e .

R LEM

; ind of language orisita special use of

special k e .
language organized in dlstmctl.ve ways or is it
ed special privileges? 1 argued in Chapter 2 thatj
won't work to choose 0n€ option or the othf:‘,r: literature involvey
both properties of Janguage and a special kind of attention to
Janguage. As this debate indicates, questions about the nature g
4 how to analyse it have been central to
es can be focused through the

the roles of language an
theory. Some of the major issu
at is involved in thinking about

problem of meaning. Wh
meaning?

Meaning in literature

Take the lines which we earlier treated as literature, a two-line

poem by Robert Frost:

THE SECRET SITS

We dance round in a ring and suppose,

But the Secret sits in the middle and knows.

nee between &5
l¢) and the ™

What is ‘meaning’ here? Well, there’s a differe
about the meaning of a text (the poem as a who

of a word, We can say that dance means 10 perform B o
does this

rhythmic and patterned movements), but what
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_ o might say, the futility I\?If 1?uman doings: we 80 round
S e can only sul?pf)se~ ' ore t.han that, with its rhyme
and fu'O - of knowing what it is doing; this text engages the reader
and it8 sul‘sq of puzzling over dancing and supposing. That effect
nap cesq the text can provoke, is part of its meaning, So, we h;we
the P Ceq}g of a word and the meaning or provocations of a text:
. between, there’s what we might call the meaning of an |
en, lncei the meaning of the act of uttering these words in
uttei‘ular circumstances. What act is this utterance performing: is
Pa‘:lmmg or admitting, lamenting or boasting, for example? Who

tu . ; .
. ¢ here and what does ‘dancing’ mean in this utterance?
1§ We

We can't just ask about ‘meaning), then. There are at least three
different dimensions or levels of meaning: the meaning of a word,
of an utterance, and of a text. Possible meanings of words
contribute to the meaning of an utterance, which is an act by a
speaker. (And the meanings of words, in turn, come from the
things they might do in utterances.) Finally, the text, which here
represents an unknown speaker making this enigmatical

utterance, is something an author has constructed, and its

meaning is not a proposition but what it does, its potential to

affect readers.

uojiejaidsdjuy pue ‘Bujuedw ‘abenbue

We have different kinds of meaning, but one thing we can say in
Beneral is that meaning is based on difference. We don’t know who
We refers to in this text; only that it is ‘we’ as opposed to T alone,
andto ‘he] ‘she, it, ‘you’, and ‘they’. ‘We' is some indefinite plural
sfoup that includes whatever speaker we think is involved. Is the
:}‘;dstiz includ’ed in ‘we’ or not? Is ‘we’ everyone except the Secret,
&nswe: Special gr?up? Such questions, which have no easy

iy come up in any attempt to interpret the poem. What we

contrasts, differences.

Much the same could be said of T ' What dance
Mg, e said of ‘dance’ and ‘suppose. :
_5 ODDOSedi:e‘ depends on what we contrast it with (‘dfmf’i‘.’g A (fufld &Z
Proceeding directly or as opposed to Temaining still); an

|

.
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Literary Theory

knOW Thinking about the meaning of this

to e
ed g with oppositions or differences, giving

heory of language

» of differences. S0 declares Ferdinand de

A langhaS: lss\:icls linguist of the early 20th century whose work hag
Saus‘:urt’-.-al ' contenporary theory. What makes each element of
been cruc? hat gives it its identity, are the contrasts

age \Vhat lt iS, w . .
a lang:n ?t and other elements within the system of the language,
zs;:ufe offers an analogy: 2 train ~ gy the £.30 a.m. London-o-

Oxford express - depen
described in the railway timetable. So the 8.30 London-to-Oxford

express is distinguished from the 9.30 London-to-Cambridge
express and the 8.45 Oxford local. What counFS are not an.y of the
physical features of a particular train: the engine, the carriages, the
exact route, the personne
of departure and arrival; the train may leave and arrive late. What
gives the train its identity is its place in the system of trains: itis
this train, as opposed to the others. As Saussure says of the
linguistic sign, ‘Its most precise characteristic is to be what the

Saussw‘e'S t
is a syster

ds for its identity on the system of trains,ag

], and so on may all vary, as may the times

others are not. Similarly, the letter & may be written in any number f
of different ways (think of different people’s handwriting), solong

as it is not confused with other letters, such as I, &, and d. Whatis

crucial is not any particular form or content, but differences, which

enable it to signify.

