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Critical Strateqies
for Reading

CRITICAL THINKING

Maybe this has happened to you: The assignment is to write an analysis of
some aspect of a work —let’s say, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter —
that interests you and takes into account critical sources that comment on
and interpret the work. You cheerfully begin research in the library but
quickly find yourself bewildered by several seemingly unrelated articles. The
first traces the thematic significance of images of light and darkness in
the novel; the second makes a case for Hester Prynne as a liberated woman;
the third argues that Arthur Dimmesdale’s guilt is a projection of Haw-
thorne’s own emotions; and the fourth analyzes the introduction, “The
Custom-House,” as an artack on bourgeois values. These disparate treat-
ments may seem random and capricious—a confirmation of your worst
suspicions that interpretations of literature are hit-or-miss excursions into
areas that you know little about or didn’t know even existed. Bur if you un-
derstand that the four articles are written from four different perspectives —
formalist, feminist, psychological, and Marxist—and that the purpose of
each is to enhance your understanding of the novel by discussing a particu-
lar element of it, then you can see that the articles’ varying strategies repre-
sent potentially interesting ways of opening up the text that might other-
wise never have occurred to you. There are many ways to approach a text,
and a useful first step is to develop a sense of direction, an understanding of
how a perspective — your own or a critic’s — shapes a discussion of a text.
This chapter offers an introduction to critical approaches to literature
by outlining a variety of strategies for reading fiction, poetry, or drama.
These strategies include approaches that have long been practiced by readers
who have used, for example, the insights gleaned from biography and history
to illuminate literary works as well as more recent approaches, such as those
used by gender, reader-response, and deconstructionist critics. Each of these
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perspectives is sensitive to point of view, symbol, tone, irony, and other liter-
ary elements thar you have been studying, but each also casts those elements
in a special light. The formalist approach emphasizes haw the elements
within a work achieve their effects, whereas biographical and psychological
approaches lead outward from the work to consider the author’s life and
other writings. Even broader approaches, such as historical and cultural per-
spectives, connect the work to historic, social, and economic forces. Mytho-
logical readings represent the broadest approach because they discuss the
cultural and universal responses readers have to a work.

Any given strategy raises its own types of questions and issues while
seeking particular kinds of evidence to support itself. An awareness of the
assumptions and methods that inform an approach can help you to under-
stand better the validity and value of a given critic’s strategy for making
sense of a work. More important, such an understanding can widen and
deepen the responses of your own reading.

The critical thinking that goes into understanding a professional
critic’s approach to a work is not foreign to you because you have already
used essentially the same kind of thinking to understand the work itself.
You have developed skills to produce a literary analysis that, for example,
describes how a character, symbol, or rhyme scheme supports a theme.
These same skills are also useful for reading literary criticism because they
allow you to keep track of how the parts of a critical approach create a par-
ticular reading of a literary work. When you analyze a story, poem, or play
by closely examining how its various elements relate to the whole, your
interpretation —your articulation of what the work means to you as sup-
ported by an analysis of its elements — necessarily involves choosing what
you focus on in the work. The same is true of professional critics. -

Critical readings presuppose choices in the kinds of materials thart are
discussed. An analysis of the setting of John Updike’s “A & P” (p. 480)
would probably focus on the oppressive environment the protagonist asso-
ciates with the store rather than, say, the economic history of that super-
market chain. (For a student’s analysis of the setting in “A & P,” see p-1549.)
The economic history of a supermarket chain might be useful to a Marxist
critic concerned with how class relations are revealed in “A & P,” but for a
formalist critic interested in identifying the unifying structures of the
story, such information would be irrelevant.

The Perspectives, Complementary Critical Readings, and Crirical Case
Studies in this anthology offer.opportunities to read critics using a wide va-
riety of approaches to analyze and interpret texts. In the Critical Case Study
on Ibsen’s A Doll House (Chapter 33), for instance, Carol Strongin Tufts
(p- 1198) offers a psychoanalytic reading of Nora that characterizes her as a
narcissistic personality rather than as a feminist heroine. The criteria she
uses to evaluate Nora’s behavior are drawn from the language used by the
American Psychiatric Association. In contrast, Joan Templeron (p. 1201)
places Nora in the contexr of women’s rights issues to argue that Nora
must be read from a feminist perspective if the essential meaning of the
play is to be understood. Each of these critics raises different questions,
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alerted you to the fact that in recent years many more works by women,
minorities, and writers from around the world have been considered by
scholars, critics, and teachers to merit serious study and inclusion in
what is known as the literary canon. This increasing diversity has been
celebrated by those who believe that multiculturalism taps new sources
for the discovery of great literature while raising significant questions
about language, culture, and society. At the same time, others have per-
ceived this diversity as a threat to the established, traditional canon of
Western culture.
The debates concerning who should be read, taught, and writren abour
have sometimes been acrimonious as well as lively and. challenging. Bitter
arguments have been waged recently on campuses and in the press over
what has come to be called political correctness. Two main camps have formed
around these debates—liberals and conservatives (the appropriateness of
these terms is debatable, but the oppositional positioning is unmistakable),
The liberals are said to insist on encouraging tolerant attitudes about race,
class, gender, and sexual orientation, and opening up the curriculum to mul-
ticultural texts from Asia, Africa, Latin America, and elsewhere. These revi-
sionists, seeking a change in traditional attitudes, are sometimes accused of
trying to substitute ideological dogma for reason and truth and to intimidate
opposing colleagues and students into silence and acceptance of their politi-
cally correct views. The conservatives are also portrayed as ideologues; in their
efforts to preserve what they regard as the best from the past, they fail to ac-
knowledge that Western classics, mostly written by white male Europeans,
represent only a portion of human experience, These traditionalists are seen
as advocating values that are neither universal nor eternal but merely privi-
leged and entrenched. Conservatives are charged with ignoring the political
agenda that their values represent and that is implicic in their preference for
the works of canonical authors such as Homer, Virgil, Shakespeare, Milton,
Tolstoy, and Faulkner. The reductive and contradictory nature of this na-
tional debate between liberals and conservatives has been neatly summed up
by Katha Pollitt: “Read the conservatives’ list and produce a nation of sexists
and racists— or a nation of philosopher kings. Read the liberals’ list and pro-
duce a nation of spiritual relativists — or a nation of open-minded world citi-
zens” (“Canon to the Rightof Me...,” The Nation, Sept. 23, 1991, P- 330).

These troubling and extreme alternatives can be avoided, of course,
if the issues are not approached from such absolutist positions. Solutions
to these issues cannot be suggested in this limited space, and, no doubt,
solutions will evolve over time, bur we can ar least provide a perspective.
Books — regardless of whar list they are on—are not likely to unite a frag-
mented nation or to disunite a unified one. It is perhaps more useful and
accurate to see issues of canonicity as reflecting political changes rather
than being the primary causes of them. This is not to say that books don’t
have an impact on readers — that Uncle Tom’s Cabin, for instance, did not
galvanize antislavery sentiments in nineteenth-century America— but thar
book lists do not by themselves preserve or destroy the status quo.

