Literary Tools--5

LITERARY TECHNIQUES AND IDEAS TO APPLY TO THE TEXTS (Prof. Tarzia)

General Literary Tools

Symbols -- (a) culturally specific symbols (the color black in western society and the color white in Asian society are colors of mourning; the meaning of a red rose in American society), (b) symbols specific to a story (the ‘walls’ in Bartleby).  

Descriptive techniques -- (a) exposition (simple explaining, telling), (b) showing (suggest rather than point out meanings; let the reader do some of the figuring out), imagery (vivid pictures, use of the 5 senses), (c) sparse descriptive style (almost dramatic in style, like a play, with much dialogue, little description), (d) rich description. 

Other literary devices -- see “formalism” below (also relates to ‘writing style’),

Writing styles (plain, complex, regional, educated, etc.); (see above, and “formalism” below),

Character motivations and types, (simple vs. complex characters, symbolic characters, allegorical characters, realistic characters),

Settings (time and place) and their meanings, 

Plots (central conflict, use of narrators or framing stories, plot techniques, external plots are action oriented and tend to use two-dimensional characters; internal plots are rather more psychological, inward-looking, and complex, and tend to use three-dimensional characters), 

Point-of-view (first person, third person, etc., and how that affects our perception of events and characters), 

Themes (predominant concerns in the story),  

Tones (attitude of author to the topic or a character in the story; a complex relationship can be structured between author, theme, and character, not always simple to discern! Typical tones: enthusiastic, friendly, thoughtful and curious, professionally detached, nostalgic, angry, humorous, resigned, tragic, satiric, and ironic).  

Literary Theory (Critical Approaches; some information paraphrased from Mike Myers, ed., The Bedford Introduction to Literature, 3rd ed., Bedford St. Martin Press, 1999, pp. 2019-2048) 

We are all affected by history, (what every events have come before us), we live in certain kinds of societies and neighborhoods, we are also individuals motivated by our own internal psychology -- a variety of theoretical approaches is simply necessary to account for all the themes in literature, although sometimes only a few of the available theories can be applied to any one story. Here are several approaches: 

Formalism -- Formalism concerns how the form of a story contributes to its meaning (including the metrical form of a poem).  Formalism is a nonhistorical approach that “pretends” that only the structure of a story is important (this is a weakness of the approach).  In other words, the text is seen as being independent of other influences: intrinsic features more important than extrinsic features. 


This approach may involve discrete units of language (writing style: sentence complexity, diction, poetic devices of rhyme, rhythm, oppositions, comparisons, parallelisms, analogies such as metaphor and simile, etc), larger units of plot (foreshadowing, flashback, flash ahead, etc.), and even thought structures (binary, syntagmatic in the sub-area of structuralism).  

Example: folktales have syntagmatic structure (a series of events in the plot): the hero’s isolation or loss or exile, the hero’s travels, the hero aids somebody, the hero is threatened, the hero is aided by somebody, the hero ends in a stable situation (marriage, etc.).  

Example: Formula fiction sometimes uses binary thought structure (this vs. that), as in good vs. evil characters, rich vs. poor, etc. Sometimes early American fiction used these ideas, as in the Puritans who saw life as a struggle of God against Satan, and saw White-Anglos as with God and all other races (especially Native Americans) as agents of the Devil.  

Example: Plot features are part of form: in “Bartleby” we see foreshadowing of his ending in the way he isolates himself behind walls. 

Biographical approaches -- A knowledge of an author’s life can help readers understand his or her work more fully.  Biographical approaches can be controversial because an author’s background does not necessarily dictate what she will write about. Also, this approach can lull the student into simplistic ideas (simple correspondence of author’s life to author’s stories does not always tell us much that is “deep” or interesting).  However, a bio approach can help us narrow down the number of interpretations of an author’s work. 

