ere.is q’mt ata ge of mterpretatlon

Vol that is stmmlatm‘I ‘and beneficial -about studymg hterature leavmcr
i }:,nghsh dogmauc self- -contradictory and exclusive: Tt limited creativity in
“students and teachers and it disregarded interesting and unportant ideas
about hte,rature, and so about ourselves; others our lives and our world.

It may seem -daunting having to ‘start again’ with new ideas and

ag wrnaches but yndarstar nding W:*,jo% need to'dosc is a VETY

ood

be eginning.‘As this book d develops, I hope that my discnssion of key issues
n Engli sh Lodav will show vou how exciting

will encourage you to take thIS IeaL

UQ

the* "‘ﬂw -“‘mrlzsic n be,

~ Summary '

B \fzahv pe“DL argued. that the tr
“be the fight one; as' it Seems.to be ‘natural’. in'fact, it is as much'a
“learned” technical system.of. re:dmg as any. other literary theory,
* Reading Iteratuo in the ‘one tight way' meant ‘théme-hunting’,

) 'agfeemg with what ‘othefs say. rather than argumg»about a text,
reducing a complexwork to-one *right’ phrase, seeing :ubjcrt‘wtv asa.,
weakness and finding texzs hars« to read because they had to be read.
'througn one particular set of presuppositions: )

One way of resolving this is the fmroductxon of clear As:es;mem"
,ObjeC'UVES as has happened in_the UK at AS/A2 level. These set
out clearly what students have t0"do, encourage knowledde of
~other approaches and stress that you need an awareness of both the
~ historical'and the current contexts of 4 text. -
->Leammg about these new approaches cannot happen ovemlght itis
a constantly developmg process.-- ;
: Enghsh ‘is -still a’ very ‘controversial- subject But leammg aboutr :

‘literary theory can lead to all sorts of excntxng new sdeas about Enghsh
hterature and the vvorld ‘

T th | etaﬂ f how at Why, it canno be demed that the zdeas;

“wayof mterpretm partlculariy at secondary level Was damaomg to"
7 stude"‘ s‘and to the dlSClphnE of English. It e*oded for many. people,f- :

P epal i e 3
itienal a fgn,ad‘. o !akﬂfa*“u must

If you ook at a pamtmg, are you lookmg through a wmdow to nother
,World orare you su:uply lookm0 at the composmon of colour '

Critical attitudes

» Where should we start with thinkin e about how we read?
s What is the intrinsic attitude?
s What is the extrinsic attitude?

Engﬁsh can appear to be quite' daunting once yowr aLse that there’s an -

afiniternumber of ways you can read, If you'rs told to-sxplore different . -

: methods of interpretation, chahenge your presuppositions- and think wl
“about how you read, Where are you supposed to start?

In the last chapLer suggested that learning about diff erent critical
apprcaches or t‘leorles is a process that you go through. A step in'this -
process is to look for patterns in the way these critical approaches work.
To do this is to look for the presuppositions behind them and to think
about the contexts in which texts are understood: In this chapter 1 shall

outhne one pattern which can be used as. a starting pomt for thmkmg _':
'abour a Wlde varlety of crltlcal approaches~ ‘

intc the text or out from the i'ext'-’




on-a dat’ ca«vvas‘f‘ if "y‘ ol ses g pamt:nc as'a ‘window, you might, bé
: concegzec with what'is going'on ;;m;nd the window: who the peo:gﬂe are,
say, and why they had their picture painted. You might ask abouf the
historical significance of, for xa.mﬁ? . the skeull on the shelf o even why
the Dall’l’tuf chose that particular subject in the first nlace. If, however, a
picture is only a fiat canvas, then you would ask different questions:
about how the tones contrast, or how thé shapes relate to oue another.
You might just be struck by the beautiful range of colours.
" This same contrast oceurs in thinking about literature. When you read
a novel, poem or.play, how do yOu a‘ppicaf;n it? Do you lock at it as ¢

Orasan £Xamip

r’a‘-m

a3k x.bu»’.l.&

nething eiﬂe such 'as 1

i aﬁuen‘maz
s 1048 twin
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pCSEZCAS ‘:15 ‘ ; . o literature. These two
. terms arenot the names Fm' critical app hes mgmseives —instead they
] name €o nirasting sorts of presuppesitions, tendenc ies or artitudes taken
by ‘approachss to Jiterary texts. This d bate, becduse it discusses what

