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(ABSTRACT)

This dissertation demonstrates how the study of young adult fiction can be
illuminated by a working knowledge of contemporary literary theories, viewing these
theories as strategies, approaches to interpretation. The text reflects the author’s
education in theory, his belief that a basic knowledge of theory provides a rich
repertoire of new ways of reading, and his consideration of the ways in which theory
can be used by both teachers and students in secondary and university classrooms.
The text introduces literary theory to those who have little or no experience with it,
explajning how theory establishes and explores relationships among author, reader,
text, and cultural contexts. Its conversational style encourages readers to explore the
practical applications of theory in their work. Each chapter discusses one theory and
demonstrates its application in a close reading of one young adult text: Formalism
(Virginia Hamilton’s M. C. Higgins, the Great); archetypal theory (Gary Paulsen’s
Dogsong); structuralism/semiotics (Bruce Brooks’ The Moves Make the Many);,
poststructuralism/deconstruction (Lois Lowry’s The Giver); reader-response theories

(Walter Dean Myers’ Fallen Angels); feminism (Budge Wilson’s short story collection



The Leaving); black aesthetics (Emest Gaines’ A Lesson Before Dying); cultural
studies (M. E. Kerr’s Night Kites); and the application of several theories to
Katherine Patterson’s Jacob Have I Loved. The concluding chapter sets the voices of
theorists and teachers into conversations about the implications for theory in the

English classroom.
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CHAPTER ONE

Literature, Teaching, and Theory:
How I Came to Write This Book

My wife Carol, the high school librarian, used to ask me: "Don’t you ever read
anything just for the pleasure of it?" Early in our marriage, I was appalled and not a
little indignant at her question. After all, I was an English teacher; I read differently.
I knew how to read, or that is what I thought. How my thinking about reading has
changed in the last twenty-five years and how my wife’s question has prodded me
again (and again) to think about why I read and how I do it has created this book.

When I finished college, I set out to save the world through language and
literature. I had an amazing repertoire of Great Works with which to lead my
students out of ignorance and into literary, and, I was sure, universal, bliss. My
senior English textbook confirmed my familiar landscépe: Beowulf, Canterbury
Tales, Macbeth, poetry metaphysical, romantic, Victorian, modern, and divine, and,
as the case was in those days, no novel.

After a first day writing sample which horrified my students and horrified me
even more (I graded the papers overnight, of course, and returned them the next day
amid shrieks and lamentation), I plunged headlong into a lecture (carefully wrought)
on the mysteries of the Anglo-Saxon epic poem. It did not take me long to realize
how much my students valued what I had to say. They took copious notes, and I

obliged them by writing difficult and unusual terms (caesura, for example) on the
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blackboard. I was a miracle of delight, cast in the mold of all my favorite teachers
who had known so much and who had shared it with me.

Soon, however, I sensed a dilemma, but I did not know how to solve it: I knew
how to read literature, and they did not, at least not in that metaphoric, symbolic, rich
web of language that Chaucer and Shakespeare have woven for us. Certainly it was
my business to teach them how to read, but they seemed to hang too closely on my
every word. I became the Ultimate Translator of the English Language, and for a
while I relished this amazing power. After all, isn’t that why I went to college? But
I was growing uneasy, and I began to think hard about the joys of reading and of
teaching reading.

As my secondary school career advanced, I became fascinated with teaching
people how to use their own language, how to find a "voice" as a writer, and how to
write about themselves and about literature. That led me to the point at which I
began to explore with my students the voice of the writer, not just the "facts" of what
a writer had said, but more complex ways of looking at how the writer might be
leading us to think or read a certain way. That was the beginning of my life in
theory, that time when I began to question the assumptions we make about language
and how we use it, how others use it, how language influences, persuades, opens up
imaginative landscapes in which we can travel. I was moving into theoretical

territory, and I did a great deal of experimenting with my students, but I did not name

what I was doing. I did not know to call it a reader-response approach; what I did



