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LITERARY CRITICISM: 
A COGNITIVE APPROACH

—Jecompnndsmalcetfxte 
 Laissa, laiuetlje trouve de belles ehoses. ttUs tindevuri...

Paul Valery.

IN THIS PAPER, I WILL BE ACTING AS AN UNABASHED MISSIONARY 
for contemporary cognitive science, which is itself an amalgam of 
artificial intelligence, cognitive psychology, and linguistics, with a 
few other trace substances (e.g., anthropology, epistemology) 
thrown in. I will argue that cognitive sdence has reached a pom tin 
understanding human thinking where it can say a great deal about 
literary criticism; in particular, that it can cast some light on the the 
oretical foundations of criticism and even generate useful advice 
for its practice. But my position is not as asymmetric as these words 
would make it appear. Written texts, literary and other, provide a 
rich source of data for understanding cognition. Enormous 
thought goes into the production of texts and perhaps even more 
(given the ratio of readers to writers) intointerpretingthem.These : 
data have not been much mined by cognitive scientists, who there 
fore have much to team from literary criticism, which examines the 
texts in depth. Perhaps what I am attempting here should be viewed 
as a gesture from me cognitive side to repay a small part of the debt 
we owe to critics and theorists of criticism for introducing us to lit 
erary texts. The paper may also be viev^ as an experiment in com- 
munication between die two cultures of the humanities and the sci 
ences. I simply take for granted that, /w« Leavis, there an two cul 
tures, much as C P. Snow (1959) described them thirty years ago, 
and that communication between them is infrequent and then, 
when it occurs, noisy. I also take for granted that it is important for 
our society that this communication be improved substantially.

Literary criticism concerns (among other things) die mean 
ings of, in, and evoked by literary texts. Cognitive sciencer vuuvcrm
thinking, by people and computers, and extracting or evoking 
meanings while reading and writing requires thinking. Hence, 
there is a wide expanse of ground common to literary criticism and 
cognitive science. But a casual examination of leading books from 
the two domains suggests mat each has little awareness of die other, 
or of the possible relevance of the other to its concerns. With rare 
exceptions, there is little or no cross-referencing.

It would be too strong to say that fiterary critics and theorists 
of literary criticism are ignorant of the social sciences. But al 
though many of them know about Marx and Freud, fewer are ac 
quainted with contemporary cognitive science. Only a few, like
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Siegfried Schmidt (1968) and Robert de Beaugrande (1980), are 
well versed in both literature and cognition.

It would also be too strong to say that all cognitive scientists 
are ignorant of literary criticism, but they certainly do not men 
tion it often in their footnotes. Some researchers, like my col 
leagues John R. Hayes and Linda Flower (1980) and Patricia Car 
penter and Marcel Just (1987), have studied the processes of writ 
ing and reading but have not extended their studies to works of lit 
erature. Some others, like Jean Handler (1978) and Wendy Lehn- 
ert (1981), have analysed the "grammars" employed in the struc 
tures of stories. But the numbers of such scholars are few and the 
literature of the subject not large.

I am a cognitive scientist, not a literary critic or a theorist of lit 
erary criticism. So I have little choice but to start from the psycho 
logical side of the gulf in building the bridge between the two do 
mains. I will undertake to sketch the thought processes involved in 
writing and reading the kinds of texts that we call literary.

But it is not my aspiration to create a new school of critical the 
ory. Rather, I hope to cast some light on the relations among exist- 
ing doctrines by reinterpreting them in a language that can lend to 
them a precision that they seldom seem to possess in contempo 
rary literary discussion. Familiar terms Hke "meaning," "context," 
"evocation," "recognition," and Image" have gained a clarity from 
the researches of contemporary cognitive science that they did not 
have in earlier writing and still do not have in literary criticism and 
its theory. I will try to introduce some of that precision, divorced as 
far as possible from technicalities, into the discussion. 
;'-; That will not be easy, for I will not be using the key terms in 
their ordinary senses, but in senses dependent upon a theoretical 
framework and formal language that I can set forth here only in 
broad outline. Focusing on the term "meaning" and how that 
term is interpreted in contemporary cognitive science wiD concen 
trate most of the technicalities and difficulties in one place. Much 
of the rest of the conversation can be carried on in ordinary lan 
guage. If what I say sounds like common sense, so much the bet 
ter. If it sounds oniplike common sense, then I have failed.

CONTEM PORARY IN RECENT GENERATIONS THERE HAS BEEN A GREAT SPAWNING
LITERARY of new theories and refurbished old theories of literary criticism. 

CRITICISM We have the New Criticism, now old, Structuralism, and Decon- 
struction. We have the New Historicism. We have text-centered 
theories, reader-centered theories, contextualist theories, and in- 
teractionist or constructionist ones. Some theorists place "political 
correctness" front and center. These do not begin to exhaust jhe 
list, but they may serve as examples.

A taxonomy of theories of literary criticism might derive from 
answers to the questions: How is meaning attributed to the text? 
Does criticism require us to ask what the author meant, what the 
text means, or what meaning derives from a reading of the text? 
Or, as some Deconstnictionists would claim, does the text extend 
(have meanings?) beyond its meanings?

Some contemporary theories of criticism answer these ques 
tions by "All of the above." For, assuming that we have a theory of
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"meaning" of the meaning of "meaning" there is no reason 
why we should not explore what an author intended when in the 
process of writing down certain words, and explore what interpre 
tations of that sequence of words are consistent with the syntax 
and semantics of the language (i.e., of the community that uses 
it), and ask what meanings various readers, with their various histo 
ries and experiences, are likely to extract from it All of these seem 
to be wholly legitimate, if perhaps difficult, questions.

"We hold these truths to be self-evident..." To understand 
what Jefferson and his colleagues meant, we would have to know 
(at least) the extent of their acquaintance with previous writings 
on political theory (Locke, for example), their beliefs about the 
philosophical bases for self-evidence, their understanding of and 
views on the political, economic, and social institutions of their 
times, their persuasive and rhetorical intent, and their knowledge 
of the audiences to which they were addressing the Declaration.

To understand how their contemporaries read these words, 
we would have to answer similar questions about them. The an 
swers might be quite different for different contemporaries. The 
questions would have still different answers for people in the Unit 
ed States, or in Russia or China, who might read these words to 
day. (Reflect on the meaning of the Statue of Liberty in Tianan- 
men Square in June of 1989 in this context)

A literary inquiry into the Declaration of Independence 
might ask any or all of these questions. Alternatively, it could raise * £ 
questions of style. Would it have been more or less cogent (or 1 CTAMFORD 
pleasing, or rigorous) had Jefferson begun: "We can safely assume ? HUMANITIES 
from first principles that..." or "It cannot be denied that?;.*? J,j"IE V1E W 
These, and many others, would seem to be appropriate mquidwT^ Q " % . 
within the domain of literary criticism.

In feet, to a cognitive scientist it is not at all dear why there are 
schools of literary criticism. There are many things that can be said 
about a literary work, many standpoints from which it can be read. 
As long as we identify what we are doing, any one of these is as le 
gitimate an enterprise as any other. 1 Of course, we may have spe 
cial normative concerns. We might argue that one way of reading 
has certain personal or social values not possessed by another and 
might thereby prefer the former to the latter. Leaving aside such 
normative concerns for the present, we will let a hundred flowers 
bloom, but without requiring that the hundred schools contend.

TO OBTAIN ANSWERS TO ANY OF THE QUESTIONS I HAVE RAISED THE MEANING OF 
about reading and criticism, we must assign a meaning to "mean- "MEANING" 
ing." Of course, it might be argued (perhaps has been argued) 
that literary criticism merely expresses undiscussable views, or the 
beliefs, feelings, or values of the critic Accepting that argument 
would simply end the discussion without casting any light on the 
issues. Instead, I will proceed on the premise that critical opin 
ions at least opinions that do not just assign values but attribute 
meanings as well can be more or less reasonable, hence are 
proper subjects for rational discourse.

