Reader Response Criticism


Reader-Response criticism is not a subjective, impressionistic free-for-all, nor a legitimizing of all half-baked, arbitrary, personal comments on literary works. Instead, it is a school of criticism which emerged in the 1970s, focused on finding meaning in the act of reading itself and examining the ways individual readers or communities of readers experience texts. These critics raise theoretical questions regarding how the reader joins with the author "to help the text mean." They determine what kind of reader or what community of readers the work implies and helps to create. They also may examine the significance of the series of interpretations the reader undergoes in the reading process.


Reader-response critics focus on what texts do; but instead of regarding texts as self-contained entities, reader-response criticism asks: what do texts do in the minds of the readers? The systematic examination of the aspects of the text that arouse, shape, and guide a reader's response. According to reader-response criticism, the reader is a producer rather than a consumer of meanings. In this sense, a reader is a hypothetical construct of norms and expectations that can be derived or projected or extrapolated from the work and may even be said to inhere in the work. Because expectations may be violated or fulfilled, satisfied or frustrated, and because reading is a temporal process involving memory, perception, and anticipation, the charting of reader-response is extremely difficult and perpetually subject to construction and reconstruction, vision and revision. 


In the reader-response critical approach, the primary focus falls on the reader and the process of reading rather than on the author or the text.

Varying Emphases: 

How readers interpret texts: Sometimes called "subjective." May deal with published "readings" of texts and/or study nonprofessional readings (e.g., students). These critics explain similarities in readings in varying ways:

· "styles" or "identity themes" of readers are similar: 

· "Character-Action-Moral Style" ("connected knowers")--treat literature as coextensive with experience 

· "Diggers for Secrets"--find hidden meanings in literature, psychoanalyze motives of characters, etc. 

· "Anthropologists"--look for cultural patterns, norms, values [e.g. feminists, New Historicists]. 

· "informed" readers belong to same "interpretive communities" with shared reading strategies, values and interpretive assumptions.

· readers are situated in a common cultural/historical setting and shaped by dominant discourses and ideologies. "Reception theory/aesthetics" studies the changing responses of the general reading public over time. 

How texts govern reader: Focus on how texts guide, constrain, control reading; often use linguistic, stylistic, narrative methods of analysis. Wolfgang Iser argues that the text in part controls the reader's responses but contains "gaps" that the reader creatively fills. There is a tension between

· "the implied reader," who is established by the "response-inviting structures" of the text; this type of reader is assumed and created by the work itself 

· "the actual reader," who brings his/her own experiences and preoccupations to the text 

Guide Questions:

· What is the central focal point of reader response theory?
· What is an interpretive community? Why do different interpretive communities produce different readings of texts?
· Explain the difference between understanding the reader as a consumer and understanding the reader as a producer of meaning.
· Does reader response theory suggest that any interpretation is valid? Explain why or why not.
· What does a reader response critic pay attention to when she reads a text?
· As a reader response critic, how might you create meaning from Heart of Darkness?
Example Essay:  Reader Response
Heart of Darkness, again taking our critical topic as our theoretical example, is rather obviously trying to do something to its reader, to change him or his mind in some way. For one thing, as almost every critic has recognized, the work is obviously--if complexly--critiquing late nineteenth-century imperialism. But Heart of Darkness, even as it mounts this explicit critique, also explicitly practices the dogma of disinterestedness, a paradoxical feat accomplished primarily by making Marlow's act of tale-telling adhere to Shelley's image: the tale seems more like meditation than speech, and the audience seems less hearing than overhearing. There Marlow sits, almost invisible in the deepening darkness, simply thinking aloud. Or so it seems. The presence of his immediate audience seems almost if not entirely incidental, almost unnecessary to the telling of his tale.
A reader response critic would observe that so many "seemings" should make us wary, suspicious of what we seem to be seeing. He might also observe that one of the tale's "actions" is not only the usual conflict of characters, but also the less usual conflict of aesthetics and rhetoric here being discussed. Put otherwise, different definitions of literature are at war in Heart of Darkness, and the reader is being asked to sit in judgment on this agony as well as on that being narrated by Marlow, the most obvious instance of which is his struggle with Kurtz or, if you will, himself. All that we can be certain of, given Conrad's superior artistry, in this work and in his others, is that each request for the reader's judgment is designed to prompt rethinking of his conventional or received ways of thinking about and valuing art--and of the "persons" it fabricates.
--From "Darkening the Reader: Reader Response Criticism and Heart of Darkness" by Adena Rosmarin.
