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ABSTRACT 

This paper explores the intricate development of literary theory and criticism from classical foundations 

to contemporary frameworks. It traces major theoretical movements such as Formalism, Structuralism, 

Poststructuralism, Feminism, Marxism, Psychoanalysis, Postcolonialism, and Ecocriticism, examining 

their unique contributions and continuing relevance. By analyzing representative texts and thinkers, this 

work highlights the transformative role of theory in shaping literary studies. It argues that advanced 

literary criticism not only sharpens interpretative skills but also interrogates the socio-political 

underpinnings of literature, offering deeper insights into cultural productions. The discussion concludes 

with reflections on the future of literary theory in a digitized and globalized world, emphasizing its 

enduring value in understanding the complexity of human expression. This work further shows the 

complex landscape of advanced literary theory and criticism, tracing the development of key theoretical 

movements and concepts. From formalism to poststructuralism, Marxism to feminism, and 

postcolonialism to ecocriticism, this paper examines the ways in which literary theory has shaped our 

understanding of literary texts and cultural contexts. By analyzing representative texts and thinkers, this 

paper highlights the significance of advanced literary theory and criticism in uncovering new meanings 

and insights, challenging dominant ideologies, and exploring the complex relationships between 

literature, culture, and power. 

Keywords: Literary theory, Criticism, Formalism, Structuralism, Poststructuralism, Feminism, Marxism, 

Psychoanalysis, Postcolonialism, and Ecocriticism 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Literature has never existed in a vacuum. It has always been shaped by, and has helped shape, cultural, 

political, and philosophical currents. Literary criticism, therefore, is not merely an act of evaluation or 

judgment; it is a dynamic intellectual process through which meaning is extracted, questioned, and 

redefined. Advanced literary theory engages this process with heightened analytical tools and a broader 

philosophical scope. 

From Plato’s suspicion of poetry to Derrida’s deconstruction of language, the arc of literary theory reveals 

a rich interplay of ideas. This paper delves into that evolution, analyzing how each major movement 

emerged in response to cultural shifts and intellectual developments. It also considers how contemporary 

criticism expands the boundaries of textual interpretation, merging literary analysis with broader social 

discourse. 

Literary theory and criticism have undergone significant transformations over the centuries, reflecting 

changes in cultural, philosophical, and intellectual currents. From classical poetics to contemporary 

critical approaches, literary theory has evolved to encompass a diverse range of perspectives and 

methodologies. This paper will explore the major theoretical movements, key concepts, and applications 

of advanced literary theory and criticism, highlighting their significance in understanding literary texts 

and cultural contexts. The roots of literary criticism can be traced to classical antiquity. Plato regarded 

literature with suspicion, criticizing its mimetic nature and potential to mislead. In contrast, Aristotle in 

his Poetics laid the foundation for literary aesthetics, emphasizing plot, character, and catharsis, 

particularly in tragedy. These foundational views shaped early critical thought, where literature was either 

seen as moral instruction or aesthetic expression. 

Literary theory and criticism have long served as essential tools in understanding and interpreting texts. 

From the earliest written commentaries on Homer’s epics to the sophisticated theoretical paradigms of 

today, literary theory has evolved alongside culture, philosophy, and society.  

Advanced Literary Theory and Criticism 

Literary theory and criticism have developed over centuries, reflecting the intellectual, cultural, and social 

changes of their times. Understanding this historical trajectory is crucial for grasping the present state of 

literary studies. This chapter traces the evolution from classical antiquity through the Renaissance and 

modern periods up to early 20th-century thought, highlighting seminal ideas and shifts that have shaped 

contemporary theory. 
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Classical and Medieval Literary Criticism 
The origins of literary criticism are often traced back to Ancient Greece, where philosophers and 

rhetoricians first began to analyze poetry, drama, and rhetoric systematically. Aristotle’s Poetics (4th 

century BCE) is widely regarded as the foundational text of Western literary theory. Aristotle introduced 

key concepts such as mimesis (imitation of life), catharsis (emotional purification), and the importance of 

plot structure, which influenced centuries of critical thought. 

Similarly, Plato’s earlier dialogues explored the moral and philosophical functions of poetry, often 

expressing skepticism about the arts’ capacity to convey truth. Despite this tension, both philosophers laid 

groundwork for considering literature not only as entertainment but as a medium with ethical, cognitive, 

and emotional significance. 

