WEEK 2

Making Meaning:
Author, Reader, Text, & World

Key Questions
What is the relationship between authors, readers, texts, and the
world they inhibit?
Who creates and owns a text and its meaning?
Do texts have more than one meaning?
What is the purpose of the literary critic?

The Liberal Humanist Approach
• Author creates text with specific intention as to what its meaning will be
• Text is the vehicle that conveys author’s intention and meaning
• Reader interprets text and its meaning with aim to decipher author’s intention
• Author holds answer to the question of what their text means
• Reader can look to author for answer, or consult critics
• Critics are experts at deciphering author’s intention and text’s meaning
• Text only has one “correct” meaning and interpretation, determined by its author
• Meaning is fixed and persists throughout time, independent of reader or context
• Problem: what if author, reader and critic disagree over text’s meaning?
• Example: J. R. Tolkien vs D. J. Taylor on meaning of The Lord of the Rings
Beyond Liberal Humanism: Who Creates Meaning?
• Several theories disagree with Liberal Humanism about nature of a text’s meaning
• Different theories place different emphasis on author, reader, and text respectively
• Some contend that meaning lies within text, independent from author or reader
• Others argue that text has no meaning at all without a reader
• Others again suggest texts gain their meaning from their historical context
• Issue: is meaning something that is brought to a text, is inherent within it, or both?
The Intentional Fallacy
• Coined by Wimsatt and Beardsley; problematises concept of authorial intention
1.

“the design or intention of the author is neither available nor desirable as a
standard for judging the success of a work of literary art […]”
Wimsatt and Beardsley, “The Intentional Fallacy”

• Author’s intention is not only undesirable and irrelevant to interpretation of text but it is
also something that cannot be determined
• Instead, texts should be judged by without considering of identity or intention of their
authors:
2.

“Judging a poem is like judging a pudding or a machine. One demands that
it work.”
Wimsatt and Beardsley, “The Intentional Fallacy”

• A text’s meaning and “success” are determined and self-evident in text itself
• Text belongs to the public, not to the author or critic:
3.

“The poem is not the critic’s own and not the author’s (it is detached from
the author at birth and goes about the world beyond his power to intend
about it or control it). The poem belongs to the public.”
Wimsatt and Beardsley, “The Intentional Fallacy”

• Important: that public is not, however, the creator of the text’s meaning; meaning still lies
within text itself and is to be “discovered”:
4.

“We ought to impute the thoughts and attitudes of the poem immediately to
the dramatic speaker.”
Wimsatt and Beardsley, “The Intentional Fallacy”
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The Death of the Author
• Essay by Roland Barthes, published 30 years after Wimsatt and Beardsley
• Barthes elaborates on notion that author has no relevance to meaning and interpretation
of a text
• Suggests we should not look to author as creator or origin of the text:
• To look for the author is to limit the text and its meaning rather than to find it:
5.

“The Author, when believed in, is always conceived of as the past of his own
book: book and author stand automatically on a single line divided into a
before and an after. The Author is thought to nourish the book, which is to
say that he exists before it, thinks, suffers, lives for it, is in the same relation
of antecedence to his work as a father to his child.”
Barthes, “The Death of the Author”

• Unlike Wimsatt and Beardsley, Barthes suggests text’s meaning is not fixed or singular:
6.

“We know that a text is not a line of words releasing a single ‘theological’
meaning (the ‘message’ of the Author-God) but a multi-dimensional space in
which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash.”
Barthes, “The Death of the Author”

• To realise the full potential of a text and of its readers, author must be removed from the
equation and from the search for meaning:
7.

“Once the Author is removed, the claim to decipher a text becomes quite
futile. To give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text, to furnish it
with a final signified to close the writing. Such a conception suits criticism
very well, the latter then allotting itself the important task of discovering the
Author [...] beneath the work. [...] Hence there is no surprise in the fact that
historically, the reign of the Author has also been that of the Critic.”
Barthes, “The Death of the Author”

• If author is assigned a god-like status, then …
8.

“[...] to refuse to fix meaning is, in the end, to refuse God”.
Barthes, “The Death of the Author”

9.

