


4  Reading Imaginative Literature

THE VA LUE OF LITER ATUR E

Mark Twain once shrewdly observed that a person who chooses not to read 
has no advantage over a person who is unable to read. In industrialized 
societies today, however, the question is not who reads, because nearly ev-
eryone can and does, but what is read. Why should anyone spend precious 
time with literature when there is so much reading material available that pro-
vides useful information about everything from the daily news to personal 
computers? Why should a literary artist’s imagination compete for attention 
that could be spent on the firm realities that constitute everyday life? In fact, 
national best-seller lists much less oft en include collections of stories, poems, 
or plays than they do cookbooks and, not surprisingly, diet books. Although 
such fare may be filling, it doesn’t stay with you. Most people have other appe-
tites too.

Certainly one of the most important values of literature is that it nourishes 
our emotional lives. An eff ective literary work may seem to speak directly to 
us, especially if we are ripe for it. Th e inner life that good writers reveal in their 
characters oft en gives us glimpses of some portion of ourselves. We can be 
moved to laugh, cry, tremble, dream, ponder, shriek, or rage with a character 
by simply turning a page instead of turning our lives upside down. Although 
the experience itself is imagined, the emotion is real. Th at’s why the final chap-
ters of a good adventure novel can make a reader’s heart race as much as a 
100-yard dash or why the repressed love of Hester Prynne in Th e Scarlet Letter 
by Nathaniel Hawthorne is painful to a sympathetic reader. Human emotions 
speak a universal language regardless of when or where a work was written.

In addition to appealing to our emotions, literature broadens our perspec-
tives on the world. Most of the people we meet are pretty much like ourselves, 
and what we can see of the world even in a lifetime is astonishingly limited. 
Literature allows us to move beyond the inevitable boundaries of our own lives 
and culture because it introduces us to people diff erent from ourselves, places 
remote from our neighborhoods, and times other than our own. Reading 
makes us more aware of life’s possibilities as well as its subtleties and ambi-
guities. Put simply, people who read literature experience more life and have 
a keener sense of a common human identity than those who do not. It is true, 
of course, that many people go through life without reading imaginative litera-
ture, but that is a loss rather than a gain. Th ey may find themselves troubled 
by the same kinds of questions that reveal Daisy Buchanan’s restless, vague 
discontentment in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Th e Great Gatsby: “What’ll we do with 
ourselves this aft ernoon?” cried Daisy, “and the day aft er that, and the next 
thirty years?”

Sometimes students mistakenly associate literature more with school 
than with life. Accustomed to reading it in order to write a paper or pass 
an examination, students may perceive such reading as a chore instead of a 
pleasurable opportunity, something considerably less important than study-
ing for the “practical” courses that prepare them for a career. Th e study of 
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literature, however, is also practical because it engages you in the kinds of 
problem solving important in a variety of fields, from philosophy to science 
and technology. Th e interpretation of literary texts requires you to deal with 
uncertainties, value judgments, and emotions; these are unavoidable aspects 
of life.

People who make the most significant contributions to their profes-
sions — whether in business, engineering, teaching, or some other area — tend 
to be challenged rather than threatened by multiple possibilities. Instead of 
retreating to the way things have always been done, they bring freshness and 
creativity to their work. F. Scott Fitzgerald once astutely described the “test of a 
first-rate intelligence” as “the ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at 
the same time, and still retain the ability to function.” People with such intel-
ligence know how to read situations, shape questions, interpret details, and 
evaluate competing points of view. Equipped with a healthy respect for facts, 
they also understand the value of pursuing hunches and exercising their imagi-
nations. Reading literature encourages a suppleness of mind that is helpful in 
any discipline or work.

Once the requirements for your degree are completed, what ultimately 
matters are not the courses listed on your transcript but the sensibilities and 
habits of mind that you bring to your work, friends, family, and, indeed, the 
rest of your life. A healthy economy changes and grows with the times; people 
do too if they are prepared for more than simply filling a job description. Th e 
range and variety of life that literature aff ords can help you to interpret your 
own experiences and the world in which you live.

