3 ¢ R <l o { |
Y t' af 4 l)' 1C 1 l()LS m ne S8 |ry (h 1

(Y [ K4
£ [R1 ¢ (.\kl“[, » not sce *ce W lh " '||“||()|’

il in existence ink that
modilic and even in existence. 1 th ’

in f : :xit ! .
function remain constant in torm, (,Oﬂll)l(;“ ‘);i,c" e races of changing,
o nction il et and fiction and its
as society changes, at the t wher n the process o ch
Jls O::n:l?;:-l{mctioﬁ \w:ill disappear, and in Slll.th :OT;::;, e it
ol i in function according to: . b
:mic texts will once again functio anat  but il i
e, tfuasl‘«itraint—onc which will no longer be the author,
a system ol cons : which W Y ‘
. to be determined or, perhaps, exper o whatever the treatment
have iscourses, whatever their status, form, value, ¢ ity of 3
Alth}:U:'l‘l y will be subjected, would then dcvcllop lm bcén mymity of 4
murmu : h he questions that have a
ar the ques rehashed for
ey soaked s it res someone else? With what at
mumur.‘\m:o\:cally spoke? Is it really he an.(l not somu.)lr;tr. :l::lt e
o |'0"1g' riginality? And what part of his dccpcsl sltk these: “What are the
enticity _‘f;volni’tcad there would be other qucsn'nnlj.”l :ch '|,;,w Vhat are the
discourse: iste cc’ol' this discourse? Where has it been .|‘ L ow cin It e
modes of existen riate it for himself? What are the p .\us; pere thers
" caible subjet ari hject-functions?
o Jndfw’w Ls1sri‘b.l{')[;ul?iccls? Who can assume these v.muuls's‘u' :)m B
And behind a se questions, we would hear hardly anything
And behind all these questions,

I M d'" > . l‘l[! l"‘l'. ary l PO k ' H . “ r??
* b‘
1 . 4 l) ol
of an I1n erence wat ditierence d oes It make who is Speakin

Mo o~ C oA s v o»«\'_\\ao(&?‘

™. Do gid \_(ﬁm@\ ( Nead Nac -,

\,—‘G\e\%\m\ o~ \% A, \

210

11 Wolfgang Iser

Wolfgang Iser (b. 1926) is Professor of English and Comparative Literature at
the University of Constance, West Germany, and has taught at many other
universities in Furope and America. He and his colleague at Constance, 1ans
Robert Jauss, are the best-known exponents of a distinctively German school of
modern criticism known as ‘reception-theory’ (I\’t'zrplion-aesllmil'). This devel-
oped in Germany concurrently with, but more or less independently of, a shifi
in French and Anglo—American criticism from a structuralist focus on the literary
text as a realization of underlying systems to a post-structuralist view of the text
as a site for the production and proliferation of meaning. Rezeption-aesthetil:
shares with deconstruction a scepticism about the reified, objective text presup-
posed by formalist criticism, but jts account of reading is less subversive of the
values of traditional humanist scholarship. It owes much 1o the philosophical
tradition of phenomenology that began with IHusserl, especially the aesthetics
of the Polish scholar Roman Ingarden and the hermencutics of the German
philosopher Mans-Georg Gadamer—a tradition which stresses the centrality of
consciousness in all investigations of meaning.

Iser’s work has affinitics with the so-called Geneva school of phenomenologi-
cal criticism, whose doyen, Georges Poulet, he discusses at the end of the essay
reprinted here. Iser is less ‘mystical’, more ‘scientific’ than the Geneva critics in
his account of literary meaning as a convergence of text and reader, but like them,
and like Gadamer and Ingarden, he privileges the experience of reading literary
texts as a uniquely valuable consciousness-raising activity: ‘reading literature
gives us the chance to formulate the unformulated’. One of the most useful ideas
in Iser’s impressively coherent theory is his discussion ofindclerminacy—thc way
in which ‘gaps’ or ‘blanks’ in literary texts stimulate the reader to construct mean-
ings which would not otherwise come into existence. “I'he Reading Process: a
phenomenological approach’ is reprinted here from Nem Literary History 3 (1972).
For a fuller exposition of Iser’s theory see The Act of Reading: a theory of aesthetic
response (1978) [first published in German 1976); and for Jauss’s theory see
‘Literary History as a Challenge 10 Literary Theory’, New Literary History S
(1974).

CROSS-REFERENCES: 2, Shklovsky
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COMMENTARY: Robert C. Holub, Reception Theory: a eritical introduction
(1984)
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The reading process: a
phenomenological approach

!
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} the imagination. If the reader were given the whole story, and ¢ were nothing
g left for him to do, then his imagination would never enter the field, the result
X would be the boredom which inevitably arises when everything is laid out cut

and dricd before us. A literary text must therefore be conceived in such a way
that it will engage the reader’s imagination in the task of working things out for
himself, for reading is only a pleasure when it is active and creative. In this
process of creativity, the text may cither not go far enough, or may go too far,
- so we may say that boredom and overstrain form the boundaries beyond which
: the reader will leave the field of play.

