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ouise Rosenblatt, whose long-term project was to demonstrate the impor-
tance of the reader in the literary transaction, participated actively in the
celebration of her remarkable life and accomplishments in November 2004
at the annual conference of the National Council of Teachers of English

Louise M. Rosenblatt is [. . .] a woman in theory. She is an anomaly. Women, we have been told
(by women and men), do not do theory. At least, they do not do it well enough to be remembered.

—Temma Berg

(NCTE). The event occurred just months before her death in February of 2005 at
the age of one hundred. Her son, Jonathan Ratner, in an essay published in an issue
of NCTE’s Voices from the Middle devoted to Rosenblatt, says that when they entered
the convention hall where his mother was to deliver her address, five or six hundred
people stood up and cheered. That evening he commented to her, “Mom, now I
know what it’s like to travel with a rock star!” (6).

The NCTE event makes evident the extraordinary influence among elemen-
tary, secondary, and postsecondary English teachers of Rosenblatt’s Literature as
Exploration, originally published in 1938. In the book she challenges the authority of
single canonical interpretations of literary texts, placing the diverse responses of
student readers center stage. Rosenblatt is no doubt considered a rock star by mem-
bers of NCTE because she democratized the teaching of literature, attending to the
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problems of ordinary teachers faced with the responsibilities of educating ordinary
readers.

A second event, however, makes evident that she has received considerably less
recognition by literary theorists and critics for her theoretical contribution to the
study of literature, The Reader, the Text, the Poem, published in 1978. Ten months
after Rosenblatt’s death, a special session at the December 2005 Modern Language
Association Convention in Washington, D.C., was devoted to an appreciation and
reassessment of her work. Instead of in a large convention hall, however, the session
took place in a small, inaccessible room that was not full. The panel was composed
of five long-time associates of Louise including two former students, Nicholas
Karolides and Duane Roen, but the guests of honor were Rosenblatt’s son, who
works in Washington as a health economist for a federal agency, and his daughter
Anna. Most of the other attendees were friends or relatives of the panelists.

The neglect of Rosenblatt’s work by literary critics, including reader-response
critics, has a long history. As Steven Mailloux observed in his presentation on the
2005 MLA panel, two influential collections of essays that appeared in 1980, Jane
Tompkins’s Reader-Response Criticism: From Formalism to Post-Structuralism and Su-
san Suleiman and Inge Crosman’s The Reader in the Text: Essays on Audience and Inter-
pretation, mention Rosenblatt’s work only in notes. Tompkins does, at least, include
Literature as Exploration and The Reader, the Text, the Poem and three articles by
Rosenblatt in her bibliography. Suleiman and Crosman, however, make no refer-
ence to her work in theirs. The new edition of Literature as Exploration published by
the Modern Language Association in 1995, with its introduction by Wayne Booth,
was no doubt an attempt on the part of MLA to authorize and instate her within the
organization, but it does not appear to have had a significant impact.

Rosenblatt’s neglect by literary critics and theorists such as Tompkins and
Suleiman and Crosman can be explained, in part, by the 1978 publication date of
The Reader, the Text, the Poem. Both Tompkins’s Reader-Response Criticism and Suleiman
and Crosman’s The Reader in the Text were no doubt in the final stages of production
when The Reader, the Text, the Poem was published. Her neglect can also be explained,
in part, by her shift in midcareer from English to English education. As Ratner
explains in “Six Stones for a Mosaic,” Rosenblatt spent the first two decades of her
career in English departments at Barnard College and Brooklyn College and the
second two decades in New York University’s School of Education. He observes,
“With full awareness of what she was doing, she turned away from the liberal arts
English departments of the day and, with real enthusiasm, entered into a new phase
in a school of education” (7). By the time The Reader, the Text, the Poem was published
in 1978, therefore, she was firmly established within the field of English education
and virtually unknown within literary studies. In publishing the book, Rosenblatt
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clearly intended to contribute a theoretical work that would be taken seriously by
the literary critical establishment. Unfortunately, this has not yet happened.

Mailloux himself has made a considerable effort to include Rosenblatt in the
conversation among reader-response critics and theorists within literary studies. His
guest-edited collection of the Bucknell Review, Theories of Reading, Looking, and Lis-
tening, published in 1981, includes an essay by Rosenblatt entitled “On the Aesthetic
as the Basic Model of the Reading Process.” Even Mailloux, however, distinguishes
between the essays in the collection by theorists such as Wolfgang Iser and Peter
Rabinowitz and those by Rosenblatt and David Bleich that are rooted in classroom
practice (10).

If literary critics and theorists have been unwilling to recognize Rosenblatt’s
theoretical contributions to literary studies, compositionists and rhetoricians inter-
ested in reader-response criticism have been more willing to grant Rosenblatt the
status of theorist. John Clifford, one of Rosenblatt’s former students, and John Schilb,
for instance, asked her to participate in the symposium that concludes their collec-
tion Writing Theory and Critical Theory. Annika Hallin, in her essay “A Rhetoric for
Audiences: Louise Rosenblatt on Reading and Action,” included in Andrea Lunsford’s
Reclaiming Rhetorica, finds that her theory promises to reconfigure “how rhetorical
theory portrays the relations between participants in discourse” (286). Carolyn Allen,
in her essay “Louise Rosenblatt and Theories of Reader-Response,” argues that the
success of Literature as Exploration “prevented her later theoretical ideas from re-
ceiving the attention they deserve” (33). The perception that she was primarily con-
cerned with practice rather than with theory was difficult to alter. Temma Berg’s
observation in my epigraph suggests, as well, that Rosenblatt may have been over-
looked as a literary theorist because of her gender. In the late 1970s, when she pub-
lished The Reader, the Text, the Poem, literary theory was almost the exclusive domain
of men. The occasional woman who achieved that status as a theorist tended to
teach at an elite institution and to publish with an elite press.