.’1appeps when ‘we- interpreét in different ways and compares -different

methods of interpretation, is an e:’amr*le of hermeneutics; the study of -

interpretation. Certainl ly the. debate has become more complex since
-1948, bm it is-a very gcod face to start. ¢ .

imtrmsnc attuudES' into the text

‘The intt ingsic attitude is often called ‘formalism’ because it is concerned,
above all else, with the form of the text; its structure and language. It
.assumes that there is something special and uniquely ‘literary’ in the way
literary texts use language. Because of this, the intrinsic attitude concen-
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{ irates on. the language of the text as its" cemtral objegt, considering

Q

things like the chom\. of metaphors, - the use of svmbms. structure, style;

contrasts, images, and the development of the plot, to work out what
4 text means. Although these forms of eriticism might sound rather

 dull and unrewarding, following the intricate paths taken in a text-and

looking closely at the twists and turns of its language can produce quite
remarkable readings and effects. In fact, the very intense scrutiny of the
‘words on the page’ can result in the most unusual and challenging inter-
pzef.monq of texts, as the multiple and often unclear meanings of each
word are weighed up and evaluated. As you concentrate on the ‘words
mselves, their meaning becomes  not clearsr, but more ambigucus-

{ or indeterminate). This is most obvious when loo king at poetry.

Westminster

1

ighty heazz is

ying still,

=

£6%4,3 a1l e o la
Thefirst ;uﬁcu,s.ig o1y AHE still? is thatithe CITY 18 80F

& out, not mos vin

lying motionless asleep. But the word ‘lying’ has another mcfmmg ct

vt e 5 i
coursento ig is noi'to toll the iruth. Perhaps the

he city, despite all the beauty of the morning light, is st/ not tellin

ot

- truth, The sunrise makes I London lock wenderful but really the city, ‘that

m'ba-‘v hear?, is-still a den of deceit, corruption, filsehcod and lies. By

concentrating on the language — on the form of the text — two separate -

‘readings have emerged. On the one hand, London is beautiful, quiet

and still in the dawn light. On the other, London seems beautiful, but
underneath and despite all this beauty it is deceitful and corrupt. These
Leadmgs are contradictory and mutually exclusive: exther London. is
really’ deeply beautiful and peaceful or it’s actively scheming -1y1n0 and .
dishonest. Which reading you choose depends on the way you mterpret
‘lymg still’.

All - ways of reading share this concentration on lanouage to some
extent, but, for the critics who tend ‘toward_the intrinsic attltl_lde, doing-

. English is principally a ‘matter of looking at the words: on the page .

m
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“This sort of ‘criticism first characterised the subject

of Enghsh in the 1920s and 1930s..It was first most fully outlined in
L. A. Richards’ book Practical Criticism (1929)‘ Richards gave poems out
to his students, without the poets’ names, dates, or‘any other information
that might give the students ideas about the texts outside ‘the words
on the page’. He asked for their responses (‘practical criticism’) and
collected the results. He felt that this was a useful way to study what
he considered to be special about literature — its ‘literary-ness’. For
Richards, and those he inspired, ‘literary-ness is the special sort of

manipulation of language that happens, they argue, only in literature,

and this is where its value, and possibly its ‘moral worth’, lies. This
idea spread to the USA in the 1930s "md 1940s and beccune a key pre-

s “Wew Cri

1soa. The
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hods of interpretation that
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c approach for granted

=

ars often still called “practical crit rsading’.
This sort of intrinsic approach to literature is still very influential and

important (in fact, some form of ‘close reading’ of texts is central to most
subjects): When you are asked to do a ‘practicai criticism’, ‘write an
appreciation’ or ‘appraisal’, ‘analyse the main poetic methods’, pay
‘close ‘attention o  meaning, language and structure’, investigate the
style’ or ‘narrative technique’, or e\’zen ‘comment on the author’s
skill in suggesting unspoken feelings through incident and description’,
you are being asked to take an intrinsic approach to literature. Even
questions on character or plot, although they seem to have a w1der focus,

Alaadn
about

el s il W R T
Llo\__c.n‘-’ lead you. to-take this approach, Thi
J £y

3

a
a text in order to answer the following questions

‘old” A levei):

> How far do you see the relationship between Hainlet and Claudlus as
the central conflict of the play?

> What is the function of the mihor characters'in the novel? ‘

» - Describe a dramatic scene from the novel and discuss its importance
to the novel as a whole.