The extent to which the ‘unwritten’ part of a text stimulates the reader’s
creative participation is brought out by an observation of Virginia Woolfs in her
study of Jane Austen: ‘Jane Austen is thus a mistress of much deeper emotion than
appears upon the surface. She stimulates us to supply what is not there. What
8. she offers is, apparently, a trifle, yet is composed of something that expands in
the reader’s mind and endows with the most enduring form of life scenes which
are outwardly trivial. Always the stress is laid upon character . . . . The turns and
twists of the dialogue keep us on the tenterhooks of suspense. Our attention is
half upon the present moment, half upon the tuture. ... Ilere, indeed, in this
unfinished and in the main inferior story, arc all the clements of Jane Austen’s
greatness.™ “I'he unwritten aspects of apparently trivial scenes, and the unspoken
dialogue within the ‘turns and twists,” not only draw the reader into the action,
but also lead him to shade in the many outlines suggested by the given situations,
so that these take on a reality of their own. But as the reader’s imagination
animates these ‘outlines,” they in turn will influence the effect of the written part
of the text. Thus begins a whole dynamic process: the written text imposes certain
limits on its unwritten implications in order to prevent these
blurred and hazy, but at the same time these implic
reader’s imagination, set the give
it with far greater significance th

from becoming too
ations, worked out by the
n situation against a background which endows
an it might have seemed to possess on its own.
i In this way, trivial scenes suddenly take on the shape of an ‘enduring form of

- life.” What constitutes this form is never named, let alone explained, in the text,
4. tlthough in fact it is the end product of the interaction between text and reader.

)

. -

*The question now arises as to how far such a process can be adequately
‘described. For this purpose a phe

nomenological analysis recommends  itself,
“especially since the somewhat sparse  observations hitherto made of the
:psychology of reading tend mainly to be psychoanalytical, and so are restricted
"o the illustration of predetermined ideas concerning the unconscious. We shall,
however, take a closer look later at some worthwhile psychological observations.

2« As a starting point for a phenomenological analysis we might examine the way
1. I which sequent sentences act upon one

another. This is of especial importance
.M literary texts in view of the fact that they do not correspond to any objective
reality outside themselves. T'he world presented by literary texts is constructed

213



Iser as:a meno appre | '
out of Wit Ingarden has called intentionale Satzkorrelate (intentional sentence
correlatives): . o

Gentences link up in different ways to form more complex units of
meaning that reveal a very varied structure giving rise 10 such entities as
a short story, a novel, a dialogue, a drama, a scientific theory. ... In the
final analysis, there arises a particular world, with component parts
determined in this way or that, and with all the variations that may occur
within these parts—all this as a purcly intentional correlative of a
complex of sentences. If this complex finally forms a fiterary work, 1 call
the whole sum of sequent intentional sentence correlatives the ‘world

presented’ in the work.}

‘I'his world, however, docs not pass before the reader’s eyes like a film. The
sentences are ‘component parts’ insofar as they make statements, claims, or
observations, or convey information, and so establish various perspectives in the
text. But they remain only ‘component parts’—they are not the sum total of the
text itsell. For the intentional correlatives disclose subtle connections which
individually are less concrete than the statements, claims, and observations, even

though these only take on their real meaningfulness through the interaction of

their correlatives.
I low is one to conceive the connection between the correlatives? 1t marks those

points at which the reader is able to ‘climb aboard” the text. 1le has to accept
certain given perspectives, but in doing so he inevitably causes them to interact.
When Ingarden speaks of intentional sentence correlatives in literature, the state-
ments made, or information conveyed in the sentence are already in a certain
sense qualified: the sentence does not consist solely of a statement—which after
all, would be absurd, as onc can only make statements about things that exist—
but aims at something beyond what it actually says. ‘This is true of all sentences
in literary works, and it is through the interaction of these sentences that their
common aim is fulfilled. This is what gives them their own special quality in
literary texts. In their capacity as statements, observations, purveyors of infor-
mation, etc., they are always indications of something that is to come, the structure
of which is foreshadowed by their specific content.
“I'hey set in motion a process out of which emerges the actual content of the
text itself. In describing man’s inner consciousness of time, Ilusserl once
remarked: ‘Every originally constructive process is inspired by pre-intentions,
which construct and collect the seed of what is to come, as such, and bring it
to fruition.’® For this bringing to fruition, the literary text needs the reader’s
imagination, which gives shape to the interaction of corrclatives foreshadowed
in structurc by the sequence of the sentences. §lusserl’s observation draws our
attention to a point that plays a not insignificant part in the process of reading.
‘The individual sentences not only work together to shade in what is to come;
als cctation in this regard. IHusser! calls this expectation ‘pre-
intentions.” As this structure is characteristic of all sentence correlatives,
interaction of these correlatives will not be a fulfilment of the expectation so much

as a continual modification of it.
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v;nricl!ﬂ lmc;ms by which the virtual dimension may be brought into being. T’
process of anticipation and retrospection itself does not by any means develop
in a smooth Now. Ingarden has already drawn attention to this fact, and ascribes
a quite remarkable significance to it:

Once we are immersed in the flow of Satzdenken (sentence-thought); we
are ready, after completing the thought of one sentence, to think out the
‘continuation,” also in the form of a sentence—and that is, in the form of
a sentence that connects up with the sentence we have just thought
through. In this way the process of reading goes cllortlessly forward. But
i by chance the following sentence has no tangible connection whatever
with the sentence we have just thought through, there then comes a
blockage in the stream of thought. "This hiatus is linked with a more or
less active surprise, or with indignation. This blockage must be overcome
if the reading is to flow once more.?

