
 

 

—REVIEW— 
 

What are literary theories? 

Various LITERARY THEORIES (or “LENSES”) provide us underlying principles, 
rules, TENETS OR “TOOLS” which we can cite to critique, dissect, and discuss 
the possible THEMES or UNDERLYING ARGUMENTS of literary texts. All 
literary interpretations draw on a basis of a specific theory or theories. 

 
Where do literary theories come from? 
Theories are formed shortly after major EPISTEMIC SHIFTS. 

 
What is an Epistemic Shift? 
When a culture or society transforms from a singular philosophical belief (or 
one “TRUTH”) to recognition of multiple, often opposing “tRUTHS,” this 
movement is referred to as an EPISTEMIC SHIFT. These shifts happen as a 
result of major moments in world history: Uprisings or challenges to popular 
thinking. These moments must be so impactful, that they completely transform 
the ways people think about themselves and their place or purpose in the 
world surrounding them. Throughout human history, we can see the impact 
of these Epistemic Shifts (historical moments and changes in people’s 
thinking) reflected in our literary texts.  
 
An interesting note: The word “Episteme” is Greek. It has three meanings: 
“KNOWLEDGE”; “A SYSTEM OF UNDERSTANDING a body of ideas which give 
shape to the knowledge of that time”; and “TRUTHS by which a SOCIETY or 
sects of a society MAKE SENSE OF THE WORLD.” 
 



 

 

What does any of this  
have to do with literature? 
THEMES in literature REFLECT the CONSTANTLY CHANGING IDEOLOGIES 
(worldviews) of any given culture. In many ways, NARRATIVES—the stories 
we tell, regardless of medium—are ARTIFACTS of (i) the time periods in 
which those narratives are created, and (ii) the cultures they are created to 
entertain or inform. Starting with the dawn of human history, people 
continue to use NARRATIVES TO VALIDATE their WORLDVIEWS. Therefore, a 
narrative may represent the worldviews of the culture or time period in 
which that narrative was “born.” 
 
We search for the values of a specific culture by EXAMINING THAT 

CULTURE’S TEXTS—exploring and determining meanings—and asking, 
“What does this text alone, and the ideas it expresses, TELL US ABOUT the 
very CULTURE its creator intended to REFLECT?” 
 

 

In sum: 
We can EXAMINE and INTERPRET AN IDEOLOGY—an accepted “TRUTH” of 
a group of people and time period—that is exemplified in a literary TEXT. In 
doing so, we can assess the IDEOLOGIES (multiple “tRUTHS”) of the culture in 
which the literature was first published. We can also determine the way our 
culture has changed or adapted that ideology with new meaning and for new 
purpose. 
 


