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Critics since Plato have concerned themselves with the relationship between writer
and reader or with the effects of literature on its readers. As examples, recall Aris-
totle’s definition of tragedy partly in terms of the special emotions it evokes; Longi-
nus's definition of sublimity in terms of its unique effect on the reader; Horace's
awareness of audience response as an actual determinant on Szﬁem:a:
Wordsworth's characterization of the poet as “a man speaking to men”; and the
many critics who have dealt with the function of poetry. Implicit throughout is a
communication model of intersubjectivity; that is, the writer’s subjectivity speaks to
the reader’s subjectivity through the medium of a fixed and determinate text.

Beginning in the late 1960s a number of American scholars and critics began to

reexamine that communication model and to propose a closer scrutiny of what actu-
ally happens to readers, who are, after all, not merely passive receptacles. What is the
reader’s role in this “transaction” (as one scholar calls it)? The “reader-response”
theorists may differ from one another in assumptions, methods, terminology, or con-
clusions, but they all deny the New Critical implication that analyses of the formal
properties of a literary work (“the work itself”) result in similar responses and inter-
pretations. Indeed the history of contradiction among contending explicators tends to
support that denial. -

The teacher and writer who has become best »:c%: as a reader-response critic is
Stanley Fish (b. 1938), who in 1967 began gradually evolving in public his own the-
ory of interpretation. His essay, originally delivered as part of a lecture series in
1979, represents one stage in the development of his new model. Fish argues against
the doctrine of the integrity of the text and regards readers as actively participating
in the S:ﬁ::.nmms&ﬂ meaning. Reading is an activity, a process; therefore, the
critic’s task is to analyze “the developing responses of the reader in relation to the
words as they succeed one another in time.” For him, the key word is “experience”;
the subtitle of his Self-Consuming Artifacts (1970) is “The Experience of
Seventeenth-Century Literature.” In later works his discovery and rejection of the
hidden formalism in his own earlier essays leads him to argue that any recognition of
Jormal units depends on the interpretive model the reader is alveady familiar with;
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WMMS& ::w& m%.mcw .\.c:.;&..mz,&m text itself. Against the argument that the reader-
ponse & eory is solipsistic and invites anarchy, that it abandons literature to idio-
syncratic and irresponsible interpretations, Fish develo

ps the concept of interpretive

=

communities: ] /
mimunities: “The meanings and texts produced by an interpretive communityjare -

not subjective because they do not ] ) :

. proceed from an isolated indivi ‘
public and conventional point of view.” ! dividual but from

I his .
" :N *:mm.IcS I Stopped SS.@E% and Learned to Love Interpretation” (1980)
o aﬂ a,:a ion and &Q@:mm &.q his position as well as a rebuttal to attacks on it E.m\m
:&nMN es the evolution of his theory, which now subsumes both reader Eﬁm text

