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ABSTRACT

A sample of (N=258) twelfth grade students from seven Queensland State schools completed two inventories
designed to explore interactive relationships involving personality and literary text reactivity. Five factor-
based personality dimensions (Anxiety, Rigidity, Autonomy, Introversion, Radicalism) were used as predictors with
four semantic differential Ffactors (Evaluation, Activity, Reality, Potency) derived from a set of four poems.

This paper reports salient patterns which emerged from primary data analyses. Persopality Components in
conjunction with semantic differential factors for each text yielded a series of predictive relationships which
exposed the interactive nature of this system. Key disordinal patterns were selected for closer scrutiny to

exemplify the role played by each persopality dimension.

INTRODUCTION

Despite its ancient origins, debate concerning the source and nature of literary
responsiveness has maintained a strikingly constant focus. In the form expressed by Aristotle
some twenty three centuries ago the principle of catharsis was identified as critical, thus
raising in emphatically modern terms the guestion where the precise locus of affect should be
situated, Translators of the relevant passage in Chapter VI of the Poetics disagree about
whether catharsis should be related primarily to the dramatic incidents themselves, the mimetic
events, or to the specific emotions of pity and terrer. Contrasting interpretations may be
represented by setting Bywater's translation beside that of Golden & Harding. Where Bywater
refers to 'incidents arousing pity and fear, wherewith to accomplish {the] catharsis of such
emotions' (see Gelden & Hardison, 1968: p. 116), Golden's translation reflects this
directionality back onto the dramatic events by defining tragedy as '... an imitation of a noble
and complete action, having the proper magnitude; it employs language that has been artistically
enhanced ,., and achieves, through the representation of pitiable and fearful incidents, the
catharsis of such pitiable and fearful incidents.' (Golden & Hardison, 1968: p. 11) Then, in
his subsequent commentary on Golden's interpretation, Hardison carefully sharpens the polar
character of the argument by drawing out the potential conflict between those who relate
catharsis to 'the psychology of the spectator' rather than to ’‘what happens in the tragedy
itself' (p. 1l6).

The ambiguities embedded in Aristotle's reference to catharsis have served variously as
ground for theories of literary-based morality through purification, of didactic explication
and enlightenment, and of deep psycholeogical cleansing through purgation. But the specific
role of the spectator/reader has remained prominent and unresolved. According to Coleridge
the spectator/reader may be free to react 1ldiosyncratically where bodily tastes and flavours
are involved, but not in matters of rationalitys

No perscn of common reflection demands even in feeling, that what tastes
pleasant to him ought to produce the same effect on all living beings; but
every man does and must expect and demand the universal acquie;cence of all
intelligent beings in every conviction of his understanding.

(Coleridge, 1907: p. 353)

And T.5. Eliot adopted a parallel stance in his reference to 'the pernicious effect of
emotion' and in his claim that f[the] end of enjoyment of postry is a pure contemplation from
which all the accidents of personal emotion are removed ...' (Eliot, 1920). At the same time
however, the alternative orientation which plots the locus of affect so as to implicate the
spectator /reader quite directly gained widespread critical acceptance following the work of
1.A. Richards (1924, 1929) and this was reinforced by psychoanalytic interpretations:

There is no single meaning tce any work of art; this is true not merely
because it is better that it should be true, that is, because it makes
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art a richer thing, but because historical and personal experience show it
to be true. Changes in historical context and in personal mocd change the
meaning of a work and indicate to us that artistic understanding is not a

question of fact but of value. Even if the author's intention were, as it
cannot be, precisely determinable, the meaning of a work cannct lie in the
author's intention alone, It must also lie in its effect ..,.. In short,

the audience partly determines the meaning of a work.

{Trilling, L. ‘Freud and
Literature', in Lipking &

Litz, 1972; p. 294)

Throughout its development, this text-versus-reader differentiation has been effected within
a predominantly introspective mode of inquiry. With the qualified exception of I.A. Richards,
all major contributors to the debate have themselves been literary figures whose judgements
were the fruit of rational reflection in largely philosophical vein. Where studles of literary
affeat have used strategies which directly involve the spectator/reader, this has typically
meant that a {(usuaglly diminutive) number of readers are given one or more passages of text;
reader-response patterns which flow from these encounters are then subjected to detailed
analytic scrutiny. The procedure is thus highly ideographic, thereby forcing it to make
generally untested assumptions regarding the extent to which assertions about reader-reactivity
can be sustained using data from particular respondents. (In practice, such guasi-clinical
methods would be appropriate in studies of reader-text events which, if not actually universsal,
possibly function beyond the level where individual variations must be taken intoe account.) But
there remain severe limitations that are not always acknowledged. Bleich {1975) for example
uses an essentially case study method, yet unhesitatingly draws the most breadly stated
conclusions about the passionate dimension of knowing: that a need to feel the meaning of
knowledge 'is present in all people to the degree that they wish te know anything at all’