During the Medieval period, literary criticism was largely dominated by theological concerns. The 

allegorical interpretation of texts—reading literature as symbolic of divine truths—was common, 

especially in the Christian West. Figures like St. Augustine emphasized the spiritual and moral functions 

of texts, blending classical ideas with religious doctrine. 

Renaissance and Neoclassical Criticism 

The Renaissance, with its revival of classical learning and humanism, reinvigorated literary criticism with 

new emphasis on artistic creativity and individual genius. Critics such as Sir Philip Sidney and John 

Dryden in England advocated for literature’s aesthetic value and adherence to rules derived from classical 

models. 

Neoclassicism, flourishing in the 17th and 18th centuries, stressed order, decorum, and rationality. The 

French critic Nicolas Boileau’s Art Poétique (1674) codified literary norms, emphasizing clarity, 

harmony, and adherence to the unities of time, place, and action in drama. This period institutionalized 

critical standards and elevated reason as a guiding principle in evaluating literature. 

Romanticism and Victorian Criticism 

The late 18th and 19th centuries witnessed a profound shift with the rise of Romanticism, which reacted 

against the constraints of Neoclassicism. Romantic critics and poets such as William Wordsworth and 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge emphasized emotion, imagination, individual experience, and the sublime. 

Literature was seen as an expression of the self and a vehicle for exploring nature and the human spirit. 

Victorian criticism continued this trend but introduced a more social and moral dimension, often linking 

literature to societal progress and reform. Matthew Arnold, a key Victorian critic, advocated for “the best 

that has been thought and said,” emphasizing literature’s role in cultural and moral education. 

Formalism and New Criticism 

Originating in Russia in the early 20th century, Russian Formalism was one of the first modern attempts 

to systematize the study of literature as an autonomous discipline. Formalists like Viktor Shklovsky, 

Roman Jakobson, and Boris Eichenbaum rejected historical and biographical criticism in favor of 

focusing on the literary text itself. 

The key concept of defamiliarization (ostranenie) describes how literature disrupts ordinary perception by 

making the familiar seem strange, thus renewing the reader’s attention. 

Formalists analyzed literary devices, structure, narrative techniques, and language as the primary objects 

of study. This approach sought to identify the "literariness" of a text — what makes a work distinctively 

literary. 

In the Anglophone world, New Criticism developed around the 1930s to 1960s with figures like Cleanth 

Brooks, John Crowe Ransom, and T.S. Eliot. 

New Critics emphasized close reading and the autonomy of the text, rejecting external factors like author 

intention or historical context. They focused on paradox, ambiguity, tension, and irony within the text. 

The idea was to find the “organic unity” of a literary work, understanding how its parts work together to 

create meaning. 
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Marxist Literary Criticism 

Rooted in the works of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Marxist criticism interprets literature through the 

lens of socio-economic factors and class struggle. Marxist critics argue that literature reflects and 

reinforces ideological systems that maintain the status quo. 

They analyze how texts reproduce or challenge dominant power relations and capitalist exploitation. Key 

figures include Georg Lukács, who emphasized literature’s role in social consciousness, and Louis 

Althusser, who viewed ideology as pervasive in cultural products. 

Marxist criticism interprets literature as a product of socio-economic conditions and class relations. 

Literature can either reinforce dominant ideology or challenge it by revealing contradictions. Georg 

Lukács argued that literature’s true function is social realism — representing social totality and historical 

processes. 

Antonio Gramsci’s concept of hegemony explains how dominant classes maintain control through 

cultural institutions, including literature. 

For example, Charles Dickens’ novels often depict the plight of the working class, critiquing industrial 

capitalism. Later Marxist critics, like Terry Eagleton, emphasized ideology’s pervasive influence and 

explored how texts both resist and reproduce capitalist values. 

Feminist Literary Criticism 

Feminist criticism emerged in the 1960s alongside the women’s liberation movement. Elaine Showalter 

coined the term “gynocriticism”, advocating for a women-centered literary criticism that recovers 

women’s literary history. 

Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1949) laid the philosophical foundation by exploring women’s 

social and existential oppression. Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity (1990) radically 

questioned fixed gender identities, influencing queer theory. Examples of feminist critique include re-

reading Shakespeare’s Macbeth to explore Lady Macbeth’s agency or analyzing Toni Morrison’s novels 

for representations of Black womanhood. 

