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Preface

I f  what my frie n d s  and co lleagues who have been through " tra d it io n a l"  

d o c to ra l programs t e l l  me about t h e i r  d is s e r ta t io n  experiences i s  t ru e ,  

th en  preparing  an in te rd is c ip l in a ry  d is s e r ta t io n  is  q u ite  unusual.

For I  have thoroughly enjoyed every minute o f  my reading, th in k in g , 

end w ritin g . In  la rg e  p a r t ,  t h i s  i s  because there  i s  something 

undeniably e x c itin g  about le a rn in g  new ways o f  saying and understanding , 

r a th e r  l ik e  lea rn in g  to  p lay  a new game where the pieces and board 

look fa m ilia r  b u t t h e i r  use i s  nothing sh o rt o f  a mystery. Of cou rse , 

ev en tu a lly  the  ru le s  o f th e  game begin to  take shape; they do so , 

however, only on th e i r  own term s and in  t h e i r  own tim e.

The English language gave me th e  pieces I  move about in  th is  essay ;

The American U n iv ersity  gave me a la rg e  and varied  board on which to  

p lay ; and the Department o f  L ite ra tu re  supplied  the continuing 

f in a n c ia l  support t h a t ,  as they  say , bought me the time necessary 

f o r  le a rn in g . Eut th ese  a re  m erely th e  m ateria l conditions fo r  an 

education . W ithout th e  p a tie n t and firm  guidance o f  my teachers 

they  would have remained u s e le s s .

To P rofessors Edward B urkart, Grace Mane i l l ,  Hugo M ueller, and Kirk 

Rankin who taught me l in g u i s t i c s ,  I  owe my love of th e  method o f 

s c ie n t i f i c  in q u iry . To P ro fesso r Barry Blose who struggled  ag a in s t 

my in a b i l i ty  to  grasp  the s u b t le t ie s  o f h is  thought while he in troduced 

me to  th e  philosophy of language, I  owe my love of th e  richness and
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power o f co n cep tu a l analysis*  And to  the  graduate fa c u lty  of th e  

Department o f  L ite ra tu re  who f i r s t  accepted me in to  and th en  encouraged 

my progress th rough a h ig h ly  innovative program of in te rd is c ip l in a ry  

s tu d ie s , I  owe my love o f  l i t e r a tu r e  and my b e l ie f  in  the  

im p la u s lb il i ty  o f g e n e ra lis in g  about works o f a r t .  To th e  members 

o f my committee, P ro fessors Thomas Cannon, C. Barry Chabot, and 

Edward K essler I  owe sp e c ia l thanks fo r  th e i r  w illingness to  l i s t e n  

to  ideas t h a t  I  know to  some, i f  no t a l l ,  o f them must seem h e resy .

None of th e se  d eb ts  can be rep a id ; a t  best they can only be passed on 

to  o thers who w i l l ,  in  th e i r  tu rn , face the d i f f ic u l t ie s  o f  re c o n c ilin g  

th e  uniqueness o f each l i t e r a r y  te x t  with th e  r e g u la r i t ie s  o f language.

G reat as th e se  d e b ts  a re ,  I  owe two s t i l l  g re a te r . Throughout my 

candidacy P ro fe sso r  Rudolph von Abele has given me of h is  tim e, h is  

keen in s ig h t in to  the  fundamental issu es  o f l i t e r a r y  s tu d ie s , and h is  

f r ie n d sh ip , so u n s e lf is h ly  th a t  I  can no longer d is tin g u ish  between 

those  ideas I  s e t  fo r th  here which are  mine and thdse which a re  h i s .  

What is  b e s t  i s  c e r ta in ly  due to  him; fo r the e r ro rs , om issions, and 

lap ses  in  lo g ic  and s e n s i t iv i ty ,  I  claim  f u l l  re sp o n s ib ili ty .

F in a lly , t o  my fr ie n d  James R. Coffee who d a ily  lis ten ed  w hile I  

located  m yself w ith in  my Ignorance, I  express my w illingness to  

l i s t e n  to  him f o r  a change.
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Saying th a t  l i t e r a tu r e  i s  an instance of language use sounds t r i v i a l  

and u n in te re s tin g  b u t i t  i s  n e ith e r .  As language, l i t e r a tu r e  becomes 

a ccess ib le  to  understanding and analysis  where before i t  was hidden 

behind th a t  im penetrable l in g u is t ic  b a r r ie r  th a t  always se p a ra te s  the  

a c tu a l from th e  m etaphysical. No wonder much o f what passes f o r  ta lk  

about l i t e r a t u r e  reminds us o f the Aesopian fab le  o f th e  th re e  b lind  

men who, w ith  p red ic tab le  r e s u l t s ,  were asked to  describe  an e le p h a n t. 

Locked in to  th e  b e l ie f  th a t  they  had a l l  described the same th in g , 

each man was c e r ta in  th a t  he alone had penetrated the  v e i l  o f  t a c t i l e  

sen sa tio n s  and discovered th e  arcanum arcanorum.

We do no t d isp u te  th e  man who says, " I ,  and I  a lone , know my own 

ex p erien ce ."  On the  co n tra ry , we agree with him. Eut we a lso  want 

to  show him th a t  a language i s  a system of signs which cannot be used 

to  d e sc rib e  h is  p r iv a te  experiences because the use o f those  s ig n s  

is  governed by pub lic  r u le s .  T h is, in c id en ta lly , is  the  reaso n  

l i t e r a r y  s tu d ie s  cannot be about th e  p riva te  experiences o f e i th e r  

authors o r  re a d e rs .

This essay  is  about the meaning of the  expression " l i t e r a r y  s tu d ie s ."

I t  i s  in  th e  form o f  nine interdependent q u estio n s; the answers to  th e  

f i r s t  e ig h t  e s ta b lis h  the  foundation necessary fo r  asking and answering 

the n in th  and f in a l  question :

1 Are sc ience  and hum anistic study incompatible?

2 What i s  a UitSE*!! tex£?
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3 What i s  a 34 teraCT te x t?

U What i s  a  l i t e r a r y  te x t?

5 Do ev a lu a tiv e  c r i t e r i a  make sense?

6 Can a l i t e r a r y  te x t  be in te rp re ted ?

7 Are l i t e r a r y  te x ts  in ten tio n a l?

8 Who t e l l s  s to r ie s ?

9 What sta tem ents a re  re le v a n t to  the  study o f l i t e r a r y  te x ts?

I hope th e  d i f f i c u l ty  o f  th i s  l a s t  question is  obvious enough to  excuse 

my ta c k lin g  i t  piecem eal.

1

The January  1975 issu e  of PMLA opens w ith a statem ent by i t s  e d i to r ,  

W illiam  D. S ch aefer, o u tlin in g  and ju s tify in g  the  jo u rn a l 's  new 

e d i to r i a l  p o lic y . In  the  course of h is  remarks, Schaefer say s , 

w ithout th e  s l ig h te s t  tra c e  o f embarrassment, " (we) f e e l  th a t  c r i t i c a l  

d iv e r s i ty  in  PMLA is  and always has been i t s  ch ie f  v i r tu e ,  th a t  

e c le c tic ism  is  no t only in e v ita b le  but d e s ira b le ." 1 That such a 

p o licy  is  unimaginable in  any serious s c ie n t i f ic  jou rna l i s  hard ly  a 

m a tte r  f o r  d eb a te . That i t  i s  taken as a desideratum  o f hea lth y  

d isc u ss io n  in  l i t e r a r y  s tu d ie s  suggests th a t i t  ought to  be in s tru c t iv e  

to  co n s id e r b r ie f ly  th e  d iffe ren ces  between these  two s ty le s  o f

1 W illiam D. S chaefer, "Editor^Colum n," PMLA. 90 (1975), 3 .
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In v e s tig a tio n .

Every th eo ry  has a su b jec t m atter; i t  i s ,  in  o th e r words, "about" 

som ething. Mathematics, f o r  example, i s  about numbers (o r p o in ts ) .  

Although i t  i s  s t i l l  f a i r l y  common to  th in k  o f th e o r ie s  as "explaining" 

t h e i r  su b je c t m a tte r, th i s  i s  only p a r t ia l ly  c o r re c t .  For a theo ry  

is  no t lu s t  th e  consequence o f  an in v e s tig a tio n  o f some su b je c t m a tte r; 

on th e  c o n tra ry , as Thomas S . Kuhn makes c le a r  in  The S tru c tu re  o f 

S c ie n t i f ic  R evolu tions. no in v es tig a tio n  can proceed w ithout a t  l e a s t  

a p r im itiv e  no tion  o f what w il l  count as re lev an t to  th a t  in v e s tig a tio n . 

But c le a r ly ,  no m atter how p rim itive  they a re ,  c r i t e r i a  o f  relevance 

imply a th eo ry  about th e  natu re  o f what i s  under in v e s tig a tio n ; i f  

th i s  were not the case , then  an In v estig a to r would have no idea o f  

what to  look f o r .  Thus, th e o rie s  s tru c tu re  th e i r  su b jec t m atter by 

co n stru in g  i t  in  a p a r t ic u la r  way b e fo re , du ring , and a f t e r  th e  

In v e s tig a tiv e  p rocess . As th i s  process goes forw ard, th e  theory

i t s e l f  e v e n tu a lly  becomes "an ob ject fo r  fu r th e r  a r t ic u la t io n  and
2

s p e c if ic a t io n  under new or more s tr in g e n t c o n d itio n s ."

One of th e  c h ie f  v ir tu e s  o f a theory is  th a t  i t  re lie v e s  every 

in d iv id u a l in v e s tig a to r  working w ith in  the framework i t  provides from 

having to  co n s tru c t such a  framework gd hoc each time he undertakes

2 Thomas S. Kuhn, The S$asfrgEg BS22lBti2BS» 2nd
e d ., In te rn a tio n a l Encyclopedia of Unified Science, 2, 2 (Chicago:
Univ. o f  Chicago P ress , 1970), p . 23.
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a new problem; i t  p rovides, in  o th e r words, a co n tex t o f " f i r s t  

p r in c ip le s"  which an in v e s tig a to r  can and does accep t as th e  b a s is  fo r  

h is  re se a rc h . In  exchange fo r  re lin q u ish in g  h is  r ig h t  to  begin a t  the 

beginning, an op tio n  which i s  always a v a ila b le , th e  in v e s tig a to r  i s  

assured th a t  th e  problems to  which he devotes h is  energ ies a r e ,  w ith  

a high degree o f  p ro b a b ility , so lv ab le . As Kuhn rem arks, t h i s  i s  one 

of th e  reasons "normal sc ien ce ,"  i . e . ,  " re search  firm ly  based upon 

one o r  more p a s t s c ie n t i f ic  achievem ents, achievements th a t  some 

p a r t ic u la r  s c ie n t i f i c  community acknowledges f o r  a  time as supplying 

the foundation  fo r  i t s  fu r th e r  p ra c tic e ” (p. 1 0 ), seems to  progress 

so ra p id ly ; f o r  " i t s  p ra c titio n e rs  concen tra te  on problems th a t  only 

th e i r  own lack  o f Ingenuity  should keep them from so lv ing" (p . 37)* 

This p o in t i s  im portant because the  c la s s ic a l  c r i t iq u e  o f sc ience  is  

th a t  i t  i s  an an ti-hum an istic  d is c ip lin e  which den ies to  i t s  

p ra c t i t io n e rs  a f re e  choice o f problems and methods. Not only does 

th is  c r i t iq u e  r e s t  on a m isconception of the s c ie n t i f i c  e n te rp r is e —a 

s c ie n t i s t ,  as I  have pointed o u t, i s  always f re e  to  challenge the  

foundations o f  h is  d is c ip l in e ;  i f  he does n o t, i t  i s  because he f re e ly  

accep ts th a t  foundation and th e  problems i t  su g g ests—but a lso  on a 

fa u l ty  a n a ly s is  o f  "freedom." T h is , of cou rse , i s  an old problem; 

ra th e r  than  reh earse  i t  here in  a l l  i t s  ted io u s d e t a i l ,  l e t  me quote 

Instead from Igor S trav insky  who, as an a r t i s t ,  th e  hum anistic 

paradigm o f  a " free  ag en t,"  may ca rry  more weight w ith  hum anistic 

c r i t i c s  th an  an endless l i s t  o f p ro fessio n a l p h ilo sophers. D iscussing
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h is  com positional p rac tice  in  the  Poetics o f  Music. S trav in sk y  says:

I  experience a s o r t  o f te r r o r  when, a t  th e  moment o f s e t t in g  to  
work and fin d in g  myself before th e  in f in itu d e  o f p o s s ib i l i t i e s  th a t  
p resen t them selves, I  have th e  fe e lin g  th a t  ev ery th in g  is  perm issib le  
to  me. I f  everything is  perm issib le to  me, th e  b e s t and the  w orst; 
i f  nothing o f fe r s  me any re s is ta n c e , than  any e f f o r t  i s  inconceivab le , 
and I  cannot use anything as a b a s is ,  and consequently  every undertaking 
becomes f u t i l e . .  . • What d e liv e rs  me from th e  anguish  in to  which an 
u n re s tr ic te d  freedom plunges me i s  the f a c t  th a t  I  am always ab le  to  
tu rn  immediately to the  concrete th ings th a t  a re  here in  q u estio n . I 
have no use fo r  a th e o re tic  freedom. Let me have something f i n i t e ,  
d e f in i te —m atte r th a t can lend i t s e l f  to  my o p e ra tio n  only in so fa r  as 
i t  i s  commensurate w ith my p o s s ib i l i t i e s .  And such m atte r p resen ts  
i t s e l f  to  me together w ith i t s  l im ita tio n s .  I  must in  tu rn  impose 
mine upon i t .  So here we a re ,  whether we l ik e  i t  o r  n o t, in  the  realm  
o f n e c e s s i ty . . . . My freedom thus c o n s is ts  in  my moving about w ith in  
th e  narrow frame th a t I  have assigned m yself f o r  each one o f  my 
undertak ings.

I  s h a l l  go even fu r th e r :  my freedom w il l  be so much th e  g re a te r  
and more meaningful the  more narrowly I  l im i t  my f ie ld  o f a c tio n  and 
th e  more I surround myself w ith o b s ta c le s . Whatever d im inishes 
c o n s tra in t  dim inishes s tre n g th . The more c o n s tra in ts  one imposes, 
th e  more one fre e s  one 's  s e l f  o f the chains th a t  shack le  the  spirit.^

I  have quoted S travinsky a t  leng th  in  o rder to  show you th a t  th e  

no tion  o f  freedom advanced by humanists as a d e s c r ip tio n  o f the  

a r t i s t i c  e n te rp rise  i s  not n ec e ssa rily  c o r re c t .  And s in ce  th is  is  

th e  ca se , i t  w il l  hardly do as a model fo r  th e  p ra c tic e  o f c r i t ic is m . 