{p. 2); that the 'reole of perscnality in response is the most fundamental fact of criticism®
(p. 4); that 'the separation of conscious judgement from its subjective roots is false and
artificial' (p. 49}; and that literary judgements are inescapably culture bound (pp. 80£f) -
and hence by direct implication, arbitrary.

Assertions like these raise a number of questions having to de primarily with the role
played by personality characteristics in the structuring of literary judgements. If the kind
of linkage which Bleich described is to be taken seriously, it must be possible to identify
more or less systematic patterns of relationship between persconality traits on the one hand and
text-~based reactions on the other. Specifically, it could reasonably be predicted that, given
two sharply differentiated passages of text such that each is formulated to correspeond with
specific personality characteristics, reader-respondents whose personality profiles match those
characteristics should be identifiable in terms of their response patterns. This general
prediction, which springs directly from the work of Bleich but which reflects a debate
reaching back to Aristotle, served as focus in the present study. Expressed in terms of the
inherent tensions between what Purves calls 'central tendencies' and 'dispersions', the study's
major cbjective was to explore a set of plausible structures involving particular texts
together with a substantial number of readers in an attempt to discover how tensions of this
kind might be resolved.

The general strategy was made up of four steps. First, twenty English subject specialists
were asked to Jjudge a group of short poems selected to represent four general categories of
response affect, viz. orderly/calm; oxderly/tense; disorderly/calm; disorderly/tense. These
judgements were used to identify one poem for sach category which clearly exemplified the
relevant attributes (see Appendix 1), Second, a sample of high school students was asked to
apply semantic differential response schedules to each poem in order to produce a structured
metric for detailed analysis. Third, personality inventory data were collected from each of
the semantic differential respondents sc that relationships between the two sets of responses
could be investigated. And fourth, the semantic differential and personality data were
collated for each student according teo grade (lith or 12th}, sex, and English performance as
mest recently assessed by the school; data for students awarded less than four on a state wide
scale (running from 1 to 7) were dropped.

When cast in this feorm, the links with Aristectle’s theory of tragedy may seem tenuous, vet
the critical interactions which form the essence of this exercise precisely reflect key aspects



167

of the subjectivity principles actually being raised, The guestions under investigation here

are of the following kind: What role,

if any, should we assign to the reader in reader-text

encounters? If specific reader characteristics have to be acknowledged, which ones regquire our

attention? How do they function?

Are they grounded in the intellect or in the emctions? And

do they serve to complement the ideas expressed in the text, or does the system work through a

supplantation mechanism?

The details zreported in the present paper are based on data that were collected with the

first and second of these guestions as foci.

Both the personality system and the literary

response structure were established de noveo in order to maximize the studyl!s capacity to sense

the interactions involved. A conventional empirical research format is used as a convenient

way to set up the report.

METHOD

{a) Subjects. There were 256 students (100 boys, 156 girls) whose response data were used
for this report; they were enrolled in seven North and Far Noxth Queensiand state high schools

and constituted a sample drawn from 1057 veoluntary participants in the senior and sub-senior
yaars. (See Reference Note.)} Only 12th grade data are reported in the present study.

(k) Instrumentation

i, The Personality Domain: A self-report Likert-scale inventory was used (based on Jackson,
1982a). Target perscnality dimensions for the purposes of this study were designated Anxiety-

Stability (ANX), Rigidity-Complexity (RIG), Autonomy-Heteronomy (AUT),

(INT), and Radicalism-Conservatism {(RAD). These five dimensions were derived using principal

Introversion~Extraversion

factor analysis under conditions laid down in Jackson {1982b); they accounted for 26% of
personality response variance and may be defended as theoretically well-founded constructs.

