ISSN 0095-571X




Semeia

Semeia is an experimental journal devoted to the exploration of new
and emergent areas and methods of biblical criticism. Studies employing the
methods. models. and findings of linguistics, folklore studies, contemporary
literary criticism, structuralism, social anthropology, and other such disci-
plines and approaches. are invited. Although experimental in both form and
content. Semeia proposes to publish work that reflects a well defined meth-
odology that is appropriate to the material being interpreted.

Semeia is complemented by a monograph series of comparable purpose,
Semeia Studies (formerly Semeia Supplements), which is published jointly
by Scholars Press and Fortress Press

Founding Editor (1974-1980): Robert W. Funk, University of Montana.

General Editor: John Dominic Crossan, DePaul University.

Associate Editors: Robert Detweiler., Emory University: ]. Cheryvl Exum.
Boston College; Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza, University of Notre Dame;
Norman K. Gottwald, New York Theological Seminaryv: William S
Green, University of Rochester; Robert Jewett, Garrett-Evangelical Theo-
logical Seminary; Daniel Patte, Vanderbilt University: Jonathan Z. Smith,
University of Chicago; Mary Ann Telbert., Vanderbilt University: Charles
E. Winquist, Calitornia State University, Chico.

Issues of Semeia are unified around a central theme and edited by an
individual member of the editorial board. Future themes and editors are
given at the back ot each issue ot Semeia. Inquiries or manuscripts should
be sent directly to the individual editor of the appropriate thematic volume.

The Editor for Semeia Studies is Lou Silberman, University of Arizona.
5282 Paseo del Arenal, Tucson. AZ 85715. Associate Editors are John H.
Elliott, University ot San Francisco; Edwin M. Good, Stanford University:
and Burke O. Long, Bowdoin College. Inquiries and manuscripts too long
tor Semeia should be addressed to the Editor of Semeia Studies. ‘

Semeia and Semeia Studies are sponsored by the Society of Biblical
Literature as part of its research and publications program. |

Semeia was published irregularly in issues numbered consecutively from
1974 to 1979. Since 1980-81 it is published quarterly in August. November.
Februarv, and Mav, but still in issues numbered consecutively. Subscription
units consist of four numbers and cost $25 (individual: $20 if Semeia sub-
seription is paid at the same time as AAR or SBL membership dues); 835
(nstitutional). Single issues are $9.95 ($6.95 to members) Subscriptions
should be sent to Scholars Press Membership Services. P.O. Box 16808
Decatur, GA 30031-1608. Orders for single issues (including multiple-copy
orders) should be sent to SCHOLARS PRESS CUSTOMER SERVICES
P.O. Box 4569, Hampden Station, Baltimore, MD 21211.



SEMEIA 31

Reader Response Approaches
to
Biblical and Secular Texts

Editor ot This Issue:
Robert Detweiler

© 1985

by the Society of Biblical Literature



Published by
SCHOLARS PRESS
P.O. Box 1608
Decatur, GA 30031-160S8

Printed in the United NMates of America

on acid-free paper



809.93%5

D48%

CONTENTS

Contributors to This Issue ... iv

R e e e o G S I B e |

[.INTRODUCTION

Who Is “the Reader” in Reader Response Criticism?
RODert M. FOWLET .........c..ooooveeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee oo e v, 5

[I. READING BIBLICAL TEXTS
The Bible as Literature: Reading Like the Rabbis

K eNNEI DOUDCT .1 onies sonvessssine sionpuusssaninsssdins s smmssussis erashsissnsmmons ivsnsanss 27
The Joseph Story: A Narrative Which “Consumes” Its Content
HUGH C, WIILE ovrrrivsnecsnsisisisomsnssseasess W e T T 49

Double and Triple Stories, the Implied Reader,
and Redundancy in Matthew
Janice Capel ANAerSOn ............ccoueevvveiiveveeiiiriiiiiirivieeisiieseesssiansennn. 71

Prolegomenon to Reading Matthew’s Eschatological Discourse:
Redundancy and the Education of the Reader in Matthew
Fred W . BUFTEEt ..........ovveeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee e, 91

History and Text: The Reader in Context
in Matthew’s Parables Discourse
Cart A, PIAlIDI NS o Bl iti vvconesiins wesusinsomesyisy s AL ANSTES: . . v S0, 111

[II. READING SECULAR TEXTS
Henry Vaughn: The Reader in Canticle-land

Georetd B CIHISIODIET oi...onioisnrsmsmnesvorsins R eIt b idosts e Te s Sl 141
The Story of Reading and/in Pope’s Essay on Man and the Moral Essays

BN T LA R R e C R S e S e 155
“But the Draught of a Draught”: Reading the Wonder ot Ishmael’s

Telling

David Scott ATNOLA .......cc.oooovveveiiiiiiiriiiiiisiiieesciiiiasseireeassinessiseennns. 171
Brecht and the Bible: A Countersacramental Reading

Petermichael DON BAWEY ..........c.ccccoovveeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeieeieeeeieeeeeeeeseeeeeeens. 195

[V. CONCLUSION

What Is a Sacred Text?
RODBert Detieiler ... e 218

ey NN - B & B 4



CONTRIBUTORS TO THIS ISSUE

Janice Capel Anderson Robert Detweiler
517 East B Street Graduate Institute
Moscow. ID 83843 of the Liberal Arts

Emory University

David Scott Arnold Atlanta, GA 30322

Department of Religion
University of North Carolina Robert M. Fowler

Chapel Hill, NC 27514 Department ot Religion
. Baldwin-Wallace College
G. Douglas Atkins

| Berea, OH 44017
Department of English
University of Kansas Gary A. Phillips
Lawrence, KS 66045 Department of Religious Studies
llege of th 1
Frod W Burnett College ot the Holy Cross

Worcester, MA 01610
Department ot Religious Studies BISELRE
Anderson College Petermichael von Bawey

Anderson, IN 46011 American College in Paris

17, Rue Larrey
Georgia B. Christopher - .
Paris, France
Department of English EO ST
Emory University Hugh C. White
Atlanta, GA 30322 Department of Religion

Rutgers University

Kenneth Dauber Camden, NJ 08102

Department of English

State University of New York
Buftalo, NY 14260



PREFACE

Since reader response criticism began with, and has been mainly
practiced by, scholars of non-biblical texts, I have designed this issue of
Semeia to include attention to the secular backgrounds of this kind of
criticism. A number of our essays employing variations on reader
response criticism for the interpretation ot biblical texts are balanced by
a number ot others that address, via similar approaches, “secular” texts,
attording the opportunity for comparison. The issue begins and ends
with more theoretical essays that show the place of reader response criti-
cism in the larger hermeneutical enterprise. All ot the essays together
remind that reader response criticism is by no means a unified interpre-
tive method but rather an aggregate ot approaches that interact with
each other.

Robert Detweiler
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WHO IS “THE READER”
IN READER RESPONSE CRITICISM?

Robert M. Fowler
Baldwin-Wallace College

ABSTRACT

In spite of the tact that reader response critics talk a great deal about
“the reader,” there remains a great deal of equivocation as to who “the
reader” of reader response criticism is. The goal of this paper is to clar-
ity some of these latent equivocations. The first section of the paper
discusses the distinction between the “reader,” who “serves” the text,
and the “critic,” who acts as its “judge and master.” The second section
discusses the real reader, the implied reader, and the narratee, along
with their authorial counterparts: the real author, the implied author,
and the narrator. The third section discusses the rhetorical stance of the
“ideal reader” that a critic must invariably adopt when addressing the
guild. And the fourth section discusses one of the most important con-
tributions reader response criticism is making to literary criticism, the
rediscovery that reading is a rich and dynamic temporal experience
and not the perception of a static spatial form.

