Chapter Nine

Exploring the field of reader-response theory

I have explained in Chapter 1 how I started my search to find out more about  ‘meaningful personal responses’ by taking my directions from the work of Louise Rosenblatt [1938, 1978, 1985 ] and Alan Purves [1968]. I have also described in Chapter 8 how I made my own reference maps based upon and illustrated by data provided from my own research. 



It is now time to take a closer look at the work of other theorists in the field, in order to provide a more detailed background for my enquiry. In Chapter 10 I shall consider how aspects of these theories may have relevance to my own investigation into what characterises meaningful personal responses to pupils’ stories in an educational context.  



In two senses, this chapter is not strictly chronological. I did not make one lengthy excursion into theory at a set point in the investigation but rather engaged with the work of various reader-response theorists as the opportunities arose. However, I shall not take these contributions to the field of reader-response research in the order in which they were encountered, as I prefer to group them according to the different perspectives which, between them,  these writers have taken.



In the collection of Papers which she edited, Tompkins  [1980] comments: 

‘Reader-response criticism is not a conceptually unified position, but a term that has come to be associated with the work of critics who use the words reader, the reading process, and response, to mark out an area for investigation.’ 

                                                                                                   [p.ix]



 I would add, that not all reader-response theorists are primarily critics - some are university teachers of Literature, others come from the disciplines of philosophy and psychology. But all are interested in what a story text has to offer to the reader - and what readers ‘make’ of a story text. I took that as my guide for selecting theorists, choosing at this point, not to stray further afield into ways of reading texts which were either predominantly linguistic or socio-cultural. It is the focus on reader-response which is central to my research.



Let me start my survey by giving a brief account of two NCTE Research Reports which preceded the 1968 Research Report by Alan Purves, to which I have already referred in some detail in Chapter 1. Prior to Purves, two university teachers of Literature each made studies on a smaller scale, based respectively on the responses of 52 teenagers to four short stories and the responses of 54 undergraduates to three well known American novels: The Catcher in the Rye, A Farewell to Arms, and The Grapes of Wrath. 



Squire [1964] and Wilson [1966] were mainly interested in mapping responses across the groups of students who were the subjects for their research, although this also involved the mapping of individual responses in relation to these overall patterns. Squire’s investigation focused on changes of response during the reading of a story; Wilson’s on the changes which occurred after each text had been discussed in two seventy minute sessions. Ultimately,  their interest lay in finding ways of becoming more specific about the kind of responses students made to literary texts, in order to form a clearer picture of what constituted development, that would be helpful to both teachers and students.



Their methodology was predominantly quantitative. Both Reports contain graphs and tables which present a content analysis of the responses that were collected as data, alongside a more descriptive and interpretive account of what they make of these statistical patterns. As my investigation is qualitative rather than quantitative, I shall focus on those aspects of each of their Reports which comment on the nature of the individual responses rather than the graphs and tables which relate to group performance.



James Squire:

The Responses of Adolescents While Reading Four Short Stories [1964]

Squire was interested from a teacher’s point of view in 

‘What happens to readers when they read and respond to a   short story? What do they think, feel or react to at any moment?’[p.1]



 He explains that:

 ‘unless teachers develop a greater understanding about how literary interpretations develop, they will continue to be handicapped in trying to help students refine their skills of literary analysis.’ [my italics][p.1] 



To find out what happens to readers when they read, he interviewed 52 teenagers between the ages of 14.10 and 16.2 for ‘several hours’ each, recording their oral responses to four short stories -  stopping each story at six pre-selected intervals so that variations in an individual’s response could be tracked from start to finish.



From his analysis of all this oral data, Squire identified seven categories of response: 

‘1) Literary Judgements



2) Interpretational Responses



3) Narrational Reactions



4) Associational Responses



5) Self-involvement



6) Prescriptive Judgements



7) Miscellaneous 



Sources of difficulty for adolescent readers

Squire observes that:

‘a study of the transcripts reveals six sources of difficulty  to be particularly widespread among these 52 adolescent readers: 

the reader fails to grasp the most obvious meanings...

the reader relies on stock responses...

the reader is ‘happiness bound’...

the reader approaches literature with certain critical  

predispositions...

the reader is sidetracked by irrelevant associations...

the reader is determined to achieve certainty.’ [p. 37]



He concludes:

 ‘... all six of the barriers to sound interpretation are sufficiently prevalent in the transcripts to justify the assumption that such difficulties must be rather widespread if these 52 subjects are in any way representative of their age group. Teachers who are interested in encouraging the appreciation of literature might well consider which instructional procedures tend to reduce or eliminate the difficulties in interpretation which were discovered here.’ [p.49]



Implications for teaching

a) Help with interpretation

In view of these common sources of misunderstanding, Squire claims that:

 ‘Adolescent readers clearly need assistance in learning to interpret literature. [p.54]

  

In this respect, he is more directive than Wilson - maybe because he has school children in mind rather than undergraduates. He does, however, allow for the value of coming face to face with the variations in interpretation that a comparison of student responses can reveal:

 ‘Searching questions from the teacher and confrontation of different students’ interpretations may lead readers to a re-enactment of their own reading processes and ultimately encourage them to assume a more critical view toward their own responses.’ [my italics][p.55]



b) Assessing the quality of an individual’s response

‘Teachers also need to develop better techniques for assessing the quality of an individual’s response to literature. Interpretational ability  and reading ability, as measured by the standardised reading test used in this study, seem not to be significantly related. Responses to literature involve a greater range and complexity than are measured in a test confined to measuring literal comprehension.’ [my italics][p.56]



I find this recommendation particularly interesting in view of  my own analysis of the approach to assessing reading comprehension in the 1997 Reading Test for KS2 in Chapter 16.



James Wilson: 

Responses of College Freshmen to Three Novels  [1966] 

Where Squire considers the changes in response which happen during the reading of a story, Wilson considers changes in written protocols which students produced before and after class discussion. He has two research questions - What do student responses involve? and How does class study change initial responses? He uses Squire’s 7 categories to classify the responses which he received from his 54 undergraduates and makes a  content analysis of the changes which occurred after two class sessions.



Class discussions

Wilson is insistent that the class discussions (one teacher led, one led by a student panel) were deliberately ‘open’: 



‘While there was no set structure to the discussions, typically they 1) began with responses usually accepted without comment, from a wide range of students, 2) were followed by intensive examination of those aspects of the novel which produced sharp disagreement, and 3) concluded with integrating views of the novel.’ [p.8]



This last ‘integrating’ procedure seems somewhat misleading, as in the very next paragraph, Wilson adds: 



‘No attempt was made to arrive at interpretational consensus; the instructor encouraged as full a play of response as possible.’ 

And again:

‘The object of the discussions was to stimulate the student to create his own insights and discriminations, to release him from passive absorption in the instructor’s flow of ideas.’ [p.8]



Overall Patterns of Response

As with Squire’s study, the four responses that predominated - in this case in the initial protocols, were Literary Judgement,  Interpretational Responses, Narrational Reactions and Self Involvement.  In this investigation, after discussion the percentage measurements of all of them declined sharply, with the exception of Interpretational which correspondingly increased. Wilson comments that :

‘This trend was probably reinforced by the instructor’s refusal to make literary judgements, to supply ‘correct’ interpretations, or to resolve disputes in interpretation.’ 

