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Umberto Eco’s Genius in Textual Strategy
A Reading of the Mechanisms of Constructing the ModelReader
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Abstract:

This research paper discussesthe concept of the Model reader as developed
by the Italian novelist and semiotician Umberto Eco in several of his works,
including: The Role of the Reader, The Limits of Interpretation, Six Walks in the
Fictional Woods, and The Open Work. Eco proposes a balanced and dynamic theory
centered on the concept of ""textual strategy." This strategy comprises a set of
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mechanisms and techniques employed by the text to create its ""Model Reader'—a
hypothetical construct built by the text to foster cooperation and activate its "lazy" (or
indolent) mechanisms. The concept of textual cooperation stems from a pivotal idea:
that meaning is neither pre-packaged within the text nor imposed by the reader;
rather, it is shaped through a strategic cooperation between both. Thus, for Eco,
textual cooperation is a phenomenon realized between two strategies rather than two
individuals.

Keywords:Textual Strategy; Textual Cooperation; Model Author;Model Reader;
Narrative Woods / Text.
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«Je n’appartiens pas a la clique des mauvais écrivains qui
prétendent n’écrire que pour eux-mémes. Tout ce qu’un auteur écrit

pour lui-méme, ce sont des listes de courses, qu’il peut jeter ses achats
terminés. (...) Ce ne sont pas des monologues, mais des dialogues.»!
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1. Eco Umberto, (2015), Confessions d’un jeune romancier, Editions Grasse, p10.
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«Un texte postule son destinataire comme condition sine qua
non de sa propre capacité communicative concréte mais aussi de sa
propre potentialité significatrice. En d'autres mots, un texte est émis

pour quelgu'un capable de I'actualiser — méme si on n'espére pas (ou ne
veut pas) que ce quelqu'un existe concrétement ou empiriquement.»*
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« Letexte est une machine paresseuse qui exige dulecteur un
travail cooperatif acharné pour remplir les espaces de non-dit ou

dedéja-dit restés en blanc, alors le texte n'est pas autre chose
qu'unemachineprésuppositionnelle.»?

S od Lo s 1985 b comsall cilolova o dag 43l gmd s e ey gl ¥

1~ Eco Umberto, (1985), Lector in Fabula (Le réle du lecteur),Edition Grasset,
fasquelle, p25.

2-1bid, p53.
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«Le texte est donc un tissu d'espaces blancs, d'interstices a
remplir, et celui qui I'a émis prévoyait qu'ils seraient remplis et les a
laissés en blanc pour deuxraisons. D'abord parce gqu'un texte est un
mécanisme paresseux (ou économique) qui vit sur la plus-value de sens
qui y est introduite par le destinataire...Ensuite parce que, au fur et a

mesure qu'il passe dela fonction didactique a la fonction esthétique, un
texte veut laisser au lecteur l'initiative interprétative...»'
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LEco Umberto, Lector in Fabula, p58.
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«Un texte est un produit dont le sort interprétatif doit faire partie
de son propremécanisme génératif; générer un texte signifie mettre en
ceuvre une stratégiedont font partie les prévisions des mouvements de
l'autre — comme dans toutestratégie. Dans la stratégie militaire (ou dans
celle des échecs, disons dans toutestratégie de jeu), le stratege se

dessine un modéle d'adversaire...Or, il en va de méme pour les textes.
L'auteur d'un texte devra donc agir d'unefacon identique.»*
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«To organize a text. its author has to rely upon a series of codes
that assign given contents the expressions he uses. To make his text

communicative. the author has to assume that the ensemble of codes he
relies upon is the same as that shared by his possible reader. The author
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has thus to foresee a model of the possible reader (hereafter Model
Reader). supposedly able to deal interpretatively with the expressions
in the same way as the author deals generatively with them.»*
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"The Model Reader, in essence, is 'a textually established set of

felicity conditions [...] to be met in order to have a macro-speech act
(such as a text is) fully actualized.?"
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«Empirical reader is you, me, anyone, w»hen we read a text.

