GENERAL INTEREST

Melissa Troise

Approaches to Reading with
Multiple Lenses of Interpretation

High school teacher Melissa Troise challenges students to recognize the relationships that exist
between literary theories, such as Marxism, feminism, and postcolonialism, and urges students
to expand their contexts for reading texts by accessing and combining theories. Troise believes
theory provides students with the potential to better understand unfamiliar ideas and ideclogies,

even if they may not agree with them,

Having experienced both honors and AP English classes, I realize now that the reason why
many people loathe the subject is because you never learn anything new . ... [Tlheme,
symbolism, and imagery become your only way to look at a text,

tudents wrote self-evaluations after
taking a semester-long course
focused on learning to use multiple
lenses of interpretation to read
texts. They made legitimate and specific criticisms
about the way they had always been taughr to inter-
pret literarure, and they revealed thac they recog-
nized the limits frequently placed on ways of
reading in English classes—but only after they
were offered someching else.

Literary theories provided the broader intet-
pretive lenses through which students were asked
to read. Three years ago, I began teaching this
course at a high school in Long Island, New York,
through Project Advance, a Syracuse University
program that offers high school studencs the oppor-
tunicy to take college courses. It had never occurred
to me to use literary theories on this level, as I had
only recently learned about some of the theories
myself, and they seemed much too difficult for high
school students. Besides, the whole concept chal-
lenged the way [ have always “raught” literature, as
an interpretive practice typically limited to a ver-
sion of New Criticism.

New Criticism is a valuable approach, but it
is rarely identified to students as only one way of

e Tuwelfth-grade student

interpreting. Many students therefore experience
some form of New Criticism as the only way of
reading. There is a great risk that the possibilities
of interpretation will get lost amid the search for
symbolism and a neatly reduced statement of
theme. Such an approach can also, over time, sug-
gest to students that the purpose of reading is
merely to find what is already in the text and whar
the teacher and SparkNotes already know. It would
be logical for students to then begin thinking that
meaning is closed, singular, static, and finduble.

Instead, I want students to understand that
meanings are multiple, changeable, and actively
constructed by the author, the text, the reader, and
the many contexts that surround and influence all
three. Teaching students various lenses through
which to read texes of all kinds not only helps them
to reconceprualize “meaning” and allows for more
varied interprerations, but it also encourages the
kind of social, economic, historical, and political
analysis that I personally value. Feminist, queer,
Marxist, and postcolonial theories expose and ques-
tion ideologies, inequalities, and power relation-
ships explicitly. Such questioning is a large part of
reading because it encourages readers to connect
texts to their world.
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Interpretive Practices

An example of such broadened ways of reading was in
our use of a psychoanalytic lens, which, among other
things, reminds us that authors and characters are not
always conscious of or in control of whar they say or
mean, and readers are not always in control of how
they read. Before reading Mary Shelley's Frankenstein,
our class spent several days reading about and dis-
cussing the concepts of the unconscious, the drives
that arise from life-and-death instincts, and basic
defense mechanisms such as repression, regression,
projection, and denial. We analyzed hypothetical and
real-life behaviors and tried to connect them wich
Freudian ideas. We then tried to understand possible
psychological reasons for the speakers feelings in
Sylvia Plath’s “Daddy,” Emily’s actions in William
Faulkner's “A Rose for Emily,” the characters’ behav-
iors in the film The Royal Tennenbanms, and the rela-
tionship between Estha and Rabel in Arundhati Roy's
The God of Smat{ Things (which we had read earlier in
the year). When students wrote essays about Franken-
stein using the interpretive practices of psychoanaly-
sis, I no longer got the standard thesis that [ had read
repeatedly: “The theme of Frankenstein is the danger
of pursuing knowledge.” A claim such as this can be
found in any online beok notes. Instead, students
came up with some of the following arguments:

Throughout Frankenstein, by Mary Shelley, there is a
constant struggle berween Victor and the uncon-
scious projection of his anger and hatred toward his
family; this projection is the monster he creates.
Feeling abandoned by his parents in favor of a
younger sister and brother, and suffering from unre-
solved Oedipal issues, Victor creates the monster to
atlow his own Id to act our his repressed hostility.

