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Abstract 

The majority of literary theories in the twentieth century resisted the involvement of the 

reader as an active participant in the interpretation of literary texts. On the other hand, there 

are some voices that asserted the inevitable role that the reader plays in finding meaning in 

literature. This paper attempts to present a brief survey of the attitude of some of the major 

literary theories and approaches towards the position of the reader in the interpretive process. 

Also, I intend to examine the writings of select novelists who argued the role of the reader in 

their metafictive novels. The texts under examination will be Robbe-Grillet’s In the Labyrinth 

(1976), J.M. Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians (1982), and Italo Calvino’s If on a 

Winter’s Night a Traveler (1993). 
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1. Introduction  

Most literary theories and approaches in the twentieth century emphasized the 

autonomous aspect of the literary texts. Critics believe that literary texts can be investigated 

and interpreted without being connected to the intentions, ideologies, emotions, or 

experiences of both authors and readers of these texts. Prominent critical theories such as 

Russian Formalism, New Criticism, Structuralism and Poststructuralism have shown strong 

opposition to any involvement of the author and the reader in the interpretive processes.  

However, there were some strong attempts to assert the inevitable presence of the reader and 

the influential role he or she plays in the reading process of the literary texts. Some critical 

approaches have given considerable role to the reader, but none of them has rendered the 

literary text to the reader as Reader response theory and receptionist theory.  Reader oriented 

critics believe that one of the most significant elements in literary criticism is the reader and 

the role that he or she plays in relation to the author, the text and interpretation. Practitioners 

and representatives of reader oriented criticism attempt to claim the authority of the reader in 

the interpretative process. The inevitable role the reader plays in the text led critics to 

resituate the place of the reader in the writing and the reader processes. 

 

This paper is in two folds. In the first part of this study, I attempt to present a brief 

description of reader oriented criticism; reader response and reception criticism. I will also 

give a survey of some of the attitudes of major literary theories and critical approaches 

towards the position of the reader in the interpretive process. In the second part of this paper, I 

intend to examine the writings of select novelists who use their metafictive novels as 

metacritical texts in order to argue their attitudes towards the role and involvement of the 

reader in the interpretation of literary texts. I will argue how Alain Robbe-Grillet’s In the 

Labyrinth (1967), J.M. Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians (1982), and Italo Calvino’s If on 
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a Winter’s Night a Traveler (1979) function as metacritical texts that present each author’s 

critical views. Each of the aforementioned writers takes the role of the "philosopher-

writer"(Calvino, 1986, p.39) who discusses the position and involvement of the reader in their 

fiction. In my discussion, I will show that we have two different groups in their attitudes 

towards how much they want the reader to be involved in their fiction. Robbe-Grillet and 

Coetzee express their rejection to the reader’s interference in literary texts. Calvino, on the 

other hand, encourages readers to be active participants in their fiction.  

 

2. The Position of the Reader in Literary Criticism 

 

Reader-oriented criticism; reader response theory and reception criticism, 

appeared as a revolutionary reaction to the objective certainties of the nineteenth-

century science. Reader response theorists rejected T. S. Eliot’s emphasis on ‘science’, 

‘objectivity’, impersonality, and the ‘medium’ as the focal object of analysis. In fact, 

they believe that literature is a performative art and each reading is a performance, 

analogous to playing or singing a musical work or enacting a drama. Apparently, 

literature exists only when it is read; meaning is an event. The literary text possesses 

no fixed and final meaning or value and there is no one "correct" meaning. Literary 

meaning and value are "transactional," "dialogic," created by the interaction of the 

reader and the text. Since the meaning of the text is never self-formulated, it is the 

reader’s role to act upon the textual material to produce meaning (Seldan, 2006, p.47). 
 

Reader-oriented criticism rose to prominence in the early 1970s asserting the reader as 

an active factor, rather than a passive recipient in the meaning-making process. Reader-

oriented critics believe that any literary text is inexistent if there is no reader to recognize and 

appreciate it.  The reader and the text interact with one another, sharing a transactional 

experience in which "the text acts as a stimulus for eliciting various past experiences, 

thoughts, and ideas of the reader, those found in both real life and in past reading experiences. 