Empirical readers can read in many ways, and there is no law that tells
them how to read, because they often use the text as a container for

1. Eco Umberto, (1984), The Role of Reader, Explorations in the Semiotics of Texts,
first Midland Book,Indiana University Press, Bloomington, p7.
2. 1bid, p11.
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their own passions, which may come from outside the text or which the
text may arouse by chance. »!
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«If you have ever happened to watch a comedy at a time of deep
sadness, you will know that a funny movie is very difficult to enjoy at
such a moment. That's not all: if you happen to see the same film again
years later, you might still not be able to laugh, because every scene
will remind you of the sadness you felt on the first occasion. Evidently,
as an empirical spectator you would be "reading” the film in the wrong
way. But "wrong™ with respect to what? With respect to the type of
spectators the director had in mind-that is, spectators inclined to smile
and to follow a story which does not involve them personally. This type
of spectator (or reader of a book) I call the model reader-a sort of ideal
type whom the text not only foresees as a collaborator but also tries to
create. If a text begins with "Once upon a time," it sends out a signal

that immediately enables it to select its own model reader, who must be
a child, or at least somebody willing to accept something that goes

beyond the commonsensical and reasonable. »*
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130 oo Ia utly Alazell] el Jie § ALl juus pal cloegan pleds § Liaiu]

LEco Umberto,(2004), Six Walks In the Fictional Woods, United states of America.
Printing, p8,
2- Umberto Eco, Six Walks In the Fictional Woods, p8-9.
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«It addresses in the first place a Model Reader of the first level,
whom we will call the semantic reader, the reader who wants to know
(and rightly so) how the story will end . . . But the text also addresses a

Model Reader of the second level, whom we will call the semiotic or
aesthetic reader, who asks himself what kind of reader that particular
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story was asking him to become, and wants to know how the Model
Author who is instructing him step by step».*
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«Donc, Finnegans Wake attend un lecteur idéal, totalement
disponible, doué d'une grande sagacité associative, d'une encyclopédie
aux limites vagues, mais pas n'importe quel type de lecteur. Son
Lecteur Modeéle, il se le construit en choisissant les degrés de difficultés
linguistiques, la richesse des références et en insérant dans le texte des
clés, des renvois, des possibilités, méme variables, de lectures croisées.
Le Lecteur Modele de Finnegans Wake, c'est cet opérateur capable de

mettre en acte, dans le temps, le plus grand nombre possible de lectures
croisées.»?
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! _Leithart Peter, Model Reader(s), https://theopolisinstitute.com/leithart_post/model-
readers/#:~:text=%E2%80%9CI1t%20addresses%20in%20the%20first,aesthetic%20re
ader%2C%20who%20asks%20himself, 18 :49,09,02,2026.

2 - Umberto Eco, Lector in Fabula, p54/55.
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« Pour organiser sa stratégie textuelle, un auteur doit se référer a
une série de compétences (terme plus vaste que " connaissance de
codes ") qui conférent un contenu aux expressions qu'il emploie. 1l doit
assumer que l'ensemble des compétences auquel il se référe est le
méme que celui auquel se réfere son lecteur. C'est pourquoi il prévoira
un Lecteur Modéle capable de coopérer a l'actualisation textuelle de la

facon dont lui, lauteur, le pensait et capable aussi d'agir
interprétativement comme lui a agi générativement.»*
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L Ibid, p56.
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«There are two ways of walking through a wood. The first is to
try one or several routes (so as to get out of the wood as fast as
possible, say, or to reach the house of grandmother, Tom Thumb, or
Hansel and Gretel); the second is to walk so as to discover what the

wood is like and find out why some paths are accessible and others are
not. »*
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«Similarly, there are two ways of going through a narrative text.
Any such text is addressed, above all, to a model reader of the first
level, who wants to know, quite rightly, how the story ends (whether
Ahab will manage to capture the whale, or whether Leopold Bloom
will meet Stephen Dedalus after coming across him a few times on the
sixteenth of June 1904). But every text is also addressed to a model
reader of the second level, who wonders what sort of reader that story
would like him or her to become and who wants to discover precisely
how the model author goes about serving as a guide for the reader. In
order to know how a story ends.»?
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' - Eco Umberto,(2004), Six Walks In the Fictional Woods, United states of America.
Printing, p8.

