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 A Reflection      
 

Literary Terms began as a response to the arrival of ‘theory’ in the English and 

Literature courses of Australian universities and schools. In the early 1990s, strange 

new terms and concepts began appearing in curriculum documents and course 

notes: ‘discourse,’ ‘intertextuality,’ ‘deconstruction,’ ‘ideology,’ and more. For 

teachers trained in traditional approaches to literary analysis and criticism, these 

new words, and the ideas they signalled, were alarmingly disorienting. There was a 

sudden need for resources that not only defined and explained the terms but also 

demonstrated their use, in ways that would be accessible to students and applicable 

in classroom settings. The book was conceived to address this need.            

 Initially, it was assumed that ‘theory’ would be a niche component of 

senior literature studies in schools, and a special focus in undergraduate English 

courses. But the new ideas and methods began quickly to displace, rather than 

supplement or critique, established practices. The mainstream of literature study 

was rapidly and deeply transformed. By turns, post-structural approaches to text 

became controversially influential, then prestigious, and eventually de rigueur. As a 

consequence, what began as a niche primer addressing esoteric concepts in 

specialist settings became progressively mainstream. Literary Terms went through 

numerous editions and expansions as a result.  

Widespread use of the glossary as a reference by teachers and students in 

standard English and literature courses meant a broadening and moderation of the 

content over time. Whereas the first edition confined itself to explaining new 

critical terms, successive editions expanded the coverage to include more traditional 

terms and concepts related to poetry, prose and drama. The treatment of  many 

critical terms and concepts evolved, to better contextualise the ideas, with overt 

acknowledgement that some of the newer terms are problematic, insofar as they 

reflect the oppositional politics and perspectives that gave rise to postmodern theory 

and practice. 

 In preparing this edition, I was tempted to revisit and recast many of the 

terms—especially those that have since become bound up in the contentious politics 

of race and gender. It is clearer now that a number of concepts championed by post -

structuralists lacked both empirical grounding and conceptual rigour. I have opted, 

however, to leave the entries as they were in the revised Third Edition. There are 

two reasons for this, one philosophical and one practical. The philosophical reason 

is that the book is what it is: a record of how the various terms have been framed 

and used over three decades of the ‘new’ English. Rather than rewrite that history, I 

will leave it to teachers and students to take their own critical approach to some of 

the terms. The second and practical reason for preserving the work unchanged is 

that teachers who use the Third Edition as a text in their courses will want this 

republished version to match the format and content of the existing resource. There 

may yet be another revised version in the future, but for now the book remains as it 

was under the previous publisher’s imprint. 
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Literary Terms has now been continuously in print for over thirty years, 

selling well in excess of 100,000 copies. Its success has been both surprising and 

immensely gratifying. I am enormously indebted to Chalkface Press, and to 

Bronwyn Mellor and Stephen Mellor, for proposing the project all those years ago, 

and for their continued care and skill in helping to maintain, publish and distribute  

the book through its many editions and reprints. Without them, the original work 

would never have seen the light of day. Their decision to retire the Chalkface 

imprint signals the end of an extraordinary era in education resourcing, in which 

classroom texts achieved a level of intellectual rigour and pedagogical efficacy that 

is rare in education.   

 I must also thank the hundreds of teachers and students, including many of 

my own undergraduate and graduate students, who embraced the book, and who 

offered feedback on the various inclusions and definitions. Their comments and 

good wishes have helped sustain and improve the book (and its author) throughout 

its long life. Equally, I am grateful to those thousands of readers I have never met, 

who used the book in their many and varied ways.  

 My thanks to Jennie Hewett and Sue Midalia for their helpful suggestions 

and advice for the first edition and revisions; to John Richmond for reading various 

entries and saving me from a number of clumsy errors; to my former colleague of 

many years, Barbara Harris, for her perceptive observations; and to my wife, 

Annette, for her love, and her patience with the writing process and the reclusive 

habits it entails.  

It should go without saying that whatever errors and inconsistencies remain 

in the book are my own. 

 

Brian Moon  

May, 2026 
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Preface

This third edition of Literary Terms is the most substantial update since the original 
publication in 1992. All of the book’s existing entries have been revised, with a large number 
of new introductory activities and examples. And with more than a dozen new full entries 
and more than eighty new terms, the number of discrete terms included has doubled. These 
additions, many of them requested by readers over the years, reflect the desire of teachers 
for a reference that covers a wider range of terms while preserving the original focus on 
contemporary critical practice. It is an update that not only expands the scope of the book 
but also, I hope, extends its usefulness for teachers and students.        

Brian Moon, July 2017

Preface to the second edition

It has now been ten years since the first publication of Literary Terms. In that time, the 
theory and practice of English studies has changed substantially. In 1992 literary theory, and 
especially poststructural theory, was new to many teachers and students. It represented a 
challenge to established ideas and practices, but also promised new and exciting perspectives 
for study. In the decade that followed, many of those new ideas became part of the mainstream 
of study in subject English. Along the way, the theory itself has been modified, especially in 
the light of ongoing research into the history and social organisation of English studies itself. 

This new edition of Literary Terms acknowledges both these trends. In response to 
the continuing spread of theoretical terminology into English, the book adds a number 
of new terms that have been specifically requested by readers, including cultural 
identity, postcolonialism, postmodernism, subjectivity, and others. In response to 
ongoing developments in theory, various entries have been revised and updated to reflect 
contemporary understandings – though the aim has been to preserve most entries in their 
familiar form. 

In spite of these changes, the central perspective of Literary Terms remains the same. The 
key proposition explored by the book as a whole is that texts do not ‘contain’ meaning in some 
fixed form; rather, meanings are produced when readers activate a text in accordance with 
certain reading practices, and within specific reading contexts. All of the terms featured in 
the book bear upon this point in some way. They do this by drawing our attention to the many 
factors that come into play when we set about reading a text. With this knowledge we are 
better able to map out the social, historical and linguistic forces that set the stage on which we 
assemble our meanings. 

Such activity begs an interesting question, however: Why take a social-historical 
approach to literature rather than, say, a personal or even mystical one? Ten years ago, 
at what might have been the high point for poststructural theory, the answer seemed 
self-evident: knowledge of the social determinants of reading, it was argued, enabled us 
to escape from them. Critical practice seemed to promise a greater awareness, a growing 
consciousness of the forces that influence our thoughts and actions. The goal was personal 
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Preface (continued)

and social empowerment. But a decade of further research has complicated this equation. 
Historicist strands of poststructuralism, derived from the work of theorists like Michel 
Foucault, have cast doubt upon the idea that we can lift ourselves out of our historical 
moment and gain a total understanding of the forces that govern us. 

What we can achieve from a social-historical perspective, it now seems, are some partial, 
strategic reorientations: not a transformation in our consciousness, but a degree of leverage 
on particular problems that surround representation and meaning. Social-historical modes 
of reading can be deployed for a range of useful purposes: to investigate the relationships 
between genres and readerships; to trace the historical emergence of a literary form; to 
make a political point. Depending upon the use we put it to, this kind of critical practice 
can be politically engaged, historically curious, or self-indulgently pleasurable. (It can even 
be all three at once.) But whatever their range and variety, it seems, the uses of criticism 
remain bounded by history and limited in their effects. This means our readings are always 
local and specific.

That specificity extends to the critical terminology we use. Words, as the philosopher 
Ludwig Wittgenstein observed, are like tools. To drive in a nail one uses a hammer; to make 
statements about a text one uses specialised terms like point of view or representation. In 
both cases it is important to use the right tool for the job, and to use the tool in the right 
way. But in an age of proliferating theories and ever more ‘localised’ reading practices this 
has become a demanding task. Students need to understand that while there is more than 
one way of studying a text, terms and concepts cannot be mixed and matched at will: critical 
practice is not a smorgasbord. To talk of ‘representations’ that are ‘true-to-life,’ for example, 
is either to contradict oneself or to use the terms so loosely that one can hardly claim to 
be using a specialist terminology at all. For the modern student of literature, memorising 
‘standard’ definitions of terms is no longer enough, for a familiar word may signify different 
things depending on the kind of critical practice it is employed in. 

Literary Terms is designed to address precisely this problem, and the solution it offers 
is even more relevant today than when it was first published. It proposes that students 
become effective users of critical terminology not by learning lists of words but by 
understanding the goals and practices associated with particular ways of reading. That 
means introducing technical terms in a functional context, so that the words become 
tools for doing things with texts. My hope in writing the first edition of the book was 
not primarily to teach a set of terms but to help students read and think about texts 
with greater confidence, skill and enjoyment. I hope this new edition will offer the same 
assistance to its readers. 

Brian Moon, September 2002
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■	 This photograph of Brooklyn Bridge is one that many people find 
pleasing. Study the image and consider what aspects make it 
pleasing to the eye. Tick your choices.

		

		  The design and proportions of the bridge itself  

		  The way the image has been framed by the photographer 

		  The composition of the image: for example, the use of 	
	 perspective

		  The contrast of textures within the image (smooth water, 	
	 rough bricks)

		  The time of day the image was taken

		  The ‘layering’ of foreground, middle ground, and 		
	 background objects

		  The amount of visual detail in the image

		  The pleasure of photography itself, which captures images of 	
	 the world

		  The low angle of the image, which makes the structure look	
	 impressive

■	 Thousands of images of the bridge exist taken from roughly the 
same location. Find images to compare with this one. Are all equally 
pleasing? Can you explain why some are more pleasing than others?

■	 Would all viewers find this image pleasing in the same way? That is, 
do you think it appeals to some natural sense of beauty and 
proportion, or do people learn how to appreciate such an image? 

■	 Do you think the photograph is ‘art’? Why/why not?