You wouldn’t need any knowledge outside of the play or the novel to be
able to answer the questions.

: Although it might offer some interesting insights; used alone this
intrinsic attitude does have blind spots and rests upon some rather large
assumptions, as I outlined in Chapter 2. To recap: some critics claim that

about what was expecied of a king at the time St

l

a4

sic types of criticism lead to ‘objective’ readings, the idea t\mu texts

can be independent of their historical, social and personal ccntext, and -

that ‘literary-ness’ makes a text a valuable work of art, which is worth
studying in its own right. However, even if you claim only to be looking at
the text by itself you bring your own ideas, expectations and experiences

3

to it. How can any judgement of worth be objective?

Extrinsic attitudes: out of the text

"In contrast, extrinsic methods of interpretation take it for granted that

the literary text is part of the world and rooted in its context. An extrinsic

critic considers that the job of criticism is to move from the text outwards
: shiect ot idea. Such s

e Py e S S Al
VO SCILE CRaCh 1iCT STECHICaLs

terary texts to explore other ideas about things i

<f.~.7~v text:

& other ideas to explain the I

Perhaps the most important and \Vldusur,.“ sert of ext

is the way of reading that puts texts firmly into their histori

This 18 why the exirinsic attitude is often referred io as
Historicist criticism, and there are many versions of if, uses 1 terary texts

vical issues, and conversely it

A At

is e"“\(C,uJ or n’cc‘l

FA]

§ B -
context to explain literary texts. In dealing with Shakespeare’s King Lear,
for example, a historicist critic might look through the play to find clues
akespeare was writing,

and how the ruler and the nation were thought tc be woven together.

use evidencs from

TR £

ia;

7 ,ha same +] a higtoripist l"*““"‘(‘ n 1!)“'\
10Xen, 2 ricist n1

7 LA R 1510

Shakesneare’s time and its historical context to sxnlaip the play. But

. historicist criticism is not limited to works from Lhe past: you coulid use

another form of historical eriticism to study a- contemporary popu
novel —a ‘bestseller’. Looking at the way pecple behave in the novel, even
if it might not be considered a great work of art, would reveal all sorts of
interesting contemporary social attitudes. If the leading female character,
ior example, is constantly and obsessively counting the calories she con-
sumes, units of alcoho! she drinks and number. of cigarettes she smokes,
this might indicate, for example, how strongly women in contemporary
Western society feel forced to live up to an-‘ideal’ model of body-shape
and behaviour.

Many of the newer ways of reading are based on the extrinsic attitude.
Critics who use psychoanalysis as a way of reading might understand a
literary. text as a product of the author’s psychology, or as a way of
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Contrasting thes

usea to interpret literary works.

positions use literary texts as

arguments. The many forms of feminist criticism use literary texts to
explore the roles of women and men, amongst other things. Other critics
start with the text and draw conclusions about, say, nature, humanity or
the pitfalls of love. Even approaches that consider the author’s intention
or her or his life display the extrinsic attitude, since neither the author

nor her or his biography are actually in the text.
text ‘to ”the woﬂd’ is very attractive 1o
+1

The ‘7dea of l'ookin«r bevo‘r\d a

o

ﬂ,pproaches ine new assessement GD_]BCC‘J es for :5 chd ﬂ;?' oy *nemion-
and differe { j
s ex trmsm apms

. have also Legun i

posh extrinsic critical

5
literary text, but move away to an object or

]

They argue that in doing so you do not F““T.Hcll;}

+he ,.‘,,,.HA

t1cs, e ¥

literary.

litse f s no more than a piece
: from a diarv entrv. Wh

L IIOM a 'diary Sniry.

is not of interest.

o = Ly oz if
ot eviden Ce or a

malkes the text special as ‘literature’

sa bwo attitudes

Looking at the key aspects of these attitudes, as shown in Table 4.1, is a
useful way to compare and contrast them.

fable 4.7 intrinsic and extrinsic critical

Intrinsic attitucle Extrinsic atiitude

Inte the text Out from the text to the context

A flat canvas A window

Literature is worth studying for what it
about other things

Literature is worth studying in its own
right: it uses language in a unique way  tells us
Any sort of text is worthy of study, as
they all reveal ‘the world’

‘GGreat texts’ are the focus because
they have artistic and possibly moral
worth

"Historicism’

‘Formalism’

;

“Words on the page

ew Criticism

Text stands alone

e *ta
& <5

Knowiledge of th

:.LEV do have 'l‘ﬂihg

-

of B
al *ﬂemod they stimulate.
play in English as a whole. Somstimes the most

spots’, both have a role to
useful works of criticism are produced by a coming-together of these two
attitudes in different ways. :

Thinking about these general patterns helps to orient you by explain-
ing why approaches to literature have developed in the way they

have. This introductory guide to critical attitudes alse makes it more -

straightforward for you to draw parallels between different approaches
and to explore the presuppositions and blind spots of any particular
approach.