f;;?its::ﬁ 2’; la:ri‘.lﬁge is a system of signs and the key fsfct i$
means twg things F'1 Y na’?ure of the linguistic Sign' frh]s
“ombination of a% o the‘ S.lgn (for instance, a word) 1%
Signified’), ang th:rm (t'he signifier’) and a meaning (thé
U conventjon, not relation between form and meaning 18 %
L::lr\:]t;c air byt c:l;?;frlf'esemblance' ¥ehas Lax sitting "

L DRelge -y, o ectly well have been called g &

f Punce. It's a convention or rule of 7

15
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one rather than the other; in other languages, it
uite different names. The cases we think of as
‘onomatopoeic’ words, where the sound seems to

it is the

tions .
e_«'f-’Pt hat it represents, like bow-wow, or buzz. But these
_~1tate :
lmt;za - language to another: in French, dogs say
difrer

oua-oud and buzz is bourdonner.

£ven MOTe important, for Saussure and recent theory, is the

«econd aspect of the arbitrary nature of the sign: both the signifier
fforrn“ and the signified (meaning) are themselves conventional
;ﬁﬂ'sjans of the plane of sound and the plane of thought

respectively. Languages divide up the plane of sound and the

plane of thought differently. English distinguishes chair, cheer,

«nd char on the plane of sound, as separate signs with different
meanings, but it need not do so — these could be variant
sromunciations of a single sign. On the plane of meaning, English
distinguishes ‘chair’ from ‘stool’ (a chair without a back) but allows
the signified or concept ‘chair’ to include seats with and without
arms, and both hard seats and soft luxurious seats — two

differences that could perfectly well involve distinct concepts.

Alanguage, Saussure insists, is not a ‘nomenclature’ that provides
1s own names for categories that exist outside language. This is a
point with crucial ramifications for recent theory. We tend to

4sume that we have the words dog and chair in order to name

'd"i'vs and chairs, which exist outside any language. But, Saussure
“rBues, if words stood for pre-existing concepts, they would have
f:z‘tl:;’alents in meaning from one language to the next, which
, the case. Each language is a system of concepts as well

4 forme.
"TS: @ system of conventional signs that organizes the world.

uojjejaidiaju) pue ‘Bujueaw ‘abenbuey

Language and thought

Hoy,
"hﬁ)
!

lan

Iy, Agtuage relates to thought has been a major issue for recent
At :

e €Xtreme is the common-sense view that language just

for thoughts that exist independently; language offers

m 59




g thoughts. At the other extreme 18

amed after two linguists who
eak determines what we can think.

f argued that the Hopi Indians have a

.~ ftime that can’t be grasped in English (z'md so can’t be

conception © 1. There seems no way of demonstrating that there

ek?"‘-i“ed here!) Janguage that can’t be thought or expressed in
o evidence that one language makeg

f
are thoughts © -
but we do have massive . ial effort in an
another. al’ thoughts that require a special etiort in Other,

N atural or ‘norm
de is a theory of the world. Different languages

4 differently. Speakers of English have ‘pets’ - 5
. to which nothing in French corresponds, though the
. s inordinate numbers of dogs and cats. English
frenct pozstzslearn the sex of an infant so as to use the correct
S about him or her (you can’t call a baby ‘it"); our
plies that the sex is crucial (whence, no doubt,

i i hypothesis’,

anguage we SP

who

The linguistic €0
divide up the worl

compel
pronoun to talk

language thus im . :
the popularity of pink or blue garments, to signal the right answer

to speakers). But this linguistic marking of sex is in no way
inevitable; all languages don’t make sex the crucial feature of

newborns. Grammatical structures, too, are conventions of a
language, not natural or inevitable. When we look up in the sky

and see a movement of wings, our language could perfectly well

have us say something like ‘It’s winging’ (as we say, ‘It’s raining),

rather than ‘Birds are flying’. A famous poem by Paul Verlaine

plays on this structure: ‘I7 pleure dans mon coeur ! Comme il pleut
5"‘” la.'ville’ (It cries in my heart, as it rains on the town). We say
'ts raining in town’; why not ‘it’s crying in my heart’?

