Tension in Poetry' is taken from Tate`s The Man of Letters 

in the Modern World, Selected Essays . The essay deals with tension as the life of a poem 

10. Who first used the term new criticism? 

    The term New Criticism was first coined in the nineteenth century, it was not 

until American critic and poet John Crow Ransom, founder of the Kenyon Review wrote a 

book titled The New Criticism (1941) that it became established in common academic and 

literary usage. 

12. What is the full name of C ransom? 

   John Crowe Ransom (April 30, 1888 – July 3, 1974) was an American educator, 

scholar, literary critic, poet, essayist and editor. He is considered to be a founder of the New 

Criticism school of literary criticism. As a faculty member at Kenyon College, he was 

the first editor of the widely regarded Kenyon Review. 

13. Is a well known critic of New Criticism? 

   The movement derived its name from John Crowe Ransom's 1941 book The New 

Criticism. ... Also very influential were the critical essays of T. S. Eliot, such as "Tradition 

and the Individual Talent" and "Hamlet and His Problems", in which Eliot developed his 

notion of the "objective correlative". 

14. How does New Criticism help you in understanding a short story? 

   New criticism bypasses the author and the reader, and instead focuses solely on 

the perception, theory, and precise approach to the work itself. Though we thank the author 

for the work they've done, the new criticism technique requires that in order to study the work 

itself, it must be its own spotlight. 

15. What are the examples of close reading? 

        Some Examples of Close Reading: From Mary Baroch's close Reading: "He 

chased me round and round the place, with a clasp-knife, calling me the angel of death and 

saying he would kill me and I couldn't come for him no more. 

16. Why do we close read? 

              Close Reading ensures that students are able to glean specific and comprehensive 

understanding from even very difficult texts. Second, Close Reading is the tool that allows 

students to read text that is over their heads—one of the fundamental experiences of attending 

(or preparing for) college. 

17. Who were the main proponents of new criticism? 

            Although the New Critics were never a formal group, an important inspiration was the 

teaching of John Crowe Ransom of Kenyon College, whose students (all Southerners), Allen 

Tate, Cleanth Brooks, and Robert Penn Warren would go on to develop the aesthetics that 

came to be known as the New Criticism.  

 

PARAGRAPH QUESTIONS: 



1. Write a short note  on New Criticism. 

 The New Criticism was a formalist movement in literary theory that dominated 

American literary criticism in the middle decades of the 20th century. It emphasized close 

reading, particularly of poetry, to discover how a work of literature functioned as a self-

contained, self-referential aesthetic object. The movement derived its name from John Crowe 

Ransom's 1941 book The New Criticism. The work of English scholar I. A. Richards, 

especially his Practical Criticism and The Meaning of Meaning, which offered what was 

claimed to be an empirical, scientific approach, were important to the development of New 

Critical methodology. 

2. Write a short note on Close Reading. 

   Close reading (or explication de texte) was a staple of French literary studies, but in 

the United States, aesthetic concerns, and the study of modern poets was the province of non-

academic essayists and book reviewers rather than serious scholars. But the New Criticism 

changed this. Though their interest in textual study initially met with resistance from older 

scholars, the methods of the New Critics rapidly predominated in American universities until 

challenged by Feminism and structuralism in the 1970s. 

3.  What is Intentional Fallacy and affective fallacy? 

New Critics insist that the meaning of a text is intrinsic and should not be confused 

with the author's intentions nor the work's affective dimension (its impressionistic effects on 

the reader). The "intentional fallacy" is when one confuses the meaning of a work with the 

author's purported intention (expressed in letters, diaries, interviews, for example). The 

"affective fallacy" is the erroneous practice of interpreting texts according to the 

psychological or emotional responses of readers, confusing the text with its results. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

1. Write an essay on New Criticism. 

The New Criticism was a formalist movement in literary theory that dominated 

American literary criticism in the middle decades of the 20th century. It emphasized close 

reading, particularly of poetry, to discover how a work of literature functioned as a self-

contained, self-referential aesthetic object. The movement derived its name from John Crowe 

