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TOWARDS A TRANSACTIONAL THEORY OF READING

Louise M. Rosenblatt*

The task assigned to me in this Seminar on Reading Theory
grows out of my interest in the interpretation of literary works of
art. The effort to develop a "model" for the kind of reading
thought of as aesthetic has led to a view that seems relevant to the
whole reading spectrum, aesthetic and non-aesthetic, advanced and
elementary. Reversing the usual procedure of beginning at the,
simpler level, I shall attempt to sketch some emphases that result
from consideration of the interpretation of fairly complex literary
works of art. This will provide the basis for clarifying resemblances
and differences between aesthetic and non-aesthetic reading
processes. Some implications may emerge for the dynamics of the
reading process in general.

Materials drawn from a study by Rosenblatt (1964) of the
responses of a group of men and women to four lines of verse may
serve as a springboard for discussion. It should be pointed out that
these materials do not offer introspective evidence, about which
there is justified skepticism. Before being given the text, the
readers were told that they would remain anonymous and were
asked simply to start writing as soon as possible after beginning to
read. They were to jot down whatever came to them as they read.
These notes turned out to be analogous to "stills" at various stages

*Dr. Rosenblatt is Professor of English Education, New York University,
New York City.
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in a slow-motion picture. Thus it was possible to reconstruct some
of the kinds of responses and stages involved in the process of
arriving at an interpretation. The quatrain (without the name of
the author, Robert Frost) and a sampling of the responses follow:

It Bids Pretty Fair

The play seems out for an almost infinite fun.
Don't mind a little thing like the actors fighting.
The only thing I worry about is the sun.
We'll be all right if nothing goes wrong with the lighting.

Typical opening notes in two commentaries reflect a rudi-
mentary literary response, yet they already represent a very high
level of organization:

"This seems to me to be bits of conversation between people
who are interested in moviemaking or legitimate play."

"Sounds as if it could be producer of a play giving encourage-
ment to backers."

The effort here is to find a framework into which to fit the
meanings of the individual words and sentences. Who is speaking?
Under what circumstances? To whom? are questions already
assumed in these first tentative comments.

The following note reveals another step or kind of awareness; it
starts like the others, but quickly makes articulate the realization
that this text is to be read as a poem: "This seems to be bits of
conversation between people who are interested in moviemaking
or a legitimate play. On second thought, the rhymes show it is a
poem." This led to a rereading of the text for the purpose of
paying attention to rhythm; the lines had evidently first been read
as simple conversation, with no effort to sense a rhythmic pattern.

Some of the readers became involved with ideas called up by
the first two lines, and neglected the rest. But for most, the third
line, with its reference to the sun, created the necessity for a
revision in some way of the tentative response to the first two
lines. In comment after comment, there occurs a phrase such as
"on second thought," "a second look," "another idea." One
reader spells out the problem: "The third line seems most
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confusing. If I stick to my theory of producer talking to backers it
really makes no sense."

Many of the readers, having called up such a vivid notion of a
director or producer talking about a play, immediately attempted
to adapt this to a situation in which there might reasonably be a
concern about the sun: "I am reminded of the Elizabethan theatre
open to the skies, which indeed was dependent upon ¿he sun
(good weather)"; "Seems to be about life in a summer stock
theatre"; "Is it a summer theatre? But then there would be worry
about the rain, rather than the sun."

Within the brief time given for reading and comment, a number
of the readers never freed themselves from the problem of finding
such a practical explanation for a play's success being dependent
on the sun. One comment ends on this realization: "I'm afraid this
is a very literal reading."

Others more quickly became aware of the need for another level
of interpretation: "However, after a moment or two, the implied
stage begins clearly to represent the world, and the actors, the
world's population"; "On second thought, play metaphor-'all the
world's a stage' -Life goes on in spite of quarreling, but it won't if
the 'lighting' (moral? spiritual?) fails . . . Anyway, war, disagree-
ment, etc., don't matter so much-so long as we still have the
'light' (sun-source of light-nature? God?)."

