Using Literary Theory

Here are some helpful hints to remember when writing about literature through a theoretical lens:

1) Each theory has a basic contention about the way the world works.  For feminist theory – gender defines the world.  For Marxism – class defines the world.  Be sure you understand what defines the world for the theory you chose.  

2) Now decide what position the text takes on this issue?  For example, does the text share a feminist understanding of gender?  Does it reinforce a more traditional understanding of gender?

3) What will we learn about the issue that we would not have thought about without having read this specific text through this specific lens?  The answer to this question is your point. 

4) Now look for specific moments in the text that justify your contention.  How does the language the author uses speak to your contention about the text?  In other words, why does a feminist approach best explain the text’s language?

Now you have a theoretical position, a sense of the text’s position, and some supporting evidence.  You are ready to write your response.     

