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Literary Analysis: Formalist Criticism
An approach to analyzing texts that emphasizes a "close reading" of its form or structure.

Key Terms

1. Theme: the central idea, or meaning, that the reader is expected to derive from the text. 

· Theme deals with the writer's view of the world which implicitly reveals some insight about human nature. 

·  In a formalist interpretation, all other structural elements, such as plot, characterization, point of view, etc., should be analyzed in terms of what these elements contribute to the development of the theme.

2.  Plot:  the action or sequence of events in a story.  Key elements of plot include:

a. Suspense:  the quality of tension or anxiety in the plot which keeps the reader's interest

b. Foreshadowing: the use of clues to hint at what is going to happen later in the plot

c. Flashback: a scene that interrupts the present action of the plot to "flash backward" and tell what happened at an earlier time 

d. Atmosphere:  the overall effect created by the setting and descriptive details, to evoke an emotional response in the reader

e. Mood: the emotional response experienced by the reader

f. Symbol: something that stands for or represents another thing, especially an object used to represent something abstract.  For example, a red rose is a symbol of love

3. Plot Line:  the graphic display of the action or events in a text -- 

a. Exposition:  that portion (usually at the beginning) that helps the reader understand the background or situation in which the work is set

b. Rising Action: the series of conflicts or struggles that build a text toward a climax

c. Climax:  the high point of conflict and tension preceding the resolution in a text; the point of decision or inevitability

d. Falling Action:  what happens in a text after the climax.  It ends with the resolution, or dénouement

e. Resolution (or dénouement): the conclusion of a story in which the problem is solved.  It comes after the climax and falling action and is intended to bring the text to a satisfactory end

4. Conflict:  the tension created in the story by the problem or struggle or outcome of the struggle that triggers the action.  
Types of conflict:
a. Person vs. Self:  a character has a dilemma

b. Person vs. Person:  one character has a problem with one or more of the other characters

c. Person vs. Society:  a character has a problem with some element of society, e.g., school, the law, the accepted way of doing things

d. Person vs. Nature:  a character has a problem with some natural happening, e.g., an avalanche or a hurricane

e. Person vs. Fate or a God-like Entity: a character has to battle what seems to be an uncontrollable problem.  Whenever the problem seems to be a strange or unbelievable coincidence, fate can be considered the cause of the conflict.

f. Person vs. the Supernatural: a character has to battle an other worldly entity such as a vampire or a monster

5. Characterization:  the process by which the writer reveals the personalities of the people of the text.  This can be done in the following ways:

a. Directly: when the narrator reveals his/her idea of the character.  For example, "He was a corrupt, dishonest, deceitful, and thoroughly unlikable human being."
b. Indirectly -- 

· Through a description of the character's actions

· Through the character's speeches and thoughts

· Through a physical description of the character

· By showing what other characters in the text think or say about the character

6. Character types:

· Static character:  a character who stays the same throughout a work
· Dynamic character: a character who undergoes a change in personality or attitude
· Flat character: a character who is not fully developed but sketched out through one or two distinguishing traits
· Round character: a fully developed character, one whom readers feel might exist in life
· Stereotyped character: a character with one personality trait, so typical that his or her nature is immediately familiar
· Foil: a character who sets off another by contrast
· Protagonist: the central character in the text, the one with whom readers usually sympathize
· Antagonist: a person or force (the enemy) that opposes the protagonist
7. Setting: the time and location of the action of the text.  Setting includes the geographic location,  historical period, time of year and day, characters' occupations and way of life, and the general psychological, moral and social environmental conditions of the characters.  The setting can be used by the author to create conflict, atmosphere, mood, or to reveal something about the characters in the text.

8. Point of View: the vantage point from which the story is told.   Its purpose is to establish relationships among the author, the reader, and the text of the story and to a great extent, it shapes the way the reader understands the work, because it determines how much the narrator can reveal to the reader.  It can control the tone of the text, influence our perception of character(s), and heighten suspense.  
Major types:

a. First-person point of view:  First person pronouns -- I, me, my, we, us, our -- are used to tell the story.  Kinds of first-person point of view:

· The narrator is a major character in the story -- the story is told by the narrator and is chiefly about him/her. 
· The narrator is a minor character in the story -- the narrator tells a story that focuses on someone other than him/herself, but he/she is still a character in the story. 
· The narrator, who is either a major or minor character, is an innocent-eye narrator.  This narrator may be a child or developmentally disabled individual and the narration is thus naïve.  This type of narrator is generally used to produce irony. 
b. Third-person point of view:  Third person pronouns -- he, him, she, her, they, them -- are 
used to tell the story; he or she is outside the action.  Kinds of third-person point of view:  

· Objective: The narrator avoids interpretive statements, stressing only the details of the action and speeches.  Thoughts of characters are expressed only as dialogue.

· Omniscient: The narrator sees all, reports all, and knows and explains the inner workings of the minds of any and all characters. 
· Limited or Limited Omniscient: The author limits the narrator's omniscience to the minds of a few of the characters or to the mind of a single character.
c. Second-person point of view: Second person pronouns -- you, your, yourself -- are used

 to tell the story.  It is used rarely for an entire text because it directly involves the reader in the story, and the reader may be unwilling or unable to identify with the "you" in the story.  

9. Tone:  the voice or attitude of the author or the narrator.  Since the reader does not hear voice inflection to help determine meaning, he/she must analyze such stylistic elements as diction, details, imagery, and figurative language to determine tone.  Examples of words to describe tone include angry, sad, cynical, satiric, ironic, etc.
10. Style: That element that distinguishes one author from another.  It is how the author uses 

· Diction (language and word choice)

· Syntax (word order, sentence type and length)

· Figurative language

· Imagery

· Selection of detail

· Rhythm

· The balance between narration and dialogue

· The choice of point of view

· The use of descriptive passages

· Tone

