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PREFACE 

Aristotle's idea tl1at e,1ch discipline has its O\vn distinct and 
aulo11omous method has been widely and inappropriately 
appliell to the various disciplines of textual interpretation. 
I-Iistory, of course, has been on Aristotle's side. The quasi
tf1eorctical fields of legal, biblical, and literary hermeneutics
l1ave cvc>lvcd for the most part in relative' isolation. Probably
this independent clevelopmcnt of local hermeneutic theories
can be accot1nted for by the simple fact that lawyers arc not
ust1ally professional literary critics nor literary critics qualified
interpreters of law, but it docs not follo\v from this that statu
tory ancJ literary i11terpretation require autonomous and dis
tinct methods. No methods of legal, biblical, or literary con
structio11 l1ave ever been devised which arc not in some in
stances either misleading or useless. A lawyer usually interprets
tl1e law better than a literary critic not because he applies
special ca.nons of statutory construction but because he pos
sesses a wider range of immediately relevant knowledge. The
accurate form of Aristotle's conception, as applied to her
meneutics, is that each interpretive problem requires its own
distinct context qf relevant knowledge.

Classifications of texts, as Croce rightly. argued, correspond 
to no distinct essences or Aristotelian cntelcchics. They refer 
instead to vague family groupings which overlap one another 
within tl1e vast con.tinuun1 of recorded speech. No matter how 
narrow tl1c class becomes (Ja,v, civil law, criminal law; or 
poetry, epic poetry, lyric poetry) the borderlines between the 
grot1pings remain fuzzy. Consequently, no interpretive method 
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can be consistently appropriate to any narrO\\' class of texts, 
and it follo,vs a fortiori tl1at tl1e a1)plic.1tio11 of bro,1<.l leg,11, 
literary, or biblical canons to texts classed t111der tl1osc 11an1es 
is a splendid cxan1ple of n1isplaced co11fide11cc ,111cI prcn1ature 
gc11eralizatio11. Tl1e proper spl1ere of generalization is tl1e 
domain of pri11ciples, 11ot n1etl1ods, a11d tl1e deter111i11atio11 of 
general principles is properly tl1e concern of general l1ern1e11et1-
tic tl1cory. 

TI1is book l1as bee11 co11ceivcd as .1 co11tribt1tio11 to ge11er,1I 
I1ermcneutic tl1eory ,vitl1 special en1pl1.1sis on tl1c proble111 of 
validity. The problcrn l1as been neglected in recent )'Cars largely 
because tl1c very conception of absolt1tely \1alid i11tcrprct,1tio11 
l1as come to be regarded ,vitl1 profot111d skepticis111. 111 l,1\v, for 
example, a so-called pragn1atisn1 prevails ,vl1icl1 l1olds tl1,1l tl1c 
n1caning of a la,v is ,vl1at presc11t jt1dgcs SU)' tl1c 111eani11g is. 
Similarly, in biblical exegesis, tl1e Bt1lt111an11ians l1old tl1at tl1c 
meaning of tl1e Bible is a ne,v rcvelatio11 to eacl1 st1cceeding 
generation. ln literary theory tl1e n1ost fa111ili,1r for111 of tl1e 
analogous doctrine holds tl1at tl1c n1eaning of a literary text is 
'',vhat it means to us today.'' I l1a,1c give11 tl1c na1nc ''r,1dical 
l1istoricisn1 '' to such tl1eories, and ]1avc takc11 arn1s agai11sl 
them in CJ1apter 2 and Appendix I I, ,vJ1erc I also discuss a 
similar but still more radical form of skepticism \Vl1icl1 I J1avc 
called ''psychologism." Finally, I discuss tl1rot1gl1ot1t tl1c book, 
though chiefly in Cl1aptcr I, a tl1ird type of tl1eory \Vl1icl1 I l1avc 
called ''autonomism ''-tl1e doctrine tl1at literary texts belong 
to a distinct ontologic,ll realm \Vl1crc n1eani11g is inclepe11dcnt of 
authorial \Viii. All tl1rce vie\vs in1pficitly deny tl1c possibility of 
validity in any absolute or norn1ativc sense of tl1c ,vord. 

The \vider implications of sucl1 l1ern1encutical skepticisn1 
arc usually overlooked by its ,1dl1crcnts. At stake ulti111,1tely is 
the right of llll)' humanistic discipline to clai111 gcnt1inc kno,vl
edgc. Since all I1umane studies, ,is Diltl1ey observed, arc 
founded upon the interpret,1tion of texts, valid interpretation is 
crucial to tI1e validity of all st1bseque11t infere11ces in tl1osc 
studies. The t}1corctical ain1 of a genuine discipline, scientific 
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or }1t1manistic, is tl1e attainment of truth, and its practical aim 
is agreen1ent that trt1tl1 l1as probably been achieved. Thus the 
practical goal of every genuine discipline is consensus-the 
\Vinni11g of firmly grounded agreement tl1at one set of conclu
sions is more probable tl1an otl1ers-and this is precisely the 
goal of valid interpretation. It must not be dismissed as a 
futile goal sin1ply because tl1e subject matter of interpretation 
is often an1biguot1s and its conclusions uncertain. Certainty is 
not tl1e same tl1ing as \1aliclity, and kno\vlcdge of ambiguity is 
11ot necessarily an1bigt1ous kno\vledge. 

TJ1e n1ost distressing consequence of hermeneutical skepti
cisn1 is t1 version of \vl1at Yvor \Vinters calls ''the fallacy of 
i 01 itati\1C: form,,, \vl1 icl1, transferred to l1ermeneutics, consists
in tl1e 11olion tl1at part of tl1e interpreter's task is to be mysteri
ot1s �1bout n1ysterious texts and to \vritc mytl1ically about myths. 
011c vc11erablc literary tl1eory l1olds, for example, that literature 
tur11s from tl1e real ,vorld to build up a 'second nature'' nearer 
tl1c J1cart ,s clesirc, and l l1ave l1eard it argued \Vith ,vondrous
logic tl1at literary i11tcrpretation sl1ould do the san1c: since 
litcrattirc clocs not accurately convey reality, literary interpre
tation 11cccJ 11ot acct1ratcl)' convey tl1c reality \Vhich is literature. 

Some people \viii say tl1ese arc little tl1ings; they arc not; 
tl1cy arc of bad example. They tend to spread the baneful 
notion tl1at tl1crc is no such thing as a high correct stan
dard in intcllcctttal n1attcrs; tl1at every one may as \veil 
take l1is O\vn \Vay; tl1cy arc at variance \Vitl1 tl1e severe 
cliscipli11c necessary for all real culture; tl1cy confirm us 
in l1abits of \villfulncss and eccentricity, \\'hicl1 hurt our 
minds, a11d dan1age our credit ,vitl1 serious people. 

Arnold SJ)eaks of severe discipline, yet an equally compelling 
\Vritcr remi11ds us tl1at \visdom lies in ''negati\1e capability,,
tl1e capacity to be uin uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, \Vithout 
any irritable reacl1ing after fact and reason." Sc,1erc discipline 
in interpretation \vould scen1 to require just tl1is irritable 
re,1cl1i11g after fact a11d reason, even \vl1en tl1c text is a poem 
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by Keats. Y ct negative capability and severe discipline are not 
really antithetical impulses in interpretation. They correspond 
to t\VO distinct n1oments in kno\vledge \v}1icl1 Whitehead aptly 
calls ''tl1e stage of romance,, ,ind ''the stage of precision." To
understand a poem by l(cats a reader must imagi11,1tivcly re
enact tl1c doubts, glories, and mysteries \Vhicl1 inform Ke,1ts' 
sense of life, but after\vards tl1e reader c,1n st1bject l1is imagin,1-
tivc construction to a severe discipli11e \vhiclt tests ,vhctl1cr l1is 
supposed understanding of Keats \Vas just a11 illusion; in inter
pretation the divinatory moment can be follo\vccl by tl1c critical. 
The divinatory moment is unmetJ1oclical, i11tuitive, sympa
thetic; it is an imaginative guess ,vitl1ot1t \Vl1icl1 11otl1ir1g c,111 
begin. The second, or critical, moment of inter1Jretatio11 sub
mits tl1e first mome11t to ,1 "l1igl1 i11tellect11al st,1ndar<l'' by 
testing it against all tl1e relcv,1nt knov1Icdge a, 1,tilablc. 1·11us, 
altl1ougl1 the critical momc11t is clepcndent ancl sccondar)', it 
has the indispensable functio11 of raisi11g intcrpreti,1e gt1esses 
to the level of knowleclgc. 

TI1e follo,ving p,1ges arc n1ainly conccrnccl \VitJ1 t}1e scconcl 
moment in interpretation. Since tl1crc arc 110 1netl1ods for 
n1aking imaginative guesses, tl1e re,1clcr \viii be disappointed if 
he expects to discover in tl1esc p,tgcs ,1 11c\v interpretive pro
gram or "approacl1. ,, "fl1c only metl1ods ,1dvoc,1tcd in tl1is book
arc tl1osc for \Vcighing evidence. Nor can tl1c reader expect to 
find complete and exemplary (lemonstrations of tl1c v,1lidating 
process. Tl1e few random examples in tl1c book arc presented 
en passant and not as st1bstantial parts of tl1c arg11ment, since 
all textual examples are tl1cmselves interpretive problems 
rather than brute givens. T}1c argument of the book is t1nabasl1-
edly and I think necessarily theoretical. Of course a tl1eoretical 
essay on validity ought to }1,1vc practical implications for 
achieving valid interpretations, and I l1opc tl1is \Viii turn out to 
be so, but I recognize that tl1e practical conseq11ences of a book 
like this are bound to be l,trgely indirect. It would be t1nfeasible 
and undesirable to publicize all tl1e evidence relevant to every 
interpretive problem; conse11sus docs not f orcclosc common 
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sense. My 11ope is tl1at the principles set forth in this book will 
J1elp otJ1er interpreters gain confide11ce tl1at consensus can be 
reacl1ed by 111astcring tl1e relevant cvidence-\vhether· or not 
,111 of it is l,1id out in print. Only rarely can an editor, for 
cxa1nplc, describe in l1is notes every consideration tl1at l1as led 
J1in1 to ,1 textual decision, but obviously l1e should base his 
c.fccision 011 all tl1c relevant evidence available, and tl1e serious 
interpreter sl1ot1ld <Jo 110 less in l1is own domain. The principles 
set fortl1 and tl1c disti11ctions dra\vn in tl1is book (particularly 
tlic crucial distinctio11 bet\veen meaning and significance) serve 
to support tl1e co11clt1sion tl1at valid interpretation can indeed 
be acl1ievccl. To tl1c extent tl1at tl1ese principles, distinctions, 
arid conclt1sio11s arc accepted, tl1e practical implications of tl1c 
book \Viii, I lJelieve, t,1kc care of tl1en1selves. 

Some of tl1e intellectual debts I l1ave incurred in ,vriting this 
book ,1rc so J1caV)' and perv,1sive tl1,1t mere reference to them in 
c>ccasior1al f oot11otcs \Vould be ,in inadequate ackno\vledgment. 
\VI1ilc no 011e c,1n keep an acct1rate account of his intellecttial 
olJligatio11s, I believe tl1t1l tl1e \vriters to \Vhom l cl1iefly owe 
n1y f uncla111ent,1I iclcas arc Fcrdir1and de Saussure, Wilhelm 
DiltJ1ey, EcJr11u11d I-ft1sserl, Jolin Maynard Keynes, Karl Pop
per, I-l,1ns l<cicl1er1b,1cl1, and Fricdricl1 Scl1Jeicrmacl1cr. Y ct 
tl1is list is bound to be arbitrary. Probably the best ,vay to 
i11clic,1tc tl1e extent of n1y ma11y obligations to other ,vriters 
\voulcJ be to appe11cl ,1 bibliograpJ1y. Indeed, persuaded that a 
list of ess,1ys and books \Vould be higl1ly useful to others in
tercste<I i11 tJ1c subject, I J1ad al,vays intended to append a 
bibliogr,1pl1y and I1ad been writing titles on filing cards for 
several years. By one of tl1ose misfortunes tl1at inl1abit tl1c 
11 igl1tn1ares of scl1olars tl1is· collection of cards was lost in Rome 
son1e montJ1s ago wl1en my family ,v,1s preparing for a very 
l1,1sty rettrrn to tl1e United States. The lost titles arc gradually 
re,,ppearing on anotJ1cr set of cards, and it is my intention to 
publisl1 in dt1c cot1rse a bibliogra.pl1ical essay on hermeneutic 
tJ1eory \Vl1icl1 ,viii in part make up for this regrettable omission. 

Otl1er obligations botl1 intellectual and personal cannot be 
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recorded on filing cards nor obliterated l,y cl1ance accide11ts. 
To Rene Wellck I am deeply indebted for J1is generosity over 
many years. His conversation and letters, l1is unstinti11g interest 
and inexhaustible erudition J1,1vc been conti11t1ally l1elpful to 
me. I also record my tl1anks to W,1yne Bootl1, Klaus 1-lartmann, 
Louis Martz, and Frederick J>ottle for tl1eir criticisn1s of tl1e 
manuscript; Emilio Betti for ma11y stimulati11g l1ours i11 Ron1e 
among tl1e circolo er111e11e11til·o, and for l1is 1nont11nc11tal 1·eori£1 
ge11er£,le <lellcr i11ter1Jret<1zio11e; Jolin l-lobbs for l1is l1clp in typ
ing and improving tJ1c rnanuscript; Sir Peter Mcda\v,tr for l1is 
essays and l1is kind permission to quote f ron1 tl1cm; an(I PMLA
and Tl1e Revielv of MetllfJl1)1sic·s for pern1ission to reprint Ap
pendixes I and 11, first pt1blisl1ed i11 tl1cir pages. (Altl1ougl1 
tl1ese essays repeat some of tl1e co11cc1Jtions in tl1e book, tl1ey 
also discuss otl1er relevant issues, ,1nd I 11,tve found it useft1I 
to ref er the reader to these discussio11s in the 11otcs.) I am also 
very grateful to tI1e J 0]111 Solomon Gt1ggcnl1eim Memorial 
Foundation for a grant \vl1icl1 made possilJlc tl1e \vriting of tl1is 
book. 

Tl1e t,vo scl1olars for \vl1on1 tl1is book is i11scribed l1ave en
riched me both b)' precept and exa,nplc. 'fhcir i11tellcctual rigor 
and integrity have exemplified ,ln i(Ieal to \vl1icl1 tl1e book has 
all too falteringly aspire(!, \vhile tl1eir u11faili11g personal en
couragement has steeled me to persevere in the \Yriting of it. 
I t  \vas my good fortune to be in London \Vitl1 tl1em several 
months in 1960 \vhen all tl1ree of us l1a,I leisure to pt1rsuc 
conversation as \Vell as rese,1rcl1. My first distinct cor1ception 
of tl1is book dates from tl1at time, an,J since tl1e11 I l1avc been 
continually buoyed up by tl1eir f riendsl1ip a11d encouragement. 
Finally I record my profound gratitude to my \vife, \vl10 has 
read or listened to every word of tl1is book at every stage of its
composition and made many suggestions for its improvement. 

CJ1arlottcsvillc, Virginia 
November 1966 
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1 .  

IN DEFENSE OF THE AUTI-IOR 

It l1t1s bee11 st1i<i <>/ /Joeh111e tl1<1t /1is books are 
like ft /Jic11ic /(J 11'/1ic/1 tlze a11tl1<>r bri11gs t/1c ,vor<is 
<111,I 1/1c ret1<ier t/1c 111ea11i11g. 1'/ze re111ark 11za)• 
/1,1,·e /1ec11 i11te11,lctl tt.\· <1 s11ecr tit B0el1111e, b111 it 
is a11 e.xt1ct tlescriptio11 <>/ all ,vorks t,f literary t1rt 
1vit/1011t e.vccptio11. 

Nort/1rop Fr)'e 

A. BANISIIrvll�N'r 01-=- 'fl·II� AUl'llOlt

I t  is a l:1sk for tl1c l1istorian of culture to explai11 \Vl1y tl1crc l1as 
L,ccr1 ir1 tl1c f)ast f ot1r dcc,1dcs ,1 lteavy and largely victorious 
ass.1ult 011 tl1e scr1sible belie( tltat a text n1cans ,vl1at its autl1or 
111c,111 t. In tJ1e earliest a11(l n1ost decisive \v:1ve of the attack 
(lat1r1cl1cd by Eliot, J>ound, a11cJ tl1eir associates) tl1c battle
grour1d ,v,1s litcr,1ry: tl1c proposition t11at textual meaning is 
i11clcpc11clc11t of tl1e at1thor's co11trol \Vas .:1ssociated ,vitl1 tl1c 
I iterary doctri11e tl1at tl1c best poetry is impersonal, objective, 
rind ,1t1tonon1ot1s; tl1,1t i t  leads an afterlife of its o\vn, totally 
cut oo· f ro111 tl1e life of its ,1utl1or. 1 Tl1is progran1n1a.tic notio11 
of \Vhat poetry sl1011ld be becan1e st1b.tly identified witl1 a 11otion 
of \vl1at all JJOctry and i11dcccl all forms of literature necessarily 
n1ust be. I t  \vas 11ot sin1ply dcsir,1ble tl1at literature sl1ot1ld dc
tacl1 itself f ro1n tl1e st1bjective realm of tl1e autl1or's personal
tl1ot1gl1ts ancl feelings; i t  ,vas, ratl1cr, an i11dt1bitablc fact tl1at
all ,vritten la11guagc ren1ains i11dependent of tl1at subjective
real 111. At  ,l sligl1tly later period, an(i for difTercnt reasons, tl1is
sa111c notion of  scmar1tic at1tonomy \Vas advanced by l-Ieidegger 

I . The etas.sic statcn1cnl is in T. S. Eliot, "Tradition nnd the Indi
vidual Talent," .'ielec1,•,I Ess")'S (Nc\V York, 1932).
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C/1apter 1: 111 Def e11se of t/1e A11t/1or 

and J1is follo\vers.:! The idea also J1as been advocated by \Vriters 
\V}10 believe \Vitl1 Jung tl1at individual expressions may quite 
un,vittingly express arcl1etypal, communal meanings. I n  some 
branches of l ingt1istics, particularly in so-called information 
tl1cory, the semantic autonomy of language l1as been a ,vorking 
assumption. Tl1e tl1cory has found anot]1er home i n  tl1e ,vork of 
non-Jungians ,vi10 l1ave interested tl1cn1selves (as Eliot did 
earlier) in  symbolism, tl1ough Cassirer, ,vl1ose name is some
times invoked by sucl1 ,vriters, did 11ot believe in  tl1c semantic 
autonomy of language. a As I said, i t  is tl1e job of the cultural 
J1istorian to explain ,vl1y tl1is doctrine sl1ot1ld l1ave gained cur
rency in recent times, but i t  is tl1e tl1eorist's job to determine 
ho,v far tl1e tl1eory of semantic autonon1y deserves accepta11ce. 

Literary scl1olars l1avc often conte11ded tl1at t]1c tl1eory of 
autl1orial irrelevance ,vas entirely beneficial to literary criticism 
and scl1olarsl1ip because i t  sl1ifted tJ1e focus of discussion from 
the autJ1or to l1is ,vork. Made confident by tl1c tl1eory, tl1e 
modern critic l1as f aitl1f ully and closely exan1ine<l tl1e text to 
ferret out its independent n1eaning instead of its supposed 
significance to tl1e autl1or's life. Tl1at tl1is sl1ift to,vard exegesis 
has been desirable most critics ,vould i1grce, ,vl1ctl1cr or not 
tl1cy adl1ere to tl1e tl1eory of semantic at1tonomy. But tlle tl\cory 
accon1panied the exegetical movement for l1istoric,1l not logical 
reasons, since no logical necessity compels a critic to banish an 
author i n  order to analyze l1is text. Nevertheless, tl1rougl1 its 
historical association ,vitl1 close exegesis, tl1c theory has lib
erated much subtlety and intelligence. Unfortunately, i t  11as 
also f rcqucntly encouraged \villfui arbitrariness and extrava
gance in academic criticism and ]1as been one very important 
cause of the prevailing skepticism ,vhicl1 calls into doubt tl1c 
possibility of objectively valid interpretation. Tl1ese disadvan-

2. Sec, for example, Martin Heidegger, U11ter11•egs zur Sprachc 
(Pfullingcn, J 959). 

3. Sec Ernst Cassircr, The Philosophy <>/ �·y111bolic For111s: Vol. 1 ,
La11g11agc, trans. R. Manheim (New J·lavcn, 1953), pnrticularly pp. 69, 
178, 213, 249-50, and passim.
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A. Ba11isl11ne11t of tlze A i,tlzor

tagcs \Vould be tolerable, of course, if the theory were true. In  
intellectual afiairs skepticism is preferable to illusion. 

Tl1e disadvantages of the theory could not have been easily 
predicted in tl1e exciting days when the old order of academic 
criticism \Vas being ovcrthro\vn. At that time such na'ivetcs as 
the positivistic biases of literary history, tl1e casting about for 
influences and other causal patterns, and the post-romantic 
fascin,1tion with tl1e l1abits, feelings, and experiences surround
ing tl1� act of composition \Vere very justly brought under at
tack. It became increasingly obvious that tl1e theoretical foun
d,ttions of the old criticism \vcre \vcak and inadequate. It 
cannot be said, therefore, tl1at tl1e theory of authorial irrele
vance \Vas inferior to tl1e tl1cories or quasi-theories it replaced, 
nor can it be doubted tl1at tl1e in1mediate effect of banishing 
tl1e autl1or \Vas \Vholly beneficial and invigorating. No\v, at a 
clistancc of several decades, the difficulties that attend the 
tl1eory of semantic autonomy l1avc clearly emerged and arc 
responsible for tl1,1t uneasiness \vl1icl1 persists in the academics, 
altJ1ougl1 tl1e tl1eory has long been victorious. 

Tl1at tl1is state of academic skepticism and disarray results 
large.Jy from tl1e theory of ,1utl1orial irrelevance is, I think, a fact 
of our recent intellectual I1istory. For, once tl1e author had been 
rutl1lcssly banisl1ed as tl1c determiner of his text's meaning, it 
very gradually appeared tl1at no adequate principle existe.d for 
judging tl1e validity of an interpretation. By an inner necessity 
tl1e study of "\vl1at a text says'' became the study of \Vhat it says 
to an individual critic. It became fasl1ionablc to talk about a 
critic's ''reading'' of a text, and tl1is \Vord began to appear in 
tl1e titles of scl1olarly \Vorks. Tl1e \Vord seemed to imply that 
if tl1c autl1or l1ad been banished, tl1e critic still remained, and 
l1is ne\v, original, urbane, ingenious, or relevant "reading" 
carried its o\vn interest. 

WJ1at J1,1d not been noticed in tl1c earliest entl1usiasm for 
going back to "\vl1at the text says'' \Vas that tl1c text had to 
represent so111ebotly'.\· n1eaning-if not tl1e autl1or's, then the 
critic's. It is trt1e tl1at a tl1cory \Vas erected under ,vhich the 
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n1eaning of tl1e text \Vas equated \vitl1 evcrytl1ing it could 
plausibly be taken to mca11. (I l1ave described in Appendix I 
tl1e fallacies of tl1is and otl1er descriptions of meaning tl1at \vere
contrived to escape the difficulties of ,1utl1orial irrclevance.-t) 
Tl1c theory of semantic at1tonomy forced itself into such un
satisfactory, ad hoc formulations becat1se in its zeal to banish 
tl1e author it ignored tl1e fact tl1at meaning is an affair of con
sciousness not of \Vords. Almost any \Vord sequence can, under 
tJ1e conventions of langt1age, legitimately represent more tl1an 
one complex of mcaning.r. A \Vord sequence means notl1ing in 
particular until somcbocly citl1er means son1etl1i11g by it or 
understa11cls sometl1ing fron1 it. '"fJ1erc is no 111agic land of 
mea11ings outside l1un1an consciot1sness. Wl1enever meaning is 
connected to \vords, a person is n1aking tl1e co11nectio11, and 
tl1e partict,lar meanings J1e lends to tl1em arc 11cvcr tl1e only 
legiti111atc ones ltndcr tl1c norrns ancl conventions of J1is lan
guage. 

Orie proof tl1at tl1c conventions of  langt1agc can sponsor 
di fferent r11canings f ron1 tl1c same scc1uc11cc of \vords resides in 
tl1e f,1ct tl1at interpreters can a11d do clisagrce. \Vl1en tl1esc dis
agrcer11cnts occur, l1ov, arc they to be resolved? Uncler tl1e 
tl1cory of semantic at1tonon1y tl1cy ca1111ot be rcsolvccl, since 
tl1e meaning is not \vl1al tl1e autI1or mea11t, IJltt ''w]1al tl1c poem 
means to different sensitive readers.,,,; 011e interpretation i s  as
valid as anotl1cr, so long as it is ''sensitive'' or ''plat1siblc." Y ct 
tl1e teacl1cr of litcratt1rc \Vl10 adl1ercs to Eliot's theory is also by 
profession tl1e preserver of a l1critagc ancJ tl1c conveyor of 
knowledge. On \vl1at grouncl docs 11e clain1 tl1at l1is ''reading'' 
is more valid than tl1at of a11y pupil? On 110 very firm ground. 

4. Sec particularly pp. 224-35.
5. The random cxan1plc that I use later in the book is the sentence:

"I am going to to\vn today." Different senses can be lent to the sentence 
by the simple device of placing a strong emphasis on any of the six 
diff crent words. 

6. The phrase is from T. S. Eliot, On Poclry t111<l Pocls (Ne\Y York,

1957), p. 126. 
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A .  Ba11isl1ment of tlze Author 

Tl1is impasse is a principal cause of the loss of bearings some
times f cit tl1ougl1 not often confessed by academic critics. 

One ad J1oc tl1eory that l1as been advanced to circumvent this 
cl1aotic democracy of "readings'' deserves special mention here 
becat1sc it involves the problem of value, a problem that pre
occt1pies some modern literary theorists. The most valid read
ing of a text is tl1c "best'' rcading.7 But even if \Ve assumed that 
a critic did I1ave access to tl1e divine criteria by which he could 
determine tl1c best reading, l1e \Vould still be left \Vitl1 t\vo 
cc1ually compelling r1ormative icJeals-thc best meaning and 
the autl1c>r's 111c,tning. Moreover, if the best meaning were not 
the ,1t1tl1or's, tl1en it \VOttlcl l1ave to be tl1e critic's-in \vhich 
case tl1e critic would be tl1e author of tl1e best meaning. When
ever 111caning is attacl1ecl to a sequence of \vords it is in1possible 
to escape an at1tl1or. 

Tl1us, \Vl1cr1 critics cleliberatcly banished the original author, 
they tJ1cmsclvcs tisurpcd l1is place, and tl1is led unerringly to 
sor11e of our present-day tl1coretical confusions. Where before 
tl1ere J1acl t,ecn but one autl1or, tl1cre no\v arose a multiplicity 
of them, eacl1 carrying as much authority as tl1e next. To banish 
tl1e original author as tl1e determiner of meaning \Vas to reject 
the only con1pclling normative principle that could lend validity 
to ar1 interpretation. On tl1e otl1er J1and, i t  might be the case 
tl1al tl1crc docs not really exist a viable normative ideal that 
governs tl1e interpretation of texts. Tl1is \Vould follow if any of 
tl1c variotis arguments brought against tl1e author ,verc to hold. 
For if tl1c meaning of a text is not the author's, then no inter
pretation can possibly correspond to tlze meaning of the text, 
since tl1e text can I1ave no determinate or determinable mean-

7. It ,vould be invidious to nan1c any individual critic as the be
getter of this ,vidcsprcad and imprecise notion. By the "best" reading, 
of course, son1c critics mean the most valid reading, but the idea of 
bcstness is widely used to embrace ir.discri,ninatcly both the idea of 
validity and of such aesthetic values as richness, inclusiveness, tension, 
or complexity-as though validity and aesthetic excellence must somc
ho,v be identical. 
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ing. tvly de1nonstratio11 of tl1is point \viii be fot1nd i11 Appendix 
I and in tl1e sections on determinacy in Cl1apter 2. 8 If a tl1corist 
\Var1ts to save tl1e ideal of validity l1c l1as to save tl1e at1tl1or as 
\veil, and, in tl1e present-clay co11tcxt, I1is first task \viii be to 
sl10\v tl1at tl1e prevailing arguments against t]1c at1thor arc 
qt1cstionable ancl vulnerable. 

B. "Tf-IE �tE,\NING OF A TEXT CI-IANGES-
E\'EN FOR. TJ·IE AUTl·IOit''

A doctrine ,viclely accepted at tl1e present ti111c is tl1at tl1c mcan
ir1g of a text cl1anges. !I Accordi11g to tlte radical J1istoricistic 
vie\v, textt1al n1ea11i11g cl1anges fron1 era to era; according to 
tl1c ps)1cl1ologistic vie\v, it cl1a11ges fron1 reacli11g to  reading. 
Since tl1e pt1tative cl1anges of n1ea11i11g experienced by tl1c 
author ltin1sclf must be limited to a ratl1er brief l1istorical span, 
only tlte psycl1ologistic \1ie,,, neccl concer11 tis l1ere. Of course, 
if any tl1eory of sen1antic 1nutability \Vere trt1e, i t  ,,•oulcl lcgit
in1ately banisl1 tl1e at1tl1or's n1e,1ning as a 11or111ative principle 
in interpretation, for if tcxtt1al 111ea11ing cot1lcl cl1ange in any 
respect tl1crc cotlld be 110 pri11ciplc for clisti11gt1isl1ing a valid 
interpretation from a f alsc 011c. But tl1at is yet :1notl1er problem 
that ,viii be dealt ,vitl1 in a suitable place. 10 1-ferc I need not 
discuss tl1e general (ar1d insoluble) norrnativc problen1s tl1at 
,vould be raised by a mca11ing ,vl1icl1 co11lcl cl1angc, bt1t only 
tl1e conditions tl1at l1avc caused critics to acct1sc at1tl1ors of s11cl1 
fickleness. 

8. Sec pp. 44-48, 225-30.
9. Sec Ilene \Vcllck and Austin \Varrcn, The<>r)' of Liter11111rc (Nc,v

York. 1948), Chnp. 12.
JO. I have discussed it in Appendix I,  pp. 2 12-16. For the sake of 

clarity I should, ho\vcver, quickly indicate to the reader thnt verbal 
n1eaning can be the san1c for different interpreters by virtue of the fact 
that verbal n1caning has the character of a type. A type covers a range 
of actualizations (one example ,vould be a phoncn1c) and yet in each 
actualization rernains (like a phoneme) the identical type. 'fhis last 
point is explained in Chap. 2, Sec. D, and in Appendix 1 1 1 , pp. 266-70. 
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B. ''Tlze Mea11i11g of a Te.tt Cl1,111ges"

Everyone \Vl10 l1as \vrittcn kno\vs that l1is opinion of his O\Vn
\vork cl1anges and tl1at l1is responses to l11s O\vn text vary from
reading to re,1ding. Frcc1ucntly an autl1or may realize that h e
no lo11ger agrees \Vitl1 l1is earlier meaning or expression and \Viii 
revise l1is text. Our problem, of course, l1as nothing to do \Vitl1 
revision or even \Vitl1 tl1e fact tl1at an autl1or may explain his 
meaning differently at different times, since tl1e authors arc 
sometin1es inept explainers of tI1eir meanings, as Plato ob
served. Even the puzzling case of tl1e autl1or who no longer 
un�lerstands J1is O\vn text at all is irrelevant to our problem, 
si11ce l1is predicame11t is due to tl1e fact tl1at an author, like any
one else, can forget \vl1at l1c meant. We all knov, that some
tin1es a pcrso11 re111embers correctly and sometimes not, and 
tl1at sor11eti111es a person recognizes l1is n1istakcs of memory 
and corrects tl1en1. None of tl1is l1as any tl1corctical interest 
\vl1atever. 

\Vl1en critics assert tl1at tl1e at1tl1or's understanding of l1is
text cJ1angcs, tl1ey refer to tl1c experience tl1at everybody has 
\vl1e11 l1e rereads l1is O\vn \Vork. 1-Iis response to i t  is different. 
rff1is is ,l J)11cnon1enon tl1at certainly docs h.avc tl1coretical im
portancc-tl1ougl1 not of tl1e sort sometimes allotted to it. 
1'11e pl1cnon1c11on of cl1a11ging at1tl1orial responses is important 
bccat1sc i t  illt1stratcs tl1e difference bct\vecn textual meaning 
a11d \vl1at is loosely tcrn1ccl a "response" to the text. 

Probably tl1e most extreme examples of this pl1cnomcnon 
arc cases of at1tl1orial self-repudiation, st1cl1 as Arnold's public
attack on J1is n1astcrpiecc, £111/Jetlocles 011 E111,1, or Scl1clling's
rejection of all tl1c pl1ilosopl1y l1e l1ad \vritten before I 809. In
tl1cse cases tl1er_e cannot be tl1c sligl1tcst dot1bt tl1at the author's
later rcspo11sc to l1is \vork \Vas qt1ite different from l1is original
rcspo11se. Insteacl of seeming beat1tiful, profot1nd, or brilliant,
tl1e \Vork seen1ccl 111isguiclecl, trivial, and false, and its meaning
\Vas 110 longer one tI1at tl1e at1tI1or \Visl1ed to convey. Ho\vcvcr,
tl1esc exan1ples do 1.1ot sl10\V tl1at tl1c mear1ing of tl1c \Vork had 
cl1angecl, bt1t precisely tl1c opposite. If tl1e \Vork's meaning l1ad 
cl1anged (instead of tl1e autl1or J1in1self and l1is attitt1dcs), tl1cn 
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the author \Vould not }1ave needed to repucliate l1is meaning 
arid could have spared himself the discomfort of a public re
cantation. No doubt tl1e sig11ificc111ce of tl1e work to the at1tl1or 
had cf1angcd a great deal, bt1t its n1eani11g l1ad not cl1anged 
at all. 

This is the crux of the n1attcr in all those cases of authorial 
mutability \Vith \Vhich I am familiar. I t  is not tl1e meuni11g of tl1c 
text \VJ1ich changes, but its significance to tl1c autl1or. This 
distinction is too often ignorecl. A1ec111i11g is tl1at \vl1icl1 is rep
resented by a text; it is \Vl1at the autl1or incant by l1is t1sc of a 
particular sign sequence; it is \vl1c1l tl1e signs represe11t. Sig-
11ifica11ce, on tl1e otl1er l1and, r1ames cl rclationsl1ip bct\vecn tl1at 
meani11g and a person, or a conception, or ,t situation, or in
deed ar1ytl1ing in1aginable. Attthors, \vl10 like everyone else 
change tl1eir attitudes, feelings, opinions, and valttc criteria in 
the course of time, \viii obviously in tl1e course o( time tend to 
vie\v tf1eir O\Vn \VOrk in difi'erent contexts. Clearly ,,,J1at cl1angcs 
for tl1em is not tl1e mear1ing of tl1c \VOrk, but rather tl1eir rcla
tior1sl1ip to that n1eaning. Significa11ce al,v,1ys i111plies n rclation
sl1ip, arid one consta11t, uncl1a11gir1g pole o( tl1at relationsl1ip is 
\vl1at tl1e text means. Failttrc to consider tl1is sin1plc ,ind essen
tial distinction J1as been t}1c source o( enormous confusion in 
hermeneutic theory. 

If we really believed tl1at tl1e meaning of a text l1ad cl1anged 
for its autl1or, tl1erc could be only one \Vay tl1at ,vc could kno\V 
it: he \vould have to tell us. l-Io\v else could we kno,v that l1is 
understanding had changed-ur1dersta11ding being a silent and 
private pl1cnomenon? Even if an <1utl1or reported tl1at his un
derstanding of his mcanir1g l1ad cl1anged, \Ve sl1ould not be put 
off by the implausibility of tl1e statement but sl1ould follow out 
its implications in a spirit of calm inc1uiry. Tl1e at1tl1or \Vould 
have to report something like tl1is: ''By these ,vords I meant so 
and so, but no\v I observe tl1at I really meant sometl1ing dif
ferent," or, ''By tl1ese ,vords l meant so and so, but I insist that 
from now on they sl1all mean sometl1ir1g different." SucI1 an 
event is unlikely because at1tl1ors \vho feel tl1is \Vay usually 
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B. ''The Meanitzg of a Text Changes''

undertake a revision of their text in  order to convey their new 
meaning more effectively. Nevertheless, i t  is an event that coz,ld 
occur, and its very possibility shows once again that the same 
sequence of linguistic signs can represent more than one com
plex of meaning. 

Yet, even tl1ough the author has indeed changed his mind 
about t11e meaning he wants to convey by his words, he has not 
managed to cl1angc his earlier meaning. This is  very easily 
pro,1cd by l1is own report. He could report a change in  his 
11ndcrstanding only if }1e were able to compare his earlier 
constrt1ction of l1is meaning with his later construction. That 
is the only ,vay I1e could know that tl1ere is a difference: he 
holds botl1 meanings before his mind and rejects the earlier 
one. But l1is earlier meaning is not thereby cl1anged i n  any 
,vay. Suc11 ,l report from an author would simply force a choice 
on tl1c interpreter, ,vJ10 would have to decide which of the 
author's t,vo mi;anings he is going to concern himself with. 
I·le ,vould l1ave to decide w11ich "text'' he ,vantcd to interpret at 
the 11101ne11t. The critic is destined to fall into puzzlement if he 
confuses 011e text ,vitl1 tl1e ot11er or if he assumes that the 
autl1or's ,viii is entirely irrelevant to his task. 

Tl1is example is, as I said, quite improbable. I do not know 
of a single instance ,vl1ere an author has been so eccentric as 
to report ,vitl1out any intention to deceive that he now means 
by l1is text ,vhat he did not mean. (Deliberate lies arc, of course, 
anotl1er n1atter; tl1ey have no more theoretical interest than 
failures of memory.) I ,vas forced into this improbable example 
by tl1e improbability of the original tl1esis, namely that an 
autl1or's n1eaning changes for himself. Wl1at the example 
sl10,ved on the contrary was tJ1at an author's original meaning 
ct11111ot change·-4even for himself, though it can certainly be 
repudiated. When critics speak of cl1anges in meaning, they are 
t1sually ref erring to changes in significance. Such changes are, 
of course, predictable and inevitable, and since the primary 
object of criticism, as distinct from interpretation, is signifi
cance, I shall l1avc more to say about this distinction later, par-
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ticttlarly in  Chaper 4. For the moment, �not1gl1 l1as been said 
to sho,v that tl1e author's revaluation of l1is text's significance 
does not cl1ange its mcani11g and, ft1rtl1er, tl1at arguments ,vhich 
rely on sucl1 exan1ples arc not effective ,veapons for attacking 
either tl1c stability or tl1c norn1ative autl1ority of tl1e autl1or's 
original meaning. 

C. ''IT DOES NOT �·tA TIER \1/1-IAT AN .1\UTl·IOR MEANS-
ONLY \VI-IAT 1-IIS l'EXT SAYS''

As I pointed out in section A, tl1is ce11tral tenet in tl1e doctrine 
of scn1antic autono1ny is crucial to tl1c proble111 of validity. If 
tl1e tenet ,vere trt1e, then any rcadi11g of a text \'IOuld be "valid," 
since any reading \VOt1ld correspond to \vhat tl1e text ''says''
f or that reader. I t  .is useless to introdt1ce norn1ative concepts 
like ''sensitive," ''plat1sible," ''ricl1," and ''intercsti11g," since 
,vJ1at the text ''says'' migl1t 1101, after all, be any of tl1osc tl1ings. 
Validity of interpretation is not tl1e S<1111e as inventiveness of 
interpretation. Validity implies tl1e correspondence of an in
terpretation to a n1eaning ,vl1icl1 is represente(I by the text, and 
none of tl1e above criteria for discrin1inating among interpreta
tions ,vould apply to a text ,vl1icl1 is dull, simple, insensitive, 
implausible, or uninteresting. Such a text migl1t not be ,vortl1 
interpreting, but a criterion of validity ,vl1icl1 cannot cope ,vith 
sucl1 a text is not \VOrtJ1 crediting. 

The proponents of semantic at1tonon1y in England and 
America can aln1ost al\vays be relied on to point to tl1e exan1plc 
of T. S. Eliot, ,vl10 more tl1an once ref used to comment on the 
meanings of his o,v11 texts. Eliot's refusals ,vcrc based on l1is 
vie,v that tl1e author J1as no control over tl1e ,vords lie 11as 
loosed upon the !vorld and no special privileges as an inter
preter of them. I t  ,vot1ld have been quite inconsistent ,vith tl1is 
vie,v if Eliot l1ad complained ,vl1en son1eone misi11terprctcd liis 
\Vritings, and, so far as I kno,v, Eliot ,vitl1 stoical co11sistcncy 
never did con1plain. But Eliot never ,vent so far as to assert 
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C. ''It Does Not Matter What a,1 A11tl1or Means"

that J1e did not mean anything in particular by his writings.
Presumably l1e did mean something by tl1em, and i t  is  a per

missible task to attempt to discover what he meant. Such a 
task l1as a determinate object and therefore could be accom
plisl1cd correctly or incorrectly. Hov,ever, the task of finding 
out ,vl1at a text says has no determinate object, since the text 
can say different tl1ings to different readers. One reading is  as 
valid or invalid as anotl1er. Ho,vever, the decisive objection to 
tl1c tl1eory of semantic autonomy is not that it inconveniently 
fails to provide an adeqtiate criterion of validity. The decisive 
objection n1ust be sougl1t \vithin the theory itself and i n  the 
faultiness of tl1e arguments used to support it. 

One no,v-fan1ous argument is based on the distinction be
t,vcer1 a 111erc intention to do something and the concrete 
accomplisl1ment of tl1at intention. The author's desire to com
municate a particular meaning is not necessarily the same as 
l1is success in doing so. Since his actual performance is pre
sented ir1 l1is text, any special attempt to divine his intention 
\vould falsely eqtiatc his private ,vish ,vitl1 his public accom
plisl1111ent. Textual n1eaning is a public affair. The ,vide dis
semination of tl1is argument and its acceptance as an axiom of 
recent literary criticism can be traced to the influence of a 
vigorot1s essay, ''The Intentional Fallacy," ,vritten by W. K. 
Win1satt and Monroe Beardsley and first published in 1946. 1 1

The critic of tl1e arguments in that essay is faced \Vith the 
problcn1 of distinguisl1ing bet,vecn tl1e essay itself and the 
popular \lSC tl1al l1as been made of it, for ,vhat is ,videly taken 
for granted as cstablisl1ed trut)1 ,vas not argued and could not 
l1ave been successfully argued in the essay. Altl1ougl1 \1/imsatt 
an(! Beardsley carefully distinguisl1ed bet,vccn tl1rce types of 
intentional evidence, ackno,vledging tl1at t,vo of tl1em are 
proper and adn1issible, tl1eir careful distinctions and qualifica
tions l1avc no,v vanisl1ed in the popular version ,vhicl1 consists 

J J .  S'e11•ance lle,·ic11•, 54 ( 1946). Reprinted in William K. \Vimsatt, Jr., 
1'1,e J/ crl1a/ Jeon: St11,lies ill the J.,f eani11g of l'o,•try (Lexington, Ky.,
1954). 
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in the false and facile dogma that ,vl1at an author intended is
irrelevant to the meaning of his text. 

The best ,vay to indicate ,vl1at is fallacious in  tl1is popular 
version is to discuss first tl1e dimension in wl1icl1 it is perfectly 
valid-"evaluation. I t  ,vould be absurd to evalt1ate tl1e stylistic 
felicity of a text ,vithout distinguisl1ing between tl1c author's in
tention to convey a meaning and, on tl1c otl1er l1and, I1is effec
tiveness in  conveying it. It ,vould be sin1ilarly absurd to judge 
the profundity of a treatise on morality ,vitl1out distinguisl1ing 
between the autl1or's intention to be profound a11d his success 
i11 being so. Evaluation is constantly distingl1isl1i11g between in
tention and accomplisJ1ment. Take tl1is exa1nple: A poet in
tends in  a four-line poem to convey a sense of clesolation, but 
,vl1at l1e manages to convey to some readers is a sense that the 
sea is ,vet, to others tl1at t,viligl1t is approacl1ing. Obviously his 
intention to convey desolation is not ide11tical witl1 l1is stylistic 
effectiveness in doing so, and tl1e anti-intentionalists quite 
justly point tl1is out. But tl1e intentional fallacy is properly 
applicable 011/y to artistic st1ccess and to otl1er normative cri
teria like profundity, consistency, a11d so on. TJ1e anti-inten
tionalist quite properly defends tl1e right a11d duty of tl1c critic 
to judge freely on his o,vn criteria and to expose discrepancies 
bct,vcen ,vish and deed. However, tl1e intentional fallacy has 
no proper application whatever to verbal n1eaning. In tl1c 
above example tl1e only universally valid meaning of the poem 
is the sense of desolation. If tl1c critic I1as not understood tl1at 
point, he ,viii not even reacl1 an accurate jl1dgn1ent-nan1ely, 
that tl1e meaning ,vas ineptly expressed and perl1aps was not 
worth expressing in tl1e first place.1 � 

Beneath the so-called intentional fallacy and, more generally, 
tl1e doctrine of semantic autonomy lies an assltmption wl1ich if 
true would at least render plausible tl1e view tl1at tl1c meaning 
of a text is independent of its autl1or's intention. I refer to tl1e 
concept of a public consensus. If a poet intended l1is poem to 

12. For a definition of verbal meaning see Chap. 2, Sec. A.
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C. ''It Does Not Matter Wl1at c111 A 11t/1or Mea11s'1 

convey desolation, and if to every competent reader his poem 
conveyed only a sense that t\vilight is approaching, then such 
public una11imity \Vould make a very strong case (in this par
ticular instance) for tl1c practical irrelevance of t11c author's 
i11tcntion. But \Vl1e11 J1as st1ch unanimity occurred? If it existed 
generally, tl1cre \Vould not be any problems of interpretation. 

The mytl1 of tl1c public consensus has been decisive in gain
ing \Vicic acceptance for tl1e· doctrine tl1at the author's intention 
is irrclC\'ant to \vl1,1t tl1c text says. That myth permits the con
fident belief that the 11saying" of tl1e text is a public fact firmly 
governed by pttblic norms. But if tl1is public meaning exists, 
\V}1y is i t  tl1at \'IC, \vho arc tl1c public, disagree? Is there one 
group of us that co11stitutes tl1e true pt1blic, while the rest are 
J1crctics and outsiders? By wl1at standard is it judged that a 
correct insigl1t i11to public norms is Jacking in all tl1ose readers 
\vho arc (except for the text at }1and) competent readers of 
texts? 1·11e idea of a public meaning sponsored not by the 
at1tl1or's intention bt1t by a public consensus is based upon a 
f undamcntal error of observation and logic. It is an empirical 
fact tl1at the consensus docs not exist, and it is a logical error 
to erect <I stable normative concept (i.e. tlze public meaning)
out of an unstable descriptive one. The public meaning of a 
text is notl1ing more or less than those meanings which tJ1e 
public J1appens to construe from the text. Any meaning which 
t\VO or more members of the public construe is ipso facto with
in the public norms that govern language and its interpretation. 
Vox populi: vox populi. 

If  a text means what it says, then it means nothing in par
ticular. Its saying has no determinate existence but must be 
the saying of the author or a reader. The text docs not exist 
even as a sequence of ,vor<ls until it is construed; until then, it 
is merely a sequence of signs. For sometimes words can have 
l1omonyms (just as, by analogy, entire texts can), and some
times tl1c same \Vord can be quite a difTerent \vord. For ex
ample, ,vhen we read in Words\vorth's /11ti111atio11s Ode the
phrase ''most \vortl1y to be blessed," arc ,ve to understand 
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''most'' as a superlative or merely an intensifier like ''very"? 
Even on this primitive level, signs can be variously construed, 
and until they arc construed tl1c text "says'' nothing at all. 

D. ''THE AUT.f-lOR'S ?vfEANING IS INACCESSIBLE''

Since \VC arc all different from the autl1or, we cannot reproduce 
his intended meaning in ourselves, ar1d even if by some ac
cident \VC could, \Ve still \VOttld not be certain that \Ve had done 
so. Why concern ourselves, tt1eref ore, \Vitl1 an inherently im
possible task \vhen we can better employ our energies in useful 
occupations such as making the text relevant to our present 
concerns or judging its conformity to l1igl1 standards of excel
lence? The goal of reproducing an inaccessible and private past 
is to be dismissed as a futile enterprise. Of course, it is essential 
to understand some of the public facts of language and history 
in order not to miss allusions or mistake the contemporary 
senses of words, but these preliminary tasks remain squarely 
in tl1e public domain and do not concern a private \VOrld 
beyond the reach of written language. 

Before touching on the key issue in this argument-namely, 
that the author's intended meaning cannot be kno\vn-1 would 
like to make an observation about the subsidiary argument 
respecting the public and private dimensions of textual mean
ing. According to this argument, it would be a mistake to con
f usc a public fact-namely, language-witl1 a private fact
namely, the author's mind. But I l1ave never encountered an 
interpretation that inferred truly private meanings from a text. 

An interpreter migl1t, of course, infer meanings whicl1 accord
ing to our judgment could not possibly under any circum

stances be implied by the author's words, but in that case, we 

would reject the interpretation not because it is private but be
cause it is probably wrong. That meaning, we say, cannot be 
implied by tl1osc ,vords. If our skepticism were shared by all 
readers of the interpretation, tl1en it wot1ld be reasonable to say 

1 4



D. ' 'T/1e A z1t/1or's Mea11i11g Is I,zaccessible''

tl1at tl1e interpretation is private. Ho\vevcr, it is a rare inter
pretation that docs not l1avc at least a fc\v adherents, and if it
has a11y at all, then the meaning is not private; it is at \Vorst 
improbable. 

Wl1enever an interpretation manages to convince another 
person, that in itself proves beyond doubt that the author's 
\vords l'C111 publicly imply such a meaning. Since the interpreted 
meaning lvc1s conveyed to anotl1cr person, indeed to at least 
l\VO otI1er persons, the only significant interpretive question is, 
"Did the author really intend tl1at public meaning by his 
\vords?'' To object tl1�1t sucJ1 a meaning is higI1ly personal and 
ougI1t not to h,1vc been intended is a legitimate aesthetic or 
n1oral juclgmcnt, but is irrelevant to the question of meaning .. 
Tt1at meaning-if tl1c autI1or did mean it-l1as proved itself to 
be public, and if the interpreter manages to do his job con
vincingly, the meaning can become available to a very large 
pt.1blic. lt is simply a self-contradiction for a member of the 
public to say, "Yes, I sec that the author did mean tl1at, but it 
is a private not a public meaning." 

TJ1c impulse tl1at underlies this self-contradictory sort of 
argument is a sound insigl1t that deserves to be couched in 
terms more suitable tl1an ··public'' and ''private." The issue is 
first of all a moral and aesthetic one. It is proper to demand of 
autl1ors tl1at tl1ey sho\v consideration for their readers, that they 
use tI1cir lingt1istic inheritance \Vith some regard for the gen
erality of men and not just for a cl1osen fc\v. Y ct many ne\v 
tJsagcs arc bound to elude the generality of men until readers 
become l1abituated to tl1em. Tl1e risk of resorting to semi
private implicatio11s-available at first only to a fc\v-is very 
often wortl1 taking, particularly if the nC\V usage docs finally 
become \Videly understood. Tl1e language expands by virtue 
of sucl1 risky innovations. Ho\vcver, tl1e soundest objection to 
so-called private meanings docs not relate to moral and ac�thct
ic judgment but to tl1c practice of interpretation. Those inter
preters \Vl10 look for personal implications in sucl1 formal!zcd 
ltttcranccs as poems very often disregard genre conventions 
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a,1d Jjn1itatio11s of \vl1icl1 tJ1e at1tl1or \V,1s very \veil a\vare. Wl1en 
an autl1or composes a fJOcm, l1c usually ir1tcnds it as ,111 t1ttcr
ance \vl1osc i111plicatior1s arc r1ol obscurely at1tobiograpl1ical. 
Tl1ere n1ay be exceptions to tl1is rt1le of tl111mb, a11d poetic kinds 
,ire too various to \varrant ,1r1y u11qt1,1lificd generalizations 
about tl1e co11vcntions of poetry a11d tl1e intentions of ,1t1tl1ors, 
but too n1any interpreters in tl1e past l1,1ve sot1gl1t ,1utobio
gr,1pl1ical n1ca11ings v,1J1erc 11011e \Vere mca11t. St1cl1 ir1tcrprcters 
l1ave been insensitive to tl1e proprieties obscrvecf l)y tl1c autJ1or 
and to l1is inter1tior1s. Tl1c fallacy in sucl1 ir1terprct,1tions is not 
that tl1c inferred n1c:1 11ings arc private, bt1t tJ1at tl1cy ,1re prob
ably not tl1e autl1or's n1cani11gs. Wl1ctl1cr ,l n1eanir1g is auto
biograpl1ical is �l neutral and by itself irrclevar1t isst1c in inter
pretation. 'fl1c only tl1ir1g tl1,1t cot1nts is \vJ1etl1cr tl1c ir1tcrpreta
tion is pro.lJably rigl1t. 

Tl1c genuine distinctior1 bet\vee11 public ,1r1d private n1caning 
resides i11 the first part of tl1e ,1rgt1mcnl, ,vl1cre it is asserted 
tl1at tl1e autl1or's inter1cle<l n1ca11i11g ca11not be k110\v11. Since ,vc 
cannot get i11sidc tl1e autl1or's l1ead, it is useless to fret about an 
intention that cannot be observed, ,t11d cc1ua.lly tisclcss to try to 
reproduce a private rneani11g experience tl1at cannot be repro
dt1ced. No\v the assertion tl1,tt tl1c at1tl1or's 111e::inir1g ctrnnot be 
reproduced presupposes tl1c same psycl1ologistic t11eory of 
meaning \Vl1icl1 t1ndcrlics tl1c 11otior1 tl1r1t a11 at1tl1or's n1cani11g 
cl1anges evc11 for l1in1self. Not even tl1e ,1utl1or c:1n reproduce 
his original meaning because 11otl1i11g can bring back l1is orig
inal meaning experience. Bt1t as I st1ggested, tl1c irrepro
ducibility of meaning experit!r1ces is not tl1e san1e as tl1e ir
rcprod11cibility of n1eaning. Tl1e psycl1ologistic identification 
of textual meaning \vitl1 a 1neaning experience is inadmissible. 
Meaning experiences <ire private, bt1t tl1cy ,ire 11ot meanings. ia 

The most important argun1ent to  consider l1ere is tl1e one 
which states tl1,1t tl1c autl1or's intcndccl me,111ing cannot be 
certc1i11/y known. Tl1is argt1ment cannot be st1ccessf ully n1ct 

13 . Sec Chap. 2, Sec. B, and CJ1ap. 4, Sec. A and 13.
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because i t  is self-evidently true. I can never know another 
person's intended meaning with certainty because I cannot get 
inside l1is J1cad to compare the meaning he intends with the 
meaning I t1r1cferstand, and only by such direct comparison 
cot1ld I be certain tl1at his meaning and my O\Vn are identical. 
But tl1is obvious fact sl1ould not be allo\ved to sanction the 
overly J1asty conclusion that tl1e author's intended meaning is 
inaccessible and is tI1erefore a useless object of interpretation. 
IL is a logical mistake to confuse tl1e impossibility of certainty 
in unclersta11ding \Vitl1 tl1e impossibility of understanding. It is a 
similar, tl1ougl1 more subtle, mistake to identify kno\v)edge with 
certainty. A good n1any disciplines do not pretend to certainty, 
�1nd the more sopl1isticated tl1e mctl1odology of the discipline, 
tl1e less l ikely tl1at its goal \viii be defined as certainty of knowl
edge. Since gcnt1ine certainty in interpretation is impossible, 
tl1e aim of tl1e discipline must be to reach a consensus, on the 
basis of \Vl1at is known, tl1al correct understanding has probably
bce11 acl1icvcd. Tl1c issue is not whether certainly is accessible 
to tl1e i11tcrpreter but wJ1etl1er tl1e autl1or's intended meaning 
is accessible to l1im. Is correct understanding possible? That is 
tl1c c1ucstion raised by the tl1esis under examination. 

Most of us would answer tl1at tl1e autl1or's meaning is only 
partially accessible to an interpreter. We cannot kno\v all the 
n1canings tl1e autl1or entertained wl1en he wrote down his text, 
as we i11fer from two familiar kinds of evidence. Whenever I 
speak I an1 t1sually attending to ("have in mind") meanings that 
arc ot1tsidc my subject of discourse. Furthermore, I am always 
a\varc tl1at tl1c meanings I can convey through discourse arc 
more limited than tl1e meanings I can entertain. I cannot, for 
example, adequately convey througl1 words man� of n1y �isu�l 
pcrccptions-tl1ougl1 tl1cse perceptions arc meanings, wl11ch 1s 
to say, objects of consciousness. It is altogetl1er Jik�ly t�at no 
text can ever convey all the meanings an autl1or l1ad 1n mind as 
he wrote. 

But tl1is obviot1s fact is not decisive. Why should anyone 
with common sense wisl1 to equate an author's textual meaning 
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,vith all the meanings he l1appened to entertain ,vl1en he ,vrote? 
Some of tl1ese he I1ad no intention of conveying by l1is \VOrds.
Any author kno,vs tl1at ,vrittcr1 verbal utterances can convey
only verbal meanings-that is to say, n1eanir1gs ,vl1icl1 can be 
conveyed to others by tl1e ,,,ords J1e t1scs. Tl1c i11tcrprctation of 
texts is concerned cxclusivel)1 ,vitl1 sl1arablc n1eani11gs, and not 
everything I am tl1inking of ,vhcn I ,vrite can be sl1ared ,vith I 
others by means of n1y ,vords. Con,1crsely, m,tny of my shar
able meanings arc meanings ,vhicl1 I ,1m not directly thinking 
of at all. Tl1ey arc so-called unconsciot1s n1ca11ings. 1 ·1 I t  betrays 
a totally inadequate co11ception of verbal meaning to equate it 
,vitl1 ,vl1at the autl1or ''l1,1s ir1 n1ind . .  '' Tl1c only question tl1at can 
relevantly be at isst1e is ,vJ1etl1cr tJ1c \1er[Jc1/ mcani11g ,vI1ich an 
autl1or intends is accessible to the interpreter of l1is text. 

Most autl1ors belie,1c i11 tl1e accessibility of tl1eir verbal mean
ing, for otl1er,vise n1ost of t11en1 ,vot1ld not ,vrite. 1-Io,vever, no 
one could unans,ver,1bly defend tl1is u11ivers,1l f,1itl1. Neitl1cr the 
author nor the interpreter can ever be ccrlai11 tl1at con1munica
tion l1as occurred or tl1at it can occtir. Bttt ,igain, certainty is 
not the point at issue. It is far more likely tl1at ,1n ,1t1tI1or and 
an interpreter can entertain identical 111eanings tl1an tl1at they 
cannot. The faith that spe,tkers 11ave in tl1e possibility of con1-
munication has been built up in tl1e very process of learning a 
language, particularly in tl1ose instances ,vl1cn tl1e actions of the 
interpreter have confirmed to the al1tl1or tl1t1t he has been 
understood. Tl1cse primitive confirmations ,ire tl1e foundation 
for our faitl1 in far Jess primitive modes of con1munication. Tl1c 
inaccessibility of verbal meaning is a doctrine tl1at experience 
suggests to be false, thot1gl1 neither experience nor argument 
can prove its falsity. Bttl since the skeptical doctrine of in
accessibility is highly improbable, it shot1ld be rejected as a 
\VOrking assumption of interpretation. 

• • 
Of course, it is quite reasonable to take ,1 skeptical pos1t1on 

that is less s,vceping than tl1e tl1csis tinder examination: certain 

1 4. See Chap. 2, Secs. D and E. 
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texts might, because of their c11aracter or age, represent au
tl1orial meanings \vl1ich are now inaccessible. No one \vould, 
I think, deny this reasonable form of skepticism. However, 
si111ilar versions of st1cl1 skepticisn1 are far Jess acceptable, par
ticularly ir1 tl1ose t l1corics \V}1 icl1 deny the accessibility of the 
autl1or's meaning \vJ1enever tl1c text descends from an earlier 
cultur,11 era or \vl1cnever the text happens to be literary. These 
vie,vs ,trc er1den1ic respectively to radical historicism and to the 
tl1eory tl1at literary texts are ontologically distinct from non
litcrar)' ones. B0tl1 of tl1ese theories arc challenged in sub
sequent cl1aptcrs. Ho\vever, even if these theories \Vere accept
able, tl1cy could 11ot upf1old tl1e tl1esis tl1at an autl1or's verbal 
mear1ir1g is inaccessible, for tl1at is an empirical generalization 
,vl1ich neitl1er tl1cory nor experience can decisively confirm or 
deny. Nevertl1eless, \Vitl1 a l1igl1 degree of probability, that gen
eralization is false, and it is impossible and quite unnecessary 
to go bcyor1d tl1is conclusion. 

E. u.ff·IE AU'rJ·IOil OFTEN DOES NOT KNOW
\Vf·IAT J-IE tvtEANS''

Ever since Pfato's Socrates talked to the poets and asked tl1em 
\Vitl1 qt1itc unsatisfactory results to explain ''some of the most 
cl,1borate passages in their own ,vritings," it has been a com
n1onplacc tl1at an autl1or often docs not really kno\v \Vhat he 
mcans.1 ri Kant insisted tl1at not even Plato kne\v \vhat he 
n1eant, and tl1at J1c, Kant, could understand some of Plato's 
\Vr.itings better tl1an Plato did l1 imsclf. 10 Such examples of 

15. Plato, ,-I pology, 22b-c. . 
16. lmn1anuel Kant, Critiq11e of Pure Rellso11, trans. N. K . . smith

(London, 1933), A 3 1'4, D 370, p. 3 10: "I shall no� engage here 1n any
literary enquiry into the meaning ,vhich this illustrious author attached
to the expression. I need only ren1ark that it is by no means. unusual,
upon con1paring the thoughts ,vhich an author has c�prcs�c� tn regard
to his subject, ,vhethcr in ordinary conversation or an w�1t1ng, !,0 fio<l
that ,vc understand hin1 better than he has understood himself. 
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autl1orial ignorance arc, no doubt, among tI1e most damaging 
,veapons in the attack on tl1c autl1or. If i t  can be s11own (as i t  
apparently can) tl1at in some cases tl1c author docs not really 
kno,v what l1c means, tl1cn it seems to follo,v that tl1c autl1or's 
meaning cannot constitute a general principle or norm for 
determining tl1e meaning of a text, and i t  is precisely such a 
general normative principle that i s  required in defining tile 
concept of validity. 

Not all cases of autl1orial ignorance arc of tl1c same type. 
Plato, for instance, no doubt knc\V very \Veil wl1at l1e meant by 
his theory of Ideas, but i t  n1ay have been, as I<ant believed, 
that the tl1eory of Ideas l1ad difTerent and more general impli
cations tl1an those Plato enunciated in J1is dialogues. Tl1ougl1 
Kant called this a case of underst,1nding tl1e ,1t1tl1or better tl1an 
the author understood l1imself, l1is pl1rasi11g \Vas inexact, for it 
,vas not Plato's n1eaning tl1,1t I<a11t t1nclerstood better tl1an 
Plato, but rather tl1e subject n1atter tl1,1t Plato was attempting 
to analyze. Tl1c notion tl1,1t Kant's ttndcrstanding of tl1c Ideas 
,vas superior to Plato's implies tl1at tl1erc is a subject matter 
to \Vhich Plato's n1eaning ,vas inadequate. If ,ve do 11ot make 
tl1is distinction between subject matter a11d meaning, ,vc 11ave 
no basis for judging tl1at Kant's understanding is better than 
Plato's. 1 7 Kant's st�1temcnt ,vould l1.1ve been more precise if 
he 11ad said that he unclcrstood tl1e Ideas better tl1an Plato, 
not tl1at he understood Plato's meaning better tl1an Plato. If ,ve 
do not make and preserve the distinction bet\veen a man's 
n1eaning and l1is subject matter, ,vc ca11not clistinguisl1 bct,vccn 
true and false, better and ,vorsc meanings. 

This example illustrates one of tl1c t\VO main types of au� 
thorial ignorance. It l1as greatest importance in tl1osc genres 
of \Vriting tl1at aspire to tell tl1c trutl1 abot1t a particular subject 
matter. The other principal type of authorial ignorance pertains 
not to the subject matter but to tl1e at1tl1or's meaning itself, and I

17 . �fhe distinction between n1caning nnd subjcc.t n1ntter is discussc?
in Chap. 2, Sec. F, and is one foundation for my objections to Gadnmer 5
identification of meaning with Sache. See Appendix II,  PP· 247-49,
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can be illtrstratcd \V}1enever casual conversation is subjected 
to stylistic analysis: 

''Did you know that those last two sentences of yours 
}1ad parallel constructions ,vhich emphasized their sim
ilarity of meani11g?11 

''No! Ho,•, clever of me! I suppose I really did want to 
en1pl1 asize tl1c similarity, tl1ougl1 I ,vasn't aware of that, 
and I l1ad no idc,1 I was using rhetorical devices to do it." 

Wl1at tl1is example illustrates is that there arc usually com
ponc11ts of a11 at1tl1or's intended meaning that he is not con
scious of. I t  is precisely J1ere, w}1ere an interpreter makes these 
intended but unconscious meanings explicit, tl1at he can rigl1t
fully claim to understand tl1e author better tl1an the author 
l1imsclf. Bt1t I1crc again a clarification is required. The inter
preter's rigl1t to sucl1 a claim exists only ,vhen l1e carefully 
,1voids confusing n1eani11g ,vitl1 subject matter, as in tl1c cx
an1plc of J>Jato a11d Kant. Tl1e interpreter may believe that J1e 
is dr,1wing otit implications tl1at arc "necessary'' accompani
ments to lite alttl1or's meaning, but such necessary accom
pa11in1e11ts arc rarely unavoidable con1ponents of someone's 
111e{111i11g. Tl1ey becon1c 11ecessary associations only ,vitl1in a 
given .\·1,bjec:1 111t1tter. 1 B For example, altl1ougl1 tl1e concept 
"t,vo'' necessarily implies a ,vJ1ole array of concepts including 
tl1ose of succession, integer, set, and so on, these may not be 
implied i11 ,l given usage of tl1e ,vord, since tl1at usage could be 
inadcc1uatc or n1isconccivcd ,vitl1 respect to tl1e subject matter 
in ,vl1icl1 ''t,vo'' falls. Only witl1in tl1at subject matter does there 
sttbsist necessity of implication. Tl1us, by claiming to perceive 
implications of ,vl1icl1 tl1e nutl1or ,vas not conscious, ,vc may 
somctin1es distort and falsify tl1e meaning of ,vl1ich he ,vas 
consciot1s, ,vJ1icJ1 is not "better t1ndcrstanding" but sin1ply 
n1isl111clcrsta11cling of tl1c nt1tl1or's n1eaning. 

18. This distinction ,vas not observed in the interesting essay by
0. llollkno,v, "Was hcisst cs cincn Vcrfasscr zu vcrstch7n bess�r ols er
sicJ1 sclbcr vcrstnn<..lcn hat?" in Dtls Verstehe11, Dre, 1t11fsatzc zur
Tl,coric ,Jes G eis1es11•isse11sc:ht1/te11 (�f ainz, 1 949).
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But Jct us assume that such misunderstanding has been 
avoided and that tl1c interpreter really l1as made explicit certain 
aspects of an a.utJ1or's undoubted n1caning of wl1ich tl1e author 
\Vas unconscious-as in stylistic analysis of casual conversa
tion. The further question tl1en arises: Ho,v can an autl1or mean 
something l1c did not n1ean? The ans\VCr to that question is 
simple. I t  is not possible to mean \V}1at one docs not mean, 
though it is very possible to mean ,vl1at 011c is 11ot conscious 
of meaning. Tl1at is the entire issue in tl1e argtiment based on 
authorial ignorance. That a man may not be conscious of all 
that he means is no n1ore remarkable tl1a11 tl1at lie n1ay not be 
conscious of all tl1at l1c docs. Tl1ere is a <liffere11ce bet,vccn 
meaning and consciousness of meaning, and sir1cc meaning is 
an affair of consciot1sncss, one can sa)' inore precisely that 
there is a difference bct,vccn co11sciot1sness a11d self-conscious
ness. Indeed, ,vl1cn an author's n1eaning is complicated, l1c 
cannot possibly at a given moment be paying attention to all 
its con1plcxities. But tl1c distinction bet,vccn ittte11dcd and un
attended meanings is not tl1c san1c as tl1c disti11ction bet,vccn 
\V}1at an autl1or means and ,vl1at lie cloes not mean.1 0  No 
example of tl1e autl1or's ignorance ,vitl1 respect to l1is n1eaning 
could legitimately sl10,v tl1at his intended mca11ing and the 
meaning of his text arc t,vo different tl1ings. 

Other varieties of autl1orial ignorance arc tl1crcfore of little 
theoretical interest. Wl1en Plato observed tl1at poets could not 
expl,,i,z ,vhat they meant, l1e intimated tl1at poets \Vere in
effectual, ,vcak-mindcd, ancl vagt1c-partict1larly ,vitl1 respect 
to tl1eir "most elaborate passages.'' But l1e ,vould not l1avc con
tended that a vague, uncertain, cloudy, and pretentious mean
ing is not a meaning, or that it is not the poet's meaning.20

Even \Vhcn a poet declares that his poem means \Vhatevcr i t  is 
taken to mean (as in tl1e case of some modern \.vriters \Vlto 

19. For a discussion of so-called conscious and unconscious n1ean·
ings sec Chap. 2, Sec. D and E. 

20. Or at least that of the muse ,vJ10 tcn1porarily possesses hin1-
the muse being, in those unseemly cases, tt1e real author. 
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believe i11 tl1c current tl1eory of public meaning and authorial 
irrelevance), tl1cn, no doubt, l1is poem may not mean anything 
in particul,1r. Y ct even in  sucl1 a limiting case i t  is still the 
at1tl1or \v}10 "determines" the meaning. 

One final illustration of authorial ignorance, a favorite 
an1ong literary critics, is based on an examination of an 
author's early drafts, ,vhicl1 often indicate that \Vhat the author 
apparently intended ,vJ1cn J1c began ,vriting is frequently quite 
different from \vl1at l1is final ,vork means. Such examples show 
110w co11sidcr,1tions of style, genre, and local texture may play 
a larger pt1rt in }1is final meaning t)1an that played by his 
original intention, but tl1cse interesting observations have 
hardly any tl1corctical significance. I f  a poet in his first draft 
mca11s somctl1ing dificrcnt tl1an I1c means in his last, it docs 
not imply tl1at somebody otl1er than the poet is doing the 
meaning; If tl1c J)Oct capitalizes on a local effect ,vhich }1e had 
1101 origi11ally intc11d.cd, so much tl1c better if it makes a better 
pocrn. All tl1is st1rcly docs not imply tl1at an author docs not 
n1can ,vl1,1t l1e n1eans, or tl1at l1is text docs not mean ,vhat he 
i11tcnds to convey. 

If tl1crc is a single moral to tl1c a.nalyscs of tl1is chapter, it is 
tl1at n1caning is an affair of consciousness and not of pl1ysical 
signs or tltings. Consciousness is, in tur11, an affair of persons, 
,tnd in textual i11tcrprctation tl1c persons involved arc an author 
and a reader. Tl1c meanings tl1at arc actualized by the reader 
arc citl1cr sl1arcd witl1 tl1e author or belong to the reader alone. 
Wl1ilc tl1is st,1ten1cnt of tl1c isst1c may affront our deeply in
grained scr1s.c tl1at language carries its o,v11 autonon1ous mean
ings, it in no ,vay calls into question the po,vcr of language. On 
tl1c contrary, it takes for granted tl1at all meaning communi
cated by texts is to some extent language-bound, that no textual 
meaning can transcend tl1c meaning possibilities and the con
trol of tl1c langt1agc in ,vl1icl1 it is expressed. What l1as bce.n 
dcniccl l1crc is tl1at linguistic signs can somcho,v speak !herr 
o,vn n1cttni11g-a n1ystical idea tl1at l1as never been persuasively 
defended. 
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MEANING AND IMPLICATION 

"Tl1e q11estio1z is," saicl A lice, "lvl1et/1er }'Oll 
can 111ake lvor<ls 111ea1z so 111a11)' <liff erent tl1i11gs.''

"Tlze q11estio11 is,'' said H11111pty Dz1111pty, ''lvlzic/1 
is to be 111aster-tl1at's all." 

Lclvis Carroll 

Since it is very easy for a reader of any text to constrt1e mean
ings that arc different from tl1e author's, there is nothing in tl1c 
nature of the text itself wl1ich requires tl1e reader to set up tl1c 
author's n1caning as l1is normative icleal. Any nor1nativc con
cept in interpretation implies a cl1oice tl1at is rcqt1ired not by 
tl1e nature of ,vrittcn texts bt1t ratl1er by tl1e goal tl1at the inter
preter sets l1imself. It is a ,vcakncss in many descriptions of 
tJ1e interpretive process tl1at this act of choice is disregarded 
and tl1e process described ,ls tl1ot1gl1 tl1e object of inter
pretation ,vere somcl10,v determined by the ontological status 
of texts tJ1cmselvcs. The argt1ment, for example, that changing 
cultural conditions change tl1e meaning of a text ,1sst1mes tl1at 
the object of interpret,1tion ncccss,1rily ch,1ngcs tinder cl1angcd 
conditions. Similarly, tl1e defense of re-cognitive interpretation 
often assumes tl1at something i n  tl1e nature of a text requires 
tl1c meaning to be the stable and determinate meaning of an 
author. 1 But tl1e object of interpretation is precisely tl1at \Vhicl1 

J .  I borro\v the tcrn1 "re-cognitive interpretation" fron1 E1nilio 
Betti. A re-cognition implies, of course, the cognition of wl1at the 
author had cognize.d (i.e. meant)-Bocckl1's "Erkennen des Erkanntcn.'' 
Although the term here embraces \vidcr don1ains than arc tisually in· 
cluded under "cognition" (i.e. unconscious and en1otivc don1ains), the 
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cannot be defined by the ontological status of a text, since the 
distinguisl1ing cl1aracteristic of a text is that from it not just 
one but many disparate complexes of meaning can be c9n
strt1ed. Only by ignoring tl1is fact can a theorist attempt to erect 
a normative principle out of a neutral and variable state of 
afTairs.-a fallacy that seems endemic to discussions of her
meneutics. Bluntly, no necessity requires the object of inter
pretatio11 to be determinate or indeterminate, changing or un
cl1anging. On tl1e contrary, the object of interpretation is no 
automatic given, but a task tl1at tl1e interpreter sets himself. 
fie dcci(les what l1e wants to actual ize and what purpose his 
actl1alization should acl1ievc. 

TJ1t1s, \Vl1ile i t  is a fallacy to claim that a particular norm for 
interpretation is necessarily grounded in tl1e nature of this or 
th�1t kind of text, ratl1cr than in the interpreter's own \viii, i t  is 
(f ltitc a11otl1er n1atter to clain1 tl1at tl1ere can be only one sort of 
11orm \Vl1en interpretation is conceived of as a corporate enter
prise. For it 111ay very well be that there exists only one norm 
tl1at can be univcrs,1lly compelling and generally sl1arablc. In
tl,c previous ch,tpter I argued tl1at no presently known norma
tive concept otl1er tl1an tl1e at1thor's meaning has this univer
s,11 ly con1pelling cl1,,ractcr. On purely practical grounds, there
fore, it is pref crablc to agree that tl1e meaning of a text is the 
,1t1tl1or's meaning. 

Ust1ally it is true tl1at the defense of the old ideal of re
cognitive interpretation is carried out on a different front. It is 
pointed out that the n1ain reason for studying texts, particularly 
old ones, is to expand the mind by introducing it to the im
mense possibilities in human actions and thoughts-to see and 
feel what otl1cr men have seen and felt, to know \vhat they 
l1ave kno\vn. Furtl1crn1orc, none of these expansive benefits 
comes to tl1c man \vl10 simply discovers his o,vn meanings in 

syn1pathctic reader \Viii make the appropri:,tc ndjustmcn!. Sec �mil�o 
llctti, Tc<>ria ,:c11crt1lc• ,lelltt i111c•rprc•tazio11c (2 vols. Milan, Giuffre, 
1955), I ,  343-432. 
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someone else's text and ,vho, instead of cncot1ntcrir1g another 
person, merely encot1ntcrs himself. Wl1en a reader docs that, 
he finds only his own preconceptions, ,incl these l1e clid not need 
to go out and seek. Finally, tl1e defender of re-cog11itive inter
pretation adds tl1at tl1e k110,vledgc of ,vhat l1as been thougl1t 
and felt is also, after all, a form of k110\vlcdge ,111d, as suc11, 
,vortl1 gaining for its O\Vn sake. 

There is notl1 ing despicable in tl1is argt1n1ent, 11or c,1n any 
considerable objection be r,1ised against it, exce1)t tl1at tl1c 
kno\vledge sought n1ay be, for variotis reasons, in1possiblc to 
achieve. S0n1c of tl1esc ske11tic,1I objections I l1a,1e ,1Iready 
ans\vered in principle, a11cl i11 tl1is cl1apter I sl1all cle,11 ,vith tl1c 
t,vo root forms of ,111 sucl1 skcpticisr11-psycl1ologisr11 and radi
cal l1istoricisn1. Ho\VC\1er, l sl1all not reJ)Cat at le11gtl1 tl1c moral 
argume11ts in favor of vic\ving interpret,1tion as a re-cognition 
of the at1tl1or's me,1ning, 

I t  is, of course, qt1ite true tl1at tl1e cl1oicc of ,1 norm for 
interpretation is a f rec social �incl etl1ic,1l act. A11y reader can 
adopt or reject any norn1, and lie is justified i11 t11i11king tl1at 
tl1ere is no absolt1te necessity for l1is cl1oosi11g one or �1notl1cr. 
Furtl1ern1ore, l1e m,1y or n1,1y not accept .tl1e idea tl1at all uses 
of language carry rnoral imperatives \vl1icl1 clerivc f ron1 tl1c 
double-sided, interpersonal cl1ar4tcter of lingt1istic acts. All 
this he may reject as t111convinci11g, and notl1ing i11 tl1c n1ute 
signs before l1in1 \Viii compel l1i1n to cl1angc l1is mincl or bring 
him ill fortune if l1c docs not. P,1rtly for tl1is rci:1son, I l1avc 
cl1oscn ,1 different sort of defense-one t11,tt ,tppeals not to 
the ethics of language bt1t to tl1e logical consequences tl1at 
follo,v from tl1e act .of public interpretation. As soon ,ts anyone 
claims validity for l1is interpret,1tion (and fe\v \VOttld listen to a 
critic who did not), he is immediately cat1gl1t in a ,veb of logical 
necessity. I f  his cl,1in1 to validity is to 11old, 11c mt1st be ,villing 
to measure l1is interpretation ag,1inst ,1 genuinely discriminating 
norm, and tl1c only compel ling norn1ativc principle tl1at I1as 
ever been brougl1t f or\vard is tl1c old-f,1sl1ioncd ideal of rigl1tly 
understanding wl1at tl1e aut}1or meant. Consequently, my case 
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rests not on the po\verf ul moral arguments for re-cognitive 
interpretation, but on the fact that it is the only kind of inter
pretation \Vitl1 a determinate object, and thus the only kind 
tl1at can lay claim to v,1lidity in any straightforward and prac
ticable sense of tl1,1t term. 

WI1ilc tl1e problem of validity is consistently circumvented 
by tl1ose wl10 attack the ideal of re-cognitive interpretation, 
tl1e substa11ti,1I elcn1cnts in their attack cannot be ignored. Even 
tl1ougl1 only one compelling normative principle exists, it is 
still necessary to sho\v that it is a viable principle. Thus, I shall 
l1ave to sl10\'I tl1at tl1e at1tl1or's verbal meaning is determinate, 
tl1at it is reproducible, and finally tl1at it provides a means for 
copi11g \vitl1 tl1e knottiest problem of interpretation, the problem 
of impJicatio11. 

St1cI1 a11 �1ccot1nt of t11e ,1utl1orial meaning that is sought by 
re-cog11itivc interpretation sJ1ouJd serve as a foundation for all 
otl1er i11terpretive goals as ,veil. For even \vhen the original 
,1t1tl1or is rejected or disregardecl, any construction of a text 
still co11stitt1tcs a 111eaning that must have an author-though 
J1e be n1crely tl1c critic l1imsclf. All forms of written interpreta
tio11 ,\11cl ,ill i11terpretivc goals tI1at transcend private experience 
rec1l1irc tl1at son1c at1tI1or's meaning be botI1 detern1inate and 
reprodt1cible. I n  disct1ssing tl1e nature of verbal meaning, I shall 
pay partict1lar ,tllcntion to tl1ese t,vo universal requirements. 

A. DEFINING VEltllAL l\1EANING

AltJ1ot1gl1 verb,11 n1eaning requires tl1e dctern1ining \Viii of an 
,tl1tI1or or interpreter, it is nevcrtl1eless true that tl1e norms of 
langtt,tge exert ,1 powerful inflt1cnce and impose an unavoidable 
lin1itation on tl1e ,vills of botl1 tl1e autl1or a11d interpreter. Alice 
is rigl1t to say tl1at Httmpty Dl1n1pty cannot successfully make 
,vor,ls mean jt1st ,111ytl1i11g l1c ,vants tl1cn1 to. Tl1creforc, any 
disct1ssion of verbal meaning sl1ould define in principle the 

• • • 
,v,1y i11 \Vl1icl1 li11gt1istic norms exert tl1is codetcrm1n1ng 1n-
flt1encc.
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Is language always constitutive of verbal meaning or is i t  
sometimes merely a controlling factor tl1at sets limits to pos
sible verbal meanings? This problem has been mucl1 disct1ssed, 
and like many otl1ers in  tl1e purvic,v of hermeneutics, i t  prob
ably cannot be solved ,vith certainty, since no satisfactory way 
of testing eitl1er hypotllesis has been devised. Nevcrtl1elcss, it 
is very probable that ncitl1er l1ypothcsis is true for all instances 
and sorts of verbal meaning. Sometimes a use of language is 
uniquely constitutive of n1caning; sometimes, apparently, a 
particular choice of \\1ords merely in1poses l imitations and is 
not uniquely required for the meani11g tl1at is actually ,villed. 
This is suggested by tl1e ext1n1ple. of tr,1r1slation. Some utter
ances, particularly of a tccl1nical sort, can be perfectly trans
lated, ,vl1ilc otl1crs, particularly l)1ric pocn1s, arc never per
fectly carried over into anotl1cr language. I t  seen1s to follo,v 
that the language-botind qtiality of utterances, tl1at is, the 
degree to ,vhicl1 language is co11stitutivc of n1eanir1g, can vary 
fron1 null to somc,vl1ere in tl1e vicinity of 1 00 per ce11t. 

Certainly tJ1e clain1s of tl1e meta-l ingttists t1nd tl1c proponents 
of Mutterspr,tcl1e seem to be far too absolt1tc. Tl1ey 11avc given 
convincing and impressive examples of tl1c \\1ay language can 
constitute thougl1t and mcar1ing and l1ave reminded tis tl1at 
Humboldt's conceptior1 of language ,1s e11ergeicz ,v,1s an epocli
making insigl1t. But tl1cse observations do not con1pcl tl1c 
unprovable and improbable co11clusion tl1at a t1nic1t1c tise of 
language is aJ,vays constituti,,c of a t1nic1t1c me,tning.2 Tl1e 
argum.ent tl1at a Mt1ttcrspracl1c i1nposes ,1n incsc,1pablc Welt
anschauung on its speakers seems to o,1erlook tl1c rcn1ark,1blc 
variety in tl1e assun1ptions and ,1ttitt1dcs of speakers ,vI10 I1avc 
the same Muttcrspr,1cl1e. On tl1is point tl1e sagest comment 
I have e11countercd is by Manfred Sa11dn1an11: 

28 

I t  ,vould be ,vrong to infer fro111 tl1e ,1bscncc of an ade
quate lingt1istic sign ,tn ignorance of tl1c corresponding 
tl1ing-meant (Gern1an l1as no ,vorcl for bttlly, E11glisl1 

2. Sec Chap. 3, Sec. E. 
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no \vord for Schadenfreude); it would be equally \vrong 
to conclude that an English-speaking person could not see
that t!eiv, rai11, ice, lvater, mist, etc., were only different
states of the same thing simply because there is no ,,·ord 
for that thing in the English Janguage.3 

An amusing illustration of Sandmann's very sensible posi
tion is founcl in a contest set by Paul Jennings in Tlze Observer 
of 20 December 1964. The contestant was to invent a word 

for cacl1 of ten definitions, such as "to make a sound like 

escaping bath water," ''to pursue an excessive standard of liv
ing or 'keep up ,vith the Joneses,' '' and ''having the appearance 
of affiuence bt1t Jiving on credit.'' Obviously meanings such as 
these frequently exist before individual \Vords become gen
erally avail,tble to express tl1cm, and it is, of course, true that 

,vhen sucl1 ,vords do become available they may alter (i.e. 
partly constitt1te) tl1e meanings they ,vere devised to express. 
For example, a single ,vord, by virtue of its compactness, may 
l1ave quite a different effect tl1an the definition it ,vas designed 
to support. This concentrating and hypostatizing effect may be 
very important in some utterances but may carry no meaning 

value at all in others. No absolute, a priori pronouncement is 
,,,arranted, since the effect may or may not be operative in a 
particular uttcr,1ncc. Tl1is rejection of absolute, a priori gen
eralizations ,vith regard to linguistic cff ects that are variable 
and loc,11 is one of the main points of this book.4

On tl1e otl1cr l1and, it obviously is ,varranted to say that 

linguistic norms at tl1e very least al,vays impose limitations on 
verbal meaning. In tl1e first place, tl1crc exist limitations ,vhich 
arc intrinsic to all linguistic media. For example, it is impos
sible to express in language n1canings that are constituted by a 
n1ediun1 tl1at is not lingt1istic, such as music or painting." Ho,v-

3 .  t-.1anf red Sandn1ann, Sul,jt•ct ""'' Pre,licatt·: A Co11trib111io1t to

the Tl,eory of S'y11tt1.r (Edinburgl1, 1954), p. 73. 
4. Sec particularly Chap. 3, Secs. B-E. . 
5. Of course language often rt•/ers to meanings const1luted by other

n1edia, though it cnnnot accurately translate those meanings. 
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ever, this general limitation on the possibilities of language is 
not of great significance in textual interpretation, since i t  
merely states tl1c tautology that \vhat is constituted by another 
medium is constituted by it and therefore cannot be separated 
from it. Of far greater importance in hermcncutical tl1cory arc 
those meanings excluded fron1 language not by tl1eir nature 
but by the linguistic norms that actually obt,1in. Tl1c operation 
of these limitations may be called for convenience the 1-Iumpty
Dumpty effect. Althougl1 Saussure is co11vincing \Vhcn J1e 
argues that the potentialities of a language arc finite at any 
moment in time, these linguistic limitations ca11 never be 
legislated ir1 advance. The most import,1nt version of tl1e 
Humpty-Dumpty effect is the one tl1at Alice pointed out: ,vl1cn 
somebody docs in fact use ,1 particular \vord scc1t1cncc, his 
verbal meaning cannot be anytl1i11g he migl1t ,visl1 i t  to be. 
This very general restriction is tl1e single important one for 
the interpreter, ,vl10 al,vays confronts a p,1rticular scc1uence of 
linguistic signs. 

Yet even in conf renting a partic1.1l,tr \vord seqt1ence tl1e 
interpreter must recognize that ''tl1c norms qf lang1.1age'' arc 
not a uniform set of restrictions, rcqt1ircmcnts, and patterns of 
expectation, but an immense number of different gro1.1nd rules 
that vary greatly with respect to difTercnt utterances. This point 
has been made witl1 great clarity and concreteness by Wittgen
stein. u The generalization that ''mind reading', is not the duty
of the interpreter, ,vho is obliged to understand only tl1ose 
meanings ,vl1icl1 "tl1e public norms of l,tnguage'' permit, may 
plausibly apply to many kinds of formal discot1rse, bt1l it ,vould 
not apply to a parent,s interpretation of a child's elliptical 
statements or to the frequent ellipses of ordinary conversation. 
�ince these utterances (lo carry verbal meaning under tl1e par
ticular norms tl1at obtain for sucJ1 spcccl1 acts, tl1c principle 
that verbal meaning is limited by the norms of langt1agc docs 
not constitute any easy a priori narrowing of tl1c interpreter's 

6. In Philosophical /111•es1igatio11s, trans. G .  E. M. Anscombc {Nc\V
York, 1953), p. 26, and passin1.
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task. The norms of language arc neither uniform nor stable but 
vary \vitl1 tl1e particular sort of utterance that is to be inter
preted. 

A single principle underlies \Vhat \Ve loosely call ''the norms 
of langt1,1gc." I t  is tl1e principle of sl1arability. Because shar
abil ity is tJ1c decisive element in all linguistic norms, i t  is im
porta11t to conceive of them, despite their complexity and 
variability, on tl1is fundamental level. We thereby place em
phasis not on the structural characteristics of the linguistic 
mediun1, but on the function of speech, \Vhicl1 is our central 
concern. Theory of interpretation need not and ought not 
describe linguistic norms n1erely in terms of syntax, grammar, 
mcani11g kernels, meaning fields, habits, engrams, prohibitions, 
and so on, all of ,vhicl1 arc extremely variable and probably 
incapable of adequate description. I t  is more important to 
empl1,tsize tl1e huge and uncncompassable areas of meaning
inclt1di11g en1otional and attitudinal meanings-that language 
actt1ally docs represent. Considering this immensity taken as a 
\vl1ole, tI1e restrictions imposed by all the different varieties of 
li 11guistic ground rt1les do not require special emphasis. It is 
by no means a denial of tl1ose restrictions to say that the 
cap,1city of language to represent all conceivable meanings is 
ultin1atcly lin1itcd only by tl1e overarcl1ing principle of shar
ability. 

On tl1esc grounds I offer tl1e follo\ving as a provisional, 
concise definition of verbal meaning, to be expanded and 
explored later in tl1is cl1aptcr: Verbal meaning is whatever 
someone l1as \Villed to convey by a particular sequence of 
linguistic signs and \vl1ich can be conveyed (shared) by means 
of tl1ose linguistic signs. 

13. IlEJ>JtODUCillILrrY: PSYCl·IOLOGISTIC OBJECTIONS

The reproducibility (and thus the sharability) of verbal mean
ing depends on tl1ere being sometl1ing to reproduce. For tl1e 
moment I \vi ii assume tl1at any verbal meaning as defined above 
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is a determinate entity \Vith a boundary that discriminates what 
it is from \vhat it is not. I sl1all discuss tl1e 11ature of that 
boundary in the last part of this cl1apter, but first I shall con
sider the objections raised by tl1osc \vho deny the possibility 
of re-cognitive interpretation on the grounds tl1at verbal mean
ing is never perfectly reproducible. The n1ost \videspread ob
jection is that an interpreter by necessity must understand a 
meaning that is different from tl1e author's meaning because 
the interpreter is different from the author. Tl1is objection holds 
even when the interpreter is the author himself, since no man 
is precisely the same at different times. 

The argument that an interpreter's t1nderstanding is neces
sarily different because he is different assumes a psycl1ologistic 
conception of meaning wl1icl1 mistakenly identifies meaning 
with mental processes rather tl1an \Vitl1 an object of those 
processes. Since (the argu.mcnt runs) an interpreter's experi
ences, feelings, attitudes, habitual responses arc all different 
from the autl1or's, so therefore must be the meanings that }1e 
construes from the ,vords before l1im. Since one ma11's con
ception of and response to a rainbo\v is always difTerent i n  
subtle \vays from another man's, so tl1erefore must be l1is 
understanding of tl1e word "rainbo,v.,, I say tl1at tl1is vie,v 
equates meaning ,vitl1 n1cntal processes because the undoubted 
fact that one man's mental life is not the same as anotl1cr's is 
thought to be a sufficient ground for concluding that l1c tinder
stands different n1canings. lf sometl1ing different is going on 
in his l1ead, then what he understands l1as to be different. Tl1us, 
under this conception, meaning is in e[cct identified \vith a 
particular complex of mental acts. 

