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A Taxon omy of Respo nses and
Respo ndent s to Litera ture
Deann e Bogda n, The Ontari o Institu te for Studie s in
Educat ion
This paper grows out of three of research interests : the
philosop hical bases of aestheti c/literar y response, a develop mental
approach to the pedagog ical treatme nt of student response s to literatur
e,
and the critical theory of Northro p Frye, in whose work the concept
s
and some of my termino logy originat es. 1 What follows is a sequel
to three papers already publishe d, all dealing with the attempt
to
analyze and systema tize kinds and levels of literary response. 2
The critical and educatio nal climate which surroun ds this study
addresse s the increasi ng attentio n paid to the role of the reader in
instantiat ing the literary text, and to languag e as the key to cognitiv
e
and emotion al develop ment. 3
Often theorie and which become
"movem ents" run the risk of imbalan ce and the creation of fa,lse
dichotom ies, with the result that perfectly valid aspects of doctrine
s
which have gone before become obfusca ted and trivializ ed. For
example, reader response criticism comes close to rejecting the very possibility of ontolog ical definitio ns of the text altogeth er. Languag e
as
learning , if carried to extreme s, can become a neo-Dew eyan hagiography of the child, which, instead of unleash ing student s' powers
of
articula tion threaten s to plunge them into mute solipsism . In literature educatio n, this kind of polariza tion takes the form of
the
popular misconc eption that literary analysis invariab ly deals a deathblow to the vitally engaged , spontan eous, and thus authent
ic
response.

Total Form: Stcui•
Paradig matic of the presume d schism between the intellect ual
and emotion al literary response is the attitude adopted by Michael
Caine as the alcoholic English professor in the film Educating Rita,
who purport s to teach his students the techniqu es of literary
criticism .
Rita, eager for both literary experien ce and literary
knowledge, comes to Caine as what Northro p Frye calls "a genuine
primitiv e, " 4 that is, one who is ignoran t of literary convent ion.
During her first forays into literary experience, Rita undergo es
a
transfor mation of consciousness, experien cing the full brunt of Longinian ecstasis. 5
But, lacking the necessary skills, gramma r, and
vocabul ary of criticism , Rita is unable to articula te her experien
ce.
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up either sentimen tality or cerebrati on.
In t.he nineteen th century,
continue s Eliot, we see "traces of a struggle toward unificatio n of
sensibilit y. But Keats and Shelley died, and Tennyso n and Brownin g
ruminate d. ,g
Northrop Frye has modified the concept of dissociat ion of sensibility to signify the virtual psycholo gical impossib ility of simultaneously
participa ting
m
and
being conscious ly aware of
10
experience.
To hope for transcend ence of dissociat ion of sensibilit y
in the teaching of literature comes with the territory; most teachers
want students to share in those rare instances wherein sign and signifier are felt as one. In his introduct ion to Paul de Man's Blindnes s
and Insight: Essays in the Rhetoric of Contemp orary Criticism , Wlad
Godzich uses the analogy of a flash of lightning to describe
a perfect congruen ce between the expressio n and that
which is expressed. Lightnin g cannot be said to be hidden
before its manifest ation but rather expresses itself . . .
fully in the instant of its illuminat ion.
In fact, it
suspends the difference between the manifest and manifesting, producin g in its instantan eity a moment of perfect
presence. ll
Moments of perfect presence are spiritual experiences which
readers desire to recur. Yet, the dark side of lightning , so to speak,
is its brevity and randomn ess.
When applied to reading literature ,
the lightning model has severe limitatio ns. First, it is simply unreliable; its elusiveness must be counterb alanced and suppleme nted by
the discipline d training of perceptio n, as Godzich notes, "to ensure
that lightning does strike . . . and, even more formidab ly, that it
strikes repeatedl y, as well, in the same place and with the same
intensity ." 12 Godzich would corrobor ate Frye's admoniti on not to
trust to "the gambling machine of an ideal [literary] experien ce"l3
but to turn to the training of perceptio n through literary criticism ,
which makes up for the absence of stasis.
Stasis, then, can be
taught to but not taught for; that is, teachers may wish to set the
stage for stasis, but should not seek to orchestra te the condition s under which it might occur or interfere with its effects. That is what I
think Frye means when he says we cannot teach literature , only
literary criticism . 14
The literary experience as such is a kind of
private property , and when that experienc e is marked by stasis, the
responde nt is best left alone.
The kinds of texts which elicit stasis on a first reading are
those in which mythos (plot) and dianoia (theme) are so inextrica bly
intertwin ed that the reader grasps the work holistical ly and instan-
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some.