Several readers were alerted, evidently, by the contrast between
the word "infinite" and the colloquial tone of the rest of the line.
When they were led to wonder about the kind of play for which
the sun provides lighting, the notion of infinity had prepared them
to think of the great drama being played out through the ages by
mankind on this planet. Some tried unsuccessfully to merge with
this another level of meaning for the sun.

A few readers sensed the Olympian remoteness of the " I " who
could find it possible to view man's life on this planet in the light,
almost, of eternity, and who was thus able to see as "little things"
such momentous episodes as wars.

For another reader, the reference to something happening to
the sun awakened a recollection of Burns', "Till a' the seas gang
dry" as another image of boundless time. This led to a feeling that
the persona's "worry" was ironic, a belittling of human conflicts
when viewed against the background of the life of the sun.

The following notes illustrate the range covered in one
commentary: "Sounds as if it could be producer of a play giving
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encouragement to backers . . . I just got another idea: First
line-the world will always be here. Second line-there will always
be fighting. We shouldn't worry too much about it. Third
line-worries about H-bomb." (Here we see how the reader's fears
of an atomic catastrophe were activated by the reference to
"worry" about the sun.)

Even these few excerpts demonstrate the need to insist that the
reader is active. He is not a blank tape registering a ready-made
message. He is actively involved in building up a poem for himself
out of the lines. He selects from the various referents that occur to
him in response to the verbal symbols. He finds some context
within which these referents can be related. He reinterprets earlier
parts of the poem in the light of later parts. Actually, he has not
fully read the first line until he has read the last, and interrelated
them. There seems to be a kind of shuttling back and forth as one
synthesis-one context, one persona, etc.—after another suggests
itself to him.

Moreover, we see that even in these rudimentary responses the
reader is paying attention to the images, feelings, attitudes,
associations that the words evoke in him. It is true that what looks
like a certain amount of reasoning went on in the effort to fix on a
kind of "play" that would depend on the sun. Actually, however,
the notes indicate that, for example, the feeling for the "play" as
metaphoric for the life of mankind, and the "sun" as suggesting
the backdrop of space and time against which to view it, seems to
have been arrived at, not by reasoning, but by paying attention to
qualities of feeling due to such things as tonal variations created
by the diction, juxtaposed associations, or literary analogies.
Notions of mankind as a whole, war, or astronomical time, were
part of the readers' contribution to the "meaning."

The preceding discussion may point up the need to eliminate a
widespread semantic confusion, the tendency to use the words
poem and text interchangeably. Teachers tell students to "read the
poem"; contemporary critics make no distinction between "the
poem itself," "the work itself," and "the text itself." This reflects
a failure to distinguish between the linguistic symbols (the
sounded words, the written or printed marks on the page) and
what a listener or reader makes of them. Perhaps it is Utopian to
hope to change such entrenched confusions in literary or critical
usage, but at least in a consideration of the reading process such as
the present one, there will be an effort to maintain a semantic
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distinction: Text will designate a set or series of signs interpretable
as linguistic symbols; thus, in a reading situation, text will refer to
the inked marks on the page. Poem (or literary work of art, and
terms such as lyric, novel, play) will designate an involvement of
both reader and text, i.e., what a reader evokes from a text.

The idea that a poem presupposes a reader actively involved
with a text is particularly shocking to those seeking to emphasize
the objectivity of their interpretations. Afraid that reco'gnition of
the importance of the reader will lead to an irresponsible
impressionism, critical theorists such as Wellek and Warren have
tended to talk about "the poem itself," "the concrete work of
art," or even the ideal and unattainable "real" poem. Yet all that
they can point to is an interpretation that has been arrived at by a
reader in response to a given text. We cannot simply look at the
text and predict the poem. The text is a necessary, but not a
sufficient, condition of the poem. For this, a reader or readers
with particular cultural and individual attributes must be postu-
lated. The author, at the time of its creation, is the first reader. At
a later time, even the author himself has a different relationship
with the text; there are many stories about this. So it is with a
potentially infinite series of other readers of the text. We may
postulate a contemporary of the author with similar education and
literary and life experience; a contemporary of the author with
different background and experience; other individual readers in
specific places and times and at a particular point in their lives,
bringing to bear on the text specific linguistic, literary, and social
experience.

