Understanding Literary Critiques

When reading literary criticism, it is important to understand the author’s focus.  While each criticism will focus its critique through a specific lens(es), much of that focus  will be a rhetorical focus where the author chooses an argument(s) within a specific text(s) and critiques said text(s).  As a reader of literary criticism it is vital to identify:  Intended audience, author’s purpose, context, author’s voice, tone of the critique

Remember that a literary critique is exactly that.  It is NOT a summary of the work.  The purpose of a literary critique is not to summarize the plot, or to inform the readers, but to argue a certain position or interpretation of the text(s).  What is the author’s position?  His selected interpretation?
When you are able to identify the author’s argument of interpretation, then you are able to begin to engage rhetorically in the author’s positions, claims, and arguments.  

Below is a sample passage that illustrates how other critics' works can inspire an author and guide him or her in constructing a counter argument, support an author's interpretation, and provide helpful biographical information.

In her critical biography of Shirley Jackson, Lenemaja Friedman notes that when Shirley Jackson's story "The Lottery" was published in the June 28, 1948 issue of the New Yorker it received a response that "no New Yorker story had ever received": hundreds of letters poured in that were characterized by "bewilderment, speculation, and old-fashioned abuse."1 It is not hard to account for this response: Jackson's story portrays an "average" New England village with "average" citizens engaged in a deadly rite, the annual selection of a sacrificial victim by means of a public lottery, and does so quite deviously: not until well along in the story do we suspect that the "winner" will be stoned to death by the rest of the villagers.
How can I recognize the format of a literary critique?

Literary critiques follow a fairly standard format.  By identifying this format, readers can coherently follow an author’s critique while also building their own arguments and counter arguments.

1. State Your Claim
What is the author arguing?  What is his specific interpretation of the selected work?

2. Organize your Information
What information does the author present?  How does the author organize the information?  Logically?  Emotionally?  In terms of credibility?

3. Assemble evidence for your claim
What evidence from the text(s) does the author offer?  How valid is this evidence in terms of author’s claim?

4. Restate argument and explain its significance
How does the author go about reiterating the claim(s)?  Does the author explain the significance of said claim(s)?  How does the author go about accomplishing this?  Is it effective?