That an interpreter can and often docs fail to understand 
exactly what an autl1or means by a word like ''rainbo\v'' is not 
in dispute. Nor would a sensible man deny tl1at st1cl1 n1isunder
standings arc f requcntly caused by tl1e fact tl1at one m�in's 
conception of and response to a rainbo,v arc difTcrcnt from an
other's. The crucial question is, Must suc}1 misundcrsta11dings 
necessarily occur? But to this question, like so many otl1ers in 
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hermeneutics, no decisive ans\ver can possibly be given. The 
psychologistic notion that one man's meaning is al\vays dif
ferent from anotl1er's is not an empirical theory that can ever be 
falsified by an empirical test, since no one can ever be certain 
precisely \Vhat meaning another man entertains. 

Nevertheless, the psychologistic conception can be sho\vn 
to be inadequate as a theory of meaning, because i t  is not 
capable of explaining ho\v quite different mental processes can 
produce an identical meaning, and that is an experience \vhich 
occurs consistently in the mental processes of one and the 
same person at different moments of time. Thus, \vhile i t  could 
never be sl10\vn that t\VO different persons entertained identical 
meanings, it can be sl10\vn that the psychologistic theory of 
meaning is \vrong. A far better argument is required to uphold 
tl1c vic\v that an interpreter's meaning is al\vays necessaril)' 
different from an autl1or's. The inadequacy of that argument 
was exposed centuries ago in a Platonic dialogue \vhich I re
produce in its entirety, being convinced that Socrates' irony 
points up the issue far more effectively than my sober exposi
tion ever could. 

THE PSYCHOLOGUS
Characters: 

Socrates Psyc/10/ogz,s 

S. Herc }1e comes no\V, Hello, Psycl1ologus. \Ve ,vere just
talking about you.

P. Well, if it is11't Socrates! Ho,v l1avc yot1 been after all
this time? You're looking ,veil. Haven't changed a bit
si11ce \Ve last met some montl1s ago-tl1ough you really
l1avc cl1anged, of course, since everybody docs. Take
n1e, for exan1plc. I 'n1 not tl1e san1c as l \Vas \Vhcn \Ve
last incl. My feelings and experiences arc different, and
fra11kly l'n1 older.

S. You lire 41 pl1ilosopl1cr, Psychologus. I hadn't b:c11
tl1 inki11g of st1cl1 l1igl1 tl1ings at all. In fact, I ,vas saying 
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tl1at yott \Vere able to perceive tl1e subtlest cfi (Terenccs 
in meaning every time )'-OU encountered tl1e same 
\vords. \1/e l1ad bce11 talking about tl1c \Vord ''ra inbo\v." 

P. Absolutely rigl1t. I 'm sure you t111dcrstand tl1at ill)'

only interest in n1aking tl1at point is to get tl1c matter
straigl1t and l1elp people to get rid of tl1cir r1a'ivc illu
sions. Actually tl1erc is ,1 littlc pocn1 about a rai11bo\v
you kno\v: ''My l1cart leaps tip�" and so 011-and I
can tell yoL1 quite frankly, Socrates, tl1at for me it is a
different poem every time l read it.

S. It means son1etl1i11g different to you C\1cry time?
P. Precisely. As I \vas saying, I'n1 cJifTcrent rnyself every

tin1e, and I I1,1ve cliffcre11t associations :incl responses.
Entrc 11ous, I used to like it but no,v 111orc often tl1an
not it leaves me cold.

S. It is not no,v as it l1atl1 been of yore?
P. Al1! I sec you read poetry too. Tl1at's qt1itc a cl1angc

for yoti, Socrates.
S. Y cs, I tl1i11k tl1al's your point about people cl1anging.

But I an1 troubled by somctl1ir1g-tl1ot1gl1 I'n1 not sure
precisely \Vhat it is. It l1:.1s to do \Vitl1 your s11ying tl1at
it's r1 different poen1 every tin1c yot1 rc:td it, \vl1ile I
tl1ougl1t I also understood you to s,1y tl1at it \Vas al\vays
tl1e san1c poen1 tl1,1t )'Ot1 re,1d.

P. Socrates, it's )1ard to decide so111ctimcs \v)1ctl1er you
arc being sly or jt1st simplcn1inclcd. Wl1c11 ,vc say it's
tl1c san1e poem, tl1at is jt1st ,1 loose 111ar1ncr of speaking.
"fJ1c /Joe111 isn't tl1c s,tn1c al al I . We call it tl1c san1c for
convenience bcc,1t1sc tl1c lvortls arc tl1c san1c every
tin1c even tl1ougl1 tl1c n1c,1ning isn't.

S. You mean tl1e pl1ysical signs stay tl1c same, tl1ot1gl1
,vJ1at tl1cy 111ean cl1,t11gcs?

P. Precisely .
• <;. No, I don't tl1ink tl1at's qt1itc tl1c ,vay to pt1t it, bccatisc

I'm wondering ,vl1ctl1cr \VC rc,,lly ot1gl1t to call tl1c signs 
tl1c same. 
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P. Why not?
S. \Veil, sometimes I might read the poem in another

book or even in a manuscript, so the physical signs
\1/0t1ld be different even though I called the poem the
same. I clon 't tl1ink it can be the physical signs that
arc the same.

P. You do like to stretch things out. I an1 trying to ex
plai11 \vhy tl1c 111et111i11g is al\vays different and you are
still fretting \Vith the letters and \VOrds. After all, letters
ar1d \Vords arc not just marks on paper; they are signs.
Tl1e pJ1ysical marks may be different, but the signs arc
tl1e same.

S. I sec. \l../c can solve our problem by not talking about
r,l1ysical signs but about physical marks that represent
signs?

P. Frankly, Socrates, you arc trying my patience. If you
\viii f orgct about the marks, \Ve can go on to talk about

• meaning.
S. Y ot1 n1ust f orgi,,c a slO\\' old man, Psychologus. As you

said, \VC are all getting older every n1inute. But I \Vas
under tl1c impression that \Ve \vcrc talking about mean
ing all tl1c time.

/'. Wl1at do you mean? 
S. Psychologus, I admit tl1at I'm thinking of a much

simpler kind of n1caning than rainbo\VS and hearts
leaping up. TJ1osc n1attcrs arc far too complicated for
,l person like n1c to describe. Tl1ey arc so complicated
tl1at I c,1n never qt1itc remember \vhetl1er they meant
tl1c san1c to n1c at t,vo different tin1es. I've a very poor
n1cmory, you kno,v, \vl1 icl1 is \Vhy l like philosophy.
I n  a pl1 ilosopl1cr it can even be an advantage to forget
l1is old ideas. No\v ,vl1cre \\'ere ,ve?

P. Y ot1 s�1i(I \VC \Vere talking about n1caning all the time.
S. \\'ell, I tl1ink so-if 111cani11g is son1ctl1ing tl1at is rcp

rcscntccl by 111arks ancl sounds and tl1e like.
/> . Tl1at's rigl1t. 
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s. Well, since all tl1ose different 1narks represent signs,
r \Vas \Vondering if  \vl1at you called tl1c signs and \Vords
of that little poem aren't meanings just ,1s much as rain
bo\VS and l1earts leaping up?

P. Of course not.
s. Well tl1c11, \v]1at name should \Ve give to the sort of

thing that is represented by the different pl1ysical n1arks
in tl1ose diff ercnt books?

P. I've already said they arc signs. You could call tl1cm
words or pl1onemes or \vl1atcver you like, so long as
yot1 do.n't call them meanings. My friend Seispcrs calls
them "types.,, The diff ercnt pl1ysical 111arks are "to
kens," and wl1at t}1ey represent is a ''type.,, 

S. And a type is 11ot a meani11g?
P. I t  is certainly not \Vl1at I call a meaning.
S. Well, let us by no means call it that. But still some

tl1ing troubles me.
P. About meaning-at last?
S. Well, about 110\v a type can be tl1c san1c \Vl1en tl1c

pl1ysical marks tl1at represent it can be so different.
P. WJ1at is so strange about tl1at?
S. I \Vas \Vondering 110\v I coul(l tl1ink tl1at ,1 type \Vas tl1e

same \vl1en cacl1 of my experiences of it, my attitt1des
to,var<l it, my responses to i t  arc so diff crent. Yot1
kno,v, \vl1ether I am hungry or sleepy, or l1appy or in
pain, \vl1enevcr I encounter tl1osc difl"ere11t tokens I still
tl1ink that they represent tl1e san1e type.

P. Tl1at i s  precisely wl1at I ,1m getting at. Tl1c \Vords of
the poem arc always tl1e same, tl1ough tl1cir meaning
i s  al,vays different .

• <;. Ah, tl1ank you, Psycl1ologus. You l1avc clarified my 
thougl1ts on these matters. 

P. Not at all, Socrates. It is a pleasure to talk to ,1 man
who can still continue to learn at st1cl1 ,in adva11ccd ,1gc.

End of Dialogue 
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B. Reprotl11cibility: Psyclzologistic Objections
Mcani11g is ar1 ,1ITair of consciousness, and the fundamental 

characteristic of consciousness, as Hume, for all his psychol
ogism, acutely observed, is that i t  is al\vays consciousness of 
sometl1ir1g. 7 One of tl1e most brilliant passages in Coleridge's 
BiogrttfJ/1it1 Litert1rit1 is l1is use of this insight to attack the 
cmpirico-psycl10Jogistic notion of perception, according to 
\vl1icJ1 the thing tl1at one secs \vhcn one looks at a table is one's 
pcrccptio11 of ,1 t,1ble. 1-lo\v odd, observed Coleridge, \vhen \Ve 
al\vays supJJOscd tl1at ,vc \Vere seeing a table!S To speak of 
perceptions ir1stead of ''tables'' is precisely the sort of mis
placed sopl1istication tl1at is found in the psychologistic account 
of mea11ing, according to \vl1ich \Vl1at one understands is really 
one's perception of or response to a meaning. Bt1t the remark
able f ,1ct of co11sciousness is tl1at the objects of its a\vareness 
arc 11ot tl1e sa1ne as lite sl1bjcctive "perceptions," ''processes,'' 
or ''acts'' \vl1icl1 arc c.lirectcd to,vard those objects. My percep
tion of a visible object like Coleridge's table or of a nonvisible 
object like a pl1oncme can vary greatly from occasion to oc
casion, ancl yet \vl1at I an1 conscious of is nevertl1eless the same 
table, tl1e san1c pl1011emc. 1·11is t1nivcrsal fact of consciousness 
ca11r1ot be explai11cd in orclinary psychologistic terms.9 Either 
it 111t1st be igr1orcd, or its existence, by some circumlocution, 
clcniccl. 

Tl1c goal-dircctcclness of n1cntal acts, by virtue of \Vhicl1 
son1ctl1i11g ca11 rcn1ain tl1c same for consciousness even though 
one's perspective, emotion, state of health n1ay vat)', is par-

7. Sec Tr,•atisc of I/ 11111,111 Nllt11r,•, Bk. I,  Sec. 6: "\Vhen I enter
n1ost intin1ately into \vhat I call ,11ys<'lf, I al\vays stun1ble on son1e 
particular perception or other, of heat or cold, light or sh�de, l�vc or 
hatred, pain or pleasure. I never can catch 111)'st•I/ at any t1n1� \Vt.�hout 
a perception, and never can observe anything but the perception. 

8. /Ji,,.s;raJ>bia l.iter<1ria, cc.J. J.  Sha\vcross (2 vols. London, 1907),
/, J 79. 

9. Sec l·lun1c, 1·,,·ati.vt•, 13k. I ,  Appendix: "If perceptions arc dis
linct existences, they f or,n a ,vholc only by being conn�ctcd togcthcr.
13ut no connexions .1n1ong distinct existences arc ever d1scovcrable by
hun1an understanding." 
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ticularly important in a consideration of meaning. Tl1is dis
tinction between \vhat is ''going on in the mind'' on the one 
hand, and \Vl1at the mind is averted to on the other, is not, 
ho\vever, a special conception devised for its convenience in 
defending the self-identity of verbal mea11ings. It is a character
istic element in all acts of consciousness. 

In phenomenology, the philosopl1ical tradition tl1at l1as most 
fully explored the distinction between mental objects and 
mental acts, this objcct-directedness of consciot1s11ess 11as been 
called ''intentionality''-a \vord tl1at mt1st be accepted for 
\Vant of a better. 10 I n  tl1e standard phenomenological vocab
ulary the basis for n1y criticisn1 of tl1c psycl1ologistic concep
tion of meaning \VOt1ld be stated as follo\vs: An t111lin1ite(l nt1m
ber of different intentional acts can intend (be averted to) tl1c 
very same intentional object. Since mea11ing, like anytl1ing else 
that consciousness is avertecl to, is an intentional object (tl1at 
is, something there for consciot1s11ess), and since verbal n1ean
i11g is a meaning like any otl1cr, the poi11t can be n1ade more 
specific by saying tl1at {111 1111li111itetl 11111,zber of tliffere,11 i11te11-
1io11al acts ca,1 i111e11(/ 1/ze .\·c1111e verbc,l 111ec111i11g. This is, of 
course, tl1e crucial point in deciding \vl1etl1er it is possible to 
reproduce a verbal meaning. Like any otl1er intentio11al object, 
it is in principle reproducible. Tl1e psycl1ologistic deni,11 of tl1is 
docs not stand up to experience. 

What led to this denial in tl1c first place \Vas, I think, a con
sideration that really had no connection \Vith tl1c inadequate 
tenets of the psycl1ologistic position. TJ1e kind of psycl1ologism 
that prevails among skeptical interpreters ust1ally amot1nts to a 
confusion of verbal meaning ,vith significance.-a confusion 
that I have already tried to ttnravel. 1 1  Wl1cn someone says, 
''My re.sponse to a text is different every tin1c [ read it," l1c is 
certainly speaking tl1e trutl1; he begins to speak falsely \vl1en l1e 
identifies his response \Vitl1 tl1c meaning l1c l1as construed. Fur
thermore, he is wrong \1/hen l1e identifies l1is response \Vitl1 

10. For a definition of intentionality see Appendix I ,  pp. 2 17-2 1 .
1 1 .  Sec Chap. l ,  Sec. 8, and Chap. 4, Sec. C.
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subjective acts alone. As soon as he makes his own response 
an object of consideration, he is concerned witl1 another kind 
of meaning (i.e. significance) that is potentially as determinate 
c1r1d reproducible as verbal 1neaning itself. The fact that he can 
disct1ss, remember, clescribe, and even ,vrite abot1t his response 
proves tl1is point beyond doubt. 

Tl1is is not to deny tl1at an interpreter's response-that is, 
tl1e more or less pcrso11al significance he attacl1cs to a verbal 
n1eaning-cannol actually alter the character of the verbal 
meaning l1e co11strues. Of course this can happen, and i t  may 
in fact happen very frequently. Ho,vever, it generally docs so 
precisely bcc,1use tl1c interpreter has not troubled to distin
gt1isl1 bct,veen l1is response and ,vhat l1e is responding to-an 
illustratior1 of tI1c ,vay interpretive theories tend to confirm 
tl1en1selves. If a reader cannot distinguisl1 bct,veen ,vhat some
one's text n1e,1ns and ,vl1at it means to J1imself, then obviously 
for sucl1 a reader tl1e distinction could l1ave no empirical con
firmation. It is tl1crefore of some practical value to remember 
that 11eitl1er in fact r1or ir1 logic is a verbal meaning the same as 
any of tl1c cot111tlcss relatic)nal con1plexcs ,vithin ,vJ1ich it can 
forn1 ,1 part. 

If tl1is distinctio11 is made, tl1cre is rio in1portant reason for 
anyor1e to insist on tl1e tinlikely ancl untestable hypothesis that 
one man's verbal n1cani11g is al,vays necessarily different from 
another's, for tl1c prin1ary cause of tl1e insistence has been a 
conft1sion of verbal n1caning ,vith significance. Jt is true that 
tl1e significa11ce of a text for one person is not altogctl1cr the 
san1e ,ts for anotl1cr, bcc,1usc the men thcn1sclvcs and tlterefore 
tl1eir pcrsor1al rclationsl1ips to a particular verbal meaning arc 
cliff crcnt. 8t1t tl1is t1ndot1btcd fact cannot legitimately be ex
tended to verbal meaning as ,veil as personal significance. If, 
as experience sl10,vs, tile san1c meaning can be intended �y 
different intentional acts of one person at different mon1cnts in 
tin1e, tl1en tl1at is a reasonable ,varrant for tl1e hypotl1csis that 
tl1e san1c meaning can be intended by tl1c diff ercnt intention�! 
acts of different pcrso11s. And if verbal n1eaning is, by dcfini-
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tion, meaning that can -be shared, then it  is reasonable to be
lieve tl1at verbal meaning exists. Obviously, its very existence 
depends upon its reproducibility. At  tl1c last ditcl1 few would, 
I think, be so eccentric as to deny tl1e sl1arability of meaning. 
To \vl1on1 and to wl1at purpose \Vould they address tl1eir denial? 

C. REPRODUCIBILITY: I·I ISTOilICISTIC OBJECTIONS

It is one tl1ing to say blankly tl1at we can never ''truly'' under
stand tl1e texts of a past age; i t  is q t1ite anotl1cr tl1ing to venture 
tl1c less absolute and no dot1bt true conccptio11 tl1,1t we so111e
times cannot possibly acquire all tl1e cultural givens necessary 
for understanding an old text. TJ1is seco11d stricture obviously 
,ipplics to many texts f ron1 cultures abot1t wl1icl1 \Ve kno\V very 
little a11d also to son1e fron1 ct1lturcs ,1bout \Vl1icl1 we kno\v a 
great dc,tl. Tl1e absolute forn1 of l1istorical skepticism sl1ould 
not be conf t1scd \Vitl1 tl1is l1caltl1y cor1scious11ess of tl1e limita
tions under wl1icl1 every i11terpreter somctin1cs works. 011ly the 
absolt1tc form of radical l1istoricis1n tl1rc�1tcns tl1e enterprise of
re-cogn itive interpretatio11 by l10Jding tI1at tl1c n1canings of tJ1c 
past arc intrinsically ,1licn to tis, tl1,1t \Ye l1,1vc no ''autl1cntic,, 

access to tl1ose meanings a11d tl1crcforc can 11cvcr ''trt1ly'' u11-
dcrstand tl1cm. 

By one of tl1ose typic,11 ironies in intcllectt1al l1istory (ironies 
\vl1icl1 support I·lcgel's tl1cory tl1at ]1uman tl1ot1gl1t evolves by 
negating itself) it l1as been a development of l1istoricism itself 
wl1icl1 in tl1c present day l1as r�1ised tl1c most persistent objec
tions to .tl1e possibility of l1istorical kno\vledge. 1-listoricism 
began \vitl1 tl1e belief tl1,1t ,111 l1t1n1an ct1ltt1rcs \Vere in11ncdiatc 
to God; tl1at \Vas its root concept i11 its inat1gural years from 
1-Ierder to Ranke. Every ct1ltt1r,1I er,1 \V,1s, to 11sc J-Icr<lcr's
mctapl1or, anotl1er n1elody in tl1c divine sympl1ony, a11d every
melody l1ad its o\vn divine indivi,lt1al it y . 1 2  TI1t1s l1istoricism

12. J. G. 1-lcrdcr, Sa,111111/iche JVt•rke, ed. 13. Suphan (33 vols. I3crlin,
1877-19 )3), 8, 3 1 4  f.; /8, 282 f.
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first insisted that every culture \Vas \vorth kno\ving for its O\vn 
sake, "as i t  really \Vas," but \Vith Hegelian and Lovcjovian in
evitability tl1is en1pl1asis on the individual ity of different cul
tures }1as now c,1olved into an emphasis on the unbridgeable 
gt1lf bet,vecn 011e ct.1lture and anotl1er. From Dilthey's concep
tion tl1at hu.n1an consciousness \Vas constituted by its historical 
givens 1 :i_an idea tl1at \Vas implicit in Herder-it \Vas not a 
very long step to I-Jeideggcr's conception of the temporality 
and l1istoricity of J1uman being. Tl1e earlier emphasis on in
dividuality ,vl1icl1 l1,1d given significance to the study of other 
cultures in tl1eir o,vn rigl1t became, by one or t\VO turns of the 
I-Iegelia11 gyrc, an empf1asis on the impossibility of studying
otl1er cultures i11 tl1cir O\vn rigl1t. Tl1e past became ''ontica]ly 
alien,, to tis.

Tl1is pl1ilosopl1ical f orn1 of radical historicism lent intellec
tt1al respectability to a prevalent and popular form of historical 
sclf-consciot1sness \vl1icl1 }1ad already created an atmosphere 
of skepticisrn regarding tl1e genuine kno,vability of past cul
tt1res. By popular I1istoricism I 111ean tl1c kind of assumptions 
t1nclcrlyi11g, for cxan1ple, all tl1e rect1rrent magazine articles 
that gravely describe tl1e latest portentot1s peculiarities of tl1c 
latest "yot111ger generation," or those assumptions 11nderlying 
tl1e ct1lt of tl1e 11c\v and tl1e f celing tl1at one can or cannot think 
or act ir1 a partict1lar \Vay ''in tl1is day and age.'' Tl1e possible 
cxan1plcs arc so nun1erous and tl1c assun1ptions so ,videly 
spread arid so deeply cngrai11ed in tl1e popular n1ind tl1at sucl1 
J1istoricis111 is capable of n1aking itself trt1e. For in tl1e realm of 
ctllttirc a belief or opi11ior1 is as real as an en1pirical fact and, 
give11 enot1gl1 ct1rrency, becon1es itself a11 en1pirical fact tl1at 
must be reckoned ,vitl1. Consequently, tl1e popular cmpl1asis 
on tl1c radical difTcrentness of ct1ltural eras-or even on the 
radical differentness bct\vcen 011e clecade and a11otl1er-has 

1 3 .  G. tvfisch und others, eds., ll'i//,(•/111 J)iltlt,•ys G,•sa111111,•/t('
,\'c:hri/1,•11 (8 vols. J.eipzig untl 13crlin, J 9 1 3-36), 7, 3�: "Denn n1an 
st<>sst hicr chcn an die Gcschichtlichkeit des n1cnschlichcn Bc,vusst
scins als cine Grundcigcnschaft t!cssclbcn." 
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tended to obliterate sensitivity to sameness amid i1istorical
change and has Jent broad crede11cc to tl1c vie\V tl1at we cannot 
"truly" understand the texts of anotl1cr age. 

Tl1is kind of l1istoricism, like ti1e psyc11ologism to \vl1ich it is 
intimately related, is not a ti1eory tl1at is capable of empirical 
confirmation or falsification. TJ1at its tc11cts ,tre 11igl1ly trnlikcly 
to be true I argtre in some detail in Appendix II, \vl1erc I 
criticize the only substantial def cnse of radical J1istoricism in 
tl1c field of J1ermeneutics-tl1at of H. G. Gadamer. I-Jere I s11all 
sin1ply develop a fc\V brief distinctio.ns tl1at \Viii isolate tl1e 
general dogn1a of l1istorical skepticisrn f ron1 tl1e more limited 
a11d reasonable doubts tl1at any interpreter migl1t e11tertain in 
a particular case \vitl1 respect to understanding a partict1Jar 
complex of verb11l .n1car1ings f rorn tl1e past. 

In tl1e first place, r,tdical l1istoricisn1 sl1ot1ld be disti11guisl1ed 
from the poptrlar, indeed nearly tiniversal, co11victio11 tl1at 
every age n1ust reinterpret for itself tl1c texts of tJ1c 1>ast. Tl1is 
doctrine is as mucl1 a dcscriptio11 of f act as a tnoral in1pcrative: 
Every past age l1as clone just tl1at, and every f t1tt1re age will 
110 dot1bt continue to do so. J--lo,vcver, it is a 111istake to vic,v 
tl1is doctrine as cqt1ivalcnt to tl1e ra(lical J1istoricist dogma tl1at 
every age 1111tlcrstt11 1tls tl1e texts of tl1e p,lst difTcrcntly, an(I tl1at 
no age truly t1ndcrstar1ds tl1e1n as tl1cy \Vere, for it is not true 
tl1at a ''reinterpretation'' is tl1e sa111e ,ts a ",IifTercnt under
standing." To tl1ink so is to identify an t1nderstanding of a text 
\vith tl1e pec11liaritics and complexities of \vritten i11terpreta
tion; it is to cor1fuse tl1e s11btilitt1s i11tellege11tli \Vitl1 tl1c s11b-
1ilit<1s ex1Jlic<111tli. TJ1is clisti11ction is laid out al gre,ltcr lengtl1 
in Cl1aptcr 4, but I l1avc me11tioncd it briefly l1crc bcca11se 
failt1re to be a\vare of it  \VOL1ld reinforce tl1e plaltsibility of 
radical J1istoricism. l ·I

Anotl1er distinction tl1at sl10L1lcl be clra\vn is tl1at bet\veen tl1c 
general probability tl1at \VC can unclerstan,1 a contemporary 
better than ,1 preclecessor, and tl1e partictilar prob:tbility tl1at 

14 . Sec Chap. 4, Secs. A and 13.
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may obtain in a particular case. It is generally probable that a 
\von1an \viii live longer tl1an a man, but this general probability 
is a 11sclcss ,1bstraction \Vhcn ,ve confront a healthy man of 
fifty ar1d a woman of tl1e same age ,vho l1as lung cancer. I t  is 
altogctl1cr possible, for example, that Lucan ,vas better under
stood by I-Iousm,111 tl1an by many of Lucan's contemporary 
reaclers, ar1d it is even n1orc probable that Blake is better 
unclcrstoocl by scl1olars today than l1c ,vas understood by any 
of l1is co-11tcmporaries. It should be remembered that the lan
gt1agc and ,tss11n1ptions ,vithin a culture can be highly variable, 
so tl1at it n1igJ1t easily be tl1e case. tl1at a modern reader could 
J1ave lear11ed tI1e partic11lar language of a particular author 
more irrtimatcly tl1an ar1y contcn1porary ,vJ10 spoke the "same'' 
language. 

TJ1is last point discloses one of tl1c most vulnerable concep
tions in raclical l1istoricism. The radical historicist is rather 
scr1ti1ne11trtlly ,1tt,1cl1cd to tl1e belief tl1at only our o,vn cultural 
entities J1ave ''at1tl1entic'' in1mediacy for us. That is ,vl1y ,vc 
ca11r1ot "tr11ly'' 11nc.lersta11d tl1e texts of tl1e past, such "true" 
undcrsta11cli11g being rescrvccl for conten1porary texts, and all 
unclcrsta11cli11g of tl1c past beir1g ''abstract'' and "constructed." 
I3t1t, i11 fact, all t111dcrstanding of cultural entities past or 
presc11t is ''constructecl. '' Tl1e various langt1ages of a culture. 
(taki11g "la11g11agc'' i11 tl1c bro�1dest possible sense) arc acquired 
tl1rot1gl1 lear11i 11g, a11cl 11ot inborn. F11rtl1ermore, since all the 
vario11s Jar1gt1,1ges of a ct1ltt1rc arc lear11ed by more tl1an one 
pcrso11, tl1ey can, i111plicitly, be learned by any person ,vl10 
takes tl1c trot1blc to ,1cq11irc tl1em. And 011cc a person l1as truly 
acquirccl a la11gt1agc it cJoes not n1atter 110,v l1c n1anaged to clo 
so-\vJ1etJ1er by rote ar1cl co11stant cxpost1rc like a three-ycar
olcl or by cliscipli11ecl applicatio11 and self-conscious design. 
Tl1erc is no i111111ec.liacy in t111dcrsta11cli11g citl1cr ,1 contemporary 
or a prccleccssor, ,111cl tl1cre is no ccrtai11ty. In all cases, ,vl1at 
\vc t111dcrsta11d is a co11strt1ction, arid if the construction 11ap
pc11s to be t111tl1ir1ki11g a11d at1tor11atic, it is not necessarily n1orc
vital ancl at1tl1c11tic for tl1at. 
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One can make distinctions, present examples, expose mis

conceptions, but one can never prove or disprove the dogma 
of radical historicism. 1 li We can never be sure tl1at we have 
''truly'' understood a text from tl1e past any more tl1an we can 
be sure \Ve have understood one from our own time. Generally, 
we are more likely to get a contemporary text rigl1t, but this 
general likelil1ood docs not automatically l1old in any particular 
instan.cc (where factors of temperament, kno\vlcdgc, diligence, 
and luck arc decisive), and interpretation is al\vays concerned 
\vitl1 particular texts. But \Vhile tl1c position of radical his
toricism is very probably false, one must acknowledge that its 
adl1crcnts, particularly those of a Heideggcria11 cast, l1old to its 
tenets as to a religion-and the claims of a religion arc ab
solute. Ultimately or1c simply accepts tl1en1 or rejects tl1em. 

D. DI�TEltt\'t lNACY: VEltllAI, l\-tEANING AND 1'\'f>IFICATION

Reproducibility is a quality of verbal n1ea11i11g tl1at makes in
terpretation possible: if meaning \Vere not reprodt1ciblc, it 
could not be actualized by son1cone else and tl1cref ore could 
not be understood or interpreted. Dctern1i11acy, on the other 
l1and, is a qt1ality of meaning requirecl in order tl1at tl1erc be 
sometl1ing to reprodt1cc. Determinacy is a necessary attribute 
of any sl1arable meaning, since an ir1dctern1in,tC)' cannot be 
sl1arcd: if a meaning \Vere indeterminate, it \VOl1ld }1avc no 
boundaries, no self-idc11tity, ,:tn(l tl1ereforc col1ld l1avc no 
identity ,vitl1 ,t meaning cntcrtai11ecl by sorneonc else. But 
dctcrn1inacy docs not mean dcfinite11ess or precisio11. Un
doubtedly, most verbal n1eanings arc in1prccisc ancl an1bigu
ous, and to call tl1em sucl1 is to ack110\vledgc tl1eir detern1inacy: 
tf1cy arc \VJ1at tf1ey are-nan1cly ,11nbigt1ot1s ,111d imprecise
and tf1cy arc 11ot u11ivocal anti precise. l'l1is is anotl1er \Vay of
saying tl1at an an1bigt1ot1s meani11g J1as ,1 bounclary like any 
otl1cr verbal meaning, and tl1at 011e of tl1e fror1ticrs 011 tl1is 

15 . Sec Appendix II ,  pp. 256-58.

44 



D. Deter1ni11c,c·y: Verbt1l Mea1zi11g and Typification

boundary is tl1at between ambiguity and univocality. Some 
parts of the boundary might, of course, be thick; that is, there 
might at some points be a good many submeanings that be
longed equally to the meaning and not to it-borderline mean
ings. However, such ambiguities ,vould, on another level, 
simply serve to define the character of the meaning so that 
any overly precise construing of i t  would constitute a mis
understanding. Determinacy, then, first of all means self-iden
tity. TJ1is is the minimum requir.ement for sharability. \Vithout 
it neitl1er comn1unication nor validity in interpretation ,vould 
be possible. 

But by determinacy I also mean something more. Verbal 
meaning \Vould be determinate in one sense even if i t  ,vere 
merely a locus of possibilities-as some theorists have con
sidered it. Ho\vever, this is a kind of determinacy that cannot 
be shared in any act of understanding or interpretation. An 
array of possible meanings is no doubt a determinate entity 
in tl1e sense that it is 11ot an array of act11al meanings; thus, it too 
has a boundary. But tl1e l1un1an mind cannot entertain a pos
sible meaning; as soon as tl1e meaning is entertained i t  is actual. 
"In that c,1se, tl1en," the proponent of such a vie\v might argue, 
"let us consider tl1e text to represent an array of different, 
t1c111a/ meanings, corresponding to different actual interpreta
tions.'' Btit this escape from tl1e frying pan leads right into the 
an1orpl1ot.1s fire of indeterminacy. Such a conception really 
denies the self-identity of verbal meaning by suggesting that 
tl1e n1eaning of tl1c text can be one tl1ing, and also another, 
difTerent tl1ing, and also another; and tI1is conception (,vhich 
has notl1ing to do \vitl1 tl1e ambigt1ity of meaning) is simply a 
denial tl1at tl1e text 111cans anytl1ing in particular. I l1ave already 
sl10\v11 th,tt st1cl1 a11 indetern1inate meaning is not sharable. 
Wl1atcver it n1,1y be, it is not verbal meaning nor anyt11ing that 
could be validly i11terpreted. 

"TJ1en," says tl1c advocate of rich variousness, "let �s �e 
more precise. Wl1at I ret1lly n1can is tl1at verbal meaning is 
I1istorical or ten1poral. I t  is son1ething in particular for a span 
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of time, but it is something different in a different period of
time." Certainly tl1e proponent of sucl1 a view cat1not be rc
proacl1ed ,vith tl1e accusation tl1at l1e makes verbal meaning 
indctcrn1inate. On the contrary, he insists on tl1e self-identity 
of mcani11g at any moment of time. But, as I I1ave pointed out 
in my critique of Gadamcr's theory (Appendix II), tI1is remark
able, quantum-leap tl1cory of meaning I1as no foundation in 
the nature of linguistic acts nor docs it provide ar1y criterion of 
validity in intcrprctatior1. 1n If a meaning can cl1a11ge its identity 
and in fact docs, tl1cn ,ve have no norm for jti<lging ,vhethcr 
,ve arc encotintering tl1e real mca11ing in a cl1a11gcd form or 
son1e spurious meaning tl1at is prctc11di11g to be the one ,vc 
seek. On·cc it is admitted tl1at a meaning can cl1angc its char
acteristics, then tl1erc is no \Vay of findi11g tI1c true Cinderella 
among all the contenders. TI1ere is no dcpcnclablc glass slipper 
\VC can use as a test, since tl1c old slipper ,viii no longer fit the 
ne,v Cinderella. To tl1e interpreter tl1is lack of a stable norma
tive principle is equivalent to tl1e indctcr111inacy of meaning. 
As far as his interests go, tl1c n1eaning coulcl l1ave been defined 
as indeterminate from tl1e start and l1is preclicament \Vould 
l1ave been precisely tl1e same. 

When, tl1erefore, I say tl1at a verbal meaning is determinate 
I mean that it is an entity ,v}1icl1 is self-identical. Furthermore, 
I also mean that it is an entity wl1icl1 al,vays remains the same 
from one moment to tl1c ncxt-tl1at it is changeless. Indeed, 
these criteria ,vere already implied i11 the requirement that 
verbal meaning be reproducible, that it be al,vays tl1e same in 
differe11t acts of c.onstruing. Verbal m.eaning, then, is \Vl1at it is 
and not som.ething else, and i t  is always the same. Tl1at is \Vltat 
I mean by determinacy. 

A determinate verbal n1eaning requires a determining \Viii. 
Meaning is not made determinate simply by virtue of its being 
represented by a determinate seqt1cnce of \Vords. Obviously, 
any brief ,vord sequence could represent quite different com-

16. Sec pp. 249-50.
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plexcs of verbal meaning, an<l tl1e same is true of Jong \Vord 
scqt1ences, tl1ot1gl1 it is less obvious. If that \Vere not so, com
petent and intelligent speakers of a language ,vould not dis
agree as tl1cy <lo about tl1e meaning of texts. But if a deter
minate ,vord scqt1ence docs not in  itself 11ecessarily represent 
one, particular, self-identical, unchanging complex of meaning, 
tl1en tl1e dctcrn1i11acy of its verbal meaning must be accounted 
for by some otl1er discriminating force \vhich causes the mean
ing to be 1/1is instead of 1/1at or t/1at or tl1at, all of ,vhich i t  could 
be. TJ1at discrin1inati11g force must involve an act of ,vii), since 
unless one particular complex of meaning is  lville<l (no matter 
110\v ''ricl1 '' and ''various'' i t  might be), there ,vould be no 
distinction bet\vce11 ,vl1at an author docs mean by a ,vord 
sequence a11d ,vhat he coul(I mean by it. Determinacy of verbal 
meaning rcqt1ires an act of will. 

It is sometimes said that "meaning is determined by context," 
but tl1is is a very loose ,vay of speaking. It is true tl1at the sur
rounding text or the situation in ,vhich a problematical ,vord 
scqt1cnce is f ot1nd tends to narro,v tl1e meaning probabilities for 
tl1at partict1lar ,vord sequence; otl1er,vise, interpretation ,vould 
be J1opeless. And it is a measure of stylistic excellence in an 
author tl1at l1e sl1ot1ld have managed to formulate a decisive 
context for any particular ,vord sequence ,vithin his text. But 
tl1is is certainly not to say tl1at context determines verbal mean
ing. At best a context determines the guess of an interpreter 
(tl1ougl1 his constrt1ction of tl1e context may be ,vrong, and his 
guess correspondingly so). To speak of context as a deter
minant is to confuse an exigency of interpretation ,vith an 
autl1or's determining acts. 1 ; An author's verbal meaning is 
Jimited by linguistic possibilities but is determined by his 
actualizing an(l specifying some of those possibilities. Cor
respondingly, tl1e verbal meaning that an interpreter construes 
is determinc(f by /1is act of ,viii, limited by those same. pos
sibilities. Tl1c fact tl1at a partict1lar context has led the inter-

17. On the nnturc of n context sec Chnp. 3,  Sec. B, PP· 86-88.
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prcter to a particular choice does not change the fact that the 
determination is a choice, even when i t  is unthinki11g and 
automatic. Furthermore, a context is somctl1ing that J1as itself 
been determined-first by an autl1or and tl1en, tl1rougl1 a 
construction, by an interpreter. I t  is not somctl1ing tl1at is 
simply there witl1out anybody having to make any determina
tions. 

WJ1ile tl1e author's \Viii is a formal requirement for any deter
minate verbal meaning, it is quite evident that \Viii is not the 
san1e as meani11g. On tl1e otl1er l1and, it is eqltally evident that 
verbal meaning is not the same as tl1e ''content'' of ,vl1ich an 
autl1or is conscious. TI1at point has already been 1nade in 
Chapter 1 . 1 8  An author almost al\vays means more tl1an l1e is 
a\vare of meaning, since he cannot explicitly pay attention to 
all tl1e aspects of l1is meaning. Y ct I l1avc insisted tl1at meaning 
is an affair of consciousness. In wl1at sense is a 1neaning an 
object of consciousness even \vl1en one is not a,vare of it? 
Consider tl1e example given in tl1e earlier p�1ssagc jt1st referred 
to, in \Vhicl1 a speaker admits l1e meant sometl1i11g l1e was not 
a\vare of meaning. Such an admission is possible because he 
conceived l1is meaning as a ,vhole, and on reflection later 
perceived tJ1at tl1c ltnattcnded meaning properly falls \Vithin 
that \Vl1ole. That is, in fact, tl1e only ,vay tl1e speaker's admis
sion could be true. 

Wl1at kind of \Vl1ole is i t  tl1at could contain ,l meaning even 
though tl1e meaning \vas not explicitly there? And 110\V can such 
a generous sort of entity still have very stern barriers ,vhich 
exclude other meanings tl1at tl1c at1tl1or migl1t actually l1avc 
been attending to, as well as countless others that l1e ,vas not? • 

Clearly tl1is remarkable characteristic of verbal meaning is the 
crucial one to examine. 

Suppose I say, in a casual talk \Vitl1 a friend, ''Notl1ing 
pleases me so much as tl1c Third Symphony of Beethoven." 
And my friend asks me, "Docs i t  please you more tl1an a S\Vim

18 .  Sec. E. See also this chapter, Sec. E. 
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in tl1e sea on a hot day?'' And I reply, "You take me too 
literally. I meant tl1at no lvork of art pleases me more than 
BcetJ1oven 's Tl1ird." Ho\v \Vas my ans\vcr possible? How did 
I kno\v th,1t ' 1 ,1 swim in the sea'' did not fall under \vhat I meant 
by ''tl1ings tl1at please me''? (The hyperbolic use of "nothing'' 
to stand for ' ·no \Vork of art'' is a common sort of linguistic 
extension ar1,I can co11stitt1te verbal meaning in any context 
\vl1ere it is com111t111ic,1ble. My friend could have understood 
me. J-fc misundcrst,1nds for tl1e sake of the example.) Since I 
\vas 11ot tJ1inking citl1er of ''a s\vim in tl1e sea'' or "Brueghel's 
l-Jc1y Gc11/1eri11g," son1e principle in my meaning must cause 
it to excl t1cJe the first and include the second. This is possible 
because I n1eant a certain type of ''thing that pleases me'' and 
\villed ,111 possible members belonging to that type, even though 
very fc\v of tl1ose possible members could have been attended 
to by n1e. Tl1us, it is possible to \Viii an ct cetera \Vithout in the 
least being a\vare of all the individual members that belong 
to it. The accept,1bility of any given candidate applying for 
membersl1ip in tl1e et cetera depends entirely on the type of 
\Vl1ole meaning tl1at I \villed. Tl1at is to say, tl1e acceptability of 
a subn1eaning depends upon the c111t/1or's notion of the sub
suming type wl1enever this notion is sharable in the particular 
linguistic circumstances. 

Tl1e definition of verbal n1eaning given earlier in this chapter 
can no\v be expanded and made more descriptive. I said before 
tl1at verbal meaning is whatever an autl1or wills to convey by 
l1is use of linguistic symbols and \Vhich can be so conveyed. 
Now verbal meaning can be defined more particularly as a 
lvi/lecl ty/Je which an author expresses by linguistic symbols 
and which can be understood by another through those sym-

• • • 
bols. It is essential to emphasize the concept of type since. it_ is 
only tl1rough this concept that verbal meaning can be (as it is) 
a determinate object of consciousness and yet transcend (as 
i t  docs) the actual contents of consciousness. 

A type is an entity \Vith t\VO decisive charactcr}stics. Firs�, i t
is an entity that l1as a boundary by virtue of ,vh1ch something 
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belongs to it or does not. In this respect it .i s  like a class, though
it has the advantage of being a more unitary concept: a type 
can be entirely represented in a single instance, while a class 
is usually t11ought of as an array of instances. The second de
cisive characteristic of a type is that it can al\vays be repre
sented by more than one instance. When ,ve say that two in
stances arc of the same type, ,ve perceive comn1on (identical) 
traits in the instances and allot tl1esc common traits to the type. 
Thus a type is an entity tf1at has a boundary by virtt1e of ,vhich 
somctl1ing belongs to it or docs not, and it is also an entity 
\vhicl1 can be represented by different instances or diff crcnt 
contents of consciousness. It follo\vs tl1at a verbal 111eaning is 
al\vays a type since othcr\visc it could not be sl1arable: If it 
lacked a boundary, there \vould be nothing in  particular to 
share; and if a given instance could not be accepted or rejected 
as an instance of the meaning (tl1c representational character 
of a type), tl1e interpreter \vould have no way of kno\ving ,vhat 
the boundary \Vas. In order tl1at a meaning be (leterminate for 
anotl1cr it must be a type. For this reason, verbal meanings, i.e. 
sl1arcd meanings, arc al\vays types and c,tn never rclinquisl1
their type charactcr.1 0

Tl1us verbal meaning can never be limited to a t1niquc, 
concrete content. I t  can, of course, refer to unique entities, but 
only by means tl1at transcend unique entities, a11d this tran
scendence al\vays has tl1c character of a typification. Tl1is is so 
even ,vhen a verbal meaning l1as reference to sometl1ing tl1at 
is obviously unique, like 11tl1e death of Buo11aparte." ''Deatl1," 
"the,,, and "of" all retain tl1eir type cl1aracter even tl1ough tl1cir
combination might effect a particular ne,v type. Tl1e same is 
true of ''Buonaparte," for a name is  a type, and the particular 
n�me ''Buonapartc,, could not relinquisl1 its type character
\V1tl1out thereby ceasing to be a name in \Vhicl1 case i t  ,vould 
be inc?mpreh�nsiblc and unsharable. No dot1bt tl1is particular 
name 1n a particular use ,vould not l1ave a n1eaning identical to 

19 . Sec Appendix I I I ,  pp. 266-69.
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"Buonaparte'1 in another usage. But that ,vould simply mean 
tl1at tl1ey arc diff crcnt types as ,vcll as, on another level, in
stances of  tl1c sa111c type. I-lo,vever, they could never be merely 
concrete insta11ces. The detern1inacy and sharability of verbal 
me,1ni11g resides in its being a type. The particular type that it
is resides i11 tl1e at1tl1or's determining ,viii. A verbal 111ea11i11g is
(l 1vil/e(/ IY/Je. '"fl1e rest of this cl1apter and most of the next 
\viii be concerned ,vitl1 the ramifications of this concept and 
\vitl1 its capacity to clarify tl1c nattrre of verbal meaning and 
textt1al interpretation. 

E. DE'fEltl\1 1NACY: UNCONSCIOUS AND SY!'vf PTOJ\,tATIC
MEANINGS

Tl1c fact tl1at verbal meaning has to l1,1ve some kind of bound
ary i11 or(lcr to be comn1unicable and capable of valid interpre
tation docs 11ot exclude so-c,1lled unconscious meaning. The 
only requisite is tl1at an u11conscious n1eaning, ,vl1atever its 
cl1aracter, n1t1st lie ,vitl1in tl1e boundary that determines the 
particular vcrbttl n1ca 11ing tl1at is bei11g considered. In other 
,vords, tl1e pri11ciple for excluding or accepting unconscious 
n1eanings is precisely tl1e s<1me as for conscious ones. I n  many 
cases it is impossible to be st1re ,vJ1etl1er a n1eaning ,vas con
scious or u11conscious to an autI1or, and in these cases, there
fore, tl1c distinction is irrelevant. 1-Io,vever, it is ncvertl1eless 

• • • • serviceable to clarify tl1c concept of t1nconsc10\1S n1ean1ng 1n 
order to avoicl conf t1sing an ,1utl1or's verbal n1eaning ,vith his 
pcrson,tlity, n1entnlity, l1istoricity, and so on, interesting and 
relevant as tI1ese n1ay be to tl1c legitimate concerns of criticism. 

Tl1e one ncg,itive cl1aractcristic con1mo11 to all varieties of 
unconscious n1eani 11gs is tl1at tl1e autl1or ,vas not a,vare of tl1cn�. 
Obviot1sly, tl1is defir1ition is not very reassuring since there 1s 
no limit to ,vl1at :in at1tl1or n1ay not be a,vare of. Usually tltc 
term "t1nconsciot1s n1e,1ning'' refers to tl1osc meanings ,vhich 
nrc not attended to by tl1c autl1or b\1t ,vl1icl1 are ncvertl1eless 
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present in another region of l1is mind-a l�\ver region as it
\Vere which is generally called tl1c subconscious. Tl1e term is 
nor�ally restricted still f urtl1cr to tl1osc meanings in  the au
thor's subconscious mind \Vhich arc indicated by characteristics 
of his text. While this last very sensible limitation approaches 
t11e criteria for verbal meaning as define(} in tl1is cl1apter, it 
disregards one crucial clement of the definition, tl1e element 
Of \Viii. 

Wl1ilc it is possible to \Viii a great n1any tl1i11gs of \V}1ich one 
is not directly aware (for exan1plc, the cor1tinuatio11 of an ct 
cetera), it is not possible to \Viii sometl1ing against one's \Viii. 
That is a verbal contradiction \vl1 icl1 discloses a contr�idiction 
in fact. Will can extend into unknown and unnoticed regions as 
far as it likes, but it cannot rcli11quisl1 its co11ncction \Vith that 
aspect of itself \Vl1ich is conscious. For \viii invol\1cs not merely 
choices and goals, but vo/1111/(1ry cl1oiccs and goals, and again 
our habits of language remind us of tl1c consciou.s clement in 
\viii. A ''tendency" or "impt1lsc'' tl1at is totally subconscious, 
that has no strands tying it directly to  a co11scious impulse, is 
not \villed in tJ1c ordinary sense of tl1e term, nor i11 tl1e sense 
I allot to the ,vord. Sucl1 an impulse wot1ld be, precisely, in
voluntary. And even if sucl1 an involuntary impulse were dis
closed in speech, tl1at ,vould not in itself make it a constituent 
of verbal meaning. 

One obvious example is stuttering. The fact that a person 
stutters \vl1en he speaks certain \vords may indicate a great deal 
about him, but tl1ese indict1tions arc not p,1rt of }1is verbal 
meaning. TJ1cy arc, rather, involuntary accompaniments to 
meaning, that is, sy111p-10,11s of meaning, not l inguistic signs 
representing meaning. Tl1e difference bct\vccn a sign and a 
symptom consists precisely in tI1is: a sign is voluntary (ar
bitrary) and conventional, a syn1ptom involt1ntary and inde
pendent of convention. A linguistic sign is able to represent 
a range of verbal meanings precisely by virtt1c of its arbitrary 
character, ,vhilc a linguistic symptom is a nonarbitrary indica
tion of something else, just as a fever is a symptom or involun-
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tary indicatio11 of a discase.20 Symptomatic meanings may be 
of immense interest, bt1t tl1ey should not be confused with 
verbal meanings, because verbal meaning thereby Joses its 
determinacy. Tl1cre is no limit to the different things a text can 
be sympton1atic of, and there is no intrinsic reason to limit 
symptomatic meanings simply to those inhabiting the author's 
subconscious mind. 

On tl1c otl1cr J1ancJ , it \vould be a mistake to dra\v the line 
bet\vcen a sign and a symptom by a simple and crude dis
crimination tl1at ignores the variability and latitude of verbal 
meanings. If, for cxa.mplc, a husband comes home to his \vife, 
sigf1s deeply, and says, ''I'm very tired tonight," his verbal 
1ncaning n1igl1t contain, in addition to information about his 
pl1ysical state, a pica for sympathy and praise. Even if this 
pica \Vere largely t1nconscious it might still be part of the verbal 
n1caning if tJ1c conventions established by habitual usage be
t\vecn tl1e J1usbancl and \Vife made it possible for the ,vords 
"I 'm very tired tonigl1t" to convey such an implicit pica. Part 
of the convention might be tl1at tl1c phrase must be uttered 
,vitl1 a s}1,1ke of tl1c f1ead and a deep sigh, that it must not be 
st,1ted ,vitl1 reference to partictilar plans for tl1e evening, but 
only ii-fJl'OfJO!)' (/e!)· bottes, and that it must be said only \Vhen the 
l1t1sband is kno\vn to J1ave been \vorking hard. Once these 
conventions have become cstabiisl1cd (and all verbal meaning 
requires analogous generic con\rentions, as I point out in the 
11ext cl1aptcr), tl1cn it is not necessary that tl1e l1usband al,vays 
attend explicitly to all tl1e implications of l1is utterance, though 
l1c mt1st consciot1sly \viii a particular type of meaning in order 
for tl1e 1neani11g to exist at all. Verbal meanings of this sort are 
like icebergs: tl1e larger part may be submerged, but tl1e sub
n1crgcd part l1as to be connected ,vitl1 the part that is exposed. 

Tl1e iceberg n1etapl1or presents tl1e iznage of a visible sl1ape 
connected to a larger invisible sl1apc belo\v tl1c level of con
scious a\varcness. E,,en thougl1 tl1e visible n1ass is tl1e smaller 

20. Sec Charles Bally, "Qu\:st-cc-qu'un signc?" Journal ,le Psycho
logic.• 110,111"/,· ,,, />t11holo.r:iq11,•, 36 ( 1939), 16 1-74. 
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part, it determines, from the sta�dpoinl of ,1nyone examining 
the iceberg, \VJ1at belongs to tl1e iceberg as a ,vl1olc and ,vhat
docs not belong. Any part of tl1e ,vholc tl1at is not continuous 
\Vith t11c n1ass above tl1c st1rfacc can11ot be part of tl1c iceberg. 
If there is somctl1ing do,vn belo\V ,vhicl1 is separate and dis
continuous, then it must eitl1cr be indepe11<lcnt or belong to 
something else. Pl1ysical analogies arc dangerous, but in tl1is 
case the analogy holds. TJ1c self-identity of a verbal mea11ing 
depends on a coherence tl1at is at le,1st partly ,1nalogous to 
pI1ysical continuity. If a text h,1s traits tl1at point to st1bcon
scious meanings (or even consciot1s ones), tl1esc bclo11g to tl1c 
verbal meaning of ti1 e text 011ly if tl1cy arc col1crcnt ,vitl1 tl1c 
consciously \viIJcd type wl1icl1 defines ti1e n1caning as a \V}10Jc. 
If suc.11 meanings arc 11oncol1ercnt ,vitl1 tl1c \villcd type, tl1cn 
they do not belong to verbal meaning ,vl1icl1 is by definition 
\Villed. As soon as 1111lvillell meaning is acJn1ittcd, tl1cn anytl1ing 
under the surface of ti1e vast sea coulcl be considered part of 
the iceberg, and verbal meaning ,voulcl l1avc 110 determinacy. 

But can tl1e distinction bet,veen a sig11 and a syn1ptom be 
made in practice? Ho,v is one to judge ,vl1ctl1cr a partict1Jar 
meaning is coherent or noncol1crcnt ,vitl1 tl1c ,villcd type? The 
principle of col1crcncc is precisely tl1c san1c as tl1c principle of 
a boundary. Whatever is continuot1s ,vitl1 tl1c visible part of an 
iceberg lies insicle its bound,1rics, and ,vl1atcvcr lies \Vitl1in 
these falls undc.r tl1c criterion of continuity. Tl1e t,vo concepts 
arc codcfining, and I l1a,1c alrcacJy sl10,vn tl1at t11e bot111dary 
principle depends on tl1 e concept of a type. Any n1caning tl1at 
l1as tl1e trait or traits by \vl1icl1 ,1 type is defi11ed l,clongs to tl1at 
type, and any meaning ,vl1icl1 lacks tl1ese traits docs not belong. 
The principle of continuity is tl1at of 1ncmbersl1ip in a type. ln 
otl1er \Vords, as I stated at tl1e begi11ni11g of tl1is section, tl1c 
principle for accepting or rejecting t1nco11sciot1s mci1nings is 
precisely tl1e same as for consciot1s 011es. 

Tl1c adec1t1acy of tl1e conception ca11 be illt1stratccl by tl1c 
example of lying. Docs tl1e vcrl>,tl mc,1ning of �1 lie consist in 
tl1c meaning tl1at a speaker ,vii ls to convey, or ,locs it also carry 
the additional meaning tl1nt ,vl1at is ,villed is deliberately false? 
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Jf a lie <lief carry tl1 is additional meaning, \Vhich is antagonistic 
to tJ1e ustral pt1rposc of lying, then on most occasions there 
\Vould be no point in telling a lie. In other \vords, if part of the 
verbal meaning of a lie \Vere that it is false, then there \vou1d 
really be no sttch tl1ing as a lie, since one part of the meaning 
\VOttld rectify tl1c f�ilsity of tl1c other part. \Ve do not say that 
someone l1 as misu11derstood a lie \vhcn he is taken in by it. 
J-le l1as understood it only too \veil; the liar's verbal meaning 
J1as been succcssf ully commt1nicated. 

But consider tl1e case of tl1e unsuccessful lie or, shall \Ve say, 
the stylistically inept lie. A boy plays hookey. His mother asks 
him later to tell her \vl1at J1appened that day at school. The boy 
blusl1cs clceply and hesitates: "Oh, er, just the usual thing. I 
had arithmetic arid er geography. 011, no, that's \vrong; \Ve
didn't t1ave gcograpl1y toda}'. I t  \Vas Englisl1 and er," and this 
is broken on· ,vitl1 a gestt1re of t1ncertainty. \Ve might suppose 
tl1at tl1c story t1ad been inst1fi1ciently rel1carscd or, better, tl1at 
st1bco11sciot1sl}1 tl1e boy clid not \Vant to lie. But \vhatcver con
clusion \ve n1igl1t clra\v, tl1e fact remains tl1at the boy did lie. 
I·Iis verbal 111ca11ing \Vas false. His stylistic incompetence \Vas 
not part of l1is \ 1crbal n1eani11g bttt \vas S}1mpton1atic of his 
consciot1s or st1bco11sciot1s t1n\villi11gness to lie.-· 

I cl1oosc tl1 is cxtrcn1c exan1plc because borderline cases are 
often tl1c n1ost inf orn1ati\ 1c ones. If verbal meaning is deter
n1 i11c,J by \viii ,111cl if, as in tl1is case, a text seems to disclose 
antitJ\etical i111pt1lscs, 110\v car1 tl1c pri11ciplc of a \Villcd type 
provide a criterio11 of col1ercncc? Arc tl1erc not l\VO disjunctive 
\villcd types, a11d tl1ercforc is tl1c n1caning not n1t1cl1 n1orc 
con1plcx tl1,,11 tl1c sin1ple co11ccptt1al n1odcl ,vot1ld suggest? I 
tl1ink tl1c proper a11s\vcr is tl1at tI1e co11ccptual n1odcl sl10,vs 
precisely 110\v to clarify st1cl1 cor11plcxitics. As long as tl1c boy 
conti11t1ecl t() lie, tl1c \villctl t)'PC rcprcsc11tecl b)' l1is ,vords in
cluclctl tl1c 111cnnino tl1at l1e l1ad been at scl1ool and excluded 
tl1c 111ca11i11g th,1t 11� l1ncl r1ot been at scl1ool. TJ1e trt1tl1-tclling 
ir11pt1lsc tl1at l1c 111igl1t also J1n,•c \villccl la)' otttsidc l1is l'erbal 
n1ca11ing bcc,1t1sc it cot1lcl 11ot be co111111t111icatc,l by l1is ,vorcts. 
If l1c s11clclc11ly broke ofr a11cl conf cssccl, tl1c11 tl1c 111caning of 
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his second statement ,vould contradict tl1at of the first, and the
meaning of the second statement would be a contrary willed
l}'pe. Thus I1is ineptitude may l1�vc �ec.n sym�tomatie of a
divided ,viii, but }1is ,,erbal n1ean1ng, l1m1ted as it ,vas by the 
linguistic signs he emplo}1e�, ,vas ,1 unity. 

This insistence on the un1t}1 of ,,erbal mcar11r1g docs not ex� 
elude the notion of a divided ,viii ,vhe·n it is expressed as a sign 
rather tha11 as a sympton1. For example, if tl1e boy l1ad said, 
"\Veil, er, maybe I ,vas at scl1ool toclay," tl1c11 f1is ur1,villingncss 
eitl1er to lie or to tell the trt1tl1 ,vot1Icl ]1,1ve been expressed 
verbally in an an1biguous ,villed type, anti l1is ,,crbal meaning 
,vould be ambiguous, since tJ1c ,vord ''1n,1ybc'' f t1nctions as a
verbal sign ratl1cr tl1an a symptomatic accon1pa11i1nent. Fur
thermore, since t11e ambiguity of tl1e !Joy's ,vii! i s  no,v d'irectly 
part of his verbal n1eaning, l1is l1alting I1esitancics of speech 
cease to be merely sympton1atic accon11>a11i1ne11ts ,111d become 
stylistic reinforcements of mea11ing. Tl1c rcasor1 tl1,1t tl1c hesi
tancies sl1oulc.J no lo11ger be cor1sidcrccl "i11volu11tary', symp
toms lying outside tl1e boundary of vcrb,11 n1caning is tl1at tl1cy 
arc no,v expressions of a ,viii tl1at lies ,vitl1in tl1c verbal ,villed 
t}1pe instead of an accompanying in1pt1lsc tl1,tt lies ot1tsidc its 
boundary. 

1-Jo\vcvcr, it ,vould be very f oolisl1 to s,ty tl1,1t syn1pton1atic,
involuntary meanings arc not a proper anti legitim,ite concern 
of criticism. In fact, tJ1ey arc one of tl1c most interestiI1g sub
jects of critical inquiry. Obviously tl1e ,nosl profitable tl1ing to 
kno\v about a li7 is that it is a Jic-,111 act of jt1dgn1cnt that 
er1tircly depends on c.Jistinguisl1ing a r11ar1's verbal n1caning 
from the symptoms and facts tl1at r11,1y betr,1y )1im. \Vl1en 
Blake said that Milton ,vrote in f ettcrs ,vl1cr1 l1e spoke of angels 
and at liberty ,vl1cn l1e spoke of devils, bcc,1t1se )1c ,vas of the
devil's party ,vithout kno,vi11g it, l1is e11tircly legitimate critical
con1ment ,vas not necessarily a comn1cnt 011 tl1e verbal meaning 
of P<ir(i<lise Lost.'.!. 1 I t  ,vas primarily a S}'n1pton1atic inference. 

21 . Tl,e A1arriaJ.Je of llet1,·e11 1111,J /Jell, J>J. 6.
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Of course, it is ,l far more interesting critical observation than 
a n1cre interpretation of verbal meaning usually is-interesting 
because it is  a comment on Milton, and on poets, and because 
it implicitly ,1sscrts tl1e superiority of Books I and II  over 
Book I I I of />(1ratlise L<Jst, a kind of critical judgment that no 
one \Vould \Vant to exorcise from literary criticism. 

1·11us, wl1cn I make the point tl1at symptomatic inferences 
arc not interpretations of verbal meaning, my purpose is not 
to suggest tl1at st1cl1 inf crcnccs arc in some \vay impure or 
illegitimate, bt1t to clarify tl1e distinction made in Chapter I 
bet\vccn meani11g ancl significance. Symptomatic, involuntary 
1neaning is part of a text's significance, just as its value or its 
present relevance is. But significance is tl1e proper object of 
criticis111, 11ot of interpretation, \Vhosc exclusive object is verbal 
n1cani11g. It is ,l cl1artcr of f reedon1 to the critic, not an inhibi
tion, to insist on tl1is distinctio11, for the liberty of the critic 
to describe the countless dimensions of a text's significance is 
closely depc11dent 011 J1is not being constricted by a confusion 
between significance f1nd n1caning. No responsible critic \Vants 
to pervert ar1d falsify tl1c meaning of a text, yet at tJ1e same time 
he docs not \Vant to be i11l1ibitcd from pursuing \Vl1atevcr seems 
n1ost v,1lt1ablc ancl uscf ul. :!2 I f  l1e recognizes tl1at verbal mcan
i11g is detcrn1i11atc, \vl1crcas significance and tJ1c possibilities 
of legiti111atc criticism arc boundless, l1c \viii l1avc overcome a 
confusion tl1at J1as, ironically, inl1ibitcd critical freedom. At 
the sar11c tin1c, l1c \viii not dismiss ligl1tly tl1c modest, and in tl1e 
old-f asl1io11c(I se11sc, pJ1ilological cff ort to find out \vJ1at an 
author mca11t-tl1c only proper foundation of criticism. 

F. J)El'EllMINACY: �11�/\NING AND SUOJECT �fATIER

WJ1en disctissing Kant's clain1 to ur1dcrstand Plato better tJ1an 
Plato l1in1sclf, I observed tl1at Kant failed to distinguish bc
t\vccn [>la to 's r11c,tr1ing and tl1e subject n1attcr to \Vhicl1 that 

22. Sec Ch&1p. 4,  Sec. E.
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· referred TI1is appare11tly si111plc clistinction is, l10\v-n1can1ng · . . . . 
ever far from easy to grasp, and 1f 1t el tided Kant, 1t 1s only 
fair '10 confess tI1at it quite tl1orougl1ly elt1d�<l n1e i11 my 
previous essay on l1ern1cncutic theory (Ap?e11d1x �). I t  is also 
a distinction tl1at Husserl failed to observe 111 \Vl1al 1s, nonctl1e
less, the niost detailed, penetrating, ancl con\1inci11g accot1nt of 
meaning that I an1 acquainted \vitl1 (Logi.rcl,e U11ters11c·/11111ge11,

Part JI). Probably tl1c first methodological, tl1ot1gl1 not totally 
satisf actor)', approxin1ation of tJ1e ,listi11ction \Vas n1ade by 
De Morgan in his brilliant essay ''011 tl1e Structt1rc of tl1e 
Syllogisn1."!!:1 In De Morgan's influential terminology tl1c dis
tinction \Vas stated as 011e bet,vee11 tl1e t1ni\1ersc as a \vl1ole and
a particular "t1niversc of discourse." De Morgan's \'Ocabulary 
is in this context less ser\1iceable tl1a11 J1is ideas, and I l1avc 
found it more uscf ul in describing tl1e delerrninacy of verbal 
meaning to define tl1e distinction ,ts one bct\veen n1caning 
and subject n1atter. 

Tl1e distinction arises f ron1 the observable fact tl1at not all 
uses of a \vord like "tree" carry tl1e san1e implicatio11s. If some
one J1eard the ,vord "tree" spoken by a cl1ild, a ,vooclsn1an, a 
botanist, or a poet, he ,vould very reasonably gt1ess tl1at in cacl1 
instance the ,vord probably carriccl diITcrc11t in1plications. 
Specifically, l1c n1igJ1t infer tl1at tl1e bota11 ist in1plic,I 11ol only 
tJ1e part of tl1c tree tl1al is above groun,t, bt1t tl1c root system 
as ,veil. A cI1ild, on tl1e other l1and, tl1ot1gl1 lie cot1l,I be a,vare 
tJ1at a tree l1as roots, migl1t mea11 simply tl1c part of tl1c tree 
tJ1at is visible. Y ct it Is a fact abot1t trees tl1at tl1ey l1avc roots. 
Docs tl1is n1can tI1at roots arc in1plie() ,villy-11illy \Vl1cn son1c
body uses the \VOrd ''tree"? Apparently not, since people (lo 
entertain and communicate implicatio11s t11at arc inadcqt1atc or 
faulty. If tl1c implications of a verbal n1cani11g \Vere invariably 

23. Augu�lu� De fvf organ, "On the Structure of 1l1c Syllogisnl, andon the Applicnt1on of the Theory of Probabilities to Questions of Argu·mcnt and Authority," Can,bri,lge l'hi/os<>phical 1·ra11sactio11.\· (Nov. 9,I 846). �ee also F. l{ossi-l.andi, Sig11ificat<>, co1111111111icazio11c e 11arlarcco1111111c? (Padua, 196 J ), pp. 249-61 .  
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determined by tl1e "objective'' character of \vhat it refers to, 
then nobody cotild ever communicate a conceptual mistake! 
Tl1ere is, tl1crcfore, a distinction bet\vccn meaning and subject 
matter. 

To define the distinction is, ho\vever, no simple task since 
subject matter is a concept that apparently makes absolute 
epistemological clain1s. There is, on the one hand, \vhat some
one in1plics by ''tree'' and, on the other, \vhat ''tree'' in fact 
really irnplics. Bt1t \v}10 is to say \Vhat "tree" rcall)1 implies? 
To asst1mc that tl1erc is some independent and uni\1ersal 
grot1nd of in1plic,1tion tl1at transcends and controls \vhat any 
in(liviclual n1igl1t n1ea11 by "tree'' is to fall into the fallacy of 
tile pt1blic COllSCOSllS, tinder \Vhich a llSe of the \VOrd \VOuld
l1avc tl1c san1c i1nplic,1tions to all, regardless of tl1e author's 
n1ea11ing. I sl1all not repeat tl1c arguments of Chapter 1 \vhich 
deny tl1e existence of st1cl1 pttblic unanimity but, instead, shall 
consiclcr tl1e qt1itc rcl,lti\1C cl1aracter of subject matter as a 
(liscrirninati11g concept. 

Wl1cn so111eor1c's n1eaning is i11con1pletc or false, \Ve arc 
able to s,ly tl1�1t it is i11a(lcqt1atc to its st1bjcct matter onl)' if \Ve 
have or bcliC\'C tl1at ,vc l1a\'C a n1orc con1plcte and truer con
ccptio11 of tl1c st1l)jcct 111attcr tl1an tl1c author has. But suppose 
,vc i11 lt1rn express ot1r st1perior conception of tl1c subject 
n1attcr a11d arc jt1dgccl by a furtl1cr critic \Vl10 believes he has a 
still truer or broaclcr co11ccption tl1an our o,vn. He in turn ,viii 
say tl1at our n1cani11g is inaclcqt1atc, and l1c ,viii do so on tl1e 
basis of a still clifTcrcnt co11ccption of tl1c st1bject matter. No,v, 
in cacl1 case tl1c jt1clg111c11t of tl1c t,vo critics migl1t be correct. 
1·11c first critic n1igl1t l1a\1c a conccptio11 tl1at is truly more 
a,lcqt1atc tl1a11 tl1c origi11,1l autl1or, a11d tl1c seco11d critic migl1t 
l1avc a co11ccptio11 n1orc adcqt1atc tl1an tl1c first. On the other 
l1an(I, 011c or botl1 of tl1c critics n1igl1t be ,vrong. Obviousl)', 
tl1e 11otion of st1bjcct n1attcr is i11 practice entirely relative to tile 
k110,vlcclgc or prcst1n1c(I k110,vlctlgc of tl1c critic. 

1'11t1s. ,vl1 ilc it 111ay be the case tl1,1t a critic l1as 011cc and for 
all rcacl1ctl ,1 totally ,1clcqt1atc co11ccptio11 of a st1bjcct n1attcr, 
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it is also true that this is not al\vays so, and i� practice subject 
ttcr is a variable conception. It \Vould be J11gl1ly presumptive 

:
a

any critic to claim that J1e had attai�cd absolt1tc kno\vlcdgc, 
although he migl1t very reaso11abl� cla1n1 a br.oaclcr �no\vledgc 
tllan the author's. It follO\VS tl1at, 111 any parl1ct1lar instance of 
criticism, subject matter is an ideal pole of kno\v)eclge \Vhicl1 is 
in fact represented by tlie present conception of tl1c critic. To 
say tl1at meaning may be different from subject matter is to say 
that an author's conception of son1ctl1ing n1ay be different from 
a critic's-\vl1icl1 is a self-evident proposition. 

But this reduction of tl1c disti11ctio11 to s<)mctl1ing self
evident cJocs not altogctl1cr resolve tl1e ,,cry real f)roblem of 
determining tl1e difference, if any, bet\vccn n1cani11g a11<.J subject 
n1atter in a particular case. I f  \Ve believe tl1at ,1ny at1tl1or or 
any person ,vould agree tl1at ,l tree l1as roots, is it 11ot reason
able to assume tl1at roots arc in1plied by tl1c ,vord "tree" in 
any usage? The autl1or n1igl1t not l1ave co11siclcrccl tl1is neccs
sar)' implication, but on rcncction lie ,vot1lcl st1rcly ,1gree tl1at 
he had to imply roots \vl1en l1c said ''tree." Tl1is argt11nc11t is, 
110\vever, misleading. It n1ay be trl1e tl1at ,tny reasonable man 
migl1t be brougl1l to admit tl1at l1e s/1011/cl l1avc i111plied ''roots" 
\vl1cn l1c said "tree," and ,1 pcrst1asive critic n1igl1t even con
vince him that l1is meaning did in fact carry tl1at irnplication. 
But tl1cre is a distinctio11 bct\veen ,vl1at a11 at1tl1or acln1its l1c 
sl1ould l1ave meant in order to en1brace a trl1e co11ception of a 
tree, and \vJ1at he migl1t actually I1ave meant. 

Furthermore, if tlte critic's cor1ccption of ,1 st1bject n1atter is 
made the ground for detcrmi11ing tl1e in1plic,1tions of an ut
terance, then it also becon1es tl1e grot1ncl for dcter1nining tJ1cir 
!ntcrrelationsl1ips and relative en1pl1ascs. Bt1l tl st1bjcct matter 
is surely nct1tral \vitl1 respect to tl1esc tl1ings. If tl1c meaning 
"roots" is implied by "tree," tl1at still cloes not inclic,1tc ,vl1cther 
"roo.t�" is a vague or higl1ly precise meaning, ,vl1ct)1er the
nutr1t1onal f u11ction of the roots is in1pliecl, ,vl1ctl1cr tl1e roots
liave :t central empl1asis or trail off i11to a dim pcnt1n1bra of
meaning. None of tl1is cot1ld be ans,vered sin1ply ,vitl1 reference 
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to st1bjcct matter, and consequently subject matter cannot 
,le1er1ni11e impl ications. Witl1 respect to a subject matter the
implications of a11 titterance remain indeterminate just as they 
do ,vitl1 respect to a putative public consensus. The proper 
grot111d for dctern1ini 11g implications is no,v to be considered. 

G. DE1'ERl'vt lNAC\J : J\,1EANING AND IMPLICATION

Most of the practical problems of interpretation are problems 
of in1plicatior1. Tl1erc arc, of course, a good many instances 
\VJ1crc tl1e 111ost primitive a11d "literal" meanings of a text can 
con1e u11clcr dispt1te, but tl1cse arc far rarer than controversies 
\vl1icl1 tt1r11 on tl1e "unsaid" meanings of a text. In the loose 
terminology of so1nc literary critics such meanings have been 
called "con11otatio11s''-tl1at is, impl ications "meant-,vith'' the 
man if est or ''clenotativc" content of a text. This use of "denota
tion" a11d "connotation'' is, of course, at variance ,vith their 
use in lc)gic, ,1ncf I f1ave abandoned tl1e ,vords altogether be
cause tl1ey f1a,1e lost tl1cir precision and because tl1crc is not 
and coulcl 1101 be a t1niversally applicable distinction bct,vcen 
prin1ary or man if est, and secondary or nonmanifcst meanings. 
No meani11g represented by ,1 verbal sign is manifest; all mean
ings n1ust be co11strued, ,ind ,vl1at is "1nanifest" in a particular 
construction 1nay not even l1avc been directly noticed by tl1e 
autl1or. (Tl1,1t is \VJ1y I placed tl1e \Vords "literal" and "unsaid" 
• • • 
111 qt1otat1011 n1arks above.) Of cot1rsc, some n1can1ngs arc 
necessarily dependent on prior or prin1ary meanings, and con
scc1 ue11tly tl1c ,vords ''denot,1tion" and ''connotation" do 
corrcspo11d to a distir1ction ,vl1osc application to a par1ic11/,1r 
text everyone n1igl1t be in agreen1ent about. Ho\vevcr, for the 
pt1rposc of adequate tl1corctical dcscriptio11, it is n.1ore us�ful 
to find tcrn1s t l1at l1avc botl1 precision and generality. I think 
tl1e con1n1011ly t1sed ter1n ''i111plication" l1as botl1 qualities. To 
say tl1at a J)artict1l,1r 111car1i11g is i111plicd by an tittcrancc is not
to i11sist tl1at it is nl\vays "t1nsaicl" or ''secondary," but oitly 
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that it is a compone11t \vitl1in a larger \vl1ole. Tl1c distinction is 

bet\veen a submeaning of an utterance and tl1e ,vholc array of 
submeanings tl1at it carries. This ,1rray, along ,vitl1 tl1c prin
ciples for generating it, I call tl1e ''n1ea11ing'' of tl1e titterancc, 
and any subn1caning belonging to tl1e array I call an ''im-
plication.'' 

Fe\V \vould deny that t}1e crucial problem in tl1e tl1cory and
practice of interpretation is to distinguisl1 bet \\'ecn possible 
implications that do belong to the n1eaning o f  a text and those 
tl1at do not belong. 2•1 I l1ave argt1ed tl1at if st1cl1 a principle of 
determinacy did not exist (a principle ttncler ,vl1icl1 ,vc accept 
or reject possible in1plications) comn1u11ic,1tion and interprc
tatio11 \vould be in1possible. Tl1e detern1inacy of verbal mean
ing is entirely depc11dent 011 tl1e determinacy o f  in1plications
tl1at is, on tl1e existence of a principle for i11clt1cling or excluding 
tl1em. Undoubted!)', the most importa11t pre)in1i11r1ry principle 
of discrin1inatio11 is tl1at \vl1icl1 distir1guis)1es verbal n1eaning 
from sig11ificance. Tl1at distinction, ,vidc)y overlooked and 
aln1ost entirely unpublicized since tl1e tin1e of Boeck11, is ,vortl1 
rec,1pitt1lating before tur11ing to tl1e gener,11 proble111 of in1-
plication. 

If, as I l1ave argued, verbal n1ea11i11g necessarily l1as tl1e cl1ar
actcr of a ,villed type tl1at can be co11vcyccl tl1rot1gl1 linguistic 
signs, then significance \VOt1ld be any mea11ing \Vl1icl1 l1as a 
relation to tl1e verbal n1ca11i11g so dcfi11ec_l-110 matter 110\v 
neutral, descriptive, or tame tl1e related n1eaning migl1t be. 
Tl1us, if it is said tl1at Gibbo11's co111111e11ts 011 st1perstition re
flect tl1e commo11 attitt1dcs of l1is o,vn tin1c, t11at ,vot1ld point 
out a meaning of Gibbon's \Vork to l1istorical ge11cralitics, but 
11ot a meaning i,1 tl1e ,vork itself. Tl1e diITerc11ce bet,vccn tl1csc 

24. Classic examples of tJ1e problem arc f oun<.I in \Vil l ian1 Empson,
,'ie,·t·11 Typ,·s <>/ .-1111big11i1y (3d ed. Nc\v York, 19.55), ,vhich dcn1on· 
strat�s on almos.t every page ,vhat happens tc> intcrprclntion \vhcn .i
text 1s sclf-cons71?11sl

.Y �c)nccivcd to l>c a "piece of language," and 1hc
problem of va

.
hd1ty 1s ignored. Anyone desiring further concrete ex·

an1ples of the issues probed in this book is n<.lviscc.l to consult En1pson. 
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tiny prepositio11s is l1igl1Jy in1portant and too often ignored. Sig
nifica11ce is al\v,1ys "n1caning-to," never "meaning-in." Signifi
cance al\v,tys e11t,1ils a relationsl1ip bet\vecn \vhat is in a man's 
verbal n1eaning a11d \vhat is outside it, even \vhen that relation
sl1ip pertains to tl1e ,1t1thor l1imself or to his subject matter. 
If Milto11 re,11 1}' \Vas of tl1e devil's party \Vithout kno\ving it, that 
\vould be part of tl1e mea11ing of Par(1.tlise Lost to Milton's 
personality, part of tl1e \vork's significance, and no doubt such 
observations cJo call attention to characteristics of meaning itz 
Partitli�·e Lost. (Criticism and interpretation arc not, as I point 
out i11 a subseqt1cnt chapter, autonomous.) If such instances of 
significa11ce arc not distinguisl1ed from instances of meaning 
the result is bot1 11cl to be a no\v familiar state of confusion, for 
tl1ere is I iterally no lin1it to tl1e significance of the shortest and 
most ba11al text. Not only can its verbal meaning be related 
to all cor1ceivable states of affairs-historical, linguistic, psy
cl1ological � pl1ysical, n1etapl1ysical, personal, familial, national 
-bttt it ca11 also be related at different tin1es to changing con
ditions in all co11ceiv,1ble states of affairs . . Not tl1at sucl1 ex
ercises \VOt1lcl be very often useful or interesting, but they
coulcl be pcrf orn1ed, ar1cl tl1at \vl1icl1 is interesting or useful
to son1ebocly varies considerably ,vitl1 different men and. dif
ferent tin1cs. Wl1en, in tl1c preceding t\VO sections, I distin
guisl1cd verbal n1car1ing botl1 f ron1 symptomatic n1eaning and 
f ro111 sttbjcct 111atter, I sin1ply selected for examination tl1c t\VO 
kinds of signific,1ncc tl1at I1avc been n1ost often confused ,vitI1 
verbal n1ea11i11g. I-Io,vcver, tl1erc arc innun1crablc varieties of 
significa11ce bcyo11d tl1csc, ar1d plenty of breatl1ing space for ?II 
conceivable exercises of criticisn1 so long as it emancipates it
self f ro111 tl1e i11l1ibitio11s of ,l state of conft1sion. 

\Vl1ilc significa11ce is by 11,tturc lin1itlcss, tl1e crucial feature
of in1plic,ttio11 is tl1,1t it is 11ot, and tl1c natt1rc of its limits is
in<licatc,1 by tl1c t1scft1l tl1ot1gl1 11ot con1plctcly adcqtiatc, n1cta-
1>l1or of its cty111ologic;.I cferivatio11. To be "folded in" is to �c 
insiclc, rca,ly to be f olclc<I ot1t or explicated. Tl1� n1c.tap!10r �s
not qt1ite acleqt1,1te bec,1t1sc it st1ggests tl1at an 1n1pl1cation 15
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al\vays J1idden, lurking bel1in(l or bct\vecn tl1e folds of more 
obviotis or primary mc,inings. Tl1is is very f rcqt1c11tly tl1c case, 
of course, but not al\vays, since, ,is I }1avc i11dicatccl, it is not 
al\vays possible to distinguisl1 \Vl1at is primary or obvious from 
\vhat is secondary and l1i(ldc11. Ncvcrtl1clcss, tl1c mctapl1or is 
useful insofar as it suggests tl1at in1plicatio11s lie \vithin t11e 
n1eaning as a \v}1olc a11d arc circt1n1scribe(I by so111c ki11d of 
boundary ,vhicl1 delimits tI1at n1cani11g. Tl1t1s tl1c etymological 
metapl1or suggests a n1orc general ,111d, I tl1i11k, quite indispe,1-
sable co11ccptual n1odel-tl1at of part and ,vl1olc. A11 implica
tion belongs \vitJ1in a verbal 1nca11ing as a part belongs to a 
\v}1olc. 

A rnerely spatial conception of tJ1c part-\vl10Jc relationsl1ip 
is inadequate, 110,vcvcr, bec,1usc it st1ggcsts ,in artict1lated 
ph}•sical object. ,vl1osc parts h,1vc tl1e san1c pl1ysicaJ cl1aracter 
as tl1e ,vJ1ole ,vJ1icl1 tl1cy constitt1tc. Tl1e pccl1liarity of a ,vJ10Jc 
n1eaning is that it retains its i11tegrity an(I con1r)lctc11css even if 
all its i111plications J1ave not been ,1rticl1l,1tccl. 111 otl1cr ,vords, 
tJ1c ,vhole n1eaning is not sin1ply an array of parts bt1t is also a 
principle for generati11g ''parts," a principle by virtue of ,vl1ich 
the n1caning is somcJ10,v co111plctc or ,vl1ole e\'e11 tl1ougl1 tl1c 
actual job of gc11erating all tl1c p,1rts rc111ai11s ir1co1111)lcte. Wl1nt 
is tl1is remarkable principle? I l1avc sl1ggestcd tl1at it is the 
principle \vl1ich cl1aractcrizes a typc.:!fi Tl1e speci,tl potency of 
a type is precisely tl1c san1c as tl1c gcnerati,•c potc11cy 1>osscsscd 
by a rncaning. A type stan(ls independent ,,ncl con1plctc, yet at 
tJ1c san1c time it contains a pri11ciplc l)y virtt1c of \Vl1icl1 it is 
possible to judge \Vl1ctl1cr an)' conceivable entity belongs to or 
embodies the type. 1'11is type principle rcc1t1ircs elaboration. 

A type is an entity tl1at can be emboclicd ir1 or represented by 
n1orc tl1ar1 one instance. Anytl1ing tl1at is l1r1ic1l1c ca11not, ,vitl1 
respect to tl1osc aspects ,vl1icl1 arc t1r1iql1c, l>c a type. Precisely 
because a type ca11 be cn1boclied i11 111orc tl1an 011c instance, it 
l1as the apparently rnagical potency of co11t,1ir1ing a11(I ge11erat-

25. Chap. 2, Sec. D.
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ing parts of itself ,vl1ich it docs not explicitly contain. For ex
ample, if ,ve consider ,t very simple type such as a right triangle,
,ve ca11 say tl1at tl1c type contains tl1e implication stated in the 
Pythagorean tl1corem. (For tl1c sake of simplicity in exposition, 
I an1 assun1ing tl1at tl1c type is in this case equivalent to subject 
n1atter, tl1ot1gl1 it is pcrfectlj1 possible to have a ,villed type of 
right tria11glc ,vt1icl1 sl1arply excludes some of its geometrical 
properties.) Bt1t ,vl1y is it tl1,1t tl1e type ''right triangle'' contains 
the implication, t}1e squnre of the hypotenuse equals the 
sumn1ed sc1uarcs of tl1e otl1er t\vo sides? If one ans,vers, "Be
cause tl1at is tlte natt1rc of a rigl1t triangle," one simply begs the 
c1uestion. If one ar1s,vers, "Bccat1se part of tl1c meaning of a 
rigJ1t tria11glc is tl1c Pytl1agorca11 tl1eorcm:· that ,vould be more 
(fcscriptive, lJut it \VOt1ld 1101 explain ho,v ''right triangle" can 
contain "J>ytl1agore.1n tl1eorem," particularly if one did not ex
plicitly attcncl to tl1c tl1corcn1 ,vl1c11 one intended the type. "But 
the tl1eoren1 applies to ,,// rigl1t triangles so it must apply here." 
This begins to lJc n1ore illuminating, tf1ougl1 \VC may still 
,vo11dcr 110,v 011c 111ea11ing "contains" tf1c other. "Since I have 
learned, tl1anks to Pytl1agoras, tl1at his tl1eorem applies to all 
rigl1t triangles, a11(l since aln1ost cvcrj1body else has learned 
this too, it is possible to n1c,111 'f>ytl1agorcan theorem' as part of 
,vl1at I n1ca11 ,vl1c11 1 say 'rigl1t tria11glc.' If 11obotl)' /1a(/ ever

l1ear<I of tire 1J1eore111 it 1vo11ltl 1101 /Je /JOssible to l1ave it as part
of 111)1 ver/J(1/ 111e(111i11g. Not only docs tl1e tl1corcm apply to all 
n1cn1bcrs of tl1c type, n1aking it a cl1ar,1ctcristic tl1at belongs to 
the type, but it is also sor11etl1ing tllat is kno\vn by others to 
bclo11g. Because of 1l1eir k110\vlcclgc, tl1e tl1coren1 is contained 
i11 tl1e 111cani11g 1 rigJ1t triangle.' Tl1cy arc able to fill out tl1e im
plications because tl1cy ,ire f a111iliar \Vitl1 the type. If tl1ey \Vere 
not f,1n1iliar \vitl1 it tl1cy cot1lcl 1101 do so, ancl I could not convey 
the in1plicatio11. '' 

We l1ave fir1,1lly 111anagcd to arrive at ,1 satisfactory cxplana
tio11. Si11cc a type is so111ctl1ing tl1at ca11 be embodied in more 
tl1a11 one i11stance, it is so111ctl1i11g \Vl1ose determining chnr
actcristics arc con1111on to all insta11ccs of tl1c type. Furtlicr-
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more, since the type can be represented in n1ore than one
instance, it can be sl1arcd or kno,vn by rnore tl1an one person. 
Wilen anotl1er person l1as learned tl1e cl1aracteris-tics of the
type, J1c can "generate'' tl1ose. cl1ara<:tcristics ,vitl1out their
being given to l1im explicitly. I t  is sufficient n1erely to give l1im
a decisive clue as to tl1e particular type t11at is incant. 

A 11 f111plicc11io11 belo11gs 10 a 111ea11i11g tis ti t rt1it be/011gs to a
l)'/Je. For an implication to belong to verbal meaning, it is 
necessary tl1at the type be sl1arccl, since otl1er,vise tl1e inter
preter could not kno,v ho,v to generate in1plications; l1e ,vould 
not kno,v ,vl1icl1 traits belonged to tl1e type an(! ,vl1icl1 did not. 
And tl1ere is only one \vay tl1e interpreter can kno,v tl1c char
acteristics of tl1c type; l1e must lear11 tl1em. (For tl1ese char
acteristics arc not usually "sy11categorcn1atic'' or absolutely 
necessary comcanings like color a11d extensio11. Even the 
Pytl1agorcan tl1coren1 is a lear11ed cl1,tracteristic of a rigl1t 
triangle, no n1alter 110\V ''necessar)r'' il 1n,1y seem once it is 
learned.) In1plications arc derived from a sl1ared type that 
l1as been learned, and tl1erefore t/1e ge11e1·t11io11 of i111plicatio11stlepe11<ls 011 t/1e i11terJJrete1··�· JJrevio11s e.t/Jerie11ce of t/ze sl1t1retl
l)1pe. Tl1e principle for generating in1plicatio11s is, ultimately 
and in tl1c broadest sense, a learned convention. 

The reader \Viii notice tl1at I l1ave deliberately n1aclc a small 
alteration in my description of verbal mcani11g. Instead of call
ing i t  a ",villed type," I l1ave used tl1e expression ''sl1ared type." 
In doi11g so 1 have sl1iftcd emphasis from tl1c type \vii led by tl1e 
autl1or to cl type experience tl1at is common to at1tl1or and 
reader. Tl1is is the other side of tl1c coin. I f  verbal n1eaning is a 
\villed type tl1at can be conveyed tl1rougl1 lingt1istic signs, it 
follo\vs tl1at tl1c possibility of conveying tl1e \Villed type depends 
on the interpreter's prior experience of tl1e \Villcd type. Otl1er
\Vise, tl1e interpreter could not generate in1plic,1tions; l1c \vould 
not kno\v \vl1icl1 implications belonged to tl1c n1eaning and 
which did not. The \villed type mt1st be a sl1arcd type in order 
for communication to occur. TJ1is is anotl1cr way of saying 
tl1at the ,villcd type has to fall ,vitl1in kno,vn conventions in 
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order to be shared-an exigency that was implicit from the 
start in tl1e concept of sharability. 

My emphasis in this cl1apter has been on the author's \viii, 
because my central topic has been the determinacy of verbal 
meaning, and authorial \viii is a formal requirement for deter
minacy. Of eqt1al in1portance is the sharability of verbal mean
ing, and for tl1is tl1c necessary requirement is the existence of 
sl1arcd conventions. Verbal meaning is both a \villed type and 
a sl1arcd type. This second characteristic is the main subject of 
my next chapter. 
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3. 

THE CONCEPT OF GENRE

Bttl /io,v ,nan)' ,liOere111 ki11tls of se111e11ce ,,re 1/1cre?
Sa)', asser1io11, questio11, t111<I c:0111!11a11<I? T�1ere arc 
countless s11c/1 ki11cls: co,1111/ess <itflcre11t k 111tls of 
use of \\•/,at \\'C call "si.c:11s,'' "\\'t>rcl�·," ":\·e11te11�·cs."
A 11,/ rlris 111ultiplicit)' is 1101 so111e1/1111g /1.rccl, g1ve11 
,,,,ce for all, /1111 11eu• types of l,111g11,1ge, 11e,v l,111-

. . 
g,,age-ga111es, as ,ve 111a)' sci)', co111e 11110 e.t1ste11cc, 
,,,,,/ otl,ers beco111e ol,solete <111<! get /orgot1e11. 

L11<l1vig JVi11gc11stei11 

For tJ1e sake of clarity, I l1ave bce11 cn1pl1asizing one side of a 
con1plex process tl1at is by nl1turc t\vo-si<lcd and reciprocal. 
Speech is not simply the expression of n1ca11ing bL1t also the 
interpretatior1 of meaning, each pole existing tf1roL1gl1 and for 
the other, and each completely pointless ,vitl1out tl1e other. 
When interpretation is tl1e main sttbjcct of consideration, a 
theorist is likely to leap into c,ttcgorics like ''ptablic norms,0

"traditions," "contexts," and "lingt1istic necessities." On the 
other hand, ,vl1en n1eaning is tl1e prin1ary st1bjcct, l1c is driven 
to recognize tl1e necessity of the ,1utl1or's cletcrn1ining ,viii. 
Furthermore, ,vhcn l1is prin1ary concern is interprct,1tion, he 
very naturally focuses 011 tlie starting point of i11tcrprctation, 
,vJ1ich is a sequence of lingl1istic signs a11d a context, and by 
starting there he is led to cmpl1asizc tl1c independent, deter
minant po,ver of tl1cse t,vo givens. But \Vl1cn l1is primary con
cern is the nature of meaning, he very natL1rally assu111es that 
tl1c signs do represent sometl1ing, ,ind }1c is led to cmpl1asize 
tl1e determinant po,ver of tl1c autI1orial \Viii tl1at is required in 
order to make the signs represent so111etlzi11g. In cacl1 case the 
!hcorist could qualify his ovcrc1npl1asis l.,y ack110,vledgi11g that 
interpretation must have ref erencc to son1cbody's n1eaning, or 
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that mea11ing 111l1st def er to tl1e communicative limitations and 
the canalizations of la11gl1age, but these qualifications do not 
rcniovc tl1c n1islc,1ding empl1ases tl1at inevitably arise from 
focusing primarily 011 interpretation or on meaning alone. The 
critical reader probably feels tl1at I l1,1ve laid altogether too 
mucl1 stress on at1tl1orial \\'ill and J1ave neglected the indepen
dent cl1anneling po,vcr of l,1nguagc. But overemphasis is somc
tin1cs neeclccl to rcclress ,1n t1n(lerempl1asis. Having made ,vhat 
scen1s to be an .1bsolt.1tcly essential preliminary point ,vhich 
has bec11 1n11cl1 11eglccted, I no,v propose to examine the double
sidecJness of speccl1 i r1 ,l balanced ,vay tl1at duly attends to the 
exigencies botl1 of n1c:111ir1g a11d of interpretation. 