To discover the insights that literature reveals requires careful reading
and sensitivity. One of the purposes of a college introduction to lit-
erature class is to cultivate the analytic skills necessary for reading well. 
Class discussions often help establish a dialogue with a work that perhaps 
otherwise would not speak to you. Analytic skills can also be developed 
by writing about what you read. Writing is an effective means of clarifying 
your responses and ideas because it requires you to account for the author’s 
use of language as well as your own. This book is based on two premises: 
that reading literature is pleasurable and that reading and understanding a 
work sensitively by thinking, talking, or writing about it increases the plea-
sure of the experience of it.

Understanding its basic elements — such as point of view, symbol, theme, 
tone, irony, and so on — is a prerequisite to an informed appreciation of litera-
ture. Th is kind of understanding allows you to perceive more in a literary work 
in much the same way that a spectator at a tennis match sees more if he or she 
understands the rules and conventions of the game. But literature is not sim-
ply a spectator sport. Th e analytic skills that open up literature also have their 
uses when you watch a television program or film and, more important, when 
you attempt to sort out the significance of the people, places, and events that 
constitute your own life. Literature enhances and sharpens your perceptions. 
What could be more lastingly practical as well as satisfying?

   02_MEY_00218_intro_001_008.indd   5     12/08/15   2:01 PM



 

 
 

EXCERPT FROM 

CHAPTER 51 

Critical Strategies 

for Reading 



  Reader-Response Strategies  1659

control the life force that surges within her and all around her. When she finally 
gives herself to the energy and life she experiences, she feels triumphant — like 
a “goddess of Victory.” But this victory is short lived when she learns that her 
husband is still alive and with him all the obligations that made her marriage feel 
like a wasteland. Her death is an ironic version of a rebirth ritual. Th e coming 
of spring is an ironic contrast to her own discovery that she can no longer live a 
repressed, circumscribed life with her husband. Death turns out to be preferable 
to the living death that her marriage means to her. Although spring will go on, 
this “goddess of Victory” is defeated by a devastating social contract. Th e old, 
corrupt order continues, and that for Chopin is a cruel irony that mythological 
critics would see as an unnatural disruption of the nature of things.

R EA DER-R ESPONSE STR ATEGIES

Reader-response criticism, as its name implies, focuses its attention on the 
reader rather than the work itself. Th is approach to literature describes what 
goes on in the reader’s mind during the process of reading a text. In a sense, 
all critical approaches (especially psychological and mythological criticism) 
concern themselves with a reader’s response to literature, but there is a stron-
ger emphasis in reader-response criticism on the reader’s active construction 
of the text. Although many critical theories inform reader-response criticism, 
all reader-response critics aim to describe the reader’s experience of a work: 
in eff ect we get a reading of the reader, who comes to the work with certain 
expectations and assumptions, which are either met or not met. Hence the 
consciousness of the reader — produced by reading the work — is the subject 
matter of reader-response critics. Just as writing is a creative act, reading is, 
since it also produces a text.
 Reader-response critics do not assume that a literary work is a finished 
product with fixed formal properties, as, for example, formalist critics do. 
Instead, the literary work is seen as an evolving creation of the reader as he 
or she processes characters, plots, images, and other elements while reading. 
Some reader-response critics argue that this act of creative reading is, to a 
degree, controlled by the text, but it can produce many interpretations of the 
same text by diff erent readers. Th ere is no single definitive reading of a work, 
because the crucial assumption is that readers create rather than discover 
meanings in texts. Readers who have gone back to works they had read earlier 
in their lives oft en find that a later reading draws very diff erent responses from 
them. What earlier seemed unimportant is now crucial; what at first seemed 
central is now barely worth noting. Th e reason, put simply, is that two differ-
ent people have read the same text. Reader-response critics are not aft er the 
“correct” reading of the text or what the author presumably intended; instead 
they are interested in the reader’s experience with the text.