Ransom's 1941 book The New Criticism. The work of English scholar I. A. Richards, 

especially his Practical Criticism and The Meaning of Meaning, which offered what was 

claimed to be an empirical, scientific approach, were important to the development of New 

Critical methodology. Also very influential were the critical essays of T. S. Eliot, such as 

"Tradition and the Individual Talent" and "Hamlet and His Problems", in which Eliot 

developed his notion of the "objective correlative". Eliot's evaluative judgments, such as his 

condemnation of Milton and Shelley, his liking for the so called metaphysical poets, and his 

insistence that poetry must be impersonal, greatly influenced the formation of the New 

Critical canon.  

          One of the most influential movements in modern critical scholarship, the New 

Criticism is a philosophy of literary interpretation that stresses the importance of studying 

literary texts as complete works of art in themselves. Although the term New Criticism was 

first coined in the nineteenth century, it was not until American critic and poet John Crow 

Ransom, founder of the Kenyon Review wrote a book titled The New Criticism (1941) that it 

became established in common academic and literary usage. In essence, the New Critics were 

reacting against established trends in American criticism, arguing for the primacy of the 

literary text instead of focusing on interpretations based on context. However, as René Wellek 

has noted in various essays detailing the principles of New Criticism, proponents of this 

theory had many differences among them, and beyond the importance the New Critics 

afforded the literary text itself, there were many differences in the way they approached 

critical study of literary texts.  

   Wellek writes that among the growing number of New Critics in the 

1930s, there were few that could be easily grouped together. For example, he puts Ransom, 

Allen Tate, Cleanth Brooks, and Robert Penn Warren among the leaders of what he calls the 

―Southern Critics. Mostly, they are grouped together due to their reaction against previously 

established schools of criticism, such as impressionist criticism, the humanist movement, the 

naturalist movement, and the Marxists, and the fact that many of them taught at Southern 

universities at the time they created the theory of New Criticism. In addition to rallying 

against traditional modes of literary interpretations, the most significant contribution made by 

the New Critics, according to Wellek, was the success with which they established criticism 

itself as a major academic discipline.  

The most simplistic definitions of New Criticism identify it as a critical movement 

that propagates the idea of ―art for art's sake. Yet, according to Gerald Graff, Wellek, and 

others, the New Critics did concern themselves with the history and context of a work of 

literature. For them, to truly understand a work of literature, it was important to ―embrace a 

total historical scheme, using it as the standard against which one judges a literary text.  



  The principles of the New Criticism are basically verbal. That is literature is conceived 

to be a special kind of language whose attributes are defined by systematic opposition to the 

language of science and of practical and logical discourse, and the explicative procedure is to 

analyze the meanings and interactions of words, figures of Speech and Symbols.  

The main theme is Close reading (or explication de texte) was a staple of French 

literary studies, but in the United States, aesthetic concerns, and the study of modern poets 

was the province of non-academic essayists and book reviewers rather than serious scholars. 

But the New Criticism changed this. Though their interest in textual study initially met with 

resistance from older scholars, the methods of the New Critics rapidly predominated in 

American universities until challenged by Feminism and structuralism in the 1970s. 

Thus, New Critics insist that the meaning of a text is intrinsic and should not be 

confused with the author's intentions nor the work's affective dimension (its impressionistic 

effects on the reader). The "intentional fallacy" is when one confuses the meaning of a work 

with the author's purported intention (expressed in letters, diaries, interviews, for example). 

The "affective fallacy" is the erroneous practice of interpreting texts according to the 

psychological or emotional responses of readers, confusing the text with its results.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

2. SEMIOTICS 

1. What is the semiotics theory? 

 Semiotics based on “semiosis,” the relationship between a sign, an object, and a 

meaning. The sign represents the object, or referent, in the mind of an interpreter. “Interpret 

ant” refers to a sign that serves as the representation of an object. 
2. What is the main purpose of semiotics? 

