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text referring to other texts ad infinitum. As a result, his project to establish a con-
about meaning founders on theories of intertextuality (see, for instance, the
hes in this area). In spite of Hirsch's efforts,

critics who invoke “intention” as the basis for textual interpretation still end up dis-
agreeing sharply about what this intention is and how it can be isolated.

What worries Hirsch is the “chaos” of conflicting and competing readings of the
same text, and he has devised a theory to try to address this concern. But in practice
critics still find themselves in disagreement and dispute. Differences of opinion about
the interpretation of a text get translated into arguments over the author’s true inten-
ntention results in part from the problems that horizon and intertex-
¢ it also reflects the tendency of Hirsch’s central distinctions between
interpretation and criticism, to break down in practice.
n itself an indispensable, fertile text
lish common criteria for
ral

sensus
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tion. Such co
tuality pose, bu
meaning and significance,
“Objective Interpretation” has nevertheless prove
of interpretation theory. Moreover, in its attempt to estab
interpretation, it is an important anticipation of Hirsch’s later concern with “cultu
literacy,” which continues to have practical consequences for education in the United

States.
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Studies of Hirsch’s theory of interpretation all find fault to some degree. For
instance, Richard Palmer’s classic study, Hermeneutics: Interpretation Theory in
Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Heidegger, and Gadamer (1969), argues that Hirsch fails
to address the opposing hermeneutic theories of the historical and social nature of
understanding; David Hoy's Critical Circle: Literature, History, and Philosophical

Hermeneutics (1978) criticizes Hirsch's preoccupation with objective interpretation,
adopting a more interactive perspective indebted to Martin Heidegger and Hans
Georg Gadamer. P. D. Juhl's Interpretation: An Essay in the Philosophy of Literary
Criticism (1980) presents a more sympathetic, though not uncritical, overview of
Hirsch’s position. Two widely read leftist cultural assessments of Hirsch's work
are offered by Frank Lentricchia’s After the New Criticism (1980) and William E.
Cain’s Crisis in Criticism: Theory, Literature, and Reform in English Studies (1984).
William Ray's Literary Meaning: From Phenomenology to Deconstruction (1984) sit-
uates Hirsch’s work within wide-ranging contemporary theoretical debates on the
problem of literary meaning, factoring in as well the arguments of reader-response

theory.

Objective Interpretation
m” has now come to designate all commentary

on textual meaning reflects a general acceptance of the doctrine that descrip-
tion and evaluation are inseparable in literary study. In any serious confron-
fation of literature it would be futile, of course, to attempt a rigorous
banishment of all evaluative judgment, but this fact does not give us the
to misunderstand or misinterpret our texts. It does not entitle us to
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confronts textual meaning not as such; but as a component
within a larger context. Boeckh defined it as “that philological function
through which a text is understood not simply in its own terms and for its
own sake, but in order to establish a relationship with something else, in
such a way that the goal is a knowledge of this relationship itself.”> Boeckh’s
definition is useful in emphasizing that interpretation and criticism confront
two quite distinct “objects,” for this is the fundamental distinction between
the two activities. The object of interpretation is textual meaning in and for
itself and may be called the meaning of the text. The object of criticism, on
the other hand, is that meaning in its bearing on something else (standards
of value, present concerns, etc.), and this object may therefore be called the

significance of the text.

The distinction between the meanin
first clearly made by Frege in his article
he demonstrated that although the meanings of two texts may be different,
their referent or truth-value may be identical. For example, the statement,

“Seott is the author of Waverley,” is true and yet the meaning of “Scott” is
different from that of “the author of Waverley.” The Sinn of each is different,
deutung—the designatum of “Scott”

but the Bedeutung (or one aspect of Be

and “author of Waverley”) is the same. Frege considered only cases where

different Sinne have an identical Bedeutung, but it is also true that the same

Sinn may, in the course of time, have different Bedeutungen. For example,

“There is a unicorn in the garden,” is prima facie false. But

suppose the statement were made when there was a unicorn in the garden
(as happened in Thurber's imaginative world);* the statement would be true;
its relevance would have shifted. But true or false, the meaning of the prop-
osition would remain the same, for unless its meaning remained
self-identical, we would have nothing to label true or false. Frege's distinc-
tion, now widely accepted by logicians, is a special case of Husserl's® general
between the inner and outer horizons of any meaning. In
concept and to show how it applies
ons of

pretation; it

g and the significance of a text was
“Uber Sinn und Bedeutung,” where

the sentence,

distinction
section A 1 shall try to clarify Husserl’s
to the problems of textual study and especially to the basic assumpti

textual interpretation.

My purpose is primarily constructive rather than polemical. I would not
willingly argue that interpretation should be practiced in strict separation
from criticism. | shall ignore criticism simply in order to confront the special
problems involved in construing the meaning or Sinn of a text. For most of
my notions I disclaim any originality. My aim is to revive some forgotten
insights of literary study and to apply to the theory of interpretation certain
other insights from linguistics and philosophy. For although the analytical
movement in criticism has permanently advanced the cause of intrinsic lit-
erary study, it has not yet paid enough attention to the problem of establish-
ing norms and limits in interpretation. If 1 display any argumentative intent,

2. Encyklopidie und Methodologie der philolo- Readings in Philosophical Analysis (New York,
gischen Wissenschaften, ed. E. Bratuscheck, 2d ed. 1949)  [Hirsch’s note]. Frege (1848-1925),
(Leipzig, 1886), p- 170 [Hirsch's note]. German analytical philosopher,
3. Gottlob Irege, “Uber Sinn und Bedeutung” 4. A reference to “The Unicorn in the Garden”
[On Sense and Meaning], Zeitschrift fiir Philoso- (1940), a story by the American humorist and car-
phic und philosophische Kritik 100 (1892). The toonist James Thurber (1894-1961).

article has been translated, and one English ver- 5. Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), German phi-
sion may be found in H. Feigl and W. Sellars, losopher, a founder of phenomenology.

