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10 W. J. T. Mitchell

Knapp, and Fish is unequivocal: it leads nowhere. This is a theory that
has no consequences in the sense that theories have always Sw:an.a to
have consequences—that is, by suggesting methods, pedagogical routines,

procedures of verification, and so forth. If we take them literally (or,.

should I say, if the authors mean what they say), this is a theory of pure
self-negation, what O’Hara calls “revisionary madness,” articulating what
many will see as the ultimate nihilism of contemporary theory. But if it
is nihilism, it is one that demands an answer, not easy polemical Qwa_mmm_.l
one that calls for theory to clarify its claims, not to mystify them with
the easy assurance of intellectual fashion and institutional authority. If
this volume aids in that clarification, it will have served its purpose.

W. J. T. Mitchell

—

Against Theory

Steven Knapp and Walter Benn Michaels

1

By “theory” we mean a special project in literary criticism: the attempt to
govern interpretations of particular texts by appealing to an account of
interpretation in general. The term is sometimes applied to literary sub-
Jects with no direct bearing on the interpretation of individual works,
such as narratology, stylistics, and prosody. Despite their generality,
however, these subjects seem to us essentially empirical, and our argu-
ment against theory will not apply to them.

Contemporary theory has taken two forms. Some theorists have
sought to ground the reading of literary texts in methods designed to
guarantee the objectivity and validity of interpretations. Others, im-
pressed by the inability of such procedures to produce agreement
among interpreters, have translated that failure into an alternative mode
of theory that denies the possibility of correct interpretation. Our aim
here is not to choose between these two alternatives but rather to show
that both rest on a single mistake, a mistake that is central to the notion
of theory per se. The object of our critique is not a particular way of
doing theory but the idea of doing theory at all.

Theory attempts to solve—or to celebrate the impossibility of -
solving—a set of familiar problems: the function of authorial intention,
the status of literary language, the role of interpretive assumptions, and
so on. We will not attempt to solve these problems, nor will we be con-

Reprinted from the Summer 1982 issue of Critical Inquiry.




12 Knapp and Michaels Against Theory 13

cerned with tracing their history or surveying the range of arguments 2. Meaning and Intention

]
they have stimulated. In our view, the mistake on which all critical theory |

rests has been to imagine that these problems are real. In fact, we wi!l o The fact that what a text means is what its author intends is clearly
claim such problems only seem real—and theory itself only seems possi- - stated by E. D. Hirsch when he writes that the meaning of a text “is, and
ble or relevant—when theorists fail to recognize the fundamental in- . can be, nothing other than the author’s meaning” and “is determined
separability of the elements involved. :  once and for .all by the characl’er. of the speakel"’s mte‘nuon.”‘ Having

The clearest example of the tendency to generate theoretical Prob— *  defined meaning as tl?e author s mtfnded meaning, Hirsch goes on to
lems by splitting apart terms that arc in fact inseparable is the persistent ©  argue that all literary interpretation “must stress a reconstruction of the

author’s aims and attitudes in order to evolve guides and norms for
construing the meaning of his text.” Although these guides and norms

debate over the relation between authorial intention and the meaning of
texts. Some theorists have claimed that valid interpretations can only be

obtained through an appeal to authorial intentions. This assumption is ~ cannot guarantee the correctness of any paniiular reading—nothin'g’
shared by theorists who, denying the possibility of recovering autho_rlz«:ll : canjth(_ey r'levSrtheless constitute, he claims, a fundamentally sound
intentions, also deny the possibility of valid interpretations. But once itis ! and “objective” method of interpretation (pp- 224, 240). .
seen that the meaning of a text is simply identical to the -author's in- What seems odd about Hirsch's formulation is the transition from
tended meaning, the project of grounding meaning in intention becomes deﬁnln’or} to method. He begins by defining textual meaning as the
incoherent. Since the project itself is incoherent, it can neither succeed ' author’s intended meaning and then suggests that the best way to find
nor fail; hence both theoretical attitudes toward intention are irrelevant. . fcxtual meaning is to look for authorial intention. But if meaning and
The mistake made by theorists has been to imagine the possibi}ity or mtended_meamng are .already the same, it’s hard to see how looking _for
desirability of moving from one term (the author’s intended meaning) to . one provides an ol?Jectwe met!'lod—‘-or any sort of method—for lookmg
a second term (the text’s meaning), when actually the two terms are the ffn' the other; looking for one just is loqkmg for ll.le other_. The recogni-
same. One can neither succeed nor fail in deriving one term from the ! tion t_hat what a text means and what its .a_uthor intends it to mean are
other, since to have one is already to have them both. : identical shoyld entail the further recognition that any appeal frorq one
In the following two sections we will try to show in detail h.ow __ to.the other is usgless. And yet, as we !lave filrf.ady beglfn to see, Hirsch
theoretical accounts of intention always go wrong. In the fourth section : dnnk§ the opposite; he believes that ldenufynpg meaning with the ex-
we will undertake a similar analysis of an influential account of the rg[e ' pression gf intention has the supreme theoretical u§ef1{lness of pt:ovnd-
interpretive assumptions or beliefs play in the practice of literary criu- ~ Ing an.objecuve method of chf)osmg among alternative interpretations.
cism. The issues of belief and intention are, we think, central to the - Hirsch, however, has failed to understand the force of his own

theoretical enterprise; our discussion of them is thus directed not only formulation. In one moment he identifies meaning and intended
against specific theoretical arguments but against theory in general. Qur meaning; in the next moment he splits them apart. This mistake is
examples are meant to represent the central mechanism of all theoretical clearly visible in his polemic against formalist critics who deny the im-

arguments, and our treatment of them is meant to indicate that all such | porfance -of inter.xtion altogether. Hi:s argument against Lhesez- critics ends
arguments will fail and fail in the same way. If we are right, then the  up invoking their account of meaning at the expense of ‘hl.S own. For-
whole enterprise of critical theory is misguided and should be aban: mallsts: in ‘lesc_hs summary, conceive the text as a piece of lan-
doned. guage,’” a “public object whose character is defined by public norms.”