Simultaneously, the text shapes the reader's experiences, selecting, limiting, and ordering the 

ideas that best conform to the text" (Bressler,2007, p.358). Wolfgang Iser, in The act of 

Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (1987), argues that the critic’s task is not to explain 

the text as an object but rather its effects on the reader. According to Iser, literary texts always 

contain ‘blanks’ or gaps which only the reader can fill. Iser believes that meaning derives 

from the interaction of the text and the reader rather than from one or the other. He contends 

that interpretation is neither objective nor subjective, but a result of the active and agile 

interaction of the text and reader. "Reading," according to Iser, "is an activity that is guided 

by the text; this must be processed by the reader, who is then, in turn, affected by what he has 

processed"(p.163). The text leads the reader, continuously altering and modifying views in 

the reader, and creating gaps that the reader can fill. "The reader, however, can never learn 

from the text how accurate or inaccurate are his views of it.... There is no such frame of 

reference governing the text-reader relationship; on the contrary, the codes which might 

regulate this interaction are fragmented in the text and must first be reassembled or, in most 

cases, restructured before any frame of reference can be established" (p.166). There are, 
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however, some texts that are open and invite the reader’s collaboration, while others are 

closed and predetermine the reader’s response. (Eco, 1984, p.3) 

 

Without doubt, scholars of literary theory and criticism can easily sense the severe struggle 

between different critical approaches of the twentieth century over the authority of the three 

elements of the writing-reading process; author, text, and reader.  Critical theorists, mainly, 

attempt to reject the authority of the reader as a part in the interpretation process. However, 

the presence of the reader cannot be denied. The inevitable role the reader plays in the text led 

critics to reposition and resituate the reader in the interpretation of literary texts. This need for 

the reader became evident in the critical writings of prominent theorists of New criticism and 

Structuralism.  

New Criticism, in which the reader's role in re-creating literary works is ignored, 

stands in total opposition to reader response theory and reception criticism.  New Criticism 

had emphasized, through close reading, that everything the reader needs to obtain meaning 

resides in the text itself. The New Critics' position assumed an objective, fixed text that could 

be studied apart from any human, and this assumption persisted even into postmodern 

criticism. New Critics believe if the text is studied thoroughly, it would reveal its own 

meaning. The reader needs to master the technical vocabulary and the suitable techniques to 

unravel the text.  No appeal to the authority or intention of the author, nor to the psychology 

of the reader, was allowed in New Critics’ discussion of meaning and truth. In “The 

Intentional Fallacy” (2001), Williams K. Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley strongly argue 

against any reference to an author’s intention or intended meaning. The words on the page are 

that matter and any importation of meaning from outside the text is quite irrelevant and 

potentially distracting. According to Wimsatt and Beardsley 

 

The Affective Fallacy is a confusion between the poem and its results (what it is and 

what it does), a special case of epistemological skepticism; though usually advanced 

as if it had far stronger claims than the overall forms of skepticism. It begins by trying 

to derive the standard of criticism from the psychological effects of the poem and ends 

in impressionism and relativism. The outcome…  is that the poem itself, as an object of 

specifically critical judgment, tends to disappear (p.1388).  

 

Although New Critics were careful not to involve the reader’s personal experience or 

emotions in the process of interpretation, Wimsatt’s and Beardsley’s proposition of the 

“Affective Fallacy” (2001) is an acknowledgement of the effect that the text has on the 

reader.   

 

The significance of the reader in the interpretive process is even more apparent in I. A. 

Richard’s Principles of Literary Criticism(1925). Richards, one of the vigorous advocates of 

New Criticism, shows interest in the relationship between readers’ personal backgrounds and 

feelings and the text's interpretation. While teaching at Cambridge University, Richards 

"distributed to his classes ... copies of short poems of widely diverse aesthetic and literary 

value, without citing their authors and titles and with various editorial changes that updated 

spelling and pronunciation. He then asked his students to record their free responses to and 

evaluations of each of these short texts" (Bressler, 2007, p.77). Richards noticed a diverse 
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variety of unrelatable and contradictory responses. One of his main conclusions is that 

"science, not poetry or any other literary genre, leads to truth— that is, science's view of the 

world is the correct one. Poems, on the other hand, can produce only 'pseudo-statements' 

about the nature of reality" (Bressler, 2007, p.77).  Ironically, Richards' approach to literary 

criticism reveals New Critics recognition of the role the reader plays in the interpretation of 

literary texts.  

