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Pre-Criticism


Prior to any true critical acts of literature come all of the early stages of identification to which we are so well accustomed:  setting, plot, character, conflict, structure, style, mood, and theme.  They were formally established for the purpose of literary criticism in the 19th century, but were well-known by writers through the ages.  When these are understood, we move on to the purpose for our reading . . .

Moralist Criticism


Not a school of theory as such, this is a description of the classical view of literature, dating back to Plato.  In The Republic Plato excluded most poets from citizenship because of their bad influence on the public’s morals.  He hated comedy (because it appealed to mankind’s baser appetites) and tragedy (because audiences identified with the flaws of the tragic heroes).  For him, the greatest art must be didactic; it must attempt to represent moral reality.  Aristotle disagreed, claiming that tragedy had a cathartic end, purging spectators of their moral decadence.  Horace said that literature should be entertaining and instructive.  Literature can best be appreciated if we understand the surrounding philosophy; that is, we can best read Kafka only if we understand existentialism.  

Major Figures:  Greek philosophers, Samuel Johnson 

Romantic Literary Theory/Historicism/Traditional Criticism
Made famous in the United States by Matthew Arnold in the 1860s, the father of the “humanities” approach to education.  This school of theory, like the others, goes by many names, depending on who you read. At the time it was called “Criticism” because it was the only kind of literary scholarship out there. Arnold was a British poet, clergyman, and Oxford educator, publishing poems through the 1850s and 1860s. His work can be characterized as depressingly sensitive Victorian, like his famous “Dover Beach,” about the loss of faith and morality. He was one of the first to find religious power through reading the Bible as poetry.


In the 19th century, history was at the top of inquiry.  This was the era of Marx, of Darwin’s ideas of evolution, of naturalists.  It was a look back, philosophically to an ideal earlier age (a direct response to the disgust from industrialization).  The Germans called this Historismus, an infatuation and revival of old styles:  Classicism, Gothic, Renaissance, and Baroque all went through “retro” periods of renewal:  neo-classicism, neo-Gothic, etc.  (Critics, architects, artists, and philosophers actively and publicly sought a “new” style to escape the historicist trap.)


Historicism dominated until the 1930s or 1940s when it was supplanted by Formalism/New Criticism.  At that time, “history” fell out of favor and was replaced with “text” as the focus for discussion. Even Marxists after WWII would take a Formalist view of history, and we wouldn’t see a return to context discussion until the later1980s with New Historicism (see below), though the relatively “simple” criticism of Arnold would be forever gone.


Basically, Historicism connects literature to the world, to the context/history of its existence, whether those links are obvious or subtle.  Literature reflects the values/ideas of its age.  Shakespeare’s references to Ptolemy’s spheres, for instance, might indicate his acceptance of the Elizabethan scientific view of the natural world (and how he may see it as a parallel to the social world).  Contrast to the implied rejection of a superstitious world vision and we learn fundamentals about the work’s morality of that time.  No wonder so many of Shakespeare’s villains follow horoscopes and magic, that violence so often revolves around the supernatural. Thus, we make a mistake to judge a moral/theme of an historical text through contemporary lenses.  Without understanding Shakespeare’s science, for instance, we might misjudge his characters and themes. The work is of “high seriousness,” said Arnold, and we must know its history, very similar to the Moralists of earlier times.


The Big Paradox. To the Historicist, paradoxically, literature also carries from generation to generation the whole freight of the values of a culture.  Literature is, Arnold said, “a disinterested endeavor to learn and propagate the best that is known and thought in the world.”  By disinterested, he means unaffected by outside influences such as history and politics, the chaos of culture.  As an aesthetic, literature seizes the values of the world in their most ideal sense.  Literature rises above all the clutter and nonsense; texts are stable, self-centered (they have a central meaning), value-free objects of artistic contemplation that are trustworthy. Indeed, they are the only thing that is trustworthy. Thus, we decide meaning through the work’s history/context, but that meaning itself is larger than the history which created it.


Art is where man finds destiny, finds Purpose. No other part of our culture carries such truth.  It is cut off from outside influences and even questions of fact.  The idea is everything and no one questions its truthfulness; to pose such questions misses the point of literature.  “The rest of the world is an illusion.”  


Literature is therefore a product of its time, but also transcends the limits of its time as art.


Later, Arnold calls this concept the Idea of literature (note capital letter).  Grand style and grand Idea of the world is what literature is about, elevated far above the chaos of the world. (Note: The MEAP test uses the term “Big Idea” in place of the word theme!)  In criticism, this all means knowing historical context, but also imposing logical reasoning to discover a text’s meaning. If we can link the text to other historically similar texts, so much the better.

Major Figures:  Anatole France, Matthew Arnold, Oscar Wilde

A Quick Traditionalist Read of Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress”

Guerin, et. al.  Handbook of Critical Approaches to Literature, 1999: 27-28.


Some words on the textual problems in Andrew Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress” will help set the stage for our consideration of the poem.  One of these problems is the last word in this couplet:

Now therefore, while the youthful hue

Sits on thy skin like morning dew.

Instead of “dew,” the first edition of the poem had “glew,” which he now know is a dialectical variant of “glow,” although it was earlier thought to be another spelling of “glue,” a senseless reading in the context.  “Lew” (dialectical “warmth”) was also suggested as a possibility.  But when someone suggested “dew,” probably in the eighteenth century, it was apparently so happy an emendation that virtually all textbooks have long printed it without any explanation.  But two modern texts restore the earliest reading, printing “glew” (meaning “glow”) as making more sense in the context and being quite sound linguistically. Two other words in the poem that must be explained are “transpires” and “instant” in this couplet:

And while thy willing soul transpires

At every pore with instant fires.

In each case, the word is much nearer to its Latin original than to its twentieth century meaning.  “Transpires” thus means literally “breathes forth,” and “instant” means “now present” and “urgent” . . . .

But of course, when it comes to the poem’s “paraphrasable content,” the reader then discovers that this poem is a proposition, that is, an offer of sexual intercourse.  At first it contains, however, little of the coarseness and crudity usually implied in the word “proposition.”  On the contrary, though impassioned, it is graceful, sophisticated, even philosophical.  The speaker, a courtier, has apparently urged an unsuccessful suit on a lady. [Chisnell: Thus this is an educated art of nobility, how a proper gentleman makes love in the classic sense.]  Finding her reluctant, he is, as the poem opens, making use of his most eloquent line.  But it is a line that reveals him to be no common lover.  It is couched in an argument in three distinct parts, going something like this: (1) If we had all the time in the world, I would have no objection to an even indefinite postponement of your acceptance of my suit; (2) But the fact is that we do not have much time at all; and once this phase of existence (that is, life) is gone, all our chances for love are gone; (3) Therefore the only conclusion that can logically follow is that we should love one another now, while we are young and passionate, and thus seize what pleasures we can in a world where time is all too short.  After all, we know nothing about any future life and have only the grimmest observations about the effects of death.

This is, as a matter of fact, a specious argument, viewed from the rigorous standpoint of formal logic.  The fallacy is called denying the antecedent, in this case the first part of the conditional statement beginning with “if.”  The argument goes like this:  If we have all the time and space in the world, your coyness is innocent (not criminal).  We do not have all the time and space in the world.  Therefore your coyness is not innocent.  Both premises are true, and the conclusion is still false.  They lady’s coyness may not be innocent for reasons other than the lovers’ not having all the time and space in the world. The male arguer obviously does not care whether his argument is valid or not as long as it achieves its purpose.  As Pope so well said in The Rape of the Lock:  



For when success a Lover’s toil attends,

Few ask, if fraud or force attained its ends. (2:33-34)

A Quick Historicist Read of Abbott’s Flatland

Abbott Squared

  
The Sphere’s visit to the protagonist of Abbott’s Flatland echoes across our cultural consciousness.  Not unlike so many stories of divine miracles, visions, and other supernatural visitations in religious history, it can be no accident that such an archetypal image was exactly on the Cambridge lecturer’s mind when he espoused his own gospel of extra dimensions.  Abbott may have seen himself in a role parallel to that of his prophet A. Square.  In any event, the similarities between author and narrator may help illumine Abbott’s purposes in Flatland.    


In 1841, when Abbott was only a child, Vicar John Henry Newman of Oxford published Tract 90, a call for the Church of England to return to tradition.  When he failed to reform the church, he converted to Roman Catholicism and was soon made a cardinal.  Now a direct threat to the Church of England, Abbott and others made careers in the nineteenth century’s Tractarian controversy.  Criticized for his works, Abbott said that, because he carried spiritual truth, he could be “patient of prejudice.”  His hero even claims that there are “seasons of mental weakness” (82).  


Perhaps so.  And while Newman doesn’t have a parallel character in Flatland, pre-judgment is a dominant motif in the novel.  Immersed in the theological battle, Abbott encountered no end of criticism and even seemed to grow impatient that the twentieth century might find educated Christians—not merely Roman Catholics—who would welcome his doctrine.  Flatland is Victorian England, its occupants are Protestant Christians, and A. Square is Abbott squaring himself as the misunderstood martyr.  


Flatland is a fantasy seeking to instruct, but it also reveals the ultimate fate of its instruction:  “Down! down! down! . . . and I knew that to return to Flatland was my doom” (74).  Instruction is hardly transcendent, and instruction of the supernatural impossible. While readers are momentarily amused by the antics of Flatlanders, while we might be intrigued by the arguments for credibility, we are finally mortals thinking mortal thoughts.  “I tried to see a Cube with my eyes closed, but failed” (80).  Not the life of mysticism for us.  


Ironically, this same message of failed teaching is sent through Abbott’s contemporary, also a clergyman and mathematician, Lewis Carroll (Charles Lutwige Dodgson).  Oxford’s Carroll, however, doesn’t take his fate so seriously as Abbott.  All of the mathematical instruction of Alice is apparent nonsense, and Carroll seems perfectly content to leave it so.  

“One ca’n’t (help growing older), perhaps,” said Humpty Dumpty, “but two can.  With proper assistance, you might have left off at seven.”

Abbott, however, is vexed, haunted by a “soul-devouring Sphinx” and his work is “the baseless fabric of a dream” (82). 


Abbott might be gratified to know his work is used in contemporary classrooms in a variety of fields; he might also be content to know that its instructional applications support logic and rationality; but he would not be altogether surprised to learn that it’s rarely discussed as a support for faith.  

*Pretty straightforward and comfortable discussion, still dominant in some public school studies of literature and apropos to College Board thinking as well.  

Modernism/Formalism/Objectivism/New Criticism
*Again, four terms which overlap—No theories are clean-cut, and not every theorist agrees with every detail here. Thus, I’ve grouped these terms by common elements, though somewhat arbitrarily.  A New Critic might take offense at being called a “Modernist.”

Virginia Woolf said, “In or about December 1910 human character changed.”  Life became antiromantic, antiexpressionist, impersonal.  


If literature transcends time and context, as Historicists claim, the focus of analysis must be on forms of literature and experience rather than even the smallest sense of personal, human significance.  Works are complete in and of themselves, apart from their contexts, freestanding, separate from subjectivity.  About this time, James Joyce published Dubliners and Ulysses and T.S. Eliot published The Waste Land, both examples of the impersonal and the waste of civilization.


Some have suggested that this concept leads to a disregard for human rights by devaluing the link between art and social responsibility.  Major figures in the movement—Pound, Eliot, Yeats, etc.—all bought into dangerous, even fascist, political movements. By severing the ties from romanticism, modernists are deprived and disinherited from the past.  Being “set free” also means losing the values of the past, even beneficent ones.


Or, the movement may be seen positively:  a “positive and critical spirit, the spirit that refuses to take things on authority.”  It’s a formal sensibility.


Leave imagination behind, but let reason reveal connections within experience.  This is an endless task unless one allows only a limited number of forms/texts/rules.  





“pair of ragged claws





Scuttling across the floor of silent seas.”









--Eliot 

Note here the sensory and precise images, lacking emotion.  Structured emotions exist within the text.  We are not to add emotions; they are generated from the images.  Therefore, emotion, idea/theme are entirely in the text.  For Eliot, this discovery of meaning and experience within the structural interactions of textual images was called the objective correlative. The interplay between these images can be nearly infinitely illuminating. A modernist would consider the connotations of “ragged” as they compare to “scuttling,” for instance.  But is there an inherent nobility in a phrase like “silent seas” which creates a tension against the forlorn and subhuman?  Do the “s” sounds link the ideas and resolve this tension or heighten it?  These are questions of a close modernist reading.


Nothing in the outside world gives automatic meaning to a text.  Poetry’s ideas inject structure/form into the cultural chaos, not the other way around.  At their height, modernists felt that poetry created new worlds for a world that sorely needed one; poetry was the one stable thing in the cultural chaos.


This last idea spurred some critics to see Modernism as an extension of (not a reaction to) Romanticism.  Whatever the case, this school of criticism is still practiced by many today because it’s more easily understandable than the critics who followed!  

New Criticism – (1920s-1950s).  A kind of modernism created by conservative Christians of the American South, New Criticism had no one single belief, but we can identify some common themes of the movement.

1. Content of literature is unimportant.  What is important is empirical (scientific) research of form and structure.
2. “Close readings” of texts (picking at fine details) are important to determine the working of images, figures of speech, symbols, etc.  The multiple meanings of images create ambiguities to be explored.
3. We can categorize forms by genre. 
4. Literature doesn’t create emotional effects on readers, for instance, but is an “artifact,” a self-contained autonomous thing to be analyzed objectively.
5. Imagery defines form.  We must find paradoxes, ironies, and tensions in the images to discover the form.  That form is the “content” and is the meaning of the text.  
Therefore, all texts are about patterns of meaning.  The work will be unified by a set of tensions in images.  Find the pattern and we find the one correct interpretation.  Details are all treated as symbolic representations of the theme; thus every part is related to the whole and the whole is reflected in each part, creating an “organic unity,” a whole which fits together naturally.  For this reason, especially with poetry, almost all literary interpretation begins with this approach, even today, even with AP.  Many College Board readers and English teachers feel comfortable with this approach.    

See the Dead Poet’s Society literature textbook that Mr. Keating tells students to tear apart.  What the students read from that book is classic New Criticism.  Keating is “old school,” the classic Romantic heart, which New Criticism rejects. Compare that film’s reading with the opening of Chapter 15 of Sound & Sense.  Uncanny.

Other ideas came out of New Criticism which become important, too.  Because the way to interpret literature is made clear above, other approaches used by past critics are wrong or fallacious.  Here are a few key ones worth knowing:

Affective Fallacy – The belief that the feeling one gets from the poem is somehow the point of the poem.  If this is true, then the work might as well be a blank page of text.  Emotion is in the poem only, not in the reader.  Say, “The poem portrays sadness,” not “It makes me feel sad.”

Intentional Fallacy – That we can know the author’s intent in writing. New Criticism suggests that we can never know the intention of the author anywhere but from the text.  To try to claim what the author intends is a Romantic approach.  The argument proceeds this way:

1. Texts are not created by accident but by the author’s ideas.
2. How do we know the author’s idea?  If it was successfully communicated in the text, then we need not ask the author.  But if the author did not succeed, we have to look elsewhere. (But see #5.)
3. Judging the text should be like judging any machine:  it must work.  If it works, we know its intention.  Literature exists only through its meaning—it succeeds because all of it is important to the meaning.
4. Meaning can be personal, but we learn that meaning through understanding the speaker, not the author.  
5. Authors may revise to better achieve their intention, which means that the original intention is not the current intention.  Therefore, intention is irrelevant.  
Literature is a “public” artifact, a thing separate from the author.  The author is unreachable, often dead, and shouldn’t be asked anyway!  To try to do so (even by examining biography and history) is fallacy. Similarly, the New Critic will not discuss the author’s context, either—it will be in the text or it will not be.

Pathetic Fallacy – This one seems obviously vapid now, but it basically argues that emotions and motives of humans cannot be applied to nature (like the Romantics did).  For instance,

They rowed her in across the rolling foam—

The cruel, crawling foam

New Critic John Ruskin’s response:  “The foam is not cruel, neither does it crawl.  The state of mind which attributes to it these characters of a living creature is one in which reason is unhinged by grief.”  

Heresy of the Paraphrase – We can’t pretend that a single paraphrased statement of a poem’s content is the “real core of meaning” (Brooks).  We must embrace all of a work’s ambiguity, paradoxes, tensions, and irony.

Russian Formalism – (1910s-1940s).  


So similar to the Modernists, though created independently in the Soviet Union, Russian Formalism was suppressed by the Soviet government in the 1930s, but was carried on in Czechoslovakia later. 

Consider what we know of literature:  other kinds of writing (journalism, non-fiction, etc.) employ denotative meanings and transparent forms through which to understand content.  Literature, however, makes strong use of connotation and form to endow, even submerge, meaning.  Literature defamiliarizes the world, then, makes it less simple, ruptures the normal means of perception.  


The form of literature metamorphosizes reality.  Think of it this way:  There is the story that needs to be told, and there is also the way the story is told.   New forms/ways make new content.  Roman Jakobson described it this way in 1921:  “The object of study in literary science is not literature but ‘literariness,’ that is, what makes a given work a literary work.”  Therefore, we set aside context to examine the forms of literature and how these forms alter reality. 


How is The Diary of Anne Frank different as a diary than as a fictional prose work?  One might argue that the diary form, essentially private, has the effect of seeming all the more credible when made public. A diary’s author is writing for herself, but also for a fantasy audience, selecting details to overtly dramatize the personal. A fiction in diary form might have the same effect, and is there truly a difference in the true and false diaries?  A contemporary Formalist might have a field day with Live Journals.


What does the formality of a sonnet add to the emotional content of a love poem distinct from a work of open verse or Hallmark card?  These are questions answered by Formalists.


If there is a key difference between the Formalists and the New Critics, it is in the product of their inquiries.  Formalists might focus more on the forms and structures to see how they alter reality; New Critics might find that ultimate meaning is discovered through the discussion of the textures and paradoxes of forms.  Hmm.  Time to look at an application or two.
Major Figures:  John Crowe Ransom, Allen Tate, I. A. Richards, Kenneth Burke, Cleanth Brooks, Robert Penn Warren, T. S. Eliot, Virginia Woolf, John Ruskin, William Winsatt, Monroe Beardsley, Rene Wellek, Ezra Pound, James Joyce, Roman Jakobson, Victor Shklovsky, (later, Lionel Trilling, Northrop Frye, Mikhail Bakhtin)

A Quick Formalist Read of Abbott’s Flatland
Abbott’s Confession 

Edwin Abbott’s Flatland must first be recognized as a confessional in two parts.  The protagonist writes to readers in simulated autobiography.  He writes intimately and private matters of his guilt are exposed, supposedly to serve some educational purpose.  And, like many works in the genre of confession, the protagonist leans toward narcissism. What is unique about Abbott’s work, however, is the turn of A. Square’s guilt from self-incrimination to reader-incrimination, built almost exclusively upon his two-part story.

The first section of the novel, entitled “This World,” assures readers in its epigram to “Be patient, for the world is broad and wide” (1). Such is the advice of Friar Lawrence to the naïve and impetuous Romeo as the lay-cleric concocts a ludicrous plan to bring the doomed lovers together.  Its placement as the opening gambit of our confession, however, suggests several messages: first, readers should trust the speaker for he has their best interests at heart; further and ironically, such trust is ultimately misplaced. 

