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there is much to be said for it, for as Patsy Schweickart has cogently
argued in her commentary on an earlier draft of this paper, the extreme
anxiety raised by the issue of solipsism in masculine Western thought
derives from that pattern of habitually effacing the other, of which the
control of textuality is but one manifestation. However, it may well be
the case that the gap between theory and practice at issue here has less
to do with a need to efface the other than with a need to protect a certain
concept of the self. In a sexist culture the interests of men and woren
are by definition oppositional—what is good for men is bad for women;
and vice versa, given the nature of men’s definition of their “good” ina
sexist context. Inevitably, then, texts produced in a sexist culture will
reflect- this fact. Thus, texts written by men in such a context will
frequently be inimical to women;-and, while I would argue that there is
1o equivalent in the literature of women for the palpable misogyny of
much of male literature, nevertheless, as the analysis of “A Jury of
Her Peers” demonstrates, women’s texts frequently present a radical
challénge to the premises of men texts, premises that men rely on to
maintain the fictions of their ¢wn ideritity. Thus, when men ask women
to read men’s texts under the guise of enlarging their experience and
perspective, they are in fact asking womeh to undergo an experience
that is patentially inimical to themn; and when men insist that men’s texts
ate the only ones worth reading, they are in fact protecting themselves
against just such an experience. If we examine “A Jury of Her Peers”
with this hypothesis in mind, we may find in the story an answer to the
Question that it propounds. For what is the content of the text that
Minnie Wright has written and that the men are so unwilling to read? It
is nothing less than the story of men’s systematic, institutionalized; and
culturally approved violence toward women, and of women’s potential
for retaliatory violence against men. For the men to find the clue that
would convict Minnie Foster Wright, they would have to confront the
figure of John Wright. And if they were to confront this figure, they
would have to confront as well the limitations of their definition of a
“good man,” a phrase that encompasses a man’s relation to drink, debt,
and keeping his word with other men but leaves untouched his treat.
ment of women. And if a man’s treatment of women were to figure into
the determination of his goodness, then most men would be found not
good. Thus, for the men in the stoty to confront John Wright would
mean.confronting themselves. In addition, were they to read Minnie
Wright’s stoty, they would have to ‘confront the fact that a woman
married to a man is not necessarily married to his law, might not in fact
see things “fust that way,” might indeed see things quite differently and
even act on those perceptions. They might have to confront the fact that
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the women of whom they are so casually contemptuous are capable of
turning on them. For, of course, in refusing to recognize the story of
Minnie Wright; the men also'avoid confrontation with the story of Mrs,
Hale and Mrs. Peters—thcy never-know what their wives have dofie
alone in that kitchen. " B B gt 0 i ;
" "Male violence: against” women -and* women'’s retaliatory violence
against men constitute a story that a sexist culture is bent on repressing,
 for, of course, the refusal to tell this story is one of the major mecha-
nisms for enabling the violence to continue., Within “A Jury of Her
Peers,” this story is once again suppressed. Mrs. Hale and Mts; Peters
save Minnie Foster Wright's life, but in the process they undo her story,
ensuring that it will never have a public hearing. The men succeed in
their refusal to recognize the woman'’s story because the women are
willing to-let'the principle stand in order to protect the particular
woman. Thus, if the men are willing to let one woman get away with
murder in order to protect their control of textuality, the women are
willing to let the men continue to control textuality in order to save the
individual. The consequerice: of both decisions is-the ‘same: Minnie
Wright is denied her story and hence her reality (What will her life be
like if she does get off?), and the men are allowed to continue to assume
that they are the only ones with stories. So haven’t the men finally won?
“Glaspell, of course, chooses differently from her characters, for “A
Juty of Her Peers” does not suppress, but, rather, tells the woman’s
story. Thus, Glaspell’s fiction is didactic in the sense that it is designed to
educate the male reader in the recognition and interpretation of wom-
en’s texts, while at the same time it provides the woman reader with the
gratification of discovering, recovering, and validating her own experi-
ence. For “A Jury of Her Peers,” I would argue, from my own experi-
ence in teaching the text and from my discussion with others who have
taught it, is neither unintelligible to male readers nor susceptible to a
masculinist interpretation. If you can get men toread i, they will
recognize its point, for Glaspell chooses to make an issue of precisely
the principle that her characters are willing to forgo. But, of course, it is
not that easy to get men to read this story. It is surely nG accident that “A
Juty of Her Peers” did not make its way into the college classroom until
the advent of academic feminism. . ’ ; N