under the larger category of interpretation.” But having created a new model, he

grants that the theory is still in the process of transformation

other problems yet to be dealt with. ot there are many

mw ,,:,,E FIRST DAY of the new semester a colleague at Johns Hopkins University
?Ow mﬁ?Mﬂa?m@ by m.mﬁc&mzw who, as it turned out, had just taken a course
monE :Mm e wi :wr:: what I think you would agree is a perfectly straight-
; ward question: “Is there a text in this class?” Responding with a confi-
wmman_mmm Mo %ﬂm.lmﬁ that he was unaware of it (although in telling the story, he
215 to this moment as “walking into the trap” id, Y
re ; / p”), my colleague said, “Yes;
MMS MTM \/Mcmgxﬁ %::ﬂ\cﬁ\ of Literature,” whereupon the trap Ammﬁmboﬁ by the mEH
ut by the infinite capacity of langua i i
: it i cap e ge for being appropriated) was
MW.Es,m, Zo‘ s.o\ she said, “I mean in this class do we believe in poems and
EHMMW OM _vﬁ it just :NM Now it is possible (and for many tempting) to read
ecdote as an illustration of the dan i
. angers that follow upon listening to
WMM%F .:wm me S%.c preach ?m instability of the text and the :3m<m=mwm:w of
! erminate meanings; but in what follows I will try to read it as an illustra-
ion of how baseless this fear of these dangers finally is.
/_mSOHM z:m nmmnmmm _.mﬁma against what Meyer Abrams has recently called the
Ua :&%M a M”, Quﬁ,:n_w\ EHM:PQ Fish) the most persistent is that these apostles
r > acy and undecidability ignore, even as the 1
‘norms and possibilities” embedded in | \ inguistic monni o
: : anguage, the “linguistic meanings”
_»\o_av czameEv\ :.mé\ and thereby invite us to abandon “our O_R:zmn
ea ﬁ_ wm mxv.m:w:nm in speaking, hearing, reading and understanding” for M
”“1 w: s.\?nr no text can mean anything in particular” and where “we can
:m_,mma_ say just s&& anyone means by anything he writes.” The charge is that
ter ,OW normative meanings are overriden by the actions of willful inter-
E w?.gﬂmﬁom,.m we examine this indictment in the context of the present ex-
mple. What, exactly, is the normative or literal or linguistic meaning of “I
here a text in this class?” PO
X EM,\:?J &m :,mBmswwnw of contemporary critical debate (at it is reflected
, pages, say, of ﬂz:m& Inquiry) there would seem to be only two ways of
HMWEM mdm mw_mmsc? either there is a literal meaning of the utterance wsa
snould be able to say what it is, or there are i
is, as many meanings as there
re readers and no one of them is literal. But the answer mcmmmmw& by my
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little story is that the utterance has two literal meanings: within the circuny
stances assumed by my colleague (I don’t mean that he took the step of as-
suming them, but that he was already stepping within them) the utterance is
obviously a question about whether or not there is a required textbook in this
particular course; but within the circumstances to which he was alerted by
his student’s corrective response, the utterance is just as obviously a question
about the instructor’s position (within the range of positions available in con-
temporary literary theory) on the status of the text. Notice that we do not
have here a case of indeterminacy or undecidability but of a determinacy and
decidability that do not always have the same shape and that can, and in this
instance do, change. My colleague was not hesitating between two {or more)
possible meanings of the utterance; rather, he immediately apprehended
what seemed to be an inescapable meaning, given his prestructured under-
standing of the situation, and then he immediately apprehended another in-
escapable meaning when that understanding was altered. Neither meaning
was imposed (a favorite word in the anti-new-reader polemics) on a more
normal one by a private, idiosyncratic interpretive act; both interpretations
were a function of precisely the public and constituting norms (of language
and understanding) invoked by Abrams. It is just that these norms are not
embedded in the language (where they may be read out by anyone with suf-
ficiently clear, that is, unbiased, eyes) but inhere in an institutional structure
within which one hears utterances as already organized with reference to
certain assumed purposes and goals. Because both my colleague and his stu-
dent are situated in that institution, their interpretive activities are not free,
but what constrains them are the understood practices and assumptions of
the institution and not the rules and fixed meanings of a language system.
Another way to put this would be to say that neither reading of the ques-
tion—which we might for convenience’s sake label as “Is there a text in this
class?”, and “Is there a text in this class?”,—would be immediately available
to any native speaker of the language. “Is there a text in this class?”, is inter-
pretable or readable only by someone who already knows what is included
under the general rubric “first day of class” (what concerns animate students,
what bureaucratic matters must be attended to before instruction begins) and
who therefore hears the utterance under the aegis of that knowledge, which |
is not applied after the fact but is responsible for the shape the fact immedi-
ately has. To someone whose consciousness is not already informed by that
knowledge, “Is there a text in this class?”y would be just as unavailable as “Is
there a text in this class?”, would be to someone who was not already aware
of the disputed issues in contemporary literary theory. 1 am not saying that
for some readers or hearers the questior would be wholly unintelligible (in-
deed, in the course of this essay I will be arguing that unintelligibility, in the
strict or pure sense, is an impossibility), but that there are readers and hear-
ers from whom the intelligibility of the question would have neither of the
shapes it had, in a temporal succession, for my colleague. It is possible, for
example, to imagine someone who would hear or intend the question as an
inquiry about the location of an object, that is, “I think I left my text in this
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class; have you seen it?” We would then have an “Is there a text in this
&wmmw:w and the possibility, feared by the defenders of the normative and de-
terminate, of an endless succession of numbers, that is, of a ,éowE in SEnr
every utterance has an infinite plurality of meanings. But that is not ?rm\ﬁ the
example, however it might be extended, suggests at all. In any of the situa-
.ﬂosm I'have imagined (and in any that might be able to imagine) the mean-
ing of the utterance would be severely constrained, not after it was heard but
in the ways in which it could, in the first place, be heard. An infinite pluralit
of meanings would be a fear only if sentences existed in a state in which ﬁwmv\
were not already embedded, ‘and had come into view as a function of, mOBM
situation or other. That state, if it could be located, would be the bozw:ma<m
one, m:.a it would be disturbing indeed if the norm were ?mmlmomﬁ:m and in-
Qmﬂmzd_:mnm. But there is no such state; sentences emerge only in situations
and within those situations, the normative meaning of an ::mwm:,nm will m_.\
ways be obvious or at least accessible, although within another situation that
same &me:n@ no longer the same, will have another normative meanin
:.Sn will be no less obvious and accessible. (My colleague’s experience is ?m
cisely an illustration.) This does not mean that there is no way to %mnEBmMﬁm
_omzzwm: .Fm meanings an utterance will have in different situations, but that
ﬁ.ﬁ &_,mn:_.:m:mmo: will already have been made by virtue of our v\mw: ina
m::.m:c: (we are never not in one) and that in another situation the &mmauix
:mﬂo: will also have already been made, but differently. us. other words
&wr:w at any one point it is always possible to order and rank “Is there a wme
in this class?”; and “Is there a text in this class?”, (because they will always
have already been ranked), it will never be possible to give them an &WT
mutable once-and-for-all ranking, a ranking that is independent of their ap-
W%MMMMM Mm Mwwwwwwmmwnw.nm in situations (because it is only in situations that
Nevertheless, there is a distinction to be made between the two that al-
_oém us to say that, in a limited sense, one is more normal than the other: for
ér_._.m each is perfectly normal in the context in which their literalness mm.wg,
Swﬁrmﬁmq obvious (the successive contexts occupied by my colleague), as
things stand now, one of those contexts is surely more available m:m Em‘\.nm,
fore more likely to be the perspective within which the ::mnm:wm is heard
mﬂm: .ﬁrm other. Indeed, we seem to have here an instance of what [ would 8:~
nstitutional nesting”: if “Is there a text in this class?”; is hearable only b
MSOmm who know what is included under the rubric “first day of class,” mMQ _vm
Is there a text in this class?”, is hearable only by those whose cate \o:mm of
.:ﬁmma%m:&:m include the concerns of contemporary literary %moaww then it
is obvious that in a random population presented with the ::mnmzmﬂm more
Hum.owmm would “hear” “Is there a text in this class?”; than “Is there a \ﬁmx» in
wrﬁm.nﬂmmmw:@. and, moreover, that while “Is there a text in this class?”; could
be immediately hearable by someone for whom “Is there a ﬁmx.” M: this
class?”, would have to be laboriously explained, it is difficult to imagine
someone capable of hearing “Is there a text in this class?”, who was 5om al-
ready capable of hearing “Is there a text in this class?” (One is hearable by
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anyone in the profession and by most students and by many workers in the
book trade, and the other only by those in the profession who would not
think it peculiar to find, as I did recently, a critic referring to a phrase “made
popular by Lacan.”) To admit as much is not to weaken my argument by re-
instating the category of the normal, because the category as it appears in
that argument is not transcendental but institutional; and while no institu-
tion is so universally in force and so perdurable that the meanings it enables
will be normal for ever, some institutions or forms of life are so widely lived
in that for a great many people the meanings they enable seem “naturally”
available and it takes a special effort to see that they are the products of cir-
cumstances.

