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Literary theory & interpretation
What is it?

The consideration and evaluation of literature through social and political 

perspectives and filters.

Why is it important?

Considering texts in relation to literary theory will make your essays more 

tightly focused as it provides a perspective through which you can offer your 

own interpretation, and justify your position.

It sheds new light on character and thematic presentation, as well as casting an 

evaluative gaze upon possible authorial intent.



In the same way that 

applying different filters to 

images in Instagram creates 

different aesthetic 

perspectives, looking at 

literature through different 

lenses provides new ways of 

interpreting a text.
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What is it not? Authorial intent

Please be aware that the way a piece of literature can be interpreted is not necessarily in 

keeping with what the author intended… and that’s OK! Afterall, one of the beauties of 

reading literature is that it helps us interpret the world around us, even if the author’s 

intentions remain unclear.

“The Death of the 

Author”



Feminist interpretation

What is feminist criticism?

Feminism: the belief  in social, economic, and political equality of  the sexes.

Feminist criticism is concerned with "...the ways in which literature (and other 

cultural productions) reinforce, undermine, or challenge the economic, political, 

social, and psychological oppression of women" (Tyson 83). This school of theory 

looks at how aspects of our culture are inherently patriarchal and aims to expose 

misogyny in writing about women, which can take explicit and implicit forms.

Simone De Beauvoir, The Second Sex (1949)

“The whole of feminine history has been man-made. Just as in America there is no 

Negro problem, but rather a white problem; just as anti-Semitism is not a Jewish 

problem, it is our problem; so the woman problem has always been a man 

problem.”

“Her wings are cut and then she is blamed for not knowing how to fly.”

Feminist



Feminist Theories

Though a number of different approaches exist in feminist criticism, there exist some areas of 

commonality:

 Women are ‘the second sex’ as they are seen as less powerful and important than men. They 

are oppressed by patriarchy economically, politically, socially, and psychologically.

 In every domain where patriarchy reigns, woman is ‘other’: she is marginalized, defined only 

by her difference from male norms and values.

 All of Western (Anglo-European) civilization is deeply rooted in patriarchal ideology, for 

example, in the Biblical portrayal of Eve as the origin of sin and death in the world.

 While biology determines our sex (male or female), culture determines our gender (scales of 

masculine and feminine).

 Gender issues play a part in every aspect of human production and experience, including the 

production and experience of literature, whether we are consciously aware of these issues or 

not.

Feminist



“Careful, honey, it’s loaded,” he said, re-entering the 
bedroom.
Her back rested against the headboard. “This for your wife?”
“No. Too chancy. I’m hiring a professional.”
“How about me?”
He smirked. “Cute, But who’d be dumb enough to hire a lady 
hit man?”
She wet her lips, sighting along the barrel.
“Your wife.”



Feminist

Consider the following questions.

 How is the relationship between men and women portrayed?

 To what extent do characters demonstrate stereotypical gender traits?

 Do characters take on traits from opposite genders? How so? How does this change 

our reactions to them?

 What does the text reveal about patriarchy?

 What does the work say about women's creativity/production?

 To what extent do women have autonomy over their actions?

 How does historical, political, or social context connect to these ideas?

How do I interpret a text from a feminist perspective?

Think about some of the texts you have studied in relation to the presentation of the 

equality (or inequality) between the sexes.

Macbeth (1606)

Jekyll & Hyde (1886)

An Inspector Calls (1945)

My Last Duchess (1842)

One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest (1962)

Feminine Gospels (2002)



How do I interpret a text from a feminist perspective?

An example of feminist interpretation: Lady Macbeth

Sandra M. Gilbert considers how Lady Macbeth in her murderous ambition goes beyond 

prescribed gender roles, but in doing so only succeeds in monstering herself and becoming a 

parody of womanhood, until madness again confines her to feminine helplessness.

Throughout most of literary history, Lady Macbeth – the scheming spouse who plots the villainy at 

the centre of Shakespeare’s devastating ‘Scottish play’ – has been seen as a figure of ‘almost 

peerless malevolence’. Monstrous and murderous, she was based on a woman described in 

Holinshed’s Chronicles as ‘burning in unquenchable desire to beare the name of a queene’. Yet 

actors who played this part have often debated her character. Writing in the early 19th century, 

the Sarah Siddons declared that this infamous heroine was ‘a woman in whose bosom the passion 

of ambition has almost obliterated all the characteristics of human nature’. But later in the century 

the charismatic actor Ellen Terry thought it ‘strange’ that Lady Macbeth should be seen ‘as a sort of 

monster’, claiming that ‘I conceive [her] as a small, slight woman of acute nervous sensibility’, who 

was perhaps ‘not good, but not much worse than many women you know – me for instance’. The 

critic Anna Jameson similarly declared that ‘the woman herself remains a woman to the last’.



How do I interpret a text from a feminist perspective?

