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Stanley E. Fish

Meaning as Event

If at this moment someone were to ask, "what are you doing?" you
might reply, "I am reading," and thereby acknowledge the fact that

reading is an activity, something you do. No one would argue that the act
of reading can take place in the absence of someone who reads—how can
you tell the dance from the dancer?—but curiously enough when it
comes time to make analytical statements about the end product of read-
ing (meaning or understanding), the reader is usually forgotten or ig-
nored. Indeed in recent literary history he has been excluded by legisla-
tion. I refer, of course, to the ex cathedra pronouncements of Wimsatt
and Beardsley in their enormously influential article "The Affective Fal-
lacy":

The Affective Fallacy is a confusion between the poem and its results (what it
is and what it does).... It begins by trying to derive the standards of criticism
from the psychological effects of the poem and ends in impressionism and
relativism. The outcome ... is that the poem itself, as an object of specifically
critical judgment, tends to disappear.1

In time, I shall return to these arguments, not so much to refute them as
to affirm and embrace them; but I would first like to demonstrate the
explanatory power of a method of analysis which takes the reader, as an
actively mediating presence, fully into account, and which, therefore,
has as its focus the "psychological effects" of the utterance. And I would

*This essay first appeared in New Literary History 2, no. 1 (Autumn 1970): 123-62.
Although I would no longer stand behind its every statement, it is here reprinted in full,
except for a small section on the Phaedrus.—Author's note. [The essay is reprinted as the
Appendix to Self-Consuming Artifacts (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1972)—Ed.]
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like to begin with a sentence that does not open itself up to the questions
v/e usually ask.

That Judas perished by hanging himself, there is no certainty in Scripture:
though in one place it seems to affirm it, and by a doubtful word hath given
occasion to translate it; yet in another place, in a more punctual description,
it maketh it improbable, and seems to overthrow it.

Ordinarily, one would begin by asking "what does this sentence
mean?" or "what is it about?" or "what is it saying?" all of which preserve
the objectivity of the utterance. For my purposes, however, this particu-
lar sentence has the advantage of not saying anything. That is, you can't
get a fact out of it which could serve as an answer to any one of these
questions. Of course, this difficulty is itself a fact—of response; and it
suggests, to me at least, that what makes problematical sense as a state-
ment makes perfect sense as a strategy, as an action made upon a reader
rather than as a container from which a reader extracts a message. The
strategy or action here is one of progressive decertainizing. Simply by
taking in the first clause of the sentence, the reader commits himself to
its assertion, "that Judas perished by hanging himself (in constructions
of this type "that" is understood to be shorthand for "the fact that"). This
is not so much a conscious decision as it is an anticipatory adjustment to
his projection of the sentence's future contours. He knows (without giv-
ing cognitive form to his knowledge) that this first clause is preliminary
to some larger assertion (it is a "ground") and he must be in control of it
if he is to move easily and confidently through what follows; and in the
context of this "knowledge," he is prepared, again less than consciously,
for any one of several constructions:

That Judas perished by hanging himself, is (an example for us all).
That Judas perished by hanging himself, shows (how conscious he was of

the enormity of his sin).
That Judas perished by hanging himself, should (give us pause).

The range of these possibilities (and there are, of course, more than
I have listed) narrows considerably as the next three words are read,
"there is no." At this point, the reader is expecting, and even predicting,
a single word—"doubt"; but instead he finds "certainty"; and at that
moment the status of the fact that had served as his point of reference
becomes wwcertain. (It is nicely ironic that the appearance of "certainty"
should be the occasion for doubt, whereas the word "doubt" would have
contributed to the reader's certainty.) As a result, the terms of the
reader's relationship to the sentence undergo a profound change. He is
suddenly involved in a different kind of activity. Rather than following
an argument along a well-lighted path (a light, after all, has gone out), he
is now looking for one. The natural impulse in a situation like this, either
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in life or in literature, is to go forward in the hope that what has been
obscured will again become clear; but in this case going forward only
intensifies the reader's sense of disorientation. The prose is continually
opening, but then closing, on the possibility of verification in one direc-
tion or another. There are two vocabularies in the sentence; one holds
out the promise of a clarification—"place," "affirm," "place," "punctual,"
"overthrow"—while the other continually defaults on that promise—
"Though," "doubtful," "yet," "improbable," "seems"; and the reader is
passed back and forth between them and between the alternatives—that
Judas did or did not perish by hanging himself—which are still sus-
pended (actually it is the reader who is suspended) when the sentence
ends (trails off? gives up?). The indeterminateness of this experience is
compounded by a superfluity of pronouns. It becomes increasingly dif-
ficult to tell what "it" refers to, and if the reader takes the trouble to
retrace his steps, he is simply led back to "that Judas perished by hanging
himself"; in short, he exchanges an indefinite pronoun for an even less
definite (that is, certain) assertion.

Whatever is persuasive and illuminating about this analysis (and it is
by no means exhaustive) is the result of my substituting for one
question—what does this sentence mean?—another, more operational
question—what does this sentence do? And what the sentence does is
give the reader something and then take it away, drawing him on with
the unredeemed promise of its return. An observation about the sen-
tence as an utterance—its refusal to yield a declarative statement—has
been transformed into an account of its experience (not being able to get
a fact out of it). It is no longer an object, a thing-in-itself, but an event,
something that happens to, and with the participation of, the reader. And
it is this event, this happening—all of it and not anything that could be
said about it or any information one might take away from it—that is, I
would argue, the meaning of the sentence. (Of course, in this case there is
no information to take away.)

This is a provocative thesis whose elaboration and defense will be the
concern of the following pages, but before proceeding to it, I would like
to examine another utterance which also (conveniently) says nothing:

Nor did they not perceive the evil plight.

The first word of this line from Paradise Lost (I, 335) generates a rather
precise (if abstract) expectation of what will follow: a negative assertion
which will require for its completion a subject and a verb. There are then
two "dummy" slots in the reader's mind waiting to be filled. This expec-
tation is strengthened (if only because it is not challenged) by the auxil-
iary "did" and the pronoun "they." Presumably, the verb is not far be-
hind. But in its place the reader is presented with a second negative, one
that cannot be accommodated within his projection of the utterance's

form. His progress through the line is halted and he is forced to come to
terms with the intrusive (because unexpected) "not." In effect what the
reader does, or is forced to do, at this point, is ask a question—did they or
didn't they?—and in search of an answer he either rereads, in which case
he simply repeats the sequence of mental operations, or goes forward, in
which case he finds the anticipated verb, but in either case the syntactical
uncertainty remains unresolved.

It could be objected that the solution to the difficulty is simply to
invoke the rule of the double negative; one cancels the other and the
"correct" reading is therefore "they did perceive the evil plight." But
however satisfactory this may be in terms of the internal logic of
grammatical utterances (and even in those terms there are problems),2 it
has nothing to do with the logic of the reading experience or, I would
insist, with its meaning. That experience is a temporal one, and in the
course of it the two negatives combine, not to produce an affirmative,
but to prevent the reader from making the simple (declarative) sense
which would be the goal of a logical analysis. To clean the line up is to
take from it its most prominent and important effect—the suspension of
the reader between the alternatives its syntax momentarily offers. What
is a problem if the line is considered as an object, a thing-in-itself, be-
comes a fact when it is regarded as an occurrence. The reader's inability
to tell whether or not "they" do perceive and his involuntary question (or
its psychological equivalent) are events in his encounter with the line,
and as events they are part of the line's meaning, even though they take
place in the mind, not on the page. Subsequently, we discover that the
answer to the question "did they or didn't they," is, "they did and they
didn't." Milton is exploiting (and calling our attention to) the two senses
of "perceive": they (the fallen angels) do perceive the fire, the pain, the
gloom; physically they see it; however they are blind to the moral signifi-
cance of their situation; and in that sense they do not perceive the evil
plight in which they are. But that is another story.

Underlying these two analyses is^amethod, rather simple in concept,
but complex (or at least complicated) in execution. The concept is simply
the rigorous and disinterested asking of the question, what does this
word, phrase, sentence, paragraph, chapter, novel, play, poem, do?; and *
the execution involves an analysis of the developing responses of the reader in
relation to the words as they succeed one another in timQ Every word in this
statement bears a special emphasis. The analysis must be of the develop-
ingjjesrjonses. to distinguish it from the atomism of much stylistic criti-
cism. A reader's response to the fifth word in a line or sentence is to a
large extent the product of his responses to words one, two, three, and
four. And by response, I intend more than the range of feelings (what
Wimsatt and Beardsley call "the purely affective reports"). The category
of response includes any and all of the activities provoked by a string of
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words: the projection of syntactical and/or lexical probabilities; their
subsequent occurrence or non-occurrence; attitudes toward persons, or
things, or ideas referred to; the reversal or questioning of those at-
titudes; and much more. Obviously, this imposes a great burden on the
analyst who in his observations on any one moment in the reading ex-
perience must take into account all that has happened (in the reader's
mind) at previous moments, each of which was in its turn subject to the
accumulating pressures of its predecessors. (He must also take into ac-
count influences and pressures predating the actual reading
experience—questions of genre, history, etc.—questions we shall con-
sider later.) All of this is included in the phrase "in time." The basis of
the method is a consideration of the temporal flow of the reading experi-
ence, and it is assumed that the reader responds in terms of that flow
and not to the whole utterance. That is, in an utterance of any length,
there is a point at which the reader has taken in only the first word, and
then the second, and then the third, and so on, and the report of what
happens to the reader is always a report of what has happened to that
point. (The report includes the reader's set toward future experiences,
but not those experiences.)