The point is an important one, because it accounts for the success with
which an Abrams or an E. D. Hirsch can appeal to a shared understanding of
ordinary language and argue from that understanding to the availability of a
core of determinate meanings. When Hirsch offers “The air is crisp” as an ex-
ample of a “verbal meaning,” that is, accessible to all speakers of the language,
and distinguishes what is sharable and determinate about it from the associa-
tions that may, in certain circumstances, accompany it (for example, “1 should
have eaten less at supper,” “Crisp air reminds me of my childhood in Ver-
mont”), he is counting on his readers to agree so completely with his sense of
what that shared and normative verbal meaning is that he does not bother even
to specify it; and although I have not taken a survey, I would venture to guess
that his optimism, with respect to this particular example, is well founded.
That is, most, if not all, of his readers immediately understand the utterance as
a rough meteorological description predicting a certain quality of the local at-
mosphere. But the “happiness” of the example, far from making Hirsch's point
{which is always, as he has recently reaffirmed, to maintain “the stable deter-
minacy of meaning”) makes mine. The obviousness of the utterance’s meaning
is not a function of the values its words have in a linguistic system that is inde-
pendent of context; rather, it is because the words are heard as already embed-
ded in a context that they have a meaning that Hirsch can then cite as obvious.
One can see this by embedding the words in another context and observing
how quickly another “obvious” meaning emerges. Suppose, for example, we
came upon “The air is crisp” (which you are even now hearing as Hirsch as-
sumes you hear it) in the middle of a discussion of music (“When the piec¢ is

played correctly the air is crisp”); it would immediately be heard as acomment
on the performance by an instrument or instruments of a musical air. More-
over, it would only be heard that way, and to hear it in Hirsch’s way would re-
quire an effort on the order of a strain. It could be objected that in Hirsch's text
“The air is crisp”; has no contextual setting at all; it is merely presented, and
therefore any agreement as to its meaning must be because of the utterance’s
acontextual properties. But there is a contextual setting and the sign of its pres-
ence is precisely the absence of any reference to it. That is, it is impossible even