To define "meaning," we can turn to philosophy, psychology, 
or that contemporary blend of those disciplines (seasoned by
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others as well) called cognitive science. I'll follow the latter course. Meanings flow from the intensions of people (or perhaps people and computers, a controversial issue). The people here might be authors, readers, or those somewhat amorphous clouds called language communities."
I use Intension" in the broad sense in which this term is used in contemporary philosophy. It implies causality, but not necessar ily conscious, deliberate will. In this sense, Oedipus, at least ac cording to Freud, intended to kill his father. In the Greek inter pretation, the causality of intension is replaced by fate or cosmic necessity (but a necessity that does not expiate guilt).
We might attribute intensionality to a pun if both meanings of the punning word were dearly stored in the memory of the writer, without arguing that the punning was a conscious act; for we might claim that it was caused by the stirrings of the two meanings in memory even without the author's awareness. But these sub tleties of interpretation will not generally concern us here. I men tion them simply to show how we can deal with cases where under standing how certain meanings crept into a text requires a knowl edge of the author's intensions in this broader sense.
Nowhere has there been more attention to intension than in the interpretation of the American Constitution by the Supreme Court What did the Framers intend? The huge and apparently ir reducible ambiguities that this question discloses illustrate the dif- .ficulties in establishing intent or even defining it, but they do not  makethe question meaningless. Nor should we be misled by the legal aspects, which have a peculiar twist not present in all efforts ; to attribute intent Often, the Court is not asking what the Framers did intend what they had in mind in writing the words they put down but what they would intend if their words were applied to new situations they had not anticipated and, therefore, did not have in mind at all. Of course we can play this same game with the laws of Hammurabi, but we do not usually need to.

For our purposes, it will be simplest to postulate intenders in the singular and to speak of particular persons who intend that particular strings of words should have particular meanings for particular audiences on particular occasions.8 An assignment of meaning, then, will postulate a relation between a text and one or more persons. The same text may have (and usually win have) dif ferent meanings for different persons or for the same person at different times, and particular portions of a text may have multi ple meanings even for a single person.

MEANINGS ARE EVOKED. WHEN A READER ATTENDS TO WORDS IN a text, certain symbols or symbol structures that are stored in that reader's memory come to awareness. (In psychology we might say, more ponderously, "having been noticed, the symbols are activat ed or transferred from long-term to short-term or immediate memory"). This is the sense in which we will use the term "evoke" throughout this paper. It denotes a specific set of psychological processes that have been much studied in the laboratory and in everyday life: the processes that bring meanings, or components of meaning, into attention.
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The process that underlies evocation is recognition. Words in 
the text serve as cues. Being familiar (if they are not familiar, they 
will not convey meaning), they are recognized, and the act of recog 
nition gives access to some of the information that has been stored 
in association with them their meaning (Feigenbaum and Simon, 
1984). Recognizing a word has the same effect as recognizing any 
thing else (a friend on the street). Recognition accesses meaning.

Context
A word that is recognized may be associated with a vast amount of 
information in memory. How long an essay could a person write 
from all of the information associated in memory with the word 
"religion"? However, not all of this information becomes available 
immediately upon recognition of the word. What symbols will be 
evoked from memory when the word is recognized depends on 
context, where context includes memory of surrounding elements 
of the text but also other relevant memory elements that have 
been active recently.

Accessing items in memory activates them so that they are 
likely to be evoked again by subsequent recognition of symbols 
that are at all connected with them. Because activation gradually 
dies away, only a small fraction of memory will be activated at any 
one time. If Roman Catholicism has been a recent topic of conver 
sation or contemplation, then the word "religion" is likely to evoke 
information about Catholicism, but information about Islam may 
not come immediately to mind; while if the conversation was 
about recent developments in the Islamic world, the same word is 
more likely to evoke information about Islam. V/ IEYIEW

The meaning of the text, then, will be a function of the mem 
ory contents that are accessed by recognition of words. Which of   
the whole collection of memory contents will be accessed depends 
on context, that is upon what contents are both associated directly 
or indirectly with the word recognized and also the extent to 
which they have recently been activated.

Many meanings can be evoked by recognition of a single word 
or phrase, and, especially if the context is lean, more than one of 
these meanings may be compatible with the text Ambiguity of 
meaning derives from the multiplicity of elements that may be 
evoked by a text in specific readers and on particular occasions.

The contents of the reader's memory have their origins both 
in direct experience with the physical environment and in com 
munication with the surrounding culture, the latter generally ac 
counting for far more content than the former. Hence, insistence 
that meaning is evoked in an individual memory in no way ignores 
the social content and origins of meaning.

Compare, for example, the meanings evoked by the first and 
the last sentences, respectively, of Stendhal's Chartreuse de Parme. 
The novel begins:

On the 15 th of May, 1796, General Bonaparte made 
his entry into Milan at the head of that young army 
which managed to cross the bridge of Lodi, and to 
teach the world that after so many centuries, Caesar 
and Alexander had a successor.



Since we have just begun the book, our context derives from the 
knowledge and experiences we already have had prior to opening 
it To give meaning to this sentence we must draw on our knowl 
edge of history, of Napoleon and the critical battle at Lodi, of 
Rome, and of the Hellenistic world. What affect the passage 
evokes will depend on our own attitudes toward Napoleon, the 
French Revolution, and military conquest Stendhal himself, of 
course, must have had in mind additional meanings that will only 
become apparent will only be evoked as the book proceeds. 

The last sentence of Chartreuse reads:
The prisons of Parma were empty, the count immensely 
rich, Ernest V adored by his subjects who compared his 
government to that of the grand dukes ofTuscany.

This final sentence gains meaning from the whole novel that pre 
cedes it, in particular from the contrast between the glorious era 
of Napoleon and the mean epoch (in the novel's description) that 
followed. The last sentence of the Chartreuse explicates the first 
one, as the first now illuminates the last The meaning of each is 
expanded by knowledge of the meaning of the other.

The process of evoking is absolutely central to finding mean 
ing and, indeed, to most thinking processes. When we attend to 
stimuli, certain patterns in the stimuli serve as cues: noticing them 
produces acts of recognition, and acts of recognition give us access 
to information stored in memory about the recognized things. We 
observe a face, and its features allow us to recognize a friend, 
thereby gaining access to the friend's name and all sorts of addi-•» 4.JJ A | / o e

%4  ¥' tional information about him or her.•'£•:$••.' '  ••••:- ' >• .. <-;' '" "  ,;

Recovering information by recognition is exactly like finding 
information in a book from an entry in the index. The cue, the in 
dex entry, directs us to the pages in the book where the informa 
tion is stored. In feet, we will not be misled if we think of the hu 
man memory as a richly indexed encyclopedia, which is also liber 
ally provided with cross-references (associations) from one pan of 
the text to others. Observing a word or phrase in something we 
are reading, we recognize it, thereby getting access in a second or 
less to information stored in memory about it Then we augment 
that information further (expand the meaning) by following asso 
ciations (cross-references) in memory. In particular, we are likely 
to follow those associations that are activated.

Another text, the opening lines of Camus' La Chute, illustrates 
brilliantly these mechanisms at work:

May I, Sir, offer you my services without risking being 
importunate? I fear that you may not know how to ' 
make the estimable gorilla who presides over the des 
tinies of this establishment understand you. Indeed, he 
speaks only Dutch. Unless you allow me to plead your 
cause, he will not guess that you want gin.

Where might the cross-references in the text lead us? By the third 
sentence, we become aware that we are in the Netherlands, per 
haps in Amsterdam (Dutch -* Netherlands -» Amsterdam). Of 
course "Amsterdam" can now evoke the whole mass of information



we have about that city and associations with it "Gin," in turn, 
cross-references to "bar," defining the milieu and identifying the 
"gorilla" as a bartender. Other connections are more subtle. "Plead 
your cause" suggests the law and indeed foreshadows the profes 
sion of the speaker. And the word Importunate," applied to the re 
lation of speaker to listener, can lead some readers to the Ancient 
Mariner. Moreover, the tone of the passage may evoke in the read 
er whatever affect is associated in that reader's memory with a 
courtly manner (or a pretentious one, if it is heard that way). If we 
perseverate on the paragraph, there is much more that can be 
evoked much of it idiosyncratic to the reader.

Thus, the evocation of certain symbols may evoke others by 
the chain reaction that we call mental association. The burst of 
evocation that a bit of text may induce is limited only by the rich 
ness and complexity of the memory structures that it activates. The 
more elaborate the structures that are evoked, the more the 
meaning to the reader is defined by the reader's memory, the less 
by the author's words. The meaning of text is determined by a re 
lation between the text itself and the current state of the memory 
of the reader, its contents, and its state of activation.