The importance of this principle is illustrated when we reverse the
first two clauses of the Judas sentence: "There is no certainty that Judas
perished by hanging himself." Here the status of the assertion is never in
doubt because the reader knows from the beginning that it is doubtful;
he is given a perspective from which to view the statement and that
perspective is confirmed rather than challenged by what follows; even
the confusion of pronouns in the second part of the sentence will not be
disturbing to him, because it can easily be placed in the context of his
initial response. There is no difference in these two sentences in the
information conveyed (or not conveyed), or in the lexical and syntactical
components,3 only in the way these are received. But that one difference
makes all the difference—between an uncomfortable, unsettling experi-
ence in which the gradual dimming of a fact is attended by a failure in
perception, and a wholly self-satisfying one in which an uncertainty is
comfortably certain, and the reader's confidence in his own powers re-
mains unshaken, because he is always in control. It is, I insist, a dif-
ference in meaning.

The results (I will later call them advantages) of this method are
fairly, though not exhaustively, represented in my two examples. Essen-
tially what the method does is slow down the reading experience so that
"events" one does not notice in normal time, but which do occur, are
brought before our analytical attentions. It is as if a slow-motion camera
with an automatic stop action effect were recording our linguistic ex-
periences and presenting them to us for viewing. Of course the value of/
such a procedure is predicated on the idea of meaning as an event, some-

thing that is happening between the words and in the reader's mind,
something.not visible to the naked eye, but which can be made visible (or
at least palpable) by the regular introduction of a "searching^jguestion
(what does this do?). It is more usual to assume that meaning is a func-
tion of the utterance, and to equate it with the information given (the
message) or the attitude expressed. That is, the components of an utter-
ance are considered either in relation to each other or to a state of affairs
in the outside world, or to the state of mind of the speaker-author. In
any and all of these variations, meaning is located (presumed to be
imbedded) in the utterance, and the apprehension, of meaning is an act
of extraction.4 In short, there is little sense of process and even less of the
reader's actualizing participation in that process.

This concentration on the verbal object as a thing in itself and as a~7
repository of meaning has many consequences, theoretical and practical. '
First of all, it creates a whole class of utterances, which, because of their
alleged transparency, are declared to be uninteresting as objects of
analysis. Sentences or fragments of sentences that immediately "make
sense" (a deeply revealing phrase if one thinks about it) are examples of
ordinary language; they are neutral and styleless statements, "simply"
referring, or "simply" reporting. But the application to such utterances
of the question "what does it do?" (which assumes that something is
always happening) reveals that a great deal is going on in their produc-
tion and comprehension (every linguistic experience is affecting and pressur- X
ing), although jriost of_itJl_S?!S!&-S)n_.?.P ̂ ISES.JiEz-^^HSj1 a basic, "pre_-
consciou^^ky^LoileicrjexieiLCjej. that we tend to overlook it. Thus the
utterance (written or spoken) "there is a chair" is at once understood as the
report either of an existing state of affairs or of an act of perception (I
see a chair). In either frame of reference, it makes immediate sense. To
my mind, however, what is interesting about the utterance is the sub rosa
message it puts out by virtue of its easy comprehensibility. Because it gives
information directly and simply, it asserts (silently, but effectively) the
"givability," directly and simply, of information; and it is thus an exten-
sion of the ordering operation we perform on experience whenever it is
filtered through our temporal-spatial consciousness. In short, it makes
sense, in exactly the way we make (i.e., manufacture) sense of whatever,
if anything, exists outside us; and by making easy sense it tells us that
sense can be easily made and that we are capable of easily making it. A
whole document consisting of such utterances—a chemistry text or a
telephone book—will be telling us that all the time; and that, rather than
any reportable "content," will be its meaning. Such language can be called
"ordinary" only because it confirms amj_f£flggjg_our ordinary under-
standing of the world and our position in it; but for precisely that reason
if is ex7Faordmary(unless we accept a naive epistemology which grants us
unmediated access to reality) and to leave it unanalyzed is to risk missing
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much of what happens—to us and through us—when we read and (or so
we think) understand.

In short, the problem is simply that most methods of analysis oper-
ate at so high a level of abstraction that the basic data of the meaning
experience are slighted and/or obscured. In the area of specifically literary
studies, the effects of a naive theory of utterance meaning and of its
attendant assumption of ordinary language can be seen in what is ac-
knowledged to be the sorry state of the criticism of the novel and of
prose in general. This is usually explained with reference to a distinction
between prose and poetry, which is actually a distinction between ordi-
nary language and poetic language. Poetry, it is asserted, is characterized
by a high incidence of deviance from normal syntactical and lexical
habits. It therefore offers the analyst-critic a great many points of depar-
ture. Prose, on the other hand (except for Baroque eccentrics like
Thomas Browne and James Joyce) is, well, just prose, and just there. It is^
this helplessness before all but the most spectacular effects that I would /
remedy; although in one way the two examples with which this essay'
began were badly chosen, since they were analyses of utterances that are
obviously and problematically deviant. This, of course, was a ploy to gain
your attention. Assuming that I now have it, let me insist that the method
shows to best advantage when it is applied to unpromising material. ^
Consider for example this sentence (actually part of a sentence) from
Pater's "Conclusion" to The Renaissance, which, while it is hardly the stuff
of everyday conversation, does not, at first sight, afford much scope for
the critic's analytical skill:

That clear perpetual outline of face and limb is but an image of ours.

What can one say about a sentence like this? The analyst of style
would, I fear, find it distressingly straightforward and nondeviant, a
simple declarative of the form X is Y. And if he were by chance drawn to
it, he would not be likely to pay very much attention to the first word—
"That." It is simply there. But of course it is not simply there; it is actively
there, doing something, and what that something is can be discovered by
asking the question "what does it do?" The answer is obvious, right there!
in front of our noses, although we may not see it until we ask the ques- /|j
tion. "That" is a demonstrative, a word that points out, and as one takes it
in, a sense of its referent (yet unidentified) is established. Whatever
"that" is, it is outside, at a distance from the observer-reader; it is "point-
able to" (pointing is what the word "that" does), something of substance
and solidity. In terms of the reader's response, "that" generates an ex-
pectation that impels him forward, the expectation of finding out what
"that" is. The word and its effect are the basic data of the meaning
experience and they will direct our description of that experience be-
cause they direct the reader.

The adjective "clear" works in two ways; it promises the reader that
when "that" appears, he will be able to see it easily, and, conversely, that
jt can be easily seen. "Perpetual" stabilizes the visibility of "that" even
before it is seen and "outline" gives it potential form, while at the same
time raising a question. That question—outline of what?—is obligingly
answered by the phrase "of face and limb," which, in effect, fills the
outline in. By the time the reader reaches the declarative verb "is"—
which sets the seal on the objective reality of what has preceded it—he is
fully and securely oriented in a world of perfectly discerned objects and
perfectly discerning observers, of whom he is one. But then the sentence
turns on the reader, and takes away the world it has itself created. With
"but" the easy progress through the sentence is impeded (it is a split
second before one realizes that "but" has the force of "only"); the declar-
ative force of "is" is weakened and the status of the firmly drawn outline
the reader has been pressured to accept is suddenly uncertain; "image"
resolves that uncertainty, but in the direction of insubstantiality; and the
now blurred form disappears altogether when the phrase "of ours" col-
lapses the distinction between the reader and that which is (or was)
"without" (Pater's own word). Now you see it (that), now you don't. Pater
giveth and Pater taketh away. (Again this description of the reader's
experience is an analysis of the sentence's meaning and if you were to
ask, "but, what does it mean?" I would simply repeat the description.)