OBJECTIVE INTERPRETATION / 1687

it is not, therefore, against the analvtic:
it Is not, e, analytical movement, .which I apprc
DS.WMM@%MWMMMJS .EA.VAQ,: mrmo.:dw which hamper QW.‘I@MMMMWMMH\? _UEM
otmative pri H.:wu. Mw& wsm_wwmm%wm.mmncd wzm,a&anr thereby encourage HTM:._.H M
Ayt g individua ism S?o.? Tm&m ,*.9, many students &mnwm&ﬁmm,.m._m
o Juical moverne o.m mM normative principles I mean those notions which
cemect the nature o gﬁmoﬂwmoﬁ wﬂﬁmﬂwwwmmﬂmos. When the critic &mm&% con-
e aguinay oot fnt Mﬁmnm:c:.wm in principle, he possesses a guidin
des, oo ich he can easure his nc.:szomo:. Without such a m:m&:m
ory, however, fails to Wnom\mm MHMMWNMQMME wm Wm:%w\ D ol et ﬁr%
representative state iy ¢ post influential -
e e s Ty el
°h. : i
Chap. 12) as a target of attack, both vnom:m%MmMMwMMMMwWMMMMM MMMw%mnmmzv\
ecause

:ummm .
mmﬁmﬁmownomynuﬁ
mmxmg
amendment ¢ Emowﬁrmwci% theory which requires

A. The Two Horizons of Textual Meaning

The metaphorical doctrine that i

o et : ne atext leads a life of its own is ]
heori HTMM MMMMMWQMW,M MW@MB%MW wmxn:m.w meaning changes MMmM%mWWMMMMw@Mm
. This ofacl meaning serves to support the fusio
~w~m<wdnm mowﬁwﬁwﬂmnwwoﬁw and, at the same time, »rwmmmm QMmM:MHMMMM
oo o orms the | sis for nm_.ﬁcm_ commentary. But the view should not
o loden e mumxrw wwznw if it were correct, there could be no objective
only for S out Lex n:%« &m:::.msn about textual meaning could be valid
since there would vm“ no WMMM_MMWMH HMo:%o?:.vV SMW. &Nw o o be tesed
ol re oL . Tmar rms on which validating j nts
could b nrmﬁmmmmw\wMM Mrm life nrm.oQ does serve to explain mwvw:m%“w“ﬂ
et & mﬂmolmzmnmm Mw.:m ﬁo‘ Interpret texts differently, and while it
s s s the importan eo m nwx.ﬁ.m present relevance, it overlooks the fact
present o Yiew un nrm:n.m alt criticism, even the sort which mzﬁrmmnwmm
present xe a\m:&a.‘ ; the SMM\ were correct, criticism would not only _,mor
o panent va Wcmw e oc,.. not even claim current validity by the time 1.,
e B ot i and o fthe v
oshmw Mmmﬁ%mﬁﬁ%ﬁ ﬁwﬁmmm of m‘in wmvgmmwﬁwm mw\mmrﬂw M&MW&Q construes bis
whons 110 e _.Wrmncm _E@r.nz_w Places the principle of chanee squarely
e it b omnﬂ..m‘mmmam >“ zow%u textual meaning as such, but MM nrmsmm:w
the vt e e .m nnww ing to Wellek, for example, the meaning o»m
fellow artists.”® Now éﬂm,wwﬂ\wwr%ﬂmmwowﬂwggm:&m o Mm e, and
s artists.” No e norms which determine t’
no:nmgmmv ) Mmmmmuﬂwwrwom&mww and Em@m dependent on their mmmmmwmmmﬁmwm
ke oo e mmwm mmmmzmh meaning must nrm:mm. But is it proper to
s b Tacani %r d wm.: ent upon va reader’s own cultural givens? It
g granied se givens change in the course of time, but does m .

al meaning itself changes? As soon as the ammmwim ocww%oﬂm

6. Wellek and Warren, The i

G ltel Warren, Theory C.\TEQR:E [New (1903-1995) is i

ok, 19 :MwnM.ﬁwE%‘r.H Nmuyz:m chapter is by Wellek W See WWWMV;; . Mu_mv.,w_.a e (opiciom.

i s book by e ameey, Wellek 3 Se example, ibid., p. 31 [Hirsch's note]
arren (1899-1986) and René Wellek i P 18 [Hirech's note] |




1688 / E.D. HIrSCH JR.

permitted to determine what a text means, we have not simply a changing

meaning but quite possibly as many meanings as readers.
Against such a reductio ad absurdum, the proponent of the current theory
ven age many readers will agree in their construction

points out that in a gi
e the accepted interpretation of a

of a text and will unanimously repudiat
former age. For the sake of fair-mindedness, this presumed unanimity may
be granted, but must it be explained by arguing that the text’s meaning has
changed? Recalling Frege’s distinction between Sinn and Bedeutung, the
change could be explained by saying that the meaning of the text has
remained the same, while the significance of that meaning has shifted.® Con-
temporary readers will frequently share similar cultural givens and will
therefore agree about what the text means to them. But might it not be the
case that they agree about the text’s meaning “to them” because they have
first understood its meaning? If textual meaning itself could change, contem-
porary readers would lack a basis for agreement or disagreement. No one
would bother seriously to discuss such a protean object. The significance of
textual meaning has no foundation and no objectivity unless meaning itself
is unchanging. To fuse meaning and significance, or interpretation and crit-
icism, by the conception of an autonomous, living, changing meaning does
not really free the reader from the shackles of historicism; it simply destroys
the basis both for any agreement among readers and for any objective study
whatever.