The great ,incl par,1doxical problen1 tl1at must be confronted 
in consiclering tl1c cloublc-sideclr1ess of speecl1 is tl1at tl1e general 
norms of language arc elastic and variable ,vhile the norn1s that 
obtair1 for :1 partict1l:.1r t1ttcrance must be dcfiniti,1e a11d dcter
n1inate if tl1e cletcrn1i11,1te n1eaning of the utterance is to be ... 
con1n1t1nic,1tccl. I l1avc repeatedly insisted that a ,vord scqttencc 
can11ot, t111dcr tl1c ge11cral 11orn1s of Jangt1age, dclin1it a deter-
111i11ate 111e,111ir1g, ,111cl I l1.1,1c also said tl1at tl1ese norms are not 
sunicie11tly 11arro\vecl n1crely by reference to a contcxt. 1 Some
thing n1orc is r1ceclccl, a11d tl1at additional dimension can be 
l1intccl at by rcfcrri11g to tl1c ,vork of Sat1ssurc and \\'ittgenstein. 

\�'l1er1 I poi11tccl ot1t tl1e difference bct,vccn the norms of 
language i11 general a11cl the 11orn1s tl1at obtain for a particular 
utterance,:! I \Vas calli11g ilttcntion to one aspect of Saussure's
cpocl1-111akir1g disti11ctio11 bet,vcen l<111g11e a11d /J<1role. Sat1ssurc 
revcalccl tl1c st1prc111c i111portancc i11 spcccl1 of tl1c sin1plc dis
tinction bet,vce11 ,l possibility ar1d an actt1ality.:1 Tl1c 1111orn1s of 
language'' is a variable concept because it refers to tl1c possibili-

• tics, not tl1e actt1alitics of lnr1g11agc. Tl1e "11orn1s of an titter-

I . For discussions <lf context sec Chap. 2, Sec. D. and this chapter,
Sec. n.

2. Sec Chap. I ,  Sec. C.
3 . l;-erdinand de Saussure, C,,11rs,· iu G,•11,•ral Li11!!uistic:s, eds. C.

Bally and A. Scchchnyc, tr.tns. \V. llaskin (Nc,v ''ork, 1959), PP· 14, 19.

69 



Cl1<1p1er 3: Tl,e Co11cefJI of Ge11rc 

ance," on tl1c otl1cr J1ar1d, is qt1ite a difTcrc11l co11ccption. It
refers to son1etl1ing actL1alizcd f ro111 tl1ose possibilitics
namel)', tl1c 11orn1s tl1at clo co11lrol a11cl clcfir1e tl1e uttcra,icc,
not tl1e vast, tinccrtain ,irray tl1at cot1ld do so. 

Altl1ougl1 \\1ittgcnstei11's sen1ir1al n1cclit,1tio11s 011 la11guagc <lo 
11ot take cogniza11ce of Sausst1rc's \vork, tl1cy cover so111c of 
tl1e same grou11d a11d cxtcr1d son1e of tl1e san1e i11sigl1ts. Con1ing 
to u11dcrstand tl1c n1ea11i11g of ,t11 t1ttcra11ce is like learning the 
rules of a ga111c:1 To play tl1c ga111e properl)1 )'Ou n1usl l1avc 
learned tl1e rt1lcs. Bt1l si11cc tl1erc arc ,1 great 111,1ny games 
(l<111g11e), ,ind since it is 11ccessary to kr10\\1 tl1e rt1lcs tl1at apply 
to a particular gan1c (fJt1role). a problc111 arises. 1-lo\v docs one 
kno,v \Vl1icl1 game is being pla)1cd? To J1,1\1e 111asterc<l all the 
rt1les-tl1at is, to l1avc lcarnccl tl1e 11or111s of l,111guage-is not
to kno,v \Vl1icl1 norn1s apJJl)1 in ,1 partict1lar case. 1·11at problcn1 
is certain!)' tl1c origi11 of 111,111)1 clisagrcc111c11ts bct,vee11 ,vcll
qt1alificd interpreters. Even \Vl1c11 tllC)' kno,v all tl1c gan1cs, 
tile)' n1ay still clis,1grec abot1t ,vl1icl1 ga111c tJ1C)' arc JJlaying. 

Tl1e problen1 is i11 one sc11se absolt1tely tinsolvnblc. \\'c can 
never be st1re ,vl1icl1 ga111c is bci11g pl,1ycd, because ,ve never 
l1ave a rulebook. \\'c n1l1St le,\r11, as \\1ittgcnstci11 insists, by 
playing. 8t1t the i11terpreter n1a)' still ,,er)' properly ask, In the 
absence of a rulebook 110,v ca 11 a11ybocly le,lrn tl1c rules for a 
game tl1nt l1as never been playecl bcf ore a11d ,viii be pla)1Cd only 
once? Tl1c ans,ver is tl1at 11obo(I)' coltl<I lear11 tl1e rules under 
tl1ose co11clit ior1s, a11(I tl1crc is clc,trl y so111ct 11 ing ,vro11g ,vith a 
description ,vl1icl1 in1plies tl1al l1c c,t11. It ,vns tl1crcforc n1is
lcading ,vl1cn I saicl tl1at an i11tcrprctcr l1as to lcnr11 "tl1e norn1s 
tl1at ol)tain for a partict1l,1r t1tterar1cc. '' Nobocly could learn 
tl1cn1 just by expcrie11cing tl1,tt uttcr,111cc nlo11c. 011c l1as to 
play ,1 game several times before J1e rc,1lly t111clcrsta11ds it and 
tl1ereby lear11s tl1e rt1Ics. Tl1e ga111e, tJ1erefore, 111t1st be asso· 
ciated r1ot \Vitl1 jt1st one t1ttcra11cc, bt1t ,vitl1 ,t type of nttera�cc 
-tl1at is, \Vill1 scver,tl t1lteranccs J1aving, in \Vittgcnstcin's 

• 4. Wittgenstein, /'/,i/o.\·,,,,J,ica/ I 111•,•.\·ti1-:"1i,111s, p. 26 and passinl.
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terms, ,1 ''family resemblance.'':. For language games (utter
ances) tf1at arc entirely t1nic1t1e tl1cre cot1ld be no public norms, 
no sl1arcd rules. 

J-Icrc again tl1e concept of type proves to be indispensable. 
Since a type can be represented by more than one instance, it is 
a bridge bct,vccn inst,1nccs, ,1nd only such a bridge can unite 
the partict1larity of meani11g ,vitl1 the sociality of interpretation. 
Ccrtai11ly a con1n1t111icablc me,1nin.g can have aspects that are 
unic1ue-in(lce<l, every n1e,1ning docs. But it must also belong 
to a recognizable l)1pe in order to be con1municable. 

r l1,1ve alrea(ly argue(! tl1at every particular linguistic mean
ing like ''tl1c (lcatl1 of Bt1onaparte" is type-bound, and that an 
in1plicatio11 belo11gs to ,111 t1ttera11ce as a trait belongs to a type. 
I called tl1cse st1bn1e,111i11gs or traits "implications," in contra
clisti11ction to tl1e larger type tl1cy belong to, ,vI1icl1 I called ''the 
n1caning of tl1e utterance." But since tl1esc implica.tions arc not 
only traits <)f a type bt1t ,1lso types tl1en1selvcs, it ,viii be cor1-
vc11ient to call tl1at type ,vl1icl1 en1braces tl1c \vl1ole meaning of 
an t1ttera 11ce by tl1c tra(litional nan1c ''genre," a tcrn1 \Vl1ich I 
shall try to 111,ikc precise i11 tl1is cl1aptcr. Using tl1is term, the 
paraclox rcg.1r(li11g tl1c inclividt1,1lity of r11cnning and tl1c \'nri
ability of i11tcrprctatio11 c,111 be rcsol\1cd b)' saying tl1at a 
speaker an(I ,t 11 ir1tcrprctcr n1t1st n1astcr not only tl1e variable 
a11d unstable 11orn1s of l.1ngt1age bt1t also tl1e particular norn1s
of a partict1lar ger1rc. 

A. Gl.:Nlll: AN() ·r1·1E 1 1)1:,\ 01� ·r1·ll.: \\11-(01.E

·1·11c cc11tral role of ge11rc c<.1ncepts i11 intcrprctatio11 is n1ost
casil Y graspc(I ,vl1cn tl1c process of i11tcrprctatio11 is going
l>aclly or ,vl1c11 it l1as to t111(lcrgo rcvisio11: "011! yot1'vc been
talki11g ,tb<>t1t a bc)ok all tl1c ti111c. I tl1ot1gl1t it ,vas about •1 
rcstat1ra11t," or "I  tl1ot1gl1t I u11clcrstood yot1, but 110\V 1'111 not 
so Stire.,, St1cl1 fl,1sl1cs of i11sigl1t or accessions of puzzlcn1cnt 

5. Ibid., p. 32.
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.al,va)'S follo,v a con1n1011 pattern. Tl1e n1c,1ni11g tl1at is being 
understood }1as been revealing itself normally, 111orc or less 
according to expectations, until quite tincxpcctecl types of 
,vords or I0cutior1s begin to occt1r. \\'lien tl1at l1appcns an 
interpreter can eitl1er revise cverytl1ing l1c J1as t111clcrstoocl tl1us 
far and grasp a ne,v and different type of 1ncaning or l1e can 
conclude that, ,vl1atever tl1c meaning n1igl1t be, I1e l1as not 
understood it. Suell experiences, i11 ,vJ1icJ1 a 111isundcrstanding 
is recognized during tl1e process of intcrprct,1tio11, illun1inatc 
an cxtrcn1cly in1portant aspect of speecl1 tl1nt t1st1,1lly ren1ains 
hidden. They sho,v that, quite ,1side fro111 tl1c speaker's cl1oicc 
of ,vords, and, c,•c11 111ore rcn1arkably, qt1ite asiclc from the 
context in ,vhicl1 tl1e utterance occt1rs, tl1c dct,1ils of n1caning 
tl1at an interpreter understan<ls arc po,verf t1lly determined 
and constituted by his n1caning expectatior1s. A11d tl1csc expec
tations arise f ron1 the interpreter's conceptio11 of tl1c type of
meaning that is being expressed. 

By "type of n1car1ing" I do not, of course, intencl to i111ply 
merely a type of n1essagc or thcn1\! or a11ytl1ing so simple as a 
n1erc conter1t. TJ1c interpreter's cxpcctatio11s c111bracc far n1orc 
than that. They include a nt1111ber of clcrne11ts tl1at n1ay not 
even be explicitly given i11 the utterance or its context, sucl1 
as the relationsl1ip assun1ecl to exist bct,vccn tl1e speaker and in
terpreter, tl1c type of vocabulary and synt,1x tl1at is to be t1scd, 
tJ1e type of attitude adopted by tl1e speaker, a11cl tl1e type of 
inexplicit meanings tl1at go ,vitl1 tl1e explicit 011cs. St1cl1 expec
tations arc al,vays necessary to t1nclcrsta11cli11g, bcc,1t1sc only 
by virtue of them can tl1e interpreter 111ake se11se of tl1e ,vords 
l1e experiences along the ,vay. I-le e11tertai11s tl1e notion that 
"this is a certain type of n1ca11ing," a11d t1is notio11 of the 111can
ing as a ,vJ1ole grounds and l1elps cletern1ine l1is t111<lcrstanding 
of details. This fact reveals itself ,vJ1enevcr ,l n1ist111dcrstanding 
is sudclenly recognizecl. After all, }10,v cotild it l1avc bce11 recog
nized u11less tl1e interpreter's expectalio11s }tad been tJ1,varted? 
Ho,v could a11ytl1ing surprising or pt1zzling occt1r to force a 
revision of ltis past t1ndersta11clir1g t1nless tl1e interpreter l1ad 
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expectations tl1at could be surprised or th\varted? Furthermore, 
these expectations cotild l1ave arisen only from a genre idea: 
"In this type of t1ttcrancc, \VC expect these types of traits." 
Sir1ce tl1c expect,itions clo not arise out of no\vhere, they must, 
for tl1e most part • •  1risc from past experience: "In this type of 
uttcra11cc, \Ve expect these types of traits because ,ve kno\v 
f ron1 cxpcric11ce tJ1,1t st1cl1 traits go ,vith such utterances.'' 

Tt1e decisive ft1nctio11 of generic expectations can be il
lustrated b)' a vcr)1 sin1ple example in ,vhich the interpretation 
of a poe1n ,vas co11trolled not only b)' a subtle mistake in 
idcntifyi11g ,1 partict1lar type of simile but also by a genre mis
take in co11ft1sing 011e t)'PC of f are\vcll ,vith another. \Vhat 
struck n1e ver)' f orcibl)' ,vl1c11 I cr1cot1ntcrcd this misconstruc
tio11 in a classroo111 ,vas tl1e diflict1lty I had in convincing stu
dents tl1at tl1cir constrt1ction ,vas ,vrong. Tl1ey remained con
vincecl tliat l)onne's ''A \1alcdiction Forbidding lvtourning" 
,vas being spokc11 by a dyi11g n1an, and that it concerned 
spiritual cor11111t1nion i11 cJcath and after death. Tl1c opening 
lines of tl1e poen1 arc: 

As virtt1ot1s 111c11 pass milc!Jy a,va}', 
A11cl ,vl1ispcr to tl1cir souls to go, 
\Vl1ilst son1e of tl1cir sad friends do sa)', 
'No,,, l1is brcatl1 goes,' and son1c sa}' 'No,' 

So let tis 111cct ,ind 111akc no 11oisc, 
No tcar-floocls 11or sigl1-tc111pcsts n1ovc. 

In tl1c cc11tcr of tl1c pocn1, tl1c tl1cn1e of tinion-in-abscnce docs
nothing to dispel tl1c tl1ot1gl1t tl1at dcatl1 is a n1ain tl1cn1e: 

Ot1r t\VO sot.1ls tl1crcforc, ,vt1icl1 arc one, 
Tl1ot1gl1 I n1t1St go, c11durc 11ot yet 
A brc,1cl1. 

Ancl tl1e icfc,1 of clcatl1 is ft1rtl1cr co11firn1ccl i11 tl1c final lines: 

1·11y firn111css 111akcs r11y circle just, 
A11cl 111akcs n1l! c11d ,vl1crc l begun. 

73 



Clzapter 3: Tlze Co,zcept of Ge,zre

Many readers ,viii no dot1bt ren1ain .c� 11vinccd that death is a
principal tlicme of tl1e pocn1, tl1ougI1 1t 1s aln1ost c�rtainly about 
a temporary pl1ysica) absence, and tl1e speaker 1s aln1ost cer
tainly not a dying man. 

My students remained convinced of the co11trary because 
tlierc ,vas notl1ing in tl1c text ,vl1ich compelled tl1cm to cI1ange 
their n1inds. Everytl1ing tl1ey found ,vas legitimately capable 
of supporting their construction. Ha,1i11g begun ,vitl1 a faulty 
conception of tl1e type of n1caning bci11g expressed, tl1cy found 
all their expectations fulfilled. TJ1cy l1acl asst1n1ed tl1at the 
,vord "n1ourning" in tl1e title n1t1st �1pply to deatl1. Subse
quently, the image of a d)1ing n1a 11 i11 tl1e first lines confirmed 
that assun1ption, as did c,1crytl1ing else ir1 tl1e poem. Needless 
to say, ,vl1en the poem is i11terpretcd t1ncJcr a Jess mortuary 
conceptio11, tl1e various images, sin1ilcs, ,111d argt1n1er1ts take 
on different r11eanings, and tl1cse arc also lcgilin1ately sup
ported by tl1c text. TJ1is experience stro11gly suggested to n1e 
tJ1at an interpreter's prelimi11ary ge11eric co11ception of a text is 
constituti,1e of cverytl1ing tl1al l1c st1bseq t1e11tly tinderstands, 
and tl1at t11is remains tl1c case u11less and t111til tl1at generic 
conception is altered.Ii 

This pl1cnomcnon sl1ot1l<l not be rcg,1r<le<I ,1s ,1 special pitfall 
lin1ited to the interpretations of t1ntr,1incd rca<lcrs. Tl1at is the 
comforting but delusive faitl1 of so111c i11terprcters ,vl10 believe 
in tl1c semantic at1tonon1y of texts. A self-critical interpreter 
kno,vs better. Emil Staiger once n1,1clc ,1 public co11fession of 
the ,vay a faulty generic conception of a poen1 l1a<I cat1sed J1in1 
for a long period subtly to n1isco11strt1c it. I-le J1a<I been prepar
ing to include a short text in a collection of poerns tinder the 
assun1ption that it ,vas an old folksong, and it ,vas only after 
some rescarcl1 tl1at 11c discovere<I it to be a mid-nineteentli
ccntury love poem. Tl1is cl1,tnge<I l1is t1r1dcrsta11ding of tl1c text 
considerably: "No,v, subseqt1cntly, r fi 11<I tl1at even tl1c first 
line is far too ,veak and mood-ri<ldc11 for a11 old folkso11g. The 

6. Sec Chap. 5, Sec. A.
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s\vect and mild \Vind tl1at carries tl1c complaint touches the 
very boundary of late Romantic tendermindedness . . . .  Having 
found out \vl1ere tl1c poem belongs, I have, as it ,vere amplified 
its sound by l1istorical resonances. No\v I hear every detail 
exactly. "7 

Tl1is point ,vas systc111atically demonstrated in a book \Vhich
undertook to defend quite a different tI1esis-I. A. Richards' 
Prt1ctict1l Criticis111. Wl1en Richards, in order to sho,v the in
adequacies of litcr,try scl1ooling in E11gland, asked a number 
of t1ndcrgradt1<1tcs to \vrite interpretations of some unfamiliar 
poen1s given to tl1em \vitl1ot1t titles or attributions, the results 
\Vere, 11aturally cnot1gl1, ,vidcly divergent. Richards believed 
tl1at better trai11ed students \vould not disagree so absurdly, 
but tl1e results of a 11c\v Prt1ctic,1/ Criticis111 containing inter
pretatio11s by better trained students \Vould very probably 
disappoi11t J>rof cssor Richards. Tl1c vocabt1lary of the inter
pretations \Vould be diffcrc11t bt1t the divergences and discrep
a11cics ,voulcl be 111ucl1 tl1e sa111e. For Pr,1ctic,1l Criticis111 really 
dcn1011stratcd tl1at \VitI1ot1t l1elpful orientations like titles and 
attribt1tions, re,1clers ,1re likely to gain ,videly different generic 
cor1ceptio11s of ,1 text, a11d tl1esc conceptions ,viii be co11stitutive 
of tl1cir st1bseqt1c11t t1nderstanding. Since tl1cir interpretations 
\Viii substantially ,lcpend 011 tl1eir gt1csses about tl1e type of 
n1ea11ing expressed, and since in tl1e absence of guideposts 
these guesses \viii vary \vidcly, it is inevitable tl1at Ricl1ards' 
cxpcrin1ent \viii al,vays prodt1ce sin1ilar results. An interpreter's 
notion of tl1e type of n1eani11g J1e confronts \Viii po\verf ully in
fluc11ce l1is t111dersta11ding of details. TI1is pl1enomcnon \viii 
rcct1r at every level of sopl1istication and is tl1e primary reason 
for clisagrccn1c11ts an1or1g qt1alified interpreters. 

TJ1is sccn1s to st1ggcst tl1at ar1 i11tcrpretation is helplessly 
dcpendc11t 011 tl1e ger1eric conceptio11 \')itl1 ,vl1icl1 tl1c int:r
pretcr l1appe11s to st,1rt, bt1t st1cl1 a concltision ,votild be n11s-

7. En1il Staiger, Die K,,11.\'I ,l,•r /111,,,,,,,,1ario11 (Zurich, 1 955), PP·15-16. 
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leadingly simple and despairing, as tl1e �cc_asional recognition
of misunderstandings proves. I f  tl1e generic idea of tl1c meaning 
as a \Vholc could not be defeated and baffied by tl1c experience 
of subsequent details, tl1cn ,ve \VOtild never recognize that \Ve 
had misunderstood. On tl1e otl1er l1anc.l, it is essc11tial to notice 
that in most cases our expectations arc not baffled and de
feated. We found the types of n1ca11ings ,,,c expected to find, 
because ,vhat \Ve found ,vas i11 fact po,vcrf ully i11flucnccd by 
,vhat ,ve expected. All along tl1c ,va)' ,vc construe 1l1is n1caning 
instead of tl1a1 because tl,is n1eaning belongs to tl1c type of 
meaning ,vc arc interpreting \Vhilc 1/1,11 docs not. If \VC l1appen 
to encounter son1etl1ing ,vl1icl1 ca11 only be co11slrt1ed as t/1at, 

then ,ve l1avc to start all over and postt1latc a11otl1cr type of 
n1eaning altogetl1cr in \Vl1icl1 1/1,11 ,viii be at l1on1e. 1-lo,vcver, 
in the very act of revising our generic conception ,ve ,vill l1ave
started over again, and ultin1atcly evcrytl1i11g \Ve understand
,viii l1ave been constituted a11c.l partly detcr111incd by tl1c ne,v 
generic conception. Tl1us, ,vl1ilc it is 11ot acct1r:,te to s,1y that an
interpretation is J1clplessl)1 dcpende11t 011 tl1e generic concep
tion \Vitl1 ,vl1icl1 a11 interpreter l1appe11s t o  start, it is nonctl1clcss 
true that l1is interprctatio11 is ,lcpe11c.lcnt 011 tl1e last, tinrevised 
generic conception ,vitt1 ,vl1icl1 l1e starts. All t111,lerstan,ling of 
verbal n1caning is necessarily gcnrc-bot1ncl. 

This description of tl1e gc11re-bot1ncl cl1aractcr of under
standing is, of cot1rsc, a version of tl1c l1cr111cnct1tic circle, 
,vl1ich in its classical f or111t1latio11 l1as been ,lcscribe,f as the 
interdependence of part and ,vl1ole: tl1c ,vI1olc car1 be under
stood only tl1rougl1 its parts, bt1t tl1c parts ca11 be ttndcrstood
only tl1rougl1 tl1c \vl1olc. Tl1is traditior1al for111t1latio11 1 ho\vcver, 
clot1ds son1c of the processes of t111derst,1n,Ji11g in t1nneccssary 
paradox. It is true tl1at a11 idea of tl1e \Vl1olc controls, connects, 
and unifies our u11dersta11c.Iing of parts. I t  is also true tl1at the 
idea of tl1e ,vl1olc n1ust arise f ron1 an cncot111ter \Vitl1 parts. Dul 
this e11cot1ntcr could 11ot occur if tl1e parts dicl not l1avc an 
autonomy capable of suggesting a certain kin,1 of ,vl1olc in tl�c 
fir5t place. A part-a ,vorc.l, a title, a syntactical pattern-rs 
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f rcqucntly at1tonon1ous in the sense that some aspect of it is 
the same no matter \vhat whole it belongs to. A syntactical 
inversion sucl1 as "Fair stands the \Vind for France" is per
ceived as an i11version no matter \Vherc it occurs, and kno,ving 
that sucl1 an inversion belongs in  a certain type of utterance 
and not in anotl1cr, \Ve experience tl1e invariant aspect of the 
part as a trait \Vhich cl1aracterizes one type of meaning rather 
than anotl1er. Tl1en, J1a\1ing experienced that trait, ,ve come 
to expect otl1ers bclo11ging to the same type, and this system of 
expectations, at first v,1gt1e, later more explicit, is the idea of 
the \vl10Je tl1at governs ot1r understanding. Of course, ,ve may 
make a ,vror1g guess, ,1nd, of course, it is true that our guess 
docs control ancl constitt1tc many of the traits \Ve subsequently 
experience, but not all traits arc genre-dependent (the same 
ones can belong to clifTere11t genres), and not everything in 

verbal understanding is \1ariable. Understanding is difficult, but 
not impossible, ,incl tl1e }1ermeneutic circle is less n1ysterious 
and paradoxical tha11 n1any in tl1e Gcrn1an l1crmeneutical tradi
tion l1a,1e m,1de it ot1t to be. 

Co11sequcntly, to define the hern1cneutic circle in terms of 
genre ,ind trait insteacl of part a11d ,vhole not only describes 
n1ore accurately tl1e interpretive process but also resolves a 
troublcson1c paradox. Tl1is clcscription docs, ho,vevcr, raise

problcn1s of its o\vn-tl1c most in1portant one being that 
"genre" still rcprcsc11ts an imprecise and variable concept. A 
generic co11ception is apparently not son1ething stable, but 
son1etl1ing tl1at varies i11 tl1e process of understanding. At first
it is vague and cn1pty; later, as t1nderstanding proceeds, the

genre bccon1es n1orc explicit, and its range of expectations
becon1cs 111ucl1 narro,ver. Tl1is later, n1ore explicit and narro,v 
generic co11ceptio11 is, to be st1re, st1bst1mcd under tl1c original, 
broad generic conception, just as a variety is subsun1ed und�r a 
species. Nevcrtl1eless ,1 tern1 tl1at is so v,1riable in its apphca-

' . 
tior1 is not yet a tl1eorctically usef ttl term. In tl1c next section 

d II I)one of my cl1ief conccr11s ,viii be to define tl1c ,vor genre 

n1orc closely. 

77 



Clzapter 3: Tlze Co11ce1Jt of Ge11re

B. INTRINSIC GENRES

The variability of the genre conception is entirely a feature of

interpretation, not of speaking: Tl1e interpreter 11:ts to �ake a
guess about the kind of n1ean1ng he conf�onts, sine� \�1tl1ottt
tllis guess }1c possesses no ,vay of grounding and t1n1fy111g liis
transient encounters ,vitl1 details. An individt1al trait ,viii be
rootless and meaningless unless it is perceived ,1s a component
in a ,vholc meaning, and tl1is idc,1 of tl1c \Vl1olc n1ust be a more
or less explicit guess about the kind of utterance being inter
preted. Genre ideas, tl1en, I1avc a necessary hct1ristic function 
in interpretation, and it is \Veil k110,vn tl1at l1curistic instruments 
arc to be tl1ro,vn a,vay as soon as tl1cy J1avc served tl1eir pur
pose. Nevertheless, a ge11cric conccptio11 is 11ot si111ply a tool 
that can be discarded once understa11cling is attained, because, 
as I pointed out i11 tl1e precedi11g section, understanding is itself 
genre-bound. Tl1c generic co11ccption serves botl1 it 11curistic 
and a constitutive function. It is becat1sc of tl1is tl1at tl1c genre 
concept is not J1opelessly unstable. For if correct understanding 
l1as in fact been acl1ieved, and if t1ndcrsta11cling is genre-bound, 
it follo,vs that verbal meaning n1t1st be gcnrc-bot1ncl as \Veil. 
A genre conception is constituti\1e of spe,tking as \Veil as of 
interprcti11g, and it is by virtue of tl1is tl1at tl1c ge11rc concept 
sJ1eds its arbitrary ancl variable cl1aracter. 

In ,vl1at sense is verbal meaning gcnrc-bot1nd? First of all, it 
is obvious tl1at not only u11dersta11di11g bt1t also speaking must 
be governed and constitt1ted by a sense of tl1c \vl1ole utterance. 
1-Jo\v docs a speaker n1anagc to put one ,vor(I after anotl1cr 
unless his cl1oices and usages arc gover11cd by a controlling 
conception? Tl1ere must be son1e ki11d of ovcrarcl1ing notion 
,vl1icl1 controls tl1e temporal sequence of spcccl1, a11d tl1is con
trolling notion of tl1e speaker, like tl1al of tl1c interpreter, n1ust 
embrace a system of expectations. For tl1e \VOr(ls tl1at arc to be 
said arc not yet present before tl1e speaker's n1ind, and tl1c 
,vords he has already said J1ave gone by. No 011e l1as better 

78 



B. /11tri11sic Ge11res

described this n1arvcl of consciousness and speech than St. 
Augustine: 

I am abot1t to repeat a psalm that I kno\v. Before I begin, 
my expectation alone reacl1es over the \vholc: but so soon 
as I sl1all l1avc once begun, ho\v much so ever of it I shall 
take off into tl1e past, over so much my memory also 
rcacJ1es: tl1us the life of tl1is action of mine is extended 
botl1 \vays: into my memory, so far as concerns that part 
\vl1icl1 I l1avc repe,1ted already, and into my expectation 
too, in respect of \Vl1at I am, about to repeat no\v; but all 
tl1is \Vl1ilc is my n1arking faculty present at hand through 
\Vl1icl1 tl1at ,vl1icl1 \Vas futt1rc is conveyed over that it may 
become past: \Vhicl1 tl1c more it progresses for\vard, so 
n1t1cl1 more tl1e expectation being s11ortened is the n1emory 
enlarged; till the \vl1ole expectation be at length vanished 
qt1ite a\vay, \v}1en nan1ely, tl1at \Vholc action being ended, 
shall be absolutely passed into tl1e memory. What is nO\V 
done in this \Vl1ole psalm, tl1e same is done also in every 
part of it, }'Ca ancl i11 every syllable of it; the san1e order 
holds i11 a lo11gcr action too, \vhercof pcrcl1ance tl1is psalm 
is bttt a part. (Conf. XI,  28) 

Augt1stinc cl1ose ,ls J1is cxan1ple a psaln1 J1c already knc\V be
cause t1ltin1,1tcly J1c \Var1tcd to make an analogy \Vitl1 God's 
forckno,vlcclge. Bt1t l1is observation J1olds true for all t1ttcr
anccs, cve11 tl1ose for \vl1icl1 tl1c S)'stem of expectations is far 
less rigi(I tl1an tl1at of a 111cn1ori2cd utterance. 

Is it \Varrantecl to call tl1e speaker's controlling idea of the 
\vl1ole a ge11eric conception? Cottld it not si111ply be a notion 
confinecl to ''tl1is partictrlar, t111ique n1ea11ing"? It cannot be 
so confi11cd for t\VO reasons. First, tl1c controlli11g conception 
has a cli111e11sio11 of inexplicitness bccat1sc the details of tlic 
llllcrancc arc r1ot prcsc11t to cor1sciot1sness all at once. Tlie 
systcn1 of expectations \vl1icl1 controls tl1c speaker's scqticncc 
of \Vorcls l1as at first a ra11ge of possible fulfil1111cnts. Everyone 
has 11oticccl tl1at l1c docs 11ot al,va}'S tell tl1c san1e story precisely 
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the same \Vay, for even tl1ougl1 eacl1 telling migl1t be controlled
b tltc sanle generic conception, tI1c sentences and meanings
a;c usually not precisely tl1e s�me. Tl1c second r�ason tl1at the 
speaker's controlling conception n1t1st be generic ratl1er than 
unique is n1orc f u11dan1ental. _Even \Vhc11 tl1e n1caning \Vllich 
the speaker \Vishes to convey 1s unust1al (a11d s?n1c aspects of 
his conveyed meaning \Viii almost al\Va)'S be t1n1quc) J1c kno\vs 
that in order to convey l1is n1eaning J1c n1t1sl take i11to account 
ltis interpreter's probable t1nderstanding. If l1is interpreter's 
system of expectations ancl associations is to correspond to l1is 
O\Vn, he must adopt usages ,vt1icl1 \viii ft1lfill 11ot 011ly l1is O\vn 
expectations but also tl1ose of l1is i11ter1Jrctcr. 'fJ1is i1nagi11ativc 
transference f ron1 the speaker to tl1c interpreter f)arallcls tl1at 
from tl1e interpreter to the speaker a11d is called by Bally 
t/£:</011b/e111e11t tie /ti JJerSO/l{J/ite. s 

The speaker can acl1ieve tl1is socializi11g of l1is expectations 
only if he is fan1iliar \Vith typical past usages a11c.l experiences 
common to hin1self ancl l1is interpreter. By ,,irtuc of tl1ese 
shared past experiences, tl1e type of 111ca11i11g l1c expects to 
convey \viii be the type of n1eaning J1is interpreter ,viii also be 
led to expect. Obviously, tl1esc cxpcclillions n1l1st bclo11g to a 
type of meaning rather than 111ercly to a u11ic1t1c 1nea11ing, be
cause otherv,ise tl1e interpreter ,vo11lcl l1avc 110 ,vay of expecting 
them. TJ1us, the speaker k110\vs tl1at J1is type of n1eaning must 
be grot1nded in a type of usage, si11cc it is 011ly f ron1 traits of 
usage, i.e. vocabulary range, sy11t,lctical pattcr11s, forn1ulaic 
invariants, ancl so on, tl1at tl1c i11tcrpretcr C,lil expect tl1c 
speaker's type of n1ea11ing. Conseqt1c11tly, types of meaning 
arc al,vays necessarily \VCddcd to types of t1sagc, anc.1 tl1is entire, 
complex systcn1 of share(l cxpcrie11ccs, t1sage traits, a11d mean
ing expectations ,vl1icl1 tl1e speaker relics 011 is tl1e generic co.n
ception ,vhicl1 controls l1is utterance. Un(lcrsta11cling can occur 
only if tl1c interpreter proceeds t1n(lcr tl1e s,1111c systen1 of 
expectations, and tl1is sl1ared generic co11ceptio11, constitutive 

8. Charles Bally, lii11g11lsti,111e gf11t�rale et /i11g11isti<111c /rllll(llisc (2d
ed. Bern, 1944), p. 3 7.
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botlt of n1caning and of understanding, is the intrinsic genre
of tJ1e utterance. 

Tl1e problem of <le(ining an "intrinsic genre" more fu!Jy still 
ren1ains, ancl obviot1sly tl1e most difficult aspect of this prob
Jen1 is to discover ,vl1ctl1cr there consistently exists such an 
entity. Is tl1ere really a stable generic concept, constitutive of 
meaning, ,vJ1icl1 lies son1e,vJ1ere bet,veen the vague, heuristic 
genre ide,1 ,vitl1 ,vl1icl1 ,in interpreter al,vays starts and the in
dividual, determinate 111caning ,vitl1 ,vhich he ends? At first 
glance tl1e ans,ver scen1s to be no, since apparently the inter
preter's idea of tl1e ,vl1ole becon1es continuously more explicit 
until tl1e genre ide,1 at last fades imperceptibly into a partic
ularized and incli,1iclt1al n1eaning. If this is so, and if the in
trinsic genre is defined as a conception shared by the speaker 
and tl1e interpreter, it ,vo11ld seem tl1at ,vhat I l1ave ca1Ied the 
"intrinsic ge11re'' is r1eitl1er more nor less tl1an the meaning of 
the 11tterance as a ,vl1ole. Obviously, it is a useless tautology to 
assert tl1at tl1e interpreter m11st understand the speaker's mean
ing in order to t111derst,1nd tl1e speaker's n1eaning. That is a 
circularity no n1orc l1el pf 111 tl1an tile paradox of tl1e l1ermeneutic 
circle as pro11111lgatccl by I·Jcidegger. If ,ve cannot preserve a 
disti11ction bct,vcc11 tl1e particular type of meaning expressed 
and tl1e partictilar n1eaning itself, tl1en tl1e intrinsic genre be
con1cs sin1ply tl1c n1eani11g as �1 ,vl10Jc. Nothing but confusion 
is acl1ieved by calling ,l part.ict1lar n1caning a "genre.,, 

Y ct ,ve secn1 forced into tl1is paradox by rcqt1iremcnts tl1at 
look po,verf ully coercive. Tl1c i11terprcter ca11not give up his 
generic iclea, si11ce to clo so ,vo11ld be to give up everything l1e 
l1as 11n,lcrstood by virtt1e of it. \Ve ca11not escape tl1is conclu
sion by s,iying tl1,1t tl1e interpreter first conceives the ,vl1ole 
meaning as a type, tl1e11 s11bscquc11tly as a particular. That con
ccptio11 fails to co11sider tl1at a partic11lar meaning n1ust al,va�s 
ren1ai11 for l1i111 ,l 111ea11ing of ,l particular type, and tl1at t�rs 
type idea ca1111ot be reli11q11isl1ed ,vitl1011t giving up the �arttc
tllar 111ea11i11g as ,vcll. No 011c can u11clerstand "tl1csc particular 
rain<lrops'· ,vitl1011t t.111clcrstanding ''rai11drops. ,, To discard tlic 
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generic idea "raindrops" by. virtue of ,vhicl1 ':these particular 
raindrops" ,vas understood 1n tl1e first place 1s necessarily to 
thro,v a,vay "these particular raindrops" as \vell. 

Could ,vc say, by ,vay of analogy, that ''raindrops'' is the 
intrinsic genre of "tl1cse particular raindrops''? Sucl1 an anal
ogy, ,vhich makes its point by ,vord repetition, is by necessity 
loose and provisional. A phrase is not a ,vholc utterance, and 
there is no ready-n1adc vocabulary for describing tl1e intrinsic 
genres of particular uttera11ces. We l1ave no linguistic tools by 
means of ,vhich ,vc could say, ''TJ,is is tl1e intrinsic genre of tlie 
meaning, and tl,at is tl1e meaning in its p,trtict1larity." The 
necessity of an intrinsic genre is a structural necessity in com
munication and can only be grasped ,is suc}1; 11evertl1eless, the 
,vay that it functions can be made clear. Ft1rtl1ern1ore, a dem
onstration of the fact tl1at tl1ere arc fc.,vcr i11trinsic genres than 
tl1cre arc particular meanings ,vould reveal tl1e distinction be
t,veen genre and meaning and lay the fotindation for a precise 
and stable definition of an intrinsic genre. 

One basis for the distinction bet,vcen genres and particular 
meanings can be sougl1t in a co11sidcration tl1at necessitated 
the genre concept in tl1e first J)lace-ll1c temporal cl1aracter 
of speaking and t1ndcrstanding. Because \VOrds follo\V one 
anotl1er sequentially, and becattsc tl1e ,vords tl1at ,viii come 
later arc not present to consciousness aJ011g \Vitl1 tl1e \Vords ex
perienced l1ere and no,v, tl1e speaker or listener must }1ave an 
anticipated sense of tl1e \vhole by virtue of ,vJ1icl1 tl1c presently 
experienced ,vords arc understood in tl1eir capacity as parts 
functioning in a ,vl1ole. n Tl1e necessity of tl1is anticipated 
sense of the ,vhole is in no ,vay obviated by suggesting that a 
speaker can rel1earse ,vhat l1e says bcf ore l1c speaks or tl1at an 
interpreter can experience tl1e \Vl1olc of a ,vord sequence before 
l1c starts to understand tl1c functions of tl1c \vords. To make 
this suggestion is merely to delay tl1c i11cvitablc conc)t1sion, for 
110,v can a speaker rehearse \Vords tl1at \Yill be spoken in a 

9. In the Gcrn1an hcrmcncutical tradition this is called Vori•er·
stii11,J11is.
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sequence unless }1e rehearses tl1em in a sequence? And ho,v can 
he do tl1at unless l1e entertains a system of expectations, by
virtue of ,vhicl1 J1c kno,vs tl1at tlzis ,vord may be said now be
cause it belongs to tl1e type of pl1rase or sentence or series of 
sentences ,vhicl1 11e expects to continue and complete la.ter? 
Similarly, from tI1c side of the intcrpreter1 ho,v can he under
stand the f t1nction of tl1c ,vord he experiences no,v unless he 
anticipates tl1c type of phrase or sentence or series of sentences 
in ,vl1icl1 the ,vord belongs? It docs not help to say that his 
undcrstancling ,vitl1l1olds itself until he l1as completed the 
phrase, sc11tcnce, or series of sentences, for l1e cannot kno,v 
,vhat tl1ese arc t1ntil 11e 11as understood tl1e functions of the 
,vords, and tl1cse l1e cannot t1nderstand unless he has antici
pated or guessed tl1c type of ,vl1ole in ,vh ich they arc occurring. 

No,v tl1e ten1pora!ity of speccl1, to ,vl1ich I have been allud
ing, is �in essential condition for distinguishing an intrinsic 
genre f ron1 tl1e n1ear1ing tl1at it governs. This can be illustrated 
conveniently by taking an extreme example, tl1e first lines of 
Pc1r,1clise Lost: 

Of ·Man's first disobedience and the fruit 
Of tl1at for bidden tree, ,vhose mortal taste 
Brot1gl1t deatl1 into tl1e World and all our ,voe, 
Witl1 loss of Eden, till one greater Man 
Restore us and regain tl1c blissful scat, 
Sing l1eavcnly Mt1sc, tl1at, on tl1c secret top 
Of Oreb or of Sinai, didst inspire 
Tl1at sl1cpl1crd, ,vI10 first taugl1t the cl1osen seed 
In tl1c beginning 110,v tlle I1eavcns and earth 
Rose out of cl1aos. 

To understand tl1osc lines an in1mense amount of relevant 
kno,vledgc is rcqttired, bt1t tl1e one overarching �onceptron 
,vl1icl1 detcrn1incs not only the meaning and function of tl�at 
long sentence, bltt also jl1st ,vl1at kno,vledgc is relevant to its 
ttndcrstandi11g is tl1c conception, Para<lise Lost. No one,. no
matter 110,v learned a11d sc11sitivc to poetry, could possibly
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understand those lines if l1e did �ot rigl1t)y understand the kind 
of poem tllis is, by \Vl1ich I certainly do not mean "a Christian
humanist epic in blank verse'' nor �ny �t�er manageable com
pound name. To understand those lines 1t 1s necessary to grasp, 
in a \vay more specific tl1an any label could be, tl1c particular 
type of "Cl1ristian-humanist epic'' this is. 011 tl1c other hand, 
it \Vould not be \varranted to say that tl1ose lines could be 
understood only by someone \vl10 l1ad read every \vord of 
Paratlise Lost. It is possible for a reader to knO\V precisely \Vhat 
kind of ,vhole these lines introduce long bcf ore I1c comes to the 
last \vord of the last book. Furtl1ern1orc, and tl1is is the crucial 
point, it \vould be possible to underst,1nd tl1ose lines perfectly 
even if the tl1ousands of verses \vl1ich follow tl1em \Vere not 
precisely tl1e verses tl1at appear in Milton's second edition. 

To take an cxan1p)c, Milton n1igl1t not l1ave included near 
tl1e beginning of Book Ill tl1e f,1mot1s, be,1utiful lines on his 
blindness: 

Tl1us \vitl1 tl1e year 
Seasons return; but not to me returns 
Day, or the S\veet approacJ1 of even or morn, 
Or sight of vernal bloon1, or summer's rose, 
Or flocks, or l1erds, or l1t1man face divine; 
But cloud instead and ever-dt1ring dark 
Surrounds me, from tl1e cheerft1l ,v,1ys of men 
Cut off, and, for tl1c book of kno\vledgc fair, 
Presented \Vith a universal blank 
Of Nature's \Vorks to me expungecl and rascd, 
And \Visdom at one entrance qttite sl1ut out. 

Can anyone doubt tl1at tl1e exclusion of t11ese lines \vould in1-
povcrish the poem and, in \Vays botl1 obviot1s and st1btle, alter 
its meaning? Y ct \Vould tl1cir cxclt1sion-and l1erc I must rely 
on the reader's common se11se ratl1er titan on any tl1eory he 
holds about meaning-in any way l1indcr an accurate under
standing of tl1e first lines of tl1e poen1? Indeed, need \Ve reach 
out for sucl1 an extreme cxan1plc? Suppose in tl1osc first lines 
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Milton l1ad dictatccl ''l1appy seat'' instead of "blissful seat." A 
careful reader will recognize that this \Vould subtly change the 
sense of tl1at pl1rasc, bt1t would he l1old that it changes the sense 
of tl1e preceding pl1rascs? Surely it docs not. Of course, the 
substitution \VOuld alter tl1e meaning of the sentence as a \Vhole, 
but it \vould not alter tl1e meaning of most components in the 
sentence nor \Vould it cl1ange at all the type of sentence that it 
is. I an1 not suggesting that sucI1 relatively minor alterations 
can t1/1v£1)1.s- be n1adc \vitl1out cl1anging the intrinsic genre of an 
utterance, bt1t I an1 insisting that tl1is example illustrates the 
difference bet\vcen an intrinsic genre and the particular mean
ing it governs. 

WJ1at tl1e example sl10\vs-and anyone can easily invent 
other exan1ples for J1imself-is tl1at \Ve can understand the 
earlier parts of an utterance bcf ore \VC reach the end and, fur
thcrn1ore, tl1at \Ve ci1n understand them in tl1eir lleter,11ir1acy as 
meanings f t1nctioni11g in a particular \vay. (Again, I must stress 
that detern1inacy (loes not necessarily mean either precision or 
clarity, but sin1ply self-identity.) If that \Vere not so, \Ve could 
not rigl1tly t1ndcrstand "Of n1an's first disobedience'' until \Ve 
had n1adc st1re tl1at Milton l1ad said "blissful scat'' rather than 
"J1appy scat." No\v tl1c only \Vay ,ve can understand ho\V an 
early part of an utterance functions in a ,vl1ole before \Ve have 
con1pletc(I tl1e \Vl1ole is by mca11s of a generic conception tl1at 
is narro\v enougl1 to detcrmi11c tl1e meaning of the earlier part. 
1'his gc11cric conception, \vl1ilc it may be very narro,v indeed, 
has a degree of tolerance by virtt1c of \Vl1icl1 tl1e later \Vords of
the utterance could be varied \Vitl1in limits \Vitl1out altering tl1c 
dctern1in,1tc n1canings of tl1c c�irlicr ,vords.10 

I 0. l'hc tcrn1 ",vor<ls" is, ho,vcvcr. ,ncrcly a convenient approxin1a
tion, since I by no n1e:ins ,vant to suggest that individual words ?re
discrete, independent scn1antic units. The prin1ary units of speaking
a_nd understanding arc larger, scntcncc-likc groupings of ,vords: C�s
sircr, invoking the authority of von l·lun1boldl, \Vundt, and D�!tr,ch
c:tlls "the prin1acy o f  thc sentence over the ,vord" one of the n10st
secure findings" of linguistics (S>•111bvlic Fvr111s: Vol. I ,  Languag,·,
pp. 303-04). 
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We can no,v define quite precisely ,vl1at an intrinsic genre is. 
It is tl,at se,,se of 1/1e Jv/10/e by 111ea11s of lvl1icl1 a,1 i11terpreter 
ca,z correctly ,,,z(/ersra11(/ a11)' p(1rt i11 its (/eter111i11(1cy. Since tile 
interpreter can do this before he kno,vs t�e precise sequence 
of ,vords in the utterance as a ,vhole, and since more tl1an one 
sequence of ,vords can fulfill l1is generic expectations ,vithout 
altering his understanding of the parts }1e l1as understood, it 
follo,vs that tl1is determining sense of tl1c ,vl1ole is not identical 
,vith the particular meaning of tl1c utterance. Tl1at particular 
meaning arises ,vl1en the generic expectations l1avc been ful
filled in a particular ,vay by a particular sequence of ,vords. 

Similarly, the intrinsic genre is as necessary to the speaker as 
it is to the interpreter. Tl1c speaker is able to begin expressing 
determinate meanings before 11c finisl1cs his utterance because 
those meanings (carried by a partict1lar seqt1cr1cc of ,vords) arc 
determined by tl1c kind of meani11g 11c is goi11g to complete in 
,vords tl1at have not yet been cl1oscn. Tl1e speaker anticipates 
the kind of thing l1e ,viii be saying, but l1is n1ea11i11g in all its 
particularity depends on tl1e partict1l,1r cl1oicc of ,vords by 
,vhich he realizes tl1at type of meaning. Once tl1e speaker }1as 
,villed "tl1is particular type of n1eaning11 tl1e f t1rtl1er <letermina
tion of his meaning depends entirely upon l1is stibscquent 
choice of ,vords and patterns falling ,vitl1i11 tl1e tolerance of 
tlie intrinsic genre. 

If an intrinsic genre is cap,lble of codctcr111ining any partial 
meaning, there ,vould seem to be left sn1all Spie/r(11111z for that 
useful, catchall term, "the context." Ordinarily ,vc cannot do 
,vitl1out tl1e term. If somebody asks, "I·Io,v do you k110,v the 
phrase means this ratlicr than tl1at?'' ,vc ans,vcr, ''Because of 
the context," by \vhicl1 ,vc normally mct1n a very con1plex and 
undifferentiated set of relevant factors, starting ,vit11 tl1e ,vords 
that surround the crux and expanding to tl1e c11tire physical, 
psychological, social, and l1istorical n1ilicu i11 ,vl1icl1 tl1c 11ttcr
ancc occurs. We mean tl1c traditions and conventions thnt 
tl1c speaker relics on, }1is attitt1cles, pt1r poses, kin cl of vocabu
lary, relation to l1is audience, and ,vc may 1nenn a great many 
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other things besides. T}1us tl1c \Vord ''context'' embraces and 
unifies t\VO quite different realms. I t  signifies, on the one hand, 
the give11s tl1at accompany tl1e text's meaning and, on the other, 
the constructions tl1,1t arc part of tl1c text's meaning. For ex
an1plc, tl1e actt1al sig11s surrounding a crux constitute a given, 
but \Vl1at tl1osc sig11s n1can is a construction \Vhich ,ve assume 
to be a given only because it seerns less problematical t}1an the 
crux. Sin1ilarly, tl1e sitt1ation in \vhich the utterance occurs is 
a given, \vl1ereas sucl1 matters as the speaker's attitudes are 
not given bt1t arc construed from the utterance itself. The 
convcntio11s and traclitions \vl1icl1 tl1e speaker relies on are not 
directly give11 by ,1 n1iliet1. \Ve 1n,1y kno\v fron1 tl1e milieu ,vhat 
conventio11s ,ire available to l1in1, but tl1c ones l1e chooses to 
rely on arc construecl by 11s f ron1 l1is t1tterance. Furthermore, 
sucl1 aspects of a co11tcxt as purposes, conventions, and rela
tionsl1ip to the auclie11cc arc not outside tl1e meaning o f  the 
utterance bttl constitt1ti\1C of it. Tl1cy ,ire not only aspects ,vhich 
n1ust be constrt1ccl bt1t also aspects ,vl1ich are intrinsic to 

• n1can1ng. 
Tl1is is 11ot at all to st1ggcst tl1at "context" is an illegitimate 

tern1 tl1at sl1ot1lcl be rcpl,1ccd. l'vly purpose is to sho,v tl1at \Ve 
use "context'' to sig11ify t\\'O necessary but distinct functions in 
intcrprctatio11. By ·'context'' ,vc n1can a construed notion of 
tl1c ,vl1olc 111ca11ing narro,v cnougl1 to detcrn1inc tl1e n1eaning 
of a p,trt, ,111d, at tl1e san1c time, ,ve tisc tl1e ,vord to signify 
those givens i11 tl1e n1iliet1 ,vl1icl1 ,viii l1clp us to conceive the 
rigl1t 11otio11 of tl1c ,vl10Ic. 111 certai11 sitt1,1tio11s certain types

of n1ea11i11g arc very l ikely to occt1r. In additio11 to t1sage traits, 
therefore, ,vc can l1,1vc sitt1ation traits ,vl1icl1 l1elp tis to guess 
,vltat type of n1caning ,ve confront. Bt1t tl1c givens of a situation 
do r1ot directly dctcrn1i11c verbal n1ca11ings. Tl1cy l1clp suggest 
a probable type of 111ca11ir1g, n11d it is tl1is type idea ,vhicl1 dcter-
111incs tl1c parti,11 111c,111i11g ,vl1icl1 ,vc dcfcn9 ,vl1c11 ,ve in,1okc the 
\Vorel ''cor1tcxt." In otl1cr ,vorcls, tl1c cssc11tial co111po11cnt of a 
�ontcxt is tl1c i11tri11sic gc11rc of tl1c t1ttcrn11cc. Everytl1i11g else 
111 lite co11tcxt serves 111crcly as a clt1c to tl1c i11trinsic gc11re and 
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has in itself no coercive po,ver to codetermine parti,11 n1eanings. 
Those external clues may be cxtren1ely in1portant, but often 
(as in some anonyn1ous texts) tl1e)' are aln1ost entirely absent. 
To kno\v tlie intrinsic genre and tJ1c ,vord sequence is to kno,v 
almost e,,erything. But tl1e intrinsic genre is al,vays construed, 

• • • 
that is, guessed, and is never 1n any 1rnport,111t sense given. 

Since "intrinsic genre" has been defi11c<.I and <.listi11guisl1ed 
from "context," the preparatory ,vork of tl1is section ,viii be 
complete ,vhcn "extrinsic genre'' l1as bee11 defined. No,v, an 
interpreter can use any type idea l1et1ristically to get at tl1c 
meanings of an utterance. S0metin1es, i11 tl1e cot1rsc of inter
pretation, he ,viii find tl1at l1is original type iclca must be dis
carded or drastically revised, bt1t t1st1,1lly l1c <.locs 11ot find this 
necessary. Almost al,vays, J1e begins ,vitl1 a type idea ,vhicl1 is 
vaguer and broader than the intrinsic i<.lea or tl1c t1tterance and, 
in the course of interpretation, n1erely narro,vs tl1is idea and
makes it more explicit. A prelin1in,1r)' ge11re ide,1 tl1at is vagu.c 
and broad is 11ot, 110,vever, 11ecessaril)1 extrinsic, btrt ratl1er, a 
heuristic tool tl1at l1as not yet been sl1,1rpcr1ed to tl1e fine edge 
necessary for detern1ining all tl1e n1eani11gs of tl1c titterancc. 
l t  ,vould not necessarily be an extrinsic jt1clgn1ent to call 
l'ar<1(/ise Lost n "Cl1ristian-l1t1n1anist epic'' since tl1e nan1e 
serves merely as a preliminary l1et1ristic tool tl111t n1ust be 
furtl1er sharpened before it Ciln <.liscrin1ir1,1te tl1c ft1nctions of 
the partial meanings in tl1eir detcr1ninacy. A I1et1ristic genre 
tl1at merely l1as to be narro,ved ratl1er tl1a11 rc,1ised cannot 
properly be called extrinsic. A ge11rc 111ay properly be called 
extrinsic only ,vhen it is ,vro11gly conccivecl and t1sed as an 
intrinsic genre. Tl1us, any final, generic sense or tl1c ,vl1ole dif
ferent from the speaker's ,vot1lcl be cxt ri11sic becat1sc it ,vould 
be used to codetermine meanings, of \V)1icl1 son1c ,vottlcl 11eces
sarily be incorrect. Similarly, art)' l1et1ristic type idea ,vl1icl1 an 
interpreter applied to a great n1any <.lifTcrcnt t1ttera11ces ,vould 
be extrinsic if it ,verc not narro,vc<.I in a <.lifTcrcnt ,vay for <.lif
f erent uttcranccs. 1 1  An extrinsic ge11rc is ,l ,vrong guess, an 

1 1 . ·�hus nly objcc1ion to the dangerous practice of using abstract
categories or monolithic ''npproachcs" ancl "nlcthocls" to interpret a
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intrinsic genre ,l correct one. One of the main tasks of  inter
pretation can be summarized as the critical rejection of ex
trinsic genres in the search for the intrinsic genre of a text. 

c. GENI{E LOGIC ,\ND Tl-IE PROBLEl\-f OF 11\l PLICATION

It is best to ignore for the moment a great many unresolved 
problems concerning genres in order to go straight to the 
crucial issue-the problen1 of implication. Of course, this 
problem is not in itself n1ore in1portant than a good many 
others in hern1er1et1tic theory, but ,vhen our central concern 
is validity ,ve al\vays 11,t\'C to ask \vhether a particular meaning 
is or is not implied by an utterance. The correct determination 
of implications is ,l crucial clcn1cnt in the task of discriminating 
a valid from an inv,tlid interprctatio11. Although disagreements 
bct\vcen interpreters ,ire son1ctimcs total, as ,vhcn one critic 
asserts tl1at a meaning is ironical and another critic denies it, 
more often tl1eir clisagrecn1ents center on details of implication, 
\Vhich arc, of cotrrse, no less in1portant for being details, since 
the character of tl1e cictails is codctcrminate \Vith the character 
of the ,vt1ole. 111 fact. ,tll interpreti\'e disagreements ,vhcn thC)' 
arc not n1ercly ,,crbal tend to be ft1ndan1ental disagreements.1 �

At the center of tl1en1 ,111 is tl1c question, Is this meaning im
plied or is i t  11ot? 

In tl1e second chapter I defined an implication as a trait of 
a type, and in tl1is cl1,1pter I l1avc given the name ''intrinsic 
genre" to tl1e type tl1at dctcrn1incs tl1c bot1ndaries of an utter
ance as ,1 \vholc. So ,vc n1ay 110,v sa}' tl1at the in1plications of an 
utterance ,1rc dctcrn1i11ccf l)y its intri11sic genre. The principle 
by \vl1icl1 \vc ca11 ,liscovcr \Vl1ctl1cr a11 in1plicatio11 bclo11gs to 

,ville variety (>f texts. rrhe use of such n1astcr keys to  unlock large nunl·
hers of texts <.>ftcn has the clf cct 1..>f fitting the tock to the key rather
than vice versa. Sec Chap. 4, Sec. l) and 1::. ! 2· . r:or the distincti<.>11 bet,vcen "different" and "disparate" inter·
prctallons (the f or1ner n<.>t in1plying dis·1green1ent) sec Chap. 4, Sec. A,
pp. 1 28-32. 

89 



C/1ap1er 3: Tire Co11c:e1JI of Ge11re 

a n1eaning turns out to be tile co11ccpt of intrinsic genre. This
general proposition no\v nee�s to be <levcloped and illustrated.

This is not tl1e place to discuss tl1e co11ncctions bct\vccn a
gc11eral tl1cory of verbal implicatio11 ,111(! tl1c v,irious accounts
of implication tl1at l1avc been pro,,idcd by logicians, tJ1ough
anyone familiar \Vitl1 ,vritings on logic \Viii 11oticc affinities be-
t,vecn ,vJ1at 1 l1a,,c beer1 saying ,1bot1t \'Crbal i111plication and 
certain vie,vs of Mill, De Morg,1n, B0sa11qt1et, and 1-Tusscrl. 
Hermeneutic theory o,ves clebts to so 111.111y fields tl1at it is not 
surprising to fine! it indcbtccl to logic, bt1t verbal i111plication is 
at once broader and n1ore limitccJ tl1an tl1c l�inds of i111plication 
discussed by most logicia11s, ,1ncl l1er1ncncutics need 11ot pause 
very long over elaborate disti 11ctio11s l1et,vccn ,,arieties of im
plication, sucl1 as "syncatcgorcn1atic'' a11cl "i11clepcndent" in1-
plications or "strict" and "n1aterial'' i111J)lic,1tions. Sucl1 distinc
tions arc in1portant ,vitl1 respect to ,t st1bjcct 111atter but rarely 
,vith respect to a n1ea11ing. For ex,1n1plc, it is trt1c tl1at color 
nccessaril}1 implies extension (sir1cc it is in1possiblc to perceive 
a color \Vitl1out perceivi11g also an area co,1crecl by tl1c color), 
but oddly enougl1, I ca11 na111e a color ancl ca11 be so intent upon 
its particular quality as a color tl1at I ca11 r1l111ost if not totally 
disrcgar(I tl1e idea of extension; ccrt,1inl}1 I ca11 con1pletely dis
regard any partict1lar area covered by tl1c color I nan1c. Thus, 
to insist tl1at color 11cccssarily in1plics extension leaves out of 
account all tl1osc st1btle problc111s of cn1pl1,1sis ir1 verbal impli
cation ,vl1icl1 I raised in disct1ssi11g ,vl1ctl1er tree 11ecessarily 
implies roots. 

From tl1e st,1ndpoint of verbal n1cani11g, tl1en, all implica
tions ,vithout distinction arc go,,erned by tl1c type-trait model. 
\Ve kno,v that a given partial n1ea11ing is in1pliccl by an utter
ance, because ,vc kno\v tl1at st1cl1 a rncanir1g belongs in that 
type of utterance. Witl1 clt1e qualific,1tions, a11d in different 
terms, tJ1is is tl1e point J .  S. Mill m,1clc ,1bot1t tl1c function of the 
syllogisn1. 1 :i We con1c to tl1c conclt1sion tl1at Socr,1tcs is mortal

13. J. S. Mill, A �·>·st<·111 of Logic, Rarioci11ati\•£! 11111/ J11,l11c:ti\'C (Lon·
don, 1 843), Ilk. II ,  Chaps. 2-3. 
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(that "Socrates'' implies ''n1ortality'') because Socrates is an 
instance of a type (ma11) \vl1icl1 past experience has sho\vn to 
have tJ1c trait mortality. Wl1ctt1er the connection bct\vcen a 
type and a trait is apoclictically necessary or \vhether it is a 
habit or an accident or a brute given is, from the standpoint 
of interpretation, irrelevant. No matter ho\v the connection 
bct\vecn tl1e type a11d tlie tr,tit arose, all verbal implications arc 
governed by son1c version of tl1e formula ''if the meaning is of
1/zis type, tl1cn it carric$ t/1iJ· implication.'' 

I use tJ1c if-tl1cn con,1c11tion of formal logic to point out t\vo 
interesting aspects of \1crbal in1plication as it relates to inter
prctatio11. Tl1e first is tl1at tl1c correct dra,ving of implications 
dcpcncls upo11 ,\ correct guess about tl1c type: ''if the meaning is 
of this tyJ)e," "if ,,·c l1avc rigl1tly grasped the intrinsic genre." 
On tl1at "if" cvcr;1tl1ing depends, and tl1cre can be no apodictic 
certainty tl1at ot1r 11otion is rigl1t. But tl1c other half of the 
propositior1 also follo,vs: ' '1/1e11 tl1e n1eaning carries tl1is impli
cation." Fro111 tl1c pren1iscd t;•pe of n1cn11ing, the implication 
follo,vs \vitl1 11ccessity. Tl1erc is tl1us a genuine logic of inter
pretation, \Vl1icl1 is ,vl1.1t Scl1lcicrn1acl1er n1eant ,vI1cn he said 
that ,vc t111(lcrst,111<I 11otl1i11g tl1at \VC do 11ot understand as 
necessary. 1 ·1 1�hc rc,1sor1 for tl1is is sin1ple: if an implication is 
a trait of a type, it is a11 nspcct tl1at partly dcfi11cs tl1e t;•pe, for 
if tl1c trait \Vere 11ot tl1crc, tl1e type \Vould be a different l)'pc; 
to l1avc tl1e 011e is to l1a\'C tl1e otl1cr. Tl1e u11ccrtainty of inter
pretation arises bccat1sc \VC can never be abs0It1tcly certain
that \Ve l1a,1c prcn1iscd tl1c rigl1t type. 

Tl1e logic of in1plic,1tio11 is al\vays, tl1ercforc, a genre logic, 
as con1n1on scr1se tells every i11tcrprctcr. \\'hethcr an implica
tion is prese11t <lcpc11cls t1pon tl1c kind of n1c,t11ing that is being 
intcrprctcll. 'fl1at is ,vl1y ,vc confidently infer, ,vl1cn a sn1all 
boy says, " I  \Vant to cli111b :t tree," tl1at l1c does not in1ply 
"roots," thot1gl1 l1c ,1ln1ost ccrtair1ly docs in1ply "brancl1es." 
\\'c feel certai11 of tl1is i111plication bccat1sc \VC arc fan1ilinr ,vith 

l4. r:-r. D. E. Schlciern1nchcr, ll<·r111t•ne111ik, ed. Heinz Kin1n1erle
(.1-fcidclbcrg, 1959), p. 3 1 .
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boys and \Vitlt the type of activity i11v�lvcd in clin1bing a tree
and, therefore, \Vitl1 tl1c type of n1can1ng. \lltcrccl by the boy.
Qi,i 11011 i,,telliget res 11011 fJOtest e.t ve�brs se11s11111 ellicere. 1r. 
But of course, numcrot1s t)1pcs of n1can111gs arc not ,1ssociatcd 
dire

,
ctly \Vitti a res like tree climbing, l)tll r,1tl1er \Vitl1 ,l sJ1arcd 

fiction strch as unicorn or Leda. Everyone k110\vs tl1at Leda \Viii 
in ntost usages in1ply S\V,tn, because ,1 verbal in1plication, 
,vllethcr or not it l1as a basis i11 ''reality," ,1l\v,1ys l1as a basis in
a sltarcd type. Unicorn is as n1ucl1 :1 sl1,1rcd type as tree cli111b
ing, ancl if the type ,vcrc not sl1,1red by tl1c i11tcrprctcr, l1c could 
not dra,v in1plicatio11s. 

Tl1cse sin1ple examples <lcmo11stratc tl1,1t every sl1arcd type 
of n1caning (every intrinsic gc11rc) c,111 l>c dcfi11ed as a systen1 
of conventions. Somctl1ing i11 tis rebels, of cot1rse, ,vl1c11 son1c
body insists tl1at tl1c n1cani11g ''I ,vant to clin1b ,t tree'' is 11ot/1i11g 
b111 a system of con,1entio11s. \Ve 111a)1 ,1cln1it tl1at tl1c ,vords and 
the syntax of tl1e sentence arc co11,1e11tio11s, l>trt \VC \Viii insist 
that tl1ere is notl1ing n1erely cor1ve11tio11al abo\1t tree clin1bing 
itself. The \vord "conventior1 ' ' st1ggcsts .111 arl>itrary co11ncction 
bct\vccn sign systen1s ancl n1ea11ings, bt1l tl1crc is notl1ing 
arbitrary about tl1e in1plic,1tions of l1a11c.ls, ,t11c.l feet, and 
branches in clin1l,ing a tree. I 11,lcc<l, it l1as cvc11 been argued 
that it is artificial lo speak of co11,1e11tio11s \Vitl1 respect to \Vords 
and syntax, since ,vitl1in a givc11 la11gt1,1gc grot1p tl1ese clen1cnts 
l1avc ceased to be arbitrary ,1t ,111. Bt1t I tl1i11k tl1ese verbal 
difficulties can be resolved precisely /Jec·<111se 11otl1ing in speak
ing and interpreting is n1crely arbitrary, a11cl everytl1ing clc
pends 011 sometl1ing learned. Tl1erc is prob,tbly 110 better single 
\Vord tl1an "co11vcntio11'' to cn1bracc tl1e c11tire syste111 of usage 
traits, rules, custon1s, f orn1al 11cccssities, a11cl J)roprictics \vl1ich 
constitute a type of verbal mcani11g. lt is certainly trt1c that 
some of these clements may be t111altcrablc \v]1ilc others n1ay 
be variable, but it is also tr11c tl1at tl1e eleme11ts, \Vl1etl1er neces
sary or 1101, n1t1st be sl1arecl. ,.fl1at ,vas tl1c point I n1adc about 

15 . Luther's dictun1. Sec Appendix I I , p. 248.
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the in1plication ''J>ytl1agorean theorem'' in the term "right 
triangle." 1 H Tl1e in1pl ication is unalterably necessary, but it is 
not a verbal in1plicatio11 except in certain genres of utterance 
in \Vl1icl1 tl1e necessary connection is kno\vn and shared. Be
cause tl1e types n1ust be shared in order to carry implications, 
and bccat1se tl1ey \vould not be shared if the interpreter did not 
kno,v tl1e type, it is gent1inely descriptive to call an intrinsic 
genre a systen1 of conventions. 

Tl1is en1pl1asis on tl1c conventional character of all genre 
expectations ancl inferences leads back to \Vittgenstcin's n1eta
phor of a gan1c. If tl1c dra\vir1g of implications did not vaguely 
corrcspor1d to tl1e mo\1es in a f an1iliar game (the particular 
gan1e is, of cot1rsc, tl1e ir1trinsic genre), then the interpreter 
\Vould not kno\v ,vl1at n10,1cs to make. He cotild not kno,v the 
rules. Yet ''rt.1lcs'' is a strong, overly rigid \vord, as ,ve kno\v 
f ron1 tl1e fact tl1at sligl1t altcr,1tior1s in tl1e systcn1 of conventions 
arc possible. A better \Vord n1igl1t be ''proprieties." A genre is 
less like a gan1c tl1,1r1 like ,1 code of social bcl1avior, \vhich 
provi(les rules of tl1t1111b st1cl1 as, do not drink a toast to )'Our 
hostess at a Sca11di11aviar1 din11er party. Tl1at is not a strict rule 
(since t1r1der cert,1i11 circt1n1sta11ces it ,vould be pern1issible to 
drink tl1c toast) bttt ratl1cr a propriety ,vl1icl1 is, on the ,vhole, 
socially co11siclcr,1tc to observe. Tl1c conventions of language 
arc of tl1is broaclly social cl1aractcr, si11ce language itself is 
broadly social and ot1trcacl1cs tl1e rigicl, artificially confined
rules of a gan1c. 

ln1plicatio11s arc clra\vn, tl1c11, by observing tl1c proprieties 
of an i11tri11sic ge11rc, a11d it is obviot1s tl1at tl1cse proprieties 
arc t\vo-siclecl. Given a particttlar ir1t.rir1sic genre, both tl1c 
speaker and tl1c i11tcrpretcr con1c ur1dcr tl1c san1c constrictions
a11cl necessities. It is precisely at tl1is \'Cf)' p,1rtict1larizcd level
tl1at tl1e propo11c11ts of "pt1blic 11orn1s'' l1t1ve tl1cir vindication. 
Tf1cir 111istakc lay 1101 i11 tl1i11kir1g tl1:1t tl1crc is a st1pra-indivicf
ualistic pri11ciplc ,vl1iel1 er1forccs n1eanings, bttt ir1 believing 

16 .  Sec Chap. 2, Sec. G, pp. 64-66. 
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t}1at this principle ,,is s:omcl10\v nt1tomatic,1!ly givc11 to any
"competent reader. It 1s tl1e speaker \V}10 \V1lls tl1c particular 
intrinsic genre and, l1a\1ing done so, is co11strained by its 
proprieties, but tl1e interpreter can never be completely certain 
\vhat tl1at genre is and ca11 ne,,er con1plctely co(lif y its proprie
ties in all their complexity. Tl1c fundan1ental criterion for 
genre proprieties is ultin1ately tl1c sa111e ,ts tl1at for \'erbal 
meaning i11 general-tl1e criterion of sl1arability. 

It is time to give ,in illustr,1tio11 of tl1e \v,1y in1plications arc 
detern1ined by tl1e logic of genre proprieties, but i t  is difiicult 
to find clear examples of st1cJ1 st1btlc n1atters! If a text is un
problematical (i.e. ''I ,vant to clin1b a tree''), i t  cannot serve to 
illustrate tl1e \vay in ,vl1icl1 a11 alternative ge11eric conception 
alters tl1e logic of implications, bt1t if a text is problematical, 
then too n1any prolegon1e11a arc rcc1t1ired to (lcfc11d a particular 
inference. 1 i Fortunately, as I \Vas \vriting tl1is cl1apter, a cor
respondence began lo unfold in tI1c letter colun1ns of the 
Tir11es Liter(1ry .'>1t/Jp/e111e111 \vl1icl1 sa\1ec.l n1e tl1e trot1blc of 
inventing an artificial illt1stration. Mr. I-Jugl1 MacDiarmid 
invented one for me by convcrtir1g into poetry t,vo \VOrd se
quences that }1acl origin,1lly been pt1blisl1cd ,is prose by Mr. 
Glyn Jones ,ind lv1r. J-lugl1 Gorclo11 Porlct1s. An,idst tt1c moral 
and legal isst1es tl1at \Vere publicly disct1ssecl t1pon tl1c dis
covery of Mr. MacDiarn1id's genial bt1t t111ack110,vledged trans
mogrifications, some tl1coretical isst1cs \Vere raised \Vl1icl1 go 
to the l1eart of all interpretive problen1s. 

What makes tl1is exan1plc partict1larly t1seft1I is tl1e agree
ment by several of the corrcspon(lents, inclt1di11g tl1e ,vriter of 
a leading article on tl1e subject, tl1at tl1e cfTecl of ,vorcls \vhcn 
tl1ey arc printed as verse is clifTerc11t fron1 tl1cir efTect ,vhcn 
printed as prose. Of course, prose ar1d verse arc cnorn1ously 
broad generic ideas, and in order to interpret citl1cr tl1e original 

l 7. This difficulty should be kept in n1inu l>y those ,vho n1ight ,vish
to find more concrete cxan1plcs in this theoretical essay. 'fhcory of
interpretation can never lead to a n1cthod <>f interpretation. Sec Ch:ip.s. Sec. E. 
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passngcs or Mr. MacDiarn1i<J's typograpl1ical rearrangements, 
the reader l1as to r11akc far n1orc particul,1r generic judgments 
than tl1at. Not ,tll tl1e corrcsponclents agreed, 110\vcver, that a 
111crely pl1ysical rc,trr,1ngen1er1t cot1lcl change the sound or 
sense of the ,vorcls. 1·11c f ollo,vi11g is f ron1 a letter published in 
the 1·L.'i of 1 8  l:;-cbrt1ar)1 1 965 by tvtr. Jol1n Sparro,v, ,vho has 
kindly given 111e pcr111issio11 to qt1otc it, adding that it docs not 
represent J1is ft11l vic,vs 011 tl1csc matters: 

Sir,-TJ1is t111fortt1r1.:1te bt1sincss of ivir. MacDiarmid 
and Dr. Grieve ar 1tl tl1eir transmut,itions, conscious or 
t1nco11sciot1s, of tl1e prose of tvlr. Gl)1n Jones and 1\ilr. 
l·lttgh Gorclc11 Portetts raises an interesting critical issue. 
J t  in,10I,1es, as Mr. Ecl,vin Morgan points out, the question 
"Ca11 prose becon1e poetry tl1rot1gl1 typograpl1ical rc
arra11ge111c11t ?'' \VJ1en Dr. Grieve (or l\1r. MacDiarmid) 
tt1r11s a passage of prose by Mr. Porteus into tl1c follo,ving: 

Wl1cn ,l Cl1i11csc calligrapher "copies'' 
'fl1e ,vork of a11 old master it is not 
A f orgcd facsin1ilc but an interpretation 
1\s personal ,vitJ1i11 st)•listic lin1its 
As a S,1111ucl or Lando,vska pcrfor111ancc 
Of .1 13,1cl1 parlita. 

is l1e (loing a11ytl1ing n1orc tl1,1r1 dcst rO}'ing a decent bit 
of prose, ,vitl1ot1t proc.lt1ci11g poetry or ,1erse? Surely not. 

\Vl1cn l\1r. lvlacDiar111i<l (or Dr. Grieve) pcrforr11s a 
si111ilar opcr,1tio11 or1 a r.1tl1cr beat1tift1l prose passage by 
Mr. Glyr1 Jor1cs. ,vl1at J1appc11s? Tl1c extract (topped up 
,vit l1 a11 opc11i11g line i111cl .1 title, .. l)crfcct'') .1cqt1ircs tl1c 
ur1ity of a11 i11<lcpcr1clc11t ,vork of ,trt; l>ut st1rcly it is still 
riot verse, a11c.l rt<) r 11orc poctr}' tl1a11 it ,v�1s before? Dr. 
Grieve ((>r Mr. rvtacDiar111i(I) l1as gi,1c11 it, so to speak. 
i11clcpc11clc11cc a11c.l a sort of pcrso11alil)' of its o,vn, but 
,vhat 111orc l1as l1c co11fcrrccl tipon it? 

J>rofcssor l3t1tl1lay (\Vile) l1as con1n1ittc<l l1in1sclf by
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,varmly praising " J>crfcct'' 011 tl1c footing tl1at i t  ,vas en
tirely tl1e ,vork of Mr. MacDi,1rn1id) r1aturally docs his
best for tl1e "transm�tc�s'': l1c suggests tl1at b� printing
a sequence of ,vords 1n l111cs of t111cvc11 lcngtl1, 111stcad of
in a solid block, 011e "adds a din1cnsion'' to it; and he
describes tl1c di111cnsion ,is bci11g 011c of ''rl1ytl1mical
subtlety'', saying tl1at it "brir1gs ot1t c1t1alitics and relation
sl1ips of so1111tl tl1at cnricl1 tl1e significance of tl1e ,vords." 
So far as this n1eans anytl1ing, i t  sot111ds 11onscr1se to n1c. 
I do not find that tl1e typograpl1ical rearrangement alters 
the sound of tl1e syllabics, nor can I sec 110,v any sucli 
alteration could cl1a11ge tl1e signific,111ce of ,vorcls except 
by introdt1cing mental rat11cr tl1a11 at1ditory pat1ses. 

Herc., for compariso11, arc tl1c ,vorc.ls of J)r. Porteus printed 
as prose: "\\111e11 ,1 Chinese calligr,11)f1er 'copies' tl1e ,vork of 
an old master it is not a forgccl facsi111ile bt1t r1n interpretation 
as personal ,vitl1in stylistic Jin1its as ,t Sa111t1cl or Lando,vska 
pcrf ormancc of a 8acl1 partita. '' No,v tl1c rl1ytl1n1 of tl1is prose 
is different fron1 that of tl1e ,1ersifiecl tr,111script io11, and for 
precisely the sort of reason given by tl1e eclilori,1Iisl of t}1c TLS,
25 February 1965: 
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Jtist as pat1sing for so long at comn1as is ,l l1abit ,vc 
only learn f ron1 experience of l1eari11g people reacl prose, 
and pausing for so long ,it linc-brc,1ks is a J1abit ,vc fall 
into eitl1er from l1earing people read ,,erse or by extension 
of our prose-reading l1,1bits, so ot1r tcnclcncy to look for 
an underlying "be�1t' , or rl1ytl1n1 in ,vords arranged in
verse form is ,1 convention learnt f ron1 experience. It is 
because there exists tl1is convention tl1,1t ,1ny ,vords ar
ranged in verse form ,viii a t  once set tl1c trained reader 
of poetry searcI1ing for ,l rl1ytl1111 i11 tl1cm-tl1at is to say, 
seeing if tl1crc is not sonic detectable degree of regularity 
in tl1c fall of tl1e stresses, a11cl tl1e11 re,1ding tl1c ,vl1olc poem 
,vitl1 sligl1tly greater cmpl1asis on tl1c natt1ral stresses 
,vhicl1 coincide ,vitl1 tl1c stresses of tl1c t1nderlying beat. 
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Jt is possible to be more specific tl1an this. To kno\v the
proprieties of re,1ding most kinds of verse is to anticipate 
isocJ1ro11ot1s beats. Tl1erc \viii tht1s be a speeding up or slo\ving 
do,vn of tl1e syllables bct,veen the beats in order to make them 
fall more or less at tl1e right place. Since tl1e lines of Mr. Mac
Diarmid's transcriptio11 begin ,vitl1 a three-beat pattern, the 
practicccl rc,tclcr ,viii tend to feel tl1e pattern operating through 
to the end ancl ,viii, of cot1rse, also tcncl to pause at the end of 
the lines: 

I I I 

Wl1en ,l Cl1incse calligrapher "copies'' 
Tl1e ,vdrk of an olcl n1�stcr it is nbt 
A f 6rgcd f acsi1nile but an interpretation 
As p�rson,11 ,vitl1in stylistic limits 

I I I As ,1 San1t1cl or L,1ndo,vska performance 
I f Of a Oacl1 p,1rt1t,1. 

Nobody ,votilcl read tl1e li11cs as l1ea,1ily as my simple marks 
,vould suggest. bttt every practiced reacler ,vould tend to slur 
and spcccl lt(J ''of an old," ''but an in . . .  ," and so on, because 
al these poi11ts tl1crc arc n1ore tl1an t,vo syllabics bet,vcen tl1e 
beats. Si111ilarly, l1c ,viii slo,v do,vn at "'forged facsimile'' be
cause tl1crc is or1ly 011c syllable bct,vccn the beats. On the other 
l1ancl, to n1akc 111crcly t,vo contrasts ,vitl1 tl1e rl1ytl1n1s of the 
prose passage, tl1crc ,viii be in tl1c prose distinct pauses after 
"n1aster" a11cl ''pcrso11al," bt1t not i11 tl1c verse. 

Mucl1 n1orc importa11t, 110,vcver, arc differences of n1caning. 
I ,vould not (!arc to st1ggcst a definitive interpretation for eitl1cr
tlic origi11al prose or tl1c poetry, si11ce I l1ave no access to tl1e
texts f ron1 ,vl1icl1 tl1cy ,vcre cxcerptccf, bt1t I a111 very ,villing to 
suggest tl1c ki11cl of clifTcrc11ccs tl1,1t generic proprieties could 
cr1force. 111 prose tl1e pass,1gc cot 1lcl be pt1rcly a statc111ent abot1t 
the art of Cl1i11ese calligrapl1y, ,vl1crcas i11 poetry tl1e concen
lrati11g a11<.f syn1bolizi11g convc11tio11s of tl1c ge11rc lead tis to 
expect \viclcr i1111,lic,,tio11s, so tl1at tl1e Cl1i11csc c,1lligrapl1er 
cotilc.1 i111ply 11ot 011ly Cl1i11esc calligrapl1y bt1t .111 tradition
bouncl art. If \VC asst1111c for tl1e n10111e 11t tl1at n1y l1ypotl1ctical 
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interpretation is correct, ,vc confront a11 interesting illustration 
of the reason that a given \Vord scqticnce can rc1)resent more 
t11an one meaning. It can do so because almost any \VOrd se
quence can be subsumed by n1orc tl1ar1 or1e i11trir1sic genre and 
therefore can carry different in1plications. Tl1e TLS contro
versy illustrated this universal fact i11 a very clear <lnd simple 
,vay. In fact, every disagreement ,1bot1t ,in interpretation is
usually a clisagrceme11t abotrt genre, ,ind tl1c typograpl1ical
transforn1atio11s of Mr. MacDiarn1id raise 11ot n1crcly "an 
interesting critical issue," but tl1e ccnlr,11 isst1c in most prob
len1s of intcrpretatior1. Tl1ey indicritc, tl1ot1gl1 \ 1cry rougl1ly, 
that genre conventior1s arc essential to all dctcr1nir1ations, in
cluding pJ1onctic ones, ancl arc particul,1rly csscr1tial to tl1c 
dra\ving of implications. 

1-lo\vcver, in tl1c interpretation of speecl1, tl1e dra,ving of
in1plications has a clin1e11sio11 \vl1icl1 is not t1st1a.lly }1inted at in 
tl1e n1oclcls of logical infere11cc. \Ve k110\v tI1at i11 ,l particular 
universe of discourse "Socrates" in1plics "mortality," but ho\v 
do \Ve kno\v tl1e in1portar1cc of tl1at implic,1tio11? I s  it n1ore im
portant tl1an ",visclon1'' or uteacl1cr''? In logic a set of implica
tions is usually spoken of as tl1ougI1 it \Vere ,t n1ercly additive 
array that coulcl be described by c11t1n1er,ition. Tl1is additive 
conception of subn1ennings is tl1c trnclerJyi11g n1istal�c in tl1c 
idea tJ1at tJ1c n1ost correct interpretation is tl1c 1nosl inclusive 
one, for ,vc k110\v tl1at a correct interpretation can be very 
skctcl1y, ,vl1ile an incorrect one ca11 gi,,e a very ft1ll enun1cration 
of meanings \vl1icl1 ,ire inclecd in1pliecl. A skctcl1y interpreta
tion can be correct by virttie of tJ1e fact tl1,tt it rigl1tly grasps tl1c 
principle 11ot only for dr,1,ving implic,1lions bt1l also for re
lating then1 to one anotl1er, ,vl1ile a very ft1II i11terpretation can 
be incorrect because it gives a false accot1nl of tl1ose rclation
sl1ips. Tl1e logic of verbal. in1plications is tl1cref ore incomplete 
until it describes tJ1e prir1ciplc 1101 only for inclt1ding ancl ex
cluding in1plications, but also for slrt1cturi11g tl1en1. Tl1c rcla-

• • • t,ve importance of an in1plication is ,is crt1ci,1I to n1ean1ng as 
tl1c implication itself. 
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To speak of a complex verbal meaning as having a structure
is, as many J1ave pointed ot1t, to speak inexactly, because 
"structure'' is a spatial tern1 ,vhercas verbal meaning is tem
poral. One ans\vcr to tl1i� criticism

. 
has b�en that tcmpo:al

rclationsl1ips can be clescr1bed only 1n spatial terms and vice 
versa. I need not pause to consicler tJ1is interesting problem of
description, since tl1erc is one conception common to both 
spatial a11d ten1poral rclationsf1ips-tl1c idea of relative empha
sis. Tl1e relative in1portance of an implication can be defined i,n 
terms of empJ1asis, ,tnd cn1phasis can, i11 turn, be defined as the 
relative degree of attention tl1at sl1ould be paid to an implica
tion. A different system of en1phascs gives a different meaning 
both to a tempor,tl seqt1ence ttnd to a spatial configuration, 
and obviously ,vl1cn tl1c object of interpretation is a mute text, 
the problem of gettir1g its empl1ascs right is particularly 
difficult. 

I·Jo,v n1ucl1 cmpl1asis sl1ot1ld an in1plict1tion recci,1e? The 
straigl1tfor\varcl ans,vcr is, "J t1st as mucl1 relative cmpl1asis as 
the author \villccl it to recei,1c." 1-Io,vcver, \VC all kno,v that this 
ans,vcr I1as to be rec�tst i11 tcr111s of sl1arable convc11tions, since 
\VC have 110 direct ,tcccss to tl1e at1tl1or's mi11d. These con,1cn
tions of cn1pl1asis ,trc, prcclictably, anotl1cr aspect of tl1c con
vention systcn1 cn1braccd bj' a particular genre, for ,vl1at n1akes 
one i1nplicatio11 111ore in1port,1r1t tl1an anotl1er is its ftinction i11 
the n1eaning ,ts ,t ,vl1ole, a11cl obviot1sly r1ot cverj' implication 
serves ft1nctions ,vl1icl1 arc equally crt1ci,tl. Bttt tl1is argun1cnt 
seems lo clri,1e tis to a circtll,trity, since tl1e problcn1 of deter
mining tJ1e rcl,ttive in1port:1ncc of a ft1nction is tl1e san1c as 
dctcrn1ining tl1e i111porta11ce of ,111 in1plication, ,vl1icl1 is .1mong 
other things a ft1r1ction. To cleterr11i11c rclati,1c en1pl1,lsis, tl1crc
fore, ,vc n1t1st l1ave ref crc11ce to son1etl1i11g else tl1at n1nkcs tl1c 
functio11 in1port,111t, ancl tl1is son1ctl1i11g lies at tl1c l1cart of 
\Vital a genre is. TJ1c t111ifj1 i11g a11cl co11trc)llir1g iclca ir1 anj' lj'pc of 
utterance, any gc11re, is tl1c iclca of pt1rposc . 

..-rJ1c pt1rpose of all)' t1ttcrancc is, of course, to co111n1t1n ic:1tc 
fllcaning, but C)bviot1sly ,1 great r11a11y ()f tl1e n1caning types 
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under \Vhich utterances can be subsun1ccI ca11 be  f urtl1cr clas
sified in tern1s of tl1e effects, f u�ctions, and goals wl1ich tllcy 
serve. For exan1ple, tl1e categories of prayer, command, and 
tccltnical essay can be subdivided into sn1allcr groups of utter
ances \vl\ich have con1mon purposes and functions. Under 
"command," for example, tl1crc arc 11t1n1crot1s subtypes, such 
as the military 9rder, tl1e parent's den1and, tl1e boss's reqt1cst, 
and under eacI1 of tl1ese a great nun1ber of varieties \V}1icI1 
reach to tl1c intrinsic genre of tl1c uttertince. But \vhat permits 
such subtypes to be subsumed tinder a larger type concept, 
such as "prayer'' or "command," is not ust1ally a particular 
vocabulary or sentence pattern (tl1ese \Viii vary immensely), 
but a particular kind of purpose. 

The notion tl1at purpose is tl1e n1ost in1portant unifying and 
discrin1inating principle in genres \Vas long ago suggested by 
Aristotle and echoed by B0cckl1: 

The conversation, tl1e Jetter, and so on arc genres of 
speecl1 and en1brace \Vithin tl1emselves a f urtl1er large 
number of genres \Vl1ich may be distingt1isl1ed according 
to their pttrposes. Naturally, tl1ese genres arc far more 
special tl1an tI1c J1igl1est classes of speecl1-poetry and 
prose. But jt is entirely irrelevant \Vl1etl1er or not a genre 
happens to be represented by only one individual; the 
same purpose under different circun1st,1nces could jt1st as 
\veJI be realized by 1nany individt1als. 1 s 

Boeckh is here reacl1ing out to\vard tl1c notion of intrinsic 
genre, and it is extremely interesting tl1,tl J1e, like Aristotle, 
shot1lcJ define it in tern1s of purpose. Tl1is is a notion tl1at may 
\Veil be considered for a moment. 

By tl1e term Z1veck ("pt1rpose'') 13oeck11 mtast n1ea11 some
thing other than an external go,tl by rncans of \Vl1icl1 an utter-

. 18 .  Aug�1st nocckh, E11cyclopii,lie 1111,I !vi etho,lologic ,!er phi/olo·
c1schc,, JV1ssc11schaf ten, ed. E. Bratuschcck (2<1 c<.I. I�cipzig, 1 886),
p. J 4 J .
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ancc serves sometl1ing beyond itself. Since he is sympathetic
to tile vie\v derived frorn Kant that verbal art is in one sense 
purposeless, tl1at it docs not necessarily subserve anything else, 
he is clearly riot sL1ggcsting th,1t all generic purposes are ex
ternal purposes. Prest1mably lie means something like an 
Aristotelian final c,1L1sc, a11d lie \VOuld be relatively hospitable 
to sonic of tl1e ideas of R. S. Crane and the Chicago critics. 
His z,veck n1t1st be an cntelecliy, a goal-seeking force that
aniniatcs a partict1lar kincl of llttcrancc. If \Ve conceive such 
purposiveness as bci11g lin1itcd to tl1e particular purposes of an 
intrinsic ge11rc, tl1en \Ve fla\'C a direct connection bet\vcen the 
idea of genre a11cl tl1c co11trolling principle in meaning-the 
idea of \viii-in tl1is case, a partict1l,1rized genre ,viii that is not 
arbitrary bttt cl1an11ele(l \Vitl1i11 social fornis and unified by an 
idea. Tl1e genre IJt1rposc niust be in some sense an itlet1 , a
notiori of tl1c type of nicaning to be comnittnicated; othcr,visc 
there \VOt1lcl be notl1ing to gt1ide the author's \Viii. On the other 
hand, tl1cre n1ust ,1lso exist tl1c n1otivc f orcc of \Viii, since 
,vitl1out its goal-seeking tl1c iclca could not be realized throt1gl1 
the tcn1poral activity of speaking. Tf1e autl1or has ,in idea of 
,vhat l1e \vants to co1i\1cy-11ot a11 abstract concept, of course, 
but an idea cq11i\1,1lc11t to \\1l1at \VC called an intrinsic genre. 
In tl1e cot1rsc of rcalizi11g tl1is idea, l1c \Vills tl1c n1canings \vhich 
subscrve it. lt is by \'irtt1c of tl1is pt1rposivc \villing that im
plicatior1s l1avc tlcgrecs of cn1pl1,1sis or iniportancc ,vitl1 respect 
to 011c anotl1er. t n 

This ratl1cr abstract cfcscriptior1 tiia}' be incarnated in a very 
sin1plc cxaniple-tl1c t1sc of pl1011ctic stresses i11 actual speech. 
(It is \Vcll to rcn1c111bcr Snt1sst1rc's ,1dnio11ition tl1at \Vriting is a 

! 9, �·ty description <leparts fronl that of ,\ristotlc and the nco·Aristolcltans by its insistence on the entirely n1ctaphorical characterof an cntclcchy ,vhen that concept is :1pplie<.l to �1 f or111 of speech. t\ v�rbal genre has nc.> cntclccl1y t1r ,viii of its o,,•n. I t  is not a living thing \Vllh a soul or vital principle. I t  is n1ute inert nlattcr that is given "soul" or " 'II" l ,vi >y speakers and interpreters. In other ,vords, tile purpose o( a genre is the c<.>ntnlunicahlc 1>urpose <.>f a particular speaker, nothingntorc nor less. Sec Chap. 4, Sec. D. 
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C/1apter 3: T/1e Co11cept of Ge11re 

lately developed surrogate of actual speccl1.20) Tl1cse phonetic
stresses follo,v different conventions in difTcrent languages, but
their function is the same cvery,vhere. They serve to inclicatc
the relative importance of submeanings and tht1s tl1c intrinsic
genre of the utterance. E,,erybody is familiar ,vith tl1e immense 
semantic effect of tra11sposing cn1pl1ases in a sentence like "I 
am going to to,vn ton1orro,v." If we pt1t a stro11g stress in turn 
on eacl1 of the ,vords ,  ,ve ,viii get a different sense. Everyone 
is a,vare of this fact, but neitl1er logici,111s nor literary tl1eorists 
have paid enough attention to its importance for tl1e dra,ving 
of implications. 