No longer her justification- she knew now, John

was the man- but wistfully still, wondering sharply at
their power and tyranny, she touched them a moment
with her fingertips again.
She could not blame him. There had been no passion,
no guilt; therefore there could be no responsibility. Looking down at him as he slept, half smiling still, his lips
relaxed in the conscienceless complacency of his achievement, she understood that thus he was revealed in his
entirety-all there ever was or ever could be. John was
the man.
With him lay all the future.
For tonight,
slowly and contritely through the days and years to come,
she would try to make amends.
Then she stole back to the kitchen, and without
thought, impelled by overwhelming need again, returned to
the door wher{' the draft was bitter still.
Gradually
toward morning the storm began to spend itself. Its terror blast became a feeble, worn-out moan.
The leap of
light and shadow sank, and a chill crept in again. Always the eaves creaked, tortured with wordless prophecy.
Heedless of it all the clock ticked on in idiot content.
They found him the next day, less than a mile from
home.
Drifting with the storm he had run against his
own pasture fence and overcome, had frozen there, erect
still, both hands clasping fast the wire.
"He was south of here," they said wonderingly when she
told them how he had come across the hills. "Straight
south-you'd wonder how he could have missed the buildings. It was the wind last night, coming every way at
once. He shouldn't have tried. There was a double wheel
around the moon."
She looked past them a moment, then as if to herself
said simply, "If you knew him, though-John would try."
It was later, when they had left her awhile to be alone
with him, that she knelt and touched his hand. Her eyes
dimmed, it was still such a strong and patient hand; then,
transfixed, they suddenly grew wide and clear.
On the
palm, white even against its frozen whiteness, was a little
smear of paint. 18
This story almost invariably induces stasis as the flash of
lightning wherein thought and feeling coalesce. The reader sustains a
powerful shock of recognition that John indeed had returned home,
and after seeing the two in the bedroom, slipped away back into the
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form," which the apparent super-reali sm of "A & P" works against.
On the one hand, the naive reader is likely to become frustrated by
the surface incomplete ness of the story, simply because as a story its
formal outline is obscured by the impulse to look for the kind of obvious coincidenc e of mythos and dianoia present in works like "The
Necklace" and "The Painted Door." In "A & P" formal outline is
secondary to verisimilit ude and identificat ion, and the reader, more
apt to be what Douglas Vipond and Russell Hunt call "story-dri ven"
or "informati on-driven " rather than "point-dri ven," often misses the
point on a first reading. 23
On the other hand, the more sophisticated reader will more readily take the point (which may be
described as Sammy's passage from the world of innocence to
experience ), yet the very critical equipment brought to bear on this
discovery can attenuate the element of shock in the act of recognition; that is, the story will be seen as a "structure of the
imaginatio n" but one not "alien" to people's everyday lives. As a
result, Godzich's flash of lightning is less likely to occur. This is not
to say that the story fails, but simply to question stasis as a universal measure of literary value. If the incidence of stasis decreases in
direct proportion to the resembfan ce of literature to life, and if the
realistic mode continues to attract students and teachers of literature,
we must find a model of response other than the flash of lightning
upon which to base our criteria for the selection, evaluation and
teaching of literary texts.

