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THE IDENTITY-BUILDING ROLE OF READING

ABSTRACT

Contemporary art is an opportunity to look at one’s own world, to interpret its specificities.

It’s  an  opportunity  to  meet  yourself,  to  ask  questions.  And  an  opportunity  for  dialogue:  to

compare the cultural tradition with the world of today. The reflective reader becomes aware of

the links between past and present, of otherness. Thus, reading a work of art is not an encounter

with objects, but an encounter with the living.

I’m primarily interested in the intense life experienced by the reader in the present. The topic

of my thesis is therefore the role of reading in shaping identity. 

At the beginning of the 21st century, the intermediate medium, the world of the net, allows

for a more open realisation of reading, but with similarities to the traditional one. The aim of this

research is to interpret this hermeneutic situation and to explore how an individual socialized in

the world of the internet can practice slow reading.

I  discuss reading along  philosophical  assumptions as  a  human manifestation  that  creates

identity. The research is paradigmatically situated in the interdisciplinary space of hermeneutics
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on the one hand,  phenomenology, the  reception aesthetics of deconstruction on the other, and

social sciences (network studies, cultural studies, literary studies).

The interpretation of the contexts of literary works and the identity of the reader as a human

being is an applied philosophical question. In fiction texts, specific worlds are created. One can

reflect on these worlds not only from an aesthetic point of view, but also from an epistemological,

ethical perspective. The work of art, through its own unique world, thus allows the raising of the

same questions/themes  as  a  philosophical  text.  The conceptual  framework constructed  in  the

philosophical text, however, directs attention to the general, as opposed to the particularity of the

work of art. In my thesis, I explore how the two ways of speaking, artistic and philosophical texts,

shape my experience as a reader and thus my personality.

The research problem, to which the title of the thesis refers, thus leads to the interpretation of

reading habits.

Based  on  my  assumptions  about  the  research  topic  and  my  personal  experience,  my

hypotheses are as follows: there is a similarity between traditional ways of reading and reading

behaviours in the world of the internet – there is a constant dichotomy (here and there) and the

access to the fictional/virtual world; despite freedom and coexistence, man’s aim is to order his

world, to define himself – homo narrans.

The first chapter is an outline of the theoretical network that has been of help to me during

the  preliminary  research  and  the  experiment  that  is  the  subject  of  this  dissertation.  In  F.

Nietzsche’s Untimely Meditations, the term “active life” seems to me to be a reference to active

behaviour. It is the critical approach that explores the relationship and interconnections between

past and present that allows me to understand my world. The understanding of my world is in fact

an approach to everyday life.

H.  Bergson  also  discusses  in  his  writings  (Time  and  Freedom,  Thought  and  Movement,

Introduction to Metaphysics) the relationship to the ambiguous world. From the empiricist’s point

of  view,  the  everyday world,  the present,  can be described by the  concept  of  duration.  The

duration is the effect associated with interest, qualitative time and its multiplication. The present

is therefore determined by extension, and also by movement. We experience the variable in our

existence. This is how  intuition becomes important, which, according to H. Bergson, is an act

whereby we become aware of our personality and then also of the plurality of worlds. In addition
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to  reason,  therefore,  sensuality  and  the  will  are  also  important,  according  to  Bergson.  But

cognition is the confrontation with change.

E. Husserl draws attention to the temporal  perceptual field in The Crisis of the European

Sciences. The subjective and relationally generated lifeworld, however, is not only the experience

of one’s own situation, but also the awareness that our perceptual field is co-determined by the

other.  Thus,  Husserl,  and  later  M.  Merleau-Ponty,  emphasize  intersubjective  relations.  For

phenomenologists, self-reflexivity is emphatically complemented by a discussion of the topic of

the other. 

In his  Phenomenology of Perception and  The Visible and the Invisible, M. Merleau-Ponty

discusses experience from a phenomenological perspective. In the always actual present, I can

intuit  my world  to  which  I  belong.  Perception  is  defined  by  the  body and  the  horizon.  But

experience can be expanded at the level of  consciousness.  I  can even immerse myself  in the

virtual.  Intensionality,  a  conscious  relationship  to  myself  and my world  in  time,  enables  an

existential approach. 

