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BEYOND INTERPRETATION: AN ANNOTATED CHECKLIST 

Jonathan C u l l e r ,  i n  response t o  an i n q u i r y  
f o r  background a r t i c l e s  which might e l u c i d a t e  h i s  
essay,  "Beyond I n t e r p r e t a t i o n , "  wrote  t h a t  com- 
p i l i n g  such a  c h e c k l i s t  ". . .would be of no 
help. What I was a rgu ing  was t h a t  c r i t i c s  have 
assumed t h a t  t h e i r  t a s k  was t o  i n t e r p r e t  l i t e r a r y  
works. I f  t h e r e  were numerous a r t i c l e s  t h a t  ex- 
p l i c i t l y  argued t h a t  t h i s  was t h e  t a s k  of c r i t i c i s m ,  
t h a t  would i n d i c a t e  t h a t  i t  wasn ' t  a n  assumption 
a t  a l l . "  

I do n o t  wish t o  q u a r r e l  w i t h  Professor  C u l l e r .  
H i s  p o i n t  is  w e l l  taken and I have used i t  a s  
a  guide.  I t  seems ev iden t ,  nope the less ,  t h a t  
numerous c r i t i c s  have had t h e i r  consciences 
p r icked ,  s o  t o  speak ,  because of h i s  and o t h e r  
cha l lenges  t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  c r i t i c a l  assumptions-- 
t h a t  many c r i t i c s  a r e  r i s i n g  t o  t h e  occas ion  
by defending i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  With bo th  t h e s e  
views i n  mind, I have made t h e  goa l  of t h i s  
c h e c k l i s t  f i r s t ,  t o  o u t l i n e  t h e  n a t u r e  of 
t h e  assumptions about  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  second, 
t o  survey  t h e  responses of  those  c r i t i c s  who 
have at tempted t o  defend i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  and 
t h i r d ,  t o  p r e s e n t  a  few o f  t h e  arguments t h a t  
view i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  a s  secondary. My choice  of 
a r t i c l e s  and books h a s  been s e l e c t i v e ,  b u t ,  
I hope, r e p r e s e n t a t i v e .  

The p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  t h i s  s e s s i o n  have been 
very h e l p f u l  w i t h  sugges t ions  f o r  t h e  c h e c k l i s t .  
However, I have n o t  annota ted  r e f e r e n c e s  they 
suppl ied  where they go beyond t h e  purpose of 
t h i s  c h e c k l i s t .  Eugene Goodheart c i t e s  Roland 
Barthes '  e ssay  "What is Cr i t i c i sm?" ,  1963, i n  
E s s a i s  C r i t i q u e ,  a s  formative f o r  a n  "an t i - in te r -  
p r e t i v e "  out look.  Barbara H e r r n s t e i n  Smith's 
sugges t ions  f o r  understanding her  use  of t h e  term 
" i n t e r p r e t a t i o n "  inc lude :  Wolfang I s e r ,  The Act 
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o f  Reading (Baltimore: John Hopkina Univ. P r e s s ,  - 
19781, Chapter  1; and Morse Peckham, Explanat ion 
and Power (New York: The Seabury Press ,  1979),  -- 
Chapte rs  1 and 2. But a c o n s i d e r a t i o n  of t h e s e  
works would go beyond t h e  scope o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  
d i s c u s s i o n .  

I have organ ized  t h e  c h e c k l i s t  under f i v e  
ireadings: ( I )  Beyond I n t e r p r e t a t i o n ;  (11) New 
C r i t i c s  on I n t e r p r e t a t i o n ;  (111) Other  Theories  
of  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n ;  (IV) Overviews; and (V) SCE 
Members on I n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  

I. Beyond I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  

C r i t i c s  appear  i n c r e a s i n g l y  d i s s a t i s f i e d  
w i t h  t h e  predominance of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i n  
t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  c r i t i c i s m .  Whether t h e i r  
arguments a r e  "against"  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  o r  f o r  
going "beyond" i t ,  many c r i t i c s  a r e  c a l l i n g  f o r  
a  new focus  f o r  l i t e r a r y  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s .  

Jonathan C u l l e r ,  i n  "Beyond I n t e r p r e t a t i o n :  
The Prospec ts  of  Contemporary Cri t ic ism, ' '  Compar- 
a t i v e  L i t e r a t u r e ,  28, No. 3 (1976), 244-56, ob- - s e r v e s  t h a t  t h e  Mew C r i t i c i s m ,  w i t h  fts commitment 

t o  t h e  autonomy of  t h e  l i t e r a r y  t e x t ,  has b e n e f i t e d  
t h e  teach ing  of l i t e r a t u r e ,  bu t  he a t t a c k s  its 
"most impor tan t  and i n s i d i o u s  legacy," which 
is  t h e  "widespread and unquest ioning acceptance 
o f  t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  t h e  c r i t i c ' s  j o b  is  t o  i n t e r -  
p r e t  l i t e r a r y  works" (p. 246). I n s t e a d ,  he 
main ta ins  t h a t  "while t h e  exper ience  of l i t e r a t u r e  
may be a n  exper ience  of  i n t e r p r e t i n g  works, i n  
f a c t  t h e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of  i n d i v i d u a l  works is 
o n l y  t a n g e n t i a l l y  r e l a t e d  t o  the  understanding of  
l i t e r a t u r e .  To engage i n  t h e  s tudy  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  
is not  t o  produce y e t  ano ther  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of  
King Lear ,  b u t  t o  advance one 's  understanding of 
t h e  conventions and o p e r a t i o n s  of a n  i n s t i t u t i o n ,  
a  mode of  d i scourse"  (p. 246). 

