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(Edna O’Brien, “In the Hours of Darkness™)
*depopulated M#ED  **predicament (3ELY) Hii
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As a student of American literature, I have long been struck by the degree to which American texts are self-
reflexive. Our (a)“classics” are filled with scenes of readers and readings. In The Scarlet Letter, for example, a climactic
moment occurs when Chillingworth rips open Dimmesdale’s shirt and finally reads the text he has for so long been
trying to locate. What (b)he sees we never learn, but for him his “reading” is complete and satisfying. Or, to take another
example, in “Daisy Miller,” Winterbourne’s misreading of Daisy provides the central drama of the text. Indeed, for
James, reading is the dominant metaphor for life, and his art is designed to teach us how to read well so that we may
live somewhere other than Geneva. Yet even a writer as different from James as Mark Twain must learn to read his river
if he wants to become a master pilot. And, of course, in Moby Dick, Melville gives us a brilliant instance of reader-
response theory in action in the doubloon scene.

When I first read Susan Glaspell’s “A Jury of Her Peers” in Mary Anne Ferguson’s Images of Women in Literature
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1973, pp. 370-85) (¢)L found it very American, for it, too, is a story about reading. The story
interested me particularly, however, because the theory of reading proposed in it is explicitly linked to the issue of
gender. “A Jury of Her Peers” tells of a woman who has killed her husband; the men on the case* can not solve the
mystery of the murder; the women who accompany them can. The reason for this striking display of masculine
incompetence** in an arena where men are assumed to be competent derives from the fact that the men in question can
not imagine the story behind the case. They enter the situation bound by a set of powerful assumptions. Prime among

these is the equation of textuality with masculine subject and masculine point of view. (d)Thus, it is not simply that the

men can not read the text that is placed before them. Rather, they literally can not recognize it as a text because they

can not imagine that women have stories.

Reprinted from Gender and Reading: Essays on Readers, by Elizabeth A. Flynn, Patrocinio P. Schweickart, The Johns Hopkins University Press.
Copyright © 1986 The Johns Hopkins University Press.
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(3) THERCIZDWT, EENIOLSICHUAEHBZEZFA LTI,

(4) “A Jury of Her Peers” EIX ED X 5 RERT/NHD. AXNSHOMNSHWHTHS T LEHMALAIT N,
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(1) Romeo and Juliet  (2) Pride and Prejudice (3) Jane Eyre (4) The Waste Land  (5) The Picture of Dorian Gray

(6) Uncle Tom’s Cabin (7) The Great Gatsby (8) Absalom, Absalom! (9) Breakfast at Tiffany’s (10) Catcher in
the Rye
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