Partial Form:
Response s

The

Stock,

Kinetic,

and

Spectato r

As the apotheosis of engageme nt with the total form of a
literary work, stasis represents primitive response in bono.
Despite
its unpredicta bility and ambiguity in critical and methodolo gical
terms, stasis is a psychological state to be prized and luxuriated in
even if it is not directly to be sought after.
I have already suggested that the neophyte is perhaps more open to stasis than
seasoned aficionado s of the classics, whose knowledge of literary convention tends to lessen the impact of a direct response.
But the ·
naive responden t, lacking the expertise at making fine discrimina tions
between literature and life, is also more vulnerable to primitive
response in malo, that is, the stock and kinetic responses.
While
stasis fuses subject with object, invoking the reader's active cocreation of the text, stock and kinetic response are passive forms of
automatic reflex, reinforcing what is already known rather than
paving the way for what might be known, stock response with
respect to the content of the work, kinetic response with respect to
its form. Mistaking the part for the whole, each is mired in partial
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On the one hand, positive stock responders, 28 if they are or
have been grocery clerks, say they can easily "relate to" Sammy's
unabashed people- watching; as a result, they tend to delight in his
caricatures of his customers and his contempt for the conformity of
his dull community. On the other hand, negative stock responders
take an instant dislike to Sammy, identifying with the objects of his
sexism and ridicule- the three girls in bathing suits and the "witch
about fifty with rouge on her cheek bones and no eyebrows." Many
readers reject the story on the basis of what they consider to be
trivial or morally reprehensible content, as though Sammy were the
boy next door rather than the author's fictive invention.
Occasionally, a militant feminist will not read beyond this first
paragraph. Others, less socially committed, easily become bored because they regard the story as outdated, the details of contemporary
life having changed markedly from the 1950s, when "A & P" was
written.
Whereas stock responders relate literature to life exclusively in
terms of their current experience and values, kinetic responders simply
want literature to "work" for them on a superficial aesthetic level, as
entertainment only.
To say that a James Bond thriller induces
physiological changes in me is not necessarily to validate it as a
literary work of the imagination. If that thriller is a movie, my visceral state probably has more to do with my response to Roger
Moore than with the artistry, real or alleged, of the creator of 007.
With respect to "A & P," the kinetic responder views its dialogue
and characterization as a kind of TV sitcom "imitation of life,"
deriving pleasure mainly from an uncritical acceptance of Sammy's
"comical" sexist and insulting observations.
These responses often
take the form of remarks such as, "Updike is so true-to-life, isn't
he?" and "Aren't 19-year old boys exactly like that?"
While positive and negative stock responses spring from a faulty
sense of sympathetic identification, positive and negative kinetic
responses have to do with a limited conception of aesthetic or literary
craftsmanship.
Negative kinetic responders tend to complain about
"A & P" 's supposed formal deficiencies, such as a weak plot
("Nothing really happens; it's kind of stupid"); choppiness ("The
story is mind-boggling. It jumps from one thing to another a lot");
superfluousness ("There are lots of unnecessary descriptions"); and an
"unsatisfying ending" ("the story leaves you out on a limb, and you
don't know what happens to the guy that quits, and you don't really
find out the girl's reaction to the scene afterwards.") 29 A careful
rereading of "A & P" will, in fact, disclose how Updike has
meticulously prepared the reader for the final action.
Two rather more subtle forms of kinetic response involve the
reader's own complicity in blocking emotional response; these respon-
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to speak. In short, it is teacher-caus ed through the endless "naming
of parts", the unremitting fragmentatio n of literary works (usually in
accordance with the tenets of the now old New Criticism) that so often desiccates a poem or short story in the minds and hearts of the
uninitiated. The spectator response heralds the triumph of positivism
in the literature class; nothing counts except what can be weighed
and measured by mechanical quotation or formula essay. Under the
tyranny of the spectator response, literature study ceases to be part
of the humanities and becomes indistinguish able from the ugliest excesses of social science. 30
The spectator response is uncommon in "A & P" if only because the natural tendency is to read the story in an engaged rather
than a detached mode. Nevertheless , the kinds of influences which
might conspire to produce the spectator response are those which
stem from overzealous teachers \_Vho will accept only one interpretation, for example, the story is an expression of an Emersonian individualistic philosophy; from interdiscipli nary units of study which
are sometimes based upon misconceptio ns about literature as a historical or social document; or from a single methodology , such as examining the story according to the tenets of I.A. Richards' practical
criticism.
In these cases response might be reduced to looking for
and gathering specific kinds of literary "evidence". The best defence
against the spectator response is to became aware of a plurality of
critical viewpoints, but always with an eye to engaged reading of the
text.

