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PREFACE
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This book is the product of the mentorship of two eminent professors (Pr. Mary-Louisa Lum and Pr. Nforbin Gerald Niba), who trained us as masters students in 2023-2024, and enabled us to successfully defend our degrees. We thus found it relevant to use this knowledge shared to us and craft this book, to contribute to the moulding of young minds. This books therefore serves as a tribute to our eminent professors: Pr. Mary-Louisa Lum and Pr. Nforbin Gerald Niba.

In an age where literature continuously intersects with various disciplines, the study of literary theory has never been more vital. This book aims to navigate the intricate landscape of literary theory, offering readers a comprehensive exploration of its definitions, fundamental concepts, and practical applications.

From the outset, we delve into the essence of literary theory, defining its core principles and categorizing the diverse approaches that have emerged over time. Understanding these foundations is crucial for engaging with literature on a deeper level, as they reveal how texts reflect and challenge societal norms, historical contexts, and cultural narratives.

As we explore blended theories, such as ecofeminism and Marxist feminism, we highlight the importance of interdisciplinary approaches, demonstrating how combining theoretical frameworks can enrich our understanding of literature and its implications. This book also addresses the significance of borrowing concepts from various theorists, illustrating how these ideas can enhance literary analysis.

In the latter sections, we turn our attention to specific case studies, applying the theories discussed to notable literary works. This practical application not only reinforces the theoretical discussions but also showcases the transformative power of literature to provoke thought, inspire change, and reflect the complexities of human experience.

Whether you are a student, educator, or passionate reader, this book invites you to engage with literary theory as a dynamic and evolving field. By fostering a deeper understanding of literature through theory, we can unlock new interpretations and appreciate the richness of texts in their various contexts.

As you embark on this journey through the realms of literary theory, I hope you find inspiration and insight that encourages further exploration and critical reflection on the texts that shape our world.
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DEFINITION AND FUNDAMENTALS OF LITERARY THEORY
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Definition of Literary Theory
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A well-structured literary research absolutely depends on the literary theory, mainly because the theory guides; and gives the direction and orientation of the entire research, by producing specific arguments and illustrations that justify a given idea. Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle testify that assertion in their seminal work tilted An Introduction to Literature, Criticism and Theory: Key Critical Concepts (1995). They argue that “Literary theory is an unavoidable part of studying literature and criticism” (ix). This simply goes back to the premise established in the very first sentence. 

A literary theory can be basically defined as a scheme of ideas utilised for literary analysis, relying on a specific angle of textual examination, which leads to a specific interpretation and result. A theory-oriented analysis is therefore a critical study of a literary primary source (novel, play, poem, short story...), through the lens of specific theoretical concepts. If we rely on the definition of the concept of theory as given in A Dictionary of Literary and Thematic Terms, Second Edition (2006) by Edward Quinn, we get to learn that:


In its current use, theory refers to the examination of basic critical principles from a variety of perspectives that include POSTSTRUCTURALISM, feminism (see FEMINIST CRITICISM), HERMENEUTICS, NEW HISTORICISM, and DECONSTRUCTION. These movements all focus on the way in which language shapes and orders not only the experience of literature but the totality of human experience. As a result, these positions make large, quasi-philosophical claims that extend well beyond traditional literary concerns. Deriving their view of language from the writings of the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure and the adaptation of Saussure within French STRUCTURALISM, advocates of theory have cultivated an acutely critical view of the assumptions underlying traditional criticism, assumptions that include the idea of the AUTHOR, the makeup of the CANON, the nature of NARRATIVE, the roles of GENDER, CLASS, and race, and the definition of LITERATURE. (418) 


This excerpt clearly defines the concept theory, underscoring the idea of the examination of ideas in a various and diverse perspectives. As mentioned in the dictionary; poststructuralism, feminism, hermeneutics, new criticism and deconstruction...make up some of the theories used in literature to analyse texts in diverse perspectives. That analysis touches both the formal aspects of texts, which means language, and the content (the meaning). The notion of perspective is therefore very important in understanding and using a theory. What is noteworthy here is that, a single text can be studied in the light of multiple literary theories, bringing out very different ideas, leading to different conclusions. 

An important remembrance: as a way of defining the concept of theory in a very basic and easy way, our lecturer, Professor Mary Louisa Lum, used to make a series of analogy during her lectures. In the first analogy, she asserted that:


A theory is like tool that is used in the farm. So, depending on the type of activity being done, the researcher has to select the appropriate tool. When it is time to shave the bush, the farmer will definitely choose machete as the tool of work. When it comes to cutting down the threes, the farmer will choose an axe as the tool of work. For digging or sowing, the farmer will choose a hoe as the tool of work.


This analogy defines the theory as tool of research embodying various lenses that illustrate different ideas and lead to specific conclusions. This first analogy of Professor Mary- Louisa Lum clearly presents the theory as a scientific apparatus that interprets texts from specific lenses depending on what the researcher explores. 

