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Critical Approaches: The Nature of Criticism
In everyday talk the most common meaning of criticism is something like “finding fault.” And to be critical is to be censorious. But a critic can see excellences as well as faults. Because we turn to criticism with the hope that the critic has seen something we have missed, the most valuable criticism is not that which shakes its finger at faults, but that which calls our attention to interesting things going on in the work of art. Here is a statement by W. H. Auden (1907–1973), suggesting that criticism is most useful when it calls our attention to things worth attending to:

What is the function of a critic? So far as I am concerned, he can do me one or more of the following services:

1. ‑Introduce me to authors or works of which I was hitherto unaware.

2. ‑Convince me that I have undervalued an author or a work because I had not read them carefully enough.

3. ‑Show me relations between works of different ages and cultures which I could never have seen for myself because I do not know enough and never shall.

4. ‑Give a “reading” of a work which increases my understanding of it.

5. ‑Throw light upon the process of artistic “Making.”

6. ‑Throw light upon the relation of art to life, science, economics, ethics, religion, etc.

—The Dyer’s Hand (New York, 1963), pages 8–9

Auden does not neglect the delight we get from literature, but he extends (especially in his sixth point) the range of criticism to include topics beyond the literary work itself. Notice too the emphasis on observing, showing, and illuminating, which suggests that the function of critical writing is not very different from the most common view of the function of imaginative writing.

Whenever we talk about a work of literature or of art, or, for that matter, even about a so-so movie or television show, what we say depends in large measure on certain conscious or unconscious assumptions that we make: “I liked it; the characters were very believable” (here the assumption is that characters ought to be believable); “I didn’t like it; there was too much violence” (here the assumption is that violence ought not to be shown, or if it is shown it should be made abhorrent); “I didn’t like it; it was awfully slow” (here the assumption probably is that there ought to be a fair amount of physical action, perhaps even changes of scene, rather than characters just talking); “I didn’t like it; I don’t think topics of this sort ought to be discussed publicly” (here the assumption is a moral one, that it is indecent to present certain topics); “I liked it partly because it was refreshing to hear such frankness” (here again the assumption is moral, and more or less the reverse of the previous one).

In short, whether we realize it or not, we judge the work from a particular viewpoint—its realism, its morality, or whatever.

Professional critics, too, work from assumptions, but their assumptions are usually highly conscious, and the critics may define their assumptions at length. They regard themselves as, for instance, Freudians or Marxists or Queer Theorists. They read all texts through the lens of a particular theory, and their focus enables them to see things that otherwise might go unnoticed. It should be added, however, that if a lens or critical perspective or interpretive strategy helps us to see certain things, it also limits our vision. Many critics therefore regard their method not as an exclusive way of thinking but only as a useful tool.

What follows is a brief survey of the chief current approaches to literature. You may find, as you read these pages, that one or another approach sounds especially congenial, and therefore you may want to make use of it in your reading and writing. On the other hand, it’s important to remember, first, that works of literature are highly varied, and, second, that we read them for various purposes—to kill time, to enjoy fanciful visions, to be amused, to explore alien ways of feeling, and to learn about ourselves. It may be best to try to respond to each text in the way that the text seems to require rather than to read all texts according to a single formula. You’ll find that some works will lead you to want to think about them from several angles. A play by Shakespeare may stimulate you to read a book about the Elizabethan playhouse, and another that offers a Marxist interpretation of the English Renaissance, and still another that offers a feminist analysis of Shakespeare’s plays. All of these approaches, and others, will help you to deepen your understanding of the literary works that you read.

Formalist (or New) Criticism

Formalist criticism emphasizes the work as an independent creation, a self-contained unit, something to be studied in itself, not as part of some larger context, such as the author’s life or a historical period. This kind of study is called formalist criticism because the emphasis is on the form of the work, the relationships between the parts—the construction of the plot, the contrasts between characters, the functions of rhymes, the point of view, and so on.

Cleanth Brooks, perhaps America’s most distinguished formalist critic, in an essay in the Kenyon Review (Winter 1951), reprinted in The Modern Critical Spectrum, eds. Gerald Jay Goldberg and Nancy Marmer Goldberg (1962), set forth what he called his “articles of faith”:

That literary criticism is a description and an evaluation of its object.

That the primary concern of criticism is with the problem of unity—the kind of whole which the literary work forms or fails to form, and the relation of the various parts to each other in building up this whole.

That the formal relations in a work of literature may include, but certainly exceed, those of logic.

That in a successful work, form and content cannot be separated.

That form is meaning.

If you have read the earlier pages of this book you are already familiar with most of these ideas, but in the next few pages we will look into some of them in detail.

Formalist criticism is, in essence, intrinsic criticism, rather than extrinsic, for (at least in theory) it concentrates on the work itself, independent of its writer and the writer’s background—that is, independent of biography, psychology, sociology, and history. The discussions of Langston Hughes’s “Harlem” (pages 664–669) and of Yeats’s “The Balloon of the Mind” (pages 43–46) are examples. The gist is that a work of literature is complex, unified, and freestanding. In fact, of course, we usually bring outside knowledge to the work. For instance, a reader who is familiar with, say, Hamlet can hardly study another tragedy by Shakespeare, let’s say Romeo and Juliet, without bringing to the second play some conception of what Shakespearean tragedy is or can be. A reader of Alice Walker’s The Color Purple inevitably brings unforgettable outside material (perhaps the experience of being an African-American, or at least some knowledge of the history of African-Americans) to the literary work. It is very hard to talk only about Hamlet or The Color Purple and not at the same time talk about, or at least have in mind, aspects of human experience.

Formalist criticism begins with a personal response to the literary work, but it goes on to try to account for the response by closely examining the work. It assumes that the author shaped the poem, play, or story so fully that the work guides the reader’s responses. The assumption that “meaning” is fully and completely presented within the text is not much in favor today, when many literary critics argue that the active or subjective reader (or even what Judith Fetterley, a feminist critic, has called “the resisting reader”) and not the author of the text makes the “meaning.” Still, even if one grants that the reader is active, not passive or coolly objective, one can hold with the formalists that the author is active too, constructing a text that in some measure controls the reader’s responses. During the process of writing about our responses we may find that our responses change. A formalist critic would say that we see with increasing clarity what the work is really like, and what it really means. (Similarly, when authors write and revise a text they may change their understanding of what they are doing. A story that began as a lighthearted joke may turn into something far more serious than the writer imagined at the start, but, at least for the formalist critic, the final work contains a stable meaning that all competent readers can perceive.)

In practice, formalist criticism usually takes one of two forms, explication (the unfolding of meaning, line by line or even word by word) or analysis (the examination of the relations of parts). The essay on Yeats’s “The Balloon of the Mind” (pages 43–46) is an explication, a setting forth of the implicit meanings of the words. The essay on Kate Chopin’s “The Story of an Hour” (pages 40–41) is an analysis.

To repeat: Formalist criticism assumes that a work of art is stable. An artist constructs a coherent, comprehensible work, thus conveying to a reader an emotion or an idea. T. S. Eliot said that the writer can’t just pour out emotions onto the page. Rather, Eliot said in an essay entitled “Hamlet and His Problems” (1919), “The only way of expressing emotion in the form of art is by finding an ‘objective correlative’; in other words, a set of objects, a situation, a chain of events which shall be the formula of the particular emotion.”

With this in mind, consider Robert Frost’s “The Span of Life”:

The old dog barks backward without getting up.

I can remember when he was a pup.

The image of an old dog barking backward, and the speaker’s memory—apparently triggered by the old dog’s bark—of the dog as a pup, presumably is the “objective correlative” of Frost’s emotion or idea; Frost is “expressing emotion” through this “formula.” And all of us, as competent readers, can grasp pretty accurately what Frost expressed. Frost’s emotion, idea, meaning, or whatever is “objectively” embodied in the text. Formalist critics try to explain how and why literary works—these words, in this order—constitute unique, complex structures that embody or set forth meanings.