“In the second story under discussion here, Edgar Allan Poe’s “The
Murders in the Rue Morgue,” the very absence of any distinction be-
‘tween character and author, or, perhaps, between the experience of
reading presented within the story and the experience of reading pro-
duced by the story, served as the generative fact in my developing
reflections on gender and reading. I will never forget my first experience
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of teaching “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” as a feminist. When we
had finished what I was then calling the “traditional” interpretation of
the story, I asked my students a question I thought would inevitably
open the way for a feminist analysis of the text. I asked them whether
the sex of the victims-played any part in the story’s design or effect.
Specifically, I asked them whether the story would be different, even
imaginable, if the victims were male. In my naive assumption that the
truths of feminism would be obvious once the right questions were
asked, in-my failure to recognize the significance of my own personal
history, which included many readings of this story in which this ques-
tion never occurred to me, I fully expected my students, in considering
my question, to recognize what is to me now obvious—that is, that the
sex of the victims was the hidden spring that has to be there to make the
story work—and thus to'commit themselves to a feminist interpretation
of the text. Of course, my students did 1o such thing; they resolutely
denied that gender had anything to do with the story and vehemently
argued that it would work just the same if the victims were men.

At this point, the class went on to Hawthorne. But I wenit home to
think, for here a version of the theory of reading proposed in “A Jury of
Her Peers” was borne out in practice. Further, I was intrigued by.the
similarity between my students” béhavior and that of the characters in
the story. So I began to wondér if “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,”
like so many other American texts, was not another story about reading
and, particularly, about the coninections between reading and gender.

In this context, I remembered the analysis of “The Purloined Letter”
by Daniel Hoffman in his brilliant book Poe, Poe, Poe, Poe, Poe, Poe, Poe
{Garden City, N.Y:: Doubleday, 1972). Here Hoffriann argues that Du-
pin can solvé the crime of the purloined letter because he can imagine
having committed it; in fact, as Hoffman points out, in order to resolve
the situation Dupin exactly duplicates the initial event: The police, on
the other hand, have been completely ineffective in the case because the
strategy of the criminal does not coincide with the paradigm that they
bring with them into the situation. The police assume that something
stolen is something hidden, for that is. how ‘they would do if. Thus,
though their labors at exploring every conceivable hiding place in the
apartment of the Minister D are herculean in their thoroughness;
they can not find the letter that has been left unconcealed. Like “A Jury
of Her Peers,” then, “The Purloined Letter” asserts that oneis a compe-

tent reader only of texts that one has written or can imagine having
written, : . IO

" Now, what happens when we take this theory of reading and apply it

-10 “The Murders in the Rue Morgue”? What are we to understand from
Dupin’s ability to solve this crime, to read this particular text? We can