‘I'he hiatus that blocks the flow of sentences is, in Ingarden’s cyes, the product
of chance, and is to be regarded as a flaw; this is typical of his adherence to
the classical idea of art. If one regards the sentence sequence as a continual Now,
this implies that the anticipation aroused by one sentence will generally be
realized by the next, and the frustration of onc’s expectations will arouse feelings
of exasperation. And yet literary texts are full of unexpected twists and turns,
and frustration of expectations. Even in the simplest story there is bound to be
some kind of blockage, if only for the fact that no tale can ever be told in its
entirety. Indeed, it is only through incvitable omissions that a story will gain its
dynamism. Thus whenever the flow is interrupted and we are led off in unex-
pected directions, the opportunity is given to us to bring into play our own faculty
for establishing connections—for filling in the gaps left by the text itselt
These gaps have a different effect on the process of anticipation and retro-
spection, and thus on the ‘gestalt’ of the virtual dimension, for they may be filled
in different ways. For this reason, onc text is potentially capable of several
different realizations, and no reading can ever exhaust the full potential, for each
individual reader will fill in the gaps in his own way, thereby excluding the
various other possibilities; as he reads, he will make his own decision as to how
the gap is to be filled. In this very act the dynamics of reading are revealed. By
making his decision he implicitly acknowledges the inexhaustibility of the text;
at the same time it is this very inexhaustibility that forces him to make his decision.
With ‘traditional’ texts this process was more or less unconscious, but modern
texts frequently exploit it quite deliberately. They are often so fragmentary that
one’s attention is almost exclusively occupied with the search for conncctions
between the fragments; the object of this is not to complicate the ‘spectrum’ of
connections, so much as to make us aware of the nature of our own capacity for
providing links. In such cases, the text refers back directly to our own precon-
ceptions—which are revealed by the act of interpretation that is a basic element

of the reading process. WithatHiterarytexts;-then; ; :

process is sclective, and the potential text is infinitely richer than any of its
individual realizations. ‘This is borne out by the fact that a second reading of
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a picce of literature often produces a different impressigf Ym the first, 'r'hc
reasons for this may lie in the reader’s own change of cile istances; still, the
text must be such as to allow this variation. On a second reading familiar occur-
rences now tend to appear in a new light and seem to be at times corrected, at
times enriched.

In every text there is a potential time-sequence which the reader must inevi-
tably realize, as it is impossible to absorb even a short text in a single moment.
Thus the reading process always involves viewing the text through a perspective
that is continually on the move, linking up the different phases, and so
constructing what we have called the virtual dimension. This dimension, of
course, varies all the time we are reading. However, when we have finished the
text, and read it again, clearly our extra knowledge will result in a different time-
sequence; we shall tend to establish connections by referring to our awareness
of what is to come, and so certain aspects of the text will assume a significance
we did not attach to them on a first reading, while others will recede into the
background. It is a common enough experience for a person to say that on a
second reading he noticed things he had missed when he read the book for the
first time, but this is scarcely surprising in view of the fact that the second time
he is looking at the text through a different perspective. The time-sequence that
he realized on his first reading cannot possibly be repeated on a second reading
and this unrepeatability is bound to result in modifications of his reading experi-
ence. ‘This is not to say that the second reading is ‘truer’ than the first—they
are, quite simply, different: the reader establishes the virtual dimension of the
text by realizing a new time-sequence. Thus even on ‘repeated viewings a text
allows and, indeed, induces innovative reading.

'ln whatever way, and under whatever circumstances, the reader may link the
different phases of the text together, it will always be the process of anticipation
and retrospection that leads to the formation of the virtual dimension, which in
turn transforms the text into an experience for the reader. The way in which this
cxperience comes about through a process of continual modification is closely
akin to the way in wlrich we gather experience in life. And thus the ‘reality’ of
the reading experience can illuminate basic patterns of real experience:

We have the experience of a world, not understood as a system of
relations which wholly determine each event, but as an open totality the
synthesis of which is inexhaustible. . . . From the moment that
experience—that is, the opening on to our de facto world—is recognized
as the beginning of knowledge, there is no longer any way of
distinguishing a level of a priori truths and one of factual ones, what the
world must necessarily be and what it actually is.?