   Semiotics is an investigation into how meaning is created and how meaning is 

communicated. Its origins lie in the academic study of how signs and symbols (visual and 

linguistic) create meaning, Viewing and interpreting (or decoding) this sign enables us to 

navigate the landscape of our streets and society. 

3. Who is the founder of semiotics? 

The Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913), a founder not only of linguistics 

but also of what is now more usually referred to as semiotics. 

4. What are the three areas in semiotics? 

In the Aristotelian tradition, the sign is broken down into three parts: the signifier, the 

signified and the referent, meaning the concrete thing to which the sign refers (for example, a 

real horse). 

5. What are the 3 types of signs? 

Peirce said the form a sign takes, its signifier, can be classified as one of three types 

an icon, an index, or a symbol. 

6. What is an example of semiotics? 

Common examples of semiotics include traffic signs, emojis, and emoticons used in 

electronic communication, and logos and brands used by international corporations to sell us 

things. 

7. What is semiotics analysis? 

Semiotics is a discipline, in which culture, society and natural phenomena are 

explored as signs. Use semiotic analysis (involving semiotic concepts and models) your aims 

are to analyze, understand and interpret signs, the meanings of signs, and the interaction of 

signs and sign systems. 

8. What are the three types of signs? 

 Traffic signs are divided into three basic categories: regulatory, warning, and 

guide signs. The shape of a traffic sign communicates important information about the sign's 

message. In poor visibility conditions, such as heavy fog, you may be able to make out only 

the shape of a sign 

9. What are the four types of codes used in semiotic theory? 

Semiotic Codes: Metonymic, Analogical, Displaced and Condensed 

 10. What is semiotics in art? 

Semiotics is the study of works of art signs and symbols, either individually or 

grouped in sign systems that can give us more insight from the work source and meaning. 

Semiotics can translate a picture from an image into words.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

PARAGRAPH QUESTIONS: 

 

1. What is Semiotics and Semilogy? 

     Charles Pierce, the American Philosopher proposed and described a study that he 

called “Semiotic” at the end of the 19th Century. In his course in General linguistics (1915) 

the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Sauusure independently proposed a science that he called 

“Semi logy”. The Consideration of Signs is not limited to the realm of language. Morse code, 

traffic signs and signals and a great diversity of other human activities and productions – our 

bodily postures and gestures the social rituals they perform, how to wear clothes, the meals 

they serve, the buildings they inhabit, and also common meanings to members who 

participate in a particular culture and so can be analyzed as signs which function in diverse 

modes of signifying systems. 

2. Write a short note on three classes of Signs. 

                             Pierce distinguished three classes of Signs. 

1. Icon 

2. Index 

3. Symbol 

 

1. An icon indicates as a sign by means of inherent similarities or shared features with what it 

signifies. 

2. An index is a sign which bears a natural relation of cause or effect to what it signifies for 

example smoke is a sign indicating fire and whether indicating the direction of the wind. 

3. In the symbol the relation between the signifying item and what it signifies is not a natural one 

but it is entirely a matter of social convention.  For example a red traffic light conventionally 

signifies ‘stop’, the gesture of shaking hands. 

1. Write an essay on Semiotics. 

                       Charles Pierce, the American Philosopher proposed and described a study that 

he called “Semiotic” at the end of the 19th Century. In his course in General linguistics (1915) 

the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Sauusure independently proposed a science that he called 

“Semi logy”. The Consideration of Signs is not limited to the realm of language. Morse code, 

traffic signs and signals and a great diversity of other human activities and productions – our 

bodily postures and gestures the social rituals they perform, how to wear clothes, the meals 

they serve, the buildings they inhabit, and also common meanings to members who 

participate in a particular culture and so can be analyzed as signs which function in diverse 

modes of signifying systems. Pierce distinguished three classes of Signs. 