The ambiguity is resolved, however, in the structure.  “This World” explicates the society of Flatland at length, espousing and even critiquing its idiosyncrasies, often while directly addressing its readers (“As with you, so also with us” (5)) and even complimenting them (“..my happy readers, who are privileged” (3)).  The section is devoid of sin or guilt; indeed, it makes terrific use of logic and mathematical analogies into philosophy.  Its goal is simple: to build trust between A. Square and his readers, assuaging their tensions about traveling into two-dimensional space.  Like so many of its genre, Flatland’s exposition of protagonist and circumstance builds empathy for the narrator until the sin is revealed.

A. Square’s sin is heresy, but one arrived at through the same vehicle in which he builds his trust, rational thinking.  Thus readers are caught in the second section (“Other Worlds”) by the bait of trust laid in the first.  They are now compelled to 1) accept the narrator’s approach—and consequently, his heretical martyrdom (“’Death or imprisonment awaits the Apostle of the Gospel of Three Dimensions’” (67)), or 2) reject him, and thus commit an even greater sin, of continued ignorance.

“Other Worlds” begins with its own epigram, taken this time inexactly from The Tempest:  “O brave new worlds, that have such people in them!” (41).  And while Miranda utters this idea with the same naïveté shared by Friar Lawrence, readers here are more prepared to recognize the irony.  Seduced by the narrator’s logic, we look with scorn at those with limited vision.  To do anything else is to incriminate ourselves as the ignorant ones.  A. Square only offers to “let my Readers judge” (70). 

The beauty of Flatland’s confession is in this dual irony: that A. Square’s sin is not actually sin but doomed enlightenment; that the novel’s form dooms its star-crossed readers to realize and embrace it.  

A Quick New Critical Read of Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress”

Word, Image, and Theme:  Space-Time Metaphors in “To His Coy Mistress”

Guerin, et. al.  Handbook of Critical Approaches to Literature, 1999: 27-28.

Bit by bit, as we notice instances of a pattern, we work our way into the experience of a poem, story, or play. The evocative power of steadily repeated images and symbols makes the experience a part of our own consciousness and sensibility.  Andrew Marvell’s poem “To His Coy Mistress” presents us with a clear instance of how a particular set of images can open out to themes.


The opening line of the poem—“Had we but world enough and time”—introduces us to the space-time continuum.  Rich in possibilities of verbal patterns, the motif is much more, for the structure of the poem depends on the subjective concept, the condition contrary to fact, which gives the whole poem its meaning: “Had we,” the speaker says, knowing that they do not.  From that point on, the hyperbole, the playfulness, the grim fear of annihilation, are all based on the feeling of the speaker that he is bound by the dimensions of space and time.


Clearly this poem is a proposition made by the eternal male to the eternal female.  Just as clearly, and in a wholly different realm, the motif of space and time shows this poem to be a philosophical consideration of time, of eternity, of man’s pleasure (hedonism), and of salvation in an afterlife (traditional Christianity).  In this way, Marvell includes in one short poem the range between man’s lust and man’s philosophy.


The time motif appears in its own right, and not merely by means of imagery.  The word itself appears once in each stanza: near the beginning of stanzas 1 and 2 (lines 1 and 22), and in the third stanza as a central part of the lover’s proposition (line 39).  Clustering around this basic unifying motif are these phrases and allusions from the first stanza:  the “long love’s day,” the specific time spans spent in adoring the woman’s body and the vaster if less specific “before the Flood” and “Till the conversion of the Jews,” and the slow growth of “vegetable love” and the two uses of “age” (lines 17 and 18).  At the beginning of stanza 2, the powerful image of time’s winged chariot as it moves across a desert includes the words “always” and “eternity.”  Other time words are “no more” and “long preserved.” There is also the sense of elapsed time in the allusions to the future decomposition of the lovers’ bodies.  The third stanza, although it delays the use of “time,” has for its first syllable, the forceful, imperative “now.”  The word appears twice more in the stanza (lines 37 and 38).  It is strengthened by “instant,” “at once,” and “languish in [Time’s] slow-chapped power.”  The phrase, “thorough the iron gates of life,” though it has more important meanings, also may suggest the passing from temporal life into the not so certain eternity mentioned earlier.  The concluding couplet of the poem combines space and time.  Further, it may extend time backward to suggest Old Testament days and classical mythology:  Joshua stopped the sun so that the Israelites could win a battle, and, even more pertinently, Zeus lengthened the night he spent with Amphitryon’s wife.  

For the poem is also a love poem, both in its traditional context of the courtly love complaint and in the simple fact of its subject matter: fearing that the afterlife may be a vast space without time, the speaker looks for a means of enjoying whatever he can.  This carpe diem theme is not uncommon, nor is the theme of seduction.  What gives the poem unusual power, however, is the overbearing sense of a cold, calculated drive to use the pleasures of sex to counterbalance the threats of empty eternity.  

Structuralism / Semiotics

In the 1950s, the linguistics of criticism in the form of Structuralism changed the course of literary study, making it more “scientific,” but also more connected to the social world. (No wonder New Critics hated it! Some accused it of being a French fad.)  This school of thinking became dominant in the 1960s and early 1970s, a time when sociology and anthropology were growing.  What does art reveal about the society that produces it?  What can the science of language (linguistics) tell us about how a society creates meaning?  

How is meaning even possible?  Structuralism answers:  “Literature is a form, not a substance.”  In that sense, it is built on the Formalists and New Critics.  Unlike them, it stretches into philosophy, history, psychology, etc.—Structuralism is a field on its own that brought literary criticism under its umbrella, not a field born in literature.  Like most modernism, it seems a bit antihumanistic, but the structuralist is less concerned with “meaning;”  words are not symbolic, but more like numbers, referring to an almost mathematical system of underlying messages.  Don’t talk to a structuralist about “richness of language” or “poetic language.”  Some key ideas:

1. Language is a system of relationships between words/symbols.

2. The meaning of words is arbitrary.  That is, words mean nothing at all but take on their meaning from the context. (See Saussure, following)

3. Don’t look at cause and effect in the acts of language (“This image causes response x”) but at the function and activity of language (“This image is related to this next image”).  In this sense, all literature is considered apart from its particular history.  

4. Nothing ever exists in one term.  All literature/words exist as a particular utterance and as a system of utterances simultaneously.  We must uncover the patterns of the system.

All this means that as literature (or any object/communication) reveals its meaning, it reveals the structure of society that makes that meaning possible; it uncovers the rules of meaning and society. 

Fairy tales and myths are favorite objects for analysis.  Early mythologists began to see patterns across various myths:  “The hero leaves home, the hero battles dragons,” etc.  


Much of the work of structuralism, finding the patterns, is in discussing binary oppositions between the text and its larger system, the text as it is opposed to non-text.  Within the pattern of oppositions is the meaning of the text.  For instance, work by Wordsworth might reveal images favoring nature; so an opposition of Nature/Civilization might be discovered and we could speculate what social rules allowed such favoring.  Going further, we might also discover the opposition of Light/Dark, suggesting (when combining the two oppositions) that the work of civilization is dark and foreboding, even though the poem talks only of nature and brightness.  Combined with similar texts by Wordsworth and others, we might proceed further still . . . . and this is structuralism’s main goal, to find the similar relationships/forms across texts, that similar forms yield similar meanings despite content.  This requires a suspension of belief in the emotional power of literature.


Certainly Sleeping Beauty and Snow White embrace the passive feminine principle, but don’t they also raise a connection between good/evil?  The good female is always linked to passivity; the active female is unerringly characterized as wicked and violent, a “bitch,” which is an easy parallel to extend to contemporary society which continues to tell these tales to children. Further, revisions of these structures in modern children’s tales also serve to underline what is being reversed.  In other words, the structural relationship between passive/active, good/evil continues to be the focus of the story of females.  It doesn’t matter that the content of the story revises the message, the structure remains.  


A structuralist might discuss similarities between Oedipus Rex and Hamlet such as the elements/patterns of kingship, marriage, incest, the sacrificial scapegoat, the use of reason, or the health of society as it parallels the throne; similarly the theorist would find and discuss patterns between King Lear and Moby Dick:  the reason in madness, tyranny of pride, and structures of sight.


Ferdinand de Saussure.  Saussure was one of the first philosophers to look at the structure of language.  He proposed a science of “signs” or signifiers, which are essentially words which represent reality but which are not reality.  The word “bear,” for instance, is not the bear itself but a sign/symbol for the concept “bear.”  Note that the relationship between the two is entirely arbitrary; we could have just as easily decided to have “hoajf” represent the concept for bear.  There is no natural relationship between the signifier (the sign or word) and the signified (the object).  He called this field of study semiology. 

Try this sentence, now:  Semiology is the study of the arbitrary relationship between signifiers and signifieds.  

We can look at the ways that language functions in the world (parole) in order to draw conclusions about its larger system of rules (langue).  Saussure used the parallel of a game of chess:  each game is played by the rules, but it isn’t the rules.  In fact, the rules exist only through particular games in which they are enacted.  Where there are signs (chess games or texts) there are rules Semiology is the model for structuralism.  What are the rules which each literary game enacts?

      Claude Levi-Strauss. An anthropologist, Levi-Strauss said that to discuss mankind is to discuss language; to discuss language is to discuss society.  Binary oppositions underlie our consciousness; discovering their patterns helps us understand ourselves.  This link is one described as hermeneutic, that of linking texts to the world.


Roland Barthes identified five key kinds of structures (literary codes or games) which structuralism considers, using these semiological relationships:

1. Code of Actions – Finding meaning in the sequences of events in literature.  Why does temptation always follow prohibition/warning? Why does Gatsby die after Myrtle’s death?

2. Code of Puzzles (hermeneutic) – Raising thematic questions to be answered.  Why do traditional tales preach order? Why does Gatsby die over Myrtle’s death instead of over the affair?

3. Cultural Code – Discovering systems of knowledge and values invoked by a text. Why are fairy tale victims young beautiful women?  Why does Fitzgerald link wealth to false love? What does Tom’s understanding of race say of education?

4. Connotative Code – Developing themes around the characters. What does Cruella de Ville’s make-up say of evil women?  Why does Fitzgerald have the poorer Nick sit silent when witnessing the debaucheries around him?

5. Symbolic Code – Referring to the theme/meaning of the work.  What is the link between passivity and beauty in fairy tales?  How do the links between wealth and ignorance in Great Gatsby link to love and violence?

Barthes even suggested that all reality is myth, a structure of language.  Jacques Lacan (see Psychological Theory) said that the unconscious looks and acts like language and so did a structural analysis of Freud himself.   

Understanding structuralism opens the door to understanding all of the poststructuralist theories that followed.


Also see AP Toolbox #4 & 5.

Major Figures:  Ferdinand de Saussure, Claude Lévi-Strauss, Roland Barthes, Tzvetan Todorov, Roman Jakobson, Michel Foucault
A Quick Structuralist Read of Abbott’s Flatland
Imaginary Numbers

Claude Levi-Strauss said that there are three perfect languages in the world:  music, myth, and mathematics.  It is fitting, then, that Abbott’s Flatland speaks two of these languages simultaneously.  In the world of Flatland, perfection is admired, the imperfect scorned.  However, A. Square’s mythic quest suggests a pattern a bit more complicated.  Perfection, like logic, has its limits.

A. Square makes much of the Laws of Nature and their affinity toward progressive evolution.  He claims that such Laws (ultimate patterns) allow each generation to “rise (as a rule) one step in the scale of development and nobility” (7).  What is intriguing here is the apparent merging of natural law with social mores, typical oppositions in most cultures.  Thus, in Flatland, growth is a good, stagnation a weakness.  We might write this opposition as growth/stagnation.  

Similarly, noble ascension is one towards complexity and away from simplicity.  Multiple sides are more valuable than fewer.  A. Square also makes numerous remarks on the power of logic and reason, that even “Art comes to the aid of Law and Order” (9).  In this sense, we can recognize the following pattern.  Complex growth is a logical and ordered act of Nature, while stagnation and simplicity are subjective (note art and the emotion of women) and unnatural.  We could also diagram our findings this way:
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Emotion
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Art
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Power

Weakness

Gender and regularity issues are drawn from other sections of the novel:  women, as emotional 2-sided (or no-sided) figures, are therefore unnatural as are those figures without regularity where, our protagonist writes, “expediency concurs with Nature” in approving regularity.  In other words, Nature and Society are in some type of harmony.


Further, this hierarchical breakdown is upheld in the plotting of the story, where A. Square’s position and power in society is assured until his emotions break him: “Monster!” he screams against the devilish or even demonic Sphere, who should be the ultimate object of Nature (62).  His emotional (even feminine) outburst becomes his tragic flaw which undoes him when he attempts to undo the hierarchy.  In seeming irony, the “complex” and “growing” society of Flatland is obsessed with maintaining the status quo, stagnation.  This apparent contradiction in our pattern can only be resolved if we probe to a deeper pattern.


The mathematics of Flatland functions to the advantage of Flatlanders only so far as it can be limited.  In other words, we can reason squares to two dimensions, but never to three.  When asked what the third exponent means, the Square replies, “Nothing at all” (53).  This suggests to us another opposition to add to our original hierarchy:  finite math / non-finite math.  As mathematics moves toward the infinite it also moves toward disorder and possibility, away from what can be reasoned.  Beyond the limits of understanding is Imagination.  Speculation beyond two dimensions, beyond the finite, lies in the world of the supernatural, of myth, and of art itself—against Society, again Order, and against a patriarchy. 


This, of course, is the cultural pattern established by the Flatland society.  It is no surprise that this same pattern might be seen in the non-fiction works of Abbott, as well.  Set against a Catholic Church’s call to faith beyond reason, we uncover another apparent contradiction in the pattern . . . . 

A Quick Structuralist Read of Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress”

The Dionysian Ur-Code
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time
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wealth
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. . . and so while we have discerned that there is a clear opposition between love/lust (“love” listed first—on the left—as it is the preferred term, even to the poet, though the speaker apologies for being unable to live its virtues), and while we have discovered further a contrast between wealth and poverty (“rubies” found with time, but none without it, for instance), a merging of these oppositions is revealing.  With the indolence of time, love and wealth (like virtue) are luxuries, indulgences that might be permitted; however, human aging is inescapable, and so love and wealth are expendable—all that remains to the time-impoverished speaker is not epicurean splendor, but hedonism pure and simple. 


While this might not be surprising, the poem reveals a deeper code beneath this common tension. Note Marvell’s allusions to Greek mythology (“winged chariot”) and Christianity (“Flood,” and Jewish conversion).  Each reference to the past, spiritual or not, is linked to fleeting time—the inevitability of time’s flight against the supposed possibility of long delay through Christian images. The speaker opts for the argument of Greece over Rome, then, of paganism over Christianity. The virtues of Christianity (moderation and abstention) are the errands of fools who believe in a spiritual afterlife; our speaker is clearly not concerned with such superstition (“The grave’s a fine and private place” he says ironically).  


If so, we find a link now between Christian chaste and romantic love and polytheistic sensual and debauched lust—or, to put it explicitly in Greek terms, the Apollonian and Dionysian principles.  Greek society found a balance between these philosophies, but the Christian Church abandoned the god of wine’s revelries in favor of a more stoic and Platonic discipline.  Here Marvell may be arguing for a return to the past balance by levering lost time against abstention.  In short, the poem is a structural argument against Christian virtue, claiming it as a philosophy of wealth and luxury, not of natural or common-born humanity.


In this sense, Marvell predates many of his Romantic descendents such as Byron, Keats, Coleridge, and Wordsworth who so commonly linked nature and Greco-culture as virtues against modern decadence.  What Marvell does, however, is more complex still: he roots the argument not in a kind of Romantic dream (see Poe’s work or Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan”), but in raw sensuality, the undeniable natural world of consumption and death.  Here, at last, may be the Ur-Code of Marvell’s work, the primal and bottom-level message.  It is an opposition of nature/society, of instinct/manners, of pleasure/idealism.  Here I have reversed the terms to demonstrate that Marvell values the first of each.  


At the heart of all human motivation is the decision of action/inaction, of what we wish to do versus what we “ought” to do—and what we ought is never the natural order but always the imposed cultural paradigm of the time, however seemingly reasonable. Society may call it “vice” in an effort to subdue it, but the term itself is simply a euphemism for the “primal.” Against nature, reason and manners are impotent, and “quaint honor” will always “turn to dust.”

Psychological/Psychoanalytic Criticism


In different forms, this enormous school of criticism dates back to Freud and earlier (from about the 1900s), though its roots go back as far as Aristotle and his ideas of catharsis.  It is perhaps the most abused, most controversial, and least appreciated of theoretical approaches.  At its most basic, psychological criticism asks us to read a text for an understanding of the author’s state of mind.  No, this doesn’t mean that “the author is crazy” or that “the author is on drugs” in each reading.  It does mean that we can learn about our consciousness (or unconscious) through the author’s own experiences and texts.  Even in 1844, critic John Keble said that poetry “is the indirect expression . . . of some powerful emotion . . . the direct indulgence whereof is somehow repressed,” suggesting that within literature we can discover the author’s mind.  


Later, critics studied the psychology of literary characters as a basis for understanding the authors.  Feminist criticism and reader-response criticism would find their bases here.  What we read in literature is an expression of motive, drive, desire.  Thus, we can learn about the masculine motivation through unconscious expressions of oppression, etc.  This examination of drive is not limited to the male consciousness, obviously.  

In the 1950s and 1960s, the subject of inquiry became the relationship between reader and text.  Literary characters are the author’s attempts to shape the readers’ psyches.

The internal conflicts of characters fall in several categories:  conflicts between body/mind, evil/good, and animal instinct/moral-spiritual desires; selfish desires vs. loneliness; conscience vs. physical/emotional drives; striking a balance between opposite extremes in desires/actions.  Thus, here are some common conflicted human drives:

· Be part of a group or be a free individual;

· Be secure/certain or have adventure/excitement;

· Have necessities of life but not to do steady, routine work

· Have pleasures, but not to do steady, routine work

· To learn everything, but learning is confusing

· To feel rooted in a home, but not to be tied down

· To do praiseworthy work in a modern system of anonymity

· To love without losing freedom or accepting responsibility

· To do well without arousing suspicion or jealousy

· To own things but to be generous and give them away

· To have good looks and popularity but not through lies, flattery, and money

· To have luxury but also to live simply and close to nature

To fail at resolving these drives is to fall into despair or confusion.

For a moment, we should identify the main abuses of the theory.  Some critics push their theories too far, ignoring the rest of the text.  Sometimes this devolves into an almost occult use of strange language and jargon.  In addition, some psychologists who practice literary criticism know too little about literature; and some literary critics know too little about the psychology.  Finally, beware the psychologist’s fallacy, that of projecting our own psychology onto the subject of our inquiry!

To do psychological criticism, we can approach discussion in one of three ways:

1. Discussing the author’s personality (Dickinson and Poe are favorites) in order to understand the text;

2. Discussing the literature (titles and themes) in order to find a biographical portrait of the author;

3. Reading one or more works closely to find the consciousness (or unconscious) of the author.

All three critical approaches can be attempted in each of three main camps.