The manner in which the reader experiences the text will reflect his ow
disposition, and in this respect the literary text acts as a kind of mirror; but a
the same time, the reality which this process helps to create is one that will b
different from his own (since, normally, we tend to be bored by texts that presen

us with things we already know perfectly well ourselves). Thus we have th
apparently paradoxical situation in which the reader is forced to reveal aspect
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of himsclflcr to experience a reality which is different from his own. The
impact this reality makes on him will depend largely on the extent to wh.lch he
himself actively provides the unwritten part of the text, and yet in supplying all
the missing links, he must think in terms of experiences different from his own;
indeed, it is only by leaving behind the familiar world of his own cxpf:ricncc that
the reader can truly participate in the adventure the literary text offers him.

I

We have scen that, during the process of reading, there is an active ingcrwcaving
of anticipation and retrospection, which on a second reading may turn into a kind
of advance retrospection. ‘The impressions that arise as a rcs.ult.ol this process
will vary from individual to individual but only within the limits imposcd l?y the
written as opposed to the unwritten text. In the same way, two people gazing at
the night sky may both be looking at the same collection o‘l stars, !)ut one :v!ll
see the image of a plough, and the other will make out a (I||)PFr. I'he ‘stars” in
a literary text are fixed; the lines that join them are variable. |!1c m}thqr of the
text may, of course, exert plenty of influence on the reader's imagination—he
has the whole panoply of narrative techniques at his disposal—but no author
worth his salt will ever attempt to set the whole picture before his reader’s eyes.
If he does, he will very quickly lose his reader, for it is only by :lcliv:uipg the
reader’s imagination that the author can hope to involve him and so realize the
intentions of his text. o

Gilbert Ryle, in his analysis of imagination, asks: ‘Ilow can a person fancy that
he sees something, without realizing that he is not seeing it?” e answers as
follows:

Seeing Helvellyn (the name of a mountain) in onc’s mind’s cye (|oc.s: not
entail, what sceing Helvellyn and secing snapshots of llclvcllxn cmm.l, the
having of visual sensations. It does involve the thought of h.nvmg a view
of Helvellyn and it is therefore a more sophisticated operation than that
of having a view of Helvellyn. It is onc utilization among others of the .
knowledge of how lctvellyn should loak, or, in one sense of lhc vcn:b, it
is thinking how it should look. I'he expectations wh.lch are h.llhllct'd in the
recognition at sight of Helvellyn are not indeed fulhllgd in picturing it,
but the picturing of it is something like a rehearsal of getting thcr!\
fultilled. 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 sceing the mountain.'

If one sees the mountain, then of course one can no longer imagi.nc it, :m_d S0
the act of picturing the mountain presupposcs its absence. Simll'nrly, with a
literary text we can only picture things which are not there; the written pa‘rt of

1€ TCXT gives s ; it . d
opportunity to picture things; indeed without the clc.mcm's of mt!ftcrmmacy, the
gaps in the text, we should not be able to use our imagination.
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"The truth of this observation is borne out by the experien ny people have
on secing, for instance, the film of a novel. While reading Tom Jones, they may
never have had a clear conception of what the hero actually looks tike, but on
sceing the film, some may say, “That’s not how I imagined him.’ ‘T'he point here
is that the reader of 7om Jones is able 10 visualize the hero virtually for himself,
and so his imagination senses the vast number of possibilites; the moment these
possibilites are narrowed down to one complete and immutable picture, the imag-
ination is put out of action, and we feel we have somehow been cheated, This
may perhaps be an oversimplification of the process, but it does illustrate plainly
the vital richness of potential that arises out of the fact that the hero in the novel
must be pictured and cannot be seen. With the novel the reader must use his
imagination to synthesize the information given him, and so his perception is
simultancously richer and more private; with the film he is confined merely to
physical perception, and so whatever he remembers of the world he had pictured
is brutally cancelled out,

114

The ‘picturing’ that is done by our imagination is only one of the activities
through which we form the ‘gestalt’ of a literary text. We have already discussed
the process of anticipation and retrospection, and to this we must add the process
of grouping together all the different aspects of a text to form the consistency
that the reader will always be in search of. While expectations may be continually
modificd, and images continually expanded, the reader will still strive, even if
unconsciously, to fit everything together in a consistent pattern. ‘In the reading
of images, as in the hearing of speech, it is always hard to distinguish what is
given to us from what we supplement in the process of projection which is trig-
gered oft by recognition . . . it is the guess of the beholder that tests the medley
of forms and colours for coherent meaning, crystallizing it into shape when a
consistent interpretation has been found.”*? By grouping together the written
parts of the text, we enable them to interact, we observe the direction in which
they are leading us, and we project onto them the consistency which we, as
readers, require, “T'his ‘gestalt’ must inevitably be colored by our own charac-
teristic selection process. For it is not given by the text itself; it arises from the
meeting between the written text and the individual mind of the reader with its
own particular history of experience, its own consciousness, its own outlook. The
‘gestalt’ is not the true meaning of the text; at best it is a configurative meaning;
‘... comprehension is an individual act of seeing-things-together, and only
that.’!3 With a literary text such comprehension is inseparable from the reader’s
expectations, and where we have expectations, there too we have one of the most
potent weapons in the writer’s armory—illusion.