L i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m  should focus i t s  a t t e n t i o n  
on a  number of unanswered problems: (1) t h e  r o l e  
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of l i t e r a t u r e  i n  s o c i e t y  o r  s o c i a l  consciousness;  
(2) i ts " h i s t o r i c a l  r e l a t i o n  t o  o t h e r  forms of 
d i s c o u r s e  through which t h e  world is  organized"; 
(3)  a  fo rmula t ion  of a n  "apposi te  account of t h e  
r o l e  of  l i t e r a t u r e  i n  t h e  psychological  economies" 
of w r i t e r s  and r e a d e r s ;  (4)  t h e  e f f e c t  of  f i c t i o n a l  
d i s c o u r s e ;  and (5) a  "typology of  d i s c o u r s e  and 
a  theory  of t h e  r e l a t i o n s  (both mimetic and non- 
mimetic) between l i t e r a t u r e  and o t h e r  modes of 
d i s c o u r s e  which make up t h e  t e x t  of i n t e r s u b -  
j e c t i v e  experience" (p. 247). 

C u l l e r  contends t h a t  t h r e e  promising a t tempts  
t o  b reak  away from New C r i t i c i s m  have f a i l e d  t o  
"combat t h e  n o t i o n  of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i t s e l f "  
(p. 247). Northrop Frye, i n  h i s  Anatomy of 
C r i t i c i s m ,  p o s i t s  t h e  need f o r  a  " 'coherent  and 
comprehensive theory  of  l i t e r a t u r e ' , "  bu t  h i s  
p roposa l s  u l t i m a t e l y  a r e  only used a s  methods of 
a r c h e t y p a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  The second a t t e m p t ,  
psychoana ly t ic  c r i t i c i s m ,  h a s  a l s o  f a i l e d  t o  
r e s i s t  t h e  tendency t o  be used merely "as a  
method of  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  f o r  t e x t s  which c o n t a i n  
s p e c i a l  o d d i t i e s "  (p. 250). S tan ley  F i s h ,  us ing  
h i s  " a f f e c t i v e  s t y l i e t i c s , "  focuses  h i s  s tudy  
on t h e  a c t  of  read ing ,  b u t  then a t tempts  t o  use 
t h i s  approach f o r  a  new way t o  i n t e r p r e t  t e x t s  
(see F i sh) .  

C r i t i c s  such  a s  Jameson, Hartman, Bloom, 
and de  Man, however, have thrown o f f  t h e  i n t e r -  
p r e t i v e  ben t  t o  begin a  " re invent ing  [ o f ]  l i t e r a r y  
h i s t o r y , "  and " to  produce a  theory of l i t e r a t u r e  
a s  a  conceptual  space" (p. 255). I n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  de  Man, is "in f a c t  l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r y ,  
and i n  t h i s  c o n t e x t  i t  "is always necessary e r r o r , "  
thus  t h e s e  c r i t i c s  move on t o  more p r o f i t a b l e  
a r e a s  of  l i t e r a r y  s tudy .  

A year  e a r l i e r ,  i n  S t r u c t u r a l i s t  P o e t i c s  
( I t h a c a :  C o r n e l l  Univ. P r e s s ,  1975), C u l l e r  
argued t h a t  
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The type  of l i t e r a r y  s t u d y  which s t r u c t u r a l i s m  
h e l p s  one t o  env isage  would n o t  be  p r i m a r i l y  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  . . . Rather t h a n  a  c r i t i c i s m  
which d i s c o v e r s  o r  a s s i g n s  meanings i t  would 
be a  p o e t i c s  which s t r i v e s  t o  d e f i n e  t h e  
c o n d i t i o n s  of meaning . . . .The s tudy of  lit- 
e r a t u r e ,  a s  opposed t o  t h e  p e r u s a l  o r  
d i s c u s s i o n  of  i n d i v i d u a l  works, would become 
an a t tmept  t o  understand the  conventions which 
make l i t e r a t u r e  p o s s i b l e  (p. 128). 

Through a n  a n a l y s i s  of v e r b a l  behavior ,  Barbara 
H e r r n s t e i n  Smith examines t h e  n a t u r e  o f  l i t e r a t u r e ,  
cha l leng ing  C u l l e r ' s  s t r u c t u r a l i s t  assumptions. I n  
h e r  book On t h e  Margins of Discourse: = R e l a t i o n -  
s h i p  of L i t e r a t u r e  s Language (Chicago: Univ. of 
Chicago P r e s s ,  19781, she  f i r s t  makes a d i s t i n c t i o n  
between "na tura l"  and " f i c t i v e "  u t t e r a n c e s .  Natura l  
u t t e r a n c e s  a r e  v e r b a l  a c t s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  a s  "occur- 
ances" t h a t  a r e  caused by, and i n  response t o  t h e i r  
h i s t o r i c a l  c o n t e x t s  (p. 15) ;  f i c t i v e  u t t e r a n c e s ,  
however, a r e  n o t  h i s t o r c a l l y  unique "events", b u t ,  
governed by t h e i r  l i n g u i s t i c  s t r u c t u r e s ,  a r e  
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  of  n a t u r a l  u t t e r a n c e s  (p. 24). Thus 
t h e r e  a r e  d i s t i n c t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s .  A l i s t e n e r  
i n t e r p r e t s  a n a t u r a l  u t t e r a n c e  by i n f e r r i n g  its 
m o t i v a t i o n a l ,  temporal,  and s p a t i a l  con tex ts .  For 
i n t e r p r e t a t i n g  l i t e r a t u r e ,  t h e  reader  must draw 
from t h e  l i n g u i s t i c  s t r u c t u r e  of t h e  t e x t ,  h i s  
"experiences of t h e  world," and acquired,knowledge 
about  n a t u r a l  u t t e r a n c e s  (p. 36-37). The l i t e r a r y  
work p r e s e n t s  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  t h e  r e a d e r  t o  
engage i n  "cogni t ive  play" about  i ts meanings; 
a l though  he  can  "never ' f i n a l l y '  understand a  
poem," he can  r e t u r n  t o  cons ider  i ts p o t e n t i a l  
meanings (p. 124) .  