I. Freudian Schools – Freud, Erikson, Kegan, Gilligan, and Riesman.

While Sigmund Freud, his students and followers frequently disagreed, and while much of Freud’s theories have been debunked as overly sexual, limited in scope, and symbolically forced, much of what Freud did for psychology has lasting impact even in contemporary criticism.  The more fundamental of Freud’s terms can provide keen insights into literary characters, and if these characters are mere sublimated extensions of the author’s unconscious. . . .

For Freud, who indulged in some literary criticism without really understanding literature, the value of a work depends on how successfully and powerfully the author reveals his/her unconscious and/or how universal those qualities are.  Freud said that the ambiguities of language reflect mental processes.  Even so, the great artists are able to sublimate their desires (repress their real wishes and anxieties) in their works.  Freud said that, like an iceberg, the great weight of the human mind lies beneath its surface.  

All this boils down into three main concepts: 1) that the mind is largely the unconscious, 2) that all human behavior is ultimately guided by what we would call sexuality, and 3) that the social taboos which apply to some behavior cause us to repress the desires.  These will unconsciously emerge in disguised forms of dreams, language (Freudian slips), art, and/or neurosis.

The personality can be divided into three parts:  the id, the ego, and the superego.  The id contains the base of human instinctual desires (aggressive, sexual, etc.—think the pleasure principle).  Freud said that the id “knows no values, no good and evil, no morality.” The superego develops from and contains the parental and societal morals (the morality principle).  It blocks off and thrusts back the desires of the id, creating our sense of guilt. The ego must moderate between the two and show the outward personality (the reality principle). It is reason and circumspection.  Therefore, all personalities have an internal conflict. In Moby Dick, as an example of these three forces, one might see the great white whale as Melville’s symbolic expression of superego Puritanism, the mad Ahab as the rapacious id, and the sane Christian Starbuck as the rational ego.  

While many critics reject such a simple structuring of the unconscious, two other aspects of Freud’s theories are even more controversial.  The first is most of the “vulgar symbolism” of dreams which has been largely discredited (all long objects are phallic and all hollowed objects are yonic, for instance), so don’t waste your time overanalyzing for these.  The other is child development and fixations—the oral, anal and genital—which focus on our vital needs, eating, elimination, and reproduction.  If these needs are not satisfied at the appropriate stages of development, the adult becomes fixated (for instance, becomes an orally-fixated compulsive cigarette smoker).  Frost’s “The Mending Wall” has been called an oral effort to return to the nursing mother.  Odd.  

The infamous Oedipus complex manifests itself at the genital stage, an unconscious rivalry with the father for the love of the mother.  Fear of castration and opposition to authority are extensions of this complex (which is mirrored for females in the Electra complex).  

The workings of the unconscious emerge chiefly in three ways (isn’t it always three?):  1) condensation, the fusion of several ideas/desires into one object/symbol;     2) displacement, substituting one desired object with another “more consciously acceptable” one; and 3) symbolism, the representation of a repressed desired object with one that is associated.  These are very similar means of perceiving the same behavior; what we read is not all that it seems.   

Freud said that artists before his theories anticipated his ideas, such as Shakespeare and Dostoevski.  For instance, a famous interpretation of Hamlet is that Hamlet is upset with his uncle because he is jealous—for, like all male children, Hamlet wants to sleep with his mother.  The ghost is a manifestation of his unconscious jealousy, his treatment of Ophelia is a transference of his disgust with his mother’s disloyalty to him, etc.  Some might stress that such a meaning is an extension of Shakespeare’s own Oedipus complex.  Others might direct the meaning to readers who find themselves “purged” or “cleansed” through this socially-acceptable expression of desire.  No wonder the play’s so popular!

Trauma and Distortions.  The Superego acts to repress trauma (working for a good balance), but it can also work over-actively, like a lecturing parent.  It can tell us that sexual behavior is dirty or sinful, causing impotence or frigidity.  It can also cause forgetfulness, slips of the tongue, and degrees of apathy.  Sometimes this is through an unhealthy identification with an object or person that satisfies those repressed desires (for instance, a girl’s desire for a “bad boy;” it can fixate on a body part or object to absorb that id-like energy; in the worst cases, it can actually cause regression to an earlier growth stage, which explains child-like behavior in adults.  In reaction formation, the ego may switch its desires for one object (which produces anxiety) into a desire for its seemingly “safe” opposite. Finally, the ego may shift blame by projecting its anxiety onto something in the outside world.


Superego and Ego Distortions.  Self-pity and worry are milder forms of acting-out, the childish delinquent behavior of tantrums and the like for attention.  In teen years, the runaway Superego is prone to narcissism.  Narcissists are so insecure that they play-act roles to get attention—they pretend total blamelessness and recklessness, combined with sexual promiscuity (sex is only conquest) that can devolve into violent behavior to protect the fragile ego.  Some say this is the most common disorder today.  The over-balanced ego, on the other hand, can become a “parent”—harsh, dominating, over-critical, torn by the meaning of moral acts; it produces the smart-kid/little professor or the over-courteous, compliant type who avoids conflict but is never truly happy.  Egos which are severely retarded can avoid well-adjusted friends and those who demand responsibility, and/or it can make wild approaches to its desires, scatter its sense of time and work, totally procrastinate, totally reject one value for its opposite, or destroy the wonders of love by expecting it to be perfect, total, and unconditional.  [See Riesman and the Narcissism section at the end of this Freud section for more information.]  


Freud’s developmental stages and psychoses were later expanded beyond these simple oral/anal/genital divisions, and the traumatic twistings of the unconscious were expanded and complicated by his students and others.  

Erik Erikson’s Eight Stages of Development

A student of Freud, Erikson outlined eight general stages of human development that we mature through or become arrested within.  The stages are not completely separate from one another, but overlap.

1. Trust vs. Mistrust.  Babies are susceptible to fear, anxiety, anger, and loneliness.  But babies also inherit curiosity, fearlessness, a sense of power, and a need for approval/love.  If parents abuse these needs, the result is mistrust, bitterness, and the beginnings of self-hate.  The result can be the later inability to love or be loved, or not feeling worthwhile as a person.  

2. Autonomy vs. Shame/Doubt.  Generally the years from three to eight, children learn that people have to do some serious work, that some unpleasant things must be tolerated, that the days of pleasure are gone.  The sense of right and wrong develop, usually based on what parents reward/punish.  If this is inconsistent, kids may 1) develop confused or tyrannical consciences, 2) learn to hate authorities, withdraw, or become silent daydreamers; 3) become self-pitying or revengeful; or 4) become overly goody-goody in their search for approval.  

3. Initiative vs. Doubt and Guilt.  Roughly ages 5-10, children develop a sense of power, modeling themselves after adult heroes.  Conscience becomes strong.  Sex differences become apparent (boys are more forceful and competitive, girls more quiet and learn to love and value domestic things—and no, feminists have not changed this; see Gilligan below).  Failure to become independent here can lead to qualities of the other gender, though tom-boy girls tend to outgrow the tendency.  Boys have a more difficult time and through pre-adolescent teasing can become overly-aggressive towards others to mask the insecurities.

4. Eagerness to Work vs. Inferiority.  Ages 9-20, the development of a desire to do something useful.  This is a stage of testing of adulthood, of facing reality, practicality, and logic.  Learning tools/skills for adulthood are important—no wonder teens hate books that seem impractical!—if school delays this too much, teens drop out of school and social life, feel a sense of inferiority or paralysis, and are unable to make decisions or concentrate on goals.  This stage greatly overlaps the next.

5. Identity vs. Identity Confusion.  This stage begins at age 12 and lasts through life, though should be mostly completed by age 25.  Who am I and what am I worth?  The ability to trust one’s self in most situations, to grow slowly while exploring new and even dangerous experiences, to demand respect and freedom.  What can I do with my life? Compels us to realize that life can be more sad, lonely, and boring than friendly, happy, or exciting; to reduce the need for thrills to feel alive, to develop close friends, and settle in on a career.  What can I believe in?  The choice between God and more humanist tendencies, to value others morally, to accept physical and mental freedom to choose.  Who loves me and who can I love?  After we like and respect our selves, we can share lives that unfold inner personalities, that become a quiet sense of well-being.  Sexual attraction is especially strong early, but increases intimacy only when between those mutually in love.  If sexual activity comes before this stage is understood, the relationship may never develop beyond the physical. This is seen when sex is a selfish act of relief, or when one attempts to lose one’s self in the other, or use it as an excuse to control the other, or wrap their entire world in the other, trying to achieve all of their relationship needs with one person.  

6. Intimacy vs. Isolation.  Beyond age 21, the development of being close to another or a family.  It becomes satisfying to make others happy.  Notice that “intimacy” literally means “no fear” of the self.

7. Success vs. Stagnation.  Always beyond age 30 and sometimes never reached, means the ability to do valuable things in life well—family, love, friendship, property, career—so that the future is promising.  Stagnation is a sense of being stuck, that life is unsatisfying, that years have been squandered or lost.  

8. Integrity vs. Despair.  Beyond age 40, the self is undivided on issues of guilt, doubt, fear, depression.  Few regrets or desires to change the past, they have a sense of serenity, a feeling of readiness for death.  With quiet, they can look on the younger world with amusement.  Despair, though, is a sense of a life wasted, and can trigger childish ego states such as selfishness, rage, and suspicion of others.

Robert Kegan’s Extension of Erikson

Kegan worked at Harvard following Erikson and developed five stages still often used today, a sense of people swinging between independence and the inclusion of others.  

0. Incorporative Stage.  Birth to age 5, children take in experiences, midway between others and independence.  Erikson’s first two stages are important here.

1. Impulsive Stage.  Ages 5-7, they become secure in their family situations, but experiment with separate selves and imaginary friends.  They only vaguely recognize that their impulses are only qualities of their selves.  Divorce or separation at this stage is extremely hazardous.

2. Imperial Stage.  At ages 12-16, children in Erikson’s third and fourth stages are more concerned with themselves.  Trying to find themselves and their places, family and school give way to the need to share emotional experiences; friends often are ones who mirror their own (in)securities.  Relocation of family is especially hazardous during this time.
3. Interpersonal Stage.  Upper teens and early 20s, here relationships and love become important, but they avoid a fusion of personalities. Commitments and loyalties are limited, broken just before they make that final step.
4. Institutional Stage.  Roughly ages 23-35, they assume authority and responsibility in work and learning.  They allow others, even life partners, the same independence of thought that they enjoy themselves.  The hazards here are in loss of career or deep love.  
5. Interindividual Stage.  “The culture of intimacy” in love and work.  Loving interdependence with others, they have achieved Freud’s purpose in life, “to work and to love” freely.
Carol Gilligan’s Extension of Kegan and Erikson

Gilligan, also of Harvard, saw Kegan’s and Erikson’s studies as too much influenced by masculine attitudes.  While not contradicting them, she includes a feminine component to growth and a richer definition of love.  Many feminist critics have taken particular interest in her work.  

1. Justice vs. Caring.  In infancy, there is inequality (size and freedom) with adults though a need for attachment as well.  For boys, the inequality is more vital; for girls, the attachment.  Boys must wean themselves from seeing life as a powerplay and justice as its main good.  By concentrating on seeking equality and operating on justice concepts, they risk adult isolation.  Girls, though, steadily seek attachment to others and place value on caring.  But the modern world demands women to be selfless martyrs, so adults feel guilty if their caring seems at all selfish.  Therefore, a union between justice and caring is needed.  Males are interested in reciprocity between separate people; moral problems are resolved by rules.  Females respond to others in their own terms, seeking to lighten their burdens; they assume interdependence from people who need each other.  Moral problems are seen as relationship issues, successful if relationships are restored.  

2. Growth and Love.  Young people need to cultivate the “affective” (affectionate) imagination, the ability to experience the feelings of others.  Those feelings should be taken on as part of the very self.  Males may fear this as a loss of independence and identity.  The problem of love is how to avoid detachment and resist the temptation to turn away from need.  Men’s ability “to be objective” can also lead to indifference and inaction; they believe they cannot know what others are feeling.  To reason only from justice is moral arrogance.  But compassion and sympathy are not satisfactory solutions to this problem.  Gilligan proposes the name “co-feeling,” to eliminate the subtle distance of compassion.  We experience feelings different from our own, we have the ability to participate in them; and we can be affected by them.  For Gilligan, love is “a state of active, harmonious interplay, tracing its origins to a pleasure in responsive companionship and a correlative discomfort in loneliness and isolation.”

David Riesman:  Inner-Directed vs. Other-Directed People

Sociologist Riesman claimed to see a basic change in human personalities since the 1800s.  The 19th century, still working from the Puritan ethic, stressed individual responsibility and independence.  Children respected this idealism, creating people able to conquer a continent but difficult to understand (Melville’s Ahab).  Modern industrial society, however, had to compel people to organize to get the work done.  Thus schools began grading students on their ability to work with others.  Whole generations have been trained to silence their own personal beliefs and be tolerant and sociable. The result is a productive society of nervous, insecure people who no longer know what they believe, who are almost ashamed of their individuality.  The inner-directed personality thus becomes the other-directed personality (Salinger’s Holden Caulfield).  We still admire strong-minded people, even when they are abrasive.  But this extreme change has resulted in the sickness of the century—adult narcissism.

New Narcissism and Manipulation

Narcissism is Freud’s term, a stage for children to outgrow.  But modern psychologists think that parents are no longer weaning young people out of this stage.


Young children need a balance between learning who they are and the limits of acceptable behavior, a distinction between the inner and outer worlds.  Insecure parents cause children to feel rejected, wrapped in their own fantasies, unworthy of love.  The inner and outer worlds are all one experience.  They create a bigger-than-life fantasy self that they don’t truly believe, causing its own insecurities; they also assume everyone else is like them.  They see envy, exploitation, dishonesty, and unreliability in the world around them.  


Assuming a powerful public image, narcissistic teens and adults exploit and devalue others because of their self-doubts.  They develop charm and calculating seductiveness, but loathe those who they manipulate as weak.  They crave acceptance and popularity to conquer their doubt and talk with pseudo-insight.  They cannot truly love because the dependence upon another may reveal their self-hatred.


Adult disorders from this pattern are vast.  They are easily bored but fear competition, they lack firm values and so cave in to the wishes of others for popularity, they cannot depend on others, they work too hard at playing but play while working, they have a vague and scattered dissatisfaction with life, and they are not so sensitive to others as they might imagine.  But they still fantasize about their power, popularity, beauty, etc.  They don’t care about the ideas of others so they cannot intellectually engage with others for truth; the “big show” must go on.  They manipulate relationships even with loved ones to hide the insecurities.  They are even unable to mourn.  Our business world plays to narcissists—narcissists are successful in impersonal corporate worlds.  They can be financially successful, but for their own children they unconsciously train them to be truly pampered.  

In the absence of mature, loving relationships, children become objects for their parents narcissistic conflicts.  The pampered child says, “If we can’t love each other, at least let us play this neurotic game together.”  The child’s response is an exploiting, killing attitude toward its environment.  Pampered children insist on special privileges, becoming hostile or spiteful when they don’t immediately receive what they believe is their due.  Intellectual efforts are made for rewards, not for any concept of learning.  If they find themselves losing in these manipulative games, they accuse authorities of elitism, constructing insincere but elaborate arguments about the value of everyone.   

Erikson Part II:  Failures to Build Identity


When young people judge themselves by the same rules that other people use to judge them, when all seem to convey a fairly consistent message of success, they are developing well.  It’s a matter of aligning the inner and outer worlds.  This development occurs with an ever-widening circle:  parents to teachers to chosen heroes and role models to humanity in general.  Thus, the creation of a healthy individual depends upon the outside society; more, if the community has a crisis, healthy youth will suffer their own crises.  In a world where the societal messages are increasingly inconsistent, organizing one’s ideology becomes . . . difficult.  The experiments of youth, contrary to what they themselves and parents may believe, are not a search for freedom but a means to align and face up to what really counts.  Young people will, then, experience one or more symptoms of failure in establishing identity.   Unless extreme or prolonged, Erikson says, these are natural to growing up (even adults will sometimes feel them.).

1. Wishful Thinking, Withdrawing, Useless Worrying. Unsuccessful people may fall into inaction, wishing for a miracle to save them from failure.  They will fear failure and withdraw, or even worry overmuch to foster their inaction.

2. General Identity Confusion.  Young people may be overwhelmed by the combination of problems of physical intimacy (not just sex), education/career, competition between peers, and new-found power/responsibility.  They play and test at these complications, but they fear the blending of identities with those around them (the fusion with their own shaky identities).  They may, then, withdraw or limit themselves to “safe” contact or, conversely, they may seek intimacy with unlikely partners to prove that they can be intimate.  This certainly can happen when their physiological development matures before their psychological selves.  Some forcibly delay their sexual activity because they see its dreadful consequences if abused.  This delay can also cause a distancing, a readiness to deny a group that they are “out” with and equally one that they are “in” with.  Finally, they can try to merge with a leader, a “safe” adult with whom they can experiment or apprentice themselves.  Ultimately this will fail because of the need for idealism and the inherent imbalance in development.

3. Identity Diffusion:  Time and Work.  Time is hated (sleep means one might miss something; waking means one must face something).  Work is confusing:  inability to concentrate and competition with others is hateful; the desire for exploratory fun is wiped out.

4. Identity Diffusion: Totalism.  The transition from morals based on parental approval to morals based on individual principles is often conflicted; as a result, some seek total solutions in life, becoming totally good or totally bad—anything to destroy a deep guilty moral conflict.  

5. Identity and Dropping Out.  To “get lost,” one must know one’s self; to “drop out,” one must have been in.  Premature removal from life’s activity only delays the establishment of identity.  People must also know themselves if they are to give themselves to complete love.

6. Identity Confusion in the Extreme.  Some teens would rather be nobodies or totally bad or even dead than be not-quite-somebodies.  These “nobody” types revert to childish games; they retreat from competition and become paralyzed.

7. Negative Identity.  Those who want to be somebodies may follow anyone who offers leadership.  They willfully ignore advice and engage in delinquency: “I know who I am and I stand for things society hates or fears.”  They seek companionship with others who are of similar mind and these negative (established as opposed to society) personalities feed upon each other.

Where does evil come from in abnormal personalities?  Especially in novels/plays of the last hundred years or so, the answer may come from the above discussion.  

II. Jung, Campbell, Pearson, & Mythological Criticism.

Very popular is the psychology of Freud-student Carl Jung; sometimes called depth-psychology, it is more speculative and philosophical than the analytical work of Freud.  Some critics distinguish between Jung and mythological approaches, but both basically follow the same belief:  that religion, anthropology, and culture can yield as many insights into the psychology of humanity as Freud’s biology.  As dreams and sublimation can reveal the psychology of individuals, myths are projections of a people’s fears and values.  And art taps myth by satisfying our basic psychological needs; there is an intimate relationship between dreams, myths, and art.

Jung offers three general motifs of the individual, the shadow, persona, and anima (often hero, heroine, villain).  The shadow is the dark side of our unconscious, the less pleasing parts of us that we want to repress, the “saurian tail” that we still drag behind us (characters Iago, Satan, Kurtz).  The anima is more complex, the “soul image” or vital energy in us.  It is also the feminine in the male psyche (“Behind every great man...“), the mediator between the ego and the unconscious (characters Eve, Helen of Troy, Galadriel).  Finally, the persona mediates between the ego and the real world.  It is the mask that we wear for society, our social personality which is quite different from our true selves.

