CONTEXT AND -ISMS IN LITERATURE
Art is created in a context. It was crafted by an artist with a biography who lived in a time within a socio-political sphere, and that artist had an agenda. Was that artist’s agenda personal? Social? Political? All of the above? 
In addition to considering the context within which the art was created, we have to consider the context within which it is received. The context of receipt adds another dimension and brings to the work an entire second life. 

I like to think of art as belonging 50% to the artist and 50% to the audience. When the art is a work of literature, this means that every word and trope and symbol that was put there by the author takes on added layers of meaning with every year that the work is in play and every reader that lays eyes and mind upon it. Virginia Woolf’s “room” meant one thing to her and to her audience(s) back in 1928, and it means many more things to us today. We will discuss in greater detail all that it might mean in a few minutes.
First, let’s discuss the context of a few other works and how those contexts play a role in the work both then and now. 
Pride and Prejudice, written in the late 1700’s and published in 1813, was a good example of an educated (home-schooled, but educated) wealthy socialite writing satire about the follies of educated and wealthy socialites while at the same time benefitting from those same socialites. Who else submitted her work to publishers? Who else bought her books? Who else related to the characters? Satire and irony were clearly at play. But if you don’t ponder much about the life of the author, you might miss the full power of all that irony. Jane Austen wrote about female empowerment through marriage and social standing, yet she herself remained unmarried into her early forties (when she died) and gained fulfillment through her intellect. Indeed, her underlying thesis might have been that seeking fulfillment through marriage and social standing is silly, yet without such silliness, her own family, that of her father and later those of her brothers, wouldn’t have had the means to support her various endeavors. 
Granted, much of this complexity and irony becomes more evident as Austen ages. For example, she wrote Pride and Prejudice when she was 21. She wrote all her books anonymously. The books grew into their meaning.
What does knowledge of Austen’s bio add to her message? Maybe it adds a list of things – including a list of paradoxes based on the dual feelings she might have experienced: a bit of compunction or shame with regard to her wealthy social standing yet gratefulness for it; judgment toward others for their frivolity but empathy and even pity for their lack of meaningful work to do; disdain coupled with admiration for her characters; and finally social embarrassment for her lack of domestic interest right up against a feeling of pride in her independence. For Austen to ridicule the people in her midst in this way, she had to have felt a bit of loathing for them, but also fondness, or she wouldn’t have done it all so light heartedly.  Her use of Horacian Satire was intentional (we must assume that every aspect of an artist’s work is intentional unless that artist explicitly states otherwise) and also not a political choice, as she wrote anonymously. (Unless she was being cowardly or avoiding the prospect of embarrassing her family or…). As the title would imply, prejudice is one of her themes.  Judgment should be ultimately suspended. This must be one more sign, then, that Austen’s agenda was foremost to entertain and less to enlighten. 
Irony revisited: Austen writes a frivolous novel that comments on the frivolity of the upper classes who are the ones who have the time to read books for leisure, which some might argue is frivolous.
The context of the writing adds depth to the meaning. The fact that the book has increased in popularity over the years adds even more depth. For one thing it means that social standing and female empowerment through various means, including strategic marriage, are still topics worthy of satire today. Have we evolved much in the last two hundred years? 
Chopin wrote The Awakening approximately 100 years after Austen wrote Pride and Prejudice, and she addresses similar themes but adds to the fray female sexuality. Why? What was life and sexuality like for women of her time? This is before the women’s movement of the 1970’s, even before the climax of the American suffrage movement. 
What does having Edna move out of her husband’s house and into her own realm symbolize?
What does the water symbolize? Think about how it functions (it liberates yet ultimately consumes Edna). What else liberates and consumes Edna? What are the underlying messages, then?
What does Kate’s breaking of writing conventions say? What messages are inherent in her style?
What do Edna’s choices and Kate’s writing style choices say about the role of individual in society? About economic class? When is liberation selfish? Is Edna selfish or an activist? What happens when you act as Edna does? Do you model for others transcendence from subjugation, or do you destroy trust and faith? This brings up the concept of the personal versus political. It also brings up morality and even religion. 
In A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man – the life of the artist contributes to the life (and work) of the artist. The formation of the artist is what is being explored. The setting and the plot structure beg a few questions: How does a boy’s education play a role in his development? How about Relgion? Family? Friendship? Bullying/hazing? Budding sexuality? And what role does the individual artist play in society? Joyce forces us to think about context. Again, one cannot create art in a vacuum. One does so in a context. Where does that context begin and where does the artist end?
Back to Virginia Woolf’s “room”.
What was Virginia Woolf’s “room”? What was it for the audience then? What might it be for readers now? What is Joyce’s version of that “room”? Edna’s version? Yours?
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A word about -isms and literature: Yes, the various -isms are in play in the bio of the artist and the agenda of the artist and in the content of the text and in the mind of the everyday reader, but they are also in play in the academic field of criticism. In college, you will be asked to perform a Marxist critique, a feminist critique, an existentialist critique and/or any of a myriad of other critiques of a literary or artistic work whereby you study the basic tenets of that -ism and then apply those tenets to the work at hand. If Marx believed that man should perform work according to his abilities and receive goods according to his needs, how, then, does that impact Austen’s Pride and Prejudice wherein her characters’ talents go largely underutilized (at least in ways that create goods or services for society) and the characters lie under a cozy blanket of abundance? How would Marxist glasses change the hue of Austen’s text? Because Austen’s characters become bored and preoccupied with social matters more than societal matters, is Austen saying that wealth snuffs out a person’s passion for servitude?
Consider feminism. If early suffragists said that a woman needs a vote that is distinct from a man’s, then does she need other things that are so distinct, and how content could she really be, then, in marriage? This brings us back again to Virginia Woolf and her A Room of One’s Own. Is the “vote” another form of “room”?