The Reader and the Critic

To begin, we need first to make a major distinction between the
reader and the critic. Often a literary critic (or a biblical critic) will talk
about being a reader of a text as it he or she were a reader only. But he
or she is clearly more than that, for being a critic means being part of a
guild, or an “interpretive community,” as Stanley Fish (1980) likes to
say. Such a guild has a history, it has a language, and it has rules and
rituals for entrance into its ranks, and tor subsequent advancement,
demotion, or excommunication. In speaking as a critic one speaks to be
heard chiefly by fellow critics, and thus the entire critical tradition of
that particular interpretive community is evoked implicitly. To be sure,
reader response criticism generally tends, more than other brands of
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literary criticism, to grant value to all reading, whether expert or naive.
But it is still reader response criticism, and that is where equivocation
begins to creep in. Reader response critics do tend to value all reading,
but insofar as they are critics working within the guild, the implicit
critical presuppositions of the guild guide their work. They are not just
readers; they are expert, critical readers. But the ditterence between
being a critical reader and being simply a reader needs to be spelled out
carefully.

One attempt to do just this is an article by George Steiner, entitled
““Critic’/‘Reader.”” This is a rich and subtle essay, the intention of which
is to pose a fictional, heuristic antithesis of “critic” versus “reader.” He is
careful to note at the beginning and end of his essay that this polarity is
indeed fictional; “in the ordinary run of things, ‘criticism” and ‘reading’
interpenetrate and overlap” (451). Yet, to understand the overlap we
need to understand the nature of the opposing poles, even it they never
exist in a pure state.

Because Steiner repeats and develops his critic/reader antithesis in
almost the fashion of a fugue, it is difficult to summarize adequately the
variety of insights found in his essay. Nevertheless, the toundational
motif of his fugue seems to be that “the critic is judge and master ot the
text,” while “the reader is servant to the text” (449). More specifically,
we can observe two ways in which the “judge and master” of the text
contrasts with the “servant” of the text. The first of these is the observa-
tion that the critic steps back trom the text to strike a magisterial pose of
critical, objectitying distance, while the reader tries to eliminate the
distance between himselt and the text. Since the critic stands over
against the text, criticism is by nature “adversative,” “competitive,” even
“parasitic,” in its relationship with the text (433, 436, 437, 441). The
reader, on the other hand, does not reity the text as an object, but finds
in it a “real presence” and often a locus of “inspiration” or “revelation.”
In “dynamic passivity,” a reader is read by the text (438-39); distance
collapses as the reader seeks “to enter into the text and to be entered into
by the text” (443).

A second way of formulating the antithesis is to say that a critic
makes judgments about the text and declares them, while a reader does
neither. Since it does not objectity the text, reading does not lend itself to
discourse about itselt. As Steiner says: “It is easy to say something about
criticism worth looking at and/or disagreeing with. It is difficult to say
anything useful about ‘reading’ in the sense in which this paper seeks to
articulate the term. Criticism is discursive and breeds discourse. ‘Read-
ing’ yields no primary impulse towards self-communication. The ‘reader’
who discourses is, in a certain manner, in breach of privilege. . . . Read-
ing is done rather than spoken about . . .” (439). Criticism is the product
of rational choice, and “the critic must declare; this is his public and
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legislative ordination.” On the other hand, “the reader will often hold his
illumination mute” (448). After all, to the reader the text is “‘a real
presence’ irreducible to analytic summation and resistant to judgment in
the sense in which the critic can and must judge” (440).

The legislative duty of criticism has as a central task the evaluation
and ranking of texts; part of the critic’s job is to tell us what we should
and should not be reading. Steiner calls the set of texts prescribed by the
critic the critic’s “syllabus.” The reader, too, has his selection of favored
texts, which Steiner chooses to call the reader’s “canon.” The crucial
difterence is that the critic chooses his “syllabus” by an act of will, but
the “canon” chooses the reader; a canon is unsought and unwilled.
“Canon,” in Steiner’s usage, refers to those texts and text fragments that
capture our imaginations without our seeking it and often without our
being tully aware ot it. “The canonic text enters into the reader, it takes
its place within him by a process of penetration, of luminous insinuation
whose occasion may have been entirely mundane and accidental—
decisive encounters so often are—but not, or not primarily, willed”
(446). “The occurrence is banal to anyone whose mind and body—both
are involved—have been seized upon by a melody, by a tune, by a ver-
bal cadence which he did not choose by act of will, which has entered
into him unawares” (446). “The critic prescribes a syllabus; the reader is
answerable to and internalizes a canon” (445). “A syllabus is taught; a
canon is lived” (447).

A large part of the equivocation in reader response criticism regard-
ing “the reader” can be explained by reterence to Steiner’s critic/reader
antithesis. It is helptul to recognize that reader response critics can be
positioned somewhere along a continuum running from the pure (but
probably non-existent) “critic” to the pure (but probably non-existent)
“reader” (cf. Mailloux, 1982:22).

Toward one end of the spectrum we have some reader response
critics very much upholding the literary critical tradition, although in a
roundabout way, since they are trying to shitt the critical focus to some-
thing largely ignored by recent generations of critics: the reader and the
reading experience. Their attirmation ot the critical tradition is particu-
larly noticeable when one common strategy is adopted. Often a reader
response critic will attempt to elucidate the history ot the criticism of a
particular text by trying to find what has happened in the reading expe-
rience that has given rise to convergent or (more otten) divergent critical
assessments of the text. In other words, he or she will presume to use the
text to explain the history of its reading. The goal here is to explicate, as
much as possible, not the text per se, but all previous readings of the
text, thereby comprehending, encompassing, and rising above a host of
critical colleagues. As a critical strategy this is a powertul move, because
it puts the reader response critic in a position ot not only standing over
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against the text, but also standing over against one’s critical peers, in a
most decisive manner.

We could call the critic pole of the critic/reader continuum the
“objectifying” pole. What is objectified by the reader-oriented critic,
however. is not the traditional text object, but the experience ot reading
within a tradition of criticism. This could also be called the “sociological”
or “ideological” pole, for we objectify our reading experience according
to the critical presuppositions (or ideology) we share with our fellows in
the guild.

The reader pole, on the other hand, is the pole of “subjectitying”:
this is the pole of the “individual” and the “psychological.” A reader
response critic positioned here will be less concerned to contribute to a
critical tradition, and more concerned to contribute to a person (not a
“critic”) finding him /herself to be the subject of his or her reading expe-
rience. We frequently find here an unashamed acceptance ot the non-
expert reader, and a challenge to the implicit authoritarianism of the
critical community. Such “subjective” or “psychological” critics as David
Bleich (1975; 1978) and Norman Holland (1975; 1982), for example,
eagerly welcome their students as fellow readers with tull reading
privileges, a democratization of the classroom that their colleagues in the
guild may look upon as toolish or even heretical. Most empirical study of
reading (the psychology of perception, developmental psychology, etc.)
also tends to slide to this end ot the continuum (see Mailloux, 1982:206).

Thus does Steiner give us one valuable measuring stick for sizing up
“the reader.” Applying this measuring stick, when reader response critics
talk about “the reader,” some are thinking primarily of Steiner’s “critic,”
others are thinking primarily of Steiner’s “reader,” while most are proba-
bly somewhere in between. For me, and for most biblical scholars, I
imagine, Steiner’s antithesis is all too tamiliar. For us, Steiner’s essay may
even represent a pointed statement of knowledge we would just as soon
repress, for most of us were readers of the Bible before we were critics
of it, and we now struggle, in most cases, to reconcile the rational
insights of criticism with the ecstasy of reading. Moreover, it would not
be difficult to re-write Steiner’s essay using the Bible as the paradigm in
Western culture of a text that receives both the devotion of readers and
the scrutiny of critics. And our experience with the Bible confirms
Steiner’s claim that reading is logically prior to criticism. Whether seen
historically or ontogenetically, reading the Bible (or being read by it)
precedes biblical criticism; the Bible was and is canon. in Steiner’s sense
of the word, long betore critics placed it on their syllabus.

With a passion that I would suppose is missing in most other kinds of
literature courses, a battle between critic and reader is fought in almost
every college classroom where the Bible is read critically. In the first

class meeting of an introductory course, the English professor is unlikely
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to be presented with a hard-core element of Shakespeare devotees, in the
manner in which his biblical scholar colleague is likely to be taced with
at least a tew students who can cite chapter and verse of holy scripture.
It is at once exhilarating and painful to have to fight such battles, but it
confirms for me that at least the literature I study as a critic continues to
matter to readers. It it should not matter to readers, why should it mat-
ter at all to critics?

