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(sighing reluctantly) Yeah, That’s Right: I’m a Postmodernist

A Reader’s Response to the Critique of Reader-Response Criticism; Oh, Yeah, and Some Stuff About Stephen King’s “The Body”

Dan Marcec

“And anyway, reading for enjoyment is what we should all be doing. I don’t mean we should all be reading chick lit or thrillers (although if that’s what you want to read it’s fine by me, because here’s something no on will ever tell you: if you don’t read the classics, or the novel that won this year’s Booker Prize, then nothing bad will happen to you; more importantly, nothing good will happen to you if you do); I simply mean that turning pages should not be like walking through thick mud. The whole purpose of books is that we read them, and if you find you can’t, it might not be your inadequacy to blame.” — Nick Hornby, Housekeeping vs. the Dirt (all italics his)


A relatively lengthy quote to begin an original paper, I know. Worry not, there will be plenty of my own interpretation through the course of this piece, and I felt Mr. Hornby’s call to reading what one enjoys was interesting. Perhaps he feels qualified to say this because he is the type of writer one reads for enjoyment, and not for respect at the local chapter of the “Harold Bloom Rules Literary Society.” A quick background on the piece from which I have quoted, because I think it illustrates the point I am trying to make. Housekeeping is a collection of essays written by Hornby on the subject of the books he read over a 14-month period. It’s an interesting piece of self-conscious art in that Hornby is a quite famous author, known, as Stephen King is, for writing novels that seamlessly translate to cinema (see High Fidelity, About a Boy, and even the debacle Fever Pitch, that I did not see, but I have heard completely ruined a story about an English football love affair by equating it with the nauseating media circus surrounding the Boston Red Sox breaking their “curse” by winning the 2004 World Series™). However, in this collection, he writes of reading, as a literary critic, yet his unique and honest approach to reviewing books at random was quite refreshing to me, and in light of my subsequent opinions on the importance of a reader’s response to literary text, the above quote was a perfect lead-in to my thoughts and musings on the general distaste for reader-response criticism in academic literary circles. 


Being “officially” an academic at this point (read: I am in graduate school, likely training for a career in academia), and under this guise even as I write this paper, I want to address my dissention with textual literary critics. Let me get one thing straight: I don’t want to insinuate that these people’s work is fruitless, as my tongue-in-cheek, postmodern
 tone may sometimes suggest. On the other hand, I find the suggestion that there is one “correct” way to read a text outlandish, and the purpose of this paper is to address this issue, and respond to the textual critic’s critique of the importance of reader response, simply as I understand both textual criticism and reader-response criticism, in conjunction with the way that I view literature as an art form. 
I. As always (I’m trapped!) the postmodern philosophy of fill-in-the-blank: this time? Reader-Response Criticism.
Wikipedia is not always a reliable source for factual information; in other words, it’s nice to consult as one would an intelligent friend, but one is well-advised to find a primary source  when doing serious research. Yet, the site does deserve a worthy nod for the breadth of its coverage. Upon the simple search of “reader-response criticism,” the kind folks (read: some of the greatest humanitarians to the internet community) over there had this to say, “Reader-response critics hold that, to understand the literary experience or the meaning of a text, one must look to the processes readers use to create that meaning and experience. Traditional, text-oriented critics often think of reader-response criticism as an anarchic subjectivism, allowing readers to interpret a text any way they want. They accuse reader-response critics of saying the text doesn't exist. (In fact, reader-response critics are only saying that to explore someone's literary experience, one must ask the someone, not pore over the text.) By contrast, text-oriented critics assume that one can understand a text immune to one's own culture, status, personality, and so on, and hence ‘objectively.’”
Again, let me cover my bases: I understand where textual critics want to say that there are literary issues to be analyzed, and those things exist, surely. But does taking an “objective” approach not equate literature to mathematics? Does its artistic appeal not disappear when we disregard our response and reaction as readers? Here, let me address the Wikipedia writer’s explanation of text-oriented critics’ accusation that reader-response criticism is “anarchic subjectivism.” Why is the term subjectivism interchangeable with anarchy? Any response we can give is subjective, especially a critique from a textual standpoint. 