With t h e s e  assumptions,  Smith contends t h a t  
t h e  "ethics"  of  s c h o l a r l y  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  do n o t ,  
a s  E.D. Hi r sch  main ta ins  ( see  Hi rsch) ,  p r e s c r i b e  
t h a t  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  p r i v i l e g e  t h e  f e r r e t i n g  o u t  
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of a u t h o r i a l  i n t e n t i o n ,  b u t  t h a t  they acknowledge 
t h a t  t h e i r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  a r e  i n e x t r i c a b l y  t i e d  
t o  t h e  c r i t i c ' s  c u l t u r a l  s e t t i n g  (p. 151). Thus, 
bo th  h i s t o r i c i s t  "expl ica t ions"  and i n d i v i d u a l  
"readings" c o n t r i b u t e  t o  " the p leasure  and i n t e r e s t  
we t a k e  i n  our  c o g n i t i v e  engagement" w i t h  l i t e r a t u r e  
(pp. 152-53; s e e  Hancher). 

Turning t o  t h e  use of l i n g u i s t i c s  i n  l i t e r a r y  
theory,  Smith exmaines t h e  work of "new s t y l i s t s "  
such a s  Donald Freeman and S tan ley  F ish ,  and 
s t r u c t u r a l  s t u d i e s  by Jonathan C u l l e r  and John 
Rutherford.  A s t y l i s t i c  a n a l y s i s ,  i n  s tudying  
" s y n t a c t i c  s t r a t e g i e s , "  b r i n g s  t h e  r e a d e r  i n t o  
c o n s i d e r a t i o n ,  b u t  i n  f a c t  i t  only " a t t a c h e s  a 
new p i e c e  of  appara tus  [ r e a d e r  response]  on to  t h e  
machine (here  an i l l f i t t i n g .  .* .Russ ian  and Czech 
Formalism)" (p .  160).  A comprehensive theory  
about r e a d e r s  and language is  lacking.  Although 
s t r u c t u r a l i s t  methods y i e l d  i n s i g h t f u l  conc lus ions  
about t e x t s ,  they a r e  l i m i t e d  and s t r a i n e d  because 
of t h e  under ly ing  assumptions t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e  is  - 
a "system of s i g n s "  and d i r e c t l y  analogous t o  
language usage. These assumptions--for example, 
about t h e  i n t u i t i v e  a b i l i t y  of r e a d e r s  t o  under- 
s tand  texts--are  incompatible  wi th  Chomsky's 
t h e o r i e s ,  i .e, t h a t  every n a t i v e  speaker  h a s  
i n h e r e n t  language competence. The a t tempt  t o  
d e f i n e  a theory  of  l i t e r a t u r e  by us ing  l i n g u i s t i c  
methods i s  misleading,  because t h e  conventions i n  
l i t e r a r y  works a r e  n o t  "shaped by a communicative 
func t ion ,  bu t  by a n  a e s t h e t i c  one" (p. 193) .  A 
re-oriented theory could i n s t e a d  a t tempt  t o  d i s -  
cover (1) t h e  way i n  which t h e  process  of a 
n a r r a t i v e  e l i c i t s  t h e  r e a d e r ' s  i n t e r e s t s  and 
enjoyment (e .g.  suspense) ;  (2 )  how g e n e r a l - p r o -  
p o s i t i o n s  o r  themes i n  a n a r r a t i v e  a r e  l e f t  un- 
s t a t e d  and inde te rmina te ,  b u t  a r e  cons t ruab le ;  
and (3) t h e  way i n  which t h e  a c t  of  n a r r a t i o n  is 
understood t o  be t h e  " r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of  a t e l l i n g "  
(pp. 195-96). 
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Ihab  Hassan a l s o  a rgues  f o r  a reassessment  
of  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m ' s  t r a d i t i o n a l  views i n  
"The C r i t i c  a s  Innovator:  A P a r a c r i t i c a l  S t r i p  
i n  X Frames," Chicago Review, 28, No.  3 
(Winter 1977) ,= -sent8 a p rovoca t ive  
c a s e  f o r  t h e  c r i t i c ' s  r o l e  a s  both a n a l y s t  and 
a r t i s t .  Using t h e  i d e a s  o f  Wilde, d e  Gourmont, and 
S a r t r e  t o  enforce  h i s  s t a n c e ,  Hassan argues--as 
do F i e d l e r  and de  Man--that t h e  c r i t i c ,  i n  w r i t i n g  
h i s  d i s c o u r s e ,  is  bo th  t h e  perce iver  of  a lit- 
e r a r y  work, and t h e  c r e a t o r  of h i s  own "artwork" 
(pp. 11-15). He, a s  innova tor ,  should recognize 
h i s  "Freedom" t o  c r e a t e  i n  c r i t i c a l  d i s c o u r s e  
( see  Hancher). T h i s  freedom must a l s o  be com- 
plemented w i t h  "an e r o t i c  s e n s e  of S t y l e , "  a 
f e e l i n g  f o r  t h e  a r t i s t i c  u s e  of  language t h a t  is 
f r e e  of j a rgon ,  and "an i n t u i t i o n  of t h e  New," t h e  
a b i l i t y  t o  look forward t o  innova t ion  i n  c r i t i c i s m  
(pp. 16-17). Hassan p o i n t s  ou t  t h a t  a r t ,  i n  
t h i s  postmodern e r a  emphasizing decons t ruc t ion ,  
d i s c o n t i n u i t y ,  and fragmentat ion,  h a s  become a t  
b e s t  "an occur rence  wi thout  c l e a r  boundaries ,"  
demanding a r e c o n s i d e r a t i o n  of t h e  p r e s e n t  
r e s t r i c t i v e n e s s  i n  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m .  He 