[ shall quickly abandon my battle imagery above, it it leads us to
think that one side is destined to victory and the other to defeat. The
struggle is indeed passionate and painful, but in those circumstances
where one side seems tor the moment actually to vanquish the other, the
results are tragic. It sounds trite, but I tind that a balance ot readerly
passion and critical distance is desirable. An imbalance on either side is
unhealthy, and can be pathological. Steiner ably rebukes a current
“hypertrophy” (437) ot criticism, and biblical critics would do well to
take his remarks to heart. But biblical critics also have a story to tell, and
our story includes many incidents of biblical criticism opposed and
hounded mercilessly by zealous readers. I would not tar all readers of the
Bible with the same brush, but the fact remains that just as there can be
a pathology, a hypertrophy, of criticism, there can be a pathology, a
blind zeal, of reading. But inasmuch as most of us escape pathology,
most of us live in the middle somewhere. Indeed, most biblical scholars
of my acquaintance have experienced an oscillation between Steiner’s
two poles; most of us have moved from being readers to being critics,
and then, for the lucky ones, back to a post-critical readership (Ricoeur:
351).

The personal pilgrimages of numerous biblical scholars would, I
think, largely confirm Steiner’s observations about critics and readers,
but we would have some insights to add to his. Many of us found in
criticism our “revelation” or our “ecstasy,” because for the first time,
with the obtaining of critical distance, we could see the teatures of the
text that had hitherto read us, and we were enchanted and liberated by
what we saw. Without criticism, we saw in retrospect, it had been
impossible to see and to know the text that had read us, not even to
know if it was the text we thought it was. He or she who “serves the
text” with utter devotion cannot objectity and thereby know what text is
in fact being served. In the case ot the Bible, many are read by and
serve ‘versions of the Bible that a critic in good conscience can only
label per-versions. But only with critical distance can one see perver-
sions; perversion is a concept of criticism. To add to Steiner’s antithetical
comparisons, the reader says ot the text “It thou shalt not judge”; the
critic says of the text “If it is so worthy of respect, it will emerge from
judgment triumphant and with added glory.” To the critic, the reader
appears to serve texts he does not know and cannot understand. To the
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reader, the critic appears to master and judge even those texts to which
he is inferior. Must there not be a middle ground?

I see myself striving to be both a reader and a critic of the Bible: a
critical reader, if you will. And unless I specify otherwise, the “reader”
who will be mentioned frequently hereafter will be just such a critical
reader. To be a critical reader means for me: (1) to affirm the enduring
power of the Bible in my culture and in my own life; (2) and yet to
remain open enough to ask any question and to risk any judgment, even
if it should mean repudiating (1). Nothing less than both ot these points,
together, will do for me. Even more specifically, however, I am pleased
to confess that: I was a “reader” of the Bible before I was a “critic” of it;
I found becoming a critic to be liberating and satisfying, and theretfore I
judge criticism to be of inestimable value and a high calling; but I also
recognize the prior claim of the text and the preeminence of reading
over criticism, and so, accordingly, I seek and occasionally am appre-
hended by moments in which the text wields its indubitable power. The
critic’s ego says this just could be the cherished “post-critical naivete”;
the reader’s proper humility before the text says it is not for a reader to
judge such things.

The Real Reader, The Implied Reader, and The Narratee

Keeping in mind that our initial question was “Who is ‘the
reader’. . . P,” at this point we split our question into the following ques-
tions: (1) Who is “the reader?” (2) How does “the reader” relate to “the
author” by means of the text? And, (3) Just who is “the author?” The
terminology 1 have adopted in addressing these questions is borrowed
from Seymour Chatman’s Story and Discourse (146-151; cf. Wayne
Booth, 1983; Prince, 1973; 1982; Rabinowitz). Chatman distinguishes
between real author, implied author, narrator, narratee, implied reader,
and real reader. One needs such distinctions in order to explore with
care “the interrelation of the several parties to the narrative transaction”
(Chatman: 147).

The real author and real reader are easy enough to grasp. They are
the living, flesh-and-blood persons who actually produce the text and
read it./1/ But in the act of reading we encounter, not a flesh-and-blood
author, but the author’s second self adopted for purposes of telling this
tale, and similarly we as readers are not wholly ourselves as we read, but
the reader the text invites us to be. The terms implied author and
implied reader, therefore, have gained wide currency in recognition of
the fact that a text implies a role or a persona for both the author and
reader./2/ As Wayne Booth says, “the author creates, in short, an image
of himselt and another image of his reader; he makes his reader, as he
makes his second selt, and the most successful reading is one in which
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the created selves, author and reader, can find complete agreement”
(1983:138). Finally, narrator and narratee are terms referring to the
persons who are supposedly telling and listening to the story./3/ Every
story may be supposed to have a storyteller and a listener, but as it hap-
pens some stories have only oblique, covert evidence of either a narrator
or a narratee, while others may go so tar as to have a narrator or a
narratee overtly portrayed as a character in the narrative (as in Thou-
sand and One Nights, where Scheherazade is the narrator and the sultan
the narratee). Narrator and narratee are especially useful terms when it
is clear that the implied author has distanced himselt from his unreliable
narrator or that the implied reader is expected to distance himselt tfrom
a gullible narratee.

A number of critics, as I have noted, have proposed their own ver-
sions of these basic concepts. Their refinements often complicate matters,
however, by drawing in some of the considerations about “the reader”
that are better considered separately./4/ The terminology oftered above
is minimal and serviceable, without unnecessarily mixing in important
but tangential reading concerns. It makes possible the careful considera-
tion of a number of interesting phenomena in the narrative transaction,
in spite of bearing within it the inevitable ambiguities and gaps of any
critical vocabulary. I would like to address myselt now both to the use-
fulness of this terminology and to its problems.

The critic/reader distinction introduced earlier, although not expli-
citly represented in this terminology, is implicitly present. It may be
present, for example, in the way Chatman diagrams the functions of his
various critical entities (151, 267). On a horizontal line, he positions from
left to right: real author, implied author, narrator, narratee, implied
reader, and real reader (151). Arrows pointing toward the right tie
together each successive pair of entities. The middle four terms are
within a box labelled “narrative text,” and within the box the arrows
linking successive pairs are solid. In the heart ot the box, narrator and
narratee are in parentheses, to signity that they are optional features of a
narrative (but the arrow connecting them is still solid). Lying outside the
box of the narrative, however, are the real author and the real reader,
and the arrows going trom the real author to the box and from the box
to the real reader are made of broken lines. Exile from the box, plus the
broken arrows, together suggest that real authors and real readers have a
tenuous relationship to the reading ot a text. This is implied also in
Chatman’s explanation ot his diagram: “The box indicates that only the
implied author and implied reader are immanent to a narrative, the
narrator and narratee are optional (parentheses). The real author and
real reader are outside the narrative as such, though, ot course, indis-
pensable to it in an ultimate practical sense” (151).

This is the language of a critic of literature—or better, a theorist of
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criticism—and not that of a reader. Indeed, real authors and real readers
are outside the box of the critical concern, which is the realm of the
critical apprehension of the literary text. Real authors, I suppose, are lett
to literary historians, while real readers are left to psychologists.

Bringing Steiner’s language together with Chatman’s, we would have
to say that the “critic” will tend to focus on the text and on the critical
entities immanent to it, while the “reader” will tend to take the reading
experience to be an encounter with the discourse of a real author
directed to him /herself as a real reader. That is, a critic will tend to live
within Chatman’s box, while a reader will not even recognize the exis-
tence of the box, thereby collapsing all of these caretul critical distinc-
tions into simply the author and the reader. Thus, Chatman’s box does
not divide neatly the realm of Steiner’s “critic” from the realm ot
Steiner’s “reader”; Steiner’s language is not congruent with Chatman'’s
language. However, if we may suppose for the moment that Chatman’s
“real reader” is in fact very close to being Steiner’s “reader,” then we
may find in Chatman’s language an insight that supplements the insights
offered to us by Steiner. This is the recognition of just how much real
authors and real readers have in common. Real authors otten protess to
write for real readers, and specifically disavow writing for critics. Simi-
larly, the real reader believes in real authors; he knows he is encounter-
ing the real presence ot a real author (and not just an implied one) when
reading a narrative, while the critic knows no such thing. Thus Chat-
man’s terminology helps to reveal an ally for Steiner’s reader in the
person of the real author (they are both willing exiles from the realm of
criticism), while the terms inside his box specify helpfully some promi-
nent concerns ot the critical realm.

