
 
 

      

 

  

ENGLISH PROSE STUDIES 
HANDOUT 

LECTURER: ANJAR DWI ASTUTI, M.HUM 
 

ENGLISH DEPARTMENT 
FACULTY OF CULTURAL SCIENCES 
MULAWARMAN UNIVERSITY 
2020 
 
 
 
 
 
 



1 
 

CONTENTS 

 
I. WHAT IS PROSE?      1 

A. DEFINITION      1 

B. TYPES OF PROSE     1 

II. THE ELEMENTS OF PROSE     3  
A. PLOT       3 

B. SETTING      5 

C. POINT OF VIEW     6 

D. CHARACTER      7 

E. THEME      8 

III. THE STORIES 
A. YOUNG MAN AXELBROD BY SINCLAIR LEWIS 10 

B. THE BRACELET BY YOSHIKO UCHIDA  16  

C. CIVIL PEACE BY CHINUA ACHEBE   23 

D. THE ANSWER IS NO BY NAGUIB MAHFOUZ  26 

IV. LITERARY CRITICISM      34 
A. DEFINITION      34 

B. BRANCH OF LITERARY CRITICISM   34 

a) Marxist Criticism    34 

b) New Historical and Cultural Criticism 35 

c) Reader-response Criticism   36 

d) Postcolonial Criticism    37 

REFERENCES        40 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1 
 

I. WHAT IS PROSE? 
 

A. DEFINITION 
➢ The English word "prose" is derived from the Latin prōsa, which literally 

translates as "straight-forward”. 

(http://www.princeton.edu/~achaney/tmve/wiki100k/docs/Prose.html) 

➢ The Oxford English Dictionary defines prose as ‘straightforward discourse’ or ‘the 

ordinary form of written or spoken language’. 

➢ Based on Abrams in A Glossary of Literary Terms (246: 1999) prose is an inclusive 

term for all discourse, spoken or written, which is not patterned into the lines 

either of metric verse or of free verse. 

 

B. TYPES OF PROSE 
 

1. Fiction:  
It is a series of imagined facts which shows truths about human life. The examples 

are: 

a. Short story   

• Brief, artistic form of prose which is centered on a major main incident.  

• This is a narrative involving one or more characters, one plot and one single 

impression. 

• A brief tale which can be told or read in one sitting 

b. Novel:   

• A more extensive form of prose which is elastic and can expand to hundreds of pages. 

• This is a long narrative divided into chapters. 

• The events may be taken from true-to-life stories and spans for a long period of time.  

• There are many characters involved.  

c. Legend 

• From the Latin word, legenda which means “things to be read” 

• A legend is a short narrative transmitted by word of mouth 

• This type of traditional literature is usually an account of human actions that are 

alleged both by the teller and listeners to happen in recent past 

• Sometimes the narrative is about a named person and will frequently be linked to a 

particular location.  

d. Fairy tales 

• Are old stories that were passed down by word of mouth for many years before finally 

writing down, and for which an original author is usually unknown. 

• It is a prose narrative with fictional content that has survived as part of an oral 

tradition 

• Fairy tales’ characteristics: 
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1) Make believe 

2) Happen long ago 

3) Have magic 

4) Ended happily ever after 

 

2. Non-fiction: 
 These are literary works that are based mainly on facts rather than on the 

imagination. However, it may contain fictional elements in certain cases. The examples 

are: 

a. Essay 

Essay, an analytic, interpretative, or critical literary composition usually much 

shorter and less systematic and formal than a dissertation or thesis and usually dealing 

with its subject from a limited and often personal point of view. 

b. Report 

Report means to give an account or representation of in words, written or orally. 

c. Article 

Article is nonfictional prose forming an independent part of a publication 

d. Journal 

Journal, an account of day-to-day events or a record of experiences, ideas, or 

reflections kept regularly for private use that is similar to, but sometimes less personal 

than, a diary. 

e. Letter 

Letter is texts which is written and send to someone through the mail. Letter 

comes from the Old French letre, "character, letter, or note," from the Latin littera, "letter 

of the alphabet," and also "a writing or document." 

f. Biography 

Biography, form of literature, commonly considered nonfictional, the subject of 

which is the life of an individual. One of the oldest forms of literary expression, it seeks to 

re-create in words the life of a human being—as understood from the historical or 

personal perspective of the author—by drawing upon all available evidence, including 

that retained in memory as well as written, oral, and pictorial material. 

g. Memoir 

Memoir, history or record composed from personal observation and experience. 