The problem with this account, according to Hirsch, is that “no mere
sequence of words can represent an actual verbal meaning with refer-
ence to public norms alone. Referred to these alone, the text’s meaning
_remains indeterminate.” Hirsch’s example, “My car ran out of gas,” is, as

Steven Knapp, an assistant professor of English at the Umvgrsnt)f of l ke notes, susceptible to an indeterminate range of interpretations. There
California, Berkeley. is currently working on a book about personification ¢
in eighteenth-century and Romantic literature. Wa‘llter. Benn Michaels,
an associate professor of English at the University of CallfPrnla, Berkeley
is working on the relation between literary and economic forms of rep-
resentation in nineteenth-century America.

1. E. D. Hirsch, Jr., Validity in Interpretation (New Haven, Conn., 1967), pp. 216, 219.
iir remarks on Hirsch are in some ways parallel to criticisms offered by P. D. Juhl in the
orid chapter of his Interpretation: An Essay in the Philosophy of Literary Criticism (Princeton,
- 1980). Juhl's position will be discussed in the next section. All further citations to
je works will be included in the text.
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ublic norms which will help us decide whether Lh:ds;eat::‘cz
::a:: t?lat my automobile lacks fuel or “r.ny Pul}man f:las t([) g
loud of Argon.” Only by assigning a particular intention e o
ﬁ iy ngout of gas” does one arrive at a determinate mterpbe auion.
OMy Csmlﬂ-ll:sch himself puts it, “The array of Posstbllme§ onI);d (:g; s 0
bt:c,oz:ne a more selective system of probabilities whe‘r:, ms}t:) ey tkely
fronting merely a word sequzence, we also posit a speaker w
i .
mear'l;hsiz:l: thlrtrfm( Eefri?éonsistem with Hirsch’s gquati?n_ofam'ia;:;;nga
and intendegc‘; meaning, until one reahz.es Ehat H:r::h Tl; ils“;sg[lhe 8 2
nt of interpretation before intenuon 15 present. Thi s the o
ment hich the text's meaning “remains indeterminate,” be S
'mfirt::ear[t:in;y is cleared up by the addition of authorlal u;(ten:gr;.e But?
lrtrlleanin[.g and intention really are inseparable‘,i then b:: ::;d ee; o s
think of intention as an ingredient that needs to : indet’e ey
resent from the start. The issue of determlnacyhc_) e, shat
; levant. Hirsch thinks it’s relevant because he thinks, m ad(’mion
ltl}T: t‘:lover.nent from indeterminacy to determinacy m\écgiv:s in:”orma(ion
of i o g " al§0 th;?:sé l::\ig;:f:;‘ ):; ;lll:ajly prgsent, the only
ts to adding intention. St ; L . "
:l?il:‘g";dded, in L%e movement from md.etem{mai:y l;)f d;;ir:l;en:::znce
inf tion about the intention, not the intention itselt. entence
i of};ia r ran out of gas” even to be recogmzable' as a s-,entePi ;ﬁn
- al)t"e(::l have posited a speaker anfl hem_:e an mtex:!l.xon;l ) nakj—
Ti::: an interretation of the sentence will not mvolveI:: \;?f : };::t T
b‘l)lt deciding among 2 range of possible spe?!cer:; s:s ang g
ker inhabits a planet with an atmo'spht:re of inert ga donwhie®
e prir means of transportation 1$ railroad will give one u:i ll)l @
:.}il:n?‘l.:r'::;vr?ng that the speaker is an earthl'ing who ow.ns;l a :s o:oo \;I‘l asglwe
anot'her. But even if we have none of this mf}:;x;(;z:gc; c’haracterizaﬁon
ttempt to interpret at all we are already commu 02 char e e
Zf thepspeaker as a speaker of language. We kml):"?;;: e rting. In
the speaker intends to speak;. otherwise we b\gm: mr; e e T the
this latter case, we have less information a :.1 the - gry e . but the
other two (where we at least knew the sgeaker s § e O ence o
relative lack of information has nothing to do
abse‘}[“:‘; Ofnli:tfl‘:: ﬁ:doubt accounts for Hirsch's peculiar h?bn ;fi:\a}:::gr
the rols r object of interpretation the “auth?‘r’s mea'nmg' z:i‘n - in laver
b pedist.in ishing between it and the “reader’s m;a Hg;:sch he
:l;?;gsl;etweengl:hese two kinds of meaning becomes, 0T irsch,

.

i * " necessity. But if all mean-
ethical imperative as well as an operational y

i h
9. The phrase “piece of language” goes back, Hirsch notes, ‘:o 1‘;; 5(;pemng paragrap
. e - - . .
f William Epmpson’s Seven Types of Ambiguity, 3d ed. (Nm;'gor A
o I Vet Ths Aims af Interpretation (Chicago, 1970), p- ©.

o
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ing is always the author’s meaning, then the alternative is an empty one,
and there is no choice, ethical or operational, to be made. Since theory is
designed to help us make such choices, all theoretical arguments on the
issue of authorial intention must at some point accept the premises of
anti-intentionalist accounts of meaning. In debates about intention, the
moment of imagining intentionless meaning constitutes the theoretical
moment itself. From the standpoint of an argument against critical
theory, then, the only important question about intention is whether
there can in fact be intentionless meanings. If our argument against
theory is to succeed, the answer to this question must be no.

The claim that all meanings are intentional is not, of course, an
unfamiliar one in contemporary philosophy of language. John Searle,
for example, asserts that “there is no getting away from intentionality,”
and he and others have advanced arguments to support this claim. Our
purpose here is not to add another such argument but to show how
radically counterintuitive the alternative would be. We can begin to get a
sense of this simply by noticing how difficult it is to imagine a case of
intentionless meaning.