Working within Chatman’s box for the moment, we can look at
some of the concrete ways this terminology facilitates the critical discus-
sion of reading. By distinguishing between the narratee and implied
reader, for one thing, we indicate that there are often two major role
models provided in the text for anyone reading it. The implied reader is
the reader we must be willing to become, at least momentarily, in order
to experience the narrative in the fullest measure (see Booth, 1983:79-
81, 138-39, and passim; 1979:242 and passim; and Suleiman). The im-
plied reader may relate to the narratee, in turn, in any number of ways,
ranging from a close and intimate association to an ironic distancing, if
the narratee appears to the implied reader to be gullible or otherwise
deficient. In other words, a second benefit of Chatman’s terminology is
that it provides the vocabulary necessary to explore the myriad varia-
tions of distance that can exist between implied reader and narratee.
between implied author and narrator, and, moreover, between any of
these four entities and the characters in the story. Actually, the possibili-
ties are reduced considerably by the fact that the implied author and
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implied reader, and, too, the narrator and narratee, are so closely linked.
One might say that these pairs even represent mirror images. For exam-
ple, the cluster of values and judgments that is the implied author is
manifested in the implicit rendering of the text’s reader—and vice versa.
Similarly, the diction of the narrator is reflected like a sonar wave oft of
the outline of the posited narratee and returns to the sender to be emited
again—each reflects the presence of the other (see Prince, 1982:7-25).
This, then, is a third benetit of our adopted vocabulary: it recognizes and
provides a rudimentary way to talk about the dialogical process that is
built into the text and demanded by the reading experience.

Granted the usefulness of Chatman’s terminology, he glosses over
one problem spot that requires attention: the nature of the implied
reader (and mutatis mutandis the implied author). He places both of
these entities within the box labelled “narrative text,” claiming them to
be “immanent” to the text. A clean break is theretore made between the
reader in the text and the reader outside of the text, a division that is
problematic, to say the least. In tact, one of the recurring debates among
reader-oriented critics concerns the relationship between the text and the
reader. Stated in its most extreme torm, the question here is: does the
text control the reader or does the reader control the text? For exam-
ple, Wayne Booth and Woltgang Iser both talk about someone very
much like Chatman’s implied reader, but it is clear they mean some-
thing rather ditterent when they talk about this entity. Booth’s version of
the implied reader, although it invites and requires the cohesion of a real
reader, is ultimately in the text, and is the creation of an author (see
Booth, 1983:138, 422-23). Iser’s (1974) implied reader, however, is con-
structed by a real reader out of the material provided by the text, partic-
ularly its spots of “indeterminacy”: “blanks,” “gaps,” etc. (Iser, 1978). Iser
is careful to say that his implied reader is neither in the text, nor outside
it, but is the unique product of the “interaction” of a text and a reader.

There are other points ot view on the text vs. reader debate. Curi-
ously outdoing even Wayne Booth in respect for the rhetorical power of
the text, and outdoing even Woltgang Iser in respect for the indepen-
dence and creative activity ot the reader, are the ‘early’ and ‘later’ posi-
tions of Stanley Fish. In his early reader-oriented criticism, typified by
Self-Consuming Artifacts (see also Fish, 1970 = Fish, 1972:383-427 =
Fish, 1980:21-67), Fish engages in brilliant word by word analyses of the
way texts manipulate the developing response of the reader; no one
could make a stronger case for thoroughgoing textual control over the
reading experience. Fish even goes so tar as to argue that all readers are
textually directed in just the way he is describing. They just have not
realized it because they have not paid attention to the ways texts have
controlled them. In more recent work (1980), Fish still affirms the
immense value of this kind of analysis in practical criticism; however, he
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admits now that it is not the only way to conceptualize reading. In fact,
he has now swung over to the position that the text cannot really control
reading in any objective sense, for the text is invented in the process ot
being read—the text and all its features are only defined and theretore
brought into existence by the reader’s interpretive strategies. So, having
said earlier, essentially, that the text controls the reader, Fish now says
that it is the reader who objectifies the text and its characteristics in the
first place, and thus controls it. From this latter position, Fish’s earlier
position may be explained as a convenient and powerful critical fiction,
adopted by the critic because of its potential for persuading a critical
audience that already grants to texts an ‘objectivity’ and an ‘authority’ to
control the reader. But now he wants to make clear that objectivity and
authority are always, first, the reader’s to grant.

Does this new position of Fish’s now grant too much authority to the
reader? In response to this question, Fish slides into the next station of
his critical pilgrimage. The reader is not ‘too powertul,” he says, and the
critical enterprise is not doomed to subjectivism or solipsism, because the
reader and his reading experience are defined and controlled by the
critical community ot which he is a part. The critical presuppositions
employed by the reader to objectity and analyze the text are derived
from the “interpretive community” in which the reading takes place.
Readers may control texts, but that does not lead to anarchy, because
interpretive communities control readers.

Fish has therefore bracketed Booth and Iser in his critical career,
attributing at one point more control to the text than Booth, and then
more control to the reader than Iser, and then locating the source of all
control in the preexistent presuppositions of one’s interpretive commu-
nity. If Fish did not do what he does so brilliantly, one could dismiss him
for a damnable protean slipperiness. But in sliding from one critical
extreme to the next, he has helpfully highlighted, if idiosyncratically,
what must be simultaneous foci for reader-oriented criticism. The issue is
not about a two-sided relationship between text and reader, nor about
the overarching preeminence of interpretive communities, but a matter
of text and reader meeting in the context of the critical community.
Granted that: (1) the community defines what the text is and tells the
reader how to go about reading; at the same time, (2) the text (as
defined by the community) molds its reader and constrains the critical
gaze of the community; and at the same time, (3) the reader (as
instructed by the community) construes the text and contributes to the
evolution of the critical community. That is, granted the undeniable
importance of the interpretive community, within that social setting the
text will always have an objectivity and the reader a subjectivity that are
also undeniable. Moreover, it is always possible that the objectified text
will wield such power, or the subjectified reader exert such genius, that
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the interpretive community will be re-made after their images.

All ot this is to say that the implied reader is the locus of a great
deal of equivocation in current criticism, but only because reading itself
is a mysterious merger of text, reader, and context. Yet for all its ambi-
guity, the term implied reader is still useful. When I use it, I shall use it
to reter primarily to the reader implied in the text, but I shall take care
to observe that ditterent critical readers will grasp that reader in the text
ditterently, due largely to differences in the contexts of reading, which
are constrained by the critical presuppositions prevailing at the time and
place ot reading. With judicious use, the rest of Chatman’s terminology
is also helptul.

The Ideal Reader

Besides the terminology discussed in the previous section, there is
another common family of terms clustering about the notion of the
“ideal reader.” One hears, not only of the ideal reader, but also of the
informed reader, the optimal reader, the superreader, the competent
reader, the educated reader, and so on. What critics are grasping for
amidst this assortment is an idealized reader intimately related to the
implied reader, as I shall indicate below. But “ideal reader” adds greater
intensity to “implied reader”; it reveals the critical impulse, not just to
apprehend the reader implied in the text, but to apprehend the readers
implied in many texts, so as to encompass and supersede them all.

A succinct description of the ideal reader is oftered by Jonathan
Culler: “The question is not what actual readers happen to do but what
an ideal reader must know implicitly in order to read and interpret
works in ways which we consider acceptable” (123-24). The ideal reader
possesses not only “linguistic competence” but also “literary compe-
tence”: an intimate acquaintance with Steiner’s “syllabus” and a full
grasp of the accepted critical means of working on it. The ideal reader is
Steiner’s “critic,” par excellence. This is very close to Stanley Fish’s ver-
sion of the ideal reader, whom he preters to label the “informed reader”:

Who is the reader? Obviously, my reader is a construct, an ideal
or idealized reader, somewhat like Wardhaugh’s “mature reader”
or Milton’s “fit” reader, or to use a term of my own, the reader is
the informed reader. The informed reader is someone who (1) is
a competent speaker of the language out ot which the text is built
up; (2) is in full possession ot “the semantic knowledge that a
mature . . . listener brings to his task of comprehension,” includ-
ing the knowledge (that is, the experience, both as a producer
and comprehender) of lexical sets, collocation probabilities,
idioms, professional and other dialects, and so on; and (3) has
literary competence. That is, he is sufficiently experienced as a
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reader to have internalized the properties of literary discourses,
including everything from the most local of devices (figures of

speech, and so on) to whole genres. . . .