What is true of this sentence is true, I believe, of much of what we
hold ourselves responsible for as critics and teachers of literature. There
is more to it, that is, to its experience, than meets the casual eye. What is
required, then, is a method, a machine if you will, which in its operation \
makes observable, or at least accessible, what goes onjbelow the level of. I
self-conscious response. Everyone would admit that something "funny"~
hapjpens in the "Judas^seritence from Browne's Religio Medici and that
there is a difficulty built into the reading and understanding of the line
from Paradise Lost; but there is a tendency to assume that the Pater
sentence is a simple assertion (whatever that is). It is, of course, nothing
of the kind. In fact it is not an assertion at all, although (the promise of)
an assertion is one of its components. It is an experience; it occurs; it
does something; it makes us do something. Indeed, I-would go so far as
to say, in direct contradiction of Wimsatt-Beardsley, that what it does is
what it means.

The Logic and Structure of Response

What I am suggesting is that there is no direct relationship between
the meaning of a sentence (paragraph, novel, poem) and what its words
mean. Or, to put the matter less provocatively, the information an utter-
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ance gives, its message, is a constituent of, but certainly not to be iden-
tified with, its meaning. It is the experience of an utterance—all of it and
not anything that could be said about it, including anything I could
say—that is its meaning.

It follows, then, that it is impossible to mean the same thing in two
(or more) different ways, although we tend to think that it happens all
the time. We do this by substituting for our immediate linguistic experi-
ence an interpretation or abstraction of it, in which "it" is inevitably
compromised. We contrive to forget what has happened to us in our life

^ with language, removing ourselves as far as possible from the linguistic
event before making a statement about it. Thus we say, for example, that
"the book of the father" and "the father's book" mean the same thing,
forgetting that "father" and "book" occupy different positions of em-
phasis in our different experiences; and as we progress in this forget-
ting, we become capable of believing that sentences as different as these
are equivalent in meaning:

This fact is concealed by the influence of language, moulded by science,
which foists on us exact concepts as though they represented the immediate
deliverances of experience.

A. N. Whitehead
And if we continue to dwell in thought on this world, not of objects in the

solidity with which language invests them, but of impressions, unstable,
flickering, inconsistent, which burn and are extinguished with our con-
sciousness of them, it contracts still further.

Walter Pater

It is (literally) tempting to say that these sentences make the same
point: that language which pretends to precision operates to obscure the
flux and disorder of actual experience. And of course they do, if one
considers them at a high enough level of generality. But as individual
experiences through which a reader lives, they are not alike at all, and
neither, therefore, are their meanings.

To take the Whitehead sentence first, it simply doesn't mean what it
says; for as the reader moves through it, he experiences the stability of
the world whose existence it supposedly denies. The word "fact" itself
makes an exact concept out of the idea of inexactness; and by referring
backward to find its referent—"the radically untidy ill-adjusted charac-
ter of... experience"—the reader performs the characteristic action re-
quired of him by this sentence, the fixing of things in their places.

There is nothing untidy either in the sentence or in our experience
of it. Each clause is logically related to its predecessors and prepares the
way for what follows; and since our active attention is required only at
the points of relation, the sentence is divided by us into a succession of
discrete areas, each of which is dominated by the language of certainty. I

£V the phrase "as though they represented" falls into this
since its stress falls on "they represented" which then thrust
ward to the waiting "deliverances of experience." In short,
tetice, in its action upon us, declares the tidy well-ordered cha
actual experience, and that is its meaning.

At first the Pater sentence is self-subverting in the same v
least forceful word in its first two clauses is "not," which is litera
whelmed by the words that surround it—"world," "objects," "s
"language"; and by the time the reader reaches the "but" in
impressions," he finds himself inhabiting (dwelling in) a "world"
and "solid" objects. It is of course a world made up of words, con,
in large part by the reader himself as he performs grammatical
which reinforce the stability of its phenomena. By referring bac
from "them" to "objects," the reader accords "objects" a plact
sentence (whatever can be referred back to must be somewhere^
his mind. In the second half of the sentence, however, this same ^
unbuilt. There is still a backward dependence to the reading expt
but the point of reference is the word "impressions"; and the
which follows it—"unstable," "flickering," "inconsistent"—serves
accentuate its mstability. Like Whitehead, Pater perpetrates tr
deception he is warning against; but this is only one part of his st
The other is to break down (extinguish) the coherence of the illus
has created. Each successive stage of the sentence is less ex;
Whitehead's terms) than its predecessors, because at each suo
stage the reader is given less and less to hold on to; and wh(
corporeality of "this world" has wasted away to an "it" ("it contra<
further"), he is left with nothing at all.

One could say, I suppose, that at the least these two sentence
ture toward the same insight; but even this minimal statement так
uneasy, because "insight" is another word that implies "there it i:
got it." And this is exactly the difference between the two sent*
Whitehead lets you get "it" ("the neat, trim, tidy, exact world"),
Pater gives you the experience of having "it" melt under your feel
only when one steps back from the sentences that they are in an;
equivalent; and stepping back is what an analysis in terms of doing
happenings does not allow.

The analysis of the Pater sentence illustrates another feature с
Method, its independence of linguistic logic. If a casual reader
a sked to point out the most important word in the second clause—
°f objects in the solidity with which language invests them"—he w
Probably answer "not," because as a logical marker "not" controls с
thing that follows it. But as one component in an experience, it is he
c°ntrolling at all; for as the clause unfolds, "not" has less and less а с
Oli our attention and memories; working against it, and finally с
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whelming it, as we saw, is an unbroken succession of more forceful
words. My point, of course, is that in an analysis of the sentence as a
thing in itself, consisting of words arranged in syntactological relation-
ships, "not" would figure prominently, while in an experiential analysis it
is noted chiefly for its weakness.

The case is even clearer and perhaps more interesting in this sen-
tence from one of Donne's sermons:

And therefore as the mysteries of our religion, are not the objects of our
reason, but by faith we rest on God's decree and purpose, (it is so, О God,
because it is thy will it should be so) so God's decrees are ever to be consid-
ered in the manifestation thereof.

Here the "not"—again logically controlling—is subverted by the very
construction in which it is imbedded; for that construction, unobtru-
sively, but nonetheless effectively, pressures the reader to perform
exactly those mental operations whose propriety the statement of the
sentence—what it is saying—is challenging. That is, a paraphrase of the
material before the parenthesis might read—"Matters of faith and reli-
gion are not the objects of our reason"; but the simple act of taking in the
words "And therefore" involves us unavoidably in reasoning about mat-
ters of faith and religion; in fact so strong is the pull of these words that
our primary response to this part of the sentence is one of anticipation;
we are waiting for a "so" clause to complete the logically based sequence
begun by "And therefore as." But when that "so" appears, it is not at all
what we had expected, for it is the "so" of divine fiat—it is so О God
because it is thy will it should be so—of a causality more real than any
that can be observed in nature or described in a natural (human) lan-
guage. The speaker, however, completes his "explaining" and "organiz-
ing" statement as if its silent claim to be a window on reality were still
unquestioned. As a result the reader is alerted to the inadequacy of the
very process in which he is (through the syntax) involved, and at the
same time he accepts the necessity, for limited human beings, of pro-
ceeding within the now discredited assumptions of that process.

Of course, a formalist analysis of this sentence would certainly have
discovered the tension between the two "so's," one a synonym for there-
fore, the other shorthand for "so be it," and might even have gone on to
•suggest that the relationship between them is a mirror of the relationship
between the mysteries of faith and the operations of reason. I doubt,
however, that a formalist analysis would have brought us to the point
where we could see the sentence, and the mode of discourse it repre-
sents, as a self-deflating joke ("thereof mocks "therefore"), to which the
reader responds and of which he is a victim. In short, and to repeat
myself, to consider the utterance apart from the consciousness receiving
it is to risk missing a great deal of what is going on. It is a risk which
analysis in terms of "doings and happenings"5 works to minimize.

Another advantage of the method is its ability to deal with sentences ?
, n (j works) that don't mean anything, in the sense of not making sense. J
I iterature, it is often remarked (either in praise or with contempt), is
largely made up of such utterances. (It is an interesting comment, both

n Dylan Thomas and the proponents of a deviation theory of poetic
language that their examples so often are taken from his work.) In an
experiential analysis, the sharp distinction between sense and nonsense,
with the attendant value judgments and the talk about truth content, is
blurred, because the place where sense is made or not made is the
reader's mind rather than the printed page or the space between the
covers of a book. For an example, I turn once again, and for the last
time, to Pater: "This at least of flame-like, our life has, that it is but the
concurrence, renewed from moment to moment, of forces parting
sooner or later on their ways."