An example: Lady Macbeth

So, from a feminist perspective how might you interpret Lady 

Macbeth?

Lady Macbeth is 

primarily a fiendish 

avatar of evil. Being 

female and being 

incapable of acting with 

reason and intellect in the 

public sphere is in 

keeping with both 

Jacobean perceptions of 

women, and in keeping 

with oppressive 

patriarchal attitudes 

throughout history.

Lady Macbeth is a 

personification of debates 

surrounding gender trouble, 

whose efforts to implement her 

dreams of power question the 

sexual hierarchy into which she 

has been born. In other words, 

her primary success is to 

enable a discussion within the 

audience about how power 

and ambition is perceived 

differently between men and 

women.

Lady Macbeth’s boastful 

intention signifies her 

rebellion against the 

submissive role to which 

her culture has assigned 

her. Whilst she may not be a 

wholly good person, she 

should not be considered any 

worse a person than her 

husband, and she could be 

considered as much more 

effective. 

Key quotes:

‘too full o’ th’ milk of 
human kindness’

‘screw his courage to the 
sticking place’



How do I interpret a text from a feminist perspective?

Consider the role of women in all your other texts.

How might you interpret them from a feminist perspective?

Eva Smith (AIC)

Lady Macbeth 

(M)

Mrs Birling 

(AIC)

The maid (J&H)

Nurse Ratched

(OFOTCN)

Maggie 

(COAHTR)



Existentialist interpretation

What is existentialism?

Existentialism is the philosophical view that our world is 

without pre-defined meaning and we should apply our own 

meaning to it.

Existentialists believe that there is not an intrinsic or pre-

defined meaning to life. In the view of the existentialist, the 

individual's starting point is characterized by what has been 

called "the existential attitude", or a sense of disorientation, 

confusion, or dread in the face of an apparently meaningless 

world. However, whilst the predominant value of existentialism is 

commonly acknowledged to be total freedom, its primary virtue 

is authenticity; how do we live authentically well in a world 

without pre-defined meaning?

Existentialist



Existentialist interpretation

What is existentialism?

Conversations surrounding existentialism have come 

about since the late 19th century in which time many 

people’s moral compasses have become less aligned 

with religion and God. In fact, most existentialists 

don’t believe in God, hence the motivation to 

attempt to provide individualised meaning to life.

Existentialist thought is in part a consequence of the 

impact of world wars, changing cultural dynamics, a 

greater sense of individual identity, and less 

homogonised views of living and life in the modern 

Western world.

The problem is not restriction therefore, but freedom.

Existentialist



Consider the following questions.

 To what extent is the reader presented with a meaningless world or 

society?

 To what extent are characters in charge of their own morality?

 Do characters question their own existence?

 What moral values do characters possess and are these ‘authentic’?

How do I interpret a text from an existential perspective?

Think about some of the texts you have studied in relation to ideas concerning 

freedom, identity, morality, and God.

Macbeth (1606)

Jekyll & Hyde (1886)

An Inspector Calls (1945)

The Prelude (1799)

Storm On The Island (1966)

Cat On A Hot Tin Roof (1955)

One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest (1962)

Existentialist



How do I interpret a text from an existential perspective?

Examples

Through Macbeth’s despairing soliloquy lamenting 

the insignificance of his life, Shakespeare 

presents his audience with an existentialist view. It 

might be argued that Shakespeare does this not 

only to amplify Macbeth’s psychological journey 

(from noble warrior through maddened tyrant to 

final recognition of his worthless pursuits), but also 

to question the notion of a Godless universe. We 

as an audience are asked to question what 

human characteristics we value most if our lives 

are devoid of religion or supernatural guidance.

Nurse Ratched is characterised as a demi-God 

dictator who oppresses the men on the ward whilst also 

providing order to their lives. Whereas the introduction 

of McMurphy’s debauchery, frivolity, and comedy 

provides them with both catharsis and disorder. It might 

be argued that Kesey presents his reader with 

existentialist questions; how are we to live and make 

sense of our community when we perceive those 

imbued with power as restricting our freedom? Chief 

Bromden’s final purge is a painful one, but he deems it 

necessary to kill McMurphy and flee ‘the nest’ in order 

to make sense of his new found psychological freedom.

Macbeth

‘Out, out, brief candle!

Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player,

That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,

And then is heard no more. It is a tale

Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,

Signifying nothing’

One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest

‘I been silent so long now it’s gonna roar out of me like 

floodwaters and you think the guy telling this is ranting 

and raving my God; you think this is too horrible to have 

really happened, this is too awful to be the truth! But, 

please. It’s still hard for me to have a clear mind thinking 

on it. But it’s the truth even if it didn’t happen.’



How do I interpret a text from an existential perspective?

Consider the below quotes in relation to your understanding of the texts as a whole

Storm On The Island

‘Space is a salvo,

We are bombarded with the empty air.