“[W]e know that give writing its future, it is necessary to overthrow the myth:
the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the Author.”
Barthes, “The Death of the Author”

• Yet, Barthes does not go as far as to say that meaning and interpretation depend on the
reader; multiplicity of meanings is due to nature of texts and language:
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10. “The reader is the space on which all the quotations that make up a writing
are inscribed without any of them being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its
origin but in its destination. Yet this destination cannot any longer be person:
the reader is without history, biography, psychology; he is simply that
someone who holds together in a single field all the traces by which the
written text is constituted.”
Barthes, “The Death of the Author”

• Problem: can we ever completely disregard any knowledge we may have of the author’s
identity and their intentions?

Reader Response Criticism: The “Real” Birth of the Reader?
• Key theorists: Louise Rosenblatt, C. S. Lewis, Wolfgang Iser, Stanley Fish
• Key issue: reader as active creator of meaning rather than passive recipient
• Iser argues that texts contain gaps or blanks that affect the reader, who must explain
them and create in their mind aspects of a work that are incited by the text (rather than
physically included on the page)
• See Iser’s The Implied Reader: Patterns of Communication in Prose Fiction from Bunyan
to Becket (1974) and The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (1976)
• Meaning does not lie with author, or even with text, but with what reader brings to the text
(their own biography); meaning of text is not fixed
• Critics not superior to other readers, whose interpretations are equally valid:
11. “[W]hatever they [critics] do, it will only be interpretation in another guise
because, like it or not, interpretation is the only game in town.”
Fish, Is There a Text in This Class?

• Interpretative strategies create meaning; meaning is not inherent in a text but in the
interpretive acts in which we engage when reading:
12. “First of all, what I am not doing is "simply reading," an activity in which I do
not believe because it implies the possibility of pure (that is, disinterested)
perception.”
Fish, “Interpretive Communities”, p. 217

• Meaning of text depends on its effect on and interpretation by the reader:
13. “[A] poem is what it does.”
Fish, Is There a Text in This Class?

• Problem: does this mean there is no point in studying literature?
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The Affective Fallacy: Readers as Killers?
• Concept by Wimsatt and Beardsley
• Concerned with role of reader’s emotions and response as a means of judging a text and
its meaning
• Meaning of a poem is often confused with its “result”, i.e. its effect on the reader
• The “mistake” of this affective fallacy is that …
14. “[T]he poem itself, as an object of specifically critical judgment, tends to
disappear.”
Wimsatt and Beardsley, “The Affective Fallacy”

• To consider affect cannot result in “correct” critical judgement of the text
• A reader’s emotional response plays no role in the interpretation of a text
• Affect - and reader response criticism - leads away from text and criticism:
15. “[Emotion] is no concern of criticism, no part of criteria.”
Wimsatt and Beardsley, “The Affective Fallacy”

• Problem: can we ever read objectively and emotionally detached?
Textual Murder: Who Killed Whom and Why?
• Important: theorists are authors, too.
• By saying that author and their intention don’t matter, Barthes, Wimsatt, and Beardsley
(as well as Michel Foucault and many others), also conveniently remove importance of
their own identities: white, male, middle-class.
• Privilege and identity are rendered dangerously unimportant
16. “Consider what the denial of authorship actually does. It removes from
existence as worth commenting upon, indeed as something which it is
authorised to comment upon, the fact that this argument is actually
articulated by a few white middle-class male first-world elite self-styled
‘intellectuals’. A very convenient death - for them.”
Stanley, The Auto/biographical I

• To deny author identity can mean to disempower them
• We must ask when an author’s identity may be important.
• We must ask why these privileged writers are so keen to deny importance of author
identities at a time when previously marginalised voices began to be heard
17. “At the very point when - due to the activities of anti-colonialism, the black
movement, the women’s movement, the gay movement - ‘the author’ [...] is
named and has an accusatory finger pointed at him, the author at this very
point conveniently dies. This is a suicide that is no suicide at all. This
‘suicide’ is alive and well and still calling the theoretical shots [...].”
Stanley, The Auto/biographical I

Dr Nadine Muller

Literary & Cultural Theory