Whenever ‘consistent reading suggests itself .. . illusion takes over.'* II-

. S i

- - ]

as its negation.”!’ “T'he ‘gestalt’ of a text normally takes on (or, rather, is given)
this fixed or definable outline, as this is essential to our own understanding, but
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on the o hand, if reading were to consist of nothing but an uninterrupted |
building Up- of illusions, it would be a suspect, if' not downright dangerous,
process: instead of bringing us into contact with reality, it would wean us away
from realities. Of course, there is an clement of ‘escapism’ in all literature,
resulting from this very creation of illusion, but there are some texts which offer
nothing but a harmonious world, purified of all contradiction and deliberately
excluding anything that might disturb the illusion once established, and these are
the texts that we generally do not like to classify as literary. Women's magazines
and the brasher forms of detective story might be cited as examples.

However, even if an overdose of illusion may lead to triviality, this does not
mean that the process of illusion-building should ideally be dispensed with alto-
gether, On the contrary, even in texts that appear to resist the formation of
illusion, thus drawing our attention to the cause of this resistance, we still need
the abiding illusion that the resistance itsell’ is the consistent pattern underlying
the text. This is especially true of modern texts, in which it is the very precision
of the written details which increases the proportion of indeterminacy; one detail
appears to contradict another, and so simultancously stimulates and frustrates our
desire to ‘picture,’ thus continually causing our imposed ‘gestalt’ of the text to
disintegrate. Without the formation of illusions, the unfamiliar world of the text
would remain unfamiliar; through the iflusions, the experience offered by the text
becomes accessible to us, for it is only the illusion, on its different levels of
consistency, that makes the experience ‘readable.’ If we cannot find (or impose)
this consistency, sooner or later we will put the text down. The process is
virtually hermeneutic. "The text provokes certain expectations which in turn we
project onto the text in such a way that we reduce the polysemantic possibilitics
to a single interpretation in keeping with the expectations aroused, thus
extracting an individual, configurative meaning. The polysemantic nature of the
text and the illusion-making of the reader are opposed factors. If the illusion were
complete, the polysemantic nature would vanish; if the polysemantic nature were
all-powerful, the illusion would be totally destroyed. Both extremes are conceiv-
able, but in the individual literary text we always find some form of balance
between the two conflicting tendencies. The formation of illusions, therefore, can
never be total, but it is this very incompleteness that in fact gives it its productive
vitlue.

With regard to the experience of reading, Walter Pater once observed: *For
to the grave reader words too are grave; and the ornamental word, the figure,
the accessory form or colour or reference, is rarely content to die to thought
precisely at the right moment, but will inevitably linger awhile, stirring a long
“brainwave” behind it of perhaps quite alicn associations.” Even while the reader
is secking a consistent pattern in the text, he is also uncovering other impulses
which cannot be immediately integrated or will even resist final integration. Thus
the semantic possibilities of the text will always remain far richer than any
configurative meaning formed while reading. But this impression is, of course,
only to be gained through reading the text. Thus the configurative meaning can

be nothing but a pars pro teto [part for the whole] fulfilment of the text, and yet
this fulfilment gives rise to the very richness which it secks to restrict, and indeed
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in some modern texts, our awareness of this richness mkcsedcncc over any
configurative meaning, -

This fact has several consequences which, for the purpose of analysis, may
be dealt with separately, though in the reading process they will all be working
together. As we have seen, a consistent, configurative meaning is essential for
the apprehension of an unfamiliar experience, which through the process of
illusion-building we can incorporate in our own imaginative world. At the same
time, this consistency conflicts with the many other possibilities of fulillment it
sceks to exclude, with the result that the configurative meaning is always
accompanicd by ‘alien associations’ that do not fit in with the illusions formed.
‘The first consequence, then, is the fact that in forming our illusions, we also
produce at the same time a latent disturbance of these illusions. Strangely
enough, this also applics to texts in which our expectations are actually
fulfilled—though one would have thought that the fulfilment of expectations
would help to complete the illusion. ‘Illusion wears off once the expectation is
stepped up; we take it for granted and want more.’V?

The experiments in ‘gestalt’ psychology referred to by Gombrich in Arr and
Musion make one thing clear: *. . . though we may be intcllectually aware of the
fact that any given experience must be an illusion, we cannot, strictly speaking,
watch ourselves having an illusion.”'® Now, if illusion were not a transitory state,
this would mean that we could be, as it were, permanently caught up in it. And
if reading were exclusively a matter of producing illusion—neccessary though this
is for the understanding of an unfamiliar experience—we should run the risk
of falling victim to a gross deception. But it is precisely during our reading that
the transitory nature of the illusion is revealed to the full,

As the formation of illusions is constantly accompanied by “alien associations’
which cannot be made consistent with the illusions, the reader constantly has
to lift the restrictions he places on the ‘meaning’ of the text. Since it is he who
builds the illusions, he oscillates between involvement in and observation of those
illusions; he opens himself to the unfamiliar world without being imprisoned in
it. Through this process the reader moves into the presence of the fictional world
and so experiences the realities of the text as they happen.