Suppose that you're walking along a beach and you come upon a

curious sequence of squiggles in the sand. You step back a few paces and
notice that they spell out the following words:

A slumber did my spirit seal;
I had no human fears:

She seemed a thing that could not feel
The touch of earthly years.®

This would seem to be a good case of intentionless meaning: you rec-
ognize the writing as writing, you understand what the words mean, you
may even identify them as constituting a rhymed poetic stanza—and all
this without knowing anything about the author and indeed without
needing to connect the words to any notion of an author at all. You can
do all these things without thinking of anyone’s intention. But now sup-
pose that, as you stand gazing at this pattern in the sand, a wave washes
up and recedes, leaving in its wake (written below what you now realize

was only the first stanza) the following words:

No motion has she now, no force;
She neither hears nor sees;

Rolled round in earth’s diurnal course,
With rocks, and stones, and trees.

4. John R. Searle, “Reiterating the Differcnces: A Reply to Derrida,” Glyph 1 (1977):
202.

5. Wordsworth’s lyric has been a standard example in theoretical arguments since its

adoption by Hirsch; see Validity in Interpretation, pp. 227-30 and 238-40.
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. . . . i
One might ask whether the question of intention still unmmMM MM y
relevant as it did seconds before. You will :oi.n“é mcmvn_m.:..nwn o
i mar
in what you have just seen. Are these
pelled to explain w  Ju . fhe s mere acch
ration of the waves
dents, produced by the mechanical ope . sanc
E:.o...%u some subtle and ::?.nnmn_m.snna process wm nSm_M:._w %namwmnrv
tion, etc.)? Or is the sea alive and striving to express 1ts pant nm e m_._o..m
Or has Wordsworth, since his death, become a MM_A of m.n:.:“ M friphuess
i i : iodically inscribes on the sa
who inhabits the waves and periodica . on & 1d s elegiac
1 i tending the list of expla .
sentiments? You might go on ex ; cxplanacions 1o
ini think, that all the explanatio
definitely, but you would find, we » N R
ies ill ei be ascribing these marks to so
two categories. You will either e T 0 e
¢ 1 1 he living sea, the haunting Wor , .
capable of intentions (t : : dswort ) or
i mechanical proc
i them as nonintentional effects o
o s, peres i d —where the marks
i olati But in the second case
erosion, percolation, etc.). B >
M_oi seem to be accidents—will they still seem to be 29.%% You will be
Clearly not. They will merely seem to w«m&:.&a words. B
amazed, perhaps, that such an astonishing no:.n%aznn %9«& Mnha wn. o
. less amazed had you decide
course, you would have been no 1 » .
sea or Hﬂa ghost of Wordsworth was responsible. W:W it M HM@MMWM.M_W
av
i i $ your amazement wou : !
recognize that in the two case e rentity of
i vould be amazed by the
different sources. In one case, you v . Y
ht that the sea can write poetry?
the author—who would have thoug A
in which you accept the hypothes
the other case, however, in w P s outry
i ¢ i r that what you thought was po
accident, you're amazed to discove! . ught ey
turns out w_oa to be poetry at all. It isn’t gnﬂw Munnm:wn it M: pw Mﬂﬂ% mr m
’ i i ccident. As long as yo
that’s what it means to call it an a : As 25 Jou o
suming their intentional ¢ -
marks were poetry, you were as : character: oo
i and this may have tricked y
had no idea who the author was, ar USRI
inki iti hor was irrelevant to your ability
thinking that positing an aut B 0 YO O e .
i ithout realizing it, already p:
stanza. But in fact you had, wi . gsited an B
i terious arrival of the secon
thor. It was only with the mys rt . . that
your tacit assumption (e.g., someone E:QEMV s:_a._ a mcnrvrfm”m MMM__H_“ mmwﬁ
i de one. Only now, w
and you realized that you had ma 1 ly no osing on
E::wv.-. seems impossible, do fmc mn::”..m_x _“MMM_”MW@HMSHM ks as au-
i author is
thorless. But to deprive them of an ; e
i They are not, after all, an p
dental likenesses of language. . . e o
intentionless meaning; as soon as they become intentionless they bec
ningless as well.
e .ﬂrm arrival of the second stanza made n_nm.” that Ermm had mnﬂﬂ“ M_u.
be an example of intentionless F:m:_wma M.mm m_Q_HM MMMMMMMJM:@:&@Q
i as whether the mar ;
not language. The question w. t o et
i : a decision as to whe
what determined the answer was o el
i ional agent. If our example
were the product of an intentional exar mec
mmm.»,nﬁrn% it is only because there is seldom occasion in our culture
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wonder whether the sea is an intentional agent. But there are cases where
the question of intentional agency might be an important and difficult
one. Can computers speak? Arguments over this question reproduce
exactly the terms of our example. Since computers are machines, the
issue of whether they can speak seems to hinge on the possibility of
intentionless language. But our example shows that there is no such
thing as intentionless language; the only real issue is whether computers
are capable of intentions. However this issue may be decided—and our
example offers no help in deciding it—the decision will not rest on a
theory of meaning but on a judgment as to whether computers can be
intentional agents. This is not to deny that a great deal—morally, legally,
and politically—might depend on such judgments. But no degree of
practical importance will give these Jjudgments theoretical force.

The difference between theoretical principle and practical or em-
pirical judgments can be clarified by one last glance at the case of the
wave poem. Suppose, having seen the second stanza wash up on the
beach, you have decided that the “poem” is really an accidental effect of
erosion, percolation, and so on and therefore not language at all. What
would it now take to change your mind? No theoretical argument will
make a difference. But suppose you notice, rising out of the sea some
distance from the shore, a small submarine, out of which clamber a half
dozen figures in white lab coats. One of them trains his binoculars on the
beach and shouts triumphantly, “It worked! It worked! Let's go down
and try it again.” Presumably, you will now once again change your
mind, not because you have a new account of language, meaning, or
intention but because you now have new evidence of an author. The
question of authorship is and always was an empirical question; it has
now received a new empirical answer. The theoretical temptation is to
imagine that such empirical questions must, or should, have theoretical
answers.

