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Reader-Centred Approaches to Reading

Definition: What is the reader-centred approach to literature?
· The reader-centered approach, based on reader-response criticism, emphasizes the individual as a reader-responder. It argues that reading a literary text is part of a complex process that includes 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.
· The reader-response critical theory teaches us that there are no absolutes. It enables us to examine the complexity of human behavior and motivation, the difficulty in ascertaining right and wrong, and the interdependencies (between author, reader and text) involved in any social construct (interpretation).
http://www2.nkfust.edu.tw/~emchen/CLit/teach_reader-centered.htm

Reader-Centred Approaches to Reading

Features: 

· Reader as meaning maker, subjective interpretation, you are an individual who responds uniquely to the text.

· Texts seen as source for personal growth, identification with characters.

· Reading for personal identity, literature used as a personal resource to learn about self.

· Offers a variety of readings, text is activated in the reading.

· Reading with or across the text.

· Preferred or dominant readings - match or identify with text.

· Alternative/resistant readings – reading across the text.

· The context in which the text is read influences the way the text is read.

· The reader’s educational and cultural backgrounds influence the way a reader responds to a text.

Central Questions for Task
· How did I use specific reading practices within a reader-centred approach to construct meaning?

· What does it mean to read with and across the text?

· How are my own reading processes best described in the context of reader-centred approaches?

· How useful is each theory in explaining how I read? What are the limitations of each theory in describing how I read? 

A theorist called Richard Beach in his book A Teacher’s Introduction to Reader Response Theories (1993) identified five perspectives it is possible to take within the reader-centred approach. These perspectives include a range of ‘experiences’ that help readers to make sense of the text. 

Beach believes that reader response can serve as a sort of ‘jumping-off point’ into other theories. Once one can articulate his/her particular response to a text, one can begin to discover the particular social/cultural/psychological/etc influences behind that response; from there one can perhaps identify a particular theory (or theories)which influences their reading and writing about literature.

Beach’s five perspectives are:

1. Knowledge of text conventions (textual theories)

2. Modes of experience (experiential theories)

3. Psychological perspective (psychological theories)

4. Social context (social theories)

5. Cultural identities (cultural theories)

Beach’s five perspectives represent different angles or lenses that may be used to highlight the reader/writer/text/context transaction. (Beach 1993, p.8) These perspectives overlap and work together in the meaning making process. They focus on the reader’s textual knowledge and experiences which are embedded within larger social and cultural contexts. The best way to apply reading approaches such as these is to ask questions of the text as we read. You will need to keep a reading journal in which to record your answers. Let’s have a look at the kinds of questions which can be used within each perspective. 
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1. Knowledge of text conventions (textual theories)

A reader pursues a personal response through the knowledge they have accumulated about how texts work by asking, for example:

· Has my experience of reading other similar texts helped me to predict an ending? For example, if I am reading a fairy tale, how do I expect it to end given my previous experience of fairy tales? 

· How has my knowledge of literary devices like symbols and imagery helped me to understand the text? For example, if I am reading the fairy tale, Cinderella, could I read the slipper/small foot as being symbolic of feminine beauty? Would I understand that the drab setting of the kitchen and the chores Cinderella performs, as described through imagery, suggest that Cinderella is disempowered and marginalised within the household of her stepmother?

· How has my understanding of generic structure helped me to understand the text and to fill in gaps appropriately? For example, if I am reading a conventional narrative I expect an orientation, complication, series of events, climax, and resolution type structure. I expect Little Red Riding Hood to suffer a series of trials but I expect her to be ultimately saved. Similarly, when I read of a wolf lurking nearby, I use my common sense knowledge of the world, and wolves in particular, to conclude that he is up to no good. 

· Who is the implied author of the text? I.e. Who is the persona writing the text? An implied author is a literary created version of the real author, suggested by the style and tone of a text. For example, consider the laconic writing persona/voice which Hemingway adopts in the third person point of view, quite detached narration of his short stories.  This persona differs markedly from, say, the ironic voice adopted by Jane Austen in the construction of much of her fiction. Traditional fairy tales sometimes seem to have an anonymous persona as third person narrator. The author is almost an amalgam of a collective of past authors, perhaps constructing text within an oral tradition. 

· Is the narrator limited or unreliable in any way? For example, a first person narrator in fiction is limited to descriptions of their own personal experience whilst a third person omniscient (all knowing) author can report on a range of events and the thoughts and feelings of more than one participant. For example, Tim Winton in writing Cloudstreet and Ruth Park in writing The Harp in the South both adopt omniscient third person points of view. A naïve narrator, like a youth or someone not familiar with the culture that the story is about will report events without being aware of their meaning or significance. For instance, Huck in Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn narrates in this way. The reader, who is not naïve, is expected to fill the gaps in the narrator’s understanding. An unreliable narrator is one who may conceal information and/or exaggerate in their version of events. For instance, Nellie Dean is biased against Heathcliffe in Wuthering Heights and the governess’s narration in The Turn of the Screw may be coloured by her being psychologically disturbed. The reader constructs their own version of the story by doubting and questioning what the narrator says, and by giving more credence to what other characters say, and by looking for contradictions and clues in the text much like the way we read detective stories.  

· Who is the implied or ideal reader for the text? An implied reader tends to read with the text (dominant reading) while a resistant reader tends to read across the text (resistant reading). The term ‘implied reader’ can be interpreted to mean the ‘target audience’ for a text, the kind of reader the author had in mind when they wrote the text, the person ‘spoken to’ by the narrator. The ideal reader is more akin to the ‘perfect reader’; a reader who understands the text in all its richness and complexity because of their knowledge of history, culture, genre, intertextuality etc The perfect reader can never really exist but some are more ideal than others. For example, a tertiary educated academic may have more experience and knowledge than a high school student who is trying to read, say, Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad.

· How has the use of particular points of view encouraged me to take up some characters perspectives more than others? Point of view is a powerful instrument for producing narrative effects. Common point of view techniques are first person, third person limited and third person omniscient. 

· Have I read the text intertextually? That is, what other texts (e.g. Cloudstreet), of any genre, helped to produce meaning?

READING EXERCISE 1: Textual Theories

1. Use appropriate reader-centred questions above and your knowledge about how texts work to produce a dominant reading of Tim Winton’s short story “The Water Was Dark and It Went Down Forever” in Heinemann English Links Three p 184 ff.  Choose 2-3 of the questions. Apply them to the text. 

2. Modes of Personal Experience (experiential theories)

The experiential perspective is perhaps the most common lens through which we produce reader-centred readings. Experiential theorists focus on the nature of the reader’s personal engagement or experiences with the text. The ways in which, for example, readers identify with characters, visualise images, relate personal experience to the text or construct the world of the text. (Beach,1993, p.8) You might ask:

How do I engage with the experiences and world of the text? 

· Do I identify, at least at times, with the characters?

· Can I visualise images and symbols in the text? 

· Am I the implied reader for this text? How did I become the implied reader? How could I disagree with the invited reading? 

· How do I as a reader fill the gaps in the text through my own life experiences, cultural assumptions, knowledge of genres and textual features? 

· Can I relate my own personal experiences to those in the text? Do I know similar people? Have I experienced similar events? Do I empathise with the characters? Am I drawing analogies between my own repertoire of personal experience and the characters’ experiences? 

READING EXERCISE 2 (Experiential Theories)

Apply the questions above to the story in order to produce a reader-centred reading. What other questions would you like to ask in order to further construct meaning? 
3. Modes of Psychological Experience (Including psychological and psychoanalytical theories)

Psychological and psychoanalytical theorists focus on readers’ cognitive or subconscious processes respectively and how these processes vary according to both unique individual personality and developmental level. Readers reading from a psychological level could ask:

· How do I relate to the text in terms of cognitive development and personality?

· Is my reading similar or different to other readers’? 

· Would I enjoy reading this in ten years time? Why/why not? Ten years ago?

· Do the characters’ personalities relate to mine, for example, in their search for identity?

· How does my present mood impact on my reading of this text? 

· How does my knowledge of people and events help me to predict outcomes of events and the way the text will end? 

Readers reading from a psychoanalytical perspective could consider:

· Applying their own unique personality or identity style to the characters and events in the text, that is, analogising. Readers can also use analogy in the reverse in so far as they build new identities through their interactions with texts. 

· Acknowledging that one criticism of the psychoanalytical reader – identity theory is that it assumes a unified individual – a modernist concept of self, that is, readers who have a single identity. Cultural/world context theories of sociology and reading disagree and propose instead that readers might have multiple identities that they bring to their reading of a text – a post modernist view. (Beach p.96) Which of your identities is reading the text? Is it the same identity for each reading? Does the identity remain stable for the entire text?

READING EXERCISE 3 (psychological and psychoanalytical theories)

Produce a reading of the story by applying psychological and psychoanalytical theories. Choose 2-3 of the questions. Apply them to the text.
4. Social Context (social theories)

Social theories focus on the influence of the social context on the reader/text transaction. The context in which you read a text produces a different response. For example, whether you are reading for pleasure or to escape; to demonstrate your knowledge at a seminar or in an assignment. (Beach, 1993, pp.8-9) Readers using the social perspective could ask:

· How did I react to reading a novel for school study rather than pleasure?

