
AP English Literature and Composition 
Schools of  Literary Criticism 

Understanding the different approaches critics take is useful for approaches you might take in your 
own writing, or prose passages might be from critics who operate from one school of  thought or 
another. 

Structuralism 
 Structuralist criticism relates literary texts to a larger structure, which may be its genre, a   
 range of  intertextual connections, a model of  a universal narrative structure, or a system of    
 recurrent patterns or motifs.  Reading a text as a tragedy, for example, is a kind of     
 structuralist criticism. 

 Structuralism treats the text in a scientific way, as a cultural artifact. 

Formalist Criticism, or New Criticism 
 New Critics highlight form and meaning (diction, irony, paradox, metaphor, symbolism, plot, 
     characterization, and narrative). 
 Form is appropriate to meaning, shows us something about meaning. 
 New Critics look for unity, and hope to derive universal themes from the text. 
 Most of  the papers you write in school are from a New Critical point of  view. 

Biographical criticism 
 Biographical critics use details of  the author’s life to find the way the life has influenced the   
  work. 
 A danger of  this kind of  criticism includes eliding the difference between the author’s life   
  and his potential imagination.  Yeats tells us, “A poet writes always of  his personal   
  life, in his finest work out of  its tragedy, whatever it be, remorse, lost love, or mere   
  loneliness; he never speaks directly as to someone at the breakfast table, there is   
  always a phantasmagoria.” 

Historicism 
 Historicism reads the text as an outgrowth of  its time, place, culture, etc.  

 There are both structuralist and post-structuralist historical approaches. 

Psychoanalytical criticism 
 Based on the work of  Sigmund Freud (1856–1939), this approach is grounded in Freudian   
 theories of  the personality and development. 
  
 There are post-structuralist psychoanalytical approaches, such as that practiced by Jacques   
 Lacan, which re-interpret Freud.  These approaches are beyond the scope of  this review. 

Mythological/Archetypal criticism 
 Archetypal criticism follows structuralism in the work of  CG Jung (1875–1961), a disciple of  
  Freud.  It relies on mythic structures and archetypal characters and situations, as we   
  have discussed. 



  

Post-structuralism 
 Structuralism has been found by many to be unsatisfying because of  its focus on the form   
 rather than the content of  literature.  Post-structuralist theories take us back into the text   
 while not denying the context of  the work.  Post-structuralism was popular from the 1960s,   
 when much of  the original work was written, and influences literary theory today. 

 Post-structuralism has a relationship to relativism;  because it rejects the hierarchies in the   
 binary oppositions, it can be seen as relativistic.  The best post-structuralism posits its truths   
 but those truths are often tentative or conditional, rather than transcendent. 

Deconstruction 
 Deconstruction, particularly from the work of  Jacques Derrida, is a theory (not a method)   
 of  criticism that highlights the finding of  hidden biases in the text, particularly those that   
 come from  the favoring of  one side of  a binary opposition over another.  The bias    
 uncovered can be said to form a deconstructive lever for the text. 

Marxist criticism 
 Marxist criticism is about “following the money.”  It views texts as products of  their cultures  
 and also critiques the class constructs that appear in the text. 

Feminist criticism 
 American feminist criticism tends to be about the rights of  women. 

 French feminist criticism is more philosophical, looking for a women’s way of  writing in the   
 text.  These critics are especially interested in silences and lacunae in the writing, in negative   
 space, and so on. 