Th ese experiences change with readers; although the text remains the 
same, the readers do not. Social and cultural values influence readings, so that, 
for example, an avowed Marxist would be likely to come away from Miller’s 

   53_MEY_00218_ch51_1639_1662.indd   1659     13/10/15   8:01 PM



1660  Critical Strategies for Reading  

Death of a Salesman with a very diff erent view of American capitalism than 
that of, say, a successful sales representative, who might attribute Willy Loman’s 
fall more to his character than to the American economic system. Moreover, 
readers from diff erent time periods respond diff erently to texts. An Elizabe-
than — concerned perhaps with the stability of monarchical rule — might 
respond diff erently to Hamlet’s problems than would a twenty-first-century 
reader well versed in psychology and concepts of what Freud called the Oedi-
pus complex. Th is is not to say that anything goes, that Miller’s play can be 
read as an amoral defense of cheating and rapacious business practices or that 
Hamlet is about the dangers of living away from home. Th e text does, aft er 
all, establish some limits that allow us to reject certain readings as erroneous. 
But reader-response critics do reject formalist approaches that describe a liter-
ary work as a self-contained object, the meaning of which can be determined 
without reference to any extrinsic matters, such as the social and cultural 
values assumed by either the author or the reader.
 Reader-response criticism calls attention to how we read and what 
influences our readings. It does not attempt to define what a literary work 
means on the page but rather what it does to an informed reader, a reader 
who understands the language and conventions used in a given work. Reader-
response criticism is not a rationale for mistaken or bizarre readings of works 
but an exploration of the possibilities for a plurality of readings shaped by 
readers’ experiences with the text. Th is kind of strategy can help us understand 
how our responses are shaped by both the text and ourselves.

Chopin’s “Th e Story of an Hour” illustrates how reader-response critical 
strategies read the reader. Chopin doesn’t say that Mrs. Mallard’s marriage is 
repressive; instead, that troubling fact dawns on the reader at the same time 
that the recognition forces its way into Mrs. Mallard’s consciousness. Her 
surprise is also the reader’s because although she remains in the midst of 
intense grief, she is on the threshold of a startling discovery about the new 
possibilities life off ers. How the reader responds to that discovery, however, 
is not entirely controlled by Chopin. One reader, perhaps someone who has 
recently lost a spouse, might find Mrs. Mallard’s “joy” indeed “monstrous” and 
selfish. Certainly that’s how Mrs. Mallard’s doctors — the seemingly authori-
tative diagnosticians in the story — would very likely read her. But for other 
readers —especially twenty-first-century readers steeped in feminist val-
ues — Mrs. Mallard’s feelings require no justification. Such readers might find 
Chopin’s ending to the story more ironic than she seems to have intended 
because Mrs. Mallard’s death could be read as Chopin’s inability to envision 
a protagonist who has the strength of her convictions. In contrast, a reader 
in 1894 might have seen the ending as Mrs. Mallard’s only escape from the 
repressive marriage her husband’s assumed death suddenly allowed her to 
see. A reader in our times probably would argue that it was the marriage that 
should have died rather than Mrs. Mallard, that she had other alternatives, not 
just obligations (as the doctors would have insisted), to consider.

By imagining diff erent readers, we can imagine a variety of responses to 
the story that are influenced by the readers’ own impressions, memories, or 
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experiences with marriage. Such imagining suggests the ways in which reader-
response criticism opens up texts to a number of interpretations. As one final 
example, consider how readers’ responses to “Th e Story of an Hour” would 
be aff ected if it were printed in two diff erent magazines, read in the context of 
either Ms. or Good Housekeeping. What assumptions and beliefs would each 
magazine’s readership be likely to bring to the story? How do you think the 
respective experiences and values of each magazine’s readers would influence 
their readings? For a sample reader-response student paper on “Th e Story of 
an Hour,” see page 20.

DECONSTRUCTIONIST STR ATEGIES

Deconstructionist critics insist that literary works do not yield fixed, single 
meanings. Th ey argue that there can be no absolute knowledge about anything 
because language can never say what we intend it to mean. Anything we write 
conveys meanings we did not intend, so the deconstructionist argument goes. 
Language is not a precise instrument but a power whose meanings are caught 
in an endless web of possibilities that cannot be untangled. Accordingly, any 
idea or statement that insists on being understood separately can ultimately be 
“deconstructed” to reveal its relations and connections to contradictory and 
opposite meanings.