Professor Lum’s second analogy said that “the theory allows us to see the other part of the elephant”. This implies that the through the theory, the reader can interpret a text in such a way to discover hidden ideas. It is therefore the lens that enables us to view something in a specific way. Indeed, it makes us see the other hidden ideas that are implied in a text.

Professor Lum’s analogies thus, basically define the notion of literary theory as the lens through which the researcher interprets a text and get to some specific conclusions. The implication of these is that, one text can be understood in quite different manners, depending on the theoretical lens used to analyse that text. Indeed, the topics: “An Existential Reading of Martin McDonagh’s The Pillowman”, and “Deconstruction of Archetypes in Martin McDonagh’s The Pillowman”, definitely come out with quite different interpretations of the same book.

Literary theories are mainly utilised for the analysis of literary productions. These productions do not limit to the three main genres (drama, poetry and fiction). They also include other artistic productions such as feature films or TV series. Julian Wolfreys validates that premise, formulating a simplistic definition of the concept of literary theory in Introducing Literary Theories: A Guide and Glossary. In this essay, Julian Wolfreys opines that the concept of literary theory is “the name given to a range of disparate critical practices and approaches which are used by members of the humanities in the exploration of literary texts, films and aspects of contemporary and past cultures” (2). Julian Wolfreys, through this assertion, insinuates that, what we call literary theory is simply the various approaches used by scholars to critically comment and interprets literary productions, which include poems, plays (comedies, tragedies, melodrama...), fictions (fairy tales, novels, novellas, novelettes, short stories...) TV series... Wolfreys  therefore concludes that “Theory has been therefore the name given to a number of different, differing, occasionally overlapping or related ways of reading and interpreting” a work of art (3). This comes to acknowledge that, scholarly essays, academic term papers, dissertations and theses are written on the basis of specific theories. Without that lens of analysis, the interpretation of the text is vague and confusing.  To be more practical, a theory oriented-analysis guides the interpretation of a text, outlining the perspectives, steps, and logic of the argumentation.

Literary theories are not solely applied on imaginative stories which make up literature. Instead, they also scrutinise culture and history. They can be used to assess the aspects of culture, the intercultural interactions in order to make specific premise related to the cultural study. In his various lessons, our lecturer, Professor Nforbin Gerald usually asserts that literature is culturally produced and culturally productive. This implies the interconnectedness between literary theories and culture; as theories interpret literature, which in turn is linked to culture. Similarly, theories also critically comments and analyse history, which is very vital for the development of literary studies. Terry Eagleton, in Literary Theory: An Introduction, Second Edition, argues that theories are mostly used to scrutinise history. He thus, asserts that, “indeed literary theory is less an object of intellectual enquiry in its own right than a particular perspective in which to view the history of our times” (170).

In regard to the above-stated definitions of the concept of literary theory, the link between the theory and criticism becomes obvious. The notion of criticism, may be confusing when it is associated to literary theory. Criticism may even be mistaken to theory. Yet, a simple way of making a clear separation between the two is that, literary theories are utilised to achieve criticism. This clearly means that, the theory is the analytical tool that interpretation, while criticism is the critical comment or assessment of a work of art. In literary studies, criticising therefore means, analysing, critically commenting, methodically interpreting a literary text. In the process of critically analysing a text, literary theories make use of particular tools known as theoretical concepts, for a clearer and better analysis.
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Be it postcolonialism, new criticism, gender, Marxism, deconstruction or any other theory, all literary theories embody a set of sub ideas, used as specific tools of analysis. These sub ideas are the practical tools that illustrates the phenomenon explored in the text. Whether we call them theoretical concepts, or categories, these sub ideas make up the particular approaches that textually illustrate the phenomenon in a work. Jonathan Culler in Literary Theory:  A Very Short Introduction, calls them “approaches” of the theory. He therefore asserts that “theory is treated as a series of competing ‘approaches’, each with its theoretical positions and commitments” (x). This implies that theoretical categories are simply the specific approaches that illustrate very specific ideas falling under a same theory. 

If we practically take the case of postcolonialism as a literary theory, the theoretical categories, will include all the aspects and ideas related to domination, colonialism and power; because colonialism is an ideology of domination. Thus, the concepts of power, subaltern, hybridity, orientalism, eurocentrism, stereotypes, the centre and peripheries, the third world, the second class... are called postcolonial concepts. They are qualified as postcolonial concepts because they make up specific ideas that illustrate phenomena that fall under the broad theory of postcolonialism.  Concepts such as hegemony, class, labour, proletariat, ideology, capital, reification, commodification, superstructure... will therefore be considered Marxist concepts, because they are ideas that fall under the broad theory of Marxism. Similarly, intertext, metatext, metafiction, parody, transfiguration, allusion, pastiche, transtextuality... will be read as intertextual concepts, because they represent ideas that underscore the interaction between texts. Foregrounding, Defamiliarization, textual orientation... will be assign to the theory of formalism as they underscore the various aspects that describe the form of a text. As for gender, notions such as power, socialization, performativity, sex, sexuality, roles or gender roles, stereotypes, objectifications, machismo, patriarchy...  will be considered its theoretical components or concepts. Deep ecology, anthropocentricism, biocentrism, dualism... are, in that logic, ecocritical concepts.