43




Y HOW WEREAD

Sumnary

> One way to think about the presupposition of reading is to divide
critical theories into two. broad groups or attitudes: intrinsic and
extrinsic.

s Intrinsic ways of reading'concentrate on words on the page. Awork is

" considered separate from the world and the focus is on its internal
features. Critics who support the. intrinsic attitude rely on language
and structure to decide what a text means.

s Extrinsic ways of reading look beyond the text to the context. The =
literary text is seen-as part of the world and critics move through i '
the words en the page to broader, non-literary ideas, like history or ’
bioaraphy, which are in 'tt;m used to exoiair WhaL a fext miqht mean.

WHAT WE READ

are criticised for assuming *ha there can be an uOJecm way of !
readmo nnd for separatmg htemturp Trum me real world’. Extrinsic

£ Tl +

it Aulmi\_.j L u‘
speQaI and,prefe:«'rmg o.discuss non-literary ideas. 7
5 Thinkinc abo'ut these general patterns h?‘]u t o orient you w“u you

: hes, helps veu o draw paralle
¢ MeLweer* d}f*‘ere approa Cﬂek and to explore the presupposxtlons of
; any oar cular approach: E




‘The author is dead?

> Who decides wHat a text means: the author or the reader?

s What s the traditional view of the author, meaning and the text?
» What are the problems with this view?

» How else can we determine the meaning of the texi?

» Why has the author always seemed so important?

s What are the consequences of all of this?

Having looked at how we read and what we read, I'm going to move on to
other debates in English that centre on questions of Iiterature, meaning
and how we see the world. Chapter 7 is about the relationship between
texts and meaning, authors and readers.

'

How important is the author in dediding
what a work of literature means?

At first this might look like a silly question: after all, the writer wrote the
text and must have meant something by it. However, for literary eritics
this very question has been the focus of one of the most heated debates

of the last sixty years. Roughly, the debate has two sides: those who -

believe that authorial intention — or what the author ‘meant’ — is central to
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working cut the meaning of a i5xi and those who believe that a text hag

no fixed meaning and that Any understanding depends on the individual
reader’s interpretation. Perhaps the most infiuential figure on this second
side of the debate was the French writer and ‘critic Roland Barthes
(1915-1980), who wrote an article called ‘The Death of the Author’ .

While the whole discussion is more formally

known as the debate over the

Spe e ok “The ch i
‘intentional fallacy’ or over ‘authorial Intention’, it is often referred to as Auther Y WZ’CC/Z [;S

" . ~gs . 3 V...
the ‘author is dead’ debate, in an echo of Barthes’s title. S S a4

1

& 3 o ol g o . : Figure 7.7
For *authorial intention’; the autnority of the author :

interpretatio

re

{iJ Meaning

n of a first person pronoun in a piece of wri
take that individual to be the writer unless th i

dence to the contrary. This is the only logical course to

.
in P T -
&

t 13 understood asg the anending A8 e 19748 i o s I
~i & 8L IS understcod as tiae CRCodIng of tie authors yienuon, 1

Ccllild

to the assumption that the text has one definite mea ning, just as a code

'ge apon their students the term ‘persona’ or invite has a definité ‘meaning. Once the reader has cracked the code, they have
them to use ‘safe’ phrases such as ° '

X 4 as “the speaker in the poem’ cause explained the text and have solved the riddle: they can give a final.and
their hapless candidates enormous trouble, accurate account of meaning and there is nothing more to say.:However; - |

, e L N
{Associated Examining Board F

works of literature often have ambiguous ph;a,sipgﬂgnd seem to GIFer two
or more meanings. Then people who argue this point of view suggest that
the author intended to be ambiguous, and meant both things at once
{with the implication that she or he was very clever te be able to do that).

are claiming that any other approach ' In general, this assumption leads to essay and exam questions like: “How