Literary Theory

Lan uage i ‘
pre-iXisgt?nls Nota nomenclature’ that provides labels for
§ Categories; it generates its own categories. But
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i
/nguag e had not previously anticipated, forcing us to

that our ]:he categories through which we unthinkingly vieyw
attend tl(:i Language is thus both the concrete manifestation of
she world: the categories in which speakers are authorized to
ideolo8

k - and the site of its questioning or undoing,
think =

J -

Linguistic analysts

. ure distinguishes the system of a language (la langue) from
bau§ular instances of speech and writing (parole). The task of
F’am?u- is to reconstruct the underlying system (or grammar) of
hngmsnci that makes possible the speech events or parole. This
?]ﬁgzji further distinction between synchronic study of a
;:;;age (focusing on a language as a system at a particular time,
present OT past) and diachronic study, which looks at the historical
changes to particular elements of the language. To understand a
language as a functioning system is to look at it synchronically,
trving to spell out the rules and conventions of the system that

make possible the forms and meanings of the language. The most
influential linguist of our day, Noam Chomsky, the founder of

what is called transformational-generative grammar, goes further;,
arguing that the task of linguistics is to reconstruct the ‘linguistic
“mpetence’ of native speakers: the implicit knowledge or ability
speckers acquire and which enables them to speak and to

understand even sentences they have never before encountered.

uojiejasdiayu) pue ‘Bujueaus ‘abenbueq

S . . . ‘
Olinguistics s¢qrgs from facts about the form and rmeaning
"Herances have for speak

Sitthat the g . ers and tries t.o aCf:Ol.lnt for them. How.
eger topleaso OWing th) sentences with similar forms - John is
ening, forz and John is easy to please - have rather <.ilfferent
st oy Want;Peakers of English? Speakers know that in the
pleasing- Alip S to Please and that in the second others do the

. entencegmst.does not try to discover the ‘true meaning’ of
- M the Sentey 4 if people had been wrong all along and deep

- ey, €S mean something else. The task of linguistics
E ® Structures of English (here, by positing an
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level of 8T ammatical structure) so as to account for 1

Literary Theory

‘r

aning between these sentences.

< hermeneutics

distinction, too often neglected in literary

.« petween twWo kinds of projects: one, which follows the

Smdl(;s’ flinguistics (though it has a longer history), takes

del 0 what have to be accounted for and tries to work oyt

how they are possible. The other, by contrast, starts with formg

and seel;s to interpret then, to tell us what the.y really mean. In

Jiterary studies; this is a contrast between poetzc.s and

hermeneutics. POEHICS starts with attested meanings or effects ang
hieved. (What makes this passage in a nove]

asks how they are ac . | .
seem ironic? What makes us sympathize with this particular
character? Why is the ending of this poem ambiguous?)

on the other hand, starts with texts and asks what

{

poetics versu
o there 18 @ basic

mo
meanings as

|

Hermeneutics,
they mean, seeking t0 discover new and better interpretations.

Hermeneutic models come from the fields of law and religion,

where people seek to interpret an authoritative legal or sacred text |
|

in order to decide how to act.

The linguistic model suggests that literary study should take the |
first track, of poetics, trying to understand how works achieve the |
effects they do, but the modern tradition of criticism has |
?Vg.rv.vhelmmgly taken the second, making the interpretation of
L.I;Mdua]_ works the payoff of literary study. In fact, works of
ho“riary Ci’flCISm often combine poetics and hermeneutics, asking
4 pa, . . . -
o rj:la tt;cular effect is achieved or why an ending seems right
15 of poetics), but also aski icular lin®
means and what ’ asking what a partici
(hermenemics) ];lzoem tells us about the human conditio?
distinet, wig, differe tile two projects are in principle quIt€
faking Meaningg goals and different kinds of evider® "
or effects ag the s oetics)!
e point of departure (P

tally g;
(h y dlffe .
ermeneuﬁcg). rent from seeking to discover meaning
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AR - T ey

[fliterary studies took linguistics’as & model, its task woulq be to
describe the ‘literary ?ompetence that readers of literature g
| poetics describing literary competence would focug on the
Jtions that make possible literary structure and meaning;
re the codes or systems of convention that enable read:-; to
jenti fy literary gc:nres, rc?cogrflze plots, create ‘characters’ out of
the scattered details pro‘wded in the text, identify themes in literary
works. and pursue the kind of symbolic interpretation that allows
15 to GAUZE the significance of poems and stories?

