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	Reader-Oriented Criticism: Reader-Response Literary Theory  


I. Definition

Reader-centered criticism, emphasizes the individual as a reader-responder. It argues that reading a literary text is part of a complex process that includes a collaboration between the writer, the text, and the reader. A text is re-created every time someone new reads it, and it becomes, in the process, increasingly richer. The text is a stimulus that elicits responses from us based on our past experiences, our previous reading, our thoughts, and our feelings. In this reader-response approach, the text acts on the reader and the reader interacts with the text; therefore, this analytical method is often referred to as transactional analysis.

II. Types of reader-response criticism

1. Individualists

In the 1960s, David Bleich began collecting statements by influencing students of their feelings and associations. He used these to theorize about the reading process and to refocus the classroom teaching of literature. He claimed that his classes "generated" knowledge, that is, knowledge of how particular persons recreate texts.

Michael 

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Michael_Steig&action=edit&redlink=1" Steig and Walter 

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Walter_Slatoff&action=edit&redlink=1" Slatoff have, like Bleich, shown that students' highly personal responses can provide the basis for critical analyses in the classroom. Jeffrey Berman has encouraged students responding to texts to write anonymously and share with their classmates writings in response to literary works about sensitive subjects like drugs, suicidal thoughts, death in the family, parental abuse and the like. 

In 1967, Stanley Fish published Surprised by Sin, the first study of a large literary work (Paradise Lost) that focused on its readers' experience. In an appendix, "Literature in the Reader", Fish used "the" reader to examine responses to complex sentences sequentially, word-by-word. Since 1976, however, he has turned to real differences among real readers. He explores the reading tactics endorsed by different critical schools, by the literary professorate, and by the legal profession, introducing the idea of "interpretive communities" that share particular modes of reading.

In 1968, Norman Holland drew on psychoanalytic psychology in The Dynamics of Literary Response to model the literary work. Each reader introjects a fantasy "in" the text, then modifies it by defense mechanisms into an interpretation. In 1973, however, having recorded responses from real readers, Holland found variations too great to fit this model in which responses are mostly alike but show minor individual variations.

2. Experimenters

Reuven

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reuven_Tsur"  

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reuven_Tsur" Tsur in Occupied Palestine has developed in great detail models for the expressivity of poetic rhythms, of metaphor, and of word-sound in poetry (including different actors' readings of a single line of Shakespeare). Richard 

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Richard_Gerrig&action=edit&redlink=1" Gerrig in the U.S. has experimented with the reader's state of mind during and after a literary experience. He has shown how readers put aside ordinary knowledge and values while they read, treating, for example, criminals as heroes. He has also investigated how readers accept, while reading, improbable or fantastic things.

In Canada, David 

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=David_Miall&action=edit&redlink=1" Miall, usually working with Donald 

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Donald_Kuiken&action=edit&redlink=1" Kuiken, has produced a large body of work exploring emotional or "affective" responses to literature, drawing on such concepts from ordinary criticism as "defamiliarization" or "foregrounding". They have used both experiments and new developments in neuropsychology, and have developed a questionnaire for measuring different aspects of a reader's response.

3. Uniformists

Wolfgang 

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wolfgang_Iser" Iser exemplifies the German tendency to theorize the reader and so posit a uniform response. For him, a literary work is not an object in itself but an effect to be explained. But he asserts this response is controlled by the text. For the "real" reader, he substitutes an implied reader, who is the reader that a given literary work requires. Within various polarities created by the text, this "implied" reader makes expectations, meanings, and the unstated details of characters and settings through a "wandering viewpoint". In his model, the text controls.

Another important German reader-response critic was Hans-Robert 

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans-Robert_Jauss" Jauss, who defined literature as a dialectic process of production and reception (Rezeption--the term common in Germany for "response"). For Jauss, readers have a certain mental set, a "horizon" of expectations, from which perspective each reader, at any given time in history, reads. Reader-response criticism establishes these horizons of expectation by reading literary works of the period in question.

Both Iser and Jauss, and the Constance School they exemplify, return reader-response criticism to a study of the text by defining readers in terms of the text. In the same way, Gerald Prince posits a "narratee", Michael 

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michael_Riffaterre" Riffaterre posits a "superreader", and Stanley Fish an "informed reader." And many text-oriented critics simply speak of "the" reader who typifies all readers.

III. Questions for Analysis

Because reader-oriented critics use a variety of methodologies, no particular listing of questions can encompass all their concerns. Nevertheless, by asking the following questions of a text, one can participate in both the theory and practice of reader-oriented criticism.
1. In a textual perspective, how does knowledge of symbols, images and narrative structure help the reader to understand the characters, settings and events? Who is the implied author of the text, i.e. Who is the persona/s writing the text? 

2. In an experiential perspective, how might the reader visualise images in the novel based on life experiences? Who are the implied readers for this text? Why might a reader take up, or reject the role of the invited or ideal reader? How and when might the reader fill the gaps left in the text (through life experiences, cultural assumptions and ideologies, and knowledge of genres and textual features)?

3. In a psychological perspective, how might the reader’s relationship to the text depend upon cognitive development and personality? How might the reader’s mood have an impact on a reading of the text? How might the reader take up possibilities for identity development and reconceptualising subjectivities offered by the text? 

4. In a social perspective, how might the reader’s purpose for reading affect the reader’s response to the text? How might the social context in which the reading occurs link the reader to a particular interpretive community? 

5. In a cultural perspective, how might the ideologies readers are invited to accept in the text match or mismatch with their own? Why might this be so? Might readers at times read across texts? At what points could reading across the text become reading against the text, that is, move from an alternative to a resistant reading? 

IV. Limitations of Reader-Response Criticism

Reader response has plenty of critics. One claim is that it waters down standards. If all meanings exist within the individual reader, then it seems to follow that we can assert no one’s insight as being any more perceptive than another’s, or propose the notion that there might be consistent, universal standard for judging literature. Is the gold standard of literary value simply, “I like this novel; therefore, it is good,” or “I don’t like this novel; therefore, it stinks”? If all of us readers are simply imposing our own personal themes or judgments on texts, recreating all readings in our own images, aren’t we just staring in a mirror or not learning anything?

Moreover, one of the pleasures of reading (fiction, particularly) is the chance to learn about other humans in different circumstances than ours. The protagonist of a great novel may be of a different gender, race, social class, age, or nationality than we are, and from a place we’ve never been and a period we’ve never experienced. By the power of the human imagination of both writer and reader the story can plunge us directly into that other world and consciousness, enlarging our capacity to understand other humans quite unlike us. We can suffer the narrow cultural restrictions on Jane Eyre, travel the Mississippi River with Huck Finn, sit at King Arthur’s round table or see the narrow world of a Southern small town through Scout Finch’s eyes. But we can’t learn much if our attitude is, “I can’t relate to this book because the character in it isn’t anything like me. I’m not female in early nineteenth-century England, or a twelve-year-old barefoot ragamuffin in pre-Civil War Missouri, or a medieval knight trying to live up to a chivalric warrior code, or a little girl in a Depression-era Alabama town, so I can’t get anything out of this.”

Part of the pleasure and benefit of reading fiction is the chance to escape ourselves and inhabit another human consciousness. Isn’t this a healthy exercise of empathy and identification that will make us more understanding and tolerant of others’ differences as well as our common humanity? In other words, isn’t reader response a bit egocentric?[image: image1.png]
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