Victor had to deal with various core issues: low
self-esteemn (from rejection), a fear of abandonment
(afrer his mocher’s deach), fear of intimacy (with
Elizabeth), and an unstable sense of self. . . . [Hel
brings to life smaller monsters; monsters of the
mind that eventually lead him to misery and death.

These students showed a basic understanding of
various defense mechanisms and argued that such
mechanisms are at work in Victor. They were cleatly
practicing the psychoanalytic lens, using che theory
to frame events and character motivations. As Sheri-
dan D. Blau points out in The Literature Werkshop:
Teaching Texts and Their Readers, in one course stu-

dents will not gain a complete knowledge of complex
theories such as psychoanalysis, and their interpreta-
tions are going to be “secondhand and superficial”
(149). He is right; to say that Victor had “unresolved
Oedipal issues” is clearly a generalization. However,
the arguments students made were more original,
varied, and interesting than those I had rypically read
in previous years. Instead of reading Victor's creation
simply as a result of his desire for knowledge, many
students interpreted the monster as a manifestation of
his unconscious fears and guiley desires.

Recommended Beginning Texts
and Approaches

I used Lois Tyson's Critical Theory Today: A Uter-
Friendly Guide to introduce several theories. There
are probably hundreds of books that discuss literary
theory, but I find this one to be particularly accessi-
ble and readable for both teachers and students. In
addition to offering an understandable summary of
multiple theories, Tyson also provides a sample
reading of F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Grear Gatsby
from each lens, which is helpful since many high
school students have read Gatshy and can see how
the same book can be interpreted so differently.

Deborah Appleman suggests some good and
repreducible activicies for introducing the concept
of multiple interpretations in Critical Encounters in
High Schoo! English: Teaching Literary Theory to Ado-
lescents. She also provides summaries of key theoret-
ical concepts and some basic ways to use theory in
the high school classroom with many cypically
required pieces of literature.

A Sample Approach

I introduced Marxist theory with Nicke! and Dimed: On
(Not} Geiting By in America, through which Barbara
Ehrenreich describes her ethnographic scudy of living
as a low-wage worker. Afrer reading, we focused our
attention on her “Evaluation” chapter, which offers her
analysis of the causes and perpecuation of poverty, and
looked closely at why things are the way they are. This
led ro a discussion of political economy and social
stratification. Statistics abour class division in the
United States are easily found on the Internet through
goverament census bureau sites and can help make
Ehrenreich’s arguments even more visible,
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Teachers unfamiliar with Marxist theory may
not feel comfortable enough with the conceprs and
terminology to introduce it to students, but read-
ing Tyson’s “Masxist Criticism” chapter would be
enough to gec started. The teacher can learn with
the students as questions arise. I also recommend
“What Is Marxism? A Bird’s-Eye View” by Berrell
Olman, which I used because of its concise expla-
nation of Marxist concepts.

Once students had a basic understanding of
alienation, exploitation, false consciousness, capital,
the labor theory of value, and commodification, they
read, discussed, and wrote about B. Traven’s short
story “Assembly Line,” which explains Marxist ideas
quite well through the characters. A capiralist,
Winthrop, actempts to make a good business deal
by exploiring a local Indian artisan. To ger the artist
to mass produce his baskets so that Winthrop can
resell them in the United States for a massive profit,
Winthrop tries to swindle the Indian into accepting
a deal that reflects Winchrop’s misundersranding of
the artist’s personal connection with his work and of
the artist’s life in general. Showing a good under-
standing of Marxist alienation, one student wrote,

The American obviously views the Indian as a com-
modity because he sees the Indian in terms of deci-
mals and dollars when the Indian looks a¢ himself
and what he does in terms of art, beausy, and origi-
nality. The Indian is aware thar making the baskets
at such hasty speeds would resule in alienacion
because ic would have a tetrible effect on his aura,
his body, and his mind. It is not the profit of the bas-
kets, bue the act of creating them thac makes them
special. The Indian made it clear that it was creativ-
ity that made the baskets so charming and without
time, he would not be able to make them so inven-
tive. He would lose his connecrion to his work. Sell-
ing what he sees as his obligation to make the
baskees remarkable would be like selling his soul.

