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General Preface

Among the most important developments in contemporary global cul-
ture is the arrival of Western literary criticism and literary theory in China.
FLTRP is to be congratulated for its imagination and foresight in making
these crucial texts available to teachers and students of literature through-
out China. There is arguably no greater force in producing understand-
ing between peoples than the transmission of literary traditions-the great
heritage of narrative, lyric, and prose forms that give cultures their dis-
tinctive character. Literary criticism and theory stand at the crossroads
of these transmissions. It is the body of writing that reflects on what a
literature has meant to a culture. It investigates the moral, political, and
experiential dimensions of literary traditions, linking form to content,
literature to history, the sensuous love of literature to analytic

understanding.

The availability of these important texts will greatly help students and
teachers to become acquainted with recent criticism and major critical
theories and movements. I am convinced that the series will make an
important contribution to the literary education of China, increasing lit-
eracy in new fields and international understanding at the same time. It
is an extraordinarily timely venture, at a time when comparative literary
study in a global context has become increasingly important for
professionals, and beyond that, for a general readership that seeks a deeper

understanding of literature.

W. J. T. Mitchell

Gaylord Donnelley Distinguished Service Professor
English and Art History

University of Chicago

Editor, Critical Inquiry
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Preface to the Fourth Edition

Raman Selden’s original A Reader’s Guide to Contemporary Literary
Theory (1985) now appears in a new fourth edition. Some little
while after revising the second edition, Raman prematurely and
tragically died of a brain tumour. He was much loved and highly
respected — not least for the remarkable achievement of produc-
ing a short, clear, informative and unpolemical volume on a
diverse and difficult subject. A third edition appeared in 1993,
Peter Widdowson having been honoured to take on the task of
keeping the book up-to-date. Now, as witness to its continuing
success and popularity, the moment for further revision of A
Reader’s Guide has arrived once more.

Three years is a long time in contemporary literary theory, and
the terrain, not surprisingly, has undergone substantial change.
The whole of the book, therefore, has been extensively reworked
~ this time by Peter Widdowson and Peter Brooker - and the
reading lists again updated. We noted in the third edition that, in
the nature of things, the volume was beginning to have two
rather more clearly identifiable functions than it had when
Raman Selden initiated the project only a decade ago in the mid-
1980s. The earlier chapters were taking on a historical cast in
outlining movements from which newer developments had
received their impetus and had then superseded, while the later
ones attempted to take stock of precisely those newer develop-
ments, to mark out the coordinates of where we live and practise
theory and criticism now. This tendency has strengthened in the

i



ii A Reader’s Guide to Contemporary Literary Theory

present version — evident in further reordering and restructuring
- so that nearly half the book is now comprised by its last four
chapters. The Introduction reflects on the issues which lie behind
these revisions.

For the third edition, Peter Widdowson was crucially assisted
by three advisors: Peter Brooker (now a co-author), Maggie
Humm (author of A Reader's Guide to Contemporary Feminist
Criticism, Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1994) and Francis Mulhern. The
debt to them still stands — their contributions continuing to
inform parts of the present volume - as, too, does that to the
authors of books acknowledged for their assistance in previous
prefaces. On the present occasion, the authors are indebted to a
further trio of advisers: Sonya Andermahr and Ian McCormick
of Nene College, Northampton, and Lynnette Turner of the
University of Hertfordshire. The former have made invaluable
contributions to the composition of the new chapter on ‘Gay,
lesbian and queer theories’, and the latter to the heavily revised
chapters on ‘Feminist’, ‘Postmodernist’ and ‘Postcolonialist’
theories. Without their up-to-the-minute knowledge and critical
perceptiveness, the new edition would be but a pale shadow of
what it sets out to be. Our sincerest thanks to them.

The preceding edition of A Reader’s Guide was cross-referenced
to Raman Selden’s parallel volume, Practising Theory and Reading
Literature (Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1989), in an attempt to give
students access to concrete examples of theory in practice. That
book remains a useful resource for such applications, and we
have retained selective reference to it (abbreviated in footnotes to
PTRL). But the fully complementary volume to this fourth
edition is now the present authors’ recently edited, A Practical
Reader in Contemporary Literary Theory (Harvester Wheatsheaf,
1996), which is in many respects a custom-made companion to A
Reader’s Guide. It includes examples of criticism on specific
literary texts by many of the theorists discussed here, and is
cross-referenced throughout as A Practical Reader (together with
relevant chapter numbers).
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Introduction

It is bewildering to think how much has changed since the mid-
1980s — only a dozen years ago - when Raman Selden first
undertook the daunting task of writing a brief introductory
guide to contemporary literary theory. In the Introduction to the
earlier editions of A Reader’s Guide, it was still possible for him to
note that:

until recently ordinary readers of literature and even professional
literary critics had no reason to trouble themselves about develop-
ments in literary theory. Theory seemed a rather rarefied specialism
which concerned a few individuals in literature departments who
were, in effect, philosophers pretending to be literary critics .. ..
Most critics assumed, like Dr Johnson, that great literature was
universal and expressed general truths about human life ... [and]
talked comfortable good sense about the writer’s personal experi-
ence, the social and historical background of the work, the human
interest, imaginative ‘genius’ and poetic beauty of great literature.