The dilemma created by the fusion of Sinn and Bedeutung in current
theory is exhibited as soon as the theorist attempts to explain how norms can
be preserved in textual study. The explanation becomes openly self-
contradictory: “It could be scarcely denied that there is [in textual meaning]
a substantial identity of ‘structure’ which has remained the same throughout
the ages. This structure, however, is dynamic: it changes throughout the pro-

cess of history while passing through the minds of its readers, critics, and
fellow artists.”! First the “structure” is self-identical; then it changes! What
is given in one breath is taken away in the next. Although it is a matter of
common experience that a text appears different to us than it appeared to a
former age, and although we remain deeply convinced that there are per-
manent norms in textual study, we cannot properly explain the facts by
equating or fusing what changes with what remains the same. We must

distinguish the two and give each its due.
A couplet from Marvell, used by Wellek to suggest how meaning changes,

will illustrate my point:?

My vegetable love should grow
Vaster than empires and more slow.?

Wellek grants that “vegetable” here probably means more or less what we
nowadays express by “vegetative,” but he goes on to suggest that we cannot
avoid associating the modern connotation of “vegetable” (what it means “to

"), Furthermore, he suggests that this enrichment of meaning may even

us’).
be desirable. No doubt, the associated meaning is here desirable (since it

9. Tt could also be e
that certai

1621-1678).
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This permanent meaning is, and can be, nothing other than the author’s
ve been, of course, several other definitions of textual
meaning—what the author’s contemporaries would ideally have construed,
what the ideal present-day reader construes, what the norms of language
permit the text to mean, what the best critics conceive to be the best mean-
ing, and so on. In support of these other candidates, various aesthetic and
psychological objections have been aimed at the author: first, his meaning,
being conditioned by history and culture, is too confined and simple; second,
it remains, in any case, inaccessible to us because we live in another age, or
because his mental processes are private, or because he himself did not know
what he meant. Instead of attempting to meet each of these objections sep-
arately, I shall attempt to describe the general principle for answering all of
them and, in doing so, to clarify further the distinction between meaning
and significance. The aim of my exposition will be to confirm that the
author’s meaning, as represented by his text, is unchanging and reproducible.
My problem will be to show that, although textual meaning is determined by
the psychic acts of an author and realized by those of a reader, textual mean-
ing itself must not be identified with the author’s or reader’s psychic acts as
such. To make this crucial point, I shall find it useful to draw upon Husserl's

meaning. There ha

analysis of verbal meaning.
In his chief work, Logische Untersuchungen,® Husserl sought, among other

things, to avoid an identification of verbal meaning with the psychic acts of
speaker or listener, author or reader, but to do this he did not adopt a strict,
Platonic idealism by which meanings have an actual existence apart from
meaning experiences. Instead, he affirmed the objectivity of meaning by ana-
lyzing the observable relationship between it and those very mental processes
in which it is actualized, for in meaning experiences themselves, the objec-
tivity and constancy of meaning are confirmed.
Husserl's point may be grasped by an example from visual experience.”
When I look at a box, then close my eyes, and then reopen them, I can
perceive in this second view the identical box I saw before. Yet, although I
perceive the same box, the two acts of seeing are distinctly different—in this
case, temporally different. The same sort of result is obtained when I alter
my acts of seeing spatially. If I go to another side of the room or stand on a
chair, what 1 actually “see” alters with my change in perspective, and yet I
still “perceive” the identical box; 1 still understand that the object of my
seeing is the same. Furthermore, if I leave the room and simply recall the
box in memory, I still understand that the object I remember is identical with
the object I saw. For if I did not understand that, how could I insist that I
was remembering? The examples are paradigmatic: All events of conscious-
ness, not simply those involving visual perception and memory, are charac-
terized by the mind’s ability to make modally and temporally different acis
of awareness refer to the same object of awareness. An object for the mind
remains the same even though what is “going on in the mind” is not the
same. The mind’s object therefore may not be equated with psychic processes

6. Logical Investigations (1900). literary text in sections B and C. The example of a
7. Most of my illustrations in this section are ted to me by Helmut ¥ “The
rather than verbal since the former may be F i
Iy NE%Q_, If, at this stage, I were to
choose verbal examples, I would have to interpret
the examples before making my point. I discuss a

osophical 1 Memory of Ed
Marvin Farber (Cambridge, Mass., 1940) [Hirsch's
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cations is to perceive the fundamental distinction between the author’s ver-
bal intention and the meanings of which he was explicitly conscious. Here
again, Husserl's rejection of psychologism is useful. The author’s verbal
intention (his total verbal meaning) may be likened to my “intention” of a
box. Normally, when I perceive a box, I am explicitly conscious of only three
sides, and yet I assert with full confidence (although I might be 5.05@ that
I “intend” a box, an object with six sides. Those three unseen sides belono
to my “intention” in precisely the same way that the unconscious H.Ew:nmw
tions of an utterance belong to the author’s intention, They belong to the
intention taken as a whole. ’