· How would I respond if I were reading this text as a teacher? 

· Is this a novel I would enjoy reading outside this course? 

Think about how reading books on a reading list in preparation for an assessment task is different from how you could be reading them over the Christmas holidays.

Readers respond to texts as a member of a specific class, family, neighbourhood, community, school staff, political party or professional organization, for instance. As members of these competing groups, readers may momentarily entertain ‘passing theories’ that reflect the belief systems of these different groups. (Beach 108) Fish speaks of ‘interpretative communities’. For example, students in different countries are socialised to adopt response modes privileged by educators in their particular country. English students might favour a more personal response to literature while American students might be encouraged to respond in less personal ways, predominantly through the analytical essay. To expand further, in the classroom setting the social roles of teacher and student as well as a host of other roles – class clown, teacher-pleaser, burn-out, class politician etc – all influence responses. (Beach, 1993 p.109) Which one are you?

5. Cultural identities (towards world context theories)

Finally, cultural theorists focus on how reader’s cultural roles, attitudes, values, as well as the larger cultural, historical context, shape response. For example, members of a religious sect are socialised to respond to sacred texts according to the cultural values of that sect. (Beach, 1993, p.9) Reading from a cultural perspective, readers could ask:

· Do I connect with the views, values and ideologies expressed in the text?

· How do the ideologies I am invited to accept in the text match or mismatch with my own? Why is this so?

To consider: Why might some 21st century readers of the novels of Enid Blyton produce different readings from the readings produced by those who read the novel in the 1950’s when they were first published? 

Reader-centred readers become world-context text readers when they read resistantly.
READING EXERCISE 4 (towards world-context theories)

Ask the questions above of the story
Concluding Remarks
These five theoretical perspectives represent what it is that the reader brings to his/her transaction with the text in order to produce a reader-centred or personal reading. When reading a text, you will most likely use more than one of Beach’s perspectives at any particular point of your response. You should now be able to identify HOW you are producing a reader-centred reading of a text. That is, you should be able to defend your reading practices by writing a defense of those reading practices that you have used to produce a reader-centred reading. 

You have to be able to learn to read the text from a reader-centred perspective then write a defense of your reading practices. In order to do this efficiently, it is a good idea to number all the lines in your reading so that you can easily refer to the practices you used in your defense. Please note that reading and defense are very different genres – reflective and analytical, respectively. 

References: 

Johnson, Greer (2004) Taking a Reader-centred Approach: One Possible Path. Griffith University. 

Munro, Don (2004) Defining Literature. South Melbourne, Longman.

Beach, Richard (1993) A teacher’s introduction to reader-response theories. Urbana, Ill: NCTE.

Moon, Brian (2001) Literary Terms – A Practical Glossary. Cottesloe, WA: Chalkface Press. 
Beach is merely a starting point. You need to research several other theories then consider how useful they are in describing your own modus operandi (reading style). 

MORE ON READER-RESPONSE CRITICISM
Reader-response criticism encompasses various approaches to literature that explore and seek to explain the diversity (and often divergence) of readers' responses to literary works.

Louise Rosenblatt is often credited with pioneering the approaches in Literature as Exploration (1938). In her 1969 essay "Towards a Transactional Theory of Reading," she summed up her position as follows: "A poem is what the reader lives through under the guidance of the text and experiences as relevant to the text." Recognizing that many critics would reject this definition, Rosenblatt wrote, "The idea that a poem presupposes a reader actively involved with a text is particularly shocking to those seeking to emphasize the objectivity of their interpretations." Rosenblatt implicitly and generally refers to formalists (the most influential of whom are the New Critics) when she speaks of supposedly objective interpreters shocked by the notion that a "poem" is cooperatively produced by a "reader" and a "text." Formalists spoke of "the poem itself," the "concrete work of art”, and “the real poem”. They had no interest in what a work of literature makes a reader "live through." In fact, in The Verbal Icon (1954), William K. Wimsatt and Monroe C. Beardsley used the term affective fallacy to define as erroneous the very idea that a reader’s response is relevant to the meaning of a literary work.
 Stanley Fish, whose early work is seen by some as marking the true beginning of contemporary reader-response criticism, also took issue with the tenets of formalism. In "Literature in the Reader: Affective Stylistics" (1970), he argued that any school of criticism that sees a literary work as an object, claiming to describe what it is and never what it does, misconstrues the very essence of literature and reading. Literature exists and signifies when it is read, Fish suggests, and its force is an affective one. Furthermore, reading is a temporal process, not a spatial one as formalists assume when they step back and survey the literary work as if it were an object spread out before them. The German critic Wolfgang Iser has described that process in The Implied Reader: Patterns of Communication in Prose Fiction from Bunyan to Beckett (1974) and The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (1976). Iser argues that texts contain gaps (or blanks) that powerfully affect the reader, who must explain them, connect what they separate, and create in his or her mind aspects of a work that aren’t in the text but are incited by the text.

 With the redefinition of literature as something that only exists meaningfully in the mind of the reader, and with the redefinition of the literary work as a catalyst of mental events, comes a redefinition of the reader. No longer is the reader the passive recipient of those ideas that an author has planted in a text. "The reader is active," Rosenblatt had insisted. Fish makes the same point in "Literature in the Reader": "Reading is . . . something you do." Iser, in focusing critical interest on the gaps in texts, on the blanks that readers have to fill in, similarly redefines the reader as an active maker of meaning. Other reader-response critics define the reader differently. Wayne Booth uses the phrase the implied reader to mean the reader "created by the work." Iser also uses the term the implied reader but substitutes the educated reader for what Fish calls the intended reader.
 Since the mid-1970s, reader-response criticism has evolved into a variety of new forms. Subjectivists like David Bleich, Norman Holland, and Robert Crosman have viewed the reader’s response not as one "guided" by the text but rather as one motivated by deep-seated, personal, psychological needs. Holland has suggested that, when we read, we find our own "identity theme" in the text by using "the literary work to symbolize and finally replicate ourselves. We work out through the text our own characteristic patterns of desire." Even Fish has moved away from reader-response criticism as he had initially helped define it, focusing on "interpretive strategies" held in common by "interpretive communities"—such as the one comprised by American college students reading a novel as a class assignment.

 Fish’s shift in focus is in many ways typical of changes that have taken place within the field of reader-response criticism—a field that, because of those changes, is increasingly being referred to as reader-oriented criticism. Recent reader-oriented critics, responding to Fish’s emphasis on interpretive communities and also to the historically oriented perception theory of Hans Robert Jauss, have studied the way a given reading public’s "horizons of expectations" change over time. Many of these contemporary critics view themselves as reader-oriented critics and as practitioners of some other critical approach as well. Certain feminist and gender critics with an interest in reader response have asked whether there is such a thing as "reading like a woman." Reading-oriented new historicists have looked at the way in which racism affects and is affected by reading and, more generally, at the way in which politics can affect reading practices and outcomes. Gay and lesbian critics, such as Wayne Koestenbaum, have argued that sexualities have been similarly constructed within and by social discourses and that there may even be a homosexual way of reading. 

Adapted from The Bedford Glossary of Critical and Literary Terms by Ross Murfin and Supriya M. Ray. Copyright 1998 by Bedford Books.

You could quote from these notes in your defense.

Interpretive Communities
http://www.cultsock.ndirect.co.uk/MUHome/cshtml/index.html

The inception of this concept is usually attributed to the American literary theorist Stanley Fish (Is There a Text in This Class? (1980)). If we take the view that the meaning of a text arises at the point of encounter between the text and the reader, then there can be as many meanings as there are readers. If we take the view that the text contains its own meaning and all we have to do is look to the text to find that meaning, then there should be only one, or at least very few meanings. What intrigued Fish was that we don't, in fact, find either of those extremes. Why, as Fish put it, if the text contains its own meaning, do we find so much disagreement; if the meaning is created by individual readers, is there so much agreement? To answer these questions, Fish developed the notion of the interpretive community. For Fish, there can be no objective knowledge, knowledge is always socially conditioned. Fish takes a strong view of the social construction of reality, according to which the reality one knows is the function of the community one is a part of. The thoughts one has are conditioned by that community and one cannot think beyond the limits imposed by the culture. Thus, an interpretive community is not so much a group of individuals who shared a point of view, but a point of view or way of organizing experience that shared individuals in the sense that its assumed distinctions, categories of understanding, and stipulations of relevance and irrelevance were the content of consciousness of community members who were therefore no longer individuals, but, insofar as they were embedded in the community's enterprise, community property. It followed that such community-constituted interpreters would, in their turn, constitute, more or less in agreement, the same text, although the sameness would not be attributable to the self-identity of the text, but to the communal nature of the interpretive act. Of course, if the same act were performed by members of another community - of some rival school of criticism informed by wholly different assumptions - the resulting text would be different, and there would be disagreement; not, however, a disagreement that could be settled by the text because what would be in dispute would be the interpretive 'angle' from which the text was to be seen... 