Total Form: Literary Response as Dialectic
The stock, kinetic, and spectator responses typify those reactions
to a literary work that reflect Eliot's dissociation of sensibility: they
either sentimentali ze or stereotype, and lack truth, or overintellectualiz e, and lack feeling.
As such, they constitute partial
form.
But dissociation of sensibility is a perfectly normal way of
responding to art, at least initially, and we should not devalue its
place in the attainment of a full literary response. H the reader is
truly a maker of meaning, and if the psyche is really crucial to the
reading act, then a literary response without reference to the welter
of thoughts and emotions that go to make up the reader's world-view
would not only be illogical but undesirable.
Literary response as
dialectic accepts dissociation of sensibility as a fact of life, and endeavours to actualize the total form of a literary work through the
alternation between engagement or the participating response, and
detachment or the critical response. Instead of longing for stasis, of
trusting to the gambling machine of an ideal experience, the reader
turns to literary response as dialectic, which legitimates and capital-

1{1}, Fall, 1987

29

build ing on what ever emoizes on the responses of parti al form by
nts itself at a precr itical
tiona l and intell ectua l raw mate rial prese
deepe ned, refine d, and enlevel in such a way that respo nse can be
ing insta nt grati ficati on,
riche d throu gh aesth etic dista nce. By resist
limit respo nse, view ing the
litera ry diale ctic trans cend s the impu lse to
disse cted nor an analo gue of
litera ry work neith er as an objec t to be
as a separ ate realit y, an
perso nal experience, ideas or value s, but
l unive rse whos e selfverba
"alie n struc ture of the imag inati on," a
Thro ugh exion.
funct
l
conta inme nt logically prece des its refer entia
much as a
as
ness,
other
of
plora tion of the poem as a cons truct
s to recogcome
r
reade
the
s,
desire
reflec tion of exper ience , want s, and
cond ition .
n
huma
the
of
rn
patte
r
nize the self as part of the large
trans form ation of litera ry
Thus trans form ation of consciousness and
Frye expresses this phen omen on in
know ledge are inter depe nden t.
term s of the myth of deliv eranc e:
like other plays ,
One begin s by readi ng or seeing a play
of its own age
s
ation
limit
subje ct to the cond ition s and
ving it. One
recei
in
s
ation
limit
and to our corre spon ding
mind that
the
in
force
ding
explo
ends with the sense of an
dice that
preju
ral
cultu
of
ers
barri
keeps destr oying all the
with a
begin
we
s,
word
other
In
limit the respo nse to it.
be assum ed to
notio n of what the play migh t reaso nably
the play actua lly
mean , and end with realiz ing that what
be in a diffe rent
does mean is so far beyo nd this as to
31
world of unde rstan ding altog ether .
ne briefly the kinds of
In what follows, I shall attem pt to outli
move ment from a
sent
repre
litera ry respo nses to "A & P" that
postc ritica l, and
al,
critic
call
precr itical stage throu gh to what I shall
gh these stage s
throu
s
passe
r
auton omou s stage s. (In stasis, the reade
ty in his inbeau
of
lover
ical
simu ltane ously , much like Plato 's myst
stant aneo us grasp of the Form s.)
critic al respo nse in "A
Read ers pass from the precr itical to the
the abilit y to inter being
lest
& P" in a numb er of ways , the simp
as a youn g man
than
r
rathe
pret Samm y as a fictio nal perso nage
of the respo nses
each
In
not.
whose beha viour we appro ve of or
centr ifuga l
"the
calls
Frye
below, the reade rs comm it what
32 that is, they strive to see the point as a mora l or socia l
fallacy; "
one, not a specifically litera ry one.
or point less. I
• I think that the story is not incom plete
are not allowed
suits
ng
bathi
feel that the point was that
in store s.