Always each of the readers has before him only black marks on
the page, the text by means of which a poem is to be called forth.
These readings may be compared, generalizations may be made
about them, some may be considered more generally acceptable
by a body of critics, but ultimately specific individual readings
must be assumed. Fortunately, the whole problem of the "mode
of existence" of the poem need not be debated here, since our
concern is necessarily with individual readers in an active
relationship with individual texts. To speak of an ideal reading is
simply to postulate a relationship between the text and a reader
possessing "ideal" attributes, which will need to be specified.

Some critical theorists set up the author as the ideal reader of
the text and, especially if it was produced at some remote time, or
in another society, use many scholarly aids in order to approxi-
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mate to the author's hypothetical reading. Yet it is clear that the
scholar-reader brings another component to the reading, namely
his awareness of the difference between what he brings to the text
and what the author or his contemporaries presumably did.
(Santayana somewhere tells about the man who built a perfect
reconstruction of an eighteenth-century house. There was only
one anachronism in it: himself.) Part of the interest of reading any
literary work is the sense of participating in another "world."

Wimsatt and Beardsley (1943) and Wimsatt (1954) have noted
how twentieth-century criticism has sought to dissociate the
interpretation of the text from the author's intention. The author,
it is true, may state his intention, or there may be biographical or
historical evidence that would indicate his intention. Yet the
question still remains, Did the author succeed in carrying out his
intention in the text? The author may test his creation in the light
of his intention, but all that the reader has to fall back on is the
text. Any intention of the author's which is not capable of being
called forth from the text, or justified by the text, is a matter of
the author's biography. Knowledge of the author's intention
drawn from other sources may aid in the reading of the text, but
only by alerting the reader to verbal cues that he might otherwise
overlook. The interpretation, however, cannot validly be "of"
anything other than the text itself. The effort to avoid "the
intentional fallacy" did not, however, lead to a systematic
understanding of the reader's contribution.

The familiar information theory diagram may help us to further
clarify the relationship of the reader to the author and the text:

Speaker-encoding-message-decoding-hearer
There is a temptation to substitute author for speaker and to think
of the reader simply as seeking to decode the message in a way
parallel to the hearer decoding the message. But in any actual
reading, there is only the text and the reader. The speaker, we
know, offers many clues to the listener, through emphasis, pitch,
rhythm, pauses-and, if face-to-face, facial expression and gesture.
The reader finds it necessary to construct the "speaker"-the
"voice," the "persona," the "tone"-as part of what he decodes
from the text.

Contemporary critical theory has recognized this, but has
primarily developed its implications for the author's need to select
elements that will produce the effect he desires. Thus T. S. Eliot
(1932) developed the notion of the "objective correlative" to refer
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to elements in the text that would possess the same emotional
impact for the author and the reader. There is, however, a
tendency to think of the "objective correlative"-whether the
structure of a play or the metaphors embedded in it--as somehow
eliciting an automatic réponse from the presumably passive reader.
If that were true, the reading of a poem or of a Shakespeare play
would be analogous to responding to a red traffic light. Any
reading is far more complex than such a simple stimulus-response
situation.

In information theory, the listener is said to have "decoded"
the "message" when he has reconstructed the sounds and has
recognized the patterns of words. This view is understandable
when it is recalled that information theory is concerned with such
matters as the transmission of utterances over, for example, the
telephone. But, of course, workers in this field are quite ready to
admit that in any actual communication, the process must be
carried through to an interpretation of meaning. And even on the
level of recognizing the sounds, evidence exists to demonstrate
that the listener's present expectations and past experience are
important. For example, Cherry (1957) reports experiments which
reveal that once a listener is aware of the general subject matter of
an utterance, he is more likely to recognize the words in spite of
distorting interference or "noise."