to think of a sentence independently of a context, and when we are asked to ,
consider a sentence for which no context has been specified, we will automati-
cally hear it in the context in which it has been most often encountered. Thus
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W“Hn: 5<owmm a nozwmxw.vw not E<n§bm it; by not surrounding the utterance
. circumstances, he directs us to imagine it in the circumstances in which it
is most likely to have been produced; and to so imagine it is already t r u
given it a shape that seems at the moment to be the only one vommmEmv\ o
. What conclusions can be drawn from these two examples? E.Hﬂ of all
:m::m.a my colleague nor the reader of Hirsch’s sentence is no:m”nmmw:mm by _U:mw
MMMHMMMMMMQWMNH,E ina :ozzmawm linguistic system; and yet neither is free
erance any meaning he likes. Indeed, “confer” is exactly the
M\m«mﬂwm M.,SM& _omn%:mm it implies a two-stage procedure in which a Hmmaww. or
't first scru SW.Nmm an utterance and then gives it a meaning. The argu-
“mmﬂﬂnm,w:m‘ preceding pages can be reduced to the assertion ﬁrmm there mmmwuo
o Vhirst stage, that one hears an utterance within, and not as preliminary to
H.:mmMWEME:m\ a w:oid_.mamm mm its purposes and concerns, and that to so hear it
eady to have assigned it a shape and given it a meaning. In other words
Ew‘ﬁnozmg of how meaning is determined is only a problem if there is .
point at which its determination has not yet been made, and I .m%m hat
there is no such point. e Tam saying that
1 am not saying that one is never in the position of having to self
A.no:mec:mc\ figure out what an utterance means. Indeed, m nczmw s in
Wmﬁ such a position when he is informed by his student ﬂ\&; Wm rum :NM_MMMMM
er question as she intended it ("No, No, I mean in this class do we beli i
W,Omﬂw‘m.sg :.)_Sm@ oris it just :m.uwv and therefore must now figure _wmhm\wmw
he “it” in this Qn any other) case is not a collection of words waiting to be as-
signed a meaning but an utterance whose already assigned Bmw:w: TM
wmm_,: mwcsa to be inappropriate. While my colleague has to begin uzmoéw
Mm%:\ e does not have to begin ?cw: square one; and indeed he never was
! ,n.swﬁm one, m5n.m from the very first his hearing of the student’s question
was m.: Mﬁ_&mm _uvwr_m m:mmsszu.mo: wm what its concerns could possibly be. (That
1s why he is not free” even if he is unconstrained by determinate meanings
It is that assumption rather than his performance within it that is nmmzm mvgv
by »rm, mwzam:wm correction. She tells him that he has mistaken her Emmm.vm
but ::m. 1s not to say that he has made a mistake in combining her words _sw
syntax into a meaningful unit; it is rather that the BmmE:w?: unit he ::msv
diately discerns is a function of a mistaken identification (made befor swi
mw.émrmv of her intention. He was prepared as she stood before him to he ) Mrm
_Q:m‘om z;:.m students ordinarily say on the first day of class, and Emw M c
that is precisely what he heard. He has not misread the Sxm (his is :mﬂog
error in calculation) but mispreread the text, and if he is to correct Ew:m.mm M:
B:.ﬂ make another (pre)determination of the structure of interests f .
érﬁw her question issues. This, of course, is exactly what he does a QM”:,
@.:mmro: of how he does it is a crucial one, which can best be msmwz ,5 d vh
first considering the ways in which he didn’t do it. e
, rﬂm.m_a:@ do it w% attending to the literal meaning of her response, That
WW this is woa a case in which someone who has been misunderstood clarifies
r meaning by making more explicit, by varying or adding to her words in
such a way as to render their sense inescapable. Within the n@n:m;mﬂmsnmm of
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atterance as he has assumed them her words are perfectly clear, and what
she is doing is asking him to imagine other circumstances in which the samc
words will be equally, but differently, clear. Nor is it that the words she does
add (“No, No, I mean . ..”) direct him to those other circumstances by pick-
ing them out from an inventory of all possible ones. For this to be the case
there would have to be an inherent relationship between the words she
speaks and a particular set of circumstances (this would be a higher level lit-
eralism) such that any competent speaker of the language hearing those
words would immediately be referred to that set. But T have told the story to
several competent speakers of the language who simply didn’t get it, and one
friend—a professor of philosophy —reported to me that in the interval be-
tween his hearing the story and my explaining it to him (and just how I was
able to do that is another crucial question) he found himself asking “What
kind of joke is this and have I missed it?” For a time at least he remained able
only to hear “Is there a text in this class” as my colleague first heard it; the
student’s additional words, far from leading him to another hearing, only
made him aware of his distance from it. In contrast, there are those who not
only get the story but get it before I tell it; that is, they know in advance what
is coming as soon as I say that a colleague of mine was recently asked, “Is
there a text in this class?” Who are these people and what is it that makes
their comprehension of the story so immediate and easy? Well one could say,
without being the least bit facetious, that they are the people who come to
hear me speak because they are the people who already know my position
on certain matters ( or know that I will have a position). That is, they hear, “Is
there a text in this class?” even as it appears at the beginning of the anecdote
(or for that matter as a title of an essay) in the light of their knowledge of
what 1 am likely to do with it. They hear it coming from me, in circumstances
which have committed me to declaring myself on a range of issues that are
sharply delimited.