2. The Literary Response Domain:

though regarded with scepticism by many,

In primitive form, the metrication of literary responses,
has been subjected to extensive investigation by the

application of semantic differential techniques {(see e.g. Osgood, et al., 1957; and Bentler &
Lavoie, 1267). A set of 28 semantic differential scales was constructed for use with the four
poems selected as texts [(see Appendix II)}, scale choices being designed to satisfy reguirements

for five possible dimensions, viz. E{valuation), Plotency), A{ctivity), Olorderliness}, and

R{eality). Semantic differential response data were analysed using a maximum likelihood
factoring procedure which identified four factors (B, P, A, and R) accounting for 56.1% of
response variance., This factor structure was based on summed responses across all four poems,

and students' factor scores were compiled by applying the summed weights to response data for

each poem separately. This procedure was used to allow subseguent comparisons within as well

as between the four poems.

The semantic differential factor structure, after rotation, was as follows:

Factor I (E)
repulsive - attractive
bad - good
pleasing -~ annoying
beautiful ~ uwgly
cruel - kind
agreeable - disagreeable

factor IITI (R)
possible - impossible
real - unreal
likely - unlikely
authentic ~ fake

Factor II {A)
energetic - constrained
agile - sluggish
gquick - slow
brisk -~ listless
lifeless - vigorous
passive - active

Factor IV (P}
hard - soft
sturdy ~ filimsy
light - heavy
massive - slight
rugged ~.frail
weak - strong

(<) Data Analyses, On completion cof the analyses described so far, each student was assigned

a total of 27 scores: sixteen of these were semantic differential factor scores on the four

dimensions (E, A, R, and P} for each poem.

The remaining eleven were personality elements or

compounds specifically formed to reflect the probable importance of sex-by-personality

interactions, These eleven sgores SCores were:
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1. Sex (Male = 1; Female = 2}

2. ANX (high negative score = high anxiety)

3. RIG (high negative score = high rigidity)}
4. AUT (high positive score = high autonomy}
5. INT (high positive score = high introversion)
6. RAD (high negative score = high radicalism)
7. Sex x ANX)

8.  Sex x RIG§

9. Sex x AUT)} Interactive compounds

16, Sex x INT;

11, Sex x RAD,

A three-stage analytic strategy was applied. At Stage 1, Factoxr I scorses {Bvaluation) for
the first poem {'Country Towns') were used to construct two groups having respectively high
positive and high negative factor score values. Cut-off points were chosen so that
approximately one~third of the distribution of respondents were located in each of the upper
{high pesitive) and lower (high negative) groups. At Stage 2, group discriminant analysis was
applied to the two groups constructed in Stage 1 with all eleven predictors entered as a
preliminary test of group differences. Using the details generated in this stage, a second
discriminant analysis was carried out as Stage 3 based on that sub-set of predictors most
likely to maximize the coverall variance accounted for by group separation but at the same time
maintaining the (alpha) statistical level at or below conventional limits {(a ® .05). fThis
three~stage step down analytic strategy was used with each poem on each of the four factor
scores, producing a final total of sixteen group discriminations (4 peems; 4 factor scores per
peem; discrimination based on upper versus lower groups on each semantic differential score as

a function of personality).

RESULTS

Summary details of the selected predicteors for all sixteen discriminant analyses are
displayed in Table 1. While the group contrasts reported in this table represent only one of
many analytic possibilities, they provide a ready means to identify the significance of
personality characteristics in group separation {e.dg., by reading values listed in the column
headed 1-) as proportions}, and to indicate the direction and level of contribution asscciated
with each of the selected compeonents. The tabled entries are for group discrimination results
at the completion of stage three.

There are eleven rows of the table which involve probability estimates falling beyond the
received value (p = .05). ‘'Country Towns', 'Parable’' and 'Unicorn' were responsible for three
significant group differentiations in each case, and 'War on the Periphery' for two. Semantic
differential factors Bvaluation and Reality were involved in all four poems where significant
levels were recorded, the Activity factor appeared in two ('Parable' and 'Unicorn'), and Potency
was relevant only in the case of 'Country Towns'. It is to be noted that group discriminations
which register significant alpha levels draw upon the full range of predictors.

