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FORMALIST PERSPECTIVES
An Overview of Formalist Criticism

Formalists emphasize the form of a literary work to determine its meaning, focusing on
literary elements such as plot, character, setting, diction, imagery, structure, and point
of view. Approaching literary works as independent systems with interdependent parts,
formalists cypically subordinate biographical information or historical data in their
interpretations.

According to the formalist view, the proper concern of literary criticism is with the
work itself rather than with literary history, the life of the author, or a work’s social and
historical contexts. For a formalist, the central meaning of a literary work is discovered
through a detailed analysis of the work’s formal elements rather than by going outside
the work to consider other issues, whether biographical, historical, psychological, so-
cial, political, or ideclogical. What matters most to the formalist critic is how the work
comes to mean what it does—how its resources of language are deployed by the writer
to convey meaning. Implicit in the formalist perspective, moreover, is that readers can
indeed determine the meanings of literary works—that literature can be understood
and its meanings clarified.

Two other tenets of formalist criticism deserve mention: (1) that a literary work ex-
ists independent of any particular reader—that 15, that a literary work exists outside of
any reader’s re-creation of it in the act of reading; (2) that the greatest literary works
are “universal,” their wholeness and aesthetic harmony transcending the specific par-
ticularities they describe. : : :

The primary method of formalism is a close reading of the literary text, with an
empbhasis, for example, on.a work’s use of metaphor or symbol, its deployment of irony,
its patterns of image or action. Lyric poetry lends itself especially well to the kinds of
close reading favored by formalist critics because its language tends to'be more
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compressed and metaphorical than the language of prose-—at least-as a ‘general rule.
Nonetheless, formal analysis of novels and playscan also focus-on close réading of key
passages (the opemng and closing chapters of a novel, for example, or the first and last
scenes ofa play, or'a chmactlc moiment in'the acdtion of drama, poétry; ot ﬁCthIl) n
patterns and relattonships among scenes, actlons and characters

One consistent feature of formalist criticism is an emphasis-on tension’ and: ambigu-
ity. Tension refers to the way elements of a text’s language reflect conflict and opposi-
tion. Ambiguity refers to the ways texts Terfiain open’to more than 2 staglé, unified,
definitive interpretation. Both tension and ambiguity as:elements of formalist critical
approaches were picked up and elaborated to serve different i 1nterpret1ve arguments by
critics employlng the methodologies of structuralism and deconstruction. - <

The previous chapters of Literature you have read titled “Elements,” in partlcular,
illustrate and apply techmques of formal ‘analysis, In Chapter Three of this text,
“Elements of Fiction,” in the section “Settmg for example, a paragraph from William
Faulkner’s short story “A Rose for Ermly, is analyzed to show how one hterary ele-
ment—setting-—functions in the story as a whole. In the same section of that chapter,
the setting of Kate Chopin’s “The Story of an Hour” is described in symbolic terms.
Analogously, for poetry, in Chapter Thirteen, “Elements of Poetry,” in the section
“Diction,” the connotation of Wordsworth’s Siction in “T-wandered lonely El tiéud”
is analyzed to show how Wordsworth's language relates to the image patterns he cre-
ates and how diction and imagery contribite to.the’poem’s meaning. - I

Throughout Literatute you will find numerous exampleiof formal analysm You can” |
use the. many focused brief analyses.in particular, to model your owi close readmgs of
WOIkS in each of the three htemry genres in-terms of formalist criticism. .

Thmkmg ﬁ’bni a Formalist ﬁér.:épeetft;e -

. .
Acformalist critic reading. William- Catlos Williams’s “The:Use of Force mlght con~— [ }
sider how- the story. begins and -ends, contrasting its:opening matter-of-fact objective.
description with its concluding shift of perspective and héightening of languagezAfor-
malist perspective would typically includé ebservations about the relations amiong the
c¢haracters, particularly: with the: doctor; who is clearly an ougsider; invited. i among
them-only because. of the sick daughter. Character relations. are -of paramount: ANterest
in Williams® story since a.confliét-oceurs between the doctor and his patient;:one that
is resolved only.through:the use of farce. 'The, rélations between the ‘doctor.and
parents are equally nnterestmg, since their surface behavior conbrasts withstheit Vee]m 3
about each other. T - T B B biig

- Other.aspects bf the. story of interest- Erom a formahst perspecnve would 1
writer’'s-use of: first-person narration, especmlly the WaY the narrators thOIigms'