Our needs, perhaps rooted in biology, hard-wired into us at and after birth, are basic patterns and forms of experience such as “mother,” “rebirth,” etc.  The mind is not a tabula rasa (clean slate); it’s born with inherited behaviors.  The focus here is not on the individual consciousness but what we call “collective unconscious,” primordial images called archetypes, images shared by all peoples in all cultures.  A great author possesses access to archetypal images buried in racial memory.  We live the fullest life when we are in harmony with these symbols; wisdom is to return to them.  But this recognition and acceptance takes incredible courage and honesty. [See the section on basic archetypal patterns and symbols which follows.]  

Since these primordial ideas are beyond understanding, they require mythological imagery to give them form.  Images of archetypes, never the full idea (intention), are cast upon our consciousness like light flickering on the walls of Plato’s cave.  Therefore, there is a narrative surface text composed of images and a textual depth where the archetypal connections exist.  Like the structuralists, there is a single, underlying myth/idea if only we can find it, a monomyth.  Try this with Campbell’s monomyth.  Is it all psychological?  The myth for Jung is the myth of the quest:  the male hero struggles to free himself from the Great Mother in order to become a self-sufficient being who can then find the ideal Other/female. 

The Oedipus myth clearly weaves the father-mother, vegetation-plague, light-blindness, state-king motifs together.  Is it an accident that this tragedy was performed by Sophocles during vegetation rituals?  

Finally, I should note that a few theorists place a special school of this criticism called the American Dream.  Basically, this is the Myth of Eden placed upon American heroes who can regenerate a new moral world.  The hero is separate from the world’s influences, an innocent who can restore us, or who fails trying (Huck Finn is the best known).

Many Jungian followers, Joseph Campbell and Carol Pearson among them, extend the discussion of archetypes into mythological studies and children’s literature.  [See the sections on Pearson’s hero archetypes, Raglan’s hero pattern, and Campbell’s monomyth following the literary criticism section.] 

 III. Lacan and Post-Structural Psychological Criticism.

Jacques Lacan combines the psychological with the post-structural, using language to express absence, creating a semiotic version of Freud.  To put it another way, words, like Freud’s unconscious desire, are reflective of what cannot be fulfilled.  They try to express what they cannot ever fully realize, reaching out one after another, never reaching their object; they are the “arena of desire.”  Words are/have their own unconscious.  Hmm.  (Words are free-floating signifiers, completely separated from the author; See semiotics and post-structuralism.)  

Our understanding of ourselves is, then, a duality.  Children begin understanding adult projections onto themselves.  Then they see themselves, their mirror selves, and are unable to match the two.  In this way, two images—neither the reality—conflict for dominance, and consequently the reality can never be known.  We live a constant dialogue between our selves and others, and much else is a displacement of this basic duality.  

Like Freud, Lacan said that forbidden wishes are expressed through the unconscious use of language in condensation and displacement.  Now, since the unconscious is in language, these ideas are found in literature in metonymy and metaphor.  

Lacan was phallocentric, more than Freud was and yet unlike Freud.  The Phallus (intentionally capitalized) is a linguistic archetype representing reality and exclusion.  This is quite similar to Freud’s Oedipal complex, the desire for the ruling “Law of the Father.” That is, the omnipresent male perspective shapes reality and limits conscious perspective, excluding other possible views.  (Note here the structuralist opposition—what is/is not, what is male/female, etc.) There we find that the missing reality is actually an absence.  It is here that, ironically, the feminist takes cues; the feminine is absent (of power, of Phallus, of reality and presence).  If Lacan is right, we can learn about the limitations of a psychologically-colonizing male language.  [See feminism.] 

Major Figures:  Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, Jacques Lacan, Marie Bonaparte, Ernest Jones, Harold Bloom, Sir James Frazer, Mircea Eliade, Kenneth Burke, Joseph Campbell, Robert Graves, W.H. Auden, 

A Quick Psychological Interpretation of Abbott’s Flatland
Abbott as Erikson’s Outcast

Abbott has been accused of being a narcissist, a grandstander, and an excellent educator.  Whatever the case, we might draw clues from his fictional work, Flatland.  In fiction, authors may indulge in fantasy, supposedly safe from too close analysis.  Yet it is just this sort of genre “sanctuary” which proves the most fertile field for analysis, where a writer’s unconscious slips onto the page.  For Abbott, who speaks in the first person through his narrator A. Square, we find an author embroiled in theological controversy, too much entwined in his society to ever cut himself free.  For A. Square, perhaps a fantasy Abbott, we find a protagonist who creates release through unjustly-labeled heresy.  

A. Square is seemingly a productive and involved member of his society, placed among “our Professional Men and Gentlemen” (7), like Abbott himself.  Yet while he makes a point of placing himself above the lowly Irregulars and Soldiers of his society, this is the last we hear of his station or his work, as if it were unimportant.  The rest of the novel is spent in describing the satirical workings of society and the quest to insanity. 

. . . .While A. Square writes objectively enough about Flatland, about the power of Nature and the logical ordering of his world, we need not elucidate its irony here.  Square speaks disparagingly about women  (none are “suffered to stand in any public place without swaying her back from right to left” (12)) and about the Universal Colour Bill which he describes as “diabolical” (30), but we recognize that Abbott intends quite the reverse.  In this sense, we can take Square at his word when he says at the end of Part One that men are “bi-mental,” able to speak to women and to men (40).  By this we may infer that he means he can speak to a lower order of thinking (by extension to the masses of Flatland in Part Two) and to the educated.  How it must have irked Abbott the educator to do the same!  In his role as teacher, Abbott was the constant corrector of thinking, so much so that even in his obituary R.S. Conway anecdotally reports Abbott’s habits:  “No, no, what was his mistake?  Tell him his mistake” (in Stewart). . . .

As trapped as he must have felt, quietly insulting his students and peers through his novel, it is little wonder that Abbott wished to escape.  Erik Erikson marks Square’s stage as one of Identity vs. Confusion (he must decide to remain a member of society or become an Apostle to a new Gospel).  But Abbott’s character fairly leaps at the opportunity to change roles:  “I awoke rejoicing, and began to reflect on the glorious career before me” (77).  There is little confusion about Square’s desires, so eager is he to become an outcast, to be arrested for dissent like many before him. . . .

The stage of Identity, then, would be a misjudgment.  Abbott, later in his career when he penned Flatland, could only rejoice at fleeing the mediocre minds around him, as if he was currently experiencing regret.  Stagnation in one’s occupation leads to a life of despair, Erikson says—we are unable to find a sense of integrity in our age or our life’s accomplishments.  Instead we long for a new career, a new path, or as likely, wish to rewrite our old one.  And so Abbott writes his fantasy escape, even while recognizing that breaking from his path of tradition and mundane labor means incurring the wrath of its Masters, that his unconscious made ink is “no better than the offspring of a diseased imagination, or the baseless fabric of a dream” (82).  

A Quick Lacanian Approach to Abbott’s Flatland
Lines and Power in the Feminine Dimension

If women are characterized by absence, one has to wonder what to make of Abbott’s choice to allow Flatland women an unequivocally phallic shape capable of great rapacious violence.  Of course, the males of Flatland can conceive of no greater horror than to be pierced—violated—by a woman’s “Dance.”  A Lacanian would certainly pursue this seeming homophobia, this fear of the male looking into a mirror, becoming a victim of his own internal drives.  And, of course, the males of Flatland are incapable of seeing a woman unless she wiggles—her entire phallic image vanishes completely (and is all the more dangerous as a result). She is only seemingly absent, but the male cultural paradigm seeks to control the latent (hidden) female power by compelling it to be visible, thus rendering it impotent.  Therefore, as Abbott makes clear, the phallocentric Flatland is not a rule by sexual or physical prowess (where women ironically might dominate) but of cultural conditioning by males. This is the “Natural order” of things, say the males, and the possibility of female power cannot even enter the minds of females—at least not until Ian Stewart’s 2000 novel, Flatterland.  So powerful is this on the author’s unconscious that when A. Square is finally enlightened, it is only in the area of dimensions; he (like Abbott, perhaps) remains “naturally” ignorant of his ironic understanding of power.

A Quick Psychological Read of Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress”

Sexual Imagery in “To His Coy Mistress”

Guerin, et. al.  Handbook of Critical Approaches to Literature, 1999: 150-3.


Juxtaposition is important here. The speaker expresses his love by stating an impossible condition:  “Had we but world enough, and time / This coyness, Lady, were no crime.”  Flattering his prospective mistress as “Lady,” he outlines the “ideal” relationship of the two lovers (4-5, 19-20).  He has managed to refine his seduction of all his grossness, but he has not swerved from his purpose:  it is only a matter of time before she succumbs to his words.


But by the second stanza he shifts to overt pressure (21-24).  The flying Chariot of Time (note the subtle implication of sexual union in “flying”) is juxtaposed against an eternity of oblivion, just as the slow vegetable love growing to the vastness of empires is contrasted with the deserts of death.  It is only then that the speaker reveals what this means in terms of love (25-30), that death and dust will take both lives and love.  This stanza is fairly brutal in its explicitness:  the “marble vault” of line 26 is only a thinly disguised metaphor suggesting both rigor mortis and the fleshless pelvis of the skeleton.  All love must finally end in ashes, whether chastity or lust.


In the final stanza, the speaker relaxes his harsh irony and speaks to his lover more passionately to seize the moment.  He achieves a sublimation of sensual statement through the bold sincerity of his passion and his brilliant imagery (33-46).  Here again the sexual imagery is overt.  The fire image smolders in stanza one, burns to ashes in stanza two, but blazes in the concluding stanza.  The poet conveys a sense of desperate ecstasy.  The eating-biting metaphor (primal oral eroticism) is fused with the flying symbol of birds of prey, contrasted again to the slow cannibalistic devouring by Time.  The last four lines drive the message home with harsh rhythmic spondees (“Thus, though” and “Stand still”) and strongly suggestive puns (“make our sun” and “Make him run”).

.   

A Quick Jungian Read of Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress”

Archetypes of Time and Immortality in “To His Coy Mistress”

Guerin, et. al.  Handbook of Critical Approaches to Literature, 1999: 175-7.


While it’s easier to see these elements in novels and drama, many poets (Blake, Keats, and Eliot among them) intentionally structured their work around mythic themes.  But other artists, like Marvell, do so without calling themselves myth-makers.

Because of its strongly sensual and cynical theme, “To His Coy Mistress” is sometimes dismissed as an immature and immoral love poem.  But to see the poem as little more than a clever proposition is to miss its greatness.  It is, in essence, a poem about time.  As such, it is concerned with immortality, a fundamental element of myth. In the first two stanzas we encounter an inversion or rejection of traditional concepts of human mortality.  Stanza one is an ironic presentation of the “escape from time” to some paradise state where the lovers may dally for eternity.  But such a state is a foolish delusion as the speaker suggests in the “Had we but time” and his metaphor of a vegetable growing to infinite size in some archetypal garden.  Stanza two then reverses the idea and discusses time in terms of the desert archetype, governed by the inexorable laws of nature (note the Sun archetype implicit in “Time’s winged Chariot”), the laws of decay and death.  Stanza two is as extreme in its philosophical realism as Stanza one is in its idealism.

The third stanza presents a third kind of time, then, an escape into cyclical time and thereby a chance for immortality.  Again the sun archetype appears, but this is a sun of “soul” and “instant fires”—images not of death but of creative energy, fused with the sphere (“Let us roll all our strength and all / Our sweetness up into one ball”), the archetype of primal wholeness and fulfillment.  In Myth and Reality, Mircea Eliade indicates that one of the most widespread motifs in immortality myths is the regressus ad uterum (a “return to the origin” of creation or to the symbolic womb of life) and that this return is considered to be symbolically feasible by some philosophers (such as Chinese Taoists) through alchemical fire.  

It would be incorrect to suggest that Marvell was familiar with Taoism or immortality archetypes, but he has employed a cluster of images charged with mythic significance.  His poet-lover seems to offer the alchemy of love as a ways of defeating the laws of naturalistic time; love is a means of participating in, even intensifying, the mysterious rhythms of nature’s eternal cycle.  If life is to be judged not by duration but by intensity, then Marvell’s lovers, at least during the act of love, will achieve a kind of immortality by “devouring” time or by transcending the laws of clock time (“Time’s winged Chariot”).  And if this alchemical transformation requires a fire hot enough to melt them into one primordial ball, then it is perhaps also hot enough to melt the sun and “make him run.”    

Reader-Response/Phenomenological Criticism
Doesn’t the creation of art presuppose an audience?  Or, in other words, if a poem is left alone in a forest with no one to read it, does it have a meaning? The question should not be what literature is but what literature does.   

Even Aristotle spoke of the cathartic, purging effect of great tragedies.  He understood the effect that literature does have on readers.  But it wasn’t until the 1960s and 1970s that literary theory returned its focus to the act of reading, and the result has been one of the largest movements in literary criticism.


The concentration of reader-response criticism, then, is on what readers do and how they do it, completely opposed to the formalists.   It is based in a philosophy called phenomenology which suggests that there is a continuous experience between the perceiver and the object of experience, that we should focus on the distorted forms of reality as perceived, not as it exists physically. Why else would we discover “new meanings” with each new reading of a text?

If we cannot focus on or understand accurately an object/reading (see intentional fallacy and criticisms of modernists), then we must look at how an object is conceived in consciousness.  Note how smoothly this can fit with psychological interpretations which will suggest that we read texts as reflections of ourselves (All reading is “misreading.”).


A reader reading always experiences something strange within a familiar setting.  A reader begins with his/her own thoughts until encountering the thoughts of another.  These “alien” or “Other” thoughts create a new consciousness which is not the reader’s own.  This new consciousness is the subject of the literature.  George Poulet describes it this way: “This thought which is alien to me and yet in me, must also have in me a subject which is alien to me.”  Consider how reading Daniel Quinn, Joseph Campbell, or a controversial spiritual text may initially cause us to reject its ideas, though we are completely unable to purge the ideas from our minds. Our new consciousness begins to work with the concepts even while our old consciousness seeks to reject them


Once a reader understands the “otherness” of a text there is a continuous relationship with it.  Our discussion of that otherness is what is important, especially as it relates to one’s self.  As we read a text, our expectations along the way provide clues.  


But who is in charge in this continuous relationship, author or reader?  If the reader, then the text is blank (see Affective Fallacy) and anything may be said of a text; if the author, how is the reader’s role important at all?  Perhaps it is a community of readers that allow only a limited number of correct interpretations and we can call them common sense restrictions.  How do we determine which meanings are “off the wall” and which ones are “on it”?  Is there such thing as an ideal or implied reader?  How much, then, are these meaning-making communities politically and socially based?  Does this mean that the reading of literature is a political act?  Who or what is in control of the reading?  Can the author create limits of interpretation?  Who is the reader?  Reader-response critics have several answers, meaning of course that this field is hardly unified in its beliefs or approaches, which of course makes the theory infinitely fun to argue!  However, a few common patterns of interpretation may be helpful:


Approach One:  Demonstrate how the literature reflects what a reader does with literature.

1. Cite the text to justify the focus on reading and how it discusses what the reader does;

2. Show how non-reading aspects of the literature nevertheless show the circumstances of the reader (for instance, a teacher-student relationship in a story may parallel the author-reader relationship);

3. Show, therefore, that the reader’s response is a perfect analogy to the story’s subject.

Approach Two:  Make use of the process of reading in fashioning meaning:

1. Notice – What parts of the text stand out or are noticeable (therefore important)?

2. Significance – What is it about these details that have reliable connotations or special meaning?

3. Configuration – How do these significances fit into familiar or recognizable patterns?  

4. Coherence – How do these patterns fit together in the text as a whole?  [See Toolbox #8]

This last method creates what could be described as “interpretative vertigo,” the anxiety which comes from a seemingly infinite number of meanings.  The rule of significance, for instance, asks us to explore every possible interpretation across texts and across our culture’s meanings in order to find reliable meanings.  


If we think this through, the rules of significance (that there are several varied meanings) and the rule of coherence (that everything fits together) clash.  Thus the reader experiences ambiguity, confusion, uncertainty, anxiety.  How does one decide what belongs as interpretation and what does not, especially if there are no rules to tell us what is more or less acceptable?  This anxiety is also a part of the process of reading and meaning-making.  The anxiety is reading.


In the end, readings (interpretations) evolve, and if we can accept this idea, it’s one step toward creating a new, imaginative, rule-governed reading of our own.  Reading is then described as transformative, ever-new.  

Major Figures:  Stanley Fish, Hans Robert Jauss, Wolfgand Iser, Norman Holland, David Bleich, Peter Rabinowitz, Patrocinio Schweikart, Walter Slatoff, Umberto Eco

A Quick Reader-Response Discussion of Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress”

The Seduced Reader of “To His Coy Mistress”

Witty but sensitive, vulgar but beautiful, the speaker of Marvell’s poem utters the traditional male pick-up line:  “Let’s do it.”  Yet because Marvell crafts the bestial plea with such grace, we can’t help but admire (and even grow jealous of) the effort.  


As readers, we may wonder whether the seduction is successful.  And while the speaker is addressing a woman, the reader can hardly place himself in the position of the addressee.  The “Lady,” the She, is not to be found in the text; the only character, one of humor and charm, is the male speaker.  The reader identifies with him.


 It’s an intriguing paradox:  just as a reader wrestles with the many meanings of Marvell’s images (just as the She might), the reader identifies with their inventor who knows their meaning.  To remain passive or reserved (“coy”) when interpreting Marvell’s work is to assume the position of the female.  The active mastery of the image or idea is for the male reader. 


 For instance, the most direct line and also the one most noteworthy, “Now let us sport while we may,” smacks of hedonism, a romp of love while time is short.  Marvell’s choice of “sport” reveals the male understanding of the act—it’s not to be taken seriously, despite the other images of substance and beauty.  


The significance of the word, more than its connotation of frolic, can also be found in the sports male community of readers.  The proverbial “locker room talk” of males is of just such a vulgar nature with its boasting of exploits and tawdry and exaggerated recollections of how the seduction was accomplished.  The speaker’s direct assault upon the timid She is configured to remind readers of the poem’s real meaning.

But what might this be when placed within the larger work?  On its surface, the poem reads as a seduction.  But the She is not present.  Who, then, is the intended reader of the images?  The answer, as revealed by Marvell’s use of the word “sport,” is fellow males.  “To His Coy Mistress” is written as the masculine boast of sexual and poetic prowess amongst a collection of 17th century peers, all of whom were educated, all of whom were male.  

The poem, a lyric (far more refined than the crude “There once was a man from” forms of contemporary lyrics, but hardly different in topic), is intended to beguile, but its strength has come from its ability to attract literary scholars for nearly 400 years—all educated, all male.   Quite a seduction.

A Reader-Response Analysis of Abbott’s Flatland

The Vertigo of Spaceland
A. Square is a teacher of readers.  Throughout Flatland, he is our guide and one with whom we readers find sympathy.  And yet, while we find him familiar and even cheer his desire to enlighten the masses, he is a character of limitations.  Ultimately, while he succeeds in teaching readers, he fails to reach his own masses.  More, as readers we identify with the character from three dimensions, the Sphere.  We, Abbott writes, “who are privileged to live in Space” (3), are simultaneously teachers of Flatlanders (as the Sphere teaches Square), yet are taught by Square himself.  What are we to make of this paradox?  