know was that my students thought I owned the literature we read together, thought
that English teachers had special and nearly inaccessible ways of uncovering mystery
in a poem or play. In that knowledge I began to work hard to help my students learn
to read differently, to go beyond the elemental considerations of outlining plots,
naming characters, collecting metaphors, searching for symbols, and stating themes.
How did I work at this? I began to search for ways of reading and thinking
about literature that differed from what I knew. My undergraduate training had been
mostly in what we call American New Criticism, a theoretical approach that was
popular in the forties and fifties and continues to influence reading practices. It

focuses only on what is inside the work, not on the author’s life or the reader’s

subjective response to what is written. This is a comforting theory for trained
readers, as we English teachers are, but it leaves the uninitiated out in the literary
cold, unable to see and fathom the architecture and the elements that give a work its
structural unity. I am getting more theoretical than I mean to at this point, so I'll
leave my exploration of theoretical stances to another chapter. The point that I am
making here is that I began to discover other ways of helping myself and my students
look at literature.

You are probably wondering at this point why I didn’t just go back to college
and take some more courses to get the answers to my questions. The answer is

simple. I was too caught up in life work to do that.



A little story will explain how I felt. One of the most important teachers in my
life, my western civilization professor in undergraduate school, told our class one day
that he was so wild about history because he had once had an affair with it and had
never gotten over it. The image stuck in my mind. I envied him that passion, that
intensity, and I did not know then that I had it, too. I have always been passionate
about language and especially about stories—epic poems and the novel especially. I
cannot resist the call of Homer’s lliad and Odyssey, of Vergil’s Aeneid, of Flaubert’s
Madame Bovary, of Dicken’s Bleak House, of Eliot’s Middlemarch, and Morrison’s
Jazz. What happened when I began to teach was that my passion for books found its
complement in my passion for teaching. So, I was very busy teaching, pursuing my
passions, and I did not take courses. I worked to solve my own problems; I read,
constantly looking for answers to my pressing questions: How do I help students
understand language and the value of literature? How do I teach them to read so that
they can create and negotiate language in the world beyond the classroom? How do I
get some of them ready for the college classroom? I was always searching. I am, of
course, an autodidact: I like to teach myself. So, my search for ways of teaching
and thinking was always geared to my students and my work. I enjoyed this life.

Let me backtrack for a moment to talk about some books that helped precipitate
and continue my autodidacticism. In a college Shakespeare course we read E. M. W.
Tillyard’s The Elizabethan World Picture. That book was an absolute revelation to

me because it helped me see for the first time where some of my English teachers had



gotten all those ideas about The Great Chain of Being, the relationship between the
workings of the universe and the mind of man. For me it was full of answers to
questions about the world of Shakespeare, and more importantly, it gave me a highly
structured design from which to approach the worlds of the plays. When I began my
career, I taught Shakespeare religiously from the Tillyard perspective with a good
dose of Aristotle’s Poerics thrown in to help my students see just what tragedy was all
about.

At this point I will make another confession: Before literary theory, I was a
person who loved to discover the order, balance, and symmetry in literary design. I
still do, but theory is teaching me that there are other ways to look at literature, other
ways of reading and that being uncertain about an interpretation is a very healthy
intellectual state of mind. That is another reason I am writing this book: I want you
to experience this uncertainty and the kinds of interpretive doors it can open for you.
I am more than confident that you will find multiple ways of reading as exciting and
useful as I have.

