
 

 

LITERARY THEORY AND PRACTICE 

Unit I Classicism 

An Apology for Poetry: Sidney's Defense of the Muse 

Sir Philip Sidney's An Apology for Poetry is a passionate defense of the value and significance of 

poetry. Responding to the prevailing criticism of poetry as a frivolous and unproductive pursuit, 

Sidney eloquently argues that poetry serves a vital role in society. 

At the outset, Sidney addresses the common misconception that poetry is merely a form of 

entertainment. He counters this by emphasizing poetry's educational and moral functions. Poetry, he 

argues, is a powerful tool for teaching virtue and inspiring noble actions. By presenting ideal 

characters and noble deeds, poetry can elevate the reader's moral compass. Moreover, poetry can 

serve as a source of intellectual stimulation and pleasure, enriching the mind and soul. 

Sidney also defends poetry against the charge that it is a lie. He contends that poetry is not a 

departure from truth but rather a higher form of truth. Poetry, he explains, can reveal deeper truths 

about human nature and the world than mere historical accounts. By using figurative language and 

imaginative storytelling, poetry can capture the essence of reality in a way that prose cannot. 

Furthermore, Sidney argues that poetry plays a crucial role in shaping society. He points out that 

poetry has been instrumental in inspiring heroic deeds and promoting noble causes. By celebrating 

the achievements of great men and women, poetry can motivate others to strive for excellence. 

Additionally, poetry can serve as a vehicle for social commentary and critique, exposing injustice and 

calling for reform. 

In conclusion, Sidney's An Apology for Poetry is a compelling defense of the value and significance of 

poetry. By addressing common criticisms and highlighting poetry's educational, moral, and societal 

functions, Sidney establishes poetry as a vital and indispensable part of human culture. His essay 

expresses the enduring power and beauty of poetic expression. 

Unit II Romanticism 

Wordsworth's Preface to the Lyrical Ballads: A Defense of Poetry 

William Wordsworth's Preface to the Lyrical Ballads is a seminal work in the history of English 

literature. In it, Wordsworth articulates his vision for a new kind of poetry, one that is grounded in 

the everyday experiences of ordinary people and written in a language that is both simple and 

profound. 

At the heart of Wordsworth's poetic philosophy is the belief that poetry should be a reflection of the 

natural world and the human mind. He argues that the poet's task is to "select and re-arrange" the 

materials of everyday life in order to reveal the underlying beauty and meaning. Wordsworth 

emphasizes the importance of "emotion recollected in tranquillity," suggesting that the poet should 

draw on personal experiences and memories to create works that are both deeply felt and 

intellectually engaging. 

Wordsworth also addresses the issue of language in poetry. He rejects the artificial and ornate 

diction that was prevalent in 18th-century poetry, arguing that language should be "the language of 

men, in the midst of their ordinary occupations." Wordsworth believes that by using simple, 

everyday language, poets can create works that are more accessible and relatable to a wider 

audience. 



 

 

In addition to his emphasis on the natural world and the everyday, Wordsworth also explores the 

role of the poet in society. He argues that the poet has a responsibility to "teach and to elevate" by 

presenting "the primary laws of our nature" in a way that is both compelling and instructive. 

Wordsworth suggests that poetry can help to foster a sense of empathy and understanding among 

people, and that it can inspire us to live more meaningful and fulfilling lives. 

Wordsworth's Preface to the Lyrical Ballads had a profound influence on the development of English 

poetry. His emphasis on the importance of everyday language and the natural world helped to pave 

the way for the Romantic movement, which celebrated the power of imagination and the individual 

experience. Wordsworth's poetic philosophy continues to inspire with its enduring beauty and 

significance of poetry. 

Unit III New Criticism 

I.A. Richards' Four Kinds of Meaning 

I.A. Richards, a prominent literary critic of the 20th century, developed a groundbreaking theory of 

meaning in his seminal work Practical Criticism. In this theory, Richards identified four distinct types 

of meaning: factual, expressive, evocative, and evaluative. 

Factual meaning is the most straightforward and objective type of meaning. It refers to the 

denotative or referential content of a statement or utterance. For example, the factual meaning of 

the sentence "The cat is on the mat" is that a feline animal is located on a piece of fabric. Factual 

meaning is concerned with the literal truth or falsity of a statement. 

Expressive meaning is more subjective and personal than factual meaning. It refers to the emotions 

or attitudes that are conveyed by the speaker or writer. Expressive meaning is often conveyed 

through tone of voice, word choice, and other stylistic devices. For example, the sentence "I am so 

angry!" expresses the speaker's strong negative emotion. 

Evocative meaning is similar to expressive meaning in that it is concerned with emotions. However, 

evocative meaning refers to the emotions that are aroused in the reader or listener by the text. 

Evocative meaning is often created through imagery, metaphor, and other literary devices. For 

example, the poem "Ode to a Nightingale" evokes a sense of melancholy and longing. 

