En 443 Worksheet 3.1 Lexical Morphemes and the Analysis of Literature

Choose a small section from Kincaid’s story.  Gloss it for clusters of related terms, circling clusters of words that seem to refer to the same realm of experience.  What fields of women’s experience, of other experience do you find represented here?  Give each cluster a name.

Then work with the following questions, which might be applied to any literary text.

Lexical morphemes and meaning.   

1.  What meaning-bearing words (free lexical morphemes) seem significant in contributing to this section?

Are any repeated (or replaced with pronouns so that the same idea is being referenced)?

Do any belong to the same semantic field, pointing to the same or related object or idea? Are there any words that potentially belong to different meaning-systems--that could have different meanings to the speaker/writer and to different listeners/speakers?  
2. What do these lexical choices show about the assumed shared knowledge of characters?  About the knowledge the writer seems to assume the reader shares?  Do you share this knowledge at this point in the story?  If not, what is the effect of the writer’s  treating this knowledge as shared?  
3. What do the particular lexical choices for key ideas show about the level of discourse (informal vs. formal) being presented?  What do they suggest about the social context that this passage points to?  About the characters being represented?  About the narrator?  How do these choices help you to locate the world of the story in a particular cultural context?
4. If the passage represents the words or thoughts of more than one character, do all characters share the same sense of their meanings and the same understanding of the reference of the words to ideas and objects?  Where these understandings aren’t shared, what is the effect on the story?
Grammatical morphemes also locate a passage within a universe of discourse.  We’ll focus on these in our later look at dialect and style, but you may want to note some relevant effects here.