                                                                                          [p.13]



Individual Analyses

Wilson then makes a more detailed study of nine students, taking into account only the three predominating categories Interpretational Responses Literary Judgement, Self Involvement.. These enabled him to be a little more specific, though not much, about the nature of the changes that were involved. For instance:

‘ The increased efforts at interpretation following study [were] usually more objective and more analytic than responses in literary judgement [prior to study].’ 

                                                        [my italics][p.35]



Literary Interpretation and Self Involvement

Wilson’s concept of ‘Interpretation’ as ‘more objective and analytic’ seems closer to Purves’s response category of Perception than his category of Interpretation. That said, I find one of the most interesting parts of Wilson’s study, is his interest in the part that self involvement could play in the development of the student’s capacity to interpret if, in moving to analysis, the reader did not lose sight of  this initial engagement with the text. 



He comments that:

 ‘We know that study reduced scores in self involvement and increased scores in interpretation. But what happened to the quality of the interpretations? Were there any relations between the adequacy of interpretational responses and the intensity of self involvement? ‘ [p.37]



He speculates that:

 ‘an initial self involvement is necessary for effective interpretational processes’ 

and that:

 ‘Perhaps self involvement processes tend to be unexamined and unanalysed, whereas interpretative processes tend to be more sharply formulated, analytic, and more objectively related to the characteristics of the work.’ [my italics][p.38]



I am reminded of how I was aware that ‘stepping out’ of a story could switch the emphasis of a reader’s response from aesthetic to efferent, and of how I came to realise after reading the pupils’ responses to The Knight and the Mushroom, that a) formulating their engaged responses in writing and then b) keeping them in mind, could help the pupils to retain an aesthetic quality when they came to write an appreciation for Matthew concerning his handling of the narrative.



Wilson’s interest in the part that personal involvement plays in a reader’s response also calls to mind Squire’s remark at the conclusion of his own investigation:

 ‘As Louise Rosenblatt [1956] has written, ‘Whatever the specific framework may be [for analysing a literary work], one requirement seems to be fundamental: the problems should be phrased in terms of the transaction between the reader and the book. The analysis of the “how” of the book will be a logical outcome of the “what” of the actual quality of the experience with it. Such understanding of technique and background will not become an end in itself, but will serve to illuminate or organise the pupil’s sense of the work as a total experience.’ [my italics] [p.57]



Wilson emphasises the necessity for an aesthetic involvement as his first teaching recommendation: 

‘College students are usually more personally involved in a novel before they try to analyse it: their involvement seems to fade when they get down to serious analysis. Yet this first involvement-identification with, or rejection of, the characters and their actions - seems to catalyse and enrich the analysis which follows. The college instructor should recognise that self involvement of the student in the story is preliminary and stimulating to active exploration; attempts to grasp meaning seem to grow out of this first phase of feeling into.’ [my italics] [p.40]



His perception of self-involvement as a preliminary rather than a continuous process, reminds me of the way that Andy, Kevin and Chris in my own research similarly perceive story reading development as a shift from personally meaningful responses to forms of response which are focused predominantly on how the writer handles the narrative. As Rosenblatt [1978] puts it so vividly:

‘...on a darkened stage I see the figures of the author and the reader, with the book - the text of the poem or play or novel - between them. The spotlight focuses on one of them so brightly that the others fade into practical invisibility. ...usually either the book or the writer has received major illumination. The reader has tended to remain in shadow...’ 

                                                                                                 [p.1]



However, in his final paragraph Wilson comments that:

 ‘The exceptional student may maintain empathy during “sustained contact” with the work, joining personal involvement and analysis.’ [my italics][p.41]



My research into the relationship between engagement and appreciation, would suggest that it is not only the brightest students who can combine involvement with analysis, if, that is, they are encouraged not to put the effect that a story had on them personally to one side, but rather to keep it centrally in mind when they come to consider the construction.



Susanne K.Langer:

Feeling and Form [1953]

Strictly speaking, Langer is not a reader-response theorist. Her main interest lies in exploring the nature of literature as an art form among other art forms. In focusing on the modes of expression which artists use to make their creations, in the case of the verbal arts, she insists that the artefacts created are essentially ‘non-discursive symbolic forms’ [p.211]. In fact she maintains that poetry (a term she uses to refer equally to poems, stories, plays) ‘is not genuine discourse at all’ it merely presents the appearance of discourse because the artist has chosen language rather than say paint or music or movement. 



This is not a view that would find favour with those who designed the current SATs Tests for story writing at KS2 where style can be defined as: 

‘...the use of grammatically complex sentences, showing, for example, different types of sentence connectives... and the expansion 

of phrases before and after the noun.’ [p.21]





For Langer, meaning resides neither in the writer nor the reader, but in the symbolism of the text itself:

’The feeling expressed by this form is neither his [the writer], nor his hero’s nor ours. It is the meaning of the symbol... the symbol expresses it at all times and in this sense the poem ‘exists’ objectively whenever it is presented to us, instead of coming into being only when somebody makes ‘certain integrated responses’ to what the poet is saying.’ [p.211]



This is not, however, an ‘art for art’s sake’ view. Langer fully recognises the author’s intentions, which by implication both acknowledge and involve the potential reader. Of the novel in particular, she writes:

‘... it is a fiction, poesis, and its import is formulated feeling.’

                                                                                              [p.287] 

A little later she adds:

’ ... a novelist intends to create a virtual experience, wholly formed and wholly expressive of... something more fundamental than any “modern” problem, human feeling, the nature of human life itself.’ [p.288]



 As the title of her book implies, it is the exploration and expression of feeling which for her distinguishes all works of art from non-aesthetic modes of expression. 



Chiefly, however, her passion seems to be for the artistic form that embodies this ‘virtual experience’, conserving it for whoever may care to read. But it would be a mistake to assume that this regard for the supremacy of the text  allies Langer to the school of New Criticism, to which she is firmly opposed. The text may be a symbolic object, but this does not mean that it must become an object for analysis.  Langer is scathing about those who treat literary texts analytically, or as Rosenblatt would put it, efferently:

 ‘There are critics and especially teachers of rhetoric and poetics, who judge the excellence of a work according to the number of well known virtues they can find in it, somewhat as dogs in a show are judged by “points”... ‘ [p.282]



Again, I am reminded of the Level Descriptors for writing to which teachers’ attention is currently being drawn when they come to read their pupils’ stories, where even the ‘virtues’ are mainly of a secretarial nature.



Jerome Bruner:

Actual Minds, Possible Worlds [1986] 

I come to Bruner next, because in some respects like Langer, he focuses on: 

‘the nature of narrative as a mode of thought and as an art form.’ [p.x] 



He does so principally from two points of view - what distinguishes a work of fiction epistemologically from non-literary forms of discourse, and what it is about its construction that:

 ‘[makes] it possible for the reader to ‘write’ his own virtual text.’ [p.25]



Let me first of all summarise his epistemological position as I understand it. 