}.ogue that readers * overhear ). A formahst critic mlght ask what diffc‘-
make if the story were told in, the. third person, or if the-narrator’s ids
voiced. in direct dialogué. Ata key moment—a climactic one, in- facts
‘from internal report of the-doctor’s thoughts to- direct dialogue:- Af i
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«A formalist critic reading Emily Dickinson’s “I'm ‘wife’ ” would note-its neat. divi-

' sion into three stanzas and consider the focus of each. A tormalist perspective would

: consider why, in fact, the poem is cast in three starizas and not ene or two, four, or six,’
A consideration of the relationship between form and meaning might help readers no-
tice how the poem’s rhyme scheme and its sentence patterns reinforce or subvert its
stanza organization. S R C a

. - Other considerations formalist critics would be likely to raise about the poem

" might include the connotations of “Czar” for the speaker. Of particular importance in
this regard would be the language used to describe the “Girl’s life” in the second stanza,
especially how it is described as existing behind a “soft Eclipse” Readers following a

. formalist agenda might also question how the slant rhymes of the poem contribute to

L s idea and its effect. o :

£ .- Such questions, however, are only a starting point toward a formal analysis of

Williams’ story and Dickinson’s poem.

A CHECKLIST OF FORMALIST CRITICAL QUESTIONS

1. How is the work structured or organjzed? How does it-begin? Where does it go
- next? How does it end?” What is the work’s plot? How is its plot related to its
structure? ' ’

2. What is the relationship of each pait of the work to the work as a whole? How are
the parts related to one another?

3. Who is narrating or telling what happens in the work? How is the narrator, speaker,

“or character revealed to readers? How do we come to know and understand this
© figure?

4. 'Who are the major and minor characters, what do they represent, and how do they
relate to one another?

5. What are the timé and place of the work—its setting? How is the setting related to
what we know of the characters and their actions? To what extent is the setting
symbolic?

6. What kind of language does the atthor use to describe, narrate, explain, or other-

" wise create the wotld of the literary work? More specifically, what images, similes,
“metaphors, syribols appear in the work? What is their function? What meanings do

- they convey?

Formalist Criticism: Selected Readings

Brooks, Cleanth_. The Well Wrought Urn: Studies in the Structure of Poetry, 1947.
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Empson, William. Seven Types of Ambiguity. 1930.

Ransom, John Crowe. The New CritiCiSﬂ;l. 1941.



Taken from:

DiYanni, Robert. Litergture: Reading Fiction, Poetry, Drama, and the Essay. 2™ ed. New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1990. Print.

(MLA Citation)

PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES

An Overview of Psychological Criticism

Psychoanalytic criticism-derives from Freud’ revolutionary psychology in which he
developed the notion of the “unconscious” along with the psychological - mechanisms
of “displacernent,” 5‘condensation,”“ﬁxation," and “manifest and latent” dream content.

Frend posited.an unconscious element of the mind below consciousness, just beneath

explains that although the individual represses or “censors™ these unconscious fantasies
and desires, they become “displaced” or distorted in dreams and other forms of fantasy,
which serve to disguise their real Imeaning, o

| The disguised versions that appear in a person’s-conscious life are considered to be

of other psychoanalytic concepts and terms such as “fixation,” or “obsessive compul-
ston,” attaching to feelings, behaviors, and fantasies that individuals presumably out-~
grow yet-retain in the form of uniconscious attractions. ' SR
Among the most important of the categories derived from Freud that psychoanalytic
critics employ are those, Freud used to describe mental structures and dynamics. Freud

recognized three types of mental functions, which he designated the “id;” the “ego, and
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the “superego.” Freud saw the id as the storehouse.of desires, primarily libidinal or sex~
ual, but also aggressive and possessive. He saw the superego as the representative of so-
cietal and parental standards of ethics and- morality: And he saw thé ego as the negotiator
between the desires and demands of the id and the controlling and constraining force of
the superego, all influenced further by an individuals relationship with other people in
the contexts of actual life, These few but i impottant psychoanalytic concepts have been
put to varied uses by critics with a wide range of psychological approaches. Freud him-
self analyzed Sophocles’ tragic drama Oedtpus Rex to explain how Oedipus harbored an
unconscious desire to kill his father and miarry his mother, évenits the play accounts for.
Other critics have used Freud's insights—which, by the way, Freud himself says he de-
rived from studying literary masters such as Sophodles, Shakespeare, and- Kafka-—to
analyze the hidden motivations ‘of literary characters. One of the most famous of all kit-
erary characters, Hamlet, has stimulated psychological critics-of all persuasions to- ex-
plain why he delays killing King Claudius. In hisbook Hamlet.and Qedipus, Ernest Jones
uses Freud’s theory of the “Oedipus complex” to explain Hamlet’s delay, which Jones
sees; essentially, as Hamlet’s inability to-punish Claudius for what he, Hamlet, uncon-
sciously wanted to do himself. (See the Critics on Sophocles and the Critics' on
Shakespeare sections of Chapters Twenty-Six and ‘Twenty-Seven in. this text:)..