For good or ill, no such generalizations about the field of literary
criticism could be made now. Equally, in 1985 Raman would
rightly point to the end of the 1960s as the moment at which
things began to change, and comment that ‘during the past
twenty years or so students of literature have been troubled
by a seemingly endless series of challenges to the consensus
of common sense, many of them deriving from European (and
especially French and Russian) intellectual sources. To the

1



2 A Reader’s Guide to Contemporary Literary Theory

Anglo-Saxon tradition, this was a particularly nasty shock.” But
he could also still present ‘Structuralism’ as a newly shocking
‘intruder in the bed of Dr Leavis's alma mater’ (Cambridge),
especially a structuralism with ‘a touch of Marxism about [it]’,
and note the even more outré fact that there was already ‘a
poststructuralist critique of structuralism’, one of the main influ-
ences on which was the ‘psychoanalytic structuralism’ of the
French writer, Jacques Lacan. All of which, he could say at the
time, ‘only confirmed ingrained prejudices’. No criticism of
Raman, of course — indeed, that he could say this is to make the
very point — but such a conjuncture within ‘English’ or Literary
Studies now seems to belong irrevocably to the dim and distant
past. As later pages of the present introduction attest, over the
last twelve years a seismic change has taken place which has
transformed the contours of ‘contemporary literary theory’, and
which has therefore required a reconfiguration of A Reader’s
Guide to match.

Nevertheless, we retain — along with, it is only fair to note, a
good proportion of what Raman originally wrote in the first
editions of the book - a commitment to many of his founding
beliefs about the need for a concise, clear, introductory guide to
the field. We might add that the constant fissurings and re-
formations of contemporary theory since seem to reconfirm the
continuing need for some basic mapping of this complex and
difficult terrain, and the Guide’s widespread adoption on degree
courses throughout the English-speaking world also appears to
bear this out.

Raman Selden decided to write A Reader’s Guide in the first
place because he believed that the questions raised by modern
literary theory were important enough to justify the effort of
clarification, and because many readers by then felt that the
conventional contemptuous dismissal of theory would no longer
do. If nothing else, they wanted to know exactly what they were
being asked to reject. Like Raman, we too assume that the reader
is interested by and curious about this subject, and that s/he
requires a sketch-map of it as a preliminary guide to traversing
the difficult ground of the theories themselves. Apropos of this,
we also firmly hold that the ‘Selected Reading’ sections at the
end of each chapter, with their lists of ‘Basic Texts’ and ‘Further
Reading’, are an integral part of our project to familiarize the
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reader with the thinking which has constructed their present
field of study: the Guide, in the beginning and in the end, is no
substitute for the original theories.

Inevitably, any attempt to put together a brief summation of
complex and contentious concepts, to say much in little, will result
in over-simplifications, compressions, generalizations and omis-
sions. For example, we have made the decision that approaches
premised on pervasive linguistic and psychoanalytic theories are
best dispersed throughout the various chapters rather than having
discrete sections devoted to them. ‘Myth criticism’, which has a
long and varied history and includes the work of Gilbert Murray,
James Frazer, Carl Jung, Maud Bodkin and Northrop Frye, has
been omitted because it seemed to us that it has not entered the
main stream of academic or popular culture, and has not chal-
lenged received ideas as vigorously as the theories we do
examine. The chapter on New Criticism and F. R. Leavis comes
before the one on Russian Formalism when even a cursory glance
will indicate that chronologically the latter precedes the former.
This is because Russian Formalism, albeit mainly produced in the
second two decades of the twentieth century, did not have
widespread impact until the late-1960s and the 1970s, when it was
effectively rediscovered, translated and given currency by Western
intellectuals who were themselves part of the newer Marxist and
structuralist movements of that period. In this respect, the Russian
Formalists ‘belong’ to that later moment of their reproduction and
are mobilized by the new left critics in their assault, precisely, on
established literary criticism represented most centrally, in the
Anglo-Saxon cultures, by New Criticism and Leavisism. Hence,
we present the latter as anterior to Formalism in terms of critical
theoretical ideology, because they represent the traditions of
criticism, from the outset and principally, with which contempo-
rary critical theory had to engage. In any event, while the Reader’s
Guuide does not pretend to give a comprehensive picture of its field,
and cannot be anything other than selective and partial (in both
senses), what it does offer is a succinct overview of the most
challenging and prominent trends within the theoretical debates
of the last thirty years.

But more generally, and leaving aside for the moment the fact
that in 1996, if not in 1985, the effects of these theoretical debates