<
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begin our reading by considering the nature of the crime/ text at issue,
Two women have been brutally murdered in 4 fashion that suggests the
idea of sexual violation. They have been attacked in their bedroom late
at night with only their night clothes on. One of the bodies has been
forcibly thrust up a-chimriey, an image evocative of rape; hair, tradi.
tionally associated with feminine sexuality and allure, and described in
the newspaper accounts of the event as “tresses,” has been pulled from
the head of one of the women, and strands of it lie about the hearth . If,
as is the case in “The Purloined Letrer,” Dupin’s ability to solve this
crime depends on his ability to have committed it, then the beast who
. has done the deed becomes a metaphor for Dupin himself, and we are
reading about a man whe reveals his own tendency toward and capacity
for violence against women, and, further, who reveals the connection
between the violence and his idea of the erotic. But in contrast to the
situation presented.in “The Putloined Letter,” Dupin’s ability to solve
this crime depends equally on his willingness to recognize this fact
about himself, to recognize the existence of the beast in and as himself.
For consider the behavior of other readers in the story. The depositions
published in the newspapers contain some crucial features in common.
Allof the witnesses who try to identify the criminals are'men; all of them
agree that they heard two voices; all of them agree that one voice was
that of a Frenchman; all of them agree that the other voice belonged to
someone of a nationality not their own and someone with whose lan-
guage they were unfamiliar; some of them think it was a man’s voice,
some think it was a woman’s, but all of them agree that it was riot their
own voice that they heard in that room. In other words, each testifier is
primarily determined to dissociate himself from the crime, to insist on
his own innocence by attributing the crime to a “foreigner.” With this as
their agenda, these men will, of course, never solve the crime,
Dupin, as the master reader in the story, accords considerable signifi-
cance to this particular feature of the collective male testimony. Like the
women in “A Jury of Her Peers,” Dupin is capable of more than one
:.mode of reading. He understands how men-usually read, since he can
read them, and he understands the role that denial and projection play
in facilitating the pleasure of recognition which is at the heart of the
experience of reading. In “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” then, we
have a'story that at once dtamatizes the intimate connection between
“the creative and the resolvent,”.the writer and the reader,-and also
dramatizes the mechanisms. for denying such a'connection when it
would interfere with the pleasure of reading. For “The Murders in the
Rue Morgue” facilitates as it exposes the mechanisms of masculinist
reading. The “criminal” in the case turns out, after all, to be a real, live,
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flesh and blood, orangoutang, not a metaphor and not a man, and this
revelation cleatly collaborates in maintaining the collective male posi-
tion that they are innocent of such violence against women. The mutila:
tion and death of the victims is randosm; accidental, and motiveléss, and
the point of the story is merely t6 demonstrate the extraordinary analy:
tic intellect of Monsieur C. Auguste Dupisi. But why, then, are the
victims women? And why is the beast male? And why has the sailor
wished to keep in his closet a “pet” of such “intractable ferocity” and
“imitative propensities”? And why does Dupin choose this particular
situation for the demonstration of his analytic powers? @
At one point in his “resolution” of the case; Dupin discoursés on the
“invariably superficial” nature of truth, proclaiming that it will inevita:
bly reside in the most obvious features of any situation. If we take Dupin
as Poe’s idea of the good reader and follow his direction, we are, 1
believe, brought back to the issue that I originally raised with my
students. The sex assigned to victim and violator is so obvious as to pass
almost entirely without comment. Yet to changé the sex of either or
both parties would produce a completely different story. Here, then, is
truth on the mountaintop, not in’ the valley, the hidden spring which
must be there if the story is to Wwork. For Dupin’s delight in the exercise
of his analytic powers would not provide much pleasure for the reader
were it merely demonstrated through the mind-reading sequence with
which the story opéns. Dupin recognizes the element of “amusement”
in the affair——the pleasure ‘of reenacting the crime in the process of
resolving it. More obviously, pethaps, the reader of “The Murders in
.the Rue Morgue,” under the cover of witnessing the wonders of Dupin’s
analytic intellect, gets a steady supply of vignettes of violence; the
mutilated bodies of the female victims remain center stage, providing
the crucial though unremarked source of interest. In-this story, of
course, the presumed reader is male, Poe gives us a striking picture of
him: “A’ man enteréd. He was'a sailor, evidently—a tall, stout, and
muscular-looking person, with a certain daredevil expression of counte-
nance, not altogether unprepossessing. His face, greatly sunburnt, was
mMore than half hidden by whisker and mustachio. He had with him a
huge oaken cudgel; but appeared to be otherwise unarmed.” This hand-
some, rakish, cudgel-carrying sailor, like the reader of the story, gets to
watch through’ the window the violent behavior of his “pet.” Poor
beast! His penchant for imitation began quite innocently with shaving,
an operation that he has watched his master perform through the key-
hole of his closet; it ends with his flourishing the razor as his master
flourishes whip and cudgel, the production of terror in another provid-
ing him with a master-like pleasure. Seeing his master’s face through the
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window; the beast reverts and tries to remove the evidenice of his as.
sumption of the master’s role. But he has given his master a good show;
as well as a good out. et o E e et
_Though Dupin steadily refers to the “murderers” in the case; he
collaborates in the sailot’s illusion of innocence. Le Bon is released, but
the sailor is not punished. Indeed, he subsequently recovers the beast
and obtains for it “a very large sum.” Dupin may sneer at a police force
that, when presented with two mutilated corpses, can still end its report
wondering “if indeed a murder has been committed at all,” but in his
resolution of the affair, no crime has been committed at all. Is it possible,
then, that gender provides the hidden spring for the resolvent as well as
the creative faculty? Would such a resolution be tolerable to Dupin if
the victims were male? In sum, then, though he comprehends the
dishonesty of masculinist reading, Dupin chooses to collaborate in it
and get his pleasure from it. Should I wonder that my students chose to
do the same? For, unlike “A Jury of Her Peers,” “The Murders in the
Rue Morgue” is not didactic. As Dupin allows the sailor his illusion of
innocence, so Poe allows the reader his. Tt is easy to miss the role gender
plays in the story; Poe has made it 50, thereby proving his point that one
can only recover from a text what one already brings to it. .
In her “Afterword” to the 1973. Feminist Press Edition of Charlotte
Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpaper,” Elaine Hedges claims that
until recently “no one seems to have made the connection between the
insanity and the sex, or sexual role, of the victim.” Nevertheless, it seems
likely, as she also suggests, that the content of the story has provided the
reason for its negative reception, outright rejection, and eventual oblit-
eration by a male-dominated literary establishment. Though not, I
would argue, as determinedly instructive as “A Jury of Her Peers,”
neither, I would equally propose, is “The Yellow. Wallpaper” suscepti-
ble of a masculinist reading as, for example, is “The Murders in the Rue
Morgue.” That it has taken a generation of feminist critics to make
Gilman’s story a “classic” bears out the truth of Glaspell’s thesis.
Gilman opens her story with language evocative of Poe: “It is very
seldom that mere ordinary people like John and myself secure ancestral
halls for the summer.” Here we have echoes of the “scenes of mere
household events” which the narrator of “The Black Cat” wishes “to
place before the world, plainly, succinctly, and without comment.” Poe’s
ancestral halls serve as image and symbol of the mind of his narrator,
- and they serve as analogue for the texts men write and read. These
halls/texts are haunted by the ghosts of women buried alive within
them, hacked to death to produce their effect, killed by and-in the
service of the necessities of male art: .“The death, then, of a beautiful
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woman s, unquestionably, the most poetical topic in the wotld—and
equally is it beyond doubt that the lips best suited for such topic are
those of a bereaved lover.” Die, then, women must so that men maysing.