Thinking from.a Psychoanalyt:c Perspectwe

We can'use a psychoanalytic perspective to make-a few observatlons about the behav-
ior of the characters in Williams’ “The Use of Force” and: the mantal situation de-
scribed in Dickinson's “I'm ‘wife. B '
The doctor in “The Use of Force” can be seen as repressing h1s real desire to humll——
iate his young female patient under the guise of inspecting her. throat for signs of ill-
ness. The girl’s refusal can be'seen as an unwillingness to expose herself to this strange
overbearing man, who is forcing himself upon her. Her: mouth can be interpreted as a
displacement for her vagma and the doctor’s attempt to open-it by force as a kind of
rape. Even the parents’ actions might be explained in psychoanalytic'terms in that they
act as voyeurs, alternately frightened and sexually excited by what they are w1tness1ng
You.might or might not find such an interpretation far-fetched. e
Dickinson’s speaker experiences no such overt violation. Her subjugation is more ac-
ceptable because she seems o fulfill a socially sanctioned role as “wife” What is interest-
ing from a psychoanalytic standpoint, however, is the way she subverts that role by
comparing herself'to a“Cuzar,” a powerful emperor, which seems to conflict with her role

as “wife” and “Woman, Mateover, the speakerls comparison between the “Girlylife” and

"”the wife’s; which is elaborated with the analogy of differences experienced between those
on Earth and in Heaven, can be seen as a displacement of her poetic ambition onto the
image of a wife, which the speaker endows with spiritual and temporal powers:

A CHECKLIST OF PSYCHOLOGICAL CRITICAL QUESTIONS bl

1. What connections can you make between your knowledge of an authors 11fe and '
the behavior and motivations of chardcters in his or her work? REak
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- How does your understanding: of the charactets, their relationships, their actions,
and their motivations in a literary work help you better understand the mental
wotld and imaginative life, or the actions and motivations, of the author?

. How does a particular literary work—its images, metaphors, and other hnﬂ'lllstlc
elements—reveal the psychological motivations of its characters or the psych010g1—

cal mindset of its author?

. Towhat extént ¢an you emplay the concepts of Freudlan psychoanalysm to under-

. stand the motivations of literary characters? o
. What kinds of literary works and what types of literary characters seem best suited to
a critical approach that employs a pﬂychologmal or psychoanalytical perspective? Why?

. How can a psychological or psychoanalytic approach to a particular wotk be com-
bined with an approach from another critical perspective—for example, that of
blographh,al or formalist criticism, ot that of feminist or deconstructionist criticism?



HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

An Overview of Historical Criticism
Historical critics approach literature in two ways: (1) they provide a context of back:
ground information necessary for understanding how literary works were perceivedin
their time; (2) they show how literary works reflectideas and attitirdes of: thie/time in
which they were written. These two general approaches to historical criticism represedt
methods and approaches that might be termed “old historicism” and “new histoticism®
respectively. . 7 S s oo - L
The older form of historical criticism; still in use today, insists that: a'litekary work
be read. with a sense of thetithe ahd place: of its creation. This is necessary, insist his- =
torical critics, because every literary work is a product of its time -and’ jts world:
Understanding the social background and the intellectual currents of that time:ang
that world lluminate literary works for later generations of readers.
Knowing something about the London of William Blake’s time, fot exa Ips
readers better appreciate and undesstand the power of Blake’s protest against horrific:
social conditions and the institutions: of church and.state Blake held ‘responsible.for
permitting such conditions to exist. In his poem “London,” Blake refers to'chimney
swegpers, who were usyally young children small enough to fit inside 4 AL
“4vhose parefits sent them to a kind of work that drastically curtailed not 0
childhood but also: their lives. O, to take anothet example, understanding something
about the role and position of women in late nineteenth=century Americd help d
ers of the'late twentieth century better understand the protagonist'of Kate ¢
“The Story of an Hour” Readers might appreciate why, for example, A
feels the tieed to escape from her marriage and why her feelings are deseribed by £
as exhilarating and “monstrous.” et AT

oy vides, SR
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Thinking from a New Historicist Perspective