That i t  continues to  enjoy a  healthy  and a c tiv e  ex is ten c e  in  l i t e r a r y  

s tu d ie s  i s  one reason no one should be su rp rised  to  f in d  th a t  

d is c ip l in e  so u t te r ly  confused and confusing . So, to  c la im , as does 

th e  e d i to r  o f  PMLA. th a t  ec lec tic ism  can lead  to  genuine knowledge

3 Igor S trav insky , fag&Sg. S t M i f i l  Jfi & £ ISIM ° f  Sjg Iggggflgt 
t r a n s . ,  A rthur Knodel and Ingolf Dahl (194.7; r p t .  New York: Vintage 
Books, I n c . ,  1956), pp. 66-68.
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i8 about as c red ib le  as to  claim  th a t  i f  you s i t  enough monkeys down

in  a room v i th  ty p ew rite rs , someday one o f them i s  going to  "w rite”

Beowulf.  Progress in  understanding, one wants to  say , does no t come

about so haphazardly o r , to  paraphrase F ran c is  Bacon, i t  is  b e t te r  to

be wrong than  confused. Something l ik e  t h i s  is  what I  imagine R ilke

had in  mind when he advised h is  young correspondent o f th e  L e tte rs  to

h Y<>ung Poet ag a in st reading a e s th e tic  c r i t ic is m :

such th ings a re  e i th e r  p a rtisan  views, p e t r i f ie d  and grown sense less  
in  th e i r  l i f e le s s  in d u ra tio n , o r they a re  c le v e r  quibbllngs in  which 
today one view wins and tomorrow the o p p o s ite . Works o f a r t  a re  o f 
an I n f in i te  lo n e lin ess  and with nothing so l i t t l e  to  be reached as 
w ith  c r i t ic is m . Only love can grasp and hold and be ju s t  toward them. 
Consider yo u rse lf and your fe e lin g  r ig h t  w ith  regard  to  every such 
argum entation, d iscussion  or in tro d u c tio n ; i f  you are  wrong a f t e r  a l l ,  
th e  n a tu ra l growth o f your inner l i f e  w i l l  lead  you slow ly and w ith 
time to  o th e r in s ig h ts .4-

G entle in  th e i r  inward assurance o f  t r u th ,  y e t fo rc e fu l in  th e i r  

outward lo g ic , these words express more t r u th  and wisdom than  i t  is  

com fortable to  adm it, e i th e r  to  ourselves o r  to  one an o th er. For i t  

i s  undeniable th a t  c r i t i c s  have too  frequenter used works o f a r t ,  and 

here I  am esp ec ia lly  th ink ing  about l i t e r a t u r e ,  as an occasion  e ith e r  

f o r  v a lid a tin g  th e i r  own s o c ia l,  p o l i t i c a l ,  r e l ig io u s ,  o r o th e r  views, 

o r e lse  fo r  engaging in  unproductive th e o r e t ic a l  d isp u te s , n e ith e r  of 

which has anything whatsoever to  do w ith  th e  genuine study o f  a r t .  The

^ Rainer Maria R ilke, L e tte rs  to  A Young P oet, t r a n s . ,  M. D. 
H erter Norton, re v . ed. (1954; r p t .  New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 
I n c .,  1963), p . 29.
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former seeks to  force works o f  l i t e r a t u r e  in to  too p u b lic  an  ex istence 

in  which th e i r  tim elessness i s  a r re s te d  w hile the l a t t e r  t r i v i a l i z e s  

them in  th e  exempli g ra t ia  o f  d isagreem ents serving only  to  enhance 

th e  p ro fessio n a l repu ta tions o f a few sc h o la rs  dw elling In a  world 

detached from human experience. Thus we a re  offered  our choice o f  

l i te ra tu re -a s -p u b lic -s p e c ta c le  or lite ra tu re -a s -p r iv a te -a rg u m e n t, a 

s i tu a t io n  which leads me quite n a tu ra l ly  to  ask : Who b e n e f its  from 

th e  p resen t deplorable s ta te  o f l i t e r a r y  s tu d ies?

Before o ffe r in g  a te n ta tiv e  answer to  t h i s  question , l e t  me f i r s t  ask 

a somewhat d if fe re n t s o r t  o f q uestion : I s  the questio n  being asked 

here appropriate  to  a se rio u s  in v e s tig a tio n  in to  the  meaning of 

l i t e r a r y  s tu d ie s ; more g en era lly , i s  i t  "scho larly"?  I  ask  th is  

question  now in  order t o  f o r e s ta l l  th e  argument th a t  a sch o la rly  

question  i s  o f a p a r tic u la r  ty p e , sh a rin g  w ith a l l  o th e r  sch o la rly  

questions c e r ta in  e s se n tia l  p ro p e rtie s  which th is  q u es tio n  c le a r ly  

does not possess and th a t ,  th e re fo re , i t  i s  inapprop ria te  in  th is  

co n tex t. Jfy rep ly  to  th is  o b jec tio n  i s  th a t  no question  can be 

ch arac te rized  as e ith e r  sch o la rly  o r  u n sch o la rly  because on ly  answers 

a re  p roperly  spoken o f  in  th ese  te rm s. Furtherm ore, ju s t  as  

s u b je c tiv ity  becomes o b je c t iv i ty  n o t when an "I" is  absen t from th e  

a s se r tio n  o f  a p roposition  bu t when a  s u f f ic ie n t  number o f  o ther " I 's "  

give th e i r  a ssen t, so to o , an answer moves toward becoming sch o la rly  

when i t  i s  asserted  w ith in  a  framework o f  c r i t e r i a  g e n e ra lly  accepted



www.manaraa.com

-8 -

as scholarly* I  want to  add, however, th a t  I  do not Intend to  o ffe r  

an answer to  my o rig in a l question  which could he c a lle d  scho larly ; 

th a t  l a ,  I do not intend to  conduct an  exhaustive in v e s tig a tio n  in to  

who I n  fa c t b en e fits  from the p e rp e tu a tio n  o f  a s ta te  o f  a f fa ir s  in  

which genuine knowledge is  c o n s is te n t ly  confused w ith  th a t  which is  

spurious* To do so would lead me in to  a l l  s o r t s  o f d i f f i c u l t i e s  I  am 

not competent to  reso lve, d i f f i c u l t i e s  connected, fo r  example, w ith 

d e fin in g  "benefiting  from the e x is t in g  s i tu a t io n "  in  terms compatible 

w ith an  em pirica l In v estig a tio n , something l i k e ,  increases in  wealth 

and/or p re s tig e , and so on. Although I  am convinced th a t  answers to  

questions appropriate to  such an  in v e s tig a tio n  would be revealing 

about the  community of l i t e r a r y  sc h o la rs , in  the  absence o f "hard" 

evidence I p re fe r  to  propose an answer th a t  i s  no t l ik e ly  to  increase 

th e  antagonisms already p resen t in  th a t  community; I  w ant, in  o ther 

words, to  suggest th a t no one b en e fits*  A c tu a lly , i t  seems to  me th a t 

everyone is  h u r t  by a s i tu a t io n  in  which th e  only p o ss ib le  c r i te r io n  

a g a in s t which individual re sea rch  can be judged i s  in te rn a l  consistency, 

In  a d is c ip l in e  ruled by e c le c tic ism , any th ing  is  v a lid  so long as i t  

i s  s e lf -c o n s is te n t;  i . e . ,  so long  as th e  claim s i t  makes cannot be 

used as  evidence against any o th e r  claim s* How could i t  be otherwise? 

W ithout a genera l theory of i t s  su b jec t m a tte r , th e  p ra c titio n e rs  o f 

a d isc ip lin e  cannot judge the work o f  t h e i r  fe llo w  p ra c titio n e rs  

because each o f  them i s  conducting h is  re se a rch  w ith in  an ad hoc 

framework th a t  necessarily  lead s  to  ad hoc r e s u l t s .  Not su rp ris in g ly ,
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when genuine c r i te r i a  a re  a b se n t, re sea rch  g e ts  judged in  te rn s  o f 

such stop-gap p se u d o -c r ite ria  as number o f  fo o tn o te s , s ty l i s t i c  

f e l i c i t y ,  and the l ik e ;  b u t th e se  a re  hard ly  a  s u b s ti tu te  fo r  

d e f in itiv e  c r i te r ia *

I  have not larded t h i s  d isc u ss io n  o f  th e  p re sen t s ta t e  of l i te r a r y  

s tu d ies  w ith  a p le th o ra  o f  docum entation f o r  two reasons* F i r s t ,  

because the  job has re c e n tly  been done very  n ic e ly  by John M. E l l i s  

in  Tfeg Theory of L ite ra ry  C r l t lc is m i £  lo g ic a l  A nalysis ; 5 and second, 

because a l l  the fo o tn o tes  in  th e  world would f a i l  to  convince those 

who do not da ily  f e e l  th e  need f o r  a genera l framework in  which to  

conduct th e i r  In q u ir ie s  o f  th e  need fo r  such a  framework; those who 

fe e l  th is  need, o f  co u rse , do no t need to  be persuaded. Some o f the 

f i l e s  in  W ittg en ste in 's  famous b o t t l e  w i l l  always be content to  beat 

th e i r  wings against th e  w a lls  o f  t h e i r  in v is ib le  p riso n  and i t  would 

be wrong to  torment them w ith  our p e rp le x itie s*  We, on the  o ther 

hand, must conserve a l l  ou r energy f o r  the  r e a l  ta sk  th a t confronts 

us: find ing  a way o u t o f th e  b o t t l e .

2

One of th e  major stum bling b locks to  a general theory  of l i te r a tu r e

5 John M. E l l i s ,  T]i£ Theory fif L ite ra ry  C riticism * £  Logical 
Analysis (Berkley* Univ. o f  C a lifo rn ia  P re ss , 1974); see e sp ec ia lly  
chs. 1 and 3.
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la  th a t  c r i t i c s  have u su a lly  been unable or unw illing  to  agree on 

ju s t  how th e  su b jec t n a t t e r  o f  l i t e r a r y  s tu d ie s , i . e . ,  l i t e r a r y  te x ts  

o r ,  le s s  p re c ise ly , l i t e r a t u r e ,  i s  b e s t iso la te d  from th a t  mass o f 

o f o th e r kinds o f w r itte n  language to  which i t  i s  so obviously r e la te d .  

S o lu tions to  th is  problem have always and n e ce ssa rily  been a sse rted  

w ith in  th e  con tex t o f some theory  o f  meaning; a moment's r e f le c t io n  

w il l  convince you why th i s  must be the  case , f o r ,  however and whatever 

i t  means, th e  expression  " l i t e r a r y  te x t"  must mean in  the  way in  

which expressions a re  allowed to  mean g e n e ra lly . To ask fo r  th e  

meaning of "x" i s  to  ask  f o r  th e  meaning of the  expression , x ,  in  

some language, L.

Although i t  has been sub jec ted  to  endless refinem ent and e lab o ra tio n , 

the  theory  o f  meaning which has dominated th in k in g  about language 

from P la to  down to  the  re c e n t p a s t—i t  s t i l l  i s  th e  dominant popular 

conception o f language^1—claim s th a t  words o r expressions mean by 

re fe r r in g  to  (naming) e n tit ie s - in - th e -w o rld *  T h is , as Morris Weitz 

observes, has c reated  a l l  s o r ts  o f  confusions in  th e  study of 

l i t e r a tu r e .  A fter examining Hamlet-c r l t lc ia m  (as a paradigm case o f  

c r i t ic is m ) ,  Weitz concludes th a t  much o f  what c r i t i c s  say about 

" is  sa id  in  a language whose assum ptions and d o c tr in e s—about the

^ See, fo r  example, the  d iscu ss io n  of d e f in it io n  in  the  popular 
"Freshman Composition" t e x t ,  Hans P. Guth, Words and Id eas . 3rd ed . 
(Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publ. C o., I n c . ,  1969), pp. 151-80,
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nature o f language, i t s  r e la t io n s  to  thought and the expression of

thought, and i t s  r e la t io n  to  Hamlet, the  h is to r ic a l  environment o f

Hamlet, and e sp e c ia lly  to  tra g ed y , a e s th e t ic  response, p o e tic  drama,
7

and a r t i s t i c  g rea tn ess—they  do not g rasp , l e t  alone q u e s tio n ." This 

conclusion, when conjoined w ith  W eitz ' subsequent re je c t io n  of the  

re fe ren ce-th eo ry  o f meaning and h is  adoption o f W ittg en ste in 's  

use-theory—the only c u r re n tly  a v a ila b le  a l te rn a t iv e  to  th e  

re fe ren ce -th eo ry , l in g u is t ic  accounts o f  meaning being moribund^— 

ought to  lead  to  a thorough re a n a ly s ls  o f the pu ta tive  issu es  o f 

Hamlet-c r l t ic is m  in  which those  pseudo-issues re su lt in g  from an 

erroneous th eo ry  of meaning a re  so rted  ou t from the  genuine is su e s . 

Such a re an a ly s is  would, in  e f f e c t ,  f u l f i l l  the  requirem ents o f 

W ittg en ste in 's  claim  in  th e  Blue Book th a t  "Philosophy . . .  i s  a

7 Morris W eitz, Hamlet g jg  £he EfeUaSfiBfeX 2 f U%*J.*X2 SlAMslSE* 
(1964; r p t .  C leveland: The World Publ. C o ., 19667, p . 219*

g
See, f o r  example, J e rro ld  J .  Katz and Je rry  A. Fodor, "The 

S tru c tu re  o f  A Semantic Theory," language. 39 (1963), 170-210, r p t .  
in  th e  same a u th o rs ' The S tru c tu re  o f Language (Englewood C l i f f s :  
P ren tice -H all, In c .,  196A), pp. A79-5185 Noam Chomsky, S y n tac tic  
S tru c tu res  (The Hague: Mouton, 1957); C urrent Issues j j j  L in g u is tic  
Theory (The Hague: Mouton, 1964.); and Aspects o f  tfcg Theory g£ Syntax 
(Cambridge, MA: The M .I.T. P re ss , 1965); and a lso  th e  published 
symposia, Thomas A. Sebeok, e d . ,  S ty le  ifi Language (1960; r p t .  
Cambridge, MA: The M .I.T. P re ss , 1966); and Seymour Chatman, e d .,  
L ite ra ry  S ty le :  A Symposium (London: Oxford Univ. P ress, 1971). For 
an in te l l ig e n t  d iscu ss io n  o f th e  f a i lu r e  o f l in g u is t ic  th e o rie s  of 
meaning and l in g u is t ic s  in  l i t e r a r y  c r i t ic is m  g en era lly , see W illiam 
H. Youngren. Sem antics. L in g u is tic s  and C r l t lc ls y  (New York: Random 
House, 1972).
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f ig h t  ag a in s t th e  fa s c in a t io n  which forms of expression exert upon 
g

u s ."  But u n fo rtu n a te ly , V e its  appears him self to  have been bewitched 

by the  verbal magic o f  "h is"  c r i t i c s  to  such an ex ten t th a t ,  a f t e r  

d isallow ing  p o e tic s  as a lo g ic a l ly  le g itim a te  p u rsu it , he is  ab le  to  

say th a t  such a ttem p ts  to  "define  th e  undefinable . . .  a re , 

neverthe less , in v a lu ab le  because they  incorporate debates over and 

recommendations o f  c r i t e r i a  th a t  fu n c tio n  as guides in  the  enrichment 

of our understanding o f a r t "  (p . 317). And h is  confusion on th is  

po in t goes so f a r  as to  muddy h is  a n la y s is  o f "c ritic ism ^" the term  

he s e t  out to  c l a r i f y :

c r i t ic is m  I t s e l f ,  as t h i s  whole survey o f Hamlet c r i t ic is m  re v e a ls , 
has no ,  . . s e t  o f  [defin ing] p ro p e r tie s .  The m u ltip lic i ty  o f 
procedure, d o c tr in e , and disagreem ent o f th i s  c r i t ic is m  incorporates 
a m u ltip lic i ty  o f  p ro p e r tie s ,  none of which is  necessary and 
s u f f ic ie n t .  C r itic ism  o f Hamlet Includes many th in g s; any claim 
about what i s  prim ary o r re le v a n t o r  necessary o r s u f f ic ie n t  in  
c r i t ic is m , consequently , i s  no t a tru e  (or fa ls e )  statem ent about 
i t s  n a tu re , bu t an  expression  o f a preference on the  p a r t of the 
p a r tic u la r  c r i t i c  th a t  he converts in to  an honorific  re d e f in itio n  
of " c r it ic is m ."  C r itic ism  has no primary aim, ta sk , o r function , 
except the  second-order o r g en era l goal o f  f a c i l i t a t in g  and enrich ing  
the  understanding o f a work o f a r t .  (p. 318)

But th i s  i s  no co n c lu sio n , merely a restatem ent o f the problem.