This sentence deliberately frustrates the reader's natural desire to
organize the particulars it offers. One can see, for instance, how dif-
ferent its experience would be if "concurrence of forces" were substi-
tuted for "concurrence, renewed from moment to moment, of forces."
The one allows and encourages the formation of a physical image which
has a spatial reality; the mind imagines (pictures) separate and distinct
forces converging, in an orderly fashion, on a center where they form a
new, but still recognizable and manageable (in a mental sense) force; the
other determinedly prevents that image from forming. Before the
reader can respond fully to "concurrence," "renewed" stops him by mak-
ing the temporal status of the motion unclear. Has the concurrence
already taken place? Is it taking place now? Although "from moment to
moment" answers these questions, it does so at the expense of the as-
sumptions behind them; the phrase leaves no time for anything so for-
mal and chartable as a "process." For "a moment," at "of forces," there is
a coming together; but in the next moment, the moment when the
reader takes in "parting," they separate. Or do they? "Sooner or later"
upsets this new attempt to find pattern and direction in "our life" and
the reader is once more disoriented, spatially and temporally. The final
deterrent to order is the plural "ways," which prevents the mind's eye
from traveling down a single path and insists on the haphazardness and
randomness of whatever it is that happens sooner or later.

Of course this reading of the sentence (that is, of its effects) ignores**!
rts status as a logical utterance. "Concurrence, renewed from moment to |
moment, of forces" is meaningless as a statement corresponding to a
state of affairs in the "real" world; but its refusal to mean in that discur-
S1ve way creates the experience that is its meaning; and an analysis of
Wat experience rather than of logical content is able to make sense of
°ne kind—experiential sense—out of nonsense.

A similar (and saving) operation can be performed on units larger
the sentence Whatever 'he size of the unit, the focus of the
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method remains the reader's experience of it, and the mechanism of the
method is the magic question, "what does this do?" Answering
it, of course, is more difficult than it would be for a single sentence. More
variables creep in, more responses and more different kinds of re-
sponses have to be kept track of; there are more contexts which regulate
and modulate the temporal flow of the reading experience. Some of
these problems will be considered below. For the present, let me say that
I have usually found that what might be called the basic experience of a
work (do not read basic meaning) occurs at every level....

The Affective Fallacy Fallacy

In the preceding pages I have argued the case for a method of
analysis which focuses on the reader rather than on the artifact, and in
what remains of this essay I would like to consider some of the more
obvious objections to that method. The chief objection, of course, is that
affective criticism leads one away from the "thing itself in all its solidity
to the inchoate impressions of a variable and various reader. This argu-
ment has several dimensions to it, and will require a multidirectional
answer.

First, the charge of impressionism has been answered, I hope, by
some of my sample analyses. If anything, the discriminations required
and yielded by the method are too fine for even the most analytical of
tastes. This is in large part because in the category of response I include
not only "tears, prickles," and "other psychological symptoms,"6 but all
the precise mental operations involved in reading, including the formu-
lation of complete thoughts, the performing (and regretting) of acts of
judgment, the following and making of logical sequences; and also be-
cause my insistence on the cumulative pressures of the reading experi-
ence puts restrictions on the possible responses to a word or a phrase.

The larger objection remains. Even if the reader's responses can be
described with some precision, why bother with them, since the more
palpable objectivity of the text is immediately available ("the poem itself,
as an object of specifically critical judgment, tends to disappear"). My
reply to this is simple. The objectivity of the text is an illusion, and
moreover, a dangerous illusion, because it is so physically convincing.
The illusion is one of self-sufficiency and completeness. A line of print
or a page or a book is so obviously there—it can be handled, photo-
graphed, or put away—that it seems to be the sole repository of whatever
value and meaning we associate with it. (I wish the pronoun could be
avoided, but in a way it makes my point.) This is, of course, the unspo-
ken assumption behind the word "content." The line or page or book
contains—everything.

The great merit (from this point of view) of kinetic art is that it

forces you to be aware of "it" as a changing object—and therefore no
"object" at all—and also to be aware of yourself as correspondingly
changing. Kinetic art does not lend itself to a static interpretation be-
cause it refuses to stay still and doesn't let you stay still either. In its
operation it makes inescapable the actualizing role of the observer. Lit-
erature is a kinetic art, but the physical form it assumes prevents us from
seeing its essential nature, even though we so experience it. The ,
availability of a book to the hand, its presence on a shelf, its listing in a '
library catalogue—all of these encourage us to think of it as a stationary
object. Somehow when we put a book down, we forget that while we
were reading, it was moving (pages turning, lines receding into the past)
and forget too that we were moving with it. f

A criticism that regards*"the poem itself as an object of specifically
critical judgment" extends this forgetting into a principle; it transforms a
temporal experience into a spatial one; it steps back and in a single
glance takes in a whole (sentence, page, work) which the reader knows (if
at all) only bit by bit, moment by moment. It is a criticism that takes as its •
(self-restricted) area the physical dimensions of the artifact and within
these dimensions it marks out beginnings, middles, and ends, discovers
frequency distributions, traces out patterns of imagery, diagrams strata
of complexity (vertical of course), all without ever taking into account the
relationship (if any) between its data and their affective force. Its ques-
tion is what goes into the work rather than what does the work go into. It
is "objective" in exactly the wrong way, because it determinedly ignores
what is objectively true about the activity of reading. Analysis in terms of.
doings and happenings is on the other hand truly objective because it {
recognizes the fluidity, "the movingness," of the meaning experience
and because it directs us to where the action is—the active and activating '
consciousness of the reader.

But what reader? When I talk about the responses of "the reader,"
am I not really talking about myself, and making myself into a surrogate
for all the millions of readers who are not me at all? Yes and no. Yes in
the sense that in no two of us are the responding mechanisms exactly
alike. No, if one argues that because of the uniqueness of the individual,
generalization about response is impossible. It is here that the method
can accommodate the insights of modern linguistics, especially the idea
of "linguistic competence," "the idea that it is possible to characterize a v

"nguistic system that every speaker shares."7 This characterization, if it
were realized, would be a "competence model," corresponding more or f
less to the internal mechanisms which allow us to process (understand)
and produce sentences that we have never before encountered. It would
be a spatial model in the sense that it would reflect a system of rules
Preexisting, and indeed making possible, any actual linguistic experi-
ence.

The interest of this for me is its bearing on the problem of specifying
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response. If the speakers of a language share a system of rules that each
of them has somehow internalized, understanding will, in some sense, be
uniform; that is, it will proceed in terms of the system of rules all speak-
ers share. And insofar as these rules are constraints on production—
establishing boundaries within which utterances are labeled "normal,"
"deviant," "impossible," and so on—they will also be constraints on the
range, and even the direction, of response; that is, they will make re-
sponse, to some extent, predictable and normative. Thus the formula, so
familiar in the literature of linguistics, "Every native speaker will recog-
nize. . .."

A further "regularizing" constraint on response is suggested by what
Ronald Wardhaugh, following Katz and Fodor, calls "semantic compe-
tence," a matter less of an abstract set of rules than of a backlog of
language experience which determines probability of choice and there-
fore of response. "A speaker's semantic knowledge," Wardhaugh con-
tends,

is no more random than his syntactic knowledge ... ; therefore, it seems
useful to consider the possibility of devising, for semantic knowledge, a set
of rules similar in form to the set used to characterize syntactic knowledge.
Exactly how such a set of rules should be formulated and exactly what it
must explain are to a considerable extent uncertain. At the very least the
rules must characterize some sort of norm, the kind of semantic knowledge
that an ideal speaker of the language might be said to exhibit in an ideal set
of circumstances—in short, his semantic competence. In this way the rules
would characterize just that set of facts about English semantics that all
speakers of English have internalized and can draw upon in interpreting
words in novel combinations. When one hears or reads a new sentence, he
makes sense out of that sentence by drawing on both his syntactic and his
semantic knowledge. The semantic knowledge enables him to know what
the individual words mean and how to put these meanings together so that
they are compatible. (P. 90)

The resulting description could then be said to be a representation of the
kind of system that speakers of a language have somehow internalized and
thaj: they draw upon in interpreting sentences. (P. 92)

Wardhaugh concedes that the "resulting description" would resemble
rather than be equivalent to the system actually internalized, but he
insists that "What is really important is the basic principle involved in the
total endeavor, the principle of trying to formalize in as explicit a way as
possible the semantic knowledge that a mature listener or reader brings
to his task of comprehension and that underlies his actual behavior in
comprehension" (p. 92). (Interestingly enough, this is a good description
of what Empson tries to do, less systematically of course, in The Structure
of Complex Words.) Obviously the intersection of the two systems of
knowledge would make it possible to further restrict (make predictable

and normative) the range of response; so that one could presume (as I
have) to describe a reading experience in terms that would hold for all
speakers who were in possession of both competences. The difficulty is
that at present we do not have these systems. The syntactic model is still
under construction and the semantic model has hardly been proposed.
(Indeed, we will need not a model, but models, since "the semantic
knowledge that a mature . . . reader brings to his task of comprehension"
will vary with each century or period.8) Nevertheless, the incompleteness
of our knowledge should not prevent us from hazarding analyses on the
basis of what we presently know about what we know.