 

Drawing on the principles of New Critics, the proponents of Structuralism did not 

ignore the role of the reader and his or her subjectivity in determining meaning in literary 

analysis.  "According to structuralist critics, a reader brings to the text a predetermined system 

for ascertaining meaning... and applies this sign system directly to the text. The text becomes 

important because it contains signs or signals to the reader that have preestablished and 

acceptable interpretations" (Bressler, 2001, p.82). In finding meaning, Structuralism is mainly 

interested in showing what implicit rules and conventions are operating in a given work. 

Mostly, the meaning depends on the competence of the reader in responding to the structures 

and practices of the text and which operate implicitly; the competent reader can make these 

explicit. 

 

In the following part of this paper, I intend to explore the position of the reader in 

three postmodern novels that reflect this dispute over giving the reader the right to be 

involved in the interpretation of literary texts. 

 

3. Creative Writers’ Attitudes Towards the Involvement of the Reader  

Reader response and receptionist theorists posit that meaning in texts inherently resides in 

what readers bring to the text and is therefore entirely created by the reader and renewed or 

refashioned by each reader. By doing so, they engage one of the most persistent questions 

addressed by theories of art: the dynamic (or lack thereof) between the author's creation of 

and intentions for the work and reader's apprehension of meaning or value from the work. 

Some creative writers identify this as a " problem" of Reader Response/ Reception theory and 

its failure to account for a reader's reaction to works of art from unfamiliar cultures, 

languages, subject position, and time periods and loss of art's value or meaning deriving from 

such failure. This "problem," then, emerges as an ongoing subject of literary theory and 

criticism treated by novelists who used their fictional works as metacritical texts to present 

their theoretical opinions regarding readers’ involvement in literary texts. The novelists under 

consideration; Robbe-Grillet, Coetzee, Calvino, present two different attitudes towards 

readers’ interference in the interpretation of their novels and the recreation of meaning.    

 

Robbe-Grillet and Coetzee tend to restrict the authority of the reader in their novels. As a 

matter of fact, these writers overtly express their aversion to the reader’s transactional 

experience with the text. Robbe-Grillet’s problem with the reader, it seems, is that he does not 

have much faith in the latter’s ability to understand the novel.  Robbe-Grillet believes that the 

author puts a tremendous effort in his text to reflect his emotions and ideas. In referring to his 

novels, Robbe-Grillet in For a New Novel states that 
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those pages to which the writer has given birth as though unconsciously, those 

unpremeditated marvels, those "lost" words reveal the existence of some superior 

force which has dictated them. The novelist, more than a creator in the strict sense, is 

thus a simple mediator between ordinary mortals and an obscure power, a force 

beyond humanity, an eternal spirit, a god. . .  (p.12). 

 

He certainly values his work and does not want it to be contaminated by the reader. This 

contamination results either from the reader’s literary incompetence and lack of 

understanding the text or from his or her ill intentions that are motivated by different 

memories, experiences or ideologies. Robbe-Grillet resumes his objection to the reader’s 

interference in his novels by saying: 

 

The crude repudiations mistakenly denounced by readers who have been a little too 

careless—or ill-disposed—but reconsiderations on a different level, re-examinations, 

another side of the same idea, or its complement, and in some cases simply a warning 

against an error of interpretation (p.13). 

 

Apparently, Robbe-Grillet is not less conspicuous in his fiction than he is in his 

theoretical essays. In In the Labyrinth, Robbe-Grillet clearly discourages the reader from 

bringing his or her personal experience into the meaning of the text. Instead, the reader ought 

to read the events of the story as they are and not search for allegorical meanings that do not 

exist in the text. He begins his novel with a clear straightforward statement to the reader of his 

novel warning him or her not to force any interpretation on the narrative: 

 

This story is fiction, not a report, it describes a reality which is not necessary that of 

the reader’s own experience: thus the infantry in the French army does not have the 

military number on the coat-collar. Similarly, the recent history of Western Europe has 

recorded no important battle at Reichenfels or even nearby. And yet the reality here in 

question is strictly physical, that is to say it has no allegorical significance. The reader 

should therefore see in it only the objects, the gestures, the words and the events that 

are told without seeking to give them either more or less meaning than they would 

have in his own life, or in his own death. (p.5)  

 

Robbe-Grillet puts restrictions on the role of the reader in interpreting the novel.  He in fact 

encourages a structuralist reading of his narrative that focuses on the words of the text without 

regard to external factors; everything the reader needs to understand and know about the 

narrative exists inside the text.  