Most, if not all, meaning experiences or intentions are occasions in which
the whole meaning is not explicitly present to consciousness. But how are
we to define the manner in which these unconscious meanings are implicitly
present? In Husserl’s analysis, they are present in the form of a “horizon,”
Ni:.nv may be defined as a system of typical expectations and probabilities.?
.ZOENOU is'thus an essential aspect of what we usually call context. It is an
inexplicit sense of the whole, derived from the explicit meanings present to
consciousness. Thus, my view of three surfaces, presented in a familiar and
typically box-like way, has a horizon of typical continuations; or, to put it
another way, my “intention” of a whole box defines the horizon for my view
of three visible sides. The same sort of relationship holds between the explicit
and implicit meanings in a verbal intention. The explicit meanings are com-
ponents in a total meaning which is bounded by a horizon. Of the manifold
typical continuations within this horizon the author is not and cannot be
explicitly conscious, nor would it be a particularly significant task to deter-
mine just which components of his meaning the author was thinking of. But
it is of the utmost importance to determine the horizon which mmMsz the
author’s intention as a whole, for it is only with reference to this horizon, or
sense of the whole, that the interpreter may distinguish those implications

which are typical and proper components of the meaning from those which
are not.

The interpreter’s aim, then, is to posit the author’s horizon and carefully
exclude his own accidental associations. Aword like “vegetable,” for mxmgvmm\v
had a meaning horizon in Marvell’s language which is evidently somewhat
different from the horizon it has in contemporary English. This is the lin-
guistic horizon of the word, and it strictly bounds its possible implications.
But all of these possible implications do not necessarily belong within the
horizon of the particular utterance. What the word implies in the particular
usage must be determined by asking, “Which implications are typical com-
ponents of the whole meaning under consideration?” By mbiomﬁ\érm: three
surfaces are presented to me in a special way, I must know the typical con-
tinuations of the surfaces. If I have never encountered a box before, T might
think that the unseen surfaces were concave or irregular, or I might simply
think there are other sides but have no idea what they are like. umurm proba-
bility that I am right in the way I educe implications depends upon my famil-
iarity with the type of meaning [ consider. ,

That is the reason, of course, that the genre concept is so important in

WA mmﬁ Edmund Husserl Erfahrung und Urteil Phenomenological Concept  of "
[Experience and Judgment], ed. L. Landgrebe [Hirsch’s note].

(Hamburg, 1948), PP. 26-36, and Kubn, “The

‘Horizon’
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textual study. By classifying the text as belonging to a particular genre, the
interpreter automatically posits a general horizon for its meaning. The genre
provides a sense of the whole, a notion of typical meaning components. Thus,
before we interpret a text, we often classify it as casual conversation, lyric
poem, military command, scientific prose, occasional verse, novel, epic, and
so on. In a similar way, I have to classify the object I see as a box, a sphere,
atree, and so on before I can deduce the character of its unseen or inexplicit
components. But these generic classifications are simply preliminary indi-
cations. They give only a rough notion of the horizon for a particular mean-
ing. The aim of interpretation is to specify the horizon as far as possible.
Thus, the object I see is not simply a box but a cigarette carton, and not
simply that but a carton for a particular brand of cigarettes. If a paint mixer
or dyer wants to specify a particular patch of color, he is not content to call
it blue; he calls it Williamsburg Blue. The example of a color patch is para-
digmatic for all particular verbal meanings. They are not simply kinds of
meanings, nor are they single meanings corresponding to individual inten-
tional acts (Williamsburg Blue is not simply an individual patch of color);
they are typical meanings, particular yet reproducible, and the typical com-
ponents of such meanings are similarly specific. The interpreter’s job is to
specify the text’s horizon as far as he is able, and this means, ultimately, that
he must familiarize himself with the typical meanings of the author’s mental
and experiential world.

The importance of the horizon concept is that it defines in principle the
norms and limits which bound the meaning represented by the text. But, at
the same time, the concept frees the interpreter from the constricting and
impossible task of discovering what the author was explicitly thinking of.
Thus, by defining textual meaning as the author’s meaning, the interpreter
does not, as it is so often argued, impoverish meaning; he simply excludes
what does not belong to it. For example, if I say, “My car ran out of gas,” [
imply, typically, “The engine stopped running.” Whether 1 also imply “Life
is ironical” depends on the generality of my intention. Some linguistic utter-
ances, many literary works among them, have an extremely broad horizon
which at some points may touch the boundaries of man’s intellectual cosmos.
But whether this is the case is not a matter for a priori discussion; the deci-
sion must be based on a knowledgeable inference as to the particular inten-
tion being considered. : -

Withii the horizon of a text's meaning, however, the process of explication
is unlimited. In this respect Dryden® was right; no text is ever fully explicated.
For example, if T undertook to interpret my “intention” of a box, I could make
explicit unlimited implications which I did not notice in my original inten-
tion. I could educe not only the three unseen sides, but also the fact that
the surfaces of the box contain twenty-four right angles, that the area of two
adjoining sides is less than half the total surface area, and so on. And if
someone asked me whether such meanings were implicit in my intention of
a box, I must answer affirmatively. In the case of linguistic meanings, where

the horizon defines a much more complex intentional object, such deter-
minations are far more difficult to make. But the probability of an inter-
preter’s inference may be judged by two criteria alone—the accuracy with

4. JOHN DRYDEN (1631-1700), English poet, dramatist, and critic.
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misinterpret such a sentence simply indicates that its frequency is high

enough to give its usual meaning the apparent status of an immediate given.