Aesthetics
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Theory

Aesthetics is the study of what is beautiful and pleasing in a work of art or literary text. 
It considers the elements that make a work pleasing or beautiful, and the sensitivity, 
perceptiveness and tastes of the people who appreciate it. The term ‘aesthetics’ comes from 
the ancient Greek word aisthetikos, which broadly means ‘perception from the senses’. 

In the visual arts, aesthetic analysis focusses on aspects such as form, balance, colour, 
texture and arrangement. In literary study, attention is paid to sound, rhythm, imagery, 
and other aspects of textual design. In both cases, the aim of aesthetic analysis is to 
identify, explain and praise the sources of pleasure and beauty. 

Although the enjoyment of beauty has been a feature of human cultures throughout 
history, the formal study of aesthetics is a specialised field of activity. It is an attempt 
to formulate rules and principles that help explain what is beautiful and pleasing. This 
makes aesthetic analysis more than a simple matter of expressing a personal preference. 
Among some scholars, aesthetic analysis is considered a science with links to psychology, 
philosophy and art history.    

The Aesthetic Movement
Ideas of beauty and pleasure became a particular focus among artists and writers 
who formed the Aesthetic Movement in Europe. This was a fashion that took shape in 
eighteenth-century Germany and France before spreading to Britain and the English-
speaking world. 

Writers and artists who were influenced by the Aesthetic Movement cared less about 
politics and morality, and focussed instead on varieties of pleasure, including sensuality, 
wit and humour. They believed that ‘taste’ and the pursuit of beauty should be the main 
principles in art and in life. For some, works of art and literature did not necessarily have 
to be beneficial to society, or even meaningful. The main function of art, they said, was 
simply to exist as art. That argument was summed up in the slogan, ‘Art for art’s sake’, 
which implied that the world is made better by the mere presence of art. This remains a 
powerful idea even today.  

Scholars disagree about exactly when and where the movement began in Britain but 
many of its principles are said to derive from the writings of Walter Pater (1839–94), an 
essayist, poet and critic. It is also associated with some Pre-Raphaelite artists and writers, 
such as Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828–82). In the 1860s and 1870s, the poet Algernon 
Charles Swinburne (1837–1909) – who was strongly influenced by French writers such as 
Charles Baudelaire (1821–67) – became a powerful figure. He argued that beauty in form 
and style made any subject worthy, an idea shocking to many Victorians. The Aesthetic 
Movement also influenced Oscar Wilde (1854–1900), who argued that style was more 
important than sincerity or seriousness. Wilde produced several popular plays, which are 
still famous for their stylish wit and humour. 

Aesthetic principles shaped not only the works of art and literature that were produced 
but also the methods used to study them. Followers of the Aesthetic Movement sought to 
create a ‘science of the beautiful’ that would offer a new way of analysing art and literature, 
especially poetry. In contrast to judging literature on the basis of its truth (how realistic it 
was) or morality (what lessons it taught), they focussed entirely on questions of pleasure.
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By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, aestheticism as a style began to 
decline. It was criticised as decadent and corrupting, because of its emphasis on sensuality 
and its challenges to the artistic, sexual and political standards of the time.

Literary studies
In the field of literary criticism, followers of the Aesthetic Movement argued that a fine 
appreciation of literary texts required the reader to develop good taste and the ability to 
distinguish between good and bad works of literature. They believed quality lay in the 
literary work itself – in its capacity to evoke pleasure from the viewer or reader.

The Aesthetic Movement influenced the later philosophy of the so-called New Critics, 
during the 1940s and 1950s. The New Critics argued that works of literature had properties 
of order and unity that made them beautiful and valuable. They said readers should focus 
solely on ‘close reading’ of the words on the page and should ignore facts about the author 
or the time and place in which a work was written. 

In contrast, more recent social and historical approaches to literature argue that the 
reading and writing of literature is always influenced by the values of a particular time 
and place. They argue that ideas of beauty are at least partly determined by society and 
so change over time. Different groups of people will have different artistic preferences, 
reflecting their social backgrounds, class positions and identities. Marxist criticism, for 
example, makes a distinction between the artistic values of the middle class – which are 
said to favour originality, novelty, and abstraction – and the values of the working classes 
– which are said to favour familiar genres, repetition, and realism. These differences have 
sometimes been described as ‘educated’ and ‘popular’ tastes; but many critics see this as 
unfair and inaccurate stereotyping. 

Modern approaches
In the modern era, aesthetic analysis can be approached from a number of different 
perspectives. Natural (or universal) aesthetics explores the elements of art that human 
beings in all cultures seem to find pleasing. These are often said to include principles 
such as imitation (for example, the imitation of sounds in poetry, using onomatopoeia), 
playfulness with language (in the form of rhythm and rhyme), proportion in the visual arts 
(some shapes, angles and proportions seem more pleasing than others), and the pleasures 
of storytelling. Narrative and sound, for example, are features of literature that even young 
children seem to enjoy without much formal teaching.

Rhetorical aesthetics explores the use of forms and patterns in a composition that 
help to make it engaging, memorable and persuasive. For example, the famous speeches 
of Martin Luther King (1929–68), Winston Churchill (1874–1965) and others, contain 
rhythmic phrasing, repetitions and word choices that are pleasing to the ear (see 
Rhetoric). Such rhetorical devices might require literate audiences who have learned 
to recognise and respond to such techniques. Rhetorical aesthetics are also used by 
advertisers to brand and promote their products; these techniques include the use of 
appealing colours, images, styles and names. 
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Political aesthetics explores the way colours, styles, words and sounds can be tied to 
specific social projects and genres. For example, ‘kitchen sink’ stage plays of the 1950s 
focussed on the lives of struggling working-class people. The aesthetic qualities of the 
stage productions were used to reinforce the themes of brutality and hopelessness that 
were developed in the plays. Subdued lighting, minimalist furnishing, muted colours 
and chaotic stage sets created a gritty, unpretentious aesthetic. This was a contrast to 
earlier comedies and satires of playwrights such as George Bernard Shaw (1856–1950), 
and especially Wilde and Noel Coward (1899–1973). Their plays were brightly and lavishly 
presented, with colour and movement, and often with very artfully balanced stage settings. 
They developed an aesthetic style that both mocked and preserved a sense of social order 
and decorum.

Practice

The beauty and pleasure of literary works often comes from the language and form of a 
composition. This can include word choices, rhythms and rhymes, images and other kinds 
of patterning.

Below is a famous poem by Samuel Taylor Coleridge, published in 1816. Coleridge said 
that he composed the poem during a dream after reading about the great Mongol ruler 
Kublai Khan (1215–94). The poem recounts the building of a great palace and garden, and 
some events surrounding it; but its meaning is notoriously unclear.

 
As you read the poem, focus your attention on its sounds and rhythms. It will be helpful if 
you read the poem aloud or listen to a professional recording.

Kubla Khan

In Xanadu did Kubla Khan 
A stately pleasure-dome decree: 
Where Alph, the sacred river, ran 
Through caverns measureless to man 
Down to a sunless sea. 
So twice five miles of fertile ground 
With walls and towers were girdled round; 
And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills, 
Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree; 
And here were forests ancient as the hills, 
Enfolding sunny spots of greenery. 
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But oh! that deep romantic chasm which slanted 
Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover! 
A savage place! as holy and enchanted 
As e’er beneath a waning moon was haunted 
By woman wailing for her demon-lover! 
And from this chasm, with ceaseless turmoil seething, 
As if this earth in fast thick pants were breathing, 
A mighty fountain momently was forced: 
Amid whose swift half-intermitted burst 
Huge fragments vaulted like rebounding hail, 
Or chaffy grain beneath the thresher’s flail: 
And mid these dancing rocks at once and ever 
It flung up momently the sacred river. 
Five miles meandering with a mazy motion 
Through wood and dale the sacred river ran, 
Then reached the caverns measureless to man, 
And sank in tumult to a lifeless ocean; 
And ’mid this tumult Kubla heard from far 
Ancestral voices prophesying war! 
The shadow of the dome of pleasure 
Floated midway on the waves; 
Where was heard the mingled measure 
From the fountain and the caves. 
It was a miracle of rare device, 
A sunny pleasure-dome with caves of ice! 

A damsel with a dulcimer 
In a vision once I saw: 
It was an Abyssinian maid 
And on her dulcimer she played, 
Singing of Mount Abora. 
Could I revive within me 
Her symphony and song, 
To such a deep delight ’twould win me, 
That with music loud and long, 
I would build that dome in air, 
That sunny dome! those caves of ice! 
And all who heard should see them there, 
And all should cry, Beware! Beware! 
His flashing eyes, his floating hair! 
Weave a circle round him thrice, 
And close your eyes with holy dread 
For he on honey-dew hath fed, 
And drunk the milk of Paradise.
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1. 	 How would you describe the impression created by the poem?

 			     epic grandeur

 			     dreamy fantasy

			     exotic nonsense

			     surreal mythology

			     seductive madness 

	    some other combination of the above

2. 	 There are many possible sources of pleasure in Coleridge’s poem. Consider the 
following.

	 •	 A strong 4-beat rhythm: 

					    In Xan-a-du did Kub-la Khan 

					    A stat-ely pleas-ure-dome de-cree

		  Mark out the rhythm in the first 10 lines and practise reading them aloud.

	 •	 An interesting pattern of rhyme:		   

					    Khan/decree/ran/man/sea

		  Mark out the rhymes in a section of the poem and practise reading them aloud.

	 •	 Pleasant-sounding phrases that use alliteration (repeated initial sounds) and 		
	 assonance (repeated vowels): 

				   	 measureless to man ...

					    twice five miles of fertile ground ...

					    sunless sea ...

		  Pick out some phrases that you find pleasing and say them aloud.