The sub-tables which together form Table 2 contain details of specific directional trends
for each of the predictors emploved to achieve optimal discrimination between the groups.
Column labels for the personality dimensions, apart from SEX, should be read to indicate the
positive pole in each case; thus, high AUTonomy in these tables is associated with a high
positive score, and the group which registered strong pro-attitudes to 'Country Towns'
('pleasing', ‘'‘beauvtiful', 'good', 'attractive'} may be characterised as distinctly auvtonomous
with a marginal predeminance of females. Similariy, STAbility-anxiety, CONservatism~-radicalism,
COMplexity~rigidity and INTroversion-extraversion are the relevant labels elsewhere. Foxr
'Reality' as a semantic differential response axis applied to ‘Country Towns®, the group which
favoured ’'possible'’, 'likely', 'real' and 'authentic' was noticeably conservative and more
likely to have female members (particularly conservative females). In the case of 'Potency',
the greup which preferred ‘strong’, ‘heavy', ‘hard’, ‘sturdy’, and ‘rugged' was markedly
heteroncmous and likely to contain heteroncmous males. ‘'Activity' as a semantic differential
factor first appears in conjunction with 'Parable' where the_oferwheiming influence relates to

SEX; females strongly prefer 'guick', 'energetic', ‘'agile', 'brisk', and 'active' as descriptive
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The remaining tables can be interpreted using the same principles.
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Some

note should be taken of the LDF correlations which provide a useful guide to the relative

importance attaching to each of the selected personality characteristics.

TABLE 1: Probability Estimates for Components in Semantic Differential: Factor Group
Discriminations (Upper versus Lower Factor Scores)
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TABLE 2{a): Linear Discriminant Function (LDF) Correlations for Significant Group
Discriminations - 'Ceountry Towns'
Personality Cowmponent
SEX AUT CON 5/AUT S/INT 5 /CON
LDF Correlations 1.00
Evaluation Group Lo. B .03
Means Hi. B N3
LDF Correlations .76 .57 .63
Reality Group Lo. R -.21 .10 -.27
Means Hi. R .08 .47 .13
LDF Correlations -, 35 .83 .78 .38
Potency Group Lo. P 1.51 .46 .79 .03
Means Hi. P i l.64 -.05 .00 -.41
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TALLE 2{b): Linear Discriminant Function (LDF} Correlations for Significant Group
Discriminations -~ 'Parable’

Personality Compenent

SEX 5TA COM 5/COM 5/a07T
‘ LDF Correlations .66 -, 62 .70
Evaluation Group Lo. B 1.47 .29 .02
Means Bi. E 1.68 -.29 .56
LDP Correlations .93 ‘.23 W23
Activity Group Lo. A 1.46 .02 .29
Means Hi. A 1.70 .20 .45
LDF Correlations .60 .84 .76
Feality Group Lo. R .26 .46 .60
Means Hi. R -.16 -.11 -.23

TABLE 2(c¢):s Linear Discriminant Functicn (LDF) Correlations for Significant Group

Discriminations - 'Unicorn!
Personality Components
SEX SEA COM AUT S5/5TA S /AU S/INT

LDF Correlations .88 .48 .45
Bvaluation | o.ob Lo, E 1.48 .05 .10

Means Hi. E 1,68 : .24 LAl

LDF Correlations .79 .48 .63
Activity Group Lo. A .20 .18 .22

Means Hi. A -, 24 ~,08 -.35

LDF Correlations .54 ~-.55 .61
Reality Group Lo. R 1.58 .14 -.27

Means Hi, R 1,71 -.30 .18

TABLE 2(d): Linear Piscriminant Function (LDF) Correlations for Significant Group

Diseriminations -~ 'War on the Periphery'
Personality Components
STA COM INT 5/COM §$/INT
LDF Correlations .68 .44
Bvaluation Group Lo. E -.15 .24
Means Hi. E .14 .08
LDF Correlations .54 .54 .59 .64
Reality Group Lo. R .13 .19 .23 .36
Means Hi., R : -, 21 -.12 ~-.14 -.33

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
Two key questions served as foci in the present study. The first asked whether the

reader should be assigned a role in reader-text encounters {(and if so, how substantial the role
might be); and the second extended this to the identification of reader characteristics which
call for specific attentich.

The empirical results that have emerged from the exercise are somewhat eguivocal. -When
judged by the conventions used in tests of statistical probability there can be no disputing
the fact that 'the readér', as this has been conceptualized here, has a distinct and ¢learly
significant role, Moreover, follow-up analysis revealed an extensive network of poem-by-
personality linkages indicating the existence of remarkably sensitive effects. It is, however,
just as undeniable that the question of substance introduces a major reservation for, inspite
of the decisive alpha levels for the large majority of group differentiations, the proportions
of variance that were accounted for were typically small. While the actual figures ranged as
high as 14%, half of the comparisons were of the order of 6%, thereby providing relatively
insecure grounds on which to base recommendations. Given this evidence it must be concluded