ALTHOUGH THERE IS NO DOUBT THAT THE PROCESSES JUST THEEVIDENCEFOR described take place in the collection of neurons called the brain, THE PROCESSES neurophysiology has not yet discovered by what biological mecha 
nisms they are accomplished. Nor do we know, physiologically, F " how neurons store memories. We do know, thanks to modern dec- f^ STAHFMD T tronic computers, that memories can be stored in physical devices* i;^^£x jigyyyjjyg I. and that such processes as evoking, activating, and associating can ** * * E f IE V ;'- be carried out with them. ^~^>_Without attempting to imitate the underlying physiological 
mechanisms, we can program digital computers to simulate hu 
man thinking closely at the level of symbolic processes (informa 
tion processes). The hypothesis that this is possible that the sym 
bolic processes a computer can execute are precisely the processes 
that are needed for thinking of the son we humans do is re 
ferred to as the "physical symbol system hypothesis." Let us see just 
what this means but first, what it does not mean.

The physical symbol system hypothesis does not mean that 
there is any resemblance between chips and neurons or between 
the arrangements of circuitry in a computer and in the human 
brain. But at a more aggregate level, symbols can be represented 
by neuronal patterns, and, in a manner that is wholly different 
physically, symbols can also be represented by patterns of electro- 
magnetism in computers. It is at this symbolic level that, despite 
the radical difference in implementation, the symbols stored and 
processed in a computer can simulate the symbols stored and 
processed in the brain.

A symbol is a pattern, any pattern that denotes or points to 
some other pattern. The pattern pointed to may be another pat 
tern stored in the brain (or computer) or a pattern in the external 
world. The basic processes that a computer can perform with sym 
bols are to input them into memory, combine and reorganize 
them into symbol structures, store such structures over time, erase



them, output them through motor processes, compare pairs of 
symbols for equality or inequality, and "branch" (behave condi 
tionally on the outcome of such tests). The physical symbol system 
hypothesis asserts that possessing these processes is the necessary 
and sufficient condition for a system to be capable of thinking.

To the extent that the hypothesis is true (an empirical ques 
tion) , computers can be used to simulate human thinking and, to 
the extent of their success, can provide testable and tested theories 
of thinking. The computer program (technically, a set of difference 
equations) is the formal equivalent of the systems of differential 
equations that natural scientists so commonly use to express their 
theories. One important feature that distinguishes this new form of 
theory is that it is not limited to numbers: symbolic computer pro 
grams can incorporate words, diagrams, or pictures as readily as 
numbers. As a matter of fact, numbers seldom enter at all into the 
programs that have been written to simulate human thinking.

The confidence with which, in the previous sections of this pa 
per, I have spoken of the structure of human memory as resem 
bling an indexed encyclopedia, or of the process of evoking mean 
ings from memory, is based on the fact that just such processes 
have been Embodied in computer simulations, and the behavior 
of the resulting programs in the face of varied tasks has been 
found to resemble closely human behavior in the same tasks 
(Feigenbaum and Simon, 1984).

' The use of computers to simulate human thinking is usually 
regarded as a pan of the larger discipline of artificial intelligence 
(as well as of cognitive psychology). So it is, but we should not con 
fuse the aims and content of work in artificial intelligence that 
seeks to simulate human thought with the aims and content of 

-quite different work that seeks to produce intelligent programs to 
complement (or sometimes substitute for) human intelligence. 
Artificial intelligence embraces both endeavors.

If we write a computer program to play chess as well as it can 
(and the best existing programs play very well indeed), we need 
not observe the same limits on memory and processing speed as 
restrict humans. In fact, the most successful programs at present 
substitute a great deal of brute force search for human cunning. 
Deep Thought, the current champion among computer pro 
grams, may look at 50 million branches of the game, or more, be 
fore choosing its next move. Human grandmasters seldom look at 
more than 100 (but they almost always look at the relevant ones). 

When we write a computer program to imitate (and under 
stand) how grandmasters operate, we forego the speed and mem 
ory advantages of the machine. Instead, we try to incorporate a 
rich body of chess knowledge in the program, and imitate the hu 
man capability of choosing good moves after searching very selec 
tively. Computer programs, quite unlike Deep Thought, that play 
along these lines have performed at perhaps the Expert level, but 
not the Grandmaster level. This means that, while we have man 
aged to simulate the principal mechanisms of human chess play, 
we have not yet managed to provide a single program with the full 
array of knowledge that a grandmaster possesses.
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would go beyond the scope of this paper, but I and others have ex 
plained in some detail on other occasions how the processing of 
meaning is accomplished by computers (Simon, 1981, chapters 3 
and 4). Computer simulation is the gold coin that stands today be 
hind the promissory notes of neurophysiologists, who some day 
will tell us how the manipulations of meanings we now carry out in 
computers are carried out by brains. Until that time, simulation 
tells us why the symbolic manipulation called thinking can be car 
ried out at all and provides us with a high degree of precision in 
expressing and testing our theories of human thinking. It assures 
us that when we talk about meanings, evoking, and associating, we 
are talking about perfectly definite processes that can be executed 
by mechanisms.

LET US TURN TO EVEN SIMPLER EXAMPLES OF MEANING THAN 
those already discussed. Meanings can attach to units as small as a 
word (or even a morpheme within a word), as well as to clauses, 
sentences, and much larger units. We begin at the bottom. One 
can think about the meaning of the word "dog" in a variety of 
ways. One can think of the executable perceptual tests stored in 
memory that enable one to answer, more or less veridically, the 
question: Is that a dog?" These tests provide what is often called 
the intensional meaning of the term.

But there is more to dogs than just recognizing them. One has 
also stored in memory a large body of information about dogs that 
goes far beyond the capacity of recognition. There is die whole set 
of dogs one has known: a pan of the extension of the term. One s 
knows also a great deal about what dogs eat, what noises they make 
(and under what circumstances), what behaviors toward them 
might cause them to wag their tails, to bark, or (worse yet) to bite. 
On the basis of this knowledge one can form expectations and 
predictions about a dog's behavior. One has not only knowledge 
and beliefs about dogs, but feelings as well. The mere propinquity 
of a dog arouses strong fear in some people and irresistible im 
pulses to pet it in others.

I haven't begun to exhaust the meaning of "dog" for almost 
anyone. There's the Dog Star, and dog days, hangdog behavior, a 
dog's life, and there are doggish people. All of these chunks, and 
others, stored in memory, are part of the meaning of "dog." Think 
ing of one or another of the chunks may evoke the word "dog," and 
hearing or reading the word may evoke some of the chunks.

Potential and Actual Meaning
It is an important fact that, even when the word is read, not all or 
even most of these components of meanings are generally evoked. 
We have seen that which are evoked in any given instance will de 
pend much upon both reader and context We need to distin 
guish potential meaning from actual meaning.

The whole store of information indexed by the string DOG 
(as well as other things that can be obtained from it by associa 
tion cat, mammal, wol& pet, and whatnot) constitutes the poten 
tial meaning of "dog." The tiny subset of this vast totality that is
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evoked in a particular reader on seeing the word in a particular context may be regarded as the actual meaning in that context on that occasion. (Here I am counting, dear reader, on evoking in you, as part of your meaning of "actual," a knowledge of its French and Spanish cognates.)
It would be dogwork to repeat this exercise for other concrete nouns, abstract nouns, verbs, and other parts of speech. I will limit myself to a few remarks. In each case, the meaning is that which is evoked by reading the word (if reading is our concern) or that which evokes it (if our concern is writing). In the case of concrete nouns and many verbs, the meaning may indude the perceptual tests of presence or absence of the thing or event designated. It is in this sense that the intension of a declarative sentence is synony mous with its truth conditions. This is what Tarski intended in as serting that "Der Schnee ist weiss" means that the snow is white. When the meaning of a declarative sentence is abstract, the truth conditions may be complex and indirect What are the truth con ditions for "that is an illegal act" or "selfishness is the only sound basis for altruism?"

Further Comments on Contexts
, Since my immediate goal is to replace the term "meaning" (some- . times thought to be rather mysterious, or at least imprecise) with a more or less operational definition, I must be careful in using a term Eke "context," for "context" may seem as vague as the terms it helps to explicate. But, although the context in which a stimulus |ybji interpreted may be complex, it also is not mysterious. At any giv- SIMON en moment, memory has certain contents. Some of these may be more accessible than others, either because they are temporarily in short-term memory or because they are in a high state of arousal or activation by reason of recent use or of association with something recently accessed. Meaning is shaped by the particular parts of the contents of memory that are accessed; these constitute the context

The present stimulus may be processed in various ways (may acquire various meanings), depending on some subset of these memory contents and their current accessibility. Thus, if we have been talking about social engagements and the word "ball" is used, it will probably be interpreted to mean a large formal gather ing for social dancing, while if we have been talking about Ameri- w ca's national sport, the same word will be interpreted to mean a E§ small hide-covered sphere. Anaphora of pronouns provides an- .*  other simple example of context-dependent interpretation, where the context may extend over sentence boundaries. 6As my earlier quotations from Stendhal and Camus demon- J-1 strated, contexts may be far more complex than in the examples p just mentioned, presenting practical difficulties in determining S what they actually are but no difficulties in principle. Generally, in M interpreting discourse (a story that is being told, or even my words H here), as we listen or read we build up a representation of the £o scene or situation or events being described, sometimes in theform of a mental image, and this representation forms a major S part of the context in which the sequence of words is processed.