Abbott creates an unusual “Otherness” in his novel, one which turns the reading upon itself.  Ideas which are simpler than three dimensions are painstakingly taught; ideas more complicated than three are smoothly concluded.  Abbott’s two-dimensional protagonist teaches three-dimensional readers (“the necessity of this I will speedily demonstrate” (3)).  Abbott’s three-dimensional god teaches Square (“Surely a plain statement of facts followed by ocular demonstration ought to suffice” (58)).  Yet Abbott’s Square teaches the Sphere (“Behold the infallible confirmation of the Series . . . ‘strictly according to Analogy’”(72)).  And the Square fails to teach his own people, or those of even one or no dimensions.  

Strictly according to analogy, then, the turnabout relationship between student and teacher in Flatland might be extended to a similar relationship between Abbott and his Readers.  “Either this is madness or it is Hell” (64), one might respond.  Up in Space, Square makes this protest, suffering from the dizziness of enlightenment and vertigo.  “It is neither,” clarifies the Sphere; “. . . it is Three Dimensions” (64).  

And so we come to the root of our analogy.  The world of three dimensional teachers—be they Abbott, the Sphere, or Ourselves—is both madness and knowledge, teacher and student, reader and read, ambiguity, uncertainty, and Otherness.  As readers, we must “try to look steadily” for meaning (64), but recognize its impossibility.  We allow each new text to teach us, even while we bring new meanings to it, informing the text with our own knowledge and experience.  

Flatland teaches us, but we—as we do with all texts—teach back.  We can bring Einstein to Victorian thinking, gay rights to Shakespeare, and Congo to Yevteshenko.  We are the Sphere’s knowledge, but also his ignorance.  We are Square’s passion, but also his naïveté.  Abbott reminds us that to read and comprehend is to suffer the interpretive vertigo of meeting Ourselves and the Other within the same character.   

Deconstruction / Poststructuralism






Both terms—deconstruction and poststructuralism—have been used interchangeably, but the best way to think about this is that following the structuralists and modernist writers were the post-structuralists and post-modernists.  Poststructuralism is the broadest term, covering all of the literary theories which follow.  However, deconstructive criticism is the more specific literary theory and was basically the first to usher in all of the rest.  (Postmodernism is an even broader cultural movement, not limited to literary theory. See Postmodernism section.)  While dominating the 1980s, deconstruction has since given way to its progeny for reasons which will become clear.

Deconstruction has the reputation for being the most difficult of literary theories, even to those in the field!  However, we all have deconstructed texts before, likely without being aware of it.  Can’t texts sometimes support two or more opposing ideas?  Here’s the key to making this work:  don’t approach it like some great quest for the hidden truth; think of it as a light-hearted “play” with text—frolic in the contradictions.

The theory was made famous by Jacques Derrida in the late 1960s and was opposed to structuralism (rather disgusted with the idea that a central meaning might be found).  Make no mistake, deconstruction is political in nature (as are all philosophical movements).  It believed structuralists were trying to resurrect some kind of human truth like the Romantics in response to early 20th-century modernist despair.  Derrida, a Frenchman, has worked to overthrow American New Criticism and formalism, to turn literature “against itself.”  Derrida says (at least we think he does; he’s hard to read!) that structuralists are afflicted with a traditional Western bias, a blindness.  They assume that somehow they can sit “outside” of some structure/answer/pattern in order to observe and describe it—as if someone could stand outside of their own culture and judge it.  But there is no reading without cultural bias; the only thing we can do observe the interplay between texts, between different readings of them.  And the word “play” is important!  

In this way, instead of trying to find the order or pattern of things, deconstruction seeks the limits of understanding, the outside borders of meaning.  It questions the assumptions behind “intellectual insights,” testing the legitimacy of limits that are necessary to find meaning.  When does a dog cease to be a dog and become something else?  What about democracy? hope? theme? Yes, there are webs of meaning, but these lead to uncertainty, not certain meanings.  (See concerns also around reader-response criticism.)


Nothing is exempt from deconstructive analysis—goodness, truth, aletheia, God, man, etc.—Many of these concepts in other schools of criticism are considered the base or the center by which we act to critique, as if they somehow escape structure.  We assume that these concepts are either an “origin” or “truth” or are the intention of the author.  Thus, we reason, we should not question them.  But in deconstruction, any reference point is decentered.  (This, by the way, is what Nietzsche meant when he said that “God is dead” to the modern world; He has been decentered.)  


Nietzsche’s work has given the poststructuralists their roots.  Nietzsche took issue with most assumptions of Western civilization: that reality can be known through reason, that knowledge records reality rather than constructs order where there is none, that moral goodness is the suppression of our primal natures, that truth rises above language, etc.  All the ideals of Western thinking, he said, are mere projections of power.  Life is, instead, matter without meaning, an endless cycle of replication.  He was followed by Georges Bataille in the 1930s who said that humans project closed systems of thought onto the world and expel everything that doesn’t fit their schemas (patterns).  Reason is one such closed system, a political choice.  


In literature, deconstruction is a strategy of reading.  The process is to find the oppositions that literature reveals (truth/error, nature/culture, male/female, etc.—see structuralism) and recognize that one is more important or privileged (usually the first or left hand term).  Then, deconstruction reverses the hierarchy, making the inferior superior.  The goal is to explode the original relationship, not to create a new hierarchy but to create an “undecideability,” a lack of power or center, a rupture in the conventional way of seeing.  (Note deconstructive approaches to fairy tales, for instance, which portend to retell a familiar story from the wolf’s point of view, etc.)  In the end, the tensions and contradictions and differences in literature neutralize, cancel themselves out, leaving us in a verbal world of emptiness, but perhaps also in a world of possibilities.


There are, of course, three main terms valuable to know here:  textuality, undecidability, and strategy.  

· Textuality means what structuralists say it does:  that all objects can be texts for interpretation, texts which produce meanings, 

· Undecidability.  But since meaning cannot be anchored to any particular term/center or context, textuality is always unfinished or incomplete.

· Strategy.  For reading, then, there are two strategic moves:  1) reversal, and 

2) reinscription--that is, rewriting a new hierarchy.  

Most times these reversals are playful—no wonder many deconstructionists are our favorite comedians—but don’t let the surface “nonsense” of deconstruction fool you:  it still is overthrowing an old assumption/belief, serious business.  


Let’s try an example.  We can conclude quickly, for instance, that Cinderella sets up an opposition between wealth/poverty and beauty/ugliness as ways of male and female power, respectively.  The tensions in the text are on these conceptual levels, not between a young woman and her stepsisters.  But what are we to say about these?  The more we explore the convolutions, the more we might question the culture which produced such hierarchies: why is beauty situated in the female? why does the female search for wealth only through the male power surrogate? A structuralist might end with answers to such questions, but the deconstructionist reverses the hierarchies and reinscribes, perhaps drafting a story (or supposition) of the young male servant who aspires to marry the wealthy older princess, but knows that he has no way to get to the dance.  Cute, but the reversal is not the whole point. Such a switch merely underlines the imbalanced opposition in the first place.  With the second text in place, the definitions of power become uncertain. What is beauty, after all? Why is the male use of beauty ridiculed with the word “gigolo”? The oppositional line which divides beauty from ugliness, male power from female power, is erased, leaving our ideas of true Beauty in limbo, unattainable.  A deconstructionist might say, for instance, that wealth and beauty are merely social commodities to be bartered and sold, or that Cinderella serves to remind us that socialite ugliness has a power all of its own.

Derrida is fond of talking about the opposition of speaking/writing.  We tend to privilege the first term, speech, because it’s associated with presence.  Only those who are “absent” write, and between presence/absence, the privileging is clear.  Since we can’t disentangle writing from absence, it is the inferior form.  Derrida calls this a Western bias called logocentrism, the belief that the spoken word was the ideal in the beginning, given by an ideal God (“Let there be light.”).  All we can do now is offer the inferior paraphrased or quoted phrase in ink.  Now, he could reverse and reinscribe these terms (indeed, some deconstructionists do), but Derrida argues that erasing the boundaries between the two terms is better (i.e. both are presence, both are absence, whatever).  Plato, for instance, has Socrates condemn writing, though he himself captures his mentor’s words in script.  Jean-Jacques Rousseau also claimed writing as inferior, though admitted that he often blurted out the wrong thing in company and so preferred to write:  “If I were present, one would never know what I was worth.”  Here’s how Barbara Johnson would say it in deconstructionist speak:  “Recourse to writing is necessary to recapture a presence whose lack has not been preceded by any fullness.”  (I know, just read this eight times and go to bed!)  Has any of this shown us what Plato’s and Rousseau’s texts mean?  Of course not. Texts don’t say “A and not B;” rather, they say “A and not-A.”  


Deconstructionists also differ with formalists over metaphor and metonymy.  Metonymy is replacing one word with another which are each associated in some way (i.e. saying to a waiter “I’ll have the cold plate today,” meaning that you want cold food) as opposed to metaphor where the words are not associated (i.e. “I’m feeling kind of blue.”).

Why, the deconstructionists ask, do we privilege metaphor over metonymy (why, for instance, haven’t you learned metonymy before AP)?  Isn’t it likely that all metaphors were once metonymy and that we’ve forgotten the association?  Consider a term like “Iran-gate” or “Whitewater-gate,” for example.  Most today still know this “-gate” suffix came originally from the Nixon scandal or Watergate.  How many remember that Watergate was the name of a hotel?  And how many will be able to explain 20 years from now how “-gate” has come to be associated with scandal?  Deconstruction does exactly this:  it shows us how old hierarchies (metaphor and speech) could just as easily be different.  Causes become effects, (d)evolutions become origins, and the result is not a new order, but simply the deconstruction of the old.   Hosts and parasites are inseparable, just as authors and critics, texts and readers.


Obviously, all this means that a text can mean the opposite of its intent.  In fact, it can mean many opposites, subverting the desires of author and reader!  


Here’s Derrida:  “The absence of a transcendental signified extends the domain and play (jeu) of signification infinitely.”  Yes, you understand this.  Without a Real God or Truth, a center, there are no limits to how words can be played with and connected.  Welcome to the textual labyrinth.  In reality, most critics continue the “play” until they reach the state or aporia, a point where incompatible meanings become absolutely irreconcilable, a deadlock.  


Can deconstruction deconstruct itself?  It needs to; thus, many poststructuralist critics deconstruct each other’s deconstructions, leading to great webs of criticisms far from the original texts they sought to discuss.  Critics of the theory suggest that it’s nihilism; discussion where no meaning is possible is simply echoes in a void.  Pretty depressing.  The deconstructionists respond in many ways, saying that their theory makes new methods of investigation possible (see its progeny theories) or that they are heroically facing the truth of the abyss (at least three terms in there that scream for deconstruction themselves).  
Major Figures:  Jacques Derrida, Barbara Johnson, Jacques Lacan, J. Hillis Miller, Paul de Man, Geoffrey Hartman, Michel Foucault, Roland Barthes, Harold Bloom

A Quick Deconstruction of Abbott’s Flatland
Way Up North

Abbott’s Flatland concludes with its upright and balanced (re: square) protagonist haunted by a phrase which is clear in utterance but rapidly fading in meaning, one which ultimately condemns him:  “Upward, not Northward.”   In closing his eyes he attempts to re-visualize his ascension from only months before, but “I was not then quite certain (nor have I been ever afterwards) that I had exactly realized the original” (80).  His attempt to reclaim his experience, to rediscover the meaning of his paradoxical phrase, is his Sphinx and, like his predecessor hero Oedipus, his fate depends upon it.  The wonder of this situation lies not in the surface contradiction, the apparent impenetrability of Square’s puzzle, but that he has failed to recognize the larger incongruity.


It is little wonder that Square cannot “indicate the direction which [he] meant when [he] used the words” (81):  gesturing into three dimensional space with the resources for two dimensions is as impossible as representing any signified with a signifier.  Gestures, as any sign, can never properly point to reality.  Nor can he accomplish the feat with “diagrams or descriptions” other than imaginary.  Square believes he can explicate the concept of North, but not the inexplicable “Up.”  But he is mistaken.  “Up” and “north” are not contradictions as indicated by the phrase, but are linked themselves by their inability to embody any original or authentic meaning, let alone the one he seeks to remember.

Square’s archetypal Beast, then, is the inevitable and inescapable slippage of language from metonymy to metaphor, from memory to amnesia; so badly does Square suffer it that he has named the wrong Greek monster to represent his dilemma.  The Sphinx’s riddle is one that pretends solutions; yarnless, however, Square has fallen into a three-dimensional labyrinth of signifiers, and his Minotaur is his belief that he can escape.  

This slippage is present throughout the text, further exemplified by Flatland society’s policies which reverse and complicate the process.  While Square attempts to restore meaning to now empty signifiers (“Up,” “North”), his priests make every effort to remove signifiers from meaning (“colour,” other-worldly revelations), an equally daunting task.  Concepts, signifieds, demand labels (however flawed); one label may be replaced with another, but Orwellian limitations on knowledge occur not by policy, but by the nature of language, on their own terms. In this way, Square and Circle engage in equally impossible heresies, working against language’s affinity for disintegration.     

Flatland is about the leveling of depth, but also the thickening of language’s Sophoclean riddles.  It is the satire on propriety, but it is also the earnestness of heresy and the futility of both.  

A Quick Deconstruction of Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress”

The Sealed Utterance in the Void 

“Thy beauty shall no more be found,

Nor, in thy marble vault, shall sound

My echoing song . . . “


Confined within the walls of mortality and time, Marvell’s speaker grieves the loss of permanence and works on his subject to restore it through the procreative act.  The trouble is, it was never his to begin with.  The mortal soul echoes into dead space, “the marble vault” of a tomb, his utterance fading at last to silence, and that only a repetition of an idea heard through Marvell’s forty-odd lines and generations without end.


Simultaneously compelling and repellent, the crypt song is, of course, sounded outside a yonic metaphor, and the vault becomes at once a cold and stone-like grave as well as a symbol of regenerative life, both closed to our speaker’s cries.  First, this paradox might be seen by a formalist as sublime irony, a marvelous double entendre.  But this assumes that “vault” is metaphor and not metonymy for a potentially larger complication.   


The vault is a signifier of protection, a place of valuables and capital; when the capital is safe, the system is stable, and Marvell’s metaphor inextricably links virtue (of chastity, “your quaint honor turn to dust”) with economic security.  Likewise, these are prescribed as the “natural” or prescribed order of things, for these two ideas are linked with the formalists’ former irony of life/death, the cycle of mortality.  


The speaker resides outside of all of these ideas, working not merely to possess these significations but literally to violate them; he wishes, through a ruse, to symbolically overthrow the systemic order of virtue/capitalism, claiming that through this act eternity may be discovered.  


The speaker’s act, a song, echoes into this sarcophagal emptiness.  And here we find another dilemma: what is the allure of entering this life/death signifier if the speaker currently resides outside of it?  For that moment of violation, the natural cycle of mortality is made moot (“though we cannot make our Sun / Stand still, yet we will make him run”) even while the procreative act reinforces nature’s pattern.  Thus, while the speaker attempts to con the Lady, it is the Lady’s vault which cons the speaker: this is no entrance to eternity but an affirmation of the speaker’s own mortality and the cultural order of virtue (after all, the motivation to seize the chaste affirms it as a desirable virtue, just as currency has only as much value as we choose to place on it).

No wonder the song echoes—it has been sung for generations and Marvell’s speaker is seduced into the deathly act of seduction.  The speaker, while in the outer void, bereft of order, resents his non-echoing song, the one free to spill into a world of possibility, and therefore wishes only to seal it himself in the marble of mortality.  

Dialogic Criticism / Sociological Criticism
Dialogic criticism is based on the work of Mikhail Bakhtin, a Russian who did most of his work in the 1920s and 1930s.  However, similar to the Russian formalists, due to Stalin and other circumstances, we never saw his published work until the 1960s and following.   And it wasn’t until the 1980s that he became popular.  There are a few critics who follow Bakhtin devotedly, but usually poststructuralists will borrow his ideas as they need to in their own applications.

Dialogics looks at the meaning of language at the moment of utterance, its context:  speaker, time, place, listener, reader, etc.  In literature, this means looking at the author’s dialogue with an implied or actual reader.  Language is a constant dialogue with utterance and reply; even thought is dialogic.  Text is not “static,” an unchanging thing, like the formalists believe, nor is it determined only by the author and reader.  The context affects the text as well and, as the reader changes, so might the text’s meaning.  

We speak many languages, constantly talking with ourselves with the voices we’ve acquired over the course of our lives; in that sense, we speak gender, culture, political, national, professional, ethnic and other languages.  Perhaps a kind of sociological criticism but certainly like historicism, literature is part of the context itself, becoming a factor influencing other texts, creating a web of cultural voices

Think also of it this way:  a writer, anticipating the reader, “accents” the text for that reader.  In other words, a writer/speaker defines herself by her perceived relationship to others.  This can get very complicated when we think of all the factors that might influence meaning—and each is a separate “voice” in the conversation!  (For instance, one voice could be the “middle class,” another voice could be “1930s virtue,” another a bad encounter with a dog at age six, another could be critical response to a previous book, etc.)  

Now let’s think of this in terms of a novel.  All those characters, all those voices, all of them filtered through narrators and authors . . . .  First, they disrupt our reading of the author’s voice, and they make all novels dialogic rather than monologic (actually, Bakhtin says that nothing can be totally monologic).  The discourse in novels is more important, even, than plot; and unlike thinking about plot where all the loose ends are tied together, the multiple voices of dialogue never get resolved, leaving all texts open-ended.  (No wonder the Soviets suppressed him:  he offered the option for other voices!  Definitely an advocate for free speech.) Knowledge, too, is best seen as dialogic—a great lesson in the idea of freedom.

This is where it gets fun!  Bakhtin says that, in this sense, many novels are also carnivalesque.  Carnivals reverse expected power hierarchies (think of the Festival of Fools celebrated in France, Mardi Gras, or some high school parties where the forbidden becomes the mandatory) and novels allow subversive or mocking voices to emerge.  This becomes especially important when we recall that all communication is made with the audience in mind.  Carnivals and novels make power relative by addressing it.  This dialogic aspect of novels makes them unique from other genres.    

Dialogue is action.  “When dialogue ends, everything ends.”  His theories make room for ambiguity, uncertainty of meaning, oppositions, signification, but not a single meaning locked into a text, especially as imposed by monologic readers.  Try this one on:  Conflict is juxtaposition, “coexistence and interaction” between polyphonic voices.  Only through this understanding can a reader become “intimate with someone else’s discourse” and not “fuse with it, not swallow it up, not dissolve in itself the other’s power to mean.”  Uh, yeah.

Sociological Criticism -- Like the dialogic critic, if works are a web of voices, we receive them through our own preconceived notions, selecting interpretations to fit our needs, thus also revealing clues about our society.  Literature is then a contributor or creator of history.  Critics look at the effects of humans on texts and vice versa as much as they look at the effects of events on texts.  How does literature influence/impact human interaction and behavior?  Most criticism is done on contemporary readings which have the greatest effect on current readers.  (Note, for instance, the effect of seeing a film with New York skyline which includes the World Trade Center.)