Feminist criticism examines literature with a focus on gender, power, and representation. Early feminist 

critics sought to recover women’s writing and challenge male-dominated literary canons. Later waves 

interrogated how literature constructs gender identities, roles, and patriarchal ideologies. 

Influential feminist critics include Simone de Beauvoir, Elaine Showalter, and Judith Butler. Feminist 

theory overlaps with queer theory and postcolonial feminism, expanding the critique of identity and 

power. 

Psychoanalytic Criticism 

Drawing on the theories of Sigmund Freud and Jacques Lacan, psychoanalytic criticism interprets 

literature by analyzing unconscious desires, anxieties, and symbolism. Freud’s concepts such as 

repression, the Oedipus complex, and dreams inform readings of character motivation and narrative 

structure. 

Lacan emphasized language and the symbolic order, reinterpreting Freudian ideas within structuralist and 

post-structuralist frameworks. Sigmund Freud’s theories provided a framework for understanding 

unconscious desires and symbolism in literature. Freud’s concept of the Oedipus complex helps explain 

familial tensions in plays like Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex. Jacques Lacan reinterpreted Freud through 

structuralist linguistics, emphasizing the Symbolic order—the system of language and culture structuring 

subjectivity. Psychoanalytic criticism reads texts as manifestations of unconscious conflicts, desires, and 

identity formation. 

Postcolonial Criticism 

Postcolonial criticism critiques the cultural legacies of colonialism and imperialism in literature. It 

analyzes representations of race, ethnicity, identity, and resistance in texts from formerly colonized 

regions. 

Key thinkers include Edward Said (Orientalism), Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, and Homi K. Bhabha. This 

school foregrounds issues of cultural hybridity, subaltern voices, and power imbalances in global 

contexts. 
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New Criticism 

New Criticism gained prominence in the United States and Britain between the 1930s and 1960s. Critics 

like Cleanth Brooks, W.K. Wimsatt, and T.S. Eliot sought to restore close textual analysis amid growing 

tendencies toward biographical and historical criticism. A hallmark of New Criticism was the “intentional 

fallacy” — the argument that a text’s meaning should not depend on the author’s intended meaning but on 

the text itself. 

 “The poem must be viewed as a self-contained, self-referential aesthetic object.” — Cleanth Brooks 

In practice, New Critics conducted meticulous close readings, looking at paradoxes, ambiguities, and 

ironies to reveal the complexity and unity of poems or narratives. For example, Brooks’ analysis of John 

Donne’s The Canonization reveals a layered interplay of love and religious metaphor. Despite its rigorous 

focus on the text, New Criticism has been criticized for ignoring social and historical contexts, which later 

schools would address. 

 

Modernist and Early 20th-Century Theories 

The early 20th century marked a radical transformation in literary criticism, paralleling broader modernist 

movements in art and philosophy. Formalism, particularly Russian Formalism, emphasized the autonomy 

of the literary text and its formal devices over authorial intent or historical context. Critics like Viktor 

Shklovsky introduced concepts such as “defamiliarization” to explain how literature renews perception. 

In Anglo-American contexts, New Criticism emerged, promoting close reading and analysis of the text 

itself as an autonomous object. Figures such as Cleanth Brooks and John Crowe Ransom argued against 

biographical or historical criticism, focusing on irony, paradox, and textual unity. 

Simultaneously, various schools of critical thought developed around ideological and psychological 

frameworks, laying the groundwork for the rich diversity of theories that would flourish later in the 

century. 

Literary theory has seen the emergence of numerous influential movements and schools of thought, each 

offering unique ways to interpret texts, understand meaning, and critique literature’s role in society. This 

chapter explores the major theoretical movements that have shaped literary criticism from the late 19th 

century through the 21st century. 

Post-Structuralism and Deconstruction 

Post-Structuralism arose as a critique of Structuralism’s search for stable structures and meanings. 

Jacques Derrida introduced Deconstruction, emphasizing the inherent instability of language and the 

impossibility of fixed meaning. Derrida’s idea of différance suggests that meaning is always deferred and 

dependent on other signs. 

Literary texts are seen as sites of multiple, conflicting interpretations rather than singular meanings. Other 

important post-structuralists include Michel Foucault, who linked discourse and power, and Julia 

Kristeva, who explored intertextuality. Post-Structuralism critiques the stability and coherence assumed 

by Structuralism. Jacques Derrida’s Deconstruction destabilizes binary oppositions and reveals 

contradictions within texts. 

