WAYS OF READING – NARRATIVE (CSEN4011)

(PETER MITCHELL)
LECTURE 4: Intelligibility and the Reader
If we can answer the question, what kind of competence and experience a narrative requires of its reader, then we may determine who the 'implied reader' of that narrative is.
Familiarity with narrative entails a familiarity with each of its integral aspects or components: story, text, and narration. The story contains the fictional world which is signified by the text, the norms which govern it and the beliefs, knowledge and values which dominate in it. The intelligibility of this fictional world depends to some extent on its relation either to the historical world in which the narrative text was written, or to those in which its readers are situated.

By introducing the concept of an 'implied reader' our view of narrative texts changes from one in which the structures internal to the text dominate, to one in which the text invites reconstruction on the part of the reader.
'The reader is thus both an image of a certain competence brought to the text and a structuring of such a competence within the text.' Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction, p.118.
Literature in reader-oriented theory is not an autonomous object but a heteronomous one; it does not possess only immanent, inherent qualities but also those which are 'realized' in the process of reading. In this respect it differs from conventional structuralist analysis of literature, which assumes all its properties, such as story and narration, to reside in the text.
Some reader-oriented critics like Umberto Eco and Stanley Fish have thoroughly revised the structuralist assumptions about what resides in a text, by emphasizing the multiplicity of interpretations possible to a reader. Others see the reader's task as somehow constrained. But they differ about where the constraint lies. Some argue that the constraint originates from the 'real reader', and some from the 'implied reader'.
A real reader is either a specific individual or a collected readership, usually of an historical period. In the work of Riffaterre, for example, the possible meanings of a literary work are limited by a 'horizon' within which exists the ways in which it could have been interpreted by its readers in the period in which it was written.
The implied reader is a theoretical construct, 'representing ... the interpretative process "invited" by the text' (Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction, p.119). Some critics have argued or assumed that the 'real reader's' response is in some way determined by the construction in the text of its 'implied reader'. In this view the reader is seen as a construct, 'implied' or 'encoded' in the text in the very rhetoric through which s/he is required to make sense of the content or reconstruct it as ‘a world’.
An implied reader's response to a narrative is related closely with story, text and narration. The linear figuration of the signs of the text for example can direct and control the reader's comprehension and attitudes by positioning certain events or items before others. There is a 'primacy effect' whereby attitudes presented at an early stage tend to endure. These initial impressions may be subject to confirmation, or, more usually, revision. This is the 'recency effect' which encourages readers to judge all that has gone before in the light of the most recent information. According to Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction (p. 121), 'reading can be seen as a continuous process of forming hypotheses, reinforcing them, developing them, modifying them, and sometimes replacing them by others or dropping them altogether'.
MODELS OF INTELLIGIBILITY:
Fiction models arise from our familiarity with aspects of literature and are realised in generic conventions, which govern what is to be expected from different kinds or genres of literature.

Non-fiction or Reality models arise from our experiences of the real world, which are subsequently and implicitly carried over into what we expect from narrative fiction. There are two kinds of reality model: the first effects our expectations of causality and chronology in story; the second is 'a body of maxims and prejudices which constitute a vision of the world' (Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction, p.124). Roland Barthes calls this the 'cultural code'.

DELAY: The delay is past-oriented if the events which are to become intelligible have already occurred in the past of the story. The delay is future-oriented if the events which are to become intelligible have not yet occurred.

Models of intelligibility can be visualised as frames which offer a perspective on the text; a perspective which renders the text intelligible to its reader. This framing is extratextual, that is outside the text, rather than intratextual, which describes the framing devices employed inside the text. In addition, the fiction models which readers assimilate, and relate to each narrative fiction they read, work intertextually, that is between texts.

The choice of frames can also create gaps in the intelligibility of the narrative either between a frame and the narrative or between frames. Because the frames themselves are composed of sets of ideas, beliefs and values which cannot be exhausted by any one narrative, then there will always be a surplus of meaning in the reader's mind. Analepses tend to fill in gaps, whereas prolepses often create them. However analepses may describe events which have already been narrated differently, thereby opening up a gap in our understanding of those events in the story. When a gap emerges only at the point in the text when it is simultaneously filled in it is called 'retrospective'; whereas when a reader is made aware of the gap and subsequently reads on in order to fill it in, as in the detective fiction, the gap is 'prospective'.
The reading process whereby the events in a story are rendered intelligible by bringing the text into relation with a type of discourse which is already familiar is often called 'naturalization'.
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