Even a philosopher as committed to the intentional status of lan-
guage as Searle succumbs to this temptation to think that intention is a
theoretical issue. After insisting, in the passage cited earlier, on the in-
escapability of intention, he goes on to say that “in serious literal speech
the sentences are precisely the realizations of the intentions” and that
“there need be no guif at all between the illocutionary intention and its
expression.”® The point, however, is not that there need be no gulf be-
tween intention and the meaning of its expression but that there can be
no gulf. Not only in serious literal speech but in all speech what is
intended and what is meant are identical. In separating the two Searle
imagines the possibility of expression without intention and so, like
Hirsch, misses the point of his own claim that when it comes to language

6. Searle, “Reiterating,” p. 202.
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“there is no getting away from intentionality.” Missing this point, and
hence imagining the possibility of two different kinds of meaning, is
more than a theoretical mistake; it is the sort of mistake that makes
theory possible. It makes theory possible because it creates the illusion of
a choice between alternative methods of interpreting.”

To be a theorist is only to think that there is such a choice. In this
respect intentionalists and anti-intentionalists are the same. They are
also the same in another respect: neither can really escape intention. But
this doesn’t mean the intentionalists win, since what intentionalists want
is a guide to valid interpretation; what they get, however, is simply a
description of what everyone always does. In practical terms, then, the
stakes in the battle over intention are extremely low—in fact, they don’t
exist. Hence it doesn’t matter who wins. In theoretical terms, however,
the stakes are extremely high, and it still doesn't matter who wins. The
stakes are high because they amount to the existence of theory itself; it
doesn’t matter who wins because as long as one thinks that a position on
intention (either for or against) makes a difference in achieving valid

interpretations, the ideal of theory itself is saved. Theory wins. But as
soon as we recognize that there are no theoretical choices to be made,

then the point of theory vanishes. Theory loses.®

7. In conversation with the authors, Hirsch mentioned the case of a well-known critic
and theorist who was persuaded by new evidence that his former reading of a poem was
mistaken but who, nevertheless, professed to like his original reading better than what he
now admitted was the author’s intention. Hirsch meant this example to show the im-
portance of choosing intention over some other interpretive criterion. But the critic in
Hirsch's anecdote was not choosing among separate methods of interpretation; he was
simply preferring his mistake. Such a preference is surely irrelevant to the theory of
interpretation; it might affect what one does with an interpretation, but it has no effect on
how one gets an interpretation.

8. The arguments presented here against theoretical treatments of intention at the
local utterance level would apply, virtually unaitered, to accounts of larger-scale intentions
elsewhere in Hirsch; they would apply as well to the theoretical proposals of such writers as
M. H. Abrams, Wayne C. Booth, R. . Crane, and Ralph W. Rader—all associated, directly
or indirectly, with the Chicago School. Despite variations of approach and emphasis, these
writers tend to agree that critical debates about the meaning of a particular passage ought
to be resolved through reference to the broader structural intentions informing the work

in which the passage appears. Local meanings, in this view, should be deduced from
hypothetical constructions of intentions implicit, for example, in an author’s choice of
genre; these interpretive hypotheses should in turn be confirmed or falsified by their
success or failure in explaining the work’s details. But this procedure would have
methodological force only if the large-scale intentions were different in theoretical status
from the local meanings they are supposed to constrain. We would argue, however, thatall
local meanings are always intentional and that structural choices and local utterances are
therefore related to intention in exactly the same fashion. While an interpreter’s sense of

one might determine his sense of the other, neither is available to interpretation—or

amenable to interpretive agreement—in a specially objective way. (Whether interpretations
Eocarna_ﬁnn.

of intention at any level are best conceived as hypotheses is another,

rrinetinn )
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3. Language and Speech Acts

N Sﬁnwwé »qmm.na .:Jﬂ Sﬂwa a text means and what its author intends
are identical and that their identit i i ’
ean . l a y robs intention of an
BMQ..Q_B_.SSR&. A similar account of the relation between ansmzm
»:E :,ua_mscom has Aana:&\ been advanced by P. D. Juhl. According to
.__M .mﬁ mzw is a logical connection between statements about the mean-
~rm~ow mS_HSEQ work and statements about the author’s intention such
m:&Qw tement mwoﬁ the meaning of a work is a statement about the
autho s :Mn::o:. Juhl criticizes Hirsch, as we do, for believing that
Tubl o oug Q.,RW + - - try to ascertain the author’s intention,” when in fact,
Junt 2 WMM.N- ﬁn %w mqn_ necessarily doing so already” (Interpretation, p. 12)
» these claims serve in no way to discredi ther,
they themmsbier : y to discredit theory; rather
constitute a theory that “makes us ;
€y € a the aware of what we as
M“mnm .m:. wmmmnwm are aw.zm In interpreting literature” and, more cru-
msanww:. %%M«“Mnmmrn_.g&m for a principled acceptance or rejection of an
ot a literary work” (p. 10). How is i i
! . 10). s it that Juhl derives a
53@ rm«o_: m_mmcan.za which seem to us to make theory impossible?
Juhrs &MSMM mnm Mr_m question particularly intriguing is the fact that
. or demonstrating the centrality of i ion i
identical to ours; it consists “i i ) ments abou sep parently
: n contrasting statements about th i
of a literary work created b i the meanine
Y a person with statements about th i
e meanin
..w“. N_.Sxﬁ produced by chance, such as a computer poem” (p. 13).° wcma
Jut -.M _M.Mmaawﬂ of nx_mav_.wm like our wave poem reveals that his sense of
on between language and intention i i
on is after all radically dif
ent from ours. Like Hirsch, b et Tom
. » but at a further level of abstracti
" . S. 1, be raction, Juhl
anww Mw mwah%swzmrara possibility of language prior to and mnanvnzmwn:p
and thus conceiving intention i
as something th
added 10 language to i i e theorios 1o
make it work. Like Hirsch i i
. . , and like theorists i
general, Juhl thinks that intention i here
. on 15 a matter of choice. B
Hirsch recommends i1 adindicate ammre
that we choose intenti judi
! ; ! on to adjudicate a
Interpretations, Juhl thinks no ion is nec ot be>
recommendation is necessa
cause we need never choose intenti Lot
: ention but only be
lterary work b oeen ! y because our concept of a
I that to read i is :
erary terature is already to have chosen
Um M o . "
ok Mmﬂwm_sm the case of w: poem” produced by chance (“marks on [a]
o e %MMWM«MM Hvoﬁn Vu. Juhl points out that there is “som ething
. such a] ‘text.” ” However one migh
this text, one could no i o of e pand
, t understand it as a re i “
s te . r representation of “the mean-
gofa ,vu_.cnc_w_. utterance.” We agree with this—if it implies that the