Like earlier historical approaches, a miore contemporary approach identified as “new
historicii'sm”'corisidc}rs"historical contexts of literary warks essential for understanding
them. A significant difference, however, betweéen earlier historical criticism and Néew
historicism is the newer variety’s emphasis on analyzing historical documients with the
sdme intensity arid scrutiny ‘given foregrou-ndéd'-pa'ssages‘ in the literary works to be
-in_terpfé'i:ed.flm reading Willfanis’ “The Kse of Ifé{{gg,::fdf 'eXamplqg;.g' new historicist
miglhit pay*as tiuch attention to Williams’s and other doctofs’ medical ¥eards oftlie
19205 and 19305 a5 to the details of incident and-langiiage in the story itself. Similarly,
in interpreting Dickinson’s “I'tn “wife’ ” new historicist critics would concern‘thein-
selves with diaries of women written during the early 1860s; when the poem was
written. In both instances the records and diaries would be read to ascertain prevailing
cultural attitudes abour doctor-patient relationships and middle-class marriage, respec-
tively. One common strategy of new historicist critics is to compare and contrast the
language of contemporaneous documents and. literary works to reveal hidden agsump-
tions, biases, and cultural atticudes that relate the two kinds of texts, literary and docu-
mentary, usually to demonstrate how the literacy work shares the cultural assumptions
of the' document. B '

An important feature of new historicist criticism is its concern with examining the

power relations of rulers and subjects.’'A guiding assumption among many new histori-
cist critics is that texts, not only literary works but: also documents, diaries, records,
even institutions stich as hospitals and prisons, are‘ideological products culturally con-
structed from the prevailing power stractures that dénitinate particular societies. Read-
ing a literary 'work from a new historicist perspective’ thus becomes an exercise in
uncovering the conflicting and subversive perspectives of the marginalized and sup-
pressed, 4, for example, the ‘perspective and voice of the young patient in “The Use of
Force,” and the vision and values of the speaker in Dickinson’s “I'm ‘wife” whose per-
spectives tend to be undervalued because they are females. . I '
" While appropriating 'someé of the methods of formalist and deconstructive critics,
new historicists differ from them in 4 number of importart ways. Most importantly,
unlike critics who limit their analysis of a literary work to its language and strueture,
new historicists spend time analyzing nonliterary texts from the same time in which
the literary work was wricten, New historicists, however, do apply the close reading
strategies of formalist and deconstructive perspectives, but their goal is not, like the
formalists; t6 show how the literary work manifests tiniversal values o how it is uni-
fied. Nor is the new historicist goal to show how the text undermines and contradicts
itself, an emphasis of deconstructive perspectives, Instead, new historicists analyze the
cultural context embedded in the literary work and explain its relationship with the
network of the assamptions and beliefs that inform social institutions and cultural prac-
tices prevalent in the historical period when the literary work was written. Finally, it is
Important to note that for new historicist critics, history does not provide mere “back—
ground” against which to study literary works, but is, rather, an equally important
“text,” one that is ultimately inseparable from the literary work, which inevitably
reveals the conflicting power relations that underlie all human interaction, from the
small-scale interactions with families to the large-scale interactions of social
institutions.
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One potential danger of applying historical perspectives to Jiterature is that histori-
cal information and documents may be foregrounded and emphasized 50 heavﬂy that
readers lose sight of the literary work the historical approach is designed to illuminate:
When the:prism of history isused to clarify and explain clements of the hterary work,
however, whether in examining intellectual currents, describing social conditions, or
presenting cultural attitudes; readers’ understanding of literary works,,can be immeasur-
ably enriched. The challenge for historical uh'derstanding, whether one uses the tools
of the older historicist tradition or the methods.of the new historicism, is to ascertain
what the past was truly like, how its-values are inscribed in its cultural artlfacts inciud-
ing its literature. Equally challengmg is an exploration. of the question, What was it
possible.to think or do at a partlcular momerit of the past, including possibilities. that
may no longer be available to those living today? -