It’s worth noting that the curricula of American universities have al-

Formalist Strategj ‘

ways undergone significant and, some would say, wrenching char:)gseii:1 &n}:}; -
e : han one hundred years ago there was strong opp ‘
g o ; h, as well as other modern languages, alongsxde. programs
teaCbmg En‘f 1SGn;eek and Latin. Only since the 1920s has American htlerz-_
R };i a part of the curriculum, and just five dgcgdes ag(; fch u g
ing e mal'l : Ic)ur writers such as James Joyce, Virgima qu , r'and
Ko twenue;: ~Cent He}:ningway in the curriculum was regarded.thh raise :
Kftl)(xz;? C;Je::sf)ices do not drown out the past; theZk build. icin gfaa(,:zct) z:ge
i ' riters take the
e be§0me Pairsf:afced;g gla;gisnziv:eée:ial of the past \_>vill h:';.ve‘itslway
th'em‘ i re’Sl"hou h both impulses are widespread, neither is likely Eio
with .the cazon'ther be%:ause there are too many reasonable, Practxcal re; -
df:iﬁi:c}fe:s who instead of replacing Shakes}]i)eare,1 Mteelzd‘l:;;?i (go:
c i em with neglec
e che;ls rh:xllletljiz?};kﬁ:ii;frs experiencc;g the current debates
o the tano enot as a binary opposition but as an opportunity to ex-
alfoiti:;;;zgrtl questions about continuity and change in our literature,
plor

culture, and society.

FORMALIST STRATEGIES

-1 age

Formalist critics focus on the forma_l elements of a wcciarken :ites;x’%;kgoé
and tone. A formalist reads literature as an indep ork of

et sather reflection of the author’s state of mind or as a rep
A e o ent in history. Historic influences on a work;ﬁm az;
1 n
thor’s intentions, or anything glse outside thehworl(c) satlr;a ric:)rlxlesrmg/dem
treated by formalists (this is pamcularly true of the rg st famous mocern
i known as the New Critics, who domma;e met icisra
gormaé;lseti794os through the 1960s). Instead, formalists gffer u"n;_r;seaework
nr;trir(l)ns of the relationship between form and rﬁiﬁgin v;letd,‘l’rhis kindi
emphasizing the subtle complexmy of how a wor g
of close reading pays special attention to 'wlf}at areo e vanion
7 in a literary work, such as diction, irony, p S reraphor,
a matteés lm awell as larger elements, such as plot, characteriza 1,{

e T ive 2klxsni we. Formalists examine how these‘ elerpents wor to-
oether to giv gohérent shape to a work while contributing to its meanci
geth;ilzoails\;?feis to the questions formalists raise aboluft goxgl th;;lzpsfazl
o rom the work itselt. Ot er ki -
Zgii;ii;i; rlf::k ga:)riz;l:;fidt;(:?eexi* biography, history, politics, econom-

an.d O On-—are ty Plcau.y regar ded b}/ fo[ ma.h.sts as extrmsic matter S,
S g

sentation of a mom

ics, . 5
which are considerably less important than wha

omous text. . e relative
©r Poetry especially lends itself to close readings because a poe

Chle\/e thelr EEFeCtS FOI‘ a StudEHC S IO ma.hSt eadlng Of hO a Per asive
a . t 1 I W \%




1488

Critical Strategies for Reading

sense of death is worked into a poem, see “A Reading of Dickinson’s
“There’s a certain Slant of light’” (p. 1544).

Formalist strategies are also useful for analyzing drama and fiction. In
his well-known essay “The World of Hamlet,” Maynard Mack explores
Hamlet’s character and predicament by paying close attention to the
words and images that Shakespeare uses to build a world in which appear-
ances mask reality and mystery is embedded in scene after scene. Mack
points to recurring terms, such as apparition, seems, assume, and put on, as

. well as repeated images of acting, clothing, disease, and painting, to indi-
cate the treacherous surface world Hamlet must penetrate to get to the
truth. This pattern of deception provides an organizing principle around
which Mack offers a reading of the entire play:

Hamlet’s problem, in its crudest form, is simply the problem of the avenger:
he must carry out the injunction of the ghost and kill the king. But this prob-
lem . .. is presented in terms of a certain kind of world. The ghost’s injunc-
tion to act becomes so inextricably bound up for Hamlet with the character of
the world in which the action must be taken — its mysteriousness, its baffling
appearances, its deep consciousness of infection, frailty, and loss-that he
cannot come to terms with either without coming to terms with both.

Although Mack places Hamlet in the tradition of revenge tragedy, his read-
ing of the play emphasizes Shakespeare’s arrangement of language rather
than literary history as a means of providing an interpretation that ac-
counts for various elements of the play. Mack’s formalist strategy explores
how diction reveals meaning and how repeated words and images evoke
and reinforce important thematic significances.

For an example of a work in which the shape of the plot serves as the
major organizing principle, let’s examine Kate Chopin’s “The Story of an
Hour” (p. 10), a two-page short story that takes only a few minutes to.read.
With the story fresh in your mind, consider how you might approach it
from a formalist perspective. A first reading probably results in surprise at
the story’s ending: A grieving wife “afflicted with a heart trouble” suddenly
dies of a heart atrack, not because she’s learned that her kind and loving
husband has been killed in a terrible train accident but because she discov-
ers that he is very much alive. Clearly, we are faced with an ironic situation
since there is such a powerful incongruity between what is expected to hap-
pen and what actually happens. A likely formalist strategy for analyzing
this story would be to raise questions about the ironic ending. Is this
merely a trick ending, or is it a carefully wrought culmination of other ele-
ments in the story so that in addition to creating surprise the ending snaps
the story shut on an interesting and challenging theme? Formalists value:
such complexities over simple surprise effects.

A second, closer reading indicates that Chopin’s third-person narrator
presents the story in a manner similar to Josephine’s gentle attempts to
break the news about Brently Mallard’s death. The story is told in “veiled
hints that [reveal] in half concealing.” But unlike Josephine, who tries to

Biographical Strategies }

protect her sister’s fragile heart from stress, the narrator seeks to reveal

Mrs. Mallard’s complex heart. A formalist would look back over t.he story

for signs of the ending in the imagery. Although Mrs. Mallgrd grieves im-

mediately and unreservedly when she hears about the train disaster, she
soon begins to feel a different emotion as she looks out the window at “the
tops of trees . . . all aquiver with the new spring life.” This symbohc. evocar
tion of renewal and rebirth —along with “the delicious breath of rain,” the
sounds of life in the street, and the birds singing— causes her to feel, in
spite of her own efforts to repress her thoughts and emotions, “free, free,
free!” She feels alive with a sense of possibility, with a “clear and exalted
perception” that she “would live for herself” instead of for and through
her husband.