If such self-knowledge ultimately drives Roderick Usher mad, nev
ertheless as he goes down he takes self and text and sister with him; no
other voice is heard, no alternate text remains. No doubt the madness of
Poe’s narrators reflects that masculine anxiety mentioned carlier, the
fear that solipsism, annihilation, nothingness, will be the inevitable
result of habitually silencing the other. Yet apparently such anxiety is
preferable’to the loss of power and control which woild accompany
giving voice to that other, : ' e

- Gilman’s narrator recognizes that she is in a haunted house, despite
the protestations of her John, who is far less up-front than Poe’s
Roderick. Writing from the point of view of a character trapped in that
male text—as if the black cat or Madeline Usher should actually find
words and speak—Gilman’s narrator shifts the center of attention away
from the male mind that has produced the text and directs it instead to
the consequences fof women'’s lives of men'’s control of textuality. For it
is precisely at this point that “The Yellow Wallpaper” enters this discus-
sion of the connections between gender and reading. In this text we find
the analysis of why 'who gets to tell the story and what story one is
required, allowed, or encouraged to read matter so much, and therefore
why in a sexist culture the practice of reading follows the theory pro-
posed by Glaspell: Gilman’s stoty makes clear the connection between
male control of textuality and male dominance in other areas, and in it
we feel the fact of force behind whar is usually passed off as a casual
accident of personal preference of justified by invoking “absolute”
standards of “universal” value: these are just books I happen to like and
I'want to share them with you; thesé ate our great texts and you must
read them if you want to be literate. As man, husband, and doctor, John
controls the narrator’s life. That he chooses to make such an issue out of
what and how she reads tells us what we need to know about the politics
of teading: 7 o ; B Fap . :