The reader of whose responses I speak, then, is this informed
reader. neither an abstraction nor an actual living reader, but a
hybrid—a real reader (me) who does everything within his power
to make himself informed. (1980:48-49)

Wolfgang Iser discusses several versions of the “ideal reader,” and
expresses dissatisfaction with all of them, finding them all too nebulous
and lacking in theoretical rigor (1978:27-38). In their place he offers his
version of the implied reader, “a textual structure anticipating the pres-
ence of a recipient without necessarily defining him” (1978:34). Iser has
perhaps sensed correctly that the implied reader is at the core of all the
talk about idealized readers, but he loses the use of a significant heuristic
device by limiting himself to the reader implied by any one text, which
is what his implied reader is.

Steven Mailloux, for example, has seen that the ideal reader is in a
sense the implied reader writ large:

The “ideal reader” is merely an abstracted version of the
“implied reader.” He is not a reader of a specific text but one
implied by all literary texts; or put another way, he is a hypothet-
ical reader with the general ability to comprehend literature. . .

We have, then, a specitic text's implied reader, which is really
only a textual interpretation (or part of one) using a reader
vocabulary. And we have an ideal reader who is also an interpre-
tive construct, one that is abstracted from many specific instances

of textual interpretation, one that defines the conditions of liter-
ary response. (1982:203)

Mailloux’s point is well taken, but it needs to be pushed further. The
ideal reader is not simply a hypothetical enhancement of the implied
reader. The “ideal reader” is a fictive role created and assumed by a critic
as he or she presumes to address the critical community. It is, in other
words, a pose adopted by the critic for rhetorical purposes. The fiction
being acted out in the work of criticism is precisely the critical pretension
to supersedure: to supersede the text, one’s critical community and its his-
tory of reading, and even one’s own self. One may not actuall_\: be the ecritic
par excellence, but when playing the game of criticism you cannot pretend
to be anything less and still hope to win over your critical audience.

This is hardly a revelation; numerous critics have admitted all of this
candidly. But we can push still further to observe that the role of the ideal
reader can be played in two major ways. First, there is the role of the indi-
vidual ideal reader per se. This is where I adopt the stance—implicitly,
perhaps, or explicitly, if I have nerve—of the supremely informed and
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skilled individual reader-critic, possessing impeccable linguistic and liter-
ary competence. We might call this the Ideal Reader I. It is also possible,
and very common, to construct a kind of composite ideal reader out of the
accumulated critical experience of one’s critical community. In practice,
this second, composite form of the ideal reader—Ideal Reader II, let us
say—often goes hand in hand with the first. Rhetorically, they can uphold
each other—I establish my credentials as a critic by demonstrating my
personal knowledge ot the syllabus and mastery of the critical tools, which
is at the same time a celebration of the history and current vitality of the
entire guild. The Ideal Reader 1 and the Ideal Reader II represent the
opposing poles of another of those continua ranging from the individual to
the social, but in this case the continuum is narrow in its range, since we are
dealing with a dialectical relationship between subjective and objective
poles within a very specialized social group: critics in particular literary
critical tradition.

Stephen Booth, in the pretace to one of the most highly regarded
pieces of practical criticism done by reader-oriented critics, lays bare, in
just a few lines, his use of both versions of the ideal reader: “. . . the
responses I attribute to my hypothetical reader ot the sonnets cannot
ultimately be more universal or other than my own. I have attempted to
demonstrate that the responses I describe are probable in a reader accus-
tomed to Elizabethan idiom. I have also quoted at length from the
responses of the critics and editors who have preceded me in the study
ot the sonnets; their comments, glosses, and emendations provide the best
available evidence that the responses I describe are not idiosyncratic”
(Stephen Booth: x).

The most pyrotechnic use of the Ideal Reader, I and II, however,
surely must be found in the practical criticism of Stanley Fish. We have
already seen Fish’s definition of the informed reader. Tucked into that
definition is an admission that the informed reader is really Stanley Fish:
it is “a real reader (me) who does everything within his power to make
himself informed.” After putting himself in the picture modestly, at first
only within parentheses, Fish proceeds to say that ot course he can claim
to be an informed reader, and, moreover, so can anyone else in the
guild: “Each of us, if we are sufficiently responsible and selt-conscious,
can, in the course of employing [Fish’s critical] method, become the
informed reader and therefore be a more reliable reporter of his [read-
ing] experience” (1980:49). It is, in other words, a rhetorical stance gen-
erally available to members in good standing of the critical guild. And in
Fish’s criticism (Self-Consuming Artifacts, for example), he makes use
of this rhetorical stance mastertully.

Perhaps even more impressive is Fish’s powertul use of the Ideal
Reader II, the composite ideal reader. A frequent strategy in Fish’s criti-
cism is to examine an interpretive crux that has produced a diversity of
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critical assessments, and then to seek a supposed common reading expe-
rience that lies at the base of the disagreement. Fish asks, What reading
experience have critics shared unconsciously that allows them to agree
enough to disagree about this passage? He surveys “the critical history ot
a work in order to find disputes that rested upon a base of agreement of
which the disputants were unaware” (1980:147). Fish elaborates thus:

Typically, I will pay less attention to the interpretations critics
propose than to the problems or controversies that provoke them,
on the reasoning that while the interpretations vary, the problems
and controversies do not and therefore point to something that all
readers share. If, for example, there is a continuing debate over
whether Marlow should or should not have lied at the end of
Heart of Darkness, I will interpret the debate as evidence of the
difficulty readers experience when the novel asks them to render
judgment. And similarly, if there is an argument over who is the
hero of Paradise Lost, I will take the argument as an indication
that, in the course of reading the poem, the identity of its hero is
continually put into question. There will always be two levels, a
surface level on which there seem to be nothing but disagree-
ments, and a deeper level on which those same disagreements are
seen as constituting the shared content whose existence they had
seemed to deny. In short, critical controversies become disguised
reports of what readers uniformly do, and I perform the service

of revealing to the participants what it is they were really telling
us. (1980:177-78)

Rather than trying to reconcile differences and thus form his composite
ideal reader at the “surface level,” he forms his composite ideal reader
trom a base of unconscious agreement at a “deeper level.” Wherever
possible, Fish grounds the critical community on a hitherto unacknowl-
edged but commonly shared foundation, thereby encompassing and sur-
passing the history of criticism. By descending to the “deeper level,” he
is able to transcend the critical disagreement altogether—“I perform the
service of revealing to the participants what it is they were really telling
us.” This is skilltul, rhetorical use of the metaphor of “levels.” By suppos-
edly descending to the “deeper level,” he is actually putting himself in a
position elevated above the debate. His skillful construction of an
abstracted, composite, ideal reader is an indirect way of establishing his
own credentials as, in his words, an informed reader. The thing that

distinguishes Fish is that he uses the rhetorical strategy of the “ideal
reader” so openly and so boldly.

Reading as a Temporal Experience

Wer.e we to stop at this point, we would be left with still rather static
abstractions of who “the reader” is. What we are missing is a model of
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the reading experience itself. At this point reader response critics are
making a significant contribution to criticism by recalling to the critical
consciousness the richness and dynamism of the temporal experience of
reading.

One distinguishing characteristic of reader response criticism is the
emphasis placed on the fact that a reading experience takes place
through time; it is fundamentally a temporal experience. This is a radi-
cal shift in perspective, because we have not been taught to monitor our
reading experience as it occurs. Rather, we have been taught to read to
the end of a text and then step back and comment on the final outcome
of the reading. We view the whole of the text from the perspective of
the end ot the reading experience. The path we have had to follow to
get to the end of reading is regarded merely as prelude to the end prod-
uct. Only at the conclusion of reading do we dare ask ourselves: “What is
the meaning of the story? What is the point of the story? What content
did I get out of it?”