This approach is directly in opposition to theories which set texts apart from the world (formalism, New Criticism, structuralism) or those which contend that texts speak only to each other (deconstruction).  While this seems strikingly similar to traditional historicism, the difference lies in the idea of dialogue, of the contemporary trends in sociology.


Literature is inescapably conditioned by its context, but then so are its critics.  Marxists and feminists are especially interested in this discussion, and New Historicists built directly upon these ideas.  

Major Figures:  Um, Mikhail Bakhtin, Harry Levin

A Quick Sociological Introduction to Abbott’s Flatland

Flatland and the College Board

Much has been made by contemporary readers of Edwin Abbott’s depiction of women in his novel Flatland.  Abbott, who in his life argued for the advancement of women’s education, bids his hero to ironically remark that “as they have no hopes, so they shall have no memory to recall, and no forethought to anticipate, the miseries and humiliations” (14).  Yet this advocacy for equality is a far cry from modern feminism which many readers may seek.  In the late 1800s, Cambridge refused to let women even qualify for a degree, regardless of the few allowed into the colleges or of their distinguished scores.  They were neither placed on the class lists nor given course credit.  It was not until 1970 before individual colleges even admitted women.


Victorian liberalism is not today’s feminism, and so readers of Abbott today might mistakenly call him a worthy pioneer or even a man ignorant of true equality.  Neither is an accurate view of Abbott’s historical position; yet intriguing are the shifts of meaning and value judgments brought onto this text by readers of different ages.  This is made evident by supplemental and sequel texts penned by other authors which attempt to correct the impressions formed of women or the mathematical ambiguities in a post-Einstein age or even Flatland’s history.  Thus, Abbott’s original purposes and receptions are lost in the context of history, and today we are left with the indeterminacy of modern inference.  


What is perhaps most interesting is that, in his day, his novel was barely recognized.  The history of the London School makes only brief mention of the fictional work of their most famous schoolmaster; his obituaries and the Dictionary of National Biography do not list it.  Abbott was recognized as a writer for his treatises and essays.  Today he is known for little but the fiction.  And such knowledge! Signet, Bantam, Dover, Perseus, and Quill publishers are just a few who have printed the work in several editions.  And the Advanced Placement® College Board recognizes it as a major work worthy of study. 


What imposition does such a distinction make upon the novel’s meaning?  What aspects of it are students compelled to study in order be marked as “distinguished?” Which readings will earn them course credit and which are dismissed as frivolous?  There is a profound difference between a small work read while buried in the confluence of Victorian theological debate and one read a century later and labeled “classic.”


For the better part of its history, the College Board has lauded the “close reading” of literature, a technique born from the New Critical movement which was prominent at the founding of AP programs.  This technique relies upon the supposition that all elements of the work contribute systemically to its overall theme.  Every word, each image, every syntactic nuance is a stroke of the classic’s art.  Ambiguities are targeted to be resolved; tensions are celebrated.  Classics make no errors, harbor little discussion except the honing of one’s skills.  And while the Board has in recent years made overtures to other interpretive dialogues, the complexities posed by objective evaluation of much beyond the structuralist school stymies advancement.  The College Board rests within a particular history which is neither Victorian nor contemporary.  And so 21st century AP students read a 19th century work using 20th century tools.  And a dialogue across three centuries is forbidden them, just as Cambridge forbade its women credit or the Spheres their equality.  


Ironically, this is just the sort of discussion which may help unlock the contemporary dilemma readers face when confronting Abbott’s view on women.  Does Abbott intend Square’s remark when he hopes higher authorities will “reconsider the regulations of Female education” (40)?  Or is this part of Square’s ironic role of limited perceiver?  Or, contrary to the rules of a classic, is it possible Abbott accidentally slipped out of Square’s literary role and crossed back into his more familiar argumentative non-fiction?  Is it an accident when Abbott in the chapter on women leaves the fantasy entirely to add a footnote from our own third dimension (11)?  New Critical tools would confess no accident just as they would “have no memory to recall, or forethought to anticipate,” texts in contexts. . . .

Marxist Criticism
Most modern criticism has attempted to distance literature from history and author.  Yet history was the background for the formation of all literature and so literature participated in the conflicts of history, the historical dialectic.  And while Marxist thought has been with us, say, since Marx (1860s), his ideas didn’t seep into literary discussions for nearly a century.


Marxist critics are proletariats who promote cultural revolution through literature study.  They uncover the dehumanizing and fragmenting effects of capitalist cultures and show how deconstruction uncovers hierarchical principles such as class.


Let’s try a recipe for Marxism:  Gather assumptions:  history is change, so future is change; ideas come about because of (are shaped by) material conditions; class struggle motivates history.  Then add a good dose of class conflict between the bourgeoisie (rich non-workers) and the proletariat (disinherited workers).  The result is the inevitable overthrow of capitalism replaced by a classless society, the elimination of private property, and the end of the state.  

So long as economic and political power are unbalanced, in other words, there will be a continuous call (revolution) to equalize them.  The state (the government in charge of distribution of economic and political power) must fall in order to achieve equality.  If there were equality, there would be no need for a state to regulate or exploit others.

Though the end result in the 20th century was communism or applied Marxism, the ideas themselves have retained power.  It should be a simple process to look at novels as lessons of Marxist history.   


One wrote of Kafka, for instance: “The mood of total impotence, of paralysis in the face of unintelligible power of circumstances, informs” the modern world view and expresses bourgeois ideology.  Another said of Cooper’s Leatherstocking Tales that the tragedy of the American Indian is “the necessary fate of every primitive culture with which capitalism comes into contact.”


The economic base of society, as shown in the relations of production, determine the society’s structure.  Literature and art can’t be separated from social practices—literature is inescapably part of materialism.  But literature, a part of culture, is superstructure.  All literature, all words, are ideological, revealing underlying values (which of course are economic).  Marxists would look at New Critics and claim that the raising of art to such a high level only distances the elite power-figures from the lower class denied “education” or couth.  Some novels reinforce the capitalist values of the bourgeois and therefore should be condemned, and others present these ideas in a negative light, disrupting the status quo, and could be praised.  Novels of alienation, like Kafka’s, jar audiences out of their complacency, make them question their beliefs


Neo-Marxists (still usually calling themselves Marxists) will expand the doctrine to discuss how a bourgeois “way of thinking” is unacceptably limited, static, fragmented, and objective.  Any way of thinking is considered ideology, a concept which answers questions such as “What is real? What is good? What is possible?”  Any answer to these questions is belief/ideology.  These sort of existentialist Marxists (influenced by Kafka and Sartre) analyzed culture as a system in need of overthrow, not mere economics.  Structuralist thinking also fit with Marxists who saw their theory as an objective pattern or science.


Let’s go further.  Critic Pierre Macherey suggests that ideology can be found in a text’s “silences” or “gaps,” what a text fails to say because ideology makes it impossible to say it.  These textual absences are indications of what has been repressed in a text’s own unconscious.  A critic’s job is to expose these, to reveal them.  Hmm!  


Let’s proceed down this road of silences by extending our earlier deconstruction of Cinderella.  Ideologically, what is real is a link between beauty, wealth, and power; what is good is the proper arrangement of these according to male and female roles.  What is possible is female power and wealth achieved only through social marriage via seduction.  So what does the text of “Cinderella” find impossible to say?  It’s intriguing, for instance, that Cinderella’s stepmother never considers her own business enterprise, that nobility found through manual labor is ludicrous, that love itself is “bought” through beauty. And how readers are swept up into the “love story” of the fantasy!  The original texts claim that even the old king cannot turn away from Cinderella’s beauty; certainly the Prince is caught first and only by this—he never says a word to her nor she to him.  We ignore (and Disney censors) the self-mutilation of the stepsisters as they hack off heels and toes in an effort to wear the slipper and secure love.  What Louise Bernikow calls the “enterprise of being pretty” is the only business women require, and Cinderella breeds a culture which impoverishes genuine love and repackages it under the banner of beauty.  We call “Cinderella” a love story, even while it never speaks to us of love, only of sexual conquest under a new label.


The Italian Antonio Gramsci, while imprisoned by the fascist government in the 1930s, wrote his “prison notebooks” in which he forwarded the idea of hegemony (accent on the second syllable), that a social class achieves and maintains power not by open means of oppression, but by making its ideologies so pervasive that the lower classes unwittingly accept and participate in their own oppression.  Gramsci would not be surprised at all to see the poor and unbeautiful of modern times reading “Cinderella” to their children, of the reality show For Love or Money, or of women paying hundreds of millions of dollars in the “enterprise of being pretty.”


If all this is true, though, any philosophy or political position can use deconstructive techniques to uncover meanings!  More recent Marxists have shied away from the heavy politics and opened up to broader historical views of literature, leading to the examination of other sorts of relationships, paving the way for feminist critiques and New Historicism.

Major Figures:  Walter Benjamin, George Lukacs, Raymond Williams, Terry Eagleton, Louis Althusser, Walter Cohen, Pierre Macherey, Fredric Jameson

A Quick Marxist Critique of Abbott’s Flatland
Abbott’s Account of A. Square’s Account of the Universal Colour Bill

There is little reason here to describe how clearly Flatland’s history of the Chromatic Sedition fits snugly with class struggle and the proletariat’s right to self-determination in the face of oppression from the unelected.  That Abbott, a near contemporary of Hegel and Marx, included this chapter at all in a treatise intending to satirize England and argue theology is also notable.   Marx spent most of his time after 1849 working at the British Museum, scarcely a mile from Abbott’s City of London School.  Was Abbott commenting on Victorian England’s universal rights movements (for women and labor) which opposed the conservative policies of Queen Victoria?  Almost certainly.  Might he also have been commenting on the Empire’s suppression of the Indian Mutiny of 1857 or the Queen’s self-appointment as Empress of India?  Perhaps.  But what is most important to what Abbott’s position may be in these instances is understanding where his text through its narrator stands.    


This question itself is problematic as we have Abbott’s fictional (re: coded) report of his flat (re: ideologically limited) protagonist’s story.  There is, in our pursuit for answers, an inherent limit and ambiguity in the structure of any text.  However, some speculations might be suggested through cautious analysis.


First, let us make clear that Square is hardly objective about his history.  The “rebels” and their plan are described as “diabolical” (30), “taint”ed (31), “Anarchy” (31), and “wretched” (33), while the Circles are more neutrally described—“impartiality” (32), “delayed not to push their victory” (34), “balance of classes was restored” (34)--even while they betray the rebels in diplomatic session.  As readers, we see Abbott’s irony quickly: our Square is a bourgeois patsy, long ago indoctrinated into the “Natural” need for balance and order as defined by class distinction.  Thus, as readers, we infer the opposite of Square’s editorializing to be Abbott’s position.  Abbott appears to be an advocate for universal rights.


Yet there are still a few details that confuse.  If our narrator is the patsy, he remains an enlightened one.  The story is constructed to be told in retrospect; it is framed from an equally ironic asylum.  The same textual force which propels us to reverse Square’s opinions on the Universal Colour Bill also compels us to reverse his condemnation as insane.  So which is it?  


The answer may be found through Gramsci’s belief that subjected classes become unwittingly convinced to participate in their own oppression.  One might speculate, so pervasive is the hegemony of the Flatland priesthood that its ideologies pursue Square (as they do all common people) into prison and his own confessions.  He sounds almost desperate in his position:  “Already I was considered heterdox if not treasonable” (80). Nearly beyond despair, the single Truth Square discovers (that of a third dimension which would truly level the Flatland nobles were it exposed) is inevitably excised from his brain.  The suppression has no mystical cause—it is the workings of centuries of totalitarian conditioning. 


If Abbott teaches us anything, however, it is his own predicament.  Like his main character who is only ambiguously credible, so too is a Victorian writer who can never allow his conscience to speak a clear satire.  Abbott has the opportunity as a true advocate for freedom to attack the Empress; but the headmaster, a member of the Victorian intelligentsia himself, pulls his punch by discrediting his own hero, a rather meager sedition after all.

A Quick Neo-Marxist Approach to Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress”

Some may reason that Marxists can only address texts which have a clear political dimension, and while these make for the most accessible readings, Marxism hardly limits itself this way.  Marvell’s poem might be examined more deliberately from conclusions drawn from earlier interpretations. For instance, why is the poem’s speaker from the noble and literate class? How is his method of seduction claimed as superior to one considered more common? Do we know the social class of his target? If she is common and less-educated, how might our reading of Marvell’s allusions change, perhaps as a simultaneous seduction and oppression? As readers, then, which role do we assume when valuing his appeal?

Feminism

Man/woman.  Deconstruct this.


First, forget what you think you know about feminism.  Feminists are not the first wave political suffragists of the 1920s; nor are they the second wave ERA bra-burners of the 1970s.  They are seldom the extreme man-hating ideologists that get so much press.  They are theorists who have taken prior theories of psychoanalysis, dialogics, Marxism, and deconstruction and applied them to the idea of the feminine.  But beyond that, attempting to define exactly what feminism is becomes extraordinarily difficult; it is a theory more of absences than of presence and has become one of the most powerful movements in academia.   


Women are historically absent from the Western canon of literature, both as authors and as dominant character voices.   Tillie Olsen, in her 1978 book Silences, writes that women’s voices are “mute inglorious Miltons . . . Their silence is the silence of the centuries of how life was, is, for most of humanity.”  


History of Feminism.  For centuries, women were objects of exchange in male-dominated society where alliances were formed through marriage.  The assumed norm in many societies today is for women to be domestic, marginalized from economic and political power, and men to be public.  The social structure continues to broadcast the threat of physical force against women.  Violence against women is not rare, but central to a culture which forces women to turn to men for protection from other men.  

Oppositionally, consider the terms masculine and feminine and what each represent:  on the one hand, logic, reason, strength, mastery, law, objectivity; on the other, emotion, the body, weakness, impropriety, incapability of mastery, lack of identity, formlessness, and subjectivity.  In its worst forms, women are seen as connected to castration and death (the femme fatale).  How do we overcome this ideology?

Elaine Showalter describes three movements of female writing in history.  The first she describes as the “feminine” (1840-1880) where women imitated the dominant tradition of writing literature; the second is the “feminist” (1880-1920) during which women advocated minority rights and protested (marked by Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own); and the third “female” phase where the opposition to the male power is being replaced by a rediscovery of who women are (not “dependent” on opposition to men).  Simone de Beauvoir for instance, poses a simple question:  What is woman?  How is she constructed differently from men?  The answer is, She’s constructed differently by men.  And that must change.  


Distinguish between the term sex (a biological determination) and gender (a psychological determination, a culturally-acquired identity).  Literature, a producer of the cultural collective conscious of the patriarchy, reinforces gender roles.  Gender and the identity of women, she argued, are created through four models of female difference:  biological, linguistic, psychoanalytic, and cultural.  


Biological differences, the most obvious and extreme, carry two issues.  One is the writing of just bodies (as if this is all women are) and the other is women who attempt to write outside their bodies, as if they did not exist, each equally dangerous.  Linguistic difference has to do with women writing in a man’s foreign tongue.  Purging language of sexism is not enough; women will be alienated so long as the structure of language (and therefore of thought) remains male.  (Of course, creating a solely woman’s language remains elusive.)  The psychoanalytic difference discusses the free play of idea in women without the need for male closure.  The psyches of women have essentially been colonized by male ideology and women must discover the means to free themselves from these demeaning ideas (see Gramsci’s ideas in Marxism and Post-Colonial Criticism below).  Finally, the cultural difference discusses the social roles of women, including class, race, age, and other historic differences while identifying a collective experience which unites women across time and space.


In Theory.  Let’s divide (fairly arbitrarily) feminism into four general areas of inquiry, but all have the same goal:  how does one rescue the feminine from being somehow synonymous with inferiority?


Gender Studies.  If gender determines language and many feminists stress differences between feminine and masculine, gender critics believe that the idea of “difference” is what has created the oppression and wish to move beyond the idea altogether.  


Nevertheless, critics who claim that “writing is writing” miss the point that male writers are seen as “neutral” in literature and that “feminists” somehow are cases for a special plea.  Male criticism is ideologically blind to issues of gender.


Gender critics note that there are sex-related writing strategies in diction, subject matter, style, structure, and characterization. While male writers are more interested in endings with closure, women often prefer open endings.  Feminine logic in writing is often more associative; males are more sequential or goal-driven.  Males are objective; females are subjective.  Exceptions are everywhere, but these are well-studied trends.


Why are women’s historical journals devalued?  Is diary literature somehow less valuable than high modernist poetry?  These questions help distinguish the sexes, freeing women to be themselves and valued, and also freeing men to stop being “mankind” and be . . . just men.  Can we create a criticism which is purely female, a gynocriticism?


Marxist Feminism.  What is the relationship between reading and social reality?  The creation of feminist study programs, political action committees, film boards, and community groups demonstrates a link between theory and reality.  Marxist feminists see the capitalistic system of the West as sexually as well as economically exploitative.  They may, for instance, look at the economics of production and publication of texts.  What is “good” art is merely what the ruling society has deemed worthy.  Formalism serves ruling-class interests, connecting it to the systematic exclusion of women, minorities, and the working class.


Psychoanalytic Feminism.  The dominant schools of psychoanalytic criticism are from France.  (British feminism is essentially socialist/Marxist and stresses oppression; the French are psychoanalysts and stress repression; the Americans are textual, stressing expression.)  


For the French, merely some oppositions to detect and deconstruct:  active/passive, masculine/feminine, sun/moon, father/mother, head/heart, son/daughter, subject/object, intelligent/sensitive, reason/emotion, presence/absence (especially as seen sexually).  Either women choose the structural language of men (in which case they may speak, but only as men) or they can choose silence, becoming invisible and unheard.

The Freudian deconstructionist Jacques Lacan (remember him from psychoanalytic schools?) is particularly noted in this field.  By stressing the phallocentric control of society, Imagination is the realm of the feminine waiting to be tamed and codified by the Laws of the Father.  Femininity is a language of the unconscious which can be found through gaps in language, meanings that male discourse is unable to communicate.  Helene Cixous says that there is a utopian place, a primeval female space which is free of symbolic order, sex roles, and the Law of the Father, a place where the self is still linked with the Voice of the Mother.  To discover it in female writing is to find an immense source of feminine power.  Julie Kristeva calls upon women to “write themselves.”  


One well-known psychoanalytic critique is of modern film, structured on voyeurism and fetishism, the only pleasure being of males looking at female bodies.  The images of women in films force men to choose between devaluing, punishing, or saving the guilty female, or turning her into a pedestal figure or fetish.  These choices don’t leave much for the female viewer.


Other psychoanalytical critics focus on Jungian archetypes of Mother figures or explore pre-Greek Isis figures.  Myth, they argue, is a defining and important narrative for women.


Minority Feminism.  Within the feminist movement are other minorities, many blacks and lesbians.  Feminism can easily ally itself with arguments against racism, xenophobia and homophobia.  The personal is political.  Personal marginalization is a cause for re-evaluation.  Some have argued that even traditional feminists have “sold out” to white male hierarchies by stepping up into their power structures.  Black feminists attack the privileging of black male writers for literature of protest (like Ellison and Wright).  