Here I argue that Rosenblatt should be taken seriously as a literary theorist.
Not only was she thoroughly familiar with developments in literary theory when
she wrote The Reader, the Text, the Poem in the 1970s, but in some ways she was
considerably ahead of her time. Her work anticipates what Lawrence Buell in his
introduction to a 1999 special issue of PMLA focusing on ethical issues in literary
study calls “postpoststructuralism” (9), the ethical turn within literary studies. Buell
in “In Pursuit of Ethics” identifies four characteristics of what he calls “ethically
valenced literary inquiry” (12), two of which are especially pertinent here. The first
is “[r]ecuperation of authorial agency in the production of texts” (12), which neces-
sitates a recognition of the historical author. The second is “[r]eaderly responsibil-
ity” (12), which Buell differentiates from traditional reader-response criticism and
from the work of Roland Barthes, all of which he sees as celebrating “readerly ap-
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propriation or reinvention” (12). Ethical reading, in contrast, necessitates
“conscienceful listening” (12). Rosenblatt’s theoretical perspective is closer to Buell’s
than to Barthes’s. There is a text, she insists, and the reader has a responsibility to
attempt to be true to it. She also insists on the humanness of both authors and
readers. They are not constructs but people.

The shift in emphasis within Rosenblatt’s work from pedagogical concerns to
theoretical ones is evident when Literature as Exploration and The Reader, the Text, the
Poem are compared. Literature as Exploration was published in 1938, at the beginning
of Rosenblatt’s career, when she was an instructor in the English Department at
Barnard College; The Reader, the Text, the Poem was published forty years later in
1978, six years after her retirement in 1972 from the School of Education at New
York University. They represent two very different historical and disciplinary mo-
ments. Influenced by the progressive pedagogy of John Dewey and others in the
mid-twentieth century, Literature as Exploration was written for teachers of literature
at all levels as a way of making the reading of literature more meaningful for stu-
dents. The Reader, the Text, the Poem, in contrast, was meant to be a contribution to
theoretical discussions of important and timely issues within literary criticism such
as the relationship between reader and text and ways in which the validity of inter-
pretations can be assessed.

The two books are also very different in their purposes and the audiences for
whom they were written. The impetus for Literature as Exploration was Rosenblatt’s
work on the Commission on Human Relations, which was funded by the General
Education Board of the Rockefeller Foundation and administered through the Pro-
gressive Education Association (Connell 72). The work on the commission involved
Rosenblatt with progressive educators who developed books on human relations for
adolescents that incorporated the latest advances in sociology and psychology (72).
This work prompted Rosenblatt to write her own book, which was written as a
practical handbook for classroom teachers (72).

The Reader, the Text, the Poem, in contrast, evolved as a result of over forty years
of observing and reflecting on both undergraduate and graduate responses to litera-
ture in a course Rosenblatt taught, Criticism and the Literary Experience (x). She
explains her purpose in her preface as follows: “Eschewing further educational themes,
I concentrate on presenting a matured and more fully developed theory of the liter-
ary work of art and the implications for criticism” (xii). Rosenblatt explains in the
preface that she used a variety of techniques to determine what went on during her
students’ reading. The book, she says, is a distillation of her observations, reflec-
tions, and reading (x). Rosenblatt was in her mid-seventies when The Reader, the
Text, the Poem was published. Although the book represents insights she gained
throughout her career, she no doubt waited to actually write it until she had retired
and her son Jonathan was raised. It was by no means the culmination of her think-
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ing, however. She continued to write and teach in visiting appointments after its
publication. Her final book, Making Meaning with Texts: Selected Essays, was pub-
lished in 2005, when she was one hundred. It appeared just days before she died.

T H E  R O L E  O F  L I T E R A T U R E  A S  E X P L O R A T I O N  I N

R O S E N B L A T T ’ S  C A R E E R

Rosenblatt places considerable emphasis in Literature as Exploration on discussions
of the reasons reading literature is important in the lives of students. In the book she
begins to develop the idea that literary texts are written to improve the lives of
readers. It was the responsibility of readers, in turn, to attempt to remain true to
their authors’ intentions. Reading needed to be what Buell calls “conscienceful.”

An understanding of the importance of the ethical dimensions of reading is
implicit in Literature as Exploration when Rosenblatt explains that literature encour-
ages readers to clarify their values. She says, “The implied moral attitudes and un-
voiced systems of social values are reinforced by the persuasiveness of art” (8).
Literature can also enable individuals to become assimilated into a culture and to
begin to understand that culture. She says, “Notions of complex patterns of behav-
ior, such as courtship or moral and social attitudes can be assimilated from books”
(191). She finds that the unread person usually participates in only a very narrow
and limited subculture (192). For Rosenblatt, literature “offers a release from the
provincialism of time and space” (193). The reading of a book, she reminds us, “has
sometimes changed a person’s entire life” (197).

