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BEYOND INTERPRETATION: AN ANNOTATED CHECKLIST

Jonathan Culler, in response to an inquiry
for background articles which might elucidate his
essay, "Beyond Interpretation," wrote that com-
piling such a checklist ". . .would be of no
help. What I was arguing was that critics have
assumed that their task was to interpret literary
works, If there were numerous articles that ex-
plicitly argued that this was the task of criticism,
that would indicate that it wasn't an assumption
at all."”

1 do not wish to quarrel with Professor Culler.
His point is well taken and I have used it as
a guide. It seems evident, nopetheless, that
numerous critics have had their consciences
pricked, so to speak, because of his and other
challenges to traditional critical agsumptiong--
that many critics are rising to the occasion
by defending interpretation. With both these
views in mind, I have made the goal of this
checklist first, to outline the nature of
the assumptions about interpretation, second,
to survey the responses of those critics who
have attempted to defend interpretation, and
third, to present a few of the arguments that
view interpretation as secondary. My choice of
articles and books has been selective, but,

1 hope, representative.

The participants in this session have been
very helpful with suggestions for the checklist.
However, I have not annotated references they
supplied where they go beyond the purpose of
this checklist. Eugene Goodheart cites Roland
Barthes' essay "What is Criticism?"”, 1963, in
Essais Critique, as formative for an "anti-inter-
pretive’™ outlook. Barbara Herrnstein Smith's
suggestions for understanding her use of the term
"interpretation" include: Wolfang Iser, The Act
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of Reading (Baltimore: John Hopkins Univ. Press,
1978), Chapter 1; and Morse Peckham, Explanation
and Power (New York: The Seabury Press, 1979),
Chapters 1 and 2, But a consideration of these
works would go beyond the scope of the present
discussion,

I have organized the checklist under five
headings: (I) Beyond Interpretation; (II) New
Critics on Interpretation; (III) Other Theories
of Interpretation; (IV) Overviews; and (V) SCE
Members on Interpretation.

I. Bevond Interpretation

Critics appear increasingly dissatisfied
with the predominance of interpretation in
the practice of criticism. Whether their
arguments are "against" interpretation, or for
going "beyond" it, many critics are calling for
a new focus for literary investigations.

Jonathan Culler, in "Beyond Interpretation:
The Prospects of Contemporary Criticism," Compar-
ative Literature, 28, No. 3 (1976), 244-56, ob-
serves that the New Criticism, with its commitment
to the autonomy of the literary text, has benefited
5he teaching of literature, but he attacks its
most important and insidious legacy,” which
is the "widespread and unquestioning acceptance
of the notion that the critic's job 1s to inter~
pret literary works" (p. 246). 1Instead, he
maintains that '"while the experience of literature
may be an experience of interpreting works, in
fact the interpretation of individual works is
only tangentially related to the understanding of
literature. To engage in the study of literature
is not to produce yet another interpretation of
King Lear, but to advance one's understanding of
the conventions and operations of an institution,
a mode of discourse" (p. 246).

Literary criticism should focus 1ts attention
on a number of unanswered problems: (1) the role
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of literature in society or social consclousness;
(2) its “historical relation to other forms of
discourse through which the world is organized"”;
(3) a formulation of an "apposite account of the
role of literature in the psychological economies"
of writers and readers; (4) the effect of fictional
discourse; and (5) a "typology of discourse and

a theory of the relations (both mimetic and non-
mimetic) between literature and other modes of
discourse which make up the text of intersub-
jective experience" (p. 247).

Culler contends that three promising attempts
to break away from New Criticism have failed to
“combat the notion of interpretation itself"

(p. 247). Northrop Frye, in his Anatomy of
Criticism, posits the need for a ''coherent and
comprehensive theory of literature',” but his
proposals ultimately are only used as methods of
archetypal interpretation. The second attempt,
psychoanalytic criticism, has also failed to
resist the tendency to be used merely "as a
method of interpretation for texts which contain
special oddities® (p. 250). Stanley Fish, using
his "affective stylistics," focuses his study

on the act of reading, but then attempts to use
this approach for a new way to interpret texts
(see Fish).

Critics such as Jameson, Hartman, Bloom,
and de Man, however, have thrown off the inter-
pretive bent to begin a “relnventing [of] literary
history,"” and "to produce a theory of literature
as a conceptual space" (p. 255). Interpretation,
especially for de Man, is "in fact literary history,"”
and in this context it "is always necessary error,"
thus these critics move on to more profitable
areas of literary study.