Fish (1989)

HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE THE INTERPRETIVE COMMUNITY YOU BELONG TO? HOW HAVE YOU BEEN TRAINED TO READ LITERATURE?

HOW CAN YOU COMMENT ON THIS IN YOUR READING AND DEFENSE? 

Note: it would show good understanding if you could explain that the ‘interpretive communities’ concept fits in both Modes of Psychological Experience and Social Context
RESEARCH
1. Research all of the following (reader-centred) theorists and their theoretical approaches. Take brief notes on each. Organize your notes into a table. 
2. Generate two questions which could be asked of a text (e.g. one of the stories listed on Task 1) which are derived from three of the theories. 

3. Present a 5 minute PowerPoint presentation on one theorist which includes an overview of their main ideas and theoretical approaches. 
	Wolfgang Iser – “the implied reader”, “ invited meaning/s”
	Stanley Fish – “interpretive communities”
	David Bleich -  readings and feelings

	Jauss – “horizon of expectations”
	Ricoeur – “hermeneutics of suspicion”
	Poulet – “interiority” 

	Norman Holland – “identity theme”, psychoanalytical approach
	Louise Rosenblatt – “transactional analysis”
	Barthes – ‘death of author/birth of reader’


Place the theorists on a continuum according to whether they emphasise text (Position 1), text and reader (Position 2) or reader (Position 3). See introductory PowerPoint on reader-centred approaches.
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ADDITIONAL READING

	What is Reader Response?

“A reader makes a poem as he reads. He does not seek unalterable meaning that lies within the text. He creates meaning from the confrontation.” (Louise Rosenblatt)

Philosophy or Rationale

Reader-response advocates stress the interaction between the reader and the text. Reading is recognised as a process in which expectations operate to propel the reader through the text. Readers bring to the text their own experiences, morals, social codes, and views of the world. Because readers bring their meaning to the text, the responses are different. Response-based teaching pays close attention to the reader, respects the reader’s responses, and insists that the reader accept responsibility for making sense of personal experience. 

Theory

In Literature as Exploration, Rosenblatt (1968) presented her alternative to the belief that a text carries a precise meaning that readers must try to discern. She proposed that a literary text was simply symbols on a page and that the literary work, or “poem”, as she later designated it, existed only in the interaction of the reader and the text. She defined the literary experience as a “synthesis of what the reader already knows and feels and desires with what the literary text offers”  (p. 272) This transaction between reader and text consists of a reader’s infusion of meaning into verbal symbols on a page and the text’s channelling of that meaning through its construction.

The realization of a literary work of art requires an active reader who constantly builds and synthesises meaning, paying attention to the referents of the words being processed while aware of the images and emotions experienced. The text does not embody meaning but rather guides the active creation of meaning. Thus, within this theory, it becomes impossible to discuss literature without reference to the reader. 


Reading Literature: A Developmental Model (Jack Thomson)

Students may also like to refer to Jack Thomson’s explanation of what he calls the ‘developmental stages of reading literature’ when talking about reader-centred approaches to reading. However, be aware that Thomson’s model is hierarchical and therefore problematic for some. 

Process Stages: Kinds of Satisfaction/Process Strategies

	1. Unreflective interest in action.

2. Empathising with characters.

3. Analogising: deriving insights from fiction for understanding oneself.

4. Reviewing the whole work as a construct.

5. Consciously considered relationship with text, recognition of textual ideology, and understanding of self and one’s own reading processes.

NOTE THAT THIS MODEL SHARES ELEMENTS FROM BEACH’S FIVE PERSPECTIVES. 

Why might academics find the hierarchical structure of this model problematic? 
	(i) Rudimentary mental images (stereotypes from film and television).

(ii) Predicting what might happen in the short term.

(iii) Mental images of effect.

(iv) Expectations about characters.

(v) Drawing on the repertoire of personal and cultural experiences; making connections between characters and one’s life.

(vi) Generating expectations about alternative possible long term outcomes.

(vii) Filling in textual gaps.

(viii) Formulating puzzles, enigmas, accepting larger textual hermeneutic* challenges.

(ix) Drawing on literary and cultural repertoires.

(x) Interrogating the text to match the world view offered by the text with one’s own.

(xi) Recognition of implied author*

(xii) Recognition of the implied reader* in the text, and the relationship between implied author and implied reader.

(xiii) Reflexiveness, leading to understanding of textual ideology, personal identity and one’s own reading processes. 


· Hermeneutic: relating to or consisting in the interpretation of texts.

· Implied author: the kind of person that the text implies the author is and possessing the kinds of values the text implies the author has.

· Implied reader: the kind of reader the real reader is invited by the implied author to become, at least temporarily, so as to participate in the production of the text’s meaning. 

Beach and other theorists

A theorist called Richard Beach in his book A Teacher’s Introduction to Reader Response Theories (1993) identified five perspectives it is possible to take within the reader-centred approach. These perspectives include a range of ‘experiences’ that help readers to make sense of the text. Beach believes that reader response can serve as a sort of ‘jumping-off point’ into other theories. Once one can articulate his/her particular response to a text, one can begin to discover the particular social/cultural/psychological/etc influences behind that response; from there one can perhaps identify a particular theory which influences their reading and writing about literature. Beach’s five perspectives represent different angles or lenses that may be used to highlight the reader/writer/text/context transaction. (Beach 1993, p.8) These perspectives overlap and work together in the meaning making process. They focus on the reader’s textual knowledge and experiences which are embedded within larger social and cultural contexts.
	Beach’s Perspectives
	Related theories

	Knowledge of text conventions (textual theories) e.g. 

Predicting endings
Understanding of generic structure

Implied author

Implied or ideal reader
Intertextuality

Past experiences of literature
	Structuralism “Different genres lead to different expectations of types of situations and actions, and of psychological, moral, and aesthetic values." 

“Different genres predispose the reader to different expectations”

“Different genres lead to different expectations of types of situations and actions” SOURCE: http://www.jeeves.brocku.ca/english/courses/4F70/genette.php 
Last updated on April 30, 2008
Hans Robert Jauss –: Horizons of expectations - a term developed to explain how a reader's "expectations" is based on the reader's past experience of literature and what preconceived notions about literature the reader possesses.
Implied or ideal reader – “the reader a given literary work requires” .(Wikipedia); 
i.e. the text itself plays a dominant role in constructing the reading. The reader must have knowledge of how texts work in terms of language use and structures in order to be the ideal reader (EW)

	Modes of Personal Experience (experiential theories) e.g.

Identify with characters?

Visualize images and symbols?
Implied reader/invited reading.

Gaps
Relate personal experience to the text
	See Jack Thomson Developmental model in r-c Booklet 3 p13

Wayne Booth uses the phrase the implied reader to mean the reader "created by the work." Iser also uses the term the implied reader but substitutes the educated reader for what Fish calls the intended reader.
Iser argues that texts contain gaps (or blanks) that powerfully affect the reader, who must explain them, connect what they separate, and create in his or her mind aspects of a work that aren’t in the text but are incited by the text….. the reader as an active maker of meaning (Murfin and Ray)

	Modes of Psychological Experience (including psychological and psychoanalytical theories)

Reading similar or different to others
Fictional characters relate to my personality?

	Fish – interpretive communities Groups of readers, interpretive communities, could produce similar readings. Readers belong to same "interpretive communities" with shared reading strategies, values and interpretive assumptions i.e., shared "discourse". Also see notes below.

Holland has suggested that, when we read, we find our own "identity theme" in the text by using "the literary work to symbolize and finally replicate ourselves. (Murfin and Ray).
David Bleich - Interpretation of texts is subjective/personal; the subjective critic is less interested in analyzing the work of art than in expressing his personal reactions to it. 

Norman Holland - identity theory/identity theme - we shape and find our self-identities in the reading process. Each person who reads a story, poem, or even a single word construes it differently. These differences evidently stem from personality. But how?

We actively transact with literature so as to re-create our identities. Each reader brings a personal style (identity) to reading.

Meaning is the output of a psychological process. Readers impose their own ideas on the text, seeing themselves within the text. For example, readers may merge their own dreams and fantasies with elements of the text, producing a reading that could be accepted by members of their culture. 

	Social Context (social theories)

Read for pleasure/read for school

Read as member of community
	Readers respond to texts as a member of a specific class, family, neighbourhood, community, school staff, political party or professional organization, for instance. As members of these competing groups, readers may momentarily entertain ‘passing theories’ that reflect the belief systems of these different groups. (Beach 108) Fish speaks of ‘interpretative communities’.

	Cultural identities Finally, cultural theorists focus on how reader’s cultural roles, attitudes, values, as well as the larger cultural, historical context, shape response. Reading from a cultural perspective, readers could ask:

· Do I connect with the views, values and ideologies expressed in the text?

