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Modernw and Contemporary Theories inEnglish Literature: A Critical
Overview

Introduction

The twentiethvond twenty -first centuries have seen av dramatic
change in literawy theory, moving away from conwentional
aesthetic and historical perspectives and toward
transdisciplinawy, philosophical;, and political fraumeworks. The
assuwmption of permanent meaning; steady authorship, and
universol ideals howe all beew questioned by modern and
contemporary views, which-have changed how literadure is
perceived. Literawy studies iy o dynoamic and confentiows area
since these theories mivrvor larger intellectualdevelop ments
including modernism, postmodernism, feminismy, posteolonialism,

and globaligation.
The study ovaxgle/v Literature has undergone cvsiguificont
travuformation according to-modeynw and contemporary literary
theories. Literary theory hag broadened the scope.of-interpretation
and questioned established authority, fronvithe text-centred
methods of Formalism and New Criticisnvto-the politically active
frameworks of feminism; postcolonialism, and Mawxism.

Literary theory is not merely a tool for interpreting texty but av
reflectiow of intellectuadrhistorvy, cultuwral debates, and social
transformations: The diversity of moder and contemporoary theories
evsures that literature remainsa vibront field of inquiry, constantly
reinterpreted iwlight of changing huwmaowy experience.

1. ModerwiLiteraxy Theories (Early to-Mid-20th Century)

Moderw literary theovies emerged in response to-the scientific,
philosophical, and culbural upheowvals of the early twentiethv century.
They sought to-establish literatuwre as av rigovous academic discipline
withv systematicimethods of analysis.

1.1 Formalism
Key Figures: Viktor Shidovsky, Romow Jakobson (Russion Formalists)

Formalism emphasiged the form and structure of literary texty rather
than historical or biographical context. The Russiow Formalisty argueds
that literature defomiliowiges reality thwough literawry devices.

Key Concepty
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o Defomiliarigation (Ostranenie): Making the familiow strange to-
enhance perception.

o Literawriness: The distinctive features that make a text literary.
o Focus o nawrative techniques; riyme; meter, and stylistic devices.

Impact: Formalism laid the foundation for structuwalist and
nauwratological studies and shifted criticism toward close textual
analysis.

1.2 New Criticism
Key Figures: T.S. Eliot, Cleanth Brooks; I.A. Richawdsy W.K. Wimsatt
New Criticism developed primavily inAnglo-Americomacademio ands
promoted close reading of the text as o self-contained object.
Key Concepty
o Intentional Fallacy: Rejecting authoricdintention ok o guide to-
meauwning.
o Affective Fallacy: Rejecting reader’s emotional response as critical
evidence:.
o  Emphasis onwparadoy, irovy, ambiguity, and organic unity.

Impact: Dominated literary studies invthe mid-20th century and
established textual analysis as a cove academic practice.

1.3 Structuwralism

Key Figuwes: Ferdinand de Saussure; Claude Levi-Strauss, Roland
Bawthes (eanly)

Structwralism applied linguistic models to- literature, arguing that
meaning arises from underlying structures and systemy of signs.

Key Concepty

o Signifier and Signified: Saussure’s theory of language as o systesn
of differences.

«  Binawry Oppositions: Cultural meaning structured by oppositional
pairy (male/female; nature/cudiuie).

o  Narrative Structures: Propp’s morphology of folktales.
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Impact: Structuralism influenced nawratology, semiotics, and cultwral
studies.

2. Contemporawy Literawy Theories (Late 20th Century to-Present)

Contemporary theories emerged as critiques of modernism and
structwralism, questioning universal truths and embracing plwrality,
politics, and identity.

2.1 Post-Structuwralism and Decovstruction

Key Figures: Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Roland Barthesg (later)
Post-structuralism challenged the structuvalist belief i stable

Key Concepty

» Deconstruction: Revealing contradictions and inustabilities within
texts.

» Difference: Meaningis deferred andiprodinced through difference:.

« Death of the Author (Barthes): Meaming is created by readers; not
authors.

o Power/Knowledge (Foucawmldt): Discourse produces and controly
knowledge.and power relattons.

ImpactaRevoludtonized literary criticism by questioning authority,
truthy and textuad.certainty.

2.2 Mawxist Literaxvy Theory

Key Figures: Kowl Moy, Friedvich Engels; Georg Lukdcs, Antonio-
Gramsci, Tervy Eagletov

Mawxist criticism views literature as av product of material conditions

Key Concepty

o  Base and Superstructure: Economic bose influences cultural ands
tdeological structures.

o Ideology: Literature reflecty and reinforces dominant ideologies.
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o Hegemony (Grawmsci): Cultural dominance maintained through
consent, not force.

o Reificationvand Alienatiov Effecty of capitalisim onv huwmawy
relationships.