" In “The Yellow. Wallpaper,” Gilman argues. that male control of
textuality constitutes one of the primary catises of women’s madnessina
patriarchal culture. Forced to read men’s texts, women are forced to
become characters in those texts. And since the stories men tell asseit as
fact what women know to be fiction, not only do women lose the power
that comes from authoring; more significantly, they are forced to deny
their own reality and to commit in effect a kind of psychic suicide. For
Gilman works out in considerable detail the position implicit in “A Jury -
of Her Peers”—namely, that in a sexist culture the intetests of men and
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women are antithetical, and, thus, the stories each has to tell are not
simply alternate versions of reality, they are, rather, radically incompati-
ble. The two stories cannot coexist; if one is accepted as true, then the
other must be false, and vice versa. Thus, the struggle for control of
textuality is nothing less than the struggle for control over the definition
of reality and henceé over the definition of sanity and madaess. The
nameless narrator of Gilman’s story has two choices. She can accept her
husband’s definition: of reality, the prime’ component of which is the
proposition that for her to write her own text is “madness” and for her
toread his text is “sanity”; that s, she can agree to become a character in
his text, accept his definition of sanity, which is madness for het, and
thus commit psychic suicide, killing herself into his text to serve his
interests. Or she can refuse to read his text, refuse to become a character
in it, and insist on writing her own, behavior for which John will define
and treat her as mad. Though Gilman herself was able to choose a third
alternative, that of writing “The Yellow Wallpaper,” she implicitly rec-
ognizes that her escape from this dilemma is the exception, not the rule.
Though the narrator chooses the second alternative, she does as a result
go literally mad and; thus, ironically fulfills the script John has written
for her. Nevertheless, in the process she manages to expose the fact of
John's fiction and the implications of his insistence on asserting his
fiction as fact.'And she does; however briefly, force him to ‘become a
character in her text.- - URCERTS :

An appropriate title for the story the narrator writes, as distinct from
the story Gilman writes, could well be “John Says.” Though the narrator
attempts to confide to “dead” paper her alternate view of reality, she is;
at least initially, carefdl to present John’s text as well. Thoroughly sub-
ject to his control, she writes with the distinct possibility of his discover-
ing her text and consequently escalating her punishment for refusing to
accept his text—punishment that includes, among other things, solitary
confinement in an attic nursery. She rightly suspects that the treason ofa
resisting author is more serious than that of a resisting reader; for this
reason, in patt, she turns the wallpaper into her primary text: what she
writes on this paper can not be read by John. 1

Gilman, howevet, structures the narator’s reporting of John's text so
as to expose its madness. John's definition of sanity requires that his wife
neither have nor tell her own story. Presumably the narrator would be
released from her prison and even allowed to write again were John sure
that she would tell only “true” stoties and not “fancies”; “John has
cautioned me not to give way to fancy in the least, He says that with my
imaginative power and habit of story-making, a nervous weakness Jike
mine is sure to lead to all manner of excited fancies, and that I ought t0
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use my will and good sense to check the tendency. So I try” But, of
course, what John labels “fancies” are the narrator’s facts: “Still T will
proudly declare that there is something queer about it. Else, why should
it be let so cheaply? And why have stood so long untenanted? John
laughs at me, of course, but one ‘expects that in marriage. John is
practicalin the extreme”; “that spoils my ghostliness, I am afraid, but I
don’t care—there is something strange about the house—I can feel it.”
John's laughter, like that of the husbands in “A Jury of Her Peers,” is
designed to undermine the narrator’s belief in the validity of her own
perceptions and to prevent her from writing them down and thus
claiming them as true. Indeed, John is “practical in the extreme.”
Conversely, John's facts appear rather fanciful. In John’s story, he
“loves” his wife and everything he does is for her benefit: “He said we
came here solely on my account, that I was to have perfect rest and all
the air I could get.” Yet he denies her request for a room on the first floor
with access to the air outside, and confines her instead to the attic,
* where she can neither sleep nor rest. Later, when she asks to have the
attic wallpaper changed, he.“took mie in his arms and called me a
blessed little goose, and said he would go down to the cellar, if I wished,
and have it whitewashed into the bargain.” Yet while he may be willing
to whitewash the cellar, he won’t change the attic because “T don’t care
to renovate the house for a three months’ rental.” For a three months’
confinement, though, John has been willing to reartange the furniture
50 as to make her prison ugly: “The furniture in this room.is no worse
than inharmonious, however, for we had to bring it all from down-
stairs.” Though the narrator is under steady pressure to-validate the
fiction of John'’s coticern for her— “He is very careful and loving . . . he
takes all care from me; and so I feel basely ungrateful not to value it
more”-—she nevertheless intuits that his “love” is part of her problem:
“It is so hard to talk with John about my case, because he is so wise, and
because he loves me so.” And, in fact, her narrative reveals John to be
her enemy whose “love” will destroy her. . ; .
John’s definition of sanity for the narratot, however, includes more
than the requirement that she accept his fiction as fact and reject her
facts as fancy, In effect, it requires nothing less than that she eliminate
from herself the subjectivity capable of generating an alternate reality
from his. Thus, “John says that the very worst thing I can do is think
about my condition,” and he designs a treatment calculated to pressure
the narrator into concluding that her self not him is the enemy, and
calculated also to force her to give her self up. She is denied activity,
work, conversation, society, even the opportunity to obsetve the activity -
of others, She is to receive no stimulus that might lead to the develop-
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Reading about Reading:

‘A Jury of Her Peers,”
“The Murders in the Rue Morgue,”
and “The Yellow Wallpaper” -
Judith Fetteriey ’ xR

As a student of American literature, T have lotig been struck by the
degree to which American texts ate self-reflexive. Our “classics” are
filled with scenes of readers and readings. In The Scarlet Letter, for
example, a climactic moment occurs when Chillingworth rips ‘opén
Dimmesdale’s shirt and finally reads the text he has for so lorig been
trying to locate. What he sees we never learn, but for him his “reading”
is complete and satisfying. O, to take another example, in “Daisy
Miller,” Winterbourne’s ‘misreading of 'Daisy : provides the ceritral
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 Matk 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. i v PR -
When I first read Susan Glaspell's “A Jury of Hér Peers” in Mary
Anne Ferguson’s Inages of Women in Literature {Boston: Houghton -
Mifflin, 1973, pp. 370-85) I 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 bya
set of powerful assumptions. Prime among these is the equation of
textuality with masculine subject and masculine point of view. 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
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imagine that women have stories. This preconception is so powerful
that, even though, in effect, they know Minnie Wright has killed her
busband, they spend their time trying to discover their own story, the
story they are familiar with, can recognize as a text, and know how to
read. They go out to the barn; they check for evidence of violent entry
from the outside; they think about guns. In their story, men, not women,
are violent, and men use guns: “There was a gun in the house. He says
that’s what he can’t understand.” Though Mrs. Hale thinks the men are
“kind of sneaking . . . coming out here to get her own house to turn
against her,” in fact she needn’t worry, for these men wouldn’s know a
clue if they came upon it. Minnie Foster Wright’s kitchen is not a text to
them, and so they can not read it.

Itis no doubt in part to escape the charge of “sneaking” that the men
have brought the women with them in the first place, the presence of
women legitimating male entry and clearing it of any hint of violence or
violation. But Mrs. Hale recognizes. the element of violence in the
situation from the outset. In Sheriff Peters, she sees the law made flesh.
“A heavy man with a big voice” who delights in distinguishing between
criminals and noncriminals, his casual misogyny— “not' much . of a
housekeeper”—indicates his predisposition to find women guilty, Mrs.
Hale rejects the. sherifPs invitation to. join him in his definition and
intetpretation of Minnie Wright, to become in effect a male reader, and
asserts instead her intention to read as a woman, Fortunately, pethaps,
for Minnie, the idea of the woman reader as anything other than an
adjunct validator. of male texts and male interpretations (“a sherifPs
" wife is married tothelaw”) is as incomprehensible to these men as is the
idea of a woman’s story. With a parting shot at the incompetence of
women as readers— “But would the women know a clue if they did
come upon it?"—the men leave the women alone with their “trifles.”