A CHECKLIST OF HISTORICAL AND NEW HISTORICIST
CRITICAL QUESTIONS

1. When wias the work wrlttcn? When was it pubhshed? How was it recewed by the
critics.and.the public?, Why? : :
2. What does the work’s reception reveal about the standards of' taste and value durmg
~ the time it was published and reviewed?
3. What social attitudes and cultural practices 1 reiated to. the action of the work were
- prevalent during the time the work was written and published? T
4. What kinds of power relations does the work describe, reflect, or embody? o
5. How do the power relations reflected in the. literary. work manifest themselves, in
the cultural practices and social 1 1nst1tut1ons prevalent during the time the- Work was
. written and published? oo
6. What other types of historical documents cultural artlfdcts or, soc1al msmutlons
might be analyzed in conjunction with particular literary works? How.might a:close
reading of such a nonliterary “text” illuminate those literary works? .
7. To what extent can we understand the past as it is, reflected in the literary Work? TO
what extent does the work reflect differences from the ideas and values of its t}g}e?'

- o, 21
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SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES
An Overview of Sociblogica_l’ Crz_ftici;é'm. '

Like historical and biographical critics, sodological critics argue that Titerary works
should not be isolated from the social contexts in whick they are embedded. And also
like historical critics, especially thosé who éspouse new historicist perspectives, s0cio-
logical critics emphasize the ways power relations are played oiit by varying social
forces and institutions. Sociological critics-focus on the values of 4 society and how
thosé values are reflected in literary works. At one end of the sociological critical spec-
trum, literary works are treated sitmiply as documients that either embody social condi-
tions or are a product of those conditions. Critics émploying a sociological peispective
study the economic, political, and cuitural issues expressed in literary works as those is-
sues are reflected in the societies in which the works were produced.

A sociological approach to the study of Shakespeare’s Othello could focus on the po-
litical organization of the Venetian state as depicted in the play and its relation to the
play’s depiction of authority, perhaps considering as well the breakdown of authority
in the scenes set in Cyprus. Another sociclogical perspective might focus on the play’
economic aspects, particularly how money and influence are used to manipulate oth-
ers. Still other sociological issues that could be addressed include the role of women in
the play and the issue of Othello’s race. How, for example, does Shakespearée portray
the power relations between Othello and Desdemona, [ago and Emilia, Cassic and
Bianca? To what extent is each of these women's relationship* with men considered
from an economic standpoint? Or to what extent is Othello’s blackness a factor in his
demise, or is his race a defining characteristic in other characters’ perceptions of him?

Two significant trends in sociological criticism have had a decisive impact on. criti-
cal theory: Marxist criticism and feminist criticism, Proponents of each of these
critical perspectives Have used some of the tools of ‘other critical approaches such as the
close reading of the formalists and deconstructionists and the symbolic analysis of tht?
psychoanalytic critics to espouse their respective ideologies in interpreting literature.

SR

Marxist Critical Perspectives. i
In the same way that many psychoanalytic critics base their approach to litérature on
the theoretical works of Sigmund Freud, Marxist critics are indebted to the pohtxcgl
theory ‘of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. Marxist critics examine licerature for its %
reflection of how dominant elites exploit subordinate groups, how peoples become
“alienated” from each other, and bow middle-class/ ?ougg;oisyyalup,s.1¢a§1_ to the gon- -
trol and suppression of the working classes. Matxist critics sée litérature’s value in proZ &8
moting social and-economit revolution, with works that 'espouse'Maniist-id'eolo“gyf ‘vf
sexrving to prompt the kinds of economic and political changes that con{fot%ﬁ}?l:“ 3
Marxist principles. Such changes would include the overthrow of the domihant capi- .
talist ideology and the loss of power by those with money and privilege. Margisticrit-"
icism is concerned both with understanding the role of politics, money, and power in =
literary works, and with redefining and reforming the way society distributes its e~ o

sources among the classes. Fundamentally, the Marxist ideology looks toward a yision . ©
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of a world not so much where class conflict has been minimized but one in which
classes have disappeared aliogether.

