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An Introduction to 

Four Approaches to Reading Practices

	Author-centred
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	Text-centred
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	Reader-centred
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	World-context centred
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English and Literature Extension 2020
The Approaches Framework: Four Approaches to Reading Practices

Skim read Queensland Curriculum and Assessment Authority 2017, ‘Approaches to reading practices’, https://www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/downloads/senior/snr_eng_extn_20_res_read_prac.pdf
at least once in order to answer the following introductory questions.

Author-centred Approaches:

1.  “But how do we know that is what the author meant, Miss?”  Why is the author no longer regarded as the ultimate arbiter (someone who has the power or authority to settle a dispute) of the text’s meaning? What is meant by the ‘intentional fallacy’? (p11)

2. For what kinds of reasons did Roland Barthes (1987) argue for the ‘death of the author’? List.

Text-centred Approaches

3. Explain the main approach to reading taken by the New Critics. Why did they feel the author was irrelevant?

4. Explain the main approach to reading taken by structuralists.
Reader-Centred Approaches

5. What is the main important difference between the reader-centred approaches and the previous two approaches? (p 15)

6. Why can’t a text mean ‘anything at all’? (p16)

World-Context-Centred Approaches

7. What is the key question here? (p18)

8. Briefly:

· What do Marxist critics focus on in their readings?

· What do feminist critics focus on in their reading?

· What do post-colonial theorists focus on in their readings? 
Which lane will you swim in?
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The Four Approaches: Multiple Readings of a Video Clip

(Adapted from Johnson, Greer (1999) Multiple Readings of a Picture Book, Australian Journal of Language and Literacy, vol 22, no 3, pp 176-191) Read this article by Johnson. Take notes – key ideas and quotes only. 

Textual interpretation was once thought to be generated solely from readers’ aesthetic knowledge: a tool for unlocking meaning from inside the text, which in some cases was thought to be intentionally put there by the author. I.e. an ‘educated’, experienced reader would be able to unlock the meaning intended by the author. We now look beyond traditional literary theory for new ways of understanding texts. Specific direction is available from recent developments in literary theory, especially those related to poststructuralism. Language and literary practices that accompany poststructuralist theory encourage readers to generate meaning at social, ideological and political levels. 

Producing and defending multiple readings of a video clip: “Goodbye Earl”

“Goodbye Earl” is a song about domestic violence in an American small town setting. Two friends go their separate ways at the end of high school, with one staying in the rural environment of her childhood. She marries Earl who very quickly becomes an abusive husband. Even after they are divorced, he manages to put Wanda in ‘intensive care’. She and her friend, Mary Anne, who has returned to assist, plot their revenge with the result that Earl is poisoned and his body dumped in the woods. The video clip is playfully post-modern rather than realistic in its depiction. The Dixie Chicks mingle with the locals, belting out the vocals in the midst of the action, for instance. The clip also incorporates a certain amount of humour through its use of exaggeration, stereotypes and intertextual references to the detective and horror genres. The song breaks societal taboos by depicting the premeditated murder of an abusive husband by his wife and female friend and features a video in which the killing is played out as comedy!

A. Read the lyrics, and then view the video clip. What do you perceive to be the invited reading of the text? Express this invited reading in one sentence. 
How might this text be read from author centred, text-centred, reader-centred and world-context centred approaches? Each reading offers readers different ways of understanding the text.
B. Work in pairs. 

Before you read each of the four sections that follow, make dot-point predictions, based on your own knowledge of the reading approaches, as to what will be written under each heading. i.e. What might a reader, using the particular approach, focus on in making meaning of the song?

C. For each of the sections of this paper, devise one ‘teacherly’ question to ask your partner to check their understanding. 
D. Identify any words, phrases or sections that need clarification. (Try  to clarify by re-reading, looking for clues, thinking about what you know, talking to partner about problem.)

E. Write a one sentence summary of each section beginning with the words:     “ The most important idea in this section is…..” 

1. An author-centred approach

In this (dated) approach, literature, defined as a selected body of canonical texts, becomes a resource for distilling the thoughts of great writers about the human condition. A single preferred reading of a text is produced when readers ‘focus on the author’s mind’ (Eagleton, 1996: p.2) to discover the intended universal themes s/he wishes to convey: central ideas that are considered important to the human condition. Themes are understood to reside inside a text and the reader discovers them by matching knowledge of an author’s views and aspects of his (auto)biography with a close reading of the language and structure of the text. When reading from this approach, themes are considered to be fixed. All well-trained readers find a similar theme. Here, all authority lies with the author. The reader’s task is to receive ‘what the author is saying’. It is a transmission model: the author creates the text – makes his/her meaning – and transmits it to the reader through the effective use of literary language. It is assumed that the author has a worthwhile message to impart, ‘truths’ that the reader will benefit from hearing. This is an historical author-centred approach to reading. 