1. Icon 

2. Index 

3. Symbol 

 

1. An icon indicates as a sign by means of inherent similarities or shared features with what it 

signifies. 

2. An index is a sign which bears a natural relation of cause or effect to what it signifies for 

example smoke is a sign indicating fire and whether indicating the direction of the wind. 



3. In the symbol the relation between the signifying item and what it signifies is not a natural 

one but it is entirely a matter of social convention. For example a red traffic light 

conventionally signifies ‘stop’, the gesture of shaking hands. 

The limitation of Saussure’s concept of ‘sign’ was challenged in course of time for the 

rigidity and constraints of signifier and signified.  The one to one, non- inherent relationship 

between the ‘signifier’ or ‘sound image’ and ‘concept’ or ‘object’ has been challenged by the 

structural critic and theorist Roland Barthes, who is also a structuralist but extends his 

concept of ‘sign’ - ‘signifier’ and ‘signified’ in order to emancipate the rigidity between the 

components of a ‘sign’.   

  He extends the notion of ‘sign’ and crosses the arbitrariness of language. 

In the tradition of literary Criticism, the New Critics, Cleanth Brooks, and Allen Tate use a 

similar notion of literal and associative meanings. Saussure introduces the two major concepts 

– langue and parole. ‘Langue’ is an underlying system which is common in speech or 

utterance.  Saussure does not neglect the social aspect of ‘signs’ at the same time. He calls 

language homogeneous and speech heterogeneous. ‘Parole’ is an individual’s speech and has 

complete or partial social acceptability. He argues that ‘signs’ have syntagmatic and 

paradigmatic relationship, In other words, the signs are horizontally and vertically bound to 

one another. His notion of ‘sign’ is the object of study. Any sign, according to Saussure, 

consists of two components, signifier and signified. These two components are combined in 

such a way that they cannot be separated.   

     The post structural American linguist, Noam Chomsky (b.1928) claims that the 

human brain is especially constructed to detect and reproduce language. According to 

Chomsky, children instinctively apply innate grammatical rules to process the verbal input to 

which they are exposed. He substitutes Saussure’s terms ‘langue’ and ‘parole’, with 

‘competence’ and ‘performance’. He incorporates his ideas in his polemic book Syntactic 

Structures (1957).    

  He regards that ‘competence’ is one’s knowledge of the grammar of the 

language. It is the system internalized by its speakers that enables them to use the language in 

performance. He calls ‘performance’ the speaker’s externalization of the knowledge in use.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

3. FORMALISM 

1. What is a formalist criticism? 

In the field of literary criticism, a formalist approach is one that studies a text as a text 

and nothing more. For example, a formalist reading of a poem would focus on its rhythms, 

rhymes, cadences, and structure. 

2. What are examples of formalism? 

A good example of formalism would be one where a strong formal constraint has great 

expressive power.  

3. What is the importance of formalism? 

Formalism is important to designers because it creates a style in which designers can 

produce their work. It also aids in them creating themselves as designers.  

4.  What is a goal of formalism? 

          Formalism is a school of literary criticism and literary theory having mainly to do with 

structural purposes of a particular text. It is the study of a text without taking into account any 

outside influence. 

5. Who invented formalism? 

It began in two groups: OPOYAZ, an acronym for Russian words meaning Society for 

the Study of Poetic Language, founded in 1916 at St. Petersburg (later Leningrad) and led 

by Viktor Shklovsky; and the Moscow Linguistic Circle, founded in 1915. 

6. What are the principles of formalism? 

       In literary theory, formalism refers to critical approaches that analyze, interpret, or 

evaluate the inherent features of a text. These features include not only grammar and syntax 

but also literary devices such as meter and tropes. 

7. What is Russian Formalism theory? 

  Russian formalism is distinctive for its emphasis on the functional role of literary 

devices and its original conception of literary history. Russian Formalists advocated a 

"scientific" method for studying poetic language, to the exclusion of traditional psychological 

and cultural-historical approaches. 