Example: An author who experienced war may chose not to write about war, although subtle influences of war experience may have formed his character, and thus his stories.  Perhaps we see an obsession about death in his stories, which we might trace back to the facts that he participated in a famous battle in which the casualties were 70% and he saw many of his friends die.  Or perhaps he lost two children in a war.  [We can look at Chopin’s feminism in her own life to inform her themes in “Story of an Hour” or “The Awakening.”] 

Psychological strategies -- Freud's psychoanalytical approach is most often recalled when we say “psychological strategies,” giving psychological strategies a sexual tone of critique (Freud’s theory of repressed sexual desires arising in stories in various ways).  However, the approach can include any suppressed psychological desire -- not only suppressed sexual desires. 

Example: In Chopin’s Story of an Hour, Mrs. Mallard feel strangely free after news of her husband’s death.  She is not a bad person, nor was her husband, but a long marriage of duty toward her husband has created a subconscious desire for freedom from marriage, which is expressed in her odd feelings of freedom right after news of his death.  

Historical strategies -- A story can use details from history; and a story can be a part of history, or thus a kind of “window onto the past." However, we must understand that literature has much freedom to warp historical facts and social realities.  Story telling has some freedom to express the ideals of the overall society as opposed to simply reflecting the realities of the author's world.  However historical studies will usually help explain certain mysteries that appear in authors’ works simply because you the reader may not have lived in that society or era.  You need to fill in the gaps of the knowledge to historical the sociological study.  Some sub-approaches: 

(a) literary history criticism: focus on the history of events and ideas -- the scholar thinks about the events and ideas present at the time the author wrote a story; study of that history helps us see that the story may have meant to its readers at the time the story was written. 

(b) new historicist criticism: focus on a wider inclusion of everything that was written about or thoughgt about when the author was writing -- like a sociological/anthropological approach, the scholar seeks a complete understanding of a historical period, and not only reads stories from that period, but also other material as scientific works of that period, political pamphlets, religious texts, economic studies, all to help gain a complete picture of the society that produced the story.  

(c) Marxist criticism -- focus on social classes and racism -- is included as a historical approach but described separately below because it has anthropological as well as political implications. 

(d) cultural criticism: focus on all texts and art in a society, popular as well as ‘high’ art -- this approach uses a variety of texts and sources like new historicism, but tends to focus on popular culture and may feel free to analyze even advertisements, rock music lyrics, TV sitcoms, etc.  In other words, there is no such thing as ‘high literature’ in this approach -- any text can be studied if it can tell us something interesting.  This approach includes postcolonial criticism: the literature written by writers from other countries who have suffered from the imperialism and colonialism from former and current world powers. 

Example: We better understand Mrs. Mallard’s social position if we studied the popular women’s magazines and advertisements of the times to learn about the wider thinking about men’s and women’s lives and roles.  

Example:  We better understand “Sonny’s Blues” when we understand the social significance of Jazz and Blues music, and the historical struggles of African Americans and how their musical forms sustained them.  In a sense, too, the Africans were exploited my imperialist countries, and so African American literature is partly ‘postcolonial’ -- or a commentary by African Americans about their treatment by imperialist powers. 

Marxist approach-- Marxist criticism is concerned about culture, race, social class, and power.  It may concern the correction of social injustices (such as racism, and oppression of peasant or working classes), or the literature may function to raise the issue of injustice to the public eye.  Marxist scholars see the study of literature as a political act because a story will either challenge or support economic and social oppression.  Marxist critics pay attention to the content of the story -- the social information -- rather than its form.  

Example: (a) Study what middle-class women’s lives were like ca. 1900.  Study the economic forces that led to middle-class women being stay-at-home wives even if they had no children.  Study the way husbands used wives’ lifestyle as status symbols. 

(b) The lawyer in “Bartleby” represents an upper-class person isolated from the harsh realities of the working class (common clerks such as Bartleby); 

(c) Sonny’s brother in “Sonny’s Blues” represents an educated African American who has escaped street life and sets himself above the drug addict who is, in his own way, trying to help him understand Sonny’s fall to addiction.  