For these examiners, and for many people teaching and studying litera-
ture, it is ‘common sense” that when a poem is written in the first person,
‘T, then that T is the author. They

is Hlogical, and causes conf: k

ision. It is even more ‘common sense’ that does Shakespeare convey the strengths and weaknesses of Othello’s
what the text means is what its author intended it to mean. However, character? If the reader sees Othello as both strong and weadk, it is
‘common sense’ is often the pretext for taking an idea for granted. If the because Shakespeare intended it to be so. The assumption alsc leads to
aim of studying literature is to thi ' .

some interpretations of texts being described as Wrong because they ar
not considered to be what the author intended.

k about fiow we read, then it is exactly

these sort of presuppositions that need to be examined. What, then, are
the ideas wrapped up in this ‘common sense’ attitude?'

: =8 Those who share this attitude believe that the

s o e, LS AN whattpe ; (i) Biographical evidence
author intended it £6 mea, [1icthing else. The text itself, they imply, is e
‘ﬁ'lzé*?fgode, in which the author has encrypted her or his meaning. In If you accept that what the author intended is what the text means, it =
reading, the readér decodes the language of the text to find the ideas the seems possible that you could. understand "féﬁ_\‘i{gtrhqutweygg reading 1t. i
writer has hidden within. A diagram to express this might look like : Imagine finding some evidence — 2 letter from the author to a friend, for
Figure 7.1. ' example — that says, ‘I mean my novel to be about the conflict between
good and evil.” Then you could say: “This novel is about good and evil. I
know this because the author said sof” It would be like seeing the original
message before. it was put into code. This sort of interpretation,

This seemingly simple idea — that reading a poem or a novel, seeing a
play, is just decoding what the author intended — makes at least four pre-
suppositions that have profound consequences for the study of English.
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READING AND MEANING . - THE AUTHOR IS DEAD?

'

autobiographical criticism, uses the writer’s life story, throush letters:

gh '.that the job of the student is to discover what thi$ theme might be., So is
diaries and sc on, to explain the text.

this really the case? e ,

I would argue absolutely not, for (at least) two reasons. First, the idea
is self-contradictory. If literary texts were simp%y codes then, paradoxic-
literature wouldn’t need to exist. Wouldn’t
¥ 2 message in a straightforward

iy Authorial presencs

it be much simpler to

d'way, rather than turn it into a work

All these assumptions rely on the idea that the author is, in some Strangé :
Way, present in the text, actually there, Through reading the text, you -
are in direct communication with the author. This assumption leads tg
questions like: “In Paradise Lost Book 1, does Milton convince you that
Satan is both attractive and corrupt? This ghostly presence of the author
is the final ‘authority’ that can decide what.

i gra

of fiction? Why write a novel to say ‘war is evil’ when vou could Jjust say
it, or go on a demonstration, or form a political party, or lobby (or even
bécome) your own representative in government? Of course, there are
texts with polemical messages, but when youres
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the text means.

. ‘imperialism is wrong' — it’s the messa

aroument wvnn
£ rgument vo

esponding to, not the work of literature itself

Cnee it is known what the author intended and so what the fext medns, it

<" s possible to judge the text by how well the author achieved what

she or

he set out to do, T

bood S At o o e
L8S Thal jucging a work of fier

18 fike r. Thinki g
Judging someone in a race. If you know the sprinter intends to ran 100 : represents the ‘same way of locking’ at a text, s

A Q 14
¢ 5k

&, 218 a name 1 code ax

metres in 10 seconds, you can Judge whether she or he fajls to iveupto
~heror hisi . If you ks i i i
ask questions like: ‘How sucecess

of her female characters?

sncourages different ways of looking at texts, «

30, in fact, reading ¢

While many forms of Interpretation vely upon this idea of :

(€]

intention, and it niight appear to be ‘common sense’, it has besn criticised

criticisms are outlined below

Against ‘authorial intention’: the death of the author

Throughout this book T have argued that texts are always interpreted and
open to different intetpretations; stemming from readers’ different world-
views. The idea that by uncovering the authorial Intention it is possible to

