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READINGS FOR ANALYSIS
WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS [1883-1963]
The Use of Force
They were new patients to me, all I had was the name, Olson. Please
come down as soon as you can, my daughter is very sick.

When I arrived I was met by the mother, a big startled looking woman,
very clean and apologetic who merely said, Is this the doctor? and let
me in. In the back, she added. You must excuse us, doctor, we have
her in the kitchen where it is warm. It is very damp here sometimes.
The child was fully dressed and sitting on her father's lap near the
kitchen table. He tried to get up, but I motioned for him not to bother,
took off my overcoat and started to look things over. I could sec that
they were all very nervous, eyeing me up and down distrustfully. As
often, in such cases, they weren't telling me more than they had to, it
was up to me to tell them; that's why they were spending three dollars
on me.
The child was fairly eating me up with her cold, steady eyes, and no
expression to her face whatever. She did not move and seemed,
inwardly, quiet; an unusually attractive little thing, and as strong as a
heifer in appearance. But her face was flushed, she was breathing
rapidly, and I realized that she had a high fever. She had magnificent
blonde hair, in profusion. One of those picture children often
reproduced in advertising leaflets and the photogravure sections of the
Sunday papers.
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She's had a fever for three days, began the father, and we don't know
what it comes from. My wife has given her thing, you know, like people
do, but it don't do no good. And there's been a lot of sickness around.
So we tho't you'd better look her over and tell us what is the matter.
As doctors often do I took a trial shot at it as a point of departure. Has
she had a sore throat?
Both parents answered me together, No . . . No, she says her throat
don't hurt her.
Does your throat hurt you? added the mother to the child. But the little
girl's expression didn't change, nor did she move her eyes from my
face.
Have you looked?
I tried to, said the mother, but I couldn't see.
As it happens, we had been having a number of cases of diphtheria in
the school to which this child went during that month and we were all,
quite apparently, thinking of that, though no one had as yet spoken of
the thing.
Well, I said, suppose we take a look at the throat first. I smiled in my
best professional manner and asking for the child's first name I said,
come on, Mathilda, open you mouth and let's take a look at your
throat.
Nothing doing.
Aw, come on, I coaxed, just open your mouth wide and let me take a
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look. Look, I said opening both hands wide. I haven't anything in my
hands. Just open up and let me see.
Such a nice man, put in the mother. Look how kind he is to you. Come
on, do what he tells you to. He won't hurt you.
•;'• 'i'
At that I ground my teeth in disgust. If only they wouldn't use the word
"hurt" I might be able to get somewhere. But I did not allow myself to
be hurried or disturbed, but speaking quietly and slowly I approached
the child again.
As I moved my chair a little nearer, suddenly with one catlike
movement both her hands clawed instinctively for my eyes and she
almost reached them too. In fact she knocked my glasses flying and
they fell, though unbroken, several feet away from me on the kitchen
floor.
Both the mother and father almost turned themselves inside out in
embarrassment and apology. You bad girl, said the mother, taking her
and shaking her by one arm. Look what you've done. The nice man. ...
For heaven's sake, I broke in. Don't call me a nice man to her. I'm here
to look at her throat on the chance that she might have diphtheria and
possibly die of it. But that's nothing to her. Look here, I said to the
child, we're going to look at your throat. You're old enough to
understand what I'm saying. Will you open it now by yourself or shall
we have to open it for you?
Not a move. Even her expression hadn't changed. Her breaths
however were coming faster and faster. Then the battle began. I had to
do it. I had to have a throat culture for her own protection. But first I
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told the parents that it was entirely up to them. I explained the danger
but said that I would not insist on a throat examination so long as they
would take the responsibility.
If you don't do what the doctor says you'll have to go to the hospital,
the mother admonished her severely.
Oh yeah? I had to smile to myself. After all, I had already fallen in love
with the savage brat, the parents were contemptible to me. In the
ensuing struggle they grew more and more abject, crushed, exhausted
while she surely rose to magnificent heights of insane fury of effort
bred other terror of me.
The father tried his best, and he was a big man but the fact that she
was his daughter, his shame at her behavior and his dread of hurting
her made him release her just at the critical moment several times
when I had almost achieved success, till I wanted to kill him. But his
dread also that she might have diphtheria made him tell me to go on,
go on though he himself was almost fainting, while the mother moved
back and forth behind us raising and lowering her hands in an agony of
apprehension.
Put her in front of you on your lap, I ordered, and hold both her wrists.
But as soon as he did the child let out a scream. Don't, you're hurting
me. Let go of my hands. Let them go I tell you. The she shrieked
terrifyingly, hysterically. Stop it! Stop it! You're killing me!
Do you think she can stand it, doctor! said the mother.
You get out, said the husband to his wife. Do you want her to die of
diphtheria?
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Come on now, hold her, I said.
Then I grasped the child's head with my left hand and tried to get the
wooden tongue depressor between her teeth. She fought, with
clenched teeth, desperately! But now I also had grown furious—at a
child. I tried to hold my self down but I couldn't. I know how to expose
a throat for inspection. And I did my best. When finally I got the
wooden spatula behind the last teeth and just the point of it into the
mouth cavity, she opened up for an instant but before I could see
anything she came down again and gripping the wooden blade
between her molars she reduced it to splinters before I could get it out
again.
Aren't you ashamed, the mother yelled at her. Aren't you ashamed to
act like that in front of the doctor?
Get me a smooth-handled spoon of some sort, I told the mother. We're
going through with this. The child's mouth was already bleeding. Her
tongue was cut and she was screaming in wild hysterical shrieks.
Perhaps I should have desisted and come back in an hour or more. No
doubt it would have been better. But I have seen at least two children
lying dead in bed of neglect in such cases, and feeling that I must get a
diagnosis now or never I went at it again. But the worst of it was that I
too had got beyond reason. I could have torn the child apart in my own
fury and enjoyed it. It was a pleasure to attack her. My face was
burning with it.
The damned little brat must be protected against her own idiocy, one
says to one's self at such times. Others must be protected against her.
It is social necessity. And all these things are true. But a blind fury, a
feeling of adult shame, bred of a longing for muscular release are the
operatives. One goes to the end.
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In a final unreasoning assault I overpowered the child's neck and jaws.
I forced the heavy silver spoon back other teeth and down her throat till
she gagged. And there it was—both tonsils covered with membrane.
She had fought valiantly to keep me from knowing her secret. She had
been hiding that sore throat for three days at least and lying to her
parents in order to escape just such an outcome as this.
Now truly she was furious. She had been on the defensive before but
now she attacked. Tried to get off her father's lap and fly at me while
tears of defeat blinded her eyes.
EMILY DICKINSON [1830-1886]
I'm "wife"—I've finished that— That
other state—
I'm Czar—I'm "Woman" now— It's safer
so—
How odd the Girl's life looks Behind
this soft Eclipse— I think that Earth
feels so To folks in Heaven—now—
This being comfort—then That other
kind—was pain— But why compare?
I'm "Wife"! Stop there!

Prof. Alejandro McNeil
amcneilf@udistrital.edu.co

THE CANON AND THE CURRICULUM
Interpreting literature is an art and a skill that readers develop with
experience and practice. Regular reading of stories, poems, plays, and
essays will give you opportunities to become a skillful interpreter.
Simply reading the literary works, however, is not enough, not if you
wish to participate in the invigorating critical conversations teachers
and other experienced readers bring to their discussion of literature. To
develop a sense of the interpretive possibilities of literary works, you
will need to know something of the various critical perspectives that
literary critics use to analyze and interpret literature. This chapter
introduces you to a number of major critical perspectives, including
historical, biographical, psychological, and sociological approaches
(among others), each of which approaches the study of literature a
different way.
This discussion of critical perspectives aims to provide you with a set of
ideas about how literature can be analyzed and interpreted. It is not
designed to explain the history of literary criticism. Nor is its goal to
convert you to a particular critical approach. Neither has any attempt
been made to present the intricacies and variations in interpretive
analysis developed by proponents of the various critical perspectives.
And although you will find in this chapter discussions often critical
perspectives, still other approaches to literary interpretation are
available, both older ones that have currently declined in use and
newer approaches that are still emerging.
Before considering the first of our critical perspectives, that of formalist
criticism, we should review some basic questions currently being
debated, sometimes heatedly, throughout the educational
establishment. You may have already heard about the controversy
surrounding the literary "canon" or list of works considered suitable for

Prof. Alejandro McNeil
amcneilf@udistrital.edu.co

study in a university curriculum. There is now considerable
disagreement about just what books should be read in college courses,
why they should be read, and how they should be read. As a way of
putting the ten critical perspectives in context, we will take up each of
these questions in a brief overview of the current debate about the
university literature curriculum.
What We Read
The notion of a literary canon or collection of accepted books derives
from the idea of a biblical canon—those books accepted as official
scriptures. A scriptural canon contains those works deemed to
represent the moral standards and religious beliefs of a particular
group, Jews for example, or Muslims, Hindus, or Christians. A canon of
accepted works also contains, by implication, its obverse or flip side—
that some works are excluded from the canon. Just as certain works,
such as the Book of Maccabees, were not accepted into the Hebrew
Scriptures and the Gospel of Thomas was denied entry into the
Christian New Testament, not every book or literary work written can
become part of an officially sanctioned literary canon or a university
curriculum. Certain works inevitably will be omitted while others just as
necessarily are selected for inclusion. The central question revolves
around which works should be included in the canon, and why.
As you may know, certain "classics" for a long time have dominated the
canon of literature for study in university courses—epic poems by
Homer and Dante, for example, plays by Ibsen and Shakespeare,
poems by writers from many countries, but especially those from
Europe and America, novels such as Charles Dickens's Great
Expectations, Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice, Mark Twain's The
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Emily Bronte's Wuthering Heights,
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and many others. In the last two decades, however, there has been a
movement to alter the canon of classical works, most of which have
been written by white males of European ancestry, in the more or less
distant past. Some of the changes in what we read have come from
adding works by writers long omitted, such as those by minority
writers—African Americans, Native Americans, Asian Americans, and
other writers from around the world beyond Europe, those from
Australia, India, and Africa, for example. The works added by minority
writers have been largely, though not exclusively, modern and
contemporary ones.