	 •	 Interesting visual images:

					    measureless caverns ...

					    a sunless sea ...

					    walls and towers that ‘girdle’ the lands

		  Pick out your own favourite images – even if you are not sure what they mean. 

	 Can you say which of the above features contributes most to the artistic beauty 		
of the poem? 

	 Can you suggest other sources of beauty and pleasure in the poem?
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Aesthetic analysis is the study of what is beautiful and 
pleasing in a work of art or literary text. It considers the 
elements that make a work pleasing, and the sensitivity, 
perceptiveness and tastes of people who appreciate 
it. Aesthetic analysis can focus on the search for natural 
or universal properties, rhetorical effects, and purposes 
in art. Modern critical methods do not take aesthetic 
qualities at face value but search for social and historical 
influences on texts and judgments of quality.  

Su
m

m
ar

y Aesthetics

See also:	 rhetoric
	 poetry
	 style

3. 	 Critical opinions of Coleridge’s poem have been bitterly divided over the years. Some 
praised ‘Kubla Khan’ for its sound and rhythm, and its rich, suggestive images. Other 
famous critics attacked the poem for lacking a clear meaning and for being uneven in 
its quality:

William Hazlitt (1778–1830) in 1816 said that Coleridge had written ‘nonsense’ 
that came to no conclusion. 

Leigh Hunt (1784–1859) in 1821 praised the poem for its ‘voice and vision’, 
describing it as an ‘everlasting tune in our mouths’. 

John Livingstone Lowes (1867–1945) in 1920 declared it a remarkable poem of 
‘thrilling vividness’, and a work of genius.

•	 	Find some more critical responses to Coleridge’s poem and consider their 
arguments. Are the disagreements mostly about aesthetics or meaning?

•	 	Do you think a poem can be declared great on the basis of its beauty alone? Or 
must it have a clear meaning?

•	 	Do you think Coleridge’s poem is a work of art? Are there other poems or literary 
works that you would classify as art?
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■	 The following is a version of a well-known fable attributed to the 
Greek storyteller Aesop, who might have lived around 600 BC, 
though his existence is disputed.

A boastful hare declared himself the fastest of all the animals. He 
mocked the patient tortoise for his slowness. One day, tired of the 
hare’s arrogance, the tortoise challenged his rival to a race. The hare 
bounded ahead, while the tortoise set off at a steady pace. Finding 
himself far in front, and confident of his victory, the hare sat down 
to rest and fell asleep. Pressing on at his steady pace, the tortoise 
eventually passed the sleeping hare and slowly made his way to the 
finish line. Upon waking, the hare realised his mistake and ran as fast 
as he could for the finish. But the tortoise had by this time crossed 
the line, and all the hare’s speed was not enough to save him from 
ridicule. He had to live with the shame of being beaten in a race by 
the slowest of animals.

The literal details of this story are about a race between two 
animals. But most adult readers conclude that it is really about 
something else. Do you agree?

■  What rules might adult readers use when reading similar stories?

Read the animal characters’ actions as representing human 	
behaviour.

Read boastfulness and patience as the main ideas.

Read the race as a metaphor for life.

Read the hare and tortoise as representing real historical 	
figures.

Read the tortoise’s victory as a general moral lesson.

Read the story as comment on animal evolution.

■  Can you think of any novels, films or plays that can be read in the 	
     same way as this fable?

Allegory

Theory

An allegory is a narrative whose literal elements (its characters and events) suggest a 
second level or order of meaning, through techniques of symbolism or the duplication of a 
narrative pattern. The story can thus be read on its own terms and also as a representation 
of another set of ideas.  

Some of the simplest allegories are animal fables, in which it is clear that the literal 
events of the story (the race between a boastful hare and a patient, determined tortoise) are 
not to be taken as true. The animal characters symbolise human qualities, and the race is 
a metaphor for the contest of values in human society. The fable is an allegory of human 
behaviour, in which boastfulness and overconfidence are shown to be undesirable traits.
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More complex allegories operate on the same principle as the fable. Stories that feature 
human characters and plausible events can function as allegories if they suggest a second 
order of meaning that deepens our understanding of the theme. To achieve their effect, 
allegories draw upon general literary principles such as intertextuality and allusion. 
Intertextuality is a general connection between texts of all kinds within a culture, while 
allusion is a specific and deliberate reference to another text or set of ideas. Allusions 
might be signalled by direct quotation, by the use of key words or names, or by subtle 
techniques of description and imagery.

A more specific kind of allegory is the roman à clef, which literally means the ‘novel 
with a key’. In a roman à clef, there is a one-to-one correspondence between the narrative 
and the original events being allegorised. Each event and character in the text can be 
‘decoded’ if one knows the specific circumstances that are being referred to. The novel 
Animal Farm by George Orwell (1903–50) is a retelling of events leading up to the Russian 
revolution of 1917 and the rise of Joseph Stalin (1878–1953). When read in this way, each 
character in the story can be identified with a real historical person or group of people, 
and key events in the fictional story can be identified with real historical events. Orwell’s 
allegory offers a critique of Stalinism in the same way that ‘The Hare and Tortoise’ offers a 
critique of boastfulness.     

While all allegories work in much the same way, critics often sort allegories into 
categories, based on their content and context. Common categories are general allegory, 
religious allegory, and political allegory. General allegories, like the fable of the hare 
and the tortoise, deal with common or universal aspects of human experience. Christian 
religious allegories make reference to concepts such as God, sin, redemption, and 
forgiveness, often by allegorising the lives of religious figures, such as Christ, Moses, or 
Noah. The novel The Lion, The Witch and the Wardrobe by C.S. Lewis (1898–1963) is 
often cited as an example of a Christian allegory in which the lion Aslan, who represents 
Christ, sacrifices his life for the people of Narnia and later rises from the dead. Political 
allegories, such as Animal Farm, retell historical events in disguised form in order to 
make a comment on the people or ideas involved. 

An allegory need not take up the entirety of a text, but might be one strand within 
a larger tale. In the novel One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest by Ken Kesey (1935–2001) 
the character of McMurphy, a disruptive psychiatric patient, is frequently described in 
Christ-like terms, including being ‘crucified’ on a medical treatment table with a ‘crown’ 
of electrodes upon his head. In Lord of the Flies by William Golding (1911–93) the lush 
island setting suggests the Garden of Eden in the Hebrew Old Testament, and some of the 
characters appear to represent New Testament disciples, or Christ himself; but the novel 
as a whole does not fit neatly into the category of a Christian allegory.

While allegories are constructed deliberately by authors, the allegorical dimension 
might not be evident to every reader. That is because the reader needs to know the prior 
narrative or events to which the story refers. Many readers might enjoy a story on its 
own merits, without being aware of the allegory. This does not mean that allegories have 
‘hidden’ meanings. For readers who share the same cultural and historical knowledge 
as the writer, the allegory will often be visible ‘on the surface’. It only appears hidden 
to readers who lack the relevant background. For this reason, the key to understanding 
allegory is not necessarily to read ‘more closely’ but to gain wider knowledge of the 
historical and cultural references an author has drawn upon.
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Practice

‘The Gentle Basilisk’ is an intriguing short story written in the early 1950s by the 
Australian writer Dal Stivens (1911–97). Read this short summary of the story.

A gentle young basilisk discovers that he has a deadly poisonous breath, capable 
of destroying anything he breathes upon. He seeks advice from a holy man, 
who tells him to accept his fate as God’s will. The basilisk is stung by a gnat 
and gasps, accidentally killing the holy man. He seeks help from an alchemist, 
who boasts that he can cure anything. The alchemist mixes up a ‘cure’ but the 
liquid stings the basilisk’s throat, causing him to gasp, killing the alchemist. 
The basilisk then encounters an armed knight. He pleads his innocence but 
the knight charges with his lance. The basilisk defends himself, killing the 
knight. Having grown progressively stronger, he sets off toward an army that is 
gathering in the distance.

1. 	 Although more complex than the typical animal fable, Stivens’ story has clear 
allegorical elements. 

	 Which of the following readings seem plausible, based on the brief summary of the 
story above? Tick your choices.

The young basilisk represents humanity and its destructive impulses.

The young basilisk represents adolescents seeking guidance on the path to 
adulthood.

The young basilisk represents nations that acquired nuclear weapons after 
1945, with their potential for great destruction.

The young basilisk represents America specifically, the first nation to develop 
nuclear weapons.

2. 	 Are there other possible interpretations?
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3. 	 Which of the following are possible interpretations of what the holy man, the 
alchemist and the knight might represent: religion, science, the military // fatalism, 
pride, pragmatism // denial, boastfulness, fear // irrationality, reason, tradition?

	

Holy man Alchemist Knight

	 Can you say why you consider some interpretations more plausible than others? 

4. 	 Which of the following readings do you think best explains the story as summarised?

	 a.	 The story is an allegory of the failure of religion, science and government to 		
	 control mankind’s destructive nature.

	 b.	 The story is a general allegory of denial, in which the central character blames 	
		 others for the destruction he causes, instead of reflecting on his own behaviour.

	 c.	 The story is an allegory about power and how power can corrupt even the most 	
		 innocent.

5. 	 The brief summary above does not capture all the details of Dal Stiven’s complex 
story. Find a copy and read it yourself. (It appears in Australian Science Fiction 
edited by Van Ikin, University of Queensland Press, 1982.) See if your perception of 
the allegory changes. 

An allegory is a narrative whose literal elements suggest a 
second level or order of meaning. An allegorical story can 
be read on its own terms and also as a representation of 
another set of ideas. Common varieties of allegory include 
animal fables, and religious and political allegories. In 
order to recognise and interpret an allegory, the reader 
must be familiar with the relevant cultural background to 
which the allegory refers. Readers who lack the necessary 
knowledge might incorrectly conclude that the allegory is 
a ‘hidden’ meaning; but allegorical meanings are designed 
to be found. 
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See also:	 intertextuality
	 narrative
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Theory

An author is the individual or group of people credited with writing or making a text. Many 
kinds of texts have authors. These include novels, stories, poems, reports, and textbooks. 
The term author can also be a job description and a legal status: authors have certain rights 
of ownership and control, granted by law, over the things they write. 