Earlier, I offered this description of my method: "an analysis of the
developing responses of the reader to the words as they succeed one
another on the page." It should now be clear that the developing of those
responses takes place within the regulating and organizing mechanism,
preexisting the actual verbal experience, of these (and other) compe-
tences. Following Chomsky, most psychologists and psycholinguists insist
that understanding is more than a linear processing of information.9

This means, as Wardhaugh points out, that "sentences are not just simple
left to right sequences of elements" and that "sentences are not under-
stood as a result of adding the meaning of the second to that of the first,
the third to the first two, and so on" (p. 54). In short, something other
than itself, something existing outside its frame of reference, must be
modulating the reader's experience of the sequence.10 In my method of
analysis, the temporal flow is monitored and structured by everything
the reader brings with him, by his competences; and it is by taking these
into account as they interact with the temporal left to right reception of
the verbal string, that I am able to chart and project the developing
response.

It should be noted however that my category of response, and espe-
cially of meaningful response, includes more than the transformational
grammarians, who believe that comprehension is a function of deep
structure perception, would allow. There is a tendency, at least in the
writings of some linguists, to downgrade surface structure—the form of
actual sentences—to the status of a husk, or covering, or veil; a layer of
excrescences that is to be peeled away or penetrated or discarded in
tavor of the kernel underlying it. This is an understandable consequence
ot Chomsky's characterization of surface structure as "misleading" and
uninformative"11 and his insistence (somewhat modified recently) that

deep structure alone determines meaning. Thus, for example, Ward-
haugh writes that "Every surface structure is interpretable only by ref-
erence to its deep structure" (p. 49) and that while "the surface structure
pf the sentence provides clues to its interpretation, the interpretation
'tself depends on a correct processing of these clues to reconstruct all the
dements and relationships of the deep structure." Presumably the "cor-
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rect processing," that is, the uncovering of the deep structure and the
extraction of deep meaning, is the only goal, and whatever stands in the
way of that uncovering is to be tolerated, but assigned no final value.
Clues, after all, are sometimes misleading and give rise to "mistakes."

For example, we sometimes anticipate words in a conversation or text only
to discover ourselves to be wrong, or we do not wait for sentences to be
completed because we assume we know what their endings will be.... Many
of the mistakes students make in reading are made because the students
have adopted inappropriate strategies in their processing. (Pp. 137-38)

In my account of reading, however, the temporary adoption of these
inappropriate strategies is itself a response to the strategy of an author;
and the resulting mistakes are part of the experience provided by that
author's language, and therefore part of its meaning. Deep structure
theorists, of course, deny that differences in meaning can be located in
surface forms. And this for me vitiates the work of Richard Ohmann,
who does pay attention to the temporal flow, but only so that he can
uncover beneath it the deep structure, which, he assumes, is really doing
the work.

The key word is, of course, experience. For Wardhaugh, reading
(and comprehension in general) is a process of extraction. "The reader is
required to get the meaning from the print in front of him" (p. 139). For
me, reading (and comprehension in general) is an event, no part of
which is to be discarded. In that event, which is the actualization of
meaning, the deep structure plays an important role, but it is not every-
thing; for we comprehend not in terms of the deep structure alone, but
in terms of a relationship between the unfolding, in time, of the surface
structure and a continual checking of it against our projection (always in
terms of surface structure) of what the deep structure will reveal itself to
be; and when the final discovery has been made and the deep structure is
perceived, all the "mistakes," the positing, on the basis of incomplete
evidence, of deep structures that failed to materialize, will not be can-
celed out. They have been experienced; they have existed in the mental
life of the reader; they mean. (This is obviously the case in our experi-
ence of the line "Nor did they not perceive the evil plight.")

All of which returns us to the original question. Who is the reader?
Obviously, my reader is a construct, an ideal or idealized reader; some-
what like Wardhaugh's "mature reader" or Milton's "fit" reader, or to
use a term of my own, the reader is the informed reader. The informed
reader is someone who

1. is a competent speaker of the language out of which the textis built up.

2. is in full possession of "the semantic knowledge that a
mature. . . listener brings to his task of comprehension." This in-
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eludes the knowledge (that is, the experience, both as a producer
and comprehender) of lexical sets, collocation probabilities, idioms,
professional and other dialects, etc.

3. has literary competence.

That is, he is sufficiently experienced as a reader to have internalized the
properties of literary discourses, including everything from the most
local of devices (figures of speech, etc.) to whole genres. In this theory,
then, the concerns of other schools of criticism—questions of genre, ,
conventions, intellectual background, etc.—become redefined in terms of*
potential and probable response, the significance and value a reader can be
expected to attach to the idea "epic," or to the use of archaic language, or
to anything.

The reader, of whose responses I speak, then, is this informed
reader, neither an abstraction, nor an actual living reader, but a
hybrid—a real reader (me) who does everything within his power to
make himself informed. That is, I can with some justification project my
responses into those of "the" reader because they have been modified by
the constraints placed on me by the assumptions and operations of the
method: (1) the conscious attempt to become the informed reader by
making my mind the repository of the (potential) responses a given text
might call out and (2) the attendant suppressing, insofar as that is possi-
ble, of what is personal and idiosyncratic and 1970ish in my response. In
short, the informed reader is to some extent processed by the method
that uses him as a control. Each of us, if we are sufficiently responsible
and self-conscious, can, in the course of employing the method become
the informed reader and therefore be a more reliable reporter of his
experience.

(Of course, it would be easy for someone to point out that I have not
answered the charge of solipsism, but merely presented a rationale for a
solipsistic procedure; but such an objection would have force only if a
better mode of procedure were available. The one usually offered is to
regard the work as a thing in itself, as an object; but as I have argued
above, this is a false and dangerously self-validating objectivity. I sup-
Pose that what I am saying is that I would rather have an acknowledged
and controlled subjectivity than an objectivity which is finally an illusion.)

In its operation, my method will obviously be radically historical.
The critic has the responsibility of becoming not one but a number of
•nformed readers, each of whom will be identified by a matrix of politi-
cal, cultural, and literary determinants. The informed reader of Milton
wiU not be the informed reader of Whitman, although the latter will
necessarily comprehend the former. This plurality of informed readers
lrnplies a plurality of informed reader aesthetics, or no aesthetic at all. A
Method of analysis that yields a (structured) description of response has)
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built into it an operational criterion. The question is not how good it is,
but how does it work; and both question and answer are framed in terms
of local conditions, which include local notions of literary value.

This raises the problem of the consideration of local beliefs as a pos-
sible basis of response. If a reader does not share the central concerns of
a work, will he be capable of fully responding to it? Wayne Booth has
asked that question: "But is it really true that the serious Catholic or
atheist, however sensitive, tolerant, diligent, and well-informed about
Milton's beliefs he may be, enjoys Paradise Lost to the degree possible to
one of Milton's contemporaries and co-believers, of equal intelligence
and sensitivity?"12 The answer, it seems to me, is no. There are some
beliefs that cannot be momentarily suspended or assumed. Does this
mean, then, that Paradise Lost is a lesser work because it requires a
narrowly defined ("fit") reader? Only if we hold to a universal aesthetic
in the context of which value is somehow correlated with the number of
readers who can experience it fully, irrespective of local affiliations. My
method allows for no such aesthetic and no such fixings of value. In fact
it is oriented away from evaluation and toward description. It is difficult
to say on the basis of its results that one work is better than another or
even that a single work is good or bad. And more basically, it doesn't
permit the evaluation of literature as literature, as apart from advertis-
ing or preaching or propaganda or "entertainment." As a report of a
(very complex) stimulus-response relationship, it provides no way to
distinguish between literary and other effects, except, perhaps, for the
components which go into one or the other; and no one, I assume, will
assent to a "recipe" theory of literary difference. For some this will seem
a fatal limitation of the method. I welcome it, since it seems to me that we
have for too long, and without notable results, been trying to determine
what distinguishes literature from ordinary language. If we understood
"language," its constituents and its operations, we would be better able
to understand its subcategories. The fact that this method does not begin
with the assumption of literary superiority or end with its affirmation, is,
I think, one of its strongest recommendations.

This is not to say that I do not evaluate. The selection of texts for
analysis is itself an indication of a hierarchy in my own tastes. In general
I am drawn to works which do not allow a reader the security of his
normal patterns of thought and belief. It would be possible, I suppose, to
erect a standard of value on the basis of this preference—a scale on
which the most unsettling of literary experiences would be the best
(perhaps literature is what disturbs our sense of self-sufficiency, per-
sonal and linguistic)—but the result would probably be more a reflection
of a personal psychological need than of a universally true aesthetic.