9. In fact, Juhl emplo
! fact, Ju ys the same poem we do—Wordsworth's i
w_uu_.: maw_ —in _..m own treatment of accidental “language” (7 .:....%”«M:.W: m_zawﬂu.xci Zw.
cevice ol contrasting intentional speech acts with marks produced by ¢l ; nee .MV. ..-..?w
one in speech-act theory. ychance s a familiar
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random marks mean nothing, are not language, and therefore cannot be
interpreted at all. But for Juhl the implications are different. He thinks
that one can interpret the random marks, though only in the somewhat
specialized sense “in whichwe might be said to ‘interpret’ asentence when
we explain its meaning to a foreigner, by explaining to him what the
individual words mean, how they function in the sentence, and thus how
the sentence could be used or what it could be used to express or convey”
(pp- 84-86).

Our point is that marks produced by chance are not words at all but
only resemble them. For Juhl, the marks remain words, but words de-
tached from the intentions that would make them utterances. Thus he
can argue that when a “parrot utters the words ‘Water is pouring down
from the sky,’ " one can understand that “the words mean ‘Itis raining’ "
but deny that the “ ‘parrot said that it is raining’ ” (p. 109).* It is clear
that, for Juhl, the words continue to mean even when devoid of inten-
tion. They mean “in abstracto” and thus constitute the condition of lan-
guage prior to the addition of intention, that is, prior to “a speaker’s
utterance or speech act.” In literary interpretation, this condition of
language is never operative because, Juhl claims, “our notion of the
meaning of a literary work” is “like our notion of the meaning of a
person’s speech act,” not “like our notion of the meaning of a word in a
language” (p. 41)."!

Implicit in Juhl's whole treatment of meaning and intention is the
distinction made here between language and speech acts. This distinc-
tion makes possible a methodological prescription as strong as Hirsch'’s,
if more general: when confronted with a piece of language, read itas a
speech act. The prescriptive force of Juhl's argument is obscured by the
fact that he has pushed the moment of decision one step back. Whereas
Hirsch thinks we have to add intention to literature in order to determine
what a text means, Juhl thinks that adding intentions to language gives us
speech acts (such as literary works) whose meaning is already de-
terminate. Juhl recognizes that as soon as we think of a piece of language
as literature, we already regard it as a speech act and hence the product
of intention; his prescription tells us how to get from language in general
to a specific utterance, such as a literary work.!?

10. Juh! bricfly acknowledges the strangeness of the sort of distinction he makes here
when he asks whether words produced by chance could even be called “words” (Interpreta-

tion, p. 84). But he drops the question as abruptly as he raises it.

11. For additional remarks on meaning “in abstracto,” see Juhl, Interpretation, pp. 25 n,
55-57, 203, 223, 238, 288-89. )

12. Juhl's motives are, in fact, not far from Hirsch’s. For both theorists, meaning in
abstracto is indeterminate or ambiguous {“indeterminate” for Hirsch, “ambiguous” for
Juhl); both appeal to intention in order to achieve determinate or particular meanings or,
as Juhl says, to “disambiguate” the text (Interpretation, p. 97). This theoretical interest in the
problem of indeterminacy derives in part from the widespread notion that words and
sentences have a range of “linguistically possible” meanings, the ones recorded in dic-
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When accused of the theft, he blamed it on a fellow servant, Marion. In
the passage that interests de Man, Rousseau is thus concerned with two
crimes, the theft itself and the far more heinous act of excusing himself
by accusing an innocent girl. This second act, the naming of Marion, is
the one that especially needs justifying.

Rousseau offers several excuses, each an explanation of what he
meant by naming Marion. But the explanation that intrigues de Man is
the surprising one that Rousseau perhaps meant nothing at all when he
said “Marion.” He was merely uttering the first sound that occurred to
him: “Rousseau was making whatever noise happened to come into his
head; he was saying nothing at all.”'* Hence, de Man argues, “In the
spirit of the text, one should resist all temptation to give any significance
whatever to the sound ‘Marion.’” The claim that “Marion” was mean-
ingless gives Rousseau his best defense: “For itisonly if . . . the utterance
of the sound ‘Marion’ is truly without any conceivable motive that the
total arbitrariness of the action becomes the most effective, the most
efficaciously performative excuse of all” (p. 37). Why? Because, “if the
essential non-signification of the statement had been properly inter-
preted, if Rousseau’s accusers had realized that Marion's name was ‘le
premier objet qui soffrit,’ they would have understood his lack of guilt
s well as Marion’s innocence” (p. 40).