Itis ironic that this ecstatic “self-assertion” is interpreted by Josephine
as grief, but the crowning irony for this “goddess of Victory” is the doctors’
assumption that she dies of joy rather than of the shock of having to -aban-
don her newly discovered self once she realizes her husband is still alive. In
the course of an hour, Mrs. Mallard’s life is irretrievably changed: Her hus-
band’s assumed accidental death frees her, but the fact that he lives and all
the expectations imposed on her by his continued life kill her. She does, in-
deed, die of a broken heart, but only Chopin’s readers know the real ironic
meaning of that explanation.

Although this brief discussion of some of the formal elements of
Chopin’s story does not describe all there is to say about how they produce
an effect and create meaning, it does suggest the kinds of questions, issues,
and evidence that a formalist strategy might raise in providing a close read-
ing of the text itself.

BIOGRAPHICAL STRATEGIES

A knowledge of an author’s life can help readers understand his‘o.r her
work more fully. Events in a work might follow actual events in a writer’s
life just as characters might be based on people known by the.a-uthor.
Ernest Hemingway’s “Soldier’s Home” (p. 139) is a story about the difficul-
ties of a World War I veteran named Krebs returning to his small home-
town in Oklahoma, where he cannot adjust to the pious assumptions of
his family and neighbors. He refuses to accept their innocent blindness to
the horrors he has witnessed during the war. They have no sense of the
brutality of modern life; instead they insist he resume his life as if nothing
has happened. There is plenty of biographical evidence to indicate that
Krebs’s unwillingness to lie about his war experiences reflects Heming-
way’s own responses on his return to Oak Park, Illinois, in 1919. Krebs, like
Hemingway, finds he has to leave the sentimentality, repressiveness, and
smug complacency that threaten to render his experiences unreal: “the
world they were in was not the world he was in.”




1490

Critical Strategies for Reading

. .An'awareness pf Hgmmgway’s own war experiences and subsequent
dlSl'HuSIOIlI.'I‘lent with his hometown can be readily developed through
available l?xographies, letters, and other works he wrote. Conpsider foruegx-
ample, this passage from By Force of Will: The Life and Art of Ernest }{eming-

way, in which : ; ;
W iir . ich Scott Donaldson describes Herningway’s response to World

In poems, as in [A Farewell to Arms], Hemin is di
R R gway expressed his d
first war. The men who had ro fight the war did);otpdie well: s distasee for the
Soldiers pitch and cough and twitch —
All the world roars red and black;
Soldiers smother in a ditch,
Choking through the whole attack.

An . . « .
phrda Sx;VShit did they die for? They were “sucked in” by empty words and

King and country,

Christ Almighty,

And the rest,

Patriotism,

Democracy,

Honor— ‘

which spelled death. The bitterness of these outbursts derived from the dis-

tinction Hemingway drew berw: i
een the men on the line and th
ose
the wars that others had o fight. who started

~ This kind of information can help to deepen our understanding of
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gzzu;é :hl;eigfr 1Who finds biography relev'ant would argupe tl%at biograph?
y least serve as a control on interpretation. A reader who, for

:xample, f;nds Krgbs at .fault for not subscribing to the values of his ho’rne-
i :::xl/rl}nvxffou d b@ mlsre.admg the story, given both its tone and the biograph-
ical theo;err;ztelfﬁhz\;méabée e}bogththe author. Although the narrator never

. rebs is right or wron i

tone 31d.es f/vif:h his view of thinis. If, howevegr,&s);::g;negv;:r‘:rtg ;I;eus fOf);;S
erwise; insisting that the tone is not decisive and thar Krebs’s Sion it
problematic, a reader familiar with Hemingway’s own reactiongosmlc;n N
fu.te that argument with a powerful confirmation of Krebs’s insct?rlllcts rte_
withdraw. Hence, many readers find biography useful for interpretation °

Psychological Strategies

However, it is also worth noting that biographical information can
complicate a work. Chopin’s “The Story of an Hour” presents a repressed
wife’s momentary discovery of what freedom from her husband might
mean to her. She awakens to a new sense of herself when she learns of her
husband’s death, only to collapse of a heart attack when she sees that he is
alive. Readers might be tempted to interpret this story as Chopin’s fiction-
alized commentary about her own marriage because her husband died
twelve years before she wrote the story and seven years before she began
writing fiction seriously. Biographers seem to agree, however, that Chopin’s
marriage was evidently satisfying to her and that she was not oppressed by
her husband and did not feel oppressed.

Moreover, consider this diary entry from only one month after Chopin
wrote the story (quoted by Per Seyersted in Kate Chopin: A Critical Biography):

If it were possible for my husband and my mother to come back to earch, I feel
that I would unhesitatingly give up everything that has come into my life
since they left it and join my existence again with theirs. To do that, I would
have to forget the past ten years of my growth —my real growth. But I would
cake back a little wisdom with me; it would be the spirit of perfect acquies-

cernce.

This passage raises provocative questions instead of resolving them. How
does that “spirit of perfect acquiescence” relate to Mrs. Mallard’s insis-
tence that she “would live for herself”? Why would Chopin be willing to
“forget the past ten years of . . . growth” given her protagonist’s desire for
«self.assertion”? Although these and other questions raised by the diary
entry cannot be answered here, this kind of biographical perspective cer-
tainly adds to the possibilities of interpretation.

Sometimes biographical information does not change our under-
standing so much as it enriches our appreciation of a work. It matters, for
instance, that much of John Milton’s poetry, so rich in visual imagery, was
written after he became blind; and it is just as significant—to shift to a
musical example—that a number of Ludwig van Beethoven’s greatest
works, including the Ninth Symphony, were composed after he suc-
cumbed to total deafness.

PSYCHOLOGICAL STRATEGIES

Given the enormous influence that Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic
theories have had on twentieth-century interpretations of human behav-
jor, it is nearly inevitable that most people have some familiarity with his
ideas concerning dreams, unconscious desires, and sexual repression, as
well as his terms for different aspects of the psyche —the id, ego, and
superego. Psychological approaches to literature draw on Freud’s theories
and other psychoanalytic theories to understand more fully the rext, the
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writer, and the reader. Critics use such approaches to explore the motiva-
tions of characters and the symbolic meanings of events, while biographers
speculate about a writer’s own motivations— conscious or unconscious —
in a literary work. Psychological approaches are also used to describe and
analyze the reader’s personal responses to a text.

Although it is not feasible to explain psychoanalytic terms.and concepts
in so brief a space as this, it is possible o suggest the nature of a psycho-
logical approach. It is a strategy based heavily on the idea of the existence
of a human unconscious — those impulses, desires, and feelings that a per-

- son is unaware of but that influence emotions and behavior.

