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​Introduction: Why Questions Matter More Than Schools
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Graduate students approaching literary theory for the first time often experience what pedagogical researchers call the "theory scare" (Dimova, 2008). Confronted with an overwhelming array of theoretical schools, dense philosophical vocabulary, and seemingly contradictory approaches to interpretation, many students retreat into the comfortable assumption that theory represents an arcane academic exercise disconnected from the practical work of reading literature. This book takes a fundamentally different approach to introducing literary theory, one that recognises theory not as a collection of abstract philosophical positions but as a set of practical tools for asking better questions about how literature works.

Traditional introductory textbooks typically organise material chronologically, moving from formalism through structuralism to poststructuralism, then surveying various identity-based criticisms before concluding with recent developments. While this historical approach has pedagogical value, it often leaves students with the impression that theoretical schools represent a succession of competing orthodoxies, each displacing its predecessor in an academic version of paradigm shift. Students struggle to understand how feminist theory relates to psychoanalytic criticism, or why someone might combine Marxist and postcolonial approaches, because they have learned these theories as discrete entities rather than as different ways of asking fundamental questions about literature.

This book organises literary theory around the critical questions that drive scholarly inquiry rather than the historical emergence of theoretical schools. Every theoretical approach, from Russian formalism to computational literary studies, attempts to answer fundamental questions about how literature works: 

	How do texts create meaning? 

	How do they reflect and shape social power relations? 

	How do they construct and challenge categories of identity? 

	How do they engage with their historical contexts? 


By organising our exploration around these questions rather than around the biography of theoretical movements, we can better understand how different approaches complement, compete with, and build upon each other.

This work is structured according to the best practices from current pedagogical research, which upholds that students learn most effectively complex material when it is organised around problems rather than abstract concepts (Savery, 2020). Each chapter focuses on a particular question regarding literature, presenting different theoretical approaches that may offer answers to such questions. In contrast, they see that deconstruction is a method within several for investigating how texts create and unravel meaning rather than a stand-alone philosophical position. Instead of memorising the basic tenets of feminist theory, students see how feminist critics employ various analyses to articulate how literature is implicated in constructing gender relations.

The book shows some of the major developments in literary studies in the last twenty years. A significant development is the emergence of postcritique as a methodological movement contesting what Paul Ricoeur defines as the "hermeneutics of suspicion," giving critics an incentive to devise their reading practices toward the economy of engagement, description, and appreciation rather than critical analysis alone (Felski, 2015). Computational literary studies introduce novel topics about scale, pattern, and evidence in the matters of literary analysis (Underwood, 2019). Furthermore, postcolonialism has emerged alongside other decolonial approaches, revealing the epistemic limits of theoretical frameworks that come exclusively from European philosophical traditions (Spivak, 2022). These developments indicate that the field is moving towards a more pluralistic understanding of critical methods, emphasising practice rather than a particular school of thought.

The chapters of this book are structured within a framework through which the student will pass from concrete engagement with literary texts to abstract thinking about theory. For every chapter, we first examine how a particular question manifests in a specific type of literary work, employing close reading to establish the critical problem's significance. Then we consider how all the different theoretical approaches attempt to answer this question, presenting a productive conversation on methods cultivated in a diverse historical or philosophical context. Finally, a comprehensive series of practical exercises is provided, showing how this theory can work for actual criticism.

Students are encouraged to engage actively with theory, rather than being passive consumers of theoretical content. Instead of learning what Michel Foucault thought about power, students learn how to use Foucauldian concepts to analyse how power operates in particular literary texts. Instead of memorising the basic principles of psychoanalytic criticism, students will practice applying various psychoanalytic reading techniques and engage in self-assessment of their strengths and limitations when applied to different kinds of literature. This focus on theoretical practice points to the fact that for most students, theory will not be an end in itself but a means of reaching more sophisticated and nuanced readings of literature.

The book also addresses the increasingly global and interdisciplinary nature of contemporary literary studies. Theories traditionally associated with European or American contexts are integrated with postcolonial theory, Indigenous knowledge systems, and non-Western critical traditions throughout each chapter, rather than being confined to specialised sections. However, the book recognises the point at which literary studies now engage with digital media, film, television, and other cultural forms, necessitating expanded definitions of what qualifies as a 'text' worthy of critical analysis.

This book does not favour any single theoretical approach; instead, it cultivates the critical versatility students require for a more sophisticated literary analysis in the twenty-first century. Readers of this book should understand the types of questions different theories enable one to ask, how they can be utilised to achieve specific analytical objectives, and how various methods can be combined or modified to suit particular critical issues. Most significantly, they should recognise that theory is not externally applied to literature but emerges from an investigation into how literature functions within specific historical and cultural contexts.

These chapters demonstrate how the most productive theoretical work stems from genuine curiosity about literary texts, rather than adherence to particular critical orthodoxies. Students completing this book will not only be conversant with the major theoretical approaches but will also possess the skills to formulate their own questions about literature and develop the theoretical tools necessary to pursue those questions with rigorous critical analysis.
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​Chapter 1: The Question of Meaning—How Do Texts Communicate?

[image: image]


Such a question might concentrate on how prose, poetry, or drama makes sense. When we read a poem, a novel, or a play, we assume the material speaks somehow to us, not caring or probing deeper into how marks on a page or sounds in the air become meaningful, and that's where it gets most puzzling. Differing theoretical approaches seem to offer very dissimilar answers to this question, leading to completely different reading practices and critical methodologies in the end. Some find meaning in these formal properties within the texts themselves, some in the minds of readers, and still others in the cultural codes and linguistic systems enabling communication. All these different approaches to meaning-making arise as groundwork for all that follows.

Virginia Woolf's short modernistic novel, Mrs. Dalloway (1925), presents a portrait of Clarissa Dalloway during one day in London preparing for an evening party, the precise opening line that generates an immediate question about meaning in literature: "Mrs. Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself." It says much more than the literal sense of the statement. Even by the very formal choice of setting off through reported speech rather than direct action, the novel takes on an interest in consciousness and perception rather than what transpires in the external objective reality. That most important part of character holds the given married name so that this very elevates social positioning while raising questions about the link between public identity and private experience. While specifying a domestic undertaking (buying flowers), the ordinary life of the day is set against the attention to minute detail that will be constant throughout the narrative. Even this single sentence goes to demonstrate how literary meaning emerges through multiple channels simultaneously: through formal techniques, through characterisation, through social context, and the accumulation of apparently minuscule details.
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