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Abstract: There is a close relationship between western literary theory and English linguistics. 

The western literary theory embodies the linguistics, and linguistic development also has a 

profound impact on the development of western literary theory. They make progress and 

develop mutually through their interaction with each other. This paper briefly introduces 

history of the development of western literary theory, and then expounds the mutual influence 

of western literary theory and linguistics to provide a reference for the study of western literary 

theory and the interaction of Western literary theory and English linguistics. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Everything is developing in a more scientific way, and there is no exception for the western 

literary theory. The western literary theory is experiencing the change under the influence of 

linguistics. In recent years, the western literary theory has absorbed the research paradigm of 

English linguistics, and has carried on the self-development and reconstruction. The western 

literary theory and English linguistics have both been developed along with the mutual 

influence of each other. Based on the development of western literary theory, the author briefly 

introduces the influence of the western literary theory and the English linguistics 

 

2. AN OVERVIEW OF WESTERN LITERARY THEORY 

 
It is impossible to introduce a development of western literary theory briefly in this paper. The 

main reason is that in the current situation, the data of the Western literary theory of is not 

sufficient because the research on the western literary theory is rare, and thus the understanding 

of the western literary theory by most of researchers is also not deep enough. in this case, it is 

extremely difficult for us we to do an overview. Hence, our aim is to bring this theory as the 

basis for our research. 
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The western literary theory of Twentieth Century is a unique social product, and it is one of 

the major theoretical achievements of the literary world in twentieth Century. The two world 

wars have brought great disasters to the human society. The impact of world wars on human 

civilization is also very serious, especially the detrimental impact on the human spirit is 

unprecedented. After the Second World War, the economy has been developing rapidly, the 

development of social civilization is very rapid, the crisis of the human spirit has gradually 

emerged, and the western traditional philosophy and ethics has suffered a huge impact. The 

spiritual crisis of the people in the literature in this period is mainly reflected in the doubt for 

reason and commonsense, which has been well presented in the modern literary theory. 

Western literary theory stresses the study of literary works from the social background and 

biography of the author. It focuses on the work itself and the reader's acceptance of the works. 

That is to say, the western literary theory emphasizes the research from the reader's social 

background and living environment, to the study of the work itself, and then to the study of 

language, which ensures the independence of the western literary theory of the 20th century. 

Therefore, the meaning of the works appeared not to be given by the author, but by the readers 

who make sense of the formation in the literature on the basis of their own understanding. In 

the 20th century, western literary theory tries to get rid of criticism theory of 19th century, and 

reconstruct new theoretical system. And people attempted to absorb various point of views and 

methods from other disciplines---philosophy, anthropology, psychology, linguistics, sociology, 

making western literary theory gradually become an independent discipline. 

Generally speaking, the western literary theory has undergone formalism, structuralism, and 

finally post structuralism, and it aims to make the criticism the unique literary character. 

However, in general, western literary theory emphasizes the form, making the criticism of the 

literary work itself as the starting point. It is also concerned with the interaction with other 

disciplines, and the mutual influence between the English Linguistics and structuralism is a 

very good example.  

English Linguistics influenced western literary theory greatly, especially criticism of the 

structuralism. Critics of this period generally believe that literature itself is of literary language, 

and we can explore the literature language through literary works. That is to say, the focus of 

the research is not the study of the literary works. Instead, the interaction between different 

works should be the focus of literary criticism. Thus the link between literary works has been 

emphasized unprecedentedly, which has become the focus of critics in their study of literature. 

The structuralism critic apply the theory of English linguistics to the research of literature for 

the inherent law of the literature research, which is also called the grammar rules. They induce 

the literature of the same category into several applicable principles, find the universal law 

from a number of literary works, and then summed up the universal law to analyze other 

literary works. 

Linguistics is a part of semiotics, so it is natural to study other symbolic systems in 

linguistics. As a result, we can also understand the structuralism makes the language as a sign 

system in many disciplines, and make use of linguistic methods to study the universal laws of 
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different symbols system. Later, structuralism was questioned by many researchers that the 

meaning of words is far beyond the structure, so the literary pursuit of "grammar" status 

changes, structuralism proceeds to the development of the post-structuralism. Post 

structuralism emphasizes the process of reading, but not the result. 

 

3. THE MUTUAL INFLUENCE BETWEEN WESTERN LITERARY THEORY AND 

ENGLISH LINGUISTICS 

 
According to the different emphasis of the research, the western literary theory can be divided 

into two schools: the theory of humanism and scientism. Among them, the humanism 

emphasizes on people-orient to reveal the world of nature; and the scientism emphasizes the 

subjective experience and logical positivism. The main difference between the two is how to 

treat the text and form, which shares in common with the English linguistics. Content and form 

is the premise of the theory study of the text. The different views on the role of language in the 

text directly lead to the generation and development of the two major Western literary theories. 

Therefore, there is a close relationship between the western literary theory and the English 

linguistics, and they interact with each other to achieve the mutual development. In a period of 

time, the results of English linguistics research have a consistent relationship with the literary 

theory of the period. The development of English linguistics also promotes the development of 

the western literary theory. The mutual influence and interaction between the two have 

provided the possibility and impetus for the development of western literary theory and English 

linguistics. From the following aspects, this paper briefly introduces the interaction between 

the western literary theory and the English language: 

 

3.1 The influence of the development of English Linguistics on the Western Literary 

Theory 

 

Twentieth Century is known as the language era as the language is the center of the study, and 

thus the literary research also steers to in the linguistics. The western literary theory is 

characterized as the study of language. The achievement of this stage is an important symbol of 

the study of literary language, which makes an important contribution to the study of literary 

language and lays the foundation of literary theory. In other words, the twentieth Century 

literary theory gives the greatest gift to the twenty-first Century is the study of literary 

language. 

