Reader-Centred Reading: The Rest Cure
The “rest cure”: a period spent in inactivity with the intention of improving one's physical or mental health.
Prior to reading Charlotte Perkins Gilman's 'The Yellow Wallpaper', I knew nothing about “rest cures”, a popular treatment in the 19th Century for female nervous conditions. Gilman's short story describes the plight of an oppressed woman as she descends into insanity. She is suffering from post-natal depression, or, as her husband calls it, a temporary nervous depression … a slight hysterical tendency. He uses his power over her to imprison her body and mind. As I am a supporter of women's rights I sympathised with her and not the husband. This short story is deceptively simple, as became clear to me on my second reading.
At first, I interpreted the story as a horrific representation of the vulnerability of mentally unstable women in a patriarchal society. As I was not actively analysing the story, the line between fantasy and reality was not clear. In this reading I experienced the events of the narrative as if they were my own, leaving little room for critical judgement. Consequently, I assumed paranormal/horror themes in the phenomenon of the wallpaper: a physical barrier behind which an evil spirit was trapped. Also in lines such as there is something strange about the house, and in the implication that the room was in an insane asylum—the windows are barred, the wallpaper is stripped off … in great patches, the bedstead is fairly gnawed. Though, in my second reading, I discovered underlying feminist themes.
Through this discovery I now agree with critics like Gretehen Lynn Greene (1996) who states this story has theme[s] of oppression: the oppression of the rights of women especially inside of marriage. One of these was the author's use of binary opposition: the husband's practicality to the narrator's silliness. This is used to illustrate how ideologies privilege one over another. In addition, I saw the narrative as a criticism of “rest cures”, such as when the narrator states if I were only well enough to write a little it would relieve some of the press of ideas. Furthermore, I interpreted the wallpaper on second reading as a metaphor for the narrator's prison-like life.
This short work of fiction is a glimpse into the psychological effects of both the “rest cure” and the oppression of women. Through multiple reading of 'The Yellow Wallpaper', I travelled from a supernatural to feminist perspective. While I do not know whether I would actively have read this narrative outside of the course, it was a pleasant change from my usual selection of  paranormal fiction.
Defence
Who are we when we read? Do our personalities dictate how we interpret texts? Or is it more closely related to how we are taught to read? I seek to answer these questions for myself about my reading of Charlotte Perkins Gilman's 'The Yellow Wallpaper.
For centuries, scholars, philosophers and teachers believed that a text was a direct window into the author's psyche, revealing their values, attitudes and beliefs. A truly 'great' text was one which demonstrated the ultimate truths of morality as written by the author-God (Barthes: 1978). However, by the late 19th Century the author’s intentions were no longer relevant in the search for meaning in a text: the text detaches from the author at birth (Wimsatt and Bearsley: 1954). Author-centered theory was debunked as an intentional fallacy (Wimsatt and Beardsley: 1954): authorial intention does not dictate meaning. Reader response critics then argued that the reader has the power of interpretation, that there are as many interpretations as there are readers. Reader-centered theorists posit that to create meaning readers bring their own previous experience to a text. It is through utilising reading strategies within reader-centred theory that I created meaning in my reading of 'The Yellow Wallpaper'.
As with the structuralist approach, I derived meaning from my knowledge of textual conventions. Structuralists decode a text according to complex systems (Moon: 1992, p. 142) known to all 'competent' readers. They aim to discover (Moon: 1992, p. 143) the implicit codes, rules or systems that underline all human social and cultural practices (Salwa: 2012) via the deconstruction of texts. Throughout my second reading I employed structuralist analytical tools, such as the recognition of literary devices like symbolism and binary oppositions. I identified the wallpaper as a metaphor for the narrator's prison-like life. Also, I adopted a clearer perspective about the dualism of rational-imaginative when I recognised the binary opposition of the husband's practicality to the narrator's silliness. The recognition of the fundamental elements in the text partly determined my interpretation; however, this theoretical approach does not wholly satisfy my mode of reading. While I did take up a rigorous approach when reading the text the second time (a. la. structuralism), I also brought my own experiences and personality to the text, as evidenced when I assumed paranormal/horror themes. Thus, it would be reasonable to conclude that structuralism defines only one aspect of my reading style.
During the historical wave of reader response criticism, Norman Holland emphasised the role of 'identity' in the construction of meaning. He argued each person who reads a story, poem, or even a single word construes it differently (Holland: 1979) and that the interaction between language and the individual’s identity is central to the meaning-making process. Holland suggests that each person has a determinable 'identity theme' (Holland: 1979). He states that when we read, we project our 'identity theme' onto the characters, who both represent and construct ourselves. I applied this reading strategy in my initial interpretation of the text. I analogised with the main character, becoming so involved that I could not distinguish between the fantasy and the reality. My own hopes and fantasies became muddled with those of the narrator so that she became a part of my identity: I identified with the narrator. The line between subjective and objective blurred and dissolved (Holland: 1979). A strength of this theory is that it acknowledges the individuality of all readers and readings. However, Holland assumes a complete and whole identity that can vary but never truly change, yet Holland's theory does not account for the drastic difference between my first and second reading. Therefore, I can conclude that 'identity theme' does not fully encompass my mode of reading.
Stanley Fish's theory of 'interpretive communities' (Fish: 1989) characterises the similarity of interpretations within certain discourses. Fish proposes that all readers construct meaning and operate within a shared interpretive community with communal interpretive strategies (Fish: 1989). This illuminates how I read within my scholastic community, as with my second reading. Thus, when I applied my knowledge of textual analysis—as with the deconstruction of symbols and metaphors—I agree[d] with critics. However, I adopted this reading strategy only the second time I read the text, as my first reading was unique and atypical. This problematizes Fish's assertion that a reader cannot generate meaning outside of one's 'interpretive community'. Fish's emphasis on the communality of the interpretive process does not give enough credence to individuality, rendering this theory as only partially useful in the elucidation of my preferred reading style. In addition, Fish does not account for the mutual transaction between reader and text, where the reader can impart but also acquire knowledge. As there have been multiple occasions where I have taken more than I have given to a text, it is reasonable to conclude that Fish's theory does not completely express my mode of reading. It appears that the social context of my reading and my 'interpretive community' is not the only 'maker of meaning' for me.
Our identity is impacted by the practices, beliefs and values (Moon: 1992, p. 68) of society. Holland's 'identity theme' consists of one distinct identity, but this is problematized by recent conceptualisations of identity as a number of dimensions living in symbiosis. A model of the multiple dimensions of identity (Abes, et. al.: 2007, p. 1) shows contextualised socially constructed identities, such as race and gender, orbiting a core: the personal identity. This visualisation of identity is far more suited to my own style of meaning-making than other theories. As I read 'The Yellow Wallpaper', certain aspects of my identity were privileged over others. In my preliminary reading, my cultural identity was most prominent. I made reference to my culture when I stated my usual selection of fiction was paranormal, implying a rich imagination. However, in my second reading I travelled closer to my core identity by reading from a gender perspective. This is evident when I declared myself as a supporter of women's rights.
It is clear that my style of reading is best describes by the concept of multiple identities. When I apply some factors of my identity more strongly to a text than others, the transaction produces a different meaning. However, to some extent, within these realisations of meaning are separate acts of interpretation using other less significant reading practices.
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