Bruner maintains that:

 ‘There are two modes of cognitive functioning, two modes of thought, each providing distinctive ways of ordering experience, of constructing reality.’ [p.11]



He takes as his examples:

 ‘a good story and a well formed argument’ [p.11]

and suggests that

 ‘they differ radically in their procedures for verification. ... Both can be used as means for convincing another. Yet what they convince us of is fundamentally different: arguments convince one of their truth, stories of their life likeness. The one verifies by an eventual appeal to procedures for establishing formal and empirical truth. The other establishes not truth but verisimilitude.’ [p.11]



I am unhappy with this distinction between truth on the one hand and verisimilitude on the other because it suggests that truth belongs only to a scientific paradigm and cannot be found in art. I would rather make a distinction between subjective and objective, or logical and poetic modes of expression and exploration, each of which can arrive at a kind of truth which is valid for that mode of coming to know. 



Here, in more detail are the epistemological distinctions that Bruner sets out  in the second chapter of this book, between what he calls these two modes: 

‘One mode, the paradigmatic or logico-scientific one, attempts to fulfill the ideal of a formal, mathematical system of description and explanation. It employs categorisation or conceptualisation... At a gross level, the logico-scientific mode (I shall call it paradigmatic hereafter) deals in general causes, and in their establishment, and makes use of procedures to assure verifiable reference and to test for empirical truth. ...The imaginative application of the paradigmatic mode leads to good theory, tight analysis, logical proof, sound argument and empirical discovery guided by reasoned hypothesis....



The imaginative application of the narrative mode leads instead to good stories, gripping drama, believable (though not necessarily ‘true’) historical accounts. It deals in human or human-like intention and action and the vicissitudes and consequences that mark their course.’ [p.13]



This seems to me to be a somewhat Boys’ Own account of the function of the narrative mode!  Bruner proceeds, however to refer to Paul Ricoeur’s  ‘argument’ [1983]:

‘that narrative is built upon concern for the human condition... while theoretical arguments are simply conclusive or inconclusive.’ [my italics][p.13-14]



In considering the educational value of making time for pupils both to write stories and to read them, this concern for what it means to be human, as I explain in the Foreword and in the final chapter, is central to my own approach.



When Bruner turns to:

 ‘forms of discourse that recruit the reader’s imagination - that enlist him in the “performance of meaning under the guidance of the text”’ [p.25]

he identifies: 

‘three features of discourse that seem... to be crucial in this enlistment process:



The first is the triggering of presupposition, the creation of implicit rather than explicit meanings.

*****

The second is what I shall call subjectification: the depiction of reality not through an omniscient eye... but through the filter of consciousness of protagonists in the story.

*****

The third is multiple perspective: beholding the world not univocally but simultaneously through a set of prisms each of which catches some part of it.’ [pp.25-26]



Together, Bruner suggests that these three features of narrative discourse

 ‘succeed in subjunctivising reality... trafficking in human possibilities rather than settled certainties.’ [p.26]



Between them, they ‘enlist the reader in the performance of meaning’ 

as they enable him to create his own virtual text.



Where Langer insists that meaning is inherent in the symbolic text, whilst acknowledging that ’the actual text is unchanged’, Bruner suggests that as readers read a story:

 ‘the virtual text (to paraphrase Iser) changes almost moment to moment in the act of reading.’ [p.7] 



Eventually, this virtual text that the reader constructs or ‘evokes’, becomes ‘a story of its own’, and it is this story, about which the reader must ask ‘that crucial interpretive question “What’s it all about?”’ [p.37] 



Ultimately, however, Bruner is not interested so much in the details of the individual reader’s symbolisation or interpretation, as he is in:

 ‘those two modes of thought, each providing distinctive ways of ordering experience, of constructing reality.’ [p.11]



Wolfgang Iser:

The  Act of Reading [1978]

The story, the reader, the ‘literary work’

Iser is principally interested in the act or the phenomenology of reading literature. In the Preface to his book he writes: 

‘As a literary text can only produce a response when it is read, it is virtually impossible to describe this response without analyzing the reading process.’ [my italics] [p. ix]

 

Where Langer and Bruner focus on the function of literature as art, Iser’s interest is in the nature of what could be said to emerge from the dynamic interaction which takes place between a fictional text on the one hand and its ‘concretisation’ by the reader on the other. In many respects, he is closer to Rosenblatt [1985] , in focusing on the aesthetic transaction that a reader makes with a fictional narrative, by means of which

 ‘the literary work of art comes into being through the reader’s attention to what the text activates within him.’

                                                                    [my italics]. [p.38] 



Like Rosenblatt (who strangely, receives no reference in The Act of Reading), Iser acknowledges that no two readings can ever be identical, even when they are made by the same reader: 

‘A second reading of the text will never have the same effect as the first, for the simple reason that the originally assembled meaning is bound to influence the second reading. As we have knowledge that we didn’t have before, the imaginary objects accumulating along the time axis cannot follow each other in exactly the same way.’ [p.149] 



Iser suggests that there are two poles between which the ‘literary work’ can be said to ‘be set in motion’: the artistic and the aesthetic. He locates the artistic pole in ‘the author’s text’ and the aesthetic pole in:

 ‘the realisation accomplished by the reader. ... it is clear that the work itself cannot be identical with the text or with the concretisation, but must be situated somewhere between the two. It must inevitably be virtual in character, as it cannot be reduced to the reality of the text or to the subjectivity of the reader.’ [p.21] 



Whilst recognising that without these two poles, the literary work could not come into being, Iser is insistent that:

 ‘exclusive concentration on either the author’s techniques or the reader’s psychology will tell us little about the reading process itself .’ [p.21]



 It is the relationship between the two which:

 ‘sets the work in motion, as the reader passes through the various perspectives offered by the text and relates the different views and patterns to one another.’ [p.21]



Iser places equal emphasis on the nature of a fictional narrative as a special kind of construct on the one hand, and the ways in which ‘the reader ‘”receives” it by composing it’ [p.21] on the other. Phenomenologically, he cannot offer specific examples of such ‘compositions’ or ‘literary works’ by virtue of the fact that they are too elusive to capture, as the reader, moment by moment, moves through the text. What he does, therefore, is to analyse in considerable detail, the potential effect of a fictional text, without taking his eyes off the potential reader .



The implied reader

The concept of the implied reader offers the real reader two ‘roles’ which inter-relate the nature of the textual structure (at the artistic pole), with the nature of the structural act (at the aesthetic pole). Briefly, the textual structure of a novel offers:

 ‘four main perspectives: those of the narrator, the characters, the plot and the fictitious reader [which] provide guidelines originating from different starting points, continually shading into each other and devised in such a way that they all converge on a general meeting place...the meaning of the text, which can only be brought into focus if it is visualised from a standpoint.’ [p.35] 



The story reader’s wandering viewpoint

To arrive at such a standpoint in order to make such a visualisation, a structural act is involved during the reading process:

 ‘in the course of which the reader’s role is to occupy shifting vantage points... and to fit the diverse perspectives into a gradually evolving pattern.’  [p.35] 



I would relate this suggestion, that the story reader is drawn to move between these different perspectives offered by the narrative, to Iser’s other suggestion that in taking an aesthetic stance, the reader is not standing outside the text-as-object, but rather adopting

 ‘a moving viewpoint which travels along inside that which it has to apprehend.’ [p.109] 



Where Rosenblatt focuses on the reader’s internalisation of the story, Iser would appear here to be focusing on entry into the story world. 



