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For Mac Davis and the late Stephen Lacey,
who both know that a good teacher is one who remains a student.



Preface for Instructors

If you're planning to use this book in your undergraduate classroom, then
you know that critical theory is no longer considered an abstract discipline
for a select group of graduate students, as it was fifteen or twenty years ago.
Personaliy, I don’t think critical theory should ever have been limited to that
mode of thinking or to that audience. In its most concrete and, I think, most
meaningful form, critical theory supplies us with a remarkable collection of
pedagogical tools to help students, regardless of their educational back-
ground, develop their ability to reason logically; to formulate an argument;
to grasp divergent points of view; to make connections among literature,
history, and their own experience; and, of special importance on our
shrinking planet, to explore human diversity in its most profound and per-
sonal sense: as diverse ways of defining oneself and one’s world. From this
perspective, critical theory is an appropriate pedagogical resource not only
for advanced literature courses, but for the kinds of meat-and-potatoes
courses that many of us teach: foundation-level literature courses; intro-
duction-to-literary-studies courses; diversity courses; and composition
courses that stress critical thinking, social issues, or cultural diversity.

For most of us who see this pedagogical potential, the question then
becomes: How can I adapt critical theory to make it useful to students new
to the study of literature and/or to the social issues literature raises? That is
precisely the question Learning for a Diverse World attempts to answer, first
by offering you six carefully selected theories from which to choose, then by
offering you five different ways to use each of these theories through the
vehicle of sample interpretations of the five literary works reprinted at the
end of this book. Now, the key word here is choice. I think we do our best
teaching when we adapt our materials to our own pedagogical goals and
teaching styles. For example, you can use Learning for a Diverse World to
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xii LEARNING FOR A DIVERSE WORLD

structure an entire course, or you can use it as a supplement. To provide
maximum flexibility, each chapter is written to stand on its own, so you can
choose which of the selected theories you want to use. Each sample inter-
pretation is also written to stand on its own, so you can choose which of the
selected literary works you want to use.

Chapters Three through Eight—which introduce the fundamentals
of, respectively, psychoanalytic, Marxist, feminist, gay and lesbian, African
American, and postcolonial theory—each consists of four components:
(1) “Why Should We Learn about This Theory?” (2) “Basic Concepts,”
(3) “Interpretation Exercises,” and (4) “Food for Further Thought” “Why
Should We Learn about This Theory?” explains the importance of the the-
ory addressed in the chapter at hand and its relevance to our lives as well as
to our interpretation of literature. “Basic Concepts” defines the founda-
tional concepts of that theory in simple, concrete language. “Interpretation
Exercises” uses those foundational concepts to analyze our five literary
works. And “Food for Further Thought” helps students both retain and
understand the significance of what they’ve just learned in that chapter.

I hope the structure of these chapters will facilitate your own creation
of classroom activities and homework assignments. For example, students
can work in small groups to find the textual data required by a given inter-
pretation exercise, and that activity can be organized in a number of ways.
Each group can work on a different section of the same interpretation exer-
cise, thereby each contributing a piece of the puzzle to a single interpreta-
tion. Or each group can work on a different interpretation exercise from a
single chapter, thereby using concepts from the same theory to complete
interpretation exercises for different literary works. Or if students feel they
fully understand a given interpretation exercise, you might invite them to
develop one of the alternative interpretations suggested in the “Focusing
Your Essay” section at the end of each interpretation exercise or to develop
‘an interpretation of their own. Finally, once the class has become acquaint-
ed with a few different theories, each group can collect textual data from the
same literary work as directed by the sample interpretations of that work
offered in different chapters, that is, through different theoretical lenses.