In everyday usage, the term ‘author’ carries with it a set of assumptions about creativity 
and responsibility. To say that someone was ‘the author of his own misfortune’ suggests 
that he is to blame for a situation of his own making. Creativity and responsibility are also 
part of our concept of literary authorship. 

The idea of the author as a creator is not as simple as it might seem, however. People 
commonly think of an author as an individual who produces an original work and is the 
source of its meanings. But all texts have numerous indirect sources, and their meanings 
come not only from individuals but from social practices, traditions, and institutions. 

For example, a conventional novel is made up of: 

•	 a language shared by members of a culture

•	 a range of traditional literary conventions and techniques

•	 ideas adapted from the works of other writers

•	 formats and structures influenced by the needs of the publishing industry

•	 beliefs and values representative of specific groups in the culture, and so on.

These raw materials already exist in the culture. They are not invented by any one person.
Because textual meaning is made possible by cultural systems such as language, and by 
the texts which have already been written and read, we can challenge the idea that 
literary and other works are the completely original creations of individuals. For this 
reason, some critics now prefer the term writer to author. They think of a writer as 
someone who gathers raw materials from diverse sources and blends them together with 
reference to certain conventional rules.
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■	 Here is a list of different kinds of texts. Place a tick next to those that 
you think have an author.	

  A paperback novel	  A science textbook

  A motion picture	  A traditional fairytale

  A TV news report	  A theatrical performance

  A computer program	  An internet website	

■	 What are the reasons for your decisions? 
■	 Use these ideas to make your own definition of ‘author’ before 

reading on.

Author
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We often see the concept of authorship used to give a text some kind of importance, or 
to ‘guarantee’ its meanings by providing a point of origin. This idea has been developed in 
the work of theorists such as Roland Barthes (1915–80) and Michel Foucault (1926–84). 
Wherever we see an individual, organisation or tradition used as the guarantee or source 
of a text’s meanings, we see the process of authorisation at work. For example:

•	 Fairytales are authorised by ‘traditional wisdom’. This creates the impression that 
culture is fundamentally unchanging, and that fairytale morals are always relevant 
and true (when in fact they may be racist, sexist and thoroughly outdated). 

•	 Motion pictures are often authorised by the name of a famous director, scriptwriter 
or actor. This creates the impression that the person concerned is responsible for 
the text, when in fact a film is the product of efforts by many people. 

•	 TV news is authorised by the supposed credibility of the presenter – even though 
she or he doesn’t write the bulletins.

•	 Literary texts are often authorised by a belief in the writer’s genius and originality, 
ignoring that texts use techniques and ideas drawn from shared traditions and 
conventions of the culture, and that assessments of their value change over time.

In response to this kind of authorisation we can ask:

•	 Who or what is being promoted as the source of meaning for this text?

•	 Who or what is creating this sense of authorship? Why?

•	 What other sources of meaning are being denied?

•	 What values or beliefs are being supported? 

•	 Who benefits from or is ‘empowered’ by this action? Who is ‘disempowered’?

Practice

Try writing answers to the above questions for the following examples.

1.	 A teacher explains to the class what Shakespeare meant when he wrote his famous 
sonnet, ‘Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?’ The teacher tells the students they 
will be questioned on this information in their next exam.

2.	 A publishing company launches the latest novel by the famous writer Nicholas Fudge. 
The advertising slogan reads: ‘Critics agree – Fudge is the most original writer of the 
decade, a stylistic genius. This is a unique book from a unique personality. Not since 
Shakespeare have we been blessed with a writer who can interpret life so clearly.’

The author is the individual or group credited with writing 
or making a text. The term is often used to mean ‘originator’ 
of a text, but modern theory argues that texts rarely have 
clear origins. Some critics now prefer the term writer.
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See also:	 text
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Theory

Characters are the imaginary people we find in a text, whose appearance, thoughts and 
action are the subject of the narrative. Characters serve a variety of functions: they 
introduce human perspectives into a story; they give the reader someone to identify with; 
they dramatise the plot, through their actions and interactions; and they illustrate moral 
positions. They can even serve as models for the reader’s own values and conduct. (Note 
that the word character is also used in everyday conversation to describe someone’s 
moral standing: ‘an upright character’, ‘a shady character’, and so on.) 

Traditionally, characters are divided into major and minor roles, and into types. The 
protagonist is the central character, whose actions drive the plot and whose life is the 
subject of the story. Antagonist characters are those who oppose, or frustrate the main 
character, by standing between the protagonist and his or her goal. A foil is a character who 
makes another’s qualities stand out by way of contrast (for example, a cowardly companion 
whose weakness contrasts with the hero’s strength). Characters are sometimes described 
as rounded (well developed, with a complex psychology) or flat (one-dimensional and 
defined by a single characteristic such as greed or malice). 

Some character types are familiar to us from ancient times and remain common in 
stories today. These are archetypes, and include classic roles such as the hero and heroine, 
the wise old man, the bumbling fool, the trickster, and so on. Some character types appear 
regularly in a specific genre: for example, the hard-drinking detective and the ‘femme 
fatale’ in American detective fiction. These are stock characters that writers pick off the 
shelf, so to speak, as standard elements in a particular type of fiction.

Writers shape characters by following a range of conventions. They describe appearance 
and actions, they write dialogue for the character, and they describe or hint at motivations 
– desires, beliefs or values that drive the character’s actions. These are all techniques of 
characterisation, the process of developing a distinct identity for each character in a story.

■	 List three of your favourite characters from novels, stories, movies 
or TV programs you have encountered.

■	 For one of the characters, tick the items in the list below that best 
explain why the character has significance for you. 

 The character’s personality    	
 appeals to you.

 You think you are like the  	
 character.

 You would like to be like 	
 the character.

 The character supports 	
 values you agree with.

The character is a realistic 
representation of a ‘type’ 
of person.

The character is unusual or 
very different.

The character meets 
requirements of the partic
ular genre or text she or he 
is featured in.
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Reading character
How readers respond to characters is a topic of much research and debate. Writers 
depend upon readers to notice and interpret clues within the text in order to assemble an 
impression of the character. This requires the reader to adopt certain reading practices in 
order to ‘join up’ the limited details provided in the text into a whole. When descriptions 
of appearance, speech, action and thought are linked to a specific character, readers will 
work to construct the character in their heads.    

For example: In this short extract, a set of statements is linked to the name ‘Joan’. 

Joan took her place in front of the class. She shuffled her feet. She placed her 
hands in her pockets, then behind her back, then in front. She cleared her 
throat, stared at the back wall, and began falteringly to speak. 

We can construct from this information an imaginary ‘person’. We can even infer that 
‘Joan’ is nervous – a piece of information not stated by the passage. 

In the past, readers have often been encouraged to explore characters on a ‘personal’ 
level. This means ‘getting to know’ the characters by thinking of them as real people 
and by sharing their experiences in an imaginary way. These traditional approaches to 
character study often make use of questions like these:

•	 What kind of person is Joan? Is she the sort of person you would like as a friend?

•	 Why does she behave in the way she does? Do you think she has good reason to act 
this way? How would you feel if you were in her position? Why? 

This kind of questioning makes a number of assumptions about literary characters 
–  and about real people. It assumes that:

•	 people’s actions are motivated from ‘within’

•	 individuals are wholly responsible for their own actions

•	 individuals are unique and respond to situations in personal ways

•	 we can (and should) judge people by comparing their thoughts with their actions

•	 we can (and should) judge ourselves by comparing ourselves to others.

This approach sees characters as ‘morally accountable’, in the same way that the popular 
beliefs, laws and customs of Western society see real people as morally accountable. In 
other words, this approach to texts and characters supports a particular set of beliefs about 
people. 

Reading a text in this way allows the reader to compare his or her own motivations and 
values to those of characters in the text. And in judging her or himself against the ‘people’ 
in the text, the reader is invited to accept and apply a particular set of beliefs about human 
nature and how people should act. In this way, the reader acts as her or his own ‘social 
conscience’. The ‘personal’ approach to reading becomes a way of training readers to learn 
and accept cultural values.
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A problem with this approach to texts and characters is that it usually applies the same 
narrow set of values to everyone for many of the characters and situations presented in 
‘literary’ texts have been produced within the values of powerful groups, often middle 
class, white, male readers and writers. 

There are other ways of reading texts and the characters in them. One way is to 
examine the characters not as ‘real people’ but as signs or devices which represent 
certain values in the text.

Here are two readings’ of the character of fictional detective Sherlock Holmes.

1. Holmes has a rich and complex character. He is not only a great detective but 
a frustrated musician and a tireless campaigner for justice. His intellect is 
vast, and so we must forgive him for his impatience with those who cannot 
match his deductive skills. He is sympathetic to the plight of the common 
man, and he is not afraid to tackle authority head on if he feels that a 
wrongdoer is about to go unpunished. He is fearless in pursuing his enemies, 
loyal to his friends, and unswervingly committed to the triumph of good over 
evil. He is a deeply moral man; one we can all respect. 

2. Sherlock Holmes is typical of a type of character which became common in 
literature in the nineteenth century. He represents the increasing influence 
of scientific rationalism in Western culture, and the replacement of organised 
religion by science as a way of explaining the world to people. As the all-
seeing, all-knowing character who watches over the city and dispenses justice 
to wrongdoers, the Holmes character comforts readers with the idea that 
moral individualism would succeed where police forces and the law failed. He 
represents a middle/upper-class, masculine set of values – playing the violin, 
conducting arcane scientific experiments, and living an independent life free 
of the ‘responsibilities’ of work, wife and children.