Of course, it migl1t be ol>jectcc.l tl1�\t eacl1 of tl1c difTcrent 
senses conveyed by transposing t11e stresses of tl1is randon1 ex
ample ,viii also co11vey a difTerent set of in1plications, not 
merely tl1c san1e ones arranged i11 diflcrer1t 11ierarcl1ics. Tl1at is 
indeed true, but eacl1 of tl1ese clifTere11t sets of i111plications ,viii 
have a unity, and tl1e rclati,1c in1porta11ce of c:1cl1 ,viii be crucial 
to meaning. Tl1is can be easily seen if ,vc rcg,1rcl the ,vords of 
the illustrative sentence as indiviclt1al st1b111canings ,vl1icl1 cm· 
brace everything tl1e se11tcncc n1ca11s ,vitl1ot1l a11y f urtl1cr di· 
mcnsion of in1plications. In c,1cl1 case tl1c Sl1bn1canings ,viii be 
tl1e same, and tl1e n1eani11g ,viii be different. If ,vc observe that 
conventions of pl1onctic stress .. lrc bt1t one sort of cJttc to cn1-
pl1asis, and tl1at even tl1csc convc11tions vary in tl1eir appli
cability from genre to gcr1rc, ,ve ,vi ii co11clt1(le tl1at tl1c ,vcigl1ing 
of tl1e relative cmpl1asis of in1plicatior1s is ,is difficult as it is 
crucial. I t  is fortunate tl1at tl1is problen1 is soJ,,cd for tl1c inter
preter (as it is for the speaker) by ,1ttencli11g to tl1e "i(lca,, of
tl1e utterance, wl1ich is to say, its intri11sic ge11re. 

D. Tl·IE 11ISTORICITY OF GT!NltES

The intrinsic genre tl1at compels tl1c clctcrmi11ation of one 
meaning instead of ,1notl1er docs not al,vays leap into tl1c intcr-

20. Co11rse in Gen era/ Li11g11istics, pp. 23-37.
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prctcr's mind but f rcqucntly cn1crgcs only after a narro,ving 
process. T11c intcrpr.:tc: d_ocs not. of course, :o�sciously �o_llo,v
a logical sequence: this 1s a command, yet 1t 1s not a m1I1tary 
command but a covert ci,•ilian con1mand stated by my boss in
tllc form of a polite rcql1est." Tl1c process of narro,ving the 
genre begins at a f ,ir later stage if the interpreter is familiar ,vith 
the genre and i111111e(liatcly recognizes some of its distinctive 
traits. Tf1at is ,vll}' a11 experienced scholar is likcl}1 to under
stand an old text r11orc c1t1ickly than ,1 beginner, even ,vl1en the 
beginner is quite fan1iliar ,vit}1 tl1c lt111.�1,e in ,vl1 ich the text is 
,vrittcn, btit it is ,ilso ,vl1y tl1c beginner n1ay on occasion arrive 
at an t111<lcrst,1nding tl1at is trt1er tl1an tl1c practiced scholar's. 
The narro,ving process of trial ancl error, guess and counter
guess that tl1c begi1111t;r 111t1st go tl1rougl1 may in rare, lucky 
instances s,1vc l1i111 f ron1 a11 o,1crly l1asty t}•pification. His ex
pectations n1ay be 111orc flexible. a11cl l1c may tl1erefore perceive 
aspects tl1at a11 eXJ)Crt C<)ulcl n1iss. Btst c,•ery expert ,vas once a 
beginner; every speaker ,,•as 011cc a cl1ild lcar11ing }10,v to 
speak a11cl interpret; ancl it is obvious tl1at tl1c J1ct1ristic use 
of gc11rc co11cc1)ts is central to tl1is learning process. 

My accou11t of gc11rcs ,vot1lcl tl1ereforc be very one-sided if I 
,verc to stress i11trinsic gc11rcs ,1t tl1e expense of provisional, 
heuristic type cc>11ccpts. \\1itl1ot1t tl1csc broader t}1pcs nc,v 
intri11sic ge11rcs cotil<.I not co111c i11to existence. l l1avc definc:d 
an intrinsic ge11rc ,is ,t sl1arcc.l type tl1nt constitutes a11d dcter
n1incs n1ca11i11gs. si11cc tl1c in1plicatio11s of an t1ttcrancc could 
not be con,1cycd if tl1e gc11rc \vcrc 11ot a sl1nrc<l type. Ho,v, tl1cn, 
�an anyo11c t111clcrst,1ncl ,1 11c\v type of t1ttcrancc? Ho,v ca11 an 
interpreter k110,v \vl1icl1 ir11plicatior1s belong n11d ,vl1ich do 11ot 
belong if J1c J1as 11ever c11cot111tcrcd tl1at partict1lar type of 
�leaning before'? If so111ebody l1as jt1st left tl1c arn1y for l1is first 
Job in civilia11 life, ,111,l l1is 11c,v boss ,vrites l1in1 ,l note sn}'ing, 
"Ca11 yot1 co11vc11ic11tly go to Nc,v York 011 tl1c 7:30 train?'' 
\Vhat is l1c to rnakc of tl1is? It is obviot1sl}' not tl1c san1e kind of 
coi�r11t1nicatio11 as ··Yot1 ,viii proceed to Nc,v York on tl1c 7 :30

train," ,vl1icl1 \V,ls ,vl1,1t l1is prcviot1s boss ,vot1lcl l1ave ,vrittcn. 
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To interpret properly this ne\V kind of text our hypothetical
tyro \Viii have to make an imaginative leap ,ind recognize that it
belongs to the same broad type as ''You will proceed to New
York." If he \Vere not capable of this in1aginative leap, J1e could
not understand the nc,v utterance. I t  is clear, then, that broad , 
11curistic type concepts arc just as essential as intrinsic genres.
It is by means of them that nc\v intrinsic genres arc able to
come into existence and are capable of being understood. 

It is an interesting pl1cnon1enon tl1at these broad type con
cepts arc just as in1portant to tl1c ,1utl1or as tl1ey arc to the 
interpreter. The point is not tl1at tl1e author cannot coni
municatc a totally unfamiliar type of mc,111i11g, but the less 
obvious one tl1at lie cannot even f orn1t1late st1cl1 ,1 type. Pre
existing type conceptions arc ,tpparently as necessary to the 
imagination as tl1ey arc to tl1e exigencies of con1n1unication. 
Tl1is is one of the man)' penetrating observations tl1at E. H. 
Gombricl1 makes in J1is book, Art t111tl lll11sio11. I-le c1uotes ap
provingly Quintilian's ren1ark, ··w11icl1 craftsn1an l1as not made 
a vessel of a sl1ape I1e l1as r1cvcr seen?'' ,tnd co111mcnts: "It is 
an important ren1inder, bltt it docs not accot1nt for tl1e fact tl1at 
even the shape of the nc,v vessel ,viii sornel10,v belong to the 
same family of forn1s ,ts tl1ose tl1c craftsn1a11 l1as seen.":! 1 This 
tcndcnC)' of the n1ind to t1se old types as tl1e fot1r1dation for 
nc,v ones is, of course, even 111ore pro11ot111ced \vl1cn com
n1unication or representation is i11volved. Not every conven
tion could be cl1anged ,111 at once, even if tl1c craftsman ,vcrc 
capable of sucl1 divine creativity, bcc,1t1sc tl1cn l1is creation 
,vould be totally incommt1nicable, r,1dic,1lly ambiguous. Tl1e 
point is stated pithily by Gombricl1: '·Vari,tnts can be con
trolled and checked only ag,1i11st ,1 set of i11v,1ria11ts.":!:! In the 
example above, tl1c in\1ari,1nts i11cludcd a nt1n1ber of identities 
bct,vcen army and civilian conventions. In botl1 cases a su
perior addressed a st1bordinatc. In botl1 cases tl1e st1bordinate 
\Vas asked to do somctl1ing and could expect unpleasantness if

2 1 .  E. H. Gombrich, Art flll<I J//11sio11 (Nc,v York, 1 960), P· 25.
22. Ibid., p. 323.
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he didn't. Tl1e variants ,vere the l\VO different conventions

"You \Viii" and "Can yot1 conveniently," but so many other
factors \Vere the same that it required a very small leap of
imagination to assimilate the one convention to the other.

In every ne\v genre this process of assimilation is at \VOrk. 
No one \vould ever invent or understand a ne,v type of meaning 
unless J1e \verc capable of perce iving analogies and making 
novel subsumptions under pre\'iously kno,vn types. Every crea
tion of a nc,v type in,1olves the same leap of imagination that 
flashed in Picasso ,vhen he turned a toy car into the head of a 
baboo11. To make st1cl1 an analogy is not merel}1 to equate t,vo 
kno\vn types-baboon a11cl car-but to create a ne,v one
the car-baboon. I t  is, ir1 otl1er \vords, the process of metaphor. 
Literary critics ha,1e long told us tI1at a metaphor is not 
reducible to its con1ponents ,lnd is something genuinel1• ne,v. 
Every IlC\V verbal type is in this sense a metaphor that required 
an imaginative leap. Tl1c gro,vth of Ol!\V genres is founded on 
this quantum principle that go,1cr11s all Ienrning and thinking: 
by an imagi11,tti,1c leap tl1c tinkno,vn i.s assimilated to the 
kno\vn, and son1etl1ing ge11uincl}1 ne\v is realized. This can 
happen in l\VO \vays: t,vo old t}'pcs ca11 be a,11alga111ate(/, as in
the car-baboon, or ,in existi11g type can be e.tte11<ie<l, as in the 
case of our de111obbed t}'ro confronting a ci,,ilian command. 
Both processes clcpenci on mel,1pl1or-that is, on the making 
of a ne,v identification nc,1cr conceived before . 

. To unc.lcrstand 110\\' tl1is process of n1ct,lpl1orical assin1ila
t1on produces son1ctl1i11g ne\v ,,,c can consider tl1c pt1zzlc tl1,1t 
confronts a speaker ,vl10 l1as to respond \'crbally to a ne,v t)1pe 
of sitt1atio11 tl1at c,111not be ,1uto111atic,1lly st1bsun1cd tinder 
previot1s types of t1s.1ge. J-lc f,1ccs the san1c problem on a 
broader level tl1at t1sers of ,l la11gt1agc n1t1st soJ,,c ,vl1e11 they 
have to na111c ,t11 object, like a railroad or a laser, tl1nt l1as jt1st 
cor11e ir1to existe11cc. 011c si111plc cx,tn1plc tl1at con1cs to n1ind is 
tl1c qt1cstion tl1at ,trosc ,vitl1 tl1c invention of the tclepl1onc. 
\:'l1at ,vere tl1c first t1scrs of tl1c tclcpl1onc to sa)' \Vl1cn tl1cy 
pickcc.i tip tl1c recci,,cr? A soci,11 ,111tl1ropologist cot1Id an1use 
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himself by dra,ving inferences fron1 tl1c ,,arious solutions to 
this problem tl1at e,,olved in different countries. W11cn the 
Americans say "hello'' tl1cy n1can, no doubt, essentially \Vllat 
tl1c Italians mean ,vl1en tl1ey say ''pronto"-namcly, that tllcy
have picked up tl1e receiver ,1nd ,1re reacfy to listen. But "hello ". ' 
unlike "pronto," ,vas a salutat1011, and to s,1y ' 1l1cllo'' in tllis
ne,v situation ,vas to assimilate tl1c tclcpl1one response to a 
salutation. Once tl1at n1etapl1orical leap l1ad been n1,idc, }1o,v
cver, the ne,v usage ceased to be a s�1lt1tation at all. A nc,v 
genre l1ad been created. 

That ,vas a sin1ple cxan1ple of for111i11g ,i 11e,v genre by ex
tending an existing one. Many ne,v gc11rcs arc formed by using 
both n1ctapl1orical extensions like ''J1cllo" and n1ctapl1orical 
amalgamations like tl1e car-l)aboo11. \Vl1c11 ar1 at1tl1or evolves a 
ne,v literary genre, for exa111ple, l1e ust1,1ll)' employs botl1 
tccl1niques. He not only cxtencls existing co11vcntions but con1-
bincs old convention systcn1s in ,1 11c,v ,vay. Tl1c description of 
this process is tl1e task of ''innuencc'' stt1dics, and tl1e danger 
inl1erent in sucl1 descriptions is tI1at tl1ey tend to reduce tl1c 
nc,v genre to tl1e preexisting con\•c11tio11s ot1t of ,vJ1icl1 it ,vas 
formed. Tl1is is cquivalc11t to idcntifyir1g ,l 111ctapl1or ,vitl1 its 
clements instead of recognizing tl1,1t every 111ct,tpl1or is a leap 
i11s U11betrete11e. In retrospect it is clear, for cxan1ple, tl1at 
Byron borro,ved convc11tions fron1 Ptilci a11d Frere as ,veil as 
from 1-lomer and Virgil to con1pose Do11 J 11<111. Wl1en Byron 
said, "My poc1n's epic'' l1c ,vas relyi11g 011 tl1e reader's kno,vl
edgc of traditional epic co11,1entio11s, ,1110 l1e ,vas also relying 
on traditional episodes as a scl1e111t1 for l1is o,vn in1agi11ation. 
The storm at sea in Do11 !11<111 is tl1crc bccatisc sea storms be
long in epics, and tl1e I-I aidec cpisocle is tl1ere because idyllic 
romances come after sea storms. Olcler ge11re conventions botli 
guided Byron's invention and nourisl1ccl it, bt1l it is obvious 
tl1at tl1e genre idea of Do11 !11<111 is Byro11's alone an<I is a nc\V 
kind tI1at l1ad never existed before. One rcaso11 Byron felt
obliged to lard tl1e poen1 ,vitl1 so n1a11y explicit explanations. of 
,vhat l1e ,vas up to ,vas tl1at J1is readers 11cc<lecl sigr1posts ,vI1iclt 
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he did not J1ave to provide in the some\vhat more traditional 
genre of Cl1ilfle fl (1ro/(/. 

To describe tl1c \Vay ne\v genres come into being is of con
siderable importance botJ1 to interpretation and to genre 
theory. Scl1leicrn1acl1cr, \vitl1 l1is ct1ston1ary' penetration, long 
ago pointed out that a11 interpreter must take into considera
tion \Vhethcr tl1c genre is 11c\v or \vl1cthcr it is \Vell developed, 
since in a ne\v genre, repetitions and tautologies may not in
dicate cmpl1asis but n1ay simply' arise from tl1e at1thor's attempt 
to secure a n1caning tl1at 111igl1t otl1cr\visc be missed or \vrongly 
understood. :.?:i Bccat1se essential clcn1ents of all genres are 
historical an<l cultt1rc-bot1nd, it is not surprising that the best 
discussions of the ge11re co11ccpt arc to be found not in Aristotle 
or l1is modern disciples but in tl1osc scl1olars \vho ha\'C tried to 
compose l1istories of traditional genrcs-scl1olars like Gunther 
MUiier, Karl Victor, a11d \\'olfgang Ka}'Scr, \vho ha\'C recog
nized tl1e po\vcrft1lly l1istorical cl1aracter of their subject matter. 
Even so, tl1cy too l1avc son1ctimcs f alien into Aristotelian hy
postatizing in asst1n1i11g tl1at a traditional genre like the '·ode'' 
is son1cl10\v a species co11ccpt \Vl1icl1 defines tl1c n1en1bers sub
sumed under it. "1-lo,v is it possible," asks Vietor, ''to \vrite a 
genre history if 011e can11ot first cstablisl1 tl1c norms tl1at define 
the ge11rc?" Tl1cse 11orn1s arc, l1c co11clt1dcs, das G(1/tz111gsl1f1fte 
and consist in tl1rec tI1ings: "tl1c particular stance, and tl1e par
ticular inner ,111d otitcr forn1s. In tl1cir particttlar t1nity, these 
three n1ake tip 'tl1e' genre.":!-! In sucl1 st,1tcn1cnts Vietor gi\'CS 
the in1prcssio11 tl1at l1c bclie\,es in the clcfiniti\'C po\\'er of broad 
genre co11cepts. Gt111tl1cr Miiller, on the otl1cr l1a11d, n1ore ac
cur.atcly obscrvecl tl1at "tl1erc is no sucl1 tl1i11g as 'tl1c' genre,
\vhicl1 necessitates ancl n1ot1lcls, bt1t only cliffcrcnt ga11111 1gsJ1a/te 
.)trz,kti1re11 \vl1ose 111t1tt1al rcl:.1tionsl1ips n1ust be stt1dicd. ":!5

Yet MUiler 11evcrtl1elcss rejects tl1c 11on1i11alistic in1plic,1tions of 

;�· s,chlcic�.'.nachcr, // <'r111t•1u.•11tik. p. I 06. 
is' Karl Victor, Geist 1111,I 1:-r,,111 (llcrn, 1952), pp. 305, 300. 

,1 . . :1 
Gunthc� tvliillcr, "Ucn1crkungcn zur Gat1ungspoctik," Pl,iloso

l use: l<'r .-I llZt't.t:t•r, J ( 1928), 146. 
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this remark. Genre to l1im is son1etl1ing real, and i t  is to be
found in }1istory, even tl1ougl1 \Vl1at it is in a given case cannot
be precisely defined. . 

These \vritcrs sccn1 so close to a sat1sf actory solution of their 
problem that \Ve could say tl1cy l1ad solved i t  \Vitl1out kno\ving 
it. MUiler in l1is con1ment on g<1tt1111gsl1<1/te Str11kt11re11 came 
very close, and it \Vas only l1is fascinatio11 \Vitl1 verbal difficul
ties that )1andicappcd hin1: '·TJ1c dilc1111n,l of all gc11rc l1istory is 
that \Ve apparently cannot decide \Vll,lt belongs to a genre 
\vitl1out kno\ving \vl1at is g(1t11111gs/1(1/1, ,1r1d \VC cannot kno\v 
\v}1at is ga1t1111gs/1af1 \Vitl1out kno\vi11g tl1at tl1is or tl1at belongs 
to a genrc.":!1; Tl1is is, of cot.1rsc, tl1c l1cr1ncr1ct1tic circle again, 
but it is not directly relevant to defining tl1c Sei11s•veise of a 
genre. At tl1e level of l1istory tl1crc is 110 real entity sucl1 as a 
genre if by tl1at \Vord ,ve mca11 ,l type co11ccpt tl1at can ade
quately define and subst1n1c all tl1e ir1dividuals tl1at arc called 
by the san1e generic nan1c, st1cl1 ,ls ode, sonnet, con1n1and, 
prayer, or epic. Obviously suc}1 ,1 bro:1d type concept can 
validly represent some abstractedly iclc11tic,1I traits arnong all 
the individuals it subsun1cs, but it is ccrt,1i11ly 11ot a species con
cept \vl1ich sufficiently defines tl1osc indivicluals. 1·11at n1uch 
MUiier and Victor perceived. \Vl1,1t tl1cy f ,tilc,l lo state is that 
tl1e reality of tl1esc larger gcr1rc co11cepts exists entirely in the 
function tl1ey actu,1lly served in l1istory. D011 J 11,111 is a11 ''epic,•
only because tl1 is \VOrd represents to tis, as it did to Byron, 
so111e of the conventions under \Vl1icl1 l1c \vrotc. Tl1e tern1 cer
tainly docs not define or st1bst1n1c l1is poc111. 

But if that is so, \Vl1y did B}'ron s,,y, ''My poc111's epic,,?
Putting aside tl1e toucl1 of irony i11 tl1e statc111ent (Byron really 
meant \vl1at l1e said), \VC find l1c,rc tl1c re,11 n1o(lc of existence of 
the broader genre concepts. Tl1csc co11ccpts arc broad type 
ideas tl1at serve speakers in tl1e ,v,1y tl1�1t pictorinl scl1en1ata 
serve painters. Except in very tr,tditional ,l11<l forn1t1laic utter
ances, tl1cy arc mctapl1orical assin1il,1tions by \Vl1icl1 a speaker 

26. Ibid., p. 136.
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nd his audience can orient then1selvcs to something ne,v. Ifa · h · d traditional genres really \\'ere species concepts t at constra1ne 
a speaker and an interpreter, tl1en nc,v. ty.pes obviously could
not arise. It is no more adequately descr1pt1vc to call a poem an 
epic tl1an it is to call a play a tragicomedy. '.!i These ,,•ords may 
often stand for convent.ion systems ,vitl1in ,vhich texts ,vere 
\Vritten, and the term "tragicon1edy'' may aptly describe the 
type idea under \Vhich certain dramatists actually ,vrote. Ho,v
ever, the theorist, like the l1istorian, has to distinguish bct,,•een 
a type idea that genuinely subsumes a ,vork and a type idea 
\Vhicl1 is actually notl1ing but a provisional schema. Byron 
could reasonably call l1is ,vork an epic since he reall)' did use 
conventions comn1on to otl1er \vorks identified by that name, 
but the interpreter or tl1e l1istorian has done ver)' little \vhen 
l,e calls Do11 J11a11 an epic. His use of such a term should be as 
n1ctapl1orical and provisional as it ,vas for Byron. The larger 
genre concepts represent something real only to the extent that 
they represent norn1s and conventions that ,vere actuall)' 
brougl1t into pla)'. Used in tl1is ,vay, tl1e terms are valid even 
if they arc not acicquatcly definitive. 

If tl1is vic,v of tl1e traditio11al genre concepts appears to be 
higl1ly nomi11alistic, tl1c reader l1as n1isunderstood the purpose 
of my analysis, \vl1icl1 is not to tl1ro,v aside tI1e traditional con
cepts bt1t, on tl1c contr,1ry, to sl10\\' tl1eir validit)'. Some of the 
traditional types arc guiding conceptions tl1at I1a\'e actuall)' 
been usccl by ,vritcrs and t1cncc arc not ,1rbitrary classifications 
set up by tl1c i11terprctcr. To be able to spc,1k or understand 
spcccl1, a person n1t1st 11,l\'C rccot1rsc to a genre idea, and if 
the uttcra11cc is 11ot a 111crc f or111t1Ia, l1c t1st1,1lly n1ust l1a,•c rc
cotrrsc to a genre tl1at is bro,1dcr tl1a11 tl1c i11tri11sic genre. Tl1c 
genre ucon1n1a11,l'' 11a111es ;1 type of t1sc tl1at ,1 speaker l1as 
lcar11cd fron1 prcviotts t1scs, a11d }1c k110\VS that \vl1at l1c says 
llltist have sig11ificant clc111c11ts in con1n1011 \\•itl1 tl1osc past uses. 
But siricc son1c of l1is t1sages 111a)' be rtc\v, tl1c t)'PC i,tca I1c relics 

.. �7. A further discussion of brcJad type ide:,s sucl1 as epic, tragedy,
s,itirc, poetry, and literature ,viii be found in the next section. 
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on subsumes tl1e intrinsic genre only metaphoric,1lly. His com
mand may be no more tl1e same as other commands than 
a car is tl1e same as a baboon. Tl1us, tl1c larger genre "com .. 
mand" is at best a partial and provisional classification, thougJ1
it is a necessary one. The real rclationsl1ip of an intrinsic genre 
to broader genre ideas is a l1istorical rclationsl1ip. 

The model for tl1is relationsl1ip is not, }10\vcvcr, a simple 
genealogical c}1art. Tl1c parents of tl1e intrinsic genre arc some
times very numerous, and tl1ey n1ay l1ave ,viclcly different 
provenances. Furthern1orc, tl1e description of tl1esc antecedents 
docs not define tl1e genre, any more tha11 tl1e description of its 
elements defines tl1e meaning of a n1etapl1or. Tl1e best ,vay to 
define a genre-if one dccicles tl1at lie ,vants to-is to describe 
the common clements i11 a n,1rro,v grot1p of texts ,vhicl1 l1avc 
direct l1istorical relationsl1ips. St1cl1 descriptions can sometimes 
be very useful propacdet1tic tools, but t11ey become less useful 
to interpretation as tl1eir scope beco111es broader and more 
abstract. 28

Tl1e only broad genre concept, tl1e11, ,v11icl1 is by nature 
illegitin1ate is tl1e one ,vl1icl1 pretends to be a species concept 
tl1at son1cl10\v dcfi11cs a11d equates tl1e n1en1bcrs i t  st1bsumes. 

28. \Ve nee<l not, of course, evaluate genre descriptions or the
criterion of their usefulness to interpretation; ,ve n1ight be interested 
in discovering recurrent patterns of n1ind, and so on. But these pat· 
terns can be discovered only a/ rer interpretation, since ,ve need to be 
sure that the defining characteristics arc really present in the texts. De
cause such conclusions about recurrent patterns arc subsequent to 
interpretation, their heuristic anti descriptive po,ver is not primarily 
in interpretation itself, but in other don1ains such as psychology and 
anthropology. The patterns abstracted fron1 interpreted texts cannot 
legitimately be rcin1posed upon the texts as a deeper and higher me�n
ing. (I an1 thinking here particularly of Northrop Frye's influen.ttal
system.) Such a reimposed pattern could be nothing but a selecttve, 
abstract n1eaning whose in1portancc belongs to son1c theory about man. 
·ro find the essence of a text by such proce<lurcs of abstraction is like
finding the essence of a random set of objects (flag poles, billiard cues,
pencils) in their being oblong, The distorti<>n is co,nplctc ,vhcn ,ve
choose one such objecr-say a phallus-as the prin1al ground or essence
of the others. 
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E. Vt1riel)' of Ge11reJ· t111tl U11ity of Pri11cip/es
. · the great danger, for example, in  Northrop Frye's clas-

Th1s 1s . fi · f I 
'fi 1·00 of literary genres. Class, 1cat1ons arc use u , somc-

s, ica , I . 11 · b. 
. indispensable conceptual too s 1n contro 1ng a st1 JCcttimes ·ri . . 1 · I matter, and for purposes of class1 1cat1on 1t matters very 1tl e

h ther \Ve use Roman nt1n1erals, the ,vecks of the year, or
\V e · h the phases of tl1e moon. Tl1� one tl1ing .t�al docs matter 1 s  t c
degree of reliance ,ve place 111 tl1c clcfi;11t1ve character of these
arbitrary schen1ata. I f  \VC believe they arc constitutive rather 
than arbitrary and J1et1ristic, then ,vc 11,\ve made a serious mis
take and }1ave also set up a barrier to \•alid interpretation. 

E. VARIEl'Y OF GENRES ,\ND UNIT\' 017 Pl?.INCIPLES

The preceding scctio11s 011 tl1c 11att1re a11d nccessit)' of ge11rc 
concepts Jiave brot1gl1t my argt1n1ent to a stage ,vhere it is 
possible to dra,v some gc11cral conclt1sio11s abot1t the t}1eory 
and practice of interprctatio11. I t  l1as gr,1dually become clear 
that tl1e divisio11 of spcccl1 into lt111g11e and parole forms a con
ceptual n1odcl tl1at clocs not adcquatcl}' describe tl1c relation
ship bct,vcen tl1c ,vl1ole ,1rril)' of linguistic types and the higl1ly 
variable particularities of incli\•icltt,ll speccl1 acts. Bct,vecn the 
enormously broacl S)1stc111 of t)'pcs and possibilities tl1at con
stitute a langt1agc, ancl tl1c indiviclt1al spcccl1 acts that l1avc 
made it and co11tint1c to 1nakc it, tl1cre arc n1ediati11g type con
cepts ,vl1icl1 govcrr1 partict1lar t1ttcranccs as n1eaningf ul \\'}1olcs. 
It is difficult to say ,vl1ctl1cr tl1csc 11cccssary concepts, \vl1icl1 I 
have called intrinsic genres, belong n1orc to /a11g11e or to parole,
and it ,vould be incorrect to st1bst1111c tl1cn1 under eitl1cr catc
�ory. It is n1ore in1porta11t to rccog11izc tl1at tl1cy pla)' a defini
tive role in i11tcrprctatio11, for if tl1C)' govern botl1 speaking and 
undcr.standing, it follo,\'S tl1at tile)' sl1ol1ld, on a n1orc self
consciotis a11cl n1ctl1oclologic.1l level, go\•crn tl1c categories and 
pro�cdures of intcrpretatio11 ,ls ,1 clisciplir1c. TJ1is is tl1c con
clusion I ,var1t to c1111>l1asizc a11d dc\•clop i11 tl1is fi 11al section on 
genres, partict1larl)1 si11cc it is a concll1sio11 tl1at bears direct!)' 
on the concerns of tl1c follo,ving cl1aptcrs. 
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H:rmcneuti_c tl1cory l1as al\:ays rccog_nized that there may 
be d1ff erent kinds of textual 1nterpretat1011 corresponding to 
different kinds of texts. The 1nost ve11erable distinction llas 
been tl1at bet\vcen /1er111e11et1tic(t sacra a11d /1er111e1zeutica 
profa11<1, \Vhicl1 is, of cot1rse, tl1c distinction tl1at Scl1lcier
macher \Vorked so energetically to ovcrcon1c, thougl1 \Vitl1out 
success, as may be inferrccl from tI1c conti11t1ing tradition of 
sacred I1ermencutics. At tl1e bcgi1111ing of l1is famous E1r
cyclo1>ii(/ie, B0eckl1, \Vl10 \Vas Scl1lciern1acl1er's most faithful 
disciple, states bluntly: 4'Since tl1e pri11ciples under \V}1ich un
derstanding must occt1r, and the functio11s of understanding 
arc evcry\vherc the san1e, tl1crc can be no specific differences 
in l1erme11eutic tl1cory corresponding to different objects of 
interpretation. Tl1c distinctio11 bet \vcc11 /1er111e11et1tic<1 S<tcra

and /Jrof <111<1 is tl1ercf ore tl1oroughly untenable. "29 Ho\vcvcr, 
En1ilio Betti, tl1c most en1i11cnt recent tl1corist in ,vl1at may 
broadly be called tl1e tradition of Scl1leiermacl1er, l1as insisted 
on tl1c practical necessity of clistingt1isl1ing bet\vcen types of 
interpretation. He perceives tl1rce n1,1in types: re-cognitive, 
presentational, and normative, corrcsponcling respectively to 
historical and literary texts, dramatic and n1t1sical texts, and 
legal and sacred tcxts/?O I-Jans-Georg Gadan1cr, on tl1c otl1er 
l1an<l, rejects any distinction bet\vecr1 tl1c tindcrstanding, tl1c 
presentation, and tl1e application of a text's meaning. In l1is 
vie,v, all types of interpretation arc subst1n1ed tinder the idea 
of application.a t 

WitI1in tl1e context of tl1is continuing theoretical debate n1ay 
be placed a great deal of recent literary tl1cory. (Tl1e battle cry 
"back to the text'' ,vas not in itself citl1cr a program or a 
theory.) The most inclusive progran1matic idea pt1l for,vard 
in the admirable tl1coretical compendit1n1 by Wcllek and 
Warren is·t11e idea tl1at literary interpretation mt1st be intrinsic. 

29. Encyc/opiidie, p. 80.
30. Teoria ge11er"le, J. 343-57.
3 1 . Vt_' ahr�!e�t 1111,I /t.1 etho,Je: Gr1111clz.iige einer philosophisc/1c11 I I er-

1ne11e1111k (Tub1ngcn, 1960), pp. 280 IT.
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They insist tl1at tl1e study of l iterature ought to be literary, just 
as the study a11d i11tcrpretation of philosophical texts ought to 
be philosopl1 ical. Bel1ind this programmatic idea is a notion of 
validity: tl1e literary study of l iterature is not simply an appro
priate mode of interpretation; it is the only really valid mode. 
To treat a literary text as tl1ough it were a document in h istory 
or biograpl1y is to misrepresent its nature, and such a mis
representation constitutes a perversion of its meaning. All 
valid interpretation is thus intrinsic interpretation: \Vhatevcr 
one may do \Vitl1 ,1 literary text l1/ter it l1as been understood on
its O\Vn terms acl1ic,1cs validity only because tl1at preliminary 
task J1as been performed. Tl1is argument, ,vhich is mutatis 
mutan,lis my o,vn vic,v, has obviot1s relevance to the question 
,vl1ctl1er tl1cre exist different types of interpretation corre
sponding to different types of texts. 

One resttlt of tl1c preceding discussion of the genre concept 
J1as bce11 to suggest tl1at tl1c distinction bet,vecn types of inter
pretation is not really antitl1etical to tl1e idea that "the functions 
of un,lcrst,1n,ling arc cvcry,vhcrc tl1c same." If understanding 
is al,vays go,•cr11ed by tl1e genre conventions of an utterance, it 
f ollo,vs tl1at d ifferent types of texts do indeed require different 
types of interprctatio11. But, on tl1c otl1cr hand, the underlying 
l1ermcncutical principle is al\vays and cvery,vhere tl1e san1e: 
valid i 11tcrprctntion is al\vays governed by a valid inference 
about ger1rc. Tl1us, ,vl1ilc t11e san1c metl1ods and categories are 
not t1nivcrsally appl icablc to all texts, tl1c proper categories arc 
nevertl1eless al\vays detern1ined by a universal principle
narncly, tl1eir appropriateness to tl1e intrinsic genre of a text. 
Tl1is ct1rsory rcsolutio11 of an old debate no,v requires further 
elaboration, and i t  ,viii also require a rejection of some of tlie 
assumptions tinder ,vl1icl1 tl1c debate l1as been conducted. 

TJ1c first asst1mption to be rejected is the notion that !he 
larger classifications of texts represent an adequate foundati�n 
for defining different types of interpretation. On t11is poi�t
I side strongly ,vitl1 ScJ1lcicrn1acl1er and �occkl1 .and sl1all take
as an example tl1e interpretation of pl11losopl11cal texts. Do 
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these, taken as a ,vl1ole, constitt1le a si11gle genre tl1at can be 
adequately described ,vitl1 a si11gle set of categories a11d canons 
of interpretation? Suppose ,vc say tl1at ,ill pl1ilosopl1ical texts 
mt1st be interpreted pl1ilosophically. Docs tl1at n1can ,ve sl1ould 
al,vays ask ,vhetl1er tl1e text is true? If so, clo ,ve al,vays apply 
tl1c san1e critcrio11 of trutl1? Docs trutl1 al,vays imply con
siste11cy and absence of co11tradiction? Pcrl1aps so, if by trutl1 
\VC mea11 coherence, but Sltppose \Ve ,lrC lc)ld t}1at trt1t}1 is a 
bacchanalian revel in ,vl1icl1 not one n1cn1bcr is sober, as a 
famous pl1ilosophcr once said. Or suppose ,ve arc told that 
trutl1 means correspondence to a rcalit)' ,vl1icl1 is not neces
sarily col1ercnt. \Vould ,vc understancl sucl1 texts if ,vc asst1med 
tl1at trutl1 is equivalent to col1erc11ce? Sttppose ,vc arc told tl1at 
all pl1ilosopl1y is ultin1ately co11cerne<l ,vitl1 Being. \Voulcl ,vc 
J1ave to tl1ro,v out some of our texts ,t11cl call tl1cn1 by a dif
ferent nan1c 1 or ,vot1l<l ,ve t,vist and co11tort tl1e ones ,vc ordi
narily call pl1ilosopl1ical to sl10,v tl1at tl1cy rc,tlly ,1re t1ltin1ately 
concerned ,vitl1 Being? [>}1ilosopl1ical texts, ,vc cot1l<l s,1y alter
natively, arc ul,vays atten1pts to clarify concc1,ts, not attcn1pts 
to transcend conceplt1al t11inking. Ot1t go Kierkegaard and 
Bergson. Of course, ,ve arc constantly being told by pl1iloso
pl1ers ,vhat pl1ilosopl1y is. Bttl tl1at ''is'' ust1,1ll)1 n1c,111s "ougl1t," 
since any generalization about pl1ilosopl1ical texts can be dis
n1antled in tl1e ,vay I disn1antlcd t11e staten1e11t tl1at "all pl1ilo
sopl1ical texts ain1 at trutl1.'' 

Y ct one generalization docs l1old: all pl1ilosopl1ical texts arc 
called pl1ilosophical texts. Tl1is tat1tology is not tot,1lly en1pty. 
\Ve call a text pl1ilosophical because it bears resemblances to 
some, tl1oug11 not to all, texts going by tl1,tt 11an1e. Tl1c broad 
genre is a loose family group. Many of tl1e resemblances bor11e 
by members of tl1e group l1avc arisen by l1istorical ,1ssin1ilation, 
\vl1il_c otl1ers arc due entirely to tl1e exigencies of tltot1gl1t and 
reality. Tl1c members arc grouped togetlicr as a class for co11-
ccptual convenience, but there is no single specific difference 
comm.on t? them alt. Ncvertl1ctcss, it is appropriate to grot1p 
tl1em 1n tl11s ,vay because tl1cy forn1 ,l more or less contintiot1s 
series in ,vl1ich any t,vo ncigl1bors may closely resen1bJe cacl1 
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otJ1er yet 11ot at all resemble the members at the other end of 
the series. Under tl1c headi11g "philosop.hical texts," ,ve could 
put at one end tl1e Pri11cipic1 M(1t/1e11 1c1ticc1 and at the other 
Pope's Essc1y 011 M<111. 

Ho,vcver, tl1is arrangement of the members in the series 
,vould still represent a somc,vl1at arbitrary procedure. It ,vould 
be in1possible to n1akc a definitive arrangement, because it 
,vould be i111possible to f ormt1Jate a linear series that takes into

account all tl1e significant traits tl1at the \'arious members might 
ha\'C ir1 com111011. Docs De Rer11111 1V<1t11r<1 stand closer to 
Pope's EJ·s<l)' 011 Mc111 or to Scl1clling's l<lee11 z11 Ei,zer P/1iloso
f'l1ie <fer N<1t 11r? Obviously, our ans,ver ,viii depend upon the 
traits ,vc co11sider. Nevcrtl1eJess, tl1e model of a linear series is 
scrviccablc-c1t1itc as serviceable as tl1e broad fan1ily ,vhich ,ve 
call "pl1ilosop.l1ical texts." Tl1c conccptt1al n1odel of a series 
suggests tl1c in1portar.1t trt1tl1 tl1at there arc no clear and firm 
bot1nclarics bct,vecr1 tl1c larger genre classifications. Everyone 
rccogr1izcs tl1is fact. But since it is a fact, ,vhat can ,vc properly 
n1can ,vl1cn ,ve sper1k of tl1e pl1ilosopl1ical interpretation of 
pJ1ilosopl1y or t l1e literary interpretation of literature? 

I st1ggcst ,vc ca11not properly mean tl1at tl1erc is on.e partic
ular set of categories ancl canons appropriate for each of the 
fa111ilics of texts tl1,1t ,vc l1appc11 to call literary, pJ1ilosophical, 
legal, or sacrc,I. To be n1ore blu11t, tl1crc is no sucl1 tl1ing as the 
pl1ilosopl1ic,1I i11tcrprctation of pl1ilosopl1y or the literary intcr
pretatio11 of literatt1re, but tl1erc cn1pl1at.ically is sucl1 a thi11g as 
ll1c i11trinsic i 11tcrprctation of n text. Of course, certain. cate
gories a11d cano11s of intcrpretatio11 can propc.rly be appl ied to 
rcnso11,1bly large grotips of tc.xts. Aristotle, for cxan1ple, at
ten1ptccl to for111t1latc tl1cn1 for 011c tradition i11 Greek drama.
Y ct tl1esc groups of texts arc sn1allcr tban is_ ust�ally assumed.
·r akc, for cxa111ptc, Victor's useful gc11erallzat1011 about tl1c 
sor111et: 

Enf orccd abttJldance is tl1c distir1ctivc cl1aract�ristic. of tl1e
sonnet-pregnant expression of strong .f:el1ng ,v1th. re
flective proft1ndity. TI1is oneness of sp1r1t and feel1ng,
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thought and sensitiveness arc also essential cl1aracteristics 
of otl1er lyrical genres-tl1e ode, for example. But in the 
sonnet this abundance is cl1aractcristically n1ore concen
trated, more constrained and definite in its relationships 
of tension and resolution than any\vhcre else. The ten
dency to\vards a sentcntiotrs close can be easily explained 
from tl1is. This dialectical te11sion is tf1crcforc constitutive 
of tl1c genre. 32 

This is very illuminating anct provides an interpreter ,vitl1 some 
useful conceptual categories for interpreting a great n1any son
nets. But surely it docs not l1old for all sonncts.-certainly not 
for all of the f rcquently relaxed ancl con1ic so11nets of Belli. 
Similarly, \Vl1at W. H. Auden says abotrt tl1c logic of the 
detective story and ,vl1at Tl1omas M. Greene l1as clescribed as
tl1c norms of epic arc higl1ly useful typifications tl1at provide 
conceptual ,vedges into a great n1any individual tcxts.a:i But 
such typifications arc not, as Victor claims, co11stitt1tivc. To 
tl1ink of them in tl1at ,vay is to misapply a very valtrable 
l1euristic tool. 

I f  special categories a11d canons cannot be f ormt1latecl tl1at 
arc invariably adequate to limite,t genre co11ccpts like tl1c son
net and tl1e detective story; 110,v n1t1cl1 less likely is it tl1at one 
set of canons, categories, and procedures can be adcC'1t1ate to 
larger f amities like lyric poetry, or still larger ones like litera
ture and sacred scripture. Wl1y is it tl1at concepts st1cl1 as tl1e 
image, tl1e persona, the intellectual space, tension, irony, an(l 
even tl1at useful catcl1all "style" l1ave not really proved to be so 
universally applicable to literature as it ,vas once l1oped? One 
a11s,ver migl1t be tl1at tl1erc is notl1ing ,vrong ,vitl1 tl1csc literary 
categories, only ,vitl1 their inappropriate or tactless tisc. Tl1at 
ans,vcr secn1s jt1sl ancl suggests anotl1er: tl1esc categories J1ave 
been used inappropriately because tl1ey arc not cvcry,vl1crc 

32. Geist 111,c/ For111, p. 298.
33. W. H. Auden, "The Guilty Vicarage," in Tl,e D>•er's fln11,J (Nc\V

York, 1962); and Thomas M. Greene, The Descent Jro111 Jlea,•c11 (Nev,
Haven, 1963), Chap. I .  
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equally appropriate; a dozen others might be found that served 
the purpose just as ,i.•cll and in some cases better. I shall have 
more to say on tl1is subject in the next chapter, but this is the 
place to make the point that tl1e applicability of an interpretive 
category is as closely tied to the proprieties of a genre as are 
the usage traits of tl1e genre itself. As in the problem of impli
cation, tl1c key clement is proper empl1asis. To misrepresent 
tl1c purposes a11d en1phases of a text by applying single
mindedly a favored category is  hardly better than to mis
understand it, and the t,vo mistakes usually go together. To 
misconstrt1c t11c purposes and emphases of a text is to mis
understand it. 

Docs tl1is cqt1ation of intrinsic interpretation ,vith the par
ticular 11orn1s of an intrinsic genre lead to a chaotic atomism? 
If ,vc did not l1ave broad genre concepts and equally tolerant 
intcrprcti,•e categories, 110,v could ,ve talk about texts at all? 
TJ1cse arc tl1c obvious objections to my very particularized 
description of intrinsic interpretation, and the)' arc valid. \Ve 
must use tl1esc broad and rot1gl1 tools if ,ve arc to interpret, but 
every self-critical interpreter kno,vs that his commentary does 
not a,lcqt1ntely describe and tl1at l1is tools are essentially 
l1curistic. To ren1in,1 l1in1 of tl1is is not to adopt an aton1istic 
vie,v but to arouse a proper skepticisn1 ,vitl1 regard to favored 
\vords and l1abits of n1ind. 
. One very practical vnlt1c of tl1e genre concept, therefore, is 
its po,ver to arot1se this l1caltl1y skepticism. Suppose a literary
stuclc11t ,vere asked to compare tl1e follo,ving similar passages: 

1 .  TJ1ere ,vould scen1 to be t,vo n1ctI1ods by ,vhich these 
extra-triangt1lar rcgio11s n1igl1t be fixed in a less arbitrary 
,vay. \Ve migl1t agree to fix tl1en1 as being as large as possible. 
Or ,vc n1igl1t fix tl1en1 as being as sn1all as possible. 

2. Tl1ere scc111 to be 1,vo 111ctJ1ods b;' ,vl1icl1 ,ve can fix these
regions ot1tsicJe the triangle in a less arbitrary ,vay. \Ve n1igl1t
agree to 111akc tl1cn1 as large as possible. Or, ,vc n1igl1t n1ake
tl1c111 as s111all as possible. 
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Any clever undergraduate majori11g in literature could do a 
creditable job of analyzing tl1c differences bct\vecn tl1c pas
sages. I-Jc \Vould point ot1t tl1at tl1c first passage is \vritten in a
more textbookish style. "Tl1erc ,vot1lcl seem to be'' is more
formal and at the same time more tentative tl1an "Tl1ere seem 
to be." Tl1e subjunctive in tl1e first pl1rase indicates a carefully 
uncommitted and distantly objective attitt1de, ,vhile the in
dicative case in the second pl1rase st1ggcsts g.-cater clecisiveness 
and definiteness. Tl1is contrast is n1ore striki11g ,vl1en ,ve con1-
parc "extra-triangular regions" ,vitl1 "regio11s ot1tsidc tl1e 
triangle"; tl1e first is an abstract, tccl111ical-sot1ncli11g pl1rasc 
\vhicl1 coincides ,vith tl1c tone of distant impersonality, ,vl1ile 
the second is more straigl1tf or,vard and concrete. TJ1is contrast 
bct\vccn tl1c passages is definitively confirmed by tl1c tendency 
of the first author to use tl1c passive voice, and tl1c second the 
active. On the otl1er J1and, the first a11thor n1ay l1ave tl1e ad
vantage of precision in tl1c last t,vo sentences, since "fix them 
as being" is more precisely descriptive of tl1c J1ypotl1etical 
exercise involved tl1an tl1c n1ore direct ancl concrete "n1ake 
them." Still, tl1is precision ancl care arc n1isplaccd, since tl1e 
hypothetical cl1aracter of the operation is clear from '',vc could
agree." 

Our undergraduate coulcl no doubt continttc for at least an
other paragrapl1, and many on rea(ling l1is analysis ,vot1Jd, I 
think, find it largely convincing. Ultimately it \VOttlcl probably 
sho,v that tl1e tone and style of tl1e second passage is to be 
preferred to tl1c first; tl1at tl1e second implies greater decision, 
clarity, and commitment, \vl1ile tl1e first implies ,l meaning that 
is more coldly impersonal ; that the imagery, persona, and style 
of the t,vo passages arc different. Our undergradt1ate \vould be 
shocked, and so might many of his teacl1crs, if someone \Vere 
to say that the meaning of tl1e first passage is identical ,vitl1 tl1c 
meaning of the second. 

No,v the first passage is  quoted from .';cie,1tific Exp/{111{1tio11 
by R. B. Braith,vaitc;=t·I tl1c second is my o,vn. Braith\vaitc is 

34. Harper Torchback ed., New York, 1960, p. 66.
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general ly a clear and forceful \vriter, and on the page preceding 
the qt1otcd passage he writes: "Ot1tside this triangle the figures 
may be of a11y size or sl1ape yot1 wish, provided only that no 
t,vo of tl1cm overlap one another''-a sentence that has all the 
virtues allottc,f to the second example. Braith,vaite docs not 
scen1 to care very mt1cl1 ,vhether he  says "extra-triangular" or 
"outside tl1is triangle'' or \vl1cther he uses the passive or the 
active voice. l-Io\v can this be so? Has he changed his in1agery, 
persona, and style from one page to tl1e next? Is it not more 
reasonable to st1pposc tl1at l1e is writing in a genre ,vhosc pur
poses an,1 conventions permit "extra-triangular'' to mean ex
actly tl1e san1e tl1ing as ''ot1tside tl1c triangle" and allo,v an 
arbitrary interc.J1ange bet\vccn active and passive voice? \Ve 
might ans\ver tl1at tl1cre must have been some reason for Braith
\Vaite's choice of \Vords and syntactical patterns in each in
stance, an,f tJ1,1t tl1is reason cannot be irrelevant to his meaning. 
But suppose J1is reasons \verc a desire for euphony and a desire 
sin1ply to vary l1is mode of expression. Arc these reasons neces
sarily relevant to l1is mc,1ning? Migl1t tl1cy not simply be symp
tomatic implications tl1at l1ave notl1ing to do \Vitl1 his meaning? 
TJ1at could certainly be tl1c case if tl1e conventions of l1is genre 
,Ii,! not cn1brace st1lJtlc stylistic norms but ,vere entirely sub
scrvic11t to tl1e pt1rpose of conveying concepts tl1at arc indc
pcn,lc11t of <111y particular syrnbolic formulation. Anyone might
believe this, I tl1ink, i f  l1c were to glance a little further do\vn the 
page f ron1 ,vl1icJ1 our cxan1plc \Vas taken, \vhcrc l1c \Vould 
find the sente.11cc: 11This \vii i  enable us to derive tl1c forn1ulac
"X-((,,ua)u/3') ,  µ-(au/3), v-({3u,,) . If Ollf quoted passage 
,vas leading tip to tl1at, \vhy sl1ould tl1c substitution of an active 
for ,l passive voice n1ake any difference to tJ1c purpose and 
meaning of tJ1c passage? 

Let n1e qttickly say. tJ1at tJ1crc arc limits to the possibilities of
synonyn1ity even i r1 tJ1c genre in ,vhicl1 Braitl1\vaite is \Vriting.
I tl1ink, for exan1plc, tl1at this genre is so close to and bor��\VS
so many conventions from Jess tecl1nical types of cxpos1t1on
tl1at Braitll\Vaite cannot overlook the convention \Vhicl1 req11ircs
tl1e encl of a sentence to be more cmpl1atic tl1an its middle.
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I \Vas very careful in re,vriti11g l1is pnss,1gc to preserve his tisagc 
in tl1is matter. Furtl1ern1ore, I \VOttld be very reluctant to claim 
dogmatically tl1at I l1acl perfectly st1ccecdcc.l i11 reproducing the 
original. I \VOt1ld clain1, ratl1er, tl1,1t tl1c t\vo 111canings co11l<l be

perfectly synonymous in tl1c particular genre i11 \V)1ic)1 Braith
\Vaitc ,vas ,vriting. My point is that tl1c tindergraduate's stylistic 
analysis \vould be not only inappropriate but misleadi11g. It 
,vould be bound to overstate tl1e difTere11ccs bct,veen tl1e pas
sages, ,votlld distort tl1c system of empl1ascs proper to tl1e 
genre, and ,vould tl1erefore be bot1nd to prodt1ce a misinter
pretation. Tl1e clever t1ndergradt1atc ,vas, blt111tly, \Vro11g, and 
tl1erc \vas no \vay l1c could avoid being ,vrong so long as l1c so 
single-mindedly practiced one sort of stylistic analysis. l-Ie ,vas 
using inappropriate categories becat1sc J1c die! not pa)' atten
tion to tl1e variability of genre co11ventions and pt1rposes. 

One could say, of cot1rsc, tl1at J1is n1istake lay i11 applying 
literary categories to tt 11onlitcrary text, l)t1t tl1is co11clusion 
\Vould sin1plify and clistort tl1e poir1t I a111 111aking. I am, after 
all, denying that tl1erc arc sucl1 tl1ir1gs as literary categories 
universally applicable to all literary texts. I do not reject only 
the idea that literary analysis can be ,1pplied to all texts, but 
also tl1e idea tl1at it can be applied at1tor11ntically to tl1e texts 
tl1at ,ve call literary. J f  \VC t1se analytical <lcvices tl1at get tl1c 
purposes ancl empl1ases of a genre st1btly or grossly ,vrong, 
then it doesn't n1atter a bit tl1at \Ve call botl1 tl1c <levice a11cl the 
genre "literary." Tl1at doesn't make ot1r interpretation ir1trinsic, 
ancl it certainly docs not make it valid. 

Tl1c crucial importance of genre proprieties i11 interpretation 
,vas summed up in an oblique \V,1y by Robert Frost in J1is 
famous definition, "Poetry is ,vl1at gets lost in translation." 
The tl1eoretical interest of the ren1ark lies in its implication tl1at 
tl1c tl1ings that count most ii1 a great deal of poetry arc \vord 
associations tl1at arc endcrnic to a partictilar latlgliage, plus tl1c 
rhytl1mical and pl1onctic aspects of those \vords. Neit11cr aspect 
coul<l possibly . be p�r�ectly translated. y ct can ,111y rea<lcr 
doubt tl1at Bra1thw�1tc s book coul<l be perfectly tra11statccl?
J f  l1c docs cloubt tl11s, I suspect him of being a literary critic 
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\Vitl1 a ,Jee ply rooted l>cl icf in "the heresy of paraphrase." That 
heresy docs apply to lyric poetry, because \vhat \VC call lyric 
poetry is by purpose and convention language-bound. I have 
no doubt tl1at most of tl1e texts \vhich \Ve call literary arc to 
some degree lar1guagc-bound, bt1t it is a mistake to believe that 
they arc all c,1u,tlly so. l s  it not probable that on this criterion 
son1cthing like a continuous series stretches from Kea.ts to 
Braithwaite, a series that ccrt,tinly docs not depend on normal 
genre classifications like J>octry and prose, lyric poem and 
novel? Many pocn1s arc less language-bound and thus more 
fully translatable tha11 Joyce's l\VO novels, Vl)1sses and Fi1111e
g,111s W,,ke. ·r11e ,lcgrce to \vl1icl1 unic1uc meanings arc bound
to unic1uc expressions depends not on these broad genre dis
tinctions. l>ut <)ll tl1e intrir1s.ic genre of a text---thc particular 
norn1s ancl conventions un,ler \vhich it \vas composed. ivfost 
heresies, fallacies. canons, and metl1ods arc to be looked upon 
\Vith a colcl and skeptical eye \vhcn tl1cy pretend to offer rules 
for interpreting all texts or even a large number of them. 

Y c� one prin.ciplc clocs ren1ain universally applicable: valid 
interpretation depends on a valid inference about tl1c pro
l)rietics of tl1c ir1tri 11sic genre. 'fl1c final question that no\v re
mains to l>c askc(I in tl1is clraptcr is. '' f-lO\V docs this generaliza
tion coinciclc \Vitl1 our earlier icfcntification of understanding 
\Vith the rc-C<)gnition of an autl1or·s meaning?" I have already 
st1ggcstccl th,it tlte author ancl tl1c interpreter arc both con
strai11c,I l1)' genre proprieties, and tl1at tl1e autltor·s meaning 
is ,Ictcrr11 i 11ccl l1y !t is \Villing of a particular intrinsic genre, but 
mc)rc n1t1st be sai,l 011 tltis point-particularly \vith reference 
to those gcr1res \Vl1ich En1ilio Betti l1as called "normative." In 
tl1c scco,1d cl1aptcr, \Vhcrc n1y 111ain concern \Vas mcanrng 
ratl1cr tl1an i 11tcrprctatior1, I idcntifiecl ir11plic,1tior1s \Vitl1 \Villcd 
types tl1at can be sl1arcd. \Vhat I l1a\'C subseqt1cntly called an 
i11trinsic ge11rc is a larger, con1plcx type conception tl1at gov
cr11s all tl1csc i11cliviclt1al \villec.l t)'pcs as n \Vl1olc. TJ1c genre 
co11ccpt turr1c<I out to be tl1c principle for determining \V}1ctl1cr 
a partict1lar ntcar1ing \Vas \villcd-,vl1ethcr it belonged. Yet 
certain texts st1cl1 as tl1e Co11stitution of tltc United States and 
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tl1c Bible do seem to rcc1uire tl1at 111eani11g go beyond anything
that a l1un1an and J1istorical at1tl1or could possibly l1avc ,villc<.1. 
TJ1c san1e kind of problen1 ofte11 arises ,vl1c11 scl1olars interpret 
literary texts. Shakespeare coul(I 11ot l1avc k110,v11 anything of 
Freudian psychology, yet n1ar1y can perceive tl1at l·lt1111let c.locs 
J1ave Freudian ir11plicatio11s .  l s  tl1crc a (liffcre11ce, as Betti has 
suggested, bet,veen tl1e legal and tl1c scriptural cxan1ple, 011 the 
one hand, and tt1c exan1ple of Sl1akespcarc, 011 tl1c otl1er? Is it 
proper to go beyond tl1e autl1or's r11cani11g in constrt1ing la,vs 
but not in constrt1ing tl1c plays of SI1akespearc? 

Il ,vi i i  be useful to exa1ninc tl1e exa111ple of flt1111le1 first. Of 
course, it ,vould be r11ost t1n,visc to settle tl1e tl1eoretical issue 
011 the basis of a particular i11tcrpretatio11 t>f /·/ c1111let. \Vhat is 
needed is :t l1ypothetical instance tl1at ,vi i i  clarify the nature 
of tl1e problen1. Let tts suppose, tl1ercforc, tl1at S11akcspcarc 
cli,I ,va11t to suggest l·lan1let's sense of rept1g11a11cc at tl1c itlca 
of l1is n1other's sexual relationsl1ip ,vitl1 tl1c 111urclcrcr of J1is 
fatl1er, but llicl 1101 mean to st1ggest that I-Ia111lct entertained 
an t1nconscious ,visl1 lo sleep ,vitl1 his r11otl1cr. Altl1ot1gl1 Freud 
l1as argued tl1at every (nonfictional) n1alc tc11cls to l1avc such a 
,visl1 ,vl1etl1er l1e kno,vs it or not, ,ve l1ave 11cvcrthelcss sup
posed tl1at Sl1akcspeare's l·lar11let 11citl1er knc,v tl1is 11or ,li111ly 
and unconsciously n1ea11l tl1is. I-le could possibly l1avc tlonc so,
of course, but tl1at is not our present suppositio11. What, thc11, 
arc ,ve to make of tl1e fact tl1at a Freudian i11lcr1>rclatio11 is 11ot 
only possible but to n1any readers co11vi11ci11g? Tl1cy can point 
out tl1,1t in tl1e ligl1t of nc,v psycl1ological k no\vlcdge tl1c sit ua
tions and the t1ttcrances ,vithin the play do l1avc Frct1,li.1n 
implications, and tl1at nothing can cha11ge tl1is objective fact. 
It is part of tl1c meaning of the play \Vl1ctl1cr Sl1akespeare or 
anyone else bcf ore Frctad kne,v it or not. 

1-lerc ,vc l1avc, I tl1ink, a clcar-ctrt problem tl1at is capable
of a definitive solution. We l1avc posited tllat S11akespcarc (licl 
not mean tl1at 1-lamlct ,visl1ed to sleep ,vitl1 J1is n1otl1er. We 
confront an interpretation ,vl1icl1 states that J·J,1n11et did ,visl1 
to sleep ,v.it.11 l1�s motl1cr. If ,ve assert, as I have done, t liat only
a re-cogn1t1vc interpretation is a valitl interpretation, tJ1en ,vc 
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must, on tl1e basis of our assumed premise about the play, say 
that tl1e Freudian interpretation is  invalid. It docs not cor
respond to tl1c autl1or's meaning; it is an implication that can
not be subsumccl under tl1e type of meaning that Shakespeare 
(under our arbit rary st1pposition) \viJlcd. It is irrelevant that 
the play perr11its such an interpretation. The variability of pos
sible in1plic,1tions is tl1e very fact that requires a theory of 
intcrprctatio11 and validity. 

Is the c,1sc different \Vitl1 the Cor1stitution and the Bible? 
Docs the iclentification of valid interpretation \Vith re-cognitive 
interpretation clo justice to texts \vl1ich \vould lose their f unc
tion if their n1cani11g \Vere lin1itcd to \Vhat the author kne\v and 
cc>nsciottsly <>r ur1consciously intended? Must these texts be 
put i11 a special category, and if so, docs tl1at nullify the claim 
that tl1c underlying principles of interpretation arc the same 
cvcry,vherc? Tl1is ki11d of c1ucstion caused Gadamer to insist 
tl1at all textual interpretation must go bC)'Ond the author, must 
n1ca11 r11orc tl1an he or a11y individ11al interpreter could kno\v 
or un,lcrsta11c.l. r=-or Gadan1er, all texts nrc like tl1c Constitution 
an,I the 13iblc.::r. 

Uy this ti111e a percipient reader ,viii have guessed ,vhat n1y 
a11s,vcr ,viii bc-nan1cly, that for some genres of texts the au
thc)r subn1its to tile convc11tion that l1is ,viflcd in1plications n1ust 
g<> far l>cyo11,J ,vl1at he explicitly kno,vs. This is to some degree 

35. JVal,rltcit 1111,/ 1\/c•tho,I,•, pp. 280 IT. l\fy criticisn1 of Ga<lamcr's
C<>nccption :,nd n1y reasons for rejecting the analog}' of interpretations 
\Vith legal "pragrnatisrn" or ".ictivisn1" \viii be found in Appendix If. 
'f"he inadequacy <>f idcnlif>•ing textual n1c:1�ing \Vilh ·:1raditio_n"  _or
son1e other chan!!ing nor111 is seen first of a.II 1n the t�tal 1n1pra�11calt!Y 
of such a norn1 on the level of scholarly 1111crprctat1on. Ccrta,nly, rn 
scriptural questions. changes in interpretation can he institutionalized 
al any 1non1ent hy an authoritative pro�ounccn1cn1 a�oul the "�on
scnsus ccclcsiac." Sirnilarly, in legal q11cst1011s. changed 1n!crprctat1ons 
can be institutionalized h>' :, pronounccrnent f rorn the lughcst couJt. 
Uut in the doinain of learning such prono11ncc1nents cannot carry 
authority. N<> one, for cxun1ple. \vould hold that a l,1\v nicans .''\vhat
the judges say a Ja\V rneans". if there \\'<:�e not a suprcnic tr1b�1nal
to decide ,vhat, after all. the Judges say. I here could never _be such
arbitrary tribunals in the do,nain of k110\vledge nnd scholarslup. 

123 



Cl1apter 3: Tl1e Co11ce1Jt of Ge11re 
an aspect of n1ost texts, as I pointed out i11 Cl1aptcr 2: the 
principle for inclt1di11g or cxclt1ding i111plications is not ,v}1at 
tI1e ,1utl1or is a\vare of, bt1t ,vl1etl1cr or 11ot tl1e in1plications 
belong to tl1e t)'/Je of r11ca11i11g tl1at l1c \vills. I n  tl1c example o[ 
lit1111/e1, \VC rcjcctctl tl1e in1plic,1tion tl1at I-l a111lct ,visl1c<l to 
sleep \Vitl1 l1is n1otl1er because ,vc JJOsitc<I tl1at st1cl1 an implica
tion did 11ot belong to tl1c type o( mcani11g SJ1akcspcare ,villcd. 
\Ve did not reject il because SJ1,1kcspe,1rc f,tilcd to tl1ink of 
sucl1 a11 i111plication or bec,1t1sc l1e coulcl 11ot l1avc stated tl1c 
in1plication in distinctly Frcudia11 tcr111s. Tl1csc grot1nds arc 
properly judged irrelevant. \\'e rejectccl tl1c in1plication be
cause it ,vas 11ot, 011 our prc111 iscs, tl1e ki11<l of trait tl1at be
longed to tl1c type of cl1aracter Sl1akespcarc ir11agi11ctl. I 11 both 
cases, tl1e principle for i11clt1di11g or exclu<li11g in1plicatio11s is 
to ask ,vl1etl1er t l1ey arc cn1bracecl l)y tl1c autl1or's ,viii to 111can 
"all traits belonging to tl1is t)artict1lar type." 

No,v the Constitution is a <locun1enl ll1,tl belongs to the 
broad genre called "la\VS." As a11 cxa111plc of tile kind of con
,,ention systcn1 u11dcr ,vl1icl1 st1cl1 texts arc co111posccl \VC co\1ld 
give tl1c follo,ving very sim{)le exa111plc. Suppose, in clra,vi11g 
tip a civil code, I ,vrite: "It sl1all be an ofTc11sc for any ,1t1to-
1nobilc, bicycle, or ,u1y otl1er ,vhcclcc.l vcl1iclc, t1si11g tl1c public 
roacl, not to con1e to a con1plctc stop at a faci11g rec.I light." 
Suppose, tl1cn, son1e years after tl1e la,v l1as been e11actccl, 
tl1erc con1es into use a 11e\v type of vcl1iclc ,vl1icl1 111oves on a 
strcan1 of con1prcssed air and is con1pletcly ,vitl1ot1t ,vl1ccls. 
Docs tl1e la,v apply to st1cl1 a vel1icle? Diel nl)' 111ca11i11g en1bracc 
tl1is unkno,vn and ttnforcsecn state of affairs? If, as a jt1dge, I 
l1ad to decide on tl1c valitlity of tl1is i11tcrprctatio11, I ,vould 
certainly say, ''Yes, tl1c meaning is i 111pliccl, and tl1is nc,v ty11c 
of vcl1icle is embraced by tl1e la\v." l ,voulc.1 st1pporl 111y clc
cision in tl1is ,vay: ,vl1cn t11c la\V statccl ",lll)' otl1cr ,vl1cclccl 
,,eJ1iclc t1si11g tl1c pt1blie road" tl1c type tl1at ,vas ,villccl \Vas 
"any vcl1iclc," tl1c adjective ",vl1celecl" bci11g an t111forlt1 11,1tc 
ovcrspccification traceable to tl1c fact tl1at ,vJ1c11 tl1e la\v ,vas 
,vritten all tl1e vcl1iclcs trsing tl1c pl1blic roacl ,vcre ",vlieclc<.I." 
It can be reasonably inf er reel, tl1crcforc, tliat "all ,vlteclc<.l 
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vcJ1icles'' embraces tl1c rncaning "all vehicles serving the func
tion of ,vl1cclecl vcf1iclcs ,vitl1in the purpose and intent of the 
Ia,v." No dot1bt, in my ,vrittcn opinion, I might recommend 
that the la,v be amencled and made unambiguous, but I ,vould 
have 110 reasonable doubt about my interpretation. I kno,v 
tltat, si11cc no la,v can predict all the f uturc instances ,vhich 
,viii belong tc> tl1c type, tl1c conventions of Ia,vmaking and Ja\v 
interpreting 111\1st i11cludc tl1e notion of analogy. The idea of a 
Ja,v contains the idea of mutatis mutandis, and this generic 
conventior1 ,vas part of the meaning that I ,villed.3G The com
pressed-air vel1iclc ,vas implied in my meaning, even though
I had 11cver cor1ccivcd of a compressed-air vehicle. I t  belonged 
to tl1c ,villecf type. 

It 111ay see111 that this case l1as been treated differently from 
tl1e Frct1dian interpretation of H(1111/er, but I ,vould quickly 
ans,vcr tl1nt tl1e t,vo cxan1plcs have not in principle been 
trcatccl din·ercntly at all. 111 tl1e case of flt1111/et, a judge could 
not properly i11fer Oedipal ' implications that ,vere embraced 
",vitl1i11 tl1e J)Urposc ar1d intent of tl1e play," \\•hercas he could 
properly make st1ch .111 inference in the case of the la,v. In 
both exan1ples the 11ormative criterion ,vas the author's ,villed 
n1caning. and ,ve observed tl1at in some genres this \villed 
n1ea11i11g dcl iberately en1braces analogous and unforeseeable 
ir11plicatior1s. 'fl1c ,viii to extend implications into the unkno,v
ablc f \ltt1rc is cxplicitl)' mentioned in n1any la,vs and usually 
belongs to tl1e convention system of a la,v \\ 1hetl1er it is men
tior1cd or 11ot. Of cot1rse, sucl1 a11 cxtcr1sio11 into the unkno\vn 
is also a co11vcntion in n1any serious literary ,vorks ,vl1erc the 
range of ,villecl in1plicatio11s is in1n1ensely broad, and it is 
reaso11ablc to asst1n1c tl1nt Sl1akcspcare intended his play to 
cn1brace tl1e ,vidcst possible range of in1plicntions abot1t ht1man 
11att1rc. Tl1t1s, tl1c Freudian .1rgun1ent co11l,I be valid. (Tltcrc is, 
as l sl1all st1ggcst i11 tl1c next cl1aptcr, 11othing fundan1cntally 
t1nsou11d i11 casting a11 interpretation i11 tcrn1s tl1at ,voulcf be 

36. The legal distinction bct,vccn n1oc.Jcs .of �onst�ui_ng �ri1nina.l an_dcivil l.t,vs is ;1 purely practical and hurnan1t:1r1an d1s1tnct1on wluch 1s 
irrelevant to the logic of interpretation. 
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strange and foreign to the original at1tI1or.) Tl1e 111istake ,vou1d 
not be in using Freudian termi1101ogy, but in discovering 
Oedipal implications tl1at do 11ot belo11g to the type of meaning 
Shakespeare ,villed. He may l1a,,c ,villc,1 very broad implica
tions, but l1e did not necessarily ,viii all possible ones-any 
n1orc than our quoted Ja,v ,villed tl1c in1plicatio11 ''pedestrian�/' 
in tl1e pl1rase ",vI1celed vel1icles. '' 

The principle of subst1ming i111plications t111der tl1c autl1or's 
,villed type is a ger1uinely universal pri11ciplc and extends also 
to the interpretation of sacred scripture. But I prefer to let 
anyone ,vl10 is at l1on1e tl1erc to make tl1c extensions for 11in1-
se1f. Tl1at is easily done, I tl1ink, if ,ve rcn1cn1ber tl1,tt tl1e re
quirements of validity arc every,vl1erc tl1c same e,,cn tl1ougl1 
tl1c requirements of interpretation vary greatly ,vitl1 clifTerent 
intrinsic genres. Validity requires a norn1-.1 n1ea11ing tl1at is 
stable and determinate no n1atter 110,v broa,l its ra11ge of i111-
plication and application. A stable and dctcrn1i11atc 111eaning 
requires an author's determining ,viii, ,1n,l it is someti111cs in1-
portant, tl1ercf ore, to decide ,vl1icl1 r1t1tl1or is tl1e one being 
interpreted ,vl1en ,ve conf ronl texts tl1at l1avc been spoken an<I 
respokcn.a7 All , ,�1lid intcrpretatio11 of every sort is fou11clcd 
on tl1c re-cognition of ,vl1at an at1tl1or meant. 

37. The .. scnsus plcnior," a conception in scriptural interpretation 
under which the text's n1eaning g-0es beyond anything the hun,an author 
could have consciously intended, is, of course, a totally unnecessary 
entity. The human author's \Yillcd n1eaning can al\vays go beyond ,vhal 
he consciously intended so long as it ren1ains \Vithin his ,villcd type, 
.,n<l if  the meaning is conceived of as going beyond even that, then ,vc 
must have recourse to a divine Author speaking through the ht111,an 
one. In  that case it is 1-lis \villcd type \Ve arc trying to interpret, and 
the human aulhor is irrelevant. \Ve n1ust not confuse his text ,vith 
God's. I n  either instance the notion of :1 sense beyond the author's is 
ii.legitimate. ·rh� same p_oint holds, of course, for inspiration in poetry: 
either we arc 1ntcrpret1ng the poet's text or that of the n1use \vho 
possesses hin1, one or the other. The fact that t,vo difTercnt n,inds can 
intend quite diff e�c.nt mcani�gs l�y th� san1c ,vord sequence should not 
by no,v be surpr1s1ng. Nothing 1s gained by conflating .ind confusing 
diff crent "texts" as though they ,vcre someho,v the sanlc sintply be
cause they both use the s.tn1c \Vord sequence, 
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UNDERSTANDING, INTERPRETATION ' 
AND CRITICISM 

011e co11/tl 11ever /Je a rl,apsotle if 011e ditl not 
co111prel1e11cl tl1e 1111er,111ces of rite poet, for rite 
rltt11,so,le 11111st beco111e a,, i11rerpreter of tlze poet's 
1l1<J11gl11 to tl1ose u•l,o liste11, a11tl to <lo 1l1is 1vc/l is 
t/ttite i111JJossi/,lc 1111/ess 011e k11ou•s j11s1 i,..•l1at t/1e 
pr,ct IIIC(lllS.

Plato 

A. 1'J· IE JJAUl:L OF IN"fEitJ>JtETATIONS

The a11alyses a11(I argun1cnts of the preceding cJ1aptcrs have 
paid sca11t attc11tion to the practical exigencies of textual com
n1cntary. Those cl1aptcrs ,vere concerned broadly ,vith the 
cone.lit io11s that n1akc valid interpretation possible and ,vith 
the u11cf1anging tf1eorcticnl principles that underlie the inter
prctatio11 of all verbal texts. I l1avc tried to sl10,v t11at the im
n1c11sc ur1ivcrse of verbal n1eaning strctcl1ing f ron1 casual con
vcrsatio11 to epic poetry is l111if orn1Jy governed by tJ1c social 
pri11ciple of linguistic genres and by the individual principle 
of autl1orial ,viii. B0tl1 prir1ciplcs arc forn1ally necessary to the 
(lctcr111i11ation ()f verbal 111i.!ar1ir1g and to its correct i11terpreta
tion. 111 the cot1rse of these analyses, I have n1ore tha11 once 
toucl1e(I or1 tl1e (listi11ctior1 bet,vecn n1caning and significance 
and l1avc s11ggcstcd that tl1is distir1ction J1as very great in1-
portancc for pr:ictical criticisn1. Herc n1y ain1 ,viii be to ex
an1i11c so111c of tl1e corollaries of tJ1nt clisti11ction i11 their 
apJ)lication to tli.c practice of criticisn1 an<f ultin1atcly to sl10,v 
tl1at vali(I i11tcrprctation is a feasible enterprise, despite tl1c 
apparc11t la,vlcssness of textual con1111c11tary fron1 the J1eyday 
of Alcxanclria to tl1e prcsc11t. 
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Ho\v can a consensus be rcacl1ed ,vitl1 regard to a text's 
meaning ,vI1en every kno,vn interpretatio11 of every text has 
al,vays been different in son1e respect fro111 every otl1er inter
pretation of tl1e text? Tl1e sta11dard a11s,vcr to tl1is question is 
tl1at every interpretation is partial. No single i11terpretation can 
possibly exhaust the meanings of a text. TJ1ercf ore, to the ex
tent tl1at different interpretations bring into relief different as
pects of textual 1ncaning, tl1e diversity of interpretations should 
be ,velcomed; tl1ey all contribute to undcrsta11di11g. Tl1e more 
interpretations one kno\vs, tl1c f tiller ,viii be 011e's under
standing. 

I am not suggesting tl1at tl1is ans,vcr is i11adcquatc in every 
respect. In fact, I sl1all try to describe 111orc precisely 110,v 
different interpretatio11s ca11 and do st1pport 011c anotl1er and 
ho,v tl1cy can deepen our understandi11g. Tl1e ans,ver is in
adequate only insofar as it fails to accou11t for tl1c distinction 
bct,vcen con1patiblc and incon1patible i11tcrprctations. The 
ans\ver seen1s to assun1c tl1at all "plat1sible" or ''respectable,.
interpretations arc con1patiblc n1crcly because tl1cy arc all 
capable of being confirn1ed by tl1c text. Ho,vcvcr, not all 
plausible interpretations arc con1palible. An  i11tcrprctation of 
H<1111/e1 \Vllicl1 vie,vs tl1e )1cro as a dilatory intellectual is not 
compatible ,vitl1 one that vic,vs l1in1 as a f orccf ul man of actio11 
tl1,varted by circun1slances. Both interpretations arc plausible, 
and perhaps botl1 arc incorrect, but tl1cy arc not co111patiblc. 
Nor \vould their incompatibility be removed by co11cluding 
tl1at botl1 traits arc present in Han1lct's cl1aracter. Tl1at com
promise ,vould represent a tl1ird interpretation distinct from 
and incon1patiblc \Vith e,1cl1 of tl1c otl1cr t,vo. 1 Interpretive dis
agreements do exist, and tl1ey arc not al,vays partial or trivial 
disagreements. 

But the fact tl1at all interpretations arc different ,varra11ts 
neither tl1e sanguine_ belief tl1at all plausible interpretations arc
l1elpful and compatible nor the l1opeless proposition tl1at all 

I . See Appendix t ,  pp. 227-30.
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interpretations arc personal, temporal, and incommensurable. 
The apparent babel of interpretations leads to tender-minded
ness or despair 011ly if \VC fail to discriminate bet\veen the kinds 
of differences \vl1ich interpretations exhibit. All interpretations 
arc indeed different in some respect or other, but not all dif
ferent interpretations arc disparate or incompatible. For ex
ample, t\vo interpretations could be different in a vast number 
of \vays-tl1e subjects tl1cy treat, the vocabulary in \vhich they 
arc \Vritten, tl1c purposes they arc designed to serve-yet might 
nevertheless refer to an identical construction of meaning. On 
the other J1and, t\VO interpretations might be highly similar in
vocabulary ancl purpose but migl1t nevertheless refer to t\VO 
quite different constructions of meaning. Only the second kind 
of difference ought properly to be at issue, and in that case \Ve 
should speak not of different but of disparate interpretations. 

Tl1is distinction bet\vecn the meaning of an interpretation 
and tl1e construction of n1eaning to \vhich the interpretation 
refers is one of the most venerable in hermeneutic theory. 
Erncsti callee! it tl1e distinction bet,veen the art of understand
ing and tl1c art of explaining-the s11btili1as i11tellige11,Ji and 
the s11btili1,1s e.\'/Jlica11,li.'.!. In normal usage botl1 of these func
tions arc en1braccd flaccidly by tl1e single term "interpretation," 
but clarity ,votild be served if ,ve limited that ,vord to tl1e 
s11btilit,1s e.r1>lic,111,li-tl1e explanation of meaning-and de
limited tl1c s11btilitas i11tellige11,li by the term "understancling." 

It is obvious tI1at understanding is prior to and different 
from interpretation. Anyone \Vl10 l1as \vrittcn a con1mcntary 
on a text l1as been a,varc that l1c could adopt a nun1bcr of quite 
diITerent strategics to convey l1is understanding and, further
more, tl1at tl1c strategy lie docs adopt depc11ds upon his :iudi
cncc an,1 I1is purposes quite as n1t1cl1 as it depends upon his 
undcrstan,Jing of tl1c text. On the otl1cr l1and, every reader of 
interpretations l1as noticed that l1c accepts sonic of tl1em and 

2. J.  A. rrrncsli, /11sti1111ia /111,•rprttis Nol·i T,•stn111e111i (Lcipz�s.
176 t), Chap. l ,  Scc. 4. l�cfcrrcd to by Schlcicrrn:lchcr in II er111e11e1111k,
p. 3 1 .
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rejects otl1crs and. furtl1crmorc, tl1at even ,vl1e11 l1e finds him
self in agrecn1ent ,vitJ1 a11 interprctatior1 its cfTcct upon him is 
not al,vays simply to confirn1 l1is original co11ccption. Some
times, it is true, ar1 interpretation n1crely ''clcepc11s'' l1is under
standing, bttt somctin1es it rnay gcnt1ir1cly ''�titer'' his under
standing. These t,vo functions illustr,ttc very ,veil the distinc
tion bet,vcen different ancl disparate interpretations. \Vhen a 
commentary deepens our t1nderstar1cling of a text, ,ve do not 
experience any sense of conflict ,vitl1 ot1r previous ideas. The 
ne\v con1mcntary cloes inclccd lay out implications \VC l1ad not 
tl1ought of explicitly, but it docs not alter ot1r controlling con
ception of tl1e text's n1eaning. We find ot1rselves in agreement 
fron1 tl1e beginning, ancl ,ve aclmire tl1c st1btlcty ,vitl1 ,vhich 
the interpreter brings out implications \ve hacl missecl or had 
only dimly perceived. But tl1is "deepening'' effect, instead of 
cl1anging our original understanding, cn1pl1atically confirms it 
and makes us more certain of its rigl1tness. Tl1e t1nnoticcd im
plications laid out by tl1e interpreter belong to tl1c type of mean
ing \VC l1ad already construed. On tile otl1cr l1ancl, \vJ1cn ,ve 
read a con1mentnry that alters our t1nderst,1nding, ,vc arc con
vinced by an argument (covert or open) tJ1at sl10,vs ot1r original 
construction to be ,vrong in some respect. I 11stcad of being 
comforted by a furtl1er confirmation, ,vc arc cornpellcd to 
cl1angc, qualify, adjust our original vie,v. The l\VO functions of 
"deepening" and "altering'' arc c1uite clistinct a11d correspond 
to the t,vo ,vays in ,vl1icl1 intcrprct,1tions difTcr. A very brief 
and elliptical comn1entary migl1t be in con1plcte agrccn1cnt
,vith a long ancl "inclusive" one, since botl1 cot1lc.l ref er to pre
cisely the same controlling conception of n1caning. In  tl1at case
tl1e interpretations ,vould be diff crent bt1t not disparate.

_ In_ th<: final cl1aptcr I shall consiclcr tl1c problcn1 of dis
cram,nat,ng betv,ecn disparate interpretations, and also the
cor�llary problem of deciding \vl1icl1 of tl1cm is most likely tobe rigllt. Ho\ve�cr, l1er<: it is more important to cmpl1,lsizc tl1cfact tl1at t,vo d�fTerent interpretations arc not necessarily disparate, for all interpretations arc difTerent, arlcl if no t\VO of
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them could be identified, then there could be no discipline of 
interpretation. Of course, any t\VO interpretations \Viii al\vays 
be concerned \vit}1 cliff erent sorts ancl ranges of implications, 
!Jut they \Viii not necessarily differ in their conception of the
implications tl1cy treat i11 common or in t}1e importance they
allot to those in1plications \vith respect to the controlling pur
poses anc.J emJJl1ascs of tl1e text. T\VO interpretations that differ 
in this \vay can ref er to an absolutely identical meaning. Ho,v 
is this possible? ls it not imprecise to overlook the subtle varia
tions in meaning st1ggested by subtle variations in ,vrittcn com
mentaries? I s  it not tl1e case tl1at meaning can never break 
a\vay completely from tl1e categories that an interpreter hap
pens to tise? 

I have al ready st1ggested tl1at the art of interpreting and 
tl1c art of unclerstanding arc separate functions, too often 
confused. T,vo interpreters might, after all, use diff ercnt strate
gics and categories to convey the same conception of meaning, 
but tl1c exigencies of \vritten commentary do not account for 
all the cJiff erences an1ong interpretations. Some of these differ
ences arc O\Ving to tf1c fact that interpreters notice and cn1-
phasizc cJifierent aspects of meaning-c,1en on the level of 
unclerstandir1g� In such a case is it possible or reasonable to 
assert tl1at tl1eir interpretations refer to the same construction 
of n1eaning? Even if tl1eir interpretations \Vere broadly com
patible, is it not f arfctchcd to assert that they arc ultimately 
iclentical? WJ1at tl1ey say is al\vays different, but is it not also 
true tl1at ,vl1at tl1cy see is al\vays different? Is not the babel of 
interpretations still, after all, a babel? 

TJ1ese questions toucl1 on tl1e same group of problcn1s tl1at 
hacl to be faced in dealing \vith the reproclucibility of n1caning 
and \Vitl1 tf1c psycf1ologistic conception of n1eaning. Certainly, 
it can be reasonably prest1med tl1at t\VO interpreters al,vays 
notice sligl1tly cliffcrcnt aspects of n1eaning even on the level 
of unclcrsta11cling, but the cJifTerent aspects n1ight nevertheless 
be traits belonging to the san1c type. Sin1ilarl�, the d.ifTcrcnt
rncani11gs ,vl1ich clifTcrc11t rcaclcrs of a text n11gJ1t notice can 
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refer to precisely the same typc-\vl1icl1 is to sr1y, to t}1c same
meaning. Tl1is principle is co11sta11tly bei11g exemplified in
visual experience. WJ1en t\vo observers look at a building from
diff ercnt st,1ndpoints, they each sec qt1itc difTercnt aspects of
tl1e building, yet, remarkably c11ot1gl1, botl1 observers see tl1e
same \vhole building. Tl1cy 111ay 11ot C\1en be looking at the 
same sides, yet eacl1 of tl1c1n imagines (vagttcly or explicitly) 
the unseen si<lcs-otl1er\vise, tl1ey \voulc.l 11ot conceive tl1e 
object as a building. Tl1t1s, \vl1ilc tl1c explicit components o[ 
vision arc in cacl1 case difTcrcnt, \vl1at tl1ose co111poncnts refer 
to n1ay be absolutely idc11tical. A si1nilar pl1c11on1c11on occurs 
\vl1cn one interpreter notices or en1pl1asizes traits tl1at arc 
difTcrcnt from tl1osc noticed by anotl1cr. Tl1c CXJ)licit com
ponents of meaning arc difTerent, yet tl1c ref crc11cc is  to a 
\V)1olc meaning, 11ot a partial one, and tl1is object of reference 
1nay be tl1e same for botl1 interpreters. Th,1t is \Vl1y ,1 brief and 
elliptical con1mcnt on a text can be i11 cornpletc agreement \Vitl1 
a detailed exegesis. Tl1eir mutual compatibility is 11ot based on 
their incompleteness or partiality, bttt quite tl1c contrary on 
tl1c identity of tl1e \Vl1ole meaning to \vl1icl1 tl1ey ref er. 

The intentionality of undcrstan(ling and i11terprctation, 
\Vl1ich l l1avc jt1st been describing, and \Vl1icl1 I discuss at 
greater lcngt}1 in Appendix I 1 1, is tl1e f ound,ltion for tl1c 
discipline of interpretation as a field of kno\vlcdgc. Of course, 
tl1e mai11 purpose of tcxtttal comn1cntary is often r1ol to make 
tl1e meaning of a text understood by otl1ers, but ratl1er to in
dicate its value, to judge its importance, to describe its bear
ings on present or past situ,1tions, to exploit i t  in support of 
an argument, or to use it as a source o[ biograpl1ical (111d l1is
torical kno\vlcdgc. Tl1csc legitimate co11cerns of textual com
mentary, and many sin1ilar ones, belong to tl1c don1ain of 
criticism. Clarity requires that tl1is function-t}1at of criticism
-should be distinguisl1cd from interpretation. I n  ordinary
spcccl1 it is convenient to lump tl1cse several f tlllctior1s-t1ndcr
standing, interpretation, jt1,lgmcnt, and criticisnl-under tl1c
term "criticism," and certainly, in practice, t11esc functions arc
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so entangled a11d codependent that a separation could seem 
artificial. But tl1c same n1ight be said of many codependent 
aspects of reality-light and J1eat, form and content, color and 
extension. TJ1c fact tl1at tl1c functions of criticism arc entangled 
together docs not r1ecessitatc an imitative confusion of thought. 
Understanding, interpretation, judgment, and criticism are dis
tinct functions \Vitl1 distinct rcqt1ircmcnts and aims. That they 
arc al\vays coprcsent in any \vrittcn commentary and that they 
al\vays inflt1ence one another arc facts that must be reckoned 
\vitl1 in tl1is chapter. 

B. UNDEltSTANDING, IN'fEftPRETATlON, AND f-llSTORY

Undersla11(lir1g speecl1-cithcr spoken or \Vrittcn-is \Vithin 
the capacit)' of a11yonc \vl10 can himself speak or \vrite. Be
cause of tl1c inherer1t double-sidedness of speech, tl1c act of 
speakir1g in1plies in itself a projected or imagined act of undcr
stan<li11g. l n(lccd, or1c cer1tral idea ir1 n1y discussion of genres 
\Vas tl1,tt tl1e genre conception \vl1icl1 controls speaking closely 
parallels tl1c gcr1rc cor1ccption \vhicI1 controls understanding. 
A great deal l1ns been \vritten about the theory and practice of 
untlcrstan<.li11g, especially in tI1c German tradition, \Vhcrc the 
\vord J/ erste/1e11 l1as long since taken on the grandct1r of an 
institttlional slogan and still carries the emotional overtones 
an,! tl1c conceptual vagucr1css tl1at such slogans generally ac
quire.:: Certainly tl1c psycJ1ology of understanding is an in
tensely f ascir1ati11g subject that l1as been fruitfully studied bot}1 
by linguists and psycl1ologists, but it is not a subject tl1at l1as a 
central place in tl1is book: from tl1e standpoir1t of interpre�atio_nas a ,tisciplinc, tl1e psychological process of understanding 1s 
r1eitl1cr a tl1eorctical nor a practical problcn1. Everybody ,vho 
tl1inks ltc tin<lcrstart(fs an utterance certainly docs understand 
son1c 111caning or other. 1'hc appropriate subject for tl1is dis-

3. Sec, for cxanlplc, the historical account in J. \Yach, Das J'er
.,·tt'l1t•11 (3 vols. ·rubinscn, 1926-33). 
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cussion, tl1crcf ore, is 11ot 110\v to t111clcrstar1d but 110\v to judge
and criticize ,vl1at one docs t111derstar1d. Tl1c problem is to
decide ,vl1ctl1er 011e,s l1nclcrstanding is prol>ably correct. Tltis
is ultimately tl1e problcn1 of valiclatio11, \Vl1 icl1 is tl1c Sl1bject 
of my final cl1aptcr. I 11 tl1 is section I sl1all <.liscuss son1e o[ tl1e 
more direct conscquer1ccs of tl1e si rnplc (.:1 11cl gc11erally ignored) 
fact tl1at understanding is not an in1n1cdiate gi,,cn but is al,vays 
a constructio 11 f ron1 physical signs. 

The definitive proof tl1at t1nderstancli11g rcqt1ircs a11 active 
co11strt1ction of n1ca11ing a11cl is not si111ply givc11 by tl1c text is 
tl1c obvious fact �J1at no 011c can unc.Jcrsta11c.l an t1ttera11ce ,vl10 
docs not kno,v tl1e language in ,vl1icl1 it is co111posed. Tl1is 
,vould scen1 to be trivial, bt1t trivial trutl1s can i r11ply far front 
trivial conclt1sions. It in1plics, first of all, tl1at un<lersta11ding 
is autonomous, that it occurs entirely ,vitl1 in tl1c tcrn1s an{l 
proprieties of tl1c text's o,vn language a11cl tl1e sl1arccl realities 
,vl1icl1 tl1at language cn1braccs. To t111dcrsta11d a11 t1ltera11cc it 
is, in fact, not just desirable bt1t absolt1tcl)1 t1navoiclable tl1at ,vc 
understancl it in its o,v11 tcr111s. \Ve cc>t1l<I 11ot possil>ly recast a 
text's n1cnnings in {lifTcrcnt tcrn1s t1nless ,vc l1acl alrcacly t111der
stood tl1c text in its o,vn. Every speaker a11cl every interpreter 
must l1avc 1nastcrccJ tl1c co11vcr1tion systcn1s anc.1 tl1c sl1arc<l 
111ea11i11g associations prcsupposccl by a lingt1istic t1ttera11cc. 