For Rosenblatt, reading has the potential of improving the lives of readers. She
sees that literature enables readers to better cope with the challenges they face be-
cause it offers an important source of awareness of possible alternatives (193). For
her, reading is “a means of carrying on some trial-and-error experimentation that
might be disastrous in real life” (199) and militates against the development of “neu-
rotic tendencies” (201). Literature also provides readers an objective presentation of
problems that may, in turn, help them understand their own problems. It provides
readers with vicarious experiences they might otherwise not have and allows them
to develop both emotionally and intellectually. She says, “[L]iterature can foster the
linkage between intellectual perception and emotional drive that is essential to any
vital learning process” (182). Reading literature is also relaxing, provides an emo-
tional outlet, and teaches readers to enjoy the beauty or grandeur of nature and to
exercise their senses. Literature also enables readers to feel more profoundly, to
identify with the experiences of others, and to empathize with them. She says, “Sen-
sitivity to literary technique should be linked up with sensitivity to the array of hu-
man joys and sorrows, aspirations and defeats, fraternizings and conflicts” (51).
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Through identification with characters, readers can learn to compensate for their
own limitations or failures.

Literature as Exploration also demonstrates the crucial role of teachers in the
ethical development of their students. Teachers have an obligation to offer students
texts that are going to be meaningful to them. Contemporary literary works are
often preferable to classic texts because students are better able to relate to them
(216), and the literature students are exposed to should be varied (214). Students
need to be provided opportunities to respond freely to the texts they are reading but
also to reflect on those responses and to turn once again to the text under the guid-
ance of the teacher. One goal is to encourage students to control their emotional
reactions so as not to obscure the text (226). She suggests starting from emotional
uncertainties and moving toward some rational understanding (246). Since Rosenblatt
finds that texts embody ethical and cultural attitudes and values, she thinks that
teachers should become knowledgeable about the social sciences. Literature as Ex-
ploration, for instance, makes a strong case for the importance of the study of anthro-
pology for the teacher of literature and includes references to cultures of peoples
such as Samoans, Manus, and Batciga.

In many ways Literature as Exploration anticipates The Reader, the Text, the Poem
in that there are the beginnings of a theory of reader response, one that encourages
readers to be reflective about how they are living their lives. Rosenblatt says,
“[U]ltimately, any literary work gains its significance from the way in which the
minds and emotions of particular readers respond to the verbal stimuli offered by
the text” (28). She also says, “Without an understanding of the reader, one cannot
predict what particular text may be significant to him, or what may be the special
quality of his experience” (35). Rosenblatt’s pedagogy is based on an initial reader’s
response to a text followed by reflection on both the original response and the work
under consideration. She says, “Teaching becomes a matter of improving the
individual’s capacity to evoke meaning from the text by leading him to reflect self-
critically on this process” (26). She also distinguishes, as she does in The Reader, the
Text, the Poem, between interactions and transactions with texts. In a footnote that
she added for the 1976 edition, she says,

In various disciplines transaction is replacing interaction, which suggests the impact of
distinct and fixed entities. Transaction is used above in the way that one might refer to
the interrelationship between the knower and what is known. The poem is the transac-
tion that goes on between reader and text. Cf. John Dewey and Arthur F. Bentley,
Knowing and the Known (Boston, Beacon Press, 1949). (27)

This distinction takes on considerably greater significance in The Reader, the Text,
the Poem. There, Rosenblatt also begins to distinguish between aesthetic and effer-
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ent or scientific responses to literary texts and emphasizes the importance of aes-
thetic responses since it is those that are experienced fully, lived through (33).

If Literature as Exploration promotes the use of social scientific knowledge in
the teaching of literature, especially anthropology, sociology, and psychology, The
Reader, the Text, the Poem reflects a broader interdisciplinary framework that is con-
siderably more theoretically sophisticated and critical of the sciences and the social
sciences. Rosenblatt began to see, for instance, that logical positivism and behavior-
ism try to eliminate the human factor and concentrate on “objective” facts (16). She
had found, by the time of The Reader, the Text, the Poem, that the movements with
which she had considerably more sympathy were those such as pragmatism, phe-
nomenology, existentialism, and psychoanalysis that seek to incorporate the human
consciousness (16). She might have added ethics since she saw that readers and writ-
ers have to read and write responsibly.

Although I am suggesting that The Reader, the Text, the Poem represents a deeper
and more expansive perspective than Literature as Exploration, not all critics would
agree. John Willinsky, in “The Lost Reader of Democracy,” for instance, argues
that the political commitment to democracy evident in Literature as Exploration gets
reduced to a concern for the relationship between a single reader and a single text in
The Reader, the Text, the Poem. He says, “I find that she was increasingly drawn away
from her original reconciliation of the aesthetic and political roles of literary educa-
tion in favor of a narrower concentration on the reader’s experience with the text”
(85). I argue, in contrast, that the difference between the two works is one of focus
and purpose rather than waning political commitment. Literature as Exploration deals
with practical, pedagogical concerns, The Reader, the Text, the Poem with theoretical
ones. Issues that Rosenblatt addressed in the latter work reflect matters of concern
within literary studies in the last third of the twentieth century. If The Reader, the
Text, the Poem seems less political than Literature as Exploration, it is because the field
of literary studies was just beginning to move politics, including attention to women’s
issues, into the forefront in the early and mid-1970s when she was writing. Kate
Flint’s essay in Signs, for example, “Women and Reading,” makes clear that most of
the important work on relationships between women and reading was published
after 1978. One exception, Judith Fetterley’s The Resisting Reader: A Feminist Ap-
proach to American Fiction, was also published in 1978 and so would not have influ-
enced Rosenblatt.