Most reader response critics resolutely resist the inclination to con-
centrate on the end product of reading, what we have tended to call the
point, the meaning, or the content of the story. The entire reading expe-
rience is to be valued—not just the end product of reading. Reading a
text is a rich and dynamic experience; but tocusing on the end product
ot reading lends itselt to perceiving a text as a static, spatial torm, like a
painting or sculpture or piece of architecture. Also, the sheer physicality
of writing has tricked us into thinking of texts as objects existing in space
rather than as experiences existing in time. As Stanley Fish puts it: “Lit-
erature is a kinetic art, but the physical form it assumes prevents us from
seeing its essential nature, even though we so experience it. The avail-
ability of a book to the hand, its presence on a shelf, its listing in a
library catalogue—all of these encourage us to think of it as a stationaiy
object. Somehow when we put a book down, we torget that while we
were reading, it was moving (pages turning, lines receding into the past)
and forget too that we were moving with it” (1980:43).

Fish also provides one of the clearest statements ot the critical atti-
tude needed in order to attend to the entire reading experience:

The concept is simply the rigorous and disinterested asking of the
question, what does this word, phrase, sentence, paragraph, chap-
ter, novel, play, poem, do? And the execution involves an analysis
of the developing responses ot the reader in relation to the words
as they succeed one another in time. . . .

The basis of the method is a consideration of the temporal
flow of the reading experience, and it is assumed that the reader
responds in terms of that flow and not to the whole utterance.
That is, in an utterance of any length, there is a point at which
the reader has taken in only the first word, and then the second,
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and then the third, and so on, and the report of what happens to
the reader is always a report of what has happened to that

point. . . . (1980:26, 27)

Wolfgang Iser has described helpfully not just the linear, temporal
encounter with the words one is reading, but the psychological phenom-
ena of anticipation and retrospection that are also involved. While we
read, we are actively involved in reviewing what has preceded and spec-
ulating about what lies ahead. Iser goes so far as to liken the reading
experience to a recreation of the author’s original act of creating the
text. Iser says: “We look forward, we look back, we decide, we change
our decisions, we form expectations, we are shocked by their nontulfill-
ment, we question, we muse, we accept, we reject; this is the dynamic
process of recreation” (1972:293).

This represents a dramatic shift in literary criticism away trom the
formalism of the New Critics, which objectifies the text and devalues the
reading experience. Walter Ong helps us to put this recent development
into the broadest historical perspective. Ong, in numerous discussions of
the shift from orality to the technology of writing, has described with
great insight how the physicality of writing, and especially print, lends
itself to be taken as static spatial form (1982:135-38). Indeed, once the
strict uniformity of printed language becomes deeply interiorized in the
consciousness of the reader, it is well-nigh impossible to avoid the meta-
phor ot language as a container or conduit, existing in space, which holds
meaning within. According to this metaphor, the job of the reader or
critic is to tap and drain oft the contents—the meaning—of the con-
tainer. Moreover, the metaphor promotes the idea that the container or
text is a single entity, and that the contents or meaning is a single entity,
and that theretfore, in theory, we should all agree on what the meaning
of the text is. This metaphor has a hard time accommodating the experi-
ence we have all had of disagreeing sharply over what a text says. Of
course, a severe shortcoming of the metaphor is that it minimizes the
active role of the reader in determining what the text is and what its
meaning is. In short, it obscures the dialogical nature of true communi-
cation, which is inescapable even when the communication is taking
place by means of a written text and therefore seems to be completely
one-sided.

Reader response critics are rejecting the container metaphor alto-
gether. The implications of this move are quite profound, yvet we have
scarcely begun to explore them. In arguing for a temporal model of
reading, rather than a spatial one, we are actually returning to an under-
standing of language that has affinities with the language of oral culture.
The written word is spatial; it constitutes a literate/visual mode of con-
sciousness. The spoken word, however, is temporal; it constitutes an
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oral/aural mode of consciousness. Since the world of orality lingers and
is still so prominent in the biblical texts (see Kelber), the temporal model
of reading employed by reader response critics is well-suited to the study
ot biblical narrative.

Theretore, who is “the reader” of reader response criticism? It is I, as
critical reader. And it is I, as a supposed ideal reader, although I shall
strike that pose by formulating and putting forth a composite ideal
reader created out of the best that has been thought and said by my
critical community. But that ideal reader, individual or composite, can
only be an abstraction from the countless readers implied by countless
texts. And each manifestation of “the reader”—critical, ideal, implied—
is to be conceptualized as reading through time, in a dynamic, temporal
experience. Or to put it as simply as possible, the reader has an individ-
ual persona (mine), a communal persona (the abstracted total experience
of my critical community), and a textual persona (the reader implied in
the text). And all of these personas are seen at their best through time.

NOTES

/1/  Booth speaks ot “the flesh-and-blood author, who tells many stories,
before and after a given tale,” and “the flesh-and-blood re-creator of many sto-
ries” (1983:428). Rabinowitz, who only deals with the audience side of the narra-
tive act in his article, uses the term “actual audience” (126). Once beyond the
narrator/narratee pair, Prince, like Rabinowitz, concentrates more on the audi-
ence side of the narrative than the authorial side: and Prince, like Chatman, uses
the expression “real reader” (Tompkins: 9).

/2/  Booth is currently using the terms “the implied author of this tale” and
“the postulated reader” (1983:429). Rabinowitz speaks (only on the audience side
again) of the “authorial audience” (126). In a similar vein Prince uses the term
“virtual reader” (Tompkins: 9).

/3/  Chatman credits Prince for the coinage of “narratee,” the counterpart of
the “narrator.” Booth speaks of “the teller of this tale” and “the credulous lis-
tener” (1983:430). Rabinowitz uses the expression “narrative audience” (127).

/4/  For example, both Rabinowitz and Prince also want to talk about “ideal
readers”: for Rabinowitz, the “ideal narrative audience” (134), and for Prince,
the “ideal reader” (Tompkins: 9). I want to reserve discussion of such ideal read-

ers until later.
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THE BIBLE AS LITERATURE.:
READING LIKE THE RABBIS

Kenneth Dauber
State University of New York/Buftalo

ABSTRACT

The Jewish Bible is properly literature insotar as it resists traditional
philosophy’s grand project of knowing Being. There is no concept of
Being in the Bible. From God’s command to Abraham to journey to
Canaan, through Israel’s acceptance ot the Torah, to the dialogue
between God and Job, what it renders is not the revelation of an existence
but the establishment of a certain relation. Accordingly, the Bible is not a
text to be interpreted; rather, as the Rabbis understood it, interpretation is
the text itself. No subject reader engages no object to be read. “Relational-
ity,” prior to both, defines subject and object according to itself.

Using Rabbinic practice as a model, various relational modes or
statements are developed for potential use in studying secular litera-
ture. Relational statements tor classicism and modernism are proposed.
Period, genre, and theme are denied any status as constituting texts and
are considered, instead, as discursive formations produced in criticism’s
existentialization of relationality. The skepticism known as deconstruc-
tion is attacked. For, seen as criticism’s bad conscience for its existen-
tialization, it may be left behind when relationality comes into its own.

