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The literary historian M.H. Abrams, in The Mirror and the Lamp (1953), distinguished among 
four different types of literary theories: 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Mimetic theories:  

– Historically the first type of theory from classical antiquity (Plato, Aristotle, etc.) 
– Focuses on the relationship between the outside world and the work of art 
– Posited that poetry could best be understood as an imitation, a representation, a copy of 

the physical world 
Rhetorical theories: 

– Later classical period, Middle Ages, Renaissance 
– Emphasizes the relationship between the work of art and its audience 
– How the work of art should be formed to please and instruct its audience, or what an 

audience should be like in order to appreciate literature correctly 
Expressive theories: 

– Late eighteenth and most of the nineteenth centuries 
– Stresses the relationship between the work of art and the artist 
– The special faculties of mind and soul that the artist brings to the act of creation 

Formal theories: 
– Beginning of the twentieth century to present 
– Plays down the connections of the work of art with the exterior world, the audience, and 

the artist 
– Stress the purely aesthetic relationship between the parts of a work of literature, 

analyzing “themes” and “motifs” 
– Strove for a quasi-scientific objectivity 
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Additional Theoretical/Critical Approaches: 
 

DIGITAL HUMANITIES/NEW MEDIA  
 
Digital Humanities: 
 
The digital humanities sit at the crossroads of computer science and the humanities. 
Since the 1980’s, a wide range of computational tools have enabled humanities 
scholars to conduct research at a scale once thought impossible. Digital humanities 
foster collaboration and traverse disciplines and methodological orientations, with 
projects to digitize archival materials for posterity, to map the exchange and 
transmission of ideas in history, and to study the evolution of common words over the 
centuries. 
 
Some current digital humanities projects implement tools such as 3-D mapping, 
algorithmic literary analysis, advanced visualization techniques, and digitization of 
textual corpora.  
 
From Wikipedia: 
 
Digital humanities (DH) is an area of scholarly activity at the intersection of computing or digital 
technologies and the disciplines of the humanities. It can be defined as new ways of doing scholarship 
that involve collaborative, transdisciplinary, and computationally engaged research, teaching, and 
publishing. It brings digital tools and methods to the study of the humanities with the recognition that 
the printed word is no longer the main medium for knowledge production and distribution. By 
producing and using new applications and techniques, DH makes new kinds of teaching and research 
possible, while at the same time studying and critiquing how these impact cultural heritage and digital 
culture. Thus, a distinctive feature of DH is its cultivation of a two-way relationship between the 
humanities and the digital: the field both employs technology in the pursuit of humanities research and 
subjects technology to humanistic questioning and interrogation, often simultaneously. 
 
The definition of the digital humanities is being continually formulated by scholars and practitioners. 
Since the field is constantly growing and changing, specific definitions can quickly become outdated or 
unnecessarily limit future potential. The second volume of Debates in the Digital Humanities (2016) 
acknowledges the difficulty in defining the field: "Along with the digital archives, quantitative analyses, 
and tool-building projects that once characterized the field, DH now encompasses a wide range of 
methods and practices: visualizations of large image sets, 3D modeling of historical artifacts, 'born 
digital' dissertations, hashtag activism and the analysis thereof, alternate reality games, mobile 
makerspaces, and more. In what has been called 'big tent' DH, it can at times be difficult to determine 
with any specificity what, precisely, digital humanities work entails.” 
 
Historically, the digital humanities developed out of humanities computing and has become associated 
with other fields, such as humanistic computing, social computing, and media studies. In concrete 
terms, the digital humanities embraces a variety of topics, from curating online collections of primary 
sources (primarily textual) to the data mining of large cultural data sets to topic modeling. Digital 
humanities incorporates both digitized (remediated) and born-digital materials and combines the 
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methodologies from traditional humanities disciplines (such 
as history, philosophy, linguistics, literature, art, archaeology, music, and cultural studies) and social 
sciences, with tools provided by computing (such as Hypertext, Hypermedia, data 
visualisation, information retrieval, data mining, statistics, text mining, digital mapping), and digital 
publishing. Related subfields of digital humanities have emerged like software studies, platform studies, 
and critical code studies. Fields that parallel the digital humanities include new media 
studies and information science as well as media theory of composition, game studies, particularly in 
areas related to digital humanities project design and production, cultural analytics and culturomics. 
 