Central to a number of psychoanalytic critical readings is Freud’s con-
cept of what he called the Oedipus complex, a term derived from Sophocles’
tragedy Oedipus the King (p. 988). This complex is predicated on a boy’s un-
conscious rivalry with his father for his mother’s love and his desire to
eliminate his father in order to take his father’s place with his mother. The
female version of the psychological conflict is known as the Electra com-
Plex, a term used to describe a daughter’s unconscious rivalry for her fa-
ther. The name comes from a Greek legend about Electra who avenged the
death of her father, Agamemnon, by plotting the death of her mother. In
The Interpretation of Dreams, Freud explains why Oedipus the King “moves a
modern audience no less than it did the contemporary Greek one.” What
unites their powerful attraction to the play is an unconscious response:

There must be something which makes a voice within us.ready to recognize
the compelling force of destiny in the Oedipus. . . . His destiny moves us only
because it might have been ours — because the oracle laid the same curse upon
us before our birth as upon him. It is the fate of all of us, perhaps, to direct
our first sexual impulse towards our mother and our first hatred and our first
murderous wish against our father. Our dreams convince us that this is so.
King Oedipus, who slew his father Laius and married his mother Jocasta,
merely shows us the fulfillment of our own childhood wishes .. . and we
shrink back from him with the whole force of the repression by which those
wishes have since that time been held down within us.

In this passage Freud interprets the unconscious motives of Sophocles in
writing the play, Oedipus in acting within it, and the audience in respond-
ing to it. :

A further application of the Oedipus complex can be observed in a
classic interpretation of Hamlet by Ernest Jones, who used this concept to
explain why Hamlet delays in avenging his father’s death. This reading has
been tightly summarized by Norman Holland, a recent psychoanalytic

critic, in The Shakespearean Imagination. Holland shapes the issues into four
major components:

One, people over the centuries have been unable to say why Hamlet delays in
killing the man who murdered his father and married his mother. Two, psy-
choanalyric experience shows that every child wants to do just exactly that.
Three, Hamlet delays because he cannot punish Claudius for doing what he
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her is what she senses about the . ow, thar's
e strove to
as to “possess her,” which s
lus, but the true source of what was to ' _
“be’at . back with her [conscious] will” is her desperate desire fqr the ﬁ:r
tonomy and fulfillment she had been unable to admit did not exist 1121 et
i
marriage. A psychological approach to her story amot;lnts toa caisgehsturle gect
i - ssion. Moreover, the story m
the destructive nature of self-repre : ' © reflect
i i iage — despite her conscious sta
Chopin’s own views of her marriag "
aboft her loving husband. And what about the reader’s respor_xse.f H:lw
might a psychological approach account for different responses in female
> -
and male readers to Mrs. Mallard’s death? One needn’t be versed in psy
choanalytic terms to entertain this question.

HISTORICAL STRATEGIES ¥

Historians sometimes use literature as a win;low gnto che pz;lst becau(s;
literature frequently provides the nuances of a h1stor1;l: penoilst ; Ialu: I.C{ai:l o
be readily perceived through other sources. The ¢ araclfte in Harriet
Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852') d1§p1ay, for example, rz comp e et
of whire atritudes toward blacks in m%d~n1neteenth—century memcatatisn
is absent from more traditional historic dqcuments, sgch aglcegsus se 2
tics or state laws. Another way of approgchmg the relatlonz 1pd etv;/endin
erature and history, however, is to use history as a means of unders Ieltd w %
a literary work more clearly. ifhe plot pgtter}rll zfapsl:;iﬁgé :rsl«zai[;)leé :ence Opn

in nineteenth-century slave narratives ha ' : .
;\i;ivler}slglr;etting of actionyin Uncle Tom’s Cabin. This xjelano-nshqzti;rtn;r;:
strates that the writing contemporary to an author is an impo e
ment of the history that helps to shaPe a Work. There are mar;]y wztiyin °
talk about the historical and culeural dlrgensmns of a work}:.’ Suc rrii{ tn fd
treat a literary text as a document reﬂc?cFlng, producing, or hemg E)al duced
by the social conditions of its timg, giving equal focui1 tot be s;)lceS e
and the work itself. Four historical strategies that have been esp
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influential are literary history criticism, Marxist criticism, new historicist
criticism, and cultural criticism.

Literary History Criticism

Literary historians shift the emphasis from the period to the work,
Hence a literary historian might also examine mid-nineteenth-century
abolitionist attitudes toward blacks to determine whether Stowe’s novel is
representative of those views or significantly to the right or left of them.
Such a study might even indicate how closely the book reflects racial atti-
tudes of twentieth-century readers. A work of literature may transcend
time to the extent that it addresses the concerns of readers over a span of
decades or centuries, but it remains for the literary historian a part of the
past in which it was composed, a past that can reveal more fully a work’s
language, ideas, and purposes.

Lirerary bistorians move beyond both the facts of an author’s personal
life and the text itself to the social and intellectual currents in which the au-
thor composed the work. They place the work in the context of its time (as
do many critical biographers, who write “life and times” studies), and some-
times they make connections with other literary works that may have influ-
enced the author. The basic strategy of literary historians is to illuminate the
historic background in order to shed light on some aspect of the work itself,

In Hemingway’s “Soldier’s Home” we learn that Krebs had been at
Belleau Wood, Soissons, the Champagne, St. Mihiel, and the Argonne. Al-
though nothing is said of these battles in the story, they were among the
bloodiest battles of the war; the wholesale butchery and staggering casual-
ties incurred by both sides make credible the way Krebs’s unstated but lin-
gering memories have turned him into a psychological prisoner of war.
Knowing something abour the ferocity of those battles helps us account
for Krebs’s response in the story. Moreover, we can more fully appreciate
Hemingway’s refusal to have Krebs lie about the realities of war for the
folks back home if we are aware of the numerous poems, stories, and plays

published during World War I that presented war as a glorious, manly,
transcendent sacrifice for God and country. Juxtaposing those works with
“Soldier’s Home” brings the differences into sharp focus.

Similarly, a reading of William Blake’s poem “London” (p. 609) is less
complete if we do not know of the horrific social conditions — the poverty,
disease, exploiration, and hypocrisy —that characterized the city Blake
laments in the late eighteenth century.

One last example: The repression expressed in the lines on Mrs. Mal-
lard’s face is more distinctly seen if Chopin’s “The Story of an Hour” is
placed in the context of “the women’s question” as it continued to develop
in the 1890s. Mrs. Mallard’s impulse toward “self.assertion” runs parallel
with a growing women’s movement away from the role of long-suffering
housewife. This desire was widely regarded by traditionalists as a form of
dangerous selfishness that was considered as unnacural as it was immoral.
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2
It is no wonder that Chopin raises the question c_)f \’Vheth;r I;l/lr“s Maslltaroczl 2
sense of freedom owing to her hu'sband’s‘ death isn’ta id ‘s.a,l” rir;otr:;ferface
joy.” Mrs. Mallard, however, dism'lsse's this question as tr&w in the face
of her new perception of life, a dxsmlss.al that Chopn;1 endorse oild gave
the story’s ironic ending. The la’rger s;cxal sc;gze:; ;fc') cf tl}i estr?ig; \; ould have
more apparent to Chopin’s readers a :

l;i:;l than it E)sp to readers at the begix'lni'ng pf the twenty-first. 'ljhcal.t‘;:) nv:?z
an historical reconstruction of the 1'1m1tat10ns placed on rnar:;ie | women
helps to explain the pressures, tensions, and momentary — only

tary — release that Mrs. Mallard experiences.