If what the listener brings to even this simple level of listening is
important, how much more necessary is recognition of the
importance of what the reader brings to a text. The matrix of past
experience and present preoccupations that the reader brings to
the reading makes possible not only a recognition of shapes of
letters and words but also their linkage with sounds, which are
further linked to what these sounds point to as verbal symbols.
This requires the sorting out of past experiences with the words
and the verbal patterns in different contexts.

The readers of the quatrain demonstrated very clearly that,
whatever the "model," the reading of a poem is not a simple
stimulus-response situation. There was not simple additive process,
one word-meaning added to another. There was an active,
trial-and-error, tentative structuring of the responses elicited by
the text, the building up of a context which was modified or
rejected as more and more of the text was deciphered.

The fact that a reader of the quatrain might be able to assign
"meaning" to each of the verbal symbols and to each of the
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separate lines did not guarantee that he would be able to organize
these into a significant structure of idea and feeling. The reader
had to pay attention to much more than the "meanings" of
individual words or their syntax before he could relate the four
lines meaningfully. He had to respond to many elements, of
diction, rhythm, association, possible figures of speech or levels of
meaning. In order to sense the particular way of voicing the last
line to himself, he had to select a particular implied persona with a
particular point of view or tone or attitude toward the subject
about which the poem might center.

Thus the text, a pattern of signs, is interpreted as a set of
linguistic symbols. But the text serves as more than a set of stimuli
or a pattern of stimuli; it is also a guide or continuing control
during the process by which the reader selects, organizes and
synthesizes—in short, interprets—what has emerged from his rela-
tionship with the verbal symbols. The text is not simply a fuse
that sets off a series of responses. As a pattern of linguistic
symbols derived from the signs on the page, the "text" also
underwent a series of transformations during the process of
arriving at the poem.

Moreover, the readers of the quatrain were creating a poem
through paying attention to what the stimulus of the text was
calling forth within them: attention to the sound of the words in
the inner ear, attention to the residue of past experiences with
these words in different contexts, attention to the overtones of
feeling and the blendings of attitude and mood. All of these were
needed before even a tentative organization of an interpretation
was possible. Hence my [Rosenblatt (1968)] continuing insistence
on the idea that the poem is what the reader lives through under
the guidance of the text and experiences as relevant to the text.

The question remains: Although this view of reading may be
important in counteracting the neglect of the reader's contribution
and the excessive emphasis on the text of the literary work of art
in current criticism and teaching, What light does this throw on
the reading process in general? How much of what has been said
about "the reading of a poem" applies to the reading of other
kinds of texts that do not give rise to works of art but that
provide, say, information, logical analysis, scientific formulae, or
directions for action?

This question leads into the general realm of reading theory
where many dangers await the unwary amateur. Having cast
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discretion to the winds, I shall venture the hypothesis that the
reading of a poem probably provides a better basis for a general
"model" of the, reading process than does the reading of a
scientific formula or .a recipe for cooking. The tendency of the
layman is to assume that the latter forms are simpler modes of
reading, and that in the reading that results in a poem, something
more has been added. Actually, are not both the aesthetic and
non-aesthetic readings different versions of the same basic process?
The difference between these two kinds of reading derives
ultimately, it seems to me, from a difference in the aspect of the
reading process that the reader holds in the focus of his attention.

In a reading that results in a work of art, the reader is concerned
with the quality of the experience that he is living through under
the stimulus and guidance of the text. No one else can read the
poem or the novel or the play for him. To ask someone else to
experience a work of art for him would be tantamount to seeking
nourishment by asking someone else to eat his dinner for him.

