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D. McEvilly, English 

The list below goes beyond the basic literature terms you may have learned in the past.  As we grow more advanced in our 
reading, we look for ways to express ideas and concepts beyond the traditional boundaries of the page.  The words below 
allow us to connect literature to the world around us.  Use this list as a reference guide in class discussions; as a study guide 
for assessments; and as an all-purpose tool for this course.  These are the words I will use in class.  They will appear on 
exams and quizzes.  You are responsible for them.  More importantly, these are the sorts of words that will allow you to 
express ideas that you may have never before known how to articulate.  Use them in discussion.  Use them in essays.  Use 
them with your parents—you’ll win more arguments.  Trust me. 
 

1. Allegory: A story with a  “hidden” meaning beneath its surface. 

 

2. Alienation: Isolation, detachment, distance, estrangement. 

 

3. Allusion: A passing reference to something or someone outside the immediate scope of the work. 

 

4. Alter Ego: A literary character or narrator who is a thinly disguised representation of the author. 

 

5. Ambiguous: Unclear and open to many interpretations. 

 

6. Analogy: An explanation of a complex concept or idea using a more familiar one. 

 

7. Apathy: Indifference; lack of interest or enthusiasm. 

 

8. Arbitrary: Having no justification or obvious reason behind it. 

 

9. Catharsis: The “cleansing” of the soul brought on by a tragic work that arouses pity and fear. 

 

10. Complacent: Satisfied or content (often uncritically or unjustifiably so) with one’s accomplishments. 

 

11. Contentious: Controversial, open to debate. 

 

12. Cynical: Skeptical of the motivations of others. 

 

13. Determinism: The philosophical belief that every state of affairs, including every human event, act, and decision is 

the inevitable consequence of a cause-and-effect universe. 

 

14. Dialect: The language and/or word pronunciation specific to a region or group. 

 

15. Duality: An instance of opposition or contrast between two concepts or two aspects of something. 

 

16. Embellish: To exaggerate. 

 



Lit Terms: Master Edition 

D. McEvilly, English 

17. Embody: To exemplify, express, or represent an idea or concept. 

 

18. Hyperbole: Exaggeration to an absurd degree for emphasis. 

 

19. Ideal: The perfect example of something. 

 

20. Irony: The expression of one’s meaning by using language that normally signifies the opposite (verbal irony); or 

when the opposite happens of what one might naturally or logically expect to happen (structural irony). 

 

21. Metaphor: A comparison between two seemingly different things. 

 

22. Microcosm: A small, representative system having analogies to a larger system. 

 

23. Motif: Something that appears or happens again and again and again. 

 

24. Optimism: Hopefulness. 

 

25. Parable: A short (usually simple) story that teaches a lesson. 

 

26. Paradigm: A typical example or pattern of something; a model. 

 

27. Paradox: A statement or idea that seems self-contradictory but in reality expresses a possible truth. 

 

28. Parody: A parody is a work that imitates the style and/or tone of another work. 

 

29. Pessimism: A tendency to see the worst aspects of things or believe that the worst will happen. 

 

30. Pragmatism: A practical, matter-of-fact way of approaching situations. 

 

31. Reckoning: A final judgment. 

 

32. Relative: Not absolute; something whose meaning changes based on perspective. 

 

33. Satire: A satire uses wit, sarcasm, and ridicule to attack the vices and follies of humankind. 

 

34. Stock Character/Stereotype: A recognizable, conventional “type.” 

 

35. Utopia vs. Dystopia: Utopia is a perfect place where everyone lives in harmony; dystopia is the opposite. 