(d) The frontier culture of America created a zone of cultural diversity different from America’s urban culture.  Certain writers viewed the American frontier in terms of social class; they saw frontiers as dumping zones for odd, lawless, or otherwise undesirable people “not as good” as their civilized counterparts.  

Gender approaches -- (a) Feminist approaches concern the role and status of women in a society.  This approach may have a political purpose -- like Marxism -- in supporting women's rights by analyzing how the images of women in literature reflects patriarchal or liberal agendas.  (b) Related to feminist approaches are gay/lesbian approaches (sometimes called “queer theory”), which examine the roles of gay and lesbian people in literature.  Also, the gay/lesbian approach might seek out homosexual themes in earlier literature before societies became more ‘open’ toward these sexual alternatives -- when one’s sexuality had to be hidden. 

Example: (a) The women a story/film seem to be portrayed negatively; does this mean that the author was a chauvinist or his society was, or was he portraying an historically accurate chauvinist society in spite of his personal feelings?  Feminist approaches would handle such questions.  (In contrast, the role of men could be viewed similarly).  

(b) Consider the possibility that Mrs. Mallard was rebelling against heterosexual marriage roles.  Could she have been a closet lesbian or bi-sexual? 

(c) Was Mrs. Mallard having vague thoughts that later would have blossomed into feminist thinking or women’s liberation movements? 

Mythological approach -- (related to the study of archetypes in a Jungian approach) Here, the thinking of an entire culture instead of an individual author is analyzed.  We look for universal ideas or patterns and stories -- “archetypes,” which are ideas that come up again and again in many different kinds of stories and even across societies over many years.  The truth behind those ideas -- whether something has actually happened or not in history -- is not as important as the fact that society has certain concerns that have created images and motifs in its literary tradition.   For example, most humans have strong attachments to mothers, therefore archetypal images of “mothers and motherhood” arise in our sleep-dreams, myths, communities, and art.  Common archetypes: scapegoats, the underworld, the innocent child, quests, and rites of passage/initiations, beauty and beast, the mother, the father.  

Example: (a) Many stories/films have an ideal mother or grandmother that represents the “Mother” archetype of the nurturing female.  (b) Fathers sometimes appear as subsumed “beasts” (if in that society fathers tend to be authoritarian).  (c) The monster that invades the home is a common archetype in folklore and modern formula films/stories (Grendel in Beowulf, mad murderers in popular films, or the escaped monsters in spacecraft as in the Aliens series of movies).  (d) People of other gender-definitions, ethnicities, microcultures, or religions become stereotyped as social deviants. 

Example: Mrs. Mallard breaks the norm of the “loyal wife” archetype. 

Reader response approach --  Reader background tends to affect the reader’s interpretation of a story.  This approach assumes that each time a text is read by a certain reader, a new text is formed through the creative interpretation of the text by the individual and her specific personality and history.  Reader response approaches can be used to view the same story through “two different eyes” to expand the potential meanings in a story or poem.  

Example: (a) A person who has experienced divorce will bring different ideas to a story about relationships compared to another reader who has never experienced divorce.  (b) 

Deconstruction -- Language cannot always mean what we intend it to mean -- that is the important idea in deconstructionist criticism.  In other words, there are contradictions built into the way we communicate.  We have a text (a story or poem) and a subtext (meanings under the surface of the story, which can seem contradictory to surface meanings).  Also, a variety of different interpretations of a story are possible, which shows that attempts to establish certain meanings can be very unstable.  

Example: (a) Bartleby seems to represent a reaction to the isolation and confinement that is a risk of our culture, and yet he increasingly seeks isolation and confinement throughout the story.  

(b) Thomas Jefferson sought to prevent the evolution of the American government into another monarchy, and yet his idea of a “natural aristocracy” (people with great abilities no matter what social glass or ethnic group they were born into) could still be seen as contradictory: we could still be ruled by a small number of people, and which might resemble an aristocracy; also, the amassing of wealth (capitalism) would also allow a form of aristocracy to develop in America.  






