Theoretically, “Goodbye Earl” is not a canonical text except perhaps in the annals of country music. The content of the song has been, however, quite controversial for the Dixie Chicks, who proclaim on the Fly album cover that “The Dixie Chicks do not advocate premeditated murder, but love getting even”. This provides a brief insight into authorial intention. The actual lyricist, Dennis Linde, also contributes his own views. He says he wrote “Goodbye Earl” using characters that he had used in other songs. In an online interview, he said that he had tried to get Mary Anne, Wanda and Earl to act more rationally in early versions of the lyrics, then he saw the 1950’s French movie Diabolique, a thriller about a wife and mistress who plot to kill the man they share, and he knew ‘Earl had to die’. Linde defended the Dixie Chicks and the song against charges of making fun of violence against men. "I think they've been accused of man-bashing, when all they're really guilty of is Earl-bashing," he said. "Big difference. I think wife-beating is about as low as a man can go."  The Dixie Chicks themselves further claim that the ‘lyrics are ironic’. 

These interviews and album cover excerpts provide a brief insight for viewers into how authorial intentions are realised. It is possible for readers to use such comments to justify an interpretation of the author’s intended meaning. For example, a preferred or intended reading of this text using the historical author-based approach might be as follows:

In “Goodbye Earl”, Dennis Linde, the lyricist, promotes the theme that domestic violence perpetrated by men is deserving of punishment. He emphasises this idea through textual choices, such as conventional narrative structure, a consistent third person point of view and the use of black humour.  He seeks to bring social issues out into the open by penning a social justice song which depicts women as victims who are able to ‘turn the tables’ on a violent husband in a very dramatic and satisfying manner. This is an authorially approved reading, which can be linked to the lyricist’s statement that “wife-beating is about as low as a man can go”. This reading is further reinforced through visual elements in the video clip. The battered wife, Wanda, is shown as having been brutally assaulted. Bruising, especially, of her face, is foregrounded to emphasise the idea that Earl is an insensitive and murderous brute. Furthermore, Earl is depicted as being a monster suitable for a horror movie in a surrealistic segment in which he returns from the grave. Even before his marriage, Earl is stereotyped as a leering small-town ‘hoon’ driving a suitably ostentatious car. The message is that domestic violence against women is a serious crime, which needs to be recognised and remedied in society. The text critiques a society in which domestic violence is an everyday fact of life, raising women’s consciousness of the issue and putting fear into the hearts of abusive men- all this in an entertaining and satirically humorous video clip.

The historical author-centred reading practice is no longer seen as the most important or even the most socially responsible way of reading texts. This entire relationship between author and text is now considered problematic. Following are some reasons for the contemporary problematisation of these past assumptions:

· Wimsatt and Beardsley called simple assumptions about the relationship between author and text the ‘intentional fallacy’. The text is not owned by the author, rather it is ‘ detached from the author at birth and goes about the world beyond his (sic) power to intend about it or control it’. Even if the author explains his/her own work, this is merely one reading among many others. Moreover, external evidence of an author’s meanings and intentions is not always available. 

· The actual author is not present in the text; rather we should refer to the ‘implied author’. This term refers to the imagined figure of the author created by the reader out of traces in the work. The implied author may be quite different from the historical writer.

· Autobiographical information on an author is also open to interpretation as autobiographical texts are selective representations. 

Contemporary author centred approaches focus more on the role of the discourse/ideology (which shape the author’s values, attitudes and beliefs) and on intertextuality in shaping meaning. 

2. A text-centred approach

Again meaning is linked to the reader’s recognition of aspects of textuality.  In a traditional text-centred approach literature becomes a linguistic puzzle, although the overall purpose of literary analysis is still the production of a preferred reading that supports universal themes and socially acceptable moral viewpoints. Themes are unlocked through the reader’s application of a wide knowledge of literary devices and the structural organization of the text.  This approach, like the traditional author–centred approach, is situated within a ‘literary heritage’ curriculum framework wherein the text is considered as a ‘verbal icon’. However, there is an exclusive focus on the words on the page and not on the author’s intentions. Traditionally, this approach has also been applied to the readings of canonical texts since these texts are considered to be exemplary in their use of literary language. 