This student understood the Marxist idea that in
capitalism, the worker’s connection to his or her
product is severed, and she or he becomes cornmaodi-
fied in a way thar is parallel to “selling his soul.” She
has also read the text in a way that will help her to
understand the capitalist society in which she lives.
Afrer much class discussion and once students
seemed to feel comfortable wich the theory, we
viewed the film John Q—which highlights the
inequality of health care—and students wrote a
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short Marxist interpretation paper. Students were
quite familiar with this film starring Denzel Wash-
ington, and most had seen it before but reported
that they had “missed” all but the plot. With this
new lens, they were able to construct new meaning,
as evident in the following paper excerpt:

The more interesting pact of this medical issue is
that the family isn't on welfare because both par-
ents have jobs. They don't have the greatest jobs,
nor ace they being paid enough o get by, burt they
aren't considered “poor” by the government
because chey both work. The financial aid services
will therefore not support the surgery Mikey
needs, and John's insurance coverage isn't enough
because the company cur it along with his hours.
He wanted to work full titme, but when he applied
for second jobs he kept gecring told that he was
“overqualified.” This part of the lm exposes a
huge issue within Capitalist society, because it s
set up so people stay poor. There are s0 many peo-
ple living juse above the paverty level, which is
ridiculously low to begin with and there would be
a lot more people living in poverty if the “thresh-
old” was more realistic. It's not so easy to just “ger
help” or rake advanrage of the government pro-
grams offered. John had to wair in countless lines
and All out so much paperwork, ther wait while
his son was dying. And he didn’t get help anyway!
I realize now that when people say that it's poor
peaple’s fault that they are poor and chat there is
too much government money being spent on
them thar they are wrong.

This scudent reconsidered prevalenc myths about
welfare and about why people are poor. She realized
that many people living in poverty do work and
still don’t make a living wage, and she was on her
way to understanding that poverty is a systemic
requirement of capitalism.

Once students could raise questions a Marxist
might ask, we examined Marx's political ideas by
reading sections of The Communist Manifesto (Marx
and Engels). In groups, students then rewrote the
end of Dr. Seuss’s The Lorax as Marxists, based on zn
activity adapted from Bill Bigelow. The story's end
portrays the animals being overtaken and defeated
by the Once-ler, the capitalist who at the end grows
a conscience and decides to become an environmen-
talist. Students decided what a Marxist might criti-
cize abour this ending and changed it accordingly.
The following is an example:
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The Lorax decided it was time for a stand

So he round-up the creatures from Ohsnapsmitcle
land.

They all reunited and stacked up real tall,

They were determined and ready to conquer it all.

With a seven foot tawer of Barbaloots and such,

They atracked the Once-ler shouring “We've Had
Enough!”

They bashed and they bonkled the Once-ler’s
employees,

All to save the Truffula Trees.

The fight was tough and hard to endure,

Bur there lay the Once-ler-knocked our on the floor.

The land would soon loak like it had before,

For the Thneed-making faceory was no more.

The Losax smiled at his army of friends,

Speaking of living as one rill the end.

This group understood the general Marxist goal of
revolution and the reason for it. From a revolution-
ary perspective, they were unhappy that the
oppressed should wait around for the capitalist to
reform his ways and give up his profit, as this
would not be likely. Instead, they had the Lorax and
other animals use their power in numbers to attack
the oppressor and live “as one till the end.”

This creative exercise, which was essentially
about shifting power relations, led us into the con-
nection berween the politics of class and the politics
of gender. After we learned abour feminist theories,
students wrote a full-length paper reading Aldous
Huxley's Brave New World from a Marxist-feminist
perspective. This placed ewo theories of power in
dialogue with each other and emphasized the rela-
tionship between discourses, helping students to
recognize that each does not exist in isolation.

A Broad Understanding and Use of Text

I always want students to learn that a text is not just
a book or play, and this broadened notion of text is
important when working with theory. The students
did structuralist readings of Impressionist paintings
and advertisements, cultural readings of school
events, Marxist readings of schooling practices,
postcolonial readings of Disney’s The Lion King, and
semiotic readings of The Simpsons episodes.