Closely related to, and often confused with, autobiography, a memoir usually differs 

chiefly in the degree of emphasis placed on external events; whereas writers of 

autobiography are concerned primarily with themselves as subject matter, writers of 

memoir are usually persons who have played roles in, or have been close observers of, 

historical events and whose main purpose is to describe or interpret the events. 
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II. THE ELEMENTS OF PROSE 
 

A. PLOT 
According to Gill (1995) a plot can be defined as the order of events in which the 

reader learns of them. A plot is not the same with a story. Gill states “a story is just a set 

of events, whereas a plot is a set of events which the reader can see as related to each 

other” (1995: 164). Thus, a plot is not just a sequence of chronological events but it also 

implies that there is a meaningful relationship among the events.  

E.M. Forster (1955) in Aspect of the Novel wrote that “the King died and the Queen 

died” was a story, whereas “the King died and then the Queen died of grief” was a plot. 

The words “of grief” according to Forster made a crucial difference, because a reason is 

given for what happened, reader knows why one event has followed another (Forster in 

Gill, ibid.). 

Plot is characterized by a conflict which means a struggle between two or more 

opposing forces (Spack, 2010: 23). There are two types of conflict: 

1. External: a struggle with a force outside one’s self. 

2. Internal: a struggle within one’s self. 

The conflict comprises of four kinds as follows: 

1. Human vs. human (physical) 

The leading character struggles with his physical strength against other men, 

forces of nature, or animal. 

2. Human vs. circumstances (classical) 

 The leading character struggles against fate, or the circumstances of life facing 

him/her. 

3. Human vs. society (social) 

 The leading character struggles against ideas, practices, or customs of other 

people. 

4. Human vs. himself/herself (psychological) 

 The leading character struggles with himself/herself (their own soul, ideas of right 

or wrong, choices, etc.) (Dewi, 2016: 50)  

   

Plot has some parts; the common term referred to Gustav Freytag, a German 

writer. He advocated a model based upon Aristotle's theory of tragedy (Freytag, 1900: 

115). This is now called "Freytag's pyramid," these parts are: exposition, rising action, 

climax, falling action, and denouement. 
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1. Exposition  

The exposition is the portion of a story that introduces important background 

information; for example, information about the setting, events occurring before the main 

plot, characters' back stories, etc. It introduces the characters, especially the main 

character, also known as the protagonist. It shows how the characters relate to one 

another, their goals and motivations, as well as their moral character. During the 

exposition, the protagonist learns their main goal and what is at stake. 

2. Rising action 

In the rising action, a series of events build toward the point of greatest interest. 

The rising action of a story is the series of events that begin immediately after the 

exposition (introduction) of the story and builds up to the climax. These events are 

generally the most important parts of the story since the entire plot depends on them to 

set up the climax and ultimately the satisfactory resolution of the story itself. In this 

phase, the protagonist understands his or her goal and begins to work toward it. Smaller 

problems thwart their initial success and their progress is directed primarily against 

these secondary obstacles. This phase demonstrates how the protagonist overcomes 

these obstacles. 

3. Climax 

The climax is the turning point or highest point of the story. The protagonist makes 

the single big decision that defines not only the outcome of the story, but also who they 

are as a person. Freytag defines the climax as the third of the five dramatic phases which 

occupies the middle of the story. 

At the beginning of this phase, the protagonist finally clears away the preliminary 

barriers and engages with the adversary. Usually, both the protagonist and the antagonist 

have a plan to win against the other as they enter this phase. For the first time, the 

audience sees the pair going against one another in direct or nearly direct conflict. 

This struggle usually results in neither character completely winning nor losing. 