Impact: Encouraged socio-economic readings of texts, highlighting
power, class, and ideology.

2.3 Feminist Literary Theory

Key Figures: Simone de Beauwwoir, Elaine Showalter, HéleneCivous,
Judith Butler

Feminist criticism exaumines litevature from the perspective.of gender
ond patriowchy, exposing male bios and recovering woimensvoices.

Key Concepty
o The Second Sex: Womew ag the “Other” tn patriewchal culture.

o Gynocriticism (Showalter)iStudy of womens writing and female
literowy tradition.

o Ecritwre Féeminine (Cirous): A distinet feminine mode of writing.

o  Gender Performatvity (Butler): Gender as socially constructed
and performed.

Impact: Travuformed the literary canon and promoted gender-inclusive
criticism.

2.4 Posteolonial Theovy

Key Figuwrest Edward Said, Homi K. Bhabha, Gayatri Chakvavorty Spivak,
Frontz Fanow

Postcolonial criticism examines literature in the context of colonialism,
Key Concepty
o Orientalismw (Said): Westerw stereotypes of the East.

o  Hybridity and Mimicry (Bhabha): Cultwrad mixing and
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o Subalterw (Spivak): Marginaliged voices unable to- speak within
o Decolonigation (Fanon): Pyychological and cudtuwral effects of
colonial rule.

Impact: Expanded literarvy studies beyond Europe, including
mawginaliged voices and global perspectives.

2.5 Reader-Respornse Theory
Key Figures: Wolfgang Iser, Stanley Fish, Louise Rosenblatt
Reader-respovuse criticism focuses onthe reader’s role ivvconstructing
meaning.
Key Concepty

o Implied Reader (Iser): The ideal reader evwisiowed by the text.

+ Interpretive Communitiey (Fish): Meaning shaped bysocial and
cultuwral groups.

o Travsactional Theory (Rosenblatt): Interoction betweewn reader
and text.

Impact: Challenged objective interpretations and emphasized
subjectivity and cultuwral context:

2.6 Psychoanalytic Criticism
Key Figures: Signmumnd Freud; Carl Jung; Jacques Lacarv

Pyychoamalytic criticism explorves the unconscious motivations of
chawacters, authors, and readersy.

Key Concepty
o  Oedipus Complex; Id(Ego/Superego- (Freud)
« Archetypes and Collective Uncornscious (Jung)
« Mirror Stage and Symbolic Order (Lacan)

Impact: Provided tools for analyzing desirve, identity, and symbolismw inv
literature.
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2.7 New Historicism ond Cultural Materialism

Key Figures: Stephen Greenblatt, Raymond Williocuns

These approaches view literature as powrt of historical and cwltuwral
power structures.

Key Concepty
o Literatuwre and history ove mutually shaping.
o Foouws o marginaliged voices and power relations:
« Rejection of objective history.

Impact: Encowraged interdisciplinary studies linking literatuwe;
history, and culture.

2.8 Ecocrikicism
Key Figures: Cheryll Glotfelty, LawrenceBuell:

Ecocriticism studies the relationship betweew literature and the
erwirovunent, addressing ecologicols erises.ond nature representation.

Impact: Connected Literary studies with evwironumental ethicsy and
sustainability.

2.9 Digital and,Global Literary Theories (215t Century)
Recentitheoriey address globaligation, technology, and digital culture.
Key Areas

« Digitadl Humoanities: Computational analysis of texts.

o  World Literature: Global circudation and translation of texts.

o  Queer Theory: Sexuality and identity studies.

o  Dusability Studies and Intersectionality: Multidimensional

identity analysis.

Impact: Expanded literary theory into- interdisciplinary and global

frameworks.

3. Comparative Evaluatiow of Moderrn and Contemporary Theories
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Modern theories sought scientific objectivity and textual antonomy,
while contemporory theories emphasize purality, power, and ideology.
Moderw criticism focused on form and structure; contemporawy criticism
integrates politics, culture, identity, and history.

Moderw Theories Contemporary Theories
Formalism, New Criticismy Post-structuwralism, Feminism,
Structuralism Postcolonialism

Focus ovv text Focus ovw context and power

Seawch for universal meaning  Emphasis ovv multiple meanings
Sciendtific and systematic Interdisciplinawy and/political