These very different readings are produced in different ways and have different effects.

Reading 1 asks:

•	 What kind of person is Holmes, and how do I, as a reader, respond to him?

One effect of this reading is that the reader comes to accept Holmes as a standard against 
which to judge her or himself. 

Reading 2 asks a different set of questions:

•	 What function does this character serve in the text and culture? 

•	 What values and beliefs does the character support?

•	 What readership is the character designed to appeal to?

•	 How is the characterisation produced?

One effect of this reading is to show that the values represented by the character are those 
of a particular group. This puts the reader in a better position to explore the way the text 
functions in the culture. 
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Practice

Here is one critic’s brief reading of Elizabeth Bennet, a central character in the novel, 
Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen (1775–1817).

Here at last is a heroine with a mind of her own! Robust, intelligent, and 
self-composed, Elizabeth refuses to passively submit to the conformity of her 
times. When there is no carriage to take her across the village, she walks, 
unconcerned that this is ‘unladylike’ behaviour. … Hers is an independent 
spirit. But she is not smug or self-centred. She is often more concerned for 
the welfare of others than for herself. Her greatest joy is seeing Jane happily 
reunited with Bingley; and she goes to great lengths to save her sister’s 
reputation when Lydia elopes with Wickham. … Perhaps what makes her 
so likable, however, is her ability to make mistakes and to admit them. She 
misjudges Darcy, as he misjudges her; but she is honest enough to see the 
error of her ways. Visiting his fine estate at Pemberley, she hears from his 
own servants what a good master Darcy is, and she sees the truth of Darcy’s 
character revealed in the tastefulness and grandeur of his house. The prospect 
of being mistress of such a place – and such a man – delights Elizabeth. When 
she finally admits her love for Darcy, after having rejected him so thoroughly, 
the true strength of her character is revealed, and she finds her reward.

This extract is concerned to reveal Elizabeth Bennet’s personality. But there is another way 
to read Elizabeth – that is, as a narrative device whose function is to endorse a particular 
set of beliefs about appropriate female behaviour and ambitions.

1.	 Which of the following beliefs seem to be supported by the critic’s description of 
Elizabeth Bennet above? Tick your choices.

2.	 On the basis of this evidence, how unique and independent is Elizabeth Bennet? Why 
might readers be encouraged to approach this novel, and other ‘romances’, through a 
personalised reading of character? What does such a reading obscure?

Women should think of others rather  
than themselves.

Women should have careers, interests,  
and expertise of their own.

Women should be dependent on men.
 
Women and men should have equal 
opportunities – economically,  
educationally, industrially, and soon.

Every woman should want to find  
a husband.

Being independent means being  
able to choose not to marry.

A woman should guard against  
gaining a ‘reputation’. 
 
Women should feel free to behave  
as men do in matters of sex.
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3.	 Romantic heroines such as Elizabeth Bennet, far from being unique and realistic, are 
constructed according to a rather narrow set of rules. Can you add to this list? 

The heroine should be:

•	 lively and healthy		  • _____________________	 •	 _____________________

•	 sexually inexperienced		  • _____________________	 •	 _____________________

•	 moderately attractive		  • _____________________	 •	 _____________________

4. 	 What might be the corresponding rules for the romantic hero? Make a list of 

requirements for the hero. 
 

• ____________________     • ____________________ 	  • ____________________	

• ____________________     • ____________________ 	   • ____________________	

• ____________________     • ____________________ 	  • ____________________

5. 	 Turn back to the notes you made earlier about a favourite character. Which method 
of character reading have you been trained to use – personal or ‘cultural-historical’? 

6. 	 Analyse one of your chosen characters using the four questions applied to Sherlock 
Holmes under the heading, ‘Reading 2’. Does this approach give you a different 
perspective on your character?

See also:	 code
	 reading practices
	 resistant reading

Characters are the imaginary people we find in a text, 
whose appearance, thoughts and action are the subject of 
the narrative. Characters introduce human perspective into 
a narrative and help dramatise themes and values. Readers 
draw upon elements in the text to form their impression of 
a character. In modern literary analysis, characters are 
treated as part of the narrative code and examined in terms 
of their functions and as representations.       
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■	 Many aspects of daily life are governed by unwritten rules about the 
‘right’ way of doing things. Clothing and fashion are examples of 
this. Try to fill in the following by recording some of the objects and 
rules for clothing and fashion.

	 Categories: 

Upper body clothing	 e.g.  shirt, blouse, t-shirt........

Lower body clothing	 e.g.  slacks, jeans, skirts .........

Underwear	 e.g.  boxers ...........................

Footwear	 e.g.  ......................................

Headwear	 e.g.  ......................................

Accessories	 e.g.  belts, gloves, sunhats..... 	

Rules: 

•	 Wear underwear beneath (not over) other clothing. 

•	 Colour is relevant when combining items.

•	 Country of manufacture is not relevant when combining items.

•     ______________________________________________________

•    _ _____________________________________________________

•    _ _____________________________________________________

■	 Can you suggest possible categories and rules which are not part of 
the clothing and fashion system for your particular community. (For 
example: ‘Head-to-toe’ coverings? Navel wear?)

Theory

Codes are systems of rules which enable us to make meanings with texts. These rules 
indicate how the elements in a text (for example, words, punctuation marks) should be 
combined in order to make sense to the members of a particular community. Codes are 
built up through social practices but also make such social practices possible, and impose 
limits on them.

When you get dressed in the morning, for example, your knowledge of the fashion 
code enables you to select and combine items from your wardrobe for the day’s outfit. 
This combination of clothes is a ‘text’ that other members of your community will be able 
to ‘read’: it will tell them something about your mood, the activities you are planning to 
engage in, your social status, your sexuality, your financial position, and so on. 
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In order to produce ‘agreed’ meanings through systems such as language, fashion 
and gestures, members of a community must share a knowledge of the relevant codes. 
(In fact, we might say that sharing this knowledge is what makes people members of a 
community.) Unless both the ‘producer’ and the ‘user’ of a text adopt the same rules, they 
will make different meanings out of the same material. For example, if you are a member 
of an Indian community, you may not know how to ‘read’ the traditional clothing of the 
Japanese, or vice versa. You may not know which items of clothing to wear on which 
occasion; you might not recognise the differences between women’s and men’s clothing.

Cultural differences can lead to conflicts over meaning. This arises because people who 
are located in different social ‘frameworks’ may use a specific code in quite different ways. 
For example, in some cultures it is considered polite to look directly at someone who is 
talking to you, whereas in other cultures this is considered extremely rude. Both cultures 
have a ‘politeness code’ (which might include gestures, forms of address, and so on) but 
their uses of the code differ. Similar situations can arise between groups within a culture, 
such as teenagers and adults, or different groups of teenagers. 

Texts such as poems, novels, and films also are assembled according to complex codes. 
Some of these are specific to ‘literary’ or film texts, but codes such as fashion and gesture 
are also encoded in such texts.

The theorist Roland Barthes (1915–80) has suggested that narrative texts consist of five key 
codes:

•	 the character code:	 where descriptions of speech, appearance etc. are grouped 
		  around a name (or object)

•	 the suspense code:	 techniques used to hold back information from the reader, 
		  with the intention of revealing all and tying it together at  
		  the end

•	 the plot code:	 familiar patterns of story development drawn from other 
		  similar texts, which enable the reader to predict events

•	 the structural code:	 techniques which structure the text around common 
		  oppositions such as good/evil, nature/culture, man/woman

•	 the cultural code:	 general cultural knowledge (beliefs, values) which are drawn 
		  into the text from the culture which produced it.

According to Barthes, these basic codes are found in all narrative texts but may be used to 
produce different effects and types, or genres, of text. This means that mystery stories, for 
example, use the suspense code in one way, whereas romance stories use it in another.
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Practice

Here is a brief extract from a Sherlock Holmes detective story by Arthur Conan Doyle 
(1859–1930). Read it a number of times. Then see if you can isolate the codes by 
completing the activity which follows.

Hilton Cubitt was a tall, ruddy, clean-shaven gentleman whose clear eyes and 
florid cheeks told of a life led far from the fogs of Baker Street. He was a fine 
creature, this man of the English soil, simple, straight and gentle. His eyes 
rested upon the paper with the curious markings. ‘Well, Mr Holmes, what do 
you make of this?’ he cried. 
    ‘It certainly is a curious production,’ said Holmes. ‘Why should you 
attribute any importance to so grotesque an object?’
      ‘I never should, but my wife does. It is frightening her to death. She says 
nothing, but I can see the terror in her eyes.’

1. 	 Number the following ‘pieces’ of text to show which codes each one is located in. 
(Some ‘pieces’ may relate to more than one code.) You may need to re-read the 
brief explanations of the codes on the previous page to help you ‘classify’ each of 
the ‘pieces’ of text referred to below.

	 Item (a) has been completed for you as an example.

	   Codes:	 1. 	 Code of  character

		  2. 	 Code of  suspense

		  3.	 Code of  plot development

		  4. 	 Code of  textual structure

		  5. 	 Code of  cultural meanings

		

	    Textual ‘pieces’						        Code(s)

		  a.  Physical description of Hilton Cubitt	   1	    5

		  b.  The absence of the terrified wife

		  c.  The use of formal terms of address (‘Mr Holmes’)

		  d.  The linking of fog with Baker Street

		  e.  Holmes’ complex vocabulary

		  f.   The reference to ‘English soil’

		  g.  The implied contrast between country and city
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2.	 Now try to explain the meanings produced by each of these uses of the story’s codes. 