© find out the ‘true meaning’ or the ‘right answer’ runs'directly against this
and underlies all the majér objections to authorial intention.
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nga létter or diary is ;

t would be interest- AR

ing to find out what a text meant to its author, but that is not the same

hing as thinking about what it means to you. Two critics, W. K. Wimsatt

{i) Mea.nin : is iiterat : P! > % ‘ ' and Monroe Beardsley, in a very famous article called ‘The Intentional
V ERER g i ; Fallacy’ (1946) put it like this: ;

et

Is literature simply a code? Certainly, this is the Impression given to many
students of ‘traditional’ English courses, such as the ‘old’ A-level. It is
taken for granted that literature is about something - the ‘theme’ — and

In the spirit of a man who would settle a bet, the critic writes to
[the poet] Eliot and asks what he meant [in his poem. ‘Prufrock’].
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+: .+ ourpoint is that such an answer to such an inguiry woyld have
;

nothing to do with the poem ‘Prufrock’; it would not be 2 critical

inquiry. ercal 1nquiries unlike bets, are not settled in this way.

g consulting the Gracle.

Critical inguiries are not settled b

Reading a text, interpretin a text, is hot an actmty that has a right or

wrong answer. It is not like making a bet.

_evidence. Not only could it be a lie, *riple but t IS al

interpretation because it is
where

()
O

certain ideas wer

{ thinking =

%"’11"15(11{ and i 36‘&"@83?‘/ discuss-

1d goes
power toi or control it’. They

argue zhm authors might shape Tann';age U hthhrll.ﬁlv it is public

property and readers may “mke of it what they ﬂl Thisisncta modern

idea: at the end of his :

Chducer {(c. 1343 ’ﬁ——;400 ) wrote ‘go & knew that, once

created, the poem was out of his hands, and people were fr: i

it in any way they wished:

ing poetry, say that a text “is

Cressidye, Geoffrey

If an'author’s comments about intention are not authori

Dﬂ:es are sven fess useful, —smg, after all, only an uit@!‘—tl@i&imﬂ of
somebody s lvfe It will certainly inform the reader about the author and
her or his purxod but will no

t provide a ‘correct interpretation’ for a
literary text. ) 2

Authorial preﬁence

Authorial presence is perhaps the most difficult assumptlon to’ under-
stand. The question ‘In Paradise Lost Book 1, does Milton convitice you
that Satan is both attractive and corrupt? and chers like it are, in a way,
very confused. For they conjure up the rather worrying image of Milton
appearing t0 you and arguing passionately that  Paradise Lost Book 1

- Second, whatever the ‘oracle’ author said is itself another text open to
" interpretation. A letter saying

, ‘T intended such and such 1s not hlm

jelsiet LO

' of the text which was written to tell us “what they ryallv meant’

hows Satan as both atiractive and corrupt. Surely, it is thé rext of Para-

g‘/z‘ Lost Book 1 and how you read it that would conv'i*lc‘, you {or not),
rather than Milton himself. A text does not magically bring the author

into the room with you — writing is Just marks on paper. More than that,

the very presence of the writing shows up the absence o the awho* If

the author was actually there, she or he could simply talk to you: OU: THEmemee

“ritien Text Tself implies their absence, like dan SHpty chair af @ calebra

tory meal. (Look in this book, and others, at all the moments where the

text says “As I have discussed . . .’ or “We said earlier . . . ’. In fact, none

of these things are actL.aHy alscussed or ‘said” at all; they are writzen

'

'ha sorts ﬁr‘v(\v*r'm that

s Wl

£ st person "I, how do we K“zo‘v if this.i
with such questicns that Barthes’s essay o

through a moment where thé author ‘spe
fact, very Hq«ﬁ indesd to

pariae

n down for certain-where on the page that

roment is.

If'writers are absent, how could we ever get to grips with the “authorial
intention’? We can’t ask them and we can’t even find out if there is-a-part- -

person irrecoverable, it seems foolish to try to work out his or her inten-
tion. Instead, perhaps, we should make What we can of the text.

=~ {iv} Simpie evaluation

Apart from the question of what you are to evaiuate, if you cannot trace
authorial mtentlon how should you evaluate? Who sets the standards?
Does the question ‘How successfully does Jane Austen show the growth
of her female characters?” mean there is some fixed ~model of how.
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you compare Jane Austen to another novelist of the period, Frances
- Burney (1752-1840), and judge who was betier? The idea of judgemént
implies an objective neutrality that nobody could have and demands that
everybody thinks‘ in the same way. While it used to be thought that the
job of'the critic was to judge what ‘great works’ were and who the “great
writers’ were, it is clear that Judging a writer’s ‘success’ is more a result of
the way the discipline has deve]oped than a useful task in itself |
With these new ideas in mind, we could redraw the ‘traditional’ dia-
gram of the relationship between text and meaning as follows (see
Figure 7.2). '

g cessfully the srdwih of fam e o oy o 2
successtully the growth of female Characiers-should be shown? Or could

Figure 7.2 After the ‘death of the author texts are open to
interpretations :

The author, in saying what she or he meant by her or his work, can

be seen as another reader, with an interpretation only as valid as that
of any other person looking at the text. The author is no longer the
all-important figure: The Author, as the saying goes, is Dead.