What can minority criticism provide?  For one, black feminists dismiss Oedipal battles for relationships between sisters, mothers, daughters, and aunts.  Lesbian critics often reject heterosexual feminists for their attachments to men; some say that the truest feminine power is when two women’s strongest attractions are directed to each other, not necessarily sexually.  Their works are often marked with unusual grammar and experiments as they explore what a truly female language would look like.


Helen Vendler’s criticism of feminist positions is best captured here: “Feminism’s unacknowledged problem, visible from its inception, has been its ascription of special virtue to women.  In its most sentimental form, feminism assumes that men, as a class, are base and women are moral; in its angry version, that men are oppressors and women are the oppressed.”  For feminism to succeed, it must de-idealize women.  

Major Figures:  Simone de Beauvoir, Helene Cixous, Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva, bell hooks, Elaine Showalter, Kate Millett, Lillian Robinson, Sandra Gilbert, Margot Norris, Jacques Lacan, Gayatri Spivak, Toril Moi

A Feminist Response to Abbott’s Flatland
Or, Can a Victorian Man Understand Women’s Rights?

Much has been written of Abbott’s account of women in Flatland—some writers argue that he supports women’s rights (as indeed he endeavored to in his career), citing the more incidental asides (i.e. “For whenever the temper of the Women is thus exasperated” (11) to demonstrate that they do indeed have intelligence) or the final plea to “reconsider the regulations of Female education” (40).  Others extend these asides into a more obvious condemnation of Abbott:  that the exasperated women in the first passage lose their minds and kill their families; that the reconsideration called for in the second is made “on the simple ground of the enfeebling of the Male intellect” (40), a pre-emptive strike (and thus tainted motive) against more illicit danger from women.  


What is most peculiar is the seemingly universal fear of women throughout Abbott’s text.  If we can assume (for the moment only) that Abbott intended (as irrelevant as his intent may or may not be) to support the case for woman, a far deeper question must first be addressed:  is he capable of such support?  Headmaster of a school for men arguing diligently for a patriarchal faith, can Abbott help but use language which even unconsciously demeans his cause for women?  


Let us examine but a single sentence of the novel for clues.  Abbott writes, in regard to the training of young minds:

Now my humble fear is that this double training, in language as well as in thought, imposes somewhat too heavy a burden upon the young, especially when, at the age of three years old, they are taken from the maternal care and taught to unlearn the old language—except for the purpose of repeating it in the presence of Mothers and Nurses—and to learn the vocabulary and idiom of science (40).

Abbott here writes of two languages, two ways of thinking.  And while his male alter ego’s position is meant to be taken ironically, Abbott’s assertion of double languages is absolutely correct.  Perhaps the irony is intended in the hierarchical relationship he creates of male over female discourse.  In any event, there is keen irony in the protagonist’s plea to elevate the education of one language so as to protect the other against subversion.  The notion that male discourse (by which Abbott outrightly means education and science--to which the female was vehemently denied--but which implies all male thinking since he equates the two) is in some way more worthy is itself objectionable.  


Further, Abbott’s plea betrays itself in his use of pronouns.  “The young” are clearly male, as it is his aim to protect them from the language of the Other.  “Readers” throughout the novel are the same, since his plea is to them.  Abbott employs male discourse for other males; the very notion that a female critic might attempt to argue for Abbott’s liberalism misses the point that his fiction is not for them.  Abbott is bothered by the inconvenience of males having to “unlearn” what is feminine.  Feminine language and thinking is important only insofar as it is used for pacification; it is baby-talk.  

But if it is so infantile, whence comes Abbott’s fear?  Male knowledge remains a forbidden vault, a chamber of secrets, and a Mother must never learn the “secrets of the logical dialect” (40), but its perch is precarious (“I discern a weakness”).  And therefore Abbott has one unarguable strength:  the vault—a male text for males—is broken and its treasures are proven false each time a woman reads it.

A Quick Feminist Discussion of Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress”

The Mistress in “To His Coy Mistress”

This poem’s supposed logic and borrowing from traditional love poetry only thinly veil darker psychosexual matters.  What is most disturbing here is not the John Donne-like arguments, but the shocking attack on the female body.


The woman in “To His Coy Mistress” is not only unwilling to accept the speaker, but is obviously quite intelligent; otherwise he would not bother with such metaphysics.  Yet the speaker seems to frighten her into sexual compliance with violent and grotesque descriptions of her body.


Her body is the focus, not his or theirs together.  He effectively dismembers her body into discrete sexual objects, including her eyes, forehead, breasts, “the rest,” and “every part.” 


The speaker praises her “youthful hue” and dewy skin from which, through “every pore” he urges her “willing soul” to catch fire.  These pores are more openings into her body and the connection with the earlier openings and the penetrating worms of her “vault” belies the surface innocence of these images.  Soon after, he equates their love-making to the violence of devouring “birds of pleasure” which will “tear our pleasures with rough strife.”  All in all, the woman is an object to be consumed.


Written in the Renaissance tradition of equating a woman’s body to a fortress which must be assaulted, the poem depicts the secondary status of the female body.  In fact, when describing her approaching death, he does not describe his body moldering away with hers, almost as if he will not pay the same penalties.


But it is a mistake to read the belittling of women in the poem in a simplistic way; indeed, women’s marginalization in a male-dominated society today indicates not their belittling but their underlying power. The woman addressed is goddess-like, one who must be pleaded to and served.  The speaker’s flattery and verbal attacks mask his fear of her.  To him the feminine is closed and unattainable—she has already clearly said no to him.  The feminine then is portrayed in a negative state:  she does not assent, she is not in the poem, and her final decision is unstated.  It is a poem about power, and the power is with the silent woman, with the vault or womb, the negative space of the feminine.  


The speaker satirizes his lady’s coyness, but more so he satirizes himself and his peevish fear of the feminine as expressed in his attempts to scare her into sex with him.  The repellent qualities of his images of women—like a bad dream—haunt us long after his artful invention and his own coy sense of humor fade.

New Historicism

Emerging in the 1980s, New Historicists like Howard Zinn argue that history itself acts as a narrative and is therefore open to deconstructive techniques.  History as a text can be critiqued to uncover the meanings behind its “facts;” New Historicists are less concerned with History than with histories, than with investigating power.


Thus, literature (as historical reading) can be read in the context of power relations.  History and literature can never quite reach the “pure” meaning intended by its authors.  Is history repeated?  Whose?  Is history a promise? To whom?  For what gain?  Literature/texts are always political in that they express the values which inhibit or make possible different kinds of writing.  


New Historicism places literature and narrative within the historical chaos.  The history of a culture is a history of all its products, similar to Marxism.  In literature is not knowledge at all, but ideology reminding us only what is good, what is possible, and what is real.  New Historicists will look at all kinds of texts equally, examining modern works in particular to discover what patterns and relationships exist in our contemporary culture.  More, every time someone says that “such and such” an historical event may have shaped a literary text, that shaping event itself can be deconstructed dialogically—what fun!


Probably one of the greatest influences on New Historicism and much post-structural theory is Michel Foucault (1926-1984).  He spoke of the “archaeology of epistemes,” digging for the system of discourse which “somehow or other” dominates a particular era.  An episteme decides what gets counted as fact and what does not.  Thus, like deconstructionists, the kinds of knowledge which become excluded help define the system that excludes them.  Note how this completely changes the idea that history is some kind of chronology of cause-effect; it is, instead, a dialogic or polyphonic series of overlapping and interacting voices vying for inclusion.  Later, in the ‘70s, Foucault discussed how knowledge and power are intimately related, that reason (as defined by society) automatically must create the deviant, the mad, the criminal, the excluded, the unnatural, so that it can define itself against them.  This knowledge must be sexist, racist, even imperialist in practice.  

Art and literature, he said, are meta-epistemic, allegories of the system of knowledge in which they are created.  Power would be “a fragile thing if its only function was to repress;” it is not only coercive, but also productive and enabling.  Can you see, then, how Foucault might find Freud and Marx somewhat simplistic since their theories are merely authoritarian?  It’s not the fact that something is repressed, but we must ask:  How did it come to be this way?  Thus when we discuss literature, we don’t try to create enlightenment, but work alongside others in sapping power.  Okay, so here’s the killer bottom line:  Power isn’t something some have and others don’t; it is a strategic narrative, a story that is the texture of the lives we live.  


The New Historicist’s writing itself is then, of course, political in nature and thus the critic will always try to be self-conscious of his/her own political bias.  That said, a New Historicist deconstructs all the forces/biases which affect literature, and while the deconstructionists argue that no meaning is ever possible, the New Historicist is more likely to argue that it’s possible to mark some major trends/forces which affect texts.  


To narrow the theory into its pieces, let’s first consider some prime influences on the movement that we’ve already covered:

1) Louis Althusser’s Marxist views that ideology emerges in many ways, but usually covertly to cause individuals to behave in the interests of the ruling classes;

2) Michel Foucault’s ideas that a literary text reveals oppositions, values, and hierarchies, and that these texts are both products and producers of power, revealing the “truth” of their contexts;

3) The deconstructive idea that all texts are filled with signifiers that are ambiguous and conflict with themselves combined with Mikhail Bakhtin’s ideas of dialogic texts;

4) Anthropologist Clifford Geertz’s studies that each culture has particular patterns of signifiers which provide meaning for the people in it.

Working with these premises, most New Historicists proceed with the following critical beliefs:

1) Literature is one kind of text like any other which is placed in social contexts; it is not some aesthetic thing of beauty outside of history.

2) History is not a stable background that singly influences texts; it is a dialogic network of opposing and privileged views.

3) The idea of a basic human nature within the author, characters, and readers is also created by capitalistic ideology.  Don’t argue that there is an essential humanity which binds us beyond history.

4) Like authors, readers are also subjects that are constructed by their contexts.  So are New Historicists.

Got it? Now here’s where it gets tricky.  Greenblatt and others argue that in order to retain its power, any political or cultural order not only allows but promotes “subversive” elements and forces, but it does so in a way which will “contain” such threats.  Pretty pessimistic, huh?


Critic Raymond Williams uses the term cultural materialism to describe the Marxist (or Neo-Marxist) belief that at the bottom of all power structures is economics.  Cultural materialists examine, in particular, film and theater reproductions of earlier texts to mark the changes a new order has fostered.  (For instance, note Spielberg’s revision of ET.) 


If one were to examine Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” for instance, he might ask, Where did Keats see such an urn?  Why is one kept in a British museum?  How did it end up there?  All of the disturbing answers underlie Keats’s ideas of beauty, art, truth, the past, etc.  And these are issues that psychoanalysts and reader-response critics are unlikely to consider.  When reading Gulliver’s Travels, one might ask why Swift named a flying island “Laputa,” which means “The Whore.”  (Read an article by Susan Bruce to find out—I won’t tell you here!)  But in order to do New Historicism, a critic must be prepared to research history deeply and make connections in unusual ways.


New Historicists laid the groundwork for more minority critics and culture studies, and they have also “intruded” on the fields of politics, history, anthropology, art, and everything else they can get their hands on.  

Major Figures:  Clifford Geertz, Fredric Jameson, Hayden White, Terry Eagleton, Howard Zinn, Stephen Greenblatt, Raymond Williams, Nancy Vickers, Jerome McGann, Carol Neely, Richard Levin, Louis Montrose, Forrest Robinson, Walter Benn Michaels, Catherine Gallagher

A Quick New Historicist Critique of Abbott’s Flatland
Squaring Our Talk:  Abbott’s Frantic Fiction

To be sure, the Second Edition of Flatland’s addition of the Titus Andronicus quotation “Fie, fie, how frantically I square my talk!” sounds like mere pun, and at first glance a connection between Abbott’s and Shakespeare’s stories seems hard to place.  Indeed, Ian Stewart’s 2002 annotations of the novel find none.  But somewhere in the making of knowledge—which in the end is the argument Abbott portends to be about—we find a common pattern between 17th century and 19th century England, and it is found at the borders where language bends and then finally breaks.


Lauri Honko, when defining myth (in its broadest sense), says that “by imitating sacred exemplars the world is prevented from being brought to chaos” (in Dundes 49).  In other words, patterns of knowledge are retained if they imitate or build upon earlier similar patterns.  To invert this statement, the failure to cite and imitate “sacred exemplars” brings us to chaos (a new mode of knowledge-making).  Thus, Abbott’s use of the Immortal Bard, not only here but on nine separate occasions in the text, effects a furthering of a traditional mode of British discourse.  Abbott cites no other author throughout the novel.  It may be that Abbott wrote a novel which hoped to provoke a revolution in theological thinking—whether he succeeded is a secondary consideration, however, to our understanding of the patterns of thought which he cements.


A quick perusal of the Oxford English Dictionary suggests that in Shakespeare’s time, the word “square” has nearly a dozen definitions.  Among them are “to adapt or change,” “to disagree,” and “to agree.”  To resolve the confusion, note the circumstances of Shakespeare’s use.  In the play, Titus has lost his hands and is embarrassed when he recognizes that he has been speaking awkwardly, altering his words to fit the circumstances.  The truth is, no one will fail to notice that Titus’ hands are missing.  In this sense, Shakespeare contextually intends the “adapting” definition of language—Titus’ frantic effort to focus the perceptions of his audience.  But there are facts which are seemingly beyond dispute and need no language to either affirm or deny them.  


A. Square, in comparison, is a talking square, squaring his talk (in another inverted chiasmus) to adapt his language as well, but to which indisputable fact?  A tragic hero in the classical sense, the Square pleads with his Readers to understand the square reasoning of logic and Nature.  While he anticipates disagreement, his talk is similarly “squared” to mimic British tradition.  In so creating him, Abbott’s squaring affirms and agrees with a canonical view of art and history.  


Abbott, then, is caught in a sort of Catch-22 of squaring:  he wishes to “disagree” with the British methods of dispensing knowledge of theology and rights; yet by citing Shakespeare in order to appease his readers, he “adapts or changes” his language to suit their desire to feel comfort in the myths of their own history; thereby, Abbott “agrees” with the very history that limits its own thinking.  


He could have it no other way.  If Abbott failed to cite the central epistemes of his culture, just as his protagonist does in proclaiming a new Gospel, his work would be ignored or, worse, deemed heretical and chaotic, certainly unworthy of a London headmaster.  A frantic argument, indeed.

Minority Criticism & Post-Colonial Studies

Following on the heels of feminist criticism and New Historicists, several minority groups, especially African American, have also drawn on the tools of many schools to uncover the oppositions of readership and authorship underlying literature regarding their own cultures.  Colonial discussions are particularly powerful here, both politically and ideologically.


In particular, African scholars have tested the entire Western notion of the opposition to African rhetoric and literature, noting the “play” of blacks against the larger society.  Henry Louis Gates, Jr., one of the most powerful African American literary critics, uses the word “race” in quotation marks.  He warns that it “pretends to be an objective term of classification [but is] a dangerous trope of ultimate difference between cultures, which—more often than not—also have fundamentally opposed economic interests.”  Without biological criteria, “race” is dangerous because it is arbitrary.  “Yet we carelessly use language in such a way as to will a sense of natural difference into our formulations.”  To will difference as natural is to “engage in a pernicious act of language, one which exacerbates the complex problem of cultural or ethnic difference, rather than to assuage or redress it.”  The questions around culture are not simple, but here are a few.


Which cultures belong to a literary canon?  Who decides?  What constitutes a culture? Does it have to be ethnic? What does “we” mean? and, for that matter, who are “they,” “the Other”?  Does celebrating the “Other” only reinforce a mainstream canon?  Should ethnic texts be incorporated into the mainstream, or do the mainstream even think in these terms?  

By this thinking, any minority group can follow this deconstructive approach to literary criticism.


Here are some basics of various minority groups, especially as connected to American studies, and the post-colonial agendas which follow.  


African-American Writers.  African American writing often displays a folkloric concept of humankind; an ambivalent consciousness from a bicultural identity; irony, parody, and bitter comedy arising from this consciousness; attacks on white cultural superiority; and a focus on survival through language games like “jiving,” “sounding” (direct insult), “signifying” (goading through word play), “playing the dozens” (explicit sexual insult of parents), and rapping.  Ralph Ellison describes this as “the group’s attempt to humanize the world.”  


African American literature can be divided into several literary periods:  

· Colonial and Early American (see especially the poetry of Phyllis Wheatley);

· Antebellum (pre-Civil War), with the works of Harriet Wilson, Linda Brent, and Elizabeth Keckley;

· Post-War and Reconstruction writers often focused on a social realism, like Frances Ellen Watkins Harper’s call to mulattos not to try and pass for white;

· Pre-WWI writers, like Charles Chesnutt, James Weldon Johnson, and Paul Laurence Dunbar, made use of natural dialect; they focused on a natural romantic view of individual moral responsibility and free will;

· Harlem Renaissance writers was a return to primitivism and an interest in Africa (See the works of Langston Hughes, Zora Neal Hurston, Countee Cullen, and Nathan Eugene “Jean” Toomer);

· Naturalism and Modernism, mostly social protest novels of the 1940s, were made popular by writers like Richard Wright;

· and Contemporary writers after the 1950s like Ralph Ellison opened the door for blacks in mainstream literature followed by Alice Walker, LeRoi Jones, Toni Morrison, and Ishmael Reed from the 1960s “Black Power” movements.

Hispanic Writers.  Or Latina? Mexican-American? Aztec?  There is no one culture that can be so identified, but there are some commonalities:  their history and literature is marked by conquests from neighboring cultures, by European countries, and by the United States.  The mixed mestizo culture which has followed brings into question the idea of “borders,” between nations or individuals.  Start thinking of the term “American” as quite a bit larger than the United States.  The idea of borders becomes a dominant metaphor through much of Hispanic writing.  And borders are permeable.   Speakers “code switch,” move back and forth between languages, and the words often have meanings (“inside” and “outside” culture, etc.).  Liminality, an in-between-ness, is also a common—the Latino is not at home in either culture.

The Chicano movement of the 1960s-1970s brought Oscar Zeta Acosta and Richard Rodriguez to the forefront with autobiographical accounts.  

But the Chicana movement is in some ways more significant still—women have to overcome the dual separateness of Hispanic culture and of females.  Three cultural archetypes are central to understanding identity: La Malinche, La Virgen de Guadalupe, and La Llorona.  Malinche was sold to Cortez and became his assistant.  While traditionally a figure of betrayal to her people, Chicana writers attempt to revisit her image as one of victimization and also the mother of a new race.  The Virgen of Guadalupe is the native brown goddess—mother, protector, nurturer.  When the Spanish introduced the Virgin Mary, the two became united in virtue, self-sacrifice, humility, and motherhood, saint of the Americas and of unborn children.  La Llorona, upon discovering her husband’s infidelity, murdered her own children and was condemned to an eternity of penance and sorrow.  She is the extremes of purity and guilt.  But Chicana writers translate or re-encode them all.

American Indian Writers.  Where possible, identify such writers by tribal names:  Cherokee, Pawnee, etc.  Perhaps the most important recognition one can make with these writers is to neither demonize nor idolize them.  They are diverse, stubborn, pacifistic, warlike, conservative, sexist, spiritual, harmonious, stable. . . 

Two general types of writing emerge, one traditional (tales, songs, and oration that is folklorish, like the Winnebago Trickster cycle) and one mainstream.  The difficult thing about translating oral traditions into writing is that the languages and concepts simply do not translate well, whether they’re concepts of the sacred or of common practical habits.