	 Here is an example which reads Holmes’ complex vocabulary in terms of the codes of 
character and cultural meanings: 
 
	 Through the code of character: Holmes’ complex vocabulary indicates that 		
	 Holmes is educated, and perhaps also suggests a keen analytical mind.

Through the code of cultural meanings: Holmes’ complex vocabulary 
might indicate a belief in the benefits of education (of a particular kind), 
since Holmes is the story’s hero.

3.	 Try explaining the linking of fog with Baker Street. Consider the cultural 
associations of fog and also how Baker Street represents both Holmes’ residence 
and, more generally, the city. What meanings does this pairing activate?

Note:  These meanings are not simply ‘in’ the text. They depend very much on the 
practices readers use to ‘activate’ the text. The fact that we can state the function of any 
piece of the text means that our training as readers makes it significant for us. 

Codes are systems of rules that govern the production of 
texts by writers and readers. They may enable and limit the 
meanings of a text. Although texts are produced in 
accordance with codes available to the writer, the codes 
that are available to readers also determine how the text is 
subsequently read.
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See also:	 text
	 communication
	 conventions
	 semiotics
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Theory

Communication can be thought of as an exchange of messages and meanings between 
people. The sender-message-medium-receiver model of communication set out above 
was developed by the mathematician and engineer, Claude Shannon (1916–2001). It is 
designed to explain how messages are transmitted through technologies such as radio and 
TV. A sender encodes the message into a medium (such as radio waves) and broadcasts or 
transmits the signal to a receiver. The receiver then decodes the signal and retrieves the 
message. If the encoding and decoding process follow the same rules, then the message 
will be successfully conveyed (though it may be disrupted by noise or interference).	

While the model explains electronic communications very well, it does not always 
accurately explain human communication. It assumes that the message is like a parcel 
being delivered by the system – like a child who is put onto a train by her parents, travels 
to another station, and is taken off at the other end by her grandmother. But human 
communication is not so simple. That is because the sender who encodes the message (say, 
in a poem or story) and the receiver who decodes it (by reading the poem or story) do not 
always agree on the meaning of elements in the text. This disagreement might come about 
because word meanings have changed over time, or because the sender and receiver have 
different cultural backgrounds and experiences that attach different meanings to the same 
elements in the text. 

■	 One way of thinking about communication says that it is a process  
that involves a sender, a message, a medium and a receiver. Try to fill 
in these categories for the examples below. (The first one has been 
done for you.)

Example	 Sender 	 Message	 Medium 	     Receiver

TV commercial	 product	 buy a car	 TV (image,	  TV viewer
for a car	 maker	  	 sound)	

Stop sign 

Painting

Romance novel

■	 Problem: how would you explain the following possible outcomes 
of the system?

	 ●	 Receivers sometimes disagree with one another about the 	
	 meaning of the message.

	 ●	 Receivers sometimes form a different meaning from that 	
	 intended by the sender.

	 ●  	 A change in the medium (e.g. turning a novel into a film) may 	
	 lead to a change in the message.
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Communication
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Modern theories of meaning argue that literary communication is not about 
transporting meanings from one person to another. It is a process in which readers 
produce meaning from the text. Readers not only decode the text; they ‘activate’ it by 
applying rules and procedures called reading practices. These practices include the 
meanings and rules of a particular language, ‘common sense’ ideas about life, and a body 
of knowledge about literary traditions and conventions. The rules of a practice are shaped 
by the social and historical contexts in which a reader is located. Because contexts change 
over time and across cultures, different readings can be produced of the ‘same’ text. This 
is clearly a more complicated view of communication. It implies that we need to replace 
the simple notion of ‘communication’ or ‘transmission’ with the more complex idea of 
signification – the social use of signs (such as words) to produce meaning.

The literary communication model

This does not mean that every reader can make his or her own personal meaning from 
a text. The rules that individual readers follow to make sense of a text are not unique; 
they are provided by the culture, through language and through social institutions such 
as schooling. Readers who have a wide knowledge of literary texts and traditions will be 
better able to discern the original or expected meaning of a text, because they will 
recognise the code used by the writer, including word meanings, figures of speech, and 
symbols. However, readers are able to contest or refute the established meaning, if they 
find it ugly, unconvincing or politically unacceptable. This is sometimes called resistant 
reading. The possibility of resistant reading is not found at all in Shannon’s 
communication model.  

CONTEXT (1) – SENDER

Language, beliefs, values, genres, 
conventions

CONTEXT (2) – RECEIVER

Language, beliefs, values, genres, 
conventions

TEXT

Content, structure, 
style

WRITER

Purpose, techniques

READER

Purpose, techniques
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Practice

Here is an extract from a tape-recorded job interview. The person conducting the 
interview is a middle-aged man in a senior position with a manufacturing company; the 
interviewee is a young woman. She is applying for a labouring job traditionally filled by 
male workers. 

Manager:	 Come in Irene.

Applicant:	 Thank you, Mr Wiles.

Manager:	 (Checking files, then looking up) Well, you’re certainly 	
	 the prettiest of our applicants!

Applicant:	 (Seriously) I don’t see how that relates to my application.

Manager:	 (Apologetic) I’m sorry, I didn’t mean – it’s just that most 
	 of the other applicants have been men, of course.

Applicant:	 Why do you say ‘of course’? The ad’ said both men and 	
	 women – 

Manager:	 Yes, that’s right, you’re quite right. You’re certainly 		
	 eligible to apply, no worries on that score. Now … (looks 
	 through files) … yes … your application doesn’t say 
	 whether you have any children.

Applicant:	 No, none.					   

Manager:	 Any plans to?	

Applicant:	 Well, I haven’t really – 

Manager:	 You see, the thing is, the last three fellows who had this 
	 job all left after just a couple of months, so we’re looking 
	 for someone long-term, you know…

1.	 Consider the type of ‘framework’ each of the speakers seems to be located within. 
Each speaker’s language and behaviour seems to be guided by different values and 
beliefs. Try to extend the following lists to include all the relevant factors.

	

	 Manager’s ‘framework’	 Applicant’s ‘framework’

	 Company policies	 Financial needs

	 Business factors	 Career interests

	 Dominant gender assumptions
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2.	 Their location in different social ‘frameworks’ leads the speakers to ‘read’ the 
conversation in different ways. Consider the line spoken by the manager: ‘Well, 
you’re certainly the prettiest of our applicants!’ Which of the following are possible 
ways of reading this comment? (Tick your choices.)

It is an innocent attempt to break the ice by making humorous reference to 
the fact that most applicants have been men.

It is an attempt to stereotype the woman and trivialise her qualifications.

It is a piece of flattery suggesting that the manager finds the woman attractive.

It is a form of sexual harassment.

It is a compliment intended to boost the applicant’s confidence.

It is a demonstration of the unequal power relationship in the interview, which 
enables the manager to make personal comments.

3. 	 Which readings has the manager apparently produced?

4. 	 Which readings has the applicant apparently produced?

5. 	 Choose two other statements from the text where the meaning has been or could 
be ‘contested’ by the participants, and underline them. Then list some possible 
readings of the statements.

To think about:  How much choice do readers have in determining the reading practices 
they use? How does this choice come about? (For example, can the manager simply 
change his language and behaviour? Why/why not?)

33

Communication is an exchange of meanings between 
people. More than a s imple t ransfer of ideas, 
communication involves the negotiation or contesting of 
meanings from particular social frameworks. Modern 
approaches to language and literature prefer the term 
signification.
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See also:	 reading practices
	 ideology
	 discourse
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Theory 				  

Context refers to any factors outside the physical text itself that play a role in shaping its 
meaning. This could include social and historical influences on the writing, aspects of 
the author’s life experience, the marketing strategies used to sell the text, its use in 
institutions such as schools or family, and the way different readerships respond to it. 
Any or all of these might shape the text’s meaning and value. 

In the past, context was often thought of simply as the ‘social background’ of a text and 
its writer, which could be researched to provide extra information about a text. Critical 
methods which employ this idea claim that finding out about the ‘life and times’ of the 
writer and text can lead to a more accurate interpretation of the text’s meaning. This 
approach is now considered to have a number of problems. 

The first problem is that knowledge of the ‘social context’ is never available in a pure 
form. To take the example of Shakespeare, there is no-one living who can offer a first- 
hand report of Elizabethan England. We have to rely on recorded histories, which are 
often incomplete, and which present the material from a particular position. That is to 
say, the histories we have available to us are readings of the past, rather than objective, 
‘true’ accounts.
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■	 Imagine in an examination being  asked to analyse a Shakespearean 
sonnet. Below is a list of factors which might shape the reading 
you produce. Some factors might shape the reading in a very 
direct way; others might have an indirect influence. Number the 
items from 1 (most direct) to 10 (least direct/not available).

Influence	 Number

Your culture’s perceptions of Shakespeare

Your training in critical analysis

Your personal experiences and values

Shakespeare’s personal reasons for writing the sonnet 

The dominant values and beliefs of your society

The politics and literary values of Elizabethan England

The ‘original’ (17th-century) meaning of the words

Changes in word meanings since the poem was written

The structure and workings of the modern education system

The exact wording of the exam question

■	 Does this suggest that the reading will be most powerfully shaped 
by ‘present day’ factors, or by ‘historic’ factors?

■	 Do you think it is possible to produce the same reading that might 
have been produced by a reader in Elizabethan England? 

Context
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The second problem is that any society is a mixture of competing beliefs, values and 
ways of acting. This means there is no ‘single’ context to refer to anyway. It is therefore 
difficult to generalise our information. ‘People in Shakespeare’s day really believed in 
witches and ghosts, so they would have read the plays differently from us’ is a common 
generalisation. But some people in the twenty-first century certainly do believe in 
witches, and some Elizabethans certainly did not. Whose ‘context’ do we refer to?