Let me illustrate: there is only one point of view that really matters in the critique of a literary work, as the author is the only one who really knows the true meaning of his novel. And, to be fair, that may not even be true. Personally, I write off the cuff, and while I edit extensively to invoke meaning within my lyrics, for example, I don’t think “ooh, check that alliteration in verse 1, line 4,” but rather, I think “these words sound good together and they convey my meaning, let’s play around with them because language is an art form.” Literature is as much aesthetic as visual art or musical expression. Therefore, I would equate a textual critic to one who only puts value in technical prowess in music. This is why, even as a guitarist, I don’t appreciate virtuoso guitar playing. Sure, it’s amazing, but there is no feeling behind it. People who like that stuff view it as very cut and dry, like someone is “better” than another at playing the guitar, and this — ostensibly — is good. This may be true, but what denotes that which is “better?” In the end, this is a subjective response, because in the world of music, or in literary criticism, there are standards arbitrarily based on a subjective opinion passed through generations of textual critics. Literature, writing and art is so diverse, how can one truly quantify it? In the same vein, how can one qualify it, either? In the end, any response to a literary work is subject to the reader’s opinion, whether that be a textual response based on a presupposed prescription of what “good literature” might be, or whether it be the whimsy of the individual reader seeking that to which he connects within the text. 
In any case, my point is that there is no way to decipher one true meaning out of a novel. If the author himself tells you exactly what he felt and meant regarding the book, you could have a case to say you knew its “objective” meaning. But as I have said, the author is a subjective figure in a novel as well, because the novel, though it was produced by him or her, becomes a separate object once it is complete. When people critique an art form, no matter in what way, it changes and becomes that which is reflected by the nature of its critic. Therefore, if a textual critic chooses to look at a novel from the perspective of the author’s use of literary technique, that is one aspect of the novel. Other aspects might include, but are not limited to: the author’s emotion when writing the book; the factors that influenced the author leading to its idea and purpose; or the editor’s input, influence and emphasis on things like literary “perfection,” and his tendency to let the writer leave the draft as is in the interest of maintaining its original state. In other words, if you want an “objective” viewpoint of something, you cannot discount the factors that went into creating it, for those are the things that define it as an object. 

Let me come back to the notion of subjectivity being inextricably anarchic. From my point of view, subjectivity in literary criticism is inevitable because the elements that comprise a novel can be exhaustive. But this does not suggest that there is no meaning in any given novel but that there is no way to be able to understand every aspect that compiles the full meaning of a novel. Therefore, we must make meaning of what we read. For some, that is analyzing text like there is some magical literary God that has prescribed bottom-line rules for the use of the English language. For others, meaning is discovered by responding in a multiplicity of ways to text — emotionally, aesthetically, and yes, with critique to its literary elements. But to suggest anarchy, which, in my opinion, implies lack of meaning or purpose, does not define subjectivity. In fact, again, in my opinion, a universal subjectivity gives more importance for us to define meaning individually, because there is not some standard underneath which we can all relax and just kind of defer to. To sum: there is “meaning” in each work of literature, but not necessarily “a meaning.” 
 So, then, what would be the point of criticizing and analyzing if there was only one meaning to a novel? Wouldn’t that makes literature extremely one-dimensional and boring as an art
? Isn’t one-dimensionality the cardinal sin of snooty literature buffs? They are guilty of the “crime” themselves if they stick to one element of literary criticism. I love irony. 

This brings me back to the point from which I am working at all times. If one is criticizing, then isn’t it necessary for them to include their own opinions and projections of the thing they criticize? I don’t believe that one can be truly critical without recognizing his own nature to be subjective. Thus, is not all criticism reader response? No matter what, the reader will be injecting his own subjectivity into the meaning he extracts. 