Three further objections to the method should be considered if only
because they are so often made in my classes. If one treats utterances,
literary or otherwise, as strategies, does this not claim too much for the
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conscious control of their producer-authors? I tend to answer this ques-
tion by begging it, by deliberately choosing texts in which the evidence of
control is overwhelming. (I am aware that to a psychoanalytic critic, this
principle of selection would be meaningless, and indeed, impossible.) If
pressed I would say that the method of analysis, apart from my own
handling of it, does not require the assumption either of control or of
intention. One can analyze an effect without worrying about whether it
was produced accidentally or on purpose. (However I always find myself
worrying in just this way, especially when reading Defoe.) The exception
would be cases where the work includes a statement of intention ("to
justify the ways of God to man"), which, because it establishes an expec-
tation on the part of a reader, becomes a part of his experience. This, of
course, does not mean that the stated intention is to be believed or used
as the basis of an interpretation, simply that it, like everything else in the
text, draws a response, and, like everything else, it must be taken into
account.

The second objection also takes the form of a question. If there is a
measure of uniformity to the reading experience, why have so many
readers, and some equally informed, argued so well and passionately for
differing interpretations? This, it seems to me, is a pseudo-problem.
Most literary quarrels are not disagreements about response, but about a
response to a response. What happens to one informed reader of a work
will happen, within a range of nonessential variation, to another. It is
only when readers become literary critics and the passing of judgment
takes precedence over the reading experience, that opinions begin to
diverge. The act of interpretation is often so removed from the act of
reading that the latter (in time the former) is hardly remembered. The
exception that proves the rule, and my point, is C. S. Lewis, who ex-
plained his differences with Dr. Lea vis in this way: "It is not that he and I
see different things when we look at Paradise Lost. He sees and hates the
very same things that I see and love."

The third objection is a more practical one. In the analysis of a
reading experience, when does one come to the point? The answer is,
never," or, no sooner than the pressure to do so becomes unbearable

(psychologically). Coming to the point is the goal of a criticism that
Sieves in content, in extractable meaning, in the utterance as a reposi-
°ry. Coming to the point fulfills a need that most literature deliberately
^ustrates (if we open ourselves to it), the need to simplify and close.
oming to the point should be resisted, and in its small way, this method

WlU help you to resist. У

Other Versions, Other Readers

Some of what I have said in the preceding pages will be familiar to
uQents of literary criticism. There has been talk of readers and re-
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sponses before and I feel some obligation at this point both to acknowl-
edge my debts and to distinguish my method from others more or less
like it.13

One begins of course with I. A. Richards, whose principal article of
faith sounds very much like mine:

The belief that there is such a quality or attribute, namely Beauty, which
attaches to the things which we rightly call beautiful, is probably inevitable
for all reflective persons at a certain stage of their mental development.

Even among those who have escaped from this delusion and are well
aware that we continually talk as though things possess qualities, when what
we ought to say is that they cause effects in us of one kind or another, the
fallacy of "projecting" the effect and making it a quality of its cause tends to
recur. .. .

Whether we are discussing music, poetry, painting, sculpture or architec-
ture, we are forced to speak as though certain physical objects .. . are what
we are talking about. And yet the remarks we make as critics do not apply to
such objects but to states of mind, to experiences.14

This is obviously a brief for a shift of analytical attention away from the
work as an object to the response it draws, the experience it generates;
but the shift is, in Richards's theory, preliminary to severing one from the
other, whereas I would insist on their precise interaction. He does this by
distinguishing sharply between scientific and emotive language:

A statement may be used for the sake of the reference true or false, which it
causes. This is the scientific use of language. But it may also be used for the
sake of the effects in emotion and attitude produced by the reference it
occasions. This is the emotive use of language. The distinction once clearly
grasped is simple. We may either use words for the sake of the references
they promote, or we may use them for the sake of the attitudes and emotions
which ensue. (P. 267)

But may we? Isn't it the case, rather, that in any linguistic experience
we are internalizing attitudes and emotions, even if the attitude is the
pretension of no attitude and the emotion is a passionate coldness?
Richards's distinction is too absolute and in his literary theorizing it
becomes more absolute still. Referential language, when it appears in
poetry, is not to be attended to as referential in any sense. Indeed, it is
hardly to be attended to at all. This is in general the thesis of Science and
Poetry:15

The intellectual stream is fairly easy to follow; it follows itself, so to speak;
but it is the less important of the two. In poetry it matters only as a means.
(P. 13)

A good deal of poetry and even some great poetry exists (e.g., some of
Shakespeare's Songs and, in a different way, much of the best of Swinburne)
in which the sense of the words can be almost entirely missed or neglected
without loss. (Pp. 22-23)
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Most words are ambiguous as regards their plain sense, especially in po-
etry. We can take them as we please in a variety of senses. The sense we are
pleased to choose is the one which most suits the impulses already stirred
through the form of the verse. . . . Not the strictly logical sense of what is said,
but the tone of voice and the occasion are the primary factors by which we
interpret. (P. 23)

It is never what a poem says which matters, but what it is. (P. 25)
Well what is it? And what exactly is the "form of the verse" which is
supposed to displace our interest in and responsibility to the sense? The
answers to these questions, when they come, are disturbing: the cogni-
tive structure of poetic (read literary) language is a conduit through
which a reader is to pass untouched and untouching on his way to the
impulse which was the occasion of the poem in the first place:

The experience itself, the tide of impulses sweeping through the mind, is
the source and the sanction of the words .. . to a suitable reader. .. the
words will reproduce in his mind a similar play of interests putting him for
the while into a similar situation and leading to the same response.

Why this should happen is still somewhat of a mystery. An extraordinar-
ily intricate concourse of impulses brings the words together. Then in
another mind the affair in part reverses itself, the words bring a similar
concourse to impulses. (Pp. 26-27)

Declining to identify message with meaning, Richards goes too far and
gives the experience of decoding (or attempting to decode) the message
no place in the actualization of meaning. From feeling to words to feel-
ing, the passage should be made with as little attention as possible to the
sense, which is usually "fairly easy to follow" (disposable, like a straw). In
fact, attention to the sense can be harmful, if one takes it too seriously.
Assertions in poetry are "pseudo-statements": "A pseudo-statement is a
form of words which is justified entirely by its effect in releasing or
organizing our impulses and attitudes (due regard being had for the
better or worse organizations of these inter se); a statement, on the other
hand, is justified by its truth, i.e., its correspondence . .. with the fact to
which it points" (p. 59). This would be unexceptionable, were Richards
simply warning against applying the criterion of truth-value to state-
ments in poetry; but he seems to mean that we should not experience
them as statements at all, even in the limited universe of a literary dis-
course. That is, very little corresponding to cognitive processes should be
going on in our minds when we read poetry, lest the all-important re-
lease of impulses be impaired or blocked. Contradictions are not to be
noted or worried about. Logical arguments need not be followed too
closely ("the relevant consequences a r e . . . to be arrived at by a partial
relaxation of logic"). But while this may be the response called forth by
some poetry (and prose), it is by no means universally true that in read-
ing literature we are always relieved of our responsibility to logic and
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argument. Very often, and even when the sense is "fairly easy to follow,"
cognitive processes—calculating, comparing, deducting, etc.—form the
largest part of our response to a work, and any description of its effects
must take this into account. Richards arbitrarily limits the range of
meaningful response to feelings (impulses and attitudes) and of course
here I cannot follow him. (In seventeenth-century literature, for exam-
ple, the impact of a work often depends on the encouragement and
manipulation of ratiocinative patterns of response.)

The range of response is further narrowed when Richards argues
for a hierarchy of experiences. What is the best life one can live, he asks?
"The best life . . . which we can wish for our friend will be one in which as
much as possible of himself is engaged (as many of his impulses as
possible). The more he lives and the less he thwarts himself the bet-
ter. . . . And if it is asked, what does such life feel like . . . the answer is
that it feels like and is the experience of poetry" (p. 33). The best poetry
then is the poetry that gives the most impulses, with the greatest inten-
sity, and, presumably, with the least ratiocinative interference. It is
hardly surprising, given this theory of poetic value, that Richards is not
really interested in the sequence of the reading experience. His analysis
of reading a poem (Principles, chapter XVI) is spatial, in terms of isolated
word-impulse relationships, exactly what we might expect from an
aesthetic which regards the ligatures of thought as a kind of skeletal
container, holding the experience in, but not forming any considerable
part of it.