Still other changes in the literary canon have come from the
rediscovery or recovery of older works, many from the Renaissance
and the nineteenth century, especially works by women, which had for
a long time been considered unworthy of serious study and of inclusion
in college literature curricula. Such works were considered not to have
withstood the test of time, lasting decades or centuries, as have the
classics. What needs to be remembered, however, is that "time" is an
abstraction that itself accomplishes nothing. It is, rather, individuals
throughout time who make the choices about which books are to be
taught in schools and universities. And it is people today of both
genders and of various cultures, races, ethnicities, and sexual
dispositions who are debating not only what works should be part of
the canon of literature but whether the very idea of a canon is viable at
all. In other words, what is a canon for? Is a literary canon inevitable?
Is it even necessary?
Why We Read
These changes in what we read are related to a debate about why we
read. Classic novels and plays, stories and poems have long been
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read because the lessons they are presumed to teach are considered
valuable. The meanings of certain American canonical works, for
example, have been viewed as educationally and morally good for
readers to assimilate, largely because the works are believed to reflect
values central to the American way of life. They reflect values relating
to the importance of friendship, responsible behavior, and hard work,
for example, or values relating to decency, justice, and fair play. Of
course, other works accepted into the literary canon taught in American
colleges and universities do not reflect such views, both works written
by American writers and works by writers of other nationalities and
literary traditions, many of which are included in this book.
It is certainly the case that regardless of the language(s) and
tradition(s) represented by a canon of literary works, those works are
often canonized because they are believed to perpetuate a tradition of
moral beliefs, cultural attitudes, and social dispositions. What is
interesting to note, however, is that canonical literary works of many
traditions and genres—Henrik Ibsen's A Doll House, for example, or
Emily Dickinson's lyric poems—disrupt and run counter to many
traditional literary, social, religious, and cultural values. And works such
as Shakespeare's tragedies and Keats's and Wordsworth's poetry
harbor ideas and attitudes about which common readers and
professional critics have long disagreed, a disagreement that derives
partly from varying critical perspectives used to interpret the works and
partly from their richness and complexity, which makes it impossible to
say once and for all just what those enticing and intellectually
provocative works mean.
Another reason for the continuity of the traditional canon is that it is
easier to preserve the status quo than to initiate change. Change is
neither welcomed nor embraced, even when it is inevitable. Moreover,
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later generations read the books of former ones because earlier
generations want their descendants to read and value what they read
and valued. Those earlier generations have the power to enforce such
a decision since they hold the positions of authority in schools and on
councils that design curricula and create reading lists for school
program and university courses.
Today, however, many of these assumptions have been reevaluated
by teachers and critics from a wide range of political persuasions. With
the demographic changes that have been occurring in educational
institutions in the past quarter century have come additional reasons
for reading. Minority groups that now form a significant population in
university classrooms, minority teachers, younger faculty raised in a
much altered political environment, large numbers of women faculty—
all insist on the need for multiple perspectives, varying voices, different
visions of experience. They argue that literary works should be read to
challenge conventional ways of behaving and orthodox ways of thinking. (Some educators say that there is nothing new in this, and that, in
fact, traditional canonical works have long been read this way.) For
some of these other readers, however, literature exists less for moral
instruction or cultural education than to help inaugurate political and
social change, a view that is less widely endorsed than the view that
literary works should invite critical scrutiny and stimulate questioning
and debate.
How We Read
That brings us to the important question of how we read. Just how do
we read? Do we simply "just read"? And if we do, then what do we
mean by "just reading"? Most often just reading means something on
the order of reading for pleasure, without worrying about analysis and
interpretation. From the standpoint of more analytical reading, "just
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reading" refers to interpreting the words on the page, making sense of
them in a "way that seems reasonable.
But a number of assumptions lie behind this notion. One such
assumption is that the meaning of a literary work is available to anyone
willing to read it carefully. Another is that literary works contain layers
or levels of meaning, that they have to be analyzed to understand their
complex meanings. Still another is that although different readers all
bring their unique experience as members of particular genders, races,
religions, and nationalities to their interpretation of literary works, they
finally understand the meaning of those works in the same way. In this
view, literary works such as Hamlet or The Scarlet Letter mean the
same thing to every reader.
Each of these assumptions, however, has been challenged by literary
theorists in the past two decades, to the extent that many serious
readers find them untenable. It doesn't take long, for example, to
realize that though we share some understanding of Shakespeare's
play or Hawthorne's novel, we invariably see different things in them
and see them differently. The differences we make of literary works
and the different ways we understand them are related to the varying
assumptions about literature and life that we bring to our reading. The
different ways these assumptions have been modified and the different
emphases and focuses serious readers and literary critics bring to bear
on literary works can be categorized according to various approaches
or critical perspectives. Ten critical perspectives are presented, though
others could be added. These ten, however, reflect critical positions
that many academic readers find useful, whether they are reading
works new to the canon or older established ones.
For each critical perspective you will find an overview that introduces
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the critical approach, an application of the critical perspective to a short
story and a poem, both reprinted at the beginning of this chapter, and
a list of questions you can use to apply the critical perspective to other
literary works. A set of selected readings concludes each section.
Think of these ten critical perspectives as a kind of critical
smorgasbord, a set of intellectual dishes you can sample and taste.
Those you find most appealing you may wish to partake of more
heartily, partly by applying them in your own analytical writing, partly by
reading from the list of selected books. Or your instructor may
encourage you to work with ones he or she believes are especially
valuable. The important thing to realize, however, is that you always
interpret a literary work from a theoretical standpoint, however hidden
or implicit it may be. Understanding the assumptions and procedures
of the various theoretical perspectives is crucial for understanding what
you are doing when you interpret literature, how you do it, and why you
do it that way.
In his lively book introducing college students to literary theory, Falling
Into Theory (1994), David H. Richter of Queens College CUNY
summarizes the important issues concerning literary studies today in a
series of provocative questions. Richter organizes his questions
according to the categories I have borrowed from him for this
introductory overview: why we read, what we read, how we read. Keep
Richter's guiding questions in mind as you read the discussion of the
various critical perspectives.
Why we read. What is the place of the humanities
and literary studies in society? Why should we study
literature? Why do we read? What we read. What is
literature and who determines what counts as
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literature? Is there a core of "great books" that every
student should read? What is the relationship of
literature by women and minority groups to the
canon? Are criteria of quality universal, or are literary
values essentially political?
How we read. How do we and how should we read
texts? Does meaning reside in the author, the text, or
the reader? To what degree is the meaning of a text
fixed? What ethical concerns do we bring to texts as
readers, and how do these concerns reshape the
texts we read? What do we owe the text and what
does it owe us? How do the politics of race and
gender shape our reading of texts? Do political
approaches to literature betray or shed light on
them?

FORMALIST PERSPECTIVES
An Overview of Formalist Criticism

Formalist critics view literature as a distinctive art, one that uses the
resources of language to shape experience, communicate meaning,
and express emotion. Formalists emphasize the form of a literary work
to determine its meaning, focusing on literary elements such as plot,
character, setting, diction, imagery, structure, and point of view.
Approaching literary works as independent systems with
interdependent parts, formalists typically subordinate biographical information or historical data in their interpretations. Underlying formalist
critical perspectives is the belief that literary works are unified artistic
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wholes that can be understood by analyzing their parts.
According to the formalist view, the proper concern of literary criticism
is with the work itself rather than with literary history, the life of the
author, or a work's social and historical contexts. For a formalist, the
central meaning of a literary work is discovered through a detailed
analysis of the work's formal elements rather than by going outside the
work to consider other issues, whether biographical, historical,
psychological, social, political, or ideological. Such additional
considerations, from the formalist perspective, are extrinsic, or
external, and are of secondary importance. What matters most to the
formalist critic is how the work comes to mean what it does—how its
resources of language are deployed by the writer to convey meaning.
Implicit in the formalist perspective, moreover, is that readers can
indeed determine the meanings of literary works—that literature can be
understood and its meanings clarified.
Two other tenets of formalist criticism deserve mention: (1) that a
literary work exists independent of any particular reader—that is, that a
literary work exists outside of any reader's recreation of it in the act of
reading; (2) that the greatest literary works are "universal," their
wholeness and aesthetic harmony transcending the specific
particularities they describe.
The primary method of formalism is a close reading of the literary text,
with an emphasis, for example, on a work's use of metaphor or
symbol, its deployment of irony, its patterns of image or action. Lyric
poetry lends itself especially well to the kinds of close reading favored
by formalist critics because its language tends to be more compressed
and metaphorical than the language of prose—at least as a general
rule. Nonetheless, formal analysis of novels and plays can also focus
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on close reading of key passages (the opening and closing chapters of
a novel, for example, or the first and last scenes of a play, or a
climactic moment in the action of drama, poetry, or fiction). In addition,
formalist critics analyze the large-scale structures of longer works,
looking for patterns and relationships among scenes, actions, and
characters.
One consistent feature of formalist criticism is an emphasis on tension
and ambiguity. Tension refers to the way elements of a text's language
reflect conflict and opposition. Ambiguity refers to the ways texts
remain open to more than a single, unified, definitive interpretation.
Both tension and ambiguity as elements of formalist critical
approaches were picked up and elaborated to serve different
interpretive arguments by critics employing the methodologies of
structuralism and deconstruction.

Thinking from a Formalist Perspective
A formalist critic reading William Carlos Williams's "The Use of Force"
might consider how the story begins and ends, contrasting its opening
matter-of-fact objective description with its concluding shift of
perspective and heightening of language. A formalist perspective
would typically include observations about the relations among the
characters, particularly the doctor, who is clearly an outsider among
the poor parents, and who is invited in among them only because they
are desperate to help their sick daughter. Character relations are ot
paramount interest in Williams's story since a conflict occurs between
the doctor and his patient, one that is resolved only through the use of
force. The relations between the doctor and the parents are equally
interesting, since their surface behavior contrasts with their feelings
about each other.
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Other aspects of the story of interest from a formalist perspective
would include the writer's use of first-person narration, especially the
way the narrator's thoughts are made known to readers (less through
dialogue than through a kind of interior monologue that readers
"overhear"). A formalist critic might ask what difference it would make if
the story were told in the third person, or if the narrator's ideas were to
be voiced in direct dialogue. At a key moment—a climactic one, in
fact—the story shifts from internal report of the doctor's thoughts to
direct dialogue. A formalist would be interested in the effects of this
shift, especially in its artistic effectiveness.
A formalist critic reading Emily Dickinson's "I'm 'wife' " would note its
neat division into three stanzas and consider the focus of each. A
formalist perspective would consider why, in fact, the poem is cast in
three stanzas and not one or two, four, or six. A consideration of the
relationship between form and meaning might help readers notice how
the poem's rhyme scheme and its sentence patterns reinforce or
subvert its stanza organization.
Other considerations formalist critics would be likely to raise about the
poem might include the connotations of "Czar" for the speaker. Of
particular importance in this regard would be the language used to
describe the "Girl's life" in the second stanza, especially how it is
described as existing behind a "soft Eclipse." Readers following a
formalist agenda might also question how the slant rhymes of the
poem contribute to its idea and its effect.
Such questions, however, are only a starting point toward a formal
analysis of Williams's story and Dickinson's poem.
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A CHECKLIST OF FORMALIST CRITICAL QUESTIONS
1. How is the work structured or organized? How does it begin?
Where does it go next? How does it end? What is the work's plot?
How is its plot related to its structure?
2. What is the relationship of each part of the work to the work as a
whole? How are the parts related to one another?
3. Who is narrating or telling what happens in the work? How is the
narrator, speaker, or character revealed to readers? How do we
come to know and understand this figure?
4. Who are the major and minor characters, what do they represent,
and how do they relate to one another?
5. What are the time and place of the work—its setting? How is the
setting related to what we know of the characters and their actions?
To what extent is the setting symbolic?
6. What kind of language does the author use to describe, narrate,
explain, or otherwise create the world of the literary work? More
specifically, what images, similes, metaphors, symbols appear in the
work? What is their function? What meanings do they convey?