In differing versions of the Guidelines, I have variously referred to a response which involves the reader’s engagement as ‘internalising’ a story or ‘stepping in’ to a story or responding to a story ‘from the inside’. I eventually came to prefer ‘from the inside’ because it draws both ways of looking together as it relates to the story world on the one hand and to the reader’s mind on the other.



Ideating

In addition to adopting a wandering viewpoint, which necessarily moves back and forth during the act of reading, another structural act to which Iser attributes great importance, is the act of ideation or forming mental images, which in turn influences changes in the reader’s standpoint, from which the different perspectives are joined together as the ‘literary work’ is evoked:

‘A sequence of mental images is bound to arise during the reading process... resulting not only in the replacement of images formed but also in a shifting position of the vantage point, which differentiates the attitudes to be adopted in the process of image-building. Thus the vantage point of the reader and the meeting place of perspectives become inter-related during the ideational activity and so draw the reader inescapably into the world of the text.’ [my italics] [p.36]



Iser describes:

’the imagistic vision of the imagination as the attempt to ideate that which one can never see as such. The true character of these images consists in the fact that they bring to light aspects which could not have emerged through direct perception of the object. “Imaging” depends upon the absence of that which appears in the image.’ 

                                                                      [my italics][p.137]



In other words, all that the reader actually sees are words - the words on the page. I shall never see the castle in Tom at Terror Towers or the forest glade in The Knight and the Mushroom - or indeed either the knight or the mushroom.

 

‘A reality that has no existence has to be ideated by the mind of the reader. A reality that has no existence of its own can only come into being by way of ideation, and so the structure of the text sets off a sequence of mental images  which lead to the text translating itself into the reader’s consciousness.’ [p.38]



In order to create such images in my mind, I must draw upon my memories of the real world in order to “concretise” the text:

 ‘The actual content of these mental images will be coloured by the reader’s existing stock of experience [my italics], which acts as a referential background against which the unfamiliar can be conceived and processed.’ [p.38]



However, Iser offers an extensive quotation from Ryle’s The Concept of Mind [1968] about ‘the constitutive conditions of such images’ which would appear not to take into account the visual recollection of any previous experience:

‘In answer to the question “How can a person fancy that he sees something, without realising that he is not seeing it?” Ryle says: ‘Seeing Helvellyn... in one’s mind’s eye does not entail, what seeing Helvellyn and seeing snapshots of Helvellyn entail, the having of a visual sensation. It does involve the thought of having a view of Helvellyn and it is therefore a more sophisticated operation than that of having a view of Helvellyn.  .... The expectations which are fulfilled in the recognition at sight of Helvellyn are not indeed fulfilled in picturing it, but the picturing is something like a rehearsal, of getting them fulfilled. So far from picturing involving the having of faint sensations, or wraiths of sensations, it involves missing just what one would be due to get, if one were seeing the mountain.’ 

                                                              [my italics][p. 136]



As he expands on his concept of ideating or imaging, Iser appears to perceive the images that occur to the reader as ‘virtual’ in the sense that they are increasingly reliant on earlier images created in the act of reading. This becomes clear as he distinguishes between seeing the film of Tom Jones and reading the book:

 ’The differences between the two types of picture is that the film is optical and presents a given object, whereas the imagination remains unfettered. ... When we imagine Tom Jones during our reading of the novel, we have to put together different facets that have been revealed to us at different times - in contrast to the film where we always see him as a whole in every situation.’ [p.138]



In this respect, as the reader ‘travels through’ the book, the images continually change and shade into each other in much the same way as other structural perspectives do. Ideating is one of the ways in which:

 ‘the work is set in motion’. [p.22]



 The gaps or blanks in the text

What Iser refers to as the gaps or blanks in a narrative text are important in several ways: 

1) They draw the reader into the text as he is:

 ‘made to supply what is meant from what is not said; it is the implications and not the statements that give shape and weight to the meaning.’ [p.168]

2)

 ‘Whenever the reader bridges the gaps, communication begins. The gaps function as a kind of pivot on which the whole text-reader relationship revolves.’ [p.169] 



3) 

‘Blanks leave open the connections between perspectives in the text, and so spur the reader into co-ordinating these perspectives...’ [p.169]

‘...the vacancy arising from juxtaposed themes and horizons is occupied by the reader’s standpoint from which the various reciprocal transformations lead to the emergence of the aesthetic object.’ [p.203] 



4) 

‘...the shifting blank maps out the path along which the wandering viewpoint is to travel.’ [p.203]

5)

 ‘The shifting blank is responsible for a sequence of colliding images which condition each other in the time-flow of the reading. ... In this respect, the images hang together in a sequence, and it is by this sequence that the meaning of the text comes alive in the reader’s imagination.’ [p.203]



It almost begins to seem as if what is not there in a fictional text, is as important for the reader if the virtual text is to be evoked, as what is there in the words on the page. However, without that ‘structural text’ on the page, there could be no ‘structural act’ in the mind - both poles, artistic and aesthetic, are necessarily inter-related. 



The ‘meaning’ of a story

Let me conclude my account of Iser’s concepts about the act of reading, by returning to some comments that he makes in the opening pages of his book:

‘As meaning arises out of the process of actualization, the interpreter should perhaps pay more attention to the process than to the product. ... If he clarifies the potential of the text, he will no longer fall into the fatal trap of trying to impose one meaning on his reader, as if that were the right, or at least the best interpretation. ... an interpreter can no longer claim to teach the reader the meaning of the text, for without a subjective contribution and a context there is no such thing. Far more instructive will be an analysis of what actually happens when one is reading a text, for that is when the text begins to unfold its potential; it is in the reader that the text comes to life...’ [my italics][pp. 18-19]

                             

I have spent considerable time on my own exploration of The Act of Reading because Iser investigates the phenomenological nature of the aesthetic transaction between reader and text in more detail than any other reader-response theorist. Reading and reflecting on his work has helped me to distinguish more clearly between the act of reading and the response which can then be formulated as the reader reflects on that experience, on what has been evoked through interacting with the narrative text.



Norman Holland:

Five Readers Reading [1975] 

Focusing on what the individual reader brings to the text

Holland is one of the reader-response theorists who angles the spotlight of attention most directly on the reader and on those psychological aspects of the reader as an individual which she necessarily brings to the text in order to make meaning from it. In Five Readers Reading he specifically identifies the content of a story with the reader’s virtual text whose meaning is influenced more by his own persona or identity, than by the text itself:

 ‘No matter who the reader, or how he reads, what he reads will take the general form... a fantasy transformed by defences and adaptations to give pleasure, unity and meaning.’ [p.40]



Where Iser is more interested in the function of the implied reader than in the personalities of real readers, and in how the structure of a narrative text gives access to the reader, Holland maintains that:

 ‘Texts do not structure content, people do. Formal devices become part of the reading experience only as they become part of the reader’s devices.’ [my italics] [p.16]



 Like Rosenblatt, Bruner and Iser, he believes that:

 ‘The work finds its fulfillment so to speak when a reader gives it life by re-creating the work in his own mind.’ [p.13]



But where they emphasise the guiding influence of the text in this process, Holland emphasises the guiding influence of the reader’s psyche.