 

Similarly, Coetzee does not conceal his opposition to readers’ absolute interference and 

involvement in literary works. However, he carries out a different approach in conveying his 

resentment of readers’ abusive and irresponsible attempts to force certain interpretation on the 

text.  In Waiting for the Barbarians, Coetzee criticizes the essence of reader response theory 

as he ridicules the recipient’s insistence on finding meaning in written texts. The narrator in 

the novel covertly argues against reader response critics who insist on the reader’s productive 

and effective role in finding meaning. The following paragraph from the novel reveals the 
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risky consequences of forcing an interpretation that derives from the reader’s social and 

psychological condition. For example, in describing the wooden slips that the Colonel finds 

with the Magistrate, the narrator says: 

 

I look at the lines of the characters written by a stranger long since dead. I do not even 

know whether to read from right to left or from left to right. … I have no idea what 

they stand for. Does each stand for a single thing, a circle for the sun, a triangle for a 

woman, a wave for a lake; or does a “circle” merely stand for a circle, a triangle for a 

“triangle”, a wave for a “ wave”? Does each sign represent a different state of the 

tongue, the lips, the throat, the lungs, as they combine in the uttering of some 

multifarious unimaginable extinct barbarian language? Or are my four hundred 

characters nothing but scribal embellishments of an underlying repertory of twenty or 

thirty whose primitive forms I am too stupid to see? 

 

But under the pressure of the Colonel, the narrator sarcastically goes on and invents an 

imaginary conversation between the tortured girl and her father.  Interestingly, the narrator’s 

invented story does not please his superiors because it reveals the horror that their Empire has 

caused to these natives. Apparently, the narrator commits a fatal mistake by recreating the 

meaning of the these scripts that he cannot decipher.   

 

  From the narrator’s treatment of the slips he has found, one can conclude that 

Coetzee, in addition to his objection to involving the readers, or recipient’s, personal and 

subjective understanding of these text, vigorously objects an allegorical reading of other 

nation’s texts. He in fact defies what Fredric Jameson claims in his “Third-World Literature 

in the Era of Multinational Capitalism” that all Third World literature is allegorical. It seems 

that postcolonial texts’ sensitivity resides in the political and cultural messages that these texts 

intend to convey. a misunderstanding of postcolonial text will definitely result in creating 

more stereo-types. 

 

Paying attention to the term “stereo-type” suggests the possibility, if not the actuality, 

of misinterpretation caused by unintentional or intentional misrepresentation of the “other”. In 

“Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism”(1986), Fredric Jameson 

alludes to the fact that Western readers affected by their modernistic tastes feel that novels 

written by Third-World writers tend to have a presupposed reader. This Western reader 

cannot share the text with the ideal reader. Jameson says:  

 

The way in which all this affects the reading process seems to be as follows: as 

western readers whose tastes ( and much else) have been formed by our own 

modernism, a popular or socially realistic third world novel tends to come before us, 

not immediately, but as though already-read. We sense, between ourselves and this 

alien text, the presence of another reader, of the Other reader, for whom a narrative, 

which strikes us as conventional or naïve, has a freshness of information and a social 

interest that we cannot share.  The fear and resistance I’m evoking has to do, then, 

with the sense of our own no-coincidence with that Other reader, so different from 

ourselves; our sense that to coincide in any adequate way with the Other “ ideal 
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reader”- that is to say, to read this text adequately- we would have to give up a great 

deal that is individually precious to us and acknowledge an existence and a situation 

unfamiliar and therefore frightening- one that we do not know and prefer not to know( 

p.66). 

 

The importance of Jameson’s above quote is that he brings the reader’s attention to the 

misinterpretation caused by readers’ different ideologies, experiences and cultures. Normally, 

a Western individual with his or her modernistic mentality is incapable of absorbing the 

agonies and humiliations that are caused by the colonial ambitions of modern Western 

civilization.  The danger in allowing the reader to involve his or her own experience resides in 

the distortion the reader might cause to the original text.  