The change of English linguistics is the theoretical result of western philosophy, but it also 

has a close relationship with western modern English linguistics. Saussure makes a distinction 

between the langua and parole. He believes that the focus of studies in English linguistics is not 

individual statement of single meaning, namely the speech itself, but all the statements 

presented to the readers, namely the language. Therefore, language is regarded as a symbol 

system, and only with the establishment of the relationship between language symbols and 
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specific objects can language has meaning. Language is not the meaning given by the external, 

but the internal difference of the sign affects the formation of meaning. This theory exerts great 

impact on the traditional concept of language study, and provides a good study opportunity for 

the western theory of 20th century to pay more attention to the ontological study of language. 

Westerners in the 20th century thereafter has undergone a lot of significant changes. 

At the beginning of twentieth Century, linguistics has been under an unprecedented 

development, which was once considered to be discipline that put the greatest effect on 

Western Literary Theory in twentieth Century, which proves the full effect of linguistics on the 

western literary theory. The study of linguistics has great influence on the academic fields in 

twentieth Century, which deeply impacts the development and progress of the academic study. 

Take the philosophy field as an example, the change of language view makes language become 

the focus of the study of philosophy, and the study of language makes philosophy research into 

language. Thus the philosophy of this period is called language philosophy. Western literary 

theory has also been influenced by linguistics, which develops toward the direction of 

linguistics.  

Western literary theory absorbed the many linguistic views of value, gradually formed the 

research paradigm of linguistics to analyze the research tendency of literature research, the 

research tendency is to study the literature itself by refering to linguistics scientific empirical 

research method, to look for the inherent law in literature and the research tendency is known 

for literary and linguistic criticism. Structural criticism is the representative of this criticism. 

 

3.2 The influence of the transformation of critical discourse studies in English Linguistics 

on the Western Literary Theory 

 

Since 1960s, only using linguistic methods to explain the phenomenon of literature has been 

unable to meet the needs of the development of the theory. This is the reform of traditional 

language, which makes the language itself as the focus of study and promotes a qualitative 

change of the twentieth Century literary theory. Linguistic turn of literary theory makes the 

literature studies tend to be more scientific, the discipline of literary phenomenon more 

scientific and accurate, which also makes the certainty of research object in structuralism 

become less defined, which is also the origin of criticism is literary discourse. Langua is 

composed of certain grammatical rules with certainty, regularity, but parole aims to express a 

complete meaning, which is determined by the discourse itself and the context, leading to the 

uncertainty and fuzziness. This kind of uncertainty and fuzziness also led to the contradiction 

between the critical thought of structuralism, which give rise to the change of western literary 

theory from literary structural criticism to literary linguistic criticism. 

Literary linguistic criticism, as new development direction of western literary theory, 

focuses mainly on using the linguistics research method to analyze the literature, and the 

research object is divided into certainty and uncertainty. The literary linguistic criticism aims 

to find the general character of the research objects, and to attach importance to the research of 
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certainty of the research objects. However, language is the carrier which has a great uncertainty 

as the symbols. And only through the contact with other symbols can languages show its 

distinctive meaning of different symbols. A linguistic symbol can follow the rule of any 

language to form a difference, that is to say, language symbol also has uncertainty, which also 

led to the literary creation of uncertainty, resulting in the uncertainty of literary criticism. The 

criticism of literary discourse is independent, and it is the link between the discourse and the 

language environment. So, critical discourse studies is with uncertainty, is composed of a 

variety of dialogue with different discourse contexts, readers can make their own choice in all 

kinds of discourses, and the reader becomes an important part of critical discourse. 

Nothing can be said to be absolutely certain. Literary criticism is no exception, it can not 

simply focus on summarize as the only purpose, it should reveal the uncertainty of literary 

works, and conclusion can be diverse, which requires the authors construct their own meaning 

with information presented by the language. It begins a new era of linguistic turn from 

linguistic theory to discourse theory, which is the process of linguistics to the linguistic 

ontology. Ontology of language regards the language as a way of human life, and language is 

not only the tool of human communication, but also the embodiment of human thoughts as well 

as the tool for people's understanding of the world, which reconstructs western literary theory, 

making the language become the center of research, and literature become the art of language. 

It is not scientific to describe the relationship between the western literary theory and the 

English language simply by which exerts more influence on the counterpart. More 

scientifically, the interaction between the two is to promote the fierce impact of the western 

literary theory and English linguistics, making the corresponding progress and development, 

toward the development more suitable for the demand of the era. In the process of mutual 

adaptation, both of them develop in a more scientific and reasonable way, which is a favorable 

opportunity for the development of western literary theory and English linguistics. Language is 

the carrier of the inheritance and development of human culture, and it directly affects people's 

understanding of the western literary theory, including the content and form of the study. While 

the western literary theory is a relatively independent research paradigm, and the development 

of the western literary theory itself promotes the development and progress of the English 

language. English linguistics is not only the language itself to understand and describe but also 

is regarded as a part of literature and art in ontology language theory, and finally to 

multi-factors, which is a thread of the development of western literary theory. In this context, 

we are able to see the linguistic characteristics implied in the language. Therefore, we can 

contend that the western literary theory and the English language are mutually influenced. 

 

4. CONCLUSION 

 
In summary, the western literary theory is experiencing the linguistic turn. In fact, the western 

literary theory and the English language influence and interact mutually. Modern western 

literary theory is confronted with confusion for self development, while English linguistics 
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provides new ideas to western literary theory for the development. How to use English 

linguistics research paradigm to reconstruct the western literary theory is the focus of the study 

of literature and art in our research on Western literary theory, which can not be ignored.  
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