I

I take as my text the beginning ot the Hebrew Bible, or rather, the
place where the Hebrew Bible might have begun, as the Rabbis tell us
(Rashi, Gen. 1:1),/1/ after the God ot all peoples has tinished establish-
ing all the world and enters into a particular dialogue with the first
Hebrew about one corner of it:

Now the Lord said to Abram, Get thee out of thy country, and
from thy kindred, and from thy father’s house, to the land that I
will show thee. (Gen. 12:1)
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This is a simple passage, but remarkably so. For the broad scope of all
that has come before, the magnitude of the creation, the fall, the flood,
mark this event off as of a different order. The narrowness of focus,
here, the intensity, the limitation suddenly imposed on the scope of this
Bible that began so universally, so philosophically, is not prepared for. It
is not that we find God’s intimacy with Abraham, the dialogue of the
promise, a little demeaning. That God will talk to man, and more, that
he will sometimes give him fairly explicit directions, has already been
well established. We have seen this before, and we do not protest that
the conversation between God and Abraham somehow violates the
nature of the Bible’s world, is a scandal or, perhaps, a miracle. Indeed, in
a manner, through a series of “begats” from Adam to Abraham, we even
have a sort of pre-history to the dialogue. We know, in a general sort of
way, how God came to this condescension, what, that is, he has been
doing since the Creation and, very particularly, what Abraham has been
doing, who he is, his genealogy, his wife, and even, most interestingly,
that he had been journeying with his father on the way towards the land
of Canaan before God’s command to him to journey. And yet, none ot
these things can quite explain why all that has come betore should be
reduced to this, why the story ot the world should become the story ot
Israel. How God should have chosen this Abraham to talk to and how it
was that Abraham could have understood him, known what faith was
expected, what level ot beliet required, are finally inexplicable.
Compare, for example, the story of the flood, material from the
universal beginning of the Bible. In a traditional reading, we might be
tempted to say that it provides a context for the Hebrew beginning:

And the Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in
the earth, and that all the impulse of the thoughts of his heart
was only evil continually. And the Lord repented that he had
made man on the earth, and it grieved him at his heart. And the
Lord said, I will destroy man whom I have created from the face
of the earth; both man, and beast, and creeping things, and the

birds of the air; for I repent that I have made them. But Noah
tound favor in the eyes of the Lord.

These are the generations of Noah: Noah was a just man and
perfect in his generations, and Noah walked with God. (Gen. 6:5-9)

The story of the flood is an exemplum of certain universal principles, a
result, or better, an allegory, of the operation of justice. It is because God
was angry at the wickedness of the poeple that he turned away from
them, and it is because Noah was good that God turned to him. Prob-
lems, of course, remain, traditional problems, such as how God could
have let things get so bad or how he could have destroyed his own crea-
tion. But these are problems leading us not away from God and the



Dauber: The Bible as Literature 29

nature ot his universe, but into them. They are practical problems, part
of the landscape of God’s universe, whose geography the story thus
invites us to map. Action, in the flood narrative, however complex or
ditticult, is yet predicated on certain essential qualities of the world and
the actors in it and is exhibited as an unfolding of these qualities.

The actions of the actors in the Abraham story, on the other hand,
are ot a difterent order. They seem to exhibit nothing but themselves in
their own singularity. Occurring in the world, they say nothing very
readily about the world. They have no part in predication, cancelling
even the notion of actors, replacing it with a stunning “relationality,” as
we might call it, a mutual disposition denying its dependence even on
the subjects who dispose themselves. The existence of God and Abraham
prior to their dialogue, the priority of their very existence to their dia-
logue, is held oft. The story of Abraham creates for itself an unbridge-
able gap, a vacuum, quite literally unthinkable, that is unphilosophical,
though, philosophers all, we have continued to think it, abhorring the
vacuum, filling it with explanation.

In the theological mode, tor example—Christianity’s version of phi-
losophy—we say that God chose whom he wished to choose. Or, as the
Rabbis proposed in the more historical mode of aggadah, Abraham had
already proved himselt a God-believer when he destroyed his father’s
idols. And yet, theology, naming the unnamable, making precisely the
unexampled an example once more, rather reveals the limits of itself as a
discipline, the closure of itself as a system against anything unsystematic,
than explains the remarkable dialogue of God and Abraham. And, as the
Rabbis recognized in their retusal to canonize it, aggadah is only agga-
dah and must, in fact, go on torever, merely displacing one vacuum with
another.

Rather, all recourse to such matters as the nature, habits, Being of
God or man, even to those matters the Bible would seem to go out of its
way to raise, must finally be abandoned. The genealogy and the move-
ment of Abraham toward the land he is then told to go to account for
nothing. They are themselves to be accounted only as they appear again
in the telling. It is a telling resisting all context. In the midst of a larger
tale, it yet asserts itself as its own first principle. Such a telling, as we
have said, cannot exemplity anything but itselt. Its movement, what now
becomes the Bible, does not unfold some prior state, but, coming from
nowhere, merely develops. For lack of a better term, and in honor of its
traditional war with philosophy, we may call this kind of telling litera-
ture. Literature is pure relationship, is the discourse of relationality. The
story of Abraham would thus suggest that the current practice of consid-
ering the Bible as literature is not a sign of the failure of the Bible to
command our faith as it once did. On the contrary, it is but a restitution
of the Bible to its status before it tell into the hands of philosophy, into
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the hands of that transcendental contextualization known as logocen-
trism. and which, though it is being vigorously challenged in regard to
secular texts, was yet wrong from the sacred genesis, as well. Indeed, to
consider the Bible as literature will be to shed light on much ot contem-
porary critical controversy, offering, as I believe, a way outside not only
of logocentrism, but of that deconstruction which is its inevitable reflux.

11

Let us consider in detail the Bible as literature, the Bible as the dis-
course of relationality, and further justify our definition by citing the
Rabbis, who go so far as to embody relationality in a text. The Rabbis
recount how the Torah came to be given, glossing a famous passage in
which the Jews, accepting the law, proclaim “we will do, and we will
listen” (Ex. 24:7)./2/ Why this curious inversion? How is it possible to do
what one has not yet even heard? At first God wished to give the law to
the children of Esau. What does it say, they asked? Not to kill. And the
children of Esau, claiming Esau’s blessing, “by the sword shall you live,”
refused. Then God went to the children of Lot. What does it say? Not to
be unchaste. And the children of Lot, remembering that they sprang
from unchastity, refused. Then God went to the Ishmaelites. What does
it say? Not to steal. And the Ishmaelites, cleaving to Ishmael and the
“hand [that] will be against every man,” refused, as well. But when God
then went to the Jews, they accepted immediately, demonstrating their
taith by not even waiting to consider what they were accepting, giving
themselves from the start.

Now this story would appear to give relationality an origin. But, like
the origin of Abraham and God’s dialogue, so is the origin of the Jews’
acceptance of the Torah recounted only to be abandoned. That is, we
may reasonably suppose a foundation for the story in a certain moral or
spiritual calculus. The gentiles are not good enough to receive the Torah.
The Jews are. And yet, as the story ends, the concerns of goodness are
pushed aside, for we get, instead, a story of the Torah as preceding its
morality, preceding the very goodness which is its content, and whose
materialization of relationality becomes the story’s new subject. A rever-
sal occurs, an emptying out of origins from relationality, like that of
Abraham’s journey to Canaan prior to his dialogue with God. Founding
relationality is nothing, for relationality founds all. Solidified in a text—
though this is a problem to which we shall need to return—relationality
blocks out all behind it that it does not create anew, and thus attempts to
contextualize the text, indeed attempts to decontextualize no less than to
contextualize, must be wholly abandoned.

Here, again, we must be careful not to push off too much on God as
solving all problems. After all, the whole point of the Rabbinic tale,
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[srael’s prime merit, is God’s dependence on Israel to make himself man-
itest. The Torah reveals not God but Israel’s acceptance of God. Contex-
tualization, even so absolute a context as divinity, is in its own turn
textualized, so that to insist on revelation is to leave ourselves endlessly
circulating, pushed from text to context to text, in the classic deconstruc-
tive cycle. On the other hand, however, we must guard equally against
that species of decontextualization that would subjectivize the text,
elaborating Israel’s merit into the ground of an endless freedom to make
ot the text whatever it wants. For it is only in accepting the Torah that
Israel’s treedom appears. No less than the God who ostensibly overdeter-
mines the text does the Israel who makes the text indeterminate recircu-
late within it. We might better say the Bible is no more indeterminate
than determined. We can relate to it, but we cannot know it. We cannot
establish what—or even that—it “is.”

