 “Yes, I do agree” – reader interpretations of short fiction
Abstract

Practical Criticism by I. A. Richards suggested that people interpret literary texts in very idiosyncratic ways. This finding was later questioned by Martindale and Dailey (1995). The current paper presents another challenge to the assumption that literary interpretation is highly idiosyncratic.  153 students read a short story and answered open-ended and Likert scale questions related to it. The results show that the respondents tend to agree on most aspects of the text.  
Summary

Background

I.A. Richards’ study Practical Criticism suggested that people interpret poetry highly idiosyncratically, and Norman Holland’s psychoanalytic inquiry 5 Readers reading seemed to confirm that the same holds true also for short prose. As it is impossible to fully compare the interpretations and experiences of different individuals, it is sensible to assume that there are individual elements in any two reading experiences. However, the idea that there is very little overlap in the interpretations of different individuals is also highly problematic. As Jonathan Culler put it: “The notion of literary training or of critical argument makes sense only if reading is not an idiosyncratic and haphazard process”. We expect people to find at least roughly the same points in expository texts, why would the situation be so completely different with literary texts? As Martindale and Dailey’s work shows, there is reason to believe that people agree in their interpretations of poems much more than I. A. Richards suggested. This study shows that they agree also in their interpretations of short prose. 
Data collection

153 Finnish students read a short story called “Aunt Elsie” by the Finnish author Kjell Westö. They were then presented with a few open-ended questions, such as “What are the themes in this text”, “What feelings did the text evoke in you” and “How would you describe the character of Elsie”. In the second half of the questionnaire they were presented with interpretations of different aspects of the text and asked to indicate to what extent they agree with the interpretation using a Likert like scale. The interpretations were based on views voiced in a preliminary round of data collection and an interview with the author. Some of the interpretations are related to large parts of the text, some to details. Some were common views and some individual observations. 

Results

The answers to the open-ended questions show that readers tend to interpret the texts in much the same way. They also tend to answer the Likert scale questions similarly. Hence the results support the view that instead of being highly idiosyncratic, readers’ views overlap to a large extent. 

The analysis of interpretation items based on an interview with the author raises some further points to consider in research and teaching. First, it seems that the readers and the author have a similar understanding of the central themes of the text. But, the more subtle implications are picked up only by a minority of readers. However, if for example the symbolic dimension of some detail is spelled out in the question item, the majority of respondents suggest that they agree with this view although they did not think about it previously. Researchers and teachers can thus rest confident that they can enrich readers’ understanding of literary texts by explicating the possibilities that might otherwise go unnoticed. 
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