Derrida’s concept of différance shows that meaning is always deferred — no sign fully captures the 

concept it refers to, because every sign points to other signs endlessly. 

“There is nothing outside the text.” — Jacques Derrida 

Deconstruction often involves reading texts against themselves to expose internal tensions and multiple 

interpretations. For example, Derrida’s reading of Plato reveals contradictions in his philosophy, showing 

that meaning is never fixed. Michel Foucault introduced the idea that knowledge and power are 

intertwined; analyzing how discourses regulate what can be said and known. 

Julia Kristeva’s theory of intertextuality posits that all texts are mosaics of quotations, influenced by and 

referencing other texts, further complicating singular meaning. 

Structuralism  

Structuralism’s impact on literary studies in the mid-20th century was profound, shifting attention to 

underlying systems and patterns. Ferdinand de Saussure’s linguistic model of the sign—composed of the 
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signifier (sound/image) and the signified (concept)—became foundational. Structuralists applied this to 

literature, viewing texts as systems of signs governed by rules and conventions. Claude Lévi-Strauss’s 

analysis of myths across cultures identified binary oppositions such as life/death, good/evil, and 

nature/culture. These oppositions, he argued, structure human thought and narratives. 

For instance, Lévi-Strauss analyzed the structure of the Oedipus myth, showing how different versions 

maintain common oppositional elements. Roland Barthes expanded structuralist ideas in Mythologies 

(1957), decoding everyday cultural phenomena as texts loaded with ideological meaning. Later, Barthes’ 

essay “The Death of the Author” (1967) argued that the author’s identity is irrelevant; meaning is 

produced by the reader through the text. 

These major theoretical movements provide diverse tools for interpreting literature. By engaging with 

form, ideology, gender, psyche, history, and environment, they reveal literature’s multifaceted 

significance. Understanding these schools equips critics to navigate the rich and evolving field of literary 

theory in the 21st century. 

Ecocriticism and Other Emerging Theories 

As global concerns about the environment rise, Ecocriticism explores literature’s relationship to nature 

and environmental issues. It examines representations of the natural world and human interactions with 

ecosystems. 

Ecocriticism is often interdisciplinary, linking literature to ecology, ethics, and politics. Other emerging 

critical approaches include: 

 Queer Theory: challenges heteronormativity and explores LGBTQ+ perspectives in 

literature. 

 Digital Humanities: applies computational tools to literary analysis. 

 Cognitive Literary Studies: explores how human cognition shapes literary experience. 

Russian Formalism  

Russian Formalism emerged as a rigorous scientific approach to literature in the 1910s and 1920s, 

revolutionizing how texts were analyzed. Viktor Shklovsky’s concept of defamiliarization (ostranenie) 

remains one of the most influential ideas in literary studies. He argued that literature’s power lies in 

making the familiar world strange again, disrupting habitual perception and renewing the reader’s 

experience. 

 “Art exists that one may recover the sensation of life; it exists to make one feel things, to make the stone 

stony.” — Viktor Shklovsky, Art as Technique (1917) 

This notion challenged prior views that valued content or moral lessons over form and technique. For 

example, in a novel like James Joyce’s Ulysses, the linguistic innovations and narrative techniques force 

readers to engage with language in new, complex ways — a perfect illustration of defamiliarization. 

Formalists also introduced important concepts such as literariness — the specific qualities that distinguish 

literary language from ordinary language. They analyzed devices like rhyme, meter, metaphor, and 

narrative structure, seeing literature as a system of techniques rather than mere storytelling. 

 

The Digital Turn in Literary Studies 

The digital revolution has profoundly transformed literary production, distribution, and consumption, 

creating new challenges and opportunities for literary theory and criticism. This “digital turn” necessitates 

rethinking traditional concepts of text, authorship, and reader interaction. Electronic literature and 

hypertext fiction offer nonlinear, interactive narrative forms that challenge print-based literary 

conventions. 

Online platforms facilitate fan communities, remix cultures, and transmedia storytelling that expand the 

boundaries of what counts as literature. The rise of social media and digital publishing democratizes 

access but also generates questions about authority, authenticity, and textuality. 