I also asked them to “read” popular toys and
other cultural artifacts in their political, historical,
social, economic, and cultural contexrs, which
nicely combined several theoretical lenses. After

researching and discussing their artifacts, they were
able to develop claims such as the following:

With clever advertising, anything can sell, even a
soft drink that can rust iron and is used to clean
blood off a highway after a major accidenc. . . .
With the introduction of TAB by the Coca-Cola
company in 1963, artificial sweeteners replaced
high-densicy sugars in soda, ushering forth a new
era of weight-consciousness into the American
spectrum. “Diet” has now become so heavily inte-
grated into the consumer universe, it transcends
the very idea of health-consciousness and replaces
it with culture-consciousness.

GI Joe action fgures promote blind patriotism,
hatred, and violence along with racism and sexism.
In GI Joe stories, the world is deemed in black and
white; there is right and there is wrong. This ideol-
ogy itself is dangerous one. . . . The good characters
are mostly young white males, with few African
Americans but no females. . . . The bad guys are
almost always non-white and sometimes are
described as baving stereotypically feminine char-
acteristics. . . . To be a hero, then, one should be
male, join the army, and fight the evil enemy.
Meanwhile, the freedoms thac GI Joe seeks to pro-
tect are being compromised in China by the com-
pany that makes “The Real American Hero.”

These students broadened the contexts through
which they read everyday objects to explore their
larger significance in our world. Instead of passively
viewing these objects as simply toys or beverages,
they were able to see the ways the artifacts shape
our lives and culture by reinforcing gender roles,
encouraging patriotism and nationalism, feeding
addictions, and manipulating false ideologies.

Seudents also did feminist readings of fairy
tales and their storybook illustrations using The
Trials and Tribulations of Little Red Riding Hood
edited by Jack Zipes. Alchough initially resistanc to
the idea thar these “innocent” stories can perpetu-
ate and perhaps even help creare ideologies about
traditional gender roles, many began to see how
this is so when they read the tales through a femi-
nist lens. The following student-paper excerpts
resilred from students’ analysis of three versions of -
“Litele Red Riding Hood™:

Traditional gender roles and biological essential-
ism are blatantly evident in “Lictle Red Riding
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Cap” from the start of the story. The female charac-
ters (Liccle Red Cap, her mother and her grand-
mother) are all described stereotypically, making
women appear uneducated, sexual objects who are
asking to be raken advantage of. Lirtle Red is
introduced immediately as a “sweet little maiden,”
automatically labeling her as a “good girl”, . . . Lic-
tle Red and her grandmeother are oo weak to possi-
bly fight back against the wolf. In addirion, Red is
immensely stupid and has a false sense of security.
She is unable to perceive or prevent the obvious
danger surrounding her, and even gives the wolf
directions to her grandmother’s house,

The most ridiculous part of the story was not acru-
ally the story itself, but the moral that appears at the
end. It stares that if a girl is precty and innccent, she
should be very aware of the people around her,
because it will be her own fault if a man wants her
sexually and decides to take advantage. Although
not directly stated, this moral can be related to rape.
It once again makes women out to be objects of kust,
and thar their sex appeal will only ger them into
trouble. It blames everything on women, making
their looks culpable for men's actions.

The students above were able to use a feminist lens
to read this fairy tale in terms of the ideologies it
perpetuates through gender roles. They not only
nticed the power relationship becween the wolf and
Red Riding Hood, they were also able to read it as
being constructed primarily by the characters’
stereotypical “masculine” and “feminine” traits.

A Democratic Community

Crirical to the kind of classtoom char allows stu-
dents to struggle with cheory is a democratic envi-
ronment. The students had to be willing to listen
and speak; they had to be comfortable enough to
and be allowed to voice their opposition so they
could develop their understanding, hear other peo-
ple’s experiences, and begin to think abour their
positions and ideologies.

