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The Problem of Meaning in Literature
Meaning is a difficult issue - how do we know what a work of literature is ‘supposed’ to mean or what its ‘real’ meaning is? There are several ways to approach this:

· The meaning is created by the reader (reader-centred reading) AI 1
· The meaning is created by and contained in the text itself (text-centred reading)
· The meaning is what is intended by the author (author-centred reading) AI 1
· Discourses construct the reader and the text (world-context centred reading)
1. The Reader
In the late 1960’s a school of thought emerged, based on the theories of the French philosopher Jacques Derrida, that the text has not one true meaning but rather multiple meanings depending on the cultural perspectives of each reader. So in reality a text’s meaning exists in the reader’s mind.

Does the meaning exist in the reader’s response, their processing or reception of the text? (Reception Theory) In a sense this is inescapable as texts are composed in order to elicit responses in the reader but:

· Meaning is social. Language and conventions work only as shared meaning and our way of viewing the world is shared. When we read a text we are participating in social or cultural meaning making. Response is not merely an individual thing but is part of culture and history.

· Meaning is contextual - change the context and you often change the meaning. 

· Literary texts have their own codes and practices and the more we know of them the more we can decode the text. Here reader competency plays an important role. Sophisticated responses only arise out of experience and knowledge of texts and the way they work. 

2. The Text
Does the meaning exist in the text (‘the words on the page’)? There is an argument that the formal properties of the text - the grammar, the language, the imagery and so forth - contain and produce the meaning, so that any educated competent reader will inevitably come to essentially the same interpretation as any other. (New Criticism) 

Are the same interpretations arrived at because the formal properties of the text securely encode the meaning or because all the educated readers were taught to read the formal properties in much the same way? 

As a text is in a sense only ink marks on a page and as all meaning is culturally created and transferred, the argument that the meaning is in the text is not a particularly persuasive one.

The meaning is more likely in the conventions of meaning, the traditions, the cultural codes, which have been handed down so that in so far as we and other readers might be said to agree on meaning in a text that agreement would be created by common traditions and conventions of usage, practice and interpretation. 

In different time periods, with different cultural perspectives (including class, gender, ethnicity, belief and world view) or with different purposes for reading, readers can arrive at different readings of texts.

As on the one hand a text is an historical document and on the other the meaning derived is cultural and contextual the question of whether the text ‘really means’ what it means to a particular reader can be a complex one.

3. Authorial intention
Does a work of literature mean what the author intended it to mean and if so, how can we tell? How can we gain insight into authorial intention? We could:

· Read other works by the same author

· Learn more about the kind of meaning found in works from that particular tradition, time and genre

· Learn about the economic, social, religious and political contexts of the text

· Learn about the cultural values and symbols of the time

Any text can only ‘mean’ within a set of pre-existing, socially supported ideas, symbols, images, ways of thinking and values (discourse). Texts are written and interpreted according to social norms and cultural meanings. 

Why is it not always reliable to rely on authorial intention as a sole source of meaning?

· The author’s work may have taken them in directions they did not originally foresee and developed meanings they did not intend and indeed may not recognize. 

· The works may embody cultural or symbolic meanings which are not fully clear to the author themselves

· Authors may not be fully conscious of the motives that attend their work (Intentional Fallacy) 
However, for our purposes knowledge of time, genre, literary movement and text context are very useful for informing our understanding of the meaning in a text but they must be used in conjunction with the evidence in the text itself, critical responses and our own response to it, to be fully effective. 

4. Discourses

Here, the general theory is that texts are constructed within historical, social, cultural, economic and discursive contexts that govern what can be said and how it can be said. Text is seen as a vehicle for, and a repository of, cultural assumptions, values and preoccupations to be maintained or challenged. The reader’s role is to understand the cultural assumptions and to focus on ‘whose interest is served’. This approach to reading, which we will label the world-context-centred approach, encompasses, for example, Marxist, feminist and post-colonialist criticism. 

Therefore, in order to understand how we ‘read’ texts, we need to consider the role of the author, the text, the reader and the context in the meaning making process. 
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