Digital media have introduced multimodal and interactive texts that combine words, images, sounds, and 

user participation. Hypertext fiction allows readers to choose narrative paths, disrupting linear temporality 
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and authorial control. Video games and virtual reality narratives involve players as active agents shaping 

story outcomes. Digital poetry uses code and algorithms to generate ever-changing texts. 

These developments compel literary theorists to: 

 Reconsider notions of closure and interpretation. 

 Explore how interactivity alters reader agency. 

 Address the impact of algorithmic mediation on textual meaning. 

The Influence of Globalization and Transnationalism on Literary Theory and Criticism, another pivotal 

topic that addresses how global interconnectedness reshapes literary studies today. 

The Influence of Globalization and Transnationalism on Literary Theory and Criticism 

The Global Turn in Literary Studies 

The late 20th and early 21st centuries witnessed a significant global turn in literary theory and criticism, 

reflecting increased cultural, economic, and political interconnectivity. This shift challenges the once 

Eurocentric focus of the discipline by emphasizing diverse voices, cross-cultural exchanges, and 

transnational flows. Literary criticism now grapples with how literature circulates across borders, 

languages, and cultures. The concept of world literature, popularized by scholars like David Damrosch, 

highlights texts that gain meaning through global circulation rather than solely national contexts. 

Postcolonial Literary Theory and the Politics of Representation 

Postcolonial literary theory emerged as a critical response to the legacy of colonialism and imperialism in 

literature and culture. It interrogates how texts perpetuate or challenge power structures, focusing on 

issues such as identity, hybridity, resistance, and representation. This theoretical framework examines the 

cultural consequences of colonization and the complex relationships between colonizer and colonized, 

center and periphery, dominant and marginalized. 

Foundations and Key Theorists 

Postcolonial theory draws upon a wide array of disciplines, including literature, history, anthropology, 

and philosophy. Foundational texts include: 

 Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978): Argues that Western representations of the East are based on 

stereotypes that reinforce colonial power. Said coined the term “Orientalism” to describe this 

ideological framework. 

 Homi Bhabha’s The Location of Culture (1994): Introduces concepts like hybridity, mimicry, and 

ambivalence to explore identity formation in colonial and postcolonial contexts. 

 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s Can the Subaltern Speak?: Challenges the ability of Western 

discourse to authentically represent marginalized voices, particularly women in the Global South. 

Core Concepts 

 Hybridity: The blending of cultural elements resulting from colonial encounters, producing 

identities that are neither entirely indigenous nor colonial. 

 Mimicry: The colonized subject’s imitation of the colonizer’s culture, often with a subversive 

twist. 

 Ambivalence: The contradictory attitudes colonial subjects may have toward the colonizer and 

their own culture. 

Literature as Resistance 

Postcolonial literature often functions as a form of resistance against colonial domination. Authors 

reclaim indigenous identities, languages, and narratives, challenging colonial representations. Chinua 

Achebe’s Things Fall Apart re-centers African perspectives and critiques colonial intrusion. Salman 

Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children examines post-independence India through magical realism and hybrid 

narrative forms. Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions explores the psychological and cultural impact 

of colonial education on African women. 

Language and Identity 

A major debate in postcolonial theory revolves around the use of colonial languages. Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o 

advocates for writing in indigenous African languages rather than colonial languages such as English, 
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French, or Portuguese. He argues that language is not merely a tool for communication but also a carrier 

of culture, identity, and worldview. In his seminal work Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language 

in African Literature (1986), Ngũgĩ emphasizes that the imposition of colonial languages was a 

fundamental aspect of cultural domination. By encouraging African writers to use their native tongues, he 

believes they can reclaim their cultural heritage and resist the lingering psychological effects of 

colonization. 

Ngũgĩ contrasts this stance with what he terms the "Afro-European tradition," where African writers 

produce literature in European languages. He acknowledges the value and global reach of this literature 

but critiques it for perpetuating a form of linguistic imperialism. In contrast, his call for a "return to the 

roots" involves not only linguistic decolonization but also a broader cultural and intellectual 

emancipation. 

Critics of Ngũgĩ’s position argue that writing in colonial languages can be a strategic choice to reach a 

wider, international audience and to engage in global discourses. They suggest that such languages, 

although introduced through colonialism, have been indigenized and adapted to express African realities. 

Writers such as Chinua Achebe exemplify this view, famously stating that English can be made to carry 

the weight of his African experience. 