Similarly, the “Basic Concepts” sections of Chapters Three through Eight
can be used to generate activities by having students apply these concepts to
short literary works other than those used in this book. For example, stu-
dents can be given—singly, in pairs, or in small groups—one of the basic
concepts of a single theory and be asked to find all the ways in which that
concept is illustrated in or is relevant to any literary work you assign. Or you
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might allow students to select one of the basic concepts of a theory the class
is studying and explain to their classmates how an understanding of that
concept helps illuminate the lyrics of a song of their own choosing, which
students can bring to class in recorded or printed form. You might also find
it fruitful to have small groups of students brainstorm possible activities—
to be submitted for your approval—by means of which they believe they can
demonstrate the usefulness of one or more of the basic concepts of a given
theory in helping them understand something about their world: perhaps
something they saw in the news, on a television program, or in an adver-
tisement; or perhaps something they observed about human behavior while
at their jobs, while on campus, or while shopping at the mall.

To whatever uses you put Chapters Three through Eight, I think you’ll
find that the six theories they introduce, taken in any combination, provide
a comparative experience, a sense of how our perceptions can change when
we change the lens through which we’re looking. In addition, these theo-
ries, all of which are in popular academic use today, can help students
develop a concrete, productive understanding of the diverse world in which
we live. Analogously, our five literary works—Emily Dickinson’s “I started
Early—Took my Dog” (c. 1862), William Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily”
(1931), Ralph Ellison’s “The Battle Royal” (1952), Alice Walker’s “Everyday
Use” (1973), and Jewelle Gomez’s “Don’t Explain” (1987)—were chosen
because each lends itself to our selected theories in ways that are accessible
to novices. Each of these works is also typical of the kinds of perspectives
on literature each theory offers us. Thus each interpretation exercise serves
as a template for future literary analysis.

Of course, Learning for a Diverse World is not intended as a complete
introduction-to-literature textbook: for example, it does not define such
basic literary vocabulary as plot, character, setting, and imagery. Neverthe-
less, the book addresses several common problems encountered by students
new to the study of literature, problems which I suspect you've encountered
in the classroom many times. For example, the interpretation exercises in
Chapters Three through Eight, in addition to their primary function as
sample literary applications of our selected theories, are all lessons in close
reading, for each exercise guides students through the process of collecting
textual evidence to support the interpretation at hand. Students are thus
encouraged to see the equal importance of two aspects of current critical
practice that they often mistakenly believe are mutually exclusive: (1) that
there is more than one valid interpretation of a literary text and (2) that
every interpretation requires adequate textual support. Unfortunately, as
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you've probably noticed all too often, the idea that there is no single correct
interpretation of a literary work frequently leads students to conclude that
their own interpretations do not need to be supported with textual evi-
dence. Furthermore, Chapter One, “Critical Theory and You,” explains,
among other things, the difference between an opinion and a thesis, the
purpose of a literary interpretation, and how we can analyze the meaning
of a literary work without knowing what the author intended. Chapter
Two, “Using Concepts from Reader-Response Theory to Understand Our
Own Interpretations,” explains the difference between a symbolic interpre-
tation justified by the literary work and a symbolic interpretation arbitrar-
ily imposed by a reader’s personal response to the work. This same chapter
also explains the difference between a text’s representation of human
behavior and its endorsement of that behavior, which students’ personal
responses to a literary work often lead them to confuse. Finally, Chapter
Nine, “Holding on to What You've Learned,” explains how the concepts
from critical theory we use to interpret literature can be used to interpret
other cultural productions as well—for example, television programs,
political speeches, song lyrics, movies, and the like—and how our study of
critical theory can help us understand, develop, and articulate our person-
al values.

Perhaps you will find, as I have, that this last connection—between our
sense of ourselves as individuals and the culture that shapes us—is the most
valuable connection the study of critical theory can help students make. For
itis a connection that has the capacity to spark imaginative inquiry in every
domain of their education. And it seems to me that few things motivate stu-
dents more thoroughly—if we can just find the keys to open that door—
than their own imaginations.



Acknowledgments

My sincere gratitude goes to the following friends and colleagues for their
many and varied acts of kindness during the writing of this book: Forrest
Armstrong, Kathleen Blumreich, Brent Chesley, Patricia Clark, Dianne
Griffin Crowder, Michelle DeRose, Milt Ford, Roger Gilles, Chance Guyette,
Michael Hartnett, Avis Hewitt, Rick Iadonisi, Mitch Kachun, Tori Kragt,
Stephen Lacey, Paul Pierrentozzi, Regina Salmi, Veta Tucker, Becky
Westrate, and Brian White.