In M. Heidegger's phenomenological-ontic approach, which I got to know through his study

The Concept of Time and his major work Being and Time, the dialogical form and the personal

are paramount. The task of man is to experience  being-there: to take  care of the present in an

appropriate way and to create an authentic existence for himself through a questioning attitude.

I must make authentic living a reality in the digitalised world of the 21st century. Based on

the Norwegian social anthropologist T. Hylland Eriksen’s work  The Tyranny of the Moment, I

have highlighted some of the features that are characteristic of today’s world. The present can be

described through the concepts of information, fragmentation, acceleration, and the virtual. With

these characteristics in mind, I still consider lingering (Weilen, Heidegger’s term) and slow time

(Hylland Eriksen’s term) to be of utmost importance. From my own point of view, this goal can

be achieved through in-depth reading, as illustrated in the following three chapters of the thesis.

In the second chapter I engage with the reader and his world through a historical overview

and thematisation of my experiences as a reader in the present. This historical overview offers an

account of quantitative, qualitative and technical changes over the centuries. By describing my

current  reading  experiences  (based  on  literary  and  philosophical  texts),  I  draw  attention  to

different reading methods. Inclusive approaches (e.g., hermeneutics, deconstruction), which came
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to the fore in the second half of the 20th century, have in common the dialogical form and the

quest for understanding. 

In H.-G. Gadamer’s Truth and Method, the questioning attitude comes to the fore. The reader

is  confronted with the other world in a situation similar  to  that  of the play.  Confronting the

particularities of one’s own world and the world of the other means operating the  historically-

effected consciousness.  Re-interpretation is  the practical  experience  of the  hermeneutic  circle:

new encounters produce new meanings, articulated by the reader through language. Interpretation

is understanding the world of the other, a gesture of hermeneutic goodwill.

In his  Grammatology, J. Derrida has cast  deconstructive suspicion on Gadamer’s point of

view. By questioning the structure, he opened the way to doubt: the text is an acentric structure,

so the works are unreadable. Interpretation can be built along the lines of the signs interpreted as

traces by the reader.

The reading opened up by deconstruction is further complicated when I consider the reading

procedures  of  cultural  studies.  Interdisciplinary  approaches  are  seen  as  an  opportunity.

Understanding through reading is  thus  a  function  of  different  cultural  textures  and boundary

situation, in fact an experience of networks.

In the  third chapter  I  illustrate  networked being.  I  start  this  section  by asking about  the

reader’s situation. I discuss my own role dilemmas and everyday experiences with reading and

readers, and then illustrate my reading practices through seven case studies. In each subsection, I

explore  how reading  and ontology can  be linked  through the  interpretation  of  contemporary

literary texts.

In the fourth chapter, titled The relationships between reading and identity I outline some of

the features of the identity (identities) experienced through the modes of reading. Reading, which

is an investment in myself, means going down different paths. The journey to the chosen work of

art, the company of other texts I am reading it in and how I read it become important. I shape my

identity according to these.

From the point of view of philosophical hermeneutics, identity is relegated to the background.

As a player, I relate to others according to the rules, which also influences my self-interpretation.

The change in the horizons of the questions leads to a change in my identity over time. Only the

desire to understand is constant. 
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Derrida’s  proposition  differs  from the  desire  to  understand.  From his  point  of  view,  the

emphasis is on diversity,  on playing with differences.  In Derrida, play is also movement,  but

without a centre or origin. The absence of a centre in terms of reading and identity formation

results in the experience of dispersion. If I do not experience the linear in space and time, then

identity will not be unified, but will be defined by the continuous différance. This is especially

true in the networked world of the 21st century, where identity is articulated through the gestures

of bricolage.