An historical text-centred reader looks closely at how a text is constructed, how it creates a particular effect, or conveys a particular message. The focus is on technique, on the choice of language, for example the use of imagery and symbolism. Following is a brief text-based reading of the lyrics of “Goodbye Earl”:
The song is a light-hearted satirical swipe at the dark underbelly of gender relations in small town America.  Though the topic of domestic abuse, itself, is a serious one, it is clear that the revenge murder central to the conventional narrative structure is not to be taken literally or instructively. The song contains all the ingredients of satire: stereotypical characterisation, exaggerated plotting, role inversion, visual and verbal humour. The intertextual references to the ‘who done it’ and horror genres further confirm the comic intention of the lyricist. 

The central idea of domestic violence is established by the author through a series of binary oppositions between men and women. Mary Anne and Wanda are represented as ‘best friends’ looking for a ‘bright, new world’. When Wanda is attacked by Earl, Mary Anne ‘held Wanda’s hand’. Women are depicted as innocent, caring victims brutalised in a harsh masculine world. Earl is depicted through a series of nouns and verbs such as ‘abused’, ‘bruise’, ‘restraining order’ and ‘intensive care’ as a malicious bully. However, levity is admitted to the song with the pun ‘black-eyed peas’, which refers both to Wanda’s facial disfigurement and the poisoning of Earl. This is a song meant to entertain rather than stir discord between the sexes.

The tables are comically turned when the defenceless women are able to step into the active role hitherto occupied by the wife-bashing man. The humour is further amplified through the author’s use of full rhyme, which signals artificiality and playfulness rather than dour reality.  Colloquial language, ungrammatical constructions and visual imagery such as are found in ‘Ain't it dark/Wrapped up in that tarp Earl’ further emphasise the humour. Obviously the names Mary Anne, Wanda and Earl have been chosen as typically those of the Deep South with each character representing an easily identifiable stereotype: the redneck husband, the defenceless wife and the feisty female friend. The verbal humour of the missing person that ‘nobody missed at all’ is another indication of the writer’s comic intent.  The Dixie Chicks themselves claim that the lyrics are ironic and there seems little reason to doubt their word. 

Contemporary text-centred approach

Whilst the New Critics and structuralists had looked for coherence or system and thus unity in texts, contemporary text-based approaches focus instead on incoherences, contradictions and disunities in texts. Therefore, contemporary text-centred approaches overlap with some of the theoretical concerns and reading practices of reader-centred and world-context- centred approaches. Contemporary theorists ‘harass’ the text to make it reveal what it tries to conceal especially in terms of race, gender and class. They identify gaps, silences and contradictions. In reading Goodbye Earl, this might mean considering the way Earl has been silenced and the contradiction inherent in the girls being affirmed for committing a heinous crime. They might also fill the gap by imagining Earl’s back history, for example, his isolation in a rural town.

Contemporary theorists press the text until it yields multiple meanings. For example, they focus on binary oppositions which structuralists had taken to be stable and distinct. They suggest that one pair in the binary is ‘privileged’ over the other, marginal member. They also believe that language cannot be pinned down to a single, fixed meaning; there will always be meanings beyond those which are dominant or invited.  These strategies may lead to resistant readings, thus overlapping with world-context centred approaches. 

3. A reading-centred approach

Yet a different understanding of the song is possible with the application of a reader-centred approach. Here the reader does have a central role to play in the meaning-making process. An important difference between this method of textual analysis and that offered by the previous two is that meaning is no longer seen as locked inside the text. Readers bring their individual experience to the text: they transact with the text in a subjective manner. (Rosenblatt, 1978)Therefore, the purpose of analysis is no longer the production of a single preferred reading. Readers now have a choice to read with the text or across it. Although the text encourages the reader to become the ‘implied reader’ (Iser, 1974) and therefore produce an ideal reading, there remains the option to disagree with the text and to produce an alternative reading. Two readers read the text differently because the readers’ individual experiences will highlight different themes. Although readers are encouraged to produce a variety of readings it is also acknowledged that these are limited by groups of readers sharing cultural experiences and methods of reading. These limitations are outlined by Fish’s (1980) concept of ‘interpretive strategies’.  

Reading literature this way helps readers to construct a personal identity through processes such as analogising and identifying with characters and events in the text. Reading becomes a subjective activity because an interpretation of the text is based on readers relating, or not, to the experiences represented in the text.

A preferred reading (Moon, 1992: p. 104) in which the reader becomes the ‘implied reader’ (the reader for whom the text is ideally suited), is based on a match between the experiences conveyed in the text and that of the reader. The following is an example.

As a woman and feminist living in the 21st century, I can easily identify with the plight of domestically abused women though that has never been my own personal experience. The media is no longer silent about a set of usually masculine behaviours, which are universally condemned in white middle class gender discourse. The written and visual text of “Goodbye Earl” both collaborate to present the view that domestic violence is totally unacceptable and that perpetrators must be punished. For instance, I have been positioned to sympathise with Wanda who seems naive and helpless in the face of Earl’s onslaught. The visual images of her bruising in the video clip consolidate my feminine sympathy for battered women. 