P O T TS o st e

THE AUTHORISDEAD?

5o why has the author always seemed so importani?

Those who claim that the author is ‘dead’ also look at how the figure of
the author was “born’, claiming this as another argument against author-
ial intention. The ‘author’ and the Importance that the role has had in
Western European culture was, like all ideas, invented. Of course, with
broad concepts and categories of this sort it is impossible to say exactly
when it was invented, but it has been argued very convincingly that this
idea of the author came into being in or around the eighteenth century.
This is obviously not to say that people didn’t write before this time, but
that their sense of identity as an author and their relation to their texts
were different. Mass printing in En&m@@%am Caxton (c.

' \ AN T : | o B pd s T T o=
Jied—C. 145177} introduced the first printng press in 1466 or 1467,

Before this, who the author wag simply wasn't important-for-thinking~

1 £

meant. iviedieval siories and romances were almost

always without named authors (Chaucer is an exception). Gawain and the
Green Kunight is anonymous, but people read it without knowing or caring
who the author was. (In contrast, if present-day writers stay anonymous’
1s precisely because it does matter who they are: they might want to
gscape persecution, or paying taxes, or scandal, for example.)
The concept of the author as the “rue source’ of meaning perhaps
developed most fully during the eighteenth century: the period of the
ustrial Revolution. During this time oF St ng
became property, something that co
career as an author without a patfon, living by selling what one wrote.
Since ‘qwnership’ of the words was important o _generaie incoﬁ;‘g the
importance of attribution grew. Another major influence that fostered
the idea of the author was the Romantic movement — a Ioose collection
of poets, thinkers, philosophers and writers in Europe in the late eight-
eenth and .e..ajrlyd_lj_{inetemlth centuries. They focused on the created idea of
zi\zéﬁwziter as gerfi; -which didn’t just mean ‘Véry mtelligent” as it does
today ““GeHiUs” was a person whose immense creative and artistic power
was a conduit between unseen powers (of Nature, for example, or the
'Imagination) and the world of human beings. Not only did this focus
attention on the ‘author’, the genius, but it became important to know
who had this special ability and who didn’t, =
The Romantic concept of the author also stressed that an author must
be originaT.—HTFWEVET,TmTre*peop}e—havecast—doub{—on—the very possibility
of originality. Whatever. original idea an author might be trying to

83



84

]

convey, 'she or he only has a ugraica number of prq-e‘{gst ng our‘t IS'—
woras — to use to do this, just as an: artist has only a certain range of

- colours to paint with. Even new colours are only mixtures of old ones

and althm.gh the range of colours is wide — the visible spectrum — it is
also limited (try imaging a totally different colour that no one has ever
seen before). Like colours, none of the words the author might choose are
new: words are the only system of meaning that the author can use. If

cauthors want'to e‘{plam what original idea they ‘mean’ , they can only use

words that have pre-existing meanings, so the words will already have

shaped what the author ¢an say. (This view reverses the normal ass ump-
tion that an: author Su?mes %al_ffuace it suggests that, in faw, nnmmve
shapes authors.) On top of this, much literature is bound by veﬂeﬂc

29t ammna s
ey WU 3OS SX

30 any

ht

s e+ i B e Taa pn =
patterin In 4 thriller, for sxample, the mrderer can elhkpr be mpt

ch room for

escape. In a way,

can be challenged and changed, of course, but t
since rebeilion has to rebel against something, T 1ese conventions are not
part of the original intention of the author: the ‘original’ ideas are

; 1eshape'4 by t;adltzors of writing.-

_stood in termis of styl ,
-~ Bronté” or:. “Stephen- Kmfr

P o

‘11@ ‘author’ is yet another invented x:ategvry, ang g
category is defined, as a “person. who communicates original ldEdo , 18

. open-to question. But what are the effects of this?