My colleague was finally able to hear it in just that way, as coming from
me, not because I was there in his classroom, nor because the words of the
student’s question pointed to me in a way that would have been obvious to
any hearer, but because he was able to think of me in an office three doors
down from his telling students that there are no determinate meanings and
that the stability of the text is an illusion. Indeed, as he reports it, the moment
of recognition and comprehension consisted of his saying to himself, “Ah,
there’s one of Fish’s victims!” He did not say this because her words identi-
fied her as such but because his ability to see her as such informed his per-
ception of her words. The answer to the question “How did he get from her
words to the circumstances within which she intended him to hear them?” is
that he must already be thinking within those circumstances in order to be
able to hear her words as referring to them. The question, then, must be re-
jected, because it assumes that the construing of sense leads to the identifica-
tion of the context of utterance rather than the other way around. This does
not mean that the context comes first and that once it has been identified the
construing of sense can begin. This would be only to reverse the order of
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munmnmn_m:nm\ whereas precedence is beside the point because the two actions
:. would order (the identification of context and the making of mm:mmwn cour
mHEc:mbmw:mmvﬁ One does not say “Here I am in a situation: now 1 can Mmﬁ.:.
to determine what these words mean.” To be in a m::mmos is to mmmmmﬁ
Moam\ these or any oﬁrwb as already meaningful. For my colleague to realize
at he may be confronting one of my victims is af the same time to hear what
she says as a question about his theoretical beliefs, | o
But to dispose of one “how” question is only to raise another: if h
words ﬂo not lead him to the context of her utterance, how does he mm th mw
Why .mi rm think of me telling students that there were no mmﬁmmaiwmnm.
meanings and not think of someone or something else? First of all, he Eﬂmrm
well :w.<m. d;m» is, he might well have guessed that she was 855\ from M
M&WQ M_Eo:o: (inquiring, let us say, as to whether the focus of z:mm class EMm.
_m_ b moM Mowwm“m%ﬁ:m%,wmmm Mw ME Qn.mw.uo:mmm to them, a question in the same
: S ite distinct from if) or he mi i
been m.ﬁﬁémg\ like my philosopher friend, nOSm:mvg\ in MTM,%MM%M\M%_BE%
planation, to his first determination of her concerns and unable to m _Am any
sense ﬁ.um her words other than the sense he originally made. How ﬂrm N M:w
he do it? In part, he did it because he could do it; he was m?m to . m»mw 5_:
no:»wxw because it was already part of his repertoire for organizin m:m w MM
and ;.m events. The category “one of Fish’s victims” was one he mmﬂm,mm Mﬂ d
and didn’t have to work for. Of course, i did not always have him, in EMZ Mwm
M\.‘cla was :ow m_@mv\w being organized by it, and it certainly &_\Q not have
im at the beginning of the conversation; but it was available to him, and h
.8 it, and all he had to do was to recall it or be recalled to it for the S\mmn. .
it subtended to emerge. (Had it not been available to him, the career OMﬂmm
a.oﬁﬁamrm:wmoz would have been different and we will nomﬁ to a consid N
tion of that difference shortly.) | e
e «MMWMWE.@MQ\ only pushes our inquiry back further. How or why was
¢ lled to it? The answer to this question must be probabilistic and it be-
gins with the recognition that when something changes, not everythi
changes. Although my colleague’s understanding of his \ancgmgsv\n@m_im
transformed in the course of this conversation, the circumstances are still u N
Qmwﬁooa.a be academic ones, and within that continuing (if :wc&mm& o
&m_\m»m:QSm\ the directions his thought might take are already severel _.::x
ited, E,m still presumes, as he did at first, that the mrﬁm:ﬂw :mmmcﬂ MB,
mGBm.%Em to do with university business in general, and with mw lish lit iy
ture in v.mqam:_m:o and it is the organizing rubrics associated with wrmmm reas
of experience that are likely to occur to him. One of those rubrics is :Mwmmwm
goes-on-in-the-other-classes” and one of those other classes is S:Wm And o,
by a route that is neither entirely unmarked nor wholly wamah:ﬁan m??
comes to me and to the notion “one of Fish’s victims” and to a 3m,<< e
ing of what his student has been saying. o
@h course that route would have been much more circuitous if the cate-
gory “one of Fish’s victims” was not already available to him as a device f ;
producing intelligibility. Had that device not been part of his repertoire mrmcm
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he been incapable of being recalled to it because he never knew it in the first
place, how would he have proceeded? The answer is that he could not have
proceeded at all, which does not mean that one is trapped forever in the cate-
gories of understanding at one’s disposal (or the categories at whose disposal
one is), but that the introduction of new categories or the expansion of old
ones to include new (and therefore newly seen) data must always come from
the outside or from what is perceived, for a time, to be the outside. In the
event that he was unable to identify the structure of her concerns because it
had never been his (or he its), it would have been her obligation to explain it
to him. And here we run up against another instance of the problem we have
been considering all along. She could not explain it to him by varying or
adding to her words, by being more explicit, because her words will only be
intelligible if he already has the knowledge they are supposed to convey, the
knowledge of the assumptions and interests from which they issue. It is clear,
then, that she would have to make a new start, although she would not have
to start from scratch (indeed, starting from scratch is never a possibility); but
she would have to back up to some point at which there was a shared agrec-
ment as to what was reasonable to say so that a new and wider basis for
agreement could be fashioned. In this particular case, for example, she might.,
begin with the fact that her interlocutor already knows what a text is; that is, -
he has a way of thinking about it that is responsible for his hearing of her first
question as one about bureaucratic classroom procedures. (You will remem-
ber that “he” in these sentences is no longer my colleague but someone who
does not have his special knowledge.) It is that way of thinking that she must
labor to extend or challenge, first, perhaps, by pointing out that there are
those who think about the text in other ways, and then by trying to find a cat-
egory of his own understanding which might serve as an analogue to the un-_
derstanding he does not yet share. He might, for example, be familiar with H,
those psychologists who argue for the constitutive power of perception, or
with Gombrich’s theory of the beholder’s share, or with that philosophical
tradition in which the stability of objects has always been a matter of dispute.
The example must remain hypothetical and skeletal, because it can only be
fleshed out after a determination of the particular beliefs and assumptions
that would make the explanation necessary in the first place; for whatever
they were, they would dictate the strategy by which she would work to sup-
plant or change them. It is when such a strategy has been successful that the
import of her words will become clear, not because she has reformulated or
refined them but because they will now be read or heard within the same
system of intelligibility from which they issue, .- ,