But de Man is less interested in the efficacy of the “excuse” than he
is in what it reveals about the fundamental nature of language. The fact
that the sound “Marion” can mean nothing reminds us that language
consists of inherently meaningless sounds to which one adds
meanings—in other words, that the relation between signifier and
signified is arbitrary. Why does de Man think this apparently un-
controversial description of language has any theoretical interest? The

recognition that the material condition of language is inherently mean-
ingless has no theoretical force in itself. But de Man thinks that the
material condition of language is not simply meaningless but is also
already “linguistic,” that is, sounds are signifiers even before meanings
(signifieds) are added to them. As a collection of “pure signifiers],” in
themselves “devoid of meaning and function,” language is primarily a
meaningless structure to which meanings are secondarily (and in de
Man'’s view illegitimately) added (p. 32). Thus, according to de Man,
Rousseau’s accusers mistakenly added a meaning to the signifier
“Marion"—hearing a speech act where they should have heard only
language. This separation of language and speech act is the precondition
for de Man’s version of the theoretical choice.
a De Man’s separation of language and speech acts rests on a mistake.
' It is of course true that sounds in themselves are meaningless. It is also

14. Paul de Man, “The Purloined Ribbon,” Giyph 1 (1977): 39; all further citations to
shis wark will he included in the text.
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to interpretive method, the negative theorist chooses the meaningless
marks. But the negative theorist’s choice in fact provides him with a
positive methodology, a methodology that grounds the practice of inter-
pretation in the single decisive truth about language. The truth about
language is its accidental and mechanical nature: any text, “properly
interpreted,” will reveal its “essential nonsignification” (p. 40). For both
Juhl and de Man, proper interpretation depends upon following a
methiodological prescription. Juhl's prescription is: when confronted
with language, read it as a speech act. De Man’s prescription is: when
confronted with what seems to be a speech act, read it as language.
The wave poem, as encountered by a theorist, presents a choice
between two kinds of meaning or, what comes to the same thing, two
kinds of language. The issue in both cases is the presence or absence of
intention; the positive theorist adds intention, the negative theorist sub-
tracts it.!® In our view, however, the relation between meaning and
intention or, in slightly different terms, between language and speech
acts is such that intention can neither be added nor subtracted. Intention
cannot be added to or subtracted from meaning because meanings are
always intentional; intention cannot be added to or subtracted from
language because language consists of speech acts, which are also always
intentional. Since language has intention already built into it, no recom-
mendation about what to do with intention has any bearing on the ques-
tion of how to interpret any utterance or text. For the nontheorist, the
only question raised by the wave poem is not kow to interpret but whether
to interpret. Either the marks are a poem and hence a speech act, or they
are not a poem and just happen to resemble a speech act. But once this
empirical question is decided, no further judgments—and therefore no
theoretical judgments—about the status of intention can be made.

4. Theory and Practice

Our argument so far has concerned what might be called the on-
tological side of theory—its peculiar claims about the nature of its object.
We have suggested that those claims always take the form of generating
a difference where none in fact exists, by imagining a mode of language
devoid of intention—devoid, that is, of what makes it language and
distinguishes it from accidental or mechanical noises and marks. But we
have also tried to show that this strange ontological project is more than
a spontaneous anomaly; it is always in the service of an epistemological

16. At least this is true of the present generation of theorists. For earlier theorists such
as W. K. Wimsatt and Monroe C. Beardsley, the objective meanings sought by positive
theory were to be acquired precisely by subtracting intention and relying on the formal rules
and public norms of language. This. of course. is the view they urge in “The Intentional
Fallacy” (The Verbal Icon: Studies in the Meaning of Portry [Lexington, Ky., 1954], pp. 3-18).

A oy

T T T T T T

i

T Ty s v

T e s T T T .

e ——

B

e

A

Against Theory 25

- goal. Tha i :
Won.mnmnn vvn. WMM@.WM.MM .MMWM of method, the governance of interpretive
more principled account. Ind i-
cal controversy in the A i e more ofiom
nglo-American tradition h
the form of arguments abo i cal situation of the ter
ut the epistemological situati i
tuation of the inter-
preter than about the ontological s h c
: tatus of the text. If th i
project of theory has been to imagi ition ¢ ruage berae
I 't of r gine a condition of lan befe
Intenuon, its epistemological proj i s condition of
: project has been to imagi iti
w:o.%nmmn before 58%38@0& Fiagine a condiion of
he ai "o < . .
na &Mo”.aﬁ MM.%MMNN s Mﬂ.m.ﬁsm_om_aw_ Project is to base interpretation
¢ with its object, an encounter undi
influence of the interpreter’ ic i veral wrieers oo
. ers particular beliefs. S i
m . eter . s. Several writers hav
] MM“%O&BE% %.n impossibility of escaping beliefs at any stage of FSM
Wou.n ::b_” -M_: _u_wswm 8:&“&& that theory's epistemological goal is there
nable. Some have gone on to ar; i £
: ! e that the unattainabili
an epistemologically neutral st iy elaim of
ance not only undermines th i
an ; e claims of
_m.o..Sanmwc«w M“MMJ_”M :M.g M:WB ever mM:Sm any correct interpretations
: ck on method thus has import ical
. k o ant pr:
nosmwm_..“msnm.m for _._::.E.w criticism, albeit negative ozamqu practcal
aggen n“w H _H.Mucmw_:m :H_ow.Q from the ontological side, we have tried to
e mMﬂ .~5vamﬁ._vM”Q of method has no practical consequences
po: ve. And the same conclusion has b .
epistemological side by the str i of theoretenl e (e
| : ongest critic of theoretical
¢ ) : attempts
ﬁwMMvMoﬂﬂ_mh mS:_aN Fish. In _.:m last essay in Is There a Text in This %gwo
a0 .,“M“me”rn_. mdw_ question” raised by his critique of method,
namely, mplications it has for the ic i iticism.”
His answer is, “none whatsoever”: practice of terary criticism.