T H E  E T H I C A L  T U R N  I N  T H E  R E A D E R ,  T H E  T E X T ,  T H E  P O E M

In The Reader, the Text, the Poem, Rosenblatt provides an unrelenting critique of
objectivist approaches to literature that remove the human element, and therefore
the ethical element, from the literary transaction. In emphasizing the human di-
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mension in the literary transaction, Rosenblatt reconceptualizes literary criticism
and takes on powerful critical movements such as the New Criticism and structural-
ism and powerful critics such as I. A. Richards, T. S. Eliot, Austin Warren and René
Wellek, and E. D. Hirsch. She grapples with issues that were in the air in the 1970s
such as validity in interpretation and evaluation of literary responses, but she alters
them so that ethical issues are foregrounded. She also develops a pragmatic theory
of reading, what she calls a transactional approach. Philosophers who influenced her
such as John Dewey, Arthur F. Bentley, George Santayana, William James, and
Charles Sanders Peirce emphasize that transactions are exchanges between and among
people capable of reflection and ethical choices. In developing her transactional ap-
proach, Rosenblatt was also influenced by work in the philosophy of language and
art, psychology, psycholinguistics, sociolinguistics, semiotics, rhetoric, physics, and
literature. She distinguishes her transactional approach from that of reader-response
critics such as Norman Holland and David Bleich, whom she sees as placing so
much emphasis on the reader that they neglect the text and in so doing neglect
reading’s transactional nature. She also works out her position in relation to what
Virginia Woolf has to say about reading, an indication of an emerging feminist aware-
ness that places human beings at the center of the transactional process and resists
scientific approaches to the study of literature.

The Reader, the Text, the Poem is not primarily pedagogical in orientation. Rather,
it is a serious theoretical statement intended primarily for literature specialists, a
response to works that have achieved prominence within literary studies such as I. A.
Richards’s Practical Criticism and E. D. Hirsch’s Validity in Interpretation. It is ambi-
tious in that it attempts to shift priorities within literary studies from what Rosenblatt
calls efferent reading to aesthetic reading. She explains that efferent reading is pri-
marily concerned with what the reader will carry away from the text (24) and in-
cludes approaches focusing on biography and history (25) whereas aesthetic reading
is centered directly on the lived-through experience of the text (25), the humanness
of the response process. She does not denounce efferent approaches, which are valu-
able if they aid the reader in experiencing the text meaningfully (125), but warns
against substituting them for an aesthetic engagement with the text (125). She says,

In the basic paradigm for literary criticism, then, the movement is from an intensely realized
aesthetic transaction with a text to reflection on semantic or technical or other details in order
to return to, and correlate them with, that particular personally apprehended aesthetic read-
ing. (162, emphasis in original)

Her distinction between efferent and aesthetic reading leads her to the conclusion
that the term “literary critic” should be reserved for one “whose primary subject is
his aesthetic transaction with the text: he reflects on the work of art that he has
evoked” (162).
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Rosenblatt builds her argument by explaining how aesthetic reading is transac-
tional in nature, a perspective influenced by the pragmatic philosophies of John
Dewey and others that emphasizes the humanity of both readers and texts. Aesthetic
literary interpretation, from a transactional perspective, is a nonlinear event in time
in which reader and text condition each other (16). Rosenblatt then discusses the
ways in which different fields have embraced the concept of transactionality. What
she calls “transactional psychologists” examine perception and demonstrate “how
much perception depends on the selection and organization of cues according to
past experience and expectations” (18). Ecologists examine ways in which humans
and environments are part of a total situation (18). Linguistic philosophers speak of
transactions as speech acts. Rosenblatt also draws parallels between the reader of a
text and the performer of a musical composition (29). She makes clear, however, that
from her perspective, the semantic component of reading need not be sacrificed
(29). She also compares philosophies of art with her transactional approach, finding
many accounts of observers or audiences to be too passive (30). Her aesthetic reader
is very active.

Rosenblatt also compares her transactional approach with those of other liter-
ary critics, finding them constructing the reader at the extremes of either passive
recipient or sole determinant of meaning. There are those who render readers invis-
ible by considering them as “the audience” or “the reading public” (4). They don’t
see individual readers as carrying out their own activities (4). There are also those
who are primarily concerned with the psychological patterns of readers’ responses
rather than with transactions between readers and texts. These critics make discov-
eries about specific readers’ personality patterns but not about literary events (151).
Rosenblatt sees that with such approaches, the text becomes little more than a Ror-
schach inkblot (151). For her, in contrast, it is human communication that is at the
heart of the literary transaction.