Martha Hale has no trouble recognizing that she is faced with a text
written by the woman whose presence she feels, despite her physical
absence:She has no trouble recoghizing Minnie Wright as an author
whose work she is competent to read. Significantly enough, identifica-
tion determines her competence. Capable of imagining herself as a
writer who can produce a significant text, she is also .capable of in-
terpreting what she finds in Minnie Wright’s kitchen. As she leaves her
own house, Martha Hale makes “a scandalized sweep of her kitchen,”
and “what her eye took in was that her kitchen was in no shape for
leaving.” When she.arrives at Minnie Wright’s house and finds her
kitchen in a similar state, she is prepared to look for something out of
the ordinary to explain it—that is, she is in'a position to discover the
motive and the clue which the men miss. Identification also provides the
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key element in determining how Mrs. Peters reads. From the start,
Martha Hale has been sizing up Mrs. Peters. Working from her percep-
tion that Ms. Peters “didn’t seem like a sheriffs wife,” Martha subtly
encourages her to'read as a. woman. But Mis: Peters, more timid than
Mrs. Hale and indeed married to the law; wavers in_her allegiance:
“‘But Mrs. Hale, said the sherifls wife, ‘the law is the law’.” In a
commient that ought to be as deeply embedded in our national folklore
as are its masculinist counterparts—for example, “a woman is only a
woman but a good cigar is a smoke”—Mts. Hale draws on Mrs. Peters's
potential for identification with Minnie Wright:-“The law is the law—
and a bad stove is a bad stove. How’d you like to cook on this?” At the
crucial moment, when both motive and clue for the murder have been
discovered and the fate of Minnie Wright rests in her hands, Mrs. Peters
remembers her own potential for violence, its cause and its justification:
““When I was a girl,’ said Mrs. Peters; under her breath, ‘my kitten—
there was a boy took a hatchet; and before my eyes—before I could get
there—’ She covered her face an instant. If they hadn’t held me back [
would have’—she caught herself, looked upstairs where footsteps were
heard, and finished weakly— ‘hurt him’.” CiE T e R
At the end of the story, Martha Hale articulates the theory of reading
behind “A Jury of Her Peers”: “We all go through the same things—it’s
all just a different kind of the same thing! If it weren’t—why do you and
Lunderstand? Why do we know—what we know this miriute?” Women
can read women'’s texts because they live women’s lives; men can not
read women’s texts ‘because they don’t:lead women’s lives, Yet, of
course, the issues are more complicated thar this formulation, however
true it may be. A clue to our interpretation of Glaspell’s text occurs in a
* passage dealing with Mrs. Peters’s struggle to determine how- she will
read: “Tt was as if something within her not herself had spoken, and it
found in Mrs. Peters something she did not know as herself. T know
what stillness is;” she said; in a queer, monotonous voice.” Obviously,
nothing less than Mrs. Peters’s concept of self is at stake in her decision.
The self she does not recognize as “herself” is the self who knows what
. she knows because of the life she has lived. As she reads this life in the
story of another woman, she contacts that self from which she has been
Systematically alienated by virtue of being married to the law and subse-

qQuently required to read as a man. ¢ - T g ey el 8
When I was in highschool and first introduced to literature as a
separate subject of study, I was told that-one of the primary reasons
people read, and, thus; one of the primary justifications for learning
how to read; is to enlarge their frame of refererice through encountering
experiences that are foreign to them whick are not likely to happen in
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their own lives and, thus; to entich and complicate their perspective,
Since as a young woman reader I was given to read primarily texts about
young men, I had no reason to question the validity of this proposition,
Itwas not until I got to college and graduate school and encountered a
overwhelmingly male faculty intent on teaching me how to recognize
great literature that I began to wonder about the homogeneity of the
texts that got defined as “classic.” But of cotirse it took feminism to
enable me finally to see and understand the extraordinary gap between
- theory and practice in the teaching of literature as I experienced it. If a
white male middle-class literary establishment consistently chooses to
identify as great and thus worth reading those texts that- present as
central the lives of white male middle-class characters, then obviously
recognition and reiteration, not différence and expansion, provide the
* motivation for reading: Regardless of the theory offered in justification,
- as it is currently practiced within the ‘academy, reading functions pri-
marily.to reinforce the identity and perspective which the male teach-
** er/reader brings to the text. Presumably this function is itselfa function
of the sense of power derived from the experience of perceiving one’s
* self as central, as subject, as literally because literarily the point of view
from which the rest of the world is seen. Thus men, controlling the
study of literature, define as great those texis that empower themselves
and define reading as an activity that serves male interests; for regardless
of how many actual readers may be women, within the academy.the
presumed reader is male. i H :

Outside the academy, of course, women, operating perhaps instinc-
tively on the same understanding of the potential of reading, have
tended to find their way to women’s texts. One of the most striking
experiences of my own teaching career occurred recently, when I taught
a graduate course designed to introduce students to the work of nine-
teenth-century American women writers. Though I had been working