One sees in the mind's eye the struggle at the bridge in Lodi, or 
the bar in Amsterdam presided over by the "gorilla."

Roger Schank and his colleagues (1977) have shown one way 
in which such representations may be constructed in the symbol 
structures they call SCRIPTS. In a different application known as 
the ISAAC program, Gordon Novak (1977) has shown how con 
texts can be developed incrementally while reading the (English) 
text of a physics problem and can then be used to help interpret 
the next piece of text His contexts would be called "schemas" by 
cognitive scientists. Similarly, Hayes and Simon (1974) have 
demonstrated in the UNDERSTAND program the use of contexts 
in the form of schemas to interpret natural-language instructions 
for puzzles. So we have some actual concrete examples today, in 
computable form, of what contexts are like. The concept of con 
text can be made wholly operational.

Though its application is to physics rather than to literature, 
Novak's system makes very dear how contexts work. The mention 
of lever" in a physics problem evokes from the system's memory a 
schema that describes levers: not any particular lever, but the ar 
chetypal lever in Plato's heaven. A copy is made of this schema, 
which can be thought of as a sort of diagram of a lever, and the 
copy is shaped to the dimensions and other attributes of the par 
ticular lever mentioned in the problem. The latter information is, 
of course, also extracted from the text of the problem statement

Subsequently, a force that acts on the lever is also represent 
ed, and by combining the force schema with the lever schema STANFORD and these with other information in the problem, an integrated HUMANITIES problem schema is gradually built up that unites all of these ele- REVIEW ments in a single diagram of interrelated components. Thus, the 
archtypical schemas stored in memory provide one part-*>f ibe'l; :? ^ -^;:;%    ^ -.' ;-;./ £ 

f m f JL»^-,."-,;>-\L ,? .j^Mt& **>'.»-.''; ;.:u i^U1'*^*-xfc "i* »,>-"'context for understanding the problem statement, while the grad 
ual cumulation of this information in the problem schema pro 
vides additional context

In application to literary texts, the archetypes would corre 
spond to the reader's (or writer's) prior knowledge, while the 
problem schema would correspond to the local context that grows 
out of the information found in the text itself: about the charac 
ters and their motives, the scene in which they are placed, and so 
on. Together, these schemas constitute the context in which the 
meaning of the text is interpreted.

Inducing the Context
If we wish to grapple with the intensions of a writer, then we must 
somehow determine the context that was evoked and present at 
the time of writing. First, we may focus on the text itself and infer 
local context by what preceded it and, to a lesser extent by what 
followed it Of course, we cannot assume that context remains 
constant even over short segments of text but we may expect it 
usually to change in a gradual manner, so that elements of context 
in one sentence or passage are likely to remain part of the context 
in dosely adjoining parts of the text Thus, in our quotation from 
Camus, we are probably safe in assuming that the locale, a bar in a 
Dutch city, and the bartender will remain pan of the context



throughout some substantial segment of text The conditions un 
der which, and the ways in which a writer shifts from one context 
to another constitute an important element in that writer's style.

A second way in which we may try to infer context is by deter 
mining what kinds of ideas and information are in the head of the 
writer at the time of writing. Here, we may draw on biographical 
material but also on information about the culture in which the 
writing took place and the particular social stratum and role in 
that culture the writer inhabited. We may discover what the writer 
read or might have read.

To understand Proust, we may wish to supplement his fiction 
al autobiography with other biographical information. We may 
wish to understand French society at the turn of the century, the 
Dreyfus trials and their impact on that society, and the special po 
sition of upper-class Jewish families. We may seek information 
about the French aristocracy and the haute bourgoisie and the re 
lations between the Bourbon and Empire aristocrats.

All these bits of information, and many others, are relevant 
components of the context that was present in some form in 
Proust's memory, that was evoked from time to time while he was 
writing and that helped to form his words. It is probably easier to 
survey the totality of the knowledge to which he had access than to 
assess what pan of his memory store provided the actual context 
for any passage in his novel.

:r:, *By this game of inferring contexts are innumerable books and 
theses made: Joyce's Dublin, Shakespeare's literary sources, poemsJlt B E RT of chivalry at the time of Cervantes, the social structure of RussianSIMON
feudal estates in the nineteenth century. And the same processes we
use to establish writers' contexts can be used to infer readers' con-   » *     . fr-j'

: . * xtemd, thereby, to assess how the same text may receive different 
readings in various eras and in particular lands. In this way we can 
come to understand the various meanings that can be attached (by 
Chinese students, by Chinese peasants, by foreigners of various na 
tionalities) to the Statue of Liberty in Tiananmen Square or to the 
family intrigues recounted in The Dream of the Red Chamber.
Syntax
In language, certain kinds of relations among meanings, and cor 
responding relations among the words and sentences mat denote
them, occur very frequently. It then becomes convenient to have w definite conventions for representing these relations. These con- 5§ ventions constitute the syntax of the language. .*"Thus, in every language we often have occasion to speak or
write about relations between pairs of things (A R B), where A and g B are names of the things, and R denotes a relation. So we have J-1 particles like prepositions (or postpositions, as in Japanese) that o have little semantic meaning associated with them but that signal a g relation of some son between two terms. Every language has such M conventions for the most common situations that it needs to rep- H resent, and while the conventions themselves are different for dif- § ferent languages, there is great overlap in the sorts of things that ^ possess syntactical conventions in different languages (Le., agents, £j patients, temporal relations, instruments, number, determiners). ^



Thus syntax becomes one of the tools we use to discover mean 
ings, but meaning itself is a matter of semantics, and syntax is (for 
writer, reader, or critic) no more than an efficient signaling device 
that sometimes makes the expression of meaning more expeditious.

Images as Meanings
Many of the meanings, especially of objects, events, and scenes, 
that are evoked by reading or in other ways take the form of men 
tal images. We seem to "see" what is denoted by the text or evoked 
by it from memory, although the sight may seldom be as specific 
or vivid as scenes that actually pass before our eyes.

The first of Wallace Stevens' Thirteen Ways of Looking at a 
Blackbird" goes like this:

Among twenty snowy mountains 
The only moving thing 
Was the eye of the blackbird.

It is hard (at least for me) to read these lines without seeing the 
high-perched blackbird and its sharp darting eye framed by the 
range of mountains. It is no more surprising that we experience as 
mental images our encodings of words we have read or of memo 
ries we have recovered than that we experience as mental images 
our encodings of the quanta of light that fell on our retinas in the 
presence of an actual scene. In both cases the mental image is nei 
ther words nor light but a symbolic coding of the initial stimulus     
that presents itself for interpretation in the mind's eye.

The most common explanation of mental images in cognitive 
science today, and the one I shall accept here, is that such images, 
whether generated from sensations or memories, make use of 
some of the same neuronal equipment that is used for displaying 
or representing the images of perceptually recorded scenes  
hence the near identity of the ways in which we experience them 
subjectively. (Kosstyn, 1980). Both actual scenes and remembered 
scenes are viewed in the mind's eye.

On this hypothesis, a mental picture formed by retrieving 
some information from memory or by visualizing the meaning of 
a spoken or written paragraph is stored in the same brain tissue 
and acted on by the same mental processes as the picture record 
ed by the eyes. That one can translate memories or words into a 
mental picture is no more (and no less) mysterious than that one 
can similarly translate the impact of photons on the retina.

THE MEANINGS WE HAVE DISCUSSED SO FAR ARE MEANINGS 
without emotion: they are the stuff of cold cognition rather than 
hot cognition. But words are quite as potent in evoking feelings as 
they are in evoking thoughts. It is time (perhaps it is past time) to 
introduce emotion into the conversation. We do not have to pro 
pose a formal definition of emotion; it is enough that we have all 
amply experienced it In particular, we have experienced it while 
reading or listening to words.