The first chapter of The Reader, the Text, the Poem makes the case that the reader
has been invisible through much of the history of the theory of literature. During
classical and neoclassical periods, the focus was on the literary work as a mirroring
of reality. She says, “[T]he primary concern was the relation between the work and
that universe of orderly and permanent forms of which it was to some (debated)
degree an imitation or reflection” (2). Toward the end of the eighteenth century,
however, in the writings of Wordsworth and Coleridge and others, emphasis shifts
to the poet and the poet’s sensibility (2). The literary work was now viewed as em-
bodying the personality and life of the author (2). In the later nineteenth century,
the reader was also ignored in the “art for art’s sake” movement, which focused on
the autonomy of the artist. In the twentieth century, the formalist critics focused on
the autonomy of the work itself (3). She concludes that although readers have some-
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times been glimpsed by literary theorists, they have not been in the spotlight as
having an active part in the making of meaning (3). Once the reader was discovered,
in the latter part of the twentieth century, as a reaction against the New Criticism,
too often the theorists embraced an extreme form of subjectivism or Freudianism
rather than one that accounted for the participation of reader and text (4).

Rosenblatt also defines her reader-oriented, human-centered, transactional
perspective in opposition to what she saw as the objectivism and scientism of the
New Criticism and structuralism. In her preface, she reminds us that Literature as
Exploration predated the New Criticism (xii). She attributes the “extraordinary domi-
nance” of the New Criticism to postwar, post-Sputnik intellectualism (xii). She sees
the New Critics’ aesthetic precursors as formalist critics and those who espoused
art-for-art’s sake (xii) and rejects their emphasis on the poem-as-object as well as
their neglect of both the author and the reader (xii). I. A. Richards is one of the
precursors of the New Critics that she discusses at length, finding that Richards’s
Practical Criticism, with its emphasis on student readers’ responses to literary texts,
might have shifted the emphasis within literary studies toward the reader. Instead,
New Critics focused on Richards’s close literary analysis, insisting on “the work
itself” as an autonomous structure of literary devices (3). From Richards, they learned
to banish “extrinsic” concerns (3).

In describing her transactional approach, Rosenblatt uses the term
“interinanimate” and attributes it to Richards. For her, though, it is not the words
that interinanimate each other but readers who interinanimate their responses to
the author’s pattern of words (53). Rosenblatt places people above language. She
explains how metaphor is altered when viewed from a transactional perspective, in-
voking Richards’s terms “tenor” and “vehicle.” Most discussions of metaphor at-
tempt to account for textual elements whereas hers “refuses to remain riveted to the
text” (93). She says, “metaphor ultimately derives from or depends on the capacity
of readers to hold disparate ideas or images and their overtones or associations in
the focus of attention and to create from this a qualitatively unique state of mind”
(95). She also discusses Richards’s concern in Practical Criticism with the potential
weaknesses of readers:

their failure to make out the plain sense, poor sensuous apprehension, erratic evoca-
tion of imagery, susceptibility to mnemonic irrelevancies, stock responses, overfacility
or inhibition of emotion, irrelevant adherence to doctrines or beliefs, rigid technical
presuppositions and critical preconceptions. ( Rosenblatt, Reader 144)

For Rosenblatt, however, there is a positive side to what the human reader brings to
the text. Memories, mnemonic relevances (Rosenblatt’s emphasis), make a literary
experience possible (144).
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Rosenblatt also defines her ethical perspective against the work of New Critics
who were influenced by Richards such as René Wellek and Austin Warren, W. K.
Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley, Cleanth Brooks, and F. W. Bateson. She finds Wellek
and Warren’s Theory of Literature, published in 1949, to be the clearest and most
influential theoretical framework for concentration on “the poem itself” (103).
Whereas Wellek and Warren reinforced a commitment to literary objectivity and
ignored the contribution of the reader (104), the poem, for Rosenblatt, is a human
relationship rather than a thing (105). Discussions of Wimsatt and Beardsley and
Brooks and Bateson occur in the context of her critique of E. D. Hirsch’s Validity in
Interpretation, published in 1967. Rosenblatt points out that Hirsch himself is criti-
cal of the New Critics but argues that he pushes their arguments even further in the
direction of formalism. Hirsch criticizes Wimsatt and Beardsley’s “Intentional Fal-
lacy” because he does not think the author’s intention can be distinguished from the
text produced and thinks that the author’s meaning, as embodied in the text, is the
only universally acceptable norm (109). Rosenblatt astutely associates this position
with an attempt to interpret a scientific formula in the correct way (109). It is there-
fore objectivist and assumes that the text is an independent entity.

Rosenblatt sees Hirsch as even more stringent than Wimsatt and Beardsley in
his banishment of the reader and of the human element in the literary transaction
(109). Readers do exist, according to Hirsch, but their imaginative guesswork must
be scientifically tested against all the relevant knowledge available (110). The pro-
cesses of experienced meaning and critical validation, therefore, are separated (110).
Rosenblatt, however, insists on the difference between science and art and on the
importance of the reader’s fully human experience of the literary work (110). For
Rosenblatt, Hirsch’s problem is that he fails to make a distinction between efferent
or scientific approaches to literature and aesthetic ones. She insists that one of the
philosophers who influenced Hirsch’s work, Gottlob Frege, was dealing only with
stable referents that can be tested and observed. Hirsch’s approach, therefore, is not
relevant to the question of validity in the interpretation of literary texts, which are
not stable referents but variable ones (112).

