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An Introduction to Critical Theory: Major Critical Frames Explained 

“It is the theory which decides what we can observe.” –Albert Einstein 

Critical frames are theoretical frameworks that may be used to develop new insights into a literary work. 
Although these insights may not be consciously “intended” by the author, they may nevertheless form an 
important part of the meaning. A hallmark of a great literary work is that it yields multiple new insights 
using a great many critical frames. Not all critical frames are appropriate for every literary work, and not 
all literary works work well with multiple critical frames. Part of the skill of a good literary scholar is to 
choose the most appropriate/interesting critical frame by which to analyze the work. 

The following list provides descriptions of some of the major critical frames, but it is not exhaustive. 

1. FORMALISM (also referred to as New Criticism): a form of literary criticism that focuses on a 
close reading of a text, examining literary devices, such as structure, symbols, imagery, etc. to 
determine its meaning. Formalists treat a work of literary art as if it were a self-contained object. 
Rather than basing their interpretations of a text on the reader’s response, the author’s stated 
intentions, or parallels between the text and historical contexts, formalists concentrate on the 
relationships within the text that give it its own distinctive character or form. Formalists place 
great importance on close analysis and stress the text as a carefully crafted, orderly object 
containing observable formal patterns. It is sometimes called and OBJECTIVE APPROACH TO 
LITERATURE. Formalists believe a text can be known objectively, almost scientifically. 

 
 

2. NEW HISTORICISM: a form of literary criticism that focuses on when a text was created, as 
well as the situation in which the text is currently being read. In addition to the text’s language, 
critics try to discover political, social, philosophical, religious, and economic conditions that 
affected the author and the subsequent creation of the text; these critics realize that these same 
conditions apply to and affect the reader. Practitioners of new historicism believe that literary 
critics need to develop a high degree of historical consciousness. They also believe that literature 
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should not be viewed apart from other human creations, artistic or otherwise. Rather, it should be 
viewed as artifacts mirroring and influencing the ideology of their place and time. It relies on 
sociological and anthropological information. For example, in Beowulf, there is a distinct cultural 
conflict: pagan vs. Christian values. Discussion of this element of the text, being anthropological, 
is considered New Historicism.  

   
 

3. ARCHETYPAL CRITICISM: a form of literary criticism that focuses on patterns that exist 
across cultures and time periods. An archetype is a term used to describe universal symbols that 
evoke deep and sometimes unconscious responses in a reader. In literature, characters, images, 
and themes that symbolically embody universal meanings and basic human experiences, 
regardless of when or where they live, are considered archetypes. Literary figures and story 
patterns – archetypes – tend to repeat across diverse and separate cultures. For example, Joseph 
Campbell’s The Hero With a Thousand Faces makes connections between the story of Christ, 
The Wizard of Oz’s Dorothy, and Luke Skywalker of Star Wars. Archetypal criticism includes 
biblical analysis, mythological analysis, Aristotelian analysis (tragic hero, etc.). It crosses with 
psychological analysis, structuralism (theory of literary criticism that analyzes literature as a 
pattern of signs and symbols – a complex system of interrelated parts that represent truths). 
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4. FEMINISM or FEMINIST CRITICISM: a form of literary criticism that focuses on the role of women 
as it is presented in a text. It is an aspect of the feminist movement, whose primary goals include critiquing 
masculine-dominated language and literature by showing how they reflect masculine ideology. Feminist 
criticism focuses on the portrayal of gender and its interrelations. 

	  
	  