This reading supports the readings produced using author and text-centred approaches and shows how different approaches to reading the same text can result in similar readings. 

On the other hand, an alternative reading (Moon, 1992: p. 104) is different because the personal is taken up as social and cultural knowledge. An alternative reading produced by a male reader of “Goodbye Earl” is as follows: 

(Excerpt found at: http://www.menstuff.org/issues/byissue/womensviolence.html#dixiechicks)

Dixie Chicks Get Away the Murder and get a Grammy for it

"Goodbye Earl" is an upbeat song that makes premeditated murder fun. Whether for guilt or legal reasons, they even made this statement in the liner notes, though the size type and colours they used makes it almost impossible to read. "The Dixie Chicks do not advocate premeditated murder, but love getting even." But this song is about premeditated murder and disposing of the body. And, about having fun doing it. Wanda sings, "Earl's gotta die. We need a break. We'll go to the lake. Plan a lunch, and stuff you in the trunk. Well is that all right, good let's go for a ride." And, "Ain't it dark, wrapped up in that tarp?" And, "A missing person nobody missed at all."

Now, Earl wasn't innocent. He has a violent husband after two weeks of marriage. But, if everyone used the excuse that "my only option was premeditated murder", vigilantism would be queen.

I've been amazed at the number of "conscious" women, wives and mothers I know, who really get a kick out of this song. 

I won't hold my breath waiting for any woman to stand up against this song, much less the shelter movement or the women's movement. In fact, it may become their theme song because it gives new impetus to the use of the Abused Wife Syndrome as a defence for premeditated murder. Nor do I expect to see a single newspaper editorial, or talk show, much less any of the major news programs to devote a single sound byte to this subject. Yet, television shows are filled with segments of girl's/women hitting, slapping, and punching boy friends just because of something they said. That kind of violence from a woman to a man seems okay. It must improve the ratings, too, because many of the shows use those segments in their promos. Is this what we want to teach our children, especially our daughters? First, if you don't like what a man says, go ahead and slug him. He deserves it. And, after all, he can't do anything about it. If he even tries to restrain you while you're hitting him, you can charge him with a felony in many states. "That'll show those men." And don't dare go to sleep or we'll really get even with scissors (remember the tremendous support Loraina got from the women's movement?) or a knife or a gun. As reports confirm, our daughters are getting more violent. Is this kind of "revenge" working to end violence? Does it make guys like Earl afraid or make them even want to change their behaviour? I haven't seen anything to support that theory.

At least the Dixie Chicks are obvious about their hate, though they're not willing to take responsibility for it. Unfortunately, the psychic message that we are left with is revenge and that never leaves one at peace. Like you, we want Earl off the streets as quickly as possible and not enough is being done, from our perspective, to stop violent men and violent women from being violent. Encouraging "revenge," however, isn't empowering, even in a fantasy. Let's use the time and money we would use supporting the Dixie Chicks to find a better way.

A reader centred approach to textual interpretation encourages the reader to become consciously aware of and reflexive about reading practice (Thomson, 1987) that support the production of preferred and alternative readings. For example, the preferred reading relies on the reader’s acceptance in Western culture that men do not have a right to physically mistreat women. The male reader who reads across the text is well-aware of the ways in which the text is read by women and questions this by consciously altering the experiential match (mirroring) between the reader and the text in order to produce a male viewpoint. The key question that readers ask in this instance is: How does this text relate to my personal, social, cultural and psychological experience? The reading strategies included in this reader-centred approach do not encourage the reader to look beyond agreement or mild disagreement with the perceived textual ideologies. The approach does not enable the reader to challenge ideological views about which the text is entirely silent. To do so would move the reading from alternative to resistant or oppositional: reading against the text. 

4. A world context/critical literacy approach
Whose interests are served by the representation of the world in text?
· Not personal or centred on a subjective response. Response is objectively political in nature.

· Characters are viewed as representations of particular social, historical, ideological or cultural positions or discourses. 

· Generated from principles of poststructuralism, including aspects of feminist and Marxist theories.

· Reader recognises way text privileges certain voices (e.g. the girls in “Goodbye Earl”) before reading against the text.

· Concept of discourse important – through an understanding and membership in specific discourses (E.g. feminism, Christianity, racism) readers are able to take up or reject reading positions offered by the text.

· Focus on resistant readings – no text innocent, transparent or politically neutral (Kress, 1985).