In most cases, each character's plan is both partially successful and partially foiled by 

their adversary. The central struggle between the two characters is unique in that the 
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protagonist makes a decision which shows their moral quality, and ultimately decides 

their fate.  

4. Falling action 

The falling action phase consists of events that lead to the ending. Character's 

actions resolve the problem. In the beginning of this phase, the antagonist often has the 

upper hand. The protagonist has never been further from accomplishing their goal. The 

outcome depends on which side the protagonist has put themselves on. 

5. Resolution / Denouement 

In this phase the protagonist and antagonist have solved their problems and either 

the protagonist or antagonist wins the conflict. The conflict officially ends. Some stories 

show what happens to the characters after the conflict ends and/or they show what 

happens to the characters in the future. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plot_(narrative), 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dramatic_structure) 

 To summarize a plot, we need to determine what we believe are the key events or 

happenings in the story and to identify the conflict(s). Ask questions such as these: 

a) What is happening? 

b) What is the main conflict? 

c) Is the conflict resolved (brought to a conclusion)? (Spack, 2010: 23) 

 

B. SETTING 
 The setting of a story is the time and location in which it takes place. Often, the 

setting of a story has a causal relationship with the events of the story. Setting also refers 

to social environment and physical environment of a story (Spack, 2010: 25): 

1. Place 

 The setting may include details that indicate the geographical location of the story, 

such as the country or city in which the story takes place in a large city or small village. 

The details may show whether the story takes place indoors or outdoors, or both. 

2. Time 

 The length of time during which the action occurs is a feature of the setting; this 

may span several years or months or only an hour. Details of the setting may reveal the 

time of day, not only through actual clock time, but also through descriptions of light, 

darkness, and shadows. Details of the setting may reveal time of year, through references 

to the seasons. The period of history in which the action occurs may also be revealed. 

3. Social environment 

 Not all stories include references to social environment, but when they do, such 

references may include details about the manners, customs, rules, and moral codes of 

society. Details may also reveal socioeconomic status or class level. 

4. Physical environment 

 Details of the setting reveal the physical environment in which the story takes 

place. Such concrete details may include references to or descriptions of objects, clothing, 

nature, buildings, rooms, weather, sounds, smells, and so on. These physical details often 

indicate the emotional state of the characters or the relationship between characters. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plot_(narrative)
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5. Mood or atmosphere 

 What feeling is created at the beginning of the story? Is it bright and cheerful or 

dark and frightening? Those are the details that may include in mood or atmosphere. 

(Dewi, 2016: 99)  

 Settings can be very important because it can be used to cover: 

• the places in which the characters appear 

• the social context of characters, such as their families, friends, and class 

• the customs, beliefs and rules of behavior that give identity to a society 

• the particular locations of events 

• the atmosphere, mood and feel that all the above elements create (Gill, 1995: 148) 

To examine the setting of a story, we may use these questions: 

• Where does the story take place? 

• When? 

• How long does it take for the action to occur? 

• Which details reveal the society’s manners, customs, rules, moral codes, and/or the 

socioeconomic level of the characters? 

• Which concrete details reveal a character’s emotional state and/or the relationship 

between the characters? (Spack, 2010: 26) 

 

C. POINT OF VIEW 
 Point of view is a literary term that refers to the perspective from which a story is 

told. The author creates a narrator to tell the story. It is through the narrator’s perspective 

(through the narrator’s eyes and minds) that readers learn what is happening in a story. 

(Spack, 2010: 28) 

 There are two basic types of point of view (Dewi, 2016: 37): 

1. The first person point of view 

 It occurs when the story is told by a character within the story using the first 

person pronoun “I”. The narrator is one of the characters in the story. 

2. The third person point of view 

 The story is not told by a character by a character but by an “invisible author”, 

using the third person pronoun (he, she, or it) to tell the story. If the third person narrator 

knows almost everything about one character or every character, including inner 

thoughts, s/he is a third person omniscient (all knowing) narrator. Or the narrator may 

know everything about one or more character(s) except inner thought. The narrator may 

comment on the actions and thoughts, or the narrator may just describe them objectively. 