24

Paideusis

• I liked the story because it shows that there can be something to smile about even in a bad situation.
• I think that maybe Updike was trying to show us the
foolishness that young men and women go through trying
to impress each other.
• The inner meaning, that I grasped, was the fact that
Sammy's job meant nothing to him and how this relates
to how others feel about their jobs as well.
• I enjoyed the story and thought it was great for the
young generation. Some of us are too headstrong at times
and need to be put m our place by other people
sometimes. 33
But consider this reaction from a first-year female college student: "I know Sammy is sexist, but that's the way guys are; at least
he moves, he acts, he does something different, knowing there might
be negative consequences for himself." Here the reader's judgement
reflects a willingness to see both sides of the sexism issue; but more
than that, it regards the point of the story in literary as well as
moral terms with the result that she broadens her own perspective on
sexism itself. In order to understand "A & P" as a rite of passage,
this reader has been forced to suspend belief in her own ideology, at
least temporarily, enough to accept Sammy first on Updike's terms
and to inquire into the elements of craft that make the story work
at an archetypal level. By coming to terms with the distinction between literary convention and reality, her views about reality are
modified: later she concluded that the Prince Charming archetype,
which embodies the rite of passage in this story, shows that males
are as much victims of social rituals as females. Here the respondent
moved from the critical to the post-critical stage, where the literary
interpenetrates with the moral to produce an altered social vision.
A more sophisticated example of the critical and post-critical
levels is typified in the response of the graduate student who perceived Updike's foreshadowing of Sammy's heroic gesture in his
description of the "clean bare plane of the top of her chest down
from the shoulder bones like a dented sheet of metal tilted to the
light" (p. 188). Here the narrator uses a classical image of beauty
to describe Queenie, the principal object of Sammy's attention, in
marked contrast to his flippant stereotype of girls in general ("Do
you think it's a mind in there or just a little buzz like a bee in a
glass jar?)" (p. 188) immediately preceding his change of tone. This
same respondent linked Sammy's quitting his job to Emersonian
philosophy in a critical response that proceeded to the postcritical
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and with that perception comes a constellation of new possibilities for
the sociology of the piece. Author and reader become reunited by
the text in a redefinition of Aristotle's thought 37 from the reciprocal
set of moral and intellectual assumptions between author and
reader/ audience to a renewed conception of text.
That is, author
and reader commune not simply as secret sharers in a particular
moral or social ethos but as mutual participants in the realization
that literary texts restructure thought processes by violating the expectations of routine existence.
For example, if readers can see
Sammy himself as a storyteller, conscious of his place in the narrative as narrative, they can peel back the layers of potential indoctrination posed by a sexist closed mythology; they can actually interpret "A & P" as the possibility of a new open mythology in
gender relations.
As a story progresses, the voices resonating from the narrator
become more subtle and complex with Sammy's increasing selfawareness.
At the beginning Sammy's voice as narrator IS umdimensional:
he is telling the story as himself, more or less
"straight." As he becomes more involved in the situation, we can
almost overhear Updike's voice m his:
"We are decent," Queenie says suddenly, her lower lip
pushing, getting sore now that she remembers her place, a
place from which the crowd that runs the A & P must
look pretty crummy. Fancy Herring snacks flashed in her
very blue eyes (p. 192)
Towards the final movement of the story, Sammy's ironic distance on himself gradually increases, beginning with his selfdesignation as the girls' "unsuspected hero."
At the end, the
modality of the "sexism" is that of tragic-irony.
I look around for my girls, but they're gone of course.
There wasn't anybody but some young married screaming
with her children about some candy they didn't get, by
the door of a powder-blue Falcon station wagon. Looking
back in the big windows, over the bags of peat moss and
aluminium lawn furniture stacked on the pavement, I
could see Lengel in my place in the slot, checking the
sheep through. His face was dark gray -md his back stiff,
as if he'd just had an injection of iron, and my stomach
kind of fell as I felt how hard the world was going to be
to me hereafter (p.192).
Sammy knows they were never his "girls" at all, and the sting is
gone from his sexist caricature of the "young married."
1(1}, Fall, 1987
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