The non-aesthetic mode of reading is primarily instrumental.
The differentiating factor is that the reader is not primarily
concerned with the actual experience during the time of his
relationship with the text. His primary purpose is something that
will remain as a residue after the actual reading event-e.g., the
information to be acquired, the operations referred to or implied
in a scientific experiment, or the actions to be carried out in some
practical situation.

An illustration of this instrumental type of reading might be a
woman who has just discovered a fire in her kitchen, has picked up
a fire extinguisher of a type that she has never used, and is
frantically reading the directions for its use. Her attention, her
whole muscular set, will be directed toward the actions to be
performed as soon as she has finished interpreting, i.e., reading,
the text. She is not paying attention to the sound of the words,
nor to the particular associations that they might evoke. Whether
the directions refer to "fire" or "flames" or "combustion" is quite
unimportant to her, so long as she grasps what the word points to.
The sound, the associations, the relationship of the overtones of
these words to those of the rest of the verbal context, would be
very important if she were paying attention to this aspect of the
reading while evoking a poem; in this instrumental reading they
are ignored, are not allowed into the center of attention. The
response to the text will be the actual operations to be performed.
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It would not matter if someone else read the directions and
rephrased them for her, so long as the required actions were made
clear.

The same text may even provide the occasion for both of these
two kinds of reading, depending on the focus of the reader's
attention. The young Arrierican tourist discovered this when she
finished reading the London Times weather report, with its "high
over Iceland" and its talk of the "Gulf Stream" and found her
head full of sonorous phrases and images of snow-peaked
mountains and waving tropical palms. She had been paying
attention to the sounds and the associations evoked rather than to
the practical indications as to whether or not she should carry her
umbrella that day. The current "pop" poets who take a sentence
from a newspaper article and break it up into free verse are,
similarly, inviting the reader to pay attention to the experience
evoked even by these seemingly banal words rather than to pay
attention primarily to their practical reference. Contrast with this
the third-grade textbook in which a poem about a cow in a
meadow is headed with the question: "What facts does this poem
teach you?" Clearly, the pupil is being instructed to direct his
attention to what is farthest from the possibilities of a poetic
experience.

The preceding instance undoubtedly spells trouble for that
third-grader, since he needs to learn that the visual patterning of
the verbal symbols in lines of verse is one of the ways in which the
reader is alerted to direct his attention toward the quality of what
he evokes from the text. There are, of course, many ways in which
the text alerts the reader to adopt one or another stance in his
relationship with the text. Courses in poetry are largely concerned
with sensitizing the reader to such cues. The more such past
experience he brings to the text, it is assumed, the better able he
will be to select the appropriate attitude and the more successful
he will be in evoking an experience that does justice to the text.

At the other extreme, the mathematical or logical text that is
written in a special system of symbols quickly alerts the reader to
the fact that he must focus his attention on the operations pointed
to by the text and must disregard his sensuous or emotionally-
colored responses. The reader is further assisted in this by the fact
that the special mathematical language is free of irrelevant
associations that accrue to ordinary words encountered in a wide
range of contexts. But even here the experiential attitude may
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creep in-as when the mathematician responds to the "elegance" of
a proof that he has encountered through a text.

Of course, in much of what we read, both kinds of attitude are
brought into play. Our primary purpose may be to gain informa-
tion, but at the same time we may be aware of the rhythm or the
qualitative responses aroused in us by the text, its sound in the
inner ear, its appeals to memories involving the senses and the
emotions. In fact, it seems not unlikely that such responses are
operating even when they are not in the focus of attention. The
experienced reader learns to adopt the appropriate stance, and to
attend to the aspects of the reading process that are appropriate
both to the text and to his own purposes.

The reading process seems to represent a continuum of
potential attitudes. A complex literary work of art, such as Hamlet
or a lyric by Blake, can be placed at one end of the continuum,
where the reader's attention is focused squarely on what he is
living through in his relationship with the text. Toward the other
end of the continuum, would be placed the reading of a text with
the attention directed toward its instrumental value in terms of
information to be assimilated or operations to be performed. The
phrasing here is designed to avoid the implication that texts
possess absolute "poetic" or "scientific" values, and to suggest a
relationship between the reader and the text resulting in one or
another kind of reading event. Thus there is not a break between
these kinds of reading, but rather a continuum. Any particular
reading is situated at a point between these extremes that reflects
the nature of the activity and the focus of attention that the
conjunction of the reader and text have produced.