p r e s e n t s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  and moral "concerns" 
t o  meet t h i s  exigency,  proposing f i v e  s u b j e c t s  of  
s tudy  t o  "empower t h e  c r i t i c ' s  language t o  e n t e r  
his tory":  (1) a g e n e r a l  theory  of f i c t i o n  t h a t  
t a k e s  i n t o  account c u r r e n t  n e u r o l o g i c a l ,  
psycholog ica l ,  p h i l o s o p h i c a l ,  and l i n g u i s t i c  
r e s e a r c h ;  (2) "The P o l i t i c s  of  the  Imaginat ion,"  
i . e .  t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  imaginat ion 's  power; 
(3) "The Future,"  models of  "des i re ,  hope, o r  
dream. . . [ t h a t ]  become concre t ion  of  t h e  fu ture8 ' ;  
(4) "My thology and TechnologyM--the "convergences 
between t h e i r  s t r u c t u r e s  i n  t h e  deeper  s t r u c t u r e s  
of postmodern c u l t u r e " ;  and (5) "The One and 
t h e  Many: t h e  emergent r o l e  of mind, extended 
by technology,  i n  media t ing  between u n i t y  and 
d i v e r s i t y "  (pp. 28-29). 
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~ l t h o u g h  Susan Sontag is i n t e r e s t e d  i n  
p r o t e c t i n g  a r t ,  no t  l i t e r a r y  s t u d y ,  from i n t e r -  
p r e t a t i o n ,  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  a r e  r e p e a t e d l y  
c i t i n g  her views. I n  h e r  p rovoca t ive  essay ,  
"Against I n t e r p r e t a t i o n , "  Against  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
and Other  Essays (New York: D e l l  Publ i sh ing  Co., -- 
1961). 3-14, Sontag observes  t h a t  t h e  modern 
view of  a r t  is p r e d i c a t e d  on t h e  Greek theory of  
a r t  a s  mimesis o r  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ,  a rgu ing  t h a t  
t h i s  o r i e n t a t i o n  "makes con ten t  e s s e n t i a l  and 
form accessory" (p. 4 ) .  Th is  emphasis on what a  
t e x t  means i n s t e a d  of what i s  n e c e s s i t a t e s  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  t h e  "conscious a c t  of t h e  mind 
which i l l u s t r a t e s  a  c e r t a i n  code" (p. 5). I n t e r -  
p r e t a t i o n ,  f i r s t  o f  a l l ,  is t h e  at tempt t o  
"reconci le"  a  t e x t  t h a t  seems unaccep$table t o  
modern e x p e c t a t i o n s  by revamping i t ,  d i s c l o s i n g  
"its t r u e  meaning" (p. 6). More contemporary 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  however, is  a l l  t h e  more "openly 
aggress ive"  i n  i t s  r e l e n t l e s s  d r i v e  t o  "excavate" 
meaning, and t h i s  impulse i s  r e i n f o r c e d  by t h e  
d o c t r i n e s  of Marx and Freud which i n s i s t  t h a t  
e v e n t s  a r e  o n l y  i n t e l l i g i b l e  through i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  
Such a n  exerc ' ise  of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  "the revenge 
of t h e  i n t e l l e c t  upon a r t "  (p. 7 ) ,  s i n c e  i t  
a t t e m p t s  t o  make comfortable  "Rea l .a r t  (which] 
h a s  t h e  c a p a c i t y  t o  make us  nervous" (p. 8). 
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  based on t h e  i t ems  of con ten t ,  
i n d i c a t e s  a  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  w i t h  a  work, making 
i t  "an a r t i c l e  f o r  use ,  f o r  arrangement i n t o  a  
mental  scheme of ca tegor ies"  (p. 10) .  

I n s t e a d ,  what is needed is  an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
t h a t  focuses  more a t t e n t i o n  on form, and f o r  t h i s  
t a s k  a n  extended d e s c r i p t i v e  vocabulary is essen- 
t i a l .  Our p r e s e n t  i d e a  o f  form i n  a r t  is  based 
on s p a t i a l  concepts ,  an o r i e n t a t i o n  der ived  from 
t h e  Creek metaphors t h a t  a r e  predominantly s p a t i a l ,  
and c r i t i c s  l a c k  a  "poe t ics  of t h e  novel ,  any 
c l e a r  no t ion  o f  t h e  forms of n a r r a t i o n "  (p. 12) .  
More powerful concepts  w i t h  temporal emphasis a r e  
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needed f o r  t h e  s tudy  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  i n  genera l .  
Th is  a t t e n t i o n  t o  form w i l l  n o t  t ake  the,expe-  
r i e n c e  of a work of  a r t  f o r  granted,  as previous 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  has  done, b u t  w i l l  capt.ure the  
*'sensuous sur face"  of a work, c u t t i n g  back 
c o n t e n t  s o  "we can  s e e  t h e  th ing"  (pp. 13-14). 
The func t ion  of  c r i t i c i s m  could  thus  become t h e  
t a s k  of showing "how i t  is what i t  is,  even 
t h a t  i t  is what it is, r a t h e r  than t o  show vhat 
i t  means" (p. 14) .  