The evoking mechanism, which we have already examined, 
provides the means for arousing emotions as well as retrieving 
ideas. Among the memories that we retrieve, some are deeply
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dyed with happiness or sadness, with pity or envy, with love or 
hate, with fear or longing. Remembering recovers for us not only 
facts and events and ideas but also the feelings that have become 
associated with them. Both Plato and Aristotle regard the evoca 
tion of emotion as a central pan of esthetic experience.

In the language of neuropsychology, emotion is felt when 
evoking a memory stimulates the autonomic nervous system in the 
same way that an experience might stimulate it. Just as visual 
scenes can be re-displayed in the mind's eye, so emotions can be 
re-experienced in the "mind's heart," which we are told has its lo 
cus in that autonomic system.

There is no good reason to restrict the idea of "meaning" to 
the cold component of cognition. It makes perfectly good sense, 
by virtue of the way in which emotion is aroused, to speak of the 
emotional meaning of a text And what has already been said here 
about meanings, the ways in which they are organized in memory 
and the ways in which they are evoked, applies equally well to emo 
tional meanings.

Absolute music reminds us that emotion is best aroused not by 
talking about happiness or sadness but by presenting stimuli that 
produce feelings of happiness or sadness. It is still quite unclear 
what it is about "sad" music that is sad (or sadness-producing) or 
about "happy" music that is happy. The nearest approach, per- ,,_ :, haps, to a theory of how music produces emotion is the tension- HP \ building, tension-release cycle proposed by Hindemith and others. " :   In literature, as in music, emotion is usually evoked not by us- HERBERT N mg words like "sad" or "happy" but by creating situations to which 
we respond with sadness or happiness. Some of the basic ways of 
accomplishing this are obvious enough. Create a character, de 
scribe the character's behavior in such a way as to secure readers' 
empathy with him or her, and expose the character to events of 
the kind that produce emotions in those experiencing them and 
those observing them. If this is done skillfully, one may expect 
readers to respond as they would to the corresponding situations 
in real life.

The intertwining of emotion with the other dimensions of 
meaning is already illustrated by the examples I introduced earli 
er. In the brief passages I quoted from Stendhal, Camus, and Wal 
lace Stevens, we read descriptions of scenes, but descriptions that, 
even in the first sentences, evoke a mood: the exhilaration of con 
quest across the Alps, the foreboding gloom of a cheap bar, the 
loneliness of a vast landscape.

In the discussion that follows, then, we will be concerned with a 
full-bodied cognition that encompasses emotion as fully as thought.

The Author's Meanings
With this very general explication of the meanings of "meaning" be 
fore us, we are ready to look at the relation between an author's 
meanings and the words he or she writes down. Before an author 
writes "thunderstorm," something must have occurred to evoke 
that word from memory. In my case, I paused to look out of my of 
fice window, saw a black sky, and thought "thunderstorm." Now in 
fact, I don't believe a thunderstorm is coming it's the wrong sea-



son   but I was reminded of one. In this case, a rather superficial, 
even accidental, meaning. It doesn't mean much," we might say. 

Or, if Freudianly inclined, we might ask, "Why does seeing a 
black sky remind him of a thunderstorm?" The latter question 
might be difficult or impossible to answer, but it is certainly legiti 
mate to ask it It is no less than the question of the great tangle of 
associated meanings that fill my cranium and how they came to be 
there and to arrange themselves in just the particular organization 
they now maintain. It is the question of my biography, my life   my 
"identity," to use that tired word.

Discovering Authors' Meanings
A richer meaning might be more complex, yet easier to under 
stand, than an isolated "thunderstorm." In the previous sentence, I 
used the word "meaning." What did I intend by it? To discover my 
intension, you don't need to speculate quite as wildly as you did for 
"thunderstorm." I have been writing about meaning for many 
pages and have even offered a rather explicit definition of the 
term. A good guess would be that its meaning in this paragraph 
corresponds to my definition. We could probably even rephrase 
this guessing process as a rather reliable heuristic for determining 
authors' meanings in contexts where they had just defined a term 
explicitly. We would normally object to an author's defining a term 
and then using it in a sense that did not fit the definition,*^

y}" 't'.^fjf,-'-. I' *"' '. '••*' - '.' 'Authors' meanings, then, are to be assigned by discovering ̂  
what was actually evoked in their minds to form their words. By at 
tributing consistency of meaning to them over intervals of time,
we can use context to help us narrow the ambiguity of meanings. g E Y I E W
But we must not carry the consistency criterion too far. Authors,
like all mortals, are fully capable of inconsistency. Since' only a j, ,
small fragment of the potential meaning of a term may be evoked ^ ^
on any occasion of use, different fragments   possibly almost total* ^
ty different ones   may be evoked 'on different occasions, with or
without an author's awareness or intent Moreover, the meanings
evoked in authors' minds by reading things they have written
(even have jurt written) need not be the same as the meanings that
evoked the writing.

On the other side of this coin, as long as we retain the context 
in which we wrote or spoke some words, it may be difficult for us to

w recognize the different meanings (derived from other contexts) 
§ that others may extract from our words. That is why we must often 
* allow our texts to grow cold before we undertake to revise or edit

them. The cold text may evoke a quite different context, hence
jo different meaning, from the same text at the moment of composi- 
I-1 tion. Then we see how we may be misunderstood.

I Ambiguity
^ We should not suppose that it is always or usually the author's in-
^ tent to be wholly consistent Imperceptible inconsistency is sup-
Eo posed to be one of the finest marks of the political orator's art

	(The inconsistency is easy, but with national media, the impercep-
2? tibility becomes harder to sustain.) Punning is another reminder
® that inconsistency may reflect intent rather than accident
Ul
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The term "ambiguous" sounds less pejorative than "inconsis 
tent," so let's substitute it In the kind of writing we call "litera 
ture," possibly in contrast with "scientific" writing, the creation of 
ambiguity rather than its elimination may be a major target of the 
writer's efforts. This is nowhere more evident than in Joycean and 
post-Joycean writing, but we should not think of it as peculiarly 
modern. Without trying to be exhaustive, let me propose several 
different kinds of ambiguity that are important to art

In novels, we object to "flat" or "two-dimensional" characters. 
Such characters are too simple and, what is worse, predictable. In 
a great novel (i.e., The Remembrance of Tilings Past), we catch partial 
glimpses of the characters, as we do of real people. Over time, 
character changes, both of itself and because successive glimpses 
reveal new facets. And even on the last page, do we really know the 
people we have met in the book? Can we extrapolate the Baron 
Charlus of The Past Recaptured from his early appearance at Balbec? 
And which is the real Charlus?

Do we know our friends, our spouses? Do we know the town 
and the society we grew up in? Can they provide us with no surpris 
es? We wish literature to reflect this fundamental and admirable 
characteristic of life its ambiguity. Hence, the author is often ab 
sorbed in creating multiple meanings, craftily interwoven.

Ambiguity is as prominent in painting and music as it is in the 
literary arts. The banal example in music is the diminished sev 
enth chord, which, with its four enharmonic equivalents can sig 
nal a dozen keys, allowing the composer to transpose without oth 
er warning from one to another. But the multiple interpretation 
of pattern in music goes far beyond this simple device and is espe 
cially endemic in such composers as Beethoven and Stravinsky. 
.|||pn painting, ambiguity takes the most varied forms, from the 
calculated trickery of Escher and of the Cubists to what one might 
describe as the vagueness of much Abstract Expressionism. A por 
tion of a canvas that retains no ambiguity, that allows only a single 
interpretation, usually appears dull and lifeless.

Notice that the function of ambiguity is not to drain the work 
of art of meaning but to enrich its meaning by suggesting that one 
interpretation does not exhaust it Nor does this kind of ambiguity 
leave the meaning to the reader.'' On the contrary, it is the task of 
the author to write in such a way that a multiplicity of meanings 
can be teased out by the reader. They are not to be created from 
whole doth but are hidden in the work of ait in order that they 
may be discovered. Of course the author cannot prevent the read 
er from finding additional meanings (or missing those intended 
to be found), but few authors regard themselves as simply creating 
Rorschach inkblots to evoke wholly personal patterns from read 
ers' memories.

At the other extreme, we tend to denigrate art, visual or liter 
ary, that evokes pre-existing memory structures in too simplistic a 
way. Thus Norman Rockwell depends for his effects upon memo 
ry structures ("Mom and apple pie") stored reliably in the heads 
of his viewers and triggered into awareness by very literal and ex 
plicit dues.