Experience and response

Also like Rosenblatt, Holland distinguishes usefully between the experience or act of reading and the response which the reader can then make:

 ‘We can only understand what a particular reader has experienced after he has experienced it and put forth his recreation and synthesis beyond his own private mind.’

                                                                                         [p.13] 

In the case of Holland’s five readers, this putting forth took place during several lengthy conversations with him. His oral data-gathering in this respect is similar to Squire’s, although Holland was more interested in what caused the students to respond as they did, where Squire’s attention was directed to categorising the responses themselves.



Unity  Identity  Text  Self  [1980]

In this article Holland identifies four aspects of the meaning-making process with regard to reading stories and suggests connections between them, which are represented in the title. Text refers to the words-on-the-page and Self to the person-in-the-flesh - but psyche as well as body. Identity refers to the unchanging essence of that ‘Self’, operating from ‘a central identity theme’ and Unity is :

‘to see the whole design of the work as a unity... a simultaneous pattern radiating out from a centre or central theme.’ [p.118] 



Holland suggests that Text and Self as they can both be seen to exist - one on the printed page and the other overtly embodied in the individual, are the ‘data’ from which the Identity of the reader (an unchanging essence, operating from a central ‘identity theme’) can ‘impregnate’  the ‘Unity’ that it is searching for in the text.  Taking this perspective of Holland’s, both Identity in respect of the Self, and Unity in respect of the Text, are the interpretive possibilities which inhabit their ‘other halves’ and which enable the reader to make meaning and to attribute significance to a story when they are inter-related.



The four principles by means of which Identity and Unity inter-relate

Basically, the four principles that Holland puts forward in this Paper, which enable the reader to make meaning from a story, are identical with those which he proposes in Five Readers Reading :



1) Identity recreates itself

We interact with the work - making ourselves part of the literary work as we interpret it. [p.124]

2) Matching our defences

Each of us will find what we characteristically wish or fear the most... the reader constructs his characteristic way of achieving what he wishes and defeating what he fears. [p.125]

3) Deriving fantasies

Once someone has taken into himself through his adaptive strategies some literary work... then he derives from it fantasies of a particular kind which yield him pleasure... in terms of his own identity theme. [p.125]

4) Transforming our fantasies

We usually feel a need to transform raw fantasy into a total experience of aesthetic, moral, intellectual or social coherence and significance. ... All serve to synthesise the experience and make it part of the mind’s continuing effort to balance the pressures of the drive for gratification... and one’s inner need to avoid emotional and cognitive dissonance.’ [p.126]



Holland’s epistemological stance

Holland rejects Cartesian dualism:

 ‘the belief that the reality and the meaning of the external world exist alone, independent of the perceiving self, and that therefore, true knowledge requires the splitting of the knower from the known.’ [p.130]



Where Bruner seeks to keep objective and subjective modes of thought and knowing separate and distinct, Holland wants to see one subsumed within the other:

 ‘I am suggesting that a larger law subsumes this 17th century epistemology and points rather to experiencing as an in-gathering and in-mixing of self and other as described by Whitehead... or Dewey or Cassirer or Langer or Husserl.’

                                                                                               [p.130]



David Bleich:

Epistemological Assumptions in the Study of Response [1980]

Where Langer [1953] takes the view that symbolism is inherent in the poetic artefact: 

 ‘in this sense the poem ‘exists’ objectively whenever it is presented to us’  [p.221]



Bleich would take exactly the opposite view:

 ‘The assumption... that all observers have the same perceptual response to a symbolic object creates the illusion that the object is real and that its meaning must reside in it.’ [p.135] 



Only the ‘perceptual symbolisation’ on the part of the reader has any meaning. The object itself ceases to exist to all intents and purposes. Bleich gives as an example Michelangelo’s Moses . Once it is viewed, it becomes:

 ‘no longer a block of stone... but a symbolic representation...’  [pp.135]



For Langer, it already is a symbolic representation, for Bleich it can only become such in the mind of whoever is looking at it.



Like Bruner and Holland, though from a different perspective, Bleich argues for:

 ‘a subjective epistemology [as] a framework through which the study of both response and interpretation may be actively integrated with the experience of response and interpretation, thereby transforming knowledge from something to be acquired into something that can be synthesized on behalf of oneself and one’s community.’

                                                                [my italics] [p.136]



Like Fish and Scholes, whose theories I shall come to next, Bleich considers the implications of this subjective paradigm in relation to the possibilities for any further interpretation or evaluation. Bleich argues that:

 ‘collective similarity of response can be determined only by each individual’s announcement of his response and subsequent communally motivated negotiative comparison.’

                                                                        [my italics] [p.135]



Bearing in mind the need which I come to consider in the concluding chapters of this thesis, for a form of interpretive assessment that is both warrantable and responsible, it occurs to me that moderation meetings for GCSE provide an excellent example of a forum which is already in place for such ‘communally motivated negotiative comparison.’



However, as Tompkins [1980] points out, although Bleich acknowledges the need for a community of interpreters, at the same time, he:

 ‘wants to take responsibility for the production of knowledge away from traditional sources of authority: texts, teachers, institutions - and place it in the hands of all who are engaged in seeking it. ... What sets Bleich apart... is his perception of the effects a theory of reading can have on the way students respond to literature, on classroom procedures and on the authorisation of interpretations.’

                                                                          [my italics] [p.xxi] 



Let me now come to the work of Fish, whose concept of the nature and function of an ‘interpretive community’ in relation to reader responses to narrative texts, differs markedly from that put forward by Bleich. 



Stanley Fish:

Is There A Text In This Class? [1980] 

Before I had the opportunity to read Fish’s book, I assumed that his concept of ‘interpretive communities’ was similar to that put forward by Bleich - ie. a 

‘communally motivated negotiative comparison’ ,

 by means of which knowledge could be ‘synthesized’ by different readers as their unique responses to a story were shared and compared. Not at all!



Fish’s proposition is that the meaning that a reader makes of a text, is already determined by the interpretive community which taught that reader how to approach such a text in the first place. His interest, therefore, is not so much in the nature of the narrative text or in the psyche of an individual reader as in those ‘communities’

 ‘whose assumptions about literature determine the kind of attention he pays.’ [p.11]



In his introduction to the position which he takes up in the book, Fish usefully traces the changes in his understanding of reader-response theories, initially, from:

 ‘replacing “what does this mean” [the text] with “what does this do”, redefining meaning as “event” rather than “entity” 



From this position, similar to that of Rosenblatt and Iser, Fish moves on to perceiving the response which the reader then makes to this ‘event’, as influenced not only by his recollection of the act of reading the text (which as he points out is often some distance away), but more influentially:

  ‘by his theoretical persuasion.’ [p.3] 



‘In other words, it is not that literature exhibits certain formal properties that compel a particular kind of attention; rather paying a particular kind of attention (as defined by what literature is understood to be) results in the emergence into noticeability of the properties we know in advance to be “literary”.’  [p.10]



I have to recognise that in this thesis I am advocating an approach to the reading of pupils’ stories and to their interpretive assessment which is indeed influenced by the concepts of those theorists who regard individual responses to individual texts as essential to the making of meaning. The emphasis for me, though, is not so much on a definition of what constitutes literature, as what constitutes a personally meaningful response.