Back to the story. I have a habit of writing the date inside the cover of my new
books, and so I can tell you that on December 10, 1968, I discovered a book that
would later rock the frame of my being and bring most of my life as a reader into
focus. This was Northrop Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism, an astonishing book in which
he theorizes a way of seeing the continuity in all literature, in which he classifies and

categorizes literatures so as to make all of literary history intelligible, a book in which



he constructs a body for the field of literary criticism. I confess that I read a little of
the "Polemical Introduction," discouraged at the outset by that word polemical, but
the exigencies of my senior year got in the way of reading the whole book. Almost
ten years later, dissatisfied with the way I was teaching literature, I began (on May 7,
1977) to plow through the complexities of Frye’s vision, underlining (as I always do
when I study a text) those passages that seemed to relate to my work, that intrigued
me, or that happily helped me justify my ways with words. Frye’s idea that
“"criticism deals with literature in terms of a specific conceptual framework" and that
this framework "is not that of the literature itself" (6) stopped me in my tracks. I
felt a full-faced challenge to my New Critical joy of working in the cocoon of the
work.

Let me tell you that I did not understand all of Frye’s Anatomy, and I did not
finish it then (that would come years later; sadly, there is no date at the end of the
book to tell me when I finished it. That’s another little practice of mine; I like both
beginnings and endings). What I did understand in 1977, however, was that Frye was
giving me a way to organize an approach to literature through the concepts of myths
and archetypes. Before I read Frye, I knew only a few archetypes, for example, the
Fall of Man in the Garden of Eden. What happened to my teaching after Anatomy
was that I began to set ancient and modern works into dialogue with each other, to
put them in "conversation" with each other. My goal was to enable my students to

sense the large framework within which literature does its work. For example, I'd



teach the creation story from Genesis along with Dylan Thomas’s "Fern Hill" and
Katherine Mansfield’s "The Garden Party," working with my students to discuss how
the ancient story of the fate of innocence has been retold, questioning why such a
story contiﬁues to be reshaped, what we might think about ourselves in such a
context: Where was our Eden? Our Fall? Or I might also teach Alice in
Wonderland with these same works, adding the dimension of humor and satire to our
explorations. I go into such detail in this story to point out that theorizing texts does
not happen just as a consequence of taking a course or reading a book. It happens as
an application of theory, what we are fond today of calling classroom "practice."
Until I started my doctorate I had no idea that I was engaged in classroom "practice."
I have always thought of my teaching as my work, but the word "practice" sets up a
tidy little dichotomy between theory (how we talk about something) and practice (how
we do it). This book is about both. As a student I am fascinated by the brilliance of
theory and how we can connect it to the world we share with our students and
colleagues.

For some years after I graduated from college, I'd return to campus for a visit,
mostly to see my favorite professor and to go the bookstore. I wanted to see what
professors were teaching so I could anticipate what my college-bound students might
encounter after they left me. On one of those visits, I bought another book by Frye
since I was deep in my Anatomy of Criticism period. Scanning the introduction to

Fables of Identity: Studies in Poetic Mythology, 1 noted that the first two essays



promised Frye’s "summarized statement of the critical program worked out in" the
Anatomy as well as his "central principle about myth criticism" (1). I was ecstatic.
Was this too much to hope for? Would Frye actually give me the keys to the verbal
universe in these two essays? They turned out to be excellent for my purposes, and I
will refer to them in the chapter on archetypal criticism, but what really caught my
attention was Frye’s statement in the first paragraph of the first essay. In pointing out
that it is impossible to "learn literature" but that it is possible to learn the criticism of
literature, Frye goes on to say that "teaching literature” cannot be done: "the
criticism of literature is all that can be directly taught" (7). "Do I believe this?" I
asked myself? I had not thought about teaching my students to be "critics"; after all,
as they were always telling me, they weren’t going to become English teachers. But
Frye’s language gave me plenty to think about, and I believe that this essay
represented a turning point for me in teaching literature. I began to think about the
ways in which my students read and studied texts, and I began to hear myself saying,
"It may not matter how many books you read or what books you read; what matters

is that you know how to read, that you know how to work with the language." I have

emphasized these words so that you can hear me saying this to more than a decade of
students. I said it because I believed it so passionately, and in those years I notiéed
that some of my students stayed after to talk about how they had worked out an
interpretation alone, how they were reading another Toni Morrison novel since the

complex characters of Sula had so intrigued them, or how they had not seen the



Biblical archetypes in Lord of the Flies when they read it alone. In these moments I
applauded myself. "It’s working," I told myself, and marched joyfully on.