CO



The art of "high culture" distinguishes itself from that of pop 
ular culture in calling for more subtle and elaborate sequences of 
evocation and association or (more snobbishly) for evocation of 
relatively esoteric structures that are stored only in properly edu 
cated memories memories that have had extensive exposure to 
the appropriate Canon. New Yorker cartoons provide an adequate 
if frivolous example. Only those who are in touch with particular 
aspects of the New York scene will be likely to understand them.

ART IS CALLED REPRESENTATIONAL WHEN IT DENOTES REPRESENTATIONAL 
something outside itself, nonrepresentational otherwise. Until AND NON- 
rather recent times, virtually all art, as distinguished from design, REPRESENTATIONAL 
was assumed to be representational: Art was supposed to imitate LITER AT URE 
Nature. The major exception was music; in absolute music, which 
encompassed the bulk of classical music other than song and 
opera, the only "meaning" was supposed to be the set of tonal rela 
tions placed there by the composer and detected by the listener. 
The meaning of music was the musical pattern, rhythmic, tonal, 
and harmonic. It would, of course, evoke emotion, but it had no 
other reference to anything non-musical.

Only in our own century have we had "absolute" literature or 
"absolute" painting that undertake to emphasize internal relations - 
as their meanings and eschew reference to things outside. Exam- \ . 
pies, even approximate examples, are hardest to come by in litera- 7'i|fX* "" ("' 
ture. We might think of The Waste Land as nonrepresentational, or : '**" ""' """'"' "~ Finnegans Wake, but in no such strict sense as a Bach Fugue or a STAMFORD 
Mozart Sonata.' "Enigmatic," in that the denotations are obscure HUMANITIES 
and often kaleidoscopic, might be a better term than "nonrepre- REVIEW 
sentational" for such examples. Poetry, with its attention to pho- , 
netic relations, has generally a larger explicit nonrepresentational ^-;, *    
component than prose. ""-., /.-;  

It is a matter of terminological preference whether we want to - 
use the word "meaning" broadly enough to encompass the non- 
representational components of pattern. Apart from the question 
of terminology, there are no particular problems in seeking out 
such patterns in a work of art, whether it be music, painting, or lit 
erature. It is really the representational component in painting 
and literature, rather than the nonrepresentational component, 
that is problematic.

What does a Renaissance Venus and Adonis represent? Most of 
us consider Venus and Adonis to be mythological figures who nev 
er trod the Earth. How can a painter represent them? What one 
sees on the canvas is a figure that is recognizable as a beautiful 
woman and another recognizable as a handsome man. From their 
stances in relation to each other, one can perhaps infer some mo 
tives, hopes, expectations, and intents. (Or one can judge consis 
tency of those stances with motives, hopes, expectations and in 
tents in the myth they are supposed to portray.) But what do the 
figures represent? At most, the models who posed for them; at 
least, a generic woman and a generic man.

What is represented, then, in this kind of "representational" 
painting is not some actual scene or event but a hypothetical 
scene assembled from components that could actually be seen. A



representational painting is like a molecule synthesized by chemi 
cal ingenuity (i.e., nylon or aspirin). Nothing like it exists in na 
ture, but the atoms of which it is composed are real enough, as 
are the chemical forces that bind them together.

Of course, by this standard it could be argued that a Kandin- 
sky painting represents a scene that couldbc seen through a micro 
scope. The difference is merely one of grain size. If the grains are 
small (as in Kandinsky or Pollock), comparable to what we see un 
der the microscope, we call it nonrepresentadonal. If the grains 
are large (as in "Venus and Adonis"), whole human figures in a 
possible landscape, we call it representational. Similarly, in Joyce 
and Eliot, the represented elements are small; in Dickens or 
Flaubert, they are much larger but still arranged in contrived 
patterns that correspond to only fictional events.

The notion of "representational," then, makes some appeal to 
the notion of "possible." Something is representational to the ex 
tent that it denotes real things in mutual relations that could possi 
bly be real, even if we know that in fact they are not Madame Bo- 
vary does not violate any of our beliefs about what 19th Century 
small-town bourgeois French society was or could be like or about 
how people in such a society did behave or could have behaved. 

  In the same way, a physicist could describe a star like our 
Sun, but only half as massive, with planets about it, but at differ 
ent distances from it than our planets are from our Sun. The 
movements of this solar system could be represented, although 
the' objects it denotes presumably do not exist Such a descrip 
tion would be representational in the same sense that a novel is 
representational.

What is possible depends on which laws of nature are relaxed•••''-. <£*•?<£?*•:''•.,•' ••

and which are enforced. Science fiction is a peculiar genre in this 
respect, since it opens the doors of possibility (at least physical pos 
sibility) more widely than most other forms of fiction do. If a novel 
depicted people who were so monstrous as to be unbelievable (im 
possible?), would we regard it as representational? As science fic 
tion? Or just as a bad novel, like the novels whose characters are 
cardboard? In representational literature, we seem to insist more 
strictly upon the laws of human nature (however imperfectly we 
understand them) than upon the laws and boundary conditions of 
physical and biological nature.

The writer of a piece of representational prose describes a 
possible world, and we grasp the meanings to the extent that we 
are able to evoke from the words and our memory a world like the 
one described. Since we carry around in memory schemas or 
scripts for a great variety of possible elements that can be com 
bined into scenes and narratives, writers draw on knowledge of the 
nature of these schemas to predict what meanings, what possible 
worlds, readers will extract from their words.

THEMEANINGOF MY DISCUSSION OF AMBIGUITY SUGGESTS THAT THERE MAY BE
THETEXT no such gulf between the meanings of the author and the mean 

ings of the text as is presumed in some contemporary theories of 
criticism. The meanings of the author can be characterized by 
what he or she had in mind: what was evoked from die author's
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mind, what was actualized while writing the text But in many, per 
haps most, cases authors will in fact intend to evoke similar mean 
ings from their readers, especially when reader and author belong 
to the same culture. To the extent that they succeed, the meanings 
of the text will be the same as the meanings intended by the au 
thor. We might even assert that the craftier the author (the 
greater the mastery of the craft) the closer will be the correspon 
dence between the author's meanings and the meanings that crit 
ics or readers can find in the text

Now the fat is on the fire: I have mentioned critics. I find it im 
possible to interpret "the meaning of the text" in any other sense 
than "the meaning of the text to X," where X is some person or 
computer capable of having intentions. If the meaning of the text 
is not the meaning to lay" readers, it must be the meaning either 
to a critic or (to borrow the word "representative" from the econo 
mists) the meaning to a representative member of the language 
community.

Criticism as Creator of Meanings
One responsibility of critics is to identify the meanings that can be 
evoked from texts both the meanings intended by the authors 
and the meanings that, intended or not, are consistent with the 
ambiguities. And for the Great Texts the Bible, Shakespeare, 
Homer, and the others the ambiguities are inexhaustible, a per 
manent lode of treasure for scholars. £'^->

1 tint this last statement with only the palest wash of irony. The 
meanings that the Great Texts have for us cannot be separated 
from the generations of scholarship that have gone into interpret- : , f j E VIE W ing them, and it becomes almost irrelevant whether those mean- ; ^ ings were "realty" in the texts when they were written. It is as irrele- «%H I? | vant as whether the rule of the Miranda case is realty in the Bill of"% ̂ : S:> Rights of the Constitution. For a person who shares the appropri- 
ate cultural heritage (has the right schemas in memory), the Texts 
can evoke the future as readity as the past Homer can evoke Joyce 
just as Joyce can evoke Homer.

Scholarship attaches new meaning to the question of "who 
was the author of Shakespeare's plays?" Shakespeare must now 
share that authorship with all those who have commented on him, 
borrowed from him, plagiarized him, been compared with him, 
distanced themselves from him. When we read Shakespeare, any 
or all of the comments of these co-authors may be evoked as part 
of his meaning or perhaps I should say "as part of the meaning 
of his text"

I MUST PAUSE HERE TO COMMENT BRIEFLY ON AN ISSUE THAT L' & " A L bulks large in contemporary talk about liberal education. It is not EDUCATION AND hard to translate into die terms we have been using here the battle THE CANON that is going on between the defenders of the Canon, the core of 
Great Books central to the traditional curriculum, and the oppo 
nents of ethnocentrism.