In short, this hypothetical interlocutor will in time be brought to thé
same point of comprehension my colleague enjoys when he is able to say to
himself, “Ah, there’s one of Fish’s victims,” although presumably he will say
something very different to himself if he says anything at all. The difference,
however, should not obscure the basic similarities between the two experi-
ences, one reported, the other imagined. In both cases the words that are ut-
tered are immediately heard within a set of assumptions about the direction
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@o.S Swrmnr they could possibly be coming, and in both cases what is re-
QEB@ is that the hearing occur within another set of mmmcﬁﬁﬁma:m in w&mwaum
to Srumr‘ﬁrm same words (“Is there a text in this class?”) will no longer be nmw
same, It is just that while my colleague is able to meet that Hmmc@mmgma b
calling to mind a context of utterance that is already a part of his repertoi {
the repertoire of his hypothetical stand-in must be expanded to w:n_mnm NMmm
context so that should he some day be in an analogous situation, h 3
able to call it to mind. i o e wouldbe
Arm.&mzzn:oz\ then, is between already having an ability and having to
mn@.c:m it, but it is not finally an essential distinction, because the no:nmmm wm

which that ability could be exercised on the one hand, and learned oz, »T%

other, are so similar. They are similar first of all because they are similarly w

determined by words. Just as the student’s words will not direct .E %n%.

Nm.mm:m to a context he already has, so will they fail to direct someone :mw\ﬂ f

nished with that context to its discovery. And yet in neither case does the MM-

sence of such a mechanical determination mean that the route one travels mmﬂ

wm:&oa_v\ found. The change from one structure of understanding to anoth

is not a rupture but a modification of the interests and no:nm%:mmnrmﬁ ar mw

wmmn.:\ in place; and because they are already in place, they constrain EM M -

‘wmn:ow of their own modification. That is, in both cases the hearer is m?mm&?