New Media: 
 
Digital technologies that take advantage of computers and the Internet have led to 
products and services that provide information or entertainment. Social media, blogs, 
video games and online news outlets are typically referred to as “new media.” These 
channels of communication have far-reaching implications for society, including in 
business and politics.   However, older forms of media, such as radio, television and 
vinyl records, were once new. So what exactly makes “new media” new? In truth, new 
media is a relative term. Several practical and theoretical considerations help clarify 
just what new media is.  
 
New media refers to “those digital media that are interactive, incorporate two-way 
communication and involve some form of computing,” Robert Logan writes in his 
book Understanding New Media. New media is “very easily processed, stored, 
transformed, retrieved, hyperlinked and, perhaps most radical of all, easily searched 
for and accessed.”   A distinction between new media and old media is that old media 
is for the most part mass media. In addition, each form of new media is highly 
interactive, while mass media is not. Users of new media are active producers of 
content and information, whether sending an email or using Internet collaboration 
tools.   Professor and new media theorist Lev Manovich describes new media as being 
native to computers or relying on computers for distribution: websites, human-
computer interface, virtual worlds, virtual reality, multimedia, computer games, 
computer animation, digital video, special effects in cinema and interactive computer 
installations. - See more at: http://online.seu.edu/what-is-new-
media/#sthash.5PBNiBml.dpuf 
 
Manovich outlines eight possible concepts about new media in his essay “New Media 
from Borges to HTML,” from the book The New Media Reader. These theoretical 
considerations build upon new media as digital and cultural expressions. 
  

1. New media versus cyberculture. Cyberculture is the study of various social 
phenomena associated with the Internet and other new forms of network 
communication, such as online communities, cellphone usage in various 
communities and issues of gender and identity in Internet usage. In contrast, 
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new media is concerned with the new possibilities that network communication 
technologies and all forms of computing present. 

2. New media as using computer technology as a distribution platform. New 
media uses digital computer technology for distribution. This definition must 
be revised every few years as computing technology advances. 

3. New media as digital data controlled by software. New media is digital data 
that can be manipulated by software. This allows automation for media 
operations to produce multiple versions of the same object. For instance, a 
picture can be altered or generated automatically by running algorithms like 
sharpen, blue and colorize. 

4. New media as the mix between existing cultural conventions and the 
conventions of software. Hollywood films keep computers out of key creative 
decisions, yet computer games use automation much more thoroughly, such as 
with 3-D character models and storyline events. New media becomes a 
combination of old data and new data; old data relies on visual reality and 
human reality, and new data relies on digital data. 

5. New media as the aesthetics that accompany the early stage of every new 
modern media and communication technology. Instead of looking at how 
digital computers function as media creation, media distribution and 
telecommunication devices, the focus can be on aesthetic techniques that 
accompany every new media and telecommunication technology. For example, 
filmmakers in the mid-1990s used small, inexpensive digital cameras for films 
characterized by a documentary style so that they could focus on the 
authenticity of the actors’ performances and a more intimate approach. 

6. New media as faster execution of algorithms previously executed manually or 
through other technologies. Digital computing can be thought of as a way to 
massively speed up manual techniques that already exist. Modern video games 
use an algorithm for linear perspective that originated during the Renaissance 
in Italy; in a first-person shooter video game, digital computers animate views 
and recalculate views for all objects in the frame many times per second. The 
modern digital computer can be thought of as a faster calculator. 

7. New media as the encoding of modernist avant-garde; new media as 
metamedia. The 1920s, or specifically 1915 to 1928, is more relevant to new 
media than any other time period in history. Artists in this period invented a 
new set of visual and spatial languages and communication techniques still 
used today. New media represents the new avant-garde, which is no longer 
concerned with seeing or representing the world in new ways; rather, it seeks to 
access and use previously accumulated media. Thus, new media is post-media 
or metamedia. 