Surely  we have a r ig h t  to  expect something more concrete in  the way 

of re s u l ts  from abandoning a  f a ls e  theory  of meaning. And, as I w ill  

show sh o rtly , such r e s u l t s  a re  to  be gained. F i r s t ,  however, I  want

o
Ludwig W ittg e n s te in , Thg Blue and Brown Books. 2nd ed. 

(1960; r p t .  New York: Harper and Row, 1965), p . 27.
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to  say something about th e  n a tu re  o f We i t s 1 fa ilu re  to  reach  a le s s  

amorphous conclusion  because I  be liev e  i t  o rig in a te s  in  a f a u lty  

understanding o f  what i t  means to  a sc rib e  use to  a word. To begin 

with, Weitz com pletely  Ignores a fundamental d is t in c t io n , f i r s t  made 

e x p l ic i t  by Ferdinand de S a us sure in  the  Cours de l in g u ls tlq u e  

generale . between th e  synchronic d e sc rip tio n  o f a language and i t s  

d iachron ic  d e s c r ip t io n .1^ The former i s  a s e t  of s ta tem ents about 

a language w ith  re sp e c t to  i t s  s ta te  in  some p a r t ic u la r  and f a i r l y  

narrow tim e-fram e; a d iach ro n ic  d e sc r ip tio n , on the o ther hand, 

r e la te s  two o r  more synchronic d e sc rip tio n s  (which i s  to  say  th a t  

a d iach ron ic  d e s c r ip tio n  makes " h is to r ic a l"  s ta tem en ts). De Saussure 

in s i s t s  th a t  synchronic d e s c r ip tio n  is  th e  primary goal o f  l in g u is t ic  

research  on th e  f a i r l y  obvious p r in c ip le  th a t  the accuracy o f any 

statem ents r e la t in g  two o r more s ta te s  o f a language i s  a fu n c tio n  o f  

the accuracy w ith  which those  s ta te s  a re  described . But th e re  i s  

another more im portan t issu e  a t  s take  h ere , fo r  de Saussure also  

claims th a t  any knowledge about th e  previous s ta te s  o f  a language 

is  i r r e le v a n t  to  th e  In v e s tig a tio n  of any one of i t s  s ta t e s .  That 

th is  i s  tru e  can be seen , to  use de S au ssu re 's  own analogy, by 

comparing language to  a chess game in  which th e  s ta te  of th e  board 

a t  any given tim e , t j ,  can be p re c ise ly  described w ithout recourse

10 Ferdinand de S aussure , A Course iu  General L in g u is tic s , 
t r a n s . ,  Wade Baskin (New York: P h ilosoph ical L ibrary , 1959).
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to  any knowledge about i t s  s ta te  a t  any previous tim e, t ^ .  Now, 

nowhere does W eitz show th e  s l ig h te s t  awareness th a t  th is  is  a 

d i s t in c t io n  w ith  a d iffe re n c e ?  consequently he subsumes 350 y ea rs  o f 

Hamlet- e r i t i c i s m  under a s in g le  rub ric*  Cut i t  seems unwise to  a s s e r t  

th a t  when we use th e  word "c r itic ism "  in  contemporary d isco u rse , we 

a re  u s in g  i t  to  mean the h is to ry  o f  c r i t ic is m . I doubt th e re  i s  a 

s in g le  c r i t i c  a l iv e  who would want to  vouch f o r  the e n tire  h is to ry  o f 

c r i tic is m ?  we may be wrong, b u t we do l ik e  to  th ink  th a t some progress 

has been made s in ce  c r i t i c s  f i r s t  began making statem ents about Hamlet. 

What has happened here i s  th a t  Weitz has converted th e  d e f in i t io n  of 

meaning from something which i s  r e f e r e n t ia l  w ith  re sp ec t to  th e  

e s s e n t ia l  p ro p e rtie s  of th e  e n tit ie s -b e in g -re fe re n c e d , to  a n o tio n  o f 

use which appears t o  deny the  p o s s ib i l i ty  of any genuine d e f in i t io n  

a t  a ll?  th e  e f f e c t  o f  th i s  i s  to  make th e  old theory of meaning seam 

p re fe ra b le  to  th e  new.

F o rtu n a te ly , th in g s  only seem th is  way because Weitz has misunderstood 

W ittg e n s te in '8 method. Whenever he is  speaking about the use o f  a 

p a r t ic u la r  ex p ress io n , W ittg en ste in  is  speaking about i t s  use a t  

some s p e c if ic  tim e, u su a lly  i t s  c u rre n t use, and not about how i t  

has been used throughout i t s  h is to ry ?  in  order to  do th a t ,  as 

de Saussure makes c le a r  and as  I am sure W ittgenstein  was aware, he 

would re q u ire  a q u ite  d i f f e r e n t  method. And W ittgenste in  is  h ard ly  

con ten t sim ply to  make e x p l i c i t  th e  meanings im p lic it in  ap p aren tly
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c o n tra d ic to ry  forms o f expression; on the co n tra ry , he i s  a t  pains to  

show us how th ese  co n trad ic tio n s  a re  reso lved , o r made re so lv a b le , 

by paying c lo se  a t te n t io n  to  th e i r  meanings—meanings which have 

been obscured by our a ss im ila tin g  th e i r  forms of ex p ress io n  to  

s u p e r f ic ia l ly  s im ila r  forms o f  expression w ith  d i f f e r e n t  grammars. The 

second h a l f  o f  th e  Blue Book, fo r example, i s  an a n a ly s is  o f  p e rso n a l 

ex p erien ce , i . e . ,  forms o f  expression involving th e  use o f  personal 

pronouns, which lead s  to  a re so lu tio n  of the  apparent c o n f l ic t  between 

those  who a s s e r t  and those who deny the ex isten ce  o f  "o th e r  m inds."

The e r r o r  o f  th e  s o l i p s i s t ,  W ittgenstein sa y s , re s id e s  i n  h is  

"o b jec tin g  to  a convention"; in  h is  o b jec tin g , th a t  i s ,  t o  th e  common 

use o f  c e r ta in  words w ithout re a liz in g  th a t  th a t i s  what he i s  do ing . 

Put a  l i t t l e  d i f f e r e n t ly ,  he i s  looking " fo r  a j u s t i f i c a t i o n  o f  h is  

d e s c r ip t io n  [of th e  world) where there  is  none" (p . 73).

Seen in  t h i s  way i t  becomes c le a r  th a t  W ittg e n s te in 's  whole e f f o r t  i s  

d ire c te d  a t  showing us th a t  sometimes we say  th in g s  which a re  e i th e r  

ta u to lo g ie s  o r co n trad ic tio n s  (statements having no sen se) w ithout 

r e a l iz in g  what we a re  say ing . His purpose in  showing us th is  i s  

therapeu tic , to  cure us o f  the  tem ptation to  re p e a t our m is tak es .

This i s  a f a r  c ry  from say ing  th a t sometimes we say  th in g s  which a re  

se n se le ss  and sometimes n o t, le t t in g  the m atter r e s t  th e re  because 

th e re  i s  no p r in c ip le ,  o th e r than personal p reference , which allow s 

us to  decide which way o f  using language i s  c o r re c t  and which
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in c o r r e c t .  To say  th a t  c r i t i c s  say th ings which a re  tau to logous or 

c o n tra d ic to ry  is  to  say th a t  they say th ings which a re  nonsense; but 

s u re ly ,  i t  i s  only what c r i t i c s  say th a t  makes sense which i s  o f  

i n t e r e s t  to  u s .

I  have allowed myself th e  luxury of th is  l i t t l e  excursus because 

th e re  i s  always th e  danger th a t  someone fo llow ing W eitz ' method w il l  

c la im  th a t  " l i te r a tu r e "  means anything and every th ing  i t  has ever 

been s a id  to  mean. I  p re fe r  to  th in k  th is  u n lik e ly , but one can 

never be c e r ta in .  B esides, th e re  i s  an even g re a te r  danger lu rk in g  

h e re ; f o r  W eitz ' f a i lu r e  to  reach genuine conclusions dem onstrates 

th e  lo g ic a l  p r io r i ty  o f a d e f in it io n  of l i t e r a t u r e —a c tu a lly  l i t e r a r y  

t e x t —over a d e f in i t io n  o f " c r it ic is m ."  Regardless o f what the  

ex p ress io n  " l i t e r a r y  te x t"  means, however, "c r itic ism "  can only be 

u s e fu l In so fa r  as i t  i s  sen sib le  d iscourse  about such te x t s .

3

T his b rings me back to  my e a r l ie r  q u estio n , What i s  a l i t e r a r y  te x t?

I  th in k  by now i t  i s  f a i r l y  obvious th a t i f  th is  qu estio n  is  being 

asked in  the ex p ec ta tio n  of an answer couched in  term s o f a r e f e r e n t ia l  

d e f in i t io n ,  then  i t  i s  going to  be u n sa tis fa c to ry . So, l e t  me 

rep h rase  the  question  in  terms compatible w ith  a u se -th eo ry  d e f in i t io n ,  

How i s  th e  expression  " l i te r a r y  te x t"  being used in  sentences l ik e ,

"I£ e  g § r £ S jto  £* gSlgSB EX! a  litf jp a ry  te x t" ?  Asking th e
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question  th i s  way s h i f t s  the focus o f  our a t te n t io n  from th e  

t h i n g - i t s e l f , in  th i s  case Pvm. to  the  use vhich  i s  being made o f 

an item in  th e  inventory  o f  a conceptual system . ( I  put i t  t h i s  way 

in  o rder to  p o in t out th a t  I am no longer ask ing  th e  more r e s t r i c te d  

kind o f q u estio n , What i s  the a c tu a l  usage o f  th e  exp ression  " l i t e r a r y  

te x t"  in  th e  E nglish  language?, vhich c a l l s  f o r  an em p irica l 

in v e s tig a tio n ; h u t ra th e r  a qu estio n  req u irin g  conceptual a n a ly s is .)

Recently E l l i s  has suggested th a t  c o r re c tly  answering th i s  q uestion  

hinges on our adoption o f a sp e c ia l theory  o f  ev a lu a tiv e  expressions 

(a theory  w ith  a r e s t r ic te d  range o f  a p p lic a tio n s  w ith in  th e  framework 

o f  a use-theo ry  o f  meaning). S p e c if ic a lly  he a s s e r t s ,  "L ite ra ry  te x ts  

a re  . . .  those  p ieces o f  language used in  a c e r ta in  kind o f  way by 

the  community. They a re  used as l i t e r a tu r e "  (p . A2). This means they  

a re  n e t used in  the  same ways in  vhich o rd inary  language is  used, 

namely to  achieve some p a r t ic u la r  purpose, say  to  arrange a  meeting 

o r to  communicate a piece of inform ation , in  vhich th e  immediate 

con tex t o f i t s  o r ig in  i s  s p e c if ic a l ly  re le v a n t to  th e  production  and 

understanding o f an u tte ra n ce ; but ra th e r  in  a way tihich den ies  the 

sp e c if ic  re levance of any immediate co n tex t. Our use o f te x ts  in  th is  

way Is  made possib le  by our r a d ic a l ly  r e s t r i c t in g  th e  r e f e r e n t ia l  

dimension o f  th e i r  meaning. (Although E l l i s  never says th i s  e x p l ic i t ly ,  

I  th in k  h is  an a ly s is  o f  what happens when we read a te x t  as l i t e r a tu r e  

can be reduced to  th e  r e s t r i c t io n  o f  re fe re n c e .)  The e f f e c t  o f th is
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r e s t r i c t io n ,  in  F rege 's  term inology, is  to  e s c r ib e  pense bu t not 

re fe ren ce  (except th a t  under c e r ta in  c o n d itio n s , what might be c a lle d  

" r e f e r e n t ia l  coloring" is  a llo w ed )^  to  l i t e r a r y  te x ts*  A simple 

example w i l l  make the  meaning of t h i s  d i s t in c t io n  c le a r .  I f  someone 

were to  say  to  me today, "The p resen t King o f  France i s  b a ld ,"  I  

could p e r fe c tly  w ell understand th e  sense o f trhat he s a id ,  something 

l ik e ,  th e re  i s  one and only one person c a lle d  "The p resen t King o f  

France" and th a t  person ( l .e * ,  th e  person to  whom th a t  d e s c r ip tio n  

r e fe r s  o r ap p lies)  i s  bald* But i f  I  wanted to  determ ine whether o r 

not th e  person ca lled  "The p resen t King o f  F rance" is  o r  i s  not b a ld , 

I  could no t because th e re  i s  no such person who both  e x is ts  and i s  

c a lle d  "The present King of F rance." So, you s e e , although l i t e r a r y  

te x ts  can end do make p e rfe c tly  good sen se , th e  q u es tio n  o f the 

t ru th  o r  f a l s i t y  o f the " fac ts"  they  appear to  d esc rib e  i s  not a 

v a lid  one; i t  is  n o t, as i t  were, a v a lid  move in  the c r i t i c a l  game 

because u n le ss  expressions " r e f e r ,” th e re  can be no q u estio n  of 

th e i r  t ru e - f a ls e  s ta tu s .  But, th en , th i s  should come as no su rp r ise

1 The problem here i s  complex and deserves a  f u l l  a ir in g  
w ith in  th e  framework o f E l l i s '  d e f in i t io n ,  something I am unable 
to  undertake a t  th is  tim e. I t  b o lls  down to  q u estio n s  l ik e ,  What 
r e la t io n s  hold between the h is to r ic a l  p erson . Napoleon, and the 
f ic t io n a l  ch a rac te r in  T o lsto y 's  War and Peace having th e  id e n tic a l  
proper name? For a d iscussion  o f some o f  th e  is su e s  a t  s tak e , 
see Margaret Macdonald's co n trib u tio n  to  th e  symposium, "The 
Language o f F ic tio n ,"  Proceedings fif thg Arfts to tejH ap Sggk t y , 
su p p l. v o l .  27 (195A), 165-84, r p t ,  in  Philosophy Looks a$ Jfehg A r ts , 
ed . Joseph Margolis (New York: Charles S c r ib n e r 's  Sons, 1962), 
pp. 181-95, which includes a sh o rt b ib lio g rap h y .
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because i t  is  q u ite  customary to  speak o f  a  l i t e r a r y  t e x t ,  say 

Madame Bovarr. as being t ru e r  than  l i f e ,  meaning, I  suppose, th a t  

i t  i s  tru e  to  th e  s p i r i t  o f l i f e  bu t n o t to  th e  le t t e r *  And something 

s im ila r  i s  su re ly  meant when ve speak o f  th e  f ic t lv e n e s s  o f  a l i t e r a r y  

t e x t .