Marxist Criticism
Marxist readings developed from' t'he heightenec.l interest in rad;;lsrs:f
form during the 1930s, when many critics .looked to htzr:itturelasoi r?he ps of
furthering proletarian social a.nd economic goals, l-jasel a‘rii )(/: on thewsie
ings of Karl Marx. Marxist critics focu; on the ideo oggc neent of &
work — its explicit and implicit assumptions and va.lut::s about m: s suc
as culture, race, class, and power. Marxist studms: typ1ca'll)11 aim at rev Som§
and clarifying ideological issues and also correcting social injustices. Some
Marxist critics have used literature to desFrll?e the competing soci eco-
nomic interests that too often advance capitalist money and _po»;/ier ral
than socialist morality and justice. They argue that criticism, like ter:;.zn:)rei
is essentially political because it either Fhallenges or supports e.cor(l)ollr;:rilcizel()i
pression. Even if criticism attempts to ignore class conflicts, it is poli ,
according to Marxists, because it supports the status quo. o
It is not surprising that Marxist critics pay more artention e con-
tent and themes of literature than to its form. A Marx1st critic wou @iu
likely be concerned with the exploitive economic forces thathcausgth th};
Loman to feel trapped in Miller’s Death of a Salesman (p.1314) t :ln I\iv;man’s
playwright’s use of nonrealistic .dramat‘m techmqugs ,tcl ;;vestor man's
inner thoughts. Similarly, a Marxist reading of ‘Chop%n s . ek uglished
Hour” might draw on the evidence made ava.llable 1qla oo_d[e)d tlished
only a few years after the story by C‘harlott.e Perkins Gilman ZW fomen
and Economics: A Study of the Economic Eelattzpn betwee?; Men an 1 éﬂgel s 4
Factor in Social Evolution (1898). An examination of this stqdy could help
i “ ion” . Mallard experiences was genet-
plain how some of the “repression” Mrs 3 ces was gener
ated by the socioeconomic structure contemporary to her aMn | (;d resisltj "
challenges the validity of that structure by having Mrs. alla d resise i
with her very life. A Marxist reading would see the protagonfst s
not only an individual issue but part of a larger class struggle.

New Historicist Criticism

Since the 1960s a development in historical aPproaches tohhte
known as new historicism has emphasized the interaction between the
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context of a work and a modern reader’s understanding and interpretation
of the work. In contrast to many traditional literary historians, however,
new historicists attempt to describe the culture of a period by reading
many different kinds of texts that traditional historians might have previ-
ously left for economists, sociologists, and anthropologists. New historicists
attempt to read a period in all its dimensions, including political, economic,
social, and aesthetic concerns. These considerations could be used to ex-
plain the pressures that destroy Mrs. Mallard. A new historicist might ex-
amine the story and the public atritudes toward women contemporary to
“The Story of an Hour” as well as documents such as suffragist tracts and
medical diagnoses to explore how the same forces —expectations about
how women are supposed to feel, think, and behave — shape different
kinds of texts and how these texts influence each other. A new historicist
might, for example, examine medical records for evidence of “nervousness”
and “hysteria” as common diagnoses for women who led lives regarded as
too independent by their contemporaries.

Without an awareness of just how selfish and self-destructive Mrs.
Mallard’s impulses would have been in the eyes of her contemporaries,
twentieth-century readers might miss the pervasive pressures embedded
not only in her marriage but in the social fabric surrounding her. Her
death is made more understandable by su¢h an awareness. The doctors
who diagnose her as suffering from “the joy that kills” are not merely in-
sensitive or stupid; they represent a contrasting set of assumptions and
values that are as historic and real as Mrs. Mallard’s yearnings. :

New historicist criticism acknowledges more fully than traditional his-
torical approaches the competing nature of readings of the past and
thereby tends to offer new emphases and perspectives. New historicism re-
minds us that there is not only one historic context for “The Story of an
Hour” Those doctors reveal additional dimensions of late-nineteenth-
century social attitudes that warrant our attention, whether we agree with
them or not. By emphasizing that historical perceptions are governed, at
least in part, by our own concerns and preoccupations, new historicists
sensitize us to the fact that the history on which we choose to focus is col-
ored by being reconstructed from our own present moment. This recon-
structed history affects our reading of texts.

Cultural Criticism

Cultural critics, like new historicists, focus on the historical contexts of
a literary work, but they pay particular attention ro popular manifestations
of social, political, and economic contexts. Popular culture — mass-produced
and consumed cultural artifacts, today ranging from advertising to popu-
lar fiction to television to rock music —and “high” culture are given equal
emphasis. A cultural critic might be interested in looking at how Baz
Luhrmann’s movie version of Romeo and Juliet (1996) was influenced by
the fragmentary nature of MTV videos. Adding the “low” art of everyday

Gender Strategies

life to “high” art opens up previously une?(pected gnd unexp‘l?ored ar:va; lc;f:
criticism. Cultural critics use widely' eclectic strategies drajwn' rorrztr;e vhis
toricism, psychology, gender studies, and deconslt.ructlor?snss (to name
only a handful of approaches) to analyze not qnly 1terat1ry %‘: ue radio
talk shows, comic strips, calendar art, comme‘rcx.als, trave gt}x esl, a; | base
ball cards. Because all human activ%ty falls within the keq of cultura et
cism, nothing is too minor or major, obscure or pervasive, to escap
i ic vision.
rangéglfttlfrsa?rcliilt):,iilism also includes postcolon.ial criticism, the studylof .cug
tural behavior and expression in relationship to the formerly {;‘o orgien
world. Postcolonial criticism refers to the analysis of literary works v;zlnctl ;
by writers from countries and cqlcuresl thatat one t1mef welg‘ c;c).nlzr:Olec:) ! a);
colonizing powers —such as Indian writers du‘rmg or after Britis onial
rule. The term also refers to the analysis of 11‘terary works wr1ttenfah x
colonial cultures by writers from t}}e colonizing country. Many o tti nf_es
kinds of analyses point out how writers from coloma}l powerasl sc:;}eose s
misrepresent colonized cultures by reﬂe.ctmg more their owr; }/ lues: o lie
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (pubhshgd in 1899) represents r;can c Heure
differently than Chinua Achebe’s Tbmgs. l.?a.ll Apart (1958) do;s, ocxl' exa fof.'
Cultural criticism and postcolonial criticism represent a éllroa traré;gm !
approaches to examining race, gender, and class in historical contex
i ures. ‘
Varlezﬁtyciiilxl‘latl critic’s approach to Chopin’s “Tbe Story of an é—lohur” m1g2;_
emphasize how the story reflects the po.tenmal dangers an orro;;en
train travel in the 1890s or it might examine how héart dxseasz1 1wacsl, en
misdiagnosed by physicians or used'a‘s a metaphor in Mrs. M atr :S b
ture for a variety of emotional conditions. Bach of thgse pers}&vec ive can
serve to create a wider and more informed understanc!njlg of the Csltlc?r};l.
a sense of the range of documents used by ;ulturgl critics to she 1 lig ; gg
literary works and the historical. contexts in Wth}} t(k‘ley ell're :v?tteélction
read, see the Cultural Case Studies on James Joyce’s “Eve 1(:11; ! ‘Zfi hetio
(p- 423), Julia Alvarez’s “Queens, 1963” for poetry (p. 859), an y

Hwang’s M. Butterfly for drama (p. 1210).