Leonard Meyer, a l though  concerned w i t h  
mus ica l  s c h o l a r s h i p ,  a g r e e s  on t h e  need f o r  
e s t a b l i s h i n g  a  comprehensive theory o f  t h e  
g e n e r a l  dynamics i n  t h e  f i e l d  ( i n  h i s  case ,  
music) ,  be fore  emphasizing a focus on t h e  i n t e r -  
p r e t a t i o n  o f  i n d i v i d u a l  works. I n  t h e  p re face  
of  h i s  book, Expla in ing  Music: Essays and 
Explora t ions  (Berkeley: Univ. of C a l i f o r n i a  
P r e s s ,  19731, Meyer compares t h e  music c r i t i c  
w i t h  t h e  l i t e r a r y  one: j u s t  a s  t h e  l i t e r a r y  
c r i t i c  need n o t  " e x h i b i t  t h e  g r e a t n e s s  of  King 
L x , "  bu t  is c o n t e n t  t o  cons ider  " the ways i n  
which p l o t  and c h a r a c t e r ,  s e t t i n g  and d i c t i o n  
shape our  unders tand ing  of and response t o  lit- 
e r a t u r e , "  t h e  music c r i t i c  s h o u l d ' f o l l o w  s u i t .  
F u r t h e r  on, i n  t h e  c h a p t e r  "On t h e  Nature and 
Limi t s  of  C r i t i c a l  Analysis ,"  Meyer endorses  
t h e  need f o r  i n t e l l i g e n t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of 
s p e c i f i c  works, but  main ta ins  t h a t  a  comprehensive 
theory  about t h e  very n a t u r e  of  musical  works . 
must precede such i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  (p. 9 ) .  He 
n o t e s  t h a t  i n s t e a d  of i n v e s t i g a t i n g  t h e o r y ,  
"many humanists,  e s p e c i a l l y  those  i n  music, have 
tended t o  fo l low t h e  well-worn path of  s a f e  
s c h o l a r h s i p ,  . . .have been those  which i l lumi-  
na ted  a  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  a  work o f  a r t .  o r  a  o a s t  
epoch thrdugh a  bold,  encompassing hypothes i sn  
(P. 25).  

For ano ther  view of  extending l i t e r a r y  
c r i t i c i s m ,  s e e  Benjamin Hruehovski, "Poe t ics ,  
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C r i t i c i s m ,  Science:  Remarks on t h e  F i e l d  and 
R e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  of t h e  Study of  ~ i t e r a t u r e , "  
PTL: P o e t i c s  and Theory of  L i t e r a t u r e ,  1, No. - 
1 (1976), i i i -xxxv .  

11. New C r i t i c s  on  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  

New C r i t i c i e m , ' u s i n g  f o r m a l i s t  t echniques ,  
has  i n s i s t e d  on t h e  need t o  approach a  l i t e r a r y  
t e x t  a s  "object ,"  t h e  i r r e l e v a n c e  of a u t h o r i a l  
i n t e n t i o n ,  and t h e  va lue  of e x t r a c t i n g  meaning 
from l i t e r a r y  works. I n  e s t a b l i s h i n g  l i t e r a r y  
s tudy  a s  a  respec ted  d i s c i p l i n e ,  i t  has  enjoyed 
widespread suppor t ,  bu t  more r e c e n t l y ,  New 
C r i t i c s  have had t o  defend t h e i r  assumptions. 

Monroe Beardsley has  played a  key r o l e  i n  
e s t a b l i s h i n g  New C r i t i c a l  apbroaches . I n  
A e s t h e t i c s :  Problems i n  the  P h i l o s o p h y o f  
C r i t i c i s m  (New York: Harcourt ,  Brace & World, 
Inc . ,  1958), he g e n e r a l l y  d e f i n e s  a  c r i t i c a l  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  a s  "a s ta tement  t h a t  p u r p o r t s  t o  
d e c l a r e  t h e  'meaning' of a  work of  a r t , "  and 
meaning is t h e  "semantical  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between 
the  work i t s e l f  and something o u t s i d e  t h e  work" 
(p. 9) .  I n  r e f i n i n g  h i s  d e f i n i t i o n ,  he  c a l l s  t h e  
"process  of de te rmin ing  t h e  theme, o r  themes, and 
the  t h e s i s ,  o r  t h e s e s  ( i f  any), o f  a  l i t e r a r y  
work" t h e  a c t  of  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  (p. 403). He 
d e s c r i b e s  theme i n  conventlonal  terms a s  t h e  
g e n e r a l  i d e a  t h a t  g i v e s  coherence t o  any s e t  
of images o r  r e f e r e n c e s  i n  a  t e x t ;  i t  i s  "some- 
th ing  named by a n  a b s t r a c t  noun o r  phrase:  t h e  
f u t i l i t y  of  war, t h e  m u t a b i l i t y  of  joy;  heroism, 
inhumanity" (p. 403). A t h e s i s ,  according t o  
Beardsley,  is  "something about ,  o r  i n ,  t h e  work 
t h a t  can be c a l l e d  t r u e  o r  f a l s e "  (p. 404). 
Theses a r e  t h e  i d e o l o g i c a l  i n g r e d i e n t s  i n  a  work 
t h a t  pose s o c i a l  s t a t e m e n t s ,  o b s e r v a t i o n s  about  
e t h i c s  o r  r e l i g i o n ,  o r  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  i d e a s .  