Formalist criticism, also called the New Criticism (to distinguish it from the historical and biographical writing that in earlier decades had dominated literary study), began to achieve prominence in the late 1920s and was the dominant form from the late 1930s until about 1970, and even today it is widely considered the best way for a student to begin to study a work of literature. For one thing, formalist criticism empowers the student; that is, the student confronts the work immediately, and is not told first to spend days or weeks or months, for instance, reading Freud and his followers in order to write a psychoanalytic essay or reading Marx and Marxists in order to write a Marxist essay, or doing research on “necessary historical background” in order to write a historical essay.

Deconstruction

Deconstruction, or deconstructive or poststructuralist criticism, can almost be characterized as the opposite of everything formalist criticism stands for. Deconstruction begins with the assumptions that the world is unknowable and that language is unstable, elusive, unfaithful. (Language is all of these things because meaning is largely generated by opposition: “Hot” means something in opposition to “cold,” but a hot day may be 90 degrees whereas a hot oven is at least 400 degrees; and a “hot item” may be of any temperature.) Deconstructionists seek to show that a literary work (usually called “a text” or “a discourse”) inevitably is self-contradictory. Unlike formalist critics—who hold that a competent author constructs a coherent work with a stable meaning, and that competent readers can perceive this meaning—deconstructionists (e.g., Barbara Johnson, in The Critical Difference [1980]) hold that a work has no coherent meaning at the center. Jonathan Culler, in On Deconstruction (1982), says that “to deconstruct a discourse is to show how it undermines the philosophy it asserts” (86). (Johnson and Culler provide accessible introductions, but the major document is Jacques Derrida’s seminal, difficult work, Of Grammatology [1967, trans. 1976].) The text is only marks on paper, and therefore so far as a reader goes the author of a text is not the writer but the reader; texts are “indeterminate,” “open,” and “unstable.”

Despite the emphasis on indeterminacy, one sometimes detects in deconstructionist interpretations a view associated with Marxism. This is the idea that authors are “socially constructed” from the “discourses of power” or “signifying practices” that surround them. Thus, although authors may think they are individuals with independent minds, their works usually reveal—unknown to the authors—the society’s economic base. Deconstructionists “interrogate” a text, and they reveal what the authors were unaware of or had thought they had kept safely out of sight. That is, deconstructionists often find a rather specific meaning—though this meaning is one that might surprise the author.

Deconstruction is valuable insofar as—like the New Criticism—it encourages close, rigorous attention to the text. Furthermore, in its rejection of the claim that a work has a single stable meaning, deconstruction has had a positive influence on the study of literature. The problem with deconstruction, however, is that too often it is reductive, telling the same story about every text—that here, yet again, and again, we see how a text is incoherent and heterogeneous. There is, too, an irritating arrogance in some deconstructive criticism: “The author could not see how his/her text is fundamentally unstable and self-contradictory, but I can and now will interrogate the text and will issue my report.” Readers, of course, should not prostrate themselves before texts, but there is something askew about an approach—however intense and detailed—that often leads readers to conclude that they know a good deal more than the benighted author.

Aware that their emphasis on the instability of language implies that their own texts are unstable or even incoherent, some deconstructionists seem to aim at entertaining rather than at edifying. They probably would claim that they do not deconstruct meaning in the sense of destroying it; rather, they might say, they exuberantly multiply meanings, and to this end they may use such devices as puns, irony, and allusions, somewhat as a poet might, and just as though (one often feels) they think they are as creative as the writers they are commenting on. Indeed, for many deconstructionists, the traditional conception of “literature” is merely an elitist “construct.” All “texts” or “discourses” (novels, scientific papers, a Kewpie doll on the mantel, watching TV, suing in court, walking the dog, and all other signs that human beings make) are of a piece; all are unstable systems of signifying, all are fictions, all are “literature.” If literature (in the usual sense) occupies a special place in deconstruction it is because literature delights in its playfulness, its fictiveness, whereas other discourses nominally reject playfulness and fictiveness.

Reader-Response Criticism

Probably all reading includes some sort of response—“This is terrific,” “This is a bore,” “I don’t know what’s going on here”—and probably almost all writing about literature begins with some such response, but specialists in literature disagree greatly about the role that response plays, or should play, in experiencing literature and in writing about it.

At one extreme are those who say that our response to a work of literature should be a purely aesthetic response—a response to a work of art—and not the response we would have to something comparable in real life. To take an obvious point: If in real life we heard someone plotting a murder, we would intervene, perhaps by calling the police or by attempting to warn the victim. But when we hear Macbeth and Lady Macbeth plot to kill King Duncan, we watch with deep interest; we hear their words with pleasure, and maybe we even look forward to seeing the murder and to seeing what the characters then will say and what will happen to the murderers.

When you think about it, the vast majority of the works of literature do not have a close, obvious resemblance to the reader’s life. Most readers of Macbeth are not Scots, and no readers are Scottish kings or queens. (It’s not just a matter of older literature; no readers of Toni Morrison’s Beloved are nineteenth-century African-Americans.) The connections readers make between themselves and the lives in most of the books they read are not, on the whole, connections based on ethnic or professional identities, but, rather, connections with states of consciousness, for instance a young person’s sense of isolation from the family, or a young person’s sense of guilt for initial sexual experiences. Before we reject a work either because it seems too close to us (“I’m a man and I don’t like the depiction of this man”), or on the other hand too far from our experience (“I’m not a woman, so how can I enjoy reading about these women?”), we probably should try to follow the advice of Virginia Woolf, who said, “Do not dictate to your author; try to become him.” Nevertheless, some literary works of the past may today seem intolerable, at least in part. There are passages in Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn that deeply upset us today. We should, however, try to reconstruct the cultural assumptions of the age in which the work was written. If we do so, we may find that if in some ways it reflected its age, in other ways it challenged that culture.

Still, some of our experiences, some of what we are, may make it virtually impossible for us to read a work sympathetically or “objectively,” experiencing it only as a work of art and not as a part of life. Take so humble a form of literature as the joke. A few decades ago jokes about nagging wives and mothers-in-law were widely thought to be funny. Our fairly recent heightened awareness of sexism today makes those jokes unfunny. Twenty years ago the “meaning” of a joke about a nagging wife or about a mother-in-law was, in effect, “Here’s a funny episode that shows what women typically are.” Today the “meaning”—at least as the hearer conceives it—is “The unfunny story you have just told shows that you have stupid, stereotypical views of women.” In short, the joke may “mean” one thing to the teller, and a very different thing to the hearer.

Reader-response criticism, then, says that the “meaning” of a work is not merely something put into the work by the writer; rather, the “meaning” is an interpretation created or constructed or produced by the reader as well as the writer. Stanley Fish, an exponent of reader-response theory, in Is There a Text in This Class? (1980), puts it this way: “Interpretation is not the art of construing but of constructing. Interpreters do not decode poems; they make them” (327).

Let’s now try to relate these ideas more specifically to comments about literature. If “meaning” is the production or creation not simply of the writer but also of the perceiver, does it follow that there is no such thing as a “correct” interpretation of the meaning of a work of literature? Answers to this question differ. At one extreme, the reader is said to construct or reconstruct the text under the firm guidance of the author. That is, the author so powerfully shapes or constructs the text—encodes an idea—that the reader is virtually compelled to perceive or reconstruct or decode it the way the author wants it to be perceived. (We can call this view the objective view, since it essentially holds that readers look objectively at the work and see what the author put into it.) At the other extreme, the reader constructs the meaning according to his or her own personality—that is, according to the reader’s psychological identity. (We can call this view the subjective view, since it essentially holds that readers inevitably project their feelings into what they perceive.) An extreme version of the subjective view holds that there is no such thing as literature; there are only texts, some of which some readers regard in a particularly elitist way.