In the oscillation between consistency and “alien associations,” between
involvement in and observation of the illusion, the reader is bound to conduct
his own balaneng operation, and it is this that forms the aesthetic experience
offered by the literary text. However, if the reader were to achieve a balance,
obviously he would then no longer be engaged in the process of establishing and
disrupting consistency. And since it is this very process that gives rise to the
balancing operation, we may say that the inherent non-achievement of balance
is a prerequisite for the very dynamism of the operation. In seeking the
balance we inevitably have to start out with certain expectations, the shattering
of which is integral to the aesthetic experience.

l~‘unherrpore, to say merely that ‘our expectations are satisfied’ is to be
guilty of another serious ambiguity. At first sight such a statement seems
to deny the obvious fact that much of our enjoyment is derived from
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surprises, from betrayals of our expectations. ‘I'he solution of this paradox
is to hind some ground for a distinction between ‘surprise’ and
‘frustration.” Roughly, the distinction can be made in terms of the effects
which the two kinds of ¢xperiences have upon us. Frustration blocks or
checks activity. It necessitates new orientation for, our activity, if we are

to escape the aul de sac. Consequently, we abandon the frustrating object
and return to blind impulsive activity. On the other hand, surprise merely
causts a temporary cessation of the exploratory phase of the expericnce,
and a recourse to intense contemplation and scrutiny. In the latter phase
the surprising elements are scen in their connection with what has gone
before, with the whole drift of the experience, and the enjoyment of these
values is then extremely intense. Finally, it appears that there must always
be some degree of novelty or surprise in all these values if there is a
progressive specification of the direction of the total act ... and any
aesthetic experience tends to exhibit a continuous interplay between
‘deductive’ and ‘inductive’ operation.'?

It is this interplay between ‘deduction’ and ‘induction’ that gives rise to the
configurative meaning of the text, and not the individual expectations, surprises,
or frustrations arising from the difTerent perspectives. Since this interplay obvi-
ously does not take place in the text itself, but can only come into being through
the process of reading, we may conclude that this process formulates something
that is unformulated in the text, and yet represents its ‘intention.” “Thus, by
reading, we uncover the unformulated part of the text, and this very indetermi-
nacy is the force that drives us to work out a configurative meaning while at the
same time giving us the necessary degree of freedom to do so.

As we work out a consistent pattern in the text, we will find our ‘interpretation’
threatened, as it were, by the presence of other possibilities of ‘interpretation,’
and so there arise new areas of indeterminacy (though we may only be dimly
aware of them, if at all, as we are continually making ‘decisions’ which will
exclude them). In the course of a novel, for instance, we somctimes find that
characters, events, and backgrounds scem to change their significance; what
really happens is that the other ‘possibilitics’ begin to emerge more strongly, so
that we become more directly aware of them. Indeed, it is this very shilting of
perspectives that makes us feel a novel is that much more ‘truc-m-lifc.’_ Since it
is we oursclves who establish the levels of interpretation and switch from one
to another as we conduct our balancing operation, we ourselves impart to the
text the dynamic lifelikeness which, in turn, enables us to absorb an unfamiliar
experience into our personal world. ) :

As we read, we oscillate to a greater or lesser degree between the building

and the breaking of illusions. In a process of trial and error, we organize and
by the text. These are the given factors,

reorganize the various data offered us
¢ fixed point on whi C 1 atiom,

in the way we think the author meant them to be fitted. ‘For to perccive, 2
beholder must create his own experience. And his creation must include relations
comparable to those which the original producer underwent. They are not the
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‘The uncertainty surrounding this simple question already puts a strain on the
consistency we have cstablished, and indeed begins to puncture it, especially
when other problems make themselves felt as regards the remarkable conjunction
of spear and cigar. Various alternatives come 1o mind, but the varicty alone is
sullicient to leave one with the impression that the consistent pattern has been
shattered. And even if, after all, one can still believe that irony holds the key
to the mystery, this irony must be of a very strange nature; for the formulated
text does not merely mean the opposite of what has been formulated. 1t may even
mean something that cannot be formulated at all. The moment we try to impose
a consistent pattern on the text, discrepancies are bound to arise. These are,
as it were, the reverse side of the interpretative coin, an involuntary product of
the process that creates discrepancies by trying o avoid them. And itis their very
presence that draws us into the text, compelling us to conduct a creative exam-
ination not only of the text, but also of ourselves,