Unlike other forms of criticism, deconstructionism seeks to destabilize 
meanings instead of establishing them. In contrast to formalists such as the 
New Critics, who closely examine a work in order to call attention to how its 
various components interact to establish a unified whole, deconstruction-
ists try to show how a close examination of the language in a text inevitably 
reveals conflicting, contradictory impulses that “deconstruct” or break down 
its apparent unity.
 Although deconstructionists and New Critics both examine the language 
of a text closely, deconstructionists focus on the gaps and ambiguities that 
reveal a text’s instability and indeterminacy, whereas New Critics look for pat-
terns that explain how the text’s fixed meaning is structured. Deconstruction-
ists painstakingly examine the competing meanings within the text rather than 
attempting to resolve them into a unified whole.

Th e questions deconstructionists ask are aimed at discovering and 
describing how a variety of possible readings are generated by the elements 
of a text. In contrast to a New Critic’s concerns about the ultimate meaning 
of a work, a deconstructionist is primarily interested in how the use of lan-
guage — diction, tone, metaphor, symbol, and so on — yields only provisional, 
not definitive, meanings. Consider, for example, the following excerpt from an 
American Puritan poet, Anne Bradstreet. Th e excerpt is from “Th e Flesh and 
the Spirit” (1678), which consists of an allegorical debate between two sisters, 
the body and the soul. During the course of the debate, Flesh, a consummate 
materialist, insists that Spirit values ideas that do not exist and that her faith 
in idealism is both unwarranted and insubstantial in the face of the material 
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You should take detailed notes only aft er you’ve read through the work. 
If you write too many notes during the first reading, you’re likely to disrupt 
your response. Moreover, until you have a sense of the entire work, it will be 
difficult to determine how connections can be made among its various ele-
ments. In addition to recording your first impressions and noting significant 
passages, characters, actions, and so on, you should consult the Questions for 
Responsive Reading and Writing about fiction (p. 47), poetry (p. 628), and 
drama (p. 1115). Th ese questions can assist you in getting inside a work as well 
as organizing your notes.

Inevitably, you will take more notes than you finally use in the paper. Note 
taking is a form of thinking aloud, but because your ideas are on paper you 
don’t have to worry about forgetting them. As you develop a better sense of a 
potential topic, your notes will become more focused and  detailed.

CHOOSING A TOPIC

If your instructor assigns a topic or off ers a choice from among an approved 
list of topics, some of your work is already completed. Instead of being asked 
to come up with a topic about Oedipus the King (p. 1127), you may be asked to 
write a three-page essay that specifically discusses whether Oedipus’s downfall 
is a result of fate or foolish pride. You also have the assurance that a specified 
topic will be manageable within the suggested number of pages. Unless you 
ask your instructor for permission to write on a diff erent or related topic, be 
certain to address yourself to the assignment. An essay that does not discuss 
Oedipus’s downfall but instead describes his relationship with his wife Iokaste 
would be missing the point. Notice too that there is room even in an as signed 
topic to develop your own approach. One question that immediately comes to 
mind is whether Oedipus’s plight is relevant to a twenty-fi rst-century reader. 
Assigned topics do not relieve you of thinking about an aspect of a work, but 
they do focus your thinking.

At some point during the course, you may have to begin an essay from 
scratch. You might, for example, be asked to write about a short story that 
somehow impressed you or that seemed particularly well written or filled 
with insights. Before you start considering a topic, you should have a sense of 
how long the paper will be because the assigned length can help to determine 
the extent to which you should develop your topic. Ideally, the paper’s length 
should be based on how much space you deem necessary to present your dis-
cussion clearly and convincingly, but if you have any doubts and no specific 
guidelines have been indicated, ask. Th e question is important; a topic that 
might be appropriate for a three-page paper could be too narrow for ten pages. 
Th ree pages would probably be adequate for a discussion of why Emily mur-
ders Homer in Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily” (p. 78). Conversely, it would be 
futile to try to summarize Faulkner’s use of the South in his fiction in even ten 
pages; this would have to be narrowed to something like “Images of the South 
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in ‘A Rose for Emily.’ ” Be sure that the topic you choose can be adequately cov-
ered in the assigned number of pages.

Once you have a firm sense of how much you are expected to write, you 
can begin to decide on your topic. If you are to choose what work to write 
about, select one that genuinely interests you. Too oft en students pick a story, 
poem, or play because it is mercifully short or seems simple. Such works can 
certainly be the subjects of fine essays, but simplicity should not be the major 
reason for selecting them. Choose a work that has moved you so that you have 
something to say about it. Th e student who wrote about “A & P” was initially 
attracted to the story’s title because she had once worked in a similar store. 
Aft er reading the story, she became fascinated with its setting because Updike’s 
descriptions seemed so accurate. Her paper then grew out of her curiosity 
about the setting’s purpose. When a writer is engaged in a topic, the paper has 
a better chance of being interesting to a reader.