BIOGRAPHICAL PERSPECTIVES
Overview of Biographical Criticism
To what extent a writer's life should be brought to bear on an
interpretation of his or her work has long been a matter of controversy.
Some critics insist that biographical information at best distracts from
and at worst distorts the process of analyzing, appreciating, and
understanding literary works. These critics believe that literary works
must stand on their own, stripped of the facts of their writers' lives.

Prof. Alejandro McNeil
amcneilf@udistrital.edu.co

Against this view, however, can be placed one that values the
information readers gain from knowing about writers' lives.
Biographical critics argue that there are essentially three kinds of
benefits readers acquire from using biographical evidence for literary
interpretation: (1) readers understand literary works better since the
facts about authors' experiences can help readers decide how to
interpret those works; (2) readers can better appreciate a literary work
for knowing the writer's struggles or difficulties in creating it; and (3)
readers can better assess writers' preoccupations by studying the
ways they modify and adjust their actual experience in their literary
works.
Knowing, for example, that Shakespeare and Molière were actors who
performed in the plays they wrote provides an added dimension to our
appreciation of their genius. It also might invite us to look at their plays
from the practical standpoint of a performer rather than merely from
the perspective of an armchair reader, a classroom student, or a
theatergoer. Or to realize that Ernest Hemingway's story "The Short
Happy Life of Francis Macomber" (pages 337-357) derives from
experiences he had in Africa hunting big game and from one of his
numerous marriages may lead readers to his biography to see just
how the life and work are related, especially to see how Hemingway
selected from and shaped his actual experience to create this short
story. In addition, readers may be interested in knowing that in original
drafts of the "The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber," the names
of the characters and certain of their denning characteristics as
presented in the published story were different, and that Hemingway
chose his published title after rejecting more than a dozen other
possibilities, including "The New Man," "The End of the Marriage,"
"The Cult of Violence," "The Master Passion," and "The Struggle for
Power." Considering such biographical information and using it to
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analyze the finished literary work can be illuminating rather than
distracting or distorting. Thinking about these different alternative titles
can lead readers to focus on different aspects of the story, especially
to emphasize different incidents and to value the viewpoints of different
characters. As with any critical approach, however, a biographical
perspective should be used judiciously, keeping the focus on the
literary work and using the biographical information to clarify
understanding and to develop an interpretation.
A biographical critic can focus on a writer's works not only to enhance
understanding of them individually but also to enrich a reader's
understanding of the artist. In an essay on the relations between
literature and biography, Leon Edel, author of an outstanding
biography of Henry James, suggests that what the literary biographer
seeks to discover about the subject are his or her characteristic ways
of thinking, perceiving, and feeling that may be revealed more honestly
and thoroughly in the writer's work than in his or her conscious nonliterary statements. In addition, what we learn about writers from a
judicious study of their work can also be linked with an understanding
of the writer's world, and thus serve as a bridge to an appreciation of
the social and cultural contexts in which the writer lived.
Thinking from a Biographical Perspective
Whether one focuses on formalist questions to analyze "The Use of
Force" or on other issues such as the doctor's psychological impulses
or the power struggles among doctor, patient, and parents,
biographical information can add to a reader's appreciation of the story.
In addition to being a writer, William Carlos Williams was a doctor, a
pediatrician with a practice in Rutherford, New Jersey. Williams never
gave up medicine for literature, as some other writers did. Instead he
continued to treat patients all his life. In fact, he acquired some of the
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raw material for his poetry, fiction, and essays directly from his practice
of medicine.
Another biographical fact of interest is that Williams did some of his
writing between seeing patients. He would typically jot notes, write
lines of poems, sketch outlines for stories, record dialogue, and
otherwise fill the gaps in his time with his writing. Some have
suggested that Williams's many short sketches, brief stories, and short
poems result directly from this method of composing. Of course,
Williams did not do all of his writing in the short bursts of time between
seeing his patients. He also wrote during vacations and more extended
blocks of time. And, Williams did, in fact, write one of the longest
American poems of the century, Paterson, a book-length poem in five
long sections, written and published over a period of more than twenty
years.
Of biographical interest regarding Dickinson's "I'm 'wife' " is the fact
that Dickinson never married. A critic with a biographical bent might
see in this early poem themes and concerns that became important
preoccupations for the poet, issues of gender and power, concerns
about the relationship between men and women in marriage, both a
marriage she may have wanted for herself and the marriage ot her
brother, a marriage that some biographers argue was a disappointment to her, though one she initially encouraged. Biographical
questions of interest would focus on whether Dickinson's poem was
based on her own experience, perhaps on frustrated hopes, or
whether it was simply a metaphor she played with poetically to deflect
the circumstances of everyday reality.
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A CHECKLIST OF BIOGRAPHICAL CRITICAL QUESTIONS
1. What influences—persons, ideas, movements, events—evident in
the •writer's life does the work reflect?
2. To what extent are the events described in the work a direct transfer
of what happened in the writer's actual life?
3. What modifications of the actual events has the writer made in the
literary work? For what possible purposes?
4. Why might the writer have altered his or her actual experience in the
literary work?
5. What are the effects of the differences between actual events and
their literary transformation in the poem, story, play, or essay?
6. What has the author revealed in the work about his or her
characteristic modes of thought, perception, or emotion? What place
does this work have in the artist's literary development and career?

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES
An Overview of Historical Criticism
Historical critics approach literature in two ways: (1) they provide a
context of background information necessary for understanding how
literary works were perceived in their time; (2) they show how literary
works reflect ideas and attitudes of the time in which they were written.
These two general approaches to historical criticism represent methods
and approaches that might be termed "old historicism" and "new
historicism" respectively.
The older form of historical criticism, still in use today, insists that a
literary work be read with a sense of the time and place of its creation.
This is necessary, insist historical critics, because every literary work is
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a product of its time and its world. Understanding the social
background and the intellectual currents of that time and that world
illuminate literary works for later generations of readers.
Knowing something about the London of William Blake's time, for
example, helps readers better appreciate and understand the power of
Blake's protest against horrific social conditions and the institutions of
church and state Blake held responsible for permitting such conditions
to exist. In his poem "London" (page 562), Blake refers to chimney
sweepers, who were usually young children small enough to fit inside a
chimney, and whose parents sent them to a kind of work that
drastically curtailed not only their childhood but also their lives. Or, to
take another example, understanding something about the role and
position of women in late nineteenth-century America helps readers of
the late twentieth century better understand the protagonist of Kate
Chopin's "The Story of an Hour" (page 38). Readers might appreciate
why, for example, Mrs. Mallard feels the need to escape from her
marriage and why her feelings are described by turns as exhilarating
and "monstrous."

Thinking from a New Historicist Perspective
Like earlier historical approaches, a more contemporary approach
identified as "new historicism" considers historical contexts of literary
works essential for understanding them. A significant difference,
however, between earlier historical criticism and new historicism is the
newer variety's emphasis on analyzing historical documents with the
same intensity and scrutiny given foregrounded passages in the literary
works to be interpreted. In reading Williams's "The Use of Force," for
example, a new historicist might pay as much attention to Williams's
and other doctors' medical records of the 1920s and 1930s as to the
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details of incident and language in the story itself. Similarly, in
interpreting Dickinson's "I'm 'wife' " new historicist critics would concern
themselves with diaries of women written during the early 1860s, when
the poem was written. In both instances the records and diaries would
be read to ascertain prevailing cultural attitudes about doctor-patient
relationships and middle-class marriage respectively. In addition, new
historicist critics might also typically compare prevailing cultural
attitudes about these issues today with those of the times in which the
story and poem were written. In fact, one common strategy of new
historicist critics is to compare and contrast the language of
contemporaneous documents and literary works to reveal hidden
assumptions, biases, and cultural attitudes that relate the two kinds of
texts, literary and documentary, usually to demonstrate how the literary
work shares the cultural assumptions of the document.