· How do the ideologies I am invited to accept in the text match or mismatch with my own? Why is this so?
	· Any text may be said to presuppose an ‘ideal’ reader who has the particular attitudes (moral, cultural, etc.) appropriate to that text in order for it to achieve its full effect. Iser
· “that meaning is cultural and constructed through, although not exhausted by, signs; that one’s horizons are constituted by one's cultural being..” Lye, J “Some Principles of Phenomenological Hermeneutics” 1996
· “..every reading is only an interpretation, an engagement of the historicity of the reader with the historicity of the text.” Lye, J ibid. 


Bits underlined in red from: The Bedford Glossary of Critical and Literary Terms by Ross Murfin and Supriya M. Ray. Copyright 1998 by Bedford Books
Kubla Khan by Samuel Taylor Coleridge
In Xanadu did Kubla Khan

A stately pleasure-dome decree :

Where Alph, the sacred river, ran

Through caverns measureless to man

    Down to a sunless sea.

So twice five miles of fertile ground

With walls and towers were girdled round :

And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills,

Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree ;

And here were forests ancient as the hills,

Enfolding sunny spots of greenery.

    But oh ! that deep romantic chasm which slanted

    Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover !

    A savage place ! as holy and enchanted

    As e'er beneath a waning moon was haunted

    By woman wailing for her demon-lover !

    And from this chasm, with ceaseless turmoil seething,

    As if this earth in fast thick pants were breathing,

    A mighty fountain momently was forced :

    Amid whose swift half-intermitted burst

    Huge fragments vaulted like rebounding hail,

    Or chaffy grain beneath the thresher's flail :

    And 'mid these dancing rocks at once and ever

    It flung up momently the sacred river.

    Five miles meandering with a mazy motion

    Through wood and dale the sacred river ran,

    Then reached the caverns measureless to man,

    And sank in tumult to a lifeless ocean :

    And 'mid this tumult Kubla heard from far

    Ancestral voices prophesying war !

    The shadow of the dome of pleasure

    Floated midway on the waves ;

    Where was heard the mingled measure

    From the fountain and the caves.

It was a miracle of rare device,

A sunny pleasure-dome with caves of ice !

    A damsel with a dulcimer

    In a vision once I saw :

    It was an Abyssinian maid,

    And on her dulcimer she played,

    Singing of Mount Abora.

    Could I revive within me

    Her symphony and song,

    To such a deep delight 'twould win me,

That with music loud and long,

I would build that dome in air,

That sunny dome ! those caves of ice !

And all who heard should see them there,

And all should cry, Beware ! Beware !

His flashing eyes, his floating hair !

Weave a circle round him thrice,

And close your eyes with holy dread,

For he on honey-dew hath fed,

And drunk the milk of Paradise.

Autumn of 1797

 (A very dated) Model Reading and Defence
“Hills Like White Elephants”: Before you read the story:
You are about to read a short story by Ernest Hemingway. What anticipations do you bring to the text? 

What do you already know about Hemingway’s writing? 

What is your understanding of the time period in which he was writing? How do you think this may impact on his world view or values framework?

What other texts by Hemingway have you read? How did you react to them?

What are your expectations of this story from your previous experience/knowledge of Hemingway? What kinds of discourses do you expect to see mobilised within the text? What kinds of silences do you anticipate? 

Do you have any prejudices about Hemingway’s writing?

What kinds of expectations does the title arouse?  

Hills Like White Elephants        Ernest Hemingway
The hills across the valley of the Ebro were long and white. On this side there was no shade and no trees and the station was between two lines of rails in the sun. Close against the side of the station there was the warm shadow of the building and a curtain, made of strings of bamboo beads, hung across the open door into the bar, to keep out flies. The American and the girl with him sat at a table in the shade, outside the building. It was very hot and the express from Barcelona would come in forty minutes. It stopped at this junction for two minutes and went to Madrid.

'What should we drink?' the girl asked. She had taken off her hat and put it on the table.

'It's pretty hot,' the man said.

'Let's drink beer.'

'Dos cervezas,' the man said into the curtain.

'Big ones?' a woman asked from the doorway.

'Yes. Two big ones.'

The woman brought two glasses of beer and two felt pads. She put the felt pads and the beer glass on the table and looked at the man and the girl. The girl was looking off at the line of hills. They were white in the sun and the country was brown and dry.

'They look like white elephants,' she said.

'I've never seen one,' the man drank his beer.

'No, you wouldn't have.'

'I might have,' the man said. 'Just because you say I wouldn't have doesn't prove anything.'

The girl looked at the bead curtain. 'They've painted something on it,' she said. 'What does it say?'

'Anis del Toro. It's a drink.'

'Could we try it?'

The man called 'Listen' through the curtain. The woman came out from the bar.

'Four reales.' 

'We want two Anis del Toro.'

'With water?'

'Do you want it with water?'

'I don't know,' the girl said. 'Is it good with water?'

'It's all right.'

'You want them with water?' asked the woman.

'Yes, with water.'

'It tastes like liquorice,' the girl said and put the glass down.

'That's the way with everything.'

'Yes,' said the girl. 'Everything tastes of liquorice. Especially all the things you've waited so long for, like absinthe.'

'Oh, cut it out.'

'You started it,' the girl said. 'I was being amused. I was having a fine time.'

'Well, let's try and have a fine time.'

'All right. I was trying. I said the mountains looked like white elephants. Wasn't that bright?'

'That was bright.'

'I wanted to try this new drink. That's all we do, isn't it - look at things and try new drinks?'

'I guess so.'

The girl looked across at the hills.

'They're lovely hills,' she said. 'They don't really look like white elephants. I just meant the colouring of their skin through the trees.'

'Should we have another drink?'

'All right.'

The warm wind blew the bead curtain against the table.

'The beer's nice and cool,' the man said.

'It's lovely,' the girl said.

'It's really an awfully simple operation, Jig,' the man said. 'It's not really an operation at all.'

The girl looked at the ground the table legs rested on.

'I know you wouldn't mind it, Jig. It's really not anything. It's just to let the air in.'

The girl did not say anything.

'I'll go with you and I'll stay with you all the time. They just let the air in and then it's all perfectly natural.'

'Then what will we do afterwards?'

'We'll be fine afterwards. Just like we were before.'

'What makes you think so?'

'That's the only thing that bothers us. It's the only thing that's made us unhappy.'

The girl looked at the bead curtain, put her hand out and took hold of two of the strings of beads.

'And you think then we'll be all right and be happy.'

'I know we will. Yon don't have to be afraid. I've known lots of people that have done it.'

'So have I,' said the girl. 'And afterwards they were all so happy.'

'Well,' the man said, 'if you don't want to you don't have to. I wouldn't have you do it if you didn't want to. But I know it's perfectly simple.'

'And you really want to?'

'I think it's the best thing to do. But I don't want you to do it if you don't really want to.'

'And if I do it you'll be happy and things will be like they were and you'll love me?'

'I love you now. You know I love you.'

'I know. But if I do it, then it will be nice again if I say things are like white elephants, and you'll like it?'

'I'll love it. I love it now but I just can't think about it. You know how I get when I worry.'

'If I do it you won't ever worry?'

'I won't worry about that because it's perfectly simple.'

'Then I'll do it. Because I don't care about me.'

'What do you mean?'

'I don't care about me.'

'Well, I care about you.'

'Oh, yes. But I don't care about me. And I'll do it and then everything will be fine.'

'I don't want you to do it if you feel that way.'

The girl stood up and walked to the end of the station. Across, on the other side, were fields of grain and trees along the banks of the Ebro. Far away, beyond the river, were mountains. The shadow of a cloud moved across the field of grain and she saw the river through the trees.

'And we could have all this,' she said. 'And we could have everything and every day we make it more impossible.'

'What did you say?'

'I said we could have everything.'

'We can have everything.'

'No, we can't.'

'We can have the whole world.'

'No, we can't.'

'We can go everywhere.'

'No, we can't. It isn't ours any more.'

'It's ours.'

'No, it isn't. And once they take it away, you never get it back.'

'But they haven't taken it away.'

'We'll wait and see.'

'Come on back in the shade,' he said. 'You mustn't feel that way.'

'I don't feel any way,' the girl said. 'I just know things.'

'I don't want you to do anything that you don't want to do -'

'Nor that isn't good for me,' she said. 'I know. Could we have another beer?'

'All right. But you've got to realize - '

'I realize,' the girl said. 'Can't we maybe stop talking?'

They sat down at the table and the girl looked across at the hills on the dry side of the valley and the man looked at her and at the table.

'You've got to realize,' he said, ' that I don't want you to do it if you don't want to. I'm perfectly willing to go through with it if it means anything to you.'

'Doesn't it mean anything to you? We could get along.'

'Of course it does. But I don't want anybody but you. I don't want anyone else. And I know it's perfectly simple.'

'Yes, you know it's perfectly simple.'

'It's all right for you to say that, but I do know it.'

'Would you do something for me now?'

'I'd do anything for you.'

'Would you please please please please please please please stop talking?'