Later in her critique of Hirsch she discusses his contrast of two readings of
Wordsworth’s “A slumber did my spirit seal” by New Critics Cleanth Brooks and F.
W. Bateson. Rosenblatt finds that in arguing that Bateson’s reading is more prob-
able than Brooks’s, Hirsch is relying on extrinsic evidence, and for him, interpreta-
tion becomes an exercise in the logic of evidence (117). Rosenblatt asks that we free
ourselves of Hirsch’s preoccupation with the correctness of a single interpretation
and recognize that both interpretations can be valid (118). She concludes, “The
‘life’ of a work is surely not ‘its own,’ as Wellek and Warren contend, but a function
of the changing life-material, so to speak, which readers in different ages have brought
to the text” (121). Her readers are conscious decision makers. This position leads
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her to envision a kind of reception study that examines the ways in which readers
have read texts differently over time (123). She moves beyond Hirsch’s absolutist
perspective toward a considerably more complex one in which various readings can
be ranked according to different and variable criteria of what constitutes a convinc-
ing interpretation (124). To assess the acceptability of an interpretation, the criteria
being used need to be identified (124). She concludes her chapter on “The Quest for
‘the Poem Itself’ by describing the text not as an autonomous entity but as a human
relationship, a constraint. She embraces a dynamic view of the text as an opportu-
nity for new and different individual readings that have an ethical dimension: “read-
ings that can be responsibly self-aware and disciplined” (130).

Rosenblatt also differentiates her humanistic approach from that of scientifi-
cally oriented structuralists. She associates American New Critics, Russian formal-
ists, and French structuralists with a yearning for “objectivity,” precision, or the
system of a scientist, the scientific model now being linguistics (165). American lin-
guists, according to Rosenblatt, speak of a structure prior to, or discernible apart
from, meaning (165). She sees that Saussurians, or followers of the Swiss linguist
Ferdinand de Saussure, provide a view of an ideal langue that is “free of the chance
particularities of parole,” (165) or individual speech acts. Anthropologist Claude Lévi-
Strauss applied the structuralist method to culture while Russian linguist Roman
Jakobson, who was also a contributor to Russian formalism early in his career, ap-
plied it to the literary work of art (166). Although Rosenblatt considers Jakobson to
have made brilliant and influential contributions, she criticizes him for also failing
to distinguish between aesthetic and efferent interpretations (166). Like the New
Critics, according to Rosenblatt, Jakobson adheres to a conception of “the poem
itself,” neglecting the human element, namely authors and readers (166). She also
sees that Claude Lévi-Strauss substitutes efferent analysis for aesthetic evocation
(168).

Rosenblatt thinks that Roland Barthes, whom she identifies as a structuralist,
begins S/Z with an affirmation of the reader but ends up with a distinction between
two kinds of texts, writerly and readerly (169). She sees Barthes as having views that
are in some ways congenial with her own. He recognizes the reader’s culturally ac-
quired assumptions, values, ideas, and attitudes; he conceives of texts as embodying
semantic, literary, and cultural codes; and he recognizes that any text may be read in
multiple ways. What he does not attend to, however, is the dynamic interplay of
particular readers with particular texts (171). Rosenblatt associates “deconstruction”
with structuralism, which she sees as concentrating on the openness of the text, as a
“vessel, into which meaning derived from one or another code of metalanguage is to
be poured” (171). Barthes is also frequently associated with poststructuralism, but
Rosenblatt does not use this term at all. In a footnote appended to the final chapter
of her book, “Interpretation, Evaluation, Criticism,” she explains that she identifies
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Barthes, Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Jacques Lacan, Paul Ricoeur, and Tzvetan
Todorov as French structuralists (188 n25). She is sympathetic with the idea that
“the subject” or consciousness is a locus of relationships. What she disagrees with is
the idea that individual consciousness is a kind of construction, merely an intersec-
tion of patterned forces, social and natural (172). For her, it is “a continuing self-
ordering, self-creating process, shaped by and shaping a network of interrelationships
with its environing social and natural matrix” (172). It is an ethical activity that
involves reflection and informed choice.

Rosenblatt’s failure to distinguish between structuralism and poststructuralism
is not surprising considering that she was writing her book in the early and mid-
1970s before the term “poststructuralism” was commonly used. Robert Scholes’s
Structuralism in Literature, published in 1974, does not include the term. Jonathan
Culler’s Structuralist Poetics, published in 1975, concludes with a chapter called “‘Be-
yond’ Structuralism: Tel Quel” but does not use “poststructuralism” in describing
work that goes beyond structuralism. Not until his On Deconstruction, published in
1982, does he use the term. An early use of “poststructuralism,” Josué Harari’s ed-
ited collection, Textual Strategies: Perspectives in Post-Structuralist Criticism, was not
published until 1979, a year after the publication of The Reader, the Text, the Poem.
Neither Suleiman and Crosman nor Tompkins in 1980 uses it as an organizational
rubric in their collections of essays or in the bibliographies included in the collec-
tions. In On Deconstruction, Culler distinguishes poststructuralism from structural-
ism as follows: “Structuralists are convinced that systematic knowledge is possible;
post-structuralists claim to know only the impossibility of this knowledge” (22). In-
terestingly, though, he uses “deconstruction” rather than “poststructuralism” in his
title and throughout the book. If Robert Scholes, Jonathan Culler, Jane Tompkins,
Inge Crosman, and Susan Suleiman could not recognize poststructuralism as a move-
ment when they were writing in the 1970s, we cannot fault Louise Rosenblatt for
failing to do so.