Fish is not concerned so much with individual responses to literary texts, as with those schools of thought which decide what can be defined as a literary text, according to their particular ‘interpretive strategies’:

 ‘Interpretive communities are made up of those who share interpretive strategies [which] exist prior to the act of reading and therefore determine the shape of what is read.’

                                                                                               [p14] 

Thus:

 ‘the entities that were once seen as competing for the right to constrain interpretation (text, reader, author) are now all seen to be the products of interpretation.’ [my italics][p.16]



Where Bleich wanted to divest the academy and other teaching institutions of their powers to decide on the authorisation of interpretations, Fish invests them with that authority as the literary critical interpretive community. The only freedom which he appears to allow to the individual is to choose the ‘sub-community’ to which he wishes to belong:

 ’within the literary community there are sub-communities... and within any community the boundaries of the acceptable are continually being redrawn.’ [p.343]



 It is not clear, however, to what extent students are likely to have any influence in re-drawing those boundaries, as well as their professors. Somehow I doubt that  students would have much of a say, as those who already have decision-making powers about the boundaries, tend to hang on to them. Bleich’s desire for ‘all to be engaged’ is more overtly democratic but not as likely to occur in practice!.



Also not clear, is the extent to which other communities might influence our interpretations of a narrative text alongside schools of literary criticism. How might a feminist or a political interpretive community affect my response differently from the way I have been taught to approach reading as a student and as a teacher? Fish is not helpful in sorting out such conflicting influences.



Robert Scholes:

Textual Power [1985]

In his book, Scholes offers a critique of Fish’s ‘interpretive communities’ which attacks:

 ‘the notion... as vague, inconsistently applied and unworkable.’ [p.149]



He points out that according to Fish, an interpretive community can vary from something as specific as:

 ‘those who share certain linguistic and cultural information’,

 to something as broad as:

 ‘all Christian readers of a literary text.’ [p.150]



 He argues that:

 ‘there must be as many communities as there are different interpretations. Therefore an interpretive community could not coincide with a paradigm or a discipline... or even a school of criticism: Marxist, Structuralist, Feminist, New Critical etc. - for the simple reason that so many interpretive disputes occur within each of these schools rather than between them.’ [p.155]



Scholes’ central question throughout Textual Power, is:

 ‘What texts should we teach... and how should we teach them?’ [p.16]



 Like Elliot Eisner [1993] arguing for a greater openness to diverse forms of presentation in Educational Research, Scholes argues that what should be taught in university English Departments, should include:

 ‘all kinds of texts, visual as well as verbal...’ [p.16]



Not for Scholes literary canons of any kind, rather:

 ‘Literature as a category must be discarded.’ [p.16]

 

Having made such a strong claim, I find it somewhat ironic, that throughout Textual Power, Scholes reverts to taking examples exclusively for ‘What texts should we teach?’ from works of fiction.



How should we teach them?

This question refers to both texts and students. As far as students are concerned, Scholes, like Wilson, is very much in favour of encouraging their active participation as meaning makers:

 ‘If... heightened awareness is to be the end of our endeavours, we shall have to see it not as something transmitted from the text but as something developed in the student by questioning the text.’ [p.13]



 He regards it as the teacher’s job:

’to explain the rules of the interpreter’s game.’ [p.30]

and:

 ‘to provide the analytical tools that will help students penetrate the clever surface of texts’ [p.55] 



It is not the teacher’s job to do their thinking for them; Scholes warns against the teacherly temptation of showing off in front of a class! 



Textual competencies

Scholes suggests:

 ‘three related skills [or] aspects of textual competence that cannot be divided into separate bits, but are sufficiently distinguishable ... for us to present them to our students as discrete enterprises that may be practised separately.’

                                                                     [my italics][p.21]



Scholes’ three competencies for reading development, Reading, Interpretation and Criticism, to some extent resemble the four categories proposed by Purves [1968]. Briefly, this is how Scholes defines each of them:

Reading

‘We can only read a story if we ... understand the basic elements of narrative coding. Such a reader constructs a whole world from a few indications, fills in the gaps, makes temporal correlations, performs those essential activities that Umberto Ecco called writing ‘ghost chapters’ and taking “inferential walks”. ‘ [my italics] [p.22]



 In this respect, what Scholes later describes as ‘producing text within text’ [p.24] would appear phenomenologically, to resemble Rosenblatt’s ‘poem’ , Iser’s ‘literary work’ and Bruner’s ‘virtual text’.. 



However, unlike Iser, at this initial stage of the meaning-making process, Scholes firmly re-instates the writer, and the relationship of reader to writer, in a manner reminiscent of Georges Poulet [1980].  Poulet regarded the reader’s role generally as essentially passive:

‘to be immersed in the author’s mode of experiencing the world.’ [p.xiv]



Scholes regards this uncritical entry into the story as the author has presented it, as an essential preliminary to the other skills which ultimately stem from that act of engagement:

 ‘Reading - as a submission to the representation of another - is the first step in all thought and all communication... but it is incomplete in itself. It requires both interpretation and criticism for completion.’ [my italics][p.40]



Interpretation

According to Scholes, to become interpretively competent at a basic level, a reader requires background knowledge - about the conditions in the trenches, for instance, in World War I, if a story takes place in such a setting. 

 ‘But these functions are only “interpretation” in the service of “reading”; they are not interpretation proper, which is the thematising of a text [where] we move from the level of the specific events narrated, to a more general level of social types and ethical values.’ [p.29] 



In contrast to Purves’s definition of Interpretation, in which the reader is seeking to draw out those themes which relate her own view of the world, Scholes focuses interpretation on the perceived intentions of the author - in relation to the wider world as the author perceived it.. This is why historical information may also be necessary: 

‘The interpretation of any single literary text... will lead us to cultural history itself - which is of course a major part of our educational responsibility as teachers of literature.’ 

                                                                                               [p.35]

In Scholes’ framework for response, writer, text and reader (and also teacher), are all firmly back in place.  



In moving from the production of his own ‘text within a text’ to focusing on the implied themes, Scholes suggests several narrative patterns that readers can be encouraged to look for:

 ‘Repetitions and Oppositions [and] relationships of  Similarity and Difference.’ [p.32] 



Having distinguished such features, readers can then move on to considering what such features represent. This will involve the reader in:

 ‘connecting the singular oppositions of the text to the generalised oppositions that structure our cultural systems of values... making connections between a particular verbal text and a larger cultural text.’ [p.33] 



The larger cultural text, in this instance, is that during which the work under consideration was actually written. Without this contemporary knowledge, the reader cannot bring his third competency, criticism, into play. 



Criticism

Once the reader has submitted himself to the fictional text as the author conceived it, and identified themes in the story which reflect the author’s values and intentions in the cultural context of his own day, he is then in a position to relate those themes and values to those of his own culture: 

‘taking a stand outside the values and attitudes that have been identified [as the author’s] by reading and interpretation. Criticism is ‘against other texts’ in so far as it resists them in the name of the critic’s recognition of her or his own values.’ [my italics][p.38]



Thus, what was defined as Interpretation by Purves, becomes Criticism, at least to some extent, for Scholes.