GENDER STRATEGIES

Gender critics explore how ideas about men and women —what is mT.S-
culine and feminine — can be regarded as socially (.:onstruct'ed by p;}r;mg z
cultures. According to some critics, sex is determined by §1mple bLQ O%ﬁa
and anatomical categories of male or female, and gender is d‘etermme y
a culture’s values. Thus, ideas about gender and what constitutes mas«zﬂ
line and feminine behavior are created by culrural institutions agd con :
tioning. A gender critic might, for example, focus on Chqpmi c aracct’csegi
zation of an emotionally sensitive Mrs. Mallard and a rational, comp
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husband in “The Story of an Hour” as a manifestation of socially constructed
gender identity in the 1890s. Gender criticism expands categories and defi-
nitions of what is masculine or feminine and tends to regard sexuality as
more complex than merely masculine or feminine, heterosexual or homo-
sexual. Gender criticism, therefore, has come to include gay and lesbian
criticism as well as feminist criticism. Although there are complex and
sometimes problematic relationships among these approaches because
some critics argue that heterosexuals and homosexuals are profoundly bi-
ologically different, gay and lesbian criticism, like feminist criticism, can be
usefully regarded as a subset of gender criticism.

Feminist Criticism

Like Marxist critics, feminist critics reading “The Story of an Hour”
would also be interested in Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Women and Econom-
ics: A Study of the Economic Relation between Men and Women as 4 Factor in Social
Evolution (1898) because they seek to correct or supplement what they regard
as a predominantly male-dominated critical perspective with a feminist
consciousness. Like other forms of sociological criticism, feminist criticism
places literature in a social context, and, like those of Marxist criticism, its
analyses often have sociopolitical purposes —explaining, for example, how
images of women in literature reflect the patriarchal social forces that have
impeded women’s efforts to achieve full equality with men.

Feminists have analyzed literature by both men and women in an
effort to understand literary representations of women as well as the writ-
ers and cultures that create them. Related to concerns about how gender
affects the way men and women write about each other is an interest
in whether women use language differently from the way men do. Conse-
quently, feminist critics’ approach to literature is characterized by the use
of a broad range of disciplines, including history, sociology, psychology,
and linguistics, to provide a perspective sensitive to ferninist issues.

A feminist approach to Chopin’s “The Story of an Hour” might ex-
plore the psychological stress created by the expectations that marriage
imposes on Mrs. Mallard, expectations that literally and figuratively break
her heart. Given that her husband is kind and loving, the issue is not her
being married to Brently but her being married at all. Chopin presents
marriage as an institution that creates in both men and women the as-
sumed “right to impose a private will upon a fellow-creature.” That “right,”
however, is seen, especially from a feminist perspective, as primarily im-
posed on women by men. A feminist critic might note, for instance, that
the protagonist is introduced as “Mrs. Mallard” (we learn that her first
name is Louise only later); she is defined by her marital status and her hus-
band’s name, a name whose origin from the Old French is related to the
word masle, which means “male.” The appropriateness of her name points
up the fact that her emotions and the cause of her death are interpreted in
male terms by the doctors. The value of a feminist perspective on this work

Mythological Strategies

ily di i imagi . Mallard’s story being
be readily discerned if a reader imagines Mrs. Mal
‘t:gii f:om theypoint of view of one of the doctors who diagnoses the cause
of her death as a weak heart rather than as a fierce struggle.

Gay and Lesbian Criticism

Gay and lesbian critics focus on a variety of issues, inclqdmg how ho(i
mosexuals are represented in literature, how they read. ht:erattére, arilt_
whether sexuality and gender are culturaQy constructed or m;late. ay csr -
ics have produced new readings of and c.ixscovered homosexu ;lglrxcle(ax;rll) i
works by writers such as Herman Melville and Henry James, w. ; eD. bian
critics have done the same for the works of writers such as Emily icl :
son and Toni Morrison. A lesbian reading of “:l"he Story of an H?uri' fo:
example, might consider whether Mrs._Mal!ard s ecstatic feehﬁg ) r;uxr; »
produced by the belief that her marriage is over owing to the ;;rz n
death of her husband —isn’t also a rejection of her hete.rc?sexga iden ft);
Perhaps her glimpse of future freedopi, evoked by f?m1n;r;§f1€fxage§rzc 2
newly discovered nature “all aquiver with the new spring o 1 ife,” em s
a repressed new sexual identity that “was Eoo subtle and e usweh tohna“@as
but that was “approaching to possess her” no matter howl' rnbgc s edin :
striving to beat it back with her lel.” Although gay and esbian ;‘fa hage
often raise significant interpretative COntroversies among critics, they

opened up provocative discussions of seemingly familiar texts.

MYTHOLOGICAL STRATEGIES

Mythological approaches to Iiceratgre attempt to identify \;rlh‘itt in :1.
work creates deep universal responses in readers. Whereas psycho ogxcci:er
critics interpret the symbolic meanings c?f char?.cters ‘and actions in c;lr ;
to understand more fully the unconscious dimensions of an :ilt or’s
mind, a character’s motivation, or a reader’§ response, mytiolﬁglc cfx:;;c:
(also frequently referred to als archetypal critics) interpret the hopes, ,

tions of entire cultures. . ‘
e Ier): It)lif; iontext myth is not to be unders.toc?d simply as referring to sft?mes
about imaginary gods who perform astonishing feats in the causes of love,

jealousy, or hatred. Nor are myths to be judged as merely erroneous, primitive |

accounts of how nature runs its course and humapity itg affairs. Ir;:t-ead, tl;t—
erary critics use myths as a strategy for understanding hqw.human eings ug/
to account for their lives symbolically. Myths can be a window onto a 1c
ture’s deepest perceptions about itself because rnyths attempt tg ;xp. ;m
what otherwise seems unexplainable: a people’s origin, purpose, an: es; i
All human beings have a need to make sense of their lives, whethzih
are concerned about their natural su.rroundmgs, : tbe seasonsi sext
birth, death, or the very meaning of existence. Myths help people org:
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tllelr experlences these SySEEIIlS Of bEth 1€SS fOI nla.lly h.el.d tllatl IEhglOu
> (
Or I: CIltlcal tenets b 1t no ‘less 1‘[111: Crtallt) EIIlt O d‘) ac LlltLlI €'s ass LHIIF tion

. S1 POI tant to t}le y h 1 ty
aIld Va.lues \X/ h.at 18 1m,; mytio Oglca,l Critic 1s not th.e Valldl B
or tr Ut}l Of thOSC a.ssumptlolls alld Values, What matrers 1s th.a.t t11€$/ Ieveal‘

common human concerns.

the ultimate d inci

e e;eeat of death a-nd cqmades with the rebirth of narure’s fi

e Hyadnthg.Whatgfes of this rebirth parallel the Greek myths of Ad s

i fpyacind ;150 (:i n‘flbgt.are }slubsequently transformed into living ﬂOOI::/S .