8. New media as articulation of similar ideas in post-WWII art and modern 
computing. New media further develops ideas contained in the new art of the 
1960s, including active participation of the audience, artwork as a temporal 
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process rather than a fixed object and artwork as an open system. Also, 
“combinatorics” — creating images and/or objects  

9. by altering a single parameter or creating all possible combinations of a small 
number of elements — in 1960s computer art and minimalist art can be linked 
conceptually and historically to new media. It illustrates that algorithms, which 
are an essential part of new media, do not depend on technology but can be 
performed by humans. 

 
For Further Reference: 
 
UCSB Transcriptions Center, https://transcriptions.english.ucsb.edu/about/ 
 
CUNY Digital Humanities Initiative Resource Guide, 
https://wiki.commons.gc.cuny.edu/The_CUNY_Digital_Humanities_Resource_Guide/ 
 
A Companion to Digital Literary Studies, 
http://www.digitalhumanities.org/companion/view?docId=blackwell/9781405148641/9781
405148641.xml&chunk.id=ss1-3-1 
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AFFECT/NEUROBIOLOGY/PSYCHOLOGY 
 
From UCSB’s Literature and the Mind Initiative: 
 
Literature has always honored the power of the imagination in shaping our experience 
of the world.  Current developments in psychoanalysis, psychology, philosophy, 
cognitive science and neurobiology confirm the profound importance of language in 
structuring the mind’s representations and re-workings of reality.  Study of the mind 
is now one of our most exciting and inventive fields of interdisciplinary research, 
informed by and informing not only literary criticism and theory but also the study of 
cultural and social practice.  Language is known to play a central role in creating 
memories, processing emotions, and thinking.  Verbal creativity and interpretation are 
vital to our survival and well-being; constructing narrative, analyzing the past, and 
creating fictional models are crucial to all human activity, from technological 
invention to falling in love to planning revolutions.  This is why we have always 
needed, and always loved, literature.  When we try to speak the unspeakable–whether 
trauma or rapture–we call it poetry.  When our wishes are unfulfilled, we create 
legends. When we are terrified by one another, we put ourselves, and our conflicts, on 
stage, and try to learn empathy.  “Literature and the Mind” explores how and why 
symbolic activity helps us create, rather than suffer from, reality. 
 
 
Affect Theory/Studies: 
 
How does literature feel? What creates its feelings states? What relation is there 
between literary feeling and human emotion? 
 
Why is emotional understanding important—to our work as scholars, teachers, and 
humanists? 
 
Affect are those visceral forces beneath, alongside, or generally other than conscious 
knowing that can serve to drive us toward movement, thought, and ever-changing 
forms of relation. Affect theory illuminates the intertwined realms of the aesthetic, the 
ethical, and the political as they play out across bodies (human and non-human) in 
both mundane and extraordinary ways. 
 
From Oxford Reference: 
 
Most readers probably take it as self-evident that literature is inseparable from emotion. Poems 
memorialize love and grief; stories elaborate on the rage of battle, the shame of defeat, or the guilt of 
sin. Readers pass through versions of these feelings while perusing a book or watching a play. They also 
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experience respect and awe, flip pages or inch forward in their seats due to suspense, or relax into a 
delighted experience of beauty at a phrase or scene. 
 
After long neglect, in recent decades, emotion—or, more generally, affect—has 
become a major concern in literary study, as well as philosophy, psychology, and 
elsewhere. It is possible to organize such work into two broad orientations, commonly 
called “affect theory” (alternatively, “affective poststructuralism”) and “affective 
science.” Writers in affect theory draw on a range of psychological, social, linguistic, 
and other theories, most often in the service of political analysis. The psychological 
principles of affect theory have tended to derive from the tradition of psychoanalysis, 
often through its radical revision or critique by such theorists as Jacques Lacan and 
Gilles Deleuze. Affect theorists have also drawn extensively, sometimes more 
centrally, on a range of theorists outside of psychology, principally poststructuralists, 
such as Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida. 
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NEW MATERIALISM 
 