Throughout his schema for the development of the reader’s response, Scholes’ competencies are subjectively meaning-related.They never regard a narrative text solely as an object for analysis. At the reading stage:

 ‘A student needs to feel the power of a text, to experience the pleasures obtainable only through submission, before he or she can begin to question both that pleasure and its requisite submission.’ [p.41]



At the interpretive stage, the patterns that a reader must look for in order to extrapolate a central theme or themes, are closely related to the settings, events or behaviours which in themselves are unique to a particular story.



At the most fully developed stage of reading competency, the critical stage,  the reader must relate the values of the author, which are implicit in the themes arrived at through interpretation, to the values which he holds in the context of his own contemporary culture. 



His final role as a reader, is to compare and contrast these values, actively questioning differing views about the world and the behaviour of human beings within it: 

‘Our students must be invited into these critical debates... they must see ‘naturalism’ and ‘aestheticism’ not simply as styles or modes of production in an isolated realm of ‘art’ but as world views with social consequences.’

                                                                             [my italics][p.38]



In this respect, Scholes’ schema for reading development, is not only related to the particularities of the story, but crucially to our values in the real world outside that story. 



Mikhail Bakhtin and Michael Holquist:

Dialogism: Bakhtin and His World  [1982]

In my account of Scholes’ theories, I have described his schema for how a reader’s response to a narrative text might be developed, which ultimately leads out of the world of the novel as the author conceived it into the real world as the reader conceives it. Bakhtin bases the special value which he places upon fictional texts and our reading of them on his general philosophy about the world as we experience it. I have included Holquist’s name alongside Bakhtin’s because I am indebted to the former for his exposition of Bakhtin’s philosophy; all page references are to Holquist’s book.



I found that Bakhtin spoke directly to my own values as an English teacher and as a human being. What appealed to me strongly about his philosophy of dialogism, was the way in which he describes how each of us authors our own lives, through our capacities as language users to maintain a constant flow of dialogue between Self and Other, and then relates this making of meaning to the meanings created by story tellers and story writers:

‘What happens in an utterance, no matter how commonplace, is always more ordered than what happens outside an utterance. We discharge our responsibility by putting meaningless chaos into meaningful patterns through the authorial enterprise of translating ‘life’ outside language into the patterns afforded by words, by sentences and above all, by narrative of various kinds. First of all into anecdotal, everyday speech, more powerfully and perceptively into literature.’ [p.84]



He provided powerful support for my view that pupils’ stories, however inexperienced as writers they may be, deserve the same kind of meaningful, dialogic response as those of more experienced authors. What he had to say about ‘authoring’ also gave me encouragement to continue with the story of my own research journey at a point when I was in danger of getting bogged down.



Dialogism: an epistemology of relativity and relationships

Bakhtin insists on the relativity of our perceptions about everything:

‘Dialogism argues that all meaning is relative... there is neither a first word nor a last word. The contexts of dialogue are without limit. They extend into the deepest past and the most distant future.’ [p.39]



Whilst rejecting the dialectical concept of contradictory opposites, he recognises the existence of many fundamental ‘dualisms’, which far from conflictng with each other, gain meaning and significance from the relationship which binds them inseparably together, such as:

 ‘self/other; particular/universal; utterance/language; unrepeatable/repeatable; flux/fixity.’



He regards all such dualisms as relative in the sense that they are ‘asymmetrical’, in a constant state of tension with each other and he insists that it is only through incessant dialogue - with others and with the self - that the significance of these relationships can be established and explored.



The essential role of language in authoring our lives

Bakhtin allocates a key role to the ability that human beings have to represent their lived experiences through language, both in speech and in writing. Without such an ability, the dialogic process which underpins his entire philosophy, would be impossible. He regards ‘authoring’ as:

 ‘the active constructive role of mind in perception.’ [p.33]



 For Bakhtin, as for Vygotsky [1962], the process normally described as ‘learning to talk’ is also ‘learning to think’. Like Vygotsky [1978], Bakhtin recognises both the crucial function of language as a means of communication with others, and also as a means of engaging in a dialogue with the self, through inner speech.



It is through both these forms of dialogue - internal as well as external - that human beings become capable of perceiving patterns in their experiences which give coherence and meaning to their lives. Bakhtin affirms this to be the case for all individuals situated in the particularity of their personal time and place, within the encircling time and place of their historical and cultural environment. Thus, his self/other, figure/ground  approach allows for influences which people living in the same historical setting share, whilst at the same time recognising the uniqueness of any one person’s experiences:

 ‘Dialogism makes a radical commitment to the historical particularity of any act of perception - as it is actually experienced by living persons from their unique place in existence.’ [p.148]



Bakhtin regards this ‘authoring’ of the unique situation in time and place in which each individual finds himself, as a responsibility which the self is required to undertake:

 ‘It is largely the way I use language that lets me ‘sign my name’ in this responsible sense.’ [p.168]



Where speaking and writing are concerned, Bakhtin recognises, indeed stresses, both the inseparability and at the same time, the different functions of utterance on the one hand, and language on the other. It is the same distinction that Saussure drew between parole and langue; but where Saussure focuses his linguistic analysis solely on langue on the grounds that the generally discernible patterns of language are repeatable, (unlike the idiosyncratic utterances of the individual speaker or writer), Bakhtin insists on the inseparability of the relationship between the two:

 ... ‘the nature of the linguistic sign is synergistic, a constant struggle and co-operation between the necessity to be static and repeatable, and the opposed but no less imperative necessity of the same material to be open to constantly new and changing circumstances.’ [p.175]



Values

‘Where there is a need for choosing, there is a need for values.’ [p.156]



For Bakhtin, authoring inevitably involves valuing on the part of the thinker/perceiver. Holquist comments that:

 ‘the issue of value requires us to invoke two terms that Post-structuralism has rendered notoriously suspect “human subject” and “intention”.’ [p.154] 



Bakhtin argues that:

 ‘[we] always combine spatial and temporal factors with an evaluation of their significance as judged from a particular point of view.’ [p.152]



In other words, we cannot escape the responsibility to interpret and evaluate, as we author our experiences. As Holquist observes

 ‘Perception is never pure, it is always accompanied in terms of evaluating what is perceived.’ [p.152]



‘Novelness’ and the novel as a work of art

Bakhtin points to a continuum between everyday authoring through overt and inner speech and narrative construed as an art form: 

‘Dialogism assumes that all speech activity possesses a high degree of internal organisation: the distinctiveness of what we call a literary text is that it manifests this quality in the highest degree. [p85] ... Both art and lived experience are aspects of the same phenomenon, the heteroglossia of words, values and actions.’ [p. 111] 



Novelness is the name Bakhtin gives to a form of expression that can most powerfully put different orders of experience (each of whose language claims authority on the basis of its ability to exclude others), into dialogue with each other. Above all, it is the novelist’s ability to incorporate many different forms of discourse, which link this genre most intimately with the authoring in which we constantly engage as part of our everyday lives:

‘The novel’s relation to everyday talk is particularly significant because it is the variety of language, the constant reminders of the otherness of speech that constitutes the novel’s characteristic subject, as well as its formal features.’ [p.76]



Bakhtin is careful, however, to avoid the proposition that there is a direct ‘realistic’ reflection of the experienced world in literature:

‘When a man is in art, he is not in life and vice versa.’ 