Evaluative meaning is concerned with the speaker or writer's judgment or evaluation of the subject 

matter. Evaluative meaning can be positive, negative, or neutral. For example, the sentence "That is a 

beautiful painting" expresses a positive evaluation of the artwork. 

Richards' theory of meaning has been influential in the field of literary criticism and has had a 

significant impact on our understanding of language and communication. By identifying four distinct 

types of meaning, Richards helps us to appreciate the complexity and richness of human language. 

He also reminds us that meaning is not merely a matter of objective fact, but is also influenced by 

our emotions, attitudes, and values. 

Unit IV Modernism/Post-Modernism 

Capitalism, Modernism, and Postmodernism: Eagleton's Critique 

Terry Eagleton, a renowned literary critic and cultural theorist, has offered a comprehensive analysis 

of the relationship between capitalism, modernism, and postmodernism. In his works, Eagleton 

argues that these three interconnected forces have profoundly shaped the cultural and intellectual 

landscape of the Western world. 



 

 

Eagleton contends that capitalism, as an economic system characterized by private ownership of the 

means of production and the pursuit of profit, has had a significant impact on modern culture. 

Capitalism has fostered a consumerist mentality, emphasizing material wealth and individual 

achievement. This, in turn, has influenced the values and aspirations of individuals, shaping their 

understanding of art, literature, and culture. 

Modernism, a cultural movement that emerged in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, is often 

seen as a response to the rapid industrialization and urbanization brought about by capitalism. 

Modernist artists and writers sought to break away from traditional forms and conventions, exploring 

themes of alienation, fragmentation, and the loss of meaning in a world dominated by technology 

and consumerism. Modernism often challenged traditional notions of reality and truth, embracing 

subjectivity and experimentation. 

Postmodernism, a cultural movement that emerged in the late 20th century, is characterized by its 

rejection of modernist ideals and its embrace of irony, parody, and pastiche. Postmodernism often 

questions the very notion of progress and the idea of a single, unified truth. Postmodern artists and 

writers often play with intertextuality, referencing and appropriating elements from previous cultural 

forms. 

Eagleton argues that capitalism, modernism, and postmodernism are not mutually exclusive but 

rather interconnected forces that have shaped the cultural landscape of the Western world. He 

suggests that postmodernism can be seen as a critique of both capitalism and modernism, 

highlighting their limitations and contradictions. Eagleton also emphasizes the importance of 

understanding these three forces in order to appreciate the complexities of contemporary culture. 

In conclusion, Terry Eagleton's analysis of capitalism, modernism, and postmodernism provides a 

valuable framework for understanding the cultural and intellectual developments of the past 

century. By examining the interconnections between these three forces, Eagleton offers a nuanced 

and insightful perspective on the ways in which economic, cultural, and intellectual factors have 

shaped our understanding of the world. 

Unit V Feminism 

Towards a Feminist Poetics: Elaine Showalter's Critique 

Elaine Showalter, a prominent feminist literary critic, has made significant contributions to the field 

of literary studies through her exploration of gender and its influence on literature. In her influential 

work Towards a Feminist Poetics, Showalter offers a comprehensive framework for analyzing and 

understanding women's writing. 

Showalter begins by examining the historical context of women's writing, tracing its development 

from the medieval period to the 20th century. She highlights the challenges faced by women writers, 

including limited access to education, social constraints, and the patriarchal norms that dominated 

literary culture. Showalter argues that these factors have shaped the content, style, and themes of 

women's writing, resulting in unique forms of expression and representation. 

One of Showalter's key contributions is her development of the "gynocritical" approach. 

Gynocriticism focuses on the analysis of women's writing from a feminist perspective. It examines 

the ways in which women writers have challenged traditional gender roles and stereotypes, explored 

female experiences, and created alternative narratives. Gynocriticism also considers the role of 

language and discourse in shaping gendered identities and power relations. 



 

 

Showalter also explores the concept of the "female imaginary," which refers to the unique ways in 

which women writers have imagined and represented the world. She argues that the female 

imaginary is characterized by a focus on relationships, emotions, and the body. Women writers, 

Showalter suggests, have often used their writing to explore the complexities of female experience 

and to challenge patriarchal norms. 

In addition to her theoretical framework, Showalter also provides a detailed analysis of specific 

women writers, including Virginia Woolf, Emily Dickinson, and Toni Morrison. She examines their 

works in terms of their contributions to feminist thought and their impact on the development of 

women's literature. 

Showalter's Towards a Feminist Poetics has been influential in shaping the field of feminist literary 

criticism. Her work has helped to establish a framework for understanding women's writing and has 

inspired further research and analysis. By examining the historical context, theoretical foundations, 

and specific examples of women's writing, Showalter offers a comprehensive and insightful 

perspective on the contributions of women to literature. 

 

 

 