Against the objective view one can argue thus: No author can fully control a reader’s response to every detail of the text. No matter how carefully constructed the text is, it leaves something—indeed, a great deal—to the reader’s imagination. For instance, when Macbeth says that life “is a tale/Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury/Signifying nothing,” are we getting a profound thought from Shakespeare or, on the contrary, are we getting a shallow thought from Macbeth, a man who does not see that his criminal deeds have been played out against a heaven that justly punishes his crimes? In short, the objective view neglects to take account of the fact that the author is not continually at our shoulder making sure that we interpret the work in a particular way.

It is probably true, as Flannery O’Connor says in Mystery and Manners (1957), that good writers select “every word, every detail, for a reason, every incident for a reason” (75), but there are always gaps or indeterminacies, to use the words of Wolfgang Iser, a reader-response critic. Readers always go beyond the text, drawing inferences, and evaluating the text in terms of their own experience. In the Old Testament, for instance, in Genesis, the author tells us (Chapter 22) that God commanded Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac, and then says that “Abraham rose up early in the morning” and prepared to fulfill the command. We are not explicitly told why Abraham “rose up early in the morning,” or how he spent the intervening night, but some readers take “early in the morning” to signify (reasonably?) that Abraham has had a sleepless night. Others take it to signify (reasonably?) that Abraham is prompt in obeying God’s command. Some readers fill the gap with both explanations, or with neither. Doubtless much depends on the reader, but there is no doubt that readers “naturalize”—make natural, according to their own ideas—what they read.

In an extreme form the subjective view denies that authors can make us perceive the meanings that they try to put into their works. This position suggests that every reader has a different idea of what a work means, an idea that reflects the reader’s own ideas. Every reader, then, is Narcissus, who looked into a pool of water and thought he saw a beautiful youth but really saw only a reflection of himself. But does every reader see his or her individual image in each literary work? Of course not. Even Hamlet, a play that has generated an enormous range of interpretation, is universally seen as a tragedy, a play that deals with painful realities. If someone were to tell us that Hamlet is a comedy, and that the end, with a pile of corpses, is especially funny, we would not say, “Oh, well, we all see things in our own way.” Rather, we would make our exit as quickly as possible.

Many people who subscribe to one version or another of a reader-response theory would agree that they are concerned not with all readers but with what they call informed readers or competent readers. Thus, informed or competent readers are familiar with the conventions of literature. They understand, for instance, that in a play such as Hamlet the characters usually speak in verse. Such readers, then, do not express amazement that Hamlet often speaks metrically, and that he sometimes uses rhyme. These readers understand that verse is the normal language for most of the characters in the play, and therefore such readers do not characterize Hamlet as a poet. Informed, competent readers, in short, know the rules of the game. There will still, of course, be plenty of room for differences of interpretation. Some people will find Hamlet not at all blameworthy; others will find him somewhat blameworthy; and still others may find him highly blameworthy. In short, we can say that a writer works against a background that is shared by readers. As readers, we are familiar with various kinds of literature, and we read or see Hamlet as a particular kind of literary work, a tragedy, a play that evokes (in Shakespeare’s words) “woe or wonder,” sadness and astonishment. Knowing (to a large degree) how we ought to respond, our responses thus are not merely private.

Consider taking, as a guide to reading, a remark made by Mencius (372–289 bce), the Chinese Confucian philosopher. Speaking of reading The Book of Odes, the oldest Chinese anthology, Mencius said that “a reader must let his thought go to meet the intention as he would a guest.” We often cannot be sure about the author’s intention (we do not know what Shakespeare intended to say in Hamlet; we have only the play itself), and even those relatively few authors who have explicitly stated their intentions may be untrustworthy for one reason or another. Yet there is something highly attractive in Mencius’s suggestion that when we read we should—at least for a start—treat our author not with suspicion or hostility but with goodwill and with the expectation of pleasure.

What are the implications of reader-response theory for writing an essay on a work of literature? Even if we agree that we are talking only about competent readers, does this mean that almost anything goes in setting forth one’s responses in an essay? Almost all advocates of any form of reader-response criticism agree on one thing: There are agreed-upon rules of writing if not of reading. This one point of agreement can be amplified to contain at least two aspects: (1) we all agree (more or less) as to what constitutes evidence, and (2) we all agree that a written response should be coherent. If you say that you find Hamlet to be less noble than his adversary, Claudius, you will be expected to provide evidence by pointing to specific passages, to specific things that Hamlet and Claudius say and do. And you will be expected to order the material into an effective, coherent sequence, so that the reader can move easily through your essay and will understand what you are getting at.

Archetypal (or Myth) Criticism

Carl G. Jung, the Swiss psychiatrist, in Contributions to Analytical Psychology (1928), postulates the existence of a “collective unconscious,” an inheritance in our brains consisting of “countless typical experiences [such as birth, escape from danger, selection of a mate] of our ancestors.” Few people today believe in an inherited “collective unconscious,” but many people agree that certain repeated experiences, such as going to sleep and hours later awakening, or the perception of the setting and of the rising sun, or of the annual death and rebirth of vegetation, manifest themselves in dreams, myths, and literature—in these instances, as stories of apparent death and rebirth. This archetypal plot of death and rebirth is said to be evident in Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, for example. The ship suffers a deathlike calm and then is miraculously restored to motion, and, in a sort of parallel rebirth, the mariner moves from spiritual death to renewed perception of the holiness of life. Another archetypal plot is the quest, which usually involves the testing and initiation of a hero, and thus essentially represents the movement from innocence to experience. In addition to archetypal plots there are archetypal characters, since an archetype is any recurring unit. Among archetypal characters are the Scapegoat, the Hero (savior, deliverer), the Terrible Mother (witch, stepmother—even the wolf “grandmother” in the tale of Little Red Riding Hood), and the Wise Old Man (father figure, magician).

Because, the theory holds, both writer and reader share unconscious memories, the tale an author tells (derived from the collective unconscious) may strangely move the reader, speaking to his or her collective unconscious. As Maud Bodkin puts it, in Archetypal Patterns in Poetry (1934), something within us “leaps in response to the effective presentation in poetry of an ancient theme” (4). But this emphasis on ancient (or repeated) themes has made archetypal criticism vulnerable to the charge that it is reductive. The critic looks for certain characters or patterns of action and values the work if the motifs are there, meanwhile overlooking what is unique, subtle, distinctive, and truly interesting about the work. That is, to put the matter crudely, a work is regarded as good if it is pretty much like other works, with the usual motifs and characters. A second weakness in some archetypal criticism is that in the search for the deepest meaning of a work the critic may crudely impose a pattern, seeing (for instance) The Quest in every walk down the street. But perhaps to say this is to beg the question; it is the critic’s job to write so persuasively that the reader at least tentatively accepts the critic’s view. For a wide-ranging study of one particular motif, see Barbara Fass Leavy’s In Search of the Swan Maiden (1994), a discussion of the legend of a swan maiden who is forced to marry a mortal because he possesses something of hers, usually a garment or an animal skin. Leavy analyzes several versions of the story, which she takes to be a representation not only of female rage against male repression but also a representation of male fear of female betrayal. Leavy ends her book by examining this motif in Ibsen’s A Doll’s House. Her claim is that when Nora finds a lost object, the dance costume, she can flee from the tyrannical domestic world and thus she regains her freedom.

If archetypal criticism sometimes seems farfetched, it is nevertheless true that one of its strengths is that it invites us to use comparisons, and comparing is often an excellent way to see not only what a work shares with other works but what is distinctive in the work. The most successful practitioner of archetypal criticism was the late Northrop Frye (1912–1991), whose numerous books help readers to see fascinating connections between works. For Frye’s explicit comments about archetypal criticism, as well as for examples of such criticism in action, see especially his Anatomy of Criticism (1957) and The Educated Imagination (1964). On archetypes see also Chapter 16, “Archetypal Patterns,” in Norman Friedman, Form and Meaning in Fiction (1975).