Tl1c n1astcry of these necessary co11vcntio11s (reqt1 ircd for 
ar1y co11strltction of n1caning fron1 li11guistic signs) 111ay be 
callec.J tl1c philological prest1ppositions of all unc.lerstancling. 
1-lcrc tl1c \Vorel "pl1ilol(>gical0 is to be taken i11 tl1e olcler, broa,lcr 
sense ,vl1icl1 con1prises tl1c ,vhole rar1gc of sl1arccl realities an{I 
co11vcntions-concrctc and social, as ,veil as li 11gt1 istic-,vl1 icl1
arc rcqt1ircd in orclcr to construe 111caning. Ycrl,al 111caning 
can be construccl 011ly on the basis of its o,vn prcsuppositio11s, 
,vl1ich arc not given f ron1 son1c other rcal 1 11 bt1t 111ust be lcar11ccl
and guessed at-a process that is entirely intrinsic to a par
ticular social ancl li11guistic systen1. Tl1c obvic>us fact tl1at ,ve 
cannot u11clcrstan<l a Greek text ,vl1e11 ,vc l1appca1 to k110,v only 
E 11glisl1 ren1ai11s trt1c at tl1c n1ost subtle levels of lltl<lerstancling. 
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One can11ot t1ndersta11,J n1ea11ing ,vithout guessing or learning 
the prereqt1isites to construing meaning, and since all under
standing is "silcnt"-tl1at is, cast only in its o,vn terms and 
not in foreign categories-it follo,vs tl1at all skeptical histori
cisn1 is f<)t1r1ded 011 ,1 n1isconception of the nature of under
standin.g. 

That is tl1e n1ost i111portant consequence of the "trivial'' point
tl1at one l.1as to k 110,v tl1e lang11age of a text in order to under
stand it. Tl1e skeptical l1istoricist infers too much from the fact 
that prese11t-,l,1y experiences, categories, and modes of thought 
arc not tl1e san1e as tl1ose of tl1e past. He concludes tl1at ,ve can 
only u11dersta11,I a text in 01,r o,vn tcrn1s, but this is a con
tra,lictory state111ent si11ce verbal n1eaning has to be construed 
in it.\' o,v11 ter111s if it is to be construed at all. Of course, the 
conve11tio11 systc111s tinder ,vl1icl1 a text ,vas composed may not 
in fact be tl1ose ,vl1icl1 ,ve assume ,vJ1en ,vc construe the text, 
but tl1is l1as no beari11g on tl1e tl1eoretical isst1c, since no one 
cle11ies tl1,1t n1is1111derstanding is not only possible but some
tin1es, perl1aps, tinavoi,lable. The skeptical historicist goes 
f urtl1cr tl1a11 tl1is. I-le argues-to return to ot1r pre,1iot1s analogy 
-tl1at a 11ati,1e speaker of Englisl1 l1as to t1ndcrstand a Greek 
text in E11glisl1 r,1tl1er tl1an i11 Greek. He con,,crts tl1e plausible 
ic.lc,1 tl1at tl1e 111astery of t1nf an1iliar n1eanings is arcluot1s and 
uncertai11 i11to tl1e i,lea tl1at ,ve al,vaj'S have to in1pose our o,vn 
alie11 co11vc11t io11s an,! associatio11s. But this is simply not true. 
If ,vc clo riot co11strue a text in ,vl1at ,vc rigl1tly or ,vrongly 
assl1111c to lJe its o,v11 tern1s tl1e11 ,ve <lo not construe it at all. \Ve 
do riot u11,lerstand anytl1ing that ,ve could subsequently recast 
• 111 our o,v11 tcr111s:1 

U11<lcrsta11,ling is silent, intcrpretatio11 extren1cly garrulot1s. 

4. Sec ,\ppcndix J I .  pp. 252-5.t. 1·1tc pcrspcctivisnt of th� ra�lical
historicist is not radic:sl enough by half. !·le forgets that 1nean1ng tt�clf
is perspective-bound nnd that. in order lo understand verbal n�ean1ng 
front any era including his o,vn, the interpreter .has to subrn1t lo :\
double perspective. !·le preserves his o,vn standpoint and. at t_h: s�n1c
tiine, i,naginativcly realizes the standpoint of the speaker. 1 his 1s a 
characteristic of all verbal intercourse. 
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Interpretation-the sz,brilitas e�·1;/ic<111<li-rarely exists in pure 
forn1, except in parapJ1rase or translation. Just as understand
ing is a co11str1,ctio11 of meani11g (11ot of significance, wl1icJ1 I 
discuss later on), so intcrpretatio11 is a11 e.r1>lc11 1atio11 of mean
ing. Ho,vever, most con11nentaries tl1at ,vc call interpretations 
arc concerned ,vitl1 sig11ificancc as \Veil as n1ea11ing. Tl1ey con
stantly <lra\v analogies and poir1t out rclatior1sl1ips \vl1icl1 not 
only J1clp us to understand n1ear1i11g l)ut also lead tis to perceive 
values and relevancies. But \Vl1ile interpretations arc aln1ost 
al\vays n1ixed witl1 criticisn1, tl1cy 11cvcrtl1cless al\vays refer to 
n1eaning as \Veil, and if tile meaning referred lo is \vrong, tl1c 
interpretation is \vrong too-no matter 110\v valuable it may 
be in otl1er respects. 

If ,ve isolate for a moment tl1e interpretive function of con1-
mentaries as disti11ct from tl1eir critical f t1nctio11, \VC \viii ob
serve tl1at tl1e art of explaining nearly al,vays involves tl1e task 
of discussing meaning i11 ter111s tl1at arc 11ot native to the 
original text. Of course, tl1is is not consta11tly true: n1a11y good 
interpreters quote frcc1uc11tly fron1 tl1c origi 11al, and one of tl1c 
best interpretive devices is sin1ply to read a text aloud to an 
audience. But all interpretations at some poi11t l1avc recourse to 
categories and conceptions that arc not native to tl1c origioal. 
A translation or parapl1rase tries to re11der tJ1e mea11ir1g in 
new tern1s; an explanation tries to point to tl1c 111ea11ing in 11e,v 
terms. Tl1at is ,vl1y interpretation, like tra11slatio11, is an arl, 
for tl1e interpreter l1as to fincl means of co11veyi11g· to tl1c un
initiated, in terms f an1iliar to tl1em, tl1osc prcst1ppositions an,t 
meanings ,vl1ich arc ec1uivalent to tl1ose in tJ1c origi11,ll 111canir1g. 
Ho,vever, different n1odes of interpretation can, as I J1avc 
already sl10,vn, refer to the very san1e construction of tl1e 
original meaning. 

Tl1e fact tl1at different interpretations can be in agreement 
tJ1ro,vs into perspective tl1c old nostrum tllat every ,1gc 111t1st 
reinterpret tl1c great ,vorks of tl1c past. Tliis is a comforting 
trutl1 to e,1cl1 new generation of critics ,vl1o earn tJ1cir t,rcacl by 
reinterpreting, but it is a trutl1 of very lin1ited applicatio11. To 
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the extent tl1at textual commentary functions as interpretation 
in tl1e strict sense, and not as criticism, the old nostrum simply 
mca11s tl1at every age requires a different vocabulary and 
strategy of interpretation.:; Indeed, each different sort of audi
ence requires a differe11t strategy of interpretation, as all teach
ers and lecturers arc a,vare. The historicity of all interpretations 
is an undot1btecl fact, because tl1e J1istorical givens ,vith which 
an interpreter n1ust reckon-tl1e language and the concerns 
of his audience-vary from age to age. Ho,vever, this by no 
means in1plics that the meaning of the text varies from age to 
a_ge, or tl1at a11ybody, ,vl10 has done ,vhatever is  required to
understand tl1nt n1ea11i11g, understands a different meaning 
f ron1 l1is predecessors of an earlier age. No doubt Coleridge 
understood I-Ja,11/et rather differently from Professor Kittredge. 
TJ1at fact is reflected in tl1cir disparate interpretations, but i t  
,voulcJ be quite ,vrong to conclude tl1at this disparity ,vas caused 
n1ercly by tl1c fact tl1at tl1cy lived in different periods. It ,vould 
do botl1 Coleridge and Kittredge an injustice to argue that the 
tin1cs 11ccessitatcd tl1eir manner of understanding, or even that 
t}1cir positions cot1ld not be reversed. B0tl1 of them ,vould have
agreed tl1at at least one of tl1cm must be ,vrong. On tl1e other
ha11d, cvc11 if tl1cy l1ad entertained tl1e san1e conception of
l·lc1111let, tl1ey could not J1ave lvri1te11 about the play in the
same ,vay. Tl1cir purposes, their times, and their audiences
,verc diO'ere11t and so, the ref ore, ,vcrc tl1eir styles of exposition,
tl1cir cmpl1ases, and tl1cir categories. Ho\vevcr, tl1e historicity
of i11tcrprctation is quite distinct fron1 the tin1clessness of
ll r1tl erst a11 d i11 g.

5. \Vhat is prin1arily n1cant by the nostrun1 is that each ne\V critic
or age finds nc\v sorts of sisnificnncc, nc,v strands of relevan_cc. to par
ticular cultural or intcllecrunl contexts. Usuall>1

, therefore, 1t 1s n1ore 
descriptive 10 say 1ha1 each age n1ust rt•t.:ri1ic:iz.e the ,vorks of r_h� past 
in order to keep thcn1 :dive :ind ourselves alive to then1. 1\s cr1t1cs ,ve 
should rcn1ind ourselves rhnt \VC arc not perceiving a nc,v ,vork or a 
nc,v 1ncanins, but a nc,v significance _o_f the. ,vork ,vhich. 

ofte� c_ou!d
not exist except in our o,vn cultur:�l n!1llcu. 1 hat phcno,ncnon 1n ttsclf 
proves the relation:,! character of s1gn1fic:1ncc . 
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All serious students of texts f ron1 tJ1c past-texts of any 
genre-arc J1istorians. It is 11ot st1rprising tl1,1t l i terary scl1olars 
sl1ould be particularly sensitive lo tl1e forn1ative inflttence of 
l1istorical givens and sl1ould observe that critics of tl1e past l1ave 
not only interpreted differently but l1avc t1ndcrstood differently 
from critics in tl1c present. And it may indeed be trt1e tl1at a 
larger proportion of readers could correct!)' understand Donne 
in I 930 tl1an in I 730, and tl1is n1ay l1ave bel!11 cr1tirely due to 
tl1e intellectual atmospl1cre of tl1e tin1es. Bt1t tl1ese far f ron1 
surprising possibilities do not l1ave tl1e tl1eorctical importance 
tl1at is usually attached to tl1en1. Not all readers of tl1e same era 
tend to \tnderstand a text in tl1e san1e \vay-as \Ve knO\V from 
our present-day experience. Furtl1er111ore, tl1e empJ1ases and 
categories \Vl1icl1 cl1aracterizcd the interpretations of a partic
tilar time arc not tl1e san1e as the en11,l1ases and categories of 
its understanding. All understanding is  necessarily and by
nature intrinsic, all interpretatio11 necessarily tra11sienl and 
l1istorical. 

A colleague once pointed ot1t to n1e tl1at Simo11e Weil could 
not l1ave \vritten so brilliantly 011 tl1e \vay 1·1,e llic1<l discloses 
the role o( brute force in l1u111an life if sl1e l1ad not passed 
tl1rough the l1orrors of Nazism, and , f urtl1crmorc, ll1al l1er cm
pl1asis on tl1is aspect of Tl1e llit1(/ \VOtil(l 11ot l1ave struck a 
responsive cl1ord in l1er rcaclcrs if tl1ey l1ad 11ot also \Vit11essec.l 
tl1ose times. In tit is observation \Ve ca11 sec 110\v closely co11-
nected in practice arc understanding, interpretatio11, and criti
cisn1, and 110\v necessary it is to distinguisl1 tl1er11 in tl1eory. 
Surely Simone Wcil's empl1asis on tl1e role of force in 1·1,e 
llit1cl brilliantly exploitecl tl1e experiences sl1c sl1ared \Vitl1 lier 
audience, and probably sl1c did not overempl1asize tl1e role of 
force \vitl1i11 I-Jon1er•s in1aginalion. Tl1c clc111ent of criticis111 in 
her commentary ,vas J1er implicatio11 tl1at l·Ion1cr \Vas rigl1t
J1un1an life is like tl1at, and we, in tl1is age, kno\v it. Tl1c clc111e11t 
of i11ter1Jret<1tio11 in l1er comn1entary \Vas l1er laying ot1t in an 
ordered \vay J·Iomer's implications abo11t the role of force i11 
life. But \VC do not respond to her intcrprctatio11 just bccat1se 
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\Ve live in a violent age; \VC agree \Vith it because \Ve too have 
read Tlze /lit1tl a11d have perceived that same meaning-even if 
\VC l1avc not perceived it so explicitly. I cannot imagine any 
con1pcte11t reader of any p.ast age \vho did not implicitly grasp 
this meaning in Tl1e llit1<l, tl1ough I can certainly imagine a 
tin1e \vl1c11 readers did not feel tl1is meaning to be a comment 
on lif c \VOrtl1y of a special n1onograph. 

I f  an i11tcrprcter exercises tact, he can empl1asize any matter 
or tl1emc lie likes \vitl1out suggesting a false emphasis. A single 
qualifyi11g comment from time to  time, a passing modest dis
clain1cr, or a11 ackno\vlcdgment of the place his theme has in 
tl1e n1caning of tile \vl1ole \viii sum.cc to avoid giving a false im
pression. I t  docs not matter \vl1at one says about a text so 
Jong as 011e unclerstands it and con\1eys that u11derstanding to 
a reader. TI1erc arc 110 correct "methods" of interpretation, no 
u11ic1t1cly appropriate categories. One clocs \vl1at is necessary to 
convey an u11dcrstanding to a particula.r audience. There are 
111any \Vays of catcl1ing a posstrm. In l1is function as an inter
preter, tl1e critic's first job is to disco\1cr \vhicl1 possum he
sl1oulcl catcl1. 

C. JU l)Gf\·11:N'I' AN I) Cllil"lCISf\·f

Tl1e li111itatio11 of verbal n1caning to \vhat an autl1or n1cant and 
the clcfi11ition of understanding as tl1e construction of tl1at 
111ca11ing docs 11ot, as I l1avc sbo\v11, constitute a narro\v ancl 
purist notio·11 of n1ca11ing. Both n1caning and understanding 
c111bracc a \Vo rid that can surpass the mental cosn1os of any too
lin1itecl interpreter and tax l1is imagination to tl1e t1tn1ost. Fur
tl1er111orc, the clefinition places no rigid lin1it on tI1c nt1n1ber .of
in1plicatio11s verbal n1 caning n1ight have, thot1gl1 at son1e ��int
tl1c clra,ving of further, similar in1plications bc.con1es tr1v1al. 
My pttrposc in clcfining unclcrstancling a11cl n1caning is not to
suggest that the task of undcrstancling is casil)' n1anagcd but to
sl10\v tltat it is a clctcr111 inatc task that can be distinguisl1cd f ron1
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other tasks. In particular, I have earnestly desired to clear up 
the confusion bet,vecn meaning a11d significance in order to
diminisl1 the skepticism to whicl1 tl1at confusion J1as, I think,
generously contributed. 

Earlier, I defined sig11ificance as any perceived relationship 
bet,veen construed verbal meani11g and so111ctl1i11g else. In prac
tice ,vc arc al,vays relating our undcrsta11ding to son1etl1ing else 
-to ourselves, to our relevant kno\vlcdgc, to tl1c author's
personality, to other, sin1ilar ,vorks. Usually \VC car1not even
understand a text ,vithout perccivi11g sucl1 rclationsI1ips, for \Ve
cannot artificially isolate tl1e act of construi11g verbal n1caning
from all tl1ose other acts, perceptions, associations, and judg
ments \V}1ich accompany tl1at act and ,vl1icl1 arc instrumental in
leading us to perform it. Nevertheless, ,vc certainly can isolate
or at least empl1asize a particular goal for our activit)'. We can
decide at a given n1oment tl1at ,vc arc 1nainly interested in 
construing \Vl1at tl1e autl1or meant ratl1cr tl1an in rclati11g that
meaning to son1etl1ing else; \Ve ca11 devote <)t1r attc11tio11 to that 
1neaning and can use all our related kno\vlcdgc c11tircly in tl1c
service of tl1at goal. On tl1e otl1er l1a11d, \Ve cot1ld assun1c tl1at
\VC have already rigl1tly t1nderstood ,vl1at tl1c at1tl1or 111eant and 
could devote our attention entirely to pl,tcing tl1at n1eanir1g in 
some context or relationsl1ip. Norn1ally ,ve adopt 11citl1cr sort 
of goal exclusively. Sc>n1eti111es tl1e relatio11sl1ips ,vc perceive 
arc used l1euristically in tl1c service of construing n1caning; 
son1etin1es tl1ey tl1cmsclves arc tl1e objects of attention. Aln1ost 
all con1mentarics about texts discl1ss tl1cse rclationsl1ips botl1 
for tl1eir O\Vn sake and for tl1e sake of induci11g an \1nclersta11cl
ing of the text's meaning. All textual con1n1e11tary is a n1ixt\1rc 
of i11terprctation and criticism, tl1ougl1 ust1ally a cl1oice J1as 
been n1adc as to ,vl1icl1 goal is to receive the n1ai11 cmpl1asis. 

We cannot, tl1crefore, say in advance \Vl1ctl1er a particular 
sort of statement is interpretive or critical. To s,iy tl1at 1·1,e 
Waste la11ll is an allusive pocn1 is certainly to perceive a rcla
tionsl1ip bet,vccn tl1c poem and a \Vider class or attribtttc 
system, but tl1is perceived relationsl1ip migl1t be tiscd entirely 
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in the service of orienting another person to Eliot's meaning, 
not in calling l1is attention to the similarities or dissimilarities 
of Eliot's poem to other \vorks or in pointing to some other 
kind of relationsl1ip. On the other hand, the statement could 
simply asst1me an understanding of Eliot's poem on the reader's 
part and could point entirely to some other dimension in \vhich 
the allusiveness of Tlze Wt1ste Lt111tl illustrated the mood of the 
late teens anti early t,venties, Eliot's intellectual snobbery, the 
originalit)' of tl1e poem's idiom, or anything else that could be 
conceived. In  tile first case the statement \Vould be directed 
prin1arily to\vard a perception of the \vork's meaning; in the 
second it \vould be directed primarily toward a perception of 
its sigr1ificance ,vith respect to some context or other. Yet the 
indication of significance assumes that a prior construction of 
meaning has been made, and the indication of meaning exploits 
a rclationsl1ip, ,vl1icl1 is to say, a significance. The t,vo func
tions and goals arc distinct, though they are never separate in 
textual con1ment,1ry. 

Tl1c disti11ction bct,vecn interpretation and criticism, mean
ing and significance, points to a phenomenon that is not limited 
to textual con1mentary. I t  represents a universal distinction that 
applies to all fields of study and all subject matters. In the field 
of biograpl1y, for example, interpretation corresponds to the 
undcrstar1ding of a man's life as it ,vas lived and experienced, 
\vl1ilc criticism corresponds to the placing of that life in a larger 
system of rclationsl1ips. It is one thing to trace the life of the 
Duke of Marlborougl1 and anotl1cr thing to discuss the sig
nificance of l1is !if c ,vith respect to European political history 
in tl1c seventecntl1 and eighteenth centuries, or to such ex
emplary n1oral values as prudence and patience, or to the 
development of constitutional monarcl1y. Biography \Vould be 
a poor tl1ing ,vitl1out st1ch criticisn1, but everyone ,vould agree 
tl1at tl1crc is a difference bet,veen a man's life on the one hand, 
and its significance ,vitl1in various historical, m.oral, and so�ial
contexts, on tJ1e ot}1er. Similarly, if 011e's subJcct matter 1s a 
still \vider don1ain sucl1 as tl1c Englisl1 party system in the 
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seventccntl1 centur)', it is one tl1ing to describe tl1at systen1,
a11otl1er to relate it to later dcve!opn1cnts in E11glisl1 politics.
One's subject n1attcr can be as large <.)r as sn1all ,is l1c likes, 
but tl1c distinction bet,vcc11 understa11dit1g tl1c st1bject matter 
and placing it in sonic context or relatio11sl1ip ,viii al,vays be a 
viable one that ,viii l1elp l1i111 to keep i11 n1i11c.l just ,vl1at l1is sub
ject matter is ar1d just ,vl1at aspects of its significance l1e ,visl1cs 
to lay bare. 

Tl1at is ,vf1y 111y rigid separation of n1ca11ing anc.1 sig11ifica11ce 
,vitl1 respect to textual comn1cr1tary is less artificial tl1an it 
migl1t at first appear. I n1ust ren1ind tl1e reader 011cc n1orc tl1at 
I am tising tl1cse ,vortls very strictly in order to brir1g into relief 
tl1ose aspects of textual con1n1e11tary ,vl1icl1 fl1nction in the 
service of a con1n1011 discipline a11d can lcacl to sl1arcd kno,vl
edge. Tl1e tern1 "u11dcrstanding'1 is gcnerall)1 ltscd to cn1bracc 
not only tl1c pcrceptio11 of an at1tf1or's 1ncaning, but also the 
perception of 110,v tl1at n1ca11ing fits into l1is ,vorld or our o,vn. 
Tl1is use is legitimate, becat1se "u11c.lcrsta11di11g'' in1pl ics kno,vl
edge, and tl1c perception of signi(icar1cc belongs as mt1cl1 to 
gcnt1ine kno,vlcdge as tlocs tl1c pcrccptio11 of verbal n1ca11ing. 
But one great difference justifies a stricter definition for tl1e 
purpose of analysis: ,vJ1cn \VC construe a11otl1cr's 1nca11ing \VC 
arc not f rec agents. So long as tl1e meaning of I1is trttcrancc is 
our object, ,ve arc con1pletcly subservient to l1is ,viii, l>ccausc 
tl1e n1caning of l1is uttera11ce is tl1e n1eaning l1c ,vills to convey. 
Once ,ve l1avc construed l1is meanir1g, 110,vcver, ,vc arc quite 
independent of l1is ,viii. We do 11ot l1avc to accept any longer 
the values and assumptions l1e entertained. We can relate J1is 
meaning to anytl1ing ,vc ,vant and value it as ,ve please.6 On 
the otl1er l1and, so Jong as our object is kno,vlcdgc, ,vc arc still 

6. !=-vcn in th)s ca�e, h�wevcr, we cannot con1plctely relinquish the
authors pcrspechvc (1.c. lus values and categories) since his meaning 
is pc

.
rmanently bou�<l t� (i ..c. constituted by) his perspective. We must

continue to. entertain h,s viewpoint even when we find it false or in
adequate, since. we cannot .construe or continue to possess his n1caning
except from hi� perspective. Valid criticisrn necessarily entails this 
double perspective. 
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not con1pletely f rec. We emancipate ourselves from the aut}1or 
only to be cr1slavcd (if ,ve arc l1onest and percipient) by ,vhat
cver reality it is to ,vl1icJ1 ,vc J1ave cl1osen to relate his ,vork. 
J·Jo\vever, tl1is is a ne\v kind of subservience and ought to be 
give11 a different n;1n1e. By "understanding," therefore, I mean 
a perception or co11struction of tl1e author's verbal meaning, 
nothing 1norc, notl1ing less. Tl1e significance of tl1at meaning, 
its relatio11 to ot1rselvcs, to history, to the author's personality, 
cve11 to tl1c at1tl1or's otl1er ,vorks can be sometl1ing equally 
objective a11cl is frequently even n1ore in1portant. \VJ1at shall 
\Ve call tl1at f t1nction by ,vl1icl1 ,ve perceive significance? 

Tl1e obvious cl1oice is "judgment'': one understands n1ean
ing; 011c juclgcs significance. In the first instance, one submits 
to another-literally, 011c stands under l1in1. In the second, 
011e acts i11clcpendently-by one's O\Vn autl1ority-likc a judge. 
1-Jo,vever, tl1cre is one clifl1culty. In con1n1on usage "judgn1ent,, 

iJ11plics a11 act of evaluatio11, of ,vcigl1ing, and significance, 
,vJ1ilc it c111braces value jucJgments, includes descriptive judg
n1cnts as ,veil. Bt1t sa11ction for this broader use of the term 
co111cs r ron1 logic, \vl1cre a judgment is the binding together of 
ar1y t,vo rclata-a "st1bjcct" a11d a "prcdicate"-by some kind 
of copula ,vl1icl1 (lcfines tl1e relationsl1ip. The act of judging is 
lite C()nstruing of tl1is relatio11sl1ip, ,vJ1ether it be tl1at bct,vccr1 
a 111caning arid criteria of value or bet,vecn a n1eaning and any
tl1ir1g else in1agi11abJe. 

Tl1c patient rcaclcr n1ust be prepared for one final tcrn1in
ological rcfinc111cnt. Instead of follo,ving the standard practice 
of calli11g all essays about texts by the nnn1c ''criticism," I 
J1avc so1netin1cs found it cor1vcnient to t1sc the n1orc neutral 
tcr111 "con1n1cntary" ancl to reserve tl1c tcrn1 "criticism,, for 
con1rnentary tl1at is primarily about significance. Tl1is parallels 
111y use of tl1e ter111 "interpretation" to 11an1c con1n1entary that 
is pri111arily abot1t 111caning. I J1avc already suggested that inter
pretation ancJ criticisn1 nrc both present in all tcxtt1al con1n1cn
tary and tl1at tl1e t,vo functions can be dis!i11g�1is.I1cd only by 
deciding ,vliicli goal is prccn1incnt, l>ut I tl1111k it 1111portant to 
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remind ourselves of tl1ese difTere11l goals, if only to make clear 
that significance is distinct f ron1 criticism in precisely the same 
,vay that meaning is distinct from intcrpret,ttion. Criticism is 
not identical ,vitl1 significance, but ratl1cr refers to it, talks 
about it, describes it. By analogy ,vitl1 my previot1s analysis, 
t,vo pieces of criticism can refer to tl1e same significance even 
thougl1 the commentaries arc qt1itc difTerent. T}1is reemphasizes 
the point tl1at significance is ir1 a given i11stancc jt1st as deter
minate and real as meaning and is very often more important. 
Criticism is, by its 11ature, n1ore valu,1ble tl1an interpretation 
alone, particularly wl1cn it is criticisn1 ,vl1icl1 e1nbraccs inter
pretation. Moreover, significance is just as much a11 object of 
kno\vledge as meaning is. Valt1e rclationsJ1ips as well as other 
relationships can be acct1rately perceived and conveyed. Per
l1aps tl1e most important f t1nction of criticism as distinguished 
from interpret,ttion is to sl1ow tl1at a \vork is valt1ablc or value
less in some respect. Bt1l in wl1at respect? Is tl1erc 011c, most 
valid type of criticism? l s  tl1ere sucl1 a tl1ing as ''intrinsic 
criticism"? Tl1is is a st1bject to ,vl1ich I sl1all largely devote the 

• next section. 

D. INTRINSIC CllITlCISM

Since criticism is tl1at field of endeavor wl1icl1 describes the 
relationships of texts to larger contexts of reality an(I value, 
i t  would seem tl1at tl1e pl1rasc "intrinsic criticism'' (a sl1ibboletl1 
of modern critical tl1cory) is citJ1cr ,l contradiction in terms or 
a pointless redundancy. For criticism is al\vays intrinsic to tJ1e 
partictilar subject matter within \vl1icl1 some aspect of tl1e text 
l1as been placed and is always extrinsic to tcxtt1al meaning it
self, insofar as tl1e critic directs }1is attc11tion to concepts and 
criteria which lie outside that meaning. Tlterc is tl1ercf ore a 
p�z.zl� in the. idea of intrin�ic criticism. A literary (i.e. intrinsic)
cr1t1c1sm of l1�era�urc, a ph1losophical criticism of pl1ilosophy
what docs this kind of notion amount to? Jn considering tl1is 
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currently in1porta11t problem, my focus wilJ be on literary 
criticism, but for the most part the analysis otrght to hold good 
\vhen ''rcligiotrs'' or ''philosopl1icaJ" or "scientific" or "his
torical" or ''cor1versational'' is st1bstituted for ''literary.'' 

As everyone knows, tJ1e recent preoccupation of scholars 
\Vitl1 a literary consideration of literature is partly the outcome 
of a reaction against ninetccntl1-ccntury positivism and its con
cerr1 for brt1tc f,tcts and causal patterns. Modern students of 
literature l1avc objected justly tl1at the analogy of literary 
science \Vitl1 natt1ral science is as un\vorkablc as it is uninforma
tive. Litcrattrrc is a st1bjcct matter peculiar to itself, requiring 
its O\vn intrinsic concepts and metl1ods; to treat it in terms of 
alien cor1ccpts is to neglect t\VO central and paramount aspects 
-mca11ing an<f valt1e. No\vadays tl1erc arc few critics in
Europe or An1erica \V}10 do not share these objections to
nai'vc forms of positivism.

Or1 tl1c otl1cr l1and, tl1e rcnc\vcd impulse to discuss \Vhat a 
text means ratl1er than }10\v, \v}1cn, or wl1ere it \vas caused is 
the co11tir1t1ation of a tradition tJ1at is far more venerable than 
the positivisrn agai11st \v}1icl1 mocfe.rn scholars reacted. Close 
con1mentary, particularly on religious texts, goes back fartl1er 
tl1an ar1y recor<Jed interpretations to an ancient tradition of 
teacl1i11g ancJ oral exegesis. Conseqtrcntly, tl1e interpretive side 
of the r1c\v n1ovcmcnt \Vas 11ot \vhat \vas ne\v in it, for the pri
mary aim of close commentary has aJ\vays been interpretation, 
not criticisn1. Of course, tl1c establishn1cnt of tI1e \Vord "criti
cism,, as ,tn all-cn1bracing term for commentary (as Rene
Wcllck tells us) docs go back to tl1e seventeenth and cigl1tccntl1 
ccntt1rics an<i J1as remained t}1c domina.nt tern1 in England and
America. 1 But Emil Staiger, in his version of tl1c ne\V sort of

I "' t intrinsic li.terary comr11entary, prefers t 1c term intcrprc a-
t ion," a \Vorel tl1at is very often more descriptive of modern
practice. 8 Tl1c phrase "intrir1sic interpretation," 110\vevcr, is

7. I�cnc Wcllck, "'fhc Tcrn1 and Concept of f_itcrary Criticism,'' in
Co11c:,•1,1s of Critic:is111, ed. S. Nichols, J�. (Nc,v J-Javcn, 1963). 

8. Staiger, Di<' K1111J/ ,l,·r /111,·r11r,·1a11011, pp. 9-33. 
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obviously a redundancy. All intcrpretatio11 is 11ccessarily in
trinsic because tl1e exclusive object of interpretation is under
standing, ,vJ1icl1, as I l1ave demonstrated, is by nature intrin
sic. n But tl1e n1odcrn n1ovcn1e11t 11,1s aimed not jt1st at a literary 
interpretation of literature, but a literary criticisn1 of literature, 
and intrinsic criticism is anotl1cr n1atter ,1ltogctJ1cr. 

A great deal of effort l1as gone into tl1c f or1nulation of 
special terms tl1,1t arc peculiarly UJJprOJ )riatc for discussing 
special kinds of texts, and tl1is cff ort 11as been for tl1e n1ost 
part l1ighly fruitft1I. As I argued i11 tl1e prcviotts cl1apter, 110,v
cvcr, the la11guage of co111mcr1tary ca11 never l1avc an absolute 
validity or appropriateness and is to be v,lit1cd c11tircly by its 
practical cfTcctivcncss in poi11ti11g to n1c,1ni11g ,111d sigr1 ificance. 
No one vocabt1lary is n1orc intrinsic than ,111otl1cr for all pur
poses and audiences; ,vl1cn scl1olars ttsc a co111n1on vocabulary 
it is because sucl1 sl1,1rcd tcrn1s are serviceable for a field of 
stt1dy, not because tl1c terms tl1cn1selvcs J1avc ,111 absolt1tc and 
unalterable status. Ft1rtl1crmorc, tl1c pri11cipal f t111ction of a 
special vocabulary is tl1c delineation of a special ficl<l of inter
est, and tl1c eff cct of sucl1 a vocabt1lary is tl1ercforc to focus 
attention 011 a particular subject 111attcr tl1,1t is ,vic.lcr tl1an the 
text itsclf-st1cl1 as rl1ctoric, or psycl1ology, or some favored 
conception of tl1c "nature of literatt1re." 111 sl1ort, tl1c use of a 
special vocabulary docs 11ot in itscl f n1akc criticisn1 intrinsic. 
Tl1c idea of intrinsic criticism is f t1nda1ncr1tally ar1 i<lea about 
a special, preferred context ,vitl1in ,vl1icl1 litcrr1ry texts ot1gl1t 
to be considered. 

Wl1cn tl1e call ,vent fortl1 for ,t literary stt1dy of Jitcratt1rc, 
it was understood, I tl1ink, tl1,1t tl1is special, pref erred context 
ougl1t not to be l1istory, biograpl1y, mor,tlity, or society, but 
tl1e realn1 of literature itself. Tl1c rclationsl1 ips to be discttsscd 
were tl1ose tl1at subsisted bet,vce11 a literary text ,1nd otl1crs 
belonging to tl1c same b!oad genre, or to tile san1c literary 
"tradition," or simply to literature in general. Eliot clefinc<l one 

9. Sec above pp. 134-35.
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versio11 of tl1is special, preferred context \vhen he spoke of the 
"simulta11cot1s orcler" of all literary texts. I n  one form or an
otl1er (and tl1ere l1avc been n1any forms), tl1is is t l1c implicit 
conception t111der ,vl1icl1 a great amot1nt of modern academic 
criticisn1 l1as been carried ot1t. The conception has been a 
generously lolcr,111t one, pern1itting tl1c critic to conceive his 
cor1tcxt as tl1c discipline of rl1ctoric, the domain of art in 
gc11eral, a particular literary tradition selected or created by 
l1imself, a period of literatt1re, a genre of literature, or as the 
literary or i111aginativc \Vorld of a man or a period. In other 
\vorcls, tl1c literary co11text can be as broad and as variable 
as one coulcl ,visl1, provided only tl1at its components arc taken 
pri1narily fror11 tl1e \VOrld of literature-that is, from literary 
texts-ar1d not from external nonliterary dimensions of reality, 
sucl1 as psycl1ology, economics, tecl1nology, or sociology-un
less tl1ese domair1s l1ave been assimilated to literature itself. 
WJ1ilc tl1is conception l1as by no means governed all criticism 
(tl1e obvious cxccptio11s arc Freudian a11d Marxist varieties), 
it l1as re1nai11cd don1inant and l1as won the loyalty of most 
scl1ol ar-cri tics. 

TJ1e right of sucl1 a conception to a preferred or special 
stat us ca11 in one respect be granted \Vitl1out hesitation. Tl1e 
cliscussion of literary texts \Vitl1in the context of literature is
a f or1n of criticisrn tl1at is by nature closely allied to intcrpreta
tio11. If t l1c broader context is literature, it follo\vs that \Vhat
ever is cliscovcrcd about the nature of literature car1 be directly 
J1clpful i11 understanding tl1e nature of a particular text ti1nt 
belongs to literature-just as botany can be more directly 
l1elpf ul in understanding tl1e nature of a tree tl1an pJ1ysics
or meteorology. In bro,1d terms, it is fair to say tJ1at tl1e subject 
matter of tl1c n1odern movcn1cnt has been literature itself
its natt1rc, its special cl1aracteristics, its dominant a�d re.curring
patterns. Becnt1se of its emphasis 011 verbal analysis, this mod
cr11 literary stt1dy of literature l1as been of great importance 
in for\varding tl1c discipline of interpretation and, for that rea
son alone, J1ns been of immense value. Nevertheless, the broad 
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context of literature in ge11eral is obviottsly not al,vays the 
most helpful context for interpretation. Botany is n1ore clircct
ly useful in tinderstanding a tree tl1ar1 is pl1ysics, but even more 
useful tl1an botany is its special brancl1 called forestry, and 
,vitl1in forestry it is still more directly ltseful to kno,v all about 
tl1c peculiarities of the particular ki11c.l of tree 011c ,vants to 
understand. In otl1er ,vor<ls, to place liter�1ry texts ,vi thin the 
general co11text of literatt1re n1ay be higl1ly useful, but it is not 
automatically a specially privilegec.l mode of proceecling. Fur
thermore, the special value of a partict1lar kind of criticism is 
not in any case to be f Oltn<l in its valt1e to ir1tcrprctation, 
since the object of criticisn1 is not tl1e object of interpretation 
at all. Hence, the claim tl1at literature is tl1e proper context 
for criticizing literary texts l1as to derive its sanctior1 clse,vl1erc. 
For if it is i11terpretation and not criticism ,vl1icl1 jt1stifics the 
literary study of literature, then self-consciotisly litcr,1ry criti
cism becomes a hanclmaiden of no greater instrt1n1ental value 
than any other subject matter (like pl1ilology or l1istory) ,vl1icl1 
st1bserves interpretatior1. What tl1en is the special jt1stification 
for a literary criticism of literature? 

l kno,v of two ans,vers tl1at l1avc been given by n1odcrn 
theorists. First, tl1e only proper \Vay to cvalt1atc a literary 
\Vork is to judge it as literature and not as some otl1er tJ1ing. 
Second, literature is a specially privileged st1bjcct matter ,vl1ich 
tells tis more about man in l1is deptl1 an<l brcadtl1 tl1an any 
other discipline. This second justification ,viii l1ave force for 
anyone who devotes l1is energies to tl1e stt1dy of literature, 
but it is not an argument about the special appropriateness of 
literature as the context for criticizing literary ,vorks. I t  is an 
argt1ment about tl1e value of one brancl1 of l1t1mane stl1dies, 
and ,1 somewl1at provincial argt1ment at that-one ,vl1icl1 a 
historian or a philosopher ,vould not find specially con1pelling. 
It converts, really, the stl1dy of litcr,1ture into :1 brancl1 of 
philosophical anthropology. At least two importa11t tl1eorists 
-Emil Staiger and Nortl1rop Frye-embrace tl1is conseqt1ence
with entht1siasm, and l1e ,vould be dull of spirit who did not 
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to some extent s l1arc t l1eir entl1usiasm for so important and 
exciting a subject. Bt1t the vic\vpoint is provincial to the extent 
that it excludes nonliterary phenomena from philosophical 
anthropology. TJ1c literary critic has J1is contribution to make 
to tl1at broad fielcl, but l1e has no valid reason other than 
conver1iencc for limiting his context entirely to literature. The 
only really compelling justification for an exclusively literary 
criticism of Iitcratt1re is the first argument: tl1at the proper way
to evaluate a literary \VOrk is to judge it as literature and not 
as sometJ1ing else. 'fJ1is is the single crucial and viable issue in 
tl1e progr,1n1matic ideal of a literary criticism of literature. 

To ur1clerstar1d a poem as a poem is an aim that has every 
rigl1t to be consiclered privilegecl, since that is the only under
star1cling <>f a poen1 tl1at can possibly exist. Until the nature and 
pt1rposcs of ,l text J1avc been graspccl, its meaning \Viii remain 
inaccessible, because its meaning is precisely something \villcd, 
something pt1rposed. If I 1111tlerstt111,I a poem as a ne\vspaper 
heaclline (assun1 i11g that it is not a ne\vspaper l1eadline poem), 
then I l1avc sir11ply n1ist1nderstood it. Moreover, it might seem 
particularly silly to evt1!11<1te a pocn1 as a ne,vspaper headline 
(or-a tl1ing Robert Graves 011ce dicJ to "The Solitary Reaper" 
-as a cal>lcgran1), since tJ1c criteria ,vould be completely ir
relevant tl> tl1e author's ain1s and purposes. 10  Tl1us it \Vould
scc111 that the only proper \vay to evaluate a poen1 is as a pocn1
ancl not as son1c irrelevant kinll of instrun1cntal value ,vithin a
nor1litcrary context. . 

Up to tl1is f)Oi11t n1osl critics arc in agreement; beyond this
point tl1crc is conft1sion ancl controversy. While the problems
raise<.! arc cxtrer11cly co111plex, the basic reason for this con
fusio11 ancl controversy is cruitc sin1plc: agrcen1cnt has never
been rcachc<.f as to ,vhat a pocr11 is ancl ,vhat its in1plicit ain1s
an<.I f>UrfJOscs arc. '\\'l1ilc there n1ay be some small n1casurc of

Io .  Sec l{ohcrl Graves, "\Vords,vorth h>' Cable," 7'h<' Nc11· Rt•public,
1.17 (Sept. 9, 1957). 10-13: S01-l}"AI{)' �IIGf-tl .�ND L,\SS �E�PING

lllNf)ING Gf{AIN s·roP �1 1·.l.ANCf·IOL Y SONG OVERFLO\VS

f>l{OJ=OUND V ,\I.I�.
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agreement about \vl1icl1 poen1s arc good ''as poems," tl1cre is
far less agreement abot1t \vl1at n1akcs then1 good, tl1at is, about
the special criteria tl1ey l1a\1C n1anagcd to fulfill. Furtl1cr1nore, 
this disagreement is bound to conti11ue becat1sc tl1c assumptions 
on \Vhich the controversy is usually conducted arc mistaken. 
I t  is, for example, a mistake to assume tl1at poetry is a special 
substance \vhose essential attributes ca11 be fot1nd througl1out 
all those texts tl1at \VC call poetry. Tl1csc cssc11tial attributes 
have never been (and ne\1cr \viii be) clefi11cd in ,l ,vay tl1at 
compels general acceptance. I l1ave argued i11 tl1c previous 
cl1apter tl1at poetry is not a substa11cc bt1t a \1aguc grot1ping 
of intrinsic genres \V}1osc men1bcrs do not sl1arc any single, 
universal attribute or set of attributes \vl1icl1 distingt1isl1es tl1em 
from nonpoetry. The san1e can be said of literature or of any 
otl1cr broad grottping of texts. In otl1er \vords, tl1e judging of 
a particular poem as a poen1 is an inl1crcntly impossible task, 
a misconceived task disguised by a verbal rcpctitio11. It is 
proper to judge something according to its 11att1rc, but sucl1 
rougl1, serviceable notions as ''litcratt1re'' and "poetry" do not 
l1avc any nature beyond a very complex a11cl variable system 
of f amity resemblances. 

My \Vittgensteinian skepticism \vitl1 respect to tl1e judgn1cnt 
of literature as literature or poen1s as poems ,vot1ld not seem 
to apply to the genre criticism associated ,vitl1 11eo-Aristotelian 
tl1eory, ,vl1icl1 ackno,vlcdgcs tl1at no single sta11dard or set of 
standards is appropriate to all forn1s of literattirc or poetry. 
According to tl1is tl1eory, tl1c proper norn1s ,1rc to be deter
mined from tl1e genre to \V}1icl1 tl1c partict1lar text bclo11gs: 
tl1e proper \vay to judge a lyric pocn1 is not as a poen1 but as a 
lyric poem. Y ct, docs the broad genre called lyric poetry l1avc
a status tl1at is different in principle from tile still broader
genres called "poetry" and "literature"? Is tl1crc an in1plicit 
purpose or norm sl1ared by all lyric pocn1s as disti11g11isl1ed 
from other genres? Arc not tl1e bound,1ry edges jtist as fuzzy 
in tl1is case as they were in tl1c otl1crs? Suppose \VC defi11c<l a 
lyric poem rigorously as any poem sl1orter tl1an t\VO l1t111dred 
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lines. Would this admittedly unambiguous definition serve as 
tl1c basis for detern1ining norms implicit to all poems of the 
class? And if we formulated other definitions \Vhich did imply 
intrinsic norms, \VOttld tl1esc obtain for all texts that \VC call 
lyric poems? 1 firn1ly doubt it, because groupings like lyric 
pocn1s or even r1arro\ver groupings like elegies, odes, and 
efft1sions arc not species ideas at all, but vague categories \vith 
fuzzy edges tl1at l1avc been developed by historical accretion 
and conccptt1al convenience. 

My objections to tl1cse generalized conceptions of so.called 
intrinsic evaluation can be stated in another \Vay. I t  is not mere
ly an error of description to say tl1at all texts of a . certain 
broad class sl1are tl1e same broad aims and implicit norms; it
is also an error of conception. A text that is subsumed under 
a particular category sl1ould not be thought to partake of the 
peculiar 11ature of tl1at category, to be helplessly trapped in it, 
and to lack ,\ \Viii of its O\Vn. Under this conception, if I \vrite 
a novel, tl1er1 ,vl1at I ,vrite must partake of tl1e nature and the 
in1plicit ain1s of a novel. But \Vl1at if my aims arc, either from 
ignorance or genius or perversity, different from those implicit 
generic ain1s? \Vould any of tl1e follo\ving criticisms of my 
r1ovcl be ir1trinsic? ''It is a bad novel because it doesn't do \Vl1at 
a 11ovel sl1oultl do." "It is bad because it doesn't succeed in 
being a r1ovel." "It is bad because, ,vl1atcvcr it n1igl1t be called,
its ain1s arc of little or no ,,aJtre." Obviously, all of these criti
cisn1s r11igl1t be bot It useful and valid, but none of thcn1 can 
properly be callccl intrinsic. Tl1c ain1s and norn1s of a text arc 
tlctcr111ir1cd not by tl1c category ,vc J1appcn to place it in, but 
by lite ain1s and norn1s \Vhich the author entertained and, tinder 
tJ1c broaclest cor1ceptior1 of cor11n1unicability, n1anagcd to 
co11vcy. 

Gcriuiricly intrinsic judgn1cnt is f oundctf entirely on tl1c at1-
tl1or•s ain1s aricl r1orn1s and is no\vada)'S too frequent!)' tindc_r
ratc,1 as atl in1portant forn1 of ju,lgn�c11t. If I ,vritc a .b�ok 111

\Vltich one of 111y ain1s is clarity. ancl 1f because of styl1st1c and
concCJ)ttial ineptitude I cfo not succeed in n1aking n1y ideas
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clear, then it is a higl1ly valuable forn1 of criticism for n1e as 
an autl1or and for my readers if son1conc points out ,vl1erc 
and 110\v I have succeeded or f,1iled i11 1ny ain1. On tl1c otl1cr 
J1and, extrinsic criticisn1 is usually of cc1ual or greater in1por
tancc. I n1igl1t not have air11ecl at clarit)' at ,tll, and yet, perl1aps, 
I sl1ould have done so-not bcc,1l1sc n1y ki11,I of book intrin
sically ougl1t to be clear (110 entclccl1)1 bcyo11d n1y O\Vn ,viii 
applies to an intrinsic genre \vl1icl1 l1as been detcrn1incd by 
n1y comn1unicable ,viii), but because I sl1oul<l J1avc \Vrittc11 an
otl1cr kind of book. Tl1c ki11cl I cl1ose to \vrite is, for sonic 
reason or other and in son1e respect or otJ1cr, not a very 
valuable undertaking. Botl1 forn1s of cvall1atio11 arc in1portant 
and valid, but no trick of tl1ougl1t ca11 cor1vcrt tl1c scco11d form 
into intri11sic evaluation. 

lf I \vritc lyric poetry in \vl1icl1 sonic of n1y ,1in1s arc to 
acl1icvc a perfect pl1cnon1e11ology of perception, a total in
difference to en1otio11, and a deliberate brcaki11g a\vay front 
tl1c so-called connotative din1e11sio11 of incli,1idual \Vore.ls, I 
migl1t very \vell fail bccaltSc tl1c for111 I cl1osc 111igl1t 11ot allO\V 
me to fulfill aims so n1l1cl1 at varia11cc \vitl1 tl1e t1Sl1al ai111s of 
texts \vrittc11 in that forn1. Y ct st1ppose I manage(!, by single
ness of purpose and by sheer c1uantity of protluctio11, to edu
cate n1y reaclcrs to n1y nc\V convention systcr11. Suppose I pro
duced tl1rec volun1cs of tl1e follo\ving sort of tl1ing: 

Outside, external and beyo11d tl1e \vindo\v 
A11d above, bclo,v, and on tl1e \vindo,v 
\Vas the sight of ligl1t, of dark, of tl1e park 
Of the l1ill a11d tl1e sky-tJ1rougl1 and on tl1e \Vindo\v, 
13cyontl anti in tl1e \Vindo,v. 

I� a critic tl1cn sai�, "Tl1is is not really poetry bccaltsc poetry
a1n1s at the evocation of cn1otion and exploits tile connotative
valltes of \\'Ortis," \Vould l1is statcn1c11t be a fiat or a descrip
tion? If it is a description, it is not in itself an cvaltiation; if
i t  is a fiat, it is not intrinsic criticisn1. 
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Let 111e .give ant)tl1cr example. I n  an appendix to tl1is boo.k 

J have adversely criticize<! rl .-G. Gadan1er's treatise on inter
pretation bccat1sc l1is conception cannot provide any satis
factory r1or111 of ,1alitlity. In n1aking t.his objection I \Vas per
f cctly a,varc tl1at Gatlan1cr \Vas not mucl1 interested in the 
prc>blcn1 of valitlity, tl1at h.c ,vas concerned ,vith qtrite another 
sc>rl of problc111. nan1cly, 110,v tl1e l1istoricity of understanding 
affects tile co11dtrcl of interpretation. Therefore my criticism 
is cxtrinsiC-J)articularly sir1ce I deny some of tl1c basic as
sun1ptior1s <>11 ,vl1icl1 l1is inc1uiry ,vas conducted. But docs that 
i11 itself n1akc. n1y criticisn1 i11valid? Simply in order to undcr
stantl Ga<.la111cr's book J l1ad to sec ,vl1at l1c ,vas up to, and I
cot1ltl sec tl1at l1c fulfillctl his purpose impressively. l·lo,vcvcr, 
as a critic, clo I r1ot l1ave a rigl1t (pcrl1aps a duty) to judge l1is 
ptirposc by extrinsic criteria, particularly if I believe that pur
pose to be n1isgt1i<lccl or clclcteriot1s in son1e respect? If J had 
lin1itecJ 111ysclf to intrinsic criticisn1, I ,vould not have under
takc11 tl1c essay ,tl all, since it ,vould have been for the most 
part si11gt1 larly trnintcresting to me and my readers. Intrinsic 
criticis111 is not al,vays t1scless, and it is certainly an aid to 
sy111pathctic t1ndcrstanding, but it is f requcntly the least intcr
csti11g forn1 of juclgn1cnt. Certainly it is not of mucJ1 use when 
,vc ,va11t to kno1,v ,vhetl1er 011e text is more valuable in some 
respect than anotl1cr. 

r:urtl1crmore, intrinsic critic.isn1 is- rather difficult to practice,

since a silly ain1 cannot al,vays be distinguisl1ed from a tech

nical incptittt(fc. I f  son1cboc.ly ,vants to write a vague and un-
• • 

clear essay it is useless to criticize I1is stylistic competence: 1 t  1s

mucl1 more to tlic point to criticize }1is attitudes., values, and

Jack of comn1011 sense-all very extrinsic criteria. The anti

intcntionalists arc surely right \VJ1en they insist than an author's

airn is riot to be taken for his acco111plisl1menl, }1is \Visl1 for

his <lec<l, since the \vl1olc point of intrinsic criticism is to con

trast tltc \Vish ,vitl1 the deed, not to confuse tl1c t,vo. Despite
• • • • • • 

its difficulties, pitfalls, and f rcqucnt dullness, 1ntr1ns1c cr1t1c1sm

is 11ot a trivial undertaking, particularly in the classroom
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\Vl1crc it is an aid to undcrstan(lirtg. a11,t in jot1r11alis111 \V}1cre 
tl1e critic can be of direct service to an ,1t1tl1or ,ind l1is readers.
Ho\vever, \vl1at \Ve usually \va11t to kno\v about tl1e value o[ a
text is not 110\v \veil it ,loes \Vl1at it ain1c(l to <lo, bl1 l \Vl1etl1cr 
tl1at ain1 is \vortl1 f l1lfillir1g, \Vl1ctl1cr tl1e text is \Vortl1 reading, 
and \Vl1y. 

I do not \visit to suggest tl1at tl1e literary criticisn1 of litera
tt1re is a totally misguide<.! undertaking ,>r to assert tl1at broad 
ge11rc criteria arc totally irrclevar1t to ju,licial criticism. Sucl1 
extreme non1inalisn1 \voul<l be 111ist�1ke11 bccat1se lite rclation
sl1ip bct\vccn a broad genre and a11 intrir1sic genre is rarely a 
pt1rcly arbitrary subsun1ptio11. Ust1ally tl1c in1plicit aims tl1at 
cl1aractcrize most of tl1c texts st1bst1n1e,J tinder ''poetry," "lyric 
poetry," "elegy," and tl1e like also cl1aractcrizc lite particular 
text or texts \VC arc criticizing. Tl1at is ,vlty ,vc cl1osc to sub
st1n1e our texts under tl1osc categories in tl1c first place. Fur
tl1ermore, as n1y farfetcl1e<l poetic cxan1ple st1ggcsted, tl1e de
mands of communicability never allo,v a11 at1tl1or to stray too 
easily from tl1e habitual aims of J1is for111. TJ1c cv,1lt1ation of 
a particular text in relation to tl1c implicit ain1s anc.1 criteria of 
a broad genre is frcc1ucntly a genuinely intrinsic cvalt1ntion. 

After making tl1is qualification, 11an1cly, tl1,1t tl1c literary 
evaluation of literatt1rc may be intrinsic ir1 a gi,1c11 case, tl1cre 
is still anotl1er importa11t objection to be n1a,tc ngair1st tl1c 
asst1n1ptions of tl1e modern progran1. TJ1is objection, \v}1icl1 
l1as been l1card more and more often in recent years, is tl1al 
the literary criticism o( literature }1as ofte11 been condt1cted 
tinder a too narro,vly formalistic or acstl1ctic co11ccption of 
"literary." One justification for tl1is acstl1etic conception is 
tl1at the ,tcgrcc of empl1asis laid on craft and formal excel
lence is usually mucl1 greater an1ong literary tJ1a11 nonliterary 
texts, and it ,vould be a failt1rc botl1 of criticisn1 and of 11ndcr
standing to neglect sucl1 aims in texts ,vl1crc t11cy arc para
mount. Bt1t altl1ougl1 f orn1al excellence is a goal of most "Jitcr
n�y·: or . "imaginative', texts, it is certainly 1101 an airn tl1at
d1st1ngu 1sl1cs tl1esc texts fron1 all otltcrs, 110r is it even tl1c 
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primary aim of all "literary'' texts. Literary aims are variable, 
and they arc changing \Vith the gro\vth of new genres. The 
only ki11d of text for \vhich aesthetic criteria \Vould be both 
intrinsic and sufficient arc texts \vhich have only aesthetic 
aims. In general, it  is fair to say tJ1at much so-called intrinsic 
criticism J1as been intrinsic \Vithin too narrow a compass. One 
of my purposes in tl1e next section \Viii be to suggest that both 
intrinsic and extrinsic criticism have a right to a broader scope 
tl1an they arc sometimes allo\vcd in scholarly criticism, and 
that both arc compatible \vith the discipline of interpretation 

• as a comn1011 enterprise. 

E. CR.ITICAIJ FREEDOr-.1 AND INTERPRETIVE CONSTRAINT

Undeniably tl1e ideal of intrinsic criticism has redirected 
scJ1olarly. activity to\vard a ,velcome and productive emphasis 
on interpretation. My observations in the preceding section 
,vcrc pron1ptecl in part by n desire for clarification and in part 
by a concerr1 about tl1c constructing influence \vhich the ideal 
of intrinsic criticism l1as often exerted in the academies, \Vherc 
many scl1olars sl1are tl1c conviction tJ1at certain categories 
and contexts of commentary arc improper because they are 
"tin literary." Tl1is constricting influence has extended not only 
to n1odes and manners of interpretation but even to criteria 
of evaluation. Recently, it is true, some critics l1avc begun to 
rebel ngninst tl1c inhibitions imposed by a "literary study of 
litcratt1re" ancJ l1avc entered a pica for less for1nalistic, more 
socially oriented categories and criteria in literary criticism. 1 1

But socially oricr1tcd criticisn1 is not necessarily superior or 
broader tl1an f orn1alistic criticism. Phenomenological criticism 
is not better or n1orc profound than psychological criticism or 
Marxist criticism. In this section my purpose is to defend the 

f I .  Sec, for instance, \Vnltcr Sutton's approving account . of son1c

recent picas in J.·to,l,·r11 .-I 111cricll11 Criticis111 (Englc,vood Cliffs, N.J.,

1963 ), pp. 268-90.
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right of literary criticisn1 ( or any otl1er criticism based on a 
broad generic idea) to be as "literary'' or ·'t1nlitcrary" as it 
pleases and still to qualify as objective kno\vledge and objec
tive valuation. At tl1c same time, I sl1all attempt to define 
tl1c constrai11ts upon crjtical f rcedon1 ,vl1cr1cver criticism pre
tends to be valid in sonic respect. I sJ1all argt1c tl1at tl1e disci
pline of interpretation is the fot111dation of all valid criticism. 

The perception tl1at underst,1ndi11g prccc(les jt1dgn1ent ,vas 
undoubtedly one of tl1c insigl1ts tl1at f ostcre(I tl1e i11trir1sic move
ment, and it is certainly tl1c case tl1at some n1oc.lcs of criticisn1 
arc more l1cJpfuJ to understanding tl1an otl1crs. It is only rea
sonable tl1at a literary scl1olar sf1oulc.l prefer a co11tcxt like 
literary history or r11etoric to a context tl1at is less directly 
helpful to interpretation, like pl1ilosopl1y or ccono1nic J1istory; 
l1c kno,vs that in l1is role as tl1e preserver ,1r1d reviver of a 
l1critagc, l1is first task is interprctatio11. Bt1t tl1cre arc 110,v a 
great many ,vorkcrs in tl1c field of literary scl1olarsl1ip, anc.1 
some of tl1cm ca11 ,veil afforcl to cultivate c.)utlying acres tJ1at 
have small yield for intcrpret,1tion. St1bjcct n1attcrs otl1cr tl1an 
stylistics or intellectt1al history or litcr:1ry J1istory l1ave tl1cir 
o,vn interest and use, and ,vithi11 tl1ose otJ1cr cor1tcxts literary 
texts can have great significance. Ft1rtl1crn1orc. it is r1ot less 
literary to investigate the bearings of pttlp ron1anccs c)n social 
attitt1c.lcs tl1an it is to investigate tl1e beari11gs of J>t1rt1<lise l.,<JSI
on rcligiot1s tl1ought in tl1c scvcntcc11tl1 century. l11tellcctt1al 
history as a subject n1atter is no n1ore or Jess literary tl1an 
sociology or than rl1etoric-taken as ,l subject matter. For 
someone interested in the ,vay literary ,vorks reflect tl1e devel
opment of natur,11 science, tl1c l1istory of science is as reason
able a subject matter as tl1e l1istory of styles. Literary \vorks 
arc sufficiently varied and t11e aims and interests of men suf
ficiently diverse to n1akc any a priori limitatio11 of tJ1e 111odes 
of criticism ttn\visc and r utile. 

In particular circumstances, )10\vcvcr, it is reasonable to say 
tJ1�t some subje�t matters arc inappropriate becatisc tl1ey arc 
pointless .  P<irt1clise Lost cot1ld be disct1sscd in relation to tl1c 
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history of mathen1atics, but inappropriately, since the poem is 
not significant in that context. On the other hand, can \Ve say 
in advance tl1at no literary text could have an important bear
ing on matt1cm,1tics? Words\vortl1's poetry had a surprising im
portance in tl1c development of inductive logic-if J. S. Mill 
rightly analyzed tl1e innuences upon him. \.Vhy should \Ve reject 
the consitfcration of Stich relationships just because they tell us 
ratl1er little about \Vords,vorth's poetry? The critic's interest is 
not al,vays cl1ieny or exclusively in interpretation, and it is 
therefore impossible to predict \vhat kind of subject matter 
,viii al\v,1ys be appropriate to l1is purposes in considering 
literary texts. 1·11e ,tppropriatcness or fruitfulness of a context 
<.lepcr1ds entirely t1pon the critic·'s aims and upon the nature 
of tl1e texts l1c consic.fers. 

On tlte other hand, the public evaluation of texts seems to 
rec1uire ,1 n arro\ver conception of appropriateness. Those \vho 
,vould grant tl1e critic tl1e right to examine a text ,vithin any 
context l1c cl1ooses n1igl1t not so \villingly grant J1im the right 
to evaluate it on any criteria he chooses. Such a conclusion 
\voufd seem to invite a11 arbitrary subjectivisn1 \vhich is already 
too prevalent in public criticism. But subjectivism is not 
av<)idcd by f ollo,ving a particular mctl1od or adopting a par
ticular vocabulary and set of criteria. The most firmly cstab
f isl1cd n1cthod can disguise the purest solipsism. and the n1orc 
tougl1-mindcd or "objective" the n1etl1od appears to be, the 
more effective ,viii be tJ1e disguise. Objectivity in criticism as 
clsc,vl1crc depends less on the approach or criteria a critic uses 
than on his a\varcness of the assun1ptions and biases t}1at de
flect his judgn1cnts. The requirements of self-critical tl1inking 
arc tl1c san1c regardless of a critic's subject matter and criteria 
<>f value. Ncvertl1elcss, there docs sccn1 to be a distinction bc
t\vcen appropriateness of context and appropri�tcncss of .vaf�e
judgn1cnt. It is at least conceivable that P,1r<1,/1se Lo:.·t ,v�tl1 its 
cor11pcn,Jious Jore rnight have son1c significance for the history 
<>f n1athcn1atics in the seventeenth century. But ,vould the 
ltistorian of n1atl1crnatics. assun1ing tl1at he is .1 sc11sible 111an, 
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evaluate J>,,raclise Lost on tl1c criterion of its tiscfulness to the 
l1istory of mathematics? If l1e did so, l1c \VOt1l(l 1101 be a sensible 
man. Ho\v, then, arc ,vc to define tl1is felt distinction between 
the appropriateness of context and tl1c ,lJ)propriatc11css of value 
criteria? 

In the preceding section I argued tl1,tt ,ti! st1bject matters 
broader tl1an the text arc extrinsic to textt1al n1car1ing even 
when they have a heuristic f unctio11 in (lisclosing tl1at n1can
ing. Similarly, I argued tl1at all valt1e critcri,1 arc extri11sic ,vI1icl1 
do not correspond precisely to tl1c purposes tl1e autl1or aimed 
to fulfill. Most evaluative criticisn1 is <1uitc properly extrinsic, 
since not only the autl1or's purposes bt1t also tl1e value of tl1ose 
purposes arc proper subjects for evaluative criticisn1. Tl1e critic 
is no more obliged to accept tl1e autl1or's values as absolute 
than he is to ,icccpt tl1e author's intention as being l1is accon1-
plisl1ment. l·Io,v tl1en, arc ,ve to distinguisl1 tl1e kind of criticis1n 
,vl1ich values Pc,rc1,Jise Lost as a poem, ar1d tl1c kin(I \Vl1icl1 
values it for its importance in tl1e l1istory of n1atl1en1atics? 
Both can be forms of extrinsic criticisrn, yet clearly 011c is far 
more appropriate tl1an tl1e otl1er. 

What pre.cisely is tl1e diff ercncc bet ,vcc11 appropriate and 
inappropriate extrinsic evaluation? It is no doubt arl extrinsic
criticism of l'ara<lise Lost to object tl1at Milton n1akes God
speak like a scl1ool divine, since that is tl1e \Vay Milto11, for l1is
own purposes, wanted God to speak. Of cot1rse, Pope's objec
tion could conceivably be a form of ir1tri11sic criticisn1 if Milton 
had intended a different eCfcct, or if tl1c eITcct }1e did intend 
conflicted witl1 l1is own larger pt1rposcs, since it is ,l f orn1 of 
• • • • • • 1ntr1ns1c cr1t1c1sm to expose conflicting inte11tions ir1 a li.tcrary 
,vork. But assuming for tl1c nonce tl1at J>ope's criticism is 
extrinsic and tl1at Milton acl1ieve(l precisely ,vl1at }1c ,vnntc(l 
to acl1icvc ,vitl1out tlny inconsistency of purpose, nl,lny critics 
would still feel tl1at f>ope's objection is apt, ar1,I J a111 certainly 
or1e of tl1em. 

Wt1y st1oulcJ tt1is sort of extrinsic criticisn1 be jti<lgcd 111orc 
appropriate tt1an tl1at of tile }1istoria11 ,vl10 objects tliat p,,rc,tlise 
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L<>SI is  not a very good source of mathematical lore? The 
ans,vcr is far less easy t l1an it n1 ight at first appear. Instinctively 
,vc would reply tl1at J>ope's comn1ent is appropriate to the kind 
of ,vork Milton ,vrotc, ,vhile tl1c historian's is not. Yet the 
historian's judgn1cnt is objective and valid. If it is also silly, 
tl1at is prest1111ably l>ccausc no one ,vould expect l't1ratlise Lost 
to be a source of 111,1tl1c111 atical i 11forn1ation. Appropriate judg
ments ,voul<l seen1 to be based on criteria tl1at ,ve could reason
ably expect ,1 ,vork of a certain kind to fulfill. But the kind of 
,vork Milton ,vrote cJocs fulfill (as ,vc have assumed) lvlilton's 
purposes. 1 f f>ope dcn1ands different purposes, he is  judging 
like our putative l1istorian. \Vl1y, tl1en, is }1i s  comment more 
appropriate? A kind of ,vork in ,vhich God ,verc n1ade to speak 
less tl1cologically (or even in ,vl1ich }1e spoke not at all) might be 
very sin1il,1r i11 all otl1cr respects to Pt1r{1tlise Lost as it stands, 
but it ,voulcl 11ot be precise!)' tl1c same kind of ,vork. 

It \Vc>ulcl sccn1 , t l1e11, that appropriate extrinsic criticism is 
al,vays close to intri11sic criticisn1 in one respect: the critic n1ay 
disagree ,vitl1 t l1e ,1t1thor,s purposes and J1ierarcl1y of purposes,
,vitl1 l1is taste arid 111ctl1ocJs, but al,vays takes tf1osc purposes 
into consiclcration. TJ1at is to say, l1c judges ,vitl1 respect to 
s,,111e of the pt1rposcs a11cl valt1cs entertained by tl1e autl1or and 
cJoes 1101 si111ply ignore the convcntio11s. ain1s, and systcn1s of 
expectation uncler ,vl1icl1 the ,vork ,vas con1poscd. Appropriate 
extrinsic criticisn1 differs from intrinsic criticisn1 primarily in 
\vcigl1t ing tl1c autl1or's values and ain1s differently f ron1 the 
autl1or. Sucl1 criticisn1 is extrinsic because tl1c crit ic's J1icrarchy 
of ain1s and values is different front t l1c author's, but it is 
appropriate bccat1sc n1any of t l1c critic's criteria arc the san1e 
as t l1e aut l1or's even tl1ough they are ,vcightccl or valued dif
f crc11t ly. f>opc, for instance, in1pliccl tl1at dran1atic cfT�ct ivcncss
ancl t l1c cvocatio11 of a,vc should have bcc11 n1ore 1n1portant

ai 111s in Miltc1n 's portrayal of Goel than rational tl1cological 
justificatic111 . Ccrtair1ly Milton c.lid .1in1 at <.lran1atic elTectivcr�css
ancl tl1c cvocatio11 of a,ve in Book 1 1 1 ,  but he valued thcolog1cal 
jt1stification 111orc titan f>oJ>C. \\1hilc critic and autl1or arc in 
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disagrecn1cnt over relative values, tl1cy c.lo at Jc,tst l1avc ·a com
mon foundation for tl1cir disagreement. 

Nevertl1eless, critical frccdo1n is a11d ougl1t to be t1nlin1itcd. 
An inappropriate evaluatio11 can be jt1st as true and objective 
as a11 appropriate 011e. And tl1c range of ,lppropriatc evaluation 
is itself in1mcnse. All extrinsic criticisn1 i111plics a l1ierarcl1y of 
criteria difTerent f ron1 tl1e autl1or,s, ttnd so long as critics arc
not gods, tl1cir l1icrarchics or interest a11c.l approval cannot 
make absolute claims. Tl1e trutl1 and ol)jcctivity o( value judg
ments exist only in tl1eir relationsl1ip to ,1 partict1lar l1ierarchy 
of criteria. J udgn1ents l1ave 110 trutl1 or objectivity outside such 
a context. Althougl1 tl1e critic is f rec to judge 011 ar1y criteria he 
likes, l1is valuations do not attain to objective kno\vletlge until 
}1c l1as establisl1cd \Vl1at l1is criteria ,ire-until l1e k110\vs \Vl1at 
l1c is doing and \vhy. Of course, if l1c sin1ply states preferences 
\Vitl1out grounding tl1cm (as most l>f us {lo \vl1cn \VC arc not 
con1posing public criticism), tl1en he is r1ot comn1itti11g an in1-
n1oral ,1ct, but n1erely expressing persor1al taste and perl1aps 
performing a tiscful service in tloing so, 1>articularly if l1c intro
duces l1is audience to values they \VOuld otl1cr\visc miss. 

Most prescriptive theories of criticisn1 attcn1pt to lin1it criti
cal f rccdom, or at tl1c very least tl1cy rccon1mer1<l .1 program 
that is designed for a particular cultural situation. Nc\v fads and 
f asl1ions in criticisn1 arise \V}1en tl1c old ones seen1 \VOr11 out and 
bori11g or \vhe11 tl1cir one-si<lctlncss arouses opposition and
reaction. In a book of this sort, \vl1icl1 is n1orc co11ccrncd \Vith 
tl1e laying out of principles tl1an \Vitl1 tl1e forn1t1lation of , 1 nc,v 
program, it \Vould be a n1istakc lo advocate a partict1lar kind 
of evaluative criticism. 1-Io\vever, it is not out of place to state 
my O\vn preferences and my reaso11s for }1aving tl1e111. since I 
tlo 11ot \vant to give the impressio11 tl1at n1y def c11se of critical 
freedom is an invitation to critical irresponsibility. ""fruc, the 
most inappropriate evaluation c.,n be objective, anc.l tl1c most 
subjective evaluation can be user ul. Evc11 an cvaluatior1 based 
on a misinterpretation can be botl1 tiscf ul and informative if \VC

read tl1c critic imaginatively, as if l1is interpretation \Vere ac-
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curate: i f  t l1e \VOrk really \Vere as he imagined it to be, then 
\Vl1at 11c says \vould be valid as \veil as interesting in its own 
rigf1t. Tl1is is certainly the \Vay \Ve should read critics \Vhose 
ideas command interest and respect even wJ1en they misunder
stand tl1eir authors. 1-lowever, my O\vn preference is for judicial 
criticism \vhic}1 is based upon valid interpretation and ,vhicl1 is 
also appr<>priatc in tl1e sense I have defined. 

Judicial criticism sl1ould be appropriate because it is almost 
al\vays an adjt1nct to interpretation, and vice versa. Nothing 
could be more antitl1etical to tJ1c purposes of interpretation 
than to pronounce value judgments }1aving little or no rclc
var1cc to tl1e autl1or's purposes. To disagree \Vith tl1osc pur
poses, to suggest tl1at others \vould be pref crable, to sho\v that 
the pt1rposcs coul(I be better fulfilled in some other \Vay-all 
these judgn1ents take cognizance of the autl1or's aims, \vhicl1
is to say, J1is n1car1ings. l t  is equally appropriate to judge ho\v 
\veil tf1osc ain1s arc acl1icvcd ancl ho\v ,vorthy they arc. But to 
clisagree \Vitl1 purposes tl1c autf1or did not entertain or to praise 
hin1 for mca11ings fie did not mcar1 is to invite misunderstand
ing. l 11nppropriatc judicial criticism conflicts \vith valid inter
prctatio11, and I rank valid interpretatior1 as the scf1olar-critic's 
higf1cst and first (luty. Others \VoulcJ argue that relevance is 
n1c>rc in1portant tJ1an validity. But false relevance-relevance 
f 0\1nclc<l t1po11 a false and self-created image rather than upon 
tJ1c actual n1eanings and nims of another person-is a forn1 of 
solipsis111, and since n1ost solipsistic judicial criticism also 
parades as interpretation it compounds disreputable pl1iloso
pf1y \Vitl1 urt\Vitting deception. 

Inappropriate judicial criticisn1 con1n1its anotl1er s}n, ?ne �f
on1issio,1. By seeking values irrelevant to the author s a1n1s, 1 t  
not only i11duces n1isintcrprctations but fails .to enhance the
peculiar and uniciuc values that a \Vork potcnt1ally J1as fo: .the
critic•s att(licnce. This pnrtict1lar failing is cndcn1ic to all cr1t1cal 
111onism-tllal luzy J1abit of n1i11d \vl1icJ1 persistently applies 
tile sar11e approach ancl the san1c critc�ia to ul! .texts. Suc}1
n1onism is generally l>ased upo11 son1c prior cJcfi111t1on of good 
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literature: good literature is al\vays original or ironic or vision
ary or con1pacl or sincere or in1pcrson,1I or \\'llat have you. Any 
st1cl1 t1niversal criterion is lJour1d to be inappropriate to some 
\Vorks and appropriate to otl1ers a11cl \viii i11evitably induce 
misinterpretation and blindness to tl1ose pcct1liar qt1alities 
\Vl1icl1 more appropriate criteria \VOt1ld bring to light. Tl1at is 
\vl1y ne\v progran1s, metl1ods, ,111d appro,tc11es in criticism may 
be regarded \Vitl1 suspicio11; tl1cy J1ave al\vays been and al\vays 
\viii be in1pcrmanent. No mctl1od or ,1p1Jroacl1 in descriptive 
or jt1dicial criticism ca11 be appropriate to any large nt1mber o[ 
l1etcrogeneous texts-even \Vl1en tile texts arc given a single 
generic name, such as "literature'' or "tragecly" or "tl1e such 
and sucl1 tradition.,, 

\Vhile I firmly believe that inappropriate jttdicial criticism is 
often l1armful to tl1c purposes of interpretation, tl1at it fre
quently .ignores tl1e tiniquc values of uniqt1c \VOrks, ,tnd tl1at it 
is freqt1ently qt1ite pointless, J n1t1st concede any juclicial critic 
his right to searcl1 for generalities, to plun1p for ,l favored 
system of values, and to ignore local values \Vl1cn tl1ese clo not 
suit l1is purposes. I must also concede tl1c descriptive critic l1is 
rigl1t to ignore local details \vl1en J1is principal conccr11 is \Vitlt 
a subject matter tl1at is f,,r ,vidcr titan ,t particlllar text. \Vl1at 
cannot be ignored or escaped is tl1e c1t1itc central fact tl1at 
almost all judicial ancl descriptive criticisn1 is prcclicated on 
unclerstanding. This is true even \vl1en interpretatio11 is not n 
principal aim. A meaning l1as to be construed before anytl1ing 
can be said about its \vidcr relationsl1ips or vnlt1es. I f  an ac
cot1nt of these relationsl1ips and values is to be valid, lite prior 
constrt1ction of meaning (at least tl1at aspect of n1caning \Vl1icl1 
is referred to) must be valid. From tl1e standpoint of kno\vl
edge, valid criticism is dependent on valid interpretation. 

It follo\vs tl1at every critic l1as a stake in tl1e discipline of 
interpretation \Vl1etl1cr lte is actively engaged in texttaal sttacly 
or depends for l1is understanlling on tl1e researcl1es �1nd ir1ter
prctations of otf1crs. In \vl1at respect is interpretation really n 
discipline'! Tf1is is cc1 taivalcnt to asking, Is tl1erc really ,1 pos-
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sibility of sho\ving tl1at an interpretation is valid? Can knowl
edge of a text's rneaning be established objectively like other 
forms of kno\vlcdgc? Can an interpretation be validated in a 
\vay tl1at \Viii con1pcl assent from all or from most qualified 
observers? Finally, is interpretation really a discipline, or is it 
just a playgrou11d for tl1e jousting of opinions, fancies, and 
private preferences, \Vherc the stake is not knowledge but the 
so-called J1ighcr l1t1manc values? Tl1is book has concerned itself 
hitl1erto ,vitl1 cstablisl1ing tl1at interpretation docs at least have 
a detcrn1inatc object of kno,vlcdge-the autl1or's verbal mean
ing-and it has sl10,vn tl1at suc}1 kno\vlcdgc is in principle at
tainable. Valiclation is tile process \vhich sho,vs tl1at in a 
partict1lar case sucl1 kno\vledgc has probably been achieved. 
Witl1ot1t validation no interpretation could be sho,vn to be 
more probable tl1an another, and no interpreter could hope to 
acl1icvc kno,vlc<lge in any objective sense. The practical and 
theoretical exigencies of validation, knotty as they arc, must 
f111ally be faced. 
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5.

PROBLEMS AND PRINCIPLES 
OF VALIDATION 

'fl,e <>111}' proper attittt<le is to l<><Jk 1111011 <t s11c,·essf 11l
i11terpretatio11, a c<Jrrect 1111<lersta11cii11g, tts a 
triu1111>h t1gai11st ocl,Js. I. A .  1� ir:/1t1rcis

A. ·r11E SI�L1:-coNFllll\tAI31Ll1'Y or IN'fl�llJ> tll�'l'A'rIONS

Tl1c activity of interpretation can 1,,y clain1 to intellectual re
spectability only if its results ca11 lay clai111 to vali<lity. 011 tl1e 
otl1er l1and, its clain1s need to be n1o<leratcc.l to st1it tl1c 
pcct1liarities an<.I dilliculties attcn<li11g tl1c interpretive enter
prise. Aristotle n1adc tl1e appropriate ren1,trk on tl1is point i11 
l1is Etl,ics, ,vl1crc ltc obscrvcc.J tl1,1t no conclusion sl1ot1lcl ar
rogate to itself a greater ccrtai11ty or prccisio11 titan its st1bject 
n1atter ,varrants. In this section l sl1all describe a ft1ndamcntal 
uiOiculty of interpretation ,vl1icl1 ltinders ,,ny ne,tt f ormt1lation 
of correct mctl1odology and must sober a11y self-convinced in
terpreter of a text. Tl1e fact tl1at certainty is al,vays unattain
able is a limitation \vl1icl1 interpretation sl1ares ,vitl1 ma11y otl1er 
disciplines. Tl1e special problem of intcrpret,1tio11 is tl1al it 
very often c11>1>ec1rs to be necessary and inevitable ,vl1e11 i11 f,,ct
i t  never is. Tl1is appearance of inevitability is a pl1antasn1 r,1ised 
by tl1e circt1larity of tl1c interpretive process. 

Tl1e belief that written language carries its o,v11 indt1bitablc 
f orcc l1as a li11cagc as ancient as tl1e priniitivc belief in tl1c
magical properties of words. But ,\ 11earcr source for tl1c 
endemic (and no,v epidemic) belief in tl1c scn1antic ,1t1tono1ny 
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of language is tl1c fact that interpretation very often induces a 
profound sense of c<>nviction. The interpreter is co11vinced that 
tl1e n1eanings l1c t111derstands arc inevitable, and tl1is time\vorn 
experience (qt1itc aside from any of our peculiarly modern 
proclivities) I1,1s al\vays lent credibility to the idea that mean
ings arc directly given by \Vords. Wl1en an interpreter maintains 
his un rt1fficd certainty in the face of contrary opinions, we may 
assun1e tl1at l1e J1as been trapped in the hermeneutic circle and 
l1as f alien victi111 to tl1c self-confirmability of interpretations. 

Tl1crc lt1rks a partial, but nonetl1eless l1elpf ul, analogy to tl1e 
self-co11firmability of interpretations in the process of decipl1cr
ing tot,tlly t1nkno\vn sign systems. Tl1e memory of Ventris' 
acl1ieve111e11t i11 this field is still f resit, yet for all its compelling· 
brillia11cc, Yc11tris' (fecipl1ern1ent of Lir1ear B \Vas not at first 
universally accepte(I. Son1e scl1olars very justly objected that 
st1c}1 a <lccipl1crmcnt l1a(I tl1c property of co11firming itself 
l>ec,ttisc its r11ternal consistency \Vas guaranteed in advance. 
l'hc <lccodc<f clcn1cnts l1ad bec11 used to construct the very 
systcr11 \Vf1icl1 gave rise to the decoded clements. Tf1e text t1n
faili11gly cor1firn1e(I tl1c tJ1eory because tl1erc \Vas notl1ing in the

text \Vf1ich \Vas r1ot sponsored by tl1c theory in the first place: 
f ro111 a 111t1te arrt1y of inscrutable signs tl1e only meanings to be

glca11c<I \Vere tl1osc \Vhicll \Vere spo11sore<l by tl1e tl1cory tl1ey 
pt1rportc<l to confir111. Ventris \Vas able to n1ect tl1is objection 
convir1cingly only after f1is dccipl1ern1ent J1ad been furtl1er con
fir111c<I by nc\vly discovered texts tl1at had played no part in the 
co11struction of his J1ypotl1csis. 

Tf1c circtilarity of such a dccipl1er1nent, \Vl1ile only partially 
ar1alogot1s to tl1c circularity of interpretation, docs serve t? 
ren1incl tis tl1at ,l n1utc sign syste111 must be construe(! before 1t 
f t1rr1isl1cs confirmatio11 of an interpretation. Ft1rtf1crmorc, tl1c 
n1,1nncr i11 \vl1icl1 tJ1e signs are construed is partly predeter
mined by tlic interpretation itself. WJ1cn intcrprct:rs construe
texts differently, the cfata tl1ey use to support tl1c1r c?nstruc
tions arc to sonic degree sponsored by tl1ose constructions. So 
we confront a very slippery sort of en.tity ,vl1en ,ve read a text. 
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The \VOrd patterns and stylistic effects \V}1ich support one in
terpretatio11 can become different patter11s and effects under a 
disparate interpretation. Tl1c san1c text c,111 sponsor qt1ite dif
ferent data (though some of tl1c data \Viii rcn1ai11 constant), antl 
each set of data ,viii very po,verfull)' support tl1e interpretive 
tl1eory \vhicl1 sponsored it in tl1e first place. 

I have given one conve11ient exan1plc of tl1is i 11ccstuous rcla
tionsl1ip in my comn1c11t on Donne's "V ,llcdictio11 Forbidding 
Mourning." Tl1e \Vords of tl1e text take on ,t consistent pattern 
of meanings \Vl1en \Ve suppose tl1at tl1cy arc spoken by a dying 
man but a quite different patlcr11 un(lcr a different l1ypotl1csis. 
Tl1c disagreements of experts n1ay be l1arder to resolve than 
tl1is, but tl1ey t1sually follo\V tl1c san1c paltcr 11. Every inter
preter labors under tl1e l1andicap of an i11cvilable circularity: 
all l1is internal evidence tends to support J1is l1ypotl1esis because 
mucl1 of it was constituted by l1is l1ypotl1esis. 'J'l1is is another 
descriptio11 of tl1c relationsl1ip bet\vccn ,t11 intri11sic genre and 
tl1e implications ,vl1icl1 it generates. An interpretive l1ypotl1esis 
-tl1at is, a guess about gc11rc-ten<Js to be ,t self-co11firn1ing
hypotl1esis. 

Tl1us, tl1c distressing \tn\villingncss of n1any interpreters to 
relinc1uisl1 tl1cir sense of ccrtai11ty is tl1c result 11ot of native 
closed-mindedness but of in1prisonn1ent i11 a l1err11cnct1tic circle. 
Literary and biblical interpreters arc r1ot by nature n1orc 
\Villful a11d un-sclf-critical tl1an otl1er me11. On tl1c co11trary, 
tl1ey very often listen patiently to contrary opi11ions, and after 
carcfttl consideration, tl1cy often decide tl1,it tl1c contrary l1ypo
tl1escs ''do not correspon<l lo tl1c text." And of co\trse tl1ey arc 
rigl1t. Tl1c meanings tl1ey reject collld not possibly arise except 
on tl1e basis of a qttite alien conccptio11 o( tl1e text. It is very 
dinicult to dislodge or relinc1l1isl1 one's O\vn genre idea, since
that idea seems so totally adequate to tile text. After all, since
tl1c text i� lar�ely constituted by tl1e J1ypotJ1esis, llO\V cot1ld tl1c
l1ypothcs1s fail to seem inevitable and certain? 

Tl1is ci�cular. entraprnent is not, unfort\inately, nierely a
psycl1olog1cal difficulty. TJ1c problem of correctly judging be-
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t,veen i11terpretatio11s is not solved simply by the interpreter's 
dctern1inatio11 to entcrtai11 alternative hypotheses about his 
text-tl1ougl1 that is tl1c necessary precondition for objective 
judgn1ent. 'fJ1c interpreter faces tl1c much more difficult prob
len1 of comparing l1ypotl1eses ,vJ1icl1 arc in some respects 
incomr11cnsurable: ,vl1en a text is construed under diff ercnt 
generic· conceptions, some of the data generated by one con
ception ,viii be different f ron1 tl1ose generated by the other. 

TJ1is ten,Icncy of interpretations to be self-contained and 
incon1n1c11surable is, l believe, tl1e principal handicap that ,viii 
al,vays pl,1guc tl1e discipline of interpretation. Interpretations 
have a propensity Pope observed in eigl1tcentl1-century ,vatches 
-no11e goes just alike, yet eaclt interpreter believes his o,vn.
Para(Joxically tl1is very proliferation of opinions accounts for
un,varrnnted optirnisn1 on the one side and equally un,var
ranted cynicisn1 011 tlte other. The optimist assumes that so
n1any convincc(l and con1pctcnt readers cannot be ,vrong, and
ltc tl1ereforc \1ic,vs tl1cir divergences not as representing genuine
clisagrce111ents but as reflecting diff ercnt aspects and potentiali
ties of tl1e text. 111 criticizing tl1is conception, I have already
ol>scrvc(I tl1at ,tiff ercnt interpretations can indeed be reconciled,
not because tJ1cy arc con1plen1cntary but because they some
tin1cs take different paths to,vard tl1e same generic n1eaning. 1 

l·lo,vcvcr, I also observed that son1ctin1cs tl1e generic meanings 
in1plic,1 l>y interpretations tire disparate. �ro dream that all 
expert intcrpretatior1s arc ultin1ately men1bcrs of one h�1ppy 
fan1ily is to abanclon critical thinking altogether. 

1'hc opti111ist (foes, in one respect, push closer to tl1e trutlt 
than tltc invincible cynic ,vlto cfisbelieves all interpretations 
C<Jually. l-lis ,villingncss to adjust and reconcile in order to 
cle111or1stratc tltc "area of agrectncnt" shared by different inter
pretations at least avoi(ls tltc futility of controversy over merely 
verb,11 issues and dispels n1crely apparent disagrecn1ent ,vltcrc 
r10 substar1tial ,livcrgc11cy exists. But tltc optin1ist also glosses 

I . Sec Chap. 4, Sec. A.
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over disagrecn1enl ,vl1ere it cloes exist and tl1ercby avoids the 
responsibility of ralio11.1I cl1oice. Tl1c cy11ic, on t l1c otl1cr l1and, 
quite rigl1tly perceives tl1at c.J isagrcc111e11ts arc so1ncti1nes final 
and irrcco11cil,1blc. I-le observes tl1,1l or1e i11lcrpretcr rarely if 
ever pcrsu,1c.les anotl1er, bcc,1t1s.e .each feels ,ts co11vi 11ced of l1is 
o,vn vie,v as docs tl1e C)111ic l1ir11sclf. I - Jc tl1crefore co11cluc.lcs 
tl1al tl1e interpreter's sc11se of cor1viction car111ot be objectively 
based but n1t1st arise from tl1e peculiar C(>nslilutio 11 of the 
interpreter l1 imself-l1is l1istoricity, J)sycl1ology, personality, 
anc.1 so on. Ultin1ately, t l1e critic's cl1oicc of a rcacli11g n1ust be 
ascribec.1 to l1is perso11al prcfcrc11cc. Tl1c cy1 1ic 11att 1rally prefers 
l1 is o,v11 con1pctc11t reading to tl1at of anotl1er, yet l1c opcn
mi11dcc.lly rccogr1izes tl1c right of ,1r1otl1er t o  be jt1sl as blithely 
closed-n1 indec.l as l1 in1self. Secretly he n1ay co11sider otl1er vie,vs 
to be silly or tasteless, bt1t since J1e l1as 110 objective grounds 
for rejecting then1, lie ec1uably toler,ttcs ,111 interpretive vie,vs 
,vJ1ich do not co11nict \Vitl1 k110\vn facts. 011 a practical level it is 
tl1us son1ctin1es diflicult to c.listir1gt1 isl1 sucl1 a tot 1gl1-111indcd 
cy11ic from l1is optin1istic cot1ntcrparl, si11cc bc)tl1 of tl1c1n 
preserve an identical tolerance to a \vi<.le variety of reaclings. 
Botl1 represent t11c sa111e abject i11tcltectt1al st1rrc11clcr, tl1e san1e 
abandon1nc11t of responsibility. 

1 11 contrast to st1cl1 intcllcctttal ,vitl1clra,val tl1cre persists 
an1ong n1any interpreters a contint1i11g faitl1 i11 tl1e possibilities 
of self-critical and rati<.)11al tl1ougl1t. 111tlcc<I, every \Vrittcn 
interpretation ,vitl1 ,vhich I a111 fan1iliar is in1plicitly or ex
plicitly ar1 argun1cnt tl1at attc111pts to convi11cc ,l reader. 1"hc 
ttsc of quotatio11s, for cxa111plc, ain1s nt>t 011ly to itlt1stratc an 
i 11terpretive tl1c<>ry but also to st1pport it-,vl1 icl1 is to say, 
validate it. Vali(lation is praclicccl by tile 111ost t1 11systcn1atic 
,111<.I arbi.trary of i�tcrprctcrs, at1(I tl1c pri 11ciplcs of validation 
arc pttt 111to J)ract1cc even by tll(lSC ,vile> arc 111ost scor11ful of 
self-critical l1abit_s of min<.I. f.'urtl1ern1ore, tile attcnlt)l to ,vin 
,t<lhcrcnts to an interpretive tl1cory by 111car1s of valic.latior1 is 
generally a11 in1plicit attcn1pt to co11vince reatlers tliat other 
tl1corics sl1otlld be rejected or n1odific<.I. 
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My pt1rposc in tl1is c}1aptcr \viii be to describe the f unda
n1c11tal principles tt1at govern tt1e validation of interpretations 
and lead to objectively grounded discriminations bct,vccn con
flicting i11ter1)retations-despitc the circularities and complexi
ties ,vl1icl1 bc,lcvil tl1c interpretive enterprise. As in the previous
parts of tl1is book. n1y ain1 is to clarify concepts and encourage 
a ,lcgrcc of n1ctl1odological self-consciousness, not to offer 
so111c 110,,cl panacea. �r11e principles of validation arc constantly 
bci11g pt1t into practice, very often \Vith a high degree of
sophistication ancl self-critical integrity. Native ,vit and devo
tion to k 110,vlcrlgc l1ave al,vays been capable of reaching valid 
conclusio11s, bt1t th.ey n1ust son1cti111es be clcfcnded against the 
incursions of skeptical tl1corics \vl1icl1 sponsor cynicism and 
OJ>1>ortt1nis111. Of co11rse, it is far n1ore important to keep in 
vic,v all the concrete evidence relevant to a particular inter
pretive proble111 tl1an to f ollo,v elaborate principles of valida
tio11. But a sc11sc of confidence that sucl1 principles do exist can 
have a certain J)ractical e!licaciousness. One of n1y practical
ain1s in tl1is chapter is to sho,v tl1at s11cl1 co11fidence is not 
n1 ispl aced. 