Ethical concerns merge with political ones in The Reader, the Text, the Poem
when Rosenblatt considers the work of Virginia Woolf. Rosenblatt’s discussions of
the reading processes of common readers and of the damaging effects of heavy reli-
ance on the opinions of reviewers and critics make evident a nascent feminist per-
spective that is indebted to the work of Woolf. In discussing the reading processes of
common readers, Rosenblatt quotes the following passage from Woolf’s “How Should
One Read a Book?”:

Wait for the dust of reading to settle; for the conflict and questioning to die down
[. . .]. Then suddenly without our willing it, for it is thus that Nature undertakes these
transitions, the book will return, but differently. It will float to the top of the mind as
a whole. And the book as a whole is different from the book received currently in
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separate phrases. Details now fit themselves into their places. We see the shape from
start to finish; it is a barn, a pig-sty, or a cathedral. Now then we can compare book
with book as we compare building with building. (Qtd. in Rosenblatt 133)

Rosenblatt does not necessarily agree with Woolf that the shaping process of read-
ing is completely unconscious or subliminal or that it occurs after the reading has
ended. She does agree, however, that the reader crystallizes a sense of the experi-
enced work as a whole, as a structure (133).

The Woolf quotation leads Rosenblatt to an extended discussion of this crystal-
lization process, which often involves reflecting on the text retrospectively, espe-
cially with “open” texts, types of narratives that “abjure the explicit clues offered by
the omniscient narrator” (134). The evocation of even the simplest work, she ex-
plains, is subtle and complex “with its blending and balancing of overtones, atti-
tudes, feelings, and ideas” (134). The reader attempts to “fix” the work-as-evoked,
“to sense its movement and pace and structure, to register the personalities encoun-
tered or empathized with, to hold on to the special quality and texture of the experi-
ence” (134). Like Woolf, Rosenblatt emphasizes that the reading process involves
both thought and feeling. The reader attempts to identify the “sensed, felt, thought
nature of the evocation” while at the same time applying some frame of reference to
it (135). She speaks of the qualitative character of the experience, of the immediate
experience and subsequent responses to the evocation (135). Those subsequent re-
sponses might focus on emotions, descriptions, summaries, structures, symbolic con-
texts, or literary concepts (136). Interpretation, she explains, can avoid excessive
abstraction if the interpreter incorporates as much as possible the “personal matrix”
out of which the work crystallized (136). The initial encounter with the text is pri-
mary; the subsequent interpretation depends on it. She says that readers’ “primary
subject matter is the web of feelings, sensations, images, ideas” woven between them-
selves and the text (137).

Rosenblatt’s discussions of the potentially damaging effects of reviewers and
critics on common readers are also reminiscent of Woolf. Rosenblatt invokes Woolf’s
common reader without explicitly mentioning Woolf when she discusses connec-
tions between ordinary readers and critics. She defines an ordinary reader as “one
who chooses to devote part of life’s short span to the kind of experience called liter-
ary—to aesthetic reading—doing this not as a professional but for personal satisfac-
tions” (138). The common reader adopts an aesthetic rather than an efferent stance
(138). Rosenblatt defends the ordinary reader against the numerous references within
literary theory to “informed readers,” “competent readers,” and “ideal readers.” She
sees these concerns as elitist, though dominant within academic and literary circles
(138). She also sees that many creative writers have internalized this elitism, provid-
ing few clues for the reader, using esoteric metaphors and symbols, and omitting
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transitions and direct comment (139). Imitators of writers such as T. S. Eliot and
James Joyce enhance the role of the critic since the ordinary reader cannot compre-
hend their texts without an intermediary (139). Rosenblatt, in contrast, champions
“the ordinary or common reader’s spontaneous transaction with the text” (140). She
explicitly associates such common readers with women, ethnic minorities, and par-
ticular cultural groups. She repudiates the claim that only women can speak about
women and only blacks can speak about blacks in literature. She sees, in contrast,
that literary work enables the reader to transcend sex, race, or culture (142). A de-
fense against the elitism of the academy, critics, and some authors is to educate a
reading public that appreciates aesthetic values and accords the serious artist free-
dom and support (142). The range of critical voices needs to be widened so that
affinities are created between professional students and ordinary readers (143). Lit-
erature needs to become part of the fabric of individual lives (143).

In affirming the value of ordinary readers, however, Rosenblatt, like Woolf,
does not suggest that they replace literary critics. As I explain in my essay “Woolf’s
(Anti)Modern Reading,” although Woolf outlines strategies for common readers
defending their readings against the interpretations of more powerful, usually male,
reviewers, she does respect the authority of critics, whom she distinguishes from
reviewers, because they are often considerably better educated than reviewers and
because their assessments are usually more carefully considered. Like Woolf,
Rosenblatt values the work of many critics. They possess a high degree of sensitivity
to verbal nuances and devote considerable energy to becoming self-aware and self-
critical. Their specialized knowledge—historical, philosophical, psychological, or
political—can provide valuable angles of vision or powerful organizing frameworks
(147). Like Woolf, however, Rosenblatt also warns that heavy reliance on the criti-
cism of professionals can have deleterious effects on the reading of ordinary readers.
Learning of a critic’s interpretation prior to reading can inhibit spontaneous, per-
sonal reading and lead to passive rather than active reading (147–48). Critics can
humanize their interpretations by introducing personal elements into them (148).
The critic needs to become a fellow reader.