Whenever we read a te x t—any te x t—in  t h i s  way, we a re  read ing  i t  

as l i te ra tu re *  Once a te x t  becomes w idely  read as l i t e r a tu r e  w ith in  

sons community, i t  becomes es tab lish ed  as  one o f  the  l i t e r a r y  te x ts  

o f th a t  community* This means th a t  th e  c h a r a c te r is t ic  response o f  

the  members of th a t  community to  such a t e x t  w i l l  be to  read i t  fts 

l i t e r a tu r e ;  fo r  they w il l  have learned  t o  read i t  in  th a t  way. I t  

a lso  means th a t  l i t e r a r y  te x ts  must be s p e c if ie d  w ith re sp e c t to  

th e  one o r more communities In which th e y  a re  read c h a r a c te r is t ic a l ly  

as l i t e r a tu r e  by the  members o f those communities fo r  th e i r  own 

purposes* Thus, from the standpoin t o f  some o th e r  community, the 

reading  o f any p a r tic u la r  te x t as l i te r a tu s 's  may appear wholly 

a rb i tr a ry  or even unwarranted; bu t th e e  t h i s  problem always e x is ts  

when value judgments a re  involved. There a re  no m e ta c r ite r ia  

governing the se ttlem en t o f d ispu tes  a r i s in g  ou t o f disagreem ents 

over c r i t e r i a ;  thus the question  whether o r n o t some p a r t ic u la r  te x t  

i s  r e a l ly  l i t e r a r y  i s  empty.

The question  o f  which te x ts  are in  f a c t  counted as l i te r a r y ,b y  some 

community, on th e  o th er hand, i s  an em p irica l m atter* Having
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determ ined th a t  some te x ts  are regarded as  l i t e r a r y  by a community, 

one is  i n  a p o s itio n  to  determ ine whether o r  not any given te x t  i s  

considered l i t e r a r y ,  and from those th a t  a r e  counted as such (as 

paradigm cases) i t  i s  possib le  to  e l i c i t  th e  c r i t e r i a  governing 

th e i r  d isc rim in a tio n  w ith in  th a t  community* This i s  b e s t accomplished, 

as E l l i s  observes, by  c a re fu l an a ly s is  o f  th o se  cases where the 

d ec is io n  whether or not to  c a l l  a te x t  l i t e r a r y  i s  no t c le a r -c u t ,  

where, th a t  i s ,  in d iv id u a ls  h e s ita te  over o r  d isag ree  about how b e s t 

to  c la s s ify  i t ;  c r i t e r i a ,  lik e  n a tio n a l b o rd e rs , a re  most s tro n g ly  

defended a t  th e i r  edges. Once such c r i t e r i a  have been made e x p l ic i t ,  

i t  is  no longer c o rre c t t o  ask whether o r n o t c r i t e r i a  e x i s t  fo r  

making th e  dec is ions in  question  or w hether o r not th ey  a re  v a l id ;  

in stead  we can only ask , Are th e re  good reasons f o r  our employing 

these  c r i t e r i a ?

A

At th is  poin t in  th e  d iscu ssio n  i t  would be h e lp fu l to  have a 

d e f in i t io n  o f  " te x t ."  S ince E l l i s  h im se lf  o f fe r s  no d e f in i t io n  of 

th i s  key term and s in ce  I  am fu lly  in  agreement w ith  h is  d e f in i t io n  

o f  " l i t e r a r y ,"  I w i l l  t r y  to  o f fe r  one which I  b e liev e  i s  not only 

c o rre c t but a lso  c o n s is te n t w ith my d e c is io n  to  adopt h is  use o f 

" l i t e r a r y ."  The c la s s ic  treatm ent o f t h i s  question  is  presented  by 

Rene Wellek and A ustin Warren in  chap ter 12, "The Mode o f Existence 

o f  A L ite ra ry  Work o f  A rt,"  o f th e i r  Theory o f L i te r a tu re . T heir
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▼lews ere w idely known, so I  see no need to  summarize them here;

instead  I  want to  o f fe r  an a l te rn a t iv e  to  t h e i r  th e s is  th a t  a  l i te r a r y

work of a r t  "appears as an o b je c t o f knowledge au l generis which has

a  spec ia l o n to lo g ica l s ta tu s*  I t  is  n e i th e r  r e a l  ( lik e  a s ta tu e ) nor

mental ( lik e  th e  experience o f l i g h t  o r  p a in ) nor id ea l ( lik e  a

t r ia n g le ) .  I t  Is a system o f norms o f id e a l concepts which are

in te rsu b je c tiv e . They most be assumed to  e x i s t  in  c o lle c tiv e

Ideology, changing w ith i t ,  a c c e s s ib le  only  through in d iv id u a l mental
12experiences, based on th e  so u n d -s tru c tu re  o f  i t s  sen ten ces."

I  want to  beg in  by reminding you th a t  a l i t e r a r y  te x t  e x is ts  qua 

l i t e r a r y  t e x t  only In so fa r as i t  i s  used in  a  c h a r a c te r is t ic  way 

w ith in  some community* I ts  mode o f  e x is te n c e  gs g te x t  i s  the  same 

as th a t o f any other p iece o f w r itte n  language; f o r  i t  i s  only our 

ra d ic a lly  r e s t r i c t in g  i t s  r e f e r e n t ia l  dim ension th a t  makes i t  l i t e r a r y , 

and th is  does nothing whatsoever to  a l t e r  i t s  mode of ex istence as a 

t e x t .

In  order to  be read w idely , a t e x t  must be w idely  av a ilab le*  Of 

course, we might make te x ts  a v a ila b le  in  any number o f  ways; we might, 

f o r  example, put them in  museums and w a it f o r  people to  come there 

to  read them ( lik e  the  jj* S* C o n s ti tu tio n ) ,  o r  we might put them in

12 Rene Wellek and A ustin W arren, Theory of L ite ra tu re . 2nd ed . 
(New York: H arcourt, Brace, and Co*, 1956), p . 1A4*
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a tra v e lin g  ex h ib it ( l ik e  some o f  th e  h i s to r i c a l  documents being 

sent around the  country as p a r t  o f  th e  B icen ten n ia l ce le b ra tio n ); 

we could do e ith e r  o r  both o f  th e se  th in g s  as w ell as many o thers you 

and I  might imagine* But th e  p o in t i s  ve do not* What we normally 

do is  mass produce te x ts  in  e d i t io n s  s a t is fy in g  some s o r t  of 

c o s t/b e n e fit r a t io  t h a t  makes good economic sen se . Accordingly, we 

say th a t  fo r ordinary purposes d if fe re n c e s  between ed itio n s  o f the  

standard reference t e x t ,  i f  any , w i l l  count as in s ig n if ic a n t so long 

as they meet some minimum c r i t e r i a  o f  a c c e p ta b i l i ty ,  e*g*, no m issing 

or o b lite ra te d  pages. In t h i s  sen se , s e le c t in g  a te x t  fo r  ord inary  

purposes i s  ra th e r  l ik e  b u y in g *  tw elve-inch  r u le r  fo r  ordinary 

purposes in  th a t  in  n e ith e r  ca se  do I  expect i t  to  conform 

abso lu te ly  to  the "standard” on which i t  i s  modeled.

Now I admit th a t  th is  i s  a sim ple-m inded s o lu tio n  to  a problem th a t 

is  made to  appear In c red ib ly  complex—m ostly , o f co u rse , because 

we are dealing  with a muddle expressed in  th e  form of a s c ie n ti f ic  

question , the hallmark of m etaphysics—but i t  does s a t i s fy  the 

minimum requirement th a t  might be imposed on a d e f in i t io n  of " te x t" ; 

i t  d is tin g u ish es  the  te x t  (an a b s tra c tio n )  o f  "The F a ll  of the House 

of Usher" not only from the  t e x t  o f  Endgame bu t from every o ther 

te x t which is  "Not-'The F a ll  o f  th e  House o f U sh er.'"  Seen in  th is  

way i t  becomes apparent th a t  t e x t s  a re  conventions fo r  making w ritte n  

forms o f  language p u b lic .
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Two a d d itio n a l po in ts  befo re  1 leave th i s  problem; f i r s t ,  I t  Is  

possib le  to  make th i s  d e f in i t io n  more p re c is e .  T ex ts , fo r  example, 

could be defined as s e ts  o f  r e la te d  l in g u i s t i c  in sc r ip tio n s . The 

nature o f th e  re la t io n s h ip  i t s e l f  could be s p e c if ie d  by reference 

to  (a) graphemes, a b s tr a c t  ch a ra c te rs  th a t  s tan d  fo r  but do not 

n e c e ssa rily  resemble the  l e t t e r s  and spaces in  a normal te x t  much as 

phonemes cover a  range o f  p o ssib le  r e a l iz a t io n s —an example o f  such 

a re p re se n ta tio n - in d if fe re n t ch a rac te r  s e t  th a t  comes e a s ily  to  mind 

i s  hexadecimal n o ta tio n , a  system used w idely  in  th e  storage systems 

o f  computers, and (b) the  p ro je c tio n  ru le s  which transform  th ese  

a b s tra c t ch a rac te rs  in to  p a r t ic u la r  r e p re s e n ta tio n s , e .g . ,  P a le tino  

o r  Lydian C ursive. However, on no account ought th is  way o f d e fin in g  

th e  in te r re la tio n sh ip s  among a fam ily  o f  r e la te d  l in g u is t ic  

in sc r ip tio n s  ( te x ts )  be thought o f  as im plying anything a t  a l l  about 

th e  mode o f  ex is ten ce , e i th e r  r e a l ,  m ental, or id e a l ,  o f such a 

standard o f  re fe ren ce ; i t  i s  merely a  form al convenience fo r  speaking 

about c e r ta in  kinds o f r e la t io n s h ip s .

My second po in t i s  th a t  nothing I  have sa id  should be construed as 

d e tra c tin g  from what te x tu a l  c r i t i c s  do; th e i r s  i s  a v i t a l  and v a lid  

a c t iv i ty .  Put i t  i s  a lso  one th a t  needs to  be put in to  p ersp ec tiv e . 

C r i t ic a l  e d itio n s  have t h e i r  uses and th ese  u ses a re  qu ite  d if f e r e n t  

from the ord lnaiyuse o f t e x t s .  I t  is  a m istake to  co n fla te  th ese  

d if f e re n t  u ses, as i s  o f te n  done in  l i t e r a r y  s tu d ie s , because doing
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so i s  l ik e  confusing th e  req u e s t f o r  a measurement haring  a rough 

degree o f p rec is io n  (say , to  th e  n e a re s t inch) v lth  a req u est fo r  

one having s c ie n t i f ic  p re c is io n  (say , in  angstrom u n i t s ) .  C erta in ly  

both hare th e i r  uses; bu t on ly  a fo o l o r  someone who did not 

understand the language in  which th e  o r ig in a l  request was made would 

respond by giving th e  l a t t e r  when the form er i s  what was asked f o r .

5

I th in k  th e  meaning o f  " l i t e r a r y  te x t"  i s  now s u f f ic ie n t ly  c le a r  fo r  

me to  more on to  a co n s id e ra tio n  o f  some o f  the problems i t  r a is e s ;  

fo r  th e  d e c is io n  whether o r  no t to  use a te x t  as l i t e r a tu r e  i s  a 

complicated one. E l l i s  argues th a t  t h i s  i s  a question  o f  performance, 

th a t  i t  i s  an ev a lu a tio n  o f  t h e i r  success o r fa i lu re  when read as 

l i t e r a tu r e  to  perform as l i t e r a t u r e  th a t  i s  the  c r i te r io n  governing 

which te x ts  become e s ta b lish e d  as l i t e r a tu r e  w ithin  a given community. 

And i t  i s  a lso  th is  c r i te r io n  th a t  a l lo w  us to  speak o f  "good" and 

"bad" l i t e r a r y  t e x t s .  However, as E l l i s  poin ts o u t, performance is  

never a s in g le  unanalysed c r i t e r io n ,  i t  i s  always performance in  

some context o r  performance f o r  some purpose(a).

No doubt, th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  c la s s i f ic a t io n  o f  a te x t  as l i t e r a tu r e  

depends upon how su cc ess fu lly  i t  s a t i s f i e s  an Inheren tly  evaluative  

c r i te r io n  w i l l  h o rr ify  some c r i t i c s .  I  do not pretend to  know why 

i t  i s  we o ften  f e e l  th e  need to  ju s t i f y  our value judgments; bu t the
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f a c t  js th a t  we do—in  any c a se , th is  i s  properly  a question  f o r  the  

paycho-eocio log ists  to  answer. What I do know, however, i s  th a t  we 

make value judgments every day o f  our l iv e s  w ithout fe e lin g  th a t  

g re a t d i f f i c u l t i e s  a re  w aitin g  to  ensnare u s . And i t  i s  nothing le s s  

than  scandalous th a t  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  have been ab le  to  convince 

o therw ise I n te l l ig e n t  and s e n s i t iv e  people th a t  th e  ev a lu a tio n  o f  

te x ts  i s  something b e s t  l e f t  to  them. But, then , i t  is  alm ost always 

easy to  in tim id a te  o th e rs  from a p o s itio n  o f  "p ro fessio n al com petence." 

I t  c e r ta in ly  i s  em barrassing when someone in  whom we p lace our t r u s t  

reb u ts  us w ith  "T h a t's  ju s t  your op in ion ," o r "T hat's  merely a value 

judgment"; and our s ile n c e  in  th e  face o f  th e i r  c r i t ic is m  seems to  

conv ic t us o f ignorance when i t  should no t. Anyone who has ev e r gone 

ou t to  buy an a m p lif ie r  f o r  h is  s te reo  system knows th a t  th e  b e s t 

way to  reach  a d e c is io n  i s  to  l i s t e n  to  the way in  which each o f  th e  

various a l te rn a t iv e s  perform s - and then to  choose the one th a t  sounds 

b e s t to  him in  th e  p ric e  range he can a f fo rd . Only a  c h a r la ta n  would 

t r y  to  convince you th a t  he knows b e t te r  than you which am p lif ie r  

w i l l  b e s t serve your l i s te n in g  requirem ents. Ears are n o to rio u sly  

su b jec tiv e  re c e p to rs ; th a t  i s  why th e  question  of which a m p lif ie r  

to  buy can only be answered by each ind iv idual f o r  h im self. Why 

should th e  s i tu a t io n  be any d if f e r e n t  when i t  comes to  choosing 

l i t e r a tu r e ?  Who knows b e t te r  than  you what you want in  a l i t e r a r y  

te x t?  The answer, o f cou rse , i s  no one. So, you see, nothing i s  

going to  ge t you o f f  th e  hook when i t  comes to  choosing l i t e r a r y
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te x ts  f o r  your ova purposes.1̂

The q u es tio n  n a tu ra lly  a r i s e s ,  What Is  i t ,  on th is  In te rp re ta t io n , 

th a t  c o n s ti tu te s  th e  su b jec t n a t te r  o f l i t e r a r y  s tu d ies?  S u re ly  

i t  cannot be a n a t te r  o f  in d iv id u a l preferences? I  w i l l  answer th is  

q u es tio n  more f u l ly  l a t e r ;  fo r  the present I  simply want to  remark 

th a t  although I  have ju s t  argued th a t  th e  d ec is io n  to  use a given 

te x t  as l i t e r a t u r e  i s  an in d iv id u a l one (except in so fa r  as I t  i s  no t 

r e a l ly  a "decision" a t  a l l  but a  learned response—Chaucer, Dante, 

and Shakespeare re a d ily  suggest themselves as paradigm cases o f  s u c h  

learned  b eh av io r), th ese  in d iv id u a l decis ions can no nore serve  as 

d e f in i t iv e  fo r  l i t e r a r y  s tu d ie s  than  id io le c ts  serve to  d e f in e  the 

domain o f  l in g u is t i c s .  Accordingly, th e  su b jec t m atter o f  l i t e r a r y  

s tu d ie s  w i l l  be th e  em p irica lly  determined s e t  o f te x ts  e s ta b lish ed  

as l i t e r a r y  te x ts  w ith in  some community a t  some p a r t ic u la r  tim e (as 

in  l in g u i s t i c s ,  in  l i t e r a r y  s tu d ie s  synchronies i s  lo g ic a l ly  p r io r  

to  d ia c h ro n ie s ) .