· Ask: How do texts position readers to become ‘ideal readers’? 

· Important consideration: Not all texts are striving to position readers with conservative ideologies. E.g. so-called feminist fairy tales offer resistant readings of dominant discourses of masculinity and femininity found in traditional fairy tales. “Goodbye Earl” could be said to read patriarchal society resistantly by inverting masculine and feminine roles in relation to violence. (How do you read a resistant text resistantly?)

· Multiple readings are defensible because texts are read through taking up different subject positions (the position of the individual in relation to a particular (race/gender/class) discourse).

· As with all approaches to textual analysis, readers must also make meaning through a close reading of the language of the text, including visuals where appropriate. Language is viewed as a way of representing and constructing the world.

· Interrogates representations of power and inequality through a focus on what the text is not saying i.e. focus on gaps and silences, contradictions.

· Readers may produce readings ‘which are sometimes unacceptable in terms of dominant cultural beliefs, and which challenge prevailing views’ (Moon, 1992: p. 104) Often, but not always, this means taking up reading positions that generate support for marginalised discourses. 

How might this apply to “Goodbye Earl”? 

· Invited reading – domestic violence is abhorrent.

· What silences exist in this reading position? Silences result from the fact that textual gaps enable readers to avoid questioning certain values (Moon 1992: p. 37-40).

In “Goodbye Earl” the antagonist, Earl, and therefore men’s experience, is largely silenced. Earl is represented as a one-dimensional comic stereotype, a monster who is deserving of harsh punishment. This limited representation of masculinity suggests that all males brutally repress women and are deserving of punishment. The feminist discourse of revenge against men is dominant but what of masculine experience? Do men really hold the power in society? Should their ‘dominance’ invite this degree of resistance? The theorist might fill a gap by considering Earl’s motivation. The reader appreciates the aspirations of the female characters but where is the understanding of Earl’s predicament? He may have felt disempowered by the ‘new women’ who were ‘members of the 4H Club’ and ‘Both active in the FFA’. He may also have felt trapped in the small town that Mary Anne was so eager to escape. 

The song is ostensibly satirical, yet many men have taken offence at a text in which feminist discourse has been taken to an uncharitable extreme. Women get arrested for everything from spousal abuse to running down a group of pedestrians but don’t get much media time. Men are constantly vilified for their violence towards women but what of women’s violence towards men? The so-called feminist backlash has gone too far. The Dixie Chicks are supposed to be a role model but I wouldn’t want my children listening to a man-hating, violence-promoting song like this.

Or

Consider the contradictions: Apart from the contradictory fact that the girls get away with murder, the Dixie Chicks claim to represent women’s experience in a patriarchal society yet their dress and appearance belie their feminist motivation. The tight fitting costumes, plunging cleavages, over the top makeup and seductive use of voice and body language appeal predominantly to middle class white males who pay little attention to the actual words of each song. Rather, they are lasciviously fantasising about the women singing them. By projecting such an overtly sexual image, the Dixie Chicks do more to perpetuate notions of women as objects of sexual desire than they do to further the cause of women as real people. 

	Dixie Chicks 

Fly (1999)

Goodbye Earl
Mary Anne and Wanda were the best of friends

All through their high school days

Both members of the 4H Club

Both active in the FFA

After graduation Mary Anne went out lookin'

for a bright new world

Wanda looked all around this town

and all she found was Earl

Well it wasn't two weeks

after she got married that

Wanda started gettin' abused

She put on dark glasses and long sleeved blouses

And make-up to cover a bruise

Well she finally got the nerve to file for divorce

She let the law take it from there

But Earl walked right through that restraining order

And put her in intensive care

Right away Mary Anne flew in from Atlanta

On a red eye midnight flight

She held Wanda's hand as they

worked out a plan

And it didn't take long to decided

That Earl had to die

Goodbye Earl

Those black-eyed peas

They tasted all right to me Earl

You're feeling weak

Why don't you lay down

and sleep Earl

Ain't it dark

Wrapped up in that tarp Earl
	The cops came to bring Earl in

They searched the house

high and low

Then they tipped their hats

and said 'Thank You ladies

if you hear from him let us know'

Well the weeks went by and

Spring turned to Summer

And Summer faded into Fall

And it turns out he was a missing person

who nobody missed at all

So the girls bought some land

and a roadside stand

Out on Highway 109

They sell Tennessee ham

and strawberry jam

And they don't

lose any sleep at night 'cause

Earl had to die

Goodbye Earl

We need a break

Let's go out to the lake Earl

We'll pack a lunch

And stuff you in the trunk Earl

Well is that all right

Good Let's go for a ride

Earl hey
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