B. ·r111: SUltVIVJ\I. 01: 'fill� r-r1-rEST

Althot1gh tl1c 11sc of c.1uotatio11s is a universal tecJ1niquc of 
vali,Jati,)11 , it is 1101, of course, an a<Je<1uate technique by itself. 
On tl1c contrary, tl1c circularit)' of tl1e interpretive process 
n1akcs c1uotation alone a totally ir1atJequatc n1cans of valida
tic111. Quotation is the first, prin1itive stage of the process,, serv
ing to clen1011stratc 111ercly that a particular interpretive hy
JlCltl1csis is lcgiti111atc ancl Ct)Uld therefore be C<)rrect. Yalitlation 
has tl1c 111ore an1bitious g,Jal of sl10\ving not onl)' that an intcr
prctatio11 is lcgitin1atc but that its likclihoo<J of being corrc�l 
is greater than or equal to that of a11y other kno,v11 J1ypothcs1s 
about tile text. 1·1tc ain1 of validation is to give c>bjcctivc sanc
tio11 to a particular interpretive l1ypothcsis a11,I tl1crcby to 
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provide tl1c only possible four1dation for a co11sc11sus omni um 
\Vith regard to tl1e text. Tl1at consensus \vould not, of course, 
endorse any particular \vrittcn interpretation, but rather the 
\Vl1ole meani11g to \vl1 icl1 several interpretations n1 ight refer-a 
particular intrinsic genre capable of govcr11ing implications, 
ratl1er tl1an a particular selectio11 of implications. St1cl1 selec
tions al\vays vary and can do so \Vitl1out cl1anging in a11y respect 
tl1e wl1ole, generic meaning of tl1e text. 

Tl1e exigencies of validatior1 s l1ot1ld not be confused \Vith 
tl1e exigencies of ur1derstandi11g. I t  is pcrf ectly true tl1at tl1c 
complex process of co11strui11g a text al\vays i11volves inter
pretive guesses as \Veil as tl1e testing of tl1osc guesses against 
tl1e text and against any relcva11t i11f orm,1tion tl1c interpreter 
migl1t kno\v. Tl1us tl1e very process of construir1g ,1 text involves 
validations of a sort. But tl1c process :1r1d psycl1ology of under
standing arc not reducible to a systematic structure (despite the 
many attempts to do so), because tl1ere is 110 \Vay of con1pclling 
a right guess by mea11s of rules and pri11cipJcs. Every interpreta
tion begins and e11ds as a guess, and 110 one 11,ls ever devised 
a metl1od for making intelligent guesses. TJ1c systc111,1tic side of 
interpretation begins \Vl1ere tl1e process o( understanding ends.
Understanding acl1ievcs a construction o[ mcar1ing; tl1e job of 
validation is to ev,1lu,tte tl1e disparate co11structions \Vl1ich 
understanding l1as brougl1t f or\vartl. Validatio11 is tl1crcf ore 
the fundan1e11tal task of interpretation as a discipline, since 
w}1erever agreement already exists tl1ere is little practical need 
for validation. 

Sucl1 a consensus may, of course, be quite temporary, since 
the \vit of man is always devising ne\v guesses, ar1<l }1is curiosity 
is al\vays discovering new relevant information. A validation is 
achieved only witl1 respect to k110\vn J1ypot}1cses ar1d kno\Vn 
facts: as soo_n as new relevant facts and/or gtiesses appe,1r, tl1c 
old conclusions may l1ave to be abandoned in favor of ne,v 
ones . . In order to avoid giving tl1c false impression tJ1at tl1ere is 
anything permanent about an interpretive validatio11 or the 
consensus it ain1s to acl1icvc, I no\v prefer the term "validation" 
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to the more definitive-sounding ,vord "verification." To verify 
is to sl1ow tl1at a cone! usio11 is true; to validate is to show that a 
conclusion is probably true on the basis of what is known.2 
From the nature of t11e case, the goal of interpretation as a dis
cipline must be tl1c modest one of achieving validations so 
defined. But it also follo\VS from the nature of the case that 
interpretation is implicitly a progressive discipline. Its ne,v 
co11clusions, based on greater kno,vledge, arc more probable 
than tl1c previous conclusions it has rejected. 

Witl1 respect to the discipline of interpretation, the demon
stration tl1al a reading is valid implies, therefore, a great deal 
more tl1ar1 individual interpreters generally provide. A valida
t.io11 l1as to sl10,v not merely that an interpretation is plausible, 
but tl1at it is the n1ost plausible one available. Life is too short 
and boredon1 too imminent to demand tl1at every interpreter 
lay out all tJ1e considerations \vhich have led to such a decision, 
but ,vl1e11 interpretive disagreements do occur, genuine kno,vl
e<lge is possible only if someone takes tl1e responsibil ity of ad
judicating tl1e issue in tl1e ligl1t of all tl1at is kno\vn. Tl1at fe,v 
such adjudications exist n1erely argues strongly that many more 
should be tindcrtakcn. An interpreter is usually deceiving l1im
sclf if l1c believes J1c l1as anytl1ing better to do. Certainly the 
task of sucl1 adjudication is frequently part of an editor's func
tion and is recognized as sucJ1 by some editors, though far too 
111.iny of them find ,vays of escaping tl1cir responsibility in this
111attcr.a 

2. In  transcendental philosophy "validation" (G,•/11111gsprii(1�11g)
applies to a piori certitude \Yhereas "verification" n1cans cmp1r1c?l
verification. I ant assun1ing, ho\vevcr, n1ost readers feel as I do, that 1n 
everyday usage a "valid" conclusion in1plics one that has �ccn reached 
by :1cceptablc reasoning, although it may not be ccrta1nl� true. A
"verified" conclusion, on the other hand, strongly susscsts direct c�n
firn1ation and certainty. l;or rhis reason I have abandoned. �1y earlier
use of  "verification" (Appendix I) in fa,•or of the less dcfin1uvc-sound-
1ng tcrn1. . , · 

3 .  ·rcxtual choices frequently depend upon 1ntcrprctu11on�, JU�t as
interpretations depend upon texts. ·r1�e ailn of the t��t�al editor 1s, 

to
dcterrnine ,vhat the author \Vrotc or intended to \Vr1tc, and no purely
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To emerge successfully f ron1 tl1c rigors of an adjudication '
tlte victorious l1ypotl1esis must l1avc been con1pared \vitl1 every 
disparate l1ypotl1csis severally or witl1 l1ypotl1escs that ltad 
already emerged victorious over otl1cr competitors. Sucl1 a 
process is inevitable because tl1e detern1i11atio11s must be made 
by indi\1idual con1parisons. An i11tcrprctation stands or falls as 
a \vl1olc. As soon as tl1e judge begir1s to pick and cl1oosc ele. 
n1e11ts from several l1ypotl1escs, lie si111ply ir1troduccs nc\v, 
eclectic l1ypotl1cses, \Vl1icl1 n1ust i11 tur11 sla11cl or fall as \Vltoles. 
Belief in tl1e possibilities of mere eclecticis111 is based on a 
failure to understand tl1al every i11tcrpr�tation necessarily re
fers to ,l \Vl1olc 111ca11i11g. It is possible tl1al details of exegesis 
can be brilliantly rigl1t \V]1ile tl1c tc11dcr1cy of tl1c \vl1olc is 
\Vrong, but tl1c rigl1tncss of sucl1 details n1crely confirn1s the 
notion tl1at disparate interpretatio11s can l1ave some in1plica
tions in con1n1on. Tl1e judge's pri111ary fu11ction is not to relish 
brilliant details of i11f crcnce but to decide 011 tl1e 111ost valid 
principles for generating tl1cn1. This principle of l1olisn1 \VOuld 
be applicable evc11 if ll1c text al isstte \Vere a s111all crux \Vilhin 
a larger text. 

Son1ctin1es tl1e argun1cnls for l\VO i11tcr1Jrctivc l1ypotl1cscs 
arc so strong and our k110\vlcdgc so lin1itcd tltal ,l definite dc
cisio11 is in1possible. Tl1c ain1 of valicJatio11, tl1ercforc, is not 
necessarily to <lcnon1 inate ar1 individual victor, bttt rall1er to 
rcacl1 a11 objective conclusion ab<>ttt relative probabilities. In 
con1paring t\VO intcrprctatio11s it is al\vnys possible to reach a · 
firn1 conclusion, but it 111ay l,c sin1pl)' tliat t l1e t\VO l1ypotl1cscs 
arc, on tile basis of \Vhat is kno\vn, eciually J)robablc, a11d tl1at 
no definite choice can be 111ade. One 111ay cor1clt1dc tl1at inter
prctati�n A is n1orc probable tl1an 8, tl1at it is less probable, or 
tl1at neither of tl1csc conclusions is \varrantc<l. Tllis tl1ir<I sort 
�)f .<l�cisic)n is just as lirn1 and objective as tile otlicr t\V<>, and 
1t 1s Just as 111t1cl1 a decision. 'l'hus, one functior1 of valiclation 

n1cchanical systc,n which ignores interpretation could ever reliably 
reach such a <.lctcrn1ination. 
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ca11 be to sho\v that l\VO or more disparate interpretations arc 
cc1ually valid ar1d thereby to spur further research, since t\VO 
disparate ir1terprctations can11ot botl1 be correct:' 

Tl1is distinctio.r1 bet \Veen the present validity of an interpre
tation (\vl1icl1 can be detern1ined) and its ultimate correctness 
(\vl1ich earl 11ever be) is not, ho\vevcr, an implicit admission 
that correct interpretation is impossible. Correctness is pre
cisely the goal of ir1tcrprctation and may in fact be achieved, 
even though it can never be kno\vn to be achieved. We can have 
tl1e trutl1 \vitf1out being certain that \Ve J1avc it ,  and, in the ab
sence of certainty, \Ve can nevertheless have kno,vledgc
kno\vlcdgc of tl1e probable. We can reach ancl agree upon the 
most probable co11clusions in tl1c Jigf1t of ·\vl1at is kno\vn. The 
objectivity of sucl1 kno,vledgc about texts has been and \Vil l 
continue to be disputed so long as criticism is marred by its 
prcdilectio11 for advocacy \Vitl1out any corresponding predilec
tior1 for acljudication, but sucl1 kno\vlcdge is nevertheless ob
jective ar1d f oundcd on well-cstablisl1cd principles. The nature 
of tl1ose principles \viii be tl1e subject of the follo\ving t\VO 

• 
sections. 

C. 'fl·IE LOGIC OF VALIDATION: PltINCIPLES OF

J>ft0IlADILITY

I t  is a distinct n1isfortunc that influential \vritcrs on probability 
theory sl1ould f1ave been so predominantly oriented to mathc
n1atics ar1d tf1c 11atural sciences, for the logic of uncertainty 

. . ,,
4. l remind the reader that by the tern1 "disparate 1nterpretatton 

I ref er to diCTcrenl constructions (i.e. difTerent understandings), not
rnerely different interpretntions. In defending the objectivity of an
adjudication despite the f net that it can be superseded 1n the f uturc_. I 
nn1 follo,ving the conception of J. M. Keynes to whom I an1 n1uch in
debted; Keynes pointed out (in ,,, Trt'lltisl' "" l'rob'1bility) that the re
jection of a probability judgn1ent in the light of n�w evidence doc� �ot
change the objectivity or &he i·ali,lity of the enr!acr !udgment. I.cs valtd1ty
\Vas entirely a function of the evidence on which 1 1  \Vas predicated. 
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is f tindamental to all tl1e l1t1n1ane scic11ccs as \Veil. It is a further 
misfortune tl1at prob,1bil ity tl1cory ir1 tl1e eyes of the uninitiated 
is a game \v}1ose rules arc c11ti rely aritl1mctical and statistical. 
But tl1e majority of probability jt1(Jg111ents tJ1at we clra\v in 
everyday life arc 11ot reducible to clcfir1itc nt1n1crical quantities. 
We arc content to judge tl1at a11 event is probable, l1igl1ly prob
able, or aln1ost certain, \vitl1ot1t allotting any nt1rncrical values
to these ju(lgments. 011 tl1c basis of tJ1is ol>scrvation, J. M.
Keynes concluded tl1,1t probabilities ca11 be qt1alitative rather 
tl1an quantitative.:. His notion }1as bcc11 vigorously and justly 
attacked, but evc11 if it is trt1e tl1at probability jttdgmcnts arc 
at bottom qt1antit,1tivc, it is also true tl1,1t tl1c qt1antities in
volved may be vague concepts like "rnorc," ''lcss,'1 ''very/' and 
"sligl1tly. "«; Tl1is lack of nun1erical precision in no \vay impairs 
tl1c trutl1 of sucl1 jt1dgments. A man can easily and correctly 
judge tl1at one pile of sand is larger tl1an anotl1cr \Vitl1out being 
able to estimate tl1c precise 1111n1bcr of grai11s in cacl1 pile or 
even tl1e relative proportion of one pile to anotl1er. Furtl1cr
morc, under some circun1stanccs, tl1crc migl1t not exist any 
possibility of making l1is jt1(lgn1ent numerically more precise. 
TJ1at is often tl1c case botl1 in ordinary life ,111(1 in tl1e J1t1manc 
sciences. lt is a fallacy to cqt1atc tl1c nt11ncrical precision of 
a probability judgment \Vitl1 its correctness. Indeed, tinder 
some conditions, ''more'' and "less" arc tl1c most clescriptivc
and accurate judgments tl1at can be dr,t\VI1. 

Since probability judgments arc tl1c staple of tl1c l1istorical 
sciences and underlie tl1c activity of interpretation at every 
point, f ron1 the construing o( a text to tl1c validation of a 
particular construction, it is of some tisc in ,1n essay on funda
mental principles to describe briefly t11c general foundation of 
probability judgments as tl1ey apply to interpretation. Tl1c 

5. J · M .  Keynes, A Treatise 011 J•rohability (Torchbnck c<l. New
York, 1962), pp. 34-37. 

6. Even these v�gl)e concepts involve cstimntcs of relative f re•
c1ucncy. S�c _the con�1nc1ng arguments of Ji ans Reichenbach, Exp,•rie11cc
a11tl Pred1ct1011 (Clucago, 1938), pp. 301-404. 
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basic fact about a11y probability judgment is its uncertainty. It 
refers to a reality that is partly unknown and which may (as in 
the case of interpretation) never be kno,vn ,vith certainty. 
Forgetf trlncss of tf1is basic, defining characteristic of prob
ability jt1clg111ents l1as led some tl1corists astray into the fal
lacious notio11 that probability judgments bear a necessary 
relation to tl1e unkno,vn reality and tl1at their correctness may 
be evalt1atecl according to the subsequent experience of that 
reality. As Keynes rigl1lly observed, probability judgments bear 
a necessary rclationsJ1ip only lo tl1e evidence on ,vJ1icl1 they 
arc basecl.; Because tl1e reality referred to is partly unknown, 
it follo,vs that ,1 probability judgment may be perfectly correct 
in relation to tf1c kno,vn cvide11ce, yet incorrect as a staten1cnl 
abotrt tl1c unkno,vn reality. Tl1is inevitable and consistent 
paraclox of all probability judgments derives from the simple 
fact that no n1attcr J1ov1 hard ,vc may tJ1ink about a reality that 
is inaccessible to direct experience, ,vc cannot kno,v ,vhat it is 
until ,ve cJo experience it. If ,ve could directly experience it, 
tl1erc ,voulcl be 110 point in guessing about it, but if ,ve merely 
guess about it, our guess could be ,vrong. Probability judg
n1e11ts arc infor1necl guesses. 1'hey contain no magical potency 
capable of co11verting an ir1accessible unkno\vn into something 
kno,vn. 'fl1cy arc a rational means of reaching conclusions in
tJ1e absence of cJirectly cxperie11ccd certitude. 

1�ron1 tl1c fact tl1at a probability judgn1ent reacl1cs conclu
sions about son1etl1ing inaccessible to experience (\vhctl1cr t}1at 
son1ctl1ir1g be i11 the past or tl1c future), it f ollO\VS tl1at tJ1c 
jt1clgn1ent mt1st somel1ow assimilate its unkno,vn object to that 
wJ1icl1 is kno,vn. TJ1is is the cc11tral purpose of ,l probability 
judgment, and everything tJ1at goes into the judgment su�
scrvcs tl1is purpose. Tl1e unknown must son1cl10,v (even_ 1fgropingly and \Vrongly) be assimilated to the kno\vn, other\v1se 
there ,vould be no rational access at all to tl1e unkno,vn-1fot 
even of a tentative nature. Tl1is purpose and requiren1ent in all 

7. Keynes, pp. 3-9,

175 



Clza/Jter 5: Proble111s c111,I Pri11ciple.r <Jf J1c1/iclatio11 
probability judgments determines tl1e f t1ndan1cntal axiom and 
assumption that must t1nderlic all st1cl1 judgn1cr1ts \vhethcr they 
be made in the service of statistical sciences or everyday life: 
namely, tl1at all members of tl1c sarnc class \vii i  tend to act in
tl1e same \vay. If \VC cannot st1bsume tl1e unkno\vn under some 
kind of kno\vn class, then \Ve c,1nnot 111ake ,1 probability judg
ment, for \Ve l1ave no \vay of assimilating the unkno\vn to the 
known. The basic and necessary asst1mption of all probability 
judgments is tl1e uniformity of tJ1e class. 

TJ1is assumption is far from arbitrary a11d ca11 be easily de
fended. The idea of a class in  itself entails an idea of ttniformity 
at some level, for \VC subsume cliffcrcnt individt1als under the 
san1e class only because \Ve observe tl1at tJ1osc i11divicJuals are 
tl1e same in some respects. Tl1c respects in \Vl1icl1 tl1ey arc the 
same becon1e tf1c dcfini11g cl1aracteristics of tl1e class. Class 
uniformity at some level is a corollary to tile very idea of a 
class. Tl1is point l1as application to probability jt1dg111ents by 
virtue of the fact tl1at tl1e ur1kno\vt1 to \v}1icl1 tl1cy refer is 11evcr 
entirely unkno\vn. If nc)tl1ing \verc known about it, \VC ,vould 
have no object at all, bttl sin1ply a pt1rc blank abot1t \vhich 
nothing and anytl1ing cotll(l be prctlicatecl. Tl1cse kno,vn as
pects of tl1c object permit tis to place it in a class possessing
some of the same traits. Tl1e more \ve kno\v ,lbOttl tl1e object, 
the narrower and more reliable \VC can make tl1e class. Tl1cn, 
on the basis of \vl1at ,vc kno\v about otl1cr individuals belonging 
to tl1e same class, \Ve make ,l guess tl1at tl1e t1nkno,vn traits of 
any sucl1 object will be tl1c same as t l1e corrcspo11ding traits of 
most individ11als in tl1e class-more often tl1a11 not. Tl1is is the 
strt1cture of every probability jttdgmcnt. I t  is a frcc1t1cncy jt1dg
ment based on our past experience of otl1er inc.liviclt1als tl1al \VC
conceive to belong to tl1e very same class as tl1e unkno\vn.

Bcf ore examining some of tl1e implications of tl1is strL1cturc
for interpretation, 1 should pat1se to take note of tJ1c immediate
ly relevant problem that is said to trouble all liistorical science:
namely, tl1at its objects of kno,vlcdge arc not rcgtilar and ttni
form, as in the determined natural order, bttl individual and
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unique, as befits tl1e l1uman realm of freedom. This distinction 
l1as been or1c of tile main grounds for asserting that the prin
ciples of critical tI1ougl1t in tl1e l \VO branches of kno\vledgc arc 
radically cliffercr1t. But insofar as tl1is radical separation applies 
to tl1c 11ccessary use of probability jud.gmcnts in both branches 
of kno\vleclgc, tl1c theory of t\VO distinct cultures docs not hold. 
I t  is sin1ply not true tl1at tl1c objects of kno\vlcdgc in the cul
tural scic11ccs arc thorot1g}1ly unique. If that \verc so, they could 
not be ol)jccts of kno\vleclge. Dilthey's motto, /11clivicl1111111 est 
i11ellt1l>ile, l1as as its corollary, /11clivic/1111111 11011 est i11tellegibile.s 
Tl1is 111axin1 must l1old, at any rate, for the kno\vledge about 
individuals that \vc gai11 througl1 probability judgments. The 
unkno\vr1 traits of l1uman bei11gs, l1uman actions, and h.uman 
n1ean.ings arc con1pletcly inaccessible unless \VC manage to 
juclge tl1at tl1cy belong to a class in \Vl1icl1 such traits are tI1us 
an,J S() more often tl1an not. If \VC assume that the t1nkno\vn 
traits arc raclically unic1ue, \Ve cannot subsume individuals 
unclcr a cl,1ss ancl cannot n1ake an inf or111ed guess about tl1eir 
traits. 

l�l1at probalJility jt1dgn1c11ts inhere in all aspects of textual 
intcrprctaticJr1 is easily dcn1onstratcd. First of all, \Ve notice 
tl1at tl1e C<)nstruction of n1caning f ron1 a text embraces clements 
alrcacly co11strucd anc.J accepted for tl1e n1oment as being 
kno\vn, arid other clcn1cnts ackno,vlcdgcd to be unkno\vn \Vhich 
arc tl1c objects of our cor1struing. TJ1c obvious example of tl1is 
is tl1e construing of a crux by ar1 appc�1I to a kno\vn context. 
llt1t tl1e cxan1plc of a crux docs not represent merely a special 
case. 'fl1e object of ot1r construing is al,vays for the nonce a 
question 111ark, tl1at is, a crux, and tf1c basis for our choice 
of a particular sort of 111eaning is al\vays our appeal to \Vltat \Ve 
asst1111e \Ve already kno\v about tl1c text. On tl1e basis of tl1at 
assu111ption, \VC infer tl1at these \VOrds con1ing in this place in a 
text of tl1is sort probably n1ea11 tit us and so. On the one side \Ve 
11,ivc tl1e context and tl1c sequcr1ce of \VOrds; on tl1e other ,vc 

8. 1'he phrase goes back to a letter fron1 Goethe to �avate�, Scp
tcnibcr J 780. Bcf ore that, it had been an untraced scholasuc n1axu11. 

177 



Cl1apter 5: l'roble111s (lll(i Pri11ci1,les of Valit/(1tio11 

l1ave tl1e meanings ,vl1icl1 ,vc jt1dgc tl1c ,vorcls to represent in 
this case. \Ve rcacl1 tl1osc mc,111ings entirely on tl1c basis of our 
judgment tl1at st1cl1 n1car1ings ,viii occt1r more often in an in
stance of tl1is sort tl1an ,viii otl1er meani11gs, and ,vc arc able to 
make tl1at inference· bccat1sc ,vc l1avc concluded tl1at tl1e in
stance is of this sort (i.e. class) ratl1cr tl1an anotl1cr sort. If ,ve 
cot1ld not subsume the unk110,v11 1ncani11gs t111dcr a class on 
the basis of ,vhat ,ve already kno,v, tl1en ,vc could not make 
sucl1 an inference. Tl1c exigencies of probability judgments 
here l1avc a direct kinsl1ip ,vitl1 tl1e type-trait jt1clgments ,vhich 
I described earlier in tl1is essay. Tl1c kinsl1ip is 11ot accidental. 
The type-trait n1odel ,vl1icl1 is rcqt1irecJ to determine implica
tions is a special applicatio11 of tl1c class-insta11cc structure in 
all judgments of probability.9

Tl1ere is another point of identity bet,vecn probability judg
ments in general and tl1c particular variet}' of tl1cn1 ,vl1icI1 ,vc 
use in understanding a text. I pointed ot1t tl1,1t i11 order to deter
mine the meaning of a ,vor<l scqttcncc it is necessary to narro,v 
the supposed genre of the text to sucl1 a degree tl1at tl1c mean
ings arc no longer doubtful. I called tl1is very narro,v and 
particularized conception of tl1e text as a ,vl1olc its (posited) 
intrinsic genre. No\v this process of narro,vi11g tl1c genre is a 
version of the principle, ,vell kno,vn in probability tl1cor}1, of 
narro,ving the class. The principle arises bccat1sc tl1ere arc t,vo 
questions at issue in any probability jt1dgment: first, ,vl1at, 
probably, arc the unkno,vn traits of tl1c object, and second, 
ho,v probable is it that our j\.1dgment is trl1c? Tl1is clot1ble qltCS

tion is always at issue, ancl ot1r ans,vcr to tl1e seconcl part of it 
determines ,vhetl1er ,vc say tl1at o\1r concl\1sion itself is prob
able, higl1ly probable, or almost certain. Tl1e degree of reliance 
tl1at \Ve �l�cc on a probability judgment clcpends on tl1is sccon
cl,�ry. dcc1s1on about its likelil1ood of being true. '"fl1e likelihoocl 
\1/111 increase the more ,ve kno,v abotit O\lr object and tl1e n1orc 

9 .
. 

'fhc principal difT�rcncc is that the type-trait n1odcl in1plics
wholeness of the type while the notion of class docs not. See Chap. 2,
Sec. D, pp. 49-50. 
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r1arro\vly, by consequence, \Ve can define the class to \vhich it 
bclor1gs. If \Ve narro\v the class so that our object becomes 
almost identical \Vitl1 other known objects (the more of them 
tl1c better), then \VC can be less and less doubtful about the 
remaining t1nk110\vn traits of our object. 

I have alreacfy given one familiar example of the \Vay doubt
fulness is diminisl1cd as the class is narro\ved in alluding to the 
likel il1ood that a \voman \Viii live longer than a man of the 
same age. Such a jt1dgment, though true, is very doubtful i n  
individual cases; if one could narro\v the class to \\'h ich the 
man and \voman respectively belong (as insurance companies 
try to (lo), tl1en one migl1t completely reverse the judgment and 
decide that this particular man ,viii probably live longer than 
this particular \voman. Similarly, one might quite correctly 
judge tl1at any medieval narrative poem is likely to be allegori
cal (since this is true more often than not), but a particular 
medieval narrative poem migl1t belong, by virtue of certain 
traits, to a class \vl1osc members arc nonallcgorical more often 
tl1a11 not. Anything ,vc can do to narro\v the class, such as deter
mining authorsl1ip, date, tradition, and so on. \vill decrease the 
clot1btflJlness of our probability judgment-tl1at is, increase its 
likclil1ood of being trtie. 

Tl1ree criteria arc clecisivc in detern1ining the reliability of 
ot1r guess about an ttnkno,vn trait-the narro\vncss of the class, 
tl1c nun1bcr of members in it, and the f rcquency of the trait 
an1ong tl1osc n1cn1bcrs. Thougl1 tl1c copiousness of instances 
n1ust obviot1sly climinisl1 as the class narro,vs, ,vc ncvcrtl1eless 
acl1icvc increased reliability by narro,ving the class. This is true 
even \vl1en tl1c narro,ver class l1as merely l\VO mcn1bcrs, one 
being kno,vn and tl1e other being the unkno\\'n object under 
scrt1ti11y. This follo,vs from the f unclan1cntal assumption of 
probability judgn1ents, nan1cly, the uniformity of the class. For 
a class is narrcl,vecl ancl its n1cn1bcrs n1aclc n1orc unif orn1 by 
incrcasirig tl1c nun1bcr of class traits. \\1l1c.n n1orc and �ore ?f
tl1csc traits arc identical. the unk110,v11 traits of ot1r obJCCt ,viii 
ltavc niorc and n1orc likcli11ood of being identical \Vith the 
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known traits of the subclass. WJ1cn we narrow the class, \Ve 
decrease the instances, but at tl1e same time ,ve increase the 
defining traits of tl1e class, and tl1at is tl1e cl1icf goal. This 
process of narro\ving tl1e class is tl1c c.lecisivc clement in validat. 
ing interpretations, as I sl1all sllO\V in  tJ1c next section. 

D. Tl-IE LOGIC OF VALIDA1'I0N: INTl!RPllE1'1VE l:VIDENCE

An interpretive hypothesis is t1ltin1ately a probability judgment 
that is supported by evidence. Normally i t  is con1pot1nded of 
numerous subhypotheses (i.e. co11structions of individual \Vords 
and pl1rascs) whicl1 arc also probf1bility jt1dgn1e11ts supported 
by evidence. 1-Iencc, tl1c object ivity of interpretation as a disci· 
plinc depends upon our being able to 1nakc an objectively 
grounded cl1oicc between t\vo disparate probability judgn1ents 
on tl1e basis of tl1c common evidence \vl1icl1 supports them. 
Unless firm principles exist wl1icl1 pcr1nit st1cl1 comparative 
judgments to be dra\vn, neitl1cr interpretation 11or any other 
discipline built upon probability judgn1ents can asJ)irc to ob
jective kno\vledge. Tl1e existence of sucl1 pri11ciplcs docs not 
guarantee tl1at man will apply tl1em-any more than tl1c ex
istence of logic can guarantee that men sl1all tl1ink logicnlly
but tl1eir existence docs guarantee tl1c possibility of objective 
knowledge, and tl1at is tl1e major thesis wl1icl1 tl1is book under· 
takes to defend. 

Since \Ve can never prove a tl1cory to be true simply by 
accumulating favorable evidence, the only certain method of 
choosing bet\vccn l\VO hypot}1escs is to prove that one of them 
is false. In the predictive sciences this can be accomplished by 
devising an experiment which conforms to the fallowing con
ditions: if theory A is true, then the result of the experiment 
must be tl1us and so. If the result turns out not to be tl1us and 
so, theory A in its original form is permanently falsified. Theory 
B ,  on the other hand, is still consistent with the new results and 
must be accepted for the nonce. After such a decisive cxpcri-
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n1cnt, it is still r1ot ccrtai11 tl1at theory B is true, but it is certain 
tl1at theory A is false, and tl1at is a great step for\vard. In the 
l1istorical sciences sucl1 a result can seldom be achieved be
cause decisive, falsifying data cannot be generated at will, and 
if sucl1 data J1ad already been kno\vn, tl1e t\VO hypotl1eses \vould 
riot have bccr1 in serious competition. Sometimes, of course, 
decisive cl,1ta cfocs by good fortune turn up, but usually neitl1er 
con1pt!ting J1ypotl1esis ca11 be falsified, and both continue after 
tl1eir separate f asl1ions to account for the evidence. In that case, 
since the direct path of falsification is closed, \Ve have to make 
our \vay tl1rot1gl1 a t11icket of probability judgments on the basis 
of the eviclcnce tI1at \Ve J1ave. 

As every interpreter kno\vs, tl1is evidence is usually con
flicting. I f  tl1at \Vere not so, \VC \vould not usually be troubled 
\vitJ1 conflictir1g lrypotheses. Indeed, as I observed earJier1 some 
of tJ1e evidence st1pporting one l1ypotl1esis cannot even exist 
under tl1e other, si11ce some of tl1e "internal evidence" can be 
generated only by a particular interpretation. Such incom
me11surable, cJcpcndcnt evidence cannot of course serve any
<fircct function in comparing interpretations, and I shall there
f orc discuss later t11c \vays i11 wl1icI1 this }1andicap can be ovcr
co1nc. l3ut that is not in any case so crucial an issue as tI1e 
problc1n of directly conflicting evidence. Normally the inter
preter is faced wit11 tl1e dilemma tJ1at some independent evi
dence f,tvors 011e J1ypotl1esis, wJ1ilc otl1er independent evi
dcr1cc favors its rival. This is the r1ormal state of affairs in
• • 1ntcrprctat1011. 

J bring forward a ratJ1cr detailed example of such a conflict
in Appendix I, \vhere J c1uote from t\VO disparate interpreta
tions of Words\vorth's "A Slumber Did My Spirit Seal." At 
issue is the fact tJ1at the evidence for a pessimistic and uncon
soled tone conflicts \Vitl1 tl1e evidence for a tone of invincible 
afl1rmation. In a brief space J J1avc tried to show that one kind
of evidence outweighs the other, though my compar�son (fir�t
publisJ1cd several years ago) is not 11carly so detailed as it
would J1ave to be in order to carry universal conviction. A 
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really thorough examination, bringing for\vard evidence \Vhich
I did not consider, migl1t reverse tl1e verdict or indicate that
the evidence docs not \Varrant a clear cl1oice. I do not consider
my little illustration to be a tI1orougl1going adjudication, but 
i t  does illustrate the \vay interpretive eviclence can be and 
usually is in conflict \Vhencvcr interpretatio11s arc in conflict. 

Another example is the conflicting evidence that supports 
t\VO disparate n1odes of interpreting Blake's So11gJ· of /11110-
ce11ce a11(i of E.tperie11ce. Again, I l1ave (clsc\vl1cre) laid out 
tJ1e conflicting evidence, and in this case I \Vas able to be more 
thorough than in tl1c case of Words\vortl1's poem, 1 0  but I still 
cannot claim tl1at my effort is a mode) of adjt1dicatio11, since 
the issue is still in tl1c stage of advocacy. 111 order to rcacl1 a 
really firm decision bct\vecn tl1csc t\VO l1ypotl1cses about Blake, 
it \Vould be \vise to ,vait for tl1c opposing advocates to bring 
forward unf avorablc evidence \vl1icl1 I migl1t l1avc missed. At 
that point a more reliable adjt1dication could be made, since 
tl1e advocates \VOuld tl1en prest1n1ably l1avc brougl1t f or,vard 
nearly all t)1c important rclev,int cvide11ce. For an excn1plary 
discussion of typic,1lly conflicting evidence, tl1e reader may 
\vish to consult M. 1-1. Abrams' "Five Types of Lycidas."1 1

Sucl1 examples rcn1ind us tl1at co11flicting evidence is tl1e n1ain 
problem in making an adjudication. 

Tl1us tl1c crucial problem in judging bet\veen disparate inter
pretations is usually tl1e comparative \veigl1ing of relevant evi
dence. We mt1sl be able to conclude tl1at tl1e evidence favoring 
one hypotl1csis outwcigl1s tl1c conflicting evidence f ,ivoring its 
rival; otl1cr\vise we ,vould l1avc no b,isis for cl1oosing one 
l1ypotl1csis over tl1e otl1er. Furtl1crn1ore, our jt1dgmcnt about 
the relative \vcigl1t of evidence must be objectively fou11dcd if
\Ve arc to clai1n objectivity for our decision. I-Io\vcvcr, tl1c 
objectivity or our decision cannot consist (as in tlic convenient 

10. / 1111ocrncc a11,J Expcric11ce: A 11 / 11r,o,luctio11 to fJlakc (Nc\Y 
1-Iavcn, 1 964). 

1 1 .  In C. A. Patritlcs, ed.,. "Lyci,/as": The Tra,litioll a11,J the J'oc111 
(New York, 1961). 
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device of falsification) in finding some means of avoiding a 
direct jt1dicial comparison. Our decision is publicly compelling 
only \vl1cn our probability judgments arc sanctioned by ob
jectively defined nnd generally accepted principles. We need 
principles for determining the admissibility (i.e. relevance) of 
cvidc11ce and tJ1e relative \Veigl1t of evidence. 

Of course, a11 interpretive l1ypothesis need not explain all 
tl1e evidence tl1at co111cs along tl1c stream of experience. It may 
be true tl1at tl1e best hypothesis al\vays explains the most evi
dence, but tl1at cvide11ce n1ust also be tJ1e most relevant evi
dence. Jndccd, a less probable l1ypotl1esis may sometimes be 
based on ,1 greater absolute quantity of data tl1an tl1e more 
probable one. For cxa111plc, tJ1e predictive hypothesis that this 
\von1an \viii live longer than tl1is man is based on an immense 
accun1ulation of evidence embracing millions of instances, but, 
on tl1e otl1cr J1,1nd, the evidence about tl1c relative life cx
pecta11cies of J1ealtl1y men con1parcd to ,vomen of tl1e same age 
l1aving cl1ronic 11epl1ritis may be extremely n1odcst-say, a
hundrecl instances. Y ct tl1is n1odcst sample may provide evi
dence tl1at is mucl1 more relevant to our actual case tl1an the 
n1illions of instances ,vJ1icl1 support the contrary hypotl1csis. 
We kno,v very ,vei l  tl1at one datu1n docs not necessarily bear 
a significa11t relationsl1ip to anotl1er datum, and fortunately ,vc 
do not l1ave to enter tl1e Alice-in-Wonderland \vorld of "mate
rial in1plication" in ,vl1ich ,vc arc cornpelled to reason: "if Nc,v
York is a large city, tl1en grass is green." Tl1e evidence that ,vc 
arc co11ccrncd \Vitl1 in comparing tl1c probability of one hy .. 
potl1esis ,vitl1 tI1al of anotJ1cr is relevant evidence, and our 
immcc..liale concern must no,v be to define relevance as applied 
to interpretive evidence. . . 

Since an interpretive J1ypotJ1esis is al\vays a probability 
judgn1ent, it f oJJo\vs tl1at tl1e evidence ,vl1icJ1 is relevant t� !l�a� 
judgn1e11t must 11,lve son1c f u11ction in affecting tl1c probab1ht1cs 
involvecl. Jf a fact or observation J1as no effect upon these
probabilities, tl1en, obviously, it is irrelevant to tl1at particular
probability judgn1cnt. No\V a probability judgment is al,vays
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a guess about the unkno,vn traits of a partly k110\vn instance. 
That guess is made on tl1e strengtl1 of tl1c k110,vn traits pos
sessed by otl1er instances \Vl1icl1 bclo11g to tl1c sa111c class as the 
instance under scrt1tin)1• \Ve infer tl1at ar1 cigl1tccntl1-ccntury 
,vriter using tl1e ,,,ord ",vit'' probably 111ca11s somctl1ing ge11eral 
like "intelligent compete11ce'' ratl1er tl1a11 just ··clever repartee," 
because tl1e former is ,vl1at other eigl1tccntl1-ce11tury ,vriters 
mean by ",vit'' n1ore often tl1an 1101. l n  tl1is case ot1r subsuming 
class is "t1ses of the ,vord '\vit' in tl1c eigl1tecntl1 century," and 
our guess about tl1e n1ea11ing of tl1is insta11cc is based on the 
frequent occurrence of tl1at meaning in otl1cr l�no,v11 instances 
of tl1c class. If ,vc did not kno,v that ot1r text belonged to tl1e 
cigl1tcenth centtlr)', ,ve could not subst1n1e ot1r instance under 
tl1at class. It follo,vs fron1 tl1is strt1cturc of all probability judg
ments tl1at evidence ,viii be relevant ,vl1icl1 l1elps define tl1c 
subsun1ing class and ,vhicl1 increases tl1e 11t1n1bcr of instances 
,vitl1in tl1e subst11ning class. These t,vo criteria of relevance 
bear directly on tl1e problem of ,veigl1ing evidence. 

In order to decide ,vl1ctl1er a gt1css abot1t ,l trait is probably 
correct, ,ve need ans,ver only one question: docs tl1c trait 
occur in tl1e subsuming class n1orc ofte11 tl1a11 not? Qt1ite ob
viously some guesses ,viii be far more reliable tl1an ot)1crs; tl1nt 
is to say, tl1c probability t11at tl1e probability judgn1e11t ,viii be 
correct varies a great deal. If, for cxan1ple, ,vc l1acl fifty in
stances of tl1c ,vord ",vit'' in the cigl1tec11tl1 century ancl f ot1nd 
tl1at tl1irty-five of tl1em used tl1e ,vord in its broad sense, tJ1cn 
,ve ,vould, i11 1/1e <1bse11ce of 01/1er, 11c1rro,i1i11g cl<1t<1, be obliged 
to guess that tl1c instance tinder scrutiny also conveys tl1at 
broad sense. But ,vl1ile our judg,ncnt, on tl1e basis of tl1c 
kno\vn data, ,vould be valid, ,vc coulcl place very little reliance 
on it and ,vould undoubtedly seek to n1ake ot1r guess more
reliable. If, on the otl1er J1and, all k110,vn instances of ",vit"
in tl1e cigl1teentl1 century co11veyed tl1e broad scr1se, tl1en ,vc
could place far more reliance on our guess, since its prob
ability of being correct ,vould l1avc greatly increasecl. Alterna
tively, if only t \Vcnty-seven of ot1r fifty instances tisecl tl1c 
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broad sense, ,vc ,vould be ,vise to conclude that the reliability 
of our guess is so small that the probabilities of the conflicting 
guesses arc about cql1al a11d no decision is ,varranted in the 
absence of otltcr data. \Ve arc forced to conclude that broad 
subsuming classes like "uses of ·,,.•it' in the eighteenth century'' 
cry out for n1orc particular data ,vhcn ,vc ,vant to make our 
guess reliable or ,vcigl1ty. 

The supplcrnentary data ,ve need arc not simply more in
stances of ",vit" in tl1e eigl1tcenth century; presumably, ,vc 
already have all tl1e instances available. The kind of evidence 
,ve need is i11f ormation concerning those instances ,vhich are 
1nore ancl 111ore like tl1c instance abot1t ,vhicl1 ,ve arc guessing. 
If, for cxan1plc, ,vc ascertain tl1at our text is f>y a man named 
Rivers, and if we discover that Rivers apparently al\vays uses 
",vit" to rncar1 .. clever repartee," then, on this further evidence, 
,ve ,voulcl be rigl1t to guess t}1at the present use also means 
"clever repartee,'' c,,cn though this guess is in conflict ,vith 
the guess made on tl1e basis of all kno,vn uses of the ,vord
in tl1e eigl1tcenth century. For this ne,v, more delimited evi
dence is far n1orc relevant to our hypothesis than the previous, 
general evidence. It serves to define a much narro,ver sub
su111ing class of instances, and a judgment based on tl1is nar
ro,vcr class is necessarily n1orc ,veigl1ty and reliable as a prob
ability jt1dg111ent tl1an one based on a broader class. This 
necessity follo,vs, as I observed in rite previous section, from 
tl1e basic assumption of probability judgn1ents, namely, the uni-
f orn1ity of tl1c class. By narro,ving tl1c class, ,vc have, in effect, 
created a 11c,v class far n1orc relevant to our guess than the 
J>revious one, nnd tl1is narro,ver subsuming class al,vays has 
tJ1c po,ver to overtt1rn (or to confirn1) the c�idcncc and t_l1c 
guess derive(! f ron1 tl1c broader class. The previous frequencies 
arc tl1e11 110 longer functional. The n1ain thing that co_unt� at
tl1at poi11t is the relative f reque11cy of our guessed-at trait ,v1tl1-
in the ne,v, narro,vcr class. Herc, then, is one .principle for 
,vcig11j11g coiinicting interpretive evidence: the evidence of the 

11arro,vcr clnss is al\vays tl1c n1orc ,veighty-no n1attcr ,vl1at 
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the frequencies are \Vithin tl1,1t class or any broader one that

con1prises it. Tl1e further addition of insta11ces to our narro\v 
class does increase tl1c \Veigl1t and reliability of our evidence, 
as docs an increase of tJ1c rclati\1e frequency \Vi thin it, bt1t for 
an)' gi\ien accumulation of data tl1e C\1idencc of tl1c narro\vcst 
subsuming class is al\vays tl1c \Veigl1ticst e\1idcnce. 

This inference \Vas already implicit in con1paring tl1e life 
expectancy of a healtl1y man \vitl1 tl1at of a \von1a11 of tl1e same 
age \vho had cl1ronic nepl1ritis, bt1l tl1at cxa1nplc is remote 
from interpretive problems and is, i11 any case, misleading in 
one respect. We do not make st1cl1 a judgn1ent si111ply because 
\Ve happen to kno\v that there is a direct catisal connection 
bct\vcen one trait (cl1ronic nepl1ritis) a11d anotl1er trait (nearness 
of deatl1). Relevance of e\1idence is not al\vays dependent on 
our kno\ving the connection bet\veen one trait and anotl1er. 
It is dependent simply on our past observation tl1at one trait 
\Vithin the subsuming class \viii go \Vitl1 another trait more 
of ten than not. 

In the domain of interpretation the sin1plest and clearest 
exan1ples of tl1e \vay a narro\vcr, more fully defined class lends 
\veigl1t to evidence may be found in tl1e \Vork of tl1c textual 
editor. Tl1c editor of old n1anuscripts al,vays l1as to n1ake 
probability judgments \vhen c11oosing among (or even \Vhen 
rejecting) all the variant readings of his ma11t1scripts. His sole 
aim is to guess correctly the \vord tl1at tl1e at1t11or intended, 
and in order to n1ake tl1is guess l1e l1as to consider an immense 
amount of evidence, including (as some eclitors apparently 
f orgct) evidence about the most valid interpretation of tl1e 
passage as a \vholc. Most conscientious editors recognize tl1at 
no rules of thumb can lead n1ecl1anically to the n1ost probable 
reading. The genealogy of tl1e manuscripts (if kno,vn) some
times lends \Veigl1t to a particular variant, but tlic editor kno\VS 
tl1at tl1e reliability of any favored mantiscript is uneven and 
that its general probability of being rigl1t can be rC\'ersed by 
otl1cr evidence-since mistakes of transcription occtir even in 
autl1ors' l1olograpl1s. 
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A very telling example of the ,vay textual evidence becomes 
more ,vcigl1ty as tl1e class of instances is narrowed ,vas given 
to me by the editor of a medieval English homilist. At one 
point in the text the medieval author had given the pagan god 
Jupiter t,vo attributes. One of them, according to all the manu
scripts, ,vas pejorative, and the second, according to many of 
them, positive. About this second attribute there ,vas manu
script disagreement as to ,vhether the ,vord should be pr)1111/ic 
(magnificent, splendid, etc.) or plv)•rlic (perverse, contrary, 
etc.). Of course, I cannot hope to lay out aJI the conflicting 
evidence favoring one or the other of thpsc readings, but I can 
for tf1e purposes of illt1stration describe a fe\v crucial pieces 
of evidence. First, it is in general very likely that a medieval 
homilist ,vould be J1ostile to the pagan gods. Second, it is usual 
that a hon1ilist ,vould not confuse matters by making his judg
ments only l1alfheartedly pejorative. Thirdly, the positive ,vord 
}, r)1111/ic is ur1likely, since the autl1or rarely uses pry111/ic, ,vhere
as l1e lards l1is l1on1il ies ,vith the pejorative plt1)1rlic. All of this 
evidence converges to make ]>li1yrlic the more probable read
ing, and if it ,vere all the evidence ,ve had, )>lY)1rlic ,vould have 
to be cl1osen. Bt1t a f ourll1 and single piece of evidence over
tltrns all tl1ese ml1tually supporting class frequencies: a fe,v 
lines earlier tl1e al1thor l1as ,vritten of another pagan god,
Saturn, and tl1e n1anuscripts sho,v beyond reasonable doubt
tl1at l1c gave Satl1rn t,vo attributes, one pejorative, the other 
f a, 1orable. Tl1is second, solitar)' instance is similar to the crux 
in so ninny rcspccts-autl1or, context, subject matter, point in 
tin1c, ctc.-tl1at it serves to define a very narro,v class under 
,vhicl1 the problen1atic reading can be subsumed. Obvi�usl�, 
this broad array of identical traits constitutes a class ,vh1cl1 ts 
far closer to tl1c l111kno,vn instance tl1an the broader and more 
distant class f rcquencics supporting tl1c double pejorative. This 
11arro,v class is not l1igl1ly reliable, since it consists of onl)' 
t\\'O n1cnibers. Tl1t1s tl1c c}1oicc of }>r)'t11/ic, ,vl1ilc valid, is still 
son1c,vliat doltbtf ul. 1-lo,vever, it is tl1c valid choice, since a 
jl1dgn1ent based on a narro,vcr class is al,vays capable of re-
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versing a judgment based on a broader one. 1 � Tl1c evidence of 
sucl1 a class about a particl1lar trait is ,11,vays ,veigl1tier than 
the evidence from a broa(ler class. Any editor ,vitl1 common 
sense ,vould, 011 tl1c basis of tl1c cvide11cc givc11, cl1oosc }>ry111lic. 
(Informed comn1on sense t1l,vays f ollo,vs tl1e logic of prob
ability judgments, since tl1at logic is tl1e fou 11<latio11 of con1-
mon sense.) 

Tl1is cxa1nplc illustrates 110,v cvi(lc11cc ca11 be ,veigl1cd ac
cording to tl1e narro,v11css of tl1e subsl1n1ir1g class and, as a 
corollary, 110,v tl1e task of narro,ving tl1c class e11tails tl1e fcr
retir1g out of as n1ucl1 detailed i11f or111atio11 as possible. Evi
dence fron1 otl1cr ,vorks of tl1c sa111c general period is less 
,veigl1ty or reliable tl1an evidence fror11 other ,vorks lJy tl1c san1c 
autl1or; evidence f ron1 all l1is ,vorks is less ,vcigl1ty tl1an evi
dence fro111 l1is ,vorks sin1ilar to tl1c 011c at l1ancl; evidence 
from all similar works by tl1c a11tl1or is less ,veigl1ty than evi
clencc taken f ro111 l1is similar \Yorks co111poscd nt tI1c san1e 
period as tI1c text u11dcr scrt1tiny, ancl so on, 111utatis 111utandis, 
for otI1cr class-cleli11ing traits. Obviously, if tI1crc arc no ex
ceptions, if a trait al,vays occt1rs c,1cn in tl1e broa(lcr class, 
then it ,viii al,vays occur in tl1c 11arro,vcr class as ,vcll. But 
wl1c11 tl1crc is inconsistency in tile trait's occt1rrcncc, anc.l ,vhcn, 
therefore, there is conflicti11g cvidc11ce, a c.lecision can be 
rcacl1ecl \vl1cnevcr one concltision is bascc.l on a subsuming 
class tl1at ir1cludcs not only all tl1e dcfi 11i 11g traits of tl1e class 
st1pporting tl1e rival conclt1sion but also f urtI1cr defining traits
of its O\Vn. 

Tl1c resolution of conflicting eviclencc in interpretation is 
often less neat tI1an tl1is beca11sc sometimes tJ1erc arc pieces
of co11flicting evidence ,vhosc classes arc incomn1cnst1rable.
For example, in tl1e case of }1r31111lic vs. )>lv)•rlic, ,vc migI1l l1ave 
been faced ,vitI1 tl1e disconcerting fact tJ1at tJ1c m,ljority of tI1c 

12. 'fhis a.ssumcs, o.f co��sc, that no other ki11,Js of favorable or un
favorable evidence ex1�l. � I hat is why I chose a simplified example.)
fhc problem of coord1nat1ng nnd \Vcighing diff ercnt kinds of evidence 
is discussed below. 
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manuscripts give ),ll1yrlic (tl1ougl1 i n  fact they do not). If we 
had lcar11cd tl1,ll for tl1is text tl1c majority reading is  usually
rigl1t, our t\vo rcsttlts \vould conflict, and there is no obvious
\Vay tJ1al \VC CHO CO Ill pare tJ1e evidence from majority readings
\Vilh tl1e evidence f ro111 attribtitcs given to pagan gods in this 
text-at least tl1cre is  r10 \vay of con1paring tl1em on tl1c cri
terion of their relative class narro\vness.1 :t On the otl1cr J1and, 
,ve n1igl1t coin pare tl1c reliability or weigl1t of each judgment on 
otl1cr grou11ds-f or example, by sl10,ving tl1at tl1c majority of 
the 111a11uscripts arc correct only about seven times out of ten, 
,vhcre.ls tl1c author, \vl1c11 ltc t1scs sin1ilar cxan1plcs to make 
his J>Oints, t1/111<1)1s treats tl1c111 sin1ilarly. If ,vc could not make 
such a decision about reliability, ,ve ,vould J1ave to conclude 
that tl1c t,vo readings ,vcre equally probable-a situation 
,vJ1icl1 a11 l1oncst cclitor ack110,vlcdgcs in l1is apparatus. 

'fJ1c co111pari11g of sucl1 disparate classes immediately raises 
tl1e CJ ucstio11 of 111utually incon1111cnsurablc internal evidence. 
It is son1ctin1es possible to coin pare l\VO conflicting interpreta
tions 011 the basis of i11tcrnal evidence alone, but this opportu
nity arises far Jess oftc11 tJ1an many interpreters believe. 
I 111cntio11 skeptically some possible criteria for making sucl1 
co1111Jariso11s in Appendix I-namely, legitimacy, generic ap
pro1Jriateness, correspondence, and coJ1crence. I observe that 
con1parisons 011 the basis of col1crencc cannot be conducted 
sin1ply 011 tJ1e basis of internal evidence, since col1ercnce is a 
varial>lc co11ccpt. 1·11e same objection can be n1ade against tI1e 
critcrio11 of generic approJJriatencss, since tI1c genre of tl1c 
text is also a varial>le concept-a construction or J1ypothesis 
ratl1er tl1an a given. Legitimacy (i.e. tJ1e possibility that a \vord 
could mean w}1at it is construed to mean) is often equally 
indefinite, since legitimacy cannot be determined by fiat, but 

1 3. One basis for choice in editing is that of the n1o�c "diffic�lt" 
reading. This criterion, too, is based on a class subsumption: copyists 
will not usually convert an expected word t.o an une�pcctccJ on.e. O?· 
viously this is only one sort of criterion which has d1fTcrcn_t weight 1n
<.lifTcrcnt circumstances ancJ may al\vays be overturned 1f contrary
evidence is weightier. 
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only by observing ,vhether contemporary readers could con
strue the ,vord in that ,vay. Whenever cx1Jert readers have so 
construed the word, legitin1acy ceases to be a discriminating 
criterion. In short, it is usually tl1c case tl1,1t internal evidence 
can discriminate bet\veen l1ypothcscs only on the criterion of 
corrcspondcnce. 1 ·1 That is to say, internal evidence by itself 
migl1t possibly indicate tl1at one l1ypotl1esis makes functional 
more clements of tl1e mute text than a rival hypothesis, and 
the hypotl1esis \Vhicl1 makes function al the greater number of 
traits must, in relation to tl1at limited evidence, be judged tl1e 
more probable hypotl1esis. 

This conclusion follo\vs from tl1e general probability that 
style and sense, \vord cl1oicc and intended meaning, will sup
port eacl1 otl1er. We kno\v tl1at tl1e verbal cl1oiccs men make 
have a function in conveying their n1eaning more often tl1an 
not. Ho\vevcr, it ,vould be a grave 1nistakc to conclude that the 
correspondence of an interpretation ,vitl1 tl1c greater nt1mbcr 
of internal traits is necessarily decisive. In tl1e first place, the 
notion that tl1e intcn.dcd meaning is tl1c one \vhicl1 n1�1kcs tl1e 
most clements functional is not a universal la\v, but simply a 
general probability \vhose ,veigl1t varies from one kind of text 
to anotl1cr and, indeed, from one text to anotl1cr. In tl1c second
place, it is usually in1possible, ,vl1en comp,1ring scriot1s con
tenders, to reacl1 a really firm conclusion on tl1is issue, since 
one l1ypothcsis \Vill make functional different traits from tl1c 
otl1cr. For instance, tl1c theory tl1at tl1e Words\vortl1 poem 
expresses inconsolable grief makes l1igl1ly functional tl1e nega
tives in 

No motion l1as sl1c now, no force, 
Sl1e ncitl1er hears nor secs. 

Tl1e opposi.ng tl1eory tl1at tl1e poem is ultimately affirmative
must explain these repeated negatives as mere contrasts ,vith

14. By "cor�cspo�?cnce" I mean here the capacity of the interpretedsense to explain or correspond to" the voc"'blll t 1 • d ynt"X f I t t Th. · t  · . " nry, s y c, ,,n s " o t 1e ex . 1s er, cr1on ts further discussed belo,v.
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the Jiving girl wl1ich are not so absolutely negative as the repeti
tions might indicate. On the other hand, the theory of affirma
tion makes l1ighly functional the series, "rocks, and stones, and 
trees,'' in tl1c last line. The affirmative interpretation can ex
plain ,vhy living "trees'' should conclude the series, whereas 
tl1e tl1cory of inconsolability must regard ''trees'' only as static, 
inert, and passive objects like the body of the dead girl. Con
sequently, on one tl1eory "trees" must be explained away, just 
as on tl1e otl1er theory the negatives must be. Clearly it ,vould 
not be ,varrantcd to conclude that one tl1cory makes functional 
a greater number of textual traits than the other, for each 
makes functional different traits. That is the usual pattern 
,vI1en internal evidence is compared on this quantitative

• • cr1tcr1on .. 
To discover a11 example ,vhere the criterion of correspon

dence can lead to a clear choice, ,ve ,viii ordinarily have to 
look beyond tl1e disparate interpretations of experts, for if a 
clear cl1oice could be made on these fairly obvious internal 
grot1nds, tl1en most experts ,vill l1ave made it before comn1 itting 
tl1cmsclvcs to print. One might expect tl1e criterion to be 
decisive in comparing, say, my students' opinion about Donne's 
"Valediction Forbidding Mourning," discussed earlier, ,vith 
tl1e expert opinion that tl1e poen1 is not spoken by a dying 
man. 1 fJ As I observed, the students' reading is plausible, co
l1erent, and also legitimate, for there is not a single ,vord in the 
poem ,vJ1icJ1 could not legitimately be understood in Donne's 
o,vn time as our students understand it: "Mourning" could 
mean grieving for someone dead; to "go" could mean to die. 
Moreover tl1e idea tl1at tJ1e souls of tl1e speaker and his be-, 
loved continue to live is perfectly consistent ,vith the idea of 
physical dcatl1 , ,vJ1ile tl1e famous simile of tl1c compass ,vith 
,vl1icl1 tt1e poen1 ends could reasonably be understood as sug
gesting a reunion in Heaven. 

But tliis final sin1ile at last begins to diminisl1 the explanatory 

15. Sec pp. 73-74.

191 



Cl1<1pter 5: Proble111s a11<l Pri11l·iples of V c1litlatio,1 

po\vcr of the students' l1ypotl1csis. Donne explicitly calls the
soul of l1is beloved tl1c ''fixt foot'' of tJ1e con1pass a11d goes on 
to say:

And tl1ougl1 it i11 tl1c center sit, 
Y ct  \v}1cn tl1c otl1cr far clotl1 ron1c, 

It leaves, and l1carkc11s after it, 
And gro\vs erect, as tl1at co1ncs 110111c. 

Sucl1 ,vilt tl1ot1 be to n1ce, \Vl10 n111st 
Like tl1'otl1cr foot, obliqt1cly r,1.1111e; 

TJ1y firn1ncss n1akcs my circle jt1st, 
And makes me end, \vl1cre I bcgu11ne. 

The standard reading makes ft1nctional n1any more traits of 
tl1is final sin1ile tl1an docs tl1c stt1dents' reading. It explair1s, for 
example, ,vhy the fixed foot never l1as to n1ove in order tl1at 
tl1cre be a rcunio11; i[ tl1c departure o[ tl1c otl1cr foot is under
stood to be death, it ,vo11ld follo,v tl1at tl1c fixccJ foot ,vould also 
have to depart in order to acl1ievc a rettnion. F,1rtl1crmorc, tl1c 
standard reading reveals a connection bct,vce11 tl1e fixity of 
the girl (i.e. her faitl1fulncss) and t11c retur11 of tl1c speaker. 
Under tl1c students' reading most clements in t11c simile arc not
functional, and tl1e simile seems loose a11d i11cpt. I t  is quite 
,varra11tcd to say, tl1erefore, tl1at 011c I1ypothesis n1akes ft1nc
tional more traits of tl1c text tl1an tl1e otl1er ancl is, on tl1e basis 
of internal evidence alone, the n1ore probable .J1ypotl1esis. 

1-Io,vcver, our example ,vorked neatly only becat1sc our
stutlents ,verc stra,v men ancl tI1eir reading a sitti11g clt1ck. Tl1is 
kind of den1onstration cannot suffice to validate a si11gle expert 
reading I kno,v of at the cxpe11sc of its expert rivals. Not 011ly is 
it t1st1ally difficult to decide tl1at one }1ypotl1esis makes func
tional more textt1al traits tl1an a11otl1cr, but it is also totally 
t1nsatisfactory to lc,tvc tl1e n1atter at tliat. A validation requires 
a consideration of all tl1e kno,vn relevant data. For cxa111ple, if 
Donne l1ad written several poen1s called "Valctliction'' a11d if 
tl1ey ,verc all spoken by dying men, tliat cviclcncc ,vo11Jd 111akc 
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us far less certain of our conclusion in tJ1c above case. I t  so 
J1appcns, of course, that Donne's other valedictions arc not 
spoken by dying men but, rather, play on the similarities be
t\veer1 death ar1cJ n1omentary pl1ysical absence. That further 
evidence, as it l1appcns, supports our conclusion reached on 
the criterion of correspondence. Ho\vevcr, in making a valida
tion we cannot rest content \Vith the fact that one single kind of 
evidence favors one of the hypotheses. \Ve \Vant to know ho\v 
the l1ypotl1cscs stand \vith respect to t1ll the relevant evidence
tl1at l1as beer1 brot1gf1t for,vard. Internal evidence is, as I have 
just i11dicatccl, the evidence that is least likely to enable a deci
sio11 on its o,vn grounds. Even in the case of anonymous texts 
of tinccrtain date, tl1crc al,vays exists relevant evidence beyond 
sucl1 internal evidence, and f ailurc to use i t  simply makes our 
guesses unreliable and all attempts at adjudication ,veil-nigh 
inlJ)Ossible. 

Since the very limited and doubtful criterion of corres
po11dcnce is the only one that applies to internal evidence taken 
by itself, \VC neecl to discover and generate other sorts of 
cvide11ce tl1at ,vii i  serve to discriminate bet\veen disparate inter
pretations. To make such discriminations interpreters have 
recourse to j11dgments at t,vo distinct levels of comprehensive
ness. At tl1c n1ost con1prehcnsivc level, they can decide \Vhich 
of t,vo contenders is more likely to be right in its controlling 
or generic conception of tl1c text. On tl1is level, for example, \Ve 
can jl1dge that Donne's "Valediction Forbidding Mourning" 
is more likely to ref er to the lover's temporary physical nbscncc 
tl1an to }1is deatl1, an,1 \Ve n1ake tl1is judgn1ent partly because 
,ve arc fan1iliar \Vitl1 a class of poems \Vhich Donne calls "vnlc
,lictio11s. '' l n1ade a sin1ilar sort of generic probability judgment 
about "A Slun1bcr Di,1 My Spirit Seal" \vhen I observed that, 
in tl1c rest of \Vor<.IS\VOrth 's poetry \Vrittcn at the same period, 
tl1c connection bct\vcc11 the dcatl1 of a person and the processes 
of nature ("enrtl1 's cliurnnl course") aln1ost nl\vays in1p!ics an 
atlirn1ation of continuing life, a spark tl1at docs not die. \Ve 
krlO\V tltat this 111ay 11ot be true in this instance, but \Ve n1ust 
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accept the fact tl1at such evidence does favor one hypothesis 
at tl1c generic level. 

But sucl1 general, large-scale probability judgments arc not 
decisive because tl1erc al\vays remains a great deal of small
scale cvide11cc \Vhicl1 can support or ovcrtltrn such a conclu
sion. Tl1is small-scale evidence is sometin1es called "internal" 
since it comprises individual ,vords and pI1rases of the text, 
but the appellation is misleading, si11cc ''outside'' information 
must necessarily be applied i11 order to n1akc a prob,1bility judg
ment about tl1cse clements i11 tl1e text. For tl1c subunits arc 
made to function as evidence in tl1e f ollo,ving ,vay: \Ve posit 
\vhat the unit ,vould }1a\1e to mean under one interpretation and 
,vhat it ,vould have to mca11 under tl1e other. Tl1cn, i11 isolation
fro11z otlzer parts of tlze text, ,ve ask ,vl1ich of tl1esc t,vo sub
ordinate constructions is more likely to be correct. Tl1is careful 
isolation is necessary in order to cxclltdc arguments appealing 
to the coherence of a subl1ypotl1esis ,vitl1 tl1c rest of tl1e text. 
Such appeals to coherence arc useless because, as I l1avc 
pointed out, they arc circular. 1 u Eacl1 sn1all-scalc construc
tion ,viii automatically be coherent ,vitl1 tl1c rest of tl1e text 
under tl1c controlling conception of tl1e text ,vl1icl1 sponsored 
the construction in the first place. Moreover, tl1is manner of 
isolating details of construction can embrace every comparison 
that might be made according to tl1c criterion of correspon
dence. It thus also renders tl1at criterion sttpcrerogatory. 

For example, \Ve can isolate tl1e opening lines of Donne's 
"Valediction" a11d compare my students' constrt1ction of tltc 
simile \vitl1 that of the experts. According to tl1c stt1dcnts' vic,v, 
the fiftl1 and sixth lines, like tl1e initial simile refer to deatl1: ' 

As virtuous men passc mildly a,vay, 
�nd whisper to tl1eir soules to goe, 

Whilst some of tl1eir sad friends doc s,iy, 
The brcatl1 goes no,v, and some say no: 

So let \IS melt and make 110 noise, No tears-floods, nor sigl1-tcmpests n1ovc. 
16. Sec Chap. 4, Sec. A, as well as Appendix I,  pp. 236-38.
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No,v the students' is a possible (i.e. legitimate) construction: 
"Jct our parting in  death be like the peaceful death of virtuous 
men.'' Tl1at is tl1c sort of simile a poet might conceivably use; 
indeed, the romantic poets arc fond of similes or metaphors 
\Vl1ich (in W .  K .  Wimsatt's terms) fuse tenor and vehicle. 
Ho\vcver, i t  is a far less probable interpretation than the 
standard one, beC,lt1sc it docs not represent the sort of simile 
tl1at Donne customarily uses. Donne habitually makes the 
disparity bet,vccn tenor and vehicle as striking as possible-as 
in fact J1c docs (on both interpretations) else\vhere in this very 
poem. Obviously, this probability judgment is not based on 
merely internal evidence. I t  is based on the evide.nce that 
Donne's similes arc of a certain character far more often than 
not, and \Ve have gleaned tl1is evidence from as many instances 
as ,vc could find. 

Sin1ilarly, tl1e disparate interpretations of \Vords\vorth 's 
poen1 con1pel t,vo different constructions of the line, "She 
seemed a tl1ing tl1at could not fe.el." In  the disconsolate inter
pretatio11, tl1e ,vord "thing" is regarded as a deeply ironic 
f oresl1ado\ving of the time ,vl1en the girl ,vould become a 
tl1ing. I 11decd, t}1e interpretation compels tl1at construction, 
since it is pre(licated on a jolting contrast bet\vcen the living 
girl a11d the dead girl. Unless tl1e ,vord "tl1ing0 is used as ironic 
f orcshado\ving, it tends to negate rather than enforce this op
position. Y ct, under the more affirmative reading the \Vord 
"tl1ing" is in no ,vay pejorative or ironic but tends to reinforce 
tl1e idea of continuing sameness in life and death. \VJ1icl1 of 
tl1csc t,vo constructions of "t}1i11g" is tl1c n1orc probable? If 
,vc consider the normal usage of \Vords,vorth's time, ,ve ,vill 
conclt1(le tl1at tl1c first is more probable. I f  ,vc consider \Vords
,vortl1's l1abit11al use of tJ1c ,vord in poen1s contcn1porary ,vitl1 
tl1is one \VC \viii conclude that tJ1e second is n1orc probable.

' Quite obviously tl1is second conclusion, bnsed on tl1c narro,vcr
class is tl1c valid judgn1cnt. ' 

l d " I • ,, OU Bt1t ncitl1er our conclusion about t,1c ,vor t 11ng nor r
conclusion about Donne's first sin1ilc could be decisive by
itself. EacJ1 is n si11glc sn1nll-scale judgn1cnt \vl1icJ1 J1as to be
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considered alo11g ,vitl1 otl1cr s111all-scale jt1dgn1cnts and large
scale ones as ,veil. Eacl1 of ot1r s111all-scale judgn1cnts co11ccrns 
tl1c probability of a st1bl1ypotl1esis ,vl1icl1 l1as been compelled 
b)' a particular large-scale l1)1potl1csis. \\'c judge tl1c relative 
probabilities of disparate i11di,1idual i111plications generated by 
disparate co11ceptio11s of tl1e ,vl1olc. Ottr pt1rpose i11 111aking 
tl1csc small-scale jt1dgr11c11ts is al,v,l)'S pri111arily to (letcrminc 
,vJ1icl1 large-scale i11terprct,1tio11 is ,1ictorious 111orc oftc11 tl1an 
not, for cacl1 rcst1lt of co111pari11g tl1e probabilities of t,vo sub
l1ypotheses is st1bsequc11tly to be regardc(l ,1s .. 1 piece of evidence 
f avori11g one or tl1e otl1er gc11eric ir1 tcrpretat io11s. \\'l1e11 011c o[ 
tl1c larger interpretive l1)'potl1cscs is ,•ictoriotis n1ore often tl1an 
tl1c otl1er, ,vc say tl1at it "explains'' n1orc c,,ide11ce �111d is tl1ere
f ore more probable. Tl1is is oftc11 ,vI1at i11terprcters n1ean ,vJ1en 
tl1ey say tl1at a11 interpretation correspo11ds better to tl1c text or 
explains the text better.. As I have sl10,v11, sucl1 a description is 
quite inaccurate and misleading; botl1 intcrprettilions corres
pond to the text equally ,veil, a11d botl1 serve to expl,1in evcry
tl1ing in the text. \Vhat is really n1cant is tl1at tl1c cxpla11ations 
or subl1ypotl1escs in1plied by one interpretation tt1r11 ot1t, on the 
basis of all relevant evidence, to be ttsually tl1e n1orc probable 
explanations. \VJ1en tl1e ,1crdict of tl1esc sn1all-scnlc jt1clg111c11ls 
supports a large-scale interprctatio11 ,vl1icl1 is also n1orc prob
able on otl1er grounds (as \\'as tl1e case ,vitl1 Do11nc's poen1), 
tl1en ,vc can consider our cl1oice to be l1igl1ly reliable. I-Io,v
cvcr, ,vl1cn there is conflict bet,vec11 these t,vo Ic,1els, ,vc 11avc 
to decide ,vl1ctl1er tl1c cun1ulative sn1all-scale probabilities arc 
,vcigl1ty enougl1 (by tl1cir individt1al ,veigl1t and tl1cir con
sistency) to ovcrtur11 tl1e large-scale probability. Ust1ally tl1is 
,viii be tl1e case, but ,vl1c11 it is not, ,ve n1ay I1avc to rcacl1 tl1c 
opposite decision or conclude tl1at botl1 l1ypotl1eses arc cq\tally 
probable. 

My reason for reft1sing eitl1cr to defend or reject m)' pre
viously publisl1cd opinion about \Vor(ls,vortl1's poe111 is tl1at 
n1any readers privately raised poi11ts ,vl1icl1 I J1a<l not explicitly 
considered. To rcvic,v tl1cn1 all ,vould in tl1is context be cligrcs
sivc and inco11clusivc, but my experience docs raise , 1 liigl1ly 
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perti11ent issue v.•ith regard to the adjudication of disparate 
interprctatio11s. Tl1c really crucial necessity in reaching reliable 
conclusions is to accun1t1late numerous disparate subhypoth
cses like those I J1avc just brought for,vard in illustration. 
Precise!)' sucl1 subl1)1potl1eses ,vere brought for,vard by some 
of m)' dissenting readers. This illustrates the principal virtue of 
tl1e advocacy system in interpretation as in la,v. The advocates 
l1ave the task of bringing for,vard evi,lencc favorable to their 
side an,1 unf avorablc to their opponents. In doing so, the)' may 
bring to light evidence ,vhich a judge migl1t not have thought to 
consider. Bt1t ,vitl1out a judge all those relevant pieces of 
evi,lence float usclcssl)'. Advocates arc needed to discover sub
l1ypotl1eses capable of sustaining decisions, as ,veil as other 
sorts of evidence capable of favoring an interpretation. Ho,v
evcr, unless advocates son1ctimes serve as judges, none of this 
activity ,viii actt1ally contribute to k no,,·lc,lge. 

I can no,v st1n1 up t l1c principles governing decisions about

the ,vcigl1t a11,i relevance of interpretive evidence. To make a 
reliable adjudicatio11, all relevant evidence, "internal" and 
"cxter11al," sl1ould be considerc:d. The admissibility of evicfcnce 
is dctcrn1 inc,l b)' the criterion of relevance. Evidc:ncc n1ust be 
acccptccl as relevant ,vl1cncvcr it helps to define a class under 
,vl1 icl1 t l1c object of interpretation (a ,vord or a ,vhole text) can 
be subsun1ed. or ,vl1enever it adds to the instances belonging 
to sucl1 a class. The rc:lativc \Vc:ight or reliabilit)' of a judgment 
basccl on sucl1 e,•idcncc is dctc:rn1 inccl b)' tl1e relative narro\v
ncss of t l1e class. t l1c copiousness of instances ,vithiI1 the class, 
and tl1e relative f rc:quency of tl1c trait an1ong thc:se insca�ccs.
A jt1<lgn1ent based on a narro,vcr class is al,vays n1ore ,vc:1ght)' 
or reliable tl1an one based on a broader class-no n1attc� h�,v
n1cagc:r the narro,vc:r class n1ay be. \Vhc11 ,vc J1avc: conll1ct1ng 
cviclc11cc f ron1 t,vo clisparatc subsun1 ing clas�c�, ,vc: should _tryfirst to f orn1 a third, narro,vcr class b)' con1b1n1ng tl�c dc:fin1ng
traits of tltc classes. \Vhcn tl1is is impossible, and the J�dgn1c�ts

basc,I on tlic c,vo classes arc i11 conflict, ,vc n1t1st dcc1,!e ,vl11cl1
ju,lgiiicnt is tile 111orc probable by cor11paring the cop1ousnc:ss
of tlie stil>sUllting classes an<I tl1c relative f rcqucncy of the pre-
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dominant trait \Vitl1in the classes. I·lo\vever, sucl1 comparisons 
are often unreliable ancl i11securc. 

The application of t11esc principles in judging bet\vcen inter
pretations occurs at t\VO levels. On tl1e generic level, \Ve con
sider t11e relative 1 ike1i11ood (,tpart fron1 consideration of "in
ternal'' evidence) t11at the text v,ill be of 011e sort ratl1er than 
another. Tl1is generic guess sl1ould be conducted separately, in 
isolation fron1 many of tl1e inter11al traits \Vhicl1 support it, 
because tl1ose tr,1its arc to some extent co11stitt1tcd by tl1c gen
eric guess itself. Tl1c evidence \vl1icl1 goes into tl1is guess is tl1us 
partly ''cxtcr11al''-datc, 11utl1orsl1ip, 111iliet1, a11d so on-but 
it  is necessarily founded on sucl1 i11dubitablc ''internal" traits 
as vocabulary, forn1, and title. On tl1e otl1cr l1and, \VC can also 
make sn1all-scale probability jt1dgmcnts .1bout tl1e disparate 
constructions of details tl1at l1,1ve been sponsored by tl1c dis
parate generic l1ypotl1escs. Tl1e evidence \Vl1icl1 goes into tl1csc 
judgn1ents is like\vise botl1 i11ter11al and external, as I have 
sho\vn. Usually an effort to apply t11 ese principles \viii result 
in tl1e conclusion tl1,1t tl1e n1ore probable generic guess is the 
one often favored by subsidiary probability jltdgments. WI1en 
this l1appy result f,1ils to occur, t11e tc11de11cy of tl1e st1bsidiary 
judgn1cnts is usually the more reliable evidence, si11cc it em
braces several judgments based on fairly 11arrO\V classes. If, in
sucl1 a conflict, ho\vcvcr, tl1csc judgments fail to tend J1cavily 
in one direction, tl1en no clear decision is \Varranted. In  the 
course of making any of t11esc probability jtidgmcnts, tI1c inter
preter's chief concern is  to narro\v tl1e class; tJ1at is to say, 11is 
cl1ief concern is to find out as mucl1 as }1e ca11 about I1is text and 
all matters related to it. That everyone 11as al\v,1ys kno,vn tl1is 
conclusion is anotl1cr illtistration of the fact tl1at tl1e logic of 
uncertainty is tl1c logic of common sense. 

E. METI-IODS, CANONS, llULES, AND PlllNCII>LES

The theoretical grounding of a discipline \VOuld seem to J1avc as 
its ultimate objccl tl1e formulation of firmly reliable metI1ods 
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,vJ1icl1, ,vl1en followed, ,viii lead to valid results. The theory of 
interprctatio11, 011 tl1is vie,v, sl1ould lead to a methodology of 
interpretatio11. Tl1is ideal floated from time to time before the 
fertile n1ind of Scl1lciern1acl1er and guided his attempts to form
ulate reliable ca11ons of interpretation. It ,vas taken up ,vith 
greater confidence and system by Boeckl1, ,vho used the ,vord 
Met/10,lologie in tl1e title of his treatise. Ho,vcver, canons of 
interpretatio11 l1ad been in existence long before Schleier
n1acher ,vrotc-i11 tl1e /1er111e11e11ticc1 J'<1crc1 of biblical scholars, 
in tl1c mctl1od0Iogical asides of tile Pergamene and Alexandrian 
scl1ools, ,ln(I n1ost f tilly i11 tl1e Jong tradition of legal interprcta
tio11, several of ,vl1ose rules still attest tl1eir provenance in 
n1edieval l,1,v: 110J·cit11r ,, sociiJ·; ej11stle111 ge11eris; re,l,le11do 
si11g11!(t si11g11/is. Jn  literatt1re tl1is practical tradition persists 
very po,verf ttlly in the n1any handbooks ,vl1 ich provide the 
u11(lergrnclt1ate ,vitl1 metl1ods of interpreting literary texts by 
telling l1 i1n tl1e <Jt1estio11s l1e should ask and tl1e categories he 
shot1ld apply. 

Tl1e n1ost 11otc,vortl1y f cature of tl1is tradition is the variety 
of tl1c i11terpretive rules it J1as brought fortl1. The rules do not 
al,vays contradict one anotl1er, but tl1ey do proliferate in the 
n1ost diverse directions. Obviously, tl1c literary scl1olar needs 
diITere11t cano11s f ron1 the legal or biblical scholar, and even 
,vitl1 in tl1cse broad don1ains tl1e canons required for one sort of 
text ,viii be different fron1 tl1osc reqt1ircd for anot)1er. The legal 
scholar is not interested in canons ,vI1 icl1 detern1ine ,vhether a 
text is allegorical, but, for tht1t rnattcr, tl1c literary scltolar may 
11ot, i11 a given case, require sucl1 a car1on either. The scl1olar 
,vl10 confronts an interpolated text may find useful Schlcicr
n1acl1er's cano11 that "a scntcr1ce ,vl1icl1 is uninterruptedly 
governed by the san1e subject or predicate ns tl.1e dis.cou_rs�itself is to be rcgarc.led as l1aving a c.lircct connection ,v1th '!, 
but if tl1e text is 11ot interpolated, tl1is cano11 is of course c1tntc 
pointless. 1 1  I t  ,vould, on tl1c otJ1cr hancf, be 11ot only pointless 

17,  // £'fl11£'11Clllik, p. J 00.
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but mislcadir1g to apply to all texts tl1e legal canon t11at "the 
\Vord 'and' may be re,td 'or' a11d vice vcrsa.'' 1 8  Anyone \Vho 
pores over tl1e practical rules of interpretation quickly observes 
that their range of applic,1tion is al\vays limited. No one has 
ever brougl1t for\vard a co11crcte a11d pr,tctical canon of inter
pretation \Vhicl1 applies to all texts, a11d it is n1y firn1 belief tl1at 
practical canons arc not consistently aJJplicable even to the 
small range of texts for \Vhicl1 tl1ey \Vere forn1t11ated. 

The most considerable ,tttcmpt to f orn1t1latc really general 
canons universally applicable to ,111 texts \Vas tl1,1t of Schleicr
macl1er, but his efforts betr,1y son1e very contradictory im
pulses ,vl1ich indicate 110,v uncomf ort,1blc l1e sometimes felt 
\Vitl1 his project of forn1ulating a n1etl1od of interpretation. 
With l1is eye constantly on tl1e problems of interpreting the 
Ne\v Testan1ent, l1c fou11d l1i111self gc11erating c,1nons about 
''tl1e main topic" a11c.l "tl1c suborc.li11atc topic'' that \vcre ob
viously more specialized tl1a11 l1c originally inte11ded. Even 
some of l1is n1ost deliberately general ca11ons, tl1c 111ost general 
ones that have ever bee11 forn1t1lated, <lo not l1avc truly uni
versal application. His first a11d firn1cst c,tnon, for cxan1ple, is 
as follo\vs: "Erstcr Kano11. Alles \vas nocl1 ciner niil1crcn 
8cstimn1ung bedarf in cincr gcgcbcnen Rede, clarf nur aus dcm 
dcm Vcrfasscr und scine111 ursprii11glicl1cn Pt1blikt1n1 gemcin
sa1nen Spracl1gcbiet bestimn1t \Verden." 1 :, I tra11slatc it as fol
lo,vs: "Everytl1ing in ,t given text ,vl1icl1 rcqttircs fttller explana
tion must be explained and detern1incd cxclttsivcly from the 
linguistic domain comn1011 to tl1e autl1or and l1is original 
public." Tl1is is obvious enougl1, since tl1e verb,1/ 1ncaning of 
an autl1or can only be a meanir1g ,vl1icl1 l1is atidicncc could 
possibly sl1arc. That sl1arability is ir11pliecl by tl1e pl1r,1se "con1-
n1on linguistic domain" and tl1e pt1rposc of tJ1e canon to ex
clude private 1neanings and anact1ronisms. 1-lo,vevcr, tl1at 
laudable purpose Jails to embrace tl1ose texts \Vl1icl1 delibcr-

18. F. J .  �1cC.i�rc>'• ,\·rutotory Coustructi,,11: ,11 !it<11,•1ue111 of the
G<.'11<.'ral fl 11/es ,,j :�tatutory Co11str11ctiou (Nc\v York 1953), p. 52. 19. //cr1uc:1te1111k, p. 90. ' 
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atcly strive to extend their application into the future-such as 
legal texts. I t  is trt1e that the ''determinations'' (Bestimm1111ge11) 
of a legal text have to be deduced first from that common 
lingtiistic clomain of \vhich Scl1leiermacher speaks, but they 
must not be limited to that domain, since they are also meant 
to apply to objects and situations \vh ich did not exist ,vhen the 
Ja,v \vas formulated and ,vhich thus could not be compre
hended or con1prel1ensible ,vithin that original linguistic do-

• main. 
Docs it stand any better \Vith the second canon? "Z\veiter 

Kano11. Der Sinn cincs jeden Wortes an eincr gegebcncn Stelle 
n1uss bcstimmt ,vcrden nac}1 scincn1 Zusan1mensein mit dencn 
die cs umgcben. ":.?O My translation is: "The meaning of any 
,vord in a given passage n1ust be dctern1ined according to its 
coexister1cc \vitl1 tl1e \Vorcfs that surround it." This .. rule" is of 
course a dcscriptio11 of ,vl1nt every interpreter J1as al\vays done, 
,vhcther J1e k 11c,v the rule or not, since in order to construe a 
,vord nt all J1e l1as to co11strue its function, and tl1at cannot be 
clone in isolat ior1 f ron1 tl1e larger sense \vl1icl1 the ,,,ord conveys 
in alliance ,vitl1 tl1e st1rrounding ,vords. Undoubtedly, there
fore, th is canon l1as real ger1erality, but it is perfectly useless as 
a practical rule. I t  tells everyone to do \Vl1at everyone }1as 
al,vays dor1e and \viii continue to do \Vithout tl1c rule, but, more 
in1portant, it l1as no capacity to enforce practical decisions. 
Every ,vord i,'>' al\vays construed in connection ,vith its neigh
bors, and ,vl1c11 tl1ere arc alternative constructions, tltc senses 
of tl1c surrounding ,vords ,vii i  vary accordingly. The cor1text 
is not a fixed given, but son1cthing tl1at can be just as variable 
as tl1c ,vord at issue. Tl1us, one could just as ,vell set do\Vn as 
a corollary ca,1011 tl1at "tl1e sense of a ,vord n1ust detcrmin.clite senses of tlte surrour1ding ,vords." Botlt clen1ents arc vari
able and coclepcndent, as Scl1leicrn1acl1cr J1in1self often impli�d 
in ltis tloctrinc of part and \vholc. Indeed, the real ,vorth 1n 
Scl1lcicrn1acl1cr's epoch-making \Vritings on J1crn1cncutics is 

20. Ibid., p. 95.
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to be fotind not in l1is canons, bt1t in l1is i11tellige11t, lengthy, and
digressive qualifications of tl1e1n. 

It may be set do\vn as a ge11eral rule of i11terpretation tl1at 
tl1erc arc no interpretive rtiles \Vl1icl1 arc at 011cc general and 
practical. A truly general rule \Viii fail, as in tl1e cxan1plc above, 
to guide us in a specific case, and a practical rulc-tl1at is, a 
specific and concrete one-1cannot be trtily general: it may or 
n1ay not lead to tI1e valid conclusio11. Mt1cl1 of Scl1leiermacher's 
energy \Vent into qt1alifying botl1 l1is o,v11 rt1lcs and tl1e tradi
tional ones l1c i11l1erited. I-le \viscly said, for cxan1plc, "The old 
rule-do not seek beyond tl1c text \V]1e11 sufficient clues of 
explanation arc present in it-is of very very li111ited applica
tion. ''2 1  Similar! y, l1e said of canons deali11g \Vitl1 verbal repeti
tions: "Tl1e n1axim-takc as mt1cl1 as possible as being 
tautological-is just as false as-take as n1t1cl1 as possible as 
being emp11atic."!!:? We find precisely tl1c san1c qt1alifications 
in tl1e traditional ca11ons of legal intcrpretatio11. "We ot1gl1t not 
to deviate fron1 tl1e comn1on t1se of tl1e la11guagc, 1111/ess \Ve 
l1avc very strong reasons for it"; ''WJ1crc a \VOrd J1as a fixed 
technical meaning, it is to be taken i11 tl1at sense, 1111/ess tJ1c 
context or otl1er evidence of 1ncaning in,licatcs a contrary 
legislative intent"; "Wl1cre tl1e san1e langt1agc is t1sed in ,lif
fercnt parts of tl1c statt1te . . .  it is to receive tl1e sa111c co11struc
tion . . .  1111/ess tl1c general meaning and intention of tl1e act 
reqt1ire a different construction''; and so on.:!:1 Every practical 

2 1 . Ibid., p. 103.22. Ibid., p. 105. 
23. Sec, for example, the various rules of construction hy Vattel, 

D0�1a1, and Lieber in Theodore Scdg\vick, 11 Treatise <>ll the Jlu(t'S 
JV/11cl� G�>,•er11 the /11tt•rpr£•tatio11 ,11u/ ,.f pplicatiot1 of Statltlt>r)' anti 
C 011st1t.u11011al L,�1,• <.Nc\v Y<lrk, 1857), pp. 266-90. Despite his f or1ni
dablc t1�lc S�dg\v1ck ts sanely skeptical '<Vith regard 10 his subject: "Nor 
do I believe it_ ca�y l? pres.cr1bc any systcin of rules of interpretation for 
cases �f •!mb1g111ty .'� \Vr1ttcn language that ,viii really avail to guide 
the mind 1n ti_,': <lcc1s1on. of doubt . . . .  It \Voultl sccnl ,,s vain 10 a11c1npt
to f ramc pos1t1vc and hxcd rules of interpretation as to endeavor, in
the �amc ,vay, to .define the n1odc by \vhich the nlind shall dra,v conclus1ons f ron1 1cst1n1ony" (p. 228). 
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rule of interpretation has an implicit "unless" after it, ,vhich 
n1cans, of course, tl1at i t  is  not really a rule. 

WJ1at tl1c11 is  the statt1s of the many traditional canons and 
maxin1s of interpretation, and ,vhat is their purpose? Clearly, 
they arc provisional guides, or rules of thumb. In tl1e absence 
of compelling indications to tl1c contrary ,ve follo,v them be
cause tl1cy l1old true more often than not. In other ,vords, the 
practical canons of interpretation arc preliminary probability 
judgrne11ts based on past experience. More often than not a 
legal text ,viii n1ean tl1c san1e tl1ing \vhcn it uses the same ,vords 
-and tl1crc arc very plat1siblc reasons ,vhy this should be so.
1-Jo\vcver, si11cc all practical interpretive canons are merely
prelin1i11ary probability judgments, t,vo consequences follo,v
\Villi regard to tl1eir intell igent application. First, the canon is
n1ore reliable tl1c narro,ver its intended range of application.
Practical canons tl1at apply to a very strictly limited class of
texts ,viii be n1ore reliable for tl1osc texts than canons \vhich
lay clain1 to broader application. Second, since an}' interpretive
canon ca11 be overturned by subsuming the text under a still
narro\vcr class in ,vJ1 icl1 tl1c canon fails to l1old or holds by such
a sn1all n1njority tl1at it becomes doubtful, it follo,vs that inter
pretive cano11s arc often relatively useless baggage. \Vhcn tl1cy
arc general, tl1ey cannot con1pcl ,lccisions, and even \Vl1cn tl1ey
arc 11arro\vly practical, tl1ey can be overturned. Tl1e important
point abot1t a rule of tl1un1b is tl1at it is not a rule.

The notio11 that a reliable 111cthodology of interpretation can 
be btiilt t1po11 a set of canons is thus a mirage. Precooked 
1naxin1s carry less authority than inf orn1cd probability judg
n1ents about particular cases, ancl verbal constructions cannot 
possibly be govcrr1ccl by tltl)' n1ctl1ods. No possible set of rules 
or rites of prcpnratio11 can generate or con1pcl an insigl1t into 
,vital an atithor n1enns. The act of understanding is at first a 
ge11ial (or a n1istakcn) guess, ancl tf1crc arc 110 n1ethocls for 
111aking guesses, no rules for generating insights. Tl1e n1ctl1odi
cal activity of interpretation con1111enccs \vhcn ,vc begin to test 
ancl criticize our guesses. 1�J1esc t,vo sides of tl1c interpretive 
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process, the hypotl1etical a11d tl1c critical, arc not of course 
neatly separated \vl1en ,vc arc pondering a text, for ,vc arc 
constantly testing otir guesses botl1 large a11d small as \Ve 
gradually build up ;1 col1crcnt structure of 1ncaning. We ,vant 
to be sure that we arc getting tJ1e n1attcr rigl1t, and ,vc arc con
stantly asking ourselves ,vl1ctl1cr a guess is probable in tl1e light 
of ,vhat ,vc kno,v about the text so far. Bt1 t t11c fact that tl1csc 
t,vo activities require and accon1pany 011c anotl1cr in tl1e process 
of understanding sl1ould 11ot lead tis to co11f use tl1c ,vJ1in1sical 
Ja,vlcssncss of guessing ,vitl1 tl1c t1ltin1,1tely n1etl1odical cl1ar
actcr of testing. B0tl1 processes arc 11cccssary i11 interpretation, 
but only one of tl1en1 is goverr1cd by logical principles. The 
legal pl1rasc .. canons of constrt1ction'' is tl1us a typical n1is
nomer ,vl1icl1 reflects a lo11g-standing conf t1sion of tl1c t,vo 
processes. There can be no canons of c·o11strc1ctio11, but only
canons ,vJ1icl1 l1clp us to cl1oosc bct,vcc11 altcr11ativc n1canings
that have already been construed from tl1c text. 

Scl1leiermacl1er, despite l1is flirtation ,vitl1 cano11s o[ con-
struction, stated this distinction in1prcciscly bttt vividly: 

For tl1e ,vl1ole c11terprise of intcrpretatio11 tl1crc arc from 
the start t\vo f unc:1ons-t}1c divi11atory a11d tl1c con1para
tivc-,vl1icl1 reflect back on c)ne anotl1cr and sl1ould not 
be isolated from one another. "fl1c divinatory is tile func
tion by ,vhich one as it ,verc transforn1s l1imsclf into the 
autl1or, seeking directly ,vJ1at is i11(li,,idt1al. TJ1c con1para
tivc function regards ,vl1at is to be 11ndcrstood first as
son1ctl1ing general, and tl1e11 finds ot1t ,vl1at is 11niquc by
con1paring it ,vith other tl1ings s11bsun1ed 11nder tl1c same
general idea. The for mer is tl1e f cn1ale f orcc in }1t1n1an
kno,vlc(lgc, tl1e latter tl1e n1ale.:.?·I 

\1/l1at S�l1leiern1acl1cr calls tl1e "divinatory ftinctio,1'' is tl1c 
productive guess or J1ypothesis for ,v11ic11 110 rtilcs can be 

24. llt·r111c•11c•111ik, p. 109.
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formulated but \Vitl1out \Vhich tf1e process of interpretation 
can11c>t cvc11 begin. ·1�I1e critical, masculine function, on the 
otl1cr J1and, cannot bring forth, but it can judge and test. 
Scl1lcicrmacl1cr calls it ''comparative" partly because he has 
recognized tl1at i11tcrprctivc guesses arc al\vays tested by mak
ing co111parisons, i.e. by subsuming the object of interpretation 
under a class of sin1ilar instances. I-Jc tl1us recognized implicitly 
tI1e co111parati,1c natt1re of probability judgments; and though 
J1c rightly insisted tl1at tl1c divinatory and comparative func
tions g() tc>getl1cr, l1e failed to notice that one function is al,vays 
prior to tl1c otl1er, tl1,tt female ihtuition brings forth the ideas 
,vhich the co111parativc male judgment tI1cn tests and either 
accepts or rejects. 