I want you to understand that I did not consider myself theorizing texts in those
days. I was teaching people, and language and literature were the elements in which
we immersed ourselves. I believed that my ways of reading helped students connect
the literature we read together to the much larger world outside the classroom, and
this felt good to me.

Early in my doctoral study I had a course that began with Joseph Conrad’s Heart
of Darkness, a novel I knew well, but only from a limited theoretical perspective. I
had studied the structural elements of the novel and the psychology of its characters.
Our approach to the novel opened up new ways of reading. We worked with Heart
of Darkness: A Case Study in Contemporary Criticism in which editor Ross Murfin
introduces the text through biographical and historical background materials and
follows it with five essays that read the text from psychoanalytic, reader-response,
feminist, deconstructionist, and new historicist perspectives. I devoured this book
because it showed me how to read a novel with which I was very familiar from
perspectives about which I had little knowledge. In addition, Murfin’s first sentence
in the Preface gave me a way to locate myself, my teaching, and my quest for ways
of reading in the world of literary theory: "If asked to describe the way in which the
study of literature is changing, most of us willing to venture an answer would say that

it is becoming more theoretical” (v). Why is this so? Murfin answers that "an



awareness of theoretical issues and questions makes us more sophisticated readers,
interpreters, and critics" (v). Just such an awareness had been my goal since I had
enhanced my New Critical strategies with Frye’s archetypal theory. As I read
Murfin’s explanations of how theory helps readers and what it accomplishes, I felt as
though I had discovered a gold mine.

In his language Murfin addresses many of the ideas I worked with in my own
reading and teaching. He says that theory helps us come up with "coherent
interpretive strategies" (v); these I had thought of as ways of reading, but his word
"strategies” gave me a new focus. It suggests a more careful method or plan. The
word strategy derives from the Greek word strategia which refers to generalship and
relates to the science and art of maneuvering forces (political, economic,
psychological, and military) to support accepted policies. This intrigues me because
Murfin observes that strategies help us both discover and examine the "assumptions
that underlie our interpretive habits" (v). And here is the crucial idea for ways of
reading: Murfin says that theory might encourage us to compare our assumptions to
others and lead us to more than one critical conclusion about a piece of literature.
My New Critical thinking had taught me that I could arrive at the one correct reading
if I knew how to read formally. Even in his first paragraphs, Murfin was beginning
to expand my theoretical horizons.

Theoretical approaches to reading can help us appreciate a wider range of

interpretive possibilities, but theory does not demand that we choose one approach as
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the best or only way. As we learn to develop our critical faculties through theory,
each new approach we work with "adds incrementally to our understanding and
appreciation not only of individual works but also of literature in general." The most
important result of such inquiry is that we may be led to "write our own literary
criticism, using a model and vocabulary that others have collectively shared,
developed, and defended" (v-vi). In the years since I first read Murfin’s short
Preface, my understanding has developed in the incremental way he suggests, though
not always smoothly and not always planned. My earlier fascinations with how to
read have been heightened by the specific theoretical "models"” (Murfin’s word) and
their attendant vocabularies to which I shall introduce you in this book.

Having provided a context for this book in terms of my own experience as a
teacher and a student, I turn now to the ways in which my research has allowed me to
pursue my fascination with literary theory.

After one semester of doctoral work, I was obliged to pass a qualifying exam to
demonstrate my competency to proceed with my studies. Knowing of my interest in
literary theory, my adviser set an exam question which related theory to classroom
teaching. Since reader-response theory has become an important innovation in
secondary school English teaching, she asked me to read four books relating to reader
response, its history, and its basic ideas. In my essay she asked me to place reader-

response theory within the larger framework of critical theory and to discuss the
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application of theory as a way in which teachers might change their classroom
practice.