Marxist critics generally approach literary works as products of their era, especially
as influenced, even determined by the economic and political ideologies that prevail at
the time of their composition. The literary work is considered a “product” in relation
to the actual economic and social conditions that exist at either the time of the work’s
composition er the tine and place of the action it descrl]:)es _

Marxist analyses of novels focus on the relations among classes. In British and Eu-
ropean novels of the nineteenth century, for example, class is a significant factor in the
rise and fall of the characters’ fortunes. Novels such as Charles Dickens’s Little Dovritt,
Dotbey and Son, and Oliver Tivist, George Eliot’s Middlemarch, Anthony Trollope’s The
Eustace Diamonds, and William Makepiece Thackery’s Vanity Fair portray a panoramic
vision of society with characters pressing to move up in social rank and status. These
and numerous other novels from the eighteenth through the twentieth century pro-
vide abundant territory for Marxist perspectives to investigate the ways political and
economic forces conspire to keep some social, ethnic, and racial groups in power and
others out. The Marxist critical perspective has been brought to bear most often on
the novel, next most often on drama, and least often on poetry, where issues of power,
money, and political influence are not nearly as pervasive,

Thinking from a Marxist Perspective

In applying a Marxist critical perspective to a work like Williams'*“The Use of Force,”
we would consider the ways in which power relations are played out in the story. It
seems clear that the doctor is a privileged individual who wields power over both the
girl and her family. The narrator’s thought process shows his contempt for the parents,
which may or may not be justified. Since he can refuse to treat the girl, insist on being
paid more for his services, or berate the parents for their ineptitude (though he actu-
ally does none of these things), the parents are cowed by his presence. The gitl, though
defiant, is at his mercy since he is a “professional” and psychologically more powerful
than she is. In addition to such observations, 2 Marxist critic might consider the story’s
action from an econoric standpoint, in which the doctor performs a service for a fee,
with the entire situation viewed strictly as an economic transaction, albeit a socially
useful one. The parents are apparently poor, and we could surmisé that they and their
daughter might not receive the quality of medical service or the courteous delivery of
miedical care they would get were they more economically prosperous.

A CHECKLIST OF MARXIST CRITICAL QUESTIONS

1. What social forces and institutions are represented in the work? How are these
forces portrayed? What 13 the author’s attitude toward them?

2. What political economic elements appear in the work? How 1mportant are they in
determining or influencing the lives of the characters?-

3. What economic issues appeat in the course of the work? How important are eco-
nomic facts in influencing the motivation and behavior of the characters?

2174 ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION “DF LITERATURE

4. To what extent are the lives of the eharacters influenced or determined by social, po-
litical, and economic forces? To what extent are the charaéters aware: of these forces?

' .
" R AETELE N
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Feminist Critical Perspectives -

about the role, position, and influence of women. Feminist critics also typically see lit-,
erature. as an arena in which to contest for power and contro, singe as sociological ¢
ics, feminist critics also see =li_t;egtj.jat_u_Vre,.as an agent for social tra

nsformation.

have begun. to change the nature”
predominantly male experience. Tn these ther ways f et
have begun to andermine the patriarchal mascylinist assumptions that have. domi-
mated critical approaches to fiteracyre anti] relatively recently, For although feminist
critics can trace their origins back to nineteer th-century politics and cite as formative
influences the works of MargaretFuHr,Mary Wollstone Sodwin, Jo n Stuart

Mill, and Elizabeth' Cady Stanton, feminia perspectives began to be broached in liter.

ary circles only with Virginia Woolfs A Room of One’ Own (1929), which describes

the difficult conditions under which women writers, of thetpast. had to work;and with
Simori€ de Beaivoir’s The Second* Sex (1949), which atialyzes thé bioldgy, psycholdgy,

and sociology of women and their place, role, and influence in Western culture, It is

only ini: the late 1960s and early 19705 that feminist'criticism per se began'to émérge

with the publication of Mary: Ellman’s “Thinkitig' About Women (1968}, Kate Millet’s - A
Sexual Politics {1970, anid’a host of ‘other'works that have followed foi il'lt;vre\i:hiénfa N\
quarter century and show nosigns of abating; : - o oo .
© I Lids dnfluyential and ‘widely used  Glossary of Literary Terns, M HaAbramg identifies. .
four central:tenets of much feminist criticismy suininarized in:the following listsd

o e
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1. Western civilization is pervasively patriarchal (ruled by the father)-—that is, it is
male-centered and controlled; and is organized and conducted in such a way as to
subordinate women to men in ail cultural domains: familial, religious, political, eco-
nomic, social, legal, and artistic.