J)cspitc his n1ctap}1orical imprecision Schlcierm·acher is
\vortI1 c1uoting for another reason. I-Jc suggests that the female 
clivinatory function i111d the male comparative function arc the 
t,vo principal forces not only in interpretation but in human 
kno,vlcclgc generally. TJ1c implications of that insigl1t stretcl1 
beyoncl tl1e currently f ashionablc discussion of tl1e opposition 
bct,veen scientific ancJ l1umanistic cultt1res and tl1eir respective 
"111ethocls." Wl1at is at slake is not some ideal fusion of the 
separate cultures and their m.odes of tl1ought, but tltc rigl1t 
<>f interpretation (and in1plicitly all humanistic disciplines) to 
clain1 as its object genuine kno\vledgc. TJ1c t\VO forces that 
Scl1Jciermacl1cr pcrcei\1ed in interpretation and in human think
ing generally arc versions of t\VO processes tl1at arc indeed 
comprisccl in every rcaln1 of thot1gl1t tl1at can lay clain1 to 
kno,vledge. TJ1us Sir Peter Meda,var states: 

\Vhat arc t1su,1lly thougl1t of as t\VO alternative and indeed 
competing accounts of 011e process of tl1ought are in fa:t 
accounts of tl1c /ll'O successive ancl complementary epi
sodes of t}1ougl1t tl1at occur in every advance of scientific 
understanding . . . .  TJ1c cJ1ief ,veakncss of Millian induc
tion ,vas its failure to distinguisl1 bct,veen the acts of mind 
involved in discovery and in proof . . . .  Mill tJ1ought tl1at 
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C/1apter 5: Proble111s a11(/ Pri11ci/Jles of Vali(/(1tio11 
l1is process of "induction'' could ftilfill tl1e same t,vo 
functions; but, alas, mistakenly, for it is not the origin but 
only the acceptance of l1ypothcscs that depends upon the 
authority of logic . . . .  Obviously "l1avir1g an idea" is an 
imaginative exploit of some kind, tl1e ,vork of a single 
mind; obviously "trying it ot1t'' must be a ruthlessly 
critical process to ,vJ1ich many skills and many hands may 
contribute.�:; 

WJ1ile there is not an,I caor1ot be �iny mctl10,I or model of 
correct interpretation, tl1erc can be a rt1tl1lessly critical process 
of validation to ,vl1icl1 many skills a11,I many l1ands may con
tribute. Just as any individual act of interpretation comprises 
both a hypotl1etical and a critical ft1nction, so tl1c ,liscipline of 
interpretation also comprises the l1aving of i,lcas and the test
ing of the111. At tl1c level of tl1e discipline tl1esc t,vo "moments" 
or "episodes" can be separated in a ,vay tl1,1t tl1cy cannot be 
in the course <>f construir1g a text, for ,1r1y ,vrittcr1 interpretation 
is a hypotl1csis in1plying a nt1mbcr of st1bl1ypotl1escs, all of 
,vl1icl1 arc open to exan1ination. Conflicting interpretations can 
be subjected to scrutiny in the ligl1t of the relevant evidence, 
and objective conclt1sions can be rcacl1ed. Of cot1rsc, imagina
tion is rcquire,l-a divinatory talcnl like tl1at needed to n1akc 
interpretive guesses-simply to discover l1igl1ly relevant evi
dence. Devising st1bsi(liary interpretive hypotl1escs capable of 
sponsoring probability decisions is not in principle different 
from devising experiments ,vhicl1 can sponsor decisions bc
t,vecn hypotl1cscs in the natural sciences. But altl1ot1gh the 
divinatory faculty is essential even in the validating process, 
the essence of tl1at process is tl1e maki11g of jt1dgmcnts on the 
basis of all tl1e relevant evidence that l1as so far been brought 
forward, and such judgments can be made in the Jigl1t of day. 

Even the fact that some un-self-critical or fractious souls 
migl1t stubbornly refuse assent to conclusions so reached docs 

25 . "Anglo-Saxon Attitudes," Encounter 25 (August 1965), 54 ,
�1c<lawar acknowledges his debt to Karl Po�per. 
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not exclt1dc sucl1 conclusions from tJ1e domain of genuine 
kno,vlcclgc. For \vl1en a scholar has said, "Herc is all the rele
vant evidence tJ1at l1as been brougl1t for,vard, and here are the 
conclusio11s wl1icJ1 tl1at evidence requires," his statement is no 
longer subject merely to opposition by rhetorical posturing. 
I·Iis clain1 can be sho,vn to be false-eitl1er because he has 
ovcrlookccl some of the kno,v11 evidence or because he has 
maclc a mistake in logic. St1cl1 an exposure of his oversight or 
J1is mistitke can objectively overturn l1is conclusion, but nothing 
else can. l·Iis conclusion mt1st stand until ne,v evidence is
brot1gl1t for,varcl. 

TJ1e discipline of interpretation is founded, tl1cn, not on a 
n1etl1oclology of construction but on a logic of validation. The 
princiJ>lcs of tl1at logic, outlined in tl1e preceding sections of 

• 
tl1is cJ1apter, arc essentially the principles \vl1icl1 underlie the 
clra,ving C>f objective probability judgn1cnts in all domains of 
thougl1t. "fl1c inevitable tendency of tl1osc logical principles is 
a,vay from gc11cralized maxims ancl to,vard an increasing par
ticularity of relevant observations. The proper realm for gen
eralizations in J1er1ncneutics turns out to be the realm of prin
ciples, not of 111cthocls, for tJ1c prjnciplcs underlying proba.bility
judgn1e11ts rccJttirc tJ1at every practical interpretive problem be
solvccl .in its partict1larity and not in accordance \Vith maxi.ms
and approaches ,vhicl1 usurp tl1c nan1e of tl1eory. Nevertheless,
despite its practical concrctc11ess and variability, the root prob
lem of interpretation is always tl1e san1e-to guess \Vhat tl1c 
autl1or meant. Even tJ1ough ,ve can never be certain that our 
interpretive guesses arc correct, \VC kno\v that they ca,z be 
correct and tl1at the goal of i11terprctation as a discipline is 
constantly to increase tl1c probability that tl1cy arc correct. In
tl1c earlier chapters of this book, I showed that on1y one inter
pretive problen1 can be ans,vcrcd with objectivity: "What, in
all probability, did tl1c atrthor mean to convey?" In th�s final
cl1apter, I J1avc tried to sho\V more particularly \Vhe�e,n. that
objectivity lies. It lies in our capacity to say on firm pr1nc1plcs,
1 • 

1·d" ''N 't . t " 'Y cs, tl1at ans,vcr 1s va I or o, 1 1s no . 
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APPENDIX I. OBJECTIVE INTERPRETATION 

The fact that the tern1 "criticism" has no,v come to designate all comn1cntary on textual meaning reflects a genera.I acceptance of the doctrine that description and evaluation arc inseparable in literary study. In  any serious confrontation of literature it \Vould be futile, of course, to attempt a rigorous banishment of all evaluative judgn1cnt, but this fact docs not give us the license to misunderstand or n1isinterprct our texts. It docs not entitle us to use the text as the basis for an exercise in "creativity" or to submit as serious textti.11 con1n1cntary a disguised argument for a particular ethical, cultural, or aesthetic vic\vpoint. Nor is criticism's chief concernthe present relevance of a text-a strictly necessary aspect of textt1al con1n1cntary. That same kind of theory ,vhich argues the inseparnllility of description and evaluation also argues that a text's n1caning is simply its meaning "to us, today." Both kinds of argun1ent support the idea that interpretation is criticism and vice versa. But there is clearly a sense in ,vhich \\'e can neither evaluate a text nor dctern1ine ,vhat it n1eans "to us, today" until we have correctly apprehended ,vhat it means. Understanding (and t.hcrcf ore interpretation, in the strict sense of the ,vord) is bothlogically and psychologically prior to ,vhat is generally calledcriticisn1. It is true that this distinction bct\vecn understanding and evaluation cannot al\vays sho,v itself in the finished ,vork of criticisn1-nor, perhaps. should it-but a general grasp and acceptance of the distinction n1ight help correct son1c of the n1ost serious faults of current criticisn1 (its subjectivisn1 and relativism) and n1igl1t even 111ake it plausible to think of literary study as a corporate enterprise and a progressive discipline. 
• • • No one \Vould deny, of course, that the more important issue JSnot the status of literary study as :1 discipline but the vitality ofliternturc-cspccially of older literature-in the \Vorld at large.
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Appe11clix I: Objective /11terpretatio11 
The critic is right to tl1ink tl1at tl1e text sl1ot1ld speak to us. The point v.-hich needs to be grasped clearly by the critic is that a text cannot be made to speak to us until what i t says has been understood. This is not an argument in favor of historicisn1 as against criticism-it is simJ)ly a brtllc ontologicnl fact. Textual meaning is not a naked given I ikc a physical ol)ject. ·1·hc text is first of all a conventional representation like a n1t1sical score, and ,vhat the score represents may be construed correctly or incorrectly. The literary text (In spite of the se111 in1ystical clain1s n1ade for its uniqueness) docs not have a special ontological status which somehov,• absolves the reader fron1 the dcn1ands t1nivcrsally imposed by all linguistic texts of every description. Nothing, tl1at is, can give a conventional representation the status of an i111r11cdiatc given. The text of a poe1n, for exan1ple, has to be co11strt1ed by tl1e critic before it becomes a pocn1 for hin1. Then it is, no doubt, an  artifact with special cl1aracteristics. But before tl1e critic construes the poem it is no artifact for l1im at all, and if l1e construes it ,vrongly, he ,viii subscqucntl)' be talking about the ,vrong artifact, not the one represented by the text. If criticisn1 is to be ol>jectivc in .iny significant sense, it n1ust be f oundcd on a self-critical construction of textual n1caning, \vl1ich is to say, on objective interpretation. The distinction I an1 dra,ving bct,vce11 interpretation and criticisn1 ,vas one of the central principles in tl1c no\v vestigial science of hermeneutics. August Boeck 11, for exa111plc, (livi<led tl1e theoretical part of his E11cj·clo1>ii<lie into t,vo sections, one devoted to 

I 11ter1>retatio11 (II er1iie11e1,1ik) and the other to K rit ik. Bocckh ·sdiscussion of this distinction is illun1inatir1g: interpretation is the construction of textual ,ncaning as such; it explicates (legt aus) those meanings, and only those meanings, ,vhich the text explicitly or implicitly represents. Criticisn1, on tl1e otl1cr hand, builds on the rest1Jts of interpretation; it con.fronts textual n1caning not as such, but as a component \Vithin a larger context. I3oeck11 defined it as "that pl1ilological function through \Vl1ich a text is understood not siinply in its o,vn tern1s and for its o,vn sake, l>ut in order to establish a relationship with son1ctl1ing else, in such a ,vay tl1at tl1e goal is a kno\vlcdge of this relationship itself." 1 I3oeckl1's definition is t1seful in  emphasizing that interpretation and criticisn1 
1 .  l!lll')'C:l(>f'ii,li£', p. 170. 
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Appe11tlix /: Objective /11terpretatio1z confront two <1uite distinct "objects," for this is the fundan1entaldistinction bet\veen the t\VO activities. The object of interpretationis textual meaning in and for itself and may be called the ,neaning of the text. The object of criticisn1, on the other hand, is that meaning in its bearing on son1ething else (standards of value,. presentconcerns, etc.), a11d this object may thcref ore be called the signifi
ca,zce of the text. The distinct ion het\veen the n1eaning and the significance of atext \Vas first cl.early rnade by Frege in his article "Uber Sinn undBedeutung," \vl1ere he den1onstrated that although the meaningsof t\VO texts n1ay be different, their referent or truth-value may beidentical.:.! For exan1plc, tl1e statement, "Scott is the author of
JVaverle)' ." is true and yet the meaning of "Scott" js different fromtl1at of "the author of W,1verle)1

," The Sinn of each is different, butthe Be,ie1111111g (or one aspect of Be,ieut1111g-the designatum of"Scott" and "at1thor of Waverle>•") is the same. Frege considered only cases ,vherc different Si1111e have an identical Bedeutung, butit is also true that the san1e Si1111 may, in the course of time, have diITcrent /Jetle1111111ge11. For example, the sentence, "There is aunicorn in the garden," is prin1a facie false. But suppose the staten1cnt \Vere n1ade \vhen there u•as a unicorn in the garden (as happened in TJ1urber's in1aginative ,vorld); the statement ,vould betrue; its relevance ,voulcJ have st1iftcd. But true or false, the n1eaning of the 1>roposition \vould ren1ain the san1e, for unless its 111ea1z
i11g ren1.1inccJ self-icJentic�11, \Ve ,vould have nothing to label trueor false . Frcgc's distinction, no,v \Videly accepted by logicians, isa special case of Husserl's general distinction bet\veen the innerand ot1ter horizons of any mea11ing. In section A I shall try toclnrify l·I \1sserl's concept and to sJ10\v ho,v it applies to the problcn1s of textual study and especially to the basic assun1ptions oftextual intcr1>retation.My purpose is prin1arily constructive rather than polem1c�I. I
\vould not \Villingly nrguc tll'at interpretation should be practiced 
in strict separation f ron1 criticisn1. I shall ignore criticisn1 sin1?IY
in order to confront the special problcn1s involved in constru.1ng

2. Gottlob Frcgc, "Uber Sinn und Dcdcutung," Z�itschrift fiir

J'hilosophic 11,ul 1,1,i/oso11hischc Kritik, JOO ( 1892). Th<: article h?s been

translated, and one Englis!t versi?n n1:1y be. found 1n �· Fcigl and
\V. Sellars, Jl,•,ulings i11 l'l11/oso11!11cal Analysts (Ne\V York, 1949). 
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the meaning or Sinn of a text. For n1ost of m}1 notions I disclaim any originality. My ain1 is to revive son1e for gotten insights of literary study and to apply to the tl1eory of interpretation certain 
other insights from linguistics and philosoph}1• For although the analytical movement in criticism has 1>crn1anently advanced the cause of intrinsic literary study, it has not yet paid enot1gh attention to the problem of establishing norms and lin1its in interpretation. I f  I display any argumentative intent, it is not, therefore, 
against the analytical movement, which I approve, but only against 
certain modern theories which hamper tl"1c establishn1ent of norma
tive principles in interpretation and \vhicl1 thereby encourage the 
subjectivism and individualism which have for many students dis
credited the analytical movement. By normative principles I mean 
those notions which concern the nature of a correct interpretation. 
When the critic clearly conceives what a correct interpretation is in 
principle, he possesses a guiding idea against whicl1 l1e can n1easurc 
his construction. Without such a guiding idea, self-critical or ob
jective interpretation is hardly possible. Current theory, 110\vcver, 
fails to provide such a principle. The most ir1fluential and repre
sentative statement of modern tl1eory is Tlzeory of Litert1t11re by 
Wellek and Warren, a book to which I owe much. I ungratefully 
select it (especially Chap. 1 2) as a target of attack, botf1 because 
it is so influential and because I need a specific, concrete exampleof the sort of theory which requires amen.dment. a 

A. 'fl-iE TWO IIOltlZONS OF TEXTU,\L MEANING

The metaphorical doctrine that a text leads a )if e of its own is used 
by modern theorists to express the idea that textual n1eaning 
changes in the course of tin1e. ·1 This theory of a changing meaning 
serves to support the fusion of interpretation an<l criticisn1 and, at 
the same time, the idea that present relevance forms tl1e basis for
textual commentary. But the view should not remain uncllallenged,
since if it were correct, there could be no objective kno\Ylcdgc 
about texts. Any statement about textual meaning could be valid 
only for the moment, and even this temporary validity could not 
. 3. Wcllck and Warren, Theory of Liter(ltllrc, Chap. 12. This chapter1s by Wcllck. 

4. Sec, for example, ibid., p. 3 1 .
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A .  Tlze Tlvo Horizo11s of Textual Meaning

be tested, since tl1ere would be no permanent norms on which validating judgn1cnts could be based. While the "life" theory docs serve to explain and sanction the fact that different ages tend to interpret texts differently, and while it emphasizes the importance of a text's present relevance, it overlooks the fact that such a view undercuts c1/l criticism, even the sort which emphasizes present rclcvan.ce. If tl1e vie\v were correct, criticism would not only Jack pern1anent validity, but could not even claim current valid ity bythe tin1c it got into print. Both the text's meaning and the tenor of the age \Vould have altered. The "life" theory really masks the idea that the reader construes his O\Yn, ne\v meaning instead of that represented by tl1e text. The "life" theory thus in1plicitly places the principle of change squarely \Vl1crc it belongs, that is, not in textual meaning as such, but in changing generations of readers. According to Wellek, forcx.1n1ple, the n1caning of the text changes as it passes "through then1inds of its readers, crit ics, and fellow artists.":-; No\v \vhcn evena f C\V of the norms which determine a text's meaning are allotted to readers and n1ade dependent on their attitudes and concerns,it is evident tl1at textual meaning ,nust change. But is it proper tomake textual n1caning dependent upon the reader's O\vn cultural give11s'! I t  n1ay be granted that these givens change in the course of tin1e, but docs this in1ply that textual meaning itself changes? As soo,1 as the reader's outlook is pcrn1ittcd to determine \Vhat a text n1cans, \VC have 11ot simply a changing 1neaning but quite possiblyas n1any n1eanings as readers. Against sucl1 a reductio ad absurdun1, the proponent of thecurrent theory points out that in a given age many readers \viii agree in their construction of a text and \Viii unanin1ously repudiate the accepted interpretation of a f orn1er age. For the sake offair-n1indedness, tl1is presun1cd unanimity n1ay be granted, but rnust it be explained by nrguing that the text's n1eaning haschanged'? llecalling Frege's distinct ion bet\vcen Si,111 and Bet/�11-
111111:, the change could be explained by saying that the n1ean1ng of the text has ren1aincd the san1c, \\'hile the s ignificance of thatn1eaning has shifted.«; Contcn1porary readers \Viii frequently share 

5. Ibid., p. 144. b · I t • en 
6. I t  could nlso be explained, of course, y .saying t 1at ccr a1n S -

cr:itions of readers ten·d to ,nisundcrstand certain texts. 
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similar ct1ltural givens and ,viii thcref ore agree al,out ,v}1at the text n1eans to tl1en1 . Bt1t n1ight it not be the case that tl1ey agree about the text's mea11ing "to the111" because tl1ey have first understood its n1eaning? Jf  textt1al n1eaning itself cot1lcJ change, contcn1porary readers ,vould lack a basis for agreement or disagrccn1cnt. No one ,vot1lcJ bother seriously to disct1ss st1ch a protean object. The significance of textual n1eanir1g has 110 foundation and no objectivity unless meaning itself is unchar1ging. To fuse meaning and significance, or interpretation nncl criticism, by tl1c conception of an autonon1ous, living, changing n1eaning docs not really free tl1e reader fron1 the shackles of l1istoricisn1; it simply destroys the basis both for an}' agreer11c11t an1ong readers and for any objective stt1dy ,vl1atever. The diler11n1a created by tl1e ft1sion of Si,111 and /Jetlcz111111g in current theory is exhibited as soon as the tl1eorist atten1pts to explain ho,v· norms can be preserved in tcxtt1al stt1dy. The explanation becomes openly self-contradictory: "Jt cot1ld be scarcely denied that there is [in textt1al meani11g] a substantial i<lentity of 'structure' ,vhich has ren,ained tl1e st1111e tl1rougl1out the ages. This 
structure, ho\vever, is dynan1ic: it cl1,11zges tl1rot1gl1out the process of history ,vhile passing through the n1inc.Js of its readers, critics, and fello,v artists." 7 First tl1e "structure" is self-i,Ientical; then it cl1anges! What is given in one breath is taken a,vay in the next. Althougl1 it is a matter of con1n1on experience tl1at a text appears different to us than it appeared to a forn1cr age, and althougl1 ,vc remain <.lceply convince<.l that there <ire per111anent norn1s in textual study, ,ve cannot properly explain the facts by equating or fusing ,vhat changes ,vitl1 ,vhat remains tl1e san1e. We mt1st distinguish the t,vo and give each its due. A couplet from Marvell, t1sec..l by Wcllck to st1ggest ho,v n1caning cl1anges, will illustrate my point: H

My vegetable love shoulc..l gro,v Vaster than empires and n1ore slo,v. 
Wellek gr:,nts that "vegetal)lc" here probably nieans n1orc or less ,vhat ,vc no,vadays express by "vegetative," but he goes on to sug-

7 . W�llck and Warren, p. 144. My italics.
8. Ibid., pp. 166-67. 
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A . Tlze T>vo Horizons of Text11al Meaning
gest tl1at ,vc cannot avoid associating the modern connotation of 
"vegetable" (\vhat it n1cans "to us"). Furthermore, he suggests that 
this enrichment of meaning 1nay even be desirable. No doubt, the 
associated n1eaning is here desirable (since it supports the mood 
of the pocn1), but WeJlek could not even make his point unless we 
could distinguish bet\vecn \Vhat "vegetable" probably means as 
used in the text and \Vhat it commonly means to us. Simply to dis
cuss the issue is to admit that Marvell's poem probably does not 
imply the n1odcrn connotation, for if \ve could not separate the 
sense of "vegetative" fron1 the notion of an "erotic cabbage,0 we 
could not talk about the difliculty of making the separation. One
need not argue that the delight \VC n1ay take in such nc\V meanings 
n1ust be ignored. On the contrary, once ,ve have self-critically 
understood the text, tl1ere is little reason to exclude valuable or 
pleasant associations ,vJ1ich enhance its significance. Ho,vever, 
it is essential to exclude these associations in the process of inter
pretatio11, tl1at is, in the process of understanding ,vhat a text 
111cans. The ,vay out of the theoretical d ilemma is to perceive that 
the n1eaning of a text docs not change and that the modern, differ
ent connotation of a ,vord like "vegetable" belongs, if it is to be 
entertained at all, t o  the const:1ntly changing significance of a text's 
n1can1ng. 

It is in the ligl1t of the distinction bet,veen meaning and signifi
carlcc that crit ical tl1eories like T. S. Eliot's need to be v ie\vcd. 0
El iot, like other r11otlern critics, insists that the meaning of a l iter
ary ,vork changes in the course of time, but, in contrast to \Vcllek, 
instca<J of locating the J>rinciple of change directly in the changing 
outlooks of readers, Eliot locates it in a changing literary tradi
tion. In  his vic,v, the l iterary tradition is n "simultaneous" (as

opposed to te1n1>oral) order of l iterary texts \vhich is constant!Y
rearranging itself as new literary ,vorks appear on the public

scene. Whenever a ne,v ,vork appears it causes a rearrangement
• • 

of tl1e tradition as a ,vhole, and this brings about an alteration 1n
the n1caning of each con1ponent literary text. For example, ,vhen
Shakespeare's Troiltts entered the tradition, it altered not only the
n1eaning of Chaucer's Troi/11s

'. 
but also, t? _son1c degree, the mean

ing of every other text in the ltterury trad1t1on. 

9. Eliot, "Tra<.lilion nn<.1 the Individunl 1':ilcnt."
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If the changes in meaning Eliot speaks of arc considered to be changes in significance, then his conception is perfectly sound. And indeed, by definition, Eliot is speaking of significance rather than meaning, since he is considering the ,vork i n  relation to a larger realm, as a component rather than a ,vorld in itself. It goes ,vithout saying that the character of a component considered as such changes ,vl1enever the larger realm of ,vhich i t  is a part changes. A red object ,viii appear to have different color qualities ,vhen viewed against differently colored backgrounds. TJ1e san1e is true of textual meaning. But the n1caning of  tt1e text (its Sinn} docs not change any more than the l1ue and saturation of the red object changes when seen against different backgrounds. Yet the analogy ,vith colored objects is only partial: I ca11 look at a red pencil against a green blotting pad and perceive tl1e pencil's color in that special context ,vitl1out kno,ving the l1ue and saturation of either pencil or blotter. But textual rneaning is a construction, not a naked given like a red object, and I cannot relate textual meaning to a larger realm until I have construed it. Before I can judge just how the changed tradition has altered the significance of a text, I must understand its meaning or Si,111.This permanent meaning is, and can be, nothing other than the author's n1eaning. There have been, of course, several other definitions of textual n1eaning-,vhat the author's contemporaries ,vould ideally have construed, ,vhat the ideal present-day reader construes, ,vhat the norms of language pern1it the text to n1ean, ,vhat the best critics conceive to be the best n1caning, and so on. ln support of these other candidates, various aesthetic and psychological objections have been aimed at the at1thor: first, f1is n1eaning, being conditioned by history and culture, is too confined andsimple; second, it remains, in any case, inaccessible to us because,ve live in another age, or because his mental processes arc private,or because he himself dicJ not kno,v ,vl1at he meant. I nstead ofattempting to meet each of these objections separately, I sl1all at-tempt to describe the general principle for ans,vering all of tl1en1and, in doing so, to clarify f urtl1er the distinction bet,veen n1ean·ing and significance. The ain1 of my exposition ,viii be to confirmthat t�c author's mea�ing, as represented by ltis text, is un·changing and reproducible. My problen1 ,viii be 10 slio,v that, al·though textual meaning is tleter111i11e,l by the psyct1ic acts of an
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author and realized by those of a reader, textual meaning itself 
must not be ille11ti/ied ,vith the author's or reader's psychic acts as 
such. To make tl1is crucial point, I shall find it useful .to draw 
upon Husserl's analysis of verbal meaning. 

l n  l1is chief work, Logisclze Unters11c/111ngen, Husserl sought, 
among other things, to avoid an identification of verbal meaning 
,vith 1hc psycl1ic acts of speaker or listener, author or reader, but 
to do this he did not adopt a strict, Platonic idealism by which 
meanings l1avc an actual existence apart from meaning experiences. 
Instead, he affirmed the objectivity of meaning by analyzing the 
observable relationship bet,veen it and those very mental processes 
in whicl1 it is actualized, for in meaning experiences themselves, 
tl1e objectivity and constancy of meaning are confirmed. 

Husserl's point n1ay be grasped by an example from visual ex
perience. 1 0 When I look at a box, then close my eyes, and then 
reopen tl1em, I can perceive in this second vie,v the identical box I 
sa,v before. Yet, although I perceive the same box, the t,vo acts of 
seeing arc distinc1ly different-in rhis case, temporally different. 
The san1c sort of result is obtained ,vhen I alter my acts of seeing 
spatially. If J go to another side of the room or stand on a chair, 
what I actually "sec" alters wi1h n1y change in perspective, :ind 
yet I still "perceive" tl1c identical box; I still understand that the 
,,!,jeer of n1y seeing is the same. Furthermore, if I leave the room 
and sin1ply recall the box in n1cmory, I still understand that the 
o/,ject I remen1ber is idC!nticaJ \Vith the object I sa\.v. For if I did 
not understand that, ho,v could I insist that I ,vas rcn1embering? 
The examples are paracJign1atic: All events of consciousness, not 
sin1ply those involving visual perception and memory, arc char
acterized hy the mind's ability to n1ake modnlly :ind temporally 
different nets of u,varcncss ref er to the same object of a\vnrcncss. 
An object for the n1ind remains the same even though ,vhat is 

l 0. Most of n1y illustrations in this sc�rion arc visual rat�er than
verbal since the forn1cr n1ay be more easily grasped. If, at  _this stage,
I ,verc to choose verbal cxnn1ples I \vould have to interpret the examples
bcf ore making my point. I discuss a literary text in section; B a�� C. 
The exan1ple of n box \\'i\ S  suggcst�<l t� .�.c br _Hclmu� Ku��· .r�c

I>hcnontcnological Concept of 'llor1zon.. �n / /11/,,sop/11c�I Essn)S �rt 

t.,f t•inory of J�,/1n1111cl 1/usst'rl, ed. tvlarv1n l·arbcr (Cnmbr1<lge, rvfass.,
1940). 
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"going on in tl1e n1in<l'' is not tl1c san1c. Tl1c n1ind's object thercf-ore n1ay not be equated ,vith J)Sycl1ic JJroccsses as sucl1; the n1cntal object is self-identical over against a J)lttrality of 111cntal nets. 1 1The relation bct,vccn an act of a,varcncss and its ol,jcct Husserl calls "intention," using the tern1 in its tra<litional philosophical sense, ,vhich is 111uch broader than that of ''purpose'' and isroughly cqt1ivalcnt to "a,varcncss." (\1/hen I l!n1ploy the.! ,vord subsequently, I shall l,e using it in 1-lusscrl's sense.) 1 :! This tern, is useful for distinguishing the con1poncnts of a n1caning experience. For exan1ple, ,vhcn I "intend" a box, there :ire at least three distingt1ishnblc aspects of that event. First, there is the object as perceived by n1e; second, there is tl1e act b)' ,vhieh I perceive the olJjcct; and finally, tl1erc is (for physical things) the object ,vhich exists independently of 111y pcrcc1)tt1al act. 'fhe first t,vo aspects of the event 1-Iusserl calls "intentional object" a11d "intentional act" respectively. Httsserl's point, tl1cn. is that ,li/Jere111 intentional acts (on difTercnt occasions) "intcncl" an i<l£'111ict1/ intentional object . The general tern1 for all intentional olJjects is n1caning. Ycrllal ,neaning is sin1ply a special kind of intentional olljcct, and like any other one, it rc,nains self-identical over against the n1any different acts ,vhich "intend" it .  I3ttt the notc,vorthy f cature of verbal n1caning is its si1pra-1>cr:-;onal character. J t  is not an intcn· tional object for simply one person, l>ut for 111any-potentially for all persons. Verbal rneaning is, by definition, 1/1,11 ,1s11ect of a 
speaker's "i11te11ti(>ll" \1•/1ic/1 , 1111,ler li11,:1,is1ic cc>11,•e11ri,111.'i, 11,ay be 
slzare,I b>· 01/1crs. Anything not sharalllc in this sense <.locs not belong to tl1e verbal intention or verbal n1eaning. Thus, ,vhen I say, "The air is crisp," 1 n1ay l>c thinking, a111ong other things. 

1 1 . Sec Aaron Gur,vitsch, "On the Intentionality of Consciousness,"
in Pllilosop/1ica/ Essays, ed. J�arbcr. 

12. Although 1·1 usscrl's tcrn1 is n standurd philosophical one for
,vhich there is no adequate substitute, students of literature n1ay un,\'it· 
tingly associate i t  ,vith the intentional fallacy. 'l"hc 1,vo uses of the 
word arc, however, quit.c distinct. As used by literary critics the tern,
refers to a purpose ,vh1ch 1nay or n1ay not he realized by a ,vritcr. 
As used by J·lusserl the term refers to a process of Cllnsciousness. ·r1tus 
in lhc literary usr1gc, ,vhich .invol�es problcn1s of rhetoric, it is possible
to speak of i1n unfulfilled 1nlcn1ton, ,vhilc in J·l usscrl's usage such a 
locution ,voulcl be meaningless. 
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"I should have eaten less at supper," and "Crisp air reminds me of nly childhood in V ernlont.'' and so on. In certain types ·of utterance such unspoken accompaniments to meaning may be sharable, but in general they arc not, and therefore they do not generally belong to verl)al meaning. The nonverbal aspects of the speaker's intention rlusserl calls "experience" and the verbal ones "content." Ho\vcvcr, by content he docs not mean simply intellectual content, but nll those aspects of the intention-cognitive, emotive, phonetic (ancl in ,vriting. even visual)-,vhich may be conveyed to others by the linguistic means en1ploycd. 1 3Husserl's anal}·sis (in my brief exposition) makes the follo,ving points then: Verl)a) n1caning, being an intentional object, is unchanging, that is, it nla}' be reproduced by different intentional acts and rcn1ains self-identical through all these reproductions. Verbal n1caning is the sharable content of the speaker's intentional object. Since this n1eaning is both unchanging and interpersonal, it n1ay be reproduced by the mental acts of different persons. I·Jusscrl's vie,v is thus esscntiall}' historical, for even though he insists that verbal n1eaning is unchanging, he also insists that any particular verbal utterance, ,vritten or spoken, is historically dctcrn1ine<I. �rhat is to say, the n1caning is determined once and for all b}' the cl1aractcr of the speaker's intention. 1 4  1-lusscrl's vie,,•s J>rovidc an excellent context for discussing thecentral 1>roblcn1s of interpretation. Once ,vc define verbal meaning as the content of the author's intention (,vhich for brevity's sake I shall call sin11>ly the author's "verbal intent ion"), the problcn1 forthe interpreter is quite clear: he n1ust distinguish those n1canings ,vhich belong to that verbal intention from those ,vbich do not belong. This prol>lenl n1ay be rephrased, of course, in a ,,·ay th.itnearl}' everyone ,viii accept: the interpreter has to distinguisl1,vhat a text inlJ)lies f ron1 ,vhat it docs not in1ply; he n1u�t �ive thetext its full due, but he n1ust also preserve norn1s and l1n11ts. Forhern1cneutic theor}', the problcn1 is to find a pri11ciple for judging,vhcthcr v.irious possible in1plications should or sl1oul<l not bead1nitted. 
13. Edrnund f·lusscrl, I�ogische Ur,t<'rsuchu11g,•11. Z11·,•iter B,!1ul. U,�

t,•rsuc/11111,:ell zur Phiino111,·110/vgi,· u11,l Th<'orie ,l,·r Erk,•1111111,s. I Teti
(2d ed. l·lallc, 19 13), pp. 96-97. 

14. Ibid., p. 9 1 .
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I describe the problen1 it1 terms of in1plication, silice, for practical purposes, it lies at the heart of the n1atter. Generally, the explicit n1eanings of a text can be constrt1ed to tl1e sat isfaction or most readers; the problcn1s arise in determining inexplicit or "unsaid" meanings. If, for exan1plc, I annot1nce, "I have a headache," there is no difficulty in constrlting ,vl1at 1 "say," but there n1ay be great diffictilt)' in construi11g in1plications like "I desire syn1patl1y" or "I have a rigl1t not to engage in <listastcf ttl ,vork." Such implications n1ay belong to n1y verbal n1eaning, or tl1ey may not belong. This is usu,1lly the area ,vl1erc tl1e interpreter needs a guiding principle. It is often said that ir11plications n1t1st be <.letern1inetl by referring to the context of the utterance, ,vl1ich, for or<l inar)' statcn1cnts like "I have a hcadacl1c," n1eans the concrete situ,1tion in ,vhich the utterance occurs. ln the case of ,vrittc11 texts, ho\vcver, context generally n1cans verbal context: the explicit 111canings ,vhich surround the problen1atical passage. 13ut these explicit 111eanings alone do not cxl1aust ,vhat ,ve n1can by context ,vl1en ,ve edttcc in1plications. The surrounding explicit 111eanings J)rovi<.Je llS ,vitl1 a sense of the ,vhole n1eaning, and it is fron1 this sc11sc of tl1c ,vl1olc that ,ve decide ,vhat the problcn1atical passage i1nplics. \1/c do not ask sin1ply, "Docs this in1plication belong ,vitl1 these other explicit meanings?" but rather, "Docs tl1is in1plication l)clong ,vith these other ,nei\nings i,•icl,in a parcic11/ar s,,rr of 101,1/ 111el111i11g?" For exun1plc, ,ve cannot dctcrn1inc ,vl1cthcr "root" bclo11gs ,vitJ1 or in1plies "bark" unless ,vc kno,v tl1at the total 111eaning is "tree" and not "grass." The grottnd for c(lt1cing in1plications is a sense of tl1e ,vl1ole meaning, and this is an indispensable aspect of ,,·hat ,ve mean by context. Previously I defined the ,vhole meaning of an ttttcrancc as the author·s verbal intention. Docs this n1ean that the J)rinciplc for admitting or excluding in1plications n1ust be to ask, "Did the author l1avc in mind such an in11>lication?" If tltal is tl1e principle, all hope for objective interpretation n1ust be aban<.loncd, since in most cases it is impossible (even for tl1e autl1or J1imself) to determine precisely ,vhat lte ,vns thinking of at t11e tin1e or t in1cs he composed his text. But tl1is is clearly not tJ1e correct principle.When I say, "I l1ave a l1eadache," I may indeed in,ply, "I ,vouldlike some syn1patl1y," and yet I migl1t not t1ave been explicitly conscious of such an implication. The first step, tl1cn, in discover-
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ing a principle for admitting and excluding .implications is to perceive the ft111dan1ental distinction between the author•s verbal intention and tl1c n1ennings of \Vhich he  \vas explicitly conscious. Herc again, J-lt1sserl's rejection of psychologism is useful. The author's verbal intention (his total verbal meaning) may be likened to 111y "intention" of a box. Normally, ,vhen I perceive a box, I am explicit!}' conscious of only tl1rec sides, and }'Ct I assert \Vith full confidence (althot1gh I might be ,vrong) that 1 "intend" a box, an object ,vith si.r sides. Those three unseen sides belong to my "intention" in precisely the same \vay that the unconscious implications of an tllterancc belong to the author's intention. The}' belong to tl1e intent ion taken as a ,vholc. Most, if not nil, n1enning experiences or intentions arc occasions in ,vl1ich the ,vholc 111cnning is not explicitly present to consciousness. lltll ho,v arc ,vc to define the n1anner in ,vhich these unconscious n1canings arc implicitly present? In Husserl's anal}1Sis, the}' arc present in the f orn1 of a "horizon," ,vhich n1ay be defined as a systcn1 of typical expectations and probabilities. 1 5  "Horizon" is thus an essential aspect of ,vhnt ,vc ustrally call context. It is an incxpl icit sc11sc of the ,,•hole, derived f ron1 the explicit n1eanings present to consciousness. Thus, n1y vie,v of three surfaces, presented in a fnn1iliar and lYJ>ically box-like ,vay, has a horizon of typical contint1ations; or, to put it another ,vay, n1y "intention" of a ,vholc box defines the horizon for my vic,v of three visible sides. The sa111e sort of relationship holds bet,veen the explicit and in1-plicit n1cnnings in a verbal intention. The explicit meanings are con1ponents in a total n1eaning ,vhich is bounded by a horizon. Ofthe n1anif old typical continuations ,vithin this horizon the author is not and cannot be explicitly cor1scious, nor ,vould it be a pa�ticularly significant task to dctcrn1ine just ,vhi:h components of.his
n1caning the author n·as thinking of: But it 1s of the utn!o�t 1n1-
r>ort.1ncc to uetcrn1inc the horizon \vh1ch defines the �uthor_ s inten
tion as a ,vholc, for it is only ,vith reference to this horizon,. or
:-;ense of the ,vholc, that the interpreter n1ay distinguish those 1_n1-
plicat ions \Vhich arc typical and proper con1ponents of the n1ea1ng
fron1 those \Vhich arc not. 

1 S s ·c Edntund l·lusscrl, l!r/altr1111g 1111,I Vrt,•il, ed. L. L_.1ndgrcbe

(11 ·l 
c 

1 94g) pp ?6-36 :ind Kuhn, "The Phcnon1cnolog1cal Con-
. an1 ,urg, , · - • 

• t ,. ccpt of 'l-lor,zon. 
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The interpreter's aiin, then, is to posit the at1thor's horizon ancJ 
carefully exclude his o,vn accidental associations. A ,vord like 
"vegetable," for example, had a n1ea11ing horizon in Marvell's 
language ,vhich is evidently somc,vhat difTerenl fron1 the horizon 
it has in contc1nporary English. This is the linguistic horizon of the 
,vord, and it strictly bounds its possil,Jc in11>lications. Bt1t all of 
these possible implications do not neccssaril)' belong ,vithin the 
horizon of the particular utterance. Wl1at tl1c ,vorcl implies in the 
particular usage must be dctern1incd by asking, "Which in1plica
tions are typical components of tl1e ,vh()le 1nea11 ing under con
sideration?" By analogy, when three surf.ices arc presented to n1e 
in a special ,vay, I must know the typical contint1.itions of tl1c sur
faces. If I have never encountered a box before, I n1igl1t think that 
the t1nseen surf aces ,verc concave or irregular, or I n1ight sin1ply 
think there arc other sides but have no idea ,vl1at thC)' arc like. The 
probability that I am rigl1t in the ,vay I educe in11>lications depends 
upon my familiarity ,vith tl1e type of n1eaning I consider. 

That is tl1e reason, of cot1rsc, that the genre concept is so in1-
portant in textual study. By classifying the text as belonging to a 
particular genre, the interpreter at1tomatically posits a general 
horizon for its meaning. The genre provides a sense of tl1c ,vhole, 
a notion of typical ,neaning con1poncnts. Tht1s, bcf ore ,ve interpret 
a text, ,vc often classify it as casual conversation, lyric poen1, 
military command, scientific prose, occasional verse, novel, epic, 
and so on. In  a similar ,..,ay, I have to classify the object I sec as a 
box, a sphere, a tree, an<l so on bcf ore I can (!educe tl1c cl1aracter of 
its tinsccn or inexplicit components. But tl1csc generic classifica
tions arc simply preliminary indications. They give only a rough 
notion of the horizon for a particulnr n1caning. The ain1 of inter· 
prctation is to  specify the horizon as far as possil>lc. Thus, tl1c 
object I sec is not simply a box but a cigarette carton, and not 
simply that but a carton for a particular brand of cigarettes. If a 
paint mixer or dyer ,vants to specify a particular patcf1 of color, he 
is not content to call it blttc; he calls it Will ian1sl>urg llluc. The 
example of a color patcl1 is paradigmatic for all particular verbal 
meanings. They arc not sin1ply ki11(/s of n1eanings, nor arc they 
single meanings corresponding to individt1al intentional acts (Wil· 
Iian1sburg Blue is not sin1ply an individttal patcl1 of color); they 
arc t)•pic:al rncanings, particular yet reproducible, and tl1c typical 
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co1111Jo11e111s of such meanings arc similarly specific. The interpreter's job i s  to  specify the text's horizon as far as he is able, and this n1eans, ulti1T1ntcly, that he  must familiarize himself \Vith the typical 111eanings of the author's mental and experiential world. The in1portnnce of the horizon concept is that i t  defines in principle the norn1s and limits \Vhich bound the meaning represented by the text. But, at the san1e tirne, the concept frees the interpreter fron1 the constricting and impossible task of discovering \Vhat the author \Vas explicitly thinking of. Thus, by defining textual meaning as the nuthor's meaning, the interpreter does not, as i t i s  so often argued, in1povcrish meaning; he simply excludes \vhat docs not belong to it. For example, if I say, "My car ran out of gas," I in1ply, typic,,lly, ''The engine stopped running." Whether I also imply "Life is ironical" depends on the generality of my intention. Son1c linguistic utterances, many literary \vorks among them, have an extren1cly broad horizon \vhich at some points may touch the boundaries of n1nn 's intellectual cosmos. But \Vhethcr this is the case is not a n1atter for a priori discussion; the decision must be based on a kno\vlcdgca.ble inf ercnce as to the particular intention being considered. 
JJ1

i1/1i11 the horizon of a text's meaning. ho\vcver, the process of explication is unlin1ited. In this respect Dr}•den \\'as right; no text is ever fully explicated. For exan1plc; if I undertook to interpret my "intentio11" of a box, I could make explicit unlin1itcd implications \vl1ich I did not notice in n1y original intention. I could educe not only the tJ1ree unseen sides, but also the fact that the surfaces of the box contain t\venty-f our right angles, that the area of t\vo

adjoining sides is Jess tl1an half the total surf ace area, and so on. 
And if someone asked me ,vhether sucl1 meanings \Vere implicit in 
n1y intention of a box, I n,ust ans\vcr affirn1ativcly. In the case of
lingt1istic n1ea.nings, ,vhere the horizon defines a much more com
plex intent ional object, such detern1inations arc far more difficult
to n1ake. But the probability of an interpreter's inference may be
judged by t\VO criteria :ilone-the accuracy ,vith \vhich he bas
sensed the horizon of the \Vhole and the typic:ility of such a n1e::in
ing ,vithin such a \Vholc. Insof ::ir as the infercnc� n1ccts . these
criteria, it is truly an explication of textual n1can1ng. !t s1mp�y 
renders explicit that \vl1ich \Vas, consciously or unconsciously, 1n

• • • the �,uthor s 1ntcnt1on.
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The horizon \Vl1ich grounds and sanctions inf crences about 
textual n1eaning is the "inner t1orizon" of the text. I t  is pern1anent 
and self-identical. Beyond tl1is inner horizon any n1eaning has an 
"outer horizon"; that is to say, any n1eaning has relationsl1ips to 
other meanings; it is al\vays a con1ponc11t in larger realms. This outer horizon is the domain of criticisn1. Bt1t this outer l1orizon is 
not only unlimited, i t is also changing since the world itself 
changes. In general, criticisn1 stakes out only a portion of this 
outer horizon as its peculiar object. Thus, for exan1ple, Eliot parti
tioned off that aspect of tl1e text's outer horizon \vhicl1 is defined by 
the simultaneous order of literary texts. The sin1ultaneous order 
at a given point in time is therefore the inner l1orizon of the mean
ing Eliot is investigating, and tl1is inner horizon is just as definite, 
aten1poral, and objective as the inner horizon \vhich bounds textual 
meaning. Ho\vever, the critic, like tl1e interpreter, must construe 
correctly tl1c components of his inner l1orizon, and one n1ajor 
con1ponent is textual meaning itself. Tl1c critic mt1st first acct1rately 
interpre.t the text. He need not perform a <.letailed explication, but 
l1e needs to  achieve (and validate) that clear and specific sense of 
the whole n1eaning ,vhich makes detailed explication possible. 

D. OETER�11N,\TENESS OF 'fEX'rU,\I. ME,\NING

I n  the previous section I defined textual n1c.111ing as tl1c verbal in
tention of the author, and this argues implicitly tl1at J1crn1cneutics 
must stress a reconstruction of the author's ain1s and altitudes in 
order to evolve guides and norn1s for construing tl1e n1caning of 
his text. It i s  frequently argt1ed, ho,vever, that textt1al n1caning l1as 
notl1ing to do ,vith the author's mind but only ,vitl1 l1is verbal acl1icven1cnt. that the object of interpretation is not the autl1or but 
his text. This plausible argument assun1es, of co\trse, that the text 
automatically has a n1eaning simply because it represents an un
alterable sequence of \vords. I t  assumes that tl1c 1ncaning of a 
word sequence is directly imposed by the public norms o( langt1age, 
that the text as a "piece of language" is a pt1blic object ,vhose 
character is defined by public norms. 111 Tl1is vie,v is in  one respect 

I�· 'fhe phr?se, "piece of language," comes f ro,n the first par.1gr.1ph 
of l:.n1pson's .s,,,.,.,, Typ,·s <>/ ,.1111/,iguity. I t  is typical of the critic.ii 
school En1pson f oundcd. 
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sound, since textual meaning must conform to public norms if it is
in any sense to be verbal (i.e. sharable) meaning; on no account
may the interpreter permit his probing into the author's mind to
raise private associations (experience) to the level of public im
plications (content). 

Ho,vever, this basically sound argument remains one-sided, for
even though verbal n1eaning must conform to public linguistic
norms (these arc llighly tolerant, of course), no mere sequence of
,vords can represent an actual verbal meaning ,vith reference to
public norms alone. Ref erred to these alone, the text's meaning
ren1ains indeterminate. This is true even of the simplest declarative
sentence like "My car ran out of gas" (did n1y Pullman dash from
a cloud of Argon?). The fact that no one \Vould radically misinter
pret such a sentence sin1ply indicates that its frequency is high
enough to give its usual meaning the apparent status of an im
n1ediate given. But this apparent immediacy obscures a complex 
process of adjudications an1ong meaning possibilities. Under the 
public norn1s of language nlone no such adjudications can occur, 
since the .irray of possibilities presents a face of blank indifference. 
The .trray of possi.bilities only begins to become a more selective 
system of probabilities ,vhen, instead of confronting merely a 
,vord sequence, ,ve also posit a speaker ,vho very likely means 
son1cthing. Then .tnd only then does the most usual sense of the 
\vorc.J sequence becon1e the most probable or "obvious" sense. !he 
point holds true a fortiori, of course, \vhen ,vc confront less obvious 
,vord sequences like those found in poetry. A careful expo�itio.nof this point may be found in the first volume of Cass1rer s 
P/1ilosopl1)' of S>·,,zbolic For111s, ,vhich is largely devote� to a
den1onstration that verbal n1eaning arises f ron1 the 0rec1?ro�::il 

determination" of public linguistic possibilities and subJ�ct1vc
specifications of those possibilities. I 7 Just as language constitutes
anc.l colors subjectivity, so docs subjectivity color language. The
author's or speaker's subjective act is f orn1ally ncce�sary to verbal 

• J • J· t ·cs to dispense ,.,•,th the author n1can1ng, and any theory ,v 11c 1 r1 

, •e 11 is ironic thnt Cassircr's ,vork should be used17. Vol. J ,  La11.� uas • k f 'ts ,J f Tile rcaln1 of langua"eI . 1· that a text spcn s or • c . • o �o support t 1e nf
o '°2 ·sire� only in the sense that it f ollo,vs an indcpen-1s aulonornous or a� . . lly determined by objective n11dti t I •1 'cnt ,vhich 1s rcc1proca en. < <;vc opn,. . 9 178 ? 13 249-50 anti pass1n1. subJcct1vc (actors. Sec PP· 6 • • .. ' • 
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ns s1>ecificr <)f n1eaning l))' asserting tl1at textt1al n,c.ining is purely 
ol,jcctivcly <lctcrn1inc<l finds itself chasing \vill-o'-thc-\visps. The 
bur<lc11 of this section is. tht:n. an attack on tl1c vic,v tl1at a text is a 
"J)iccc of language" and ;1 c.lcft:nse of the not\on that a text rep
resents the dctcrn1inate Vl!rllal 111eaninl.! of an altthor. -

One of tl1e conse(1uences arising fron, ti1e vie,v that a text is a 
J)iece of language-a purely 1>ul,lic ()lljt:ct-is the in1possibility of
defining in 1>rinciplc the nature o f  a Cl)rrcct interpretation. This
is the san1e in1passc ,vhich results f ron1 the theory that a text lea<.Js
a life of its o,vn, and, indl!cd, the t,vo notions arc corollaries since
�,ny "piece of langltage" n1ust have a cl1anging 111ear1ing \vhen the
cl1anging pul>lic nor111s of language arc vic,vcd as tl1c only ones
,vhich dctern1inc the Sl!nsc of the text. I t  is therl!forc not surprising
to fin<l that \Vcllck sul,scribcs in1plici1ly to  the text-as-language
theory. ·rhc text is vic\vcd as rc1,rcscnt ing not a c.lctcrn,inatc n1ean
ing, \)ut r:1thcr a sys1cn1 of  n1caning potc11tials specified not by a 
n,caner but by the vital potency of language itself. \\'click ;1cutely 
perceives the danger of  the vic,v:. 

·1·1tus the systcn1 of  norn1s is gro,,·ing anc.1 cl1anging and \viii
rcn1ain, in  son1c sense, al,vays incon11>lctcly and in1pcrfcctly
rcnlizcc.l. I3ut th is <lynan1ic concept ion Llocs not 111can n1crc
subjcctivisn1 an(l rclativisn1. All the ditrcrcnt points of  vic,v
arc l>y no n1cans C(Jually rigl1t. l t  ,viii al,,·ays be possible to 
dctctn1inc \Vhicl1 J)Oint of vic,v gras1>s the sul>ject 111ost thor
otighly and deeply. A hicr.1rchy of vie,v1>oi11ts, a crit icisnl 
of the gras1> of norn1s, is in1plic<l in the conce1>t of the ade
quacy of interpretation. 1 8

1'hc danger of the vic,v is, of course, 1>rcciscly that it OJ)l!OS thl! 
door to sul,ject ivisn1 and rclativisn,, since I inguist ic norn1s n1ay be 
invoked to Sltpport any vcrl>ally possible 11,eaning. Ft1rthcrn1orc, 
it is not clear ho,v one n1ay crit icizc a grasi> of norn,s ,vh ich ,,·ill 
not stnn<l still. 

\\/click's l>ricf con1n1cnt on the prolllcn1 involved in defining 
and testing correctness i n  interpretation is rcprcscntntivc of n 
\Vidcsprcac.l conviction an1ong l iterary critics that the n1ost correct 
interpretation is tl1c n1ost "inclusive" one. Jnclcccl, the vie,,· is so 

18 . \Vcllck and \Varrcn, 1·1,L'Or>' of l.i1,•ra111r,\ p. 14-1.
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\videly accc1,ted that \Vcllck did not need to defend his version of 
it (\vhich J1c calls "J)crspcctivism .. ) at length . The notion behind
the theory is rcflcctc<.l by such phrases as ''al\vays incompletely and 
i1npcrfcctly realized" and "grasps the subject most thoroughly." 
'fhis notion is sin1pl)· that no single interpretation can exhaust the 
ricJ1 systen1 of n1eaning potentialities represented b}' the text. 
I-fence, every plausible reading \vhich rcn1ains v,:ithin public lin
guistic norn1s is a correct reading so far as it goes, but each reading 
is inevital)ly ,,artial since it  cannot realize all the potentialities of 
the text. 'fhc guiding principle in  crit icism, therefore. is that of the 
inclusive intcrpret�1tion. 1·he n1ost "adequate" construction is the 
one \vhich civcs the fullest coherent account of all the text's -
potential n1eanings. 1 !J

l nclusivisn1 is (!esirablc as a position \vhich induces a readiness 
to consider the results of others, but. aside f ron1 promoting an 
cstin1ablc tolerance. it has little theoretical value. Although its ain1 
is to reconcile <.lifTercnt plausible readings in an ideal. con1prchcn
sivc i111cr1)rctation, i t  ct1nno1, in fact. ei.thcr reconcile different read
ings or choose bct,vecn thcn1. r\s a norn1ativc ideal, or principle 
of C<.)rrectness. it is useless. This point n1ay be illustrated by citing 
t\vo expert rea<.lings of a ,,·ell-kno,vn pocn1 b)' \\'ords,\'orth. I 
shall first <.1uotc the poen1 and then quote excerpts f ron1 t\\'O pub
lishctl exl!gcsl!s to den1onstratc the· kind of in1passc v,hich in
clusivisn1 al\vays provokl!s \vhen it atten1pts to reconcile interpreta
tions and, incidc.!ntally, to den1onstrate the \'Cf)' kind of interpretive 
prol>lcn1 \Vhich calls for a guiding principle: 

,\ slun1l>er did n1�· spirit seal; 
I had no l1un1an f cars: 

She sccn1c<l a thing that could not feel 
'fhe touch of earth!)' }'cars. 

No 111otion has she no,v. no force; 
She neither lu!;1rs nor secs; 

}lolled round in earth's diurnal course. 
\\'ith rocks, and stones. and trees. 

19. J�ver)' interpretation is ncce.ssa�ily inco1npl�te i.n the s7nsc tha� itfails tu explicate ;111 a text's i1npl tcut1ons. llut this k1nJ of 1ncon1pl�t: interpretation nta)' still carr}" ;u1 ubsolutel)' correct srstern of e,nphases 
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Herc arc excerpts fro111 t,vo co111111entarics on tl1e final lines of thepoen1; the first is by Cleantl1 Brooks, tl1e second l1y F. W. Bateson:
[The poet) attc111pts to suggest son1ething of the lover's agonized sl1ock at tl1e loved one's present Jack of n1otionof his response to J1er utter and l1orrible inertness . . . .  Part of the effect, of cot1rsc, resi<.les in tl1c facl tl1at a dead lifelessness is suggested n1orc sl1arply by a11 object's being ,vhirled about by son1ething else than by a11 in1age of the object in repose. Bt1t tl1erc arc other n1atters ,,,J1ich arc a l  ,vork l1ere: tl1e sense of the girl's failing back i11to the clutter of things, companioned by tl1ings cl1aincd like a tree to one particular spot, or by tilings con1pletel)' inanin1atc like rocks ancl stones . . . . [Shel is cat1gl1t tap l1cl1>lessly into the e11111ty ,vl1irl of the eartl1 ,vhicl1 n1easures an<.I n1akes ti111c. She is tot1ched by nnd held by earthly tin1c i11 its n1ost po,verf ul an<I J1orriblc in1age. 
The final ir11prcssion tl1e poe111 leaves is not of l ,vo contrasting n1oods, but of a single n1ood n1ot1nting to a clin1ax in the pantheistic n1agnificcnce of the last t,vo lines . . . .  The vague living-Lucy of this poen1 is oppose<! to tl1c grander dead-Lucy ,vl10 has l>econ1e invol\'ed in tl1c st1bli111c r>rocesses of nature. \Ve put tl1e poen1 do,vn satisfied, becattse its last t,vo lines succeed in effecting a reconciliation bct,veen tl1e t,vo philoso· phics or social attitudes. Lt1cy is acttially n1orc alive no,v that she is <lead, because she is no,v a (Jart of tl1e !if c of Nature, and not just a l1un1an "thing."�o 

If  ,ve grant, as I tl1ink ,ve n1ust, that lloth tl1e cited interpretations arc pern1itted by the text, tl1e problen1 for the i11clusivist is to reconcile the t,vo readings. 

�nd a� accuri�te sense of the ,vhole n,caning. This kind of inccln1plctcncss 
is rachc.11ly d,rTerent fron1 that postulated by the inclusivists, for ,vhorn 
a s�nsc of the ,vhole means a grasp of the various possible n1eanings 
,vluch a text can plausibly represent. 

�<>: Cl�nnth ll�ooks, "Irony as a Principle of Structure," in /,i1,·rar)'
Op,111011 111 .-tn1er1c",.cd. �1 .  D. Zabel (2d ed. Nc,v '\'ork, 1951}, p. 736;
F. \V. llnteson, E11gl1.\/, l'oc1ry· .-1 Critical /111ro,/11c1io11 ( l,c,ndon, 1 950),
pp. 33, 80-8 1 .  
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Three modes of rcconcilialion arc available to the inclusivist: 
( I )  Brooks' reading incl tides Bateson 's; it shows that any affirmative
suggest ions i n  the poem arc negated by the bitterly ironical por·
trayal of the inert girl being \vhirlcd around by \vhat Bateson calls
the "sublin1c processes of Nature." (2) Batcson's reading includes
Brooks': the ironic contrasl bct\veen the active, seemingly im·
n1ortal girl an<l the passive, inert, dead girl is overcome by a final
unqualified afi1rn1ation of irnn1ortality. (3) Each of the readings is
partially right, but they must be fused to supplement one another.
The very fact that 1l1e critics differ suggests that the meaning is
essentiallj' an1biguous. The en1otion expressed is an1bivalent and
con1priscs both bi1ter regret and aflirmation. The third mode of
reconciliation is tl1c one n1ost often en1ployed and is probably, in
this case, the 111ost satisfactory. A fourth type of resolution, \vhich
\Vould insist tha1 Brooks is right and Bateson \vrong (or vice versa),
is not ava ilable to the inclusivist, since the 1ext, as language, rend·
crs lJotl1 readings plausible.

Close cxan1ination, 110\vevcr, reveals that none of the three 
1110<.lcs of  argu.n1ent n1anagcs to reconcile or fuse the l\\'O different 
rcnuings. Nf odc 1 ,  for cxan1plc, insists that Brooks' reading con1· 
JJrchcn<.ls Bateson ·s, but although it is conceivable that Brooks 
in1plics a ll the n1eanings \Vhich Bateson has perceived, Brooks also 
inlJ)lics a l)a ttcrn of cn1phasis \Vh icl1 cannot be reconciled \\'ith 
llatcson ·s read in�. \Vhile ll.1tcson construes a prin1ary cn1phasis on-life an<.! atlirn1a1ion, Brooks cn1phasizcs deadness and inertness. No 
a111ount of 111anipulation c.1n reconcile these divergent cn1phases, 
since one 1>attcrn of cn1phasis irrevocably excludes other patterns, 
and, since cn1phasis is al,vays crucial to n1eaning, the t,,·o construc
tions of n1caning rigorot1sly exclude one another. Precisely th.e 
san1c strictures hold, of course, for the argun1ent that Batcso? s 

reading co1111Jrehcnds that of Brooks. Nor can n1odc 3 escape ,�1th

in11lunity. 1\lthough it secn1s to preserve a stress b°.th o� negatiot!
an(I on aflirn1at ion, thereby coalescing the l\\'O readings, 11 actual!} 
excludes both readings and labels thcn1 not sin1p.ly partial, but

,vrong. For if the JJOcn1 gives equal stress to bitter iron)' and to
allirn1ation, then .1ny co11struction \Vhich places a prin1ary Slress

on either n1caning is silnpl)' incorrect. . 
·rhe gc11eral 1>rinciple in1plicd by n1y analysis is very s1111plc. The

. bl k .  ·I ·cl c·111 be brou1•ht together s11l>111can1ngs of a text arc not oc s \\ u 1 • ::, 
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additively. Since verbal (and any other) n1caning is a strllc'tlrre of component meanings, interpretation has not <lone its job \Vhcn it simply enumerates what the con1poncnt n1eanings arc. The interpreter must also detcrn1ine their probable struct urc and particularly their structure of en1pl1ascs. Relative cn1phasis is not only crucial to meaning (pcrhups it is the n1ost crucial and prol>lcmatical clement of all), it is also highly restrictive; it excludes alternatives. It may be asserted as a general rule that \vhcnever a reader confronts t\VO interpretations \vhich in1posc different emphases on sin1ilar meaning components, at least one of the interpretations n1ust be \vrong. They cannot be reconciled. By insisting that verbal n1eaning al\vays exhibits a determinate structure of emphases, I do not, ho1,vevcr, in1ply that a poen1 or any other text n1ust he unambiguous. It is perfectly possil>le, for exan1ple, that Wordsworth's pocn1 an1biguot1sly in1plies both hitter irony and positive affirn1ation. Stich con1plex cn1otions arc commonly expressed in poetry, l>t1t if that is the kin(J of n1caning the text represents, 13rooks and 13ateson ,votlld l>c wrong to cn1pl1asize one en1otion at the cxpe11se of the other. An1l>iguity or, for that matter, vagueness is not tl1c san1e as indeterminateness. 'fhis is the crux of the issue. To say that vcrhal meaning is detcrn1inatc is not to exclude con1plexitics of n1eaning but only to insist that a text's meaning is ,vhat it is �,nd not a hundre<l otl1cr tl1ings. Taken in this sense, a vague or an1biguo,1s text is just �,s (Jcternlinate as a logical proposition; it means what it means and nothing else. 'fhis is true even if one argues that a text could display sl1ifting ernphases like those magic squares ,vhich first seem to jut out an<.I tl1en to jut in. With texts of this character (if any exist), one neecJ only say that the emphases shift and n1ust not, therefore, be construed statically. Any static construction woulcJ sin1ply be wrong. Tile fundamental fla,v in  the "theory of the most inclusive interpretation" is that it overlooks the problem of en1phasis. Since different patterns of emphasis exclude one another, inclusivism is neitl1er a genuine norm nor an adequate guiding principle for establishing an interpretation. Aside from the fact that inclusivism cannot do its appointed job, there arc more f undamcntal reasons for rejecting it and all other interpretive ideals based on the conception that a text rep· resents a system of meaning possibilities. No one ,vould deny that 
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for 1he in1crprctcr tl1c 1cxt is nt first the source of numerous possible interpretat ions. 'fhc very nature of language is such that a par1icular sequence of ,vor<ls can represent several different meanings (tha1 is ,vh)1 J)lll)lic norn1s nlonc nrc insufficient in textualinterpretation). 13ut to say that a text 111igh1 represent several struc-1urcs of n1ea11ing tlocs not in1ply that it docs in fact represent all 
the n1canings \vhich a particular ,vord sequence can legally convey.
Js there not an ol)vious distincrion bet\vecn ,vhat a text might mean and ,vhat it clocs n1ean'! According to accepted linguistic theory, it is far n1orc accurate to say that a ,vritten composition is not a n1ere loct1s of verbal JJOssibilities, but n record (made possible by the invention of ,vriting) of a verbal actunlity. The interpreter's job is to reconstruct a detern1inate actual meaning, not a mere systemof possihiliries. Indeed, if rhc text represented a system of possibilities, intcrpretalion ,vould he in1possiblc, since no actual readingcould correspond 10 a mere system of possibili1 ies. Furrhermore, if the 1cxt is conceived 10 1.:present all the act11al structures of 111caning per111issil>lc ,vithin the public norn1s of language, then no single construction (,vith its exclusivist pattern of emphases) could 

he correct, and any lcgitin1atc construction would be just as incorrect as any other. When a text is conceived as a piece of lan
guage, a fa111iliar and all too comn1on anarchy follows. Dul, asidef ro111 its unfortunate consequences, the theory contradicts a ,videlyaccepted principle in linguistics. I ref er to Saussure's distinctionhet,vccn l<111g11c: :ind ,,arolc. • • • Saussure defined /a11g11c: as the system of linguistic possibd1ties shared by a speech comn1unity al a given point in time. 2 1  This sys

ten1 of possibilities contains tv,o distinguishable levels. The fir5lconsists of  habits, cngran1s, prohibitions, and the like derived f ron1 

J .. • 1 ) 't ics" of the la11g11e past linguist ic usage; these arc t 1c v1r ua 1 · dd't · sh·1rable mcan-13:,sc<J on these virtual ilics, there arc, 1n a I ion, · • . · • • • • • • 1 before been actualized; these 1ng poss1b1ht 1es ,vh1ch HIVC never . . . . . . . ., of meaning poss1b1ht1cs arc the "potent1aht 1es. The two types
. . .. . .. as op oscd to the "diachronic" sense of21 .  This 1s the s.ynchr�ic

5
. . P Cours ,1,. lin1:uistique c<:11/ral,•the �crn1. See Fcrd1na�� . � �uss.u

r�;c found in Stephen Ullman, T(ie (Paris , I 93 1 ). Useful �iscussions m,tY
1951) ·tnd w. v. Wartburg, E111-l'ri11ci1>l<'s of .s·,·111"111,c:s (G};•sgo�, 

/vi ,11 �,lik ,/er .�pr"c/11,·isse11sclia/t
/ ii/1,1111,: i11 ,lie l'roblt•111"11" 1111' t 1 

(1-f :ille, 1943). 
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taken together constitute the la11g1,e \Vhich the speccl1 community dra\vs upon. But this system of possibilities must be distinguished from the actt1al verbal utterances of individuals wl10 dra\v upon it. These actual utterances are called p<1r<Jles; tl1cy arc tises of language and actualize son1c (but never all) of the n1eaning possibilities const ituting the la11g11c. Sausst1re·s distinction pinpoints tl1c issue: docs a text represent a segn1ent of l<111g1,e (as modern theorists l1old) or a p<trolc? A simple test suffices to provide the �tns\vcr. If  the text is composed of sentences, it represents p<irole, \Vh icl1 is to say. the detern1inatc verbal meaning of a n1ember of tl1e speech con1n1unity. La11guccontains \vords and sentence-forming principles, but i t  contains no sentences. I t  n1ay be represented in \Vriting only by isolated \vords in disconnection (Worter as opposed to W<Jrte). A parole, on the other hand, is al\vays con1posed of  sentences, an assertion corroborated l)y the firn1ly established principle that the sentence is the fundamental unit of spcccl1.!!:!  Of course, there arc numerous elliptical an<.I one-word sentences, btJt \Vl1ercver i t  can be correctly inf erred that a text represents sentences and not simply isolated \vords, it n1ay also be inf erred that the text represents parcJ/c, \Vhich is to say, actt1al, determinate verbal meaning. The point is nicely illustrated in a dictionary definition. The letters in boldface at tl1e head of the definition represent tl1c \Vord as l<1r1g11e, with all its rich me:1ning possibilities. But u.nder one of the subheadings, in an illustrative sentence, tl1ose san1e letters represent the word as parole, as a particular, selective nctt1alization from larzg,,e. In yet another illt1strative sentence, under another subl1eading. the very same \vord represents a diff ercnt selective actualization. Of course, many sentences, especially those found 
in poetry, actualize far more possibilities than illustrative sentences in a dictionary. Any pun, for example, rcnlizcs simultaneously at least two divergent meaning possihilitics. But the pun is ncvertl1eless an actualization from la,,g,,e and not a mere systen1 of meaning possibilities. The la11g1,e-parolc distinction, besides :iffirn1ing tl1e dctern1inatcness of tl.!xtual meaning, also clarifies the special prol,lems posed 

22. See, for example, Cnssircr, S'y111bolic For111s, Vol. I . Language,p. 304. 
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by revised ancl !nterpol�ted texts. With a revised text, composed over a long period of time (Fa11st, for example), how arc we to construe the t1nrcvised portions? Should we assume that they still mean what they meant originally or that they took on a new meaning \Vhen the rest of the text was altered or expanded? With compiled or ir1tcrpolated texts, like many books of the Bible, should 
\VC assun1c that sentences from varied provenances retain their original n1eanings or that these heterogeneous clements have become integral components of a new total meaning? In terms of Sat1ssure·s distinction, the question becomes: should we consider the text to represent a compilation of divers paroles or a new unitary par<>le "respokcn" by the ne\v author or editor? I submit that there can be no definitive ans\ver to the question, except in relation to a specific scholarly or aesthetic purpose, for in reality the <JtJcstion is not, "1-lo\v arc \Ve to interpret the text?" but, "JV Irie!,text arc \VC to interpret?" Is it to be the heterogeneous compilation of past p<rrt,les, each to be separately considered, or the new, hon1ogeneous p<tr<Jle? Both may be represented by the \vritten score. The only problem is to choose, and having chosen, rigorously to ref rain from confusing or in any \vay identifying the t\vo quite different and separate "texts" with one another. Without solving nny concrete problems, then, Saussure's distinction nevertheless confirms the crit ic's right in most cases to regard his text as representing a single parole. Another problen1 ,vhich Sat1ssure·s distinction clarifies is that posed l>y the bungled text, \vhcrc the author ain1ed to convey a n1eaning \Vhich his \Vords do not convey to others in the speech co111mt1nity. One son1etin1cs confronts the problen1 in a freshman essay. In  such a case, the question is, cJoes the text mean \vhat the author \vanted it 10 n1ean or docs it mean \vhat the speech comn1unity at large takes it 10 mean'! Much attention has been devoted to this problen1 ever since the publication in 1946 of Wimsatt's and I3car<lsley's essay on "'fhe Intentional Fallac}:· "23 In. that. essay theposition ,v.is taken (albeit n1odifie<l by certain quallfic�t1ons). th�t the text, being public, n1eans \Vhat the speech �on1mun1ty takes 1t to niean. 'fhis position is, in an ethical sense, right (and language, being social, has a strong ethical aspect): if the author has bungled 
23. Sec Chap. J, n. 1 J.
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so badly that his tltterance ,viii be n1isconstrued, then it serves himright ,vhcn people rnisundcrstand hin1. Ho,vcver, put in linguistic tern1s, tl1c position becomes unsatisfactory. It ii11plies that the meaning represented by the text is not the ,,orole of an author, but rather the parole of tl1c speech con1n1t1nity. But since only individuals utter paroles, a parole of the speect1 comr11t1nity is a nonexistent, or what the Gern1ans call an U11<li11.r:. A text can represent only tl1c parole of a speaker or autl1or, ,vl1icl1 is another way of saying that meaning requires a 111ca11er. Ho\vcvcr, it is not necessary 1l1at an author's text represent the 
parole he desired to convey. I t  is f rcc1uen1ly the case, ,vhen an author l1as bungled, that his text represents no /Jarole at all. Indeed, tl1ere arc but t\vo alternatives: citl1er tl1c text represents the author's verbal meaning or it represents no detern1inatc verbal meaning at all. S0n1etin1es, of cot1rse, it is i1111>ossible to detect that the at1thor has bungled, and in that case. e,,en thougl1 his text docs not represent verbal n1caning, ,ve shall go on n1isco11strt1ing the text as though it did, and no one ,viii be tl1c ,viser. But ,vi1h n1ost bungles ,ve arc a,vare of a disjunction bet,vcen the at1tl1or's ,vorcJs and his probable meaning. Eliot, for exan1plc, chided Poe for saying "My n1ost imn1cn1orial year," ,vl1en Poe ''n1eant'' his n1ost 
111e111orable year. :1 ., We all agree tl1at Poe did not n1ean ,vhatspeakers of Englisl1 generally n1can l>y the ,vorcl . . i,r1n1emorial"ancl so the ,vord cannot l1avc the usual n1caning. (An author cannot n1ean ,vl1at l1e docs not n1ean.) The only c1uestion, then, is: docs the ,vord mean n1orc or less ,vhat \Ve convey l>y "never to be forgotten" or docs it n1can nothing at all? I-las Poe so violated linguistic norn1s that ,vc n1ust deny his tltterancc verbal n1eaning or content? The question probably cannot be ans,vered by fiat, but since Poe's meaning is  generally understood, and since tl1e single criterion for verbal meaning is comn1unical>ility, I an1 inclined to describe Poe's meaning as verbal.!!:; I tend to side ,vith tl1c Pocs 

24. T. S. El iot, "From Poe to Valery," Jlu,lso11 f�t·1•ie1v, 2 ( 1 949), 232.25. The word is, in fact, quite effective. It conveys 1he sense of "memorable" by the component "n1cn1orial," and the sense of "never to be forgotten" by the negative prefix. The difference bct,vcen 1his and jabberwocky ,vords is that it appears to be a standard ,vord occurring in a con1ex1 of standard words. f>erhaps Eliot is right to scold Poe, but ht: cannot properly insist that the word lacks a determinate verbal n1caning. 
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C. Verificatio11
and Malaprops of the world, for the norms of language remain farmore tolerant tl1an dictionaries and critics like Eliot suggest. Onthe other hand, every member of the speech community, andespecially the critic, has a duty to avoid and condemn sloppinessand needless an1biguity in the use of language, simply in order topreserve tl1e effectiveness of the la11g11e itself. Moreover, theremust be a <lividing line bet\vcen verbal meanings and those meanings \vhich \VC half-divine by a supra-linguistic exercise of imagination. There n1ust be a dividing line bet\veen Poe's successful disregard of normal usage and the incommunicable \vord sequences of a ba<I f reshn1an essay. Ho\vevcr, that dividing line is not bet,veen the author's 111caning and the reader's, but rather between the atit.hor's /Jarole and no parole at all. Of course, tl1eoret ical principles cannot directly solve the interpreter's problcn1. I t  is one thing to insist that a text represents the dctern1inatc verbal meaning of an author, but it is quite another 

to discover \vhat that meaning is. The very same text 7ould represent nt1n1crot1s different paroles, as any ironic sentence discloses("That's a IJrig/11 idea?" or "That's a bright iclea!"). But it shouldbe of sonic practical consequence for the interpreter to kno,v thathe docs have a precisely defined task, namely, to discover the at1thor's n1eaning. It is therefore not only sound but necessary for tl1e interpreter to  inquire, "Whal in all probability did the author
I h • rtern?"n1can'? Is the pattern of cn1phases I construe t 1e aut or s pa · Bllt it is both incorrect and futile to inquire, "What docs the lan

guage of the text say?" That question can have no determinateans,ver. 
C. \'EltlFIC,\1'10N

Since the n1caning represented by a text is that o� another, the
. • I h' reading 1s correct. Heinterpreter can never be certain t 1al 1s • 
kno,vs f urthern1orc that the norms of lnnguc by themselves arc 

• • 1 • gs and cn1phascsfar too broad to  s1>cc1fy the part1cu ar meanin . 
I l . ul·tr meanings ,vcre specr-rcprcscntc<.I l>Y the text, that t 1cse par rc • • 

fi1e·' L>v 1>·1rt1·cul·1r kinds of subjective acts on the part of thc autho
Jfr, u J • • 

• • 
• • "blc :.:ti A Jess sc -and that these acts, as such, rcn1,11n 1n,1cccsSI · 

• • 1 c bal 01e3ning depends
26. To recall Husserl's_ P010!• a particu 

�ro�: single irreproducible
on a particulnr species of in1cn11onnl act, no • 
act. 
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critical reader, on tl1e other hand, approaches solipsism if he 
assumes that the text represents a 1,erspicuous meaning simply 
because it represents an unalterable sequence of \VOrds. For if this 
perspicuous meaning is not verified in son1e \VU}', it \Viii simply be 
the interpreter's O\Vn meaning, exhibiting tl1e connotations and 
emphases which he himself in1poscs. Of cot1rse, the reader must 
realize verbal meaning by his o,vn subjective acts (no one can 
do that for him), but if he remen1bcrs that his job is to construe 
the author's n1eaning, he ,viii atten1pt to exclt1dc t1is o,vn predis
positions and to in1pose those of the at1tl1or. Ho,vever, no one can 
establish another's meaning \Vitl1 certaint)'. Tl1c interpreter's goal 
is simply this-to sho,v that a given reading is more probable than 
others. In hern1eneutics, verification is a process of establishing 
relative probabilities. 

To establish a reading as probable it is first necessary to sho,v, 
,vith reference to the norn1s of language, tl1at it is possible. This is 
the criterion of lcgiri111t1c}': the reading 111ust be ()ern1issible ,vithin 
the public norms of the lt111g11e in ,vJ1icl1 the text \Vas con1poscd. 
The second criterion is that of c,,rrespo11tle11ce: the reading n1ust 
account for each linguistic con1ponent in tl1e text. Whenever a 
reading arlJitrarily ignores linguistic con1poncnts or in.tdequately 
accounts for then1, the reading n1ay l,e presun1e<l in1probable. 
The third criterion is that of gerzeric appr,,1,riare11ess: if the text 
follo\vs the conventions of a scientific essay, for exan1ple, il is 
inappropriate to construe the kind of allusive n1eaning found in 
casual conversation.:! 7 When these three prcl in1inary crileria huvc 
been satisfied, there ren1ains a fourth criterion \vhich gives sig
nificance to all the rest, the criterion of plausil>il it)' or c:<>l1ere11ce.

The three prclin1inary norn1s ttsually pern1it several readings, and 
this is by definition the case ,vl1en a text is prol,le111atical. Faced 
,vith alternatives, the interpreter chooses the reading ,vhich best
meets the criterion of coherence. I ndccd, even ,vl1en the text is not
problematical, coherence 'remains the decisive criterion, since the
meaning is "obvious" only l>ccausc it "n1akcs sense." I ,vish, there· 
fore, to focus attention on the criterion of col1crcncc and shall 
take for granted the dcn1ands of Jcgitin1.icy, correspon<..lcncc, and 

. 27. l"his third cr_itcrio� is, however, highly prcsunlptivc, since the
interpreter may easily mistake the text's genre. 
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generic appropriateness. I shall try to shov: that verification by the 
criterion of col1erence, and ultimately, therefore, verification in 
general, implies .1 reconstruction of relevant aspects in the author's 
outlook. My J>Oinl n1ay be summarized in the paradox that objec
tivity in textual interpretation requires explicit reference to the

speaker's subjectivity. 
The paradox reflects the peculiar nature of coherence, \vhich is 

not an absolute but a dependent quality. The laws of coherence arc 
variable; they depend upon the nature of the total meaning under 
consideration. T\vo n1eanings ("dark" and "bright," for example) 
which cohere in one context n1ay not cohere in another. 28 ''Dark 
,vith excessive bright" makes excellent sense in Paradise Lost, but 
if a reader found the phrase in a textbook on plant pathology, he
,vould assume tl1at he confronted a misprint for "dark \Vith exces
sive bligl1t." Coherence depends on the context, and it is helpful 
lo recall 011r definition of context: it is a sense of the \vhole mean
ing, constituted of explicit partial meanings plus a horizon of ex
pectations and probabilities. One meaning coheres \Vith another 
because it is typical or probable \vith ref crcnce to the \vhole 
(coherence is thus the firsl cousin of implication). The criterion of 
coherence cnn be invoked only \Vith reference to a particular con
text, and this context may be inferred only by positing the author's
horizon, l1is disposition tO\Var<l a particular type of n1caning. Thisconclusion rcqt1ircs elaboration. 

The fact that coherence is a dependent quality leads to an un
avoidable circularity in the process of interpretation. The inter
preter posits n1eanings for the \Vords and \vord sequences h� con
f rents, and, at tl1e same tin1c, he has to posit a \Vhole n1ca�ing or 
context in reference to ,vhich the subn1cnnings cohere \Vlth one 
anot}1cr. The procedure is thoroughly circul�r; the contc:xt is d: 
rived from the subn1eanings and the submcan1ngs arc spe:ified a� 
rendered coherent \Vith ref crence to the context. This circula.rityn1akcs it very diflicult 10 convince a reader to alter his const.rucuon, 
as every teacher kno\VS. Many a self-\villcd student cont1�ucs to
insist that his reading is just as plausible as his instructors, ao<l,
very often, the student is justified; his reading docs make good 

. t"c meanings (color and
"8 Exceptions to this arc the syncatesorcn1a • . • 

di ss of the
cxt�n

.
si;�. for cxan1plc) \Vhich cohere by necessity re gar e 

context. 
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sense. Often, the only t11ing at fault ,vitl1 t11e student's reading is
that it is probably ,vrong, not tl1at it is ir1co11erent. The student
persists in his opinion precisely l,ecat1se l1is construction is co
herent and self-sustaining. In  such a case he is ,vrong because he
l,as n1isconstrued the context or sense of the ,vl10Je. In  this respect, 
the student's hardheadedness is 1101 ui!fercnt fron1 that of all self
convinced interpreters. Our readings arc too plausible to be re
linquished. If ,ve have a distorted sense of  the text's ,vholc mean
ing, tl1c harder ,vc look at it the n1ore ccrttlinly ,ve shall find our 
distorted construction confirn1ed. 

Since the quality of coherence depends upon the context in
f erred, there is no absolute standard of coherence by ,vhich ,v� can 
adjudicate bet,veen difTerent coherent readings. Verification by 
coherence in1plies tl1eref ore a verification of tl1e grounds on which 
the reading is coherent. It is 11ecess(1r)' to est<1blis/1 tl,at tl,e con
text i11voke<I is tl1e 111ost prob<t!J/e co11te.i:t. Only then, in relation to 
an established context, can ,ve judge that one reading is n1ore 
co11erent than another. Ultin1ately, tl1erefore, ,vc l1ave to posit the 
most probable horizon for the text, and it is possible to do this only 
if ,ve posit the autl1or's typical outlook, tl1c typical associations 
and expectations ,vhich form in part the context of l1is utterance. 
This is not only tl1e one way ,ve c.in test the relative coherence of 
a reading, but it is also the only \Vay lo avoid pt1rc circt1larity in
making sense of the text. 

An essential tnsk in tl1c process of verificntion is, therefore, a 
deliberate reconstruction of tl1e at1tl1or's sttbjcctivc stnncc to the 
extent tl1at this stance is relevant to tl1c text at J1and. 2!l The in1· 

29. The reader may feel that I have telescoped a n11n1ber of steps
here. The author's verbal meaning or verbal intention is the object of 
con1plex intentional acts. ·ro reproduce this n,enning it  is necessary for 
the !nterpreter to engage in intentional acts belonging to the same 
species as those of the author. ('f\VO different intentional acts belong to 
the same species when they "intend" the san1c intentional object.) That 
i s  ,vhy, the issue of "stance" arises. 'fhe interpreter needs to adopt sym·
p�thet1ca�ly th� author's stance (his disposition lo engage in par1icul11r 
kinds of 1ntcnt1onal acts) so that he can "intend" ,vith son1e degree of 
proba�ility the same intentional objects as the author. 'fhis is especially 
clca� 1� the case of i111f licit verbal meaning, \Vhcrc the interpreter's
reahzat1on of the authors  stance determines the text's horizon. 
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portance of such psychological reconstruction may be exemplified in adjudicating bet\veen different read ings of \Vords\vorth's "ASlumber Ditf lvJy Spirit Seal." The interpretations of Brooks andBateson, diff crcnt as they arc, remain equally coherent and selfsustaining. The in,plications \vl1icl1 Brooks construes cohere beautifully \vith the explicit n1eanings of the poem \Vithin the context,vhich Brooks adun1brntes. T'he same may be said of Bateson'sreading. The best \\·ay to sho\v that one reading is more plausible and cohcrenl than the other is to sho\v that one context is moreprobable tl1an the other. The problem of adjudicating between Bateson an(I Brooks is therefore, implicitly, the problem every interpreter n1t1st face ,vhen he tries to verify his reading. He mustestat,lish the 111ost probable context . No,v ,vhcn the ho111111e 1no)'e11 se11s11e/ confronts bereaven1ent such as that \vhich \Vords\vorth's poen1 explicitly presents, headun1bratcs. t)'pically, a horizon including sorro,v and inconsolahility. These arc for h itn con1ponents in the very meaning ofbereave111ent. Sorro,v and inconsolability cannot fail to be asso·ciatctl ,vith death ,vhen the loved one, forn1erly so active and,dive, is i111agined as lying in the earth, helpless, dumb, inert, insentient. And since there is no hint of  life in Heaven but only ofhoc.lily death, the co111forts of Christinnit)' lie beyond the poem'shorizon. Afiirmations too deep for tears, like those Bateson insists on, sin1ply do not cohere ,vith the poen1's explicit n1eanings: th�y tlo not belong to  the context. Brooks' reading, therefore, ,,•1th itsen1phasis on inconsolability and bitter irony, is clearly j�stified not only l>)' the text but by ref ere nee to universal hun1an attttudes andfeelings. 1-lo\vcver the trouble \vith such a reading is apparent to mo�t \Vords,vortl� ians. The poet is not an l10111111e 111o)'C11 sensuel,· hischaracterist ic attitudes arc so,nc,vhal pantheistic. lnSlca_d of re· garding rocks nnd stones and trees merely n� inert ob1ccts, h�. 799 d eply ahvc as part of rhcprobably reg:arded thcn1 1n l as e • imn1or1·1l lif c of nature. Physical death he fell t� be a rct�r� to
lhc sou.rec of life, n nc,v kind of participation inWnatudrc s thr:· t i  ing ,ve knO\V of or s,vor s volving i111111ortality." Fron1 every 1 . d h . . . he criod in \vhach he compose t e ty1>1cal all 1tudcs durrng t . P . d I belong in its l1orizon.pocn1 1 inconsolahiliry nnd bitter ,rony t 0,�: his c·isc ·ind that lie I think, ho\vcver, th.it 8.itcson overs n ' • 
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fails to en1pl1asize properly the 11egntivc in1plications in the poen, 
(''No motion has sl1e no\v, no  force"). I-Jc overlooks the poet's 
reticence, his distinct un,villingness to express any unqualifiedevalt1ation of his experience. Bateson, I ,voulcl say, has not paid
cnougl1 attention to the criterion of correspondence. Nevertheless, 
i n  spite of this, and in spite of tl1e apparent in1pl ausibility of Batcson's reading, it remains, I tl1ink, son1ewl1at n1ore probable 
than that of Brooks. His procedure is also more objective. Even 
if he had botcl1ed his job tl1orougl1ly and had prodt1ced a less 
probable reading than that of Brooks, his 111etl1od ,vould rcn1ain 
fundan1entally souncl. Instead of projecting l1is own attitudes 
(Bateson is presun1ably not a pantheist) and instcac.J of positing a 
"universal matrix" of t1t1111an attitudes (there is none), he has tried 
to reconstruct the at1thor's probable attitucles so far as these arc 
relevant in specifying the pocn1's n1eaning. It is still possible, of 
course, that Brooks is right and Bateson ,vrong. A poet's typical 
att itudes do not al\vays apply to a particular poem, although 
Words,vorth is, in a given perioc.1 , n1ore consistent tl1an most 
poets. Be that as it ma)', \Ve sl1all never be certain \Vhat any \Vriter 
means, and since Bateson grounds his interpretation in a conscious 
construction of the poet's outlook, his reading must be deen1cd 
the n1ore probable one until the uncoverit1g of sonic presently 
unkno,vn data n1akes a dilTcrcnt construction of the poet's stance 
appear more valid. 

Bateson's procedure is appropriate to all texts, incltt<ling anony
mous ones. On the surf ace, it ,vould seen1 impossible to invoke 
the author's probable outlook \Vhcn tl1e autl1or ren1ains unkno,vn, 
but in this lin1iting case tl1c interpreter simply n1akes his psycho
logical reconstruction on tt1c basis of f C\Ver data. Even \Vith 
anonymous texts it is crt1cial to posit not sin1ply some a11thor or 
other, but a particular sul,jective stance in ref erencc to ,vhich 
tl1c constrt1ed context is rendered probable. That is \vhy it is im
portant to date anonymo11s texts. Tt1e interpreter needs all the 
clues he can muster ,vitt1 regard not only to the text's /a11g11e nnd 
genre, btit also to the cultural and personal attitu<.les the author 
migl1t be expected to l>ring to bear in specifying his verbal n1ean
ings. I n  this sense, all texts, including anonyn1ot1s ones, arc "al· 
tributed." The objective interpreter sin1ply tries to makes his 
attribt1tion explicit, so tl1at tl1e grounds for l1is reading arc frankly 
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C. Verificatio11ackno,vledged. l'h is opens the ,vay to progressive accuracy ininterpretation, since it is possible then to test the assumptionsbehind a reading as ,veil as the coherence of the reading itself. The fact that anonymous texts may be successfully interpreteddocs not, ho,vever, lead to  the conclusion that all texts should betreated as anony111ous ones, that they should, so to say, speak forthen1selves. I have already argued that no text speaks for itselfand that every construed text is necessarily attributed. These pointssuggest strongly that it is unsound to insist on deriving all inferences f ron1 the text itself. \.Vhen ,ve date an anonymous text,for exan1plc, ,vc aJ)ply kno,,·ledgc gained from a ,vie.le varietyof sources ,vhich ,ve correlate ,vith data derived from the text.'fhis extrinsic d.ita is not, ho,vcver, read into the text. On the contrary, ii is used to verify that ,vl1ich ,ve read out of it. The extrinsicinfor111ation l1as ultin1ately a purely verificativc function.The san1e thing is true of information relating to the author'ssubjective stance. No  n1at1er ,vhat the source of this informationmay be, ,vhethcr it be the text alone or the text in conjunction ,vithother <latn, this i11f orn1ation is extrinsic to verbal n1eoning as such.Stric1ly s1>eaki11g, the au1hor's subjective stance is not part 9[ his verl>al 111caning even ,vhen he explicitly discusses his !cclings ?nd attitudes. Tl1is is l·l usscrl's point ag:1in. The intentional obJ�Ct rc1>resente<I L,y a text is di(Tcrent f ron1 the intentional acts ,vhi�h realize it. When the interpreter posits the author's stance csyn1patheticall)' rccn:1cts the ,1uthor's inten�ionol act�, bu! although this in1aginat ivc act is necessary for realizing n1earung, 11 muSt �e
.1 • • • • f J no sense docs the text u1st1ngl1tsl1ed f ron1 n1can1ng as sue 1· n · . 1 b. • t· nee· the interpreter s1n1p Yrepresent tl1c author's su Ject1vc s ,1 · . . 