Early writers include the Mohegan Samson Occom, William Apess, Luther Standing Bear, Alexander Posey, and Mourning Dove.  Later writers include Dakota Sioux writer Gertrude Bonnin, Kiowan N. Scott Momaday, Leslie Marmon Silko, Louise Erdrich, Simon Ortiz, and James Welch.

The tendency of Indian study is to see them as victims.  But few seriously read Indian literature for successes.  Indian history and culture remains invisible.  Note, for instance, that however prominent a black man becomes, he remains black (i.e. Tiger Woods), while Indians tend to lose their identity with fame.  Almost everyone knows of Will Rogers.  How many know he was Cherokee?

Asian American Writers.   What is it like to live in a society and be perceived as “alien” or rejected and exotic?  Among these writers are no shared social structures, religions, beliefs, or languages—the term Asian American is more arbitrary than Native American.  

Autobiography is one of the most common genre among Asian writers.  “Paper son” novels were ways for immigrants to “talk to” New World sponsors so that they could make believe they were related and fool authorities.  “Confessions” were written by women who were rescued from poor conditions like prostitution or poverty.   Maxine Hong Kingston’s Woman Warrior is one classic example as is Any Tan’s Joy Luck Club.

Asian writers who are not American find themselves confronted by dual identities as their cultures are invaded by modern Western ideals.  Post-WWII Japanese novels, for instance, often relate the confrontation between tradition and modernity or the alienation from both ideologies.

Why is all this important?  Until we begin to immerse ourselves in culture, it becomes nearly impossible to become a credible critic of it or its literature.  This becomes absolutely critical in examining the remaining theoretical models such as Post-Colonial studies.

Post-Colonial Studies


The last half of the twentieth century saw the endings of colonial domination by many European countries of much of the developing world.  At the same time, ethnic groups had become scattered throughout the world and attention turned to how literature and art engaged inter-ethnic issues, racial identity, homeland, exile, diaspora, nationhood, hybrid identities, etc.  In places of severe oppression, literature became the ideal site for understanding cultural codes which would reveal those relationships.


Race and color might be defined by science, but science hardly marks their power in a culture which is ruled by subjectivity.  The literature of race and the post-colonial world is marked by mistreatment, disenfranchisement, and dispossession.  It forces us to ask what it means to be a minority caught within a white world.  It confronts the ghosts of one’s culture, the ghost of the overseer and of the slave.  


It explores ethnic cultures that have been marginalized by white Eurocentric culture by overt oppression or covert scholarship.  By doing so, it tends to destabilize the moral assurance shared by whites.  When we read Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, we look for its psychological ambiguities, but rarely its call for a more authentic and manly violent imperialism.  How might such a book have fostered harmful racial attitudes?  What did a Nigerian reading it in a British-created classroom see in it (which is exactly what occurred with Chinua Achebe)?  


The field was defined largely by Edward Said’s 1978 book Orientalism which discussed the idea of cultural imperialism, the colonization of a people’s psychology or ideology.  Drawing upon Foucault (of course), Said revealed the covert subjugations of people through texts—Western/non-Western and superior/inferior.  Here are three major agreements upon the theorists:

1. Rejection of the master-narrative of Western imperialism and its replacement by a counter-narrative in which the colonial cultures fight their way back into history.  

2. The concern for the subaltern (“sub” meaning under  and “alter” meaning other), a British term for inferior rank.  Can a subaltern speak resistance, for instance, if she is employing the language of English?

3. Expansion of the literary canon by decentering European norms of artistic and literary values.  

Major Theorists:  Edward Said, Gayatri Spivak, Franz Fanon, Trinh Minh-ha, Christopher Miller, Homi Bhabha 

Major Break-through Canon Writers:  Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka, V. S. Naipaul, Derek Walcott, G.V. Dasani, Salmun Rushie, Yasunari Kawabata

A Quick Post-Colonial Discussion of Abbott

Sepoy Rebellion and Irregular Chromatistes:  The Imperialist Square

Edwin Abbott Abbott (his dual name comes from a peculiar coincidence of marriage, but serves us to re-enforce his distinctly British heritage), a scholar and famous writer of religious and historical works, was hardly unfamiliar with his contemporary history.  In his novel, Flatland, the story of the Chromatic Sedition is particularly disturbing, not only for its fairly overt attack on the violent policies of British Empire, but also for its more subtle characterizations of those who brought it about.  


First, it is a small step to observe that the rebels are characters of Color (I will not employ Abbott’s British spelling conventions here).  That they chose their colors is irrelevant to the false dualism created of Color / Non-Color.  The supposition here is that the imperial majority is colorless and therefore good.  Color (and its recognition) are inherently class-leveling.  Abbott’s attack on empire here is strong, and his language reminds us where one might stand on the “pollution of Col[or]” (30).  So offensive is his characterization, even to readers in his own day, that one can’t help but be repulsed.

What is more troublesome to me is his identification of these rebels as Irregulars, a synonym frequently made in the book to the unnatural. Again, while this is Abbott’s satire, his willful placing of racist terms in the mouths of British subjects to force his point (no pun to a British lance intended), both of these terms take on new meaning when placed in the context of then recent British history.

In the mid-1800s, more than half of India was divided into 360 politically independent territories, a type of divide-and-conquer.  But in 1857, a group of Indian soldiers in the employ of the East India Company of Britain (called sepoys), rebelled.  This was not a rebellion against military authority, however, but one of religion.  Sepoy soldiers were required to use the new Enfield rifle which used lubrication made from pig and cow fat.  To the Hindu and Muslim Sepoy, this was a grave insult.  Sepoys refusing to use the rifles were imprisoned.  Soon they revolted, and the fighting lasted for more than a year.  During the uprising, hundreds of Sepoys were shot from cannons, and thousands of civilians were executed without trial.  

On the surface, the parallels to the Chromatic Sedition are numerous.  Abbott’s protest against Empire seems all the more important.  The Circles (British officers) remained above the fray, pitting sepoy against sepoy, woman and convict against irregular, inferior against inferior.  It is then that Abbott writes that the rebels “at once . . . lost all presence of mind, and raised the cry of ‘treachery.’ . . . Every Isosceles now saw and felt a foe in every other” (33). 

It is true that Empire in India turned Hindu against Muslim and brother against brother; it is equally true that the ruling British saw their sepoy allies and Indian subjects as inferiors, less intelligent and socially advanced.  Yet what might provoke our satirical theologian to write, “Only at our University in some of the very highest and most esoteric classes . . . it is understood that the sparing of Col[or] is still sanctioned for the purpose of illustrating some of the deeper problems of mathematics” (34)?  In the end, the most important questions of our existence depend upon multiple discourses, but it is out of fashion to admit it.  

For Abbott, race, religion, and imperialism weave into one.  Abbott’s argument between Christian doctrines parallels a colonial religious rebellion using the imperialist language of race.  In this way, his novel may be far more important than mere Victorian satire, and the Gospel of Three Dimensions echoes a Judgment meted out equally to all.  

Gender/Queer Studies

Following the lead of feminist and ethnic studies, queer study focuses on the culture of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered peoples.  Primarily it focuses on the hegemonies of heterosexual and masculine ideologies and their marginalizing of others.  Further, this marginalization, while often overt, theorists argue, masks a covert desire for the alternative culture.  Latent and suppressed homosexuality is “queered” into being in some other ways acceptable to a heterosexual culture—football, film star identification, etc.


Foucault writes about the discourses of power in the 19th century (primarily medical and legal) which created present isolated homosexual identities.  The Gay Liberation movement of the 1970s (paralleling feminist, black, anti-Vietnam, and other counter-culture movements) suggested that the heterosexual and homosexual borders were artificially created.  Queer Nation, a kind of spontaneous movement of the early 1990s, challenged what was perceived as increasing acceptance of homosexuals by trying to alter definitions of gender and sexuality.  Perhaps most intriguing, queer studies relies on camp, the humorous ironies among gay men that puncture heterosexual pretensions of conformity, machismo, family values, and patriarchy.  In 1990, Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble challenged such ideas by stressing the interdependence between male and female, homosexual and heterosexual.  The movement at this time also sought to transform the word “queer” from a derogatory one to a term of lifestyle, culture, and scholarly inquiry; this also healed a divide between gays and lesbians (lesbians believing that gays maintained patriarchal attitudes); the term also has a certain shock value and serves for “recontextualization.”  


Oppositions of natural/unnatural underlie its deconstructive theory.  Binary categories are too stigmatizing, they argue.  Besides, there are hardly only two choices. For instance, what is the range of love relationships which exist between women?  At what point do they cross into unnatural?  The theory has produced interesting analyses of closure, unbound subplots, idioms and private language, gossip, elision and euphemism, jokes, and readerly relations to texts.


Critics of the field suggest that it overstresses individual style and surface issues and spends too little time measuring the importance of homophobic institutions like government, family, corporations, etc.  Present debates within the field worry about turning the culture into a purely textual creation (abandoning biology and psychology), the danger of establishing a special identity that may be celebrated, and how to generate positive political action.

Major Figures:  Judith Butler, Guy Hocquenghem, Ann Oakley, Teresa de Laurentis, Annamarie Jagose, Eve Sedgwick, Diana Fuss, Richard Dyer, Gregory Woods

Major Writers:  Plato, Sappho, Walt Whitman, Virginia Woolf, Tennessee Williams, Oscar Wilde, Elizabeth Bishop, Henry James, Marcel Proust, James Baldwin, W. H. Auden, Adrienne Rich

A Quick Gender Critique of Abbott’s Flatland
Circle and Lines and the Natural Order

Much has been made of the shapes of women in Abbott’s Flatland, but none of the speculations ever quite strike home, and with good reason.  While Abbott might well have been arguing for the rights of females, his text unconsciously rings truer at another level entirely.  At its heart, one of the key social stigma of Victorian and Flatland society is homophobia.


Women are lines in Flatland, men are all other shapes.  This “natural order” keeps one social rule absolutely unassailable:  heterosexual pairings and marriages.  Square (the term here is obviously intended to mean a person who conforms to social law, so much so that his depiction of this order is never questioned in regards to the shape or status of women) argues that the rules and order around the behavior of lines helps “[nip] Revolution in the bud” (13).  Yes, this distinction is critical to the heterosexual order.  There is no room for any other way of thinking.


But we learn more about our homophobic Regulars when a wretched but “artful Irregular” (30) (note the stereotype) introduces a Bill which will act to make Circles and Lines indistinguishable.  Square goes so far as to claim that problems would arise in youth’s “discerning Father from Mother” which might damage faith in “logical conclusions” (31).   What he is most worried about, however, is that males and female roles could become confused, leading to “domestic discord” (31) and destruction.  


If this all seems coincidental, perhaps a closer look at one particular Victorian social trend would seem . . . “in order.”  Victorian homosexuality was a purely secreted habit, one of social shame but also one employed nearly exclusively by leisure classes, those of rank, and of course those lowest classes willing to indulge in any behavior for the privilege of rank.  Thus, we find in Flatland a particular scene which is so often glossed over that a Regular Reader may miss it.  


“The care in choosing a Regular wife appears to diminish as one rises in the social scale,” and “Such ill-judged marriages are, as might be expected, barren” (39).  Apparently there are Regular wives and Irregular wives.  How is this possible when women are no more than lines?  The role of “wife” is accorded to any partner with whom one mates, of course, and Square (and Abbott consequently) exposes a subtext of his novel.   Lines are not women entirely, but wives of any gender.


The Universal Colour Bill works to open an entire spectrum of sexual possibilities to public view, and for this reason alone, it could never be tolerated.

Cultural Studies/Pluralism


This final (??) chapter is the most difficult to describe for its brazen mashing of prior theories to suit its whims.  It is so recent (and still so controversial) that it has yet to be defined satisfactorily by any.  Even so, we will attempt it here!


The 20th century notion of pluralism suggests that power is shared between functional groups—that is, between groups who might bargain for it.  This is important only in that culture studies has no direct theoretical approach but has what Patrick Brantlinger says is “a loosely coherent group of tendencies, issues, and questions.”  And only in the opening of the 21st century has the movement gained a significant political voice.


We know that Cultural Studies spins directly from theories of deconstruction, the New Historicism, and minority criticisms.  But it expands the notion of “culture” to its limits.  It crosses many fields and disciplines (where literature is only one form of “signifying”), analyzing how all social, economic, and political force and power-structures produce different cultural forms and give them social “meanings,” “truths,” and alter their relative values.  


In 1957, Roland Barthes attempted this in examining women’s fashions and professional wrestling.  These subjects are important because one important quality of cultural studies is to subvert what is typical considered “high art” and bring lower forms to the foreground.  Typically, cultural studies theorists ignore the canon and examine popular fiction, journalism, advertising, cartoons, film, television, and music.  And a typical move when examining literature is to de-center ideologies that are typically considered and replace them with marginalized or absent notions.  


“Have you all read The Color Purple?” “Yeah, but do you think that Spielberg’s film made it worse?” “It can’t be a serious film if Oprah was in it!” “Why did the movie play down all the lesbianism?”  These are questions which open the doors of inquiry.


However the conversation turns, the dialogic of conflict is critical to its success.  Cultural studies, then, has these qualities.

1. Cultural studies transcends any one field of study.

2. Cultural studies is politically active.  Since everything is constructed, it can be re-constructed.  

3. Cultural studies denies the separation of high and low, of elite and popular cultures.  The poetry of Ezra Pound might be analyzed with P-Diddy.  

4. Cultural studies examines not just the product of the work (text) but the means of production.  Who buys books and how are they marketed, for instance?  How does online publishing change these dynamics?

5. Cultural studies joins subjectivity and engagement, culture in individuals with direct action.  

Learning by controversy is a strong training in our future, especially as the world becomes increasingly diverse and hybridized.  Enter the culture wars in which we have been engaged for so long but only now choose to make the subjects of inquiry.  

Major Figures:  Catherine Belsey, Andrew Ross, Anthony Easthope, Richard Klein, Valda Blundell, Mark Seltzer, Marjorie Garber, Mieke Bal, biggloria, Raymond Williams, Patrick Brantlinger

A Quick Cultural Critique of Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress”

Implied Culture vs. Historical Fact


From the construction of his argument, we know that the speaker of Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress” is familiar with the poems and conventions of classic Greek literature, the conventions of courtly love in medieval Europe, and about the Bible.  It includes the “carpe diem” theme from Horace and even the Aquinas concept of the triple-headed soul.  The speaker also knows that his listener, the Lady, must also be familiar with them if she is to decode them to understand the true seduction; and Marvell must also posit an “implied reader” who is familiar with the conventions.  


But what is not shown?  What is ignored from his own culture?  He clearly does not think of poverty as a foil for his own fortunes.  Nor does he consider disease.  Over 25% of Europe was impoverished at the time of Marvell’s writing.  And as for disease , syphilis and other STDs were just as prominent in his time as they are today.  What is the culture this speaker considers when he pushes death and disease off to some other future?  


It certainly isn’t the real world.  Advance a few years to the 1650s and we find London ravaged by the Black Death, the same one that had ravaged Europe in 542 AD and in the 14th century.  Had we but world enough, and time, we could trace the details of its effects here, but the gruesome horrors are available elsewhere, just as they were to Marvell.


Perhaps the speaker—and the Lady—knew it too well.  Maybe this is why the real world is so thoroughly absent from the poem.  

A Quick Cultural Critique of Abbott’s Flatland
(E)instein = MC Squared

Modern readers of Flatland live a post-Einstein culture, one where the travails of time travel (the proverbial fourth dimension which the Sphere denies) are not only unoriginal, but now somewhat trite science fiction.  Those familiar with Asimov, Clarke, and Star Trek find Square’s epiphany unenlightening; worse, they aren’t at all daunted by the possibility of six or even eight dimensions (a concept explored in a low-budget ‘80s film starring Buckaroo Banzai).  Does this mark the success of Abbott’s dream of reason and credibility or the interminable continuance of a novel now sold to high schoolers for a fast single buck?   


Neither, I’m sure.  People today are just as stupid (or even more so) than they were in Victorian times.  Just take a look at pre-worn jeans, Florida elections, or Elimidate for evidence.  Most can barely muster enough energy to read a novel of any length and vocabulary, much less a brief 80 pages of genuine philosophy and satire.  No, Abbott lost that battle, not because people prefer to accept the credulous word of others but because they’re too lazy to recognize there’s an alternative.  


Besides, we all know Einstein now.  What could Abbott possibly add to our thinking?  Albert Einstein was the guy who proved a genius though failed third grade (a fact pointed out by any number of dropouts eager to justify their decision), and he muttered some formula about light and time which no one could really understand, but that made for some nifty stories and paradoxes.  


Heck, Einstein even hosts our Microsoft computers if we let him, providing answers to such deep puzzles as “How do I change my margins?” and “How to merge files.”  Who needs God?  And who needs a “soul-devouring Sphinx”?  


No, Flatland is an interesting and quaint fossil, reminding us that spiritual mystery and classical tragedy are obsolete, replaced by the formula sap of reality TV and vapidity of Instant Messaging.  What was it that Dostoevski’s Grand Inquisitor said when he made the deal with his Devil?:  Christ asked too much of us; we aren’t ready for his questions.  But we are ready for temptation:


“All sights tempted and tantalized me to outspoken treason” (80).  


And no one will read or understand:  “Through Flatland to Thoughtland” (80).


And we, like Square, are sentenced to “perpetual imprisonment” in a world without thought, though we are “subjected to no discomfort that [is] not necessary to preclude escape” (81-82).   Those who read Flatland are bound by its Promethean bonds; those who do not hide their old MC Hammer CDs away and wait for the next Orlando Bloom movie.  

How Do We Keep All This Theory Straight?

Approach One:







































































































































Approach Two:




Objectivism – Focus on the Text


Each text is its own world; we discover its forms and ideas through an analytic and imaginative probing of its images and structures; 


• Modern Formalism		• New Criticism  


• Structuralism			• Post-structuralism





Historicism – Focus on Context


All texts exist within broader contexts, past and present.  Texts take their meaning from  interaction with other texts (thus “con text”).  


• Dialogic		• Sociological	• Marxist	


• Feminist	• New Historicism  	• Traditional school 





Pluralism





Subjectivism – Focus on Reader


“Affective” or psychological approaches are all that matter.  We can only describe a text’s affect (emotion) and effect on the reader(s).  


• Psychological Crit.		• Reader-Response • Phenomenology





Hermeneutical – The Scholar Critic


Each text is its own world; we can discover its forms and ideas through a sympathetic and imaginative probing of its images and structures.





Exegetical – The Reluctant Critic


Critiquing literature is undesirable but unavoidable, useful but embarrassing.  The formal ordering of a text is unnatural, but what else are we to do?





Semiotic – The Critic “Playing”


There is no distinction between the critic and the text, just a never-ending interplay between texts and their influences; the text is merely an inscription of the interplay, including the analysis itself.  





Reader-Response – The Inner Critic


“Affective” or psychological approaches are all that matter.  We can only describe a text’s affect (emotion) and effect on the reader (an individual reader or community of readers).








*Names to Know:*


Arnold (51)


Saussure (61)


Derrida (83)


Bakhtin (88)


Foucault (99)
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The literary timeline on 


pp. 30-37 assembles these theories graphically in chronological order.
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