quire,

(‘Onvel
“»hat a

This analogy between poetics and linguistics may seem misleading,
for we don’t know the meaning of a literary work as we know the
eaning of John is eager to please and therefore can’t take meaning
as a given but have to seek it. This is certainly one reason why
literary studies in modern times have favoured hermeneutics over
poetics (the other reason is that people generally study literary

works not because they are interested in the functioning of

literature but because they think these works have important things
to tell them and want to know what they are). But poetics does not
require that we know the meaning of a work; its task is to account
for whatever effects we can attest to — for example, that one ending
is more successful than another, that this combination of images in
a poem makes sense while another does not. Moreover, a crucial

part of poetics is an account of how readers do go about

interpreting literary works — what are the conventions that enable
_them to make sense of works as they do. For instance, what I called
In Chapter 2 the ‘hyper-protected cooperative principle’is a basic
nvention that makes possible the interpretation of literature: the
“Sumption that difficulties, apparent nonsense, digressions, and

Irre] : )
evancies have a relevant function at some level,

R
“aders and meaning

'[’h .

t,e)(:.”l“dge th

rary competence focuses attention on the lmphmt.
counters with

at readers (and writers) bring to their en
ding to works

*What
sort of procedures do readers follow in respon

63
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rt of assumptions must be in place to

pdo whet Sé ions and interpretations? Thinking aboy °
they make sense of literature has led to b
reader-response criticism’, which claimg
- meanit text is the experience of the reader (an

Jce that includes hesitations, co.njectures, and self-

y. If a literary work is conceived as a succession of
Jerstanding of a reader, then an

work can be a story of that encounter, wigh
owns: various conventions or expectations are
connections are posited, and expectations
ed. To interpret a work is to tell a story of

readers and the way
what has beel

that th

, calle
.o of the

corrections
ns upon the un

actio
tation of the

interprc
jte ups and d

brought into play;
Jefeated OF confirm
reading.
tell about a given work depends upon
what theorists have called the reader’s ‘horizon of expectationy,
A work 18 interpreted as answering questions posed by this
horizon of expectations, and a reader of the 1990s approaches
Hamlet with expectations different from those ofa
contemporary of Shakespeare’s. A whole range of factors can
affect readers’ horizons of expectations. Feminist criticism has
debated what difference it makes, what difference it should
make, if the reader is a womarn. How, Elaine Showalter asks,
does ‘the hypothesis of a female reader change our apprehensi
of & given text, awakening us to the significance of its sexual
codes? Literary texts and the traditions of their interpretatio?
!’1"‘;2’ to have presumed a male reader and induced women
’ﬁ‘;m :{l :)(:'1::?1 :f ahman, fro‘m a male point of view. Similar¥
cinimgingae (t}fe ‘),’iI:‘):l;‘esmed that \fvl'mt they call the
essentially male: wome 'T om th.e '1')OSlt10n of the ‘camel“a)ls
*.iintxnatic 2aze rather n are positioned as the object of th?
teminigt criti 1er than as the observer, In literary studi®>
" it tritics have studied : : jeh
works make 4 male per ied the various strategles by whi¢
perspective the normative one 3%

di“.hated l
: oW the & '
“hange wayy of tudy of such structures and effects S

eadin - £
8 - for men as well as women

But the story one can

Literary Theory
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[nterpretation

Focus on historical and social variations in ways of reading
emphasizes that interpreting is a social practice. Readers interpret
informally when they talk to friends about books or films; they
interpret to themselves as they read. For the more formal
interpretation that takes place in classrooms, there are different
pmtO(‘OIS- For any element of a work, you can ask what it does,
now it relates to other elements, but interpretation may ultimately
involve playing the ‘about’ game: ‘so, what is this work really
about?’ This question is not prompted by the obscurity of a text; it
i even more appropriate for simple texts than for wickedly

complex ones. In this game, the answer must meet certain
conditions: it cannot be obvious, for instance ; it must be

speculative. To say ‘Hamlet is about a prince in Denmark’ isto
refuse to play the game. But ‘Hamlet is about the breakdown of

the Elizabethan world order’, or ‘Hamlet is about men’s fear of
feminine sexuality) or ‘Hamlet is about the unreliability of signs’
count as possible answers. What are commonly seen as ‘schools’ of
literary criticism or theoretical ‘approaches’ to literature are, from
the point of view of hermeneutics, dispositions to give particular
kinds of answers to the question of what a work is ultimately

about’ ‘the class struggle’ (Marxism), ‘the possibility of unifying
experience’ (the new criticism), ‘Oedipal conflict’ (psychoanalysis),
the containment of subversive energies’ (new historicism), ‘the
“Ymmetry of gender relations’ (feminism), ‘the self-deconstructive