6

R ecently  i t  has again  become fash ionable fo r  c r i t i c s  to  argue th a t  

th e  fu n c tio n  o f  c r i t ic is m  is  to  in te rp re t  l i t e r a r y  te x t s .  In  la rg e

13 My d iscu ss io n  of the  problem o f  ev a lu a tio n  throughout is  
indebted to  J .  0 . TJrmson, "Some Questions Concerning V a lid i ty ,"  re v . 
ed., in  Essays An Conceptu a l A nalysis, ed . Anthony Plew (New York:
S t M artin 's  P re ss , 1966), pp. 120-33,
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measure th is  re v iv a l o f in te re s t  can be a t t r ib u te d  to  Northrop Frye *s 

Anatomy o f C ritic ism  where the claim  is  made, " I t  is  n o t o f te n  

re a liz e d  th a t  a l l  commentary i s  a l le g o r ic a l  in te rp r e ta t io n ,  an 

a tta c h in g  o f  ideas to  the s tru c tu re  o f  p oetic  im agery. The in s ta n t  

th a t  any c r i t i c  perm its him self to make a genuine comment about a 

poem ( e .g . ,  'I n  Hamlet Shakespeare appears to  be p o rtray in g  th e  

tragedy  o f i r r e s o lu t io n ')  he has begun to a l l e g o r iz e ." 1^ I  l ik e  to  

th in k  th a t  i f  what Frye says were more w idely r e a l iz e d ,  fewer c r i t i c s  

would be a l le g o r iz in g , fo r  in te rp re ta tio n s  a re  p a rad o x ica l.

In  th e  Blue Book W ittgenstein  p o in ts  out:

(1) The in te rp re ta t io n  o f any symbol is  i t s e l f  "a new symbol added 

to  th e  old  one" (p. 33).

(2) I f  language is  to  be a t  a l l  u se fu l, th e re  must be some 

in te rp re ta t io n  ( f in a l  symbol) which i s  I t s e l f  no t su b jec t to  

fu r th e r  in te rp re ta tio n .

(3) This l a s t  in te rp re ta tio n  ( f in a l  symbol) jLs th e  meaning.

This i s  im portant, so l e t  me give W ittg e n s te in 's  example in  f u l l :

Suppose we w rite  down the scheme of say ing  and meaning by a 
column o f arrows one below the  o th e r

 >
« ----------------------------------
 >

14 Northrop F rye, Anatomy of C r itic ism : Four Essays (1957; 
r p t .  P rince ton : P rinceton Univ. P ress , 1971), p . 89.
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Then i f  th i s  scheme la  to  serve our purpose a t  a l l ,  i t  must show us 
which o f  th e  th ree  le v e ls  i s  th e  le v e l  o f  meaning, I  can , e .g . ,  
make a scheme with th ree  le v e ls ,  th e  bottom  le v e l  always being the 
le v e l  o f  meaning. But adopt whatever model o r  scheme you may, i t  
w i l l  have a bottom le v e l,  and th e re  w i l l  be no such th in g  as an 
in te rp re ta t io n  of th a t .  To say in  th is  case th a t  every  arrow can 
s t i l l  be in te rp re ted  would only mean t h a t  I  could always make a 
d i f f e r e n t  model o f  saying and meaning which had one more le v e l than 
th e  one I  am using .

Let us put i t  th is  way:—What one w ishes to  sa y  i s  "Every sign  
is  capable o f  in te rp re ta tio n ; b u t the meaning m u stn 't be capable of 
in te rp re ta t io n .  I t  is  th e  l a s t  i n t e r p r e ta t io n ," (p , 3A)

Language i s  a system of saying and meaning in  which understanding 

th e  language means having learned to  g ive  meanings ( f in a l  

in te rp re ta t io n s )  to  symbolic exp ressions belonging to  th a t  language 

in  accordance with the ru le s  o f  th a t  language . Knowing a language, 

in  o th e r words, i s  knowing how to  recognize and g ive meaning to  

a p a r t ic u la r  se t o f symbolic e x p re ss io n s . Thus, such expressions— 

which in  p rin c ip le  can be in te rp re te d  any which way—have a meaning 

( f in a l  in te rp re ta tio n )  only as p a r t  o f  a language; th i s  meaning is  

what the  speakers o f a language know th a t  nonspeakers do n o t.

A l i t e r a r y  te x t is  a piece of language used i n  a c h a r a c te r is t ic  

way. Although th is  use r a d ic a l ly  r e s t r i c t s  any r e f e r e n t ia l  dimension 

th a t  might be imputed to  i t  as o rd in a ry  language, i t  in  no way 

a l t e r s  the  sense, i . e . ,  the  n o n - re fe re n tia l  a sp e c t of meaning, o f the 

symbolic expressions c o n s titu tin g  such a  t e x t .  I f  th i s  were not the 

case , we would have no way of knowing i t s  meaning because th is  is 

a m atte r o f conforming to  c e r ta in  r u le s .  In so fa r  as th e  in te rp re ta tio n
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o f  a te x t  i s  an In te rp re ta tio n  o f  th e  meaning o f  th e  symbolic 

expressions c o n s titu tin g  th a t  t e x t ,  i t  w i l l  be a fu r th e r  in te rp re ta t io n .  

I f  th i s  is  so , then i t  must be th e  meaning o f  those  symbols (presumably 

th e  r e e l  meaning). But a l le g o r ie s  a re  metaphors fo r  th e  meaning} 

th e re fo re  they cannot be th e  meaning. They a re  n o t, th a t  i s  to  say, 

id e n tic a l  to  the meaning o f  those  symbols I n  th e  language i n  which 

the  te x t  is  w r itte n . Tet th is  i s  paradox ical because though no 

fu r th e r  in te rp re ta tio n  j j  the language is  e i th e r  necessary or 

p o ssib le  (the meaning being the  f i n a l  I n te rp r e ta t io n ) ,  in te rp re ta tio n s  

claim  to  be in te rp re ta tio n s  o f something. T herefo re , i t  must be th a t 

they  a re  In te rp re ta tio n s  no t governed by th e  ru le s  which determ ine 

th e  meaning in  the language o f symbolic expressions in  th a t language.

Against th is  argument i t  might be claimed th a t  th e re  is  some language, 

I2$ such th a t  i t  i s  id e n tic a l  in  i t s  outward appearance, i . e . ,  

orthograpby, morphology, grammar, and sy n tax , to  some o th e r language,

L j, but th a t the meaning, M, a sso c ia ted  w ith  some symbolic expression ,

E j , derivab le  in  Ig  i s  not always id e n t ic a l  to  th e  id e n tic a l  

expression derivab le  in  L j. S ince th e  a s s o c ia t io n  o f any given 

meaning with any given symbolic expression  i s  a r b i t r a r y  (u n ti l  i t  

i s  estab lished  in  the language), th is  i s  c e r ta in ly  a po ssib le  s ta te  

o f a f f a i r s .  In f a c t ,  an argument s im ila r  to  t h i s  is  advanced to  

ju s t i f y  the p rac tice  o f B ib lic a l  herm eneutics; more p re c ise ly , as 

I  understand i t ,  th e  claim  is  th a t  the  B ible was w ritte n  in  a
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language, Ig , th a t  was a kind o f  l in g u is t ic  "code" p a ra s i t ic  on th e  

ord inary  language, Irj, and th a t  accord ing ly  i t  req u ires  decoding 

( tr a n s la tio n  in to  L1) in  o rder to  be understood by anyone who knows 

I>i but no t Lg.

I f  em pirical in v e s tig a tio n  can e s ta b l is h  th a t  fo r  some Ej in  Lj and 

Ig  i t  i s  the  case th a t :

M (Ej)/L| t  M (E j)/lg  

then  e i th e r  Ig  i s  a d ia le c t  o f Lf o r  e ls e  i t  is  an e n tire ly  d if fe re n t 

language. S ince th is  d is t in c t io n  i s  never c le a r -c u t ,  whichever i s  

th e  ac tu a l case here is  o f  no importance fo r  my argument.

What ve req u ire  in  o rder fo r  Li and Ig  to  be m utually tra n s la ta b le  

i s  the f in a l  in te rp re ta tio n s  (meanings) fo r  every expression in  

L| and Lg fo r  which a semantic in e q u a lity  h o ld s. And these meanings 

cannot be a m atter o f  sp ecu la tio n  s in ce  i t  was on the  basis o f th e i r  

a s se r tio n  th a t  L| and Ig  were d if f e re n t ia te d  in  th e  f i r s t  p lace .

But here We a re  not speaking about d i f f e r e n t  le v e ls  o f  in te rp re ta tio n  

bu t ra th e r  d i f f e r e n t  f in a l  in te rp re ta t io n s .

Bp to  t h i s  po in t th e re  w il l  be l i t t l e ,  i f  any, disagreement with 

what I have sa id  because in te rp re te r s  a re  w illin g  to  admit as much. 

Morton Bloom field, f o r  example, sa y s , "The only s ta b le  element in  a 

l i t e r a r y  work is  i t s  words, which, i f  we know the  language in  which 

i t  is  w r itte n , 1 have a meaning. The s ig n ifican ce  of th a t meaning is
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whet nay be c a lle d  a lle g o ry . The problem o f In te rp re ta tio n  is  the  

problem o f a lle g o ry —whether h i s to r ic a l  o r a h is to r ic a l"  (emphasis 

added).1 ^ Now a lle g o ry , as Bloomfield goes on to  remark, is  a very  

old and h ig h ly  respec ted  way o f  doing what he ca lls  "mak [ing] l i t e r a r y  

documents re le v a n t” (p. 301). U nfortunately , he uses "re lev an t"  

in t r a n s i t iv e ly  when i t  su re ly  w il l  not su s ta in  such a u se . In  o rd er 

to  understand h is  c la im , th e n , we need to  know what in te rp re ta t io n s  

make l i t e r a r y  te x ts  re le v a n t .

W ithin th e  co n tex t o f  l i t e r a r y  s tu d ie s , answers to  th is  q uestion  

are  u su a lly  o f  two k in d s . The f i r s t  i s  th a t  in te rp re ta tio n  makes 

a te x t  re le v a n t to  i t s  a u th o r 's  in te n tio n s . E. D. H irsch, J r .  puts 

i t  th i s  way in  V a lid ity  in  In te rp re ta tio n , "desp ite  i t s  p r a c t ic a l  

concreteness and v a r i a b i l i ty ,  th e  ro o t problem o f in te rp re ta t io n  is  

always th e  seme—to  guess what the  author meant. Even though we 

can never be c e r ta in  th a t  our guesses are  c o rre c t, we know th a t  they  

can be c o r re c t  and th a t  th e  goal o f in te rp re ta tio n  as a d is c ip l in e  

is  co n s tan tly  to  in crease  th e  p ro b ab ility  th a t  they a re  c o r r e c t ." 1^ 

The d i f f i c u l ty  w ith  th i s  kind o f answer i s  th a t  in so fa r  as " in ten tio n "  

is  used to  mean "what the  au thor meant*" th is  s o r t  o f in te rp re ta t io n

15 Morton W. Bloom field, "Allegory as In te rp re ta tio n ,"  New 
L ite ra ry  H is to ry . 3 (1972), 301.

1^ E. D. H irsch , J r . ,  V a lid ity  in  In te rp re ta tio n  (NwHavens 
Yale Univ. P re ss , 1967), p . 207,
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i s  an e x e rc ise  in  f u t i l i t y  because, although i t  i s  c e r ta in  th a t

people can and do sometimes say th ings they  d id  no t mean, i t  i s

eq u a lly  c e r ta in  th a t  th e  meaning o f what th ey  in  f a c t  say i s  a

m a tte r  o f  l in g u is t i c  ru le s  and not o f  th e i r  in ten d in g . F or example,

th e  English  sen tence, "The book is  dpen" means th a t  th e  book is

open f o r  a l l  Y 's in tending  when he sa id  i t  to  mean th a t  th e  persimmon 
17has rip en ed . I  w i l l  have more to  say about th e  problem o f  

" in te n tio n "  in  th e  next sec tio n .

The second kind o f  answer i s  more d i f f i c u l t  to  s ta t e  p re c ise ly  because 

i t  covers such a wide range o f  p o s s ib i l i t i e s ,  any th ing  from h igh ly  

su b je c tiv e  and Immediate concerns to  la rg e  and undeniably im portant 

issu es  l ik e  the  s o c ia l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  o r  moral co n d itio n  of th e  human 

r a c e .  In  view o f  t h i s ,  I  w ill  s ta te  th is  kind o f  answer as g en era lly  

as p o ssib le  in  th e  form of a problem, What i s  th e  meaning o f  the 

exp ression  "making a l i t e r a r y  te x t re lev an t to  x ”? This q u estio n  

shows, I  th in k , th a t  th e  problem o f in te rp re ta t io n  (on th i s  view) is  

a c tu a l ly  a complex o f problems th a t  a r is e  w ith in  the  co n tex t o f 

in te rp re t in g  a l i t e r a r y  te x t  fo r  the purpose(s) of making i t  re lev an t 

to  something p a r t ic u la r .  For th is  reason we must be c a re fu l to  

d is t in g u is h  what we do when ve are making a te x t  re lev an t f o r  one 

purpose (to  one th in g ) from what ve do when we a re  making i t  re lev an t

^  I am indebted to  P rofessor Barry Blose f o r  both t h i s  po in t 
and th e  d e l ig h tfu l  example w ith which i t  i s  so convincingly  made.
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f o r  o th e r  purposes {to o th e r th in g s ) .  This shows* in c id en ta lly *  

th a t  a s in g le  te x t  can serve a number o f d i f f e r e n t  purposes* i .e .*  

be in te rp re te d  to  be relevan t to  d i f f e r e n t  th in g s .

Of a l l  in te rp re te rs*  M arxist c r i t i c s  seem to  me th e  most honest* fo r  

they  a re  always (and loud ly ) proclaim ing th e i r  purposes} o th e r  critic®  

a re  e i th e r  not so honest o r e ls e  th ey  genuinely  b e lie v e  th a t  

non-purposive in te rp re ta tio n s  a re  p o s s ib le . Whenever I  am confronted 

by an in te rp re ta tio n  th a t  does not make i t s  purpose e x p lic it*  I  begin 

to  f e e l  th a t  I  have encountered a d iv in e r  o f  s ig n ifican ces*  someone— 

l ik e  th e  w ater d iv in er in  th e  Blue Book (pp. 9 -1 1 )—whose 

in te rp re ta tio n s  ju s t  pop in to  h is head w hile he i s  read in g . But 

th e re  e re  fever and fev e r o f these  c r i t i c a l  d iv in e rs  each year} as 

in te rp r e t iv e  tra d itio n s  a re  developed and made se lf-co n sc io u s  by 

t h e i r  p rac titio n e rs*  c r i t i c s  a re  ab le  to  teach  t h e i r  s tuden ts  the 

m iles governing the t r a n s i t io n  from th e  meaning o f  th e  symbolic 

expressions in  a l i t e r a r y  te x t  to  s ta tem en ts  o f  thdfr s ig n ifican ce  

f o r  some purpose ( a h  And accordingly* in te rp r e te r s  a re  able t  ■» t e l l  

us th a t  they  learned how to  give th e  kinds o f  in te rp re ta t io n s  th a t  

they  g iv e .