A year earlier, in Structuralist Poetics
(Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1975), Culler
argued that
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The type of literary study which structuralism
helps one to envisage would not be primarily
interpretation. . . . Rather than a criticism
which discovers or assigns meanings it would
be a poetics which strives to define the
conditions of meaning . . . .The study of lit-
erature, as opposed to the perusal or .
discussion of individual works, would become
an attmept to understand the conventions which
make literature possible (p. 128).

Through an analysis of verbal behavior, Barbara
Herrnstein Smith examines the nature of literature,
challenging Culler's structuralist assumptions. In
her book On the Margins of Discourse: The Relation-
ship of Literature to Language (Chicago: Univ. of
Chicago Press, 1978), she first makes a distinction
between "uwatural" and "fictive" utterances. Natural
utterances are verbal acts characterized as "occur-
ances" that are caused by, and in response to their
historical contexts (p. 15); fictive utterances,
however, are not historcally unique "events", but,
governed by their linguistic structures, are
representations of natural utterances (p. 24). Thus
there are distinct interpretations. A listener
interprets a natural utterance by inferring its
motivational, temporal, and spatial contexts. For
interpretating literature, the reader must draw
from the linguistic structure of the text, his
"experiences of the world,” and acquired knowledge
about natural utterances (p. 36-37). The literary
work presents the opportunity for the reader to
engage in "cognitive play" about its meanings;
although he can "never 'finally' understand a
poem," he can return to consider its potential
meanings (p. 124).

With these assumptions, Smith contends that
the "ethics" of scholarly interpretation do not,
ag E.D. Hirsch maintains (see Hirach), prescribe
that literary critics privilege the ferreting out
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of authorial intention, but that they acknowledge
that their interpretations are inmextricably tied

to the critic's cultural setting (p. 151). Thus,
both historicist "explications" and individual
"readings" contribute to “the pleasure and interest
we take in our cognitive engagement" with literature
(pp. 152-53; see Hancher).

Turning to the use of linguistics in literary
theory, Smith exmaines the work of "new stylists"
such as Donald Freeman and Stanley Fish, and
structural studies by Jonathan Culler and John
Rutherford. A stylistic analysis, in studying
“gyntactic strategles," brings the reader into
consideration, but in fact it only "attaches a
new plece of apparatus [reader response] onto the
machine (here an 111fitting. . .Russian and Czech
Formalism)" (p. 160). A comprehensive theory
about readers and language is lacking. Although
structuralist methods yield insightful conclusions
about texts, they are limited and strained because
of the underlying assumptions that literature is
a "system of signs" and directly amalogous to
language usage. These assumptions--for example,
about the intuitive ability of readers to under-
stand texts-—-are incompatible with Chomsky's
theories, 1i.e. that every native speaker has
inherent language competence. The attempt to
define a theory of literature by using linguistic
methods is misleading, because the conventions in
literary works are not “shaped by a communicative
function, but by an aesthetic one" (p. 193). A
re-oriented theory could instead attempt to dis-
cover (1) the way in which the process of a
narrative elicits the reader's interests and
enjoyment (e.g. suspense); (2) how general pro-
positions or themes in a narrative are left un-
stated and indeterminate, but are construable;
and (3) the way in which the act of narration 1is
understood to be the "representation of a telling'
(pp. 195-96).