Historical Scholarship

Historical criticism studies a work within its historical context. Thus, a student of Julius Caesar, Hamlet, or Macbeth—plays in which ghosts appear—may try to find out about Elizabethan attitudes toward ghosts. We may find that the Elizabethans took ghosts more seriously than we do; on the other hand, we may find that ghosts were explained in various ways, for instance sometimes as figments of the imagination and sometimes as shapes taken by the devil in order to mislead the virtuous. Similarly, a historical essay concerned with Othello may be devoted to Elizabethan attitudes toward Moors, or to Elizabethan ideas of love, or, for that matter, to Elizabethan ideas of a daughter’s obligations toward her father’s wishes concerning her suitor. The historical critic assumes (and one can hardly dispute the assumption) that writers, however individualistic, are shaped by the particular social contexts in which they live. One can put it this way: The goal of historical criticism is to understand how people in the past thought and felt. It assumes that such understanding can enrich our understanding of a particular work. The assumption is, however, disputable, since one may argue that the artist—let’s say Shakespeare—may not have shared the age’s view on this or that. All of the half-dozen or so Moors in Elizabethan plays other than Othello are villainous or foolish, but this evidence, one can argue, does not prove that therefore Othello is villainous or foolish.

Marxist Criticism

One form of historical criticism is Marxist criticism, named for Karl Marx (1818–1883). Actually, to say “one form” is misleading, since Marxist criticism today is varied, but essentially it sees history primarily as a struggle between socioeconomic classes, and it sees literature (and everything else) as the product of economic forces of the period.

For Marxists, economics is the “base” or “infrastructure”; on this base rests a “superstructure” of ideology (law, politics, philosophy, religion, and the arts, including literature), reflecting the interests of the dominant class. Thus, literature is a material product, produced—like bread or battleships—in order to be consumed in a given society. Like every other product, literature is the product of work, and it does work. A bourgeois society, for example, will produce literature that in one way or another celebrates bourgeois values, such as individualism. These works serve to assure the society that produces them that its values are solid, even universal. The enlightened Marxist writer or critic, on the other hand, exposes the fallacy of traditional values and replaces them with the truths found in Marxism. In the heyday of Marxism in the United States, during the depression of the 1930s, it was common for such Marxist critics as Granville Hicks to assert that the novel must show the class struggle.

Few critics of any sort would disagree that works of art in some measure reflect the age that produced them, but most contemporary Marxist critics go further. First, they assert—in a repudiation of what has been called “‘vulgar’ Marxist theory”—that the deepest historical meaning of a literary work is to be found in what it does not say, what its ideology does not permit it to express. Second, Marxists take seriously Marx’s famous comment that “the philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it.” The critic’s job is to change the world, by revealing the economic basis of the arts. Not surprisingly, most Marxists are skeptical of such concepts as “genius” and “masterpiece.” These concepts, they say, are part of the bourgeois myth that idealizes the individual and detaches it from its economic context. For an introduction to Marxist criticism, see Terry Eagleton, Marxism and Literary Criticism (1976).

The New Historicism

A recent school of scholarship, called the New Historicism, insists that there is no “history” in the sense of a narrative of indisputable past events. Rather, the New Historicism holds that there is only our version—our narrative, our representation—of the past. In this view, each age projects its own preconceptions on the past; historians may think they are revealing the past, but they are revealing only their own historical situation and their personal preferences. Thus, in the nineteenth century and in the twentieth almost up to 1992, Columbus was represented as the heroic benefactor of humankind who discovered the New World. But even while plans were being made to celebrate the five-hundredth anniversary of his first voyage across the Atlantic, voices were raised in protest: Columbus did not “discover” a New World; after all, the indigenous people knew where they were, and it was Columbus who was lost, since he thought he was in India. People who wrote history in, say, 1900, projected onto the past their current views (colonialism was a Good Thing), and people who in 1992 wrote history projected onto that same period a very different set of views (colonialism was a Bad Thing). Similarly, ancient Greece, once celebrated by historians as the source of democracy and rational thinking, is now more often regarded as a society that was built on slavery and on the oppression of women. And the Renaissance, once glorified as an age of enlightened thought, is now often seen as an age that tyrannized women, enslaved colonial people, and enslaved itself with its belief in witchcraft and astrology. Thinking about these changing views, one feels the truth of the witticism that the only thing more uncertain than the future is the past.

The New Historicism is especially associated with Stephen Greenblatt, who popularized the term in 1982 in the preface to a collection of essays published in the journal Genre. Greenblatt himself has said of the New Historicism that “it’s no doctrine at all” (Learning to Curse, [1990]) but the term is nevertheless much used, and, as the preceding remarks have suggested, it is especially associated with power, most especially with revealing the tyrannical practices of a society that others have glorified. The New Historicism was in large measure shaped by the 1960s; the students who in the 1960s protested against the war in Vietnam by holding demonstrations, in the 1980s—they were now full professors—protested against Ronald Reagan by writing articles exposing Renaissance colonialism. Works of literature were used as a basis for a criticism of society. Academic writing of this sort was not dry, impartial, unimpassioned scholarship; rather, it connected the past with the present, and it offered value judgments. In Greenblatt’s words,

Writing that was not engaged, that withheld judgments, that failed to connect the present with the past seemed worthless. Such connection could be made either by analogy or causality; that is, a particular set of historical circumstances could be represented in such a way as to bring out homologies with aspects of the present or, alternatively, those circumstances could be analyzed as the generative forces that led to the modern condition. (Learning to Curse, page 167)

For a collection of 15 essays exemplifying the New Historicism, see H. Aram Veeser, ed., The New Historicism (1994).

Biographical Criticism

One kind of historical scholarship is the study of biography, which for our purposes includes not only biographies but also autobiographies, diaries, journals, letters, and so on. What experiences did (for example) Mark Twain undergo? Are some of the apparently sensational aspects of Huckleberry Finn in fact close to events that Twain experienced? If so, is he a “realist”? If not, is he writing in the tradition of the “tall tale”?

The really good biographies not only tell us about the life of the author, but they enable us to return to the literary texts with a deeper understanding of how they came to be what they are. If you read Richard B. Sewall’s biography of Emily Dickinson, you will find a wealth of material concerning her family and the world she moved in—for instance, the religious ideas that were part of her upbringing.

Biographical study may illuminate even the work of a living author. If you are writing about the poetry of Adrienne Rich, for example, you may want to consider what she has told us in many essays about her life, especially about her relations with her father and her husband.

Psychological (or Psychoanalytic) Criticism

One form that biographical study may take is psychological or psychoanalytic criticism, which usually examines the author and the author’s writings in the framework of Freudian psychology. A central doctrine of Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) is the Oedipus complex, the view that all males (Freud seems not to have made his mind up about females) unconsciously wish to displace their fathers and to sleep with their mothers. According to Freud, hatred for the father and love of the mother, normally repressed, may appear disguised in dreams. Works of art, like dreams, are disguised versions of repressed wishes.

Consider the case of Edgar Allan Poe. An orphan before he was three years old, he was brought up in the family of John Allan, but he was never formally adopted. His relations with Allan were stormy, though he seems to have had better relations with Allan’s wife and still better relations with an aunt, whose daughter he married. In the Freudian view, Poe’s marriage to his cousin (the daughter of a mother figure) was a way of sleeping with his mother. According to psychoanalytic critics, if we move from Poe’s life to his work, we see, it is alleged, this hatred for his father and love for his mother. Thus, the murderer in “The Cask of Amontillado” is said to voice Poe’s hostility toward his father, and the wine vault in which much of the story is set (an encompassing structure associated with fluids) is interpreted as symbolizing Poe’s desire to return to his mother’s womb. In Poe’s other works, the longing for death is similarly taken to embody his desire to return to the womb.