II. Objecting to the Objective: Presuppositions of Stephen King
My response to Stephen King’s The Body  most definitely was shaped by the presuppositions I held of its author; however, ironically, the fact that I expected to dislike his work allowed me to enjoy it more deeply in the end. If I had no idea of what to expect, I may have thought King was a good writer who put together a good story, and that would be that. But, in expecting to read something trite, I was blown away by the fact that this novella was deep, self-consciously humorous, and more than that, not well short of brilliant. If I had taken a traditional textual response critic’s approach to The Body, I will tell you right now, I certainly would not have enjoyed it, nor would I have allowed myself to do so. Thus, through cognizance of my subjectivity, I was able to incorporate my personal feelings and take a different approach. 

First things first, I had never read a Stephen King novel in any capacity. Obviously, I didn’t know what to expect, because — since Mr. King has been publishing books since long before I was born — he is already a staple in the public consciousness, and there are certain literary stigmas associated with his name: the horror genre, for one, with which I never held a terribly close connection. Honestly, the public’s portrayal of King has something to do with this as well. Growing up hearing his name everywhere, marketed as “the master of horror” — whatever that means — left an obnoxious echo in my head. At the same time, King seems to be lowly regarded in literary circles, yet whether or not this is the truth, I have never read anything by him in class, which, unfortunately is often the only place where I tend to read books (this is why I’d like to get paid to do it). In addition, when I’ve seen that most of his books are the relative size of a dictionary, I tend to shy away. Ironically, though, after reading some material regarding him, in which I discovered that he feels pretty much the same way about his image that I do (kind of irritated that he is seen so one-dimensionally), I was able to see him in a new light. Finally, I actually sat down and read The Body (in two or three sittings, which is a feat for me), coming to this conclusion: King is a great writer, and I was wrong. If I had taken a textual critic’s approach — I know myself, and I know I tend to be a little snooty from time to time — I would have tried to pick it apart. But I didn’t. I opened my mind to connecting with the literature in any way that I could, and I found myself enamored. Why only read a book to see if it’s “well written?” I just don’t see the point. 

III. Finally, the actual response. . . kind of. 
So, as I’ve explained, apparently the idea of reader-response criticism is generally frowned upon within the literary field, as there is — in my opinion — a misconception that there is one true meaning  for every novel or literary work (wow, how absurd does that sound when you see it bluntly in print like that?), and the point of reading is to discover that meaning. How does one define this meaning? By whose authority is the textual meaning deciphered? The author’s? No, because then you would have to question the author. A literary academy’s? Sure, but of whom is a literary academy composed? Oh, right: readers. Enough with it. On to my response. . .

One of the first things (and sometimes the only thing) I connect with in a novel is the author’s projection, and the notion that inextricably, the author is tied to his work, even if it is a completely fantastical tale. In that case, even, the fictional world is a complete reflection of the author’s imagination, so it is arguably more tied to his personal perspective than a philosophical treatise, which, on occasion, concerns itself with temporal issues, therefore allowing influence from the outside world. Within this context, one of the things I appreciate most is an author’s tone, and within that tone, I am a huge sucker for self-consciousness. To break that down, I mean that I understand a text better if an author engages himself with his story. Even if, as I have just mentioned, the story is completely fictional and the setting is utterly fantastical, I can always find enjoyment in an omniscient narrator’s projection, because it offers perspective of the author that is uncompromisingly subjective. If an author is so pompous to think that he (I’m talking about King here, so the male pronoun is appropriate, not patriarchal) is not tied to the text emanating from his brain, I find myself reading incredulously, and thus, am unable to enjoy that which I am reading. Therefore, when an author — and King in this case — allows himself inside his story, it feels more realistic. 

Wait, how can a story be realistic if it is interjected by an omniscient narrator who is not part of the story, you ask? Well, I would say that the story-world is not real, and the admission of this fact by the author connects us, as the reader, to him and to his story-world, because we understand the nature of its origin. For example — and finally, something appropriate to religious discussion — many of us humans are seeking that which is ultimate (God, some might say) in order to understand our world and our place in it. Many of us believe that ultimate reality exists beyond us, or even that we are a part of ultimate reality, but just a very, very miniscule piece of its grand puzzle. Therefore, we could study ourselves, and that is extremely important to understanding our place; however, wouldn’t it be a lot easier to see everything in context if God gave us little subtle (and sometimes funny) hints about what was going on? Well, I think he does, but that’s not the point. The point is that assigning any one thing as the whole of ultimate reality — or assuming one meaning is the whole of an entire text — is short-sighted. You can gain something from this limited viewpoint, but if you are claiming to know everything, or final truth, there’s no way around it — you’re incorrect. 