|
|
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Thab Hassan also argues for a reassessment
of literary criticism's traditional views in
"The Critic as Innovator: A Paracritical Strip
in X Frames," Chicago Review, 28, No. 3
(Winter 1977),75-31. He presents a provocative
case for the critic's role as both analyst and
artist. Using the ideas of Wilde, de Gourmont, and
Sartre to enforce his stance, Hassan argues-—-as
do Fiedler and de Man--that the critic, in writing
his discourse, 1s both the perceiver of a 1it-
erary work, and the creator of his own "artwork"”
(pp. 11~15). He, as innovator, should recognize
his "Freedom” to create in critical discourse
(see Hancher). This freedom must also be com-
plemented with "an erotic sense of Style," a
feeling for the artistic use of language that is
free of jargon, and "an intuition of the New," the
ability to look forward to innovation in criticism
(pp. 16-17). Hassan points out that art, in
this postmodern era emphasizing deconstruction,
discontinuity, and fragmentation, has become at
best "an occurrence without clear boundaries,"
demanding a reconsideration of the present
restrictiveness in literary criticism. He
presents intellectual and moral “concerns"
to meet this exigency, proposing five subjects of
study to "empower the critic's language to enter
history”: (1) a general theory of fiction that
takes into account current neurological,
psychological, philosophical, and linguistic
research; (2) "The Politics of the Imagination,"
i.e. the nature of the imagination's power;
(3) "The Future," models of "desire, hope, or
dream. . .[that] become concretion of the future";
(4) "Mythology and Technology"--the "convergences
between their structures in the deeper structures
of postmodern culture"; and (5) "The One and
the Many: the emergent role of mind, extended
by technology, in mediating between unity and
diversity" (pp. 28-29).
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Although Susan Sontag is interested in
protecting art, not literary study, from inter-
pretation, literary critics are repeatedly
citing her views. In her provocative essay,
"Against Interpretation,” Against Interpretation
and Other Essays (New York: Dell Publishing Co.,
1961), 3-14, Sontag observes that the modern
view of art is predicated on the Greek theory of
art as mimesis or representation, arguing that
this orientation “makes content essentlal and
form accessory”" (p. 4). This emphasis on what a
text means instead of what is 1s necessitates
interpretation, the "conscious act of the mind
which 11llustrates a certain code” (p. 5). Inter-
pretation, first of all, is the attempt to
"reconclle" a text that seems unacceptable to .
modern expectations by revamping it, disclosing
“its true meaning”" (p. 6). More contemporary
interpretation, however, is all the more "openly
aggressive" in its relentless drive to "excavate"
meaning, and this impulse 1s reinforced by the
doctrines of Marx and Freud which insist that
events are only intelligible through interpretation.
Such an exercise of interpretation is "the revenge
of the intellect upon art" (p. 7), since it
attempts to make comfortable "Real art [which]
has the capacity to make us nervous" (p. 8).
Interpretation, based on the items of content,
indicates a dissatisfaction with a work, making
it "an article for use, for arrangement into a
mental scheme of categories" (p. 10).

Instead, what is needed is an interpretation
that focuses more attention on form, and for this
task an extended descriptive vocabulary is essen-
tial. Our present idea of form in art is based
on spatial concepts, an orientation derived from
the Greek metaphors that are predominantly spatial,
and critics lack a "poetics of the novel, any
clear notion of the forms of narration" (p. 12).
More powerful concepts with temporal emphasis are

Y S
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needed for the study of literature in general.
This attention to form will not take the expe-
rience of a work of art for granted, as previous
interpretation has done, but will capture the
"sensuous surface" of a work, cutting back
content 8o 'we can see the thing" (pp. 13-14).
The function of criticism could thus become the
task of showing "how it is what it is, even

that it is what it 1s, rather than to show what
it means" (p. 14).

Leonard Meyer, although concerned with
musical scholarship, agrees on the need for
establishing a comprehensive theory of the
general dynamics in the field (in his case,
music), before emphasizing a focus on the inter-—
pretation of individual works. In the preface
of his book, Explaining Music: Essays and
Explorations (Berkeley: Univ, of California
Press, 1973), Meyer compares the music critic
with the literary one: just as the literary
critic need not "exhibit the greatness of King
Lear," but is content to consider "the ways in
which plot and character, setting and diction
shape our understanding of and response to lit-
erature,” the music critic should follow suit.
Further on, in the chapter "On the Nature and
Limits of Critical Analysis," Meyer endorses
the need for intelligent interpretations of
specific works, but maintains that a comprehensive
theory about the very nature of musical works
must precede such interpretations (p. 9). He
notes that instead of investigating theory,
"many humanists, especially those in music, have
tended to follow the well-worn path of safe
scholarhsip, . . .have been those which 11llumi-
nated a relationship, a work of art, or a past
epoch through a bold, encompassing hypothesis"
(p. 25).

For another view of extending literary
criticism, see Benjamin Hrushovski, "Poetics,
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Criticism, Science: Remarks on the Field and
Responsibilities of the Study of Literature,”
PTL: Poetics and Theory of Literature, 1, No.
1 (1976), 1if-xxxv.

II. New Critics on Interpretation

New Criticism, using formalist techniques,
has insisted on the need to approach a literary
text as "object," the irrelevance of authorial
intention, and the value of extracting meaning
from literary works. In establishing literary
study as a respected discipline, it has enjoyed
widespread support, but more recently, New
Critics have had to defend their assumptions.