Looking literally at the word “room” it is a small physical space within a larger, presumably man-owned property wherein a woman may create, in privacy, fictional works of note (whatever that means). What else is it? Can she create such works without it? Why or why not? Is Israel a version of this room? Palestine? Your bedroom? Your laptop? What is James Joyce’s “room”? Edna’s? Can going to such a room be a form of exile? Is there a point at which that exile becomes too isolating and hence crippling? 
· So, art is made in a context, not a vacuum.

· Art belongs first to the artist, but lastly, and in increasing measure over time, to the audience.

· Audience interpretation is more worthy of analysis than author intent because intent is speculative and increasingly obsolete.
· The longer a work is in play and the more people who experience it, the more meaning it acquires. Think of the text as a rolling ball of dough that grows or that giant island of plastic bags off the coast of Hawaii. It just keeps growing and growing in dimension as time goes on. The meaning and import of a text, especially a complex one, is like that dough ball or floating plastic island or snowball or wad of tape or giant blob of rubber bands. It amasses as time passes.
· A symbol that is written into a text grows to represent more things than it did at the time of authorship. For example, “room” in Virginia Woolf’s essay A Room of One’s Own means more than just physical space inside a larger house to do one’s writing. It can mean property or the right to vote or freedom from the constraints of the kitchen or the bedroom or of societal expectation or a host of other things.
· -isms are involved at all levels – on behalf of the author at the time of creation; on behalf of society at the time of creation; on behalf of the characters in the story; on behalf of the readers at the time of interpretation; on behalf of the society that surrounds the readers; on behalf of the literary critic who dons a particular filter for the sole purpose of colored analysis and academic discourse. 

· The more layers and contexts you can envision, the deeper your analysis will potentially become. Perhaps use a diagram – a circle within a circle within a circle within a circle – or a box within a box within a box to think about context, and then picture a ball of dough that amasses flour or an octopus that grows more tentacles as its life progresses to capture the notion that the meaning of a text evolves.
· When you analyze a text, look at more than just one sphere – look at as many as you recognize – and consider–ism filters. How would a Marxist see the text? A feminist? An existentialist? And of course, most importantly, continue to look for paradoxes, as they are what make all works of art rich, and they are what will make your analysis rich. 