Richards's theories and his prejudices weigh heavily on his protocols
and account, in part, for their miserable performance in Practical Criti-
cism. 16 They begin, not with a sense of responsibility to language in all of
its aspects, but with a license and, indeed, an obligation to ignore some of
them. They are simply reporting on the impulses and attitudes they
experience while reading, presumably under the influence of Richards's
anticognitive bias. It is ironic and unfortunate that the case against
analysis in terms of reader response is often made by referring to the
example of a group of readers whose idea of response was disastrously
narrow, and whose sensitivity to language was restricted to only one of its
registers. If Practical Criticism makes any case, it is a case for the desirabil-
ity of my informed reader; for it shows what happens when people who
have never thought about the language they use every day are suddenly
asked to report precisely on their experience of poetry, and even worse,
are asked to do so in the context of an assumption of poetic "dif-
ference." . . .

Finally, I come to Michael Riffaterre whose work has only recently
been called to my attention. Mr. Riffaterre is concerned with the reader's
developing responses, and insists on the constraints imposed on re-
sponse by the left to right sequence of a temporal flow, and he objects, as
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I do, to methods of analysis that yield descriptions of the observable
features of an utterance without reference to their reception by the
reader. In a reply to a reading by Jakobson and Levi-Strauss of
Baudelaire's "Les Chats," Riffaterre makes his position on these points
very clear.17 The systems of correspondences yielded by a structuralist
analysis are not necessarily perceived or attended to by the reader; and
the resulting data, encased as they often are in formidable spatial
schematizations, often prevent us from looking at what is going on in
the act of comprehension. The question, Riffaterre insists, is "whether
unmodified structural linguistics is relevant at all to the analysis of
poetry" (p. 202). The answer, it seems to me, is yes and no. Clearly we
must reject any claims made for a direct relationship between structur-
ally derived descriptions and meaning; but it does not follow for me, as it
does for Riffaterre, that the data of which such descriptions consist are
therefore irrelevant:

The authors' method is based on the assumption that any structural system
they are able to define in the poem is necessarily a poetic structure. Can we
not suppose, on the contrary, that the poem may contain certain structures
that play no part in its function and effect as a literary work of art, and that
there may be no way for structural linguists to distinguish between these
unmarked structures and those that are literarily active? Conversely, there
may well be strictly poetic structures that cannot be recognized as such by an
analysis not geared to the specificity of poetic language. (P. 202)

Here the basis for both my agreement and disagreement with Riffaterre
is clear. He is a believer in two languages, ordinary and poetic, and
therefore in two structures of discourse and two kinds of response; and
he believes, consequently, that analysis should concern itself with "turn-
ing up" features, of language, structure and response, that are specifi-
cally poetic and literary.

Poetry is language, but it produces effects that language in everyday speech
does not consistently produce; a reasonable assumption is that the linguistic
analysis of a poem should turn up specific features, and that there is a casual
relationship between the presence of these features in the text and our
empirical feeling that we have before us a poem.... In everyday language,
used for practical purposes, the focus is usually upon the situational context,
the mental or physical reality referred t o . . . . In the case of verbal art, the
focus is upon the message as an end in itself, not just as a means.... (P. 200)

This is distressingly familiar deviationist talk, with obvious roots in
Mukarovsky's distinction between standard language and poetic lan-
guage and in Richards's distinction between scientific and emotive lan-
guage. Riffaterre's conception of the relation between standard and
poetic language is more flexible and sophisticated than most, but never-
theless his method shares the weakness of its theoretical origins, the
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a priori assumption that a great deal doesn't count. Deviation theories al-
ways narrow the range of meaningful response by excluding from consid-
eration features or effects that are not poetic; and in Riffaterre's version, as
we shall see, the range of poetic effects is disastrously narrow, because he
restricts himself only to that which is called to a reader's attention in the
most spectacular way.

For Riffaterre, stylistic study is the study of SDs or stylistic devices
which are defined as those mechanisms in the text which "prevent the
reader from inferring or predicting any important feature. For predic-
tability may result in superficial reading; unpredictability will compel
attention: the intensity of reception will correspond to the intensity of
the message."18 Talking about style then is talking about moments in the
reading experience when attention is compelled because an expectation
has been disappointed by the appearance of an unpredictable element.
The relationship between such moments and other moments in the se-
quence which serve to highlight them is what Riffaterre means by the
"stylistic context":

The stylistic context is a linguistic pattern suddenly broken by an element which
was unpredictable, and the contrast resulting from this interference is the
stylistic stimulus. The rupture must not be interpreted as a dissociating
principle. The stylistic value of the contrast lies in the relationship it estab-
lishes between the two clashing elements; no effect would occur without
their association in a sequence. In other words, the stylistic contrasts, like
other useful oppositions in language, create a structure. (P. 171)

Riffaterre is more interesting than other practitioners of "contrast"
stylistics because he locates the disrupted pattern in the context rather
than in any preexisting and exterior norm. For if "in the style norm
relationship we understood the norm pole to be universal (as it would be
in the case of the linguistic norm), we could not understand how a
deviation might be an SD on some occasions and on others, not"
("Criteria," p. 169). This means, as he points out in "Stylistic Context,"19

that one can have the pattern Context-SD starting new context—SD: "The
SD generates a series of SDs of the same type (e.g., after an SD by
archaism, proliferation of archaisms); the resulting saturation causes
these SDs to lose their contrast value, destroys their ability to stress a
particular point of the utterance and reduces them to components of a
new context; this context in turn will permit new contrasts." In the same
article (pp. 208-9) this flexible and changing relationship is redefined in
terms of microcontext ("the context which creates the opposition con-
stituting the SD") and macrocontext ("the context which modifies this
opposition by reinforcing or weakening it"). This enables Riffaterre to
talk about the relationship between local effects and a series of local
effects which in its entirety or duration determines to some extent the
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impact of its members; but the principle of contextual norm, and its
advantages, remains the same.

Those advantages are very real; attention is shifted away from the
message to its reception, and therefore from the object to the reader.
(Indeed in a later article Riffaterre calls for a "separate linguistics of the
decoder" and argues that SF, the impact made on the reader, "prevails
consistently over referential function," especially in fiction.20) No fixed
and artificial inventory of stylistic devices is possible, since in terms of
contextual norms anything can be a stylistic device. The temporal flow of
the reading experience is central and even controlling; it literally locates,
with the help of the reader, the objects of analysis. The view of language
and of comprehension is nonstatic; the context and SDs are moving and
shifting; the reader is moving with them and, through his responses,
creating them, and the critic is moving too, placing his analytic apparatus
now here, now there.

All of this, however, is vitiated for me by the theory of language and
style in the context (that word again) of which the methodology operates.
I refer of course to the positing of two kinds of language and the result-
ing restriction of meaningful or interesting response to effects of sur-
prise and disruption. Riffaterre is very forthright about this:

Stylistic facts can be apprehended only in language, since that is their vehicle; on the
other hand, they must have a specific character, since otherwise they could not be
distinguished from linguistic facts. . . .

It is necessary to gather first all those elements which present stylistic
features, and secondly, to subject to linguistic analysis only these, to the
exclusion of all others (which are stylistically irrelevant). Then and only then
will the confusion between style and language be avoided. For this sifting,
preliminary to analysis, we must find specific criteria to delineate the distinc-
tive features of style....

Style is understood as an emphasis (expressive, affective, or aesthetic)
added to the information conveyed by the linguistic structure, without alter-
ation of meaning. Which is to say that language expresses and that style
stresses.21

"Stylistic facts"—"Linguistic facts," "stylistically irrelevant," "distinctive
features of style," "emphasis . . . added to the information . . . without
alteration of meaning." This is obviously more than a distinction, it is a
hierarchy in which the lower of the two classes is declared uninteresting
and, what is more important, inactive. That is, the stress of style is doing
something and is therefore the proper object of attention, while the
expression, the encoding and decoding of information, the meaning, is
just there, and need not be looked into very closely. (Language ex-
presses, style stresses.) One could quarrel with this simply on the basis of
its radical separation of style and meaning, and with its naive equation of
meaning with information; but for my purposes it is enough to point out
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the implications for the specifying and analyzing of response. Underly-
ing Riffaterre's theorizing is the assumption that for long stretches of
language, in both ordinary and literary discourse, there is no response
worth talking about because nothing much is happening. (Minimal de-
coding, minimal response.)

