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Ethical Choice: “Authorial Agency” or “Readerly
Responsibility”?: On the Narrative Trap of The Crimson
Candle and James Phelan’s Selective Blindness
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Title: Ethical Choice: “Authorial Agency” or “Readerly Responsibility”? On the
Narrative Trap of The Crimson Candle and James Phelan’s Selective Blindness

Abstract: In his paper Narrative Judgments and the Rhetorical Theory of
Narrative, James Phelan, taking Bierce’s short story The Crimson Candle as an
example, expounds six propositions of narrative judgment. Phelan emphasizes the
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importance of the author in ethical judgment and choice. By examining the six
propositions one by one, it is found that the text chosen by Phelan can not prove his
own views, but is a negative example of his own views. Bierce (the author) not only
did not make clear his own ethical principles, but also entrusted the responsibility
of ethical judgment and ethical choice to the readers by designing reader symbols.
Phelan’s Misreading of the text is a selective blindness under his theoretical
presupposition. The common readers’ interpretation of The Crimson Candle has a
relatively consistent value tendency with that of Phelan. This convergence is related
to the shading of the Overt Progression to the Covert Progression in the text, and
also to the overall cultural atmosphere of the society. To a certain extent, it reflects
the social problems and the readers’ desire to change the reality.
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Progression; Narrative Trap
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The Crimson Candle, by Ambrose Bierce

A man lying at the point of death called his wife to his bedside and said:

“I am about to leave you forever; give me, therefore, one last proof of
your affection and fidelity, for, according to our holy religion, a married man
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seeking admittance at the gate of Heaven is required to swear that he has never
defiled himself with an unworthy woman. In my desk you will find a crimson
candle, which has been blessed by the High Priest and has a peculiar mystical
significance. Swear to me that while it is in existence you will not remarry.”
The Woman swore and the Man died. At the funeral the Woman stood
at the head of the bier, holding a lighted crimson candle till it was wasted
entirely away.
(Bierce 1946)
(James Phelan, Peter J. Rabinowitz 324)
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