An important feature of new historicist criticism is its concern with
examining the power relations of rulers and subjects. A guiding
assumption among many new historicist critics is that texts, not only
literary works but also documents, diaries, records, even institutions
such as hospitals and prisons, are ideological products culturally
constructed from the prevailing power structures that dominate
particular societies. Reading a literary work from a new historicist
perspective thus becomes an exercise in uncovering the conflicting
and perspectives of the marginalized and suppressed, as, for example,
the perspective and voice of the young patient in "The Use of Force,"
and the values of the speaker in Dickinson's "I'm 'wife'," whose
perspectives tend to be undervalued because they are females.
While appropriating some of the methods of formalist and
deconstructive critics, new historicists differ from them in a number of
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important ways. Most importantly unlike critics who limit their analysis
of a literary work to its language and structure, new historicists spend
more time analyzing nonliterary texts from the same time in which the
literary work was written. New historicists, however, do apply the close
reading strategies of formalist and deconstructive perspectives, but
their goal is not, like the formalists, to show how the literary work
manifests universal values or how it is unified. Nor is the new historicist
goal to show how the text undermines and contradicts itself, an
emphasis of deconstructivist perspectives. Instead, new historicists
analyze the cultural context embedded in the literary work and explain
its relationship with the network of the assumptions and beliefs that
inform social institutions and cultural practices prevalent in the
historical period when the literary work was written. Finally, it is
important to note that for new historicist critics, history does not provide
mere “background" against which to study literary works, but is, rather,
an equally important "text," one that is ultimately inseparable from the
literary work, which inevitably reveals the conflicting power relations
that underlie all human interaction, from the small-scale interactions
with families to the large-scale interactions of social institutions.
One potential danger of applying historical perspectives to literature is
that historicaI information and documents may be foregrounded and
emphasized so heavily that readers lose sight of the literary work the
historical approach is designed to illuminate. When the prism of history
is used to clarify and explain elements of the literary work, however,
whether in examining intellectual currents, describing social conditions,
or presenting cultural attitudes, readers' understanding of literary works
can be immeasurably enriched. The challenge for historicaI
understanding, whether one uses the tools of the older historicist
tradition or the rnethods of the new historicism, is to ascertain what the
past was truly like, how its values are inscribed in its cultural artifacts,
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including its literature. Equally challenging is an exploration of the
question. What was it possible to think or do at a particular moment of
the past, including possibilities that may no longer be available to those
living today?
LIST OF HISTORICAL AND NEW HISTORICIST ;AL
QUESTIONS
1. When was the work written? When was it published? How was it
received by the critics and the public? Why?
2. What does the work's reception reveal about the standards of taste
and value during the time it was published and reviewed?
3. What social attitudes and cultural practices related to the action of
the work were prevalent during the time the work was written and
published?
4. What kinds of power relations does the work describe, reflect, or
embody?
5. How do the power relations reflected in the literary work manifest
themselves in the cultural practices and social institutions prevalent
during the time the work was written and published?
6. What other types of historical documents, cultural artifacts, or social
institutions might be analyzed in conjunction with particular literary
works? How might a close reading of such a nonliterary "text"
illuminate those literary works?
7. To what extent can we understand the past as it is reflected in the
literary work? To what extent does the work reflect differences from
the ideas and values of its time?
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PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES
An Overview of Psychological Criticism
Psychological criticism approaches a work of literature as the
revelation of its author's mind and personality. Psychological critics see
literary works as intimately linked with their author's mental and
emotional characteristics. Critics who employ a psychological
perspective do so to explain how a literary work reflects its writer's
consciousness and mental world, and they use what they know of
writers' lives to explain features of their work. Some psychological
critics are more interested in the creative processes of writers than in
their literary works; these critics look into literary works for clues to a
writer's creative imagination. Other psychological critics wish to study
less a -writer's creative process than his or her motivations and
behavior; these critics may study a writer's works along with letters and
diaries to better understand not just what a writer has done in life but
why the writer behaved in a particular manner. Still other critics employ
methods of Freudian psychoanalysis to understand not only writers
such as Shakespeare or Kafka but the literary characters they create,
lago, for example, or Gregor Samsa.
Psychoanalytic criticism derives from Freud's revolutionary psychology
in which he developed the notion of the "unconscious" along with the
psychological mechanisms of "displacement," "condensation,"
"fixation," and "manifest and latent" dream content. Freud posited an
unconscious element of the mind below consciousness, just beneath
awareness. According to Freud, the unconscious harbors forbidden
wishes and desires, often sexual, that are in conflict with an individual's
or society's moral standards. Freud explains that although the
individual represses or "censors" these unconscious fantasies and
desires, they become "displaced" or distorted in dreams and other
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forms of fantasy, which serve to disguise their real meaning.
The disguised versions that appear in a person's conscious life are
considered to be the "manifest" content of the unconscious wishes that
are their "latent" content, which psychoanalytic critics attempt to
discover and explain. Psychoanalytic critics rely heavily on symbolism
to identify and explain the meaning of repressed desires, interpreting
ordinary objects such as clocks and towers and natural elements such
as fire and water in ways that reveal aspects of a literary character's
sexuality. These critics also make use of other psychoanalytic concepts and terms such as "fixation," or "obsessive compulsion,"
attaching to feelings, behaviors, and fantasies that individuals
presumably outgrow yet retain in the form of unconscious attractions.
Among the most important of the categories derived from Freud that
psychoanalytic critics employ are those Freud used to describe mental
structures and dynamics. Freud recognized three types of mental
functions, which he designated the "id," the "ego," and the "superego."
Freud saw the id as the storehouse of desires, primarily libidinal or
sexual, but also aggressive and possessive. He saw the superego as
the representative of societal and parental standards of ethics and
morality. And he saw the ego as the negotiator between the desires
and demands of the id and the controlling and constraining force of the
superego, all influenced further by an individual's relationship with
other people in the contexts of actual life. These few but important
psychoanalytic concepts have been put to varied uses by critics with a
wide range of psychological approaches. Freud himself analyzed
Sophocles' tragic drama Oedipus the King (page 880) to explain how
Oedipus harbored an unconscious desire to kill his father and marry
his mother, events the play accounts for. Other critics have used
Freud's insights—which, by the way, Freud himself says he derived
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from studying literary masters such as Sophocles, Shakespeare, and
Kafka—to analyze the hidden motivations of literary characters. One of
the most famous of all literary characters. Hamlet, has stimulated
psychological critics of all persuasions to explain why he delays killing
King Claudius. In his book Hamlet and Oedipus, Ernest Jones uses
Freud's theory of the "Oedipus complex" to explain Hamlet's delay,
which Jones sees, essentially, as Hamlet's inability to punish Claudius
for what he, Hamlet, unconsciously wanted to do himself.
Thinking from a Psychoanalytic Perspective
We can use a psychoanalytic perspective to make a few observations
about the behavior of the characters in Williams's "The Use of Force"
and the marital situation described in Dickinson's "I'm 'wife'."
The doctor in "The Use of Force," for example can be seen as
repressing his real desire to humiliate his young female patient under
the guise of inspecting her throat for signs of illness. The girl's refusal
can be seen as an unwillingness to expose herself to this strange
overbearing man, who is forcing himself upon her. Her mouth can be
interpreted as a displacement for her vagina, and the doctor's attempt
to open it by force as a kind of rape. Even the parents' actions might be
explained in psychoanalytic terms in that they act as voyeurs, alternately frightened and sexually excited by what they are witnessing.
Dickinson's speaker experiences no such overt violation. Her
subjugation is more acceptable because she seems to fulfill a socially
sanctioned role as "wife." What is interesting from a psychoanalytic
standpoint, however, is the way she subverts that role by comparing
herself to a "Czar," a powerful emperor, which seems to conflict with
her role as "wife" and "Woman." Moreover, the speaker's comparison
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between the "Girl's life" and the wife's, which is elaborated with the
analogy of differences experienced between those on Earth and in
Heaven, can be seen as a displacement other poetic ambition onto the
image of a wife, which the speaker endows with spiritual and temporal
powers.

A CHECKLIST OF PSYCHOLOGICAL CRITICAL QUESTIONS
1. What connections can you make between your knowledge of an
author's life and the behavior and motivations of characters in his or
her work?
2. How does your understanding of the characters, their relationships,
their actions, and their motivations in a literary work help you better
understand the mental world and imaginative life, or the actions and
motivations, of the author?
3. How does a particular literary work—its images, metaphors, and
other linguistic elements—reveal the psychological motivations of its
characters or the psychological mindset of its author?
4. To what extent can you employ the concepts of Freudian
psychoanalysis to understand the motivations of literary characters?
5. What kinds of literary works and what types of literary characters
seem best suited to a critical approach that employs a psychological
or psychoanalytical perspective? Why?
6. How can a psychological or psychoanalytic approach to a particular
work be combined with an approach from another critical
perspective—for example, that of biographical or formalist criticism,
or that of feminist or deconstructionist criticism?
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SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES
An Overview of Sociological Criticism
Like historical and biographical critics, sociological critics argue that
literary works should not be isolated from the social contexts in which
they are embedded. And also like historical critics, especially those
who espouse new historicist perspectives, sociological critics
emphasize the ways power relations are played out by varying social
forces and institutions. Sociological critics focus on the values of a
society and how those values are reflected in literary works. At one end
of the sociological critical spectrum, literary works are treated simply as
documents that either embody social conditions or are a product of
those conditions. Critics employing a sociological perspective study the
economic, political, and cultural issues expressed in literary works as
those issues are reflected in the societies in which the works were
produced.
A sociological approach to the study of Shakespeare's Othello could
focus on the political organization of the Venetian state as depicted in
the play and its relation to the play's depiction of authority, perhaps
considering as well the breakdown of authority in the scenes set in
Cyprus. Another sociological perspective might focus on the play's
economic aspects, particularly how money and influence are used to
manipulate others. Still other sociological issues that could be
addressed include the role of women in the play and the issue of Othello's race. How, for example, does Shakespeare portray the power
relations between Othello and Desdemona, lago and Emilia, Cassio
and Bianca? To what extent is each of these women's relationship
with men considered from an economic standpoint? Or, to what extent
is Othello's blackness a factor in his demise, or is his race a defining
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characteristic in other characters' perceptions of him?
Two significant trends in sociological criticism have had a decisive
impact on critical theory: Marxist criticism and feminist criticism.
Proponents of each of these critical perspectives have used some of
the tools of other critical approaches such as the close reading of the
formalists and deconstructionists and the symbolic analysis of the
psychoanalytic critics to espouse their respective ideologies in
interpreting literature.

Marxist Critical Perspectives
In the same way that many psychoanalytic critics base their approach
to literature on the theoretical works of Sigmund Freud, Marxist critics
are indebted to the political theory of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels.
Marxist critics examine literature for its reflection of how dominant elite
and middle-class/bourgeois values lead to the control and suppression
of the working classes. Marxist critics see literature's value in
promoting social and economic revolution, with works that espouse
Marxist ideology serving to prompt the kinds of economic and political
changes that conform to Marxist principles. Such changes would
include the overthrow of the dominant capitalist ideology and the loss
of power by those with money and privilege. Marxist criticism is
concerned both with understanding the role of politics, money, and
power in literary works, and with redefining and reforming the way
society distributes its resources among the classes. Fundamentally, the
Marxist ideology looks toward a vision of a world not so much where
class conflict has been minimized but one in which classes have
disappeared altogether.
Marxist critics generally approach literary works as products of their
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era, especially as influenced, even determined by the economic and
political ideologies that prevail at the time of their composition. The
literary work is considered a "product" in relation to the actual
economic and social conditions that exist at either the time of the
work's composition or the time and place of the action it describes.
Marxist analyses of novels focus on the relations among classes. In
British and European novels of the nineteenth century, for example,
class is a significant factor in the rise and fall of the characters'
fortunes. Novels such as Charles Dickens's Little Dorritt, Domhey and
Son, and Oliver Twist, George Eliot's Middlemarch, Anthony Trollope's
The Eustace Diamonds, and William Makepiece Thackery's Vanity Fair
portray a panoramic vision of society with characters pressing to move
up in social rank and status. These and numerous other novels from
the eighteenth through the twentieth century provide abundant territory
for Marxist perspectives to investigate the ways political and economic
forces conspire to keep some social, ethnic, and racial groups in power
and others out. In fact, the Marxist critical perspective has been
brought to bear most often on the novel, next most often on drama,
and least often on poetry, where issues of power, money, and political
influence are not nearly as pervasive.
Thinking from a Marxist Perspective
In applying a Marxist critical perspective to a work like Williams's "The
Use of Force," one would consider the ways in which power relations
are played out in the story. It seems clear that the doctor is the
privileged individual who wields the power over both the girl and her
family. Since he can refuse to treat the girl, insist on being paid more
for his services, or berate the parents for their ineptitude (though he
actually does none of these things), the parents are cowed by his
presence. The girl, though defiant, is at his mercy since he is physically
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stronger and psychologically more powerful than she is. In addition to
such observations, a Marxist critic might consider the story's action
from an economic standpoint, in which the doctor performs a service
for a fee, with the entire situation viewed strictly as an economic
transaction. Moreover, the parents are apparently poor, and one could
surmise that they and their daughter might not receive the quality of
medical service or the courteous delivery of medical care they would
get were they more economically prosperous.
A CHECKLIST OF MARXIST CRITICAL QUESTIONS
1. "What social forces and institutions are represented in the work?
How are these forces portrayed? What is the author's attitude toward
them?
2. What political economic elements appear in the work? How
important are they in determining or influencing the lives of the
characters?
3. What economic issues appear in the course of the work? How
important are economic facts in influencing the motivation and
behavior of the characters?
4. To what extent are the lives of the characters influenced or
determined by social, political, and economic forces? To what extent
are the characters aware of these forces?