Like Woolf, Rosenblatt also warns against the damage that can be done by
reviewers in newspapers and magazines who must write quickly, often without time
to reflect on what they have read, yet who have considerable influence on how works
of literature are assessed. Often such readers come to texts with preconceptions
because they have read hastily produced and ill-conceived reviews and hence are
unable to engage the text with a clean slate. One solution is for critical reviews to
appear after a suitable interval (149). Another is for them to deliberately address
general readers, making evident their assumptions and values (150). Common read-
ers also need to learn to look upon reviewers as fellow readers with whom they may
disagree (149).
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Rosenblatt also introduces her discussion of the evaluation of literary texts with
a reference to the passage from Woolf’s “How Should One Read a Book?” quoted
above, focusing on Woolf’s recognition that the pattern that crystallizes after read-
ing a book can be “a barn, a pig-sty, or a cathedral” (152). Like Woolf, she sees that
judgment may necessitate comparison with other literary works, whether works by
the same author, works of the same genre, or “the whole body of remembered read-
ings” (152). Judgment will also involve using criteria of evaluation.

In her discussion of evaluation, Rosenblatt also invokes other writers such as
Tolstoy. Like Tolstoy, Rosenblatt thinks that a useful criterion in evaluation is the
“capacity of the text to evoke or communicate emotion to the ordinary reader” (154).
She therefore suggests that rather than focusing on faithfulness to the text, as E. D.
Hirsch recommends, we judge the quality of the transaction the reader has with the
text (154). The criteria that would be applied, therefore, would be the fullness and
intensity of the reader’s evocation, judged on not only fidelity to textual cues but
also the complexity and coherent structure of the aesthetic response.

C O N C L U S I O N

Rosenblatt’s theoretical perspective is forward-thinking not because it anticipated
poststructuralism but because it anticipated a later development within literary theory,
the ethical turn. For Rosenblatt, poststructuralism was a further development of
approaches to literature that emphasized the text as an object, as with New Criti-
cism, or a structure, as with structuralism. She considered but rejected the text-
orientation of poststructuralist thought. Her discussions of Barthes’s S/Z and her
references to the work of Foucault and Althusser in The Reader, the Text, the Poem
indicate that she was current in her reading of literary theory when she wrote the
book. She perceived the need, however, to move beyond the perspectives that were
becoming dominant.

For her, reading literature is a pleasurable, relaxing, human, ethical activity that
has the potential of improving lives and psychological outlooks. Literature can help
readers understand themselves and their world better and encourage connections
between the intellectual and emotional aspects of experience. It can be a moral and
ethical force, helping readers clarify their values and allowing them to share the
values of others. Teachers of literature, therefore, have an extremely important role
to play in society, one that holds out the possibility of making the world a better
place in which to live. Literature will only be valuable, however, if the activity of
reading is conscienceful. Readers must allow themselves to be guided by the text,
allowing it to speak its complex messages. If the texts readers encounter appear ini-
tially to be what Rosenblatt calls squiggles on the page, readers need to remember
that they have been authored by people who want to communicate meaningfully
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with readers. Although she does not use the term “ethical reading” per se, she does
emphasize that readers have an obligation to treat texts and the authors who have
created them with respect and care. For Rosenblatt, texts are never autonomous
structures that can be viewed with objectivity. Rather, they are always read and in-
terpreted differently by different readers. There can therefore never be a single
valid interpretation but only multiple ones that are more or less responsive to the
text.

From the vantage point of the early twenty-first century, Rosenblatt’s theoreti-
cal work may seem somewhat underdeveloped or even naïve. She does not empha-
size, for instance, as feminist critics such as Judith Fetterley and Patrocinio
Schweickart do, that texts can be alienating as well as salutary and that vulnerable
readers need to develop strategies to resist them. Nor does she emphasize the com-
plexity and contradictions that attend the reading process. We do not look to her for
an in-depth exploration of the ethics of reading or of the role power plays in the
reading process. When contextualized within developments in the mid-twentieth
century, however, Rosenblatt’s work takes on considerable significance. She chal-
lenged the major theories and theorists of literary theory of the time and attempted
to turn literary studies in a new direction. She did so by demonstrating the relevance
to the study of literature of the human reader and of developments in fields focusing
centrally on the study of human behavior. Her husband, Sidney Ratner, was a histo-
rian. Her major mentors were anthropologists, philosophers, psychologists, or soci-
ologists. She attempted to break through the provinciality and disciplinarity of literary
studies by demonstrating what reading might mean if it were recognized as a social
process, as a transaction between and among human beings. She attempted to de-
liver her message thirty years too early and after having been cast as a pedagogue
rather than a theorist. It is only through the process of rereading, with attention to
the historical moments within which Rosenblatt was writing, that we can see how
forward-thinking, even prophetic, her work was.
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