That question and my subsequent wrestling with it marks the very moment in
which the seed of this book was planted. The four books were Louise Rosenblatt’s
Literature as Exploration (4th ed., 1983), The Reader, the Text, the Poem (1978),
Edmund Farrell and James Squires’ Transactions with Literature (1990), a collection
of essays related to Rosenblatt’s theories, and Robert Probst’s Response and Analysis:
Teaching Literature in Junior and Senior High School (1988). I also worked with
Ross Murfin’s casebook on Hearr of Darkness in which he has an essay introducing
each theory and a fine glossary that helped me begin to learn the language of theory.

Here’s what happened. It is important in terms of how I decided to work in this
book. In my research I was completely overwhelmed by the theories, by their
specialized languages, by how much there was to know, and especially by how to
present it intelligibly in the context of the question my adviser had set for me. After
a short overview of formalism, psychoanalytic criticism, other reader-response
approaches besides Rosenblatt’s, feminist criticism, deconstruction, and new
historicism, I reached the conclusion that among these critical approaches, the most
useful for the secondary school English classroom was reader-response theory because
it focuses specifically on the interaction between the student reader and the text, and
does not require specific training in critical apparati. This was the easy way out, and

I knew it, but I faced at that point what I believe most classroom teachers face when
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they think of literary theory: fear of the gigantic field of theory, a sense that theory

is something that university people work with, uncertainty about how to start learning
about theory, and a suspicion that most literary theories are not going to be useful to
them in their day-to-day work with students.

As a result of my research for this exam, I acquired some powerful new
knowledge about literary theory and the secondary school, knowledge that piqued my
interest and drove my thinking from the time of the exam until I proposed this book.
A study by Arthur Applebee set me to thinking about how I might explore theory as
ways of reading that could offer teachers alternatives to the traditional teaching of
reading. After a series of curriculum-related studies based on book-length texts being
taught, current anthologies, and current pedagogical practices in secondary schools,
Applebee concluded that we need to develop a theory of teaching and learning
literature that will help us rethink high school English instruction. This recalled my
career-long concern about how we teach ways of reading. He also concluded that
high school teachers "remain largely unaware of movements such as structuralism,
feminist criticism, deconstruction, or recent developments in reader-response theory."
In planning both curriculum and daily instruction, he continued, they rely on "genres
and periods as organizing devices sometimes integrated with broad 'themes,’ and
New Critical approaches to individual texts" (Transactions 62-63). And here is his
critical conclusion that led to my work: The neglect of contemporary critical theory

"creates an unusual disjunction between scholarship and instruction,” but, Applebee
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acknowledges, contemporary critical movements have been little concerned with
pedagogical applications (63). At the very heart of my work is my effort to bridge
this gap between scholarship and pedagogy. Many secondary teachers are outstanding
university students, and they are certainly being exposed to theory in some of their
classes. What seems to be missing, however, is the connection between theory in the
world of the university classroom and in the world of the secondary classroom.
Young teachers as well as experienced ones could, I believe, profit from an
introduction to the working principles of theory, some guidance in how to approach a
new theory and to begin to work with it, and a clear demonstration of what a
theoretical reading looks like. This is my work in this book.

My research following the qualifying exam has kept me thinking about
Applebee’s call for more work with theory in the teaching of literature, and research
has also helped me focus my work. Here is how this happened.

Reading Gerald Graff’s Professing Literature: An Institutional History, I was
struck by the way in which he addressed my concerns with ways of reading in his
chapter "Tradition and Theory." Traditionally, from a New Critical stance, a text has
been considered autonomous, but Graff points out how contemporary theory has
changed this attitude:

If there is any point of agreement among decon-structionists,
structuralists, reader-response critics, pragmatists,
phenomenologists, speech-act theorists, and theoretically minded

humanists, it is on the principle that texts are not, after all,
autonomous and self-contained, that the meaning of any text in
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