5. READER-RESPONSE CRITICISM: a form of literary criticism that focuses on the transaction 
that takes place between the reader and the text; meaning is negotiated, thus texts are open to 
multiple interpretations. By stressing readers’ reactions to texts, reader-response critics parted 
ways with their formalist predecessors, who had warned against the fallacy (sometimes called 
affective fallacy) of focusing critical attention on the reader’s personal response to a text instead 
of the text itself, as an object of specifically critical judgment. Reader-response critics believe that 
a work of literature is not a free-standing object; it exists only when it is being read, and its 
meaning is the mental “event” it catalyzes. 
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6. MARXISM or MARXIST CRITICISM: a form of literary criticism is a socio-economic and 
sociological theory that focuses on the ideological content of a work – its assumptions and values 
about matters such as power, class, race, and culture. Marxism uses characters, plotlines, and 
themes found in a literary text to illustrate the struggles people endure in order to gain and 
maintain power. This criticism, based largely on the writings of Karl Marx, attempts to reveal and 
clarify ideological issue, as well as correct social injustice. Marxist critics argue that literature and 
literary criticism are essentially political because they either challenge or support economic 
oppression. Because of this strong emphasis on the political aspects of texts, Marxist criticism 
focuses on the content and themes of literature rather than on its form. 

 
 

7. AUTHORIAL INTENTION or INTENTIONAL FALLACY: refers to the motivations a 
writer had in writing a text. Critics debate the weight, if any, that authorial intention should bear 
when analyzing and interpreting a text. There is validity to the approach in that it relies on an 
author’s intention in writing a work, as expressed in letters, diaries, interviews, and conversations. 
Defined more broadly, INTENTIONALLITY involves unexpressed motivations, designs, and 
purposes, some of which may have remained unconscious. Critics still debate whether or not it is 
effective to try to discern an author’s intentions – conscious or otherwise. 
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8. PSYCHOLOGICAL CRITICISM: a form of literary criticism that analyzes literature in terms 
of mental processes. The most popular form of psychological criticism is 
PSYCHOANALYTICAL CRITICISM, which is grounded in the theories of Sigmund Freud. It is 
one of the oldest critical methodologies still in use. Freud’s view that works of literature, like 
dreams, express secret, unconscious desires, led to criticism that interpreted literary works as 
manifestations of the author’s neuroses. More recently, psychoanalytical critics have come to see 
literary works as skillfully crafted artifacts that may appeal to our neuroses by tapping into our 
repressed wishes and fantasies. More generally, this theory is a style of criticism that seeks to 
understand a character’s latent or apparent motivations, confusion, desires, and needs through 
symbolic use of imagery and objects.  
 
 KEY FREUDIAN TERMINOLOGY: 
 
 Id: pleasure-seeking ego (impulsive, amoral, selfish, insistent, lustful), tempered by the 
 rational part of the psyche 
 Ego: a balancing force between id and superego 
 Superego: the conscience (values learned from family/parents, society, etc.) 
 
 Projection: attributing a desire, emotion, or feeling onto another person 
 
 Oedipal/Electra Complex: Based on Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex, the Oedipal Complex is 
 the attachment a young boy often experiences toward his mother (usually in early 
 childhood), which results in a hostile or antagonistic relationship toward his father. The 
 Electra  Complex is, essentially, the “girl” version of the same dynamic.  
 
 Aggressive Phase: The impulse or urge to rebel against perceived authority (parents, 
 employer, police, government, etc.). A conflict emerges between a person’s desire to 
 rebel and societal pressure/duty to control one’s aggression, often resulting in the 
 production or manifestation of severe guilt.  
 
 Reaction Formation: Suppressing and replacing an undesirable emotion with its 
 complete opposite (Hate with love, fear with courage, cruelty with kindness, etc.) 
 
 Denial: Completely refusing to admit an unappealing or unpleasant reality 
 
 Phallic Symbol: Masculine or male object, usually visually and symbolically articulated 
 to suggest power, dominance, aggression, virility, strength, etc. (e.g., swords, knives, 
 spears, lances, guns, cannons, Washington Monument, Eiffel Tower, etc.) 
 
 Yonic Symbol: Feminine or female object, usually visually and symbolically articulated 
 to suggest nurturing, passivity, motherhood, physical weakness, female sexuality, 
 fertility, etc. (e.g., caves, shells, tunnels, flowers, fruit, grails, cups, chalices, vessels, 
 etc.). 
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Other forms of psychological criticism that diverge from Freud include those based on theories of 
Carl Jung and Jacques Lacan, among others. The male hero-journey quest is Jungian. The focus on 
developmental stages toward autonomy is Lacanian. 
 

 
 
         -Sigmund Freud 

 