m..__.uwm”_ M_m. it does not mo=.o£ from what I have been saying that you
shou Qomm mowmnm Mﬂm_rmo _.Sqwmw, rn:mnmma.mu a certain way or refrain
€r ways. The reason for this i iti
[ have bos o T W2 or this is that the position
s esenung is not one that you (
ese or anyone el
m_“u«“wwn_w? ﬂw :.Hnm_m is that J&mﬁcnn seems 1o you nowvo ochN%om_um
Inesc: .WM e _M ﬂ:_w so within some institutional or conventional
stru m_u,cm N“. d nan B.M.w:m that you can never operate outside some
» €ven il you are persuaded by the thesi
. A esis. As
VMM Mmﬂoza m.om: m:moz.wcnm_ reasoning about your mmm:Bmomwswm
w: nnmnosnw again inhabit them and you will inhabit them gmnrocm
y rvations whatsoever; so that when you are called on to talk

_q. . i
ohotm nmmnﬂcﬂﬂ :_nm:.w. rests on the perception of what de Man calls “an insurmountabl
Pomiatiste _vwn_. any reading or understanding” (Allegories of Reading [Nex I:E y ~
uga.w:m ovm. HM._ V.:. Some z.n”o:ua (c.g.. David Bleich and Norman IM._FMMV uMn:.
o i o C M mﬂm M reader’s subjectivity. Others (like de Man himself and ._En*.m.?
erstand it as the aporia between constative and perf; i ctween
demonstration and persuasion. In all cases, however, the -”MNNMM:”.-N_MM.._.M_ M:MMMBYHZM‘”:
itted to

F—dﬂ <mﬂ$. n—em—n muﬂnﬂg_‘ﬂ—.nﬂmos mw an Culles sa’ T
. s &S OSDHT A V< * P
) Y. 1 b, v. .— all S, necessar ye or” SN ursuit uw\.

i

—1




26 Knapp and Michaels

about Milton or Wordsworth or Yeats, you will do so from within
whatever beliefs you hold about these authors.'®

At the heart of this passage is the familiar distinction between
“theoretical reasoning” and the “assumptions” or “beliefs” that inform
the concrete “practice of literary criticism.” Where most theorists affirm
the practical importance of their theories, Fish’s originality lies in his
denial that his theory has any practical consequences whatsoever. But
once theory gives up all claims to affect practice, what is there left for
theory to do? Or, since Fish’s point is that there is nothing left for theory
to do, what is there left for theory to be? Understood in these terms,
Fish’s work displays the theoretical impulse in its purest form. Stripped
of the methodological project either to ground or to undermine practice,
theory continues to imagine a position outside it. While this retreat to a
position outside practice looks like theory's last desperate attempt to save
itself, it is really, as we hope to show, the founding gesture of all theoreti-
cal argument.

Fish's attack on method begins with an account of belief that is in
our view correct. The account’s two central features are, first, the rec-
ognition that beliefs cannot be grounded in some deeper condition of
knowledge and, second, the further recognition that this impossibility
does not in any way weaken their claims to be true. “If one believes what
one believes,” Fish writes, “then one believes that what one believes is
true, and conversely, one believes that what one doesn’t believe is not
true” (p. 361). Since one can neither escape one’s beliefs nor escape the
sense that they are true, Fish rejects both the claims of method and the
claims of skepticism. Methodologists and skeptics maintain that the va-
lidity of beliefs depends on their being grounded in a condition of
knowledge prior to and independent of belief; they differ only about
whether this is possible. The virtue of Fish's account is that it shows why
an insistence on the inescapability of belief is in no way inimical to the
ordinary notions of truth and falsechood implicit in our sense of what

knowledge is. The character of belief is precisely what gives us those
notions in the first place; having beliefs just is being committed to the
truth of what one believes and the falsehood of what one doesn’t believe.
But to say all this is, as Fish asserts, to offer no practical help or hin-
drance to the task of acquiring true beliefs. We can no more get true be-
liefs by looking for knowledge than we can get an author’s meaning by
looking for his or her intention, and for the same reason: knowledge and

true belief are the same.
So far, this argument seems to us flawless. But Fish, as it turns out,

18. Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in This Class?: The Authority of Interpretive Communities
(Cambridge, Mass., 1980), p. 370; all further citations to this work will be included in the

text.
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For the realist, the object exists msanﬁn_.:._n:» of beliefs, and r”oi_%n“man
requires that we shed our beliefs in a disinterested quest mo_u.. nm e _M )j i_..
For the idealist, who insists that we can never shed our be Q__n s, %oﬁm
edge means recognizing the role beliefs play in constituting Q.nn_o m__wmau
Fish, with his commitment to the primacy om U.n__nm? nrowmmm:m e :rm.
“objects,” he thinks, “are made and not mo:.:a K _quvqnﬁcm.w. _MV :on be
art of construing but the art of constructing (pp- 331, w_ ). .M. he
arrives at epistemological idealism, Fish’s methodological payo  m-
mediately follows. Knowing that “interpreters ao.:oa decode Mu:oﬂ_nm
“make them,” “we are free to consider 9@. various mﬁwﬁBm e ..83%
institution has taken and to uncover the interpretative mc.wqum_wa.mww
which its canons have been produced and c:anwmaooa. AE.u.r 27, 368 .
By thinking of the critic as an idealist instead o~. a realist, m_m _.m able to
place literary criticism at the very center of all literary practice:

No longer is the critic the humble servant of texts E%OMM mﬁwmmm
exist independently of anything he might do; it is s.mﬁm M ocs,
within the constraints embedded in the literary m:mcac _o  that
brings texts into being and makes nraa._.u.é__ma_n or m:w. mﬂﬂ and
appreciation. The practice of literary criticism s :o_ﬂ mozmmn in M_ one
must apologize for; it is absolutely essential not only Mo. the mainte
nance of, but to the very production of, the objects of its .