 

 Although Jameson shows a good understanding of the complications caused by interpreting 

Third-World literature by Western readers, his generalization lacks accuracy  when he claims 

in the same article that “all third-world texts are necessarily allegorical … they are to be read 

as what [he will call] national allegories, …particularly when their forms develop out of 

predominantly Western machineries of representation, such as the novel” (p.69). Ironically, 

he proves to his readers his own lack of understanding of ‘others’ ” literature when he 

generalizes his statement by using the word “all”. With no doubt, an allegorical reading of 

postcolonial literature will undermine the painful experience of the wretched of the earth. It 

will also encourage the reader to ignore some historical and social facts that are essential to 

the construction of postcolonial literature.  

 

Unlike Robbe-Grillet and Coetzee, Calvino reflects a different attitude towards the 

role and authority of the reader in literary texts. He encourages a reading that involves 

readers’ interaction with the text. In addition to Wolfgang Iser’s two poles of interpretation of 

literary texts; text and reader, Calvino posits an inevitable third pole; the author. In The Act of 

Reading, Iser contends that "the artistic pole is the author's text, and the aesthetic is the 

realization accomplished by the reader"(p.21). Calvino agrees with reader response and 

reception theorist that the reader is an important element in the text but he also believes that 

meaning can only be derived if the author and the reader meet each other in the text.  

 

Calvino addresses his philosophy about the three poles of interpretation, author, text, 

and reader, in his metafictive novel If on a Winter's Night a Traveler.  It seems that Calvino is 

influenced by the Neo-Aristotelian School of criticism in language; an approach “based upon 

Aristotle’s four causes of literary works: 1, the poet (efficient cause); 2, the effect on the 

reader (final cause); 3, the language (material cause); and 4, the mimetic content (formal 

cause)” ( Lane, ,2006, p.43).  In his novel, Calvino manifests the connection between the 

author and the reader by dramatizing himself as one of the characters who interacts with 

readers of his book. He, in fact, establishes his narrative on the notion that there is a 

distinction between the real writer and the ‘author-character’ in the novel. This ‘author-

character’ reflects his ideas on the role of the reader and to which degree he or she is allowed 

to interfere in the creation and recreation of meaning.  At the very beginning of the novel, the 

narrator clearly positions the reader as the owner of the narrative by addressing him/her: “you 
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have turned toward a stack of If on a winter's night a traveler ... you have grasped a  copy, 

and you have carried it to the cashier so that your right to own it can be established” (p.6).  

 

At the same time, the narrator limits this ownership and involvement of the reader in the 

narrative. That is why the narrator warns the reader by saying: "watch out: it's surely a 

method of involving you gradually" (p.11). Throughout the novel, Calvino depict a series of 

events and situations that bring the author-character face-to-face with different types of 

readers; the political, academic, critical, intellectual, competent, innocent, and opportunist.  

At the very end of the novel one can conclude that it is impossible to separate the writer or the 

reader from the writing/reading process because both are responsible for creating and 

regenerating meaning. Without doubt, a “literary text only exists when it is written by an 

author and read by readers” (Al-Shara, 2009, p.68). 

 

4. Conclusion 

The twentieth century has witnessed a literary and critical dispute over the three authorities in 

the writing/reading activity; author, text, and reader. While the majority of critics argued 

against the involvement of both readers and writers in the interpretative processes, some 

critics recognized the inevitable role of the creator and receiver of the text.  This dispute 

between critics provoked creative writers to step in and express their personal attitudes 

towards the way they like their literary texts to be read.  In this study, I have examined how 

Robbe-Grillet, Coetzee, and Calvino took the roles of metacritics and employed their 

metafictive novels in order to argue the position of the reader in interpreting their narratives.  

I conclude my argument by presenting two different reactions to the involvement of readers in 

novels. The first kind is the one that expresses a strong opposition to readers’ interference in 

imposing meaning on the original texts such as Robbe-Grillet in In the Labyrinth and J.M. 

Coetzee in Waiting for the Barbarians. Italo Calvino represents the other group of writers who 

believe that ascertaining meaning depends on the interaction between authors and readers. If 

on a Winter’s Night a Traveler depicts Calvino’s stance towards the inevitable role the reader 

plays in the recreation of meaning in fiction.  
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