Nevertheless, Ngũgĩ remains a pivotal figure in postcolonial discourse, raising crucial questions about the 

politics of language, cultural autonomy, and the ongoing effects of colonial legacies. His advocacy has 

inspired a new generation of writers and scholars to critically examine the relationship between language, 

power, and identity in postcolonial societies. 

 

SUMMARY 

This paper explored the historical trajectory, transformations, and present-day significance of literary 

theory and criticism, emphasizing its dynamic and evolving role in shaping literary interpretation and 

scholarship. Beginning with a foundational overview of classical literary criticism in ancient Greece and 

Rome, we examined the philosophies of Aristotle, Plato, and Horace, setting the stage for medieval 

scholastic approaches and Renaissance humanism. 

We then traced the development through Enlightenment rationalism and Romantic idealism to the rise of 

formalist and structuralist schools in the 20th century. These movements provided the groundwork for 

post-structuralist, postmodern, and contemporary critical theories, including Marxist criticism, 

psychoanalysis, feminist criticism, deconstruction, and postcolonial theory. 

A substantial portion of the paper focused on African and global South contributions, especially the 

interventions of theorists like Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o, whose call for the decolonization of literature and 

emphasis on writing in indigenous languages reshaped global literary discourse. His work exemplifies the 

integration of politics, language, and culture within literary criticism. We also examined the tensions 

between Eurocentric models of criticism and local epistemologies, alongside the push for inclusivity in 

academic literary studies. 

In the 21st century, literary theory continues to evolve in response to digital technologies, intersectional 

identities, ecological concerns, and geopolitical shifts. The paper emphasized that literary criticism today 

is not a monolithic or purely academic pursuit but a multidimensional field that interfaces with activism, 

media, cultural studies, and the lived experiences of marginalized communities. 

Throughout the paper, we engaged with critical theorists and philosophers such as Jacques Derrida, 

Michel Foucault, Gayatri Spivak, Edward Said, bell hooks, Homi Bhabha, Julia Kristeva, and Judith 

Butler. We also evaluated the relevance of literary theory in educational institutions, publishing, digital 

humanities, and political resistance. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Literary theory and criticism are far more than scholarly tools for dissecting texts, they are vehicles for 

interpreting the human condition. As this paper has demonstrated, their evolution from classical to 

contemporary forms illustrates an enduring and adaptable intellectual enterprise that reflects the shifting 
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values, ideologies, and crises of each historical moment. Literary theory is not static but vibrantly alive, 

responsive to the cultural, political, and technological transformations that define our era. 

In the 21st century, as artificial intelligence, climate change, global migration, and digital communication 

reshape the contours of existence, literary criticism has extended its reach. No longer confined to ivory 

towers, it participates actively in real-world debates about gender, race, class, colonialism, and the 

environment. Postcolonial theory, in particular, exemplifies this shift. Through the voices of thinkers like 

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o, we are reminded of the profound importance of linguistic identity and cultural 

sovereignty in the face of Western imperialism. Ngũgĩ’s advocacy for writing in indigenous languages 

transcends mere stylistic preference—it is a bold assertion of intellectual and cultural independence. It 

challenges us to reimagine what it means to be modern, literate, and critically engaged. 

Moreover, the digital age has amplified the impact and accessibility of literary discourse. Readers and 

critics alike now engage across platforms—from academic journals and blogs to social media debates and 

podcasts—creating a more democratized, though fragmented, critical landscape. This global literary 

ecosystem has made criticism more inclusive, allowing underrepresented voices to challenge dominant 

narratives and propose alternative frameworks rooted in lived experience. 

But challenges remain. Literary studies must confront its own elitist tendencies and work harder to make 

its tools and theories relevant and empowering for broader publics. As students, scholars, and cultural 

participants, we have a duty to ensure that literary criticism remains a practice of liberation, not 

alienation. 

In reflecting on the journey of literary theory and criticism, we realize that the question is not merely why 

we interpret texts, but how those interpretations can reshape our worlds. In the 21st century, with its 

paradoxes of progress and peril, the role of literary criticism is not simply to analyze meaning—but to 

intervene meaningfully in the making of better, more just futures. Literature will continue to evolve, and 

so too must our modes of interpreting it—flexible, self-aware, decolonized, and rooted in a deep 

commitment to understanding the diverse stories of humanity. 
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