Other psychoanalytic interpretations of Poe have been offered. Kenneth Silverman, author of a biography titled Edgar Allan Poe (1991) and the editor of a collection titled New Essays on Poe’s Major Tales (1993), emphasizes the fact that Poe was orphaned before he was three, and was separated from his brother and his infant sister. In New Essays Silverman relates this circumstance to the “many instances of engulfment” that he finds in Poe’s work. Images of engulfment, he points out, “are part of a still larger network of images having to do with biting, devouring, and similar oral mutilation.” Why are they common in Poe? Here is Silverman’s answer:

Current psychoanalytic thinking about childhood bereavement explains the fantasy of being swallowed up as representing a desire, mixed with dread, to merge with the dead; the wish to devour represents a primitive attempt at preserving loved ones, incorporating them so as not to lose them. (20)

Notice that psychoanalytic interpretations usually take us away from what the author consciously intended; they purport to tell us what the work reveals, whether or not the author was aware of this meaning. The “meaning” of the work is found not in the surface content of the work but in the author’s psyche.

One additional example—and it is the most famous—of a psychoanalytic study of a work of literature may be useful. In Hamlet and Oedipus (1949) Ernest Jones, amplifying some comments by Freud, argued that Hamlet delays killing Claudius because Claudius (who has killed Hamlet’s father and married Hamlet’s mother) has done exactly what Hamlet himself wanted to do. For Hamlet to kill Claudius, then, would be to kill himself.

If this approach interests you, take a look at Norman N. Holland’s Psychoanalysis and Shakespeare (1966), or Frederick Crews’s study of Hawthorne, The Sins of the Fathers (1966). Crews finds in Hawthorne’s work evidence of unresolved Oedipal conflicts, and he accounts for the appeal of the fictions thus: The stories “rest on fantasy, but on the shared fantasy of mankind, and this makes for a more penetrating fiction than would any illusionistic slice of life” (263). For applications to other authors, look at Simon O. Lesser’s Fiction and the Unconscious (1957), or at an anthology of criticism, Literature and Psychoanalysis, edited by Edith Kurzweil and William Phillips (1983).

Psychological criticism can also turn from the author and the work to the reader, seeking to explain why we, as readers, respond in certain ways. Why, for example, is Hamlet so widely popular? A Freudian answer is that it is universal because it deals with a universal (Oedipal) impulse. One can, however, ask whether it appeals as strongly to women as to men (again, Freud was unsure about the Oedipus complex in women) and, if so, why it appeals to them. Or, more generally, one can ask if males and females read in the same way.

Gender (Feminist, and Lesbian and Gay) Criticism

This last question brings us to gender criticism. As we have seen, writing about literature usually seeks to answer questions. Historical scholarship, for instance, tries to answer such questions as, What did Shakespeare and his contemporaries believe about ghosts? or How did Victorian novelists and poets respond to Darwin’s theory of evolution? Gender criticism, too, asks questions. It is especially concerned with two issues, one about reading and one about writing: Do men and women read in different ways, and Do they write in different ways?

Feminist criticism can be traced back to the work of Virginia Woolf (1882–1941), but chiefly it grew out of the women’s movement of the 1960s. The women’s movement at first tended to hold that women are pretty much the same as men and therefore should be treated equally, but much recent feminist criticism has emphasized and explored the differences between women and men. Because the experiences of the sexes are different, the argument goes, the values and sensibilities are different, and their responses to literature are different. Further, literature written by women is different from literature written by men. Works written by women are seen by some feminist critics as embodying the experiences of a minority culture—a group marginalized by the dominant male culture. (If you have read Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpaper” or Susan Glaspell’s Trifles, you’ll recall that these literary works themselves are largely concerned about the differing ways in which men and women perceive the world.) Not all women are feminist critics, and not all feminist critics are women. Further, there are varieties of feminist criticism. For a good introduction see The New Feminist Criticism: Essays on Women, Literature, and Theory (1985), edited by Elaine Showalter. For the role of men in feminist criticism, see Engendering Men (1990), edited by Joseph A. Boone and Michael Cadden (1990). At this point it should also be said that some theorists, who hold that identity is socially constructed, strongly dispute the value of establishing “essentialist” categories such as heterosexual, gay, and lesbian—a point that we will consider in a moment.

Feminist critics rightly point out that men have established the conventions of literature and that men have established the canon—that is, the body of literature that is said to be worth reading. Speaking a bit broadly, in this patriarchal or male-dominated body of literature, men are valued for being strong and active, whereas women are expected to be weak and passive. Thus, in the world of fairy tales, the admirable male is the energetic hero (Jack, the Giant-Killer) but the admirable female is the passive Sleeping Beauty. Active women such as the wicked stepmother or—a disguised form of the same thing—the witch are generally villainous. (There are of course exceptions, such as Gretel, in “Hansel and Gretel.”) A woman hearing or reading the story of Sleeping Beauty or of Little Red Riding Hood (rescued by the powerful woodcutter) or any other work in which women seem to be trivialized will respond differently from a man. For instance, a woman may be socially conditioned into admiring Sleeping Beauty, but only at great cost to her mental well-being. A more resistant female reader may recognize in herself no kinship with the beautiful, passive Sleeping Beauty and may respond to the story indignantly. Another way to put it is this: The male reader perceives a romantic story, but the resistant female reader perceives a story of oppression.

For discussions of the ways in which, it is argued, women ought to read, you may want to look at Gender and Reading (1986), edited by Elizabeth A. Flynn and Patrocinio Schweickart, and especially at Judith Fetterley’s book The Resisting Reader (1978). Fetterley’s point, briefly, is that women should resist the meanings (that is, the visions of how women ought to behave) that male authors—or female authors who have inherited patriarchal values—bury in their books. “To read the canon of what is currently considered classic American literature is perforce to identify as male,” Fetterley says. “It insists on its universality in specifically male terms.” Fetterley argues that a woman must read as a woman, “exorcising the male mind that has been implanted in women.” In resisting the obvious meanings—for instance, the false claim that male values are universal values—women may discover more significant meanings. Fetterley argues that Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily”

is a story not of a conflict between the South and the North or between the old order and the new; it is a story of the patriarchy North and South, new and old, and of the sexual conflict within it. As Faulkner himself has implied, it is a story of a woman victimized and betrayed by the system of sexual politics, who nevertheless has discovered, within the structures that victimize her, sources of power for herself. . . . “A Rose for Emily” is the story of how to murder your gentleman caller and get away with it. (34–35)

Fetterley goes on to state that society made Emily a “lady”—society dehumanized her by elevating her. Emily’s father, seeking to shape her life, stood in the doorway of their house and drove away her suitors. So far as he was concerned, Emily was a nonperson, a creature whose own wishes were not to be regarded; he alone would shape her future. Because society (beginning with her father) made her a “lady”—a creature so elevated that she is not taken seriously as a passionate human being—she is able to kill Homer Barron and not be suspected. Here is Fetterley speaking of the passage in which the townspeople crowd into her house when her death becomes known:

When the would-be “suitors” finally get into her father’s house, they discover the consequences of his oppression of her, for the violence contained in the rotted corpse of Homer Barron is the mirror image of the violence represented in the tableau, the back-flung front door flung back with a vengeance. (42)

Feminist criticism has been concerned not only with the depiction of women and men in a male-determined literary canon and with female responses to these images but also with yet another topic: women’s writing. Women have had fewer opportunities than men to become writers of fiction, poetry, and drama—for one thing, they have been less well educated in the things that the male patriarchy valued—but even when they have managed to write, men sometimes have neglected their work simply because it had been written by a woman. Feminists have further argued that certain forms of writing have been especially the province of women—for instance, journals, diaries, and letters; and predictably, these forms have not been given adequate space in the traditional, male-oriented canon.