In a situation informed by tacitly known purposes and goals, and in Uo%ﬂ

cases he ends up in another situation whose purposes and m\om;m stand in

some elaborated relation (of contrast, opposition, expansion, extension) t

z:ﬁ.vmm they supplant. (The one relation in which they could soﬁ\masa isnor ;
lation at all.) It is just that in one case the network of elaboration (from Fm ,
text as an obviously physical object to the question of whether or not the ﬁmxm»
is a wrv\mﬁnm_ object) has already been articulated (although not all of its artic-
ulations are in focus at one time; selection is always occurring), while in mpn
other the articulation of the network is the business of the wmmo\rmﬁ (her ”Tm
student) éro begins, necessarily, with what is already given. e

The final similarity between the two cases is that in neither is success as-
sured. It was no more inevitable that my colleague tumble to the context cm Mw

student’s utterance than it would be inevitable that she could introduce ? M
no:wm.ﬁ to someone previously unaware of it; and, indeed, had my collea M
remained puzzled (had he simply not thought of me), it Sm:E rm:wm been %m m.w
essary for the student to bring him along in a way that was finally indisti .
guishable from the way she would brin g someone to a new r:oima% e wrmmm-
by vmmm::_.zm with the shape of his present understanding. 5 "

. 1 mm<m lingered so long over the unpacking of this anecdote that its rela-
tionship to the problem of authority in the classroom and in literary QE,&mB
may seem obscure. Let me recall you to it by recalling the contention of
Abrams and others that authority depends upon the existence of a determi-
Smrw. core of meanings because in the absence of such a core there is no nor-
mative or public way of construing what anyone says or writes, with th
result ﬁ.rmw interpretation becomes a matter of individual m:\a E<m»M
construings none of which is subject to challenge or correction. In MEBQ

&
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criticism this means that no interpretation can be said to be better or worse
than any other, and in the classroom this means that we have no answer to
the student who says my interpretation is as valid as yours. It is only if there
is a shared basis of agreement at once guiding interpretation and providing »
mechanism for deciding between interpretations that a total and debilitating
relativism can be avoided.

But the point of my analysis has been to show that while “Is there a text
in this class?” does not have a determinate meaning, a meaning that survives
the sea change of situations, in any situation we might imagine the meaning
of the utterance is either perfectly clear or capable, in the course of time, of
being clarified. What is it that makes this possible, if it is not the “possibilities
and norms” already encoded in language? How does communication ever
occur if not by reference to a public and stable norm? The answer, implicit in
everything 1 have already said, is that communication occurs within situa-
tions and that to be in a situation is already to be in possession of {(or to be
possessed by) a structure of assumptions, of practices understood to be rele-
vant in relation to purposes and goals that are already in place; and it is
within the assumption of these purposes and goals that any utterance is im-
‘mediately heard. | stress inmediately because it seems to me that the problem
"of communication, as someone like Abrams poses it, is a problem only be-
cause he assumes a distance between one’s receiving of an ufterance and the
determination of its meaning—a kind of dead space when one has only the
words and then faces the task of construing them. If there were such a space,
a moment before interpretation began, then it would be necessary to have re-
course to some mechanical and algorithmic procedure by means of which
meanings could be calculated and in relation to which one could recognize
mistakes. What I have been arguing is that meanings come already calcu-

lated, not because of norms embedded in the language but because language
is always perceived, from the very first, within a structure of norms. That

“structure, however, is not abstract and independent but social; and therefore

it is not a single structure with a privileged relationship to the process of
communication as it oceurs in any situation but a structure that changes
when one situation, with its assumed background of practices, purposes, and
goals, has given way to another. In other words, the shared basis of agree-
ment sought by Abrams and others is never not already found, although it is
not always the same one. o
Many will find in this last sentence, and in the argument to which itis a
conclusion, nothing more than a sophisticated version of the relativism they
fear. It will do no good, they say, to speak of norms and standards that arc
context specific, because this is merely to authorize an infinite plurality of
norms and standards, and we are still left without any way . of adjudicating :
between them and between the competing systems of value of which they
are functions. In short, to have many standards is to have no standards at ail. |
On one level this counterargument is unassailable, but on another level it
is finally beside the point, It is unassailable as a general and theoretical con-
clusion: the positing of context- or institution-specific norms surely rules out
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the possibility of a norm whose validity would be recognized by everyone,
no matter what his situation. But it is beside the point for any particular indi-
vidual, for since everyone is situated somewhere, there is no one for whom
the absence of an asituational norm would be of any practical consequence,
in the sense that his performance or his confidence in his ability to perform
would be impaired. So that while it is generally true that to have many stan-
dards is to have none at all, it is not true for anyone in particular (for there is
no one in a position to speak “generally”), and therefore it is a truth of which
one can say “it doesn’t mater.”