Finally, because readings are produced by readers who use the ‘tools’ and practices of 
their own culture, the meaning of a text cannot be said to lie in the past. Rather, the text 
is a ‘site’ on which many meanings are built in the course of history, some of which may 
openly contradict one another. Thus the text’s ‘context’ is always shifting, never stable.

For all these reasons, the traditional idea of context must be broadened. We can say 
that context refers to the multitude of factors which shape the meanings of a text 
through its distribution and reading. Contextual factors may include particular ideas 
about the text’s history, but it is also powerfully shaped by competing beliefs and 
practices in the present. 

The influence of context can be seen in a variety of ways. Changes in word meanings 
and social values can lead to quite different readings of a text over time. This is obvious 
in the case of texts written during times of slavery or racial and religious persecution. For 
example, Shakespeare’s plays Othello, The Merchant of Venice, and The Taming of the 
Shrew seem shocking to many modern readers, who see racism, anti-semitism and 
domestic violence in the stories. 

Less obvious is the way that reading practices can change, leading to changes in the 
design of texts. In the seventeenth-century, readers interpreted characters according to 
fixed rules of decorum – rules related to a code of manners that was applied when 
judging characters, based on the social positions they occupied. A character who was a 
prince or a gravedigger or a soldier was expected to behave in certain fixed ways, 
demonstrating wisdom, or humour, or bravery. 

In the modern era, readers are more likely to connect emotionally with characters, 
and texts have evolved to accommodate this. Writers give characters individual 
personalities rather than stock characteristics. This is an example of how the context of 
reading can influence the form and meaning of texts.

Practice

The Taming of the Shrew is a play written around 1594 by William Shakespeare (1564–
1616). It was described in the first printed edition as ‘a pleasant and conceited (witty and 
imaginative) story’. 

The play concerns, in part, the courtship and ‘taming’ of Katharine by Petruchio, whom 
she has married against her will. Katharine is the ‘shrew’ referred to in the play’s title. A 
shrew in this context is an ill-tempered, nagging and aggressively assertive woman.

Much of the play focusses on Petruchio’s efforts to discipline Katharine by alternately 
praising and berating her. He finally transforms her into his ideal of the good wife. In fact, 
she is so transformed that Petruchio calls upon her at a wedding banquet to give advice 
to the bride – Katherine’s sister, Bianca – about how a woman should look upon her 
husband. In a long speech (Act V, Scene ii, 152–178) she advises all the women present to 
be subservient to their husbands.                   
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Here is some of what she has to say:

Thy husband is thy lord, thy life, thy keeper, 
Thy head, thy sovereign; one that cares for thee …
Such duty as the subject owes a prince,
Even such a woman oweth to her husband …

If we think of context merely as the historical background of a text, we might explain 
this play with the following details:

	 People in Elizabethan times believed that the world had a ‘natural’ order set up by 
God, in which angels were higher than sovereigns, sovereigns were higher than 
men, men were higher than women, women were higher than animals, and so on.

	 Stories about the taming of shrewish women had a long history in the culture, and 
Shakespeare’s play makes use of this material.

	 Therefore, the play must be read within the tradition of stories about maintaining 
a natural order in the world.

This approach suggests that the play’s meaning is grounded in the past. It uses a 
particular construction or version of past beliefs to explain aspects of the text which are 
now read as objectionable.

1. 	 For modern readers, however, The Taming of the Shrew is located within an area 
of important social debate. The following are some of the ‘issues’ which might be 
active in modern readings of the play. Rank them from 1 (strongest) – 5 (weakest)
according to the likely strength of their influence.

	 Issue	   Rank

	 Men and ‘masculinity’

	 Women and ‘femininity’

	 The institution of marriage

	 Domestic violence 

	 The relation between ‘public’ and ‘private’ aspects of life

Might these issues have framed Elizabethan readings also? (Do we have any records 
of how women viewed men ‘disciplining’ them?)
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Context refers to the multitude of factors ‘outside’ the text 
which shape its meanings. We can distinguish between the 
context of production (factors affecting the writer or 
producer) and the contexts of distribution and reading 
(factors affecting the readers/consumers). The reader’s 
context may include particular ideas about the text’s 
history, but it is also powerfully shaped by competing 
beliefs and practices in the present.
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See also:	 intertextuality

2. 	 This second list, below, refers to practices of reading which might influence your 
approach to the text. Rank them from most relevant (1) to least relevant (7).

	 Reading Practice	   Rank

	 Reading characters through their ‘psychology’

	 Reading for ‘traditional’ elements

	 Reading for realism and ‘believability’

	 Reading for ‘social comment’ 

	 Reading for beautiful language

	 Reading for cleverness of language (e.g. puns)

	 Reading Shakespeare as ‘Serious Literature’

3.	 What other factors might shape the modern ‘reading context’ for Shakespeare’s play?
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Theory 		

Conventions are choices and ways of acting that become standardised through repetition 
and general agreement. In literature, certain storylines, settings, character types and 
writing styles have become conventional – which means readers expect to find them 
in certain kinds of text. It is now a convention in popular novels and movies that secret 
agents are unmarried males; that successful women have unhappy private lives; that 
promiscuous teenagers get killed by the monster in horror stories; that superheroes have 
a secret identity; and so on. 

Conventions result when writers and readers keep making the same choices from the 
range of possibilities provided by a textual code. For example, in detective stories there is 
always a victim and a killer. A wide range of deadly weapons could be used by the killer: gun, 
knife, poison, rope, electricity, radioactive isotope, high frequency sound waves, and so 
on. These possibilities form the weapon code – like a book of options or a menu of choices. 
From this array of options, only a small number will be used over and again by writers. They 
soon become familiar to readers, and then become an expected feature of the genre. All 
conventions develop in this way.
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■	 Which of the following are features of a classic ‘western’ movie? 
(Place a tick next to your selections.)

	 Characters and Story:

	 The sheriff is a loner.

	 The outlaw is the leader of a gang.

	 The schoolteacher is a man.

	 The man who runs the store comes from outer space.

	 The shoot-out occurs in the middle of the film.

	 Justice is defeated in the end.

	 The men all carry swords.

	 The saloon is a key location.

	 Presentation:

	 The story is punctuated by song-and-dance routines.

	 The actors sometimes play characters of a different sex.

	 Time changes are indicated by fading out and fading in.

	 Scene changes are signalled by raising and lowering a curtain.

	 Events are presented in chronological order.

	 The visuals stress the town’s isolation.

	 There are ‘close-ups’ of hands reaching for guns.

Conventions
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It can be useful sometimes to distinguish between textual conventions and reading 
conventions, even though the two are not always separate. Examples of textual conventions 
would be: the use of a musical soundtrack on films; the division of plays into scenes; the 
division of novels into chapters; the use of an a-a-b-b-a rhyme scheme in limericks. 
Examples of reading conventions would be: reading ‘silently’, reading characters through 
‘psychology’, and looking for a theme in a text. (All of these are recent developments).

Texts do not simply ‘reflect’ the real world. Instead, they produce versions of reality by 
organising their elements according to certain familiar rules or codes. Similar codes guide 
the reading of texts and determine which features will be considered significant. If textual 
codes and reading codes did not match up, or if too wide a range of codes was available, 
the number of competing readings of any text would be so great as to be confusing. By 
applying the rules in repetitious ways, texts and reading practices reduce the degree of 
confusion through familiar patterns and methods. They enable stories to get told, for 
example, without everything having to be explained.

Because so many of the texts which circulate in a culture work in similar ways, the 
process of reading seems obvious or natural. But ways of reading are highly conventional. 
Changes in reading practices may only become apparent over long periods of time, or in 
very different cultures. It has been suggested by Ian Hunter (1948–) and other theorists 
that readers in the seventeenth century did not think of the characters in stories as 
‘individual people’ but as ‘conventional types’, like the pieces on a chess board. Modern 
reading practices, however, read characters in terms of their ‘psychology’ – from the inside 
rather than the outside. Both ways of readings are conventional.

Practice

Here is a famous sonnet by William Shakespeare (1564–1616). Read the poem; then work 
through the activity on the next page.

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?
Thou art more lovely and more temperate:
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,
And summer’s lease hath all too short a date:
Sometimes too hot the eye of heaven shines,
And often is his gold complexion dimmed,
And every fair from fair sometime declines,
By chance, or nature’s changing course untrimmed;
But thy eternal summer shall not fade,
Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st,
Nor shall Death brag thou wandrest in his shade,
When in eternal lines to time thou grow’st
So long as men breathe or eyes can see,
So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.
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	 Through this poem we can explore the two types of conventions – textual and reading 
conventions. Indicate whether each of the following is a ‘textual’ [T] or ‘reading’ [R]
convention, or ‘both’ [B]. (Sometimes it can be hard to tell.)

	     Convention	  				                	        Type 

Sonnets have 14 lines.

The speaker is a man, addressing a woman.

The poem makes use of comparison.

Sonnets are about ‘love’.

The rhyme scheme is abab-cdcd-efef-gg.

The comparisons are drawn from nature.

Conventions are common textual features and ways of 
reading that make texts ‘recognisable’ or understandable 
for readers. Conventions work to stabilise the range of 
meanings which may be applied to a text.
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See also:	 code
	 genre
	 reading practices
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■	 Here are three readers’ responses to a novel. For each one, try 
to describe what each reader looks for or values in a novel. (The 
following list may be helpful: stylistic devices, personal 
relevance, narrative construction, structure, realism, coherence, 
originality, credibility, insightfulness, relevance to life, 
engagement with social issues, consistent characterisation.)

I really loved it. The main character reminded me so much of my best 
friend – she has the same sense of humour. Also, the things that 
happened remind me of what I used to get up to when I was young.