Special thanks also go to Dean Gary Stark and to Grand Valley State
University for its generous financial support of this project; to Sharon
Piersma and Mary Mihovich at Grand Haven’s Loutit Library; and to my
editors at Routledge, James Mozgan Il and Angela Kao.

Finally, the deepest appreciation is expressed to Gretchen Cline and
Mac Davis for their extreme courage, as always, under fire,



Preface for Instructors
Acknowledgments

CHAPTER 1

Critical Theory and You

What Does Critical Theory Have to Do with Me?

1

What Will I Learn about Critical Theory from This Book?

Contents

3

Three Questions about Interpretation Most Students Ask 7

Why Feeling Confused Can Be a Good Sign 9

CHAPTER 2

Using Concepts from Reader-Response Theory

to Understand Our Own Interpretations

Discovering the Role of Our Personal Responses

How Qur Personal Responses Can Help or Hinder Interpretation

11

Using Our Personal Responses to Generate Paper Topics

CHAPTER 3

Using Concepts from Psychoanalytic Theory

to Understand Literature

Why Should We Learn about Psychoanalytic Theory?

Basic Concepts 25
The Family 25
Repression and the Unconscious
The Defenses 26
Core Issues 26

Dream Symbolism 27

25

23

19

15

M.

11

23



vi CONTENTS

Interpretation Exercises 29

Analyzing Characters’ Dysfunctional Behavior:
Interpreting “Everyday Use” 29

Analyzing a Character’s Insanity: Interpreting “A Rose for Emily”

Analyzing Dream Images in Literature: Interpreting
“I started Early—Took my Dog” 40

Analyzing a Character’s Self-Healing: Interpreting
“Don’t Explain” 44

Using Psychoanalytic Concepts in Service of Other Theories:
Interpreting “The Battle Royal” 48

Food for Further Thought 50

CHAPTER 4
Using Concepts from Marxist Theory
to Understand Literature
Why Should We Learn about Marxist Theory? 53
Basic Concepts 35
Classism 55
Capitalism 57
Capitalist Ideologies 58
Competition 58
Commodification 58
The American Dream 59
Rugged Individualism 59
Religion 60
Interpretation Exercises 60

Analyzing the Operations of Capitalism: Interpreting
“Everyday Use” 60

Analyzing the Operations of the American Dream: Interpreting
“The Battle Royal” 64

Analyzing the Operations of Classism: Interpreting
“A Rose for Emily” 70

Resisting Classism: Interpreting “Don’t Explain” 74

Learning When Not to Use Marxist Concepts: Resisting the
Temptation to Interpret “I started Early—Took my Dog” 77

Food for Further Thought 80

34

53



CONTENTS vii

CHAPTER 5

Using Concepts from Feminist Theory
to Understand Literature 83
Why Should We Learn about Feminist Theory? 83
Basic Concepts 86

Patriarchy 86

Traditional Gender Roles 87

“Good Girls” and “Bad Girls” 87

Sexism 88

The “Cult of “True Womanhood™™ 88
Interpretation Exercises 90

Rejecting the Objectification of Women: Interpreting
“The Battle Royal” 90

Resisting Patriarchal Ideology: Interpreting “Don’t Explain” 93

Analyzing a Conflicted Attitude toward Patriarchy: Interpreting
“Everyday Use” 97

Analyzing a Sexist Text: Interpreting “A Rose for Emily” 162

Analyzing Patriarchy’s Psychological Oppression of Women:
Interpreting “I started Early—Took my Dog” 110

