Mr. Ambrose, English 11 Honors

Name: _______________________________________ Period: ______ Date: ___________________________
EXAMING AND DEFINING LITERARY THEORIES1
In order to apply different types of literary theory to our class readings, and our focus on Hamlet, you must have some insight into how each theory differs and what the characteristics of each are.
Therefore, you will work collaboratively to engage yourself with the assigned readings and personalize our knowledge of this information to fit our studies of Hamlet.

Please do the following…

· Read and annotate the given reading with your group.

· On the back of this handout…

· Jot down 3-5 key points that define your given theory (how does it differ from others).

· Write down 2-3 ways that the theory can be applied to Hamlet, with a particular focus on our recent reading of Act 4.  Remember, we will focus on identity as we study the play, so your questions should relate to this topic and your specific theory.

*You will be required to present your group’s information to the class and to also take notes on the other theories that the groups present.  It’s your job to make sure you have read over all the theories on this handout.

Lacan and the Mirror Stage

The psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan first developed his theory of the mirror stage in response to Sigmund Freud’s notion of an ego-based psychology, which itself served to suggest a decidedly rational form of self-consciousness which Lacan rejected. According to Lacan’s notion of the mirror stage, a child recognizes his own image in a mirror sometime before he is 18 months old, an event which marks the child’s first realization of self-hood. This sudden realization of self leads the child, according to Lacan, to the realization not only of his possession of his own identity that renders him distinct and separate from others but, moreover, the realization of the existence of others independent of himself and the differences between subject and object. Lacan further posited that this realization of self through reflection that occurs during the mirror stage illustrates the manner in which people recognize and create themselves through the image they recognize of other people, and in turn suggests that our identities are structured upon our understanding of the image (or reflection) of other people as well as the realization of the difference between ourselves and others. Lacan ultimately felt— unlike Freud—that human identity is not consistent but is instead a constantly changing assemblage of images and understandings of self. Lacan contended that once the mirror stage of one’s psychological development has ceased, the subject has created a series of false or inauthentic identity systems around himself and that even close psychological analysis cannot break through those inauthentic identities to arrive back at a true and ultimate self. What Lacan ultimately asserted was that the human psyche is, itself, structured entirely by and through language acts—for people recognize and consider others through language, hence identity is constructed largely through language—and does not arise or exist separate from such once the mirror stage has been entered.
Introduction to Feminist Theory

Feminist theory is one of the most progressive and dynamic modes of literary theory. However, there is no precise definition of feminist theory. In the most general sense, feminist theory serves to promote female identity, argue for women’s rights, and promote the writings of women. As a literary theory, feminist theory critiques the structures within cultures and societies which organizes sexual and gender identities as an opposition between men and women. Feminist theory offers critiques of male-centered modes of thought and often concentrates its attentions upon female authors and the experiences of women. Feminist theory also closely examines the role of women in the development of popular culture, explores the question of whether a particular female language can be said to exist, and considers the construction and meanings of different notions of womanhood and gender roles throughout history. What is known as “French feminism” positions the identity of “women” as being a radical political, cultural, and social force that serves to reject and subvert assumptions linked to male discourse and masculine forces of political power. A number of feminist theorists reject a number of the fundamental notions of psychoanalysis and contend that such is male-biased, anti-women, and patriarchal. It can be argued that there is no such thing as feminist theory per se, rather feminist theory is grounded not in any sort of singular theory but linked to a variety of different literary theories.
Marxist Theory
Marxist theory—which is drawn from the economic, social, and political theories of the late 19th century economist Karl Marx—is among the most popular, influential, and controversial theories of literature currently practiced throughout the Western academic world. In general terms, Marxist theory can be described as an “economic” approach to interpreting literary texts. Marxist theorists often examine literary texts with a critical eye toward their various economic, ideological and social contexts, suggestions, and assertions. Marxist theorists tend to focus their interpretations on considering how literary texts depict class oppression and strife and social inequality and, in turn, serve to critique elements of capitalistic Western life. Marxist theorists also consider how literary texts subvert and even overturn ordinary forms of social and political order and thus present or enable new forms of social and political perception and interaction. Marxist theorists tend to give critical thought to how literary texts participate in or resist mass media and other forms of popular, capitalistic culture. They consider how such literary resistances might suggest possibilities for social revolution and, mutually, how the ruling classes might manipulate such for the purpose of social control over the other classes. Marxist theorists often take an interest in how an author’s own class, political positions, and other ideological positions serve to influence his or her writings, considering the ideologies presented within the text as well as the economic and social conditions under which particular texts are composed, published, publicized, sold, and consumed by the public.
Psychoanalytic Theory
Psychoanalysis is not particularly a literary critical practice but, rather, a clinical and therapeutic practice and methodology or body of knowledge. Basically, psychoanalysis refers to the systematic study of the mind. While many psychoanalytic theorists argue that there are a various fundamental connections between literature and psychoanalysis, with literature serving as something of a practice area for psychoanalysts, the practice of psychoanalysis outside of the literary field serves to resolve the problems of an individual, while literary psychoanalysis does not necessarily focus on an individual psyche. Many of the principles of psychoanalytic theory were developed from the theories of psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud, as well as psychoanalysts Carl Jung and Jacques Lacan. Freud’s notion of the unconscious and the relationship between dreams and repression to the artistic process served to establish develop psychoanalytic theory. 