(Spack, 2010: 29) 

 It is easy to be fooled into thinking that the narrator is the author. But it is 

important to remember that the narrator is a device and point of view is a technique 

that an author uses to influence the way a reader perceives what is happening in the story 

(ibid.). To determine point of view in a story, here are some questions to guide: 

• Who is telling the story? 

• Is this narrator a character in the story? 



7 
 

• What does the narrator know about the (other) characters? 

• Why do you think the author has chosen this point of view? 

• How would the story be different if it were told from another point of view? (ibid.) 

 

D. CHARACTER 
  There is an important distinction to be made between character and 

characterisation: 

 

• A character is a person in a literary work. 

• Characterisation is the way in which a character is created. (Gill, 1995: 127) 

 

Calling figures in literature 'characters' rather than, say, 'persons', is a way of reminding 

ourselves that a character is a literary creation. Characters in books may have all sorts of 

links with the people we meet everyday (in some cases we feel more strongly about them 

than real people) but we only meet them in books. (ibid.) 

  A way of putting this is to say that characters are all the product of 

characterisation; that's to say, they've been made in a particular way. Much of what 

follows in this chapter is about how characters are created. The words an author uses are 

the means that make each character who he or she is. Characters are what they are like 

because of the way they've been made. The kind of conversations they have, the things 

they do, their appearances and so on are the particular ways in which the author has 

chosen to characterise his or her characters. We might remember the difference by saying 

that: 

 

Characterisation is a method and character the product. (ibid.) 

 

  Characterisation as a method to develop and reveal a character can be done 

through: 

1. the character’s physical description 

2. the character’s action 

3. the character’s speeches, thoughts and feelings 

4. the comments and reactions of other characters 

5. the direct statements given by the author to the character (Dewi, 2016: 62). 

  According to E.M Forster (1955) in Aspect of the Novel, characters are divided by 

flat and round characters.  

1. Flat character remains the same from the beginning of the story to the end 

2. Round character, surprisingly and unpredictably changing like human beings (Dewi, 

2016: 59-60) 

There is also another term to divide the character: 

1. Protagonist  

  A protagonist is the central character or leading figure in poetry, narrative, novel 

or any other story. A protagonist is sometimes called a “hero” by the audience or readers. 
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The word originally came from the Greek language and in Greek drama which refers to 

the person who led the chorus. Later on, the word started being used as a term for the 

first actor in order of performance. 

2. Antagonist 

  An antagonist is a character or a group of characters which stand in opposition to 

the protagonist or the main character. The term antagonist comes from Greek word 

“antagonistēs” that means opponent, competitor or rival. (https://literarydevices.net) 

  Most stories have at least one central character (also called main or major 

character, hero/heroine, or protagonist), the person around whom the story revolves. 

Many stories also have at least one minor character, who is not the focus of the story but 

who still plays an important role (Spack, 2010: 27) 

  Some questions that can help us to analyze character: 

1. Who are the main characters and the minor characters in the story? 

2. What do you learn about the characters when seen from their physical appearance, 

thoughts, and speeches? 

3. Are there comments of other characters or from the narrator about the characters? 

4. Does each character react to other people or events? What do these reactions reveal 

about him/her? What reasons might he/she have had for reacting that way? 

5. In what ways does each character change over the course of the story? (Dewi, 2016:62-

63) 

 

E. THEME 
  A theme is a truth that a story reveals. Through the creation of a fictional world, 

authors reveal what they believe to be true about the real world. 

  A theme is rarely directly stated by the author. Instead, the reader discovers 

themes, inferring meaning from the details in the story. Usually themes deal with general 

areas of human experience, for example: 

➢ the nature of humanity or society, 

➢ the relationship of human beings to the environment, or 

➢ the question of ethical responsibility (Spack, 2010: 38) 

A theme is not a subject. A subject is what the story is about. A theme reveals what 

the story says about the subject. For example: 

• Subject: a woman’s response to her husband’s death 

• Theme: the author shows that the only way that women can achieve freedom, which 

is acquiring self-assertion, is through death (ibid.) 

A theme is not a topic. A topic is what an essay is about. A theme reveals a truth 

about the topic. For example: 

• Topic: love and marriage 

• Theme: It is human nature to seek love and to have a happy marriage life (ibid.) 