Food for Further Thought 114

CHAPTER 6
Using Concepts from Gay and Lesbian Theory to
Understand Literature 117
Why Should We Learn about Gay and Lesbian Theory? 117
Basic Concepts 120
Heterosexism 120
Homophobia 121
Homosocial 121
Woman-Identified Woman 121
Homoerotic 122
Queer Theory 122
Interpretation Exercises 123
Rejecting Lesbian Stereotypes: Interpreting “Don’t Explain” 123
Analyzing Homophobia: Interpreting “The Battle Royal” 129
Analyzing a Gay or Lesbian Subtext: Interpreting “Everyday Use” 132



viii CONTENTS

Using Queer Theory: Interpreting “A Rose for Emily” 137
Drawing upon Context: Interpreting “I started Early—
Took my Dog” 141

Food for Further Thought 146

CHAPTER 7
Using Concepts from African American Theory
to Understand Literature

Why Should We Learn about African American Theory? 149
Basic Concepts 153
African American Culture 153
Racism 154
Forms of Racism 155
Institutionalized Racism 155
Internalized Racism 156
Intraracial Racism 156
Double Consciousness 157
Interpretation Exercises 157
Analyzing the Operations of Institutionalized Racism:
Interpreting “The Battle Royal” 157
Understanding the Operations of Internalized Racism:
Interpreting “Everyday Use” 162
Surviving “Less Visible” Forms of Racism: Interpreting
“Don’t Explain® 169

Analyzing the Function of Black Characters in White Literature:

Interpreting “A Rose for Emily” 175

Learning When Not to Use African American Concepts:
Resisting the Temptation to Interpret “I started Early—
Took my Dog” 183

Food for Further Thought 186

CHAPTER 8
Using Concepts from Postcolonial Theory
to Understand Literature
‘Why Should We Learn about Postcolonial Theory? 189
Basic Concepts 192
Colonialist Ideology 192
Othering 193
Subaitern 193

149

189



CONTENTS ix

The Colonial Subject 194
Mimicry 194
Unhomeliness 195
Anticolonialist Resistance 196
Interpretation Exercises 197
Analyzing Colonialist Ideology: Interpreting “The Battle Royal” 197
Analyzing the Colonial Subject: Interpreting “Everyday Use” 204

Analyzing the Influence of Cultural Categories: Interpreting
“A Rose for Emily” 212

Analyzing Anticolonialist Resistance: Interpreting “Don’t Explain” 217

Understanding the Colonization of Nature: Interpreting
“I started Early—Took my Dog” 223

Food for Further Thought 227

CHAPTER 9
Holding on to What You’ve Learned 231
A Shorthand Overview of Our Six Critical Theories 231
A Shorthand Overview of Qur Literary Interpretation Exercises 232

A Shorthand Overview of the Range of Perspectives Offered by
Each Theory 239

Critical Theory and an Ethics for a Diverse World 242
Taking the Next Step 244

Appendices
APPENDIX A I started Early—Took my Dog”
(Emily Dickinson, c. 1862) 249

APPENDIX B “A Rose for Emily”
(William Faulkner, 1931) 251

appENDIX C  “The Battle Royal”
(Ralph Ellison, 1952) 260

APPENDIX D “Everyday Use”
(Alice Walker, 1973) 274

appENDIX E  “Don’t Explain”
(Jewelle Gomez, 1987) 282

Index 293



CHAPTER 1

Ciritical Theory and You

If you're reading this textbook, then you’ve probably got a lot on your
plate right now. You might be in your first or second year of college. You
might be taking your first literature course. If you'’re majoring in
English, at this point you might be a bit concerned about what you've
gotten yourself into. If you're not majoring in English, you might be
wondering if you can get away with skipping this part of the course or
putting forth a minimal effort. After all, you might be thinking, “What
does critical theory have to do with me?” As I hope this book will show
you, critical theory has everything to do with you, no matter what your
major or your career plans might be.

What Does Critical Theory Have to Do with Me?

First, most of my students find that the study of critical theory increas-
es their ability to think creatively and to reason logically, and that’s a
powerful combination of vocational skills. You will see, for example,
how the skills fostered by studying critical theory would be useful to
lawyers in arguing their cases and to teachers in managing the interper-
sonal dynamics that play out in their classrooms. In fact, as you read the
following chapters I think you will find that critical theory develops
your ability to see any given problem from a variety of points of view,
which is a skill worth having no matter what career you pursue.