(rlahlre of the text’ (deconstruction), ‘the occlusion of imperialism’
Posteolonia) th

i eory), ‘the heterosexual matrix’ (gay and lesbian
The they. .

eO i . .
Mo, fr,et‘ml discourses named in parentheses are not primarily

1 )
Pt m.erpretat‘on: they are accounts of what they take to be

"y Y Mportant o culture and society. Many of these theories

% ang SZS of the functioning of literature or of discour.se
Par.take of the project of poetics; but as versions of
€Y give rise to Particular types of interpretation in

65
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ed into @ target language. What ig importantv

1app
ts are 1T o .
X sretation 18 not the answer you come up with - ag

, o versions of the answer become, by |
my pm-odl(' ~dictable. What's important is how you get there, whag }
he text in relating them to your answer -

bd 1

P
i vl 1e details of t '
l tails are elucidated by your interpretatioy, |

finter}

how otherwise puzzling de

choose between interpretations? As my exampleg
. .o, at one Jevel there is nO need to decide whether Hamig
may qqucl about; say, Renaissance politics, men's relations to

is ‘\%11111‘:; e\rq or the unreliability of signs. The liveliness of the
;:S;‘Inrll:iton of iiterary study depends on the twin facts that (1) such
a:;;uments are never settled, and (2) arguments have to be made
about how particular scenes or combinations of lines support any
particular hypothesis. You can’t make a work mean just anything: it
resists, and you have to labour to convince others of the pertinence

of vour reading. For the conduct of such arguments, a key questiog
s what determines meaning. We return to this central issue.

gut how doWe

Literary Theory

Meaning, intention, and context

What determines meaning? Sometimes we say that the meaning
of an utterance is what someone means by it, as though the
intention of a speaker determined meaning. Sometimes we say
meaning is in the text - you may have intended to say x, but wha
you said actually means y - as if meaning were the product ofthe
langufzge itself. Sometimes we say context is what determines
EEIZZLRi :ﬁ::ow what this particular utterance means, )’O.u hﬁ" '
figures, Some cl:nctl:cr: z:a-nces or the historical context in Vhic "
o8 ot 1 1 aim, as I have mentioned, that the me®”
ext1s the experience of the reader Intention, text conteth
A , text,

reader - what .
hat determineg meaning?

N()W the
very f;
that meqp; act that argumens are made for all four factars

g is
Aetorm: cOm , '
etery, Plex and elusive, not something once an

any
One of thege factors, A long-standing

o
ot
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jiterary theory cfmcems the role o.f intention in the detem\ina_ti;m
of literary meaning. A famous article called “The Intentional
pallacy” argues that for literary works arguments about

interpretation are not settled by consulting the oracle (the

author). The meaning of a work is not what the writer had in

mind at some moment during composition of the work, or what
the writer thinks the work means after it is finished, but, rather,
what he or she succeeded in embodying in the work. If in ordinary
conversation we often treat the meaning of an utterance as what
the utterer intends, it is because we are more interested in what
the speaker is thinking at that moment than in his or her words,
put literary works are valued for the particular structures of words
that they have put into circulation. Restricting the meaning of a
work to what an author might have intended remains a possible
critical strategy, but usually these days such meaning is tied not to
an inner intention but to analysis of the author’s personal or
historical circumstances: what sort of act was this author
performing, given the situation of the moment? This strategy
denigrates later responses to the work, suggesting that the work
answers the concerns of its moment of creation and only

accidentally the concerns of subsequent readers.