He did not say anything but looked at the bags against the wall of the station. There were labels on them from all the hotels where they had spent nights.

'But I don't want you to,' he said, 'I don't care anything about it.'

'I'll scream,' the girl said.

The woman came out through the curtains with two glasses of beer and put them down on the damp felt pads. 'The train comes in five minutes,' she said.

'What did she say?' asked the girl.

'That the train is coming in five minutes.'

The girl smiled brightly at the woman, to thank her.

'I'd better take the bags over to the other side of the station,' the man said. She smiled at him.

'All right. Then come back and we'll finish the beer.'

He picked up the two heavy bags and carried them around the station to the other tracks. He looked up the tracks but could not see the train. Coming back, he walked through the bar-room, where people waiting for the train were drinking. He drank an Anis at the bar and looked at the people. They were all waiting reasonably for the train. He went out through the bead curtain. She was sitting at the table and smiled at him.

'Do you feel better?' he asked.

'I feel fine,' she said. 'There's nothing wrong with me. I feel fine.' 

“Hills Like White Elephants” a short by Ernest Hemingway

As you read the story, record the kinds of questions and insights you have. Be prepared to discuss your findings with the class.

Arriving at an invited meaning/identifying the implied reader

Three Level Guide

Level 1 Literal Tick those statements which appear in the text. The statements may be worded differently, but they may have the same meaning. Be ready to explain your reasons.

The day was not hot.

The country in front of the white line of hills was rich and green.

The couple have been seeking out new experiences.

The girl enjoyed her Anis del Toro.

The couple have completed their travels.

Only one thing is causing the couple unhappiness, according to the American.

The girl feels that she and the American can still have everything.

The man does not want the girl to have an operation.

The girl wants to continue discussing the situation with the man.

Level 2 Inferential Tick those statements which can be inferred from the text. That is, tick the statements which state what Hemingway means. Be ready to justify your choices.

The girl is pregnant.

The man wants the girl to have an abortion. 

The girl enjoys travelling and having new experiences more than the man does.

The man is looking forward to the coming birth. 

The man is frustrated by the girl’s attitude.

The girl is ready to ‘settle down’.

The girl is beginning to grow weary of travel and the search for new experiences.

 The man genuinely doesn’t want the girl to have an abortion if she’s not happy about it.

The girl is happy to go along with the man’s suggestion.

The couple will be happy again after the abortion.

The girl is waiting unreasonably for the train. 

Level 3 Evaluative Tick those statements which you think Hemingway would agree with. Use the text to justify your choices.

It is better to travel than to arrive.

Life can be meaningful if lived fully.

Hedonism is ultimately meaningless.

All human life is precious.

Children are an unwanted burden.

Add any statements of your own which you think better sum up Hemingway’s message in the story.

Possible Reader-Centred Approaches to Reading “Hills Like White Elephants” Using Beach’s Five Perspectives

1. Knowledge of text conventions

(i) How has my understanding of narrative structure helped me understand the story and to fill in gaps appropriately?

· Why wouldn’t the boy ever have seen a ‘white elephant’? Why is the girl’s statement to this effect a very important moment of insight for her?

· “It's really an awfully simple operation”. What do you understand this operation to be? How did you arrive at your conclusion?

· “They were all waiting reasonably for the train” – what does this thought tell us about the man?

· How do you think the impasse might be resolved?

(ii) How has my knowledge of literary devices like symbols and imagery helped me to understand the text? Explain the meaning and effect of the following symbols, which have been foregrounded in the text:

· Hills like white elephants

· The ‘hills’ which ‘were white in the sun’ and the country which was ‘dry and brown’ and the fields of grain and trees along the banks of the Ebro’

· Anis del Toro

· the labelled bags

· the railway lines

(iii) Who is the implied author of the text? What tone and point of view does he adopt? Is the narrating persona limited in any way? How has the use of particular points of view encouraged you to take up one character’s perspective more than others? How does the text position you as the reader? With whom do your sympathies lie?
(iv) Who is the implied reader of the text? Are you an ideal reader of this text?  Does the text assume a set of values? Do you share these values? How does the world view of the text relate to your own world view? 

2. Modes of Personal Experience

(i) How do I engage with the experiences of the world of the text? Do I identify, at least at times, with the characters? 

(ii) Can I visualise images in the text?

(iii) How did I fill the gaps in the text through my own life experiences?

(iv) Can I relate my own personal experiences to those in the text? Do I know similar people? Have I experienced similar events? Do I empathise with the characters? 

3. Modes of Psychological Experience

(i) How does my present mood impact on my reading of this text?

(ii) How do I relate to the text in terms of cognitive development and personality? Would I have enjoyed reading this ten years ago?

(iii) Has reading this text influenced my own identity formation? 

4. Social Context

(i) How do I react to reading the story for school rather than for pleasure? 

(ii) How would I respond if I were reading this text as a teacher?

How might different groups of readers or interpretive communities* read the text? E.g.   

A conservative middle aged person from the time it was written (1920’s)

A man living in 2004

A feminist

A minister of religion

A teacher

A teenager living in 2004

* Stanley Fish’s notion of the interpretive community embodies the social perspective. For Fish, the meaning of any reader/text transaction is a function of the interpretative strategies and conventions adopted by readers as members of a particular interpretive community. In responding as members of an interpretive community, readers share certain strategies and conventions valued by the group. Thus, in responding to a text, members of a group may, for example, subscribe to a feminist, Marxist or psychoanalytical response to the text. (Beach 1993)

 (iv)What kind of social role do you adopt in the classroom? E.g. class clown, teacher pleaser, burn-out, cynic, class politician. How does the role you choose to adopt influence your response? 

5. Cultural Identities

(i) Do you connect with the views, values and ideologies expressed in the text?

(ii) How do the ideologies you are invited to accept in the text match or mismatch with your own? Why is this so? 

Reader-Response Diagram (Rosenblatt) applied to “Hills Like White Elephants”

Context

 Reader
                                    Meanings 

                                  Text

	· Middle-aged teacher

· Methodist upbringing

· Conservative moral values

· Never had unwanted pregnancy

· Vast experience of unsatisfactory verbal interaction with opposite sex

· Positive attitude towards stories by Hemingway


	Life to be valued above all else

Shallowness of hedonistic lifestyle

Value of beginning a family, ‘settling down’, taking on adult responsibilities

Anti-abortion 

Failure of men and women to communicate effectively
	· Foregrounding of symbolism to privilege ideas

· Detached, third person limited narrator, onlooker status

· Use of dialogue, dramatic style

· Gaps in narrative, inferred meaning


The diagram represents one reader’s interpretation.

VIP WAY TO APPROACH R-C THERIES!!! It worked for me!

How do I read?  - Reader - centred approaches to reading
Is the text, the reader and the text, or the reader being stressed most in the meaning making process? Which is a more useful method for you to use? What are the limitations of each theoretical application? 
	
	Position 1:
	Position 2:
	Position 3:

	Explanations of positions
	Some focused more on the role the text plays in constraining interpretations by the competent reader.

The text has more power over the interpretive process than the reader; some interpretations are more valid than others.

Closer to New Critics position.
	The text and the reader play an equal role in the interpretive process. 

 Some adherents of this approach are associated with the concept of phenomenology which emphasises the role of the reader or perceiver. 

 When reader and text interact meaning is created, and exists, only in the mind of the reader.
	Others focused on a psychological and social approach to constructing meaning.

This places the greatest emphasis on the reader in the interpretive process. 

 They are often called psychological or subjective critics.

The reader’s thoughts, beliefs and experiences play a greater part in shaping a work’s meaning than the actual text.

	Theorists:
	Structuralism – all human activity is constructed - A method of analysing phenomena in literature chiefly characterized by contrasting the elemental structures of the phenomena in a system of binary opposition.

Ferdinand Saussure – father of modern linguistics; scientific approach. 

Semiotics – the study of signs and how signs mean; has its origins in structuralism; often employed in the analysis of texts which is an assemblage of signs e.g. words, images, sounds, gestures. Saussure referred to language as 'the most important' of all of the systems of signs.

A sign must have both a signifier (word) and a signified concept or mental construct e.g. the word ‘open’ on a shop window means the shop is open for business.  

We are born into a world where language is already there and history has already decided how language will be used.

Structuralism notes that much of our imaginative world is structured of, and structured by, binary oppositions (being/nothingness, hot/cold, culture/nature); these oppositions structure meaning.
	Louise Rosenblatt (1930’s) - describing readers' processes of engagement and involvement in composing their own construction of meaning in a text. Readers read in two ways:

1. Efferent mode or way of reading – understand what text is saying, reading for information

2. Aesthetic mode – own unique engagement with the text is most important, reading for pleasure

Suggested a range of elements a reader brings to meaning making process: personality traits, memories of past events, present needs and preoccupations, mood, physical condition. 

“Transactional theory” (1969) which proposes that the meaning of a text derives from a transaction between the text and reader within a specific context. 

Argued that it is important for the teacher to avoid imposing any "preconceived notions about the proper way to react to any work".