Monroe Beardsley has played a key role in
establishing New Critical approaches. In
Aegthetics: Problems in the Philosophy of
Criticism (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World,
Inc., 1958), he generally defines a critical
interpretation as "a statement that purports to .
declare the 'meaning' of a work of art," and
meaning is the "semantical relationship between
the work itself and something outside the work"
{p. 9). 1In refining his definition, he calls the
“process of determining the theme, or themes, and
the thesis, or theses (if any), of a literary
work"™ the act of interpretation (p. 403). He
describes theme in conventional terms as the
general 1dea that gives coherence to any set
of images or references in a text; it is "some-
thing named by an abstract noun or phrase: the
futility of war, the mutability of joy; heroism,
inhumanity" (p. 403). A thesis, according to
Beardsley, 1s “something about, or in, the work
that can be called true or false" (p. 404).
Theses are the ideological ingredients im a work
that pose social statements, observations about
ethics or religion, or philosophical ideas.

In his introductory comments to "Modes of
Interpretation," Journal of the History of Ideas,
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32 (1971), 143-48, Beardsley reveals his recog-
nition of interpretation's pervasive role: 'The
twentieth century (like the Patristic Age) is an
age of interpretation" (p. 143). He maintains that
the reason for this is the widespread "conviction
that an adequate theory of interpretation would
be the key to many of the mysteries that baffle
us," although he considers it unlikely that a
general theory of interpretation could apply to
all fields (e.g. music, astrology, literature).
In The Possibility of Criticism (Detroit:
Wayne State Univ. Press, 1970), Beardsley argues
at length against E.D. Hirsch's aim of finding
authorial intention for "correct” interpretations
(see Hirsch). He makes a distinction between
"indeterminacy" and "indefiniteness" of meaning,
the latter being an ambiguity that can be removed
"by supplying further information" about the text
itself (p. 30). The text itself determines
meaning: "It has a will, or at least a way,
of its own" (p. 37). Since the primary purpose
of literary interpretation is to help readers
find the "goodness" in the text, a critic must
create a valid interpretation by carefully
formulating "regional® interpretations from small
parts of a text, then building these lesser
constituents into a "macromeaning” (pp. 44, 58).
In regional interpretation, he must pay attention
to "suggestions" from syntactic structures and to
connotations of key words (pp. 45-47). Beardsley
points out, however, that a more systematic
theory of the nature of meaning is needed,
turning to the work of Alston and Augtin. He
then uses their proposals for identifying the
"illocutionary acts" in a text as guidelines for
testing the validity of sample interpretations.
Cleanth Brooks, in his essay "In Defense of
'Interpretation” and 'Literary History"," Mosaic,
8, No. 2 (1974), 1-11, quotes his colleague, Ren€
Wellek, that criticism, having abandoned its

10
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central concern--which is the art of literature--
now "'looks constantly elsewhere, wants to become
sociology, politics, philosophy, theology, and
even mystical illumination'" (p. 1). Thus Brooks
sets out to demonstrate some "basic truths" about
literature in order to approach it properly.
First, literature is "incorrigibly comcrete,” not
only a presentation of valid human experience,
but also a process of experience that is inherent
in the dramatization of its content. This is

not to say that literature is isolated from

other areas of human thought, but that 1if its
"dramatic and symbolig qualities" are neglected,
"we may fail to gain Bome of the real insights"
that the work reveals. Thus, in the interpretation
of poems, for example, with "reference to their
metaphors and symbols, their choice of diction,
and their tonal qualities, we have not been
talking about decorative details--about non-
essentials--but about the very structure of their
meaning." The critic must be willing to approach
a work in its own mode, realizing that literature
Ygives us its special knowledge of reality only
through symbolic and metaphorical representation”
(p. 10). The object of criticism is to understand
the "special knowledge" that a particular piece
of literature presents,.

Equally concerned with defending new critical
standards, René Wellek, in "The New Criticism: Pro
and Contra,” Critical Inquiry, 4, No. 4 (1978),
611-24, analyzes four accusations against New
Criticism: (1) that it is "escteric aestheticism,"
uninterested in human meaning; (2) 1t is unhistorical
(3) that 1t attempts to make criticism scientific;
and (4) that it 1s a "mere pedagogical device" for
explication gg texte. Instead, New Criticism
insists that "the very nature of words points to
the outside world" (p. 617), and the New Critics
saw poetry as "the reassertion of particularity of
the world against the abstraction of science'--hence

11
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criticism could not be "neutral scientism" (p. 619).
The aim of New Criticism is "understanding, [and]
‘interpretation'" leading to "discrimination between
good and bad" works (p. 620). Wellek says: "It is
hard to see how a study of literature can get along
without interpretation of individual works and how
one can be 'against interpretation', as Susan

Sontag entitled her book, or declare ‘interpretation’
to be 'the real enemy'" (see Sontag, Culler). "The
object of literary study is conceived not as an
artibitrary construct, but as a structure of

norms which prescribes a right response" (p. 620),
and interpretation aids in establishing those

norms.,

III. Other Theories of Interpretation

As the doctrines of New Criticism fade from
prominence, new theories-~still supporting inter-
pretation as a primary goal--have surfaced. The
most dominant hypotheses have been hermemneutical,
subjective, and “"affective"” ones, each emphasizing
distinct departures from New Critical orthodoxy:
hermeneutics underscores the element of human
vision in the creation and reading of literature;
subjective criticism posits an individual,
psychologically~based theory of interpretation;
and affective stylistics centers interpretation on
the reader's response.