A theme is not a moral. A moral is a statement or lesson that teaches right and 

wrong behavior. A theme reveals how people behave (without telling people how to 

behave). For example: 

https://literarydevices.net/
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• Moral: It is best to prepare for the days of necessity 

• Theme: Life is a series of unexpected events, which may be taken both positively and 

negatively (ibid.) 

Since themes are not clearly stated by the author, we uncover them through a complex 

reading and thinking process. This process includes examining: 

• the “facts” the author provides (plot, setting, character) 

• the literary devices the author uses (point of view, symbolism, foreshadowing, irony) 

By piecing together some or all of the elements of fiction, we can discover theme(s) that 

the details of the story reveal. (Spack, 2010: 40) 
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III. THE STORIES 
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1. DISCUSSING THE STORY 
Discuss the following questions with a partner or in a group: 
 

1. Why does Knute want to go to college? 

2. Why don’t the younger students like Knute? 

3. Compare Knut and Gil. How are they alike, and how are they different? 

4. Did Knute make the right choice in returning to Minnesota? Why or why not? 

5. Why do you think the story is titled Young Man Axelbrod? 

 
 

2. Analyzing the Story:  

a) Plot 
The following chart shows the elements of plot. Identify the events that become 

part of each elements. 

 

 
 

Exposition : …………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
Rising action : …………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
  ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
  ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
  ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
Climax  : …………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
Falling action : …………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
Denouement : …………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
 

 
b) Setting 

In this story, there are several settings. Knute has different experiences and 
feelings in each setting. Choose the correct experiences and feelings to complete 
the chart. 



15 
 

 
            

  

c) Point of View 

This story is told from the point of view of a sixty-five-year-old man. Look at the 

story again and then make a chart like the one below and add example to each 

category: 

Information you learn from Knute Information from other characters 
Knute’s ideas: 
 
 
 
Knute’s feelings: 
 
 
 
Knute’s wants and wishes: 
 
 
Knute’s way of looking at students in 
college: 
 

Knute’s words: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Knute’s actions: 
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1. DISCUSSING THE STORY 
Discuss the following questions with a partner or in a group: 

 

1. Why do Ruri and her family have to leave their home? 

2. Why is Ruri upset when she loses the bracelet? What does the bracelet mean to 

her? 
3. How does Ruri’s mother comfort her when Ruri loses the bracelet? 

4. Why is the sign “We are loyal Americans” a sad contrast to the way the Japanese 

Americans are treated in the story? 

5. Discuss some of the unjust decisions that governments make during wartime. 
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2. Analyzing the Story:  

a) Character 

The chart below has the names of the character. Complete the chart.  

Characters Dialogues Adjectives 
Ruri "I thought maybe by 

some miracle a 
messenger from the 
government might 
be standing there, 
tall and proper and 
buttoned into a 
uniform, come tell us 
it was all a terrible 
mistake, that we 
wouldn't have to 
leave after all." 

….. 

Ruri  
….. 

 
 
 
 
 

sensitive 

Ruri "The crazy thing 
about the whole 
evacuation was that 
we were all loyal 
Americans. 
Most of us were 
citizens because we 
had been born here." 
 

….. 

Mama "'Who's going to 
carry that huge 
sack?' I asked. 
But Mama didn't 
worry about things 
like that. 'Someone 
will help us,' she said. 
'Don't worry.' So I 
didn't.” 

….. 
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Mama ….. 
 
 
 
 

calm 

Mama "Those are things we 
can carry in our 
hearts and take with 
us no matter where 
we 
are sent," she said. 

….. 

 

 

b) Theme 

The theme of a story gives the author’s opinion about life. The theme 

of a story is its main idea or insight into life. But remember, the author 

does not tell you the theme; you must find it from the words in the 

story. Answer these questions to find out the theme of the story: 

 

1. In your opinion, what is the main insight that Uchida intends to 

convey in this story? 