Who are the children of Israel the Torah describes? The children of
Israel of the Torah, by nature or culture nothing, but what the Torah, by
their acceptance of it, has made them, nature and culture both. Even
more strongly, who is God? The God of Israel, who has given the Torah
but to be given in it. God, no more than his people or his Torah, “is,”
and indeed, there is no way ot saying “is” in the Hebrew Bible. We
move from “was,” which may be said, to “will be,” which is said with the
addition of a single letter to the ftorm ftor “was,” passing over “is”
entirely, excluding it tfrom the language, and turning “was” and “will be”
into activities rather than terms ot presence. Who shall I say sent me,
Moses theretore asks God, strictly speaking a better question than who
are you. And God’s answer, though it has been philosophically mis-
translated as “I am that I am,” is, quite literally, “I will be what I will
be” (Ex. 3:14) (ct. Buber). Interaction, the relationality of manifesting,
replaces the entity manifested. Textuality, we might say, displaces the
logos. For language, not the expression ot Being, not Being re-presenting
itself, is no deconstructed trace of a Being always already absent, either.
To read the Bible is neither to understand nor to misunderstand, but to
constitute the text read. It is neither, passively, to receive nor, fantasti-
cally, to imagine, but really, responsibly or irresponsibly, to underwrite.
The Bible “is” not, is not to be known, but to be accepted or rejected.
Thus the Bible makes relationality prior to knowledge, and the Bible is
literature because, denying anyhing outside of relationality, denying,
that is, the very category of things which, existing unrelationally, may or
may not be known, it replaces the traditional concerns of philosophy
with the concerns of a textuality still insisting on itselt even as the philo-
sophic tradition winds down.

A new problematic opens up, a new set of questions in which the
goal of criticism is something new. For in the beginning was not the
Word at all. Nor was our fall into thought a fall from the Word. Rather,
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thinking itself is reinterpreted by the Bible as literature. While philoso-
phy divides the thinker from the concept thought, in the Bible what is
divided is a volition from a resistance. And if philosophical thinking
would re-unite what it has divided in the grand self-thought of infinite
Being or God, literary thinking would reconceive division without
recourse to unity. Disclosure is replaced by definition, divinity in its
infinite self-awareness by relationality in the finitude of engagement.
Instead of interpretation we get what used to be called commentary. For
a criticism that stands outside the text and tries to get behind it, we
substitute a critical relation, as it were in the text, determining the text’s
operation.

I11

Now it will be recognized, I believe, that criticism is already in the
process of shifting in the direction I am describing. The freeing of the
text from the being of the author, the insistence on the constitutive role
of the reader, indeed the confusion of author and reader, are all teatures
of current critical theories. And yet, such theories labor under two diffi-
culties, their sense of themselves as modern and their ultimate domina-
tion by the notion of Being and Knowing, which is the root cause of
their sense of modernity.

Consider, tor example, the case of Harold Bloom. Bloom has argued
the deep connection between reading and writing that makes all writers
readers and all “strong” poets as much critics of earlier poets as makers
ot original verse (1973)./3/ Poetry, for Bloom, is precisely a relation,
neither the reader’s nor the writer’s but that which goes on between
them. And yet, what does go on between them is a curious struggle.
Knowing he comes after, the poet must fight to overcome the one who
came before, wresting from him a purer truth, breaking and reforming
him in the light of a new vision yet defined as older. Literature for
Bloom is a struggle of the moderns with the ancients for priority in
respect ot Being, so that even when he cites ancient sources as his own
predecessors, as he does in Kabbalah and Criticism. they are revisionist
ancients, themselves worried with coming after and struggling for a
priority which, early as they may be, they can never achieve. Relational-
ity is replaced by what Bloom calls belatedness. the sense of a truth
already unreachable and half-way on the road to deconstruction. No
deconstructionist himself, indeed a partisan of poetry as a never-ending
process, neither a construct nor deconstructible, his commitment to the
dialectic of priority is an enlistment under the sign of Being and so
works to deteat the very literature he would preserve.

Similarly, we may charge most subjectivist criticism of the sort rep-
resented by Stanley Fish (1970; 1976). This is reader-response criticism
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of a radical sort, having gone so far as to reject the contextualization of
some historically knowable readership to which conservative reader-
response critics, such as Woltgang Iser (1978), would yet hold on. And
yet, it is criticism not radical enough, tor in constructing reading as
response, in reducing responsiveness, as we might call it, to the second-
ariness ot “response to,” it binds itself to Being as surely—and as sure to
be undermined—as Bloom. Such criticism begins, too, in relationality, in
“readers reading,” as Norman Holland has phrased it. The infinite pres-
ence ot the true text is banished in favor of the finitude of an
individual’s relatedness to the text. But because what the reader is
related to yet “is”—what he is—Dbetore the relation and after it, a kind of
contextualization persists. Undermined as objective by the reader’s pro-
jection of himselt onto it, the text’s infinitude is preserved negatively in
the torm of reading forever indeterminate. Infinite absence replaces
infinite presence. Relationality is invoked only to be absorbed into non-
Being, destroying textuality as relational atter all./4/

[t is no wonder that deconstruction reigns in the critical world,
today. It is the final gasp of the problematic of Being and Knowing.
Bound, as Derrida tells us explicitly over and over again, to the very
ideas it would destroy, it is at once avant garde and ancient, telos and
origin ot the idea ot Being, the ftullest extoliation taking us back to the
utmost concentration of Being, now, finally, playing itself out. If we
would continue to read, accordingly, we must get around not only the
illusion of a stable text, but the deconstruction of stability, as well. We
must turn to a criticism, in fact, admittedly old, not avant garde, and
whose newness is but the result of our having abandoned it for so long.
We must turn to a criticism that, because from the start it was not an
interpretation of Being, may never play itselt out, though it may, of
course, always be abandoned once more. And here, we may pick up at
that abandonment in order to re-engage the issue.

|AY

We have already seen that, for a criticism ot relationality, in the
beginning was not the Word. The Johanine misprision of Genesis,
indeed, is well known and may be taken as the locus classicus of the
Hellenization of Hebraic culture, the moment at which the Old Testa-
ment becomes new, in our terms the moment in which relationality is
subdued by philosophy. I want, however, to dwell particularly on the
consequences for literary criticism of this misprision, citing Frank Ker-
mode, whose recent book on the New Testament broods admirably over
the issue.

Kermode confronts the central problem ot parable in the New Testa-
ment and, in particular, in Mark, Jesus’ exasperation with his disciples
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for failing to understand him and yet his simultaneous insistence on
speaking in figures that may not, at least immediately, be understood:

And when he was alone, they that were about him with the
twelve asked of him the parable. And he said unto them, Unto
you it is given to know the mystery of the kingdom of God: but
unto them that are without, all these things are done in parables:
that seeing they may see, and not perceive; and hearing they
may hear, and not understand; lest at any time they should be
converted, and their sins should be forgiven them. And he said
unto them, know ye not this parable? and how then will ye know

all parables? (4:10-13)

The passage poses a serious ethical problem in seeming to represent
Jesus as unfair and, even, vindictive. But, as Kermode notes, the ethics of
the matter is rather subordinate to metaphysics. For a division is assumed
in the state of humanity between those on the outside and those on the
inside which parable, although it would bridge, yet simultaneously re-
quires. Interpretation, that is, for that is what parable solicits, is the way
from the outside to the inside, is an activity indeed generated by the notion
of an outside and inside, with which it cannot, theretore, dispense. As
Kermode puts it, secrecy must always exist it reading is to exist, and, as we
might add, a certain mystification is thus announced as the condition of
Helleno-Christian exegesis, which, sooner or later, cannot but be demysti-
fied as the Helleno-Christian tradition fulfills itself./5/

Now I believe it might be shown that the very idea of the logos was
invented to suppress that inevitability. The idea of the infinite Word, of
a Word in which human words, however inadequate, yet ultimately
were contained, was an attempt to defend interpretation in the very
condition of its inadequacy by making it the proof of mystery. Thus the
heresy of Gnosticism, which was a threat critically as much as ethically,
a devotion to the mystery that denied the usual terms of interpretation,
severing the limitation which is experience from any possibility of inti-
mating infinity. More to our purpose here, however, we may note that
the Rabbis, committed to textuality rather than to the logos, to “we will
do, and we will listen,” thus did not divide mystery from interpretation
in the first place. Even within the normative Christianity of the logos,
since the end of every interpretation is Jesus Christ, the goal of every
finite reading the infinite, mystery is ultimately more important than
interpretation. But the end of Rabbinic interpretation is not God, but a
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