New Materialism is an emerging trend in 21st century thought in several fields of 
inquiry, including philosophy, cultural theory, feminism, science studies, and the 
visual arts. Defined around the primacy of matter and its properties and actions, New 
Materialism re-works long-held assumptions about the nature of the stuff of the 
universe. It responds to the need for novel accounts of agency, nature and social 
relationships in the contemporary epoch, when new questions have arisen about our 
place as embodied humans in the world and the ways we produce, reproduce and 
consume our material environment. 
 
“New materialism” as a term was coined by Manuel DeLanda and Rosi Braidotti in the 
second half of the 1990’s. New materialism shows how the mind is always already 
material (the mind is an idea of the body), how matter is necessarily something of the 
mind (the mind has the body as its object), and how nature and culture are always 
already “naturecultures” (Donna Haraway’s term). New materialism opposes the 
transcendental and humanist (dualist) traditions that are haunting cultural theory, 
standing on the brink of both the modern and the post-postmodern era. The 
transcendental and humanist traditions, which are manifold yet consistently 
predicated on dualist structures, continue to stir debates that are being opened up by 
new materialists (think of the feminist polemic concerning the failed materialism in 
the work of Judith Butler, and of the Saussurian/Lacanian linguistic heritage in media 
and cultural studies). What can be labelled “new materialism” shifts these dualist 
structures by allowing for the conceptualization of the travelling of the fluxes of nature 
and culture, matter and mind, and opening up active theory formation. 
 
Manuel DeLanda and Rosi Braidotti—independently of one another—first started 
using “neo-materialism” or “new materialism” in the second half of the 1990s, for a 
cultural theory that does not privilege the side of culture, but focuses on what Donna 
Haraway (2003) would call “naturecultures” or what Bruno Latour simply referred to 
as “collectives” ([1991] 1993). The term proposes a cultural theory that radically 
rethinks the dualisms so central to our (post-)modern thinking and always starts its 
analysis from how these oppositions (between nature and culture, matter and mind, 
the human and the inhuman) are produced in action itself. It thus has a profound 
interest in the morphology of change and gives special attention to matter (materiality, 
processes of materialization) as it has been so much neglected by dualist thought. In 
the same breath we then always already start with the mater, as Braidotti (2002b, 170) 
already emphasized elsewhere. This explains why, along with the interest in science 
seen in particular with DeLanda and Latour, the emancipation of mat(t)er is also by 
nature a feminist project. 
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New Materialism argues that contemporary economic, environmental, geopolitical, 
and technological developments demand new accounts of nature, agency, and social 
and political relationships; modes of inquiry that privilege consciousness and 
subjectivity are not adequate to the task. New materialist philosophies are needed to 
do justice to the complexities of twenty-first-century biopolitics and political 
economy, because they raise fundamental questions about the place of embodied 
humans in a material world and the ways that we produce, reproduce, and consume 
our material environment.  
 
The new materialism in the environmental humanities reframes the most central 
ontological and ethical ideas of ecocriticism in ways that have the potential to activate 
their liberatory potential. By moving beyond both the post-structuralist erasure of the 
biological body and the sociobiological erasure of the cultural body, new materialism 
extends the ongoing deconstruction of the human/nature binary and “opens up a 
mobile space that acknowledges the often unpredictable and unwanted actions of 
human bodies, nonhuman creatures, ecological systems, chemical agents, and other 
actors” (Alaimo 2). By conceiving of “matter as possessing its own modes of self-
transformation, self-organization, and directedness” Coole and Frost 10), new 
materialism levels ontological hierarchies. By locating humans in what Timothy 
Morton calls the “mesh,” where we encounter others as “strange strangers” who are 
pursuing their own agendas, materialist ecocriticism activates environmental ethics, 
expanding their range from a narrow focus on conservation and preservation to the 
active pursuit of global environmental justice conceived in the broadest terms (xx).  
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