I n  h i s  i n t r o d u c t o r y  comments t o  "Modes of 
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n , "  J o u r n a l  of the  H i s t o r y  of Ideas ,  
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32 (1971), 143-48, Beardsley r e v e a l s  h i s  recog- 
n i t i o n  of  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ' s  pervas ive  r o l e :  "The 
t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  ( l i k e  t h e  P a t r i s t i c  Age) is a n  
age of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n "  (p. 143) .  He main ta ins  t h a t  
t h e  reason f o r  t h i s  is  t h e  widespread "convict ion 
t h a t  an adequate theory  of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  would 
be t h e  key t o  many o f  t h e  mys te r ies  t h a t  b a f f l e  
us," a l though  he c o n s i d e r s  i t  u n l i k e l y  t h a t  a  
genera l  theory  of  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  could  apply t o  
a l l  f i e l d s  (e.g. music, a s t r o l o g y ,  l i t e r a t u r e ) .  

I n  The P o s s i b i l i t y  of C r i t i c i s m  (Det ro i t :  
Wayne S t a t e  Univ. P r e s s ,  1970). Beardsley a rgues  
a t  l e n g t h  a g a i n s t  E.D. Hi rsch ' s  aim o f  f i n d i n g  
a u t h o r i a l  i n t e n t i o n  f o r  "cor rec t"  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  
( see  Hirsch) .  He makes a  d i s t i n c t i o n  between 
"indeterminacy" and "indef i n i  teness"  o f  meaning, 
t h e  l a t t e r  be ing  a n  ambigui ty t h a t  c a n  be  removed 
"by supply ing  f u r t h e r  information" a b o u t  the  t e x t  
i t s e l f  (p. 30). The t e x t  i t s e l f  determines 
meaning: "It has  a  w i l l ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  a  way, 
o f  i ts  own" (p.  37). Since t h e  primary purpose 
of l i t e r a r y  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  is t o  h e l p  r e a d e r s  
f i n d  t h e  "goodness" i n  t h e  t e x t ,  a  c r i t i c  must 
c r e a t e  a  v a l i d  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  by c a r e f u l l y  
fo rmula t ing  "regional"  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  from s m a l l  
p a r t s  of  a  t e x t ,  then  b u i l d i n g  t h e s e  l e s s e r  
c o n s t i t u e n t s  i n t o  a  "macromeaning" (pp. 44, 58) .  
I n  r e g i o n a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  he must pay a t t e n t i o n  
t o  "suggest ions" from s y n t a c t i c  s t r u c t u r e s  and t o  
connota t ione  of  key words (pp. 45-47). Beardsley 
p o i n t s  o u t ,  however, t h a t  a  more s y s t e m a t i c  
theory  of t h e  n a t u r e  of meaning is needed, 
t u r n i n g  t o  t h e  work of  Alston and Aust in.  He 
then  uses  t h e i r  p roposa l s  f o r  i d e n t i f y i n g  t h e  
" i l l o c u t i o n a r y  a c t s "  i n  a  t e x t  a s  g u i d e l i n e s  f o r  
t e s t i n g  t h e  v a l i d i t y  of  sample i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s .  

Cleanth Brooks, i n  h i s  e s s a y  "In Defense of  
' I n t e r p r e t a t i o n "  and ' L i t e r a r y  History","  Mosaic, 
8, No. 2  (19741, 1-11, quotes  h i s  co l league ,  Ren6 
Wellek, t h a t  c r i t i c i s m ,  having abandoned i t s  
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c e n t r a l  concern--which is t h e  a r t  of  l i t e r a t u r e - -  
now " ' looks c o n s t a n t l y  elsewhere,  wants t o  become 
soc io logy ,  p o l i t i c s ,  philosophy, theology,  and 
even m y s t i c a l  i l luminat ion" '  (p. 1). Thus Brooks 
s e t s  o u t  t o  demonstrate  some "basic  t r u t h s "  about 
l i t e r a t u r e  i n  o r d e r  t o  approach i t  proper ly .  
F i r s t ,  l i t e r a t u r e  is " i n c o r r i g i b l y  concrete ,"  not  
only a p r e s e n t a t i o n  of v a l i d  human experience,  
but  a l s o  a p rocess  of exper ience  t h a t  is  i n h e r e n t  
i n  t h e  d ramat iza t ion  of i ts  conten t .  This  is  
no t  t o  say  t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e  is i s o l a t e d  from 
o t h e r  a r e a s  of  human thought ,  bu t  t h a t  i f  i ts 
"dramatic and symbolif q u a l i t i e s "  a r e  neg lec ted ,  
"we may f a i l  t o  ga in  some of  t h e  r e a l  i n s i g h t s "  
t h a t  t h e  work r e v e a l s .  Thus, i n  t h e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
of poems, f o r  example, w i t h  "reference t o  t h e i r  
metaphors and symbols, t h e i r  choice of  d i c t i o n ,  
and t h e i r  t o n a l  q u a l i t i e s ,  we have n o t  been 
t a l k i n g  about d e c o r a t i v e  detai ls--about  non- 
essent ials--6ut  about  t h e  very s t r u c t u r e  of t h e i r  
meaning." The c r i t i c  must be w i l l i n g  t o  approach 
a work i n  i ts own mode, r e a l i z i n g  t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e  
"gives us  i ts s p e c i a l  knowledge of  r e a l i t y  o n l y  
through symbolic and metaphorical  represen ta t ion"  
(p. 10) .  The o b j e c t  of c r i t i c i s m  is t o  understand 
t h e  " s p e c i a l  knowledge" t h a t  a p a r t i c u l a r  p i e c e  
of  l i t e r a t u r e  p r e s e n t s .  