• f the text and, if he 1sadopts a stance in order to n1okc sense O 
• 

• ' 
• h. • J • • t , re1at1on by sho,ving isself-critical, he tries to verify 11s an crp • , . 11 b bility the author s. ac.loptcc.l stance to be, 111 n pro a ' f Jucs to the 1 d · the safest source o c · Of course, the t�xr at ian is ' diff crent attitudes on dif-author·s outlook, since n1cn do adopt 

1 1 • text itself should be f . even 1houg,1 I 1c · erent occasions. 1-Io,vcvcr, 1 . b .  the final authority,I . f I . . and n1ust :1 ,vays . I,; • I 1e pr1n1ary source o c ucs • · bc)'ond his text \vhcr-1 • 1 1 1 kc ·in cfTort to go . •  t lC 1nter1>rc1cr s JOU ( Olli • 
. lie C"fl ·1void a VICIOUS. . • . • • I e ()Ill)' \\'.I)' .. • ever ,,oss1l>lc, since tlus 15 I. 

I • • • 1 xt fronl on incorrect stnncc,. . • ·1 I I one looks .11 ,1 c. I f , c1rcular1ty. I 1c 1:1r< or . • t oristruction bcco1ncs. n er-I . · rlic 1ncorrcc c t 1c r11ore conv1nc111g 
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ences about tl1c atllhor's stance arc so111etin1es difficult to n1akc even \Vhen all relevant data arc brougl1t to hear, and it is selfdefeating to n1akc the inferential process n1c)re <lifficult than it need be. Since these inferences arc ultin1ately extrinsic, there is no virtue in  deriving tl1en1 fron1 tl1c text alone. One n1ust not confuse the result of a construction (tl1c interpreter's unc.lerstanding of the text's Si,111) \vitl1 the process of construction or \vith a validation of that process. The .�i,111 n1ust l)c represented hy and lin1itcd by the text alone, but the processes of  co11struction and validation involve psychological reconstruction anc.l should 1hercf ore be based on all the c.Jata available. Not only the criterion of col1crencc but all the other criteria usec.J in verifying interpretations 1T1usl be applicc.l \Vith reference to a psychological reconstrt1ction. The criterion of Jegitin1acy, for exan1ple, n1ust be related to a speaking sttl)jcct, since it is the author's la,1.i:1,e, as an internal possession, ancJ not the interpreter's \Vhich defines the range of 1T1eaning possil.,il it ies a text can represent. The criterion of correspondence J1as f orcc onl}' because \\'e prest1n1e that the at1thor n1cant son1etl1ing by cacl1 of the linguistic con1ponents he employed, and the criterion of generic apr.,ropriatcncss is relevant only so far as generic conventions arc possessed ancJ accepted by the alllhor. The fact 1hat these criteria all refer ultin1atcly to a psychological construction is har,lly surprising ,vhcn ,ve recall tl1at to verify a text is sin1ply to estal)lish that the attthor probably n1eant \vhat ,vc construe l1is text to n1ean. The interpreter's prin,ary task is to reproduce in hin1self the author's "logic," his att itudes, l1is cultural give11s, in short, l1is \VOrl,1. Even thot1gh the process of verification is highly con1plex an<l difficult, the ultimate verificative principle is very sin,ple-the in1aginativc reconstruction of the speaking subject. :1 ° The speaking sul>ject is not, hovvcver, identical \vitl1 the subjectivity of the atllhor as an actual historical person; it corresponds, rather, to a very limited ancl special aspect of tl1e author's totnl sul>jcctivity; it is, so lo speak, that "pnrl" of the at1thor \vhich 
30. I-I.ere J p_ur�_oscfully display n1y sympathies \Yith Oilthey's con·

ccpts, S1cl,/1111e111/ ultlt•11 and I' erstt'l1t·11. In racl, n1y ,vholc argun1c�I 
m:_iy �c rc�ardcd as a,n alt�rnpl lo ground son1c of Dilthcy's hcrrncncut1c 
pr1nc1plcs 1n 1-1 usscrl s cp1stcn1ology and Saussure's linguistics. 
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specifics or (let ermines verbal meaning. :i 1 This distinction is quite 
apparent in the case of a lie. When I ,vish to deceive, my secret 
a,varcncss that r an1 1.ying is irrelevant to the verbal meaning of 
my utterance. The only correct interpretation of my lie is, para
doxically, to vie,v it  as being a true statement, since this is the 
only correct construction of my verbal intention. Indeed, it is only 
,vhen my listener has 1111,lerstoo<I my meaning (presented as true) 
that he can j11<l�e i t  to be a lie. Since I adopted a truth-telling 
stance, the vcrl>al n1eaning of m)' utterance would be precisely 
the snn1e, ,vhcthcr I ,vas deliberately lying or suffering from the 
erroneous convict ion that nl)' statement ,vns true. In other \\'Ords, 
an atllhor n1ay adopt a stance ,vhich differs from his deepest at
titudes ir1 the san1c ,vay that nn interpreter must almost al,vays 
ndopt a stance different fron1 his o,vn. :i:? But for the process of 
interpretation, the auchor's private experiences are irrelevant. The 
onl)' relevant aspect of st1hj_ectivity is that \vhich determines verbal 
n1eaning or, in Ht1sscrl's terms, content. 

In a sense a l l poets arc, of course, liars, and to some extent all 
speakers arc, ht1t the del iberate lie, spoken to deceive, is a border
line case. In  n1ost verbal utterances, the speaker's public stance is 
not totnlly foreign to his private attitudes. Evc_n i� th�se cases
,vhcre the speaker deliberately asst1111es a role, 1h1s n11me11c stance
is usually not the fin.ii detern1inant of his meaning. In a pfa�, for

. ·s not the intcnuonaJcxan1ple, tl1c total n1can1ng of an utterance � . . 
object of the <.Jran1atic character; that n1can1ng is s1n1ply_ a com-

• 1 • of the dramatist. The poncnt in the n1orc con1plex 1nten ,on d' 
Tl b t d scription of these rece ,ngspeaker hin1sclf is spoken. 1c es e 

, • I c "cultural subjc:ct ... Sec Eduard
3 I .  Spranger apll)' calls this 1 1  und zur geistcs,visscnschaft·

Spranger, "Zur 'fhcoric des Y_erslc;iens 
•s J'olkt'II z11111 70. Grburtsfng

lichen Psychologic," in F<'stscltr,ft l�c"�';�
r thnt I anl here in essential

(Tvlunich, 1 9 1 8). p. 369. It �houl�nti-inrcntionalisls (1crm used .in. the
agrcc1ncn1 ,vith the An1cr,can '1 • ht 10 exclude private assoc1at1ons

· ,. ti }' arc rig · · · t<>rdin.irv sense). I t lunr. ,c · f . pr"cr,·cal consequence to rns,s 
J • I ·1 is o son1c •• , . h' h . f ron1 verbal n1can1ng. Jul I f an author's n1can1ng \V · ic 15 

th·1t verb·1l n1caning is rllat nsre,�t ? p't,·cs tl1at his verbal n1caning is• • . lit· T 11s 1n1 • ·c interpersonal!)' con1n111n1ca, . 
one c1111 understand, even ' one. 

1· •11istic norn1s, that \Vhich, under ,ng 
d . . 

11111st s<ln1c1i1ncs ,vork hnrd tobl
o 5�n· t de Ja pcrsonaliti:." Sec h,s Ltn-. . I . .  "dcdou cn1c 

3 2. l1ally calls t us1. ,·si,·,,u,· fra11raise, p. 37 ·
, , • • ft• t'f IIIC:11 

�II/Jtl(Jllt' !:t'll<'f(I ' 
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levels of subjectivity ,vas provided by tl1e scl1olastic pl1ilosophers 
in  their distinction between "first intention," "second intention," 
and so on. Irony, for example, nl,vays entails a con1prel1ension of 
t,vo contrasting stances (intentio11al levels) by a third and final 
complex intention. Tl1e speaking sul,jcct n1ay t,e tlefined as the 
final and n1ost comprel1ensive level of a,v�1re11ess determinative of 
verbal meaning. l n  tl1e case of a lie, the speaking subject assumes 
tl1at l1e tells the trutl1, while tl1e actual Sltbject retains a private 
a,vareness of his deception. Sin1ilarly, n1any s1,eakers retain in their 
isolated privacy a self-consciot1s a,varc11ess of tl1cir verbal mean
ing, an awareness wl1ich n1ay ngree or disagree, approve or dis
approve, but ,vl1icl1 docs 11ot partici1>ate in  dctern1ining their verbal 
meaning. �ro interpretation, this level of a,varcncss is as irrelevant 
as it is inaccessible. I n  construi11g a11d vcrif ying verbal n1eaning,
only the speaking subject counts. 

A separate exposition WOltld l>c rcqttired to clisct1ss tl1e problen1s 
of psycl1ological reco11st rt1ction. I have l1crc sir111>ly tried to fore
stall the Cltrrent ot,jections to extrinsic biograpl1ical and l1istorical 
inforn1ation by pointing, on tl1e one llan<.l, to tl1c exigencies of 
verification and, on tl1e otl1er, to the distinction lJct,vcen a speak
ing subject and a "biograpl1ical'' person .  I sl1nll be satisfied if this 
part of n1y <liscl1ssion, incon1pletc as it n1ust lJc, ,viii l1elp revive 
tl1c half-forgotten truisnl tl1at intcrprctatio11 is tile construction of 
<111c>tl1er's n1caning. A slight sl1ift in the ,vay ,vc s1>cak al,out texts 
,vould be highly saltatary. It is natlJral to spenk not of ,vl1at a text 
says, but of ,vl1at an author n1eans, and tl1is n1ore natural locution 
is the n1orc accurate one. Fl1rtl1er,11orc, to speak in  tl1is ,vay implies 
a readiness (not notnl>ly apJ>arent i n  recent criticism) to pllt forth 
a ,vl1olehearted and self-critical eITort at tl1c prin1ary level of 
criticism-tl1c level of understanding. 

(First pul>lished i n  I'M LA . Septcn1ber 1960} 
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APPENDIX II. GADAMER'S TI-IEORY OF INTERPRETATION

Under the son1c\vf1at ironic title Wa/1r/1eit 1111<! Metho<le (fubingen,1 960), J-lans-Georg Gadan1er has published the most substantialtr�:itise on l1crmencutic theory that has come from Gern1any inth.is century. 111 scope, length, and learning it bears comparison\Vllh Boeckh 's E11c)1clopii<lie (Leipzig, 1 877), and it is precisely insuch a con1pnrison that the deliberate irony of Professor Gadan1er's title appears, for this is a pofen1ic against that nineteenthcentury J>reocctipation \Vith objective truth and correct methodof \vhich llocckh 's \Vork was representative and its full titlesyr11p10111atic-/i11c)•c/01,iit!ie 1111<! Metlt<Jtlo/of.!iC ,!er pl,i/ologisc!,e11Wi.\',\'e11sl·l1,1/te11. Against this preoccupation Gadan1er protests rhalthere can be no Me1/1otl<,lt>t:ie of textual interpretation becauseintcr1>rclation is not, after all, a JVisse11.rcha/1 \vhose aim is objective and per,nnncnt kno\vlcdgc. Truth cannot reside, as Doeckhthought, in the genuine re-cognition of an author's meaning (",!tis Erke1111e11 tics £rkt11111te11"), for this unrcaliz:ibJe ideal naively disregards the fact th,11 every putative re-cognition of a text isreally a nc\v and different cognition in which the interpreter's O\VnJ1istoricity is the spccifica cJifTerentin. The historicity of understanding ("<lie Gesc/1ic/11/ic/1kcit ,!cs 11crstcl1e,1s") is what the ninctcentJ1 century overlooked. No n1erhod can transce�d the
interpreter's o\vn historicity, and no truth can transcend rlus cen-tral truth. . 

h' I Whal is nc\v in Gadamcr's theory is not this ccnrrnl thes!s: ,v ic 1
is \vidcly helcJ ancJ probably has 01ore adherents than cr1t1cs, . but • • • cJ nc\V concepts and g,vcs 111s n1ode of  presentation. 1 He rntro uccs . · b olll \vords ne,v n1eanings. Vorurteil, for example, rs not to e

• • J b • Enlilio Berti whose Teoria
J . One very in1porranl. criti� ,as 

��
n the nlost significant recent 

g1.•11eralc ,/,•Ila i11t,•r11relt1l.lOIIL' IS by {. 
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A/J/Je11tli.r I I: G<1<l<1111er'.\· Tlte(>I')' of /111er1,re1,11io11 
avoided but ,velco111ed; intcr1Jretatio11 <loes not require the neutra!i. zntion of one·s personal horizo11 bt1t involves n JJrocess of l-f oriz,1111versc/1111elz1111,r:: tl1e l1istory of interpret:1tion is a f1istory of applic:1t ion-n JJ1irk1111,r.:sgcsc/1ic/11e. In  additio11 to these con. cc1Jts, Gadan1cr tJresents a detailed crit icisn1 of earlier hern1eneu. tic tl1eories, a series of extrc111ely valtiablc excursuses into tl1c l1istory of ideas, a11cJ nn illt1n1in:1t il1g theory of art as 5;picl. Quite apart f ron1 its theoretical argt1n1e11t, JJ1,1/1r/1eit 1111,/ !vlet/10,le is a l>ook of substance that l1as l}egttn to radiate an influence far beyond Gcrn1any. In An1erica, Jan1es M. Robinson l1as ol>served that "in the present sitt1ation Di1t l1ey and incrcasingl)1 1-lcidegger arc being superseded by tl1e l·leidclllcrg pl1il()sopl1er I-Ia11s·Georg Gadan1er, a forn1er pupil of Heidegger an<l I3ult111an11, ,vhosc 111,1g11tl111 ,,pus grounds tl1e hu111anitics in a hcrn1cnct1tic oriented not to J}SY· cl1ologisn1 or cxistentialisn1, l>tlt rntl1er to language and its subject 111atter."!! Gadan1cr's book extends a11c.l cotlifies the 111ain hcr111encutical concepts of Ot1ltn1ann, Hci<.legger, and their adl1crcnts an<..I can he considered a st1n1n1a of ,vl1at Rol)i11son calls "Tl1c Nc,v l·lcrn1cneutic." JVa/1r/1eir 1111</ !Yfetho,le has l)cen ,vclcorr1etl l}y l�obinson and other tl1cologians and l)y continental liter�1ry crit ics as a philosophical justification for ''vital .in(I relevant" interpretations that arc t1nenct1n1bered l)y a concern for tl1c autl1or's original intention. On this point "The Nc,v Hcr111cnct1tic" reveals its affinities ,vit h "The Ne\v Crit icis1r1" and the ne,ver "M yt 11 Crit icisn1." All three l1ave in1pugned tl1c at1thor's prerogative to be the <lcter-111incr of textual n1en11ing. Gadan1er, 110,vcver, groun<ls his nnti· intentionnlisn1 partially in aesthetics (like the Nc,v Crit ics) and not at nil in the collective ttnconscious (like tl1c M)•th Critics), l>ul 

prin1arily in tl1e radical historicisn1 of Marti11 1-lei<.legger. Gadan1er O\ves n1t1ch of the vocallular)' an<.I co11tcxt of l1is exposition to J-leidegger. "Distance in tin1c coul(l only be tl1ot1gl1t of in its l1crn1cnet1tical J)rodttctivcness after l·IeitJeggcr ha.<I lent an 
treatise in the tradition of Schlcicrn1achcr und Dilthey. In a Inter booklet, Die I I er111t!11e111i k als (l//ge111ci11c 1\1

/ t!tho,lik ,l,•r G <'i.,·t,•Ju•issc11-
scha/ te11 c·1·iibingcn, 1962), he lakes sh;irp issue ,vith Gndan1cr, llulln1ann, and their f ollo\vcrs. 

2. Sec "I·I crrnencutic Since llarth," in 1'ht! N c:l1' I I ,·r111,•11,•111ic:, eds.
J. M.  1iobinson and J .  ll. Cobb, Jr. (Nc\V York, 1964), p. 69.
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A . 1·rl1tlitio11 lt11tl tire /11tleter111i11l1c>' of Mea11i11g
existential sense to tl1c idea of understanding'' (p. 28 J). 3 Butdespite the n1odcsty \Vith ,vhich Gadan1er dedicates his ,vork to"the nc,v a,spcct o f  tl1e hcr111cncuiical problem disclosed by Heidegger's cxistcnt. ial analysis of hun1an. being" (p. 245), the theory heputs for\vard l1clongs in  n1any of its features to a skepticisn1rcgar<ling historical kno,vlcdgc that long predated Sei11 un<I Zeit.Still, Ga<lan1cr uocs o,ve to Heidegger the positive embracing ofhistorically distortcc.f kno,vlcdgc as something "real" and "phcnon1cnal'' in  contrast to academic pseudo-kno,,·Jedge \\'hich is"abstract" an(i "constructcc.f." For .. in vie\v of the historicit)'. of ourbeing. the rehabilitation of (a text's) original con·ditions is a futile undertaking. \Vhat is rehabilitated f ron1 an alien past is not the 

original. I n  its continued :1Jienation it has a merely sccondar}' 
existence" (p. 1 59). 

�rhat is tl1·c flavor of Gadan1er's attack on the philological tradi
tion in Gcrn1any and its "na'ive" aspirations to objcctivit)'. From 
the start i t  had been a dead and spiritless enterprise that Jacked 
vali<lity, vi tality, and J111111a11e Be<le1111111�'!· Ho\vevcr, the nc,v 
hcrn1cnctll ics Gadan1er offers to replace the tradition of Schleicr
n1achcr, l·lt1111boldt, Droysen, B.occkh, Stcinthal, Dilthey, and 
Sin1n1cl 111a)' be n1orc destructive in its in1plic:1tions than. he had 
rcckonc<I. I n  nn)' case, his theory contains inner conflicts and
inconsistencies ,vhich not one of the above n1astcrs ,vould have
allo\vc<.J to 1)ass ir1to print. 

,\. 'l'R,\.Dl"l'ION ,\ND Tl·IE INDET.ERf.llN,\CY OF r.tE,\NING 

· · . . 1 crucial subject forAlthougl1 the nature of textual n1caning is • . 1 d' I • . ., • . ot devote a substanu,1 ,s-1crn1cncut1c thcor)'. Gac.Jan1er uocs n 
· • that• • 10 •1tt·1ck the prcn11sc • cussion to it. 1-lis prin1ary concern 1s • • . • . •· . . I • , ,thor's n1can1ng. 1 ° suppoSc.:text t1al n1c·1111ng 1s the sa111e as t 1c ,ll . .• 

. . t is to Gadan1cr pure ron1,1n-that a text 111ca11s \vhat us author nlc,in . 1• · m •ntal . . . • . • . 1e·1n1ng docs not ,c in c.: tic J>.\')'c:l1,>l,,,:1s11111.\', f <.)r •1 text s 11• 
' . ·'bl but in the subject . . . v c·isc 1naccess1 c, J)roccsses, ,vh1ch arc ,n ,inJ ' 
' J • 1 ,vhile independent of · l the S't1cl1e \\' uc 1• n1attcr or thing n1e:1n , 

b I Tl us the 01otto to the 
atnhor nnd reader, is shnred by 01 1' 1 ' 

' . c to Gadan1cr, JV"l,r/u:11 1111,I
3. ·rtic page ref crcnccs 1hro1�gl�o111 .,r 

1\·l,•rll,>clt'. ·rhc translations arc nunc. 
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central section of  Gadamer's llook is Lt1tl1er's dictum, "Qui ,ion 
i11tellegit res, no11 potest ex ver/,is se11st1111 elil·erc." The res, not the 
author, is the dctern1iner of mc.ining. 

Ltithcr's point as I t1ntlerstand it is firn1ly valid. I t  is impossible 
to elicit the sense of the \vord "railroad" unless one kno\vs \vhat a 
railroad is. Ho\vevcr, Lt1ther careftilly distinguisl1cs, as Gadan1cr 
docs not, bct,,.,ecn res and S<'11s11s. lnclecd, Gadan1cr iclcntifics 
n1eaning and sul1ject matter-as thougt1 n1eani r1g ,vcre an autono· 
n1ot1s entity qt.1ite independent of  consciousness-,vhicl1 is a re· 
pudiation not sin1ply of psychologisn1 hut of  consciousness itself. 
It ,viii not do to invoke 1-lusscrl as an ally o n  this point (p. 21 1), 
since Husserl's repudiation of psychologisn1 consisted in distin· 
guishing bet\veen mental acts, n1canings, and 1hings, not in 
abolishing the f orn1cr t,vo. l-lt1sscrl dcscril,cs n1eaning as distinct 
fron1. ycl dependent on, n1cntal acts, an<.I for h in1 the atuhor alone 
is the <.lctermincr of a text's rncaning. 1 While Gadamcr is right to 
reject tl1e loose identification of  n1ental processes and n1eanings 
in Schlcicrn1acl1er and Dilthey, his exposition a1>1>cars to imply 
that textual meaning can son1eho\v exist independently of indivi<l· 
ual consciousness. 

He finds �a net ion for this st1pposed independence in th'.! nature 
of ,vrittcn language: "It sccn1s to us to i>c tl1e <.listi11guishing fealure 
anti dignity of literary art that in it language is not speech. That 
is to Sil}'1 ,vJ1ilc remaining independent of nil relation of speaking, 
or being addressed, or l1eing pcrsuaclcc.l, it still possesses meaning 
and forn1·· (p. 1 77). Accordingly, a ,vrittcn text is not to l>c con
sidered as recorded speech, but as an intlepen<.lcnt piece of lan
guage. "Actually t l1c condition of being ,vri I ten <.IO\Vn is central to 
tl1e hcrn1cncutic phenon1cnon 1,ccausc the <.letach 111e11t or a ,vrittcn 
text fro,n the ,vritcr or author as ,veil as fron1 nny particular .id· 
drcsscc or reader gives i i  an existence of its o,vn" (p. 369). The 
text, being independent of any particular l1tu11an consciousness. 
takes on the autonon1<>Us l>cing of  langt1age itself. As I·lcideggcr 
inin1ital,ly put the case: 

Der Mensch spricht nur, inclcm er dcr S1>racl1c entspricht. 
Die Spra�he spricltt. 
1hr Sprcchen spricl1t fiir tins im Gcsprochencn. r.

4. Sec L,,,:isc/1t' U 11t<·rs11cl,1111,:r11, pp. 91-97.
5. J·Jcidcggcr, U11tt!r11·,•J!s z11r 5ipraclie.
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A. Tra(/i1io11 a11(/ t/1e lntleternzinacy of Meaning
But the matter can be put nnother ,vay. lf the language of a textis not speech but rather language speaking its own meaning, then,vhatcvcr that language says to us is its meaning. It means whateverwe take it to mean. Reduced to its intelligible significance, thedoctrine of the autonomy of a ,vritlen text is the doctrine of theindetcrrninacy of textual meaning. 

·rhc in1plic:ttions of that cloctrinc arc not altogether shirked byC,adar11cr . ..
. fhe meaning of a text goes beyond its author not justsometimes but al\vays. Understanding is not a reproductive butal,vays a prodt1ctivc activity" (p. 280). Furthermore, "the winningof the true sense contained in a text or artistic ,vork never comes toan end. I t  is an infinite 1,roccss" (p. 282). Thus the meaning of thetext is a never-exhausted array of possible n1canings lying in \Vai tfor a never-ending array of interpreters. But i f  this is so, it followsthat no single interpretation could ever correspond to the meaningof I he text. for no actual interpretation could ever be the same as 

an array of r>ossible meanings. By no magical road could an: 
actual interpretation or even an infinite series of them ever be
n1atlc identical \Vith .1 locus of possibilities. Quite clearly, 10 view ' d . . the text as an autonon1ous piece of language an 1nterprctat1on as 
an infinite process is really to deny that the text has an)' deter
n1ina1c n1caning, for a de1crn1ina1c entity is \vhat it is and not
another thing, but an inexhaustible array of possibili ties is an 
hypostal izal ion that is nothing in particular at ,111. 

·rhough he has nor clearly defined the issue, Gadan1er ��y have
\Vishccl to avoid this disconcerting consequence by conceiving .of a
text's n1caning .,s chang:ng in tin1c, yet determinate .at any g,�cn
poir11 i n  t in1c. 'rhis l.!once1>t of a hisro�ically cha�g1ng. meaning
preserves the infinite productiveness of 1nt�rprc1at1.o� ,vrthout re-
. . . . f ., • · . 1 •  01eanrn'' for 1t  1s only \Vhcn l1nc1u1sh1ng the idea o a uc1crn11n,1 c • o•. 

a text cloes n1can son1c1hing and not just anything t�at ,nterprcta-
. . . . · a I I ere ., probf cn1 arises. Suppose, 1 10n 1s a plaus1hlc cn1crpr1se. u 1 • • f ·1s it often h·11>pens I\VO readers disagree about the _n1e.an

, 
,ng o I�• · ' ' 

1 of I in1c \Vhat pr1nc1p c \VOU text at exactly tl1c san1c n1ontc� 
. '. ,  ' • ht? The couldthey have for dctcrn1ining ,v!10 is n1?
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v
c
l
.11�
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1

y
1 l��

g
tc� 1 h·1J meant I • • tcri>re1a11ons ag:1111s ' " · ' not r11casurc I 1c1r 111 ' · 

t before Ap-. . . ·1 no longer incans ,vh:1t ii mean . 111 the pasl, since 1 
., • • , ,vhat ·t text means at a 

I I . no ,v·iy of uc1ernun1ng • • . parent y t 1crc 1s '. d this hypothesis, the n1eaning 1s . . cnt So agarn, un er . . I h given n1on1 · 
t o·stin"uish even i n  prrnc1p c, muc 

in<.lctcrn1inalc, since ,vc canno '· 0 • 
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A /J/Je11(/i.r I I: Gc1clt1111er's ·r11eorJ1 of /111er1Jrett1tio11 
less in practice, bet,vccn ,vhat i t  n1ear1s an<.I ,vl1at i t  docs not n1can. It is. perhaps, to avoitl tl1is nil1ilistic conclusion tl1at Gadan,cr introduces the concept of tradition: "Tl1c st1bstance of literature is not the dead persistence of an nlic,1 lJeing tllat exists si1nultancously ,vith tl1e experienced reality of a Inter tin1c. Literatt1re is rather a function of spiritual conservation and traclition, and tl1erefore carries into every present its hidtJen l1istOr)'" (p. 1 54). I take this to n1ean that the changing sulJsta11ce of a text is determined by the ,videsprea<l cultural effects :ind n1anifcstations i t  l1ns passed through. a11d that this ,vidcr significance is con1111only understood and accepted within any present culture. "In trutl1, the in1portant thing is to recognize distance in ti,nc as a positive and productive possibilit)' of ttnderstanding. I t  is not a ya,vning abyss, lJut is filled out through the contint1ity of its con1ing hither and by tl1at tradition in ,vhose light shines everything that con1es do,vn to us" 
(p. 281  ). The idea of tradition is essential to Gadan1er lJecause i t  points to a principle for resolving <.lisagreen1ents bet,veen contem1Jorary renders. The reader ,vho f ollo,vs the patl1 of tr<1dition is right, and the reader ,vho leaves this path is ,vrong. 'fhe detern1inntc meaning of a 1ext al a given point in t in1e is ,vhnt a present culture ,vould generally take that n1eaning to be. 'fhc principle scen1s analogot1s to legal pragn1atisn1 in \Vhicl1 a la\v r11cans \vhat the judges take it to n1ean, lJut in l.1\v there is a l1ierarcl1y of judges, and a papal-like authority accrties to the highest judge. Gndan1er's concept of tra<.lition lacks tl1is l1ierarchical structure and therefore. cannot in  fact save the <lay. For the concc1,t of tradition ,vith respect to a text is no n1orc or less than the history of ho\v a text l1as heen interprete<.I. Every ne,v interpretation L>y its existence 
belongs to and alters the tradition. Consequently, tra<.lition cannot really function as a stable, norn1ativc concept, since i t  is in  fact a changing, descriptive concept. (It is n notable cl1aracteristic of theories ,vl1ich reject the prerogative of tl1e attthor that they attempt illicitly to convert neutral, clescriptivc concepts into norn1ative ones.) The futility of perforn1ing tl1is lcger<lcn1ain apJJCars 
,vhen ,vc observe that tl1c original prohlcn1 l1as nc>t disappeared but has cropped up again in another form. For the prol>lcm of determining the true cl1aracter of a cl1anging tradition is tl1e same as the proble,n of determining tl1e true character of a cl1anging n1eaning. 
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B. Repetitio,z t111tl tlze Problem of Norn,s
With?ut a g�nt1incly stable nor?1 we cannot even in principle makea valid cJ101ce bet\vecn t\VO d1ff cring interpretations, ancl ,ve areleft \Vith the conscc1ucnce that a text means nothing in particularat aJJ. 

n. REPE'f("J'JON AND Tf·I E  PJlODLEM or NORltfS 
As the foregoing n1akes clear, the problem of norms is crucial. If,ve cannot enunciate t1 principle for distinguishing bet,veen aninterpret at ion that is valid and one that is not, there is little pointin ,vriting books about texts or about hermeneutic theory. Gadamerhin1scf f, \vhcn J1e argues against the most extreme form of nonnorn1.it ive theory, faces squarely up to this:

I f  a ,vork is not complete in itself ho,v can ,vc have a standard
against which to measure the validity of our perception and
undcrstan,Jing? A f ragmcnt arbitrarily broken off from a con
tinuing process cannot contain a con1pelling norm. Ancl from
this i t  f ollo,vs that all n1ust be left to the perceiver to make 
,vhat he can ot1t of  ,vhat lies before him. One ,vay of under
standing the form is as legitimate as another. There is no 
criterior1 of validity. Nor docs the poet himself possess one 
(even the aestl1ctic of "genius" confirms that), rather, each 
encounter ,vitl1 the \York ranks as a ne,v creation. This seems 
to n1c an untenal>lc hermeneutic nihilism. (p. 90) 

What is the con1peJJing norm that vanquishes this nihilism? 
Gadan1cr's r11ost precise statcn1enls arc those ,vhich declare ,vhat 
the norn1 is not: "Norn1 concepts like the mcnning of th: author 
or the un<Jerstanding of the original reader represent rn truth 
n1ere cnlpty blanks that arc filled up by understanding fro�i oc-

. h t ·s left? There 1s left cas1on to occasion" (p. 373). In that case ,v a 1 •
• 

the assertion that a text, despite the fact that its meaning chnn?eS,
, bl , nd repeatable meaning.nevertheless docs represent a st,1 c •1 . . 1 . I I this there can be no normCiada111cr rightly perceives t 1nt ,v1t 1ou 

. 1 1 h · ceptnnce of the exigencyan,l no vnlid interpretation, all 1oug 1 is ac • 
is grudging: 

. . . . rinciple identifiable and
The n1eaning of a ,vrrtten sag� 1.� in 

1
� 

1 in each repetition is 
rc1>cntable. Only that ,vhich is I en ,ca 
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that ,vl1ich ,vas really laid tlo,vn in tl1e ,vrittct1 sign. Yet it is atonce clear that l1erc "re1>ctition" cannot he taken in a strictsense. It docs not n1can a referring back to son1e prin,al original in ,vl1icl1 son1ething ,vas sai<.I or ,vrittcn. The understanding of a ,vritten text is not rcpct.ition of son1ctl1ing past, l>tlt partici 1>atior1 in a prcser1t r11ca11ing, (1>. 370)

Tl1is secn1s to say tl1at tl1c n1cani11g of tl1c text is self-identical and re1>catablc and. in tl1e next l1rcatl1, tl1at tl1e re1,etition is not really a re1>et ition and tl1e identity not really an i<.lcntity. This kind of reasoning stands as cloqt1cnt tcstin1ony to the diffictiltics and selfcontradictions that confront C.1adan1cr·s theory as soon as one asks tl1e sin1ple qt1cstion: Wl1at constitutes a valid interpretation? Gadnn1er's ,nost sustained atten1pt to solve this 1>roblc111 is no,v to be exan1incd. 
C. EXPLIC,\'f'ION ,\ ND ·r11E FUSION or- I IOltlZONS

I f  an interpreter cannot ovcrco111c the distorting perspective of his o,vn l1istoricity, no n1atter 110,v hard he tries, thc11 it folto,vs that ''or1c understands differently ,vl1en one ttndcrstands at all'' (p. 280). An ap1>arcnt confirn1ation of this doctrine has l'>een ol>servc<l by all teachers ,vho react student cxan1inations. Experience l1as t:tught tl1cn1 tl1at the sttt<lent ,vl,o expresses :111 i<.lca ir1 his o,vn ,vords has prol,alJly understood the i<lea, ,vl1 ile the one ,vho 111crcly repeats the lecturer's ,vor<ls probably has not. \Ve see111 to bl! Ice.I to the skeptical an<l psychologistic conclusion tl,at each n1an, being different, has to ttnderstan<.I <liffcrcntl)' in or<ler to t1nclerstan(l at all. But is this a correct inference f ron1 the 1>henon1enon'! The cxan1plc of the lecturer ancl l,is stt1<lents really points in the opposite direction. The indication that a student l1as unclcrstoo<.I the lecturer is not n1ercly that he has cx1>ressed hin1self in different ,vords, for he ,voul<I :llso plat1sibly <lo that if he l1acl n1ist1n<.lerstoo<l the speaker. 'fhe sign tl1at he l1as ttn<lcrstoo<l the lecturer's n1eaning. is that he hns expressed a sin1ilar or equivalent n1caning cvc11 though l1is ,vor<ls arc different. If the n1eaning hac.l not been translated into a nc,v ic.JiOJll ,vitl1 son1c success \ve ,voul(I J1ave ·110 grc)ttncls for inferring that the student l1ac.l t1nderstood. ·rhat ,vhicl1 he has un<.lerstood is, after all , a n1caning, not a11 expression, ancl this is 
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C. Ex1Jlicatio11 a11<l 1/1e F11sio11 of Horizo11s 
precisely wh)1 the lecturer may begin to feel uneasy when he finds n1erely his O\VO expression repeated. It follo\vs that the proper form of Gadamer's dictum is that one tends to e.rpress a meaning differently ,vhen one understands at all. It is literally nonsense to  state that one understands only ,vhen one docs not understand. Ho,vcver, Gadamer attempts to salvage this a1,parent. contradiction by equating understanding with ex,. plication: "In tl1e last analysis, understanding and explication are the san1c" (p. 366). This remarkable assertion is defended by the f ollo\ving argun1cnt: "Through explication the text is to be brought to speech. Bt1t no text and no book can speak ,vhen it does not speak a language that reaches others. And so explication must .find the right language if it ,vould really make the text speak" (p. 375).
A 1>ast text cannot be understood until it has been explicated in the idion1 of the 1>rescnt day. Thus, the speaking of the mute text can occur only in a11cl throtigh a n1odern comn1entary. Since the beingunderstood or s1,caking of the text is effected by an explication, it f ollo,vs that explication and understanding arc "in the last analysis" the sa111e. \Vitl1 tl1is highly insubstanrial argun1ent Gadamer has set out �otopple one of the firn1est distinctions in  the history of hermeneuuc
theory, that llct,vccn the s11btili1as i111el/ige1i(/i and the subril�ras
<'.\"/Jlic,111,li-thc art of understanding a text and the art of making
it understood by others. Atten1pting to efTacc this distinctio� rcsuhs only in  logical cn1barrassn1cnt before the simplest qucstionS,
sucl1 �ls, "What docs the explicator undcrstan� bef�rc he_ mak�s 
his explication?" Gatlan1cr·s difficulty in coping ,v1th this baSic. • • f I ' s to describe the process quest ion 1s quite apparent ,v 1en 1c come . • 1 • t the interpreter understandsof 111tcrprcta11on. He cannot say I 1•1 . h.· • ti t \vould be to disregard l c the original sense of the text, since ta h d l1istoricity of t1ndcrstanding. He c:innot say, on the 0the1� �n 'd I · . O\Vn subsequent exp 1ca1ton,that the interpreter understan s 11s 

since that ,voul<l be patently abSUrd· . . "Th . real 01eaning ofI I . 1 . · pt for ,1 con1pron11sc. c • 
· IS so lll !Oil IS (O O ' . i's ·1!,va)'S CO(ierer-. . · . •If 10 ·in interpreter . · · • • a text as 1t addresses 11sc • . ,. ( '>80 nt)'

• . . . 1 . • . t · on of the interpreter P· - • 
111111e,I l>)' the h1s1oric,1 situ,i 1 

., , ·t·inds is neither ,vholly· . Tl I t •10 interpreter unucrs , . . 11tal1cs). 1us, \\' ta • . 1 olly that of thl! or1g1na · •rspcct1vc nor '" 1 • the result of Jus o,,•o pc.: · d f ,. fusion bct,vccn these
. I . . r·•• ,,.,r the 1,ro uct o " 

{>CfSJlCC(IVC. t IS ' 
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t\VO, \vl1icl1 Ga<lan1cr calls a /-lorizo11t versc/1111e/z1111g. "In the 
process of t1nderstan<ling tl1ere al\v,tys occurs a true ft1sion of per
spectives i n  \vl1ich tl1c projection of the l1istorical perspective really 
brings abot1t a sublation of the san1c" (1J. 290). Tl1t1s, the perspec
tive and idiotn of tl1e interpreter arc al,va)'S 1>artly constitutive of 
his t1nderstanding. 

Once again Gada111er's atten11>te<l solution tt1rns Otll, on analysis, 
to exen1plify the very difllculty it ,vas <lcsignecl to solve. Ho,v can 
an interpreter fuse l\VO perspectives-l1is o,vn and that of the text 
-unless lte has so111cl10,v aJJJ>ropriatctl the original JJcrspcct ive and
amalgan1atcd it ,vith l1is o,vn? Ho,v can a fusion take place unless
the things to be fused arc n1adc actt1al, ,vhicl1 is to say, t1nless the 
original sense of the text has l,ecn understood? Indeed, the fun<la-
111ental question ,vhicl1 Gadan1er l1as not 111anagecJ to ans,ver is
simply this: ho,v can it be amr111ed tl1at the origit1al sense of a text
is beyond our reacl1 and, at tl1e san1c ti111e, tl1at valid interpretation
is possible?

Gadan1cr is n1t1ch 111ore conciliator)' to the icleal of valid inter
pretation than his assun1ptions ,varrant. If he ,v1rc true to his 
assumption of raclical l1istoricity, tl1at ,vl1icl1 l1c calls a fusion of 
h istorical perspectives coulcl not be aOirn1ecl at a l l .  I f  the inter
preter is really bound l>y his o,vn l1istoricity, t1c cannot break out 
of it into son1c l1al f,vay l1ousc \Vhcrc ()ast and present arc 111crgc<l. 
At best he can only gatl1er UJ> the leftover, t1ns1>caking inscriptions 
fro1n the past and ,vring fro111 tl1e111, or in1pose on tl1en1, son1c 
n1eaning in  tern1s of his o,vn l1istorical 1>erspectivc. For once it is 
a<ln1itted that tl1c interpreter can adopt a f t1sed perspective dif
f ercnt fron1 his o,vn contc111porary one, tl1e11 it is a<ln1itted in prin
ciple tl1at he c,111 l>rcak out of l1is o,vn 1>erspective. If that is pos
sible, tl1e primary assumption of the theory is sl1atterc<I. 

D. 'fl lE 1 1 1s·rott1crry OF UNr)ERs·r,\Nl)ING

I have exan1incd the three principal concepts l>y ,vhich Ga<.lan1cr 
l1as tried to salvage the idea of vali<.I interprctalio11 fro1n tl1c ruins
of historicity-traclition, c1uasi-rc1>etition, ancl l1orizon-ft1sion. All
three ideas have this inter<.lsting con1n1on fentt1rc: they each con·
stitutc an attcn1pt to fuse together the past and 1l1c present ,vhilc
still ackno,vle<lging their i ncon11>atiblc scr>aratcncss. 'J'J1is inner 
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contra<Jict ion has l)een the focus of my attack on Gadamcr's 
thcor)'. On the other bane.I, I recognize the validity of Gadamer's 
insistence t hat a vital, contcn1porary understanding of the past is 
the onl)' t1nc.lers1anding ,vorth having and his rightness in insisting 
on the differcn1ness in  the cultural givens and shared attitudes 
bet,veen a }Jast age and t he present one. What is ,vanted Is to pre
serve these trtiths \Vithot1t con1n1itt ing contradictions and abolish
ing logically necessary dis t inctions. 

The funcJan1cntal distinct ion overlooked by Gadan1cr is that

bct\vecn the n1enning of a text and the significance of that meaning 
to a present situation. I t ,viii not do to say in one breath that a 
\Vrittcn text has a self-identical and repeatable meaning and in 
the nex t that tl1e n1eaning of a text c.hanges. Instead of reproducing 
this pnradox in  a concept like quasi-repet it ion, Gadan1er should 
have tried to resolve it b)' observing that the ,vord "meaning" has 
been given t,vo distinct senses. There is a difference bet,vecn the 
n1caning of a text (\vl1ich docs not change) and the n1ean ing of a 
text to us today (\vhich changes). The meaning of a text is thal 
,vl1ich the author 111ean1 b)' his use of particular linguistic symbols. 
I3eing lingtaistic, tl1is n1caning is con1n1unal, that is, self-identical 
and reproducil,Je in  n1ore than one consciousness. Being repro
ducible, it is the sa111c ,vhencvcr and \\'herever it is understood by

another. l·Jo,vever, each 1in1c this' n1eaning is construed, its n1caning 
• • • • 

to tl1c construer (its significance) is different. Since has s1tuat1on is

different ,  so is the character of his relationship to the con5trued

n1eaning. I t  is 1>recisely because the n1eaning of the text is _ahvays

the san1c that its relationship to a different situation is a dilTer�n t

relat ionshiJ>. This is surely \\'hat Gadnn1er ,vi�hes to call attention 

to  l)y his insistence on vitality .1nd change. It 1s ,vhat he n1cans or

shotil tl have 111cant b)' the concept of /-/orizo11tt·ersch,uelzt�11!1· He
. · b ·ving that tlus n1clt-

coulcl have avoided sclf-contrad1ct 1on Y perce, 
d. . . I cesses that arc separate an 

1ng or fusing al\vays ,nvo ves t,vo pro •. . . 
• 1 1 y be 111 a given instance

dist i11ct  no n1atter ho,v entangleu t icy nta ' . d . 1 • · terprcter's construing an 
of unc.lcrstanc.Jing. One 1,roccss is I ic 111 . , ·or to · Tl ·s ·tel of construing rs pra 
undcrstan<ling of textual n1cnning. 11· ' 

t "'lntc this 
every thing else. llut the interpreter also finds a

f 
\Va�tt:n

r
;riricisrn 

construetl n1caning to hin1self and, in the ca.sc o \
V
r
,,J b called ;

• ·, 1· This recasting coll '' e ' 
lo recast it in !us o,vn tuJOlll, all it n per-. 1.1 l • 010rc accurate to c, • 
fusion of horizons, but it ,vou u Jc 
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ception of the relevance asst1n1ed by tt1c text \Vhen its 111caning is 
related to a present sitt1ation. 

This resolution of Ga<.lan1cr's contrru.lict ions docs, of course 
disregard the J1istoricity of understanding, since it assun1cs that an 
interpreter can construe tl1e original n1c.ining of a past text. 
Gadan1cr f ot1nd hin1self in conlra<.l iclions prcciscJ,, llecause he 
disallo\ved this possibility. No,v, l>y ,vhat right (lo I return to a 
pre-Heideggerian na'ivetc and allo,v it? First, I \vould 1>oint out 
that 1ny account by no n1eans aban<.lons the c6ncept of historicity 
-assuming that the ,vord is taken to represent a f undan1cn1al
differentness l>et,vcen past and present cultures. What I deny is not
the fact of difference btit tt1e asscrtc<.I ir111,ossil)ility of sa1ncness in
the construing of textual n1eaning.

On what grounds is this in1possibility assertc<.I l>y Gac.Jan1cr? I-le 
docs not argue tl1c case i)ut asst1n1es that it J1as l)cen cstal>lishcd by 
Heidegger. 1-leidcgger, on Gadan1cr's interpretation, denies that 
past n,eanings can be reproduced in the present because the past 
is ontologically alien to the present. 'I'he l>eing of  a r>ast meaning 
cnnnot becor11e the being of a present n1caning, for l)eing is ten,
poral and differences in tin1c arc consequently <li fl'ercnccs in being. 
If this is t}1e argun1ent on ,vhich Gac.la111er ,visl1cs to found his 
doctrine of historicity, I1c shot1lcJ ackno\l,i le<lge tl1at it is t1llirnatcly 
an argu111ent against ,vrittcn con1r11unication in general and not 
just against con1r11unicat ion bet,vecn historical eras. For it is 
n,erely arbitrary, on tl1is argun1ent, to hold that a n1eaning fifty 
years oltl is ontologic.il ly alicr1 \Vhile one three years or three 
minl1tes olc.l is not. It is true that l·leidcggcr introduces the concept 
of Mi1sei11 ,vl1ich corresponds to tl1e i<lea of cultural eras, but this 
docs not solve the prohlern. TJ1e ontical character of tin1c docs not 
in itself rcql1ire the ari)itrnry slicing lip of tin1e into ho1nogeneous 
periods. 

Dut the doctrine of rndical l1istoricity might, after all, be true. It 
states that all present nets of understanding fail to re-cognize past 
meanings. 'fhis seems to l>e a statcn1ent like "All s,vans nrc ,vl1itc," 
that is, a staten1ent which coul<.l be falsified. I·l o,vcver, it is really 
not that kind of cn1pirical statement at all , since there is no ,vay 
of being certain in '''')' act of lln<.lcrstan<ling (n1uch less in all such 
acts) that the atalhor's 1neaning l1as or J1as not l>ccn rc1>roduccd. 
The doctrine of radical historicity is t1ltin1atcly a dogn1a, an ic.lca 
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of reason, an act of f aitl1. So, of course, is the contrary doctrine:
not all acts of understanding fail to re-cognize past meanings. While neither dogma could be falsified, one may very well be n1ore probable than the other. 

The less skeptical position is more probable primarily because it coheres \Vitl1 the rl!st of experience \vhile the radically historicistic 
position docs 11ol. If \VC believe from experience that linguistic 
communication through texts past or present has ever occurred, 
then the dogma of radical historicity is rendered improbable. The 
historicist clogma is not really a dogma about the ontological 
natt1re of tin1e, since it docs not deny the possibility of \Vrittcn 
communication bet\vccn persons living in the "same" period, in
hal>iting tl1e "same" milieu, and speaking the "same" language. 
Hov,evcr, this sameness is an illicit abstract ion which conceals the 
fact that e.ich moment is a different period, a different milieu, and 
even a diff cre11t langunge. If the l1istoricist \Vishes to emphasize the 
possil>ility of con1mt1nication within a given period, he had better 
not insist that time itself is the decisive differentiating factor that 
distinguishes one "period" from another. . If tin1e is not the decisive differentiating factor, the follo\v1ng 
consequence ensues. To sny that men of different eras c�n�ot �n
dcrstan<.I cacl1 other is really to say that men \Vho exist . in sig
nificantly lliff crc11t situations and have different perspect ives on
lif c cannot tinderstand each other. If i t  is right to think that all
men exis t in situations that arc significantly different f�om .0?e

another and tl1at all have diff ercnt perspectives, then the hiSlor1:1st

d . 1 h 1 ·sm· men in general, beingogn1a re<.luccs to s1mp e psyc o ogi · . fdifferent from one another, cannot understand the mea��ngs 0 

one another. The saving concepts of Milsein and Trad,11011. arc!ways shared clemen ts 1n amirages. Even though there arc 3 
'11 i a culturecultt1rc wl1ich constitute its very substancc, a men n 

t' on life the same assump· do not share the same general pcrspec ivc 'd' ' It is a naive ab-
tions; they do not al,vays sp_eak. thc snm� 1 ·�:·present as having
straction to consider any period in thc pas or 

. . tt1is kind of J101nogcncity. . . . ns Mci'ncckc has sho\vn,
• • 1 t of h 1stor1c1sm, • Indeed, the grent 1nsig 1 'f orni in themselves and

is riot that various cultural eras a�c tumn1en arc significantly dif-. nothcr but t11a . · <.l1ffercn t from one a ' . f culture arc man1fcstat1ons
f erc11t f ron1 one nnothcr. Diflcrcnccs 0 
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of this root possibility of difTerences an1ong men. The Heideg. 
gerian version of tile l1istoricist insigl1t renders itself n1eaningless 
if it denies tl1e ontological status of indivi<ll1.al ity and uniqueness 
an1ong n1cn \Vl10 live in tl1e sa111e ctilturc. Indeed, the concept of a 
l1omogeneous 1,resent culture is c111piricall}' f alsc and cannot suffice 
to bridge the gap bet\vecn persons of tl1e san1e period. Tl1at is the 
real ontological gap-tl1e one tl1at subsists bct\veen persons, not 
the one that subsists bel\vee11 historical eras. I f  the f or1ner can be 
bridged, as Gadan1er and Heidegger ad111it, then so can tl1e latter, 
for the historicity of t1nderstanding is, in its ft1ndan1ental sig
nificance, n1erely an instance of tl1c 111ultiplicity of  persons. 

E. PREJUDICE ,\NO PllE·UNDEllS'rA NDING

The firn1cst conception and 111ost po\vcrf til \Vea1,on in Gada111er's 
uttack on tl1c objectivity of interpretation is not the doctrine of 
historicity but the doctrine of prejtrdice (Vor11rteil). This concept 
is Gadan1er's version of a hern1enet1tic 1,rinci1,le tl1at \Vas first 
clearly perceived b}' Scl1leicr111acher, tl1en ft11ly elaborated l>y Oil· 
tl1ey and 1-1 usserl, and finally given an existc11tial tt1rn l>y Heideg· 
ger. I t  \viii be n1y purpose in tl1is fi11al section to tt1r11 111y critique 
of Gadan1er's book to good account by sl10\vi11g ho\v the concept 
of Vt,rllrteil has a significance far 111orc positive tl1an that given it 
in f¥n/1rl1eit 1111,I Met/10,le. I shall suggest, thot1gh l>y necessity 
briefly, the 111cthodological in1portance of tl1e doctri11c for con
ducting all forms of textual intcrprctatio11. 

The doctrine of prejudgn1ent is briefly as f ollo\vs. The n1caning 
of a text (or anything else) is a co111plex of st1bn1ea11ings or parts 
,v}1icl1 hang together. (Whenever the parts do not col1erc, ,.,•c 
confront n1eaninglcssness or chaos, 11ot n1caning.) Tl1t1s the con1· 
plex of parts is not a n1ercly n1ecl1anical collocation, btll a rela· 
(ion al unity in whicl1 tl1e relations of tl1c parts to one anotl1er and 
to tl1e wl1ole constitute an essential aspect of tl1eir cl1aractcr as 
parts. ·r11at is, the meani11g of a part as a part is dcter111incd l>Y its 
relationshi1, to tl1c wl1ole. 'fhus, the nature of a partial n1eaning is 
deper1dent on the nature of tl1c \V}1ole n1eaning to \Vl1icl1 it belongs. 
Fron1 tl1e standpoint of kno\vlcdgc, thcref ore, ,ve cannot perceive 
the 111caning of a part until after \Ve l1ave grasped tl1c 111eaning of 
the wl1ole, since only then can \Ve t1ndcrstan<l tl1c ft111ct io11 of tl1c 
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part \Vithin the  \vhole. No m at ter ho,v much \Ve may emphasize the 
quasi-independence of cert ain parts or the priority of our en
counter ,vith t>arts bcf ore any sense of the \vhole arises, still ,ve 
ca1111ot understand a part as such until we have a sense of the 
\vholc. Dilthey called t}1is apparent paradox the hermeneutic circle 
and observed that it ,vas not vicious because a genuine dialectic 
al,vays occurs bet,vecn our idea of the ,vhole and our perception of 
the parts that const itu te it . Once the dialectic has begun, neither 
sic.le is to ta ll}' determined by the other. 

The doctrine of pre-understanding is logical or phenomenologi
cal ratl1er than en1pirical, and i t ,vould no doubt be very difficult to 
devise an cn1pirical test for it. Nevertheless, ,ve might take :is an 
exan1plc a sentence like "He \vords me Gyrles" (A 111011}' and
Cleo1>atrt1, Act V). Ho,v do ,ve kno,v (if ,vc do kno,v) that ''\vords" 
is a verb unless ,ve l1avc already dimly grasped the sentence as a 
,vholc? We r11igh t sa}' son1cthing about norn1al syntax and the 
gran1n1at ical exigencies of "he," "me," and the terminal "s," but

that is possible onl)' because ,ve have subn1erged the normal 
function of "v,,orc.ls." c; It is conceivable to n1isread the sentence:
"He says 'Gyrles' to n1c" or "He, that is Gyrlcs, \vords me," and
such n1isrcndi11gs \vould irnply ditf erent prelin1inary guesses abou t

the nat urc of the \vhole. Though it is right to argue tha t some 
,vords of a sen tence arc al,vays Jess variable and dependent than 
others, these arc still, at best, sin1ply clues or possibilities that do 
not bcco111c dc1cr111inatc until the)' fall into place ,vi1hin t he \\•hole 
-no 111attcr ho,v vaguel)' that ,vholc n1ay be percei\•cc.l. In f�ct, 
this 1>rclin1i11ary percept ion is al,vays vague since it is by necessity, 
\vi t l1out parts, t1nnr1iculatcd. I t is an adun1bra1ion, a pre-apprche�
sion rather than nn  nrt iculatcd understanding. A close anar_ogy .15 

the cJ in1 adt1111l>ra1 ion of ,\n ans,,·cr that ,ve n1ust al,vays pro1cct rn 
orclcr 10 ask a c1uestion in the first place. . . . _ • • 't f J/ or11rte1l u1 interpreta G:1<l:1n1er's argun1ent for the ncccss1 Y o  

f · the concept of prc-apprc tion is accon1plishcd by trans ornting 
d. f a. .. . d '  • " f r if our undcrstan ,ng 0 hcns1on into t he ,vord prcJU ,cc, 0 

• • f Jlo,vs that thistext is aJ,vays governed by a prc-un<lerst3nd'"S· it O 
• • ·t docs . f ronl ourselves since r 1>rclin1inary :u.Jur11brat1on n1ust con1c 

. ' n)' cnsc cornponents of
6. 'fhcsc gr:1n1n1ntical cxiscnc1cs arc, ,n n 

pre-understanding. 
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not and cannot con1e f ron1 the as yet indetern1inatc text. What \Ve 
supply by \vay of pre-understanding r11t1st tl1ercf ore be constituted 
by our O\Vn expectations, attitt1dcs, and predispositions, in short fron1 our O\Vn prcjt1dices. This is b)1 no r11eans a trottblesome con�
clusion in Gadamer's vie\\', The fact tl1at ot1r interpretations arc 
al\va)'S governed by our prejt1dices is really the l1est guarantee that 
texts ,vil l l1ave significance for tis. lnstea,t of trying to overcome 
our prejt1dices-a11 attc1npt \Vl1icl1 cannot st1ccccu and can result 
only in artificial, alie,1 constrt1ctior1s-,,•e shot1ld ,velcomc them as 
the best n1eans of preserving the vitalit)' of ot1r inheritance and 
our tradition. 7

The argt1n1cnt is po,verful, bt1t clearly its validity depends on 
the trt1tl1 of its n1ajor prcn1isc tl1at prc-ap11rcl1ensions arc identical 
,vith or con1poscd of preju,liccs. If  tl1at is so, tl1en the principle 
tenet of all perspectivistic, psychologistic, and l1istoricistic theories 
must be trt1e. In fact, ho,vcver, tl1e st1bstitt1tion of "predisposition" 
or "prejudice" for "prc-t1nderstanc.ling" l1i<les an illicit and false 
equation. The ,vord "predis1,osition" or "prejt1dicc" connotes the 
idea of a preferrecl or habitt1al stance, n1aking tl1e equation imply 
that an interpreter cannot alter his l1abitual attitt1cles even if he 
,vants to. But this is false, since interpreters l1avc been kno,vn to 
alter their vie,v of a tcxt·s n1eaning, rare as tl1is occurrence n1ay 
be. If, on the other hand, prcjt1dicc is taken to n1ean not just the 
interpreter's habitual attitudes, bt1t tl1c ,vhole array of attitudes 
that l1c can adopt, tl1en certainly a pre-a1)prel1cnsion rnust be a 
prejudice; however, this bccon,es an en1pty tat1tology since any 
stance I adopt mt1st ipso facto be possil>le for me, and the ,vord 
"prejudice" loses its desired connotations. One cottld, of course, 
reply that an interpreter's possible stances arc lin1itcd l>y l1is 
historicity even though l1c may to some extent alter l1is habitual 
ones, bt1t tl1 is again is an assertion tl1at l1as notl1ing to do ,vith the 
logical necessity of pre-understanding. It is n1erely a repetition of
the historicist dogma tl1at ,ve cannot rc-cognizc past n1eanings.
The notion of V or11rtei/ adds notl1ing to this previously assumed 
dogn1a except to give it a n1isleading flavor of logical rigor. 

.. 
7. Such arguments invariably use the monolitl1ic ",vc" and "our 

and so assume the existence of a nonexistent unanin1ity and homo·
gcneity. 
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The doctrine of pre-tinderstanding is in fact altogether neutral 

,vith respect t o  historicity and prejudice. Ultimately i t  is no more 
or Jess than the doctrine of the logical priority of the hypothesis. 
The preliminar)' grasp of a text that ,ve must have before we can 
understand it is tl1c l'lermcneutical version of the hypothesis we 
n1ust have abot1t data before \Ve can make sense of them. (The
claim that h)1pothescs arc induced fron1 or generated out of data 
has lost favor, not least because it fails to explain ho,v differing 
hypotheses can be generated from the same data.} Pre-understand
ing is not, of course, a neat and simple model for the hypothetico
deductive process, since the data it explains are constituted to a 
large extent hy the l1ypot}1esis itself. That is to say, the contours of 
the ,vorc.Js in a se11tcnce arc determined very substantially by our 
pre-apprehension of the form nnd meaning of the sentence, ,vhere
as in a perf cct n1odel the data ,vould act as they chose regardless 
of our h)1pothcsis about them. This highly constitutive character 
of hern1enet1tic f1ypotheses explains ,vhy they tend to be self
confirming and ,vh)' it is hard to convince anyone to change his 
interpretation of a text. 

Ho,ve,•er, as Dilthey sa,v, the hermeneutic hypothesis is not 
con1plctcly sclf-confirn1ing since it has to con1petc ,vith rival hy
potheses about ll1e same text and i.s continuously n1easured against 
those con1poncnts of the text ,vhich arc least dependent on the hypothesis. Tht1s, one f urtf1er indication that prclin1inar}' herme-

• nctltic l1ypotl1eses (pre-apprel1cnsions) arc not the same as preJ-
udices is tl1at hypotheses in general cannot be reduced to habitual 
a ttitudes or n1odes of tf1ought. I f  that ,vere true, ne,v hypotheses 
could not appear. I n  fact, nobody kno,vs just ho,v hypotheses 
arise. Certai11l)' to equate tl1en1 ,vitf1 predispositions is to _reduce
all ne,v ideas al>ot1t data to old prejudices-a strange destiny for 
a notion like tf1c special theory of relativity, for cxan1pl_e. s Since a prc-un(lcrstanding is a ,•ague hypothesis that 1s const•tutive of t1ndcrsta11ding, and since tindcrstanding is therefore part�y., f h. · g a ,·ahd ucpcntlcnt on 1>rc-t1ndcrstanding, tl1c problc111 o ac icv,n 

• 

"'' • . . I . • t '  ct"t1"on is to be foundo. 1 he best d1scuss1on of hypot 1cses 1n 1n crpr .. . . · }) S 
• · · · / ti • Structure of Poetr> 1n "· . Crane, 7 /,c• /.t111�ua!:t'S c>/ Cr111c1s111 a,u It t of ("l'oront<>, 1953), pp. t 76-80. Crane intplicitly connects the conccp s 

scnrc nnd hypothesis (sec pp. 146, 1 67). 
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pre-apprehension of the text is a crucial proble1n ii1 interpretation. 
Wl1at is a valid pre-apprehension? Bltintl)' stated, i t is a correct 
prelin1inary grasp of the author's n1eanii1g. Bt1t ho\v t1nsatisfactory 
this ans,ver is! Tl1ere is no ,vay of kno,ving in advance just ,vhat 
the author n1ny be getting at, and there arc so n1an)' possible 
preliminary guesses tl1at the cl1ance of l1itting on tl1e right one is 
extremely slin1-so slir11, apparently, tl1at a deep skepticism re
garding the likeli11ood of valid interpretation secn1s ,varranted. 

Ho,vever, the probabili t)' appears less slin1, as indeed it is, if 
,ve forn1ulate the problen1 111ore accurntel)'. To speak individual
istically sin1ply in tern1s of an inaccessitJ!e autl1orial i11tent io11 is to 
misrepresent the problen1. Our chances of n1aking a correct pre
liminary guess about the nature of son1eone's verbal n1eaning 
nre enorn1ously increased by tl1e lin1itations ir11posed on that 
meaning through cultural norn1s a11d conventions. A single lin
guistic sign can represent an  identical 111eani11g for t,vo persons 
because its J>Ossible n1canings l1ave been lin1ited by convention. 
By tl1c same token, the lnrger l ingt1istic configurations ,vhicl1 an 
interpreter confronts also l1ave this conventionnl and norn1ative 
character. This is ,vhat n1akes correct pre-apprehension reason
ably likely to occt1r, for not just ,vords, bt1t sentences, and not 
just sentences, but utterances as long as iV(tr (111(/ Peace arc partly 
governed by the norn1s and conventions dcpositecl by previous 
usages. n Thal is to say, all con1mt1nicablc speecl1 tlcts, ,vrittcn or 
spoken, belong to a lin1itcd nun1ber of genres. No,v, a genre is a 
kind and shape of utterance ,vl1ose norn1s and conventions l1ave 
been partly fixed through pasl tisage. Every co111mt1nicablc ut
terance belongs to a genre so defi11cd, and in con1municated 
speech there can be no such thing as a radically nc,v genre, for 
so-called ne,v genres arc al,vays, by lingt1istic and social necessity, 
extensions and variations of existing norn1s and conventions. Tl1c 
most primitive and fundamental genres arc tl1e scntcnces-tl1c 
smallest units of communicable speech-bt1t every larger utterance 

9. Saussure makes an elegant and l\elpful distinction bct\vccn
"actualities" and .. virtualitics" in Jangu:,ge, the for mer being ,,sages 
wl1ich have already been realized, and the latter extensions of n1can
ing made possible by the former. Every time a virtuality is actualized, 
new virtualities arc thereby created. Sec Saussure, Cours ,le li11g11istiq11c 
ge,u:ralc. 
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E. Prej11clice a11cl Pre-U11dersta11ding
also possesses \Vith varying degrees of rigidity the normative andconventional character of singlc-.scntence utterances. This is \Vhat gives the interpreter's pre-understanding a goodchance of being correct, for the author's meaning has a shapeand scope tl1at is governed by conventions \vhich the interpretercan share as soon as he is familiar ,vith those conventions. 1 o Inthe process of interpretation, therefore, a preliminary guess orpre-apprehension \vith respect to a text is really a guess about thegenre to  ,vhich the text belongs, and the most appropriate formof the question, "What is the nature of a valid pre-apprehension?"is the question, "To ,vhat genre docs this text belong?" Indeed, thisis the n1ost in1portant question an interpreter could ask about a text, since its ans\vcr in1plics the \vay the text should be understood \Vitl1 respect to its shape and emphasis as \Yell as the scope and direction of its meanings. Schleicrn1acher, ,vhose aphorisms on interpretation are among the n1ost prof otind contributions to hermeneutics, deserves credit for first laying bare the fundan1ental in1portance of genre. "Uniqueness in  spcccl1," he said, "sho,vs itself as a deviation from the cl1nractcristics that determine the genre," for in every case of understanding, "the \Vhole is apprehended as genre-Das Ganze

,virc/ 11rsprii11gliclt ,•ersta11,le11 als Ga111111,Cf." 1 1  In this insight 
Scl1leiern1acl1er laid the foundation for that ideal discipline \Vhich 
in1pelled l1is thinking on hermeneutics-a truly general the�ry of 
interpretation. For the concept of genre cuts thro�gh all part.'cular 
varieties of biblical, poetical, historical, and legal 1nterpret_at,�n �f
texts because the notion of genre in itself detern1in:s an intrinsic 
n1oc.le of proceeding. To be concerned \\•ith the precise ge�re of ,3

. . 
· d d to avo'1d the external 1mpo51-tcxt 1s to give ever}' text its uc an ' . . . . 1 1 d . nd c·inons of 1nterprctat1on. lion of n1crel}' n1cchan1ca n1et 10 s a • . f Fin.111}' the concept of genre calls attention to the necess

d
11r t� , • • t t'on for there can be no apo ic ic self-critical thinking ,n 1nterpre a 1 , 

• , • . . ucss regarding a text s genre is certainty that 011r prellntinary g 
d titutes ,vhat \Ve subse-y l l uess governs an cons correct. ct t 

1a g · hus our self-confirnling prc-undcr-qucntly say :ibout .the text. T 
. . � the robable conventions under ,vh1ch

IO This is not circular, s!ncc 

J by studying other texts and othera tcx� ,vas ,vrittcn n1ay be <l1scovcrc 
authors \Vilhin his culture . 

. ,. pp 46 41. 1 1 . /ler111,•1telllt", · • ' 
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standing needs to be tested against all tl1c relcva11t data we can find for our idea of genre is ultimately a l1ypotl1csis like any other, andtl1e best hypothesis is tl1c one tl1at best explains all the relevantdata. TJ1is identity of genre, pre-understanding, and hypothesis
suggests that tl1e much-advertised cleavage between tl1inking in 
tl1c sciences and the humanit ies docs not exist. TJ1c J1ypothetico
deductivc process is fundamental in botJ1 of then1, as it is in all 
thinking that aspires to knowledge. 
(First publisl1cd in Tl,e Rcvie,v of M ct<1pl1)1Sic·s, March 1 965)
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APPENDIX III. AN EXCURSUS ON TYPES

A. SELF-IDENTl'fY OF TYPES

Since tl1e \vord. "type" has been a focal point of this essay, it will
be uscf ul to bring together the principal conceptions which serve 
!o define the word as I t1se it. lnevitably I can only hint at or
ignore some of the philosophical problems that arc raised by a
general tJ1cory of types-problems ,vhich ultimately embrace the
who.le field of epistemology. By ,.,,ay of orientation I shall discuss
only those aspects \V}1ich arc most relevant to hermeneutic theory. 
This will require a description that goes beyond merely ostensive 
definition but falls short of a fully developed theory of types. 

I consider a type to be a mental object or, if one prefers, an 
idea. Tf1c essential f cature of a type idea is its ability to subsume 
more than one experience and therefore to represent more than 
011c experience. The subsumptivc and representational function 
of type ideas is, of course, essential and fundamental to language, 
for if such a function did not exist, no one could subsume or 
represent two different ent ities by the same word. Thus, if the 
word "tree" can subsume or represent more than one tree or tree 
experience, it follows that the meaning of "tree" when it serves 
this function must be a type idea. 

How is it possible for a type, which is but one �hing, t� s�b�u�e
and represent more than one thing? Although tfus quest1�n lies t 
the heart of all knowing and thinking, it has never, I think, been 
adequately answered. The attempt to reject such questio?s on the 
part of Wittgenstein and his adherents is entirely unsatisfactory, 
since no matter how far an analysis proceeds and no matter how 

many concessions arc made to the inherent "vaguenesS0 of -tho�
d
ght, 

· · f rec1se I cn-i t must be admitted that ,ve can perceive a region ° p 
1 

tity in two different experiences. Nor is the paradox ade9uatc;
resolved by tJ1e old abstraction theory, under ,vhich t,vo i1tferen 

entities arc identified by abstracting the traits that arc t e same
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and ignoring those that arc different. No doubt this kind of process 
can and docs occur, but the 1hcory docs not exp.lain ho\v t,vo 
traits (fron1 t\VO different entit ies) arc j11(/.f!efl to be the san1c. t The 
l,le11titiitsproble111 was conf ronte<l directly by Brentano and Hus
serl and \vas carried very far b)' tl1c latter, but \vhilc Husserl 
transforms the vocabulary of the prohlcn1 i n  an i l lt1minating 
\Vay, the 1,aradox rcn1ains. S0n1el1o\v, consciot1sness is capable of 
identifying t,vo different experiences. I n  fact, this seems to be a 
fundan1cntal ft1nction of consciousness, and the <legrce to \VJ1ich 
the n1in<l is capable of pcrf orming this n1iraculous f cat is a very 
important measure of intell igence. 

The clearest and, no doubt, n1ost clen1entnry forn1 of typifica
tion is exemplified in any act of recognition or n1cn1ory. One 
experiences an object-say, an old dirty scl1oolcap. At son1e Inter 
1in1e (ten seconds or ten years) one recognizes that same dirty old 
cap, but ho\v docs one knO\V it is the san1e cap'? I n  fact, one docs 
not kno\v it at all, since the cap n1ight not l)c tl1c san1c. Furthcr
n1orc, it is obvious that the experience of n1cn1ory or recognition 
is a different experience fron1 the original one. Thus, the act of 
identification n1t1st depend on so1ne remen1bcre<I tertit1n1 c1uicJ 
that bridges the t\vo experiences, and tl1is n1ust be a type idea. 
Of course, in this case tl1e type idea cn1braces not l\VO <lifTerent 
entities but t,vo difTcrent experiences of the san1c entity. l-lo\vcvcr, 
this sameness is often not a matter of certainty, and the fact that 
a person can be tricked into believing tl1at t,vo <liffercnt objects 
arc the san1c st1ggests tl1at a typifying ft1nction is at ,vork every 
time a recognition occurs-,vhctl1er it be trl1c or false. 

In  an act of recognition, the entity \Vhich is recognize(! or re
membered is not normally considered to be a mere insta11ce of a 
type, becat1se the t,vo i nstances arc identifie,J con1pletcly. No 
diff crencc ,vhatcver is perceived het\veen thcr11, only t,ct,vecn the 
two experiences of tl1c instance. In norn1al t1sagc, \Ve first begin 
to speak of a type \Vhcn ,vc identify t,vo entities \V)1icl1 ,ve kno,v 
to be different in sonic respects. A <lirty old scl1oolcap an<l a cle.,n 
new one arc difTerent entities that can be subst1mcd tinder the 
same type, namely, schoolcap. I n  tl1is kind of t)'pifi·cation the 
subsumption of tl1c t,vo instances is made possible hecat.1sc certain 

1 . Sec Peter Geach, A·f rntal Acts: Tht·ir Co11tc11t anti 1'heir Obj,•c:rs
(London, 1957), pp. 1 8-44. 
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aspects can be identified: for instance, both entities have the same 
shape or the sarne function. These identical traits may be vague 
or abstract, and they may be arbitrarily invented, but \Vithout this 
precise identity at the level of the type, the subsumption b)' the 
type \vould be impossible. As i n  the example of recognition, the 
type idea here unifies more than one instance by virtue of a 
partial identification of the instances. The identification is not
judged to be con,plcte, as it is in recognition, but it is only by 
virtue of an identification at some level that the t\VO instances 
belong to the san1e type. 

I s  i t possible tl1at t\VO instances can belong to the s:ime type if 
they have n1crcl)1 sin1ilarities or "family resemblances" but are in 
no rcs1>ect identical? This reduces to the question, can there be 
!iin1ilarity \vithout there being at some level an identity \vhlch 
grounds the similarit)'? Although \Ve may say that the follo\ving 
t\VO curves arc sin1ilar, """J N , it is obvious that the curves 
then1sclves arc in  no \vay congruent. The)' are judged to be similar 
onl)' l)ccat1sc certain prior judgments have been made-that is, 
they arc judged to be curves and to have ,vhatever traits distin
guish c urves f ron1 other entities. If that type identification of 
curves had not been made, the subsequent judgment of similar 
curves could not have been n1ade. More particularly, the curv.es n1ight both be judged to be sin1ilar to a sine curve, /"\...J ,  that 1s• 
the judgn1cnt of sin1ilarity might be made by reference to the 
sin1ilarity of both to son1ething els�. Ho\vever, to leave th� matter 

f · fi ·t regress since the there is to plunge into the abyss o an in 1n1 e . 1 
e similarity of each curve to a sine curve presents precisely the sam 

. . . f h ves to one another. In fact, prol>le111 as the s1n1ilar1ty o t e cur . . · 
"re similar because they arc, 

\VC c·,n only say that the t,vo curves " . b h ' · 'fi tion identrcal. They or at sonic level of abstraction or typ1 1ca ri1 have the traits that belong to the san1e type because they b.o . ·r that define the type. It is by virtue of these idcnt1cal type tra1 s 
they arc judged to be similar. . . f ded not on a partiaJnut arc there not types \vh1ch ar

f
c. o

t�
nnces ,vhich c�ist in  a. . . . l t on a range o ins " 1llcnt1ty of trails >U • · 1 d ·r it falls son1e\vhcrc . . . le \Ve call a co or re 1 • conr1nuu111? For cx,inip • le and orange. Yet, oddly 

. f colors bct,vccn purp . . h. 1n the rnngc o d'ff t colors falling ,v1th1n t ,s 
1• • • •10y (\VO I eren . d enough, uel\Yccn • . blc identity ,vh1ch groun s 

range there clocs not exist any conce1va 
.. 
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tltcir sin1ilarity: the l\VO red colors arc difTcrcnt and pcrf cctly 
l1omogcncous. lt \Vould be artificial to d issect tl1eir l1on1ogcneity
into a purely red "1nomcnt" con1n1on to botl1 and a non-red "mo
n1cnt" \vhich disti11gt1ishes tl1cn1. The colors arc seen all nt once,
and they arc judged to be sin1ilar. I-To\v is this j11dgn1c11t n1ade? 
This example proves that tl1crc n1ay be si111ilarity ,vitf1ot1t identity 
and that tl1is similarity can be tl1c basis of a type. 

Tl1is kind of example f orccs us to 1Jerccive an  aspect of types 
tl1at was partly hidden in tl1c preceding cxa1r1plcs, nan1ely, that 
somctin1cs the judgn1cnt of sin1ilarity is 1101 the llnsis of a typificn
tion, but, on the contrary, a ty1,ification is often tl1e basis of a 
sin1itarity judg1ncnt. For in  \Vital rcs1,cct is a11 orange-red sin1ilar 
to a purple-red? As partict1lar color patcl1es nothing abotit tl1en1 
is tl1c san1c or sin1ilar; tl1cy arc, in  fact, incon1111c11st1ral,te t1ntil 
they arc understood to lJc 111on1ents in a co11ti 11t1t1n1 anll, n1orc 
precisely, n1on1cnts in a type \Vithin a continut1111 of ty1)cs. Is it not 
astonishing that a rainbo,v is perceived 1101 si111ply as a contint1un1 
of colors but as bands of colors? Yet 110\v can a contint1un1 be 
divided into bands; ,vherc arc lite divisions to l,c n1adc? Apparently 
here typification is :t function of pcrccr>tion itself.:! 'rhc infinite 
number of different colors is embraced by a f c,v finite color types, 
and 1l1c jt1dgn1cnt of si1nitarity is n1a(lc on the l,asis of tl1at typifi
cation. Fron1 the standpoint of kno\vlcdgc, t,vo 1,atchcs nrc judged 
to l>c sin1ilar because tl1ey belong to a ty1>c, 11ot vice versa. Ty1>ifi
cation precedes sin1ilarity jt1dg111ents; the ty1>c c11f orccs a prior 
identification of tl1e t,vo instances, despite their incon1n1cnsural>il
ity as particular colors. Wl1atcver tl1e t1n(lcrlying physiological 
n1cchanisn1 n1ay be, tl1c t,vo reds arc seen to l>c sin1ilar only be
cat1sc tl1cy arc seen to be reds. 1·1tc judgn1cnt docs not proceed 
tltc other ,vay rotind, fron1 sii11ilarity to redness, lltlt fro111 redness 
(i.e. identity) to sin1il,1rity. 1·hc task of 1>lacing (lifTcrent instances 
in  a contint1t1m is subsequent to tl1is lYtJiftcation. 

This conclusio11 is confirmed lly tl1c tl1resl1old cff ect of sin1ilarity 
jt1dg111cnts. T,vo colors n1.iy lie very close to one another on tl1e 
rai11bo,v, but one of tl1cn1 ,viii be judgccl reel, tl1c other orange (or 
purple). Yet the proxin1ity of the red to the pt1rplc on tl1c con· 
t int1t1n1 ,nay be just as great as tl1at bet,vccn t,vo reds ,vhicl1 arc 

2. In this case the function has a physiological basis.
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judged to  l1avc greater similarity. If the colors arc not compared but arc sin1ply judged by themselves, this threshold effect is even greater. The same kind of eITect obtains with sounds. Two pairs of vocal noises may be equally close to one another in a continuum, yet one pair may be identified as two "r's," the other pair as an "r" and a "w." Tl1is disparity in similarity judgments suggests that they arc preceded or constituted by typ.ifications, and that the typificatio11 \Vl1icl1 identifies or fails to identify the two instances is the t,asis for a judgme.nt of similarity or dissimilarity. It may be arg11cd that -tl1is prior typification could not occur unless there ,vere a JJro�in1ity or similarity judgment prior to that. But ap· parcntly, \Vl1at l1appens is not that one instance is perceived as close lo anotl1cr, l>t1t that they arc perceived as the same, namely, as "rec.I., or as .. r." The differentiations arc subsequent to this. Thus, even in tl1c case of two different "hon1ogencous" experiences, the grot111cl of a sin1ilarity is an identity, and the root function of a type idea rcn1ains that of identifying different instances. 

• I·lo\v <.lo type-ideas arise? A Lockean \VOttld insist that they arise
entirely fron1 experience. To gain the type represented by a use of. . . t l ave J1ad an experience of an the ,vord "tree," 1t 1s necessary o 1 . · . e"pericncc one gains theactual or uc1>ictcu tree. Fron1 previous " . . . . But this account, \Vhrlc rttypes tl1at subsu,11c later experiences. b f ty·pcs such as tree, cannot c111ay be dcntonstrahly true or son1c . · ' · b d • f • •  rainbo\V to be seen as an svalid for tl1c typifications t 131 cause ·: 'cs arc constitutive of all (or types) of colors. Furtherntore, YP . . b • elc-. I fore typ1fica11on must c an n1eanin1•ful experience, and I ierc . h s in the 0 

• • cc of ,1 tree, JUSt as muc a 111cnt i11 tl1e very first c�pcrr,c; 
Alth�ugh this qualiftcation of thefirst experience of a rainbo • . . not front the standpoint of· ·ccss·1ry 11 1s , l_ockcan account rs nc · '. ' t· 1 At the level . of verb.ii n1ean·. I ·ghly ,n1por ,1n . d hcrn1cncut1c theory, 11 

1 . •. rli'est provenance, arc lcarne 
. . di •ss of t 1e1r c,1 . .111g, all types, reg.tr c, • "d . . ,vhich derive front previous• f ·ire type I e,IS typcs-thnt  1s, t 1cY. ' c J,iter experience. . experience and cnn subst�n.1 rbsun1ption? To call a nc\vly cxperr·

Wf1·1t is the nature of t us st . . that ,·t has traits idcntica.1 to• · · . to recognize • cnccd object a tree 15 
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those in previous tree experiences. But the subst1n1ption is not simply a process of identifying certain explicit traits; it also entails a structure of expectations by virtue of ,vhich one believes that many of the unexan1ined or unattended traits in tf1c new experience ,viii be the same as traits cl1aracteristic of previous experience. This structure of inexplicit expectations is always a component of a type, since it is by virtue of thcn1 that a ne,v instance can be subsumed before it is con1pletely kno,vn. Thus a type al\vays l1as a din1ension of vagt1e expectations by virtue of ,vhicl1 more than one concrete insta11cc can be subsun1ed ,vithout con1pelling an alteration of the type. If tl1is din1ension ,vere precise and altogether explicit, tl1e eXJ)Cctations could not be fulfilled by different explicit traits. Yet tl1e vagt1encss of the expectations is not complete: they may be fulfilled by different entit ies, l)ut not by any and all entities. A tree is not an herb or a bush, by ,vhich ,ve n1ay infer tl1at tl1c range ,vl1ich an type can subsun1e is limited by otl1cr learned types t1aving son1e traits in con1mon \Vith it. Ho,vever, ,ve ,vould never kno,v tl1nt a partict1lar instance ,vas a b11sh and not a tree if ,ve l1ad 11ot learned the type represented by "bush." The phoncn1e .. r" s11bst1111es a fairly ,vide range of sounds, yet tl1e range is certainly lin1ited l>y ",v" and "I." Another ,vay in ,vhich tl1e inherent and necessary ,,agtte11ess of a type may be lin1ited is by increasing the nun1ber of its explicit traits, thereby changing the range of inexplicit ones. 1·ht1s, "bonsai tree" has n1ore explicit traits than "tree" and changes the range of inexplicit expectations. As tl1e nt1mber of explicit traits rises, tl1e area of vagueness diminisJ1es so tl1at f C\VCr different i11stnnces can be subsun1cd by tl1e type. But no 111atter 110,v explicit tl1e type becomes, it cannot altogetl1er conqt1er tl1e area of vagueness, since an altogether explicit type could be sLtl>st1n1cd by only one instance and wot1ld be, f ron1 tl1e standpoint of kno,vledge, ,vl1at ,ve usually name an "individual," not a "LYJ>e." While the learning of types and tl1e st1l>sun1ption of instances is a feature of all disciplines, the nature of types has bee11 a sttl>ject of partict1lar interest to tl1ose concerned ,vitl1 tl1c 111ctl1ods of psychology and sociology. I n  one respect tl1is fact is ironic, since these disciplines f rcc1ucntly l1avc particularizi11g ratl1er tl1a11 typifying goals, ttnlike disciplines st1cl1 ns 1>hysics or logic, ,vl1icl1 try to st1bs11n1e all possible instances tinder tl1c f C\vest possil>le 
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types. B.t1t tl1is irony is onl;• apparent. The subsumption of instances 1s a problcn1 that becomes increasingly complex as onenarro\vs tl1c range of the type. It is then that one is compelled to
exa�ine the nature and function of types, for as they begin tomultiply, t!tcy take on greater interest and complexity. A type that covers all instances (say, "Being") may be of interest in itself but cloes not tisually breed interest in such types as "tree," "bush," and "bonsai," or their complex relations to one another. Tl1osc ,vho have most deeply considered the methodological function of types (I an1 thinking particularly of Dilthey, \Veber, Stern, and Krctschn1cr) arc in accord on one point: type concepts arc indispensable in all atten1pts to understand an individual entity in its particularity. That such particularizing or "idiographic'' kno,vledgc is a prin1ary ain1 of textual interpretations should be

self-evident, bt1t i t  is far f ron1 self-evident that an individual 
entity can be kno,vn on ly through a type. That conception seems 
to al>ane:lon tl1e ideal of particularity from the start and to accept
t1ncritically Dilthey's n1otto, /11<livitl1111111 est ineffabile. However,
Di1tl1cy's conclusion is inescapable. 

Take tl1c exan1ple of con1ing to kno,v another person. First ,ve
cnco11nter traits and gestures ,vhich already have a physiognomic
significance because \VC assun1e that they belong to a person an.d11ot to a robot or son1e other type of thing. Our first encounter 1s
t l1us neccssnril}' ,vith a type-that is, ,vith a perso11, though our

earliest (liscernible rypiftcation is likely to be far nnrro,vcr than

that. Since ,vc kno,v cxplicitl}' onl}' the (C\V traits ,vc have .ob
served, \Vl1y arc these ex1>licit trnits connccred to one another !" a

• J d. c etc observations111caningful ,vay'! \Vl1y arc they not s1mp Y 1s r . . 
J1aving no connection \Vilh each other and no phys1�gnon11�
significance? Their interconnections and n1caningfufness arise fro.n · ' · b · 1 son-that 1s tile fact that the}' arc understood to e traits o a per . , 
they arc l111dcrstood to be explicit aspects of son1et�1ng ,vho:e
general character ,v: have lea��cd fro1�1 past. exp��1encc. 

0
��� 

t , c idc·t ,vhicl1 consists of con<l1t1oned expectations, is the gr . 
1rrl,·1ck�;ound ,vhicJ1 connects the traits ,vc have observed ,v�tJ: �

t. • of tl1c ,vholc person. I t  is this unifying ground alone ,v uc no 10n · · b , t' I e to our scattered explicit o scrva ions. lends co 1crcnc ' . · t knO\\' any Th is cxan11>IC, ,vl1ich is paradign1.�l!C . for con11�r O 

• t . func-1 II P·1rticular things, sho,vs the indispensable ieur1s ic 

an( .i • 
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Appe11tiix Ill: A11 Exc11rs11s 011 Ty/Jes 
tion of ty}Je ideas. Whenever we encounter somctl1ing, ,ve al\vaysencounter it partially, because our kno,ving is ten11Joral (\vc experience clusters of traits successively) and because it is selective (\ve cannot attend to everything cxplicity all at once). Our less-than<livine intellect is, as Augustine observed, t imc-rid(len. Some traits of a tl1ing al\vays lie outside our explicit a\varencss, either because ,vc have not yet cxpcricncc<l tl1ose traits or lJccat1se ,vc arc not a t  the mon1cnt attending to tl1en1. These t1nattcndcd or unkno,vn traits constitute a penun1bra ,vhicl1 n1�1y be called a "unifying background." I t  has also lJcen called a "field" or "grot1nd," or "substrate" or "horizon," but \v}1atevcr it is callecl, it is always present an<l gives our experience the quality of u ty1>c idea. It is a type ex1Jerience precisely because it en1l>races incx1>licit expectations \vl1ich, l>y virtue of tl1cir inex1>licit ncss (or vagt1cncss), could lJc fulfilled by d ifferent concrete traits. If these cxr>ectations did not have son1e degree of vagueness or tolerance, the background would be explicit like the f orcground, and \Ve ,votlld know all the traits all a t  once- an in1possil>ility for our tin1e-riddcn consciousness. Thus, at every stage of con1ing to kno,v anything in particular, we arc brougl1t to our knowledge by virtue of ty1>c ideas. An<l no n1atter how particularized our kno\vledge bcco111es, the te111-poral and attentional lin1itat ions of consciousness ensure that a penumbra of greater or lesser extent al\vays ren1ains, so that \Ve cun never co1nplctcly relinquish tl1c ty1>e l>y \Vhich \Ve have con1c to know the particular. Since our idea of a particular thing is al\vays a tyJJC iclca of greater or lesser explicitness, it n1ust f ollo\V that types have not only an intlispcnsal>le heuristic f ti net ion l>ut also an incsca1>ablc constitutive function. It is perfectly true that we do not alv,ays preserve the original type by n1eans of ,vhich \vc first can1c to  k110,v so,nething in p,1rticular; our expectations n1ay l>e tolerant, l>ul they arc not alv,ays fulfilled l>y experience, and tllis n1ay cause us to alter the heuristic type. A l>ook can turn out to l>e a cigarette l>ox: a colun1n can be a clever tron1pc d'ocil; a nice chap can turnout to lJe a cad. I3ut ,vhatcver stage of explicitness \VC reach, thereal,vays ren1ains son1ctl1ing inexplicit, so1ncthing expected or anticipated rather than attcndc(J to, so that tl1c latest stage of kno,vlcdgc rc,nains governed by the latest type idea througl1 \Vhich it ,vasreached. No matter ho\v 1r1uch the heuristic tyJ)C 111ay l1ave been
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B. Verbal Mea11i11gs as Types

altered in the process of knowing, it is, at its last stage, constitutive as well as l1eurist ic. ,,o point ot1t the constitutive character of types is merely to extcnu a Kantian insight into the realm of ordinary experience.The ultin1atc categories by \vhich \Ve structure and constitute experience n1ay be reducible to ten or twelve, but in their unreduced variety tl1c}' arc as numerous as the countless type ideas through \vhicl1 \VC cor11c to kno\v the particulars of experience, and these type ideas arc no less constitutive of experience than time, space,and causality. But there is this one immense distinction: the fundarnental categories of experience arc, no doubt, immutable, ";hereas the everyday types by \Vhich \Ve constitute experience arc open torevision. The noun1cnal \vorld beyond the categories is to us inaccessil>le, but the pl1cnon1enal \Vorld through \vhich \Ve Jcarn ourtypes is also the \vorld \Vhich can teach us to revise them. Since the ten1poral and attentional limitations of consciousness give every conception of a particular thing the character of a type,\Ve arc frequently con1pellcd to recognize that our conception n1ay
be inadequate to the thing. Most of us have this clear-sighted
l1un1ility with respect to our conception of another p�rson;. ,vc
realize that son1ething in the penumbra of our conccptron niight
in fact tt1rn out to be contrary to our expectations. We may not,

of  course reveal this bccon1ing hun1ility ,vith respect to a cigarette' , · h I ·t \voul·' be \varranted all theor an acorn or a 1>apcr c rp, t oug 1 1 u 
san1e. On the other hand, the incongruity bc�\�cen the conlplete

• • • .1 I · fclc explicrlness of our con-cxpl1c1tncss of th ings anu t 1c 1ncon1p . . r·ry obtarn when the thingccr>tions ·1bout then1 docs not nccessa 1 1 • . •rbaf rneaning Herc fu I con-\vc arc concerned to kno\v 15 a vc • · ' , · •s being then1sclvcs types, arcgrt1ity is possible because nican,ng ' , , . I kno,vn S0n1eonc else's conception or type,capable of bcrng f ul Y . · . th , ordinary sense a thing,l,ccausc it is a conception and not '0
1• ; or type This is anothercan be identical ,vith nty �,vn chontctelpc 1�unl'tn rc�Jn1 is genuinely· v· o's insrght t a 1 • \Vay of stating re f t c is not or (to recall a n1orckno,val,lc ,vhifc the rcaln• 0 .na ufr tile prc,c.-ocratic doctrine that. ) · · a vcrsron o � vcr1crubfc nnceslry it rs 

only like can kno\v like. k ledge of n1c.1nings and kno,vlcdgc
• • n bc(\VCCO nO\V • • 'J'his (1is11nct1o . . int \Vith respect to the hcur1st1c

• • • • • 11 intcrcstrng po . · of thrngs r,uscs •1 • f types in the process of 1nterprctat1on.
and constitutive function o 
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A11pe11clix III: Atz Exc1,rs11s 011 T)1/Jes 

In k110\vledgc of tl1ings, our conception of tl1c tl1ing is always con. stituted by the last and n1ost explicit stage of tl1e l1euristic type tl1rougl1 \vl1icl1 \VC can1c to kno\v tl1c tl1ing. Tht1s, there is al,vays son1ething provisional in our conception-an expectation that might not be f ulfillcd. Tl1is is not necessaril)' the case in con1ing to kno\v n1eanings. I t  is trt1e tl1at tl1e last stage of tl1e l1euristic type is also constitutive, but tl1is constitt1tive type can and ultin1atcly should cease to be l1euristic a t  all, for kno,vlcdge of n1caning (in Boeckl1's phrase, "kno,vlcdge of tl1e kno,vn") can11ot be 1nore explicit tl1an its object pern1its. There is notl1ing vague about a thing, but there is al,vays son1ctl1ing v:1guc about a 111eaning. At some point, therefore, an inexplicit adun1bration must re111ai11 just that, since to make it explicit ,vould be to entertain a different meaning, not the one ,vJ1icl1 is to l>c kno,v11. V crbal n1eaning is not to  be treated like an acorn, a cigarette, or a paper clip, as though it ,verc capable of unlin1ited ex1>licitness. In confronting a meaning (that is, a type) tl1ere con1cs n point ,vJ1e11 tl1e type is tl1c thing. When tl1e process of knowing l1as bee11 carried tl1is far, ,vl1cn there is no longer a heuristic and provisional elc111ent, ,ve can say that the particular type ,ve kno,v is the particular type ,vc ,vanted. a 

3. Thus, while I can understand ,vhat son1eone n1eans by "lyric
poetry," "satire," or ''the novel," I can criticize his n1eaning by asserting 
that the identity of traits an1ong the instances represented by these 
types has no consistent basis in fact. Wittgenstein is too ,villing to rest 
content with the vague fan1ily types of ordinary speech. In extraordi
nary discourse these family types can be rejected in favor of strict 
types that represent instances having precisely specified identical traits. 
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