The defenders of the Canon argue, correctly, that only an in 
formed mind can read deeply and extract rich meanings even 
those implanted in the text by the author, to say nothing of those



added by the text's subsequent role in the culture. The opponents 
of ethnocentrism argue correctly that new meanings may be 
evoked from a text by a reader who has stored in memory knowl 
edge of other cultures and are unlikely to be evoked by a reader 
who hasn't

Juxtaposing these two correct arguments we are led inex 
orably and unhappily to the conclusion that life is full of dilemmas 
and hard choices. Since we have not time to read all the texts, we 
must devise some scheme of sampling. And different schemes will 
assign different weights to the old and the new Canons.

We should like to select texts that will enhance our abilities to 
understand, and even empathize with, cultures other than our 
own and, at the same time, texts that will enable us to hold com 
mon discourse among ourselves. Adherence to a Canon is surely 
conducive to ethnocentrism; sampling widely and variously is in 
imical to common discourse of any depth, for each text must be 
examined in the absence of much of its context (its meaning).

The structure of this dispute is identical with the structure of 
the common dispute between breadth and depth; and it should 
probably be settled in the same way. Ah inverted T" is an attrac- 

v ,. ,_ . ^ tive shape for an education. The broad base assures breadth; the 1^21 ;.^V2i'.-A\Statt projection assures depth (and in our case, an area of com 
mon'discourse). Constructing both the base and the riser of the<v/i 'i'i

T calls for sampling, but the exact content of the sample does 
not much matter.

^a^ | ^ Cv*  ; rvTbr the broad base of the T, we can go to anthropology and HERBERT " some kinds of sociology, to history, and to world literature (in 
translation, alas). To give our T depth, we can use the tried and 
true "making of the modern world" formula, the history of West- 

 T;%. ( em civilization and/or some shelf of "great books." The history, of 
^ * course, should be mainly social history rather than the old-fash-

Rg-r..

The University of Chicago in the 1930s (educational philoso 
phy so often turns out to be nostalgia for the undergraduate cur 
riculum that the philosopher experienced) used its Humanities 
and Social Science survey courses to provide just such a broadening 
and deepening experience. One who had this training was able to 
bring to bear upon texts from the Western tradition (i.e., most of 
the texts he or she was likely to encounter) a rich context to illumi 
nate their meaning. This context, in fact, incorporated a wide to range of views of class and gender. At the same time, the base of the ^ inverted T exposed the assumptions implicit in this Western tradi-  *" tion to sharp examination from the vantage points of other cultures. uOther formulas can produce much the same result At Colum- |g bia, it was a particular selection of great books; at the University of .M Wisconsin it was Mickeljohn's experimental college built around 2 Henry Adams' MontrSaintrMichel and Chartres and his The Education *j of Henry Adams. The exact formula doesn't matter. What does mat- to ter is the opportunity to acquire knowledge that will assure the d evocation of rich meanings from any text, with a particular focus 3 on meanings that relate to the culture in which one is likely to ^ spend most of his or her life, but with the external view, also, of <§

to o



that culture that is provided by exposure to alternative Canons.
To develop these educational issues at length would call for an 

other paper as long as this one, a paper that would be out of place 
here. My purpose in introducing the issue at all is to show how the 
theory of meaning I have been explicating can help us examine 
questions like these. The theory provides a framework within which 
reason can be applied to the choice of texts to be sampled.

PERHAPS IT IS THE PARASITISM OF SCHOLARSHIP UPON WHO OWNS THE
literature that creates the impression that there is a disembodied TEXT?
text (independent of author or particular readers) which is to be
interpreted. That text is the possession of the language communi
ty   more strictly of the community that know its scholarly con
text Only in them can all of the text's richness of meaning   in
this extended sense  be evoked.

For any text that is preserved over years and centuries, the 
ownership becomes even more ambiguous. Now there is not only 
the question of who interprets it but in which historical context, 
past or present, the interpretation is carried out We can read the 
Bible (or Homer, or Chaucer) in the context of the author's cul 
ture or our own   or in the context of the ideas of medieval Eu 
rope or 16th century China. £».. r %

Whether authors would be gladdened by this kind of exten- ^ 
sion of their meanings is another question. We could guess at the
answers. My guess is that Stendhal would be rather appalled,4 
Joyce entranced, and Proust bemused. Tolstoy, who conceived 
himself as writing down truths, would be indignant: it is his mean- 
ing that he would wish to have preserved, nor would he want any 
reader to actualize a different meaning. But now I am playing the 
critic's game of inventing meanings for authors and should leave 
this subject J^^

In sum, attention to "the meaning of the text," more or less 
distinct from "the author's meaning," or "the meaning to the 
reader," has produced a large part of that luxurious jungle 
growth we call literary criticism. There is no reason for the 
Schools to quarrel   they are simply using different reading 
processes and employing different contexts in which to read their 
texts. Labeled for what they are, and stripped of claims of exclu- 
siveness or priority, any of these processes and contexts may de- 
fine interesting, or even valuable, activities. And there might be 
much merit in aiding undergraduates to develop skill in several 
or all of them.

I HAVE ALREADY SAID A GOOD DEAL ABOUT READERS, SINCE I 
have been at pains to insist that critics and authors are readers. 
Other readers can, of course, read like critics, searching for au- 
thors' meanings, exploiting ambiguities, drawing upon the cultur- 
al riches that surround the Great Texts, or perhaps inventing oth- 
er games of their own. Readers have even made counts of word 
frequencies in Joyce's Ulysses, in Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress, and in 
the F«imj^/\i^OT that are not without interest

" :;
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The Casual Reader
Perhaps a word should be said about (or in behalf of) the reader 
who entrusts himself or herself to the author and only requests 
that interesting meanings be evoked by what the author has writ 
ten. Such a reader is sometimes called "casual" or "escapist," but it 
is possible to suppose that it is precisely this reader whom most au thors have had in mind.

Further, it is possible that many or most readers who belong to the same culture may detect approximately the same meanings 
in an author belonging to that culture. In an earlier and more in 
nocent age of criticism (and authorship) this may even have been the normal situation: an author recording meanings evoked from 
his or her mind that were, in turn, evoked in the minds of readers 
who perused the author's text What a pleasant, simple world for 
authors and readers, if perhaps a somewhat impoverished one for 
those who earn their livings as critics!

In a slightly more piquant situation, the reader wishes to pen etrate another culture: an American reading the English transla 
tion of Kawabata's Snow Country, say. (A geisha becomes angry when her lover calls her "a good woman" ("yoi onna"). But is Japanese "anger" American "anger"? And is "yoi onna" a "good 
woman"?) Here, one would almost call it a cheat if the reader sim- 
ply flowed the text to evoke meanings steeped in American cut-

But what is the source of leverage to avoid that evasion? Are ._:.„ there human absolutes, unchangeable from one culture to anoth- s I ii oi er' to proride the fulcrum that allows the reader to pry out and in 
terpret the subtle differences? There must be some such invari-  A ance derivable from the text if the meaning is to be extractable ~H.;:,:'; ,, even in part But now I have moved into the theory of translation, 
which I cannot undertake to explore further here.

Many Meanings but One Process
Meaning for the reader is, at bottom, no different from meaning 
for the critic or the author, although a given text may correspond to quite different meanings for all three. When I say "no differ 
ent," I refer to the meaning of "meaning." The meaning we inject into a text or derive from it consists of all of those cranial symbol 
structures that are evoked by its making or reading, including
those intensional tests that map part or all of the reading on out-   sideworld denotations. 

» When I visualized the lift at the Grand Hotel in Balbec that .*" Proust described for me, I saw (faintly and vaguely, in my mind's » eye) an elaborately decorated open cage that rose from the lobby, ;g its distinguished passengers visibly levitating to their rooms above. .M When later, on a visit to Balbec (Cabourg), I actually saw that lift, g its meaning the picture evoked from the retinal image corre- g sponded almost exactly with the mental picture that Proust's w words had evoked in me. That afternoon, sitting on the beach, I g drew a sketch, a quite literal sketch, of the hotel itself. Whether it H came from my memory of Proust's words or from the scene before ^ my eyes I can hardly say. 
|j



IN THESE PAGES, I HAVE GIVEN A COGNITIVE SCIENCE J^[|( BETWEEN 
interpretation of the enterprise of literary criticism, showing how THE TWO 
the critical enterprise can be interpreted in terms of the evocation r 111 T 11 p c c 
of texts from meanings and of meanings by texts. Armed with such 
an interpretation, we can see what is at stake in an investigation of 
the sources of imagery in Coleridge's Kubla Khan or the mnemon 
ic devices of the Homeric epics and the songs of Yugoslav bards.