Of course* th is  only begs the  question* Are in te rp re ta t io n s  possib le  

o r  necessary? I f  by " in te rp re ta t io n "  one means something beyond 

th e  f in a l  in te rp re ta tio n  (meaning) o f  the  symbolic expressions 

c o n s ti tu t in g  a l i te r a r y  te x t  which i s  s t i l l  in  th e  language in  which
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th e  te x t  i s  w r itte n , then th e  answer has to  he , No, on both coun ts. 

I f ,  on the o th er hand, one means by " in te rp re ta t io n ” th a t  a c t iv i ty  

which makes l i t e r a r y  te x ts  r e le v a n t to  something, then the answer, 

again  on both co un ts, has t o  b e , Yes. Relevance is  a  r e la t io n  and 

not a substan tive ; th e r e fo re ,  i f  one wants to  make a te x t  re lev an t 

to  something, i t  i s  necessary  to  In te rp re t  i t  to  be re levan t to  

th a t  something. And in te rp r e ta t io n  i s  c e r ta in ly  possible because 

symbolic expressions only have th e  meanings we give them.

This argument ap p lies  w ith  equal fo rce  to  a l l  forms o f in te rp re ta tio n , 

m ythic, Freudian, and so on , which construe  l i t e r a r y  tex ts  as 

symbolic s tru c tu re s  re q u ir in g  e x tr a - l in g u is t ic  knowledge as a  

necessary co n d itio n  fo r  t h e i r  understand ing . Eut l i te r a r y  te x ts  

are  a lso  ex o te ric  s t r u c tu r e s  o f symbolic expressions fo r  anyone who 

knows the language in  which th ey  are w r i t te n .  Thus, a l l  anyone 

needs in  o rder to  understand  th e  meaning o f a l i t e r a r y  tex t i s  

(1) the  te x t  I t s e l f ,  and (2) a knowledge of the  language in  which 

i t  i s  w ritten  (which I ta k e  to  include a knowledge o f how, in  

p r in c ip le , am biguities th a t  e x i s t  in  any symbolic expression in  

th a t  language are t o  be re s o lv e d ) .  How th i s  meaning is  in te rp re ted  

to  be re levan t to  som ething e x tr in s ic  to  i t s e l f  is  n o t, I w il l  argue 

more fu lly  in  the f in a l  s e c t io n  o f t h i s  essay , a concern of l i t e r a r y  

s tu d ie s . For now, I  ju s t  want to  p o in t out th a t  the reason th i s  is  

so i s  th a t ,  from o u r p o in t o f  view , i t  leads to  paradox. Here, I
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th in k , Frye was c lo se  t o  the  t ru th  when he observed, "M athematics, 

l ik e  l i t e r a t u r e , proceeds h y p o th e tica lly  and by in te rn a l  co n s is ten cy , 

not d e s c r ip t iv e ly  and by outward f id e l i t y  to  n a tu re . When i t  is  

applied  to  e x te rn a l f a c t s ,  i t  is n o t i t s  tru th  bu t i t s  a p p l ic a b i l i ty  

th a t  is  being  v e r i f i e d 11 (emphasis added, p . 93).

Thus i t  nay o r  nay not be th e  case th a t In te rp re ted  in  some way a 

te x t  can be shown to  be re lev an t (app licab le) to  something o u ts id e  

i t s e l f ;  b u t i f  i t  i s  In te rp re ted  f o r  th is  purpose, then  i t s  

in te rp re ta t io n  c o n s ti tu te s  a  use d if f e r e n t  from the  use  o f th a t  

te x t  gs l i t e r a t u r e .  And although a given te x t can serve  many 

d i f f e r e n t  u se s , i t  cannot serve m utually-exclusive uses s im ultaneously . 

For the  purpose o f  l i t e r a r y  s tu d ie s ,  i t  i s  only th e  use o f a  te x t  

as l i t e r a t u r e  th a t  concerns u s .

7

In a d d itio n  o f th e  use o f  " in te n tio n ” to  mean what th e  au tho r meant, 

i t  can a ls o  be used to  mean something lik e  a p lan  or design  in  an 

a u th o r 's  mind. This i s  the  ch ie f  use considered by W illiam  K.

Wlmsatt, J r .  and Monroe Beardsley in  th e i r  ce leb ra ted  "The In te n tio n a l 

F a llacy " ; consequently , i t  has been the major focus o f  a ttem pts to  

b o ls te r  o r  r e fu te  th e  a n t i - in te n t lo n a l i s t  p o s itio n  w ith in  l i t e r a r y  

s tu d ie s  ( i t  I s ,  f o r  example, the use B ills  s in g les  o u t fo r  a t te n t io n  

in the  course  o f  h is  d iscu ss io n  o f  the problem, pp. 107-13). I t  seems
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r a th e r  iro n ic  th a t  an a n t l - in te n t lo n a l is t  argument should grow o u t 

o f th i s  use because i t  makes such a strong prima fa c ie  case f o r  

in te n tio n a l  ism, s in ce  i t  c e r ta in ly  is  the case th a t  whenever we say  

som ething, we u su a lly  have a purpose in doing s o . In o ther w ords, 

our saying  whatever i t  i s  th a t  we say on some occasion  w ill  norm ally 

be e i th e r  (1) a necessary  p a r t  o f achieving some end, say ho ld ing  

a m eeting which, in  o rd er to  b rin g  o ff ve must f i r s t  announce to  

o th e rs ,  o r (2) an end in  i t s e l f ,  l ik e  the conclusion  o f a lo g ic a l  

p roof (of co u rse , th i s  too may have the a d d itio n a l and f in a l  end 

o f convincing someone).

The ln te n t io n a l i s t  p o s itio n  i s  given added p la u s ib i l i ty  by John L.

A u s tin 's  theory  o f speech a c t s ,  esp ec ia lly  as amended and e lab o ra ted  
18by John S e a r le . I  want to  sketch  th is  theo ry  here  because i t

b ears  h eav ily  on the  re so lu tio n  of the " in te n tio n a l fa lla c y "  debate
19in  l i t e r a r y  s tu d ie s .  Let us begin by supposing , w ith  W ilfred Owen,

18 John L. A ustin , How to  Dg Things w ith  Words, ed. J .  0 .
Urmson (1962; r p t .  New York: Oxford Univ. P re ss , 1965); and 
P h ilo so p h ica l P apers. e d s .,  J .  0 . Urmson and G. J .  Warnock, 2nd ed . 
(London: Oxford Univ. P re ss , 1970); John R. S e a r le , Speech A cts: An 
Essay in  th e  Philosophy of Language (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ.
P re ss , 1969).

19 See, f o r  example, Quentin Skinner, "M otives, In te n tio n s , and 
th e  In te rp re ta t io n  o f T ex ts ,"  New L iterary  H is to ry . 3 (1972), 393-A08, 
which covers the most im portant recent th in k in g  on in te n t io n a l i ty  as 
i t  p e r ta in s  to  l i t e r a r y  s tu d ie s ;  and M bx Black, "Meaning and In te n tio n : 
An Examination o f G rice 's  Views," New L iteracy  H is to ry . U (1973), 
257-79* The f u l l e s t  recen t discussions o f th e  general problem a re  
G. E. M. Anscombe, In te n tio n . 2nd ed. (I th a c a , NY: C ornell Univ. P ress , 
1963); and Jack W. Me H and, The Nature o f In te n tio n  (London: Methuen 
& C o., L td ., 1970).
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th a t  "A ll a  poet can do is  to  warn"; but su re ly  th e re  a re  many ways 

in  which a poet n ig h t warn us a g a in s t something• He n ig h t ,  f o r  

example, undertake a le c tu re  to u r  p resen ting  h is  warning in  person, 

o r he might w rite  l e t t e r s  to  th e  e d ito rs  o f in f lu e n t ia l  newspapers 

and jo u rn a ls .  In  e i th e r  of these  cases h is  claim  upon our a t te n t io n  

would be h is  p a s t achievements as a poet and, perhaps, h is  p resen t 

polem ical, as opposed to  a r t i s t i c ,  s k i l l .  But suppose he wants to  

warn us as an a r t i s t . I f  th i s  were h is  d e c is io n  he could w r ite  h is  

warning in  th e  form o f  a poem, h is  customary way o f  ad d ress in g  us 

as an a r t i s t .  Let us assume th a t  he in  f a c t  w r ite s  such a poem. We 

w i l l  then be ab le  to  say i t  has two a sp ec ts ; f i r s t ,  th e  meanings 

in  th e  language,' m, o f  the words c o n s titu tin g  th e  poem—we w il l  c a l l  

th i s  i t s  lo cu tlo n a ry  aspect and i t s  production we w il l  c a l l  a  

lo cu tlo n a ry  a c t—-and h is  in te n tio n  (design, p la n , o r purpose) th a t  

i t  be taken  in  a c e r ta in  way, i . e . ,  as a warning—th i s  we w i l l  c a l l  

i t s  l l lo c u tio n a ry  aspect or fo rc e , f ,  and i t s  p roduction  we w i l l  

c a l l  an l l lo c u tio n a ry  a c t . Using th is  scheme we can re p re se n t h is  

poem, F , in  terms o f i t s  two asp ec ts:

P = f  (m)

Let me c la r i f y  th is  d is t in c t io n  w ith a s l ig h t ly  m odified v ersio n  o f  

one o f  A u stin 's  examples:

Locutlonary A ct: He sa id  to  me, "Shoot h e r ."

ll lo c u tio n a ry  A ct: He sa id  to  me, " I  o rder you to  shoot h e r ."
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Froro th is  example i t  may appear th a t  th e  d is t in c t io n  between locu tlonary  

and lllo c u tio n a ry  a c ts  is  a n a t te r  o f  th e  fo rn s  o f th e  words; th a t  the 

l a t t e r  possesses i t s  fo rce  e x p l ic i t ly  (th e  presence o f  "order") 

whereas the fo rce  o f th e  form er is  ambiguous ( i t  n ig h t be an o rd e r, 

req u es t, th r e a t ,  and so o n ). This is  no t A u s tin 's  meaning because 

h is  d is t in c t io n  I s  based on th e  kinds o f th in g s  th a t  can go wrong 

in  th e i r  performance. Thus, an ll lo c u tio n a ry  a c t  i s  both an a c t 

o f saying something (saying what i s  s a id  w ith  meaning) and an ac t 

in  saying something (saying what i s  s a id  w ith  meaning and a c e r ta in  

fo rc e ) ,  while a locu tlonary  a c t  i s  only  an a c t  g f  saying something, 

i . e . ,  i t s  fo rce  i s  e ith e r  absen t o r  ambiguous. As S ea rle  remarks, 

th i s  d is t in c t io n  does not hold up under s c ru tin y ,^ 0 b u t fo r  my 

purpose h is  ob jec tio n  can be ignored.

Although in  the  previous example, th e  fo rce  of th e  lllo c u tio n a ry  a c t 

i s  sp ec ified  by th e  verb  "o rd e r,"  th e re  a re  o th e r ways in  which th e  

same fo rce  might have been s p e c if ie d . I t  might be th e  case , fo r  

example, th a t  th e  l llo c u tio n a ry  a c t ,  "Shoot her" is  performed by the 

commander o f  a f i r in g  squad in  the  presence o f troops p roperly  

designated as being under h is  command who a re  assembled a t  the time 

o f  i t s  performance fo r  the purpose of ca rry in g  ou t any such orders

20 John R. S ea rle , "A ustin on Locutlonary and ll lo c u tio n a ry  
A cts ,"  Philosophical Review. 77 (1968), 405-24, r p t .  in  Issey s  on 
J .  L. A ustin, ed . S i r  Isa iah  B erlin  (Oxfords The Clarendon Press,
1969), pp. 141-59.
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issued by him, I . e .  , shooting  0 , th e  "her" in  q u es tio n  who now stands 

before them a g a in s t a w all w ith h er eyes b lindfolded*

Here i t  i s  necessary to  In troduce a th ird  kind o f a c t  which c o n tra s ts  

w ith both lo cu tlo n ary  and l l lo c u tio n a ry  ac ts*  Saying something w ith  

a s c e r ta in  fo rce  w il l  u su a lly  produce c e r ta in  consequences, c e r ta in  

responses on the  p a r t o f  th e  person(s) being addressed (shooting h e r , 

o r  some thought o r fe e lin g  and th e  l ik e )  and b rin g in g  about these 

consequences may have been the  sp eak e r 's  in te n tio n  ( in  our present 

usage) in  saying what he i n  f a c t  sa id  w ith  th e  fo rce  w ith  which he 

in  f a c t  sa id  i t*  When something is  sa id  in  o rder to  b ring  about 

c e r ta in  consequences, we w il l  c a l l  i t s  saying  a per locu tlonary  a c t*

A simple example o f such an a c t  would be proving (more loosely , 

arguing) p  w ith th e  in te n tio n  o f  persuading someone th a t  p.

The c h a ra c te r is t ic  d i f f i c u l ty  w ith  p e rlo cu tio n a ry  a c ts  i s  th a t  

they  may f a i l  to  produce th e  Intended consequences o r  they may b rin g  

about consequences th a t  were not intended* So, although i t  i s  q u ite  

c o rre c t to  speak o f th e  fo rce  o f  an ll lo c u tio n a ry  a c t  as being 

conventional ( i . e . ,  sp ec ifie d  by e x p l ic i t  l l lo c u tio n a ry  verbs, some 

s o r t  o f perform ative form ula, o r  by the  c o n te x t) , i t  i s  wrong to  

th in k  o f perlocu tionary  a c ts  in  th is  way. Thus, to  re tu rn  to  the 

example o f the  f i r in g  squad and i t s  commander, even though he is  

duly  authorized to  o rder 0 sho t and say s , "Shoot her" intending to  

b ring  i t  about th a t  th e  troops under h is  command recognize h is
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in ten tio n  to  issu e  an o rder b rin g in g  about th e  shooting o f  0 , and w e n  

though the f i r i n g  squad hears him say "3hoot her" and recognizes h i a  

in te n tio n , they  may not shoOt h er o r they may even tu rn  around and. 

shoot him. T he ir reason  fo r  doing the  former might be t h a t  even 

though they recogn ize  th a t  t h e i r  commander i s  le g a lly  au th o rized  t o  

issue  such o rd e rs  under s im ila r  circum stances, he i s  not i n  t h i s  

case m orally ju s t i f i e d  in  doing so (something s im ila r  to  t h i s  was 

the issu e  in  th e  c o u r t m a r tia l  o f  L t. G alley ). T heir mason f o r  d o i n g  

the l a t t e r  might be th a t  th e re  i s  a band o f  revo lu tionary  s o l d i e r s  

ou tside  the gates  o f  th e  p r iso n , in  the courtyard o f which they  h a v e  

ju s t  been ordered  to  shoot 0 ; and they be lieve  th a t  i f  th e y  s h o o t h . o r ,  

they w il l  them selves be executed once the re v o lu tio n a rie s  have g o t .  

in s id e  the p r is o n , which is  imminent; and th a t  i f  they  do n o t s h o o 'b .  

her, th e i r  commanding o f f ic e r  w i l l  shoot them before su rre n d e r in g  

the p riso n .