Aft er you have settled on a particular work, your notes and annotations of 
the text should prove useful for generating a topic. Th e paper on “John Updike’s 
A & P as a State of Mind” developed naturally from the notes (p. 1684) that the 
student jotted down about the setting and antagonist. If you think with a pen in 
your hand, you are likely to find when you review your notes that your thoughts 
have clustered into one or more topics. Perhaps there are patterns of imagery 
that seem to make a point about life. Th ere may be scenes that are ironically 
paired or secondary characters who reveal certain qualities about the protago-
nist. Your notes and annotations on such aspects can lead you to a particular 
eff ect or impression. Having chuckled your way through “A & P,” you may dis-
cover that your notations about the story’s humor point to a serious satire of 
society’s values.

DEV ELOPING A THESIS

When you are satisfied that you have something interesting to say about a 
work and that your notes have led you to a focused topic, you can formulate 
a thesis, the central idea of the paper. Whereas the topic indicates what the 
paper focuses on (the setting in “A & P”), the thesis explains what you have 
to say about the topic (because the intolerant setting of “A & P” is the antago-
nist in the story, it is crucial to our understanding of Sammy’s decision to quit 
his job). Th e thesis should be a complete sentence (though sometimes it may 
require more than one sentence) that establishes your topic in clear, unambig-
uous language. Th e thesis may be revised as you get further into the topic and 
discover what you want to say about it, but once the thesis is firmly established, 
it will serve as a guide for you and your reader because all the information and 
observations in your essay should be related to the thesis.

One student on an initial reading of Andrew Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress” 
(p. 647) saw that the male speaker of the poem urges a woman to love now 
before time runs out for them. Th is reading gave him the impression that the 
poem is a simple celebration of the pleasures of the flesh, but on subsequent 
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Accent  Th e emphasis, or stress, given a syllable in pronunciation. We say “syl-
lable” not “syllable,” “emphasis” not “emphasis.” Accents can also be used to 
emphasize a particular word in a sentence: Is she content with the contents of 
the yellow package? See also meter.

Act  A major division in the action of a play. Th e ends of acts are typically indi-
cated by lowering the curtain or turning up the houselights. Playwrights fre-
quently employ acts to accommodate changes in time, setting, characters on-
stage, or mood. In many full-length plays, acts are further divided into scenes, 
which oft en mark a point in the action when the location changes or when a 
new character enters. See also scene.

Allegory  A narration or description usually restricted to a single meaning be-
cause its events, actions, characters, settings, and objects represent specifi c ab-
stractions or ideas. Although the elements in an allegory may be interesting in 
themselves, the emphasis tends to be on what they ultimately mean. Characters 
may be given names such as Hope, Pride, Youth, and Charity; they have few if 
any personal qualities beyond their abstract meanings. Th ese personifi cations 
are not symbols because, for instance, the meaning of a character named Char-
ity is precisely that virtue. See also symbol.

Alliteration  Th e repetition of the same consonant sounds in a sequence of words, 
usually at the beginning of a word or stressed syllable: “descending dew drops”; 
“luscious lemons.” Alliteration is based on the sounds of letters, rather than 
the spelling of words; for example, “keen” and “car” alliterate, but “car” and 
“cite” do not. Used sparingly, alliteration can intensify ideas by emphasizing key 
words, but when used too self-consciously, it can be distracting, even ridicu-
lous, rather than eff ective. See also assonance, consonance.

Allusion  A brief reference to a person, place, thing, event, or idea in history or lit-
erature. Allusions conjure up biblical authority, scenes from Shakespeare’s plays, 
historic fi gures, wars, great love stories, and anything else that might enrich an 
author’s work. Allusions imply reading and cultural experiences shared by the 
writer and reader, functioning as a kind of shorthand whereby the recalling of 
something outside the work supplies an emotional or intellectual context, such 
as a poem about current racial struggles calling up the memory of Abraham 
Lincoln.

Glossary of Literary Terms
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