uojeyaidiajul pue ‘Gujueaus ‘abenbue

Critics who defend the notion that intention determines meaning

seem to fear that if we deny this, we place readers above authors %
and decree that ‘anything goes’ in interpretation. But if you come m
up with an interpretation, you have to persuade others of its ;
pertinence, or else it will be dismissed. No one claims that §~
anything goes’, As for authors, isn’t it better to honour them for the }
power of their creations to stimulate endless thought and give rise 2
“&variety of readings than for what we imagine to be a work's g

i’rlginaj meaning? None of this is to say that authors’ statements
es;:;:ﬂ“")l‘k have no interest: for many critical projects they are
They may ‘l;aluabl?, as texts to juxtapose with the text of the work. |
or 0:' d'e Cl'uc'la.], for example, in analysing thfa thought of an
E “Mplicae éSCllSSmg the ways in which a work might h:fwe
Or subverted an announced view or intention.
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Literary Theory

work is not what the author had in mind at

t simply a property of the text or the experience
Meaning is an inescapable notion because it is not
mple or simply determined. It is simultaneously an

a subject and a property of a text. It is both what we
d what in the text we {1y to understand. Argumenyg
always possible, and in that sense meaning ig
to be decided, subject to decisions which are
never irrevocable. If we must adopt s?me overall principle or
formula, we might say that meaning is determined by context,
since context includes rules of language, the situation of the
author and the reader, and anything else that might conceivably
be relevant. But if we say that meaning is context-bound, then we
must add that context is boundless: there is no determining in
advance what might count as relevant, what enlarging of context H
might be able to shift what we regard as the meaning of a text.
Meaning is context-bound, but context is boundless.

The meaning ofa

some point. noris1

ofa reader.
something si
experience of
understand an
about meaning are
andecided, always

Major shifts in the interpretation of literature brought aboutby  §
theoretical discourses might, in fact, be thought of as the resultof |
the widening or redescription of context. For example, Toni
Morrison argues that American literature has been deeply marked |
by the often unacknowledged historical presence of slavery, and
that this literature’s engagements with freedom - the freedom of
the frontier, of the open road, of the unfettered imagination -
K:i?‘b;ead in the context of enslavement, from which they
Aﬁstg i‘no‘i:llihfzzﬁi IIIJdv'vard Said has sm.lggested that Jane 5
is excluded from them:; t;mtel'pr'e te<'i Against a back.g rou}ld W
Empire which provide. e exploitation of the colonies of the
s the wealth to support a decorous life&

home in Brita;
rite ine i
tain, Meaning is context-bound, but context is

b )undl

eSS’ aJWays

, ope . i
theoretjegy dis PER to mutations under the pressure of !

Cussions,
» Which seeyg to Quently distinguish a herme™” .

il
*eeonstruct the original context of prod”
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nces and intentions of the author and the
< a text might have had for its original readers), from a

gm‘cs ofsuspiCion’ which seeks to expose the

hermenct F as-sumptions on which a text may rely (political,

unexaml;:;osophical’ linguistic). The first may celebrate the text
: ;)uthor as it seeks to make an original message accessible

and its s today, while the second is often said to deny the

of the text. But these associations are not fixed and can

hermeneutics of recovery, in restricting the

edly original meaning remote from our

(the circumsta

mea,nin

to reader

quthority
well be reversed: a

text to some SUppos ) )
ncerns, may reduce its power, while a hermeneutics of
concerns,

suspicion may value the text for the way in v.vhic.h, unbeknownst
10 its author, it engages and helps us to rethl.nk 1ssuf:s of the .
moment today (perhaps subverting assumptions of its author in
the process). More pertinent than this distinction may be a
sistinction between (1) interpretation which takes the text, in its
functioning, to have something valuable to say (this might be
sither reconstructive or suspicious hermeneutics) and (2)
‘wmptomatic’ interpretation which treats the text as the
symptom of something non-textual, something supposedly
‘deeper’, which is the real source of interest, be it the psychic life
of the author or the social tensions of an era or the homophobia
of bourgeois society. Symptomatic interpretation neglects the
specificity of the object ~ it is a sign of something else - and so is
notvery satisfying as a mode of interpretation, but when it
‘focuses on the cultural practice of which the work is an instance,
" can be useful to an account of that practice. Interpreting a
z:;npt a n?”;llptom or in.stance of features of.' the lyric, for
“‘Jntribu,t io:)gt t be u'nsatlsfactory hermeneutics but a useful

0 poetics. To this I now turn.
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