My experiment on the identity-forming role of reading cannot be closed, only suspended. In

my thesis,  I  give  examples  of  how I  read  texts  that  are  important  to  me,  and how reading

contributes  to the process of identity-shaping.  I  talk about  a process,  because although I  can

observe the different through the personality traits that change over time, the successive self-

images reveal the changes I go through in the practice of reading.  

I  combine  the  hermeneutics  of  benevolence  and  the  doubt-oriented  perspective  of

deconstruction  in  the  practices  of  reading  in  the  networked  present  of  the  21st  century.  By

familiarising myself with primary texts and reading interpretations of them, I attempt gestures of

understanding.  The  works  cited  in  my thesis,  which  I  have come to understand through my

engagement  with  them,  are  both  starting  points  and  opportunities  for  me.  Starting  points  to

formulate questions, opportunities to confront differences. Diversity does not apply to reading

methods. The reading procedures familiar from the world of the Gutenberg galaxy are still valid,

and it is primarily the medial context that is changing.

In the course of the journey that I have illustrated in my thesis, it has not been my aim to

create  a  conceptual  system.  Yet,  I  refer  to  the  views  of  thinkers  associated  with  different

centuries,  periods  and schools  in  the  history  of  philosophy (Plato,  St.  Augustine,  Nietzsche,

Bergson, Husserl, Heidegger, Merleu-Ponty, Gadamer, Jauss, Derrida, Hadot, Patočka, Ropolyi):

I realize the interplay of the concepts they use and the concepts they create, creating a kind of

continuity theory, although their theories are not continuations of each other, but approaches to

the  topics  (individual/experience,  time,  life/world)  from different  aspects.  Nevertheless,  it  is

possible to say that the horizon of each thinker is shaped by what the predecessors have said, just

as my horizon is shaped by the texts of the thinkers referred to. The continuity for me derives

from the fact that the highlighted concepts (present tense, experience, world) are dominant for all

of them. How is my identity shaped by reading practices?
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I have tried to answer the question of how in four ways. By outlining the changes in reading

modes, I wanted to draw attention to historicity. By discussing the ways of reading fiction texts, I

have highlighted the reader-centred approaches that came to the fore in the second half of the

20th  century,  which  primarily  define  my  being  a  reader  and  influence  my  position  as  an

interpreter in my professional life (I am a secondary school teacher of Hungarian).

Because of my profession, I always link philosophical texts to works of fiction. This is how I

came to the ancient thinkers, for whom philosophy was a way of life, the love of wisdom. In the

sub-chapter  Reading  philosophical  texts,  I  illustrate  this:  reading  philosophy  is  knowledge,

orientation,  selection (also thematized in Plato’s  Symposium),  systemic  vision (dialectics)  and

pleasure.  But  first  of  all,  as  Pierre  Hadot,  following  Plato,  points  out:  reading  is  a  spiritual

exercise.

The fourth approach to the topic was to read seven contemporary works of fiction and to

document their interpretations. In the seven case studies, I show how I read the work in question

within a web of theoretical and other works.

The seven case studies and the other chapters of the thesis are, from my point of view, the

mosaic pieces through which I can talk about the chosen topic and myself. Their unevenness is an

imprint of my presence in the 21st century: some I spend more time on, others I observe in less

detail, but still practicing the same metaphorical reading. And only small slices of the world, of

the universe, are revealed, which can be seen primarily along the lines of my individual interests.

When  I  experience  the  world  through  reading,  I  am  also  confronted  with  ontological

questions. Who am I? What defines me? How should I relate? Possible answers to these questions

are provided by the case studies, in each of which the identity of the actors is thematised. And the

changes in the reader’s personality can be traced in her interpretations of the texts she reads. 

Reading keeps the practice of questioning alive. In this way I can realize what the ancient

thinkers called the love and cultivation of philosophy. Reading, especially in-depth reading, leads

to a reflective lifestyle. Questions must be asked again and again, life must be wondered at again

and again, its intensity must be experienced. Reading is therefore my personal encounter with the

present.
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