2. With the understanding on the insight of the story, how does 

Uchida’s description strengthen the theme conveyed?  
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1. DISCUSSING THE STORY 

a) Discuss the following questions with a partner or in a group: 

 

b) Respond and interpret 

 

1. What is Jonathan Iwegbu’s attitude toward life? 

2. How would you describe the civil peace in Nigeria based on the 

setting description? 

3. What is the main conflict of Chinua Achebe's short story Civil Peace? 

4. Do you think that the title of this story is appropriate, or would Civil 

War have been a better title? Explain 

5. How might Achebe’s personal history have influenced his portrayals 

of Jonathan and the other characters? 
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1. DISCUSSING THE STORY 

a) Discuss the following questions with a partner or in a group: 

 
 

b) Respond and interpret 

1. The author, Naguib Mahfouz, has not given the main character a 

name. What may be some reasons for this omission? 

2. Considering that in the Moslem culture a woman loses her 

opportunity for marriage when she loses her virginity, do you think 

it is a difficult decision for the main character? Explain 

3. The main character tries to persuade herself that “happiness is not 

confined to love and motherhood.” Is a woman’s happiness confined 

to love and motherhood, in your opinion? Explain 

4. What is the theme of this story and give the reason? 
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IV. LITERARY CRITICISM 

 
A. DEFINITION 
 Literary criticism, is the overall term for studies concerned with defining, classifying, 

analyzing, interpreting, and evaluating works of literature. 

 Theoretical criticism proposes an explicit theory of literature, in the sense of 

general principles, together with a set of terms, distinctions, and categories, to be 

applied to identifying and analyzing works of literature, as well as the criteria (the 

standards, or norms) by which these works and their writers are to be evaluated. 

(M.H. Abrams. A Glossary of Literary Terms, 9
th

 Edition. 2005) 

B. BRANCH OF LITERARY CRITICISM 

(Based on: Tyson, Lois. 2006. Critical Theory Today: A User Friendly Guide, Second Edition. 

NY. Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group.) 

 Depending on the literary work in question, we might ask one or any combination 

of these questions. Or we might come up with a useful question not listed here. These are 

just some starting points to get us thinking about literary works in productive ways. 

a) Marxist Criticism 

Some questions Marxist critics ask about literary texts 

The following questions are offered to summarize Marxist approaches to literature. 

1. Does the work reinforce (intentionally or not) capitalist, imperialist, or classist 

values? If so, then the work may be said to have a capitalist, imperialist, or classist 

agenda, and it is the critic’s job to expose and condemn this aspect of the work. 

2. How might the work be seen as a critique of capitalism, imperialism, or 

classism? That is, in what ways does the text reveal, and invite us to condemn, 

oppressive socioeconomic forces (including repressive ideologies)? If a work 

criticizes or invites us to criticize oppressive socioeconomic forces, then it may be 

said to have a Marxist agenda. 

3. Does the work in some ways support a Marxist agenda but in other ways 

(perhaps unintentionally) support a capitalist, imperialist, or classist agenda? In 

other words, is the work ideologically conflicted? 



35 
 

4. How does the literary work reflect (intentionally or not) the socioeconomic 

conditions of the time in which it was written and/or the time in which it is set, 

and what do those conditions reveal about the history of class struggle? 

5. How might the work be seen as a critique of organized religion? That is, how 

does religion function in the text to keep a character or characters from realizing 

and resisting socioeconomic oppression? 

 Our goal is to use Marxist theory to help enrich our reading of literary works, to 

help us see some important ideas they illustrate that we might not have seen so clearly 

or so deeply without Marxist theory, and, if we use Marxist theory the way it is 

intended to be used: to help us see the ways in which ideology blinds us to our own 

participation in oppressive sociopolitical agendas. 

 

b) New Historical and Cultural Criticism 

Some questions new historical and cultural critics ask about literary texts 

The following questions are intended to summarize approaches to literary analysis 

employed by new historicists and cultural critics. In the terminology of cultural 

criticism, these questions offer us ways to examine the cultural work performed by 

literary texts. As you read these questions and imagine the ways in which a new 

historical or cultural critic might address them, keep in mind that, for such critics, no 

historical event, artifact, or ideology can be completely understood in isolation from 

the innumerable historical events, artifacts, and ideologies among which it circulates, 

and our own cultural experience inevitably influences our perceptions, making true 

objectivity impossible. For we can use new historical and cultural criticism properly 

only if we keep clearly in mind that our analysis is always incomplete, partial, and our 

perspective is always subjective. We can’t stand outside our own culture and analyze 

texts from an objective vantage point. We can write only from within our own 

historical moment. 