Feminist Critical Perspectives
Feminist criticism, like Marxist and new historicist criticism, examines
the social and cultural aspects of literary works, especially for what
those works reveal about the role, position, and influence of women.
Like other socially minded critics, feminist critics consider literature in
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relation to its social, economic, and political contexts, and indeed look
to analyze its social, economic, and political content. Feminist critics
also typically see literature as an arena to contest for power and
control, since as sociological critics, feminist critics also see literature
as an agent tor social transformation.
Moreover, feminist critics seek to redress the imbalance of literary
study in which all important books are written by men or the only
characters of real interest are male protagonists. Feminist critics have
thus begun to study women writers whose works have been previously
neglected. They have begun to look at the way feminine
consciousness has been portrayed in literature written by both women
and men. And they have begun to change the nature of the questions
asked about literature that reflect predominantly male experience. In
these and other ways feminist critical perspectives have begun to
undermine the patriarchal or masculinist assumptions that have
dominated critical approaches to literature until relatively recently. For
although feminist critics can trace their origins back to nineteenthcentury politics and cite as formative influences the works of Margaret
Fuller, Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, John Stuart Mill, and Elizabeth
Cady Stanton, feminist perspectives only began to be raised in literary
circles with Virginia Woolfs A Room of One's Own (1929), which
describes the difficult conditions under which women writers of the past
had to work, and with Simone de Beauvoir's The Second Sex (1949),
which analyzes the biology, psychology, and sociology of women and
their place, role, and influence in western culture. It is only in the late
1960s and early 1970s, however, that feminist criticism per se began to
emerge with the publication of Mary Ell-man's Thinking About Women
(1968), Kate Millet's Sexual Politics (1970), and a host of other works
that have followed for more than a quarter century and show no signs
of abating.
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In his influential and widely used Glossary of Literary Terms, M. H.
Abrarns identifies four central tenets of much feminist criticism,
summarized in the following list.
1. Western civilization is pervasively patriarchal
(ruled by the father)—that is, it is male-centered
and controlled, and is organized and conducted in
such a -way as to subordinate women to men in all
cultural domains: familial, religious, political,
economic, social, legal, and artistic.
2. The prevailing concepts of gender—of the traits
that constitute what is masculine and what is
feminine—are largely, if not entirely, cultural
constructs that were generated by the omnipresent
patriarchal biases of our civilization.
3.
This
patriarchal
(or
"masculinist,"
or
"androcentric") ideology pervades those writings
which have been considered great literature, and
which until recently have been written almost entirely by men for men.
4. The traditional aesthetic categories and criteria for
analyzing and appraising literary works . . . are in
fact infused with masculine assumptions, interests,
and ways of reasoning, so that the standard
rankings, and also the critical treatments, of literary
works have in fact been tacitly but thoroughly
gender-biased.1

1 M. H. Abrams. A Glossary of Literary Terms, 6th ed., 1993. pp. 234235.
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It should be noted, however, that Abrams's list, though helpful, tends to
blur distinctions among the many different varieties of feminist criticism
as currently practiced. Thus the ways these assumptions are reflected
in feminist criticism vary enormously from the reader-response
approaches used by feminist critics, such as Judith Fetterley and
Elizabeth Flynn, to the cultural studies approaches used by Jane
Tompkins and Eve Kosovsky Sedgwick, to the Lacanian psychoanalytic approaches employed by Helene Cixous and Julia Kristeva. It
would be better to think of feminist criticism in the plural as the criticism
of feminists rather than to envision it as a singular monolithic entity.
Thinking from a Feminist Perspective
In applying the perspective of feminist criticism to "I'm 'wife'," we might
consider the way the roles of woman and wife are suggested in the
poem. A feminist reading would be alert for other signs of power
contestation in the poem, why for example the speaker compares
herself to a "Czar," and what that means in terms other ability to exert
her will and control her destiny. Feminist readers would also ask what
the masculine term "Czar" signifies in the poem, and whether there is a
feminine counterpart.
Feminist readers might also interrogate the poem to ask why the state
of wifehood brings "comfort" and "That other" state—of girlhood—"was
pain." They would probe beyond the text of the poem to consider the
extent to which such differences in experience and feeling obtained in
marriages during Dickinson's lifetime, thus sharing an interest with new
historicist critics. Moreover, they might also wonder whether the
poem's abrupt ending "I'm 'Wife'! Stop there!" with its insistent tone
might not mask an undercurrent of fear or powerlessness.

Prof. Alejandro McNeil
amcneilf@udistrital.edu.co

A CHECKLIST OF FEMINIST CRITICAL QUESTIONS
1. To what extent does the representation of women (and men) in the
work reflect the place and time in which the work was written?
2. How are the relations between men and women, or those between
members of the same sex, presented in the work? What roles do
men and women assume and perform and with what consequences?
3. Does the author present the work from within a predominantly male
or female sensibility? Why might this have been done, and with what
effects?
4. How do the facts of the author's life relate to the presentation of
men and women in the work? To their relative degrees of power?
5. How do other works by the author correspond to this one in their
depiction of the power relationships between men and women?

READER-RESPONSE PERSPECTIVES
An Overview of Reader-Response Criticism
Reader-response criticism raises the question of where literary
meaning resides—in the literary text, in the reader, or in the interactive
space between text and reader. Reader-response critics differ in the
varying degrees of subjectivity they allow into their theories of
interpretation. Some, like David Bleich, see the literary text as a kind of
mirror in which readers see themselves. In making sense of literature,
readers recreate themselves. Other reader-response critics, like
Wolfgang Iser, focus on the text rather than on the feelings and reactions ot the reader. Text-centered reader-response critics emphasize
the temporal aspect of reading, suggesting that readers make sense of
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texts over time, moving through a text sentence by sentence, line by
line, word by word, filling in gaps and making inferences about what is
being implied by textual details as they read.
Still other reader-response critics like Norman Holland focus on the
psychological dynamics of reading. Holland argues that every reader
creates a specific identity theme unique to him or her self in reading
any literary work. He suggests that to make sense of a literary work
readers must find in it, or create through the process of reading it, their
identity themes.
One of the earliest and most influential reader-response critics, Louise
Rosen-blatt, argues against placing too much emphasis on the
reader's imagination, identity, or feelings in literary interpretation. Like
Iser, Rosenblatt keeps the focus on the text, though she is more
concerned than is Iser with the dynamic relationship between reader
and text, since it is in that interrelationship that Rosenblatt believes
literary meanings are made.
For Rosenblatt, as for other reader-response critics, the meaning of a
literary work cannot exist until it is "performed" by the reader. Until then
literary meaning is only potential. It becomes actual when readers
realize its potential through their acts of reading, responding, and
interpreting.
As you might expect, reader-response critics respect not only the
intellectual acts of analysis and comprehension that readers perform
but also their subjective responses and their emotional apprehension
of literary works. This distinction between intellectual comprehension
and emotional apprehension of literature is explored earlier in this book
for each of the four literary genres—fiction, poetry, drama, and essay.
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One benefit of using reader-response perspectives to interpret literary
works is that you begin with "what is primary and basic—your initial
reactions, your primary responses. Of course, as you read, you may
change your mind about your reaction to a work. You may experience
opposite or different feelings. Or you may make sense of the work
differently because of discoveries you make later in the process of
reading. What you read in the last chapter of a novel, for example, may
change your understanding of what you read in the first chapter or in a
middle chapter, which you had interpreted one way until you reached
the end. What's important for reader-response critics is just this kind of
active reading dynamic, in which a reader's changing ideas and
feelings are foregrounded. These critics describe the recursiveness of
the reading process, the way in which our minds anticipate what is
coming in the text based on what we have already read and,
simultaneously, the way we loop back retrospectively to reconsider
earlier passages in light of later ones that we read. The literary text
does not disappear for reader-response critics. Instead it becomes part
of readers' experience as they make their way through it.
Reader-response criticism thus emphasizes process rather than
product, an experience rather than an object, a shifting subjectivity
rather than a static and objective text and meaning. For readerresponse critics the text is not a "thing"; it does not stand still, for it lives
only in its readers' imaginations. For these critics, then, literary works
do not have an independent objective meaning that is true once and for
all and that is identical for all readers. Instead, they argue that readers
make meaning through their encounters with literary texts. And the
meanings they make may be as varied as the individuals who read
them.
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Reader-response critics emphasize two additional points about the
range and variety of readers' interpretations. First, an individual
reader's interpretation of a work may change, in fact, probably will
change over time. Reading Shakespeare's Julius Caesar in high
school can be a very different experience from reading it in college or
later as an adult. Second, historically, readers from different
generations and different centuries interpret books differently. The
works say different things to readers of different historical eras based
on their particular needs, concerns, and historical circumstances. In
both the individual cases and the larger historical occasions, changes
occur, changes that affect how individuals perceive, absorb, and
understand what they read at different times of their lives.
The crucial thing for readers is to acknowledge their own subjectivity in
the act of reading and to be aware that they come to literary works with
a set of beliefs, ideas, attitudes, values—with all that makes them who
and what they are. Being aware of our predispositions when we read
can prevent our biases and prejudices from skewing our interpretations
of literary works. At the same time, we need to pay attention to the
details of the text. We cannot make words and sentences mean
anything at all. There are limits and boundaries to what is acceptable,
limits and boundaries that are subject to negotiation and debate. For
most reader-response theorists, interpretation has both latitude and
limits. Negotiating between them in a delicate balancing act allows
readers to exercise their subjectivity while recognizing the significance
of the words on the page.
Perhaps an analogy will clarify the double-sided nature of literary
interpretation from a reader-response perspective, one that recognizes
both the reader's freedom and the text's limits. You might think of a text
as a musical score, one that is brought to life in performance. Readers
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make the potential meanings of a text come to life in much the same
way that a musician brings a piece of music to life in performance.
When musicians play a score or readers read a literary work, they
cannot change the notes of the score or the words of the text. Both
readers and musicians are limited by what is on the page. Yet there is
room for differing interpretations and varied responses. Two
interpretations of a literary work, like two musical performances, are
likely to differ, sometimes in significant ways. The varying
interpretations will be valid insofar as they respect the words or notes
on the page, and insofar as they represent a reasonable and logically
defensible approach to the work.
Thinking from a Reader-Response Perspective
In reading "The Use of Force," reader-response critics would consider
a reader's emotional reactions to the story's action. They might ask
how a reader responds to the doctor, how he or she reacts to the
doctor's acknowledgment of his feelings about the parents and the
child, how readers respond to the way he opens the girl's mouth. Like
feminist critics, they would consider the extent to which female readers
might respond differently than males, though the important thing for a
reader-response perspective would be the intensity and nature of a
particular reader's response.
Some reader-response critics would also examine the reader's
responses at different points in the text, focusing on particular words
and phrases that might signal a shift in the story's tone and hence a
change in the reader's response. The doctor's response to the parents
calling him a "nice man" is to grind his teeth in disgust. His remark to
the girl after she knocks his glasses off is "Will you open it now by
yourself or shall we have to open it for you?" And his reference to his
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contempt for the parents and to the child as a "little brat" are places for
readers to consider their responses.
In reading Dickinson's "I'm 'wife'," reader-response critics might point
to the way the poem's language associates "wife" with "Woman" and
with "Czar" and invite readers to consider the extent to which these
terms reflect their experience or understanding of marriage. They
might ask whether the idea of marriage reflected in the poem reminds
you of your own relatives' marriages, of the marriage of your parents. If
so, why, a reader-response critic might ask, and, if not, why not?
Reader-response critics would also ask about readers' responses to
the men who are implied but not explicitly named in the poem, and to
the analogy made in the second stanza, which uses the contrast
between Earth and Heaven to suggest a difference between the
speaker's life before and after marriage. These critics might ask
readers to explore their feelings about such an analogy and invite them
to consider ways in which their own lives involve a difference such as
that describing the speaker's before and after states. The emphases of
reader-response critics essentially, then, would be two: (1) the reader's
direct experience of the language and details of the poem in the
process of reading it; (2) the reader's actual experience outside the
poem which he or she brings to the reading and •which is used to
interpret it. Where formalist critics would play down this experiential
connection to the poem and encourage readers to focus solely on the
words on the page, reader-response critics want to extend the readers'
perceptions about the poem and deepen their response to it by
deliberately evoking actual experiences of readers that they can bring
to bear on both their apprehension and their comprehension of the
poem.
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A CHECKLIST OF READER-RESPONSE CRITICAL QUESTIONS
1. What is your initial emotional response to the work? How did you
feel upon first reading it?
2. Did you find yourself responding to it or reacting differently at any
point? If so, why? If not, why not?
3. At what places in the text did you have to make inferences, fill in
gaps, make interpretive decisions? On what bases did you make
these inferential guesses?
4. How do you respond to the characters, the speaker, or the narrator?
How do you feel about them? Why?
5. What places in the text caused you to do the most serious thinking?
How did you put the pieces, sections, parts of the work together to
make sense of it?
6. If you have read a work more than once, how has your second and
subsequent readings differed from earlier ones? How do you account
for those differences, or for the fact that there are no differences in
either your thoughts or your feelings about the work?

MYTHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES
An Overview Mythological Criticism
In general terms a "myth" is a story that explains how something came
to be. Every culture creates stories to explain what it considers
important, valuable, and true. Thus the Greek myth of Persephone,
who was kidnapped by Pluto, the god of the underworld, and allowed
to return to her mother Demeter every year, explains the changes of
the seasons. Or the Biblical story of Eve's temptation by the serpent in
the book of Genesis, which concludes with God's curse of the serpent,
explains, among other things, why snakes crawl on their bellies.
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Myth criticism, however, is not concerned with stories that explain
origins so much as those that provide universal story patterns that
recur with regularity among many cultures and in many different times
and places. The patterns myth critics typically identify and analyze are
those that represent common, familiar, even universal human
experiences, such as being born and dying, growing up and crossing
the threshold into adulthood, going on a journey, engaging in sexual
activity. These familiar patterns of human action and experience,
however, are of interest to myth critics not primarily in and of themselves, but rather for how they represent religious beliefs, social
customs, and cultural attitudes.
Birth, for example, is of interest as a symbolic beginning and death as
a symbolic ending. A journey is a symbolic venturing out into the world
to explore and experience what it has in store for the traveler. Sleeping
and dreaming are not simply states of ordinary experience but
symbolic modes of entrance into another realm and an envisioning of
unusual and perhaps strange possibilities unimagined in waking life.
So too with physical contests, sexual encounters, and other forms of
experience, which many times are occasions for individuals to be
tested, challenged, and perhaps initiated into an advanced or superior
state of being—becoming a warrior, for example, a mother, a prophet,
or a king.
Myth critics discover in literature of all times and places stories with
basic patterns that can be explained in terms of archetypes, or
universal symbols, which some mythological critics believe are part of
every person's unconscious mind, a kind of a collective unconscious
that each of us inherits by virtue of our common humanity. Besides the
fundamental facts of human existence, other archetypes include typical

Prof. Alejandro McNeil
amcneilf@udistrital.edu.co

literary characters such as the Don Juan or womanizer, the femme
fatale or dangerous female, the trickster or con artist, the damsel in
distress, the rebel, the tyrant, the hero, the betrayer. Creatures real
and imaginary can also be archetypal symbols. The lion, for example,
can represent strength, the eagle independence, the fox cunning, the
unicorn innocence, the dragon destruction, the centaur the union of
matter and spirit, animality and humanity, or even humanity and
divinity.
It is on plot or the sequence of causally related incidents and actions,
however, that myth criticism focuses most heavily. The archetypal
images, creatures, and characters exist within stories that themselves
exhibit patterns of recurrence. So, for example, there are stories of the
arduous quest fraught with perils which a protagonist must survive,
perhaps to rescue an innocent victim, perhaps to prove superior
courage or morality, perhaps to save others from destruction. There
are stories of vengeance, of death and rebirth, of resurrection, of transformation from one state of being into another, stories of
enlightenment, of devastation, of lost paradises. Many such stories can
be found in the religious literature of cultures around the world. The
Bible, for example, contains stories of creation (Adam and Eve),
fraternal rivalry and murder (Cain and Abel), destruction (Noah) and
forgiveness (the ark and the covenant), wandering and enslavement
(the exodus), death and resurrection (Jesus' life and ministry)—and so
on. This list can be multiplied by consulting, for example, the Taoist
and Confucian religious traditions of China, the Hindu traditions of
India, the Buddhist traditions of Japan, arid the Islamic tradition of the
Middle East.
Myth critics approach the study of literary works and the study of a
culture's myths in many ways. The Canadian critic Northrop Frye, for
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example, explains the traditional literary genres, including the novel,
the drama, and epic, with reference to the recurrence in them of mythic
patterns such as death and rebirth, departure and return, ignorance
and insight. Frye, in fact, associates the genres of comedy, romance,
tragedy, and irony or satire with the cycle of the seasons, each genre
representing the natural events associated with a particular season
(comedy with the fertility of spring, for example, and tragedy with the
decline of the year in autumn). The French critic, Claude Levi-Strauss,
who employs the strategies of structuralist and semiotic analysis, treats
cultural myths as signs whose meanings are not understood by the
cultures that create those myths. His work is grounded in structural
anthropology and owes much to the linguistic theory of Ferdinand de
Saussure, who had a profound effect on the development of French
and American structuralist perspectives on literary analysis and
interpretation. And the American critic of popular culture, John Cawelti,
to cite still another approach, analyzes the mythic impulse and mythic
elements in forms of popular literature such as the western.
Thinking from a Mythological Perspective
What a mythological critic does with archetypal characters, stories,
creatures, and even natural elements such as sun and moon, darkness
and light, fire and water, is to link them up with one another, to see one
literary work in relation to others of a similar type. Thus, for example,
Hamlet's revenge of his father's death can be linked with myths from
other cultures that include a son's avenging his father. Or the story of
Hamlet can be linked with others in which the corruption poisoning a
country has been eliminated through some action taken by the hero.
Or, to take a different example, the story of the prodigal son (page 27),
could be linked with other stories of sons wasting their inheritance, of
fathers forgiving their children, or of one brother envying another.
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In considering Williams's "The Use of Force" from a mythological perspective, a myth critic might consider the doctor as an intruder who
comes to menace a helpless and innocent family. Or he might be seen
as a hero who battles against the odds to save the life of a helpless
victim. A myth critic might consider the role of Dickinson's "wife" and
her rank as "Czar" in the poem "I'm 'wife' " in relation to prominent
female characters from myth and legend, whether human or divine.
Myth critics would probably take note too of the references to Heaven
and Earth in developing an explanation of the transformation
undergone by the speaker of the poem.