8.    What is a Marxist lens? 

The Marxist Lens is a literary theory that focuses on class conflict and distinctions. 

Often champions supporters of the working class. 

  

9. What is formalism not influenced by? 

 

Formalism is not concerned with content, and is not influenced by time and space. The 

image is an example of formalism. The artist has focused mainly on visual elements, such as 

line, colour, and shape, rather than the subject matter. 

10. What is the difference between formalism and structuralism? 

Formalism analyses the structure of a text without focusing on the external factors 

such as authorship, social and cultural influence. However, structuralism connects the work of 

a particular author with works of similar structures whereas formalism only analyses one 

particular work at a time. 

11.  What is Literariness? 

The linguistics of literature differs from the linguistics of practical discourse because its 

laws are oriented toward producing the distinctive features that formalists call literariness. 

 



 

PARAGRAPH QUESTIONS 

1. Write a short note on Formalism 

Formalism views literature as special mode of language and proposes a fundamental 

opposition between poetic and literary language. It proposes that the central function of 

ordinary language is to communicate to auditors a message or information, by references to 

the world existing outside of language. The linguistics of literature differs from the linguistics 

of practical discourse because its laws are oriented toward producing the distinctive features 

that formalists call “Literariness”. 

         The literariness of a work , as Jan Mukarovskyn, a member of Prague Circle, described 

it in the 1920s , consists in the maximum of ‘ Foregrounding’ of the utterance , and the 

primary aim of such foregrounding , as shklovosky described in his ‘ Art as Technique’ is to 

estrange or ‘ defamiliarize’. Thus literary language is ordinary language deformed and made 

strange. Literature, by forcing them into a dramatic awareness of language, refreshes our 

habitual perceptions and renders objects more perceptible. 

2. Write a short note on Russian Formalism. 

Russian formalism, which emerged around 1915 and flourished in the 1920s was 

associated with the Moscow Linguistics Society and Prague Linguistic Circle. The word 

derives from ‘form’ as these critics studied the form of literary work rather than its content, 

emphasizing on the ‘formal devices’ such as rhythm, metre, rhyme, metaphor, and syntax or 

narrative technique. 

 

ESSAY 

1. Write a critical notes of Formalism. 

Russian formalism, which emerged around 1915 and flourished in the 1920s was 

associated with the Moscow Linguistics Society and Prague Linguistic Circle. The word 

derives from ‘form’ as these critics studied the form of literary work rather than its content, 

emphasizing on the ‘formal devices’ such as rhythm, metre, rhyme, metaphor, and syntax or 

narrative technique. 

Formalism views literature as special mode of language and proposes a fundamental 

opposition between poetic and literary language. It proposes that the central function of 

ordinary language is to communicate to auditors a message or information, by references to 

the world existing outside of language. The linguistics of literature differs from the linguistics 

of practical discourse because its laws are oriented toward producing the distinctive features 

that formalists call “Literariness”. 

The literariness of a work , as Jan Mukarovskyn, a member of Prague Circle, described 

it in the 1920s , consists in the maximum of ‘ Foregrounding’ of the utterance , and the 

primary aim of such foregrounding , as shklovosky described in his ‘ Art as Technique’ is to 

estrange or ‘ defamiliarize’. Thus literary language is ordinary language deformed and made 

strange. Literature, by forcing them into a dramatic awareness of language, refreshes our 

habitual perceptions and renders objects more perceptible. 

  Though Formalism focused primarily on poetry, later the members of Prague circle 

analysed the language of fiction, and the way in which it produced the effect of 

defamiliarization. Jakobson and Todorov were influential in introducing Formalist concepts 

and methods into French Structuralism. Formalism was strongly opposed by some Marxist 



critics, proponents of Reader Response theory, Speech Act theory and New Historicism – all 

reject the view that there is a sharp and definable distinction between ordinary language and 

literary language. 

 

 

 