Theoretical concepts/ categories are not vaguely created while interpreting a text. They are notions propounded and developed by scholars who contributed to the development of the theory. These are called experts, as their works and ideas are centred on a given theory. They produce ideas, and document them. They therefore become the founders of these concepts. Following that logic, Homi K. Bhabha and Edward Said are therefore considered postcolonial scholars, as they respectively propounded Hybridity and Orientalism in their respective essays, The Location of Culture and Orientalism. Scholars of Marxism will thus include Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, Louis Althusser... These authors respectively propounded the concepts of capital and labour, class struggle (also by Marx), ideological state apparatus. Judith Butler, Simone de Beauvoir Elaine Showalter, Mary Wollstonecraft... are considered gender/ feminist scholars. Sigmund Freud, Anna Freud, Jacques Lacan, Erik Erikson are scholars of psychoanalysis. Theoretical concept may also be thought by the researcher himself to illustrate a specific phenomenon in his research.
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You have definitely come across expressions such as “A Marxist Feminist Reading of...”, “A Postcolonial Intertextual Analysis of...” or a “Narratological Gender Study of...” etc. As you can notice, these are theoretical bleedings that are used, not as separated theories, but as single theories in research. Our mentor, Professor Nforbin Gerald often called it “the marriage of theories”, as these theories get united and become one, just like a man and a woman unite and become one, according the bible. The blending of theories can therefore be understood as a merging of two or more related theories. These related theories are simply theories that share some common features either in terms of ideology or formal principles. Professor Nforbin Gerald and Professor Louisa Lum tactically called them “neighbouring theories”. This means that these theories are “neighbours in meaning”. The expression “neighbouring theories” is so crucial here as it makes it clear that the blending of theories is not a random exercise, and cannot be applied on theories chosen randomly without any logic. 

To combine two theories, the researcher should be convinced of a certain number of aspects. Firstly, he should ask: what is the link between the two selected theories? What are the specific ideas that fall under the two selected theories? How can they be used as a single theoretical concept and illustrate a particular idea? The answers to these questions determine which theories to blend, how to shape categories and how to use them. 

Let us present a fallacy that often misleads novice researchers while handling blended theories. The general erroneous tendency is that, the researchers use to combine two different random theories and use them separately throughout the work, which is a very misleading fallacy that spoils the research. These novice researchers would thus coin a topic such as: “A Marxist Feminist Reading of J. B. Priestley’s An Inspector Calls”; and end up discussing Marxism and Feminism independently in relation to the play, which is erroneous. It is therefore important to note that, blended theories are merged and used as one. When theory A and theory B are merged, they make up a single theory with specific categories. They are hybrid theories. Hybrid because they embody both the features of theory A and those of theory B. They are neither theory A nor theory B. But, by the same token, they belong to both theory A and theory B. Therefore, a blended theory provides specific concepts that derived from both theory A and theory B. This infers that a blended theory derives specific theoretical categories from the ideas developed in the two selected theories. When a researcher therefore coins a topic such as: “A Narratological Gender Reading of ...”, he is not expected to start the analysis with Narratological concepts and end with feminist categories. Similarly, coining a theory as “a Psychoanalytical Feminist Reading of...” does not imply that the researcher should open the analysis elaborating on psychoanalytical concepts, then move to feminism. Similarly, saying “An Intertextual Ecocritical Analysis of...”, does not imply the respective elaboration of both intertextuality and ecocriticism. Instead, the researcher is expected to shape theoretical categories from the knowledge he has on the two theories. Indeed, the researcher knowing the link between the neighbouring theories that he merged, should find concepts that fall under the framework of the two blended theories. 

This practically implies that, coining a topic as “A Marxist Feminist Reading of J. B. Priestley’s An Inspector Calls”, will consist of reading the play through the lenses of certain approaches that derive from Marxism and Feminism, in order to illustrate the various phenomena of the play. Let us illustrate, step by step, how that blending functions in research, as neighbour theories: 

The links between Marxism and Feminism: Marxism and Feminism are neighbour theories that can be merged into a single theory known as Marxist Feminism. They have similar ideas that make them close in terms of the objectives. Marxism and Feminism are theories of oppression and emancipation, as they both depict the power imbalance between the different groups and an attempt emancipation of the underprivileged group. Moreover, Marxism splits individuals into classes (upper class and lower class), wherein the upper class dominates the lower class. Similarly, Feminism works on the basis of the separation between gender classes (men and women), wherein men are favoured while women are pushed at the margin. Marxism believes in the impact of the status quo empowered by the capitalist ideology. That capitalist system exercises power on
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