A CHECKLIST OF MYTHOLOGICAL CRITICAL QUESTIONS
1. What incidents in the work seem common or familiar enough as
actions that they might be considered symbolic or archetypal? Are
there any journeys, battles, falls, reversals of fortune?
2. What kinds of character types appear in the work? How might they
be typed or classified?
3. What creatures, elements of nature, or man-made objects play a
role in the work? To what extent might they be considered symbolic?
4. What changes do the characters undergo? How can those changes
be characterized or named? To what might they be related or
compared?
5. What religious or quasi-religious traditions with which you arc
familiar might the work's story, characters, elements, or objects be
compared to or affiliated with? Why?
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STRUCTURALIST PERSPECTIVES
An Overview of Structuralist Criticism
It is important to distinguish the general meaning of "structure" as used
by critics of varying persuasions from its use by adherents of
structuralist criticism. In the traditional and most general sense, the
word "structure" refers to the organization of a literary work—to its
arrangement of incident and action (plot); its division into sections,
chapters, parts, stanzas, and other literary units; its employment of
repetition and contrast; its patterns of imagery (light and dark images,
for example) and sound (its patterns of rhythm and rhyme).
For structuralist critics, however, the notion of "structure" has another
meaning, one which derives from linguistics and anthropology and
"which refers to the systems of signs that designate meaning. To
understand the structuralist perspective one needs to understand what
structuralists mean by "signs" and how language is an arbitrary system
of such signs. We can illustrate with a familiar example—the word
"dog," which represents the four-legged animal many of us have as a
pet. Why do the letters D-O-G, when put together, signify the creature who barks at the mail carrier and wags its tail while running off with our
sneakers? The answer, of course, is because of a particular set of
linguistic conventions that operate due to common usage and
agreement. Such use and agreement, such a convention, however, is
arbitrary. That is, it could have been otherwise. In fact, in languages
such as French and Italian, the word "dog" means nothing. In those
languages the furry four-footed barker is respectively chien
(pronounced sheYEN) and cane (pronounced CAHnay), a word that
looks like the English "cane," or walking stick, but which is a sign, in
Italian, for what we call a dog.
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But there is one additional linguistic element of importance—that of
difference. We have just seen how the English word "cane" differs from
the Italian cane and the French chien and how the two languages
designate the faithful canine companion, perhaps named "Fido," in
different ways. In both languages (as in all languages) words are
differentiated from one another by sound and by spelling. Thus, in
English C-A-N-E refers to a walking stick, but C-O-N-E and C-A-P-E to
entirely different things. The same is true in Italian, where cane, our
equivalent of dog, differs from cam (CAHknee), the Italian plural, meaning "dogs." This notion of difference is critical to the way structuralism
analyzes systems of signs, for it is through differences that languages,
literatures, and other social systems convey meaning.
One technique structuralist critics rely on heavily in analyzing
difference is "binary opposition," in which a text's contrasting elements
are identified and examined. In employing binary opposition as an
analytical instrument, structuralist literary critics imitate what structural
anthropologists do when they analyze societies to determine which ot
their social habits and customs are meaningful. The founder of
structuralist anthropology, Claude Levi-Strauss, an important influence
on literary structuralism, has explained how a society's most important
values can be deciphered by analyzing such binary oppositions as the
distinction between "the raw and the cooked," which became a title for
one of his books.
Structuralist critics find all kinds of opposition in literature, from smallscale elements, such as letters and syllables; through symbols, such
as light and dark; to motions or directions (up and down), times (before
and after), places (inside and outside), distances (far and near); to
elements of plot and character, such as changes of feeling and
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reversals of fortune. Such differences are significant structural
elements requiring interpretation, whether the differences are explicit or
implicit, described or only hinted at.
Semiotics
Semiotics is the study of signs and sign systems; it is, more
importantly, the study of codes, or the systems we use to understand
the meaning of events and entities, including institutions and cultural
happenings as well as verbal and visual texts—from poems to songs to
advertisements, and more. Situated on the border between the
humanities and the social and behavioral sciences, semiotics is
concerned with how the workings of sign systems in various disciplines
such as literature and psychology enable us to understand the richly
textured significations of all kinds of cultural texts, from action films and
television game shows and situation comedies to professional football
games to parades and fourth of July celebrations; from religious rituals
such as bar mitzvahs and marriage ceremonies to social occasions
such as annual company picnics and New Year's parties.
Although semiotic perspectives derive from the theoretical foundations
of structuralist and poststructuralist thought, semiotics does not limit
itself to the goals and methods of those critical approaches. And
though semiotic analysis is sometimes presented in logical symbols
and mathematical terminology, it is not restricted to those forms of
language. In fact, one of the strengths of a semiotic perspective is its
ability to analyze the ways various discourses convey meaning,
whether these discourses employ words or communicate, as does
fashion, for example, by means of other signs and symbols.
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Thinking from a Structuralist Perspective
We can analyze virtually anything from a structuralist perspective—a
baseball or football game, an aerobics class, a restaurant menu or a
three-course dinner, fashion shows, movies, MTV videos, newspaper
cartoons. The possibilities are endless, and, in fact, one critic, Roland
Barthes in his book Mythologies, has provided a series of brilliant
structuralist analyses of foods, fashions, and sports, including
wrestling.
Fairy tales and folktales have been a popular source of interpretations
for structuralist critics, for such basic stories contain plots and
character elements that lend themselves well to binary analysis, and
they often reveal much about the values of the cultures that created
them. Think of Cinderella, for example, and how she exists in
opposition to her stepsisters (she is beautiful while they are ugly; she is
poor while they are rich; she is a servant, they her masters). Remember how she loses one slipper while retaining the other, how her
coach turns into a pumpkin and her footmen into mice (or is it the other
way around)? Difference functions throughout the story on many
levels, including the all-important one of the reversal other fortune with
that other stepsisters and of a prince replacing her nasty stepmother as
her future companion. You may also wish to consider books and
movies that make use of the "Cinderella plot," where a metaphorical
Prince Charming rescues a poor common girl from an oppressive and
unhappy life. The films An Officer and a Gentleman and Pretty Woman
provide two examples.
Structuralist analysis is used at a number of places in Literature, Look,
for example, in Chapter 3 at the discussion of setting in Kate Chopin's
"The Story of an Hour" and William Faulkner's "A Rose for Emily."
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Chopin's story is seen as having a number of meaningful oppositions,
including that between the enclosed inner space of Mrs. Mallard's
bedroom and the open free space outside her home, an opposition that
reflects the tension between her present marital subjugation and her
yearning to be "free," as well as a difference between the natural world
of birds and trees and her human world bound by ties of obligation.
Faulkner's story, on the other hand, posits an opposition between the
story's past and present, a time before the significant changes brought
by twentieth-century modern ways, when Miss Emily Grierson could
live according to a different code of values represented by an earlier
time.
A structuralist perspective of "The Use of Force" would consider the
difference between the doctor's initial thoughts as he enters the house
and his later feelings as the parents call him a "nice" man—including
the fact that he sees himself as different from their view of him. It would
attend to the difference between the doctor's inner thoughts and his
spoken dialogue, as well as to differences between how the doctor had
hoped to attend to his patient and what he actually does to get her to
open her mouth. It would also analyze the binary oppositions that exist
in the story, including doctor/patient, adult/child, sickness/health,
helping/hurting, and so on.
Dickinson's "I'm 'wife' " invites structuralist analysis as well. Not only do
the poem's first and last lines begin with the words "I'm 'wife'," which
gives the poem something of a circular movement, but the term "Girl's
life" is contrasted with the words "wife" and "Woman," and the state of
being "wife" is set off against "That other state," which is unnamed but
implied. In addition there is a contrast between "comfort" and "pain"
and another posited between "Earth" and "Heaven." All these
oppositions would be viewed by structuralist critics as key elements of
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signification.

A CHECKLIST OF STRUCTURALIST CRITICAL QUESTIONS
1. What are the elements of the work—words, stanzas, chapters,
parts, for example— and how can these be seen as revealing
"difference"?
2. How do the characters, narrators, speakers, or other voices heard
in the work reveal difference?
3. How do the elements of the work's plot or overall action suggest a
meaningful pattern? What changes, adjustments, transformations,
shifts of tone, attitude, behavior, or feeling do you find?
4. How are the work's primary images and events related to one
another? What elements of differentiation exist, and what do they
signify?
5. What system of relationships governs the work as a whole?
6. What system of relations could be used to link this work with others
of its kind? With different kinds of things with which it shares some
similarities?

DECONSTRUCTIVE PERSPECTIVES
An Overview of Deconstructive Criticism
Deconstruction arose as a further development of structuralism. Like
structuralist critics, deconstructive critics look for opposition in literary
works (and in other kinds of "texts" such as films, advertisements, and
social institutions, including schools and hospitals). Like structuralism,
deconstruction emphasizes difference, or the structure of constituent
opposition in a text or any signifying system (for example, male/female,
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black/white, animate/inanimate). For deconstructionist critics, any
meaning is constructed as the result of an opposition, which can be
read as ideologically grounded. This is the case with the use of
language itself, -which creates meaning by opposition (the difference in
meaning bet-ween the English words "cap" and "cup," for example, is
based on a difference between their middle letters). The difference is
significant as the words refer to different things.
Deconstruction differs from structuralism, however, in describing at
once both a pair of equally valid conflicting oppositions, and in
identifying a prevailing ideology that needs to be subverted,
undermined, challenged, or otherwise called into question—an
ideological view, for example, that suggests that one race or gender is
superior to another, or a conviction that the poor are happy with their
lot. We can distinguish the more explicitly politicized type of deconstruction, "deconstructionist criticism," from a less politically
animated type, "deconstructive criticism," in which the ideological
impulse is implicit rather than explicit, latent rather than overtly
expressed.
Through a careful analysis of a text's language, deconstructive critics
unravel the text by pointing to places where it is ambivalent,
contradictory, or otherwise ambiguous. Critics who employ
deconstruction as a critical method actually would say that the text
deconstructs itself, and that critics do not deconstruct the text so much
as show how the text contradicts itself and thereby dismantles itself.
They would argue that the contradictions found in any verbal text are
inherent in the nature of language, which functions as a system of opposition or differences. And since language itself is radically
oppositional and thereby inherently ideological, then all discourse is,
first, oppositional and hence subject to deconstruction, and, second,
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ideological, and indicative of power differentiation. In addition,
deconstructionist critics also posit the existence of absent textual
qualities or characteristics by suggesting that these absent elements
have been suppressed by the dominant ideology that controls the
apparent meaning of the work.
Deconstructionist critics operate on the premise that language is
irretrievably self-contradictory and self-destroying. They argue that
since language is unstable, it cannot be controlled by writers. As a
result, literary works mean more than their authors are aware of, and
their meanings are as unstable as the language of which they are
constructed. The aim of deconstructive analysis is to demonstrate the
instability of language in texts, thereby revealing how a text's conflicting
forces inevitably destroy its apparently logical or meaningful structure
and how its apparently clear meaning splits into contradictory,
incompatible, and ultimately undecidable possibilities.
Deconstructionist criticism favors terms like "unmasking," "unraveling,"
"recovering," "suppression," and "contradiction." Unlike formalist
criticism, which it resembles in its scrupulous attention to textual detail
and its insistence on analyzing the text as a self-contained world,
deconstructionist criticism attempts to dismantle the literary work and
show that it does not mean what it appears to mean. Deconstructionist
criticism includes a penchant for showing how literary texts "subvert"
and "betray" themselves, an elevation of criticism to an equal stature
with literary creation (so that a deconstructive critical essay on "The
Use of Force," for example, is as valuable an artistic production as the
original story), and its radical skepticism about the ability of language
to communicate anything except contradictions.
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A crucial notion for deconstructionist criticism is that of difference, or
"difference," as the seminal deconstructionist philosopher and critic
Jacques Derrida spells it. By difference, Derrida means to suggest
both the usual meaning of difference (dissimilarity) and the additional
idea of deferral, both derived from the two meanings of the French
verb "differer," which means "to differ" and "to defer" or "postpone."
The kind of difference meant by Derrida is, specifically, a deferral of
meaning that is never completed or finished because a spoken
utterance or a written text means whatever it means as a function of
differences among its elements. The result is that its meaning cannot
be established as single or determinate. Meaning, thus, is indefinitely
postponed, endlessly deferred.
This kind of playing with language is further exemplified by Derrida's
explanation of the "self-effacing trace," his notion that a network of
differences of meaning is implied even though those differences are
not actually present in an utterance or a text. The explicit meaning,
which is present, carries with it "traces" of the absent implied
meanings, which for ideological reasons are suppressed, though other
implications are "there" as inescapable alternative possibilities
because they can be construed or imagined.

