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	Text-oriented Literary Criticism: New Criticism  


Introduction: A Brief History of New Criticism
New Criticism is an American critical movement which began in the 1930s and played an important role in American literary criticism until the end of 1960s. The term New Criticism was coined by Joe Elias Spingarn in 1910 in protest against the pedantry of the American academic scene. However, the movement got its name from John Crowe Ransom’s book The New Criticism (1941). Some English critics had tremendous influence over it. The literary criticism of T.S. Eliot and I.A Richards’ Principles of Literary Criticism (1924) and Practical Criticism (1929) were crucial. John Crowe Ransom’s essay “Criticism Inc.” published in 1937 gave the literary movement an identity. According to him, criticism should become more scientific or precise and systematic. Cleanth Brooks’ and Robert Penn Warren’s textbooks Understanding Poetry (1938) and Understanding Fiction (1943) greatly helped New Criticism to become the then current method of teaching literature in American Colleges for the next two or three decades. 

A. Key Concepts of New Criticism

1. Intentional and Affective fallacy
William K. Wimsatt, an important theoretician among the New Critics, is notable for two essays written with Monroe C. Beardsley. The essays are “The Intentional Fallacy” and “The Affective Fallacy” published in the years 1946 and 1949 respectively and later reprinted in the book, The verbal Icon (1954). Intentional Fallacy refers to the error of interpreting and evaluating a literary work in the light of what the critic believes was the author’s aim or the intention of the author in writing the work of art. They saw this as misleading because it diverted attention away from the text itself to external matters such as the author’s life or state of mind when writing the work. They argued that the meaning of the work lay solely within the words on the page. Affective fallacy is the error of evaluating a poem by its effects – especially its emotional effects upon the reader. The New Critics wanted criticism to be more objective and detached.

2. Paradox, Irony, Ambiguity, and Tension

a) Paradox is a statement that seems self-contradictory but represents the actual way things are. For example, it is a biblical paradox that you must lose your life in order to gain it. On the surface, that phrase seems self-contradictory: how can you gain an object by losing it? However, the phrase means that by giving up one kind of life, the transitory life of the flesh, you gain another, more important kind of life: the eternal life of the soul. New Critics believed that many of life’s spiritual and psychological realities are paradoxical in nature, and paradox is thus responsible for much of the complexity of human experience and of the literature that portrays it.
b) Irony, in its simple form, means a statement or event undermined by the context in which it occurs. The following description of a wealthy husband’s sense of moral rectitude, from Edith Wharton’s House of Mirth (1905), is an example of an ironic statement:
Once in the winter the rector would come to dine, and her husband would beg her to go over the list and see that no divorcées were included, except those who had showed signs of penitence by being remarried to the very wealthy.

Part of the ironic implication of this passage is that the husband is a hypocrite: he condemns divorce only if it is not followed by the acquisition of equal or greater wealth, so what he really condemns, under the guise of moral principles, is financial decline.

c) Ambiguity occurs when a word, image, or event generates two or more different meanings. For example, in Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987), the image of the tree produced by the scar tissue on Sethe’s back implies, among other things, suffering (the “tree” resulted from a brutal whipping, which is emblematic of all the hardships experienced under slavery), endurance (trees can live for hundreds of years, and the scar tissue itself testifies to Sethe’s remarkable ability to survive the most traumatic experiences), and renewal (like the trees that lose their leaves in the fall and are “reborn” every spring, Sethe is offered, at the novel’s close, the chance to make a new life). In literary language, ambiguity is considered a source of richness, depth, and complexity that adds to the text’s value.
d) Tension means the linking together of opposites. In its simplest form, tension is created by the integration of the abstract and the concrete, of general ideas embodied in specific images. For example, in Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman(1949), the concrete image of Willy’s tiny house, bathed in blue light and surrounded by enormous apartment buildings that emanate an angry orange glow, embodies the general idea of the underdog, the victim of forces larger and more numerous than itself.
3. Close Reading