" on these writers for three years and was engaged at the time in writing
about them, I nevertheless arrived in the classroom full of anxiety, for I
- was still sufficiently a product of the system that had trained me to worry
 that my students might resent being asked to read literature that was not
“classic.” T was, however, completely mistaken in my apprehension, for
in fact my women students (and the class was almost entirely women)
loved the literature of nineteenth-century American women, and at the
“end of the course they indicated in a variety of ways their intention to
keep on reading it. Many of them spoke movingly about the ratification
and legitimization of self, indeed the sense of power, they derived from
reading these texts and the relief they felt at finding within the academy
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an opportunity to read something othér.than texts by and about men.
At one class session, however, an interesting phenomenon emerged. My
students began describing the various methods they had developed for
hiding from husbands, lovers, male professots, employers, and other
male graduate students the nature of the texts they were reading. As we
began to explore the reasons behind this behavior, we came to under-
stand most immediately how politicized the act of reading is in a sexist
culture. For it is not simply the case that men; in determining what is
read; wish to provide a-certdin experience for themselves; it is equally
the case that they do not want women to have this experience. Nothing
else can explain the intensity and the persistence of male resistance to
the inclusion of women writers on reading lists, examination lists, bibli-
ographies, and so forth, where the concept of inclusion is almost always
token and at best is an equal sharing of time and space. My students, in
playing with the title of ED.EN. ‘Southworth’s popular novel of 1859
and describing themselves as reading with “a hidden hand,” hit on the-
fact that women’s reading of women’s novels is not a culturally validated
- activity Indeed, to the degree that such reading, by givihg women the
* experience of seeing themselves as central; subject, and point of view,
empowers the woman reader, and to'the degree that such empower-
ment contravenes the design of patriarchal culture; women’s reading of
women’s texts s literally treason against the state and of necessity must

be a covert'and hidden affair. = .© ST A
Our discussion led us to feel closer to nineteenth-century women
readers as well as to women wiitets, for we began to think that we might
understand in some essential way why nineteenth-century American
women read with such passion, even avidity, the work of their contem.
poraries, despite the steady stream of warnings delivered to them on the
abuses of novel reading. And, playing still further with the implications
of “the hidden hand,” we began to speculate on the degree to which the
reading of women’s texts by women might have been and might still be
eroticized. For what else might oné have to dé with a hidden hand
besides read? And might riot the gratifications of masturbation and the
gratifications of reading women’s texts be similar for women? In asexist
culture, which has as one of its primary components institutionalized
and enforced heterosexuality designed to serve the sexual interests of
men, masturbation for women carties with it the potential of putting
Women in touch with their own bodies, of giving us a knowledge of our
flesh which permissible sexual activity does not necessarily provide,
Similarly, the reading of women’s texts has the potential -for giving
women a knowledge of the self, for putting us in contact with our réal
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selves, which the reading of male texts can not provide. Which, of
course, brings us back to Mrs. Peters and “A Juty of Her Peers” and to a

final question that the story raises. o : e, g :
Just as the women in the stoty have the capacity to read as men or as
women, having learned of necessity- how to recognize and interpret
male texts, so are the men in the story presumably educable. Though
initially they might not recognize a clue if they saw it, they could be
taught its significance, they could be taught to recognize women'’s texts
‘and to read as women. If this were not the case, the women in the story
could leave the text as they find it; but they don’t. Instead, they erase the
text as they read it. Martha Hale undoes the threads of the quilt that,
like the weaving of Philomel, tells the story of Minnie Wright’s violation
and thus_provides the clue to her revenge; Mrs. Peters instinctively
creates an alternate story to explain the missing bird and then further
fabricates to explain the absent cat; and Mrs. Hale, with the approval of
Mrs. Peters, finally hides the dead bird. Thus, we must revise somewhat
our initfal formulation of the story’s point about reading: it is not simply
the case that men can not recognize ot read women’s texts; it s, rather,
that they will not. At the end of the story, the county attorney summa-
rizes the situation “incisively”: “It’s all perfectly clear, except the reason
for doing it. But you know juries when it conies to women. If there was
some definite thing—something to show. Something to make a story
about. A thing that would connect up with this clumsy way of doing it.”
But why, if it is all so perfectly clear to them, have the men made so little
intelligent effort to find ‘that “something” that would:convince and
convict? Why, in fact, has this same county attorney consistently de-
flected attention from those details that would provide the necessary
clues: “Let’s talk about that a little later, Mr. Hale”; “T'd like to'talk to
you about that alittle later; Mrs, Hale.” This is the question that “A Jury
of Her Peers” propounds to its readets; making us ask in turn why it is
more important for the men in this story to let one woman get away with
murder than to learn to recognize and to read her story?: - 1
Part of the answer to this question has already been suggested in the
previous discussion. The refusal to recognize women as having stories
denies women the experience it ensures for men—namely, reading as a
validation of one’s reality and reinforcement of one’s identity. But there
is still more at issue here, Let us return for a moment to that_gap
between theory and practice which I mentioned in connectjon with my
own introduction to reading. Certainly in theory there is nothing wrong
with the idea that one might read to experience a reality different from -
one’s own, to encounter the point of view of another who is other, and
thus to broaden one’s own perspective and understanding. Indeed;
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