In 1972, in an essay titled “When We Dead Awaken: Writing as ReVision,” the poet and essayist Adrienne Rich effectively summed up the matter:

A radical critique of literature, feminist in its impulse, would take the work first of all as a clue to how we live, how we have been living, how we have been led to imagine ourselves, how our language has trapped as well as liberated us; and how we can begin to see—and therefore live—afresh. . . . We need to know the writing of the past and know it differently than we have ever known it; not to pass on a tradition but to break its hold over us.

Much feminist criticism concerned with women writers has emphasized connections between the writer’s biography and her art. Suzanne Juhasz, in her introduction to Feminist Critics Read Emily Dickinson (1983), puts it this way:

The central assumption of feminist criticism is that gender informs the nature of art, the nature of biography, and the relation between them. Dickinson is a woman poet, and this fact is integral to her identity. Feminist criticism’s sensitivity to the components of female experience in general and to Dickinson’s identity as a woman generates essential insights about her. . . . Attention to the relationship between biography and art is a requisite of feminist criticism. To disregard it further strengthens those divisions continually created by traditional criticism, so that nothing about the woman writer can be seen whole. (1–5)

Lesbian and gay criticism have their roots in feminist criticism; feminist criticism introduced many of the questions that these other, newer developments are now exploring.

In 1979, in a book called On Lies, Secrets, and Silence, Adrienne Rich reprinted a 1975 essay on Emily Dickinson, “Vesuvius at Home.” In her new preface to the reprinted essay she said that a lesbian-feminist reading of Dickinson would not have to prove that Dickinson slept with another woman. Rather, lesbian-feminist criticism “will ask questions hitherto passed over; it will not search obsessively for heterosexual romance as the key to a woman artist’s life and work” (157–158). Obviously such a statement is also relevant to a male artist’s life and work. It should be mentioned, too, that Rich’s comments on lesbian reading and lesbianism as an image of creativity have been much discussed. For a brief survey, see Marilyn R. Farwell, “Toward a Definition of the Lesbian Literary Imagination,” Signs 14 (1988): 100–118.

Before turning to some of the questions that lesbian and gay critics address, it is necessary first to say that lesbian criticism and gay criticism are not—to use a word now current in much criticism—symmetrical, chiefly because lesbian and gay relationships themselves are not symmetrical. Straight society has traditionally been more tolerant of—or blinder to—lesbianism than to male homosexuality. Further, lesbian literary theory has tended to see its affinities more with feminist theory than with gay theory; the emphasis has been on gender (male/female) rather than on sexuality (homosexuality/bisexuality/heterosexuality). On the other hand, some gays and lesbians have been writing what is now being called Queer Theory.
Now for some of the questions that this criticism addresses: (1) Do lesbians and gays read in ways that differ from the ways straight people read? (2) Do they write in ways that differ from those of straight people? (Gregory Woods argues in Lesbian and Gay Writing: An Anthology of Critical Essays [1990], edited by Mark Lilly, that “modern gay poets . . . use . . . paradox, as weapon and shield, against a world in which heterosexuality is taken for granted as being exclusively natural and healthy” [176]. Another critic, Jeffrey Meyers, writing in Journal of English and Germanic Philology 88 [1989]: 126–29, in an unsympathetic review of a book on gay writers contrasts gay writers of the past with those of the present. According to Meyers, closeted homosexuals in the past, writing out of guilt and pain, produced a distinctive literature that is more interesting than the productions of today’s uncloseted writers.) (3) How have straight writers portrayed lesbians and gays, and how have lesbian and gay writers portrayed straight women and men? (4) What strategies did lesbian and gay writers use to make their work acceptable to a general public in an age when lesbian and gay behavior was unmentionable?

Questions such as these have stimulated critical writing especially about bisexual and lesbian and gay authors (for instance, Virginia Woolf, Gertrude Stein, Elizabeth Bishop, Walt Whitman, Oscar Wilde, E. M. Forster, Hart Crane, Tennessee Williams), but they have also led to interesting writing on such a topic as Nathaniel Hawthorne’s attitudes toward women. “An account of Hawthorne’s misogyny that takes no account of his own and his culture’s gender anxieties,” Robert K. Martin says in Boone and Cadden’s Engendering Men, “is necessarily inadequate” (122).

Shakespeare’s work—and not only the sonnets, which praise a beautiful male friend—has stimulated a fair amount of gay criticism. Much of this criticism consists of “decoding” aspects of the plays. Seymour Kleinberg argues, in Essays on Gay Literature (1985), ed. Stuart Kellogg, that Antonio in The Merchant of Venice, whose melancholy is not made clear by Shakespeare, is melancholy because (again, this is according to Kleinberg) Antonio’s lover, Bassanio, is deserting him, and because Antonio is ashamed of his own sexuality:

Antonio is a virulently anti-Semitic homosexual and is melancholic to the point of despair because his lover, Bassanio, wishes to marry an immensely rich aristocratic beauty, to leave the diversions of the Rialto to return to his own class and to sexual conventionality. Antonio is also in despair because he despises himself for his homosexuality, which is romantic, obsessive, and exclusive, and fills him with sexual shame. (113)

Several earlier critics had suggested that Antonio is a homosexual, hopelessly pining for Bassanio, but Kleinberg goes further, and argues that Antonio and Bassanio are lovers, not just good friends, and that Antonio’s hopeless and shameful (because socially unacceptable) passion for Bassanio becomes transformed into hatred for the Jew, Shylock. The play, according to Kleinberg, is partly about “a world where . . . sexual guilt is translated into ethnic hatred” (124).

Examination of matters of gender can help to illuminate literary works, but it should be added, too, that some—perhaps most—critics write also as activists, reporting their findings not only to help us to understand and to enjoy the works of (say) Whitman, but also to change society’s view of sexuality. Thus, in Disseminating Whitman (1991), Michael Moon is impatient with earlier critical rhapsodies about Whitman’s universalism. It used to be said that Whitman’s celebration of the male body was a sexless celebration of brotherly love in a democracy, but the gist of Moon’s view is that we must neither whitewash Whitman’s poems with such high-minded talk, nor reject them as indecent; rather, we must see exactly what Whitman is saying about a kind of experience that society had shut its eyes to, and we must take Whitman’s view seriously. Somewhat similarly, Gregory Woods in Articulate Flesh (1987) points out that until a few years ago discussions of Hart Crane regularly condemned his homosexuality, as is evident in L. S. Dembo’s characterization of Crane (quoted by Woods) as “uneducated, alcoholic, homosexual, paranoic, suicidal” (140). Gay and lesbian writers do not adopt this sort of manner. But it should also be pointed out that today there are straight critics who study lesbian or gay authors and write about them insightfully and without hostility.

One assumption in much lesbian and gay critical writing is that although gender greatly influences the ways in which we read, reading is a skill that can be learned, and therefore straight people—aided by lesbian and gay critics—can learn to read, with pleasure and profit, lesbian and gay writers. This assumption of course also underlies much feminist criticism, which often assumes that men must stop ignoring books by women and must learn (with the help of feminist critics) how to read them, and, in fact, how to read—with newly opened eyes—the sexist writings of men of the past and present.

In addition to the titles mentioned earlier concerning gay and lesbian criticism, consult Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (1985) and an essay by Sedgwick, “Gender Criticism,” in Redrawing the Boundaries, ed. Stephen Greenblatt and Giles Gunn (1992).

While many in the field of lesbian and gay criticism have turned their energies toward examining the effects that an author’s—or a character’s—sexual identity may have upon the text, others have begun to question, instead, the concept of sexual identity itself.* Drawing upon the work of the French social historian Michel Foucault, critics such as David Halperin (One Hundred Years of Homosexuality and Other Essays on Greek Love, [1990]) and Judith Butler (Gender Trouble, [1989]) explore how various categories of identity, such as “heterosexual” and “homosexual,” represent ways of defining human beings that are distinct to particular cultures and historical periods. These critics, affiliated with what is known as the “social constructionist” school of thought, argue that the way a given society (modern American or ancient Greek) interprets sexuality will determine the particular categories within which individuals come to understand and to name their own desires. For such critics the goal of a lesbian or gay criticism is not to define the specificity of a lesbian or gay literature or mode of interpretation, but to show how the ideology (the normative understanding of a given culture) makes it seem natural to think about sexuality in terms of such identities as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or straight. By challenging the authority of those terms, or “denaturalizing” them, and by calling attention to moments in which literary (and nonliterary) representations make assumptions that reinforce the supposed inevitability of those distinctions, such critics attempt to redefine our understandings of the relations between sexuality and literature. They hope to make clear that sexuality is always, in a certain sense, “literary”; it is a representation of a fiction that society has constructed in order to make sense out of experience.