This assumption is reflected at every level of his operation. It is the
basis of his distinction between what is and what is not a literary struc-
ture. It is the basis too, of the context-SD relationship that obtains once a
literary structure has been identified. That relationship is, as Riffaterre
says, one of "binary opposition" in which "the poles cannot be sepa-
rated."22 Of course these are variable, not fixed, poles; but within their
individual relationships one is always doing nothing but preparing the
way (passively) for the other, for the "big moment" when the contextual
pattern is disrupted and attention is compelled (that is, response occurs).
And finally, it is the basis of Riffaterre's use of the reader as a locating
device. Since all the features yielded by a linguistic analysis are not poeti-
cally active, there must be a way of isolating those features that are; and
since these are the features that disrupt pattern and compel attention,
we shall locate them by attending to the responses of actual readers,
whether they are readers in our classroom-laboratory or readers who
have left us a record of their experience in footnotes or articles. Riffater-
re's reader is a composite reader (either the "average reader" or "super-
reader"), not unlike my informed reader. The difference, of course, is
that his experience is considered relevant only at those points where it
becomes unusual or "effortful." "Each point of the text that holds up the
superreader is tentatively considered a component of the poetic struc-
ture. Experience indicates that such units are always pointed out by a
number of informants."23

I am less bothered by the idea of a super-reader than by what hap-
pens to his experience in the course of a Riffaterrian analysis. It, too, will
become binary in structure, a succession of highlighted moments alter-
nating with and created by intervals of contextual norm, more cyclical
than linear, and of course, in a large part of it, nothing will be happen-
ing. At one point in his reading of "Les Chats," Riffaterre comes upon
the line "Ik cherchent le silence" and here is what he has to say:

Informants unanimously ignore Us cherchent le silence. Undoubtedly cherchent
is the poetic or high-tone substitute for rechercher or aimer, but this is no
more than the normal transformation of prose into verse: the device marks
genre, as do verse and stanza, setting the context apart from everyday con-
texts. It is expected and not surprising.24

In other words, nobody noticed it or had any trouble with it; it's perfectly
ordinary; therefore it's not doing anything and there's nothing to say
about it.

Even when Mr. Riffaterre finds something to talk about, his method
does not allow him to do much with it. This analysis of a sentence from
Moby Dick is a case in point:

"And heaved and heaved, still unrestingly heaved the black sea, as if its vast
tides were a conscience...." We have here a good example of the extent to
which decoding can be controlled by the author. In the above instance it is
difficult for the reader not to give his attention to each meaningful word.
The decoding cannot take place on a minimal basis because the initial posi-
tion of the verb is unpredictable in the normal English sentence, and so is its
repetition. The repetition has a double role of its own, independent of its
unpredictability: it creates the rhythm, and its total effect is similar to that of
explicit speech. The postponement of the subject brings unpredictability to
its maximum point; the reader must keep in mind the predicate before he is
able to identify the subject. The "reversal" of the metaphor is still another
example of contrast with the context. The reading speed is reduced by these
hurdles, attention lingers on the representation, the stylistic effect is
created.25

"Stylistic effect is created." But to what end? What does one do with
the SDs or with their convergence once they have been located by the
informer-reader? One cannot go from them to meaning, because mean-
ing is independent of them; they are stress. ("Stress" occupies the same
place in Riffaterre's affections as does "impulse" in Richards's and they
represent the same narrowing of response.) We are left with a collection
of stylistic effects (of a limited type), and while Mr. Riffaterre does not
claim transferability for them, he does not claim anything else either,
and their interest is to me at least an open question. (I should add that
Riffaterre's analysis of "Les Chats" is brilliant and persuasive, as is his
refutation of the Jakobson-Levi-Strauss position. It is an analysis, how-
ever, which depends on insights his own method could not have gener-
ated. He will not thank me for saying so, but Mr. Riffaterre is a better
critic than his theory would allow.)

The difference between Riffaterre and myself can be most conven-
iently located in the concept of "style." The reader may have wondered
why in an essay subtitled, "Affective Stylistics," the word has been so little
used. The reason is that my insistence that everything counts and that
something (analyzable and significant) is always happening, makes it
impossible to distinguish, as Riffaterre does, between "linguistic facts"
and "stylistic facts." For me, a stylistic fact is a fact of response, and since
my category of response includes everything, from the smallest and least
spectacular to the largest and most disrupting of linguistic experiences,
everything is a stylistic fact, and we might as well abandon the word since
it carries with it so many binary hostages (style and—).

This, of course, commits me to a monistic theory of meaning; and it
is usually objected to such theories that they give no scope to analysis.
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But my monism permits analysis, because it is a monism of effects, in
which meaning is a (partial) product of the utterance-object, but not to
be identified with it. In this theory, the message the utterance carries—
usually one pole of a binary relationship in which the other pole is
style—is in its operation (which someone like Richards would deny) one
more effect, one more drawer of response, one more constituent in the
meaning experience. It is simply not the meaning. Nothing is.

Perhaps, then, the word "meaning" should also be discarded, since it
carries with it the notion of message or point. The meaning of an utter-
ance, I repeat, is its experience—all of it—and that experience is im-
mediately compromised the moment you say anything about it. It fol-
lows, then, that we shouldn't try to analyze language at all. The human
mind, however, seems unable to resist the impulse to investigate its own
processes; but the least (and probably the most) we can do is proceed in
such a way as to permit as little distortion as possible.

Conclusion

From controversy, I descend once more to the method itself and to a
few final observations.

First, strictly speaking, it is not a method at all, because neither its
results nor its skills are transferable. Its results are not transferable be-
cause there is no fixed relationship between formal features and re-
sponse (reading has to be done every time); and its skills are not trans-
ferable because you can't hand it over to someone and expect him at
once to be able to use it. (It is not portable.) It is, in essence, a language-
sensitizing device, and as the "ing" in sensitizing implies, its operation is
long term and never ending (never coming to the point). Moreover, its
operations are interior. It has no mechanism, except for the pressuring
mechanism of the assumption that more is going on in language than we
consciously know; and, of course, the pressure of this assumption must
come from the individual whose untrained sensitivity it is challenging.
Becoming good at the method means asking the question "what does
that do?" with more and more awareness of the probable (and hid-
den) complexity of the answer; that is, with a mind more arid more
sensitized to the workings of language. In a peculiar and unsettling (to
theorists) way, it is a method which processes its own user, who is also its
only instrument. It is self-sharpening and what it sharpens is you. In
short, it does not organize materials, but transforms minds.

For this reason, I have found it useful as a teaching method, at every
level of the curriculum. Characteristically I begin a course by putting
some simple sentences on the board (usually "He is sincere" and "Doubt-
less, he is sincere") and asking my students to answer the question, "what
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does that do?" The question is for them a new one and they always
reply by answering the more familiar question, "what does mean?"
But the examples are chosen to illustrate the insufficiency of this ques-
tion, an insufficiency they soon prove from their own classroom experi-
ence; and after a while they begin to see the value of considering effects
and begin to be able to think of language as an experience rather than as
a repository of extractable meaning. After that, it is a matter of exercis-
ing their sensitivities on a series of graduated texts—sentences of various
kinds, paragraphs, an essay, a poem, a novel—somewhat in the order
represented by the first section of this paper. And as they experience
more and more varieties of effect and subject them to analysis, they also
learn how to recognize and discount what is idiosyncratic in their own
responses. Not incidentally, they also become incapable of writing un-
controlled prose, since so much of their time is spent discovering how
much the prose of other writers controls them, and in how many ways.
There are, of course, devices—the piecemeal left to right presentation of
texts via a ticker-tape method, the varying of the magic question (what
would have happened were a word not there or somewhere else?)—but
again the area of the method's operation is interior and its greatest
success is not the organizing of materials (although that often occurs),
but the transforming of minds.

In short, the theory, both as an account of meaning and as a way of
teaching, is full of holes; and there is one great big hole right in the
middle of it, which is filled, if it is filled at all, by what happens inside the
user-student. The method, then, remains faithful to its principles; it has
no point of termination; it is a process; it talks about experience and is an
experience; its focus is effects and its result is an effect. In the end the
only unqualified recommendation I can give it is that it works.
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7

LITERARY COMPETENCE

Jonathan Culler

To understand a sentence means
to understand a language. To

understand a language means to
be master of a technique.

Wittgenstein

When a speaker of a language hears a phonetic sequence, he is able
to give it meaning because he brings to the act of communication

an amazing repertoire of conscious and unconscious knowledge. Mas-
tery of the phonological, syntactic and semantic systems of his language
enables him to convert the sounds into discrete units, to recognize words,
and to assign a structural description and interpretation to the resulting
sentence, even though it be quite new to him. Without this implicit
knowledge, this internalized grammar, the sequence of sounds does not
speak to him. We are nevertheless inclined to say that the phonological
and grammatical structure and the meaning are properties of the utter-
ance, and there is no harm in that way of speaking sp_Jojig_as_we_re,- /
memberjthjttjh&y are properties of the utterance only withrespjedUoji "
Jjarticular grammar. Another grammar would assTgndTfferent prop-
erties to the sequence (according to the grammar of a different lan-
guage, for example, it would be nonsense). To speak of the structure of a
sentence is necessarily to imply an internalized grammar that gives it that
structure.

We also tend to think of meaning and structure as properties of
literary works, and from one point of view this is perfectly correct: when
the sequence of words is treated as a literary work it has these properties.
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