Thinking from a Deconstructive Perspective
"The Use of Force" yields a number of oppositions that
deconstructionist critics would describe to unmask a prevailing ideology
in need of subversion. Primary in importance among them is the
conflict between doctor and patient, in which "doctor" is the privileged
term and "patient" the submissive and submerged one. The doctor is
the agent who acts upon the passive patient. In this story, however, we
find that the patient is neither patient nor submissive. She is impatient
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with her parents and with the doctor. She actively knocks his glasses
off and splinters the wooden tongue depressor he puts in her mouth by
crushing it with her teeth. In this and other ways, the story reflects a
tissue of contradictory attitudes and impulses, including the doctor's
ambivalent feelings for the girl, whom he both hates and admires, his
conflicted feelings toward her parents, whom he pities yet can barely
tolerate, and his ambivalence about his own actions, which he both
wants and does not want to perform. Other oppositions include those
between male and female, older and younger, privileged and
unprivileged, all located in the same doctor/patient relationship.
A deconstructive analysis of Dickinson's "I'm 'wife' " would include consideration of the binary oppositions noted in the discussion of "Thinking
from a Structuralist Perspective" mentioned earlier. The deconstructive
strategy would be to show how the terms "wife," "Woman," "Czar," and
"Girl's life" cancel each other out so that a single determinate meaning
of the poem is impossible to establish. Deconstructionist critics would,
in addition, attempt to show how the poem's inherent contradictions
privilege one pair of terms, "wife" for example, over "Girl['s]," while
undermining the apparent authority and privileged status of "wife" and
the state to which it refers. They would also consider absent terms
suggested but not stated directly, such as "Husband."

A CHECKLIST OF DECONSTRUCTIVE CRITICAL QUESTIONS
1. What oppositions exist in the work? Which of the two opposing
terms of each pair is the privileged or more powerful term? How is
this shown in the work?
2. What textual elements (descriptive details, images, incidents,
passages) suggest a contradiction or alternative to the privileged or

Prof. Alejandro McNeil
amcneilf@udistrital.edu.co

more powerful term?
3. What is the prevailing ideology or set of cultural assumptions in the
work? Where are these assumptions most evident?
4. What passages of the work most reveal gaps, inconsistencies, or
contradictions?
5. How stable is the text? How decidable is its meaning?
'

CULTURAL STUDIES PERSPECTIVES
An Overview of Cultural Studies
The term "cultural studies" indicates a wide range of critical
approaches to the study of literature and society. It is a kind of
umbrella term that not only includes approaches to the critical analysis
of society such as Marxism, feminism, structuralism, deconstruction,
and new historicism, but also refers to a wide range of interdisciplinary
studies, including women's studies, African-American studies, Asian,
Native American, Latino studies, and other types of area studies.
Like deconstruction, feminism, and new historicism, cultural studies
perspectives are multidisciplinary. These and other forms of cultural
criticism typically include the perspectives of both humanistic
disciplines, such as literature and art, and the social and behavioral
sciences, such as anthropology, economics, and psychology. The idea
of cultural studies, however, is broader than any of the particular
critical perspectives described in this chapter. Cultural studies are not
restricted, for example, to structuralist or deconstructionist critical procedures, nor are they solely concerned with feminist issues or Marxist
causes.
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As a critical perspective in the late twentieth century, cultural studies
employs a definition of culture that differs from two other common
ways of considering it. Traditionally, and especially from the
perspective of anthropology, culture has been considered as the way
of life of a people, including its customs, beliefs, and attitudes, all of
which cohere in a unified and organic way of life. This traditional
anthropological notion has coexisted with another idea, one of culture
as representing the best that a civilization has produced—in its institutions, its political and philosophical thought, its art, literature, music,
architecture and other lasting achievements.
Both of these ways of viewing culture are contested by the newer
forms of cultural studies, which look not at the stable coherences of a
society or a civilization's history, but at its dissensions and conflicts.
For the newer versions of cultural criticism, the unifying concerns and
values of older forms of cultural study are suspect, largely because
they avoid issues of political and social inequality. In fact, one way of
viewing the current debate over the humanities described in an earlier
section of this chapter, "The Canon and the Curriculum," is as a
conflict between the older view of cultural studies that emphasizes a
kind of normative national cultural consensus, and newer versions,
which challenge such norms and values and question the very idea of
cultural consensus.

Moreover, the different goals and procedures of these contrasting
cultural studies perspectives, along with the differences among the
critical perspectives described earlier, powerfully illustrate how nearly
everything now associated with literate culture has become contested.
These areas of contestation include not only the meaning of "culture,"
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but the meaning of teaching, learning, reading, and writing, along with
notions of text, author, meaning, criticism, discipline, and department.
Cultural studies perspectives breach the traditional understanding of
these terms, in the process redrawing the boundaries that formerly
separated them.
The notion of boundaries, in fact, is one of the more helpful metaphors
for thinking about the new cultural studies. That some new emergent
critical schools overlap or that critical perspectives may combine forces
suggests how disciplinary borders are being crossed and their
boundaries reconfigured. In addition to crossing geographical and
intellectual boundaries (as well as those between high and popular
culture), the new cultural studies also envision a plurality of cultures
rather than seeing "Culture" with a capital "C" as singular, monolithic,
or universal.
Thinking from a Cultural Studies Perspective
In considering literary works and other kinds of canonical and
noncanonical texts from the various standpoints of cultural studies, it is
important to note that no single approach, method, or procedure
prevails. There is, then, no single "cultural studies" perspective on
Williams's "The Use of Force" or Dickinson's "I'm 'wife'." Rather there
are various ways of thinking about the cultural and social issues
embedded in these works. Some of these issues have been raised in
the explanations of feminist, Marxist, new historicist, structuralist, and
deconstructionist critical perspectives.
One additional cultural studies perspective that has recently gained
prominence is that of gender criticism, more specifically gay and
lesbian studies. Gender criticism and studies overlap, to some extent,
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with feminist critical perspectives. In addition to studying the relations
between and among men, gender criticism also explores such intragender issues of women as lesbian sexuality and female power
relations.
One of the central problems of gender studies is the way gender is
defined. To what extent, for example, does gender overlap with sex?
To what extent is gender a cultural category and sex a biological one?
To what extent do the language of sexuality used in the past and the
current uses of both "sex" and "gender" as categories reflect biological,
psychological, and socially constructed elements of sexual difference?
Related to these overlapping questions are others, especially
considerations of what some gender critics see as heterosocial or
heterosexist bias in the very concept of gender and gender relations.
Gender critics share with adherents of other socially oriented
perspectives a concern for analyzing power relations and for
discerning ways in which homophobic discourse and attitudes prevail
in society at large. Through analysis of various forms of historical
evidence and through acts of political agency, gender critics have
challenged perspectives that view homosexual acts and unions as
"sinful" or "diseased." They have questioned the way AIDS has been
represented in the mainstream media and have opened up discussion
about what constitutes such apparently familiar notions as "family,"
"love," and "sexual identity."

A CHECKLIST OF GENDER STUDIES CRITICAL QUESTIONS
1. What kinds of sexual identity, behavior, and attitudes are reflected in
the work? Is there any overtly or covertly expressed view of
homosexuality or lesbianism?
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2. To what extent does the work accommodate, describe, or exemplify
same-sex relationships? To what extent are same-sex sexual
relationships either in the foreground or background of the work?
3. With what kinds of social, economic, and cultural privileges (or lack
thereof) are same-sex unions or relationships depicted? With what
effects and consequences?

USING CRITICAL PERSPECTIVES AS HEURISTICS
One of your more difficult decisions regarding critical theory will be in
choosing a critical perspective that is suitable and effective in analyzing
a particular literary work. You might be able to offer, for example, a
Marxist, deconstructionist, or feminist reading of 'Humpty Dumpty" or
"Little Bo Peep," even though these nursery rhymes may not be
conventionally approached from any of those critical perspectives. You
will need to decide whether one of those approaches offers a richer
yield than a more traditional approach, such as formalism or myth
criticism. The same is true of your approach to Williams's "The Use of
Force" and Dickinson's "I'm 'wife'." Although both works have been
analyzed in this chapter from ten critical perspectives, you probably
found that certain critical perspectives made a better interpretive fit
than others for Williams's story or Dickinson's poem.
Another thing to remember is that you can combine critical
perspectives. There is no rule of interpretation that says you must limit
yourself to the language and method of a single critical approach or
method. You may wish, for example, to combine formalist and
structural perspectives in analyzing "I'm 'wife'," while also raising
feminist critical questions in your interpretation. Or in interpreting "The
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Use of Force," you may wish to combine new historicist critical
concerns with those of a biographical, psychological, or structuralist approach. In some ways, in fact, various concerns of the critical
perspectives explained in this chapter overlap. Feminists raise
historical questions as well as psychological and biographical ones.
Reader-response critics attend to structuralist and formalist issues. And
new historicist critics may employ formalist or de-constructionist
methods of close reading.
A danger in using any critical approach to literature is that literary texts
are read with an eye toward making them conform to a particular
critical theory rather than using that critical theory to illuminate the text.
In the process, critics may distort the text ot a literary work by quoting
from it selectively or by ignoring aspects of it that do not fit their
theoretical approach or conform to their interpretive perspective. Some
critics, moreover, apply their favorite critical perspective in a
mechanical way, so that every work of literature is read with an eye
toward proving the same ideological point, regardless of how important
the issue is in one work as compared with another. Or critics may put
all works of literature through an identical ideological meat grinder with
every work emerging ground into the same kind of critical hamburger.
The various critical perspectives you have been learning about should
be used as ways to think about literary works rather than as formulas
for grinding out a particular kind of interpretation. Try to see the various
critical perspectives as interpretive possibilities, as intellectual vistas
that open up the literary work rather than as stultifying formulas that
limit what can be seen in them. Try, as well, to experience the element
of intellectual playfulness, the imaginative energy and resourcefulness
used in thinking with and through these critical perspectives.
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Perhaps the best way to consider these and other critical perspectives
is as heuristics, or methods for generating ideas, in this case, ideas
about literature. A heuristic often takes the form of a set of questions.
Writers and speakers use a sequence of questions to think through a
topic in preparation for writing or speaking about it. Greek and Roman
rhetoricians developed heuristics for generating ideas and for
developing and organizing their thinking by using sets of questions that
would enable them to think through a subject from a variety of
perspectives. They used questions that invited comparison and
contrast, definition and classification, analysis and division of a topic.
You can do the same with the critical perspectives described in this
chapter. Instead of the classical questions that encourage comparison
or causal analysis, use the questions that accompany each of the
critical perspectives. Rather than deciding at first just which critical
perspective is best suited to your chosen literary work, jot down
answers to the questions for each of the approaches. As you think and
write, you will begin to see which critical perspectives yield the most
helpful ideas, which, that is, prompt your best thinking. In the course of
using the critical questions to stimulate your thinking, you will also
decide whether to use one critical perspective or to combine a few.
You will also decide what you wish to say about the work. And you will
begin to discover why you see it as you do, what you value in it, and
how you can substantiate your way of seeing and experiencing it.
In addition, try to consider these critical perspectives as opportunities
to engage in a play of mind. Viewing a literary work (or other cultural
artifact) from a variety of critical perspectives will enable you to see
more of its possibilities of signification. It will also give you a chance to
live inside a variety of critical methods, to put on a number of different
critical hats. Try to enjoy the experience.