		 Focus:

This is the most successful of the author’s three novels. The 
characterisation is much more consistent than in the previous books, 
and the use of first person point of view draws the reader into the 
events. But best of all, there is a strong moral to the story.

		 Focus:

The most interesting feature of this work is the way it is structured 
around oppositions between male and female, good and bad. 
These four categories work as a grid within which every character’s 
position can be mapped, and this grid then functions to organise all 
of the other elements in the narrative – especially the setting.

	 Focus:

Criticism

Theory

Criticism is the activity of making informed judgements about works of literature. (It 
comes from the Greek word kritikos, a judge.) Of the three examples above, only the 
second would normally be labelled ‘criticism’. The first would be called a personal 
response, and the last might be called a structural analysis. But the differences between 
them are not as clear as they might seem, for each one implies a theory about how texts 
work, what their purposes are, and how they can be classified. 

Different schools of criticism are defined by the assumptions they work from and by 
the elements they focus on. Some forms of criticism assume that texts ‘reflect’ real life; 
others argue that texts produce imaginary worlds which relate to social reality in very 
complex, mediated ways. Some criticisms aim to judge works as either good or bad; 
others aim to demonstrate how a text works. 

Criticism is not a ‘scientific’ practice: there are no universal laws or truths which can 
be applied to the study of texts. Instead of such laws, criticisms establish their own 
criteria for analysing or judging a text. These criteria reflect the beliefs and values of 
different cultural groups and different historical periods. The Greek philosopher, Plato 
(c.428–c.348 BC), for example, argued that all poetry should be banned because it offered 
people images of reality rather than true experience of reality. In contrast, the American 
New Critics of the 1930s argued that poetry was the highest expression of reality. 
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If criticism cannot offer absolute truths, it can nevertheless have powerful moral and 
political effects. Traditional English criticism, for example, argued that literary texts 
contained universal truths and represented the voice of all humanity. In contrast, 
modern feminist criticism argues that the language and texts of our culture silence the 
contributions and experiences of women. Like all social practices, therefore, criticism 
involves a struggle for meanings and power between different sets of beliefs and practices.

Different critical methods are suited to exploring particular issues in literary studies. 
Some approaches are effective at analysing the language in text, for example; others are 
effective at exploring how readers react to the texts. This means that a range of critical 
methods can coexist. Individual critics tend to specialise in a particular approach, however. 
When a number of critics share specific interests, assumptions and methods, we say they 
belong to a school or movement. Some influential schools include deconstruction, 
English criticism, feminist criticism, Marxist criticism, neo-historicism, New Criticism, 
poststructuralism, psychoanalytic criticism, postcolonialism, postmodernism, reader-
response criticism and structuralism. 

Practice

Different critical methods are characterised by different assumptions – about texts, 
reading, reality, and so on. Refer back to the critics’ responses at the start of this entry, 
and next to each statement below, record the number(s) of the response(s) which seem to 
match it.

	 Statements	  Number(s)

	 Literature is a reflection of life.

	 Literature should aim to instruct us.

	 Literary texts are complex, self-enclosed structures.

	 Literature should provoke a personal response.

	 Literature should be judged by ‘objective’ criteria.

	 Literary texts contain messages.

	 Literary texts have universal messages.

Which of these statements best seem to sum up the critical methods you have learnt?

Criticism is the activity of making informed judgements 
about works of literature. Critics analyse and evaluate texts 
according to methods made available to them by their 
location within a framework of beliefs and practices.
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See also:	 English criticism		
	 structuralism  
	 New criticism  
	 Marxist criticism
	 poststructuralism
	 psychoanalytic
	 criticism  
	 feminist criticism
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Note:  Capitals refer to major entries. Terms in lower case are treated within major entries.

Index

absurdist drama   63 
AESTHETICS   1
aesthetic movement   2 
agency   161
ALLEGORY   8
alliteration   76
allusion   9, 110, 195
alternative discourse   58
alternative readings   181   
ambiguity   77, 146
analytical response   192
anapestic foot   140
antagonist   18
appeals – rhetorical   196
archetype   18
assonance   77, 196
atmosphere   207
attitudes   144, 172, 237
AUTHOR   12
authorial voice   242
authorisation   13
authorship   13
avant-garde   135

ballad   138
Bildungsroman   132
binary hierarchies   13
BINARY OPPOSITION   14
Brechtian drama   62

cadence – in prose   165
CHARACTER   18
character code   27
characterisation   18
cinquain   139
circular narrative   218–9
CLASS   23, 162
close reading   126
closed text   231
CODE   26

colonialism (as metaphor)   150
colonisation   149 
Commedia dell'arte   62
COMMUNICATION   30, 195, 213
communication model   31
comparisons - in description   54
comparisons - in rhetoric   196 
complication   122
connotation - in description   54
CONTEXT   34
context of reading   175
CONVENTIONS   39
couplet   138–9
creation stories   68
creative response to literature   192
critical response   192
CRITICISM   41
cultural code   27
cultural identity   100
CULTURE AND NATURE   43

dactylic foot   140
DECONSTRUCTION   45
decorum   35
DENOTATION AND CONNOTATION   49
denouement   122
DESCRIPTION   52, 207
desire   169
detail - accuracy of   54
detail - selection and omission of   53–4
determinism   94, 158
deus ex machina – in drama   61
diction   196, 222
dimeter rhythm   139   
DISCOURSE   57, 158, 227
disruptive text   123
dominant discourse   58
dominnant readings   181
DRAMA   60
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identity politics   100
IDEOLOGY   103, 25
IMAGERY   106
implied author   242–3   
implied reader   175
in medias res   122
institution   158, 182, 226
INTERTEXTUALITY   109, 231
irony, in satire   200
isocolon   166

Jacobean drama   62

kitchen sink drama   62

liberalism/liberal humanism   94
limited narrator   123
linear narrative   218–9
LITERATURE   112
logos and rhetoric   195
lyric   137

MARXIST CRITICISM   115
material conditions   161
metafiction   134
metaphor   54, 76
metonymy   77
metre   137, 139
miracle play   61
mirroring   150, 169
modernism   153 
monometer rhythm   139
mood   207
morality play   61
motif   235
motivation, and character   18–21
mystery play   61
MYTH, MYTHOLOGY   118

Index (continued)

ECOCRITICISM   66
ecology   66
Elizabethan drama   62
ENGLISH CRITICISM   70
epic   137
episodic narrative   218–9
epistolary novel   132
ethnicity   171 
ethos and rhetoric   195
experimental novel   133

false consciousness   24
FEMINIST CRITICISM   73, 87, 107
FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE   76
first person point of view   143
flashback   122, 218
flat character   18
foil   18
foot   140
FOREGROUNDING AND PRIVILEGING   80
framed narrative   218–9

GAPS AND SILENCES   84  
gaze   97
GENDER   87
GENRE   90
genre mashing   133
geographic narrative   218–9
Greek tragedy   61

haiku   139
hegemony   162
heptameter rhythm   139
hexameter rhythm   139
historical novel   133
HUMANISM   93
hyperbole   77

iambic foot   140
ideal reader   175
IDENTIFICATION   96
IDENTITY   99
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Index (continued)

NARRATIVE   112
narrator   123
narrator – as observer   242
narrator – as participant   242
national identity   101
natural aesthetics   3
naturalisation   153
NEW CRITICISM   126
nihilism   159
NOVEL   130
novella   131
number - in description   53

octameter rhythm   139   
octet   139
ode   137
omniscient narrator   123
onomatopoeia   77
open text   231
oppositional discourse   58
oppositional readings   181
organic unity   126
originality - in description   54

passion play   61
pastiche   154
pathos and rhetoric   195
patriarchy   73
pentameter rhythm   139
persona   62, 242
personal response   192
personification   77
picaresque novel   132
play script   63
plot   27, 122, 130
plot code   27
POETRY   136
POINT OF VIEW  142
political allegory   18
Political drama   62
POLYSEMY   146
POSTCOLONIALISM   149

POSTMODERNISM   153
POSTSTRUCTURALISM   157
POWER   161
power relations   161
power-knowledge   58
practical criticism   127   
preferred readings   113, 181
privileging   80
PROSE   164
PSYCHOANALYTIC CRITICISM   168
pyrrhic foot   140

quatrain   139

RACE AND ETHNICITY   171
READER   174
reader positioning   143
reading convention   19, 39, 90, 123
READING PRACTICES   178
READINGS   181
REFLECTION THEORY   184
relativism   159
religious allegory   9
repetition   38, 81, 196
REPRESENTATION   188
representation and voice   242
resistant readings   31, 97, 181
resistant reading practice   179
resolution   122
RESPONSE   191
restoration drama   62
RHETORIC   194
rhetorical aesthetics   3
rhetorical devices   196, 223
rhetorical question   197
rhyme   139
rhythm   137, 139
rising action   122
roman à clef   133
romance   131
round character   18
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SATIRE   199
scale - in description   53
second person point of view   143 
SEMIOTICS   203
sentence organisation   222, 223
sestet   139
SETTING   206
sex   87
silences   84
simile   54, 76, 109
social realism - in drama   62
social realist novel   133
sonnet   116, 138
speaker   142, 143, 241   
spondaic foot   140
stanza   139
stereotypes   14, 99, 189
stock character   18
story   122
structural code   27
STRUCTURALISM   212
STRUCTURE   216
STYLE   222
subject position   227
subject, and discourse   227
SUBJECTIVITY   226
suspense code   27
symbol   77
syntax   222

tercet   139
tetrameter rhythm   139
TEXT   230
textual convention   38
THEME   234
third person point of view   143
tone   243
transformation   124 
trimeter rhythm   139
trochaic foot   140

Index (continued)

universal aesthetics   3

VALUES AND ATTITUDES   237
version of reality   185
VOICE   241
voice, narrative   123

WRITING AND SPEECH   246
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