READER + TEXT = MEANING

Reader and text partners in interpretive process. 

Diverts emphasis away from the text as the sole determinant of meaning to the significance of the reader as an essential participant in the reading process. 
	Norman Holland (1970’s) identity theory/identity theme - we shape and find our self-identities in the reading process. Each person who reads a story, poem, or even a single word construes it differently. These differences evidently stem from personality. But how?

We actively transact with literature so as to re-create our identities. Each reader brings a personal style (identity) to reading.

Meaning is the output of a psychological process. Readers impose their own ideas on the text, seeing themselves within the text. For example, readers may merge their own dreams and fantasies with elements of the text, producing a reading that could be accepted by members of their culture. 

David Bleich - Subjective criticism:

Traces its roots in the work of the psychoanalytic critic Norman N. Holland.

Interpretation of texts is subjective/personal; the subjective critic is less interested in analyzing the work of art than in expressing his personal reactions to it. He depends on feeling and impressions rather than on set standards, and he often writes in imaginative language. 


	
	Position 1:
	Position 2:
	Position 3:

	
	
	Wolfgang Iser - Two kinds of meaning every text offers:

· Determinate - Facts of text, certain events in plot or physical descriptions clearly provided by words on page.
· Indeterminate - “gaps” in text such as actions that are not clearly explained or have multiple explanations
Allow and invite reader to create own interpretations.
	Stanley Fish: Same reader could renegotiate prior reading on re-reading.

Groups of readers, interpretive communities, could produce similar readings.

As soon as we read, we interpret.

Readers belong to same "interpretive communities" with shared reading strategies, values and interpretive assumptions i.e., shared "discourse".

	
	
	Hans Rober Jauss: Horizons of expectations - a term developed by Hans Robert Jauss to explain how a reader's "expectations" is based on the reader's past experience of literature and what preconceived notions about literature the reader possesses. 
	

	
	
	Phenomenology – the reader’s imagination must work, filling in the gaps in the text and conjecturing about characters’ actions, personality traits and motives.
	

	
	
	George Poulet - It is possible for the reader to recreate the individual experience of the author because that experience is both personal and universal. The critic’s job is to "[empty] his mind of its personal qualities so that it may coincide completely with the consciousness expressed in the words of the author". While reading a book, Poulet is "aware of a rational being, of a consciousness: the consciousness of another, no different from the one I automatically assume in every human being I encounter, except that in this case the consciousness is open to me”.

Sees a literary work as essentially a verbal reflection or manifestation of the author’s mind.
	


You need to battle it out between the theorists comparing their usefulness and limitations in helping you construct meaning from your chosen text. 

Google these for further information, if needed. 
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(A very dated) Reading-Centred Approach to “Hills Like White Elephants” by Ernest Hemingway
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	In reading Ernest Hemingway’s short story “Hills Like White Elephants” for the umpteenth time as a teacher, I realise that my approach will be different to that of a novice reading the text for the first time. I am well aware of Hemingway’s reputation as a fine craftsman of the short story genre. I know to expect an extremely detached and laconic writing style, which is not everyone’s cup of tea. As a knowledgeable teacher, I also anticipate a puzzle, gaps to fill and a dense layering of symbolic devices.

The ostensibly simple plot charts the possible break down of a relationship between a ’girl’, Jig, and her American lover. From the point of view of his typically detached bystander persona, Hemingway describes them waiting for a train in the bar of a station, somewhere in Spain, for the train to Madrid. I am able to visualise them there, sitting at a table, ordering their drinks. They conduct a conversation dealing with a single subject: an operation that the American wants the girl to undergo, but to which she strongly objects. The nature of the operation is never revealed but as the conversation progresses, sufficient clues are offered to guess that they are talking about an abortion. I gain the impression of a delicate and tragic situation in which a young woman must choose whether or not to bear her lover’s child in the face of his insensitivity and a newly discovered awareness of the shallowness of the relationship. 

I inevitably find myself sympathising with the girl and feeling quite angry with the selfish attitude of her partner. Their situation reminds me of the many complicated conversations I have had with men in which the man continues to hold the power despite losing the argument! The man seems determined to resist Jig’s convoluted attempt to draw him into an emotional discourse. He prefers to focus on the practical need for the ‘operation’. Jig’s insight is summed up for me when she speaks lyrically of white elephants to which he replies, “I’ve never seen one”. Her, “No, you wouldn’t have,” tells me that she is really beginning to get the measure of her man. His insensitivity is summed up for me when he moves into the bar and reflects on Jig’s ‘unreasonable’ attitude: “He drank an Anis at the bar and looked at the people. They were all waiting reasonably for the train.” I admire the way Hemingway has deftly projected a psychologically accurate representation of the difficulties of communication between the sexes long before the publication of Women are from Venus, Men are from Mars!
Another element of the story, which I admire, is Hemingway’s distinctive use of symbolism to privilege his ideas about nothing less than the value of life itself. For instance, one of the most striking symbolic features of the story is the title. At first glance the literal connotations of roundedness suggest to me, perhaps, the taut skin of a pregnant woman’s stomach. However, I am also aware, from my childhood, of white elephant sales at which unwanted goods were sold. This seems to relate directly to the unwanted child. But then I remember that the actual white elephant is a rarity in nature, considered sacred - revered and protected. The meaning of the title is becoming ambiguous as now a white elephant can be seen as both a burden and a portent of joy. I find myself enjoying Hemingway’s cleverness at incorporating such a rich and complex symbol, which simultaneously represents the viewpoint of both the girl and the American.

Finally, I realize that I am in agreement with Hemingway’s sentiments here. Surely it is better to live a fulfilled life through the rich experience of parenthood, as Jig desires, than to crave the endless irresponsible hedonism of the American? But, then, perhaps I’m old fashioned.


A Defense of a Reader-Centred Response to “Hills Like White Elephants” by Ernest Hemingway

I have predominantly applied a reader-centred approach to interpreting the short story “Hills Like White Elephants” by Ernest Hemingway, producing my reading through what Rosenblatt calls a ‘personal transaction with the text’ (Appleman, 2000, p.38).  In responding in what Rosenblatt labelled ‘the aesthetic mode’ (Beach, 1993, p.50) I have called upon my own unique experiences and special textual knowledge as an English teacher in order to partially interpret the text about which much more could have been said. 

My opening statement that I am re-reading the story as a teacher demonstrates that my initial engagement with the text is from what Beach calls a social perspective (Beach, 1993). I understand that the context in which I read the text has influenced my response in that I am reading a very familiar story as a teacher wishing to instruct students – a very different matter from reading a story for the very first time for pleasure. I am reading as part of what Fish calls an ‘interpretive community’ (Beach, 1993, p. 106ff), in this case of teachers educated after 1950 who were immersed in the New Critical approach to text interpretation. I thus bring certain ‘horizons of expectations’ (Beach, 1993, p. 23) to the encounter; that is, I expect this canonical text to impart what used to be known as ‘universal values’ and thus make a meaningful comment on some aspect of the nature of human existence.

My knowledge of Hemingway and the short story genre demonstrates that I have acquired what Beach (Beach, 1993 p. 17) calls a ‘knowing how’ knowledge of textual conventions from years of reading the author’s works and other short stories. My mention of Hemingway’s ‘detached and laconic writing style’ is also a comment made from what Beach calls the textual perspective of reader response (Beach, 1993). My references to the puzzles, gaps and symbolic devices demonstrate that I have interacted with the text by accepting what Thompson calls ‘larger textual hermeneutic challenges’ (Sawyer, Watson and Gold eds., 1998). 

I continue my reading by summarising the plot and describing the setting and at the same time visualising the scene. Thompson’s hierarchical description of reader-text interaction describes this process as a lower order one utilised early in the meaning-making process (Sawyer, Watson and Gold eds., 1998). As I recount the essentials of the narrative, I fill the gaps. Nowhere does Hemingway explicitly state that the operation under consideration is an abortion but I have been able to use the scant clues from the story, especially in the symbolism, and my own personal experience to arrive at this conclusion, deploying what Beach calls a personal experience perspective (Beach 1993). 

The middle section of my reading is largely experiential (Beach 1993) as I find myself identifying with the girl in the story and feeling angry with the man.  In focusing on the gender relations depicted in the text and relating it to my own experience, I have adopted perhaps the most frequently used lens through which we produce reader-centred readings. Also, as I take up this stance, I become aware that I have become the implied reader (Moon, 2001, p. 123) of the story. I have swallowed Hemingway’s preferred reading (Moon 2001, p.129) hook, line and sinker. He has positioned me, through the use of deft characterisation and a clever use of symbolism, to sympathise with the plight of the pregnant girl who, after all, only wants to become a mother. 

I have become the implied reader because the ideologies I have been invited to accept coincide with my own. I am also a citizen of the Western world with a Judaic Christian values system which puts value on human life, just as Hemingway’s implied author does in his story. I realise, in line with reader-centred literary theorists, that other readers might read across the text or even against it, arriving at alternative or resistant readings (Moon 2001) but I have always been comfortable agreeing with Hemingway. Here my cultural role as a reader, as well as the larger cultural and historical context, has helped shape my response in what Beach calls the cultural theory of response (Beach 1993). The primacy of motherhood and the family is after all one of the most powerful beliefs in Western culture.