1. How does the literary text function as part of a continuum with other historical 

and cultural texts from the same period, for example, penal codes, birthing 

practices, educational priorities, the treatment of children under the law, other art 

forms (including popular art forms), attitudes toward sexuality, and the like? That 

is, taken as part of a “thick description” of a given culture at a given point in history, 

what does this literary work add to our tentative understanding of human 
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experience in that particular time and place, including the ways in which 

individual identity shapes and is shaped by cultural institutions? 

2. How can we use a literary work to “map” the interplay of both traditional and 

subversive discourses circulating in the culture in which that work emerged 

and/or the cultures in which the work has been interpreted? Put another way, 

how does the text promote ideologies that support and/or undermine the 

prevailing power structures of the time and place in which it was written and/or 

interpreted? 

3. Using rhetorical analysis (analysis of a text’s purpose and the stylistic means by 

which it tries to achieve that purpose), what does the literary text add to our 

understanding of the ways in which literary and nonliterary discourses (such as 

political, scientific, economic, and educational theories) have influenced, 

overlapped with, and competed with one another at specific historical moments? 

4. What does the literary work suggest about the experience of groups of people 

who have been ignored, underrepresented, or misrepresented by traditional 

history (for example, laborers, prisoners, women, people of color, lesbians and gay 

men, children, the insane, and so on)? Keep in mind that new historical and 

cultural criticism usually include attention to the intersection of the literary work 

with nonliterary discourses prevalent in the culture in which the work emerged 

and/or in the cultures in which it has been interpreted and often focus on such 

issues as the circulation of power and the dynamics of personal and group identity. 

5. How has the work’s reception by literary critics and the reading public—

including the reception at its point of origin, changing responses to the work over 

time, and its possible future relationship with its audience—been shaped by and 

shaped the culture in which that reception occurred? 

 Our goal is to use new historicism and cultural criticism to help enrich our reading 

of literature by helping us see how literary texts participate in the circulation of 

discourses, shaping and shaped by the culture in which they emerge and by the cultures 

in which they are interpreted; by helping us see the ways in which the circulation of 

discourses is the circulation of political/social/intellectual/economic power; and by 

helping us see the ways in which our own cultural positioning influences our 

interpretations of literary and nonliterary texts. 
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c) Reader-response Criticism 

Some questions reader‑response critics ask about literary texts 

The questions that follow are offered to summarize reader-response approaches to 

literature or, more accurately, to the reading of literature. Question l draws on 

transactional reader-response theory. Questions 2 and 3 relate to affective stylistics. 

Question 4 draws on psychological reader-response theory. Question 5 relates to social 

or psychological reader-response theory, and Question 6 draws on subjective reader-

response theory. 

1. How does the interaction of text and reader create meaning? How, exactly, does 

the text’s indeterminacy function as a stimulus to interpretation? (For example, 

what events are omitted or unexplained? What descriptions are omitted or 

incomplete? What images might have multiple associations?) And how exactly 

does the text lead us to correct our interpretation as we read? 

2. What does a phrase-by-phrase analysis of a short literary text, or of key portions 

of a longer text, tell us about the reading experience prestructured by (built into) 

that text? How does this analysis of what the text does to the reader differ from 

what the text “says” or “means”? In other words, how might the omission of the 

temporal experience of reading this text result in an incomplete idea of the text’s 

meaning? 

3. How might we interpret a literary text to show that the reader’s response is, or 

is analogous to, the topic of the story? In other words, how is the text really about 

readers reading, and what exactly does it tell us about this topic? To simplify 

further, how is a particular kind of reading experience an important theme in the 

text? Of course, we must first establish what reading experience is created by the 

text (see Question 2) in order to show that the theme of the story is analogous to 

it. Then we must cite textual evidence—for example, references to reading 

materials, to characters reading texts, and to characters interpreting other 

characters or events—to show that what happens in the world of the narrative 

mirrors the reader’s situation decoding it. 