Because such critics have challenged the authority of the opposition between heterosexuality and homosexuality, and have read it as a historical construct rather than as a biological or psychological absolute, they have sometimes resisted the very terms lesbian and gay. Many now embrace what is called Queer Theory as an attempt to mark their resistance to the categories of identity they see our culture as imposing upon us.

Works written within this mode of criticism are often influenced by deconstructionist or psychoanalytic thought. They examine works by straight authors as frequently as they do works by writers who might be defined as lesbian or gay. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s reading of Billy Budd in her book Epistemology of the Closet (1990) provides a good example of this sort of criticism. Reading Claggart as “the homosexual” in the text of Melville’s novella, Sedgwick is not interested in defining his difference from other characters. Instead, she shows how the novella sets up a large number of oppositions—such as public and private, sincerity and sentimentality, health and illness—all of which have a relationship to the way in which a distinct “gay” identity was being produced by American society at the end of the nineteenth century. Other critics whose work in this field may be useful for students of literature are D. A. Miller, The Novel and the Police (1988); Diana Fuss, Essentially Speaking (1989) and Iden-tification Papers (1995); Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter (1993); and Lee Edelman, Homographesis: Essays in Gay Literary and Cultural Theory (1993).

...

This chapter began by making the obvious point that all readers, whether or not they consciously adopt a particular approach to literature, necessarily read through particular lenses. More precisely, a reader begins with a frame of interpretation—historical, psychological, sociological, or whatever—and from within the frame a reader selects one of the several competing methodologies. Critics often make great—even grandiose—claims for their approaches. For example, Frederic Jameson, a Marxist, begins The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act (1981) thus:

This book will argue the priority of the political interpretation of literary texts. It conceives of the political perspective not as some supplemental method, not as an optional auxiliary to other interpretive methods current today—the psychoanalytic or the myth-critical, the stylistic, the ethical, the structural—but rather as the absolute horizon of all reading and all interpretation. (7)

Readers who are chiefly interested in politics may be willing to assume “the priority of the political interpretation . . . as the absolute horizon of all reading and all interpretation,” but other readers may respectfully decline to accept this assumption.

In talking about a critical approach, it is sometimes said that readers decode a text by applying a grid to it; the grid enables them to see certain things clearly. Good; but what is sometimes forgotten is that (since there is no such thing as a free lunch) a lens or a grid—an angle of vision or interpretive frame and a methodology—also prevents a reader from seeing certain other things. This is to be expected. What is important, then, is to remember this fact, and thus not to deceive ourselves by thinking that our keen tools enable us to see the whole. A psychoanalytic reading of, say, Hamlet, may be helpful, but it does not reveal all that is in Hamlet, and it does not refute the perceptions of another approach, let’s say a historical study. Each approach may illuminate aspects neglected by others.

It is too much to expect a reader to apply all useful methods (or even several) at once—that would be rather like looking through a telescope with one eye and through a microscope with the other—but it is not too much to expect readers to be aware of the limitations of their methods. If one reads much criticism, one finds two kinds of critics. There are, on the one hand, critics who methodically and mechanically peer through a lens or grid, and they find what one can easily predict they will find. On the other hand, there are critics who (despite what may be inevitable class and gender biases) are at least relatively open-minded in their approach—critics who, one might say, do not at the outset of their reading believe that their method assures them that (so to speak) they have got the text’s number and that by means of this method they will expose the text for what it is. The philosopher Richard Rorty engagingly makes a distinction somewhat along these lines, in an essay he contributed to Umberto Eco’s Interpretation and Overinterpretation (1992). There is a great difference, Rorty suggests,

between knowing what you want to get out of a person or thing or text in advance and [on the other hand] hoping that the person or thing or text will help you want something different—that he or she or it will help you to change your purposes, and thus to change your life. This distinction, I think, helps us highlight the difference between methodical and inspired readings of texts. (106)

Rorty goes on to say he has seen an anthology of readings on Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, containing a psychoanalytic reading, a reader-response reading, and so on. “None of the readers had, as far as I could see,” Rorty says,

been enraptured or destabilized by Heart of Darkness. I got no sense that the book had made a big difference to them, that they cared much about Kurtz or Marlow or the woman “with helmeted head and tawny cheeks” whom Marlow sees on the bank of the river. These people, and that book, had no more changed these readers’ purposes than the specimen under the microscope changes the purpose of the histologist. (107)

The kind of criticism that Rorty prefers he calls “unmethodical” criticism and “inspired” criticism. It is, for Rorty, the result of an “encounter” with some aspect of a work of art “which has made a difference to the critic’s conception of who she is, what she is good for, what she wants to do with herself . . .” (107). This is not a matter of “respect” for the text, Rorty insists. Rather, he says, “love” and “hate” are better words, “For a great love or a great loathing is the sort of thing that changes us by changing our purposes, changing the uses to which we shall put people and things and texts we encounter later” (107).

Suggestions for Further Reading

Because a massive list of titles may prove discouraging rather than helpful, it seems advisable here to give a short list of basic titles. (Titles already mentioned in this chapter—which are good places to begin—are not repeated in the following list.)

A good sampling of contemporary criticism (60 or so essays or chapters from books), representing all of the types discussed in this commentary except lesbian and gay criticism, can be found in The Critical Tradition: Classic Texts and Contemporary Trends, 2nd ed., David H. Richter (1998).

For a readable introduction to various approaches, written for students who are beginning the study of literary theory, see Steven Lynn, Texts and Contexts (1994). For a more advanced survey, that is, a work that assumes some familiarity with the material, see a short book by K. M. Newton, Interpreting the Text: A Critical Introduction to the Theory and Practice of Literary Interpretation (1990). A third survey, though considerably longer than the books by Lynn and Newton, is narrower because it confines itself to a study of critical writings about Shakespeare: Brian Vickers, Appropriating Shakespeare: Contemporary Critical Quarrels (1993), offers an astringent appraisal of deconstruction, New Historicism, psychoanalytic criticism, feminist criticism, and Marxist criticism. For a collection of essays on Shakespeare written from some of the viewpoints that Vickers deplores, see John Drakakis, ed., Shakespearean Tragedy (1992).

Sympathetic discussions (usually two or three pages long) of each approach, with fairly extensive bibliographic suggestions, are given in the appropriate articles in three encyclopedic works. Wendell V. Harris, Dictionary of Concepts in Literary Criticism and Theory (1992), devotes several pages to each concept (for instance, author, context, evaluation, feminist literary criticism, narrative) and gives a useful reading list for each entry. Fairly similar to Harris’s book are Irene Makaryk, ed., Encyclopedia of Contemporary Literary Theory: Approaches, Scholars, Terms (1993), and Michael Groden, Martin Kreiswirth, and Imre Szeman (eds.), The Johns Hopkins Guide to Literary Theory and Criticism, 2nd ed. (2005). The Johns Hopkins Guide, though it includes substantial entries on individual critics as well as on critical schools, is occasionally disappointing in the readability of some of its essays and especially in its coverage, since it does not include critical terms other than names of schools of criticism. Despite its title, then, it does not have entries for theory or for criticism, nor does it have entries for such words as canon and evaluation. In coverage (and also in the quality of many entries) it is inferior to an extremely valuable work with a misleading narrow title, The New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, edited by Alex Preminger and T. V. F. Brogan (1993). Although The New Princeton Encyclopedia does not include terms that are unique to, say, drama or fiction, it does include generous, lucid entries (with suggestions for further reading) on such terms as allegory, criticism, canon, irony, sincerity, theory, and unity, and the long entries on poetrics, poetry, and poetry, theories of, are in many respects entries on literature.
For a collection of essays on the canon, see Canons, edited by Robert von Hallberg (1984); see also an essay by Robert Scholes, “Canonicity and Textuality,” in Introduction to Scholarship in Modern Languages and Literatures, edited by Joseph Gibaldi (2nd ed., 1992), 138–58. Gibaldi’s collection includes essays on related topics, for instance, literary theory (by Jonathan Culler) and cultural studies (by David Bathrick).