But this apparent immediacy obscures a complex process of adjudications

among meaning possibilities. Under the public norms of language alone no

such adjudications can occur, since the array of possibilities presents a face

of blank indifference. The array of possibilities only begins to become a more

selective system of probabilities when, instead of confronting merely a word
sequence, we also posit a speaker who very likely means something. Then
and only then does the most usual sense of the word sequence become the
most probable or “obvious” sense. The point holds true a fortiori, of course,
when we confront less obvious word sequences like those found in poetry.
A careful exposition of this point may be found in the first volume of Cas-
sirer’s® Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, which is largely devoted to a demon-
stration that verbal meaning arises from the “reciprocal determination” of
public linguistic possibilities and subjective specifications of those possibil-
ities.” Just as language constitutes and colors subjectivity, so does subjectivity
color language. The author’s or speaker’s subjective act is formally necessary
to verbal meaning; and any theory which tries to dispense with the author
as specifier of meaning by asserting that textual meaning is purely objectively
determined finds itself chasing will-o’-the-wisps. The burden of this section
is, then, an attack on the view that a text is a “piece of language” and a
defense of the notion that a text represents the determinate verbal meaning
of an author.

One of the consequences arising from the view that a text is a piece of
language—a purely public object—is the impossibility of defining in princi-
ple the nature of a correct interpretation. This is the same impasse which
results from the theory that a text leads a life of its own, and, indeed, the
two notions are corollaries since any “piece of language” must have a chang-
ing meaning when the changing public norms of language are viewed as the
only ones which determine the sense of the text. It is therefore not surprising
to find that Wellek subscribes implicitly to the text-as-language theory. The
text is viewed as representing not a determinate meaning, but rather a system
of meaning potentials specified not by a meaner but by the vital potency of
language itself. Wellek acutely perceives the danger of the view:

Thus the system of norms is growing and changing and will remain, in
some sense, always incompletely and imperfectly realized. But this
dynamic conception does not mean mere subjectivism and relativism.
All the different points of view are by no means equally right. It will
always be possible to determine which point of view grasps the subject
most thoroughly and deeply. A hierarchy of viewpoints, a criticism of
the grasp of norms, is implied in the concept of the adequacy of inter-
pretation.® . h

The danger of the view is, of course, precisely that it opens the door to
subjectivism and relativism, since linguistic norms may be invoked to support

an independent development which is reciprocally

6. Ernst Cassirer (1874-1945), German philoso-
determined by objective and subjective factors. See

pher.

7. Vol. 1, Language, trans. R. Manheim (New pp. 69, 178, 213, 249-50, and passim [Hirsch's
Haven, 1953). It is ironic that Cassirer's work note). .

should be used to support the notion that a text 8. Wellek and Warren, Theory of Literature,
speaks for itself. The realm of language is auton- p. 144 [Hirsch’s note].
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- ;wﬁoJ“wMMMMWHMMMME it shows that any affirmative m:mmmm:oﬁ MM ﬁ.w@
boem o ated by the bitterly ironical portrayal of the inert gir eing
D el xnm. Smmm by szﬁ Bateson calls the “sublime processes of Nature. ‘.ANV
whirled W_ori& uv includes Brooks’; the ironic contrast vm.ﬁemm: the mn:a\m.,
wmnmm.od_v.wmm Howﬁm: girl and the passive, inert, dead girl is overcome by a
MMMM_ W:%@whwﬂmwm affirmation of immortality. (3) Each of ﬁwm amm_mﬂmm\wmw WMW
ally ‘used to supplement one another. ery :
ﬁmzw ﬂmrww_w_%mwmw\fmﬂmwwwmmw that ﬁr%wsmmidm is mmmm:mm.:v\ mﬁm_uﬂmﬁnpoww
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m.:m g ﬂc rm ‘,NMH__& Em,m,ﬁ that Brooks is right and Bateson wrong (or MEQ
M,M‘vaimm_M_omemzmzmzn to the inclusivist, since the text, as language, renders
/ )
vomw w.c.M&MMWMMWWMMMKVQQQQ, reveals that none of the ﬁr.nmn E}M&Mm wm
e H\Bmsw es .b, reconcile or fuse the two different Hmmmamm/. Mo Mcm
wﬁzwmﬂu le :m&m? that Brooks’ reading oonHmre:mm. mmnwwwwrmww but
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ing rigorously exclude one another. wnmnwmm_v\ the %:wm strictures bold, o
me;mm for the argument that Bateson’s reading comprehends
, fo
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Brooks. Nor can mode 3 escape with impunity. Although it seems to pre-
serve a stress both on negation and on affirmation, thereby coalescing the
two readings, it actually excludes both readings and labels them not simply
partial, but wrong. For if the poem gives equal stress to bitter irony and to
affirmation, then any construction which places a primary stress on either
meaning is simply incorrect.