All of us, including high school students,
have internalized ideologies that cause us to react
intensely to ideas that challenge what we “know.”
Bur learning happens when we are uncomfortable,
s0 it is imporrant to push students to question their
current understandings and assumptions. For
example, few of my male students and only some
female students readily acknowledged feminist
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concerns even after leasning that feminisms are
much more complicated than they thought. Many
of them objected to reading anything from a ferni-
nist perspective because they didn't agree wich it
and thought they would be “over-znalyzing”™—
which is initially a common sentiment when scu-
dents are introduced to ways of reading thar are
differenc from what they have done throughout
most of their school lives. Because they did struggle
with theories to which they
were opposed in a safe class-
room community, some of
them ended up saying things
such as, “I still don’t agree,
but I can see where they are
coming from.” That’s a vast
difference from where they
starred. Theory provides the pofential to help stu-
dents imagine and consider ocher ideas, to hear
other voices even when they don’t agree.

This doesn'’t always work. It is not easy to
convince a student with deeply internalized capital-
ist ideologies to even consider Marxist ideas—or for
a devout Christian to accept postcolonial theory—
for obvious reasons. Students will often be quite
resistant to what I am suggesting, as vircually every
interpretive practice has the potential to upset
someone’s worldview. This is to be expected and
provides more reason to introduce theory. Students’
actempts to argue abour ideologies can lead to
important learning opportunities. In their stcruggle
with new ideas and the possibility of multiple
interpretations, students can get involved with
thinking about and becoming aware of their perspec-
rives and positions, and they can end up at least
challenging some ideology that they had passively
adopted throughout the years. It is commonly
argued that New Criticism was adopted partly for
its apolitical approach (Eagleton; Ohmann), facili-
tating neat and safe classroom discussions. Buc
other crirical theories do not try to deny that livera-
ture and the interpretation of it are political.

and assumptions.

Students’ Responses

I have not discovered the best way to approach
teaching literary theories, and I do not suggest that
doing so will miraculously transform all scudents
into engaged, critical readers. As I have indicared,

[Llearning happens when
we are uncomfortable, so
it is important to push

students to question their
current understandings
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students did resist because they didn’t agree with a
particular theory or they found a theory boring or
too difficult. I tried to deal with chese problems as
they came. Currently, I am thinking about ways to
teach theoretical approaches withour indirectly
leading students to believe that each theory is sepa-
rate from the others. I want them to see the overlap
and be able to combine, for example, the ideas of
Marxism, feminisms, and postcolonialism to exam-
ine general issues of ideology and power in a text.
After participating in the theory-based course,
students repeatedly described themselves as “more
open-minded,” “intellectual,” and “critical” thinkers.
One wrote, “This approach forced me to always be
thinking which is something very different from the
way | previously read a text in English classes.”
Being exposed to theory allowed many students to
recognize their experiences as rhefr experiences (not
everyone’s experiences) and got most of them to at
least question what they normaliy accept as “just the
way things are.” Afrer taking the course, one student
realized that reading is not about getting a single,
“correct” interpretation, and that a reader’s positions,
subjecrivities, and ideologies affect the way she reads
not only written texts but also the world: “It {theory}
allowed me to see that it is not an issue of being right
or wrong, but it's how different people see things in
different ways.” This is another result of using literary
theosy; students can no longer see a text as existing in
a vacuum. Another student wrote, “I fook closer now
at relationships, human behavior, sexuality, pop cul-
ture, and our society as a whole.” She came to see
everything around her as a text to be read, as some-
thing from which we can learn. I was even told by
some students that I had ruined the senior trip to
Disneyland since they were “analyzing the place the
whole time.” Another student finished her reflection
by saying, “I have become a more knowledgeable and

more understanding person because of this course,
and that is more important than any grade 1 will
receive.”
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READWRITETHINK CONNECTION

One way that Troise broadened students’ interpretive lenses was to introduce psychoanalysis. "Id, Ego, and
Superego in Dr. Seuss’s Cat in the Hat" uses a well-known piece of children’s literature as a primer to teach students
how to analyze a literary work using the literary tools of plot, theme, characterization, and psychoanalytical
criticism. http://www.readwritethink.org/lessons/lesson_view.asp?id=800

Lisa Storm Fink, RWT
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