(P. 368])

We began this section by noting that Fish, like us, :::MG that “M
general account of belief can have practical nosmaﬁ_cnznnmm. E_m NU »
have just seen, his account turns out to have consequences after M_ n oamw.“
then, is Fish led both to assert that his uwm.c-:nsn.rwm no practic ) conse:
quences and to proclaim its importance in v:.vsn__:m a Mmi_a.. nwm or
critical practice? The answer is that, despite his nxv__n:_. an w—_~5 s he
thinks a true account of belief must be a theory about belie TM Mﬂ_w Sve
think a true account of belief can only be a v.&s\ about © ief. The
difference between these two senses of what it means S.n~ ﬂ<m_nm=a-.ﬂ A
account of something is the difference between theory an . aan M. ' of
pragmatist argument we are ?.ammz.::m here. These an%mmr_a M Mﬁvm "
tions conceive their inconsequentiality in two ::a.lv~ ifferent <_..n_
belief about the nature of beliefs is inconsequential _w@_nm:.mn it MMMENN
tells you what beliefs are, not 2-8.:5.. they are true or r» ﬁ:nﬂww:nmzm:
or in general. From this point of view, —m:os_am the trut w: _Man:m: ”
no more help you in acquiring true beliefs .5»: knowing tha me: _nmmﬂmao
intentional will help you find correct meanings. This is notin t

19. Fish calls his account a “general or metacritical belief ™ (Is There a Text in This
Class?, p. 359; cf. pp. 368-70).
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say that you can’t have true beliefs, only that you can't get them by
having a good account of what beliefs are.

Fish’s theory about beliefs, on the other hand, strives to achieve in-
consequentiality by standing outside all the practical commitments that
belief entails. It is perfectly true that one can achieve inconsequentiality
by going outside beliefs but only because, as Fish himself insists, to be
outside beliefs is to be nowhere at all. But of course Fish doesn’t think
that his theory about beliefs leaves him nowhere at all; he thinks instead
that it gives him a way of arriving at truth, not by choosing some beliefs
over others but by choosing beliefless knowledge over all beliefs. The
truth of knowledge, according to Fish, is that no beliefs are, in the long
run, truer than others; all beliefs, in the long run, are equal. But, as we
have noted, it is only from the standpoint of a theory about belief which
is not itself a belief that this truth can be seen. Hence the descent from
“theoretical reasoning” about our beliefs to the actual practice of
believing—from neutrality to commitment—demands that we forget the
truth theory has told us. Unlike the ordinary methodologist, Fish wants
to repudiate the attempt to derive practice from theory, insisting that the
world of practice must be founded not on theoretical truth but on the
repression of theoretical truth. But the sense that practice can only begin
with the repression of theory already amounts to a methodological pre-
scription: when confronted with beliefs, forget that they are not really
true. This prescription gives Fish everything theory always wants:
knowledge of the truth-value of beliefs and instructions on what to do
with them.2¢

We can now see why Fish, in the first passage quoted, says that his
position is “not one that you (or anyone else) could live by . . . even if
you [were] persuaded” by it. Theory, he thinks, can have no practical
consequences; it cannot be lived because theory and practice—the truth
about belief and belief itself—can never in principle be united. In our
view, however, the only relevant truth about belief is that you can’t go
outside it, and, far from being unlivable, this is a truth you can’t help but
live. It has no practical consequences not because it can never be united
with practice but because it can never be separated from practice.

The theoretical impulse, as we have described it, always involves the
attempt to separate things that should not be separated: on the ontologi-
cal side, meaning from intention, language from speech acts; on the
epistemological side, knowledge from true belief. Our point has been
that the separated terms are in fact inseparable. It is tempting to end by
saying that theory and practice too are inseparable. But this would be a
mistake. Not because theory and practice (unlike the other terms) really

20. In one respect Fish's prescription is unusual: it separates the two theoretical goals
of grounding practicc and reaching objective truth. It tells us what is true and how to
behave—but not how to behave in order to find out what is true.
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are separate but because theory is nothing else but HrM w:na%a na.o MH”W_n
ing is j ressed intention, -
i s just another name for exp d .
et anothe i h is not just another
] for true belief, but theory .
edge just another name ot Just anotner
i i for all the ways people
name for practice. It is the name / ave triec to
i ice i vern practice from wi .
stand outside practice in order to go ra 9 out. Our
i ach a position outside practice,
thesis has been that no one can re ) :
theorists should stop trying, and that the theoretical enterprise should

therefore come to an end.
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Revisionary Madness: The Prospects of
American Literary Theory at the Present Time

Daniel T. O’Hara

.

For if I triumph I must make men mad.
—W. B. Years, “The Tower”

1

Now must be the time to turn our backs on literary theory. Signs are
everywhere that such a move would be advisable, Such distinctive
American theorists as Harold Bloom, Stanley Fish, and Edward Said,
each for his own reasons, have recently warned the critical community
about the dangers of doing theory in a post-structuralist mode. Everyone
now knows or should know what M. H. Abrams and Gerald Graff—to
identify just two of the more prominent and persistent opponents of
theory—have been saying for years. The elusive, purely theoretical quest
for the hidden rules governing the system of production, dissemination,
and interpretation of texts, a quest generally informed by an essential
concern to revise the academic study of literature, can lead only to the
foolish positing of some single, all-determining principle of critical prac-
tice (Language, Power, Influence, etc.)—that is, to a speculative trap of
mn_m.mzmc_mmzn rarefaction, in short, to an intellectual dead end. For the
notion of there being a “system” reducible to a single magical formula is

I wish to thank the Mellon Foundation of the University of Pittsburgh and the depart-
ment of English for their generous support in order to write this essay. In addition, I must
acknowledge my great debt 10 a colleague of mine at Temple University, Linda Rubin, with
whom 1 have discussed the general issues involved in living in an era of “revisionary
madness.” Such discussions were enormously helpful 10 me.
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