In other words, while relativism is a position one can entertain, it is not a
position one can occupy. No one can be a relativist, because no one can
achieve the distance from his own beliefs and assumptions which would re-
sult in their being no more authoritative for him than the beliefs and assump-
tions held by others, or, for that matter, the beliefs and assumptions he him-
self used to hold. The fear that in a world of indifferently authorized norms
and values the individual is without a basis for action is groundless because
no one is indifferent to the norms and values that enable his consciousness. It
Is in the name of personally held (in fact they are doing the holding) norms
and values that the individual acts and argues, and he does so with the full
confidence that attends belief. When his beliefs ormzmm\ the norms and values
to which he once gave unthinking assent will have been demoted to the sta-
tus of opinions and become the objects of an analytical and critical attention;
but that attention will itself be enabled by a new set of norms and values that
are, for the time being, as unexamined and undoubted as those they displace.
The point is that there is never a moment when one believes nothing, when
consciousness is innocent of any and all categories of thought, and whatever
categories of thought are operative at a given moment will serve as an un-
doubted ground. )

Here, I suspect, a defender of determinate meaning would cry “solipsist”
and argue that a confidence that had its source in the individual’s categories
of thought would have no public value. That is, unconnected to any shared
and stable system of meanings, it would not enable one to transact the verbal
business of everyday life; a shared intelligibility would be impossible in a
world where everyone was trapped in the circle of his own assumptions and
opinions. The reply to this is that an individual’s assumptions and opinions
are not “his own” in any sense that would give body to the fear of solipsism.
That is, he is not their origin (in fact it might be more accurate to say that they
are his); rather, it is their prior availability which delimits in advance the
paths that his consciousness can possibly take. When my colleague is in the
act of construing his student’s question (“Is there a text in this class?”), none
of the interpretive strategies at his disposal are uniquely his, in the sense that
he thought them up; they follow from his preunderstanding of the interests
and goals that could possibly animate the speech of someone functioning
within the institution of academic America, interests and goals that are the
particular property of no one in particular but which link everyone for whom
their assumption is so habitual as to be unthinking. They certainly link my
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colleague and his student, who are able to communicate z_‘a .m<m: 5. :.7:*:
about one another’s intentions, not, however, because their interpre :<4.» »1 ,
forts are constrained by the shape of an independent _msmzwmm but 7,».42_5
their shared understanding of what could @Ommmmy:\ be at stake in a n_mquw.,:._w
situation results in language appearing to ﬁrm_ﬁ in the same shape mcq M:MQJ
sions of shapes). That shared understanding is .?m basis .om the 5__~ id :M.M”
with which they speak and reason, but its categories are their own on u\,“:. he
sense that as actors within an institution they mw.:ogwanww._% fall rm:.n, 8‘ ! e M_ wx
stitution’s way of making sense, its systems om. Sﬂmcumwg.raﬁ A.f.mn is ,»Ev.\ i | _m_
s0 hard for someone whose very being is defined by his .ﬁo@:.o: <H: ,_: :7
institution (and if not this one, then some o?m.e to mem:.: to voBstn h,:..:
side it a practice or a meaning that seems to him to require no wwﬂ&% ,_,.d ,
because he regards it as natural. Such a person, .s}m: .?.mm\wm&\ is like W\.M * wﬂ
“but that’s just the way it's done” or “but isn’t .; obvious” and 50 testi v\ _ m_ '
the practice of meaning in question is community property, as, in a sense,
° mcoi.\m see then that (1) communication does occur, despite the mwm”.:nc of
an independent and context-free system of meanings, that (2) those w ”Ms_mﬂ_ﬂ
ticipate in this communication do so no:mam.:m% qm.;wma than provis ' W:M
(they are not relativists), and that (3) s%zm.wrm: nc:w.g.gnm m.&.m its mocﬂm ‘ _u:._
set of beliefs, those beliefs are not E&Saﬁm_,mmmwumn or idiosyncratic
nventional (they are not solipsists). -
nOBWM MM“MM MMEumeS EZM umm_mima are what Zu«mgm and Eqmnm m”ﬁma
and what lead them to argue for the necessity of mmﬁmgﬁ_zmﬁ.m meaning. Mg_ h
rather than acting on their own, interpreters act as extensions of an m:v i :
tional community, solipsism and _,m_m&imﬂ are removed as .mm.umam mnwmww
they are not possible modes of being. That is to say, the nom.i;.ﬂow nm@:n__.gr_”_
for someone to be a solipsist or relativist, the condition \om being indepen .r :
of institutional assumptions and free to originate one’s own purposes m:m,
goals, could never be realized, and therefore there is no point :m wm.w\._:m mm
guard against it. Abrams, Hirsch, and company mmmza‘m great @mm: of time ?
a search for the ways to limit and constrain EEQESHOS\ Us.ﬂ if ﬂ e M”MEM ‘
of my colleague and his student can be generalized (and o@<_M¢m y . ,ﬂ_»::,-
can be), what they are searching for is never not &nmw.&\ found. In short, my
message to them is finally not challenging, but consoling — not to worry.
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