Freudian concepts of psychoanalysis are generally applied to literary texts in the following three ways: 

1. By considering the author’s own psychological conflicts as evidenced within his or her literary work. 

2. By analyzing the psyches of literary characters as if they were real human beings. 

3. By considering how the literary work brings to light the desires and fears of its readers. 

Many theorists have come to believe that Freud’s psychoanalytic notions do not give fair and full consideration to the full richness and complexity of literary texts and thus subordinate literary and artistic matters to the realm of the psychological. Lacan’s revision of Freudian psychology—which considered the linguistic nature of the unconscious—served to restore the prestige and applicability of psychological to literature.

Trauma Theory

In the most general sense, trauma theory examines the ways in which traumatic occurrences are processed by and through literary texts. Trauma theory attempts to understand the different ways by which traumatic occurrences are demonstrated, processed, exposed, and repressed throughout a variety of literary and historical texts. Trauma theorists are interested not only in how various writers might attempt to negotiate and resolve their own personal traumas through their writings, but also the ways in which fictional characters attempt to do so, as well as the ways in which literary texts serve to record and pronounce cultural traumas.

The term “trauma” refers to the sudden intrusion of new and unexpected knowledge into someone’s psyche, usually due to a sudden confrontation with violence or death. This traumatic event leaves the survivor emotionally and intellectual divided between what he or she felt or believed in before the event and what he or she now knows or believes in, in turn causing a psychic separation in identity and consciousness, which often leaves the survivor confused, frightened, and disturbed. A traumatic event is often an event which leads one in to an immediate confrontation with the reality or possibility of death, a confrontation which leads to a new and sudden awareness of one’s mortality and vulnerability, something which serves to deeply upset one’s psychic state.

Trauma theorists have shown a particular interest in acts of “testimony” in literary and historical texts. Testimony refers to the attempt by a survivor of a traumatic event to attempt to place him or herself on record, to give voice and meaning (and, by effect, understanding) to the traumatic event which he or she struggles to reconcile him or herself to. Testimony—the assertion and attempted reconciliation of the traumatic event—offers a way for a traumatic event to be ordered, understood, and resolved. Testimony depends upon the testifying subject having a “witness” who will listen, view, or read the testimony; process it; and engage the testifying subject in some discussion or examination of the traumatic event.

USE THE SPACE ON THE BACK OF THIS HANDOUT TO TAKE NOTES ON YOUR GROUP’S GIVEN THEORY.  MAKE SURE TO ALSO TAKE NOTES WHEN THE OTHER GROUPS PRESENT.
1. Readings have been adapted from The Saylor Foundation, “An Introduction to Literary Theory”
LITERARY THEORY NOTES
BACKGROUND INFORMATION (3-5 pieces of information about the given theory)

APPLICATION (2-3 ways that we can apply your assigned theory to the characterization and plot of Act 04)
