Classroom Activities ' 141

ACTIVITY 4

Literary Perspectives Tool Kit

Literary perspectives help us explain why people might
interpret the same text in different ways. Perspectives help
us understand what is important to individual readers, and
they show us why those readers end up seeing what they
see. One way to imagine a literary perspective is to think of
it as a lens through which we can examine a text. No single lens gives us the
clearest view, but it is sometimes fun to read a text with a particular perspective
in mind because you often end up discovering something intriguing and
unexpected. While readers typically apply more than one perspective at a time,
the best way to understand these perspectives is to employ them one at a time.
What follows is a summary of some of the best-known literary perspectives.
These descriptions are extremely brief, and none fully explains everything you
might want to know about the perspective in question, but there is enough here
for you to get an idea about how readers use them.

The Reader Response Perspective: This type of perspective focuses on the
activity of reading a work of literature. Reader response critics turn away from
the traditional idea that a literary work is an artifact that has meaning built
within it; they turn their attention instead to the responses of individual readers.
Through this shift of perspective, a literary work is converted into an activity
that goes on in a reader’s mind. It is through this interaction that meaning is
made. The features of the work itself—narrator, plot, characters, style, and
structure—are less important than the interplay between a reader’s experience
and the text. Advocates of this perspective believe that literature has no
inherent or intrinsic meaning that is waiting to be discovered. Instead, meaning
is constructed by readers as they bring their own thoughts, moods, and experi-
ences to whatever text they are reading. In turn, what readers get out of a text
depends on their own expectations and ideas. For example, if you read “Sonny’s
Blues,” by James Baldwin, and you have your own troubled younger brother or
sister, the story will have meaning for you that it wouldn’t have for, say, an
only child.

The Archetypal Perspective: In literary criticism, the word archetype signifies
a recognizable pattern or model. It can be used to describe story designs,
character types, or images that can be found in a wide variety of works of
literature. It can also be applied to myths, dreams, and social rituals. The
archetypal similarities between texts and behaviors are thought to reflect a set
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= 152 Appendix

: Structuralist Criticism

Assumptions

1. Draws on linguistic theory.

2. There are structural relationships between concepts that are revealed in language.

3. Linguistic signs are composed of two parts—the signifier (sound patterns) and the signified (the
concept or meaning of the word). i

4. Through these relationships, meaning is produced, which frames and motivates the actions of
individuals and groups.

Strategies

1. Focus on the text alone, not on external information,

2. Examine the underlying system, or pattemns of language. By examining the patter of linguistic signs, we can
establish the paradigm that will reveal meaning.

3. Identify and analyze contrasting elements, (binary oppositions) to determine the important elements
in the text.

4, Look at structural elements, such as words, stanzas, chapters, or parts, and at characters, narrators, or
speakers to see how they can reveal important contrasts and differences.

5. What system of relationships governs the work as a whole or links this work to others?

Deconstructionist Criticism

Assumptions

1. Meaning is made by binary oppositions, but one item is unavoidably favored (or “privileged”) over
the other.

2. This hierarchy is probably arbitrary and can be exposed and reversed.

3. The text’s oppositions and hierarchy can be called into question because texts contain within
themselves unavoidable contradictions, gaps, spaces, and absences that defeat closure and
determinate meaning. All reading is misreading.

Strategies

1. Identify the oppositions in the text. Determine which member appears to be favored, and look for
evidence that contradicts that favoring.

2. Identify what appears central to the text and what appears to be marginal and excluded.

3. Expose the text's indeterminacy. Whereas formalism assumes that you should read a literary work
closely as if it made sense, deconstruction assumes the opposite: that if you read closely enough,
the text will fail to make sense—or at least will contradict itself,

L L L DL Lt LTy F P R Cama
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b f
b s Psychological Criticism
i .

L % Assumptions

Vi 1. Creative writing (like dreaming) represents the (disguised) fulfillment of a (repressed) wish or fear.

¥ e 2. Everyone’s formative history is different in its particulars, but there are basic recurrent patterns of
development for most people. These particulars and patterns have lasting effects.

3. In reading literature, we can make educated guesses about what has been repressed and
transformed.

Strategies

1. Attempt to apply a developmental concept to the work, or to the author or characters (e.g., the

] y Oedipus complex, anal retentiveness, castration anxiety, gender confusion).

g 1 2. Relate the work to psychologically significant events in the author’s or a character’s life.

e 3. Consider how repressed material may be expressed in the work’s pattern of imagery or symbols.

i it Adapted from theory descriptions on inside front cover of Texts and Contexts: Writing About
Literature with Critical Theory, 5th ed., by Steven Lynn; copyright © 2008 by Pearson Education,
Inc.; reprinted with permission.