1 arities that connect th i :

s there are 2 ; ct these stories to the rei rna-’

fion of the Inc ;:n Buddha or the rebirth of the Egyptian Osiris Irilmcama—‘
among these stories, but each reflects a basic }{umportanctl::

an nee

to limit the power of death and to hope for eternal life

Mpythologi iti
b ej‘;/ eall:fglg:{ﬂ:s loqk for underlying, recurrent patterns in Iiterat\‘lv .
ooy amver miamngs and basic human experiences for reader .
b or gv ere they live. The characters, images, and th mes
L S ternrlyderr_l ody thesg meanings and experiences are called en;;es ‘
haps unconsciouseilei;i[ﬁzelsmigeisal Szilmbsls’ o o decp ang';ei
bat : reader because arc i ich
o glleov,rlrfotct)peg V:erﬁ fielars since the beginning of humgxit}t]ilzi. Zt?fl B
of the mo: reﬁ)ates ;11 1}; compe!lmg archetypes is the death and re)l])‘on;
e thar relates tde uman life cycle to the cycle of the seasons ert
Orhers could b ited and would be exhausted only after all h a2 con,
ogued, but a few examples can suggest some of tﬁ?rzgeo :)1;'

plot: 1magesiland characters addressed
_ Among the most common literar : h i
oo mon literary archetypes are stories ini
ad he;‘,;ﬁ,egf;f; glesilf;atlve Wlthdrawals, descents to theoir?;::xtjéiﬁ_
nges bt Wa;er thzs: stories are often filled with archetypa{
of bapisma s ver tha may symbo.lzzc the unconscious or eternity
e s ot p,omtmg uns, suggesting reawakening and enlighten-
o o feréﬂity o égltol\zla.rd c.ieat-h; colors such as green, evocative
ey g mod;ers facl, mdlcatmg chaos, evil, and death. Alon
g o i) atal women, wise old men, desert places an§
paradisal ?amhet)./ o Ic())u t your own reading has introduced you t:cl an
Mychological citcs riempe vo oxplan hom y
in liternry werke B int:ernp.t to ex‘plsjun. how archetypes are embodied
ppvx;er a lirerary work haz oxige: irslosucfrileszi‘l‘)tl s o t}iiese oo e the
Dot a literar . 1tics are deeply grounded i -
fotcer pSYCho,lxgzg;rce):sc 311:her§1 are more conversant thypiilolog;d;r?tg:os.
P cridés ‘¢ tur, history. Whatever their emphases i’lOW@V
gt e amine the elements of a work in ord ’ ke
ctions that explain the work’s lasting appeal o to make

" might focus on there
the plague and drought
and the fertility of its field:
Oedipus. His subsequent atonemen
birth for the city. Thus,
well-being of a king was
leader was sick or corrupt, he had ¢
health of the community.

riod. Conside
parallels the end of winter an
feels a surge O
sensibilities are close
aquiver
newal by “beatling]
that surges within her and
the energy and life she experiences,
of Victory.
band is still alive and with hi
feel like a wasteland. Her deat
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longer live a represse
out to be pre
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Chopin is a cruel irony that my’
disruption of the nature of things.
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es’ Oedipus the King, for example,
Oedipus’s role as a scapegoat and
that threaten to destroy Thebes. The city is saved

s restored only after the corruption is located in
t symbolically provides a kind of re-
the plot recapitulates ancient rites in which the
directly linked to the welfare of his people. If a
o be replaced in order to guarantee the

A mythological reading of Sophocl
lationship between

potentially in any literary pe-
¢ how in Chopin’s “The Story of an Hour” Mrs. Mallard’s life
d the earth’s renewal in spring. When she
£ new life after grieving over her husband’s death, her own
ly aligned with the “new spring life” that is “all
» outside her window. Although she initially tries to resist that re-
it back with her will,” she cannot control the life force
all around her. When she finally gives herself to
she feels triumphant —like a “goddess
» But this vicrory is short-lived when she learns that her hus-
m all the obligations that made her marriage
h is an ironic version of a rebirth ritual. The
her own discovery that she can no
d, circumscribed life with her husband. Death turns
at her marriage means to her. Al-
“goddess of Victory” is defeated by a devas-
1d, corrupt order continues, and that for
thological critics would see as an unnatural

This kind of archetypal pattern exists

g is an ironic contrast to

ferable to the living death th

READER-RESPONSE STRATEGIES

as its name implies, focuses its attention on
approach to literature describes
he process of reading a text. Ina

Reader-response criticism,
the reader rather than the work itself. This

what goes on in the reader’s mind during t
sense, all critical approaches (especially psychological and mythological

criticism) concern themselves with a reader’s response to literature, but
there is a stronget emphasis in reader-response criticism on the reader’s

e construction of the text. Although many critical theories inform
all reader-response critics aim tO describe the

n effect we get a reading of the reader, who
ctations and assumptions, which are
either met or not met. Hence the consciousness of the reader — produced
by reading the work — is the subject matter of reader-response critics. Just
as writing is a creative act, reading is, since it also produces a text.

activi
reader-response criticism,
reader’s experience of awork: I
comes to the work with certain expe
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Reader-response critics do not assume that a literary work is a finished
product with fixed formal properties, as, for example, formalist critics do. In-
stead, the literary work is seen as an evolving creation of the reader’s as he or
she processes characters, plots, images, and other elements while reading.
Some reader-response critics argue that this act of creative reading s, to a de-
gree, controlled by the text, but it can produce many interpretations of the
same text by different readers. There is no single definitive reading of a work,
because the crucial assumption is that readers creare rather than discover
meanings in texts. Readers who have gone back to works they had read ear-
lier in their lives often find that a later reading draws very different responses

‘from them. What earlier seemed unimportant is now crucial; what ar first
seemed central is now barely worth noting. The reason, put simply, is that
two different people have read the same text. Reader-response critics are not
after the “correct” reading of the text or what the author presumably in-
tended; instead they are interested in the reader’s experience with the text.

These experiences change with readers; although the text remains the
same, the readers do not. Social and cultural values influence readings, so
thar, for example, an avowed Marxist would be likely to come away from
Miller’s Death of a Salesman with a very different view of American capiral-
ism than that of, say, a successful sales representative, who might ateribute
Willy Loman’s fall more to his character than to the American economic
system. Moreover, readers from different time periods respond differently
to texts. An Elizabethan — concerned perhaps with the stability of monar-
chical rule —might respond differently to Hamlet’s problems than would
a contemporary reader well versed in psychology and concepts of whart
Freud called the Oedipus complex. This is not to say that anything goes,
that Miller’s play can be read as an amoral defense of cheating and rapa-
cious business practices or that Hamlet is about the dangers of living away
from home. The text does, after all, establish some limits char allow us to
reject certain readings as erroneous. But reader-response critics do reject
formalist approaches that describe a literary work as a self-contained ob-
ject, the meaning of which can be determined without reference to any ex-
trinsic matters, such as the social and cultural values assumed by either the
author or the reader.