Warranting his procedure with a phenomeno-
logical stance, Geoffry Hartman reveals himself
as interpreter in “The Interpreter: A Self-
Analysis,” NLH, 4, No. 2 (1973), 213-27.% He
describes the role of an interpreter as precluding
that of a critic. His development as a thinking
person required the ability to understand and
channel his perception, which "was enough and too
much: for interpretation iIn some cases (p. 214).
He had to resist the tendency to submit to the
"passion of mimesis” of a work without attempting
“representation" of that experience, a process

* (Reprinted in The Fate of Reading (Univ. of
Chicago Press, 1975), 3-19.

12
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whereby the interpreter "'presents' himgelf to- \
gether with the work of art." This is a crucial

step, since Hartman posits that "There is in an }2
artist, perhaps in everyone, a representation- f

compulsion inseparable from coming-of-age” (pp. 217-
18). 1In this light, interpretation insists on
objectivity of the interpreter, integrity of the
text, and the "scrupulous distinctions of functions"
(p. 219). Hartman then proceeds to consider dif-
ferent facets of interpretation. First, it can
be like "a shadowy double of the work of art.”
This shadow can be understood "as cast by the
individual work onto the interpretive consclous-
nesg, or as a 'form' that makes art-understanding
possible-~that allows us to connect art with
other concerns through ‘'interpretation'" (p. 221).
Interpretation can "“extend" the "charm or memor-
ability" of a work, as well as "interrupt a

spell which has made us too enjoyably passive"

(p. 223). Finally, Hartman says that critics,

as interpreters, should "set interpretation
against hermeneutics," since hermeneutics dis-
tinguishes between "primary source and secondary
literature, or between a 'Great Original’ and

its imitations," seeking to reconstruct, or get
back to, an origin in the form of sacred text, . ., .
or authentic story." Interpretation, unlike
hermeneutics which views fiction as "lapsed
scripture, would approach Biblical scripture

as "a mode, among others, of fiction" (p. 225).
Thus, interpretation can exist "unbelatedly"”
beside art, since the fading distinction between
primary and secondary texts is "associated with
Writing," and "to be conscious is already to be
writing” (p. 226).

Robert Magliola examines the philosophical
background for hermeneutics in Phenomenology and k
Literature: An Introduction (Indiana: Purdue
Univ. Press, 1977). 1In Part 1 of his study, he
provides a cogent history of phenomenology,

13
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with synoptic analyses of the Geneva School,
Anglo-American approaches, Heidegger's theories,
and the structuralist controversy. Magliola
points out that in Heidegger's hermeneutics
interpretation is a necessary activity so that
“"the authentic meaning of Being, and also those
basic structures of Being which Dasein [the
'human existent'] itself possesses, are made
known to Dasein's understanding of Being"

(p. 62). Because phenomena are not immediately
manifest, they demand interpretation.

In part 2, Magliola comments on Ingarden's,
Dufrenne's, and Heidegger's theory of meaning,
adjusting Heidegger's description to apply to
literary works. The first stage of the hermen-
eutical process, according to Heidegger, begins
when the critic is one with the text, when “both
belong on the same ontological plane” (p. 174).
Then, the critic must extricate himself and
interpret his experience in order to describe his
understanding. Interpretative activity manifests
three functions: the "As-question," the “As-
which,” and the “As-structure.™ The "As-question"
presents the query that the interpreter asks of
the text; the "As-which," provides an answer to
the question; and the MAs-structure" articulates
the resultant understanding. (p. 175). Finally,
Magliola opposes Hirsch's insistence on locating
authorial intention (see Hirsch), using Heidegger's
idea that As-questions derived from modern
culture are as valid as ones concerning an author's
intention. Magliola concludes that since the
author's langue is lost, the significance of
interpretation depends on cultural langue; thus,
in interpreting a work, the critic draws from and
must appeal to his present culture's langue.

Matei Calinescu, in “"Hermeneutics or Poetics,”
The Journal of Religion, 59, No. 1 (1979), 1-17,
weighs the validity of phenomenological versus
structuralist views. He notes that writers.such
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