
HOW NOT TO CREATE
A LITERARY THEORY

What goes into the mismaking of a literary
theory? What is wrong with some of the
existing literary theories today? How could
you create a valid and effective theory? What
are the characteristics of an ideal literary
theorist? How would you test the validity of a
literary theory? Get to know the answers to
these questions and more in this presentation.
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The word “theory” comes 
from the Greek word 

“theōria”, which means 
“contemplation”.



A theory is the body of 
rules, ideas, principles, and 
techniques that applies to a 

subject



Metatheory

The set of principles that 
govern the making of 
theories.  It is a theory about 
theories.



What Literary Theory is Not



Do we need a literary theory 
to analyze literary texts?

Yes.  Theories shed light on 
literary texts and sharpen 
our understanding of them.



Do we have to use a theory to 
analyze literary texts?

No
We can analyze literature 
without using theories.



Theoryless Criticism

Theoryless Criticism is 
approaching and appreciating a 
literary text on no theoretical 

basis.



Theoryless Criticism

This means providing your own 
view of the text.

This practice is sometimes 
expected in “practical criticism”



Is Theoryless Criticism Valid?

When reading / writing for pleasure, 
YES.

When reading / writing for course 
assignments and research, NO.



It is not Perspective Analysis

It is not looking at a text from a 
psychological point of view or 

sociological point of view



1. Well versed in literature
2. Well versed in literary theory
3. Well versed in criticism
4. Well versed in the disciple to be 

applied

Characteristics of an ideal literary theorist
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Aspects of a Theory

• The Hypothetical Aspect
• The Empirical Aspect
• The Referential Aspect
• The Utilitarian Aspect
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The Making of
a Literary Theory



Direct Theory Building

So the first and most common way to cerate a 
literary theory is to borrow a set of principles 
from a non-literary field of knowledge and 
render them applicable to literary texts.



Out-Of-The-Blue Theory

Every theory must have a “frame of 
reference”.  No theory exists out of the blue.
Plato = Ethics
Psychoanalytic Theory = Psychology



Eclectic Theory Building

Another way to build a literary theory is to 
blend principles taken from two or more fields, 
including other literary theories, and form a 
separate literary theory.  An example would be 
Harriet Tarlo’s “Women and Ecopoetics” (2008)



Creation via Shift of Focus

You can create a theory by 
shifting the focus of an existing 
theory.



Example:
Reception Theory shifted the 
focus of the Reader-Response 
Theory 

Creation via Shift of Focus



Creation via Addition

You can create a theory by 
adding a significant concept to 
an existing theory.



Example:
Carl Jung added the concept of 
the collective to the already 
existing Freudian concept of the 
unconscious.

Creation via Addition



You can create a literary theory 
by modifying an existing one.

Creation via Modification



Example:
Neofeminism:
After feminism became tradition, it was 
modified in the 21st century and came to 
be called “neofeminism”, which celebrates 
the “feminine phase” and the submissive 
role of women.

Creation via Modification



You can take a single concept and apply it 
to literature.

Creation via Concept Application



Frank Kermode
Published in 1967

Closure Theory
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