The general principle implied by my analysis is very simple. The sub-
meanings of a text are not blocks which can be brought together additively.
Since verbal (and any other) meaning is a structure of component meanings,
interpretation has not done its job when it simply enumerates what the
component meanings are. The interpreter must also determine their prob-
able structure and particularly their structure of emphases. Relative empha-
sis is not only crucial to meaning (perhaps it is the most crucial and
problematical element of all), it is also highly restrictive; it excludes alter-
natives. It may be asserted as a general rule that whenever a reader con-
fronts two interpretations which impose different emphases on similar
meaning components, at least one of the interpretations must be wrong,
They cannot be reconciled.

By insisting that verbal meaning always exhibits a determinate structure
of emphases, I do not, however, imply that a poem or any other text must
be unambiguous. It is perfectly possible, for example, that Wordsworth's
poem ambiguously implies both bitter irony and positive affirmation. Such
complex emotions are commonly expressed in poetry, but if that is the kind
of ‘meaning the text represents, Brooks and Bateson would be wrong to
emphasize one emotion at the expense of the other. Ambiguity or, for that
matter, vagueness is not the same as indeterminateness. This is the crux of
the issue. To say that verbal meaning is determinate is not to exclude com-
plexities of meaning but only to insist that a text’s meaning is what it is and

not a hundred other things. Taken in this sense, a vague or ambiguous text
is-just as determinate as a logical proposition; it means what it means and
nothing else. This is true even if one argues that a text could display shifting
emphases like those magic squares which first seem to jut out and then to

emphases shift and must not, therefore, be construed statically. Any static
construction would simply be wrong. The fundamental flaw in the “theory
of the most inclusive interpretation” is that it overlooks the problem of
emphasis. Since different patterns of emphasis exclude one another, inclu-
sivism is neither a genuine norm nor an adequate guiding principle for
establishing an interpretation.

Aside from the fact that inclusivism cannot do its appointed job, there
are more fundamental reasons for rejecting it and all other interpretive
ideals based on the conception that a text represents a system of meaning
possibilities. No one would deny that for the interpreter the text is at first
the source of numerous possible interpretations. The very nature of lan-
guage is such that a particular sequence of words can represent several
different meanings (that is why public norms alone are insufficient in tex-
tual interpretation). But to say that a text might represent several structures
of meaning does not imply that it does in fact represent all the meanings
which a particular word sequence can legally convey. Is there not an obvi-
ous distinction between what a text might mean and what it does mean>
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According to accepted linguistic theory, it is far more accurate to say that
a written composition is not a mere locus of verbal possibilities, but a record
(made possible by the invention of writing) of a verbal actuality, The inter-
m:.mnmw.m u.ov is to reconstruct a determinate actual meaning, not a mere
system of possibilities. Indeed, if the text represented a system of possibil-
ities, interpretation would be impossible, since no actual reading could cor-
respond to a mere system of possibilities. Furthermore, if the text is
conceived to represent all the actual structures of meaning permissible
within the public norms of language, then no single construction (with its
exclusivist pattern of emphases) could be correct, and.any legitimate con-
struction would be just as incorrect as any other. When a text is conceived
as a piece of language, a familiar and all too common anarchy follows. But,
aside from its unfortunate consequences, the theory contradicts a widely
accepted principle in linguistics. I refer to Saussure’s® distinction between
langue and parole. :
Saussure defined langue as the system of linguistic possibilities shared by
a speech community at a given point in time.> This system of possibilities
contains two distinguishable levels. The first consists of habits, engrams,
prohibitions, and the like derived from past linguistic usage; these are the
“virtualities” of the langue. Based on these virtualities, there are, in addition,
sharable meaning possibilities which have never before been actualized;
these are the “potentialities.” The two types of meaning possibilities taken
together constitute the langue which the speech community draws upon.
But this system of possibilities must be distinguished from the actual verbal
utterances of individuals who draw upon it. These actual utterances are
called paroles; they are uses of language and actualize some (but never all)
of the meaning possibilities constituting the langue.
Saussure’s distinction pinpoints the issue: does a text represent a segment
of langue (as modern theorists hold) or a parole? A simple test suffices to
provide the answer. If the text is composed of sentences, it represents parole,
which is to say, the determinate verbal meaning of a member of the speech
community. Langue contains words and sentence-forming principles, but it
contains no sentences. It may be represented in writing only by isolated
words in disconnection (Warter as opposed to Worte).© A'parole, on the other
hand, is always composed of sentences, an assertion corroborated by the
firmly established principle that the sentence is the fundamental unit of
speech.” Of course, there are numerous elliptical and one-word sentences,
but wherever it can be correctly inferred that a text represents sentences and
not simply isolated words, it may also be inferred that the text represents
parole, which is to say, actual, determinate verbal meaning.
The point is nicely illustrated in a dictionary definition. The letters in
boldface at the head of the definition represent the word as langue, with all
Wartburg, Einfilhrung in die Problematik und
Methodik der Sprachwissenschaft [Problems and
Methods in Linguistics] (Halle, 1943) [Hirsch's
note]. .
6. The distinction drawn, in German, between iso-

ique générale [Course in lated and connected words. )
Useful discus- 7. See, for example, Cassirer, Sym olic Forms, vol.
1, Language, p. 304 [Hirsch's note].

4. FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE (1857-1913)
linguist. Liter.
guage” and “spoken word” (
5. This is the “synchroni
chronic” sense of the ter
sure, Cours de li i
General Linguistics)
sions may be found in Stephen Ullman, The Prin-
ciples of Semantics (Glasgow, 1951), and W. v:
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the speech community. But since only individuals utter paroles, a parole of
the speech community is a nonexistent, or what the Germans call an Un-
ding.! A text can represent only the parole of a speaker or author, which is
another way of saying that meaning requires a meaner.