It refers to the careful examination of the complex relationship between a text’s formal elements and its theme. In fact, it is how the text’s organic unity is established. Because of New Criticism’s belief that the literary text can be understood primarily by understanding its form, a clear understanding of the definitions of specific formal elements is important. For example, a poem has an organic unity because its theme is carried by all of its formal elements; that is, its form and content are inseparable. Given New Criticism’s focus on the single meaning of the text and its single method of establishing that meaning, it should not be surprising that our list of questions New Critics asked about literary texts should consist of only one complex question: What single interpretation of the text best establishes its organic unity? In other words, how do the text’s formal elements, and the multiple meanings those elements produce, all work together to support the theme, or overall meaning, of the work? A great work will have a theme of universal human significance.
4. Poetry

To the New Critics, poetry was a special kind of discourse, a means of communicating feeling and thought that could not be expressed in any other kind of language. It differed qualitatively from languages of science or philosophy, but it conveyed equally valid or even higher meanings. The critics set out to formalize the qualities of poetic thought and language, utilizing the technique of close reading with special emphasis on the connotative and associative values of words and on the multiple functions of figurative language: symbol, metaphor, and image.
5. The Heresy of Paraphrase
New Criticism asserted that the meaning of a poem could not be explained simply by paraphrasing it, or translating it into everyday language, a practice of New Critics referred to as the heresy of paraphrase. They argue that changing a line, an image, punctuation, a word of the poem, or even changing the order of the lines, will have a different poem. Although the New Critics do not assert that the meaning of a poem is unimportant, they reject approaches which view the poem as an attempt to represent the “real world”. Finally, the New Critics warned against the heresy of paraphrase, which happens when readers artificially separate meaning from structure or form. New Criticism teaches us not to assign a meaning to a literary work unless that meaning can be supported by a close examination of the artistic elements of the text.

B. Applying New Criticism to a Literary Text
a) Start by examining the text for its form. In other words, how is it structured? What aspects are most important to creating meaning within the text?  

b) Choose one or two specific aspects of the text to focus on. The New Critics usually define their themes as oppositions: Life and death, good and evil, love and hate, harmony and strife, order and disorder, eternity and time, reality and appearance, truth and falsehood, emotion and reason, simplicity and complexity, nature and art. The analysis of a text is an exercise in showing how all of its parts contribute to a complex but unified statement about human problems.
c) Identify how that aspect (or those aspects) of the text affect the meaning and unity of the piece. New Criticism argues that each text has a central unity. The responsibility of the reader is to discover this unity. The reader's job is to interpret the text, telling in what ways each of its parts contributes to the central unity. 
C. Differences between Russian Formalism and New Criticism

Main focus of New Criticism is poetry, not narrative texts or drama. Poems are seen as aesthetic objects and are analyzed as independent entities in themselves of which the 'real meaning' can be elucidated. The New Critics also focused on the text and argued that literary language is connotative, and thereafter it evokes deep and secondary meanings. Thus, New Criticism also provides the reader to a close study of texts. However, they did not insist on the separation of form and content. Instead, literary texts were seen as works unified by their devices, motifs, themes, and patterns. Furthermore, their emphasis on the text’s internal unity made them to concentrate on individual texts, whereas the Russian Formalists were more interested in general literary devices or/and entire genres. In addition, it is important to notice that both schools developed in different times and places and made different assumptions about literature-Russian Formalism originated in Russia before the Bolshevik revolution and New Criticism flourished in USA by the late 1930s, and thereby it extended to England. Ironically, however, New Criticism’s gift to critical theory—its focus on the text itself—was responsible for its downfall. 
Conclusion
As is evident today, the success of New Criticism in that it has focused our attention on the formal elements of the text and on their relationship to the meaning of the text. This is evident in the way we study literature today, regardless of our theoretical perspective. For whatever theoretical framework we use to interpret a text, we always support our interpretation with concrete evidence from the text that usually includes attention to formal elements, to produce an interpretation that conveys some sense of the text as a unified whole. New Criticism was eclipsed in the late 1960s by the growing interest, among almost all other schools of critical theory, in the ideological content of literary texts and the ways in which that content both reflects and influences society, an interest that could not be served by the New Critical insistence on analyzing the text as an isolated aesthetic object with a single meaning.[image: image1.png]
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