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Ways of Reading to Abandon

Reading Literature as a Matter of Personal Opinion

Reading literature is exciting because literary texts yield a number of competing interpretations, and we can argue about their relative legitimacy. However, this does not mean that anything goes. Instead of reading literature as a matter of personal opinion, try to look for solid evidence from the text to support your interpretations.

Reading Literature as Evidence of Biographical Events

While drawing biographical information from an author’s life can often illuminate a literary text (depending on the academic you’re talking to), the reverse is not true. Reading literature as evidence of events that occurred in an author’s life simply denies its imaginative status. Instead of reading literature as evidence of biographical events, try to discern how the literary text speaks to the authorial assumptions, beliefs, and values, which may or may not be transparent to the author him or herself.

Reading Literature as an Emotive Experience

Literary scholars, like everyone else, are moved by particular passages of a literary text, “love” and “hate” certain fictional characters, etc. However, while analysis might be pleasurable, pleasure is not necessarily – and oftentimes is not – analytical. Instead of reading literature for an emotive experience solely, try to discern why you identify with the text in the way that you do, or ask how and why the text attempts to make its readers feel a particular way.

Reading Literature as a Means to Capital “T” Truth

The practice of reading literature as a crock-pot of universal, transcendent meanings has historically enabled asymmetrical configurations of power. In other words, usually invocations of “the universal” are a canny way of advancing the agenda of a particular (and often socially dominant) demographic. This does not mean you should abandon the effort to find meaning in a literary text. But instead of reading literature of a means to capital “T” truth, try to ask whose meaning it is.

Reading Literature as a Moral Code

This is another version of reading literature for “T”ruth. Many literary texts, especially those written before the turn of the twentieth century, do attempt to instruct their readers’ moral sensibility. But instead of reading literature as a moral code for all people, all times, and all places, try to ask what that “lesson” reveals about the author’s assumptions, beliefs, and values or the historical context.

Reading Literature for the Sake of Speculation

 Speculating upon what could have happened, had so-and-so done such-and-such, is not literary analysis. It’s Probability/Statistics, which I’m not qualified to evaluate. But of course, every element of the plot is central to the story’s meaning. So instead of reading literature for the sake of speculation, then, try to ask how the fate of the characters and the unfolding of the narrative contribute to the meaning of the story.

Abandon: Frankenstein is about the fear of an alien invasion from outer space. 

Attempt: Several characteristics of the monster in Frankenstein suggest that the novel exhibits anxieties about the rise of the working class.

Abandon: Shelley’s Frankenstein proves that Mary Shelley probably created a monster in her basement; moreover, she had a friend named Henry Clerval.

Attempt: The creation of the monster in Frankenstein illustrates Shelley’s underlying anxieties about female authorship.

Abandon: The monster’s story made me cry. And I hope Oprah picks Frankenstein as the next selection for her book club. 

Attempt: Frankenstein creates a sense of sympathy for the monster rather than its creator, which works to call into question the Romantic individualism represented by Victor Frankenstein.

Abandon: The eternal truth Frankenstein illustrates is the danger of pursuing scientific knowledge.

Attempt: Frankenstein critiques Enlightenment notions of reason and progress in response to the social ramifications of rise of industrial capitalism.

Abandon: Frankenstein teaches us the value of human sympathy: All we need is love.

Attempt: Frankenstein highlights the importance of emotion, sympathy, and familial relationships in Shelley’s proto-feminist attempt to valorize attributes and practices relegated to women and often belittled by patriarchal society.

Abandon: Maybe if Victor had lived, he and Walton would have gone to the north pole together. Who do you think would win in a thumb war?

Attempt: The death of Victor in Frankenstein, and Robert Walton’s correlative decision to return home, shows how the novel functions as a cautionary tale about ambition and “educates” its readers in the proper response to the story. 