2 -Eco Umberto, Six Walks In the Fictional Woods,p27.
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« In short, the first-level Model Reader will attend to what the
Russian Formal- ists called the fabula and what we refer to as the story
or the natural chronology of events whereas the second-level Model
Reader will focus on the Sjuzhet, i.e., the plot or narrative chronology
of the text, and enjoy time spent in the textual forest. Given his own

performance as critic and novelist, there is no doubt what kind of reader
Eco is himself and what kind of reader he hopes we will be.»!
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L. Eco Umberto, Six Walks in the Fictional Woods,p27.
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«In a wood, you go for a walk. If you're not forced to leave it in

a hurry to get away from the wolf or the ogre, it is lovely to linger, to

watch the beams of sunlight play among the trees and fleck the glades,

to examine the moss, the mushrooms, the plants in the undergrowth.

Lingering doesn't mean wasting time: frequently one stops to ponder
before making a decision. »*
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«if something important or gripping is going to take place, we
have to cultivate the art of lingering. »?

L 1bid,p 50.
2- Eco Umberto, Six Walks in the Fictional Woods,p 50.
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« But since one can wander in a wood without going anywhere
in particular, and since at times it's fun to get lost just for the hell of it, |

shall be dealing with those walks that the author's strategy induces the
reader to take.»®

(0555 4438a < 2019./04/09 (5 La¥lg ccamgll copundl cAisty gl -
<https://takweenkw.com/blog/110/single?srsltid=AfmBOornh56 TXYw7p
2025 iils 10-9TOK7fEAeimBhNR3jtQdH701z-kKUCIR2iCBYn6
a2

3- Eco Umberto, Six Walks in the Fictional Woods,p 50.
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«In any work of fiction the text emits signals of
suspense, almost as if the discourse slowed down or even came
to a halt, and as if the writer were suggesting, "Now yoli try
carrying on ... " When | spoke of "inferential walks" | meant, in
the terms of our woodsy metaphor, imaginary walks outside the
wood: readers, in order to predict how a story is going to go,

turn to their own experience of life or their knowledge of other
stories.»*
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1 -Eco Umberto, Six Walks in the Fictional Woods,p 50.
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«In the 1950s, Mad magazine ran some short comic stories
called "Scenes We'd Like to See,” of which you have an example in
Figure, these stories were naturally aimed at frustrating the inferential
walks of the reader, who inevitably imagined endings typical of
Hollywood films. But texts are not always so, »*
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L Ibid, p50/51.

684



Aolos gy thu-a

s

Il e pall GBI ST S (o dpae Aazys Tl oyl Ble 3 lazi 6 (2005) « ginel oS0l -1
t.—')—‘l‘ a&l-ib-_“f-”

685



CVORNT | EVE S 0 (B POAPL PR V-4

Sl b cablbasdly (ogail) 0d 3 guilud z3gai gz dpyall bigldl ((2010) coeze G5L -2
<Azl g (I s dde c09,4L palall 4yl

Ll Ol T Loc(guaill oS0) simel g9yd @ B21,8) Jaglall s9a> ((2008) (g 335290 ¢ -3
bl g (BB g e (9,4 pslall

& T Ayl Al Selall wbylss g dasld) wlawds oo ¢ (2007) (@)Kl e 8,4 -4
il e lad (B g e «9y AU astall Ayall 1l Tds () A sl bl

(e S3A1386 2019/04/09 (g L__a¥lg i mgllea,udl Aty o wall -5
<https://takweenkw.com/blog/110/single?srsitid=AfmBOornh56 TXYw7p
2025 &l 10<9TOK7fEAeimBhNR3jtQdH701z-kKUCIR2iCBYNn6

cslallly ¥ 38 cllan Alme (e Ll Aol 265Lally il ¢ (2020) oazs Lil,3 -6
025001 (02 b < Lolye¥l ¢zt loc Al

Sy Agf'u.f.” A desme dezyi b ‘gé_l.ﬁlj 8¢ l,all L_; Sigomy ¢ (1998) (i Ll oo degazma -7
h&.l} “_S)L@aﬂ GLAJ?”

8- Eco Umberto, (2015), Confessions d’un jeune romancier, Editions
Grasse.

9- Eco Umberto, (1985), Lector in Fabula (Le role du lecteur), Biblio
Essais.

10- Eco Umberto, (1984), The Role of Reader, Explorations in the
Semiotics of Texts, first Midland Book,Indiana University Press,
Bloomington.

11- Eco Umberto, (2004), Six Walks In the Fictional Woods, United
states of America. Printing.
12-Leithart Peter, Model Reader (s),

https://theopolisinstitute.com/leithart_post/model-
readers/#:~:text=%E2%80%9CI1t%20addresses%20in%20the%20first,aestheti
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