Borderline cases, involving both instrumental and "literary"
attitudes, illuminate, on the one hand, the importance of the text
and, on the other, the fallacy of assuming an absolute character in
words themselves. Words, it is usually said, point to sensations,
images, ideas, objects, concepts. But this conventional formulation
is not a description of the actual way in which these referents are
crystallized out. Linguists and psychologists have recognized the
existence of this matrix of inner experience or consciousness out
of which our common language is ultimately carved. But usually in
discussions of reading this matrix has not been sufficiently
emphasized. Critics and linguists have been eager to move on to
the more easily-studied public manifestations of external linguistic
behavior, as in analysis of spoken or printed texts.



42

The problem of the nature of experienced "meaning" is indeed
complex and only now beginning to interest the psycholinguists
and linguistic philosophers. Some of the entrenched and mislead-
ing notions about how we think about the meaning of words are
being dispelled. For example, the "picture" theory of meaning is
being discarded, as indeed is the idea that the word think points to
a single activity.* Such questions are mentioned here only to
indicate awareness of the complexity of the process involved when
one talks, as I have so blandly, of the reader focusing his attention
"on what the linguistic symbols have called forth within him."
Still, is it not becoming generally accepted that when we speak of
the reader's sensing the meaning of words from their context, we
must broaden the scope of that term? Usually it is the verbal
context that is referred to-the lexicographical clues present in the
text that indicate which of the alternative dictionary meanings of
the words should be selected. And of course the verbal context
functions also to indicate to the reader what should be his
appropriate stance in relation to this text.

But the context is not limited simply to the interlocking pattern
of verbal symbols. The reading even of initial cues, we have seen, is
a function of the reader as well as of the text, the result of a
two-way process. We can say that the text leads the reader to
order segments of his past experience; but it is equally necessary
to say that the reader is dependent on past experience, both
linguistic and life experience, for the sense of possible modes of
order that he brings to the text. (Consider the implications of even
so simple an illustration as the following: the sign pain will be
made a different linguistic symbol by the English and the French
reader. Within a common culture and language, individual dif-
ferences, no matter how subtle, still enter into the process of
interpretation.)

Hence we cannot even assume that the pattern of linguistic signs
in the text gives us knowledge of the exact nature of the stimuli
acting upon a given reader. The living organism, Dewey (1896)
pointed out decades ago, to a certain extent selects from its
environment the stimuli to which it will respond, and seeks to
organize them according to already-acquired principles, assump-
tions, and expectations. Hence the "meaning" of any element in
the system of signs in the text is conditioned not only by its verbal

*cf., Ryle (1951), Wittgenstein (1953), and Quine (1964).
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context, but also by the context provided by the reader's past
experience and present expectations and purpose. Out of this
emerges the new experience generated by the encounter with the
text. Thus, the coming together of a particular text and a
particular reader creates the possibility of a unique process, a
unique work.

In discussion of the reading process, as in other disciplines
undergoing revision, we need to free ourselves from unscrutinized
assumptions implicit in the usual terminology. The usual phrasing
makes it difficult to attempt to do justice to the dynamic nature
of the actual reading event. The reader, we can say, interprets the
text. (The reader acts on the text.) Or we can say, the text
produces a response in the reader. (The text acts on the reader.)
Each of these phrasings, because it implies a single line of action
by one separate element on another separate element, distorts the
actual reading process. This is not a linear relation, but a situation,
an event at a particular time and place in which each element
conditions the other.