All right, enough indirect rambling; here’s some direct rambling — finally. In reference to one of his earliest connections with literature, Gordie explains, 

This business about being ignored: I could never really pin it down until I did a book report in high school on this novel called The Invisible Man. When I agreed to do the book for Miss Hardy I thought it was going to be the science fiction story about the guy in bandages and Foster Grants—Claude Rains played him in the movies. When I found out this was a different story I tried to give the book back but Miss Hardy wouldn’t let me off the hook. I ended up being real glad. This Invisible Man is about a Negro. Nobody ever notices him unless he fucks up. People look right through him. When he talks, nobody answers. He’s like a black ghost. Once I got into it, I ate that book up like it was a John D. McDonald, because that cat Ralph Ellison was writing about me (310).  

I think this quote perfectly identifies the issue I’m trying to convey. Whether or not Gordie is a manifestation of King himself — which, I think anyone would be pretty hard pressed to disagree with this idea — I like the fact that he identifies a piece of literature that influenced him. Within the context of the novel, this anecdote regarding The Invisible Man encompasses Gordie’s relationship to his family and to the world at large and relatively nothing more. However, King’s random namedropping of Ellison connects him to the novel, because it is obviously something that has influenced him, or it is completely random. Either way, the mention of an existent literary work in a “fictional” story is the precise intertwining of falsehood and reality that blurs the line of deciphering any one meaning from a novel. If there is inconsistency — and self-conscious inconsistency at that — within the world of the novel, how can we expect to extract a uniform meaning from its pages? 

The reason I connected to this quote specifically is because I think it references my own misconception of King, as well as a thing one can miss if he tries to be objective regarding a piece of literature. How do we connect with the author if we are only reading his words? How do we extract meaning if we limit ourselves to things that are considered meaningful by others? Here, as Gordie (King) relates to Ellison, I relate to him. I had never read King because I thought it would be something it was not, based on what I considered objective knowledge. And, to an extent, knowledge and understanding that lies outside of me is objective, because it is not subject to my personal viewpoint. However, once I picked up his novel and allowed both my subjective viewpoint to interpret the whole of King’s literary experience, I was able to come to a new understanding not only of King, but of popular culture as well as of myself in relation to the preconceived notions I have based on outside influence. Personally — and this may meet with disagreement — I find this enriching literary experience much more valuable than an explication of King’s literary technique, one that most likely would have been based on the critiques of previous readers’ responses. And, let me take a guess, whether or not my opinions and responses are valuable or enjoyable to you, the reader of my text, at least it’s something you’ve never heard before. Some people aren’t welcome to that idea, but I am, and maybe that’s why I sigh reluctantly and call myself a postmodernist, even though officially I choose to deny the existence of the term. 

Anyhow, King’s self-conscious attitude throughout the novel brings up these very notions of reader-response criticism. The Body is a short novel, yet there are infinite interpretations of what it could mean; however, I think the most important thing to recognize is how the book affected me (or you) as a whole, for that is this particular book’s manifest: in part, it is a book about writing, and I am writing about a book about writing, in response to reading it. So whether or not my arguments can apply to anything else I read, they apply to The Body. 

� Postmodern: I must explain that my issue with textual critics is not their method, but their insistence on the fact that their method is the only way to critique literature, and that all other methods are unsound. Therefore, I do not want to suggest that reader-response criticism is the only way to understand literary art, just another way, and in particular, my way. When I say postmodern, then, I mean that a postmodern approach to any topic simply means to look at that topic in a different way than it is usually viewed, addressing the fact that there is not “one way vs. another way” to do something, but a multiplicity of ways to do anything. This definition of postmodern (ideally) should remain consistent. 


� And, to be fair, this is why I find literary criticism incredibly boring