Formalist Criticism (The New Criticism)

Cleanth Brooks, The Well Wrought Urn: Studies in the Structure of Poetry (1947), especially Chapters 1 and 11 (“The Language of Paradox” and “The Heresy of Paraphrase”); W. K. Wimsatt, The Verbal Icon (1954), especially “The Intentional Fallacy” and “The Affective Fallacy”; Murray Krieger, The New Apologists for Poetry (1956); and, for an accurate overview of a kind of criticism often misrepresented today, Chapters 9–12 in Volume 6 of René Wellek, A History of Modern Criticism: 1750–1950 (1986).

Deconstruction

Christopher Norris, Deconstruction: Theory and Practice, rev. ed. (1991); Vincent B. Leitch, Deconstructive Criticism: An Advanced Introduction and Survey (1983); Christopher Norris, ed., What Is Deconstruction? (1988); Christopher Norris and Andrew Benjamin, Deconstruction and the Interests of Theory (1989). For a negative assessment, consult John M. Ellis, Against Deconstruction (1989). More generally, see Deconstruction: A Reader, ed. Martin McQuillan (2001) and Critical Concepts in Literary and Cultural Studies, ed. Jonathan Culler, 4 vols. (2003).

Reader-Response Criticism

Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (1978); Wolfgang Iser, Prospecting: From Reader Response to Literary Anthropology (1993); Susan Suleiman and Inge Crossman, eds., The Reader in the Text (1980); Jane P. Tompkins, ed., Reader-Response Criticism (1980); Norman N. Holland, The Dynamics of Literary Response (1973, 1989); Steven Mailloux, Interpretive Conventions: The Reader in the Study of American Fiction (1982); Gerry Brenner, Performative Criticism: Experiments in Reader Response (2004).

Archetypal (or Myth) Criticism

G. Wilson Knight, The Starlit Dome (1941); Richard Chase, Quest for Myth (1949); Murray Krieger, ed., Northrop Frye in Modern Criticism (1966); Frank Lentricchia, After the New Criticism (1980). For a good survey of Frye’s approach, see Robert D. Denham, Northrop Frye and Critical Method (1978). Also, Rereading Frye: The Published and Unpublished Works, ed. David Boyd and Imre Salusinszky (1999).

Historical Criticism

For a brief survey of some historical criticism of the first half of the twentieth century, see René Wellek, A History of Modern Criticism: 1750–1950, Volume 6 (1986), Chapter 4 (“Academic Criticism”). See also E. M. W. Tillyard, The Elizabethan World Picture (1943), and Tillyard’s Shakespeare’s History Plays (1944), both of which relate Elizabethan literature to the beliefs of the age and are good examples of the historical approach. Also of interest is David Levin, Forms of Uncertainty: Essays in Historical Criticism (1992).

Marxist Criticism

Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (1977); Tony Bennett, Formalism and Marxism (1979); Lydia Sargent, ed., Women and Revolution: A Discussion of the Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Feminism (1981); and for a brief survey of American Marxist writers of the 1930s and 1940s, see Chapter 5 of Volume 6 of René Wellek, A History of Modern Criticism (1986). Also helpful are Daniel Aaron, Writers on the Left: Episodes in American Literary Communism (1961; new ed., 1992); and Barbara Foley, Radical Representations: Politics and Form in U.S. Proletarian Fiction, 1929–1941 (1993). Also stimulating are Terry Eagleton, The Ideology of the Aesthetic (1990) and Marxist Shakespeares, ed. Jean E. Howard and Scott Cutler Shershow (2001).

New Historicism

Historicizing Theory, ed. Peter C. Herman (2004); Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning from More to Shakespeare (1980), especially the first chapter; Brook Thomas, The New Historicism and Other Old-Fashioned Topics (1991). Greenblatt’s other influential books include Shakespearean Negotiations: The Circulation of Social Energy in Renaissance England (1988), and, with Catherine Gallagher, Practicing New Historicism (2000).

Biographical Criticism

Leon Edel, Literary Biography (1957); Estelle C. Jellinek, ed., Women’s Autobiography: Essays in Criticism (1980); James Olney, Metaphors of Self: The Meaning of Autobiography (1981); and Women, Autobiography, Theory: A Reader, ed. Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson. Important twentieth-century literary  biographers are Richard Ellmann, James Joyce (1959, rev. ed., 1982); Juliet Barker, The Brontës (1994); Hermione Lee, Virginia Woolf (1997); Lyndall Gordon, T. S. Eliot: An Imperfect Life (1999); and Fred Kaplan, The Singular Mark Twain: A Biography (2003).

Psychological (or Psychoanalytic) Criticism

Edith Kurzweil and William Phillips, eds., Literature and Psychoanalysis (1983); Maurice Charney and Joseph Reppen, eds., Psychoanalytic Approaches to Literature and Film (1987); Madelon Sprengnether, The Spectral Mother: Freud, Feminism, and Psychoanalysis (1990); Frederick Crews, Out of My System (1975); and Graham Frankland, Freud’s Literary Culture (2000).

Gender (Feminist, and Lesbian and Gay) Criticism

Gayle Greene and Coppèlia Kahn, eds., Making a Difference: Feminist Literary Criticism (1985), including an essay by Bonnie Zimmerman on lesbian criticism; Catherine Belsey and Jane Moore, eds., The Feminist Reader: Essays in Gender and the Politics of Literary Criticism (1989); Toril Moi, ed., French Feminist Thought (1987); Elizabeth A. Flynn and Patrocinio P. Schweikart, eds., Gender and Reading: Essays on Readers, Texts, and Contexts (1986); Barbara Christian, Black Feminist Criticism: Perspectives on Black Women Writers (1985); Shoshana Felman, What Does a Woman Want? Reading and Sexual Difference (1993); Robert Martin, The Homosexual Tradition in American Poetry (1979); Kathryn R. Kent, Making Girls into Women: American Women’s Writing and the Rise of Lesbian Identity (2003); and Rita Felski, Literature After Feminism (2003). Henry Abelove et al., eds., The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader (1993), has only a few essays concerning literature, but it has an extensive bibliography on the topic.

Valuable reference works include Encyclopedia of Feminist Literary Theory (1997), ed. Beth Kowaleski-Wallace; The Gay & Lesbian Literary Companion, ed. Sharon Malinowski and Christa Brelin (1995); and The Gay and Lesbian Literary Heritage: A Reader’s Companion to the Writers and Their Works, from Antiquity to the Present, ed. Claude J. Summers (1995). See also Summers, Gay Fictions: Wilde to Stonewall: Studies in a Male Homosexual Literary Tradition (1990); Novel Gazing: Queer Readings in Fiction, ed. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (1997); and Gregory Woods, A History of Gay Literature: The Male Tradition (1998). For further discussion of Queer Theory, see Annamarie Jagose, Queer Theory: An Introduction (1996); Alan Sinfield, Cultural Politics—Queer Reading (1994); and Feminism Meets Queer Theory (1997), ed. Elizabeth Weed and Naomi Schor.
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*This paragraph and the next two are by Lee Edelman of Tufts University.
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