The "transactional" terminology developed by John Dewey and
Arthur F. Bentley* seems most appropriate for the view of the
dynamics of the reading process that I have attempted to suggest.
This philosophic approach, for which Dewey developed various
phrasings during his long career, has had repercussions in many
areas of twentieth-century thought. Dewey and Bentley sought to
counteract the nineteenth-century phrasing of phenomena as an
interaction between different factors, as of two separate, self-
contained, and already defined entities acting on one another-in a
matter, if one may use a homely example, of two billiard balls
colliding. They offered the term transaction to designate situations
in which the elements or factors are, one might say, aspects of the
total situation in an ongoing process. Thus a known assumes a
knower, and vice versa. A "knowing" is the transaction between a
particular individual and a particular environment.

The transactional view of the reading process not only frees us
from notions of the impact of distinct and fixed entities, but also
underlines the essential importance of both elements, reader and
text, in the dynamic reading transaction. A person becomes a
reader by virtue of his activity in relationship to a text, which he
organizes as a set of verbal symbols. A physical text, a set of marks

*cf., Dewey and Bentley (1949), Bentley (1950), and Ratner (1964).
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on a page, becomes the text of a poem or of a scientific formula
by virtue of its relationship with a reader who thus interprets it.
The transaction is perhaps similar to the electric circuit set up
between a negative and positive pole, each of which is inert
without the other.

The transactional view is especially reinforced by the frequent
observation of psychologists that interest, expectations, anxieties,
and other patterns based on past experience affect what an
individual perceives. Dewey rejected the simple stimulus-response
notion in which the organism passively receives the stimulus, and
pointed out that to some extent the organism selects out the
stimulus to which it will respond. This is not limited to situations
in which, for example, the perceiver projects his interpretation
upon a formless or "unstructured" stimulus as in the projection of
meanings onto the blots of ink of the Rorschach Test. Experi-
ments have demonstrated that the perceiver "sees" even a
structured environment in the way that his past experience has led
him to interpret it.

The transactional point of view has been systematically
developed by a group by psychologists mainly through experi-
ments in perception.* For example, in one of the Ames-Cantril
experiments, the viewer "sees" a room as rectangular although it is
in actuality trapezoidal or otherwise distorted. Here, the observer
is confronted with a definitely structured stimulus, but the cues
are selected and organized or interpreted according to past
experience of a room. Simple information that the room is
distorted has not necessarily been sufficient to enable the observer
to see the room as distorted. Often a disturbing period of
readjustment is required. The observer hits walls which he sees or
interprets as being elsewhere; he flails about with a stick at
non-existent walls. Ultimately, a new set of sensitivities and
assumptions is built up, and he learns to respond to or organize
those cues that can be interpreted as a room distorted in certain
ways. Without the effort at testing his perception, the observer
would not have realized that what he saw was largely a projection
from past experience. Yet only through such criticism of his own
perception could he build up the equipment with which to achieve
a more adequate perception. In both instances, what was perceived
involved both the perceiver's contribution and the environmental

*cf., Ames (1953), Ames (1955), Kilpatrick (1952), and Allport.
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stimulus.
The view of the reading process presented here has not been

derived from such experiments. Rather, these offer reinforcement
and confirmation for the transactional as a conceptual model. This
seems to do greatest justice to the results of prolonged observation
of readers encountering texts, and to provide a solution for
current confusions in literary theory. Thus, a reader revising his
interpretation may be considered analogous to the person looking
at the distorted room. In the light of what he brings to the
transaction, the reader arrives at a tentative interpretation and
then tests it by further study of the text or by comparison with
others' interpretations of it. He seeks to find in the verbal symbols
the source of his and others' interpretations. He may discover that
he ignored some elements or that he projected on it responses
irrelevant to the text. Out of this may come a reinterpretation of
the text, that is, the structuring of a new kind of experience in
relation to it. This simply is a further development of the
transactional process that begins with the first effort to derive
even the simplest level of meaning from the text.