As important as, if not more important than, your future role on the
job market is your future role as a citizen of the United States and as a
member of the global community. Many Americans are beginning to
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realize that the United States, like the planet as a whole, consists of
diverse cultures, each with its own history of struggle and achievement
and each with its own part to play on the modern stage of national and
world events. However, while each culture has its own unique heritage,
we share the need to learn to live together, to learn to work with and for
one another, if we want our country and our planet to survive. And the
issue becomes more complex when we realize that cultures don’t occu-
py tidy bins determined by race or ethnicity alone. In reality, cultures
consist of a patchwork of overlapping groups that define themselves in
terms of many factors, including race, ethnicity, religion, gender, sexual
orientation, and socioeconomic class.

It’s easy for each of us to think ourselves tolerant of cultural groups
other than our own, to believe that we are unbiased, without prejudice.
But it’s not meaningful to say that we are tolerant of groups about
which we know nothing. For as soon as our tolerance is tested we might
find that the tolerance we thought we had doesn’t really exist. For exam-
ple, think back to your high school experience. For most of you, wasn’t
your high school divided into social groups based largely on the kinds
of cultural factors listed above? If your school had a diverse student
body, didn’t students tend to form close bonds only with members of
their own race? Didn’t students from wealthy, socially prominent fami-
lies tend to stick together? Didn’t students from poorer neighborhoods
tend to hang around together as well? Didn’t students with strong reli-
gious ties tend to be close friends with students of the same religion? If
your high-school environment was safe enough for gay students to
identify themselves, wasn’t there a social group based on gay sexual ori-
entation, which may have been subdivided into two more groups: gay
male and gay female students? You can see the strength of these cultur-
al ties if your school had athletic teams made up of students from
diverse backgrounds. The athletes may have bonded with their team-
mates at school, but how many of them formed close out-of-school
friendships with athletes of a different race, class, or sexual orientation?

Of course, it seems natural for us to form close ties with people who
share our cultural background because we have so much in common.
The unfortunate thing is that we tend to form only superficial relation-
ships, or none at all, with people from other cultural groups. And worse,
we tend to classify other groups according to misleading stereotypes
that prevent us from getting to know one another as individuals. We
might even find ourselves looking at members of another group as if
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they were creatures from another planet, “not like us” and therefore not
as good, not as trustworthy, and in worst-case scenarios, not as human.
One solution to this problem is to begin to understand one another by
learning to see the world from diverse points of view, by learning what
it might be like to “walk a mile in another person’s moccasins.” And
though it might sound like a big claim, that is precisely what critical the-
ory can help us learn because it teaches us to see the world from multi-
ple perspectives.

Naturally, critical theory has specific benefits for English majors and
other students of literature, too. For example, critical theory can
increase your understanding of literary texts by helping you see more in
them than you've seen before. And by giving you more to see in litera-
ture, critical theory can make literature more interesting to read. As
you'll see in the following chapters, critical theory can also provide you
with multiple interpretations of the same literary work, which will
increase the possibility of finding interesting paper topics. Finally, a
practice that is increasing in popularity in English departments is the
application of critical theory to cultural productions other than litera-
ture—for example, to movies, song lyrics, and television shows—and
even to your own personal experience, which will help you see more
and understand more of the world in which you live.

What Will I Learn about Critical Theory from
This Book?

So now that I've been trying to convince you of the value of critical the-
ory for the last several paragraphs, perhaps it’s time to explain in some
detail what critical theory is. If you’ve looked at the table of contents of
this textbook, you’ve probably discovered that what is commonly called
critical theory actually consists of several critical theories. And what is
most interesting is that each one offers us a different way of interpret-
ing human experience and literature, and literature is, of course, a
human production. Each theory focuses our attention on a different
area of human experience—and therefore on a different aspect of liter-
ature—and gives us its own set of concepts with which to understand
the world in which we live and the literature that is part and parcel of
our world. Think of each theory as a different lens or a different pair of
eyeglasses through which we see a different picture of the world and a
different view of any literary text we read. To help you get a feel for how