T'his entanglement of the reader is, of course, vital to any kind of text, but
in the literary text we have the strange situation that the reader cannot know
what his participation actually entails. We know that we share in certain cxperi-
ences, but we do not know what happens to us in the course of this process.
‘This is why, when we have been particularly impressed by a book, we feel the
need 1o talk about it; we do not want to get away from it by talking about it—
we simply want to understand more clearly what it is that we have been entangled
in. We have undergone an experience, and now we want to know consciously
what we have experienced. Perhaps this is the prime usclulness of literary criti-
cism—it helps to make conscious those aspects of the text which would otherwise
remain concealed in the subconscious; it satisfies (or helps to satisfy) our desire

to talk about what we have read. 'l

‘The efficacy of a literary text is brought about by the apparent evocation and
subsequent negation of the familiar. What at first scemed to be an affirmation

of our assumptions leads to our own rejection of them, thus tending to prepare

us for a re-orientation. And it is only when we have outstripped our precons

ceptions and left the shelter of the familiar that we are in a position to gather .:
new experiences. As the literary text involves the reader in the formation of -

illusion and the simultancous formation of the means whereby the illusion is
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Any ‘living event’ must, to a greater or lesser degree, remain opén. In reading,
this obliges the reader to seek continually for consistency, because only then can
he close up situations and comprehend the unfamiliar. But consistency-building
Is itsell” a living process, in which one is constantly forced to make selective
decisions—and these decisions in their turn give a reality to the possibilities
whith they exclude, insofar as they may take effect as a latent disturbance of the
consistency established. This is what cauges the reader to be entangled in the
text ‘pestalt’ that he himself has produced.

Through this entanglement the reader is bound to open himself up to the
workings of the text, and so leave behind his own preconceptions. This gives
him the chance to have an experience in the way George Bernard Shaw once
describied itz *You have learnt something. ‘That always feels at first as if you had
lost semething.’2? Reading reflects the structure of experience to the extent that
we must suspend the ideas and attitudes that shape our own personality before
we can experience the unfamiliar world of the literary text. But during this
process, something happens to us.

This ‘something’ needs to be looked at in detail, especially as the incorporation
of the unfamiliar into our own range of experience has been to a certain extent
phscured by an idea very common in literary discussion: namely, that the process
ol absorbing the unfamiliar is labelled as the identification of the reader with what
he reads, Often the term ‘identification’ is used as if it were an explanation,
whereas in actual fact it is nothing more than a description. What is normally

~meant by ‘identification’ is the establishment of affinitics between oneself and

sameone owtside onesell—a (amiliar ground on which we are able to experience
the unfamiliar. ‘The author’s aim, though, is to convey the experience and, above

~all, an auitude towards that experience. Consequently, ‘identification’ is not an

end in itself, but a stratagem by means of which the author stimulates attitudes

= n the reader.

« "This of course is not to deny that there does arise a form of participation as
one reads; one is certainly drawn into the text in such a way that one has the
feeling that there is no distance between oneself and the events described. This
Imolvement is well summed up by the reaction of a critic to reading Charlotte
Nronti's Jane Eyre: “We took up Jane Eyre one winter’s evening, somewhat piqued

punctured, reading reflects the process by which we gain experience. Once the -

_ - at the extravagant commendations we had heard, and sternly resolved to be as
reader is entangled, his own preconceptions are continually overtaken, so that < <373

i aitical as Croker. But as we read on we forgot both commendations and criticism,
" Wentified oursclves with Janc in all her troubles, and finally married Mr. Roch-
.. &ster about four in the morning.”™ "The question is how and why did the critic
. Memily himself with Jane?

. In order to understand this ‘experience,’ it is well worth considering Georges
+ Pouler’s observations on the reading process. He says that books only take on
their full existence in the reader.2® 1t is true that they consist of ideas thought
_out by someone else, but in reading the reader becomes the subject that doces
‘the thinking. Thus there disappears the subject-object division that otherwise

as this happens he is open to the immediate experience of the text, which was
impossible so long as his preconceptions were his ‘present.” -

V

aspects that form the basis of the relationship between reader and text: the. i
process of anticipation and retrospection, the consequent unfolding of the text ¥
as a living event, and the resultant impression of lifelikeness. rot
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the world ol the literary text have so often been misinterpreted as idcntiﬁ;“.{
cation. From the idea that in reading we must think the thoughts of someone clse, .-
Poulet draws the following conclusion: ‘Whatever | think is a part of my menta
world. And yet here | am thinking a thought which manifestly belongs to another
mental world, which is being thought in me just as though 1 did not exist. Alrcady
the notion is inconceivable and seems even more so if | reflect that, since every
thought must have a subject to think it, this thought which is alien 10 me and yet
in me, must also have in me a subject which is alien to me. . .. Whenever | read,
1 mentally pronounce an I, and yet the I which [ pronounce is not myself.’26