4. Drawing on a broad spectrum of thoroughly documented biographical data, 

what seems to be a given author’s identity theme, and how does that theme 

express itself in the sum of his or her literary output? 
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5. What does the body of criticism published about a literary text suggest about 

the critics who interpreted that text and/or about the reading experience 

produced by that text? You might contrast critical camps writing during the same 

period, writing during different periods, or both. What does your analysis suggest 

about the ways in which the text is created by readers’ interpretive strategies or 

by their psychological or ideological projections? 

6. If you have the resources to do it, what can you learn about the role of readers’ 

interpretive strategies or expectations, about the reading experience produced by 

a particular text, or about any other reading activity by conducting your own study 

using a group of real readers (for example, your students, classmates, or fellow 

book-club members)? For example, can you devise a study to test Bleich’s belief 

that students’ personal responses to literary texts are the source of their formal 

interpretations? 

 Our goal is to use reader-response theory to help enrich our reading of literary 

works, to help us see some important ideas they illustrate that we might not have seen so 

clearly or so deeply otherwise, and to help us understand the complexities and varieties 

of the reading experience. 

 

d) Postcolonial Criticism 

Some questions postcolonial critics ask about literary texts 

The questions that follow are offered to summarize postcolonial approaches to literature. 

Keep in mind that most postcolonial analyses, regardless of the issues on which they 

focus, will include some attention to whether the text is colonialist, anticolonialist, or 

some combination of the two, that is, ideologically conflicted. 

1. How does the literary text, explicitly or allegorically, represent various aspects 

of colonial oppression? Special attention is often given to those areas where 

political and cultural oppression overlap, as it does, for example, in the colonizers’ 

control of language, communication, and knowledge in colonized countries. 

2. What does the text reveal about the problematics of postcolonial identity, 

including the relationship between personal and cultural identity and such issues 

as double consciousness and hybridity? 

3. What does the text reveal about the politics and/or psychology of anticolonialist 

resistance? For example, what does the text suggest about the ideological, 
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political, social, economic, or psychological forces that promote or inhibit 

resistance? How does the text suggest that resistance can be achieved and 

sustained by an individual or a group? 

4. What does the text reveal about the operations of cultural difference—the ways 

in which race, religion, class, gender, sexual orientation, cultural beliefs, and 

customs combine to form individual identity—in shaping our perceptions of 

ourselves, others, and the world in which we live? Othering might be one area of 

analysis here. 

5. How does the text respond to or comment on the characters, topics, or 

assumptions of a canonized (colonialist) work? Following Helen Tiffin’s lead, 

examine how the postcolonial text reshapes our previous interpretations of a 

canonical text. 

6. Are there meaningful similarities among the literatures of different postcolonial 

populations? One might compare, for example, the literatures of native peoples 

from different countries whose land was invaded by colonizers, the literatures of 

white settler colonies in different countries, or the literatures of different 

populations in the African diaspora. Or one might compare literary works from all 

three of these categories in order to investigate, for example, if the experience of 

colonization creates some common elements of cultural identity that outweigh 

differences in race and nationality. 7. How does a literary text in the Western 

canon reinforce or undermine colonialist ideology through its representation of 

colonization and/or its inappropriate silence about colonized peoples? Does the 

text teach us anything about colonialist or anticolonialist ideology through its 

illustration of any of the postcolonial concepts we’ve discussed? (A text does not 

have to treat the subject of colonization in order to do this.) 

 Whatever ways we may choose to apply postcolonial criticism, our goal in using 

this approach is to learn to see some important aspects of literature that we might not 

have seen so clearly or so deeply without this theoretical perspective; to appreciate the 

opportunities and the responsibilities of living in a culturally diverse world; and to 

understand that culture is not just a fixed collection of artifacts and customs frozen in 

time but a way of relating to oneself and to the world, a psychological and social frame of 

reference that necessarily alters in response to cross-cultural encounters, whether those 

encounters occur in our community or on the pages of a literary text. 
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