Equal ly concerned wi th  defending new c r i t i c a l  
s t a n d a r d s ,  Rene' Wellek, i n  "The New C r i t i c i s m :  Pro 
and Contra," C r i t i c a l  Inqui ry ,  4, No. 4 (19781, 
611-24, ana lyzes  f o u r  accusa t ions  a g a i n s t  New 
C r i t i c i s m :  (1) t h a t  i t  is " e s o t e r i c  aes the t ic i sm,"  
u n i n t e r e s t e d  i n  human meaning; (2)  i t  is u n h i s t o r i c a l  
(3)  t h a t  i t  a t tempts  t o  make c r i t i c i s m  s c i e n t i f i c ;  
and (4) t h a t  i t  is a "mere pedagogical  device" f o r  
e x p l i c a t i o n  de t e x t e .  I n s t e a d ,  New C r i t i c i s m  
i n s i s t s  t h a t  " the very  n a t u r e  of words p o i n t s  t o  
t h e  o u t s i d e  world" (p. 617) ,  and t h e  New C r i t i c s  
saw p o e t r y  a s  " the r e a s s e r t i o n  of p a r t i c u l a r i t y  of 
t h e  world a g a i n s t  t h e  a b s t r a c t i o n  of  scienceo'--hence 

c r i t i c i s m  could  n o t  b e  " n e u t r a l  sc ien t i sm"  (p. 619). 
The aim of New C r i t i c i s m  is "understanding, [and]  
' i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ' "  l e a d i n g  t o  "d i sc r imina t ion  between 
good and bad" works (p. 620). Wellek says:  "It is 
hard t o  s e e  how a s t u d y  of l i t e r a t u r e  c a n  ge t  a long 
wi thout  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of i n d i v i d u a l  works and how 
one can be ' a g a i n s t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ' ,  a s  Susan 
Sontag e n t i t l e d  h e r  book, o r  d e c l a r e  ' i n t e r p r e t a t i o n '  
t o  be  ' the  r e a l  enemy "' (see  Sontag, C u l l e r ) .  "The 
o b j e c t  of l i t e r a r y  s t u d y  is conceived n o t  a s  a n  
a r t i b i t r a r y  c o n s t r u c t ,  but  a s  a s t r u c t u r e  of 
norms which p r e s c r i b e s  a r i g h t  response" (p. 620), 
and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  a i d s  i n  e s t a b l i s h i n g  those 
norms. 

111. Other Theor ies  of  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  

As t h e  d o c t r i n e s  of  New C r i t i c i s m  fade  from 
prominence, new t h e o r i e e - - s t i l l  suppor t ing  i n t e r -  
p r e t a t i o n  a s  a primary goal--have sur faced .  The 
most dominant hypotheses have been hermeneutical ,  
s u b j e c t i v e ,  and " a f f e c t i v e "  ones,  each emphasizing 
d i s t i n c t  d e p a r t u r e s  from New C r i t i c a l  orthodoxy: 
hermeneutics  underscores  t h e  element of  human 
v i s i o n  i n  t h e  c r e a t i o n  and read ing  of l i t e r a t u r e ;  
s u b j e c t i v e  c r i t i c i s m  p o s i t s  a n  i n d i v i d u a l ,  
psychological ly-based theory  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ;  
and a f f e c t i v e  s t y l i s t i c e  c e n t e r s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  on  
t h e  r e a d e r ' s  response.  

Warrant ing h i s  procedure w i t h  a phenomeno- 
l o g i c a l  s t a n c e ,  Geoffry Hartman r e v e a l s  himself 
a s  i n t e r p r e t e r  i n  "The I n t e r p r e t e r :  A S e l f -  
Analysis ,"  w, 4 ,  No. 2 (1973), 213-27.* He 
d e s c r i b e s  t h e  r o l e  of a n  i n t e r p r e t e r  a s  p rec lud ing  
t h a t  of  a c r i t i c .  H i s  development a s  a t h i n k i n g  
person requi red  the  a b i l i t y  t o  understand and 
channe l  h i s  percep t ion ,  which "was enough and t o o  
much: f o r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i n  some cases  (p. 214). 
He had t o  r e s i s t  the  tendency t o  submit t o  the 
"passion of mimesis" of  a work without a t t empt ing  
" represen ta t ion"  of t h a t  experience,  a p rocess  