Strange, it is a huge nothing that we fear.’ 

The Prelude

‘There was a darkness, call it solitude,

Or blank desertion, no familiar shapes

Of hourly objects, images of trees,

Of sea or sky, no colours of green fields;

But huge and mighty Forms that do not live

Like living men mov’d slowly through my mind

By day and were the trouble of my dreams.’

Jekyll & Hyde

‘Utterson was amazed to find it a copy of 

a pious work, for which Jekyll had several 

times expressed a great esteem, 

annotated, in his own hand, with startling 

blasphemies.’

Cat On A Hot Tin Roof

‘There’s gotta be some meaning to life, 

some purpose.’ - Brick



What is Marxism?

 Marxism is the movement founded by Karl Marx (1818-

1883) which fights for the self-emancipation of the working 

class.

 It is a socio-economic theory that critiques the dominance of 

capitalism at the expense of the working classes.

How so?

 The proletariat (working class) make money for the 

bourgeoisie (upper/ruling class) who control the means of 

production.

Therefore…

 The continuing conflict between the classes will lead to 

upheaval and revolution by oppressed peoples and form the 

groundwork for a new order of society and economics where 

capitalism is abolished.

Marxist



What is Marxism?

Marx believed that:

1. Modern work is alienating – Work can be a great joy for the individual. However, 

for it to be a joy people must be able to see themselves in the work they create. 

However, modern work is very much specialised and industrialised. The worker 

becomes a producer of goods for the capitalist owner, and therefore a mere cog in a 

greater machine.

2. Modern work is insecure – The worker is dispensible. The worker does not want to be 

rid of, and wants to be valued. Marx argued that capitalism does not allow for this.

3. Workers get paid little whilst the owners get rich – Capitalist owners shrink worker 

wages in order to create a greater profit margin. Whilst capitalists see profit as a 

reward, Marx argued that profit was a kind of theft of the workers time, skills, and 

energy.

4. Marriage and institution is governed by economic desires – Marx believed that 

leisure and love were too often undermined by economic pursuits.



Breakfast

WE ate our breakfast lying on our backs, 
Because the shells were screeching overhead. 
I bet a rasher to a loaf of bread 
That Hull United would beat Halifax 
When Jimmy Strainthorpe played full-back instead 
Of Billy Bradford. Ginger raised his head 
And cursed, and took the bet; and dropt back dead. 
We ate our breakfast lying on our backs, 
Because the shells were screeching overhead. 



The General

(Denmark Hill Hospital, April 1917)

"Good-morning; good-morning!" the General said 
When we met him last week on our way to the line. 
Now the soldiers he smiled at are most of ’em dead, 
And we’re cursing his staff for incompetent swine. 
"He’s a cheery old card," grunted Harry to Jack 
As they slogged up to Arras with rifle and pack. 

But he did for them both by his plan of attack.



Consider the following questions.

 To what extent is the reader presented with a society consisting of class 

struggles in which the working-class are oppressed?

 To what extent do the economic interests of characters undermine others?

 To what extent are the working class alienated?

 What economic values does the text reinforce?

How do I interpret a text from a Marxist perspective?

Think about some of the texts you have studied in relation to ideas concerning class 

struggles, and the plight of the working-classes versus the dominance of capitalism.

Jekyll & Hyde (1886)

An Inspector Calls (1945)

London (1794)

Cat On A Hot Tin Roof (1955)

One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest (1962)Marxist



How do I interpret a text from an existential perspective?

Examples

From a Marxist perspective, Priestley 

characterizes Eva Smith as representing the 

alienated proletariat, and Mr. Birling as 

representative of the exploitative capitalist 

idea that profit is key.

The Inspector hints at social revolution when 

he speaks of ‘fire and blood and anguish’ if 

the bourgeoisie do not change their 

behaviour.

From a Marxist perspective, Williams 

characterises Big Daddy as the exploitative 

capitalist cotton plantation owner whose economic 

pursuits are at the expense of his ability to 

interact progressively with those around him.

However, Big Daddy is a more nuanced character 

than this, for in his dying days he recognises the 

moral compromise he has made in his life, even 

though he may not possess the required delicacy 

and articulacy of language to fully express his 

emotions.

An Inspector Calls

Mr Birling comments on society being ‘all 

mixed up together like bees in a hive –

community and all that nonsense.’

‘A man has to mind his own business and look 

after himself and his own.’

Cat On A Hot Tin Roof

Big Daddy: ‘the human animal is a beast that dies 

and if he's got money he buys and buys and buys 

and I think the reason he buys everything he can buy 

is that in the back of his mind he has the crazy hope 

that one of his purchases will be life everlasting!—

Which it never can be.’



Different interpretations within the 
same school of thought can lead to 
wildly different levels of satisfaction or 
outrage with fictional characters, events 
or plots.