However, it is not necessary that an author’s text represent the parole he

desired to convey. It is frequently the case, when an author has bungled,
that his text represents no parole at all. Indeed, there are but two alternatives:
either the text represents the author's verbal meaning or it represents no
determinate verbal meaning at all. Sometimes, of course, it is impossible to
detect that the author has bungled, and in that case, even though his text
does not represent verbal meaning, we shall go on misconstruing the text as
though it did, and no one will be the wiser. But with most bungles we are
aware of a disjunction between the author’s words and his probable meaning.
Eliot, for example, chided Poe for saying “My most immemorial year,” when
Poe “meant” his most memorable year.> We all agree that Poe did not mean
what speakers of English generally mean by the word “immemorial”—and so
the word cannot have the usual meaning. (An author cannot mean what he
does not mean.) The only question, then, is: does the word mean more or
less what we convey by “never to be forgotten” or does it mean nothing at
all> Has Poe so violated linguistic norms that we must deny his utterance
verbal meaning or content?

The question probably cannot be answered by fiat, but since Poe’s meaning
is generally understood, and since the single criterion for verbal meaning is
communicability, I am inclined to describe Poe’s meaning as verbal.? 1 tend
to side with the Poes and Malaprops* of the world, for the norms of language
remain far more tolerant than dictionaries and critics like Eliot suggest. On
the other hand, every member of the speech community, and especially the
critic, has a duty to avoid and condemn sloppiness and needless ambiguity
in the use of language, simply in order to preserve the effectiveness of the
langue itself. Moreover, there must be a dividing line between verbal mean-
ings and those meanings which we half-divine by a supra-linguistic exercise
of imagination. There must be a dividing line between Poe’s successful dis-
regard of normal usage and the incommunicable word sequences of a bad
freshman essay. However, that dividing line is not between the author’s
meaning and the reader’s, but rather between the author’s parole and no
parole at all. .

Of course, theoretical principles cannot directly solve the interpreter’s
problem. It is one thing to insist that a text represents the determinate verbal
meaning of an author, but it is quite another to discover what that meaning
is. The very same text could represent numerous different paroles, as any
ironic sentence discloses (“That's a bright idea?” or “That's a bright idea!”).

a standard word occurring in a context of standard
words. Perhaps Eliot is right to scold Poe, but he
cannot properly insist that the word lacks a deter-
minate verbal meaning [Hirsch’s note]. The words
is Carroll’s poem “Jabberwocky” (1871) are
effective (e.g., “frabjous”) but nonsense.

4. From Mrs. Malaprop in Richard Sheridan’s The
Rivals (1775), whose peculiar speech spawned the
term “malapropism,” an inappropriate use of one
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in relation to an established context, can we judge that one reading is more

coherent than another. Ultimately; therefore, we have to posit the most prob-

able horizon for the text, and it is possible to do this only if we posit the

author’s typical outlook, the typical associations and expectations which form
in part the context of his utterance. This is not only the one way we can test
the relative coherence of a reading, but it is also the only way to avoid pure
circularity in making sense of the text.

An essential task. in the process of verification is, therefore, a deliberate
reconstruction of the author’s subjective stance to the extent that this stance
is relevant to the text at hand.® The importance of such psychological recon-
struction may be exemplified in adjudicating between different readings of
Wordsworth’s “A Slumber Did My Spirit Seal.” The interpretations.of Brooks
and Bateson, different as they are, remain equally coherent and self:
sustaining. The implications which Brooks construes cohere beautifully with
the explicit meanings of the poem within the context which Brooks adum-
brates. The same may be said of Bateson’s reading. The best way to show
that one reading is more plausible and coherent than the other is to show
that one context is more probable than the other. The problem of adjudi-
cating between Bateson and Brooks is therefore, implicitly, the problem
every interpreter must face .when he tries :to verify his reading. He must
establish the most probable context. : ‘

Now when the homime moyen sensuel' confronts bereavement such as that
which Wordsworth'’s poem explicitly presents, he adumbrates, typically, a
horizon including sorrow and inconsolability. These are for him components
in the very meaning of bereavement. Sorrow and inconsolability cannot fail
to be associated with death when the loved one, formerly so active and alive,
is imagined as lying in the earth, helpless, dumb, inert, insentient. And since
there is no hint of life in Heaven but only of bodily death, the comforts of
Christianity lie beyond the poem’s horizon. Affirmations tog deep for tears,?
like those Bateson insists on, simply do not cohere with the poem’s explicit
meanings; they do not belong to the context. Brooks’ reading, therefore, with
its emphasis on inconsolability and bitter irony, is clearly justified not only
by the text but by reference to universal human attitudes and feelings.

