
new criticism theory in literature
New Criticism theory in literature emerged in the early to mid-20th century as a significant
movement that emphasized close reading and textual analysis, shifting the focus away from
historical context and authorial intention. This critical approach sought to evaluate literary works on
their own merits, advocating for an understanding of literature that was self-contained and
independent from external influences. New Criticism played a crucial role in shaping literary
studies, offering tools and methods that continue to influence literary analysis today.

Historical Context of New Criticism

The roots of New Criticism can be traced back to the early 20th century, particularly in the United
States and England. It gained prominence during the 1940s and 1950s, coinciding with a broader
movement in art and literature that sought to establish autonomy from traditional frameworks.
Several key factors contributed to its rise:

1. Reaction Against Historical and Biographical Criticism
New Criticism arose as a response to the dominant modes of literary analysis that emphasized
historical context or the author's biography. Critics argued that understanding a text solely through
its historical background or the author's personal life limited the reader's engagement with the work
itself.

2. Influence of Formalism
Formalism, particularly Russian Formalism, significantly influenced New Criticism. Formalists
focused on the structure, language, and literary devices within a text. Their emphasis on the form
paved the way for New Critics to adopt similar methodologies that prioritized the text as an
autonomous entity.

3. Rise of the Academy
The institutionalization of literary studies in American universities during the mid-20th century
provided fertile ground for New Criticism. Academic settings encouraged rigorous analysis and
debate, allowing New Criticism to flourish as a formalized approach to literature.

Key Principles of New Criticism

New Criticism is characterized by several core principles that shape its methodology:



1. Close Reading
The practice of close reading is central to New Criticism. This technique involves a meticulous
examination of the text, focusing on:

- Language: Analyzing word choice, syntax, and figurative language.
- Form: Understanding the structure and organization of the text.
- Imagery and Symbols: Identifying and interpreting the use of images and symbols within the work.

Through close reading, critics aim to uncover the layers of meaning embedded in the text.

2. Textual Autonomy
New Critics argue that a literary work should be studied as an independent entity. This principle
posits that the text contains all necessary information for interpretation, minimizing the relevance of
external factors such as authorial intent, historical background, or social context.

3. Ambiguity and Paradox
New Critics often emphasize the presence of ambiguity and paradox within texts. They believe that
literature thrives on complexity and that the richness of a work often lies in its contradictions. This
focus encourages readers to engage with the text on multiple levels, fostering deeper
interpretations.

4. Unity and Coherence
Another important aspect of New Criticism is the idea that a successful literary work achieves unity
and coherence. Critics seek to identify how various elements of a text work together to create a
unified whole. This includes examining themes, motifs, and structural patterns that contribute to the
overall meaning.

Prominent Figures in New Criticism

Several key figures played a pivotal role in the development and promotion of New Criticism:

1. John Crowe Ransom
Ransom was one of the founding members of the New Criticism movement. He emphasized the
importance of close reading and was instrumental in establishing the theoretical foundations of New
Criticism through his essays and critiques.

2. Cleanth Brooks
Cleanth Brooks is perhaps the most well-known New Critic. His influential work, "The Well Wrought



Urn," argues for the significance of form and structure in poetry. Brooks championed the idea that a
poem's meaning is found in its form, advocating for an analysis that prioritizes the text itself.

3. Robert Penn Warren
Warren, a collaborator with Ransom and Brooks, contributed significantly to New Criticism through
both his poetry and critical essays. He co-authored "Understanding Poetry," a textbook that helped
disseminate New Critical theories and practices in academic settings.

4. W.K. Wimsatt
Wimsatt is known for his concept of the "intentional fallacy," which argues against using an author's
intention as a basis for interpreting a text. This notion reinforced the idea of textual autonomy and
the necessity of focusing solely on the work itself.

Impact and Legacy of New Criticism

New Criticism has left a lasting impact on literary studies and criticism, influencing subsequent
movements and methodologies:

1. Formalist Criticism
New Criticism's emphasis on form and structure laid the groundwork for later formalist approaches.
Critics continue to engage in close readings that prioritize the text's internal mechanics.

2. Reader-Response Theory
While New Criticism focused on the text, reader-response theory emerged as a counterpoint,
emphasizing the role of the reader in constructing meaning. This shift highlighted the dynamic
nature of interpretation, though it still owes much to New Critical methods.

3. Structuralism and Post-Structuralism
The structuralist movement built upon New Critical principles by exploring the underlying
structures of language and narrative. Post-structuralism, in turn, challenged the idea of fixed
meanings, emphasizing the fluidity and multiplicity of interpretation.

4. Pedagogical Practices
New Criticism significantly influenced teaching methods in literature. Close reading became a staple
of literary education, training students to analyze texts rigorously and critically.



Criticism of New Criticism

Despite its significant contributions, New Criticism has faced several criticisms:

1. Neglect of Historical Context
Critics argue that New Criticism's focus on the text often overlooks the historical and cultural
contexts that shape a work's meaning. By disregarding these influences, New Critics may provide an
incomplete understanding of literature.

2. Authorial Intent
The rejection of authorial intent has been a contentious point. Many argue that understanding an
author's motivations and influences can deepen the interpretation of a text, adding richness to the
analysis.

3. Limited Scope
Some literary theorists contend that New Criticism's strict adherence to textual analysis can lead to
a narrow interpretation, potentially overlooking broader themes and social implications present in
the work.

Conclusion

New Criticism theory in literature represents a significant shift in the way literary works are
analyzed and understood. By emphasizing close reading, textual autonomy, and the inherent
complexity of literature, New Critics have provided invaluable tools for literary analysis. Despite
facing criticisms and evolving into other theoretical frameworks, the legacy of New Criticism
endures, influencing how literature is taught and appreciated. As readers and critics continue to
explore the vast landscape of literary interpretation, the principles of New Criticism remain an
essential component of the discourse surrounding literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is New Criticism in literature?
New Criticism is a formalist movement that emerged in the early to mid-20th century, focusing on
the text itself as the primary object of analysis, rather than authorial intent or historical context.

Who are some key figures associated with New Criticism?
Key figures include John Crowe Ransom, Cleanth Brooks, and T.S. Eliot, who emphasized close



reading and the inherent meanings within literary texts.

What are the main principles of New Criticism?
New Criticism advocates for a close reading of texts, the idea that a poem or literary work should be
analyzed without considering external factors, and the belief that the meaning is found within the
structure and language of the text.

How does New Criticism differ from other literary theories?
Unlike theories such as Marxism or psychoanalysis, which consider societal or psychological
contexts, New Criticism focuses solely on the text, analyzing its form, structure, and language.

What is 'close reading' in the context of New Criticism?
'Close reading' is a method of textual analysis that involves examining the details of the text, such as
imagery, symbolism, and word choice, to uncover deeper meanings and interpretations.

What is the significance of ambiguity in New Criticism?
New Critics argue that ambiguity is an essential feature of a text, as it allows for multiple
interpretations and enhances the complexity and richness of literary works.

How has New Criticism influenced contemporary literary
studies?
New Criticism laid the groundwork for future literary theories by emphasizing the importance of
textual analysis, and its techniques continue to be applied in various forms of literary criticism
today.

Are there any criticisms of New Criticism?
Yes, critics argue that New Criticism's focus on the text neglects important historical, social, and
biographical contexts, leading to a potentially limited understanding of literature.
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