NB: This defence does not explore the relationships between theories and their associated reading practices in enough depth. It does not evaluate strategies effectively showing the relative usefulness and limitations of theories. Also, you must refer to Beach less and to other more complex theorists more often. Use Beach as a starting point then show how his ideas relate to those of other theorists. 
Bibliography: 

Appleman, Deborah (2000) Critic Encounters in High School English: Teaching Literary Theory to Adolescents, Urbana, Ill: NCTE

Beach, Richard (1993) A teacher’s introduction to reader-response theories. Urbana, Ill: NCTE.

Johnson, Greer (2004) “Taking a Reader-centred Approach: One Possible Path”. Griffith University.

Moon, Brian (2001) Literary Terms: A Practical Glossary, Cotesloe WA, Chalkface Press.

Thomson, Jack “ Developmental Stages of Reading Literature” in Sawyer, Wayne et al (1998) Re-Viewing English, Sydney: St Clair Press
TASK ONE: STEPS TO SUCCESS
Reader-Centred Approach

READING
1. Choose your focal text from those suggested on the task sheet.

2. Set up a number of theoretical questions (these can also be called reading strategies or reading practices) drawn from Beach and at least 5 other theorists that you could apply to the story. 

3. Answer the questions then weave the answers into a reflective review of the story.  (Look up features of review genre on Wetpaint site or Internet.)Keep track of which theoretical approach was applied in each part of your review. Number the lines of your review.  Write about 500 words.

DEFENCE

1. In writing your defence, you will need to explain and justify each theoretical approach used whilst at the same time comparing their usefulness and limitations to other approaches/strategies/practices.

· Think in terms of ‘battling it out’ between the approaches. 

· Answer: Which theoretical has helped me understand my reading practices best? 

· Be playful, explorative.  

· Show how theorists argue amongst themselves.

· Show how some theories exist side by side but how others are generational i.e. one provides a starting point for the next/one theory is derived from another. 

Write about 1,000 words.

Read several responses by past students. Note the language use in the ‘A’ samples. 
Examples of Beginnings:
It has long been accepted that the ‘author is dead’. 

“The reading I have made of X is based on a reader-centred approach to the text considering the fact that I made meaning by bringing my prior knowledge and experience to the text.” 

‘The author is dead. Long live the reader.’
“In my book review of X I play a central role in the meaning making process and have thus deployed a predominantly reader-centred approach.”

 “Texts yield multiple meanings, and as a reader I play a central part in what Beach refers to as “The meaning making process.”

“In retrospect, I can see that my reading of X fits primarily into the reader-centred approach.”

Note other sentence structures, words and phrases and acceptable syntax:

“A textual perspective is evident in my reading from the outset.” 

“An experiential perspective is also predominant in my reader-centred approach to X.”

“Elements of other theoretical responses are also evident in my reader response.”

“An example of this experiential perspective is evident…”

Have a look at how theorists are referred to.

Ensure you provide a bibliography and that you also include in text references as shown.

Extension Writing Guide – for defence
Theory generates reading practices/reading strategies.  i.e.  The theorist or ‘theoretical schools of thought’ generates ideas; the way these thoughts are applied to texts may be called reading practices/strategies. Also write of applying/using/employing/utilizing a particular analytical tool or tools. You can also apply theory and/or reading practices ….

Thus can refer to “theories and practices” of literary study. 

Talk about meaning-making, making meaning, the interpretive process, how texts may be read, making interpretations, interpretation of text, and acts of interpretation. Meaning/readings can be realized through the interpretive/reading process. Interpreting refers to the construction of meaning from literary texts.

Meanings can be generated, produced, constructed, and derived.

…..use of theoretical approaches to make meaning…..
Texts are constructed, written, produced, and created.

Students/theorists adopt or take up or apply reading approaches, apply theory, analyse text
Theorists and even students challenge, question, debunk or problematise theory and/or approaches.

Differentiate between historical and contemporary forms of reading approaches.

Identify gaps, focus on text elements, and examine aspects of text

Theorists assert, posit, suggest, emphasize, argue, acknowledge that …..

Assumptions are made ….

Reading approaches focus on ….

When referring to what you said in defence can say “I made reference to..” “I have identified…” “I have stated”, “I recognized”, “ I took up a reading position”

…..theoretical approaches used to analyse and evaluate literary texts.

Analysing literary texts by applying theoretical approaches to them…

Reader-Response: Various Positions
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These are general positions within the understanding that the 'meaning' of a text is what happens when the reader reads it. The positions presuppose various attitudes towards such considerations as: 

· the question of in what sense a text, ink-marks on a page or electrons on a screen, exists, 

· the extent to which knowledge is objective or subjective, 

· the question of whether the world as we experience it is culturally constructed or has an essential existence, 

· how the gap, historically, culturally and semiotically (as reading is a decoding of signs which have varying meanings) between the reader and the writer is bridged, and the extent to which it is bridged, 

· the question of the extent to which interpretation is a public act, conditioned by the particular material and cultural circumstances of the reader, vs the extent to which reading is a private act governed by a response to the relatively independent codes of the text, 

· the question of what the process of reading is like, what it entails, 

· and so forth.

Psychoanalytic view:

The reader responds to the core fantasies and the symbolic groundwork of the text in a highly personal way; while the text contributes material for inner realization which can be shared across consciousnesses (as we share fundamental paradigms, symbols, etc), the real meaning of the text is the meaning created by the individual's psyche in response to the work, at the unconscious level and at a subsequent conscious level, as the material provided by the text opens a path between the two, occasioning richer self-knowledge and realization. 

Hermeneutic view:

The text means differently because the reader decodes it according to her world-view, her horizons, yet with the understanding that the text may be operating within a different horizon, hence there is an interaction between the world of the text as it was constructed and the world of the reader. The reader can only approach the text with her own foreunderstanding, which is grounded in history. However as the text is similarly grounded in history, and as often there is much in the histories that is shared and well as what is not, there is both identity and strangeness. See my page Phenomenological Hermeneutics. 

Phenomenological view:

The text functions as a set of instructions for its own processing, but is as well indeterminate, needs to be completed, to be concretized. The 'reality' of the text lies between the reader and the text: it is the result of the dialectic between work and reader.

Structuralist view:

Decoding the text requires various levels of competence -- competence in how texts work, in the genre and tradition of the text, etc, as the work is constructed according to sets of conventions which have their basis in an objective, socially shared reality. The 'meaning' then depends largely on the competence of the reader in responding to the structures and practices of the text and which operate implicitly (i.e. they affect us without our knowing it); the competent reader can make these explicit.

Political or ideological view:

Texts include statements, assumptions, attitudes, which are intrinsically ideological, i.e. express attitudes towards and beliefs about certain sets of social and political realities, relations, values and powers. As a text is produced in a certain social and material milieu it cannot not have embedded ideological assumptions. The reader herself will have ideological convictions and understandings as well, often unrecognized, as is the nature of ideology, which understandings will condition and direct the reading and the application of the reading (you might see my brief page on Ideology). 

A 'critical' reading will demystify the ideologies of the text within the frame of the ideologies of the reader while maintaining awareness of the reader's ideologies. . Without such a 'critical' reading, the text may reinforce (potentially pernicious, even if only because unrecognized) aspects of the reader's (culturally produced) ideology, and/or the reader may 'miss' meanings and connections for want of an understanding of the ideological structure of the text. 

Post-structuralist view(s):

Meaning is indeterminate, is not 'in' the text but in the play of language and the nuances of conventions in which the reader is immersed: hence the reader constructs a text as she participates in this play, driven by the instabilities and meaning potentials of the semantic and rhetorical aspects of the text. Stanley Fish's view here is that the reader belongs to an interpretive community which will have taught the reader to see a certain set of forms, topics and so forth; his is one view which refers to the world of discourse of the reader as being the determining factor. Tony Bennett, from a more marxist position, sees readers as belonging to 'reading formations'. In various sorts of post-structuralist reading the reading process may involve the reader's countering and/or re-interpreting prevailing views, depending on various things, including: the force of the direction of the text to the reader; the potential reconceptualization, freeing-up of meaning the text can effect; the openness to the play of language and meaning of the reader. The text may 'deconstruct itself', i.e. the reader may experience or see that the language of the text implicitly undermines its own assumptions -- the real agent here as in all post-structuralist positions being the reader, open to polysemy (multiple meanings and the sliding and interplay of signs) -- in her 'own' (socially shared) world of discourse, in a world discursively and socially constructed. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

What does a VHA response to task 1 look like? 
Reading

Before reading Richard Connell’s “The Most Dangerous Game”, I found myself expecting a typical adventure/terror story with ‘good’ predictably prevailing over ‘evil’. To a large extent, this preconception held true. I had read numerous adventure and terror stories, both for personal enjoyment and as a student. Because of this, I knew that my approach to reading may differ from someone who had little experience with, or who did not enjoy, this genre. I also anticipated that the story would not be intellectually stimulating, in that there would, inherently, be a lack of puzzling symbolism and mystery. Nonetheless, I knew I would enjoy the story despite its simplicity and predictability. What I did not expect however, was how closely the ideas about the sanctity of the human life in the story would resonate with my own. 