es of the death ofthe 2

If the author is dead and TeachrpT to-discover her or his secret hidden

intention is no longer the only logical course to take, there are new g jues-

tions to ask. Perhaps one of the most important would be to ask 1 now one
might understand the idea of ‘author’ now. The ‘author’ might no longer

. be the source of meaning in-a text, but it doesn’t mean that. the term has

become irrelevant; Knowmfy aboutan author does still tell us some things
about a text: the French philoso and historian Michel Foucault

(1926-1984) coined the termi “author- functmp%e-desgpbe the way the =

idea of the author is use xample;: angf;o;s name serves as a
classification, as you can be falrly sure What S0 > dly unde

bUTto sugeest that the fame is used to group certain texts together The

author—lunctlon is also used, correctly or incorrectly, to ascribe value to -

5
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texts. When, every now aind again, somebody clam*s to have chscovercd

v

new Shakespeare poem, there is more fuss than when a new poem by a
- new Bh

less famous poet is discovered. Agam, if you like the work of a certain
novelist, you might buy another novel by the same writer, The author's
name also becomes a ‘reference tag’ for other, often quite vague things
like style or themes: critics discuss ‘Aphra Behn’s style’ (1640-1689; Brit-
ish playwright, novelist and translator) or ‘Samuel Beckett’s philosophy?
(1906-1989; Irish writer). Sometimes the names of authors are used as
‘:he-tags for a whole series of ‘big ideas” — “Darwinism’ or ‘Marxism’, for
"am'ole These ideas may have little (or even nothing) to do with those

ndividuals in history, but the ﬁea

ful is the.au

at a Hi § A mean-
t to b found cut, placed theres in code
something that grows as an interaction
hould be

ing, but it isw’t a puzzle or a secr
by a genius author. Instead, it’s

Each reader is able — or st
,]

between the readers and the text itself.

PR ML I
erpret and to “I‘\L;,, 2.an array of different

“ ble - to ,.Au..*r.L
meanings. You shouldn’t be resmc d by wondering what the author
not 11’1 l‘iS origm, dut 111 iLS

really meant. The meaning of a text les
destination: in you, the readers. Understanding a text isn’t a matter of
‘divining the secret’ but of actrvely creatin g ”neaning.

i 1 is still endl esslﬂ/ fsfe

Meverthel 1888, the s
times to discount perfectly convm(‘mg an
seems that many people want to find an authority to eApIum the text a
provide the final answer. It is this wish for a final meaning that links the
word ‘author’ with the word “authority’.. This desire is particularly
heightened in reading literature precisely because, I would argue, litera-
ture stimulates an unlimited proliferation of meanings. This idea, taken
seriously, can seem quite threatening. If thinking about literature makes
us think about the world, and there are no right answers about literaf_ure,

are there any firm answers anywhere?

Summar

i Itis often assumed that the author determines the meamng of a text
However, the reader also has a role to play :

still come under the-ciassification of
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o The conventional way of understanding a text as ‘what the author
intended’ makes-a number of questionable assumptions about
meaning, biographical certainty, authorial presence-and evaluation.

» These ideas are open to question: we all read differently, and even

authors can only offer an interpretation of their own texts. There is no
one fixed meaning to be found-or judged.

® The idea of the author is an invention, developed in the eighteenth

century.

¢ The term ‘author’ does still function as an‘indication of style, gehre or,

perhaps wrongly, of quality. However, the meaning in the text relies
more on your interaction with it than on the writer’s intention. ‘

¢

etaphors and figures
of speech

» Whatis a ‘figure of speech’?
o What are metaphois and how do they work?

2 How do they affect us?

udy a literary text, you cften concentrate on the wi

- o 4 iy ? Hf 1 o f
ures of speech’. It is sometim

ag 9

sumed that these fig-

‘ures of speech, and metaphors particularly, are just ornaments, there to

decorate the texts and somehow show an author’s skill. But they are
muich more important than this: they convey meanings at all sorts of
levels, from the most mundane to the very deepest views we hold about
ourselves and the world. Doing English involves not just appreciating
figures of speech .as ornaments, but looking at and questioning their

significance.

- Figures of speech sverywhers

As a rule of thumb, a figure of speech is the use of words or a phrase in'a
way that isn’t strictly true; the words have been ‘turned away’ from their

literal sense and don’t mean what a dictionary might say they mean. The

technical term for figurative uses of language clearly reflects this: figures

87