But what possible utility can such a translation have for hu 
manists? Let me, without attempting either a taxonomy or an ex 
haustive listing, provide some examples of ways in which it might 
be profitable to think of criticism in the language of cognitive sci 
ence, including computer simulation.

Since my first example is not literary at all, it depends on anal 
ogy for its relevance. I have already mentioned that Gordon No- 
vak, now at the University of Texas, wrote an interesting computer 
program, which he called ISAAC, that reads problems at the end 
of the chapter of a physics textbook and converts the information 
conveyed in the problem descriptions into representations stored 
in the computer's memory. These representations are so "pictori 
al" that ISAAC can use a simple program to draw pictures of them 
on the computer terminal screen. Having drawn such a picture, 
ISAAC can also reinterpret the internal representation with equa- '

f ~~. ' f •'• '  ' -V' '"*^ x'i "'" tions describing the physical forces that are at work and can solve - , "'r £••-• ^-^f '*•>'. tthese equations. M$. ^^vV
Here, then, is a computer program that can translate from ^^: '

language to mental pictures and from mental pictures both to real   1M1M
(visible) pictures and to mathematical equations. Let us pass over HUMANITIES
such philosophical issues as whether ISAAC understands what it is REVIEW
doing. (I think it does; John Searle thinks it doesn't But no mat- . :
ter.) What ISAAC clearly does do is to give us a tangible idea of .'"'.'.

** .'! ' ' f ' . '  - .what is involved in converting meanings among natural language, . ;' 
pictorial, and formal symbolic representations. It tells us, for ex- > v 
ample, what it has to know (to have stored in memory) in order to 
bring the trick off, and it exemplifies in detail the processes that 
can be used to do it

Since such translations (at least between language and pic 
tures) are central to much literary construction, the insight pro 
vided by ISAAC should have some interest and value for us here. 
The important thing is not that a computer is doing the job, but

u that we gain from its performance a better understanding of what 
» the job is.
 *" Let me take one step closer to literary language. Linguistics p began its work with the sentence (or even the isolated word) and 
;g has gradually been working its way up to paragraphs, passages, and 
!~* occasionally whole stories. The task of constructing "story gram- 
S mars" accounts of the structures of tales and the processes that 
3 understand the tales by discovering these structures has received 
to attention both from linguists (e.g., Gumlich and Raible, 1977) 
H and from cognitive psychologists (e.g., Mandler, 1978), as well as 
H from bridging figures (e.g., de Beaugrande, 1980). Considerable 
^ success has been attained in analysing stories at the level of com 
ic plexity of, say, Little Red Biding Hood. Story grammars begin to tell
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us how such components of meaning as plot, motivation, and 
character are conveyed.

The work that I have mentioned in these paragraphs both 
spanning from literature to its psychological foundations and 
from cognitive science back to literature provides some proto 
types for the kinds of inquiry that can in time create a broad and 
well-traveled bridge between the two cultures.

MEANING AND THERE IS NO GREAT MYSTERYIN THE MEANING OF "MEANING." 
CRITICISM If we agree that meanings are held in heads and that heads contain 

complex networks of neurons, then we can locate meanings in the 
symbol structures that these networks contain. Neurons or sym 
bols, they are simply patterns. And the patterns have meanings be 
cause they can refer (point) to each other and especially because 
some of them can denote (through perceptual tests of the kind I 
described earlier) things, relations, and events outside the head. 

The theory of literary criticism has to do with the ways in 
which meanings are used to generate text in natural languages 
and the ways in which the perusal of texts evokes meanings. 
Mewed in this way, criticism can be viewed (imperialisticaDy) sim 
ply as a branch of cognitive science. I have tried to sketch out some vw,« :-v.- ; 'ofthe rich modes in which criticism can be pursued and has been <^N^£b^I^/^^jp'iinRirf historically. A closer tie of criticism with cognitive science *  § % " wiU surely lead to the invention of new modes, which may turn out 

v ; * to be as fascinating and valuable as those already pursued.
> - I have talked of meanings and criticism descriptively ratherv<

* than normatively. An outsider, viewing the internecine battles mat 
seem to go on constantly within the commmunity of critics and 
theorists of criticism, wonders why they cannot be settled easily 

I and pacifically. Each School appears to describe some particular 
".mocle of evocation, hence of meaning, and then to claim it as the 
comet one. If the claims of uniqueness and exclusive correctness 
were abandoned, as they surely must be, peaceful coexistence 
could be wholly restored. Of course that might not be as much fun 
as the current noisy combat

I have spoken mainly about literature, a genre in which the 
transmission of true declaratory information is at most one of an 
author's intents and often not the most important There is, of 
course, also criticism applied to expository prose, where we direct 
our main attention to veridicality, clarity, absence of ambiguity, 
and simplicity (perhaps in that order). This does not mean mat we 
must exclude literary qualities from expository prose, although 
they may have to compete with the qualities proper to the genre. 
Certainly some of the Great Texts in science have important liter 
ary as well as expository virtues.

In writing this essay, I have intended to write expository prose. 
In particular, my main intent was to set forth a dear theory of 
meaning and to apply it to the enterprise of literary criticism. I 
tried to avoid technicality in doing this, and if I have sacrificed 
clarity, I will refer the reader to some of my more technical writ 
ings on these topics, which may throw light on what is dark here. I 
recommend in particular Chapters 3 and 4 of The Sdaues of the

I



Artificial (1981) and my recent essay on The Information Processing 
Explanation ofGestalt Phenomena (1986).

My own position here, while the position of an outsider, can 
be interpreted as proposing yet another school of criticism. Using 
the dichotomy proposed by Professor Stephen Greenblatt be 
tween resonance (that is, knowledge) and wonder, my theory 
would seem to fall solidly on the side of resonance. I have been ex 
ploring the contexts from which meanings arise; I have not been 
expressing the wonder that meanings can evoke.

But scientific analysis is never very distant from wonder. The 
great Dutch mechanician, Simon Stevinus, took for the motto on 
his crest: "Wonder en is gheen wonder" wonderful, yet not un 
fathomable. A snowflake is still wonderful, perhaps more wonder 
ful, after we have discovered the fractal origins of its design. Mean 
ings are still wonderful after we have traced out the cognitive 
processes that underlie them. Science adds to the wonders of ap 
pearance the wonders of explanation. It follows the path from 
wonder to resonance, and then back to a deeper wonder.

At the outset, I gave my principal reason for addressing this 
topic: it seemed a good site for a bridge between the two cultures. 
If the span I have erected seems flimsy or unaesthetic, I hope that 
others, when dismantling it, will replace it with a better one.; ̂ r ,

Professional competence in a domain of the humanities, like \ 
competence in a domain of science, requires the accumulation of '4s. Si *, \ 
a great deal of specialized knowledge. We cannot expect to piaster ^ ̂  : ' 
the content of more than a very few domains in any great depth. STANFORD 
What we can hope to do is to work toward a common understand- HUMANITIES 
ing of the mental processes that all of us use to extract meanings. rr .- * 1 111 If 
However distinct and dissimilar the domains, our minds, fashioned X ^ * * > *',*?:' ' '• '•"'•• • iffrom the same raw stuff and employing the same basic symbolic   | 
processes, must have a great deal in common that we can share. \ 

If scientists and humanists have only this small common ~ * r . 
ground, it is very important ground. They can share the common 
experiences of being human. They can share a concern for the 
polity and the society in which they cany on their lives (drawing 
the boundaries as wide as the whole world). And they can share 
the processes mat their minds use to deal with the inner and outer 
domains, personal, professional, and civic, in which they are im 
mersed the processes that evoke and manipulate meanings, 
from texts and from the world.
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NOTES
1 This point is made very cogently on page 9 ofjerry R. Hobbs' Literature and Cognition, a book to which this essay would be deeply indebted had I been acquainted with it when I delivered and then revised my 1990 Hitch cock Lectures.
2 This simplification does not in any way rule out the influence of the lan guage community on the meanings an individual assigns to a text, but it rec- : ognizes that a writer or reader is an individual, not a language community. *4 ; '-  ,3 And The Wute Land has become decidedly more representational as we |1 have learned about its relation to the life of Eliot

;f i-. f A; 4 Stendhal claimed to write for a specific culture, not the one he en- " ^f^ffi. dured, and to live in confidence that its time would come.
- •-*»B!*S!£fei: ^
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