The story follows the adventures of Sanger Rainsford, a big game hunter, who tumbles from his ship in the Caribbean Sea and is washed ashore on Ship-Trap Island, a mysterious place tainted with superstition and fear. On the island he finds General Zaroff, an obsessive hunter in a palatial chateau, along with his deaf mute servant, Ivan. Zaroff is a sadistic narcissist who has grown tired of hunting game, instead wishing to hunt the “ideal animal”. He had purchased the island in order to cunningly deceive ships into being washed ashore. The surviving sailors are taken into his care and are given a choice: be released into the jungle and be hunted, by Zaroff, or be beaten to death by Ivan. Rainsford is faced with this same dilemma. He sets off into the jungle to be hunted.

When Connell first introduced the danger of Rainsford being hunted by Zaroff, I began to formulate in my mind the sequence of events that would follow. I expected Rainsford to struggle with the adversities imposed upon him, but ultimately to triumph and, thus, to create an enjoyable conclusion. The use of ‘cliff-hanger’ situations also guided me to the predicted outcome, and ultimately the meaning. For example, “Twenty feet below him the sea rumbled and hissed. Rainsford hesitated. He heard the hounds. Then he leaped out far into the sea....” Statements such as this made me wonder what would happen next. I concluded that Rainsford survived the leap, and that he would inevitably triumph over Zaroff. 

Because of the type of narrative, I found myself reflecting on previously read stories, particularly horror/terror novels such as Bram Stoker's “Dracula”. Because of his sadistic and cruel personality, I envisaged Zaroff to be similar to the manipulative and deceitful Count Dracula. Both Zaroff and Dracula convey cordiality while in actuality dominating others with power and violence. Furthermore, Connell’s use of imagery also enhanced my visualisation of the scene. For example, “the massive door with a leering gargoyle for a knocker” and “cliffs dived down where the sea licked greedy lips in the shadows” created connotations of a dark, terrifying setting. 

I sympathised with Rainsford and found myself becoming frustrated and angry with Zaroff. His arrogant, egotistical attitude is drastically different to my own attitude. For instance, Zaroff believes “the weak of the world were put here to give the strong pleasure”. He self-righteously believes that hunting “the scum of the earth: sailors from tramp ships” is justified. I found myself reflecting on encounters I have had with personalities, who, whilst usually not murderous, were similar to Zaroff. These people cause me to feel animosity and frustration. For this reason, I was inclined to accept the values of Rainsford, who is in stark moral opposition to the idea of hunting humans. This was most likely Connell’s intention in creating two highly different characters. As an educated and, I hope, morally sound person I am predisposed to read the story in the way in which Connell intended. Ultimately, I find that I am in acceptance of Connell’s theme that all life is precious, and to place a higher value on one life over another is utterly wrong. 

Defence

Historically, reliance had been placed on the ‘words on the page’ as the singular and indisputable source of meaning in literary texts. This New Critical, text-centred approach to reading argued that since the text’s literary structure was stable, the meaning thereby remained independent of “changes in the social and cultural contexts of readers” (QSA, 2010 p14). This approach was problematized by reader-centred theorists throughout the twentieth century, who believed that meaning is not solely fixed in the text; rather it is produced in what Louise Rosenblatt (1938) referred to as a ‘transaction’ between reader and text. “The meaning 'happens' during the transaction between the reader and the signs on the page.” (Rosenblatt, 1995, citied in Church 1997).  That is, the reader brings to the text elements of their own textual, personal, psychological, social and cultural experiences, to create a meaning unique to themselves (Beach, 1993). 
Reader-centred theorists also questioned the authority of the author in creating meaning. Historically, it was thought that the author’s intended meaning was locked within the text, and as such could not be misinterpreted by the reader. However, theorists such as Wimsatt and Breadsley challenged the authority the author held in the meaning making process, by deeming it the “intentional fallacy” (QSA 2010). 

Whilst reader-centred theorists agree that the reader plays a central role in the interpretive process, there are variations in the relative emphasis they place on the textual and psychological aspects of the reader’s response. John Lye categorised theorists according to the extent to which the text or reader is emphasised in the meaning making process (Lye, 1996) His ‘position one’ stresses the importance that the texts holds in generating meaning. This position, however, differs from a purely text-centred approach as it does accept the ‘transactional’ relationship between reader and text. It is argued that the reader’s knowledge of text conventions such as symbols and narrative structures helps to create meaning but does not generate the meaning entirely. Lye’s ‘second position’ takes the stance that the text and the reader have equal importance in the interpretive process. Theorists within this category agree that the readers’ own psychological and social perspectives and knowledge of textual aspects influence the interpretive process equally.  Lye’s ‘third position’ emphasises the reader as the most important component in the interpretive process. Here, the reader’s thoughts, beliefs and experiences are imposed upon the text, thus creating a meaning that is acceptable within their culture. 
Having read Richard Connell’s “The Most Dangerous Game” self- reflexively, I realise that I initially placed a strong emphasis on the textual elements of the story, in what may be described as a “structuralist approach” to reading (Lye, 1996).The textual elements within the story “guided my predicted outcome, and ultimately the meaning I created” in what Saussure calls the “scientific approach to reading” (Saussure, as citied in Manji, 2005) whereby the story is analysed by the reader for common textual elements such as “imagery”. Depictions such as, “cliffs dived down where the sea licked greedy lips in the shadows”, allowed me to visualise a dark and mysterious setting and thus to predict the mood and atmosphere of the story. Also, the “stark” differences between the two central characters create what Saussure recognises as a binary opposition. Connell emphasises the humanistic ideologies held by Rainsford over the cruel ideologies held by Zaroff. Therefore, one side of the opposition is privileged over the other (Moon, 2001). Thus I was “inclined to accept the ideologies and values of Rainsford” over Zaroff. 
As the story is what Umberto Echo would describe as a “closed” text (Radford, 2001), in that it is ‘closed’ to a multitude of alternative readings and allows for only a small field of creative interpretation, there was a significant lack in “puzzling symbolism and mystery” thereby creating an unsatisfying text in terms of intellectual stimulation. This affected what Rosenblatt calls my “aesthetic” enjoyment of the text (Rosenblatt, 1938), in that it created little hermeneutical challenge. Unlike a “closed” text, an “open” text challenges the reader to fill gaps thus creating a more fulfilling interpretive experience. Therefore, while a structuralist approach was somewhat beneficial in helping me to determine meaning, it was limited by the scope of such a “closed” text.

As a result, throughout the reflective review, I mainly adopted Lye’s middle ground in that I utilised knowledge of textual elements, and my own psychological and social perspectives to illuminate meaning. Consequently, I realise that, because “I had read numerous adventure and terror stories”, I relied heavily on what Jauss calls the “horizons of expectations” in that I held strong preconceptions about the sequence of events which would occur throughout the text (QSA, 2010, page). I anticipated, based on my knowledge of what the genre should entail, a “typical adventure/terror story” that would follow a generic structure and conclude in a predicable ending. 

Towards the end of my reflective review, I utilised Lye’s “psychological and social perspective” by applying what Norman Holland’s calls “Identity Theory”, a theory which suggests the reader actively transacts with the text to re-create their own identities by imposing their ideas and values upon the text. This theory became evident when I “sympathised with Rainsford” and found myself “becoming frustrated and angry at Zaroff”. “As an educated and, I hope, morally sound person” in a Judaic Christian society my “identity” aligned more closely with ideologies conveyed by Rainsford than Zaroff. I felt “animosity and frustration” towards Zaroff as his personality contradicted by own identity. As such, I created a meaning unique to my own personality and psychology.  I concluded my reflective review by stating that I was in “acceptance of Connell’s theme”. Therefore, by accepting the ideologies of Rainsford, and rejecting those of Zaroff I am in agreement with the humanistic sentiment that values the equality of human life. I have thereby become what Iser describes as the “implied reader” (QSA 2010 p16) in that the ideologies emphasised by Connell coincide with my own.

In conclusion, whilst the textual elements of the story illuminated some meaning, the lack of a hermeneutical challenge limited the interpretive process. Thus, I found a middle ground, reader-centred approach to be the most useful as this incorporated my knowledge of the textual elements of the story, limited as they may be, but also allowed for my own psychology and social experiences to influence the meaning created.  
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Reader-centred response





2. Devise 10 reader-centred questions to ask of the poem, which could inform a reflective reading of the poem. Refer to Beach’s theories as well as to Rosenblatt, Thomson, Iser and Fish in your questions.





3. Read information on phenomenological hermeneutics. Devise two questions related to the ideas embedded in the theory. 
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