However, the trouble with such a reading is apparent to most Wordswor-
thians. The poet is not an homme mayen sensuel; his characteristic attitudes
are somewhat pantheistic. Instead of regarding rocks.and stones and trees
merely as inert objects, he probably regarded them in 1799 ag deeply alive,
as part of the immortal life of nature. Physical death he felt to be 4 return
to the source of life, a new kind of participation in nature’s “revolving immor-
tality.” From everything we know of Wordsworth’s typical attitudes during
the period in which he composed the poem, inconsolability and bitter irony

so that he can

9. The reader may feel that 1 have telescoped a

tend” with some degree of prob-
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tional acts” belonging to the same specie - [Hirsch’s note].
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do not belong in its horizon. I think, however, that Bateson overstates his
case and that he fails to emphasize properly the negative implications in the
poem (“No motion has she now, no force”). He overlooks the poet’s reticence,
his distinct unwillingness to express any unqualified evaluation of his expe-
rience. Bateson, 1 would say, has not paid enough attention to the criterion
of correspondence. Nevertheless, in spite of this, and in spite of the apparent
implausibility of Bateson’s reading, it remains, I think, somewhat more prob-
able than that of Brooks. His procedure is also more objective. Even if he
had botched his job thoroughly and had produced a less probable reading
than that of Brooks, his method would remain fundamentally sound. Instead
of projecting his own attitudes (Bateson is presumably not a pantheist) and
instead of positing a “universal matrix” of human attitudes (there is none),
he has tried to reconstruct the author’s probable attitudes so far as these are
relevant in specifying the poem’s meaning. It is still possible, of course, that
Brooks is right and Bateson wrong. A poet’s typical attitudes do not always
apply to a particular poem, although Wordsworth is, in a given period, more
consistent than most poets. Be that as it may, we shall never be certain what
any writer means, and since Bateson grounds his interpretation in a con-
scious construction of the poet’s outlook, his reading must be deemed the
more probable one until the uncovering of some presently unknown data
makes a different construction of the poet’s stance appear more valid.

Bateson’s procedure is appropriate to all texts, including anonymous ones.

On the surface, it would seem impossible to invoke the author’s probable
outlook when the author remains unknown, but in this limiting case the
interpreter simply makes his psychological reconstruction on the basis of
fewer data. Even with anonymous texts it is crucial to posit not simply some
author or other, but a particular subjective stance in reference to which the
construed context is rendered probable. That is why it is important to date
anonymous texts. The interpreter needs all the clues he can muster with
regard not only to the text’s langue and genre, but also to the cultural and
personal attitudes the author might be expected to bring to bear in specifying
his verbal meanings. In this sense, all texts, including anonymous ones, are
“attributed.” The objective interpreter simply tries to makes his attribution
explicit, so that the grounds for his reading are frankly acknowledged. This
opens the way to progressive accuracy in interpretation, since it is possible
then to test the assumptions behind a reading as well as the coherence of
the reading itself.

The fact that anonymous texts may be successfully interpreted does not,
however, lead to the conclusion that all texts should be treated as anonymous
ones, that they should, so to say, speak for themselves. I have already argued
that no text speaks for itself and that every construed text is necessarily
attributed. These points suggest strongly that it is unsound to insist on deriv-
ing all inferences from the text itself. When we date an anonymous text, for
example, we apply knowledge gained from a wide variety of sources which
we correlate with data derived from the text. This extrinsic data is not, how-
ever, read into the text. On the contrary, it is used to verify that which we
read out of it. The extrinsic information has ultimately a purely verificative
function.

The same thing is true of information relating to the author’s subjective
stance. No matter what the source of this information may be, whether it be
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and special aspect of the author’s total subjectivity; it is, so to speak, that
“part” of the author which specifies or determines verbal meaning.* This
distinction is quite apparent in the case of a lie. When I wish to deceive, my
secret awareness that 1 am lying is irrelevant to the verbal meaning of my
utterance. The only correct interpretation of my lie is, paradoxically, to view
it as being a true statement, since this is the only correct construction of my
verbal intention. Indeed, it is only when my listener has understood my mean-
ing (presented as true) that he can judge it to be a lie. Since I adopted a
truth-telling stance, the verbal meaning of my utterance would be precisely
the same, whether I was deliberately lying or suffering from the erroneous
conviction that my statement was true. In other words, an author may adopt
a stance which differs from his deepest attitudes in the same way that an
interpreter must almost always adopt a stance different from his own.® But
for the process of interpretation, the author’s private experiences are irrele-
vant. The only relevant aspect of subjectivity is that which determines verbal
meaning or, in Husserl's terms, content.

In a sense all poets are, of course, liars, and to some extent all speakers
are, but the deliberate lie, spoken to deceive, is a borderline case. In most
verbal utterances, the speaker’s public stance is not totally foreign to his
private attitudes. Even in those cases where the speaker deliberately assumes
a role, this mimetic stance is usually not the final determinant of his mean-
ing. In a play, for example, the total meaning of an utterance is not the
intentional object of the dramatic character; that meaning is simply a com-
ponent in the more complex intention of the dramatist. The speaker himself
is spoken. The best description of these receding levels of subjectivity was
provided by the scholastic philosophers in their distinction between “first
intention,” “second intention,” and so on. Irony, for example, always entails
a comprehension of two contrasting stances (intentional levels) by a third
and final complex intention. The speaking subject may be defined as the final
and most comprehensive level of awareness determinative of verbal meaning.
In the case of a lie, the speaking subject assumes that he tells the truth,
while the actual subject retains a private awareness of his deception. Simi-
larly, many speakers retain in their isolated privacy a self-conscious aware-
ness of their verbal meaning, an awareness which may agree or disagree,
approve or disapprove, but which does not participate in determining their
verbal meaning. To interpretation, this level of awareness is as irrelevant as
it is inaccessible. In construing and verifying verbal meaning, only the speak-
ing subject counts. : ‘

A separate exposition would be required to discuss the problems of psy-
chological reconstruction. I have here simply tried to forestall the current
objections to extrinsic biographical and historical information by pointing,
on the one hand, to the exigencies of verification and, on the other, to the
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