* (Reprinted i n  The F a t e  of Reading (Univ. of 
Chicago Press ,  1975) , 3-19. 
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whereby t h e  i n t e r p r e t e r  '* 'presents '  himself to- 
ge ther  w i t h  t h e  work o f  a r t . "  This  is a c r u c i a l  
s t e p ,  s i n c e  Hartman p o s i t s  t h a t    here is i n  a n  
a r t i s t ,  perhaps i n  everyone, a  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n -  
compulsion i n s e p a r a b l e  from coming-of -age" (pp. 217- 
18) .  I n  t h i s  l i g h t ,  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i n s i s t s  on 
o b j e c t i v i t y  of  t h e  i n t e r p r e t e r ,  i n t e g r i t y  of  t h e  
t e x t ,  and t h e  "scrupulous d i s t i n c t i o n s  of func t ions"  
(p.  2191, Hartman then proceeds t o  cons ider  d i f -  
f e r e n t  f a c e t s  of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  F i r s t ,  i t  can 
be  l i k e  "a shadowy double of t h e  work of  a r t . "  
This  shadow can be  understood "as c a s t  by t h e  
i n d i v i d u a l  work o n t o  t h e  i n t e r p r e t i v e  conscious- 
n e s s ,  o r  a s  a  'form' t h a t  makes a r t -unders tand ing  
possible-- that  a l lows  us  t o  connect a r t  w i t h  
o t h e r  concerns through ' i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ' "  (p. 221). 
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  can "extend" t h e  "charm o r  memor- 
a b i l i t y "  of  a  work, a s  w e l l  a s  " i n t e r r u p t  a  
s p e l l  which has  made us  too  enjoyably passive" 
(p. 223). F i n a l l y ,  Hartman s a y s  t h a t  c r i t i c s ,  
a s  i n t e r p r e t e r s ,  should " s e t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
a g a i n s t  hermeneutics ,"  s i n c e  hermeneutics d i s -  
t i n g u i s h e s  between "primary source  and secondary 
l i t e r a t u r e ,  o r  between a  'Great O r i g i n a l '  and 
its i m i t a t i o n s , "  s e e k i n g  t o  r e c o n s t r u c t ,  o r  g e t  
back t o ,  a n  o r i g i n  i n  t h e  form of sacred  t e x t ,  . . . 
o r  a u t h e n t i c  s to ry . "  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  u n l i k e  
hermeneutics  which views f i c t i o n  a s  "lapsed 
s c r i p t u r e , "  would approach B i b l i c a l  s c r i p t u r e  
a s  "a mode, among o t h e r s ,  of  f i c t i o n "  (p. 225). 
Thus, i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  can e x i s t  "unbelatedly" 
bes ide  a r t ,  s i n c e  t h e  f a d i n g  d i s t i n c t i o n  between 
primary and secondary t e x t s  is "associated w i t h  
Writ ing,"  and "to be  conscious is  a l r e a d y  t o  be  
wr i t ing"  (p.  226). 

Robert Magliola examines t h e  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  
background f o r  hermeneutics  i n  Phenomenology and 
L i t e r a t u r e :  & I n t r o d u c t i o n  (Indiana:  Purdue 
Univ. P r e s s ,  1977). I n  P a r t  1 of h i s  s tudy ,  he  
provides a  cogent  h i s t o r y  of  ,phenomenology, 

w i t h  s y n o p t i c  a n a l y s e s  of  t h e  Geneva School, 
Anglo-American approaches,  Heidegger % t h e o r i e s ,  
and t h e  s t r u c t u r a l i s t  controversy.  Xagl io la  
p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  i n  Heidegger 's  hermeneutics 
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  is a necessary  a c t i v i t y  e o  t h a t  
" the a u t h e n t i c  meaning o f  Being, and a l s o  those 
b a s i c  s t r u c t u r e s  of Being which Dasein [ t h e  
'human e x i s t e n t ' ]  i t s e l f  possesses ,  a r e  made 
known t o  Dasein 's  unders tand ing  of  Being" 
(p. 62). Because phenomena a r e  no t  innnediately 
mani fes t ,  they  demand i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  

I n  p a r t  2, Magliola  comments on Ingarden 's ,  
Dufrenne's,  and Heidegger 's  theory  of meaning, 
a d j u s t i n g  Heidegger 's d e s c r i p t i o n  t o  app ly  t o  
l i t e r a r y  works. The f i r s t  s t a g e  of  t h e  hermen- 
e u t i c a l  p rocess ,  accord ing  t o  Heidegger, begins 
when t h e  c r i t i c  is one w i t h  t h e  t e x t ,  when "both 
belong on t h e  same o n t o l o g i c a l  plane" (p. 174). 
Then, t h e  c r i t i c  must e x t r i c a t e  himself and 
i n t e r p r e t  h i s  exper ience  i n  o r d e r  t o  d e e c r i b e  h i s  
understanding.  I n t e r p r e t a t i v e  a c t i v i t y  mani fes t s  
t h r e e  func t ions :  t h e  "As-ques t ion ,"  t h e  "As- 
which," and t h e  "As-structure." The "As-question" 
p r e s e n t s  t h e  query t h a t  t h e  i n t e r p r e t e r  a s k s  o f  
t h e  t e x t ;  t h e  "As-which," provides a n  answer t o  
t h e  ques t ion ;  and t h e  '*As-structure" a r t i c u l a t e s  
t h e  r e s u l t a n t  understanding.  (p. 175). F i n a l l y ,  
rsIagliola opposes Hi rsch ' s  i n s i s t e n c e  on l o c a t i n g  
a u t h o r i a l  i n t e n t i o n  ( s e e  H i r s c h ) ,  us ing  Heidegger's 
i d e a  t h a t  As-questions der ived  from m d e r n  
c u l t u r e  a r e  a s  v a l i d  as ones concerning a n  a u t h o r ' s  
i n t e n t i o n .  Magliola  concludes t h a t  s i n c e  the  
a u t h o r ' s  langue is l o s t ,  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  depends on c u l t u r a l  langue; thus,  
i n  i n t e r p r e t i n g  a  work, t h e  c r i t i c  drawe from and 
must appea l  t o  h i s  p r e s e n t  c u l t u r e ' s  langue.  

Matei Cal inescu,  i n  "Heruieneutics o r  Poe t ics , "  
The Journal  of  Re l ig ion ,  59, NO. 1 (1979), 1-17, --- 
weighs t h e  v a l i d i t y  o f  phenomenological v e r s u s  
s t r u c t u r a l i s t  views. He n o t e s  t h a t  w r i t e r r . a u c h  
