2. The prevailing concepts of gender—of the traits that constitute what is masculine

“and what is feiinine—are Targely, if not entirely, cultural constructs ghat were gen-

erated by the omnipresent patriarchal biases of our civilization.

3. This patriarchal {or “masculinist,” or “androcentric”) ideology pervades those writ-
ings which have been considered great literature, and which until recently have
been written almost entirely by men for men.

4. The traditional aesthetic categories and criteria for analyzing and appraising literary
works . . . are in fact infused with masculine assumptions, interests, and ways of rea-
soning, so that the standard rankings, and also the critical treatments, of literary
works have in fact been tacitly but thoroughly gender-biased.*

It should be noted, however, that Abrams’ list, though helpful, tends to blur distinc-
tions among the many different varieties of feminist criticism as currently practiced.
Thus the ways these assumptions are reflected in feminist criticism vary enormously
from the reader-response approaches used by feminist critics such as Judith Fettetley
and Elizabeth Flynn, to the cultural studies approaches used by Jane Tompkins and Eve
Kosovsky Sedgwick, to the Lacanian psychoanalytic approaches employed by Helene
Cixous and Julia Kristeva. It would be better to think of feminist criticism in the plural
as the criticism of ferninists rather than to envision it as a singular monolithic entity.

Thinking from a Feminist Perspective

In applying the perspective of feminise criticism to “I’m ‘wife, ” we might consider the
way the roles of woman and wife are suggested in the poem. A feminist reading would
be alert for other signs of power contestation in the poem, why for example the
speaker compares herself to a“Czar” and what that means in terms of her ability to ex-
ert her will and control her destiny. Feminist readers would also ask what the mascu-
line term “Czar” signifies in the poem, and whether there is a feminine counterpart.

Feminist readers might also interrogate thé poem te ask why the state of wifehood
brings “comfort” and why “That other” state—of girlhood—"“was pain.” They would
probe beyond the text of the poem to consider the extent to which such differences in
experience and feeling obtained in marriages during Dickinson’s lifetime, thus sharing
an interest with new historicist critics. Moreover, they might also wonder whether the
poem’s abrupt ending “I'm “Wife’! Stop there!” with its insistent tone might not mask
an undercurrent of fear or powetlessness.

A CHECKLIST OF FEMINIST CRITICAL QUESTIONS

1. To what extent does the representation of women (and men) in the work reflect the
place and time in which the work was written?
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2. How are the relations between mén and women, or those between members of the
+ same sex, presented in'the work? What'roles do-men‘and women assume: and per-
form and'with what ¢ohsequences? = " oo T T
3. Does the author present the work from within a predominantly miale orfemale sen-
“sibility? Why might this have:been done, and with whateffects? . IR
4. How do. the facts of the.author’s life relate to the. presentation of men and women

" in the work? To their telative:degrees of power?>. - - ST R
5. How do other works by the author eorrespond to this one in their'depiction of the
- power relationships between men-and women? oo ‘



Taken from:

DiYanni, Robert. Litergture: Reading Ficti
, . . g Fiction, Poetry, Drama, and th nd :
McGraw-Hill, 1990. Print. ’ e Resay. 27 ed. NewYork

(MLA Citation)

BIOGRAPHICAL PERSPECTIVES
An Overview of Biographical: Criticism -

To what extént a writer’s life should be brought to bear on-an interpretation of his:or
het woik has long'been 4 matter of "controversy: Some critics insist that biographical in-
formation at best distracts from and at worst distorts the process of analyzing; appreci-
ating, and undetstanding literary works. These critics believe thit literary works st
stand on their own, stripped of the facts of their writers' lives: =~ -~ ” ot
Against this view, however, can be placed one that values the information readers
gain from knowing about writers’ lives. Biographical critics argue that there are essen-
tially three kinds of bengfits readers acquire from using biographical evidence forliter-
ary interpretation: (1) readers understand literary “works better since the facts about
authors’ experiences can help readers decide how to interpret those works (2) readers
can better appreciate a literary work for knowing the writer’s struggles or difficulties
in creating it, and (3) readers can better assess writers’ preoccupations by Astu,dy:i;ig_'the
ways they modify and adjust their actual experience in their literary works. : . e