Now what has th i s  go t to  do w ith  our poet and h is  poem? From w h a t  

has ju s t  been sa id  i t  w il l  be c le a r  th a t in  the immediate c o n te x t  

of i t s  o r ig in ,  th e  p o e t 's  poem e i th e r  w ill o r  w ill  not be tak en  a s  

a warning and i t  e i th e r  w i l l  o r  w il l  not succeed in  a c tu a l ly  w a r a i a g  

those to  whom i t  i s  add ressed . But l t  must not be fo rg o tte n  t h a t  

we a re  d ea lin g  w ith  no o rd in a ry  warning but an a r t i s t i c  w arn ing .

In o th e r w ords, i t  e i th e r  w i l l  o r  w ill  not succeed in  be ing  t a k e n  

as a r t i s t i c  ( i . e . ,  as an a r t  work) by those in  the immediate con-fceacfc.
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o f  I t s  o r ig in  to  whom i t  i s  addressed* But f o r  an  audience to  

recogn ise  t h i s  poem as both a warning and as  a  work o f  a r t  involves 

a paradox, f o r ,  in  the  l ig h t  o f our e a r l i e r  d e f in i t io n  o f  " l i t e r a r y  

t e x t , "  th e  p o e t 's  in ten tio n s  are m utually -exclusive*  And in  f a c t ,  I  

th in k  some o f  th e  more perceptive a r t i s t s  have recognized t h i s ;  Poe 

f o r  example, says in  h is  "Preface" to  Eureka:

What I  here propound i s  t r u e : —th e re fo re  i t  cannot d i e : —o r , i f  
by any means l t  be now trodden down so th a t  l t  d i e ,  i t  w i l l  " r is e  
ag a in  to  th e  L ife E v erlas tin g ."

N evertheless i t  is  as  a Poem only  th a t  I  w ish th i s  work to  be 
judged a f t e r  I am dead.2

In  any ca se , as i t  tu rns o u t, both in te n tio n s  a re  i r r e le v a n t  to  

l i t e r a r y  s tu d ie s  because the  d ec is io n  whether o r  n o t to  use a  given 

te x t  as  l i t e r a tu r e  i s  not one made by the  a r t i s t —who, as we have 

ju s t  seem, i s  in  no p o s itio n  to  enforce c e r ta in  consequences as a 

r e s u l t  o f h is  perlocu tionary  a c t (producing a  poem)—b u t one made by 

h is  aud ience. So, even though an a r t i s t ' s  in te n tio n s  may, under 

c e r ta in  circum stances, be av a ila b le , i . e . ,  be knowable in  th e  ways 

in  which anyone's in ten tio n s  are  allowed to  be knowable, they a re  

o f  no h e lp  whatsoever to  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s .  N ev erth e less , I  th in k  

th e  th eo ry  o f  speech a c ts  goes a long way toward ex p la in in g  why 

th e re  o f te n  are  heated debates over whether some work o f  a r t  i s

91 Edgar Allan Poe, Eureka, in  The Complete Works Edgar 
A llan Pop, ed. James A. H arrison (1902; r p t .  New York: AMS P ress , 
I n c . ,  1965), XVI, 185.
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to  be understood a s , fo r  example, a warning o r  as an a e s th e tic  

o b je c t. The fa c t  i s ,  a te x t  can be intended and recognized as 

e i th e r  o r  as both (though th e  l a t t e r  i s  p a rad o x ica l) . But l e t  me 

a sk , What is  the use o f ,  say , a warning a g a in s t something which is  

p a s t or which was issued in  a co n tex t d is s im ila r  from our own? The 

only  possib le fo rce  i t  could have would be g en e ra l, i . e . ,  a  general 

warning against "x"; but th is  i s  to  change i t s  meaning which, in  

th e  immediate context o f  i t s  o r ig in  was s p e c if ic  and th e re in  to  

t r i v i a l i z e  i t  by a s s im ila tin g  l t  to  a l l  o th e r warnings ag a in st "x ."  

One simply does not say th in g s  l i k e ,  " I  warn you a g a in s t x in  general" 

o r ,  i f  one does, he can hard ly  expect to  be taken  s e r io u s ly . Thus, 

i t  i s  only as a work o f a r t  th a t  something re le v a n t to  the immediate 

con tex t o f  i t s  o r ig in  can su rv ive  th a t  co n tex t; i f  i t  was a warning 

in  th a t  con tex t, i t  w i l l ,  as a work o f a r t ,  no longer be counted 

as such. Insofar as i t  was a lso  o r ig in a l ly  intended as a work o f 

a r t ,  our use o f i t  as a  work o f a r t  co inc ides w ith  th e  a u th o r 's  

in te n tio n ; b u t, th a t  th i s  happens in  any p a r t ic u la r  case i s ,  from 

th e  po in t of view o f in ten tlo n a llsm , merely a happy coincidence. Far 

more works are intended as a r t  th en  ever a c tu a l ly  become estab lished  

as such.

N either o f the uses o f " in te n tio n "  I  have d iscussed  thus f a r  seems 

to  me adequate; both depend too  h eav ily  on a lo g ic  in e x tric a b ly  

bound up with re fe ren c e -th eo rie s  o f  meaning. Thus " in ten tio n s"  are



www.manaraa.com

sa id  to  r e f e r  to  p a r t ic u la r  m ental s ta te s  e i th e r  d ire c tly ,o r*  by 

means o f c e r ta in  conventional form ulae, in d ire c tly .  But l t  is  no t 

a t  a l l  c le a r  th a t  a th eo ry  o f  in te n t lo n a l i ty  ought to  commit us to  

th e  existence o f  such mental s t a t e s .  On th e  con trary , i t  seems to  

me a d is t in c t  advantage of th e  us e -th eo ry  o f meaning th a t  i t  commits 

us n e ith e r to  mental ism  nor an ti-m en ta llsm . A use-theory  avoids the 

d i f f i c u l t i e s  generated by th e  re fe ren c e -th eo ry  by rephrasing a 

question l ik e ,  What a r e  in te n tio n s? , to  something l ik e ,  Under what 

conditions do we say th a t  an a c t  performed by someone i s  in ten tio n a l?  

Put th is  way we are no longer tempted to  invent " in ten tio n s"  fo r  

people to  have when th e y  a re  doing something (say, performing a  

speech a c t)  in te n t io n a lly .  Of co u rse , th i s  does not mean that i t  i s  

improper fo r  someone to  say , " I  in ten d  (to  do something)" because 

here i t  i s  possib le  t h a t  th e re  a re  no " in ten tio n s"  independent o f  

1*8 saying, " I  Intend .  . . . "  In o th e r  words, we see th a t  saying 

th is  is  s im ila r  to  say in g , " I  promise (to  do something)" in  th a t 

i t  is  used to  p u b lic ly  commit th e  person who says i t  to  doing (a t 

some fu tu re  tim e) w hatever i t  i s  he sa id  he would do. And almost 

a l l  of us are fa m ilia r  w ith  th e  p a s t  ten se  versions o f " I  intend .  . . 

used by someone as an  excuse fo r  o r  as an explanation o f his f a i lu r e  

to  do something he ought to  have done.

I  re a liz e  th a t  a l l  o f  th is  i s  p r e t ty  murky and needs much more 

carefu l an a ly s is  to  b rin g  ou t th e  a c tu a l  s im ila r i t ie s  and d iffe ren ces
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between in te n d in g , prom ising, and so on; but the po in t I  want to  

make i s  t h a t  th e re  a re  two "in tend" paradigms, one fo r  th e  f i r s t  

person s in g u la r  pronoun and a d if f e re n t  one fo r  a l l  the  o th e r s .  Of 

th ese  i t  i s  th e  second th a t  i s  re lev an t to  the question  o f  " in te n tio n s"  

in  l i t e r a r y  s tu d ie s .  Our problem i s ,  What c r i t e r i a  are  re le v a n t to  

saying th a t  a l i t e r a r y  te x t  i s  an in ten tio n a l (as opposed t o  an 

u n in te n tio n a l)  o b je c t?  Asked in  th is  manner, I  am convinced th a t  

any reasonable  c r i t e r i a  would lead  us to  c a l l  almost every l i t e r a r y  

te x t  in te n t io n a l ,  much as we would c a l l  almost every use o f  language 

in te n t io n a l .  But t h i s  does not commit us to  the  ex is ten ce  o f  any 

p a r t ic u la r  in te n t io n  i n  th e  a u th o r’s mind, e i th e r  d i r e c t ly  o r 

in d ir e c t ly  a s c e r ta in e d . And i t  follows th a t i f  an a u th o r 's  

" In ten tio n s"  a r e  i r r e le v a n t  to  understanding a l i t e r a r y  t e x t ,  th en  

any o th e r in fo rm atio n  about him o r h is  environment (whether s o c ia l ,  

p o l i t i c a l ,  economic, o r what have you) i s  ir re le v a n t a f o r t i o r i .

8

I f  any in fo rm atio n  about an au thor is  ir re le v a n t to  the use we make 

o f h is  t e x t  ( s ) ,  then thexe is  no longer any compelling reaso n  f o r  us 

to  Invent " n a r ra to rs "  to  ex p la in  how h is s to r ie s  get t o ld .  To th e  

ex ten t t h a t  a n a r ra to r  speaks in  the f i r s t  person, he i s  a  

"ch arac te r"  ,|n  th e  s to ry  s im ila r  to  any o ther " I"  in  th e  s to ry  who 

speaks. T hird  person n a r ra tiv e s , on the other hand, have "n a rra to rs"  

who them selves speak in  th e  f i r s t  person outside the s to ry -p ro p e r ,
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b u t whose " I 's "  a re  p resen t i s  the s to ry  im p lic i t ly —-the name o f  th is  

n a r ra to r  i s  u su a lly  given on th e  t i t l e  page o f th e  t e x t ,  r ig h t  under 

th e  word "by.** He can be thought o f  as say ing , " I  says '( s t o r y ) . '"

No doubt i t  was necessary , as long as an a u th o r 's  in te n tio n s  were 

thought to  be re lev an t to  understanding h is  s to ry ,  to  invent 

n a r ra to rs  to  stand fo r  the  au thor so th a t  whatever th e  n a rra to r  

d id  (in c lu d in g  saying) would not be a t t r ib u te d  d i r e c t ly  to  the 

a u th o r; fo r  i t  c e r ta in ly  is  th e  case th a t  n a rra to rs  sometimes do 

th in g s  which the  au th o r, i f  th e  s to ry  were t r u e ,  could no t o r would 

not do . But th is  i s  to  fo rg e t th a t  s to r ie s  a re  ju s t  th a t ;  they  a re  

s to r i e s ,  hence not tru e  (or f a l s e ) .  Inventing n a rra to rs  i s  to  re so lv e  

a  paradox w ith  a muddle. I t  is  as i f  we found some w ritin g  on a w all 

and sa id  th a t  w alls properly  can be sa id  to  have " I 's "  ( in  a d d itio n ,

I  suppose, to  e a r s ) .  I  might as w ell say  th a t  you do not e x is t  when 

you a re  speaking to  me as a f r ie n d , teach e r, s tu d e n t, o r  w hatever, 

and in v en t a n a rra to r  f o r  you! But you do e x i s t ;  i t  is  n a rra to rs  

who a re  f i c t i t i o u s  (which does not mean th a t  th ey  have a sp e c ia l 

o n to lo g ic a l s ta tu s  su i generis—i t  means they do not e x i s t ) .  When 

n a r ra to rs  a re  not a c tu a lly  ch arac te rs  in  a s to ry ,  they  a re  

su p erflu o u s; fo r  while i t  makes p e rfe c tly  good sense to  apeak o f  

G id e 's  la fca d io  Wluiki (th® ch arac te r in  Lea Caves du V atican) o r  

Tw ain 's Huckleberry F inn (the c h a ra c te r-n a rra to r  in  and o f  Adventures 

o f  Huckleberry Finn) ,  i t  makes none a t  a l l  to  speak o f  Huysmans'
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9

E a r l ie r  I  spoke o f the  a i n o i 3 _ s x * i t i . i e s  b e t w e e n  choosing an am plifier 

and choosing a l i t e r a r y  t©3C“fc .  S o  X w a n t  to  begin  answering the 

q u es tio n , What s ta tem ents a r e  r e l e v a n t  -bo the study of l i te r a r y  

te x t s ? ,  by asking an a n a l o g o - u s  q u e s t i o n ,  What statem ents are re le v an t 

to  th e  study of a m p l i f i e r s ?  G e t t i n g  c l e a r  about t h i s  analogous 

q u es tio n  ought to  help  us g e t  c X e a r  a b o u t  the primary question*

An a m p lif ie r  is  a  c o n f ig u re ,  t i o n  o f  e l e c t r i c a l  components used 

c h a r a c te r is t ic a l ly  to  r e c e i v e  ,  a m p l i f y ,  and tra n sm it e le c tr ic a l  

s ig n a ls  w ith in  a s te re o  s y s t e m .  A l t h o u g h  I can  imagine th a t 

dropped in to  a bathtub u n d e r  - t h e  p r o p e r  c o n d itio n s , an am plifier 

could be used as a s p l e n d i d  m u r d e r  w e a p o n ,  t h i s  use is  o f  no in te r e s t  

to  us because i t  is  h a r d l y  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c .  And although I can 

eq u a lly  w ell imagine t h a t  s o m e o n e  w h o  d i d  not understand the 

c h a r a c te r is t ic  uses o f  a m p l i f i e r s  a n d  t-oners might connect h is  

tu rn ta b le  and speakers t h r o u g h  a  t u n e r  i n  the  b e l ie f  th a t  i t  would 

achieve th e  same r e s u l ts  a s  a n  a m p l i f i e r ,  t h i s  u n ch a ra c te r is tic  use 

o f  a tu n er as an am p lifie r*  a l s o  d o e s  n o t  in te re s t  u s 0 l e t  even w ith  

th ese  r e s t r ic t io n s ,  t h e r e  a r e  m a n y  p o s s i b l e  q u estio n s  we might ask 

about th e  use o f  an anrpl i f  l o r -  a s  a n  a m p l i f i e r .  What is  wanted is  

a conceptual framework t h a t  a d m i t s  o f  c e r t a i n  kinds of questions
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and excludes o th e r s .

Let us look a t  th e  whole s i tu a t io n  a  l i t t l e  more c lo se ly  so  th a t  th e  

framework w i l l  not be e n t i r e ly  a r b i t r a r y .  There are many d i f f e r e n t  

am p lifie rs  on th e  m arket a t  any one time which, when they  a re  be in g  

used as a m p lif ie r s ,  w i l l  perform as am plifie rs  with vary ing  degrees 

o f success . In  any in d iv id u a l c a se , the evaluation o f an  a m p l i f ie r 's  

performance w i l l  be conditioned  by numerous id io sy n cra tic  su b je c tiv e  

fa c to rs ;  fo r  t h i s  reaso n  in d iv id u a l evaluations are o f o n ly  m arginal 

in te r e s t .  What we want i s  a la rg e r  sample o f  id io sy n c ra tic  s u b je c tiv e  

evaluations i n  o rd e r  to  f a c to r  out those evaluative c r i t e r i a  which 

are pu rely  id io s y n c ra t ic .  Our I n te r e s t ,  then , is  In a f a i r l y  narrow 

range o f  norm ative e v a lu a tio n s . As manufacturers o r as consumers o f 

am p lif ie rs , we may have many p ra c t ic a l  reasons fo r being in te re s te d  

in  such e v a lu a tio n s ; however, as am p lifie r  scho lars, our reasons 

must be more d i s in te r e s te d .  Ue a re  no t, in  o ther words, i n  the  

business o f  p ro v id in g  market analyses to  manufacturers n o r product 

rep o rts  to  consum ers. I  do not mean to  imply th a t th e re  i s  something 

suspect about p rov id ing  such Inform ation; in  fa c t ,  i t  appears th a t  

doing so  is  q u ite  necessary  and u s e fu l. My point is  t h a t  n e i th e r  

of th ese  a c t i v i t i e s  i s  a le g itim a te  basis fo r  scholarly  re se a rc h .