                                                                                   [p.111]





In this respect, I am reminded of the distinction that Langer makes between the first hand experience of living and the virtual experience of poetic discourse. Similarly, for Bruner, what the novel achieves is verisimilitude - life likeness, but not life itself. 



Bakhtin believed that in the authoring of our everyday lives, we are not capable of crossing the boundary between Self and Other, even though we are always aware of it. Aesthetic, artistic authoring on the other hand, has that ‘negative capability’ to which Keats refers in his letters, to make an imaginative projection into otherness. It is this element or feature (which Bakhtin called transgredience), which renders the novel important in a perceptual as well as in a literary sense. 



He considered storying at its most powerful, in novels of the highest aesthetic quality, as being the most perceptive form of meaning-making that any human being could produce:

 ‘Literature, when it enacts ‘novelness’ is a loophole through which we may see a future otherwise obscured by other forms of discourse.’ [p.83] ; 

and again: 

‘Literature is a particularly potent means by which consciousness transmits itself in the form of coherent and durable patterns of culture. Literature enables the future of culture to be exploited as a zone of proximal development.’

                                                                                                [p.84] 



 Unlike some of the post-modernists, Bakhtin does not take the view that as story writers and story readers we are merely puppets of the cultures in which we live. His concept of relativity allows for both the individual and his culture to have a voice in the authoring of experience - and the most perceptive and illuminating voices of all, are those of story tellers.  



James Britton

Before I come to a consideration of Britton’s concepts about the responses that we can make as story readers, I want to acknowledge a personal debt. Where my encounter with Rosenblatt’s work has exercised a major influence on the development of my perceptions about the nature of a personally meaningful, aesthetic response to stories, my encounter with Britton’s work and with Jimmy himself, has exercised a major influence  for the past forty years on the growth of my perceptions as an educator.  In The Word for Teaching Is Learning [1988] I acknowledge this debt as follows:

‘Sometimes teachers, including me, have the great good fortune of working with someone truly wise. I do not use that word lightly; for me, Jimmy Britton was exactly that. In the gentlest and most modest way he turned me around from thinking as a teacher, to thinking as a learner again. It is thanks to him that everything I have tried to do in my job as an English Adviser has been focused on learning - for teachers as well as for their pupils - and of course for me too.’ [p.270]



Response to Literature [R/L][1968], and Literature in Its Place [L/P][1993]

Like Bakhtin, Britton draws close connections between the worlds that are created in stories and the world in which we live out our lives. Like Bakhtin he regards the capacity that humans have to represent their experience of the world symbolically through language, as the bond which joins the authoring of our own lives with the authoring of potential lives in fiction. Like Bakhtin he recognises the uniqueness of the teller and the telling, in the stories we weave about ourselves and the stories we imagine about others.



For Britton:

 ‘literature exists as a means of recording and contemplating whatever it is that makes our lives uniquely our own and unrepeatable, part of the network of relations that make up society.’ [p.80] [L/P]



He draws on the work of D.W.Harding [1937, 1967] in distinguishing between two courses which are open to humans as language users - we can: ‘operate in the real world’ by means of our capacity to represent it at first hand, or we can ‘operate directly upon the representation itself’’. Britton describes the stance we take in this second kind of mental operation as taking up:

 ‘the role of spectators: spectators of our own past lives, our imagined futures, other men’s lives, impossible events...’ 

                                                                                         [p.9] [R/L]



It is a stance which can be taken up by both writers and readers of stories but though it is reflective, standing back from the decision-making demands of the outer world, it is neither passive nor coolly analytic:

 ‘...these reflections are not analytic in manner, rather they constitute reflection by re-enactment - or in the case of imagined experiences... by a kind of rehearsal that might be called virtual re-enactment.’ [p.54] [L/P]



Moreover, when we take up a spectator role, whether as a writer or a reader:

 ‘There is always in some degree, an indication of how we feel about someone or something; our words carry the pluses and minuses of our verdicts on the world.’ [p.86]

                                                                                         [L/P] 



Thus, in withdrawing from direct contact with the real world, we are not divorcing ourselves from it. The spectator role is not escapist in this sense; rather whether we are reading stories or writing them, our thoughts and feelings are involved in a reconsideration of whatever the act of living involves:

‘We certainly expect of a work of literature that it will embody an evaluation of experience and will not merely record the circumstances, the events and encounters of life as we live it. The culture of any society consists in the evolving accumulation of such evaluations... It is by means of the individual responses, whether to the events of our lives or to works of art... that cultural mores are determined.’ [my italics][p.84] [L/P] 



It is this regard for individual perceptions, whether ‘recording or contemplating’ as writers or readers, as adults or as children, which characterises Britton’s views as an educator. He is adamant that:

‘ A sense of literary form must grow from within’ [p.5] [R/L]

 

and that the roots from which it grows must be fed from ‘the past satisfactions’ that individual readers and writers have experienced. 



The ‘sense of literary form’ which best describes the development of story readers (and story writers) is meaning-related rather than technique-related, in that it refers to ‘a sense of the pattern of events.’ [p.4] [R/L]  



On the one hand, this sense of form:

 ‘increases as our frame of reference of reality grows with experience, primary and secondary of the world we live in.’ 

                                                                                      [p.5] [R/L]

 On the other hand, it: 

‘increases as we find satisfaction in works which, by their complexity or  the subtlety of their distinctions, their scope, or their unexpectedness, make greater and greater demands upon us.’ [p.5] [R/L]



Thus the dynamic relationship of growth in authoring complexity in our own experiences and growth in perceiving complexity in a literary text comes into play.



The continuum between children and adult story readers and writers

Out of all the response theorists to whom I have referred in this long chapter, Britton is the only one who considers whether the responses of young and inexperienced readers and writers can be regarded as similar in kind to those of grown up experts. In this respect I find his work directly relevant to my own concerns. As I draw to the close of my survey in high pastures, what he has to say, may help to ground us once again in classroom practice.



In his Paper Response to Literature which he presented to the academics at the Dartmouth Seminar in the US in 1966, and from which I have been quoting, Britton raises the question:

 ‘Is a naive [reader] response different in kind... or merely different in intensity of feeling or complexity or comprehensiveness or verisimilitude? ... are such responses (and children must make many of them) the bad currency we seek to drive out, or are they the tender shoots that must be fostered if there is to be a flower at all?’ [p.3-4]

                                                                                          [R/L]



Finally, in the book he wrote twenty five years later, published the year before his death, Britton has this to say about children as story writers:

‘Focusing on what is offered - and I am thinking at the moment principally of something written by a child - what is offered has what might be seen as an in-built direction. It is likely to be going somewhere, because the writer’s approval of her/his own work goes with it, and we learn from experience that what satisfies him/her today is likely to lead to further demands next time. This is a movement of change by which a writer builds a highway of past satisfactions. And the message for us teachers is that we should not discourage early enthusiasms because they are art-like in what may seem to us crude ways. It is up to us to recall that they travel the road we ourselves set out upon.’ [p.86] [L/P]
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