Reader-response criticism calls attention to how we read and what influ-
ences our readings. It does not attempt to define what a literary work means
on the page but rather what it does to an informed reader, a reader who un-
derstands the language and conventions used in a given work. Reader-
response criticism is not a rationale for mistaken or bizarre readings of
works but an exploration of the possibilities for a plurality of readings
shaped by the readers’ experience with the text. This kind of strategy can help
us understand how our responses are shaped by both the text and ourselves.

Chopin’s “The Story of an Hour” illustrates how reader-response criti-
cal strategies read the reader. Chopin doesn’t say that Mrs. Mallard’s mar-
riage is repressive; instead, that troubling fact dawns on the reader ar the
same time that the recognition forces its way into Mrs. Mallard’s con-
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sciousness. Her surprise is also the reader’s because although she rerpains

in the midst of intense grief, she is on the threshold of a startling discoy-

ery about the new possibilities life offers. How the reac!er responds to that

discovery, however, is not entirely controlled by C;hopm. One reader, per:
haps someone who has recently lost a spouse, might find Mrs. Maﬂard,s
“joy” indeed “monstrous” and selfish. Certainly that’s how Mrs. Mallard’s

doctors — the seemingly authoritative diagnosticians in the story—wou%gl
very likely read her. But for other readers —especially .reac.iers §teeped in
feminist values—Mrs. Mallard’s feelings require no justification. Such
readers might find Chopin’s ending to the story more ironic than sh‘e‘,“‘
seems to have intended because Mrs. Mallard’s death could be read as
Chopin’s inability to envision a protagonist who has the strength gf her
convictions. In contrast, a reader in 1894 might have seen the ending as.
Mrs. Mallard’s only escape from the repressive marriage her husband’s as
sumed death suddenly allowed her to see. A reader today probably would
argue that it was the marriage that should have died rather than Mrs. Mal: ‘
lard, that she had other alternatives, not just obligations (as the doctors -
would have insisted), to consider. X

By imagining different readers we can imagine a variety of responsesto

the story that are influenced by the readers’ own impressions, memories, or
experiences with marriage. Such imagining suggests the ways in which

reader-response criticism opens up texts to a number of interpretations. As .
one final example, consider how readers’ responses to “The Story of an '

Hour” would be affected if it were printed in two different magazines, read

in the context of either Ms. or Good Housekeeping. What assumptions and- :

beliefs would each magazine’s readership be likely to bring to the story?
How do you think the respective experiences and values of each magazine’s
readers would influence their readings? For a sample reader-response stu-
dent paper on “The Story of an Hour,” see page 10.

DECONSTRUCTIONIST STRATEGIES

Deconstructionist critics insist that literary works do not yield fixed,
single meanings. They argue thar there can be no absolute knowledge
-about anything because language can never say what we intend it to mean.
Anything we write conveys meanings we did not in.tend, so the deconstruc-
tionist argument goes. Language is not a precise instrument burt a power
whose meanings are caught in an endless web of possibll}nes that cannot
be untangled. Accordingly, any idea or statement that insists on be}ng un-
derstood separately can ultimately be “deconstructed” to reveal its rela-
tions and connections to contradictory and opposite meanings.
Unlike other forms of criticism, deconstructionism seeks to destabi-
lize meanings insgead of establishing them. In contrast to formalist§ such
as the New Critics, who closely examine a work in order to call atrention to
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how its various components interact to establish a unified whole, decon-
structionists try to show how a close examination of the language in a text
inevitably reveals conflicting, contradictory impulses that “dedonstruct” or
break down its apparent unity. :

Although deconstructionists and New Critics both examine the lan-
guage of a text closely, deconstructionists focus on the gaps and ambigui-
ties that reveal a text’s instability and indeterminacy, whereas New Critics
look for patterns that explain how the text’s fixed meaning is structured.

. Deconstructionists painstakingly examine the competing meanings within

the text rather than attempting to resolve them into a unified whole.

The questions deconstructionists ask are aimed at discovering and de-
scribing how a variety of possible readings are generated by the elements of
a text. In contrast to a New Critic’s concerns about. the ultimate meaning
of a work, a deconstructionist is primarily interested in how the use of lan-
guage —diction, tone, metaphor, symbol, and so on—yields only provi-
sional, not definitive, meanings. Consider, for example, the following ex-
cerpt from an American Puritan poet, Anne Bradstreet. The excerpt is from
“The Flesh and the Spirit” (1678), which consists of an allegorical debate
between two sisters, the body and the soul. During the course of the de-
bate, Flesh, a consummate materialist, insists that Spirit values ideas that
do not exist and that her faith in idealism is both unwarranted and insub-
stantial in the face of the material values that earrh has to offer —riches,
fame, and physical pleasure. Spirit, however, rejects the materialistic worldly
argument that the only ulrimate reality is physical reality and pledges her
faith in God:

Mine eye doth pierce the heavens and see
What is invisible to thee.

My garments are not silk nor gold,

Nor such like trash which earth doth hold,
But royal robes I shall have on,

More glorious than the glist’ring sun;

My crown not diamonds, pearls, and gold,
But such as angels’ heads enfold.

The city where I hope to dwell,

There’s none on earth can parallel;

The stately walls both high and strong,
Are made of precious jasper stone;

The gates of pearl, both rich and clear,
And angels are for porters there; ,

The streets thereof transparent gold,

Such as no eye did e’er behold;

A crystal river there doth run,

Which doth proceed from the Lamb’s throne.

A deconstructionist would point out that Spirit’s language — her use
of material images such as jasper stone, pearl, gold, and crystal — cancels
the explicit meaning of the passage by offering a supermaterialistic reward
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to the spiritually faithful. Her language, in short, deconstructs her in-
tended meaning by employing the same images that Flesh would use to de-
scribe the rewards of the physical world. A deconstructionist reading, then,
reveals the impossibility of talking about the invisible and spiritual worlds
without using materialistic (thar is, metaphoric) language. Thus Spirit’s
very language demonstrates a contradiction and conflict in her conviction
that the world of here and now must be rejected for the hereafter. Her lan-
guage deconstructs her meaning.

Deconstructionists look for ways to question and extend the meanings
of a text. A deconstructionist might find, for example, the ironic ending of
Chopin’s “The Story of an Hour” less tidy and conclusive than would a
New Critic, who might attribute Mrs. Mallard’s death to her sense of lost
personal freedom. A deconstructionist might use the story’s ending to sug-
gest that the narrative shares the doctors’ inability to imagine a life for
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As difficult as it is controversial, deconstructionism is not easily sum-
marized or paraphrased. For an example of deconstructionism in practice
and how it differs from New Criticism, see Andrew P. Debicki’s “New Criti-
cism and Deconstructionism: Two Attitudes in Teaching Poetry” (p. 1512).
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