What, th en , i s  a le g it im a te  b asis  fo r  am plifie r scho larsh ip?

Keeping in  mind th a t  a m p lifie rs  a re  only one of the p o ss ib le  u ses  

fo r  th e  e l e c t r i c a l  components o f which they co n sis t, two a c t i v i t i e s
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suggest them selves. F i r s t ,  making e x p lic i t  the re la t io n s h ip s  th a t  

hold  among th e  sp e c if ic  e le c t r i c a l  components (c a p a c ito rs , r e s i s to r s ,  

e tc * )  in  each a m p lif ie r  (an a b s tra c tio n , l ik e  te x t )  in  term s o f t h e i r  

fu n c tio n s  ( in  the  d r iv e r ,  phono pre-amp, e tc .) and in  accordance w ith  

th e  accepted  n o ta tio n a l conventions fo r  rep resen tin g  such components, 

fu n c tio n s , and re la tio n sh ip s  in  e le c t r ic a l  eng ineering , th e  d is c ip l in e  

o f which a m p lif ie r  re search  i s  a branch. This a c t iv i ty  lead s  to  

th e  p roduction  o f what, in  th e  case o f e le c t r ic a l  d ev ices , i s  c a lle d  

a schem atic diagram .  Second, developing a m p lif ie r - in d if fe re n t 

s p e c if ic a t io n s  fo r  measuring the performance o f a m p lif ie rs  when they 

a re  being used as am plifie rs*  This a c t iv i ty  leads to  th e  r a t in g  

o f  s p e c i f ic  a m p lif ie r  fu n c tio n s  lik e  power o u tp u t, frequency response , 

d i s to r t i o n ,  s ig n a l- to -n o is e - ra t lo ,  and so on.

S ince  we have requ ired  th a t  both th e  schematic diagram and the 

s e t  o f  s p e c if ic a t io n s  f o r  any given am plifie r be independent o f  th a t  

a m p lif ie r ,  i t  w il l  be p o ssib le  to  (1) make o b je c tiv e  comparisons 

between a m p lif ie r s ,  and (2) make " s ta te -o f - th e -a r t"  g e n e ra liz a tio n s , 

e . g . ,  th e  c u rre n tly  av a ilab le  range of damping f a c to rs  (under 

s p e c if ie d  co n d itio n s) i s  i - j .  The making o f th e se  comparisons and 

g e n e ra liz a tio n s  is  the  goal o f  synchronic a m p lif ie r  sc h o la rsh ip . They 

a r e ,  however, subord inate  to  what must he the f in a l  goal o f  such 

s c h o la rs h ip , namely, c o r re la t in g  these  d e sc rip tiv e  sta tem en ts w ith  

th e  eq u a lly  d e sc rip tiv e  normative evaluations in  such a way th a t  the
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l a t t e r  are explained in  terms o f  th e  form er. The reason f o r  th is  

i s  th a t  th e  ju s t i f i c a t io n  of our d e sc rip tio n s  f in a l ly  r e s t s ,  as i t  

does in  any sc ie n ce , on th e i r  explanatory  power.

Like an  a m p lif ie r ,  a l i t e r a r y  te x t  i s  a o b jec t defined  in  terms o f  

i t s  c h a r a c te r is t ic  use by human beings. A ccordingly, i t  can be 

s tu d ied  in  ways analogous to  the  ways in  which o th e r  o b je c ts  used 

by human beings a re  s tu d ied . Whether o r no t th e se  ways a re  fu r th e r  

analogous In  some sense to  th e  ways in  which we study o b je c ts  not 

used by p eo p le , say sub-atomic p a r t ic le s  o r  the p lan e ts  o f  our 

s o la r  system , i s  a question I  do n o t propose to  c o n s id e r.

I f  you th in k  about the reasons fo r  r e s t r i c t in g  th e  kinds o f  sta tem ents 

re le v a n t to  a m p lif ie r  scho la rsh ip , you w i l l  see th e  reasons f o r  

imposing s im ila r  r e s t r ic t io n s  on th e  kinds o f sta tem en ts  re le v a n t 

to  l i t e r a r y  s tu d ie s .  Not only do we want our s ta tem en ts  about 

a l i t e r a r y  t e x t  to  be coherent and in te rs u b je c tiv e ly  v e r i f i a b le ,  

we a ls o  want them to  be comparable w ith our sta tem ents about o th e r 

t e x t s .  For t h i s  reason we req u ire  th a t  th ey  be c o n s is te n t w ith  th e  

n o ta tio n a l conventions o f l in g u is t ic s ,  th e  d is c ip l in e  o f  which 

l i t e r a r y  s tu d ie s ,  inasmuch as i t  concerns one o f  the p o ss ib le  uses 

o f language, i s  a branch. Since we arg d e sc rib in g  one use o f 

language, th e re  i s  every reason to  believe  th a t  the r e s u l t s  o f  our 

re search  w i l l  make a co n trib u tio n  to  a general theo ry  o f  language 

U S S o
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At th e  p resen t time l in g u is t ic s  i s  dominated by Noam Chomsky's theory  

of transfo rm ational generative grammar. As John Lyons puts i t ,  "Right 

or wrong, Chomsky's theory o f grammar i s  undoubtedly the  most 

dynamic and in f lu e n tia l ;  and no l in g u is t  who w ishes to  keep ab re a s t 

o f c u r re n t developments in  h is  su b jec t can  a f fo rd  to  ignore Chomsky's 

th e o r e t ic a l  pronouncements. Every o th e r  's c h o o l ' o f  l in g u is t ic s  a t 

the p re sen t time tends to  d efin e  i t s  p o s it io n  i n  r e la t io n  to  Chomsky's 

views on p a r tic u la r  i s s u e s ." ^  The im portance o f  th is  s i tu a t io n  

fo r  us i s  th a t  Chomsky's th eo ry , w hile p ro v id in g  a powerful method 

fo r  d esc rib in g  sy n tac tic  s tru c tu re ,  sweeps the whole problem o f  

meaning under the mat on which our o ld  f r ie n d ,  th e  c a t  (who) i s  on 

the  mat, sleeps comfortably. In la rg e  m easure, Chomsky's f a i lu r e  

to  prov ide an adequate account of meaning stems from the  f a c t  th a t  

he, l ik e  Leonard Floom field, Edward S a p ir ,  and th e  o th e r  l in g u is ts  

who pioneered American s tru c tu ra lism , i s  in te re s te d  in  sem antics 

only  In so fa r  as i t  accounts f o r  s y n ta c tic  r e g u la r i t i e s  and anomalies 

th a t  cannot be accounted fo r in  any o th e r  way. Thus he has adopted 

a p r im itiv e  reference-theory  o f meaning which, w hether he i s  committed 

to  i t  o r  no t, is  Inconsis ten t w ith the  view o f meaning adopted h ere .

I f  h is  d e sc rip tiv e  no tation  commits us t o  h is  ex p lan a tio n  o f meaning, 

then  our analyses w i l l  n ecessarily  end i n  paradoxes.

22 John Lyons, Noaip Chomsky (New York: The Viking P ress ,
1970), pp. 1-2.
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Chornsky's theory  explains th e  r e la t io n s  between sentences l ik e ,

"James Joyce wrote Ulysses" and "U lysses was w r itte n  by James Joyce" 

by a sse rtin g  th a t  they o r ig in a te  in  a common deep s tru c tu re  (ab strac t 

rep resen ta tio n  o f the r e la t io n s  among sentence c o n s titu e n ts )  vhi&h, 

in  th is  case , c lo se ly  resem bles the  f i r s t  o f  our two sen tences, and 

th a t  the d iffe ren ces  in  t h e i r  su rfa c e  s tru c tu re s  (the ways in  vdxieh 

they  appear in  the  example) a re  th e  r e s u l t  o f  changes brought about
t

by the a p p lica tio n  of th e  p assiv e  tra n sfo rm atio n  to  th e  second o f 

th e  two. Roughly th is  tra n sfo rm a tio n  does th re e  th in g s , (1) i t  

transposes th e  deep su b jec t (James Joyce) and deep ob ject (U lysses). 

(2) in se rts  "by" before th e  p o s t- tra n s p o s it io n  o b je c t, and (3) 

Introduces a form of the  verb  "be" and makes ap p ro p ria te  adjustm ents

to  the  deep verb ( i . e . ,  w ro te  >  w r i t te n ) .  What we have, then , in

th e  theory o f  transform ations i s  a  way o f  rep re sen tin g  and accounting 

f o r ,  among o th e r r e la t io n s ,  th e  a c t iv e  and passive  "versions" of 

sentences l ik e  those in  th e  exam ple.

Rut Chomsky goes fu rth e r  than  t h i s ,  claim ing th a t  these  two versions 

a re  synonymous; in  o ther words, th a t  transfo rm ations add nothing to  

th e  meaning o f a sentence. Thus, f o r  Chomsky, whatever meaning a 

sentence has, i t  has in  v i r tu e  o f  i t s  deep s tru c tu r e , i t s  surface 

s tru c tu re  being merely a m a tte r  o f  s t y l i s t i c  f re e  v a r ia tio n , a claim 

equivalent to  a sse rtin g  th a t  th e  " s ty le /c o n te n t"  dichotomy is  

genuine*
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Although i t  seems f a i r  to  me to  say th a t  th e  changes which r e s u l t  

from step s  2 and 3 o f  th e  passive transform ation  a re  gram m atically 

s ig n if ic a n t bu t sem an tica lly  in s ig n if ic a n t ,  i t  does not seem a t  a l l  

co rrec t to  say  th e  same about s te p  1* That some l in g u is t i c  c o n s titu e n t 

is  in  free  v a r ia t io n  w ith  ano ther c o n s titu e n t is  an em pirica l 

hypothesis and not an a n a ly tic  t r u th .  In the p resen t c a se , I  am 

convinced th a t  i t  i s  sim ply f a ls e  to  claim  th a t  "James Joyce wrote 

Ulvases" and "Ulysses was w r itte n  by James Joyce" a re  used 

in terchangably  by speakers o f E nglish . Quite the co n tra ry  appears 

to  be the c a se , as th e  no tio n  "su b jec t o f the  sen tence” makes c le a r ;  

in  th e  former case , we a re  speaking about James Joyce (making a 

b iographical s ta tem en t, th a t  i s ,  about him) while in  the  l a t t e r ,  

we a re  speaking about U lysses (making an a t t r ib u t iv e  statem ent 

about .£ t).

I f  adopting Chomsky's d e s c r ip tiv e  n o ta tio n  commits us to  adopting 

both h is  re fe ren ce -th eo ry  o f meaning and h is  theory o f  s t y l i s t i c  

free  v a r ia t io n , th en  we have a com pelling reason fo r  re je c t in g  i t .

The question  i s ,  Does such an en tailm ent a c tu a lly  apply  in  th i s  case?

I  do not b e liev e  th a t  i t  does because I  cannot* see how an exp lanation  

of th e  " fa c ts "  l in g u is t i c  d e sc rip tio n s  describe can be sa id  to  fo llow  

from th e i r  d e s c r ip tio n . A ctu a lly , i t  seems to  me th a t  in  ad d itio n  

to  providing us w ith  a powerful way o f form ally re p re se n tin g  the 

re la tio n s  th a t  hold among the  l in g u is t ic  components o f a sentence
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( th e ir  sy n ta c tic  s tru c tu re ) ,  the n o tio n -o f  tran sfo rm atio n s  suggests 

a way o f  form ally accounting fo r th e  d if fe re n c e s  in  meanings o f 

sentences l ik e  those I  have been d isc u ss in g . U nlike Chomsky, I 

see no reason  why we cannot say th a t  under s p e c if ie d  co n d itio n s  

transfo rm ations add o r change meaning w ith  re s p e c t  to  some standard 

re fe ren ce  sentence the  meaning o f which is  f ix e d . A lte rn a tiv e ly , 

we might confine ourselves exclusive ly  to  th e  su rface  s tru c tu re  of 

sen tences.

I do no t want to  argue the pros and cons o f  Chomsky's th eo ry  any 

fu r th e r  because, as in  the case o f  d efin in g  th a t  s e t  o f  sp ec ific a tio n s  

ap p ro p ria te  to  the d e sc rip tio n  of l i t e r a r y  t e x t s ,  such problems 

w i l l  be resolved only as a r e s u l t  o f  a c tu a l ly  d e sc rib in g  th e  

s tru c tu re  o f  ind iv idual te x ts .  And the same is  t ru e  o f  how b es t to 

c o r re la te  th ese  d esc rip tio n s  with th e  normative ev a lu a tio n s  they 

must ex p la in . Instead , having suggested a framework in  which the 

problems can be resolved, I  want to  tu rn  very  b r ie f ly  to  some of 

th e  pedagogic im plications o f adopting th e  approach to  l i t e r a r y  

te x ts  I  have ju s t sketched.

The f i r s t  th in g  to be remarked i s  th a t  l i t e r a r y  s tu d ie s  w i l l  have 

a genuine s c ie n ti f ic  b a s is .  Accordingly, we w i l l  no lo n g er be 

teach ing  our students ad hoc readings ( in te rp r e ta t io n s )  o f  te x ts ,  

bu t r a th e r  a method fo r  making e x p l ic i t  what i s  a lre a d y  known by 

anyone who knows the language in  which a s p e c if ic  te x t  i s  w ritte n .
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Whet w il l  d is tin g u ish  th e se  d e s c r ip tio n s  from ordinary  language 

descrip tions is  t h e i r  g re a te r  degree o f  p rec is io n . And these 

d escrip tions w ill have th e  r e a l  advantage o f  being in te rsu b ja c tiv e ly  

v e r if ia b le , lik e  th e  d e s c r ip t io n s  th a t  r e s u l t  from any o ther form 

of s c ie n t i f ic  in v e s t ig a t io n . Thus, we w il l  be f in a l ly  in  a p o s itio n  

to  reconstrue the h is to ry  o f  our d is c ip l in e  in  te rn s  o f the passage 

from speculative knowledge to  a c tu a l  knowledge.

I n i t i a l ly ,  a large  p a r t  o f  o u r ta sk  w i l l  be to  f ig h t ag a in st the 

tem ptation-one we o f te n  sh a re  w ith our s tu d en ts—to  say th a t  only 

what I  know is  r e a l ly  known. This w i l l  n o t be easy; but in  f ig h tin g  

against th is  tem ptation  we w i l l  earn  fo r  l i t e r a r y  s tu d ies  th e  r ig h t  

to  be ca lled  a hum anistic d is c ip l in e —fo r  any d isc ip lin e  th a t  does 

not acknowledge the  e x is te n c e  o f  o th e rs  i s  not e n t i t le d  to  th a t  name.
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