New criticism
The dominated literary theory in 1940s was New Criticism. It was almost a reaction toward Biographical and Traditional Historical criticism, which was focused on extra-text materials, such as the biography of the author. New Criticism claimed that the text, as a complete work of art, is adequate for interpretation, and one should look at the text, and only the text, in order to analyze it and get the true meaning of it. New Criticism is quite well connected with the term “close reading”, which means the careful analysis of a text with paying attention to its structure, syntax, figures of speech, and so one. In this way, a New Critic tries to examine the “formal elements” of the text, such as characterization, setting of time and place, point of view, plot, images, metaphors and symbols to interpret the text and find the theme.           These formal elements, as well as linguistic elements (i.e., ambiguity, paradox, irony and tension) are the critic’s references to interpret and support the theme of a literary work. New Critics believe that there is a unique and universal theme in [great] works of art, which is timeless and independent of the reader or social, historical events. And these elements are the only true means by with a critic can understand and should interpret the text.
          Although New Criticism was once successful in a way to ask critics and readers for a change in their view point of evaluating a literary text,
    after a while it was accused of being too restrictive by denying the historical and biographical information, ,too linguistic, and not universally practical, and consequently it was replaced with other literary theories, such as Reader Response, New Historicism and Cultural Studies. New Criticism was practiced from 1920s to early 1960s, and can be considered a dead theory now. Affirming this, Tyson states that it is no longer in practice, but also comments that some of its features are still in use and important to observe, such as the notion of close reading. Thompson, also, believes that New Criticism has received a great attention and its popularity among literary publications and academic programs is because of its elusiveness. 
It is worth mentioning that because New Critics tried to provide verbal or textual evidences for their claim, their approach is objective. They believe that the text provides a way to be interpreted, and formal elements help this to be done. That is why New Criticism is sometimes called objective criticism. It is also called an intrinsic criticism, because it is just concerned about the text itself (Tyson).
New Criticism V.S. Biographical and Traditional Historical criticism
             According to Tyson, in overcoming the Biographical and Traditional Historical criticism and replacing the extra-text materials with internal references to the text itself, New Criticism had to face “the authorial intention”. Traditional readers and critics believed that there is always an idea (or intention) behind every literary work which its author had in his mind, before writing. This is the reason he has written the book; to communicate it, implicitly or explicitly, with us. That’s why they studied the author’s biography, his life and time. But New Criticism rejected the authorial intention, by pointing out the intentional fallacy. They doubted if there is an authorial intention at all, when most of great authors of past are death and cannot come to tell us how their books are supposed to be read. And, based on New Criticism, even if there is such a claim, it may be just an intentional fallacy. 
·           Too many times an author wants to say something, but the result is different and it is possible if the poet is not aware of the intention of his poem at the first stage. Therefore, whatever an author says about his work is just an interpretation of it, like many other interpretations by its readers. When it is not supported by the text, it is not valuable.
·           New Critics also rejected any personal interpretation by referring it to the affective fallacy, which is an understanding or interpretation of a text, based on personal feelings, understanding or experiences which cannot be supported by the text. New Criticism admits that different readers may have different interpretations based on their personal backgrounds, but such an interpretation is not universally acceptable, and is not the true interpretation of the text. It may be suitable for a particular critic, but is not for others. It is made by a personal reading of a text, and contrasts the universal theme of it.
·          New Critics claimed that the text itself is the only source or evidence that a critic should focus on. As a result, New Criticism stated that the text is our sole evidence or reference, not the author’s claim and the only important materials are the printed words on the page. Based on fundamental principles of New Criticism, in order to find the universal theme of the text, a critic should avoid his subjective personal interpretations, called affective fallacy. 
·              On the other hand, New Criticism never fully ignored the reader’s response or the author’s intention. They rejected the judgment or the criticism solely based on these interpretations. In a New Critic analysis of a literary text, any interpretation which may help to find or develop the connection between the formal elements of the text and its theme is welcomed. Therefore a New Critic may concern about the authorial intention, but just as much as he concerns about other interpretations. 
What should we do in New Criticism?
              To analyze the text closely, New Critics first need to examine the words, and may need to trace back the meaning(s) of individual words to the time the literary text was written as well. Bressler mentions that for example “if a fifteenth-century poet called someone a ‘nice person,’ the New Critics would investigate the meaning of the word nice in the fifteenth century, discovering that at that time nice meant foolish” (60). Looking carefully at the words, New Critics would find both connotations and denotations for each one. Different literal and implied meanings create “ambiguity”. Ambiguity is “language’s capacity to sustain multiple meanings” (Bressler, 62) which intensifies the complexity of the language. This complexity, which is made by organic unity of the text, is a positive characteristic of a text, but should be resolved by the critics. “If a text has an organic unity, then all of its formal elements work together to establish its theme, or the meaning of the work as a whole. ... A literary work must have [complexity] if it is to adequately represent the complexity of human life” 
What is close reading?
· Kain explains that for a close reading of a text, whether the aim is to point out rhetorical features, structural elements, or cultural references, one should observe carefully particular details and facts within the text. She offers a three-step procedure, in which the first step is to read carefully and underline or highlight keywords that are significant or causes doubts or questions. It may be the ambiguity of the text, or a something related to the characterization; it can be anything! Next step is to “look for patterns in the things you've noticed about the text—repetitions, contradictions, similarities”. And the last step asks the questions of “why” and “how”. These questions should be related to the preview data, and may make the reader look back again to the text, in order to find more references and reasons. Interpreting these keywords, which brings about the result of our close reading, is a kind of inductive reasoning, “moving from the observation of particular facts and details to a conclusion, or interpretation, based on those observations” 
What should we look for in the close readind?
· To briefly explain the process of New Critic interpretation of a literary text, Tyson says that “New Criticism seeks to reveal how the text works as a unified whole, by showing how its main theme is established by the text’s formal, or stylistic elements” (253), like point of view, imagery, setting or symbolism. So the first thing is to find the tension within the text, the conflict between different parts or ideas presented in the text. Then, a New Critic would try to establish the theme, and find out the relationship between formal elements and the theme. This detailed analysis of tensions and reconciliations of formal elements or verbal components is the important part of the process of close reading. The formal elements of the text should contribute to the theme, and the theme should be supported if there are any devices like tension, irony, ambiguity and paradox. “All of these qualities must serve the unifying purpose of supporting the text’s main theme … so that the whole text can be seen to achieve its artistic purpose smoothly and completely” (Tyson, 254). 


     