The transaction involving a reader and a printed text thus can
be viewed as an event occurring at a particular time in a particular
environment at a particular moment in the life history of the
reader. The transaction will involve not only the past experience
but also the present state and present interests or preoccupations
of the reader. It stresses the possibility that printed marks on a
page will become different linguistic symbols by virtue of
transactions with different readers.

There is always some kind of selecting out from a matrix of past
experiences of language as a phenomenon in particular contexts.
Thus the reader draws on this experiential reservoir in even the
simplest reading. When only the simplest phonological experience
is drawn on, someone has said that the child "barks at the page."
As soon as meaning enters, there is not only a recognition of
shapes of letters and a linkage with sounds; there is also a sorting
out of past experiences with the sounds as symbols or words, and
with what the words pointed to in different contexts. "Interpreta-
tion," a selective and synthesizing activity, is thus engaged in by
the reader even in the most elementary kind of reading.

Does not the transactional point of view suggest that we should
pay more attention to the experiential framework of any reading
transaction? Is it not extraordinary that major social upheavals
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seem to have been required to disclose the fact that schools have
consistently attempted to teach reading without looking at the
language and life experience, the cognitive habits, that the child
brought to the text? And should not this same concern be brought
to bear on more than the problem of the language or dialect that
the child brings? Should not a similar concern for reading as an
event in a particular cultural and life situation be recognized as
pertinent to all reading, for all children at all phases of their
development as readers, from the simplest to the most sophisti-
cated levels?

Nothing that has been said thus far should be interpreted as
denying that there must be highly specialized research on many
facets of the reading process. But should not both basic and
applied research make much more explicit the assumptions
concerning the total transaction within which any one element in
the reading event may function? The experimenter who is
concerned with determining the physical conditions under which
spoken utterances may be transmitted by telephone is quite ready
to recognize that the physical, linguistic, and general cultural and
life equipment that the hearer brings to his listening will condition
what he hears, as well as what he interprets. Difficulties arise when
these contexts or frameworks are fogotten and the results of
narrow experiment are looked upon as significant in isolation. Can
it be that many of the efforts to compare various techniques of
inducting the child into reading have yielded indeterminate results
because elements were being studied without sufficient concern
for how these elements fit into the particular reading transactions
being studied?

The transactional approach would particularly redress the
balance so far as what seems to be a tendency to concentrate on
what is most easily measured and analyzed-namely, the signs or,
at a somewhat higher level of complexity, the linguistic symbols to
which the reader is exposed. This is reflected not only in current
controversies about beginning reading, but can also be seen in the
zest with which some linguists are applying their particular
systems of linguistic analysis to the texts of poems. Such analysis
often yields interesting results. But it leaves untouched the
question concerning how an individual reader becomes sensitive to
the particular linguistic patterns, the parallelisms, the variations
from ordinary usage, that often are found to characterize the
verbal structure. Statistical analysis of literary styles, for example,
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must be translated back into terms of sensitivities of the reader in
the transaction with a particular text. The difference between
statistical or syntactic analysis of a text and the mode of
perception of differences within a reading process especially
should be recognized.

The importance of the reader in the transaction once estab-
lished, certain questions become more insistent. What, for
example, is the function of the reader's purpose in the reading
transaction? What are the ways in which the reader develops habits
of paying attention to one or another aspect of the highly
complex operations generated within this transaction? How, for
example, does he develop the habits that enable him to build up
from the inked symbols on the page a context within which not
only the word order but also the inflections and meaningful cues
of the spoken language are embedded?* How does he learn when
and how to pay attention to the qualitative responses generated by
the designated rhythmic patterns and to the past associations with
the elements of experience designated by the text? How does he
learn when and how to adopt a scientific attitude and pay
attention only to the completely public referents of the printed
signs? A transactional model of the reading process would not
permit neglect of the experiential matrix within which spoken and
written language functions. Perhaps this would generate cumula-
tively meaningful questions, and would provide a framework
within which the experimental treatment of aspects of the reading
process can be fruitfully carried out.

*cf., Lefevre (1964).
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