Knowing, for example, that Shakespeare was an actor who .pcrformc_d'irj‘ the Elaj}s

he wrote provides an added:dimension to our appreciation of his genius, It also. might

invite us to look at his plays from the practical.standpoine of Va_ge_'r'fqrme'r._ rather than

merely from the perspective of an armchair reader, a classroom student, or a theater-
goer. Or to realize that.Ernest Hemingway's stories, derive from experiences he had in
Africa hunting big game or in World War I or in his numerous marri!ages,n}?,yflcad
readets to.see just how the life and works are related, especially to see how Heming-
way. selected from and shaped his actual experience to create his short stories. Again ’
our knowledge of the more circumscribed life led by Emily Dickinson may beat on
cut reading of her work. Considering biographical information and using it to analyze !
the finished literary. work can be fgllumjpa,ti_ngi rather than distracting or distorting.
Thinking about the different alternative titles a writer. may have considered can also .
fead readers to focus on difiérent aspects of a work, especially to emphasize different =
incidents and to value the viewpoints of different characters. As with any critical ap= <
proach, however, a biographical perspective*should be used judiciously, keeping th}?,” i
focus on the literary work and using the biographical information to' clarify. undet;
standing and to develop an interpretation.' ' ' |
A biographical critic can focus on a writer’s works not only to enhance understand; -~ §

Cvavd]

ing of them individually but also to enrich a reader’s understanding of the artist. Ir‘l an
essay on the relations between literature and biography, Leon Edel, author=of‘a-nfbﬁt% \ ]
standing biography of Henry James, suggests that what the literary biographer seegcsm e
discover about the subject are his or her characteristic ways of tliin_ldﬁg';'liétcéivhlg,"'af}d- R

feeling that may be revealed more honestly and thoroughly in.the writer's work thani< =

bk et

in his or her conscious nonliterary statements. In addition, what we learn about Wﬁt‘ b -
ers from a judicious study of their work can also be linked ‘with an understanding f?f' L
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the writer’s world, and thus serve as a bridge to an appreciation of the social and cul-
tural contexts in which the writer lived.
S

' Thinking from a Biographical Perspective

Whether we focus on formalist questions to analyze “The Use of Force” or on other
iaissues such.as the dogtor’s psychological impulses.ox the. power struggles among doc-
tor, patient, and parents, biographical information can add’to a reader’s appreciation of
the story. In addition to being a writer, William Carlos Williams was a doctor, a pedi-
atrician with a practice in Rutherford, New Jersey. Williams never gave up medicine
for literature, as some other writers did. Instead he continued to treat patients all his
life. In fact, he acguired some of the raw material for his poectry, fiction, and essays di-
rectly from his practice of medicine.

Another biographical fact of interest is that Williams did some of his writing be-
tween seeing patients. He would typically jot notes, write lines of poems, sketch out-
lines for stories, record dialogue, and otherwise fill the gaps in his time with his
writing. Some have suggested that Williams’ many short sketches, brief stories, and
short poems result directly from this method of composing. Of course, Williams did
not do all of his writing in the short bursts of time between seeing his patients. He also
wrote during vacations and more extended blocks of time. And Williams did, in fact,
write one of the longest American poems of the century, Paterson, a book-length poem
in five long sections, written and published over a period of more than twenty years.

Of biographical interest regarding Dickinson’s “UI'm ‘wife’” is the fact that
Dickinson never married. A critic with a biographical bent might see in this early
poem themes and concerns that became important preoccupations for the poet, issues
of gender and power, concerns about the relationship between men and women in
marriage, both a marriage she may have wanted for herself and the marriage of her
brother, a marriage that some biographers argue was a disappointment to her, though
one she initially encouraged. Biographical questions of interest would focus on
whether Dickinson's poem was based on her own experience, perhaps on frustrated
hopes, or whether it was simply a metaphor she played with poetically to deflect the
circumstances of everyday reality,

S

A CHECKLIST OF BIOGRAPHICAL CRITICAL QUESTIONS

‘1. What influences—persons, ideas, movements, events—evident in the writer’s life
- does the work reflect? _ ‘ _

2. To what extent are the events described in the work a direct transfer of what hap-
pened in the writer’s actual life?

3. What modifications of the actual events has the writer made in the literary work?
For what possible purposes?

4. Why might the writer have altered his or her actual experience in the literary
work?

5. What are the effects of the differences between actual events and their literary trans-
formation in the poem, story, play, or essay?
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6. What has the author revealed in the work about his or her characteristi
thought, perception, or emotion? What place does this work have in
literary development and career?
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