But for Poulet this idea is only part of the story. The strange subject that
thinks the strange thought in the reader indicates the potential presence of the
author, whosc ideas can be ‘internalized’ by the reader: ‘Such is the character-
istic condition of every work which 1 summon back into existence by placing
conscioysness at its disposal. | give it not only existence, but awareness of exist-
ence.’27 This would mean that consciousness forms the point at which author and
reader converge, and at the same time it would result in the cessation of the
temporary self-alienation that occurs to the reader when his consciousness brings
to life the ideas formulated by the author. ‘This process gives rise to a form of
communication which, however, according to Poulet, is dependent on two
conditions: the life-story of the author must be shut out of the work, and the
individual disposition of the reader must be shut out of the act of reading. Only
then can the thoughts of the author take place subjectively in the reader, who
thinks what he is not. It follows that the work itself must be thought of as a
consciousness, because only in this way is there an adequate basis for the author-
reader relationship—a relationship that can only come about through the nega-
tion of the author’s own life-story and the reader’s own disposition. This
conclusion is actually drawn by Poulet when he describes the work as the self-
presentation or materialization of consciousness: ‘And so 1 ought not to hesitate
to recognize that so long as it is animated by this vital inbreathing inspired by
the act of reading, a work of literature becomes (at the expense of the reader
whose own life it suspends) a sort of human being, that it is a mind conscious
of itself and constituting itself in me as the subject of its own objects.’? Fyen
though it is difficult to follow such a substantialist conception of the conscious-
ness that constitutes itsell in the literary work, there are, nevertheless, certain
points in Poulet’s argument that are worth holding on to. But they should be
developed along somewhat different lines.

If reading removes the subject-object, division that constitutes all perception,
it follows that the reader will be ‘occupied’ by the thoughts of the author, and
these in their turn will cause the drawing of new ‘boundaries.” Text and reader
no longer confront each other as object and subject, but instead the “division’
takes place within the reader himself. In thinking the thoughts of another, his
own individuality temporarily recedes into the background since it is supplanted

y these alie S 8 on which his attention is L

focussed. As we rcad, there occurs an artificial division of our personality
because we take as a theme for ourselves something that we are not. Conse-

quently when reading we operate on different levels. For although we may be B 2,

!
l“\.
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thinking the thoughts of somcone clse, what we areQC ) not dis: '

.COmPIt‘_'CIy-——il will merely remain a more or less powerful ﬁ'riual for" M?’I:ur
in fca(lmg there are these two levels—the alien ‘me’ and the real vim:-':i.‘ .’US.
which are never completely cut off from each other. Indeed we .can o;Il . k—
someonc else’s thoughts into an absorbing theme for oursz:lvcs ro 'dy'(']mh'i
virtual Im!:l.(.grouml of our own personality can adapt to it. Eve ' ?c;lw L l ‘i
draws a different boundary within our personality, so that l};c virtrz'nl ba 'I:w. uml
(the real ‘me’) will take on a diffetent form, according the theme oF 'ETOUN
concerned. “This is inevitable, if only for the fact that the relationship bcfwfe’:

o h(,“ 1Itme | nd rtug ' d Ckgl' o ') i
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12 Julia Kristeva

Julia Kristeva (b. 1941), like Tzvetan Todoroy (see above pp. 157-65), -
born in Bulgaria and has made her intellectual carcer in France, writing
Irench and teaching at the University of Paris. She is one of the most brilli
and versatile of the French intellectual figures of the last two decades. Rol:
Barthes said of her (it could have been equally well said of himself) that 4

—Kristeva always destroys the Itest preconception, The one we thought we co
be comforted by, the one of which we could be proud.’

Beginning as a linguist and semiotician, she became a key figure in the gro
associated with the journal 7y Quel, which in the late 1960s and early ;
promoted a heady (and, as it proved, unstable) mixture of literary semiotics 2
Maoist politics. The ideas of Barthes, Lacan, and Derrida were all grist to |
mill, but her Shavic background made her also 4 shrewd and illuminati
commentator on Jakobson and Bakhtin. In the mid-1970s, Julia Kristeva beg
to write on topics related to women and feminism, and her work became incre:
ingly oriented 10 psychoanalysis, which she now practices. To the dismay of mg
of her carly admirers, she has in recent years repudiated the lefiism of her -
QOuel period and espoused some very right-wing views. In her intellectual br
liance, epigrammatic poise, conceptual eclecticism, sometimes wilful obscurity, a/
determination to stay ahead of the game, she typifies everything that is,
outsiders, most impressive and most irritating in contemporary French intellect
life.

“The Ethics of Linguistics’ questions the attempt of that discipline to give
totally scientific and systematic account of language, by invoking, and in p;
borrowing, the mysterious eloquence of poetic discourse. In calling for an an
authoritarian linguistics of the speaking subject, the essay perhaps reflects Kri
teva’s familiarity with Bakhtin, though she conceives ‘the subject’ very much
terms of a post-structuralist reading of Marx, Freud and Nietzsche. “The Ethi
of Linguistics’ was first published in 1974, and is reprinted here from Desire
Language: a semiotic approach to literature and ant (1980), edited by Leon
Roudicz and translated by Thomas Gora, Alice Jardine, and Leon S, Roudie

CROSS-REFERENCES: 1. Saussure

2; Shklovsky
- 3. Jakobson
27. MacCabe
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