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Robert Dale Parker’s How to Interpret Literature: Critical Theory for Literary and Cultural Studies, in its chapter on Marxism, invites us to envision a scene from a short story by Kate Chopin, about an upper class woman traveling on a train.  Parker asks his readers to imagine the visual frame widening to include the men who toiled on the train on which this woman rode, to imagine the coal they shoveled to fuel the ride, and the strain of their backs as they carried in her luggage.  Parker also makes an observation about The Age of Innocence that I had never considered, despite having read that book several times: the carriage is retrieved, but who has retrieved it?

If theory has any use, it is this: giving us a frame or lens within which to view literature and learn more about it.  Marxism and feminism provide wider lenses; other theories such as structuralism provide narrower lenses.  The consistent theme, however, is of a new view, a new view which provides us with new, important questions.  We cannot be blind to the blind spots of the authors we read.  Neither should we be unwilling to accept new perspectives on old words.  Wide Sargasso Sea may rob Jane Eyre of some of its romance, but it deepens the understanding we can get from Brontë’s novel.  Of course, we also should not shortchange great works of literature for the debates their authors have chosen not to enter.  Again using Wharton as an example, her work may have effaced the class that served, but it also challenged the social mores of the class that ordered, and was rebellious in a smaller, but, I would argue, no less important way.
Though the new lenses are important, we have to be careful about privileging any one of them.  I’ve spent the semester reading Shakespeare, and many argue that Shakespeare simply didn’t care very much about women.  Most of the women he writes about (Lady Macbeth, and perhaps Rosalind of As You Like It representing notable exceptions) lack a third dimension, an inner life.  All the same, I would still rather 
read Shakespeare than notable feminists like Angela Carter or Ursula le Guin, whose work I haven’t enjoyed as much.  To belabor my metaphor of lenses and frames, and make it a literal one, I put on eyeglasses so that I can better see the world around me, not to inspect the curvature of the glass lens.  To immerse myself too much in theoretical concerns would be losing sight of what is, for me, the most crucial aspect of literary study: the pleasure I get from the literature itself.  Two years of graduate study hasn’t robbed me of it yet, and I’m glad to say that literary theory did not do it, either.
Still, without corrective lenses I would be mostly blind.  The works I enjoyed the most were the ones I felt were most applicable to the work that I hope to do in graduate school.  Nina Baym and Toni Morrison, both writing about American literature, forced me to reconsider canonical works in ways that I might not have done without their guidance.  Even the work of the theorists I found the most difficult—Derrida, Lacan, basically everybody—can provide interpretive tools to help us twist old words around and see them from new angles.  I read a Lacanian critique of Shakespeare’s Henry IV this week, in which Falstaff is categorized as the symbolic mother of Prince Hal; whether or not I found the reading convincing, the critique did encourage me to rethink how Falstaff fit into the narrative.
Theory has also opened my eyes to the different delivery methods for ideas, and which methods are most effective for me.  Ideas and themes expressed directly through literature may not be explicitly stated, but they are illustrated through the narrative and the characters, and the stylistic choices of the author.  I find that I am more adept at grasping those kinds of thematic ideas than I am at grasping extremely complex ideas which are stated without explanation.

The first thing I learned about teaching freshman comp was that I could tell my students anything I wanted about composition, but the only information they would retain was information they discovered on their own, through the process of working through a problem.  Certain theorists we read, I felt, gave me too much “answer” and not enough “problem.”  I found the Laura Mulvey essay extremely interesting because she spoke to me in a language I understood—Hitchcock movies—and found that Raymond Williams left me quite cold.

I have discovered that the narrative—the story—is the rope that I cling to as I navigate through any configuration of words.  Knowing this won’t help me to better understand dense, theoretical writing; still, it’s a discovery about myself that I can use to work through the way I learn and understand things.  After all, as my freshmen taught me, the first step towards working through the problem is identifying it properly in the first place.  It’s a small gain, but I’m glad I have it.

