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Abstract

The intertextual theories of V. N. Voloshinov, Mikhail Bakhtin and the early Julia
Kristeva provide the most convincing account of the processes of textual production,
conceived as constitutively social, cultural and historical. However, the ways in
which intertextual accounts of reading (or 'use’) have extended such theories have
foreclosed their potential. In much contemporary literary and cultural theory, it is
assumed that reading, conceived intertextually, is no simple decoding process, but
there is little interest in what interpretation, as a process, is, and its relations to
reading. It is these questions which this thesis seeks to answer. The introduction sets
the scene both for the problem and its methodological treatment: drawing certain
post-structuralist and pragmatic theories of meaning into confrontation, and
producing a critical synthesis. Part one (chapters one to three) elaborate these two
traditions of meaning and stages the encounter. Chapter one offers detailed
expositions of Voloshinov, Bakhtin and Kristeva, contrasting these with other
intertextual theories of production and reception. Chapter two examines inferential
accounts of communication within pragmatics, focusing on Paul Grice and on Dan
Sperber and Deirdre Wilson's Relevance theory. Chapter three stages an encounter
between these radically different traditions. A common ground is identified: both are
rhetorical approaches to meaning, focusing on the relations between texts, contexts
and their producers and interpreters. Each tradition is then subjected to the theoretical
scrutiny of the other. Inferential theories expose the lack of specificity in intertextual
accounts which completely ignore inferencing as a process. Intertextual theories
reveal that text and context have semantically substantive intertextual dimensions,
most particularly genre and register (conceived intertextually) which are ignored by
inferential theories. Text and context are therefore far more semantically fixed than
such theories suppose. Both traditions ignore the role of production practices other
than 'speech’ or 'writing', i.e. they ignore how publishing practices - editing, design,
production and marketing - constitute genre and shape reading. In Part Two
(chapters four to six), the critique is developed into an account of interpretation.
Interpretation, conceived intertextually, is significantly, though not exclusively,

inferential, but inferential processes do not 'work' in the ways proposed by existing



inferential theories. Patterns of inference are ordered by the relations between
discourses (in Foucault's sense) and genres in the text, the reader's knowledge and the
conditions of reading. Chapter four elaborates the concepts required for such an
account of interpretation, centring on the role of publishing processes and the text's
material form in shaping interpretation. The limits of existing accounts of the edition
and publishing, specifically Gérard Genette's Paratexts and work in the 'new' textual
studies, céll for a more expansive account of how publishing shapes genre and
interpretation. Chapters five and six develop two case-studies which extend these
concepts and arguments. These examine two contemporary publishing categories:
‘classics' (Penguin, Everyman etc.) and literary theory textbooks (Introductions and
Readers). Through the detailed analyses of particular editions, I develop and
substantiate a stronger and richer account of interpretation as process and practice and

its relation to reading. This is expanded in the final chapter.
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Introduction

1. Reading, interpretation and intertextuality

Early in Emma, the heroine surmises (quite correctly it turns out) that her new friend,
Harriet Smith, has a taking for a young farmer. Eager to draw her out, Emma
questions Harriet about her acquaintance. Harriet is unaware of the intentions that lie
behind her friend's enquiries. What appear to be requests for information - 'what sort
of looking man is Mr Martin?' and so forth - are also speech acts of a very different
kind. But the question which takes priority - it is the first question Emma poses, and
the most important - is not about his age or his looks:

'Mr Martin, I suppose, is not a man of information beyond the line of his own
business. He does not read?"

'Oh yes! - that is, no - I do not know - but I believe he has read a good deal but
not what you would think anything of. He reads the Agricultural Reports and
some other books that lay in one of the window seats - but he reads all them to
himself. But sometimes of an evening before we went to cards, he would read
something aloud out of the Elegant Extracts - very entertaining. And I know he
has read The Vicar of Wakefield. He never read The Romance of the Forest,
nor The Children of the Abbey. He had never heard of such books before I
mentioned them, but he is determined to get them now as soon as he can."

Harriet's reply is a masterpiece of confusion and clarity. He does read and he doesn't
read, she doesn't 'know' but she has clear evidence that he can and does (she has seen
him, stronger, she has heard him). Yet, in the process of this baffling and baffled
reply it also become abundantly clear that Robert Martin is a model reader: first, he
reads both aloud and silently and second, his reading is, in the strongest possible
sense 'improving'.> Just as the Agricultural Reports help provide him with the means
to improve the land that he works for Mr Knightley (he is also a model tenant), so too
The Vicar of Wakefield contributes to his moral improvement (and to that of his
audience). The fact that he has not read the popular novels that Harriet enjoys is also a
positive. And although his infatuation with her encourages him to profess a desire to
read them, it soon becomes clear that this is not a priority: another mark in his favour.

Harriet's reply above all marks a confusion about what is meant by 'reading'.
Imbricated in the social and ethical dynamics of the everyday, and an index of these,
reading is clearly more than a 'mere' technical competence, although this too may be a
social and ethical marker. Harriet intimates that what Emma means by reading is not
(only) a technical skill (though what Emma means is itself unclear). He may have read
'a good deal' but not anything Emma 'would think anything of'. What is read is
sharply foregrounded in the confusing clarity of the answer. Emma, here and
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elsewhere, 'misreads' the evidence that Robert Martin provides, as she

misreads much else. And Emma has been classified as a novel about 'reading' (and
misreading).* In 'Feminism, New Historicism and the Reader', Wai-Chee Dimock
invokes Stephen Marcus's writings about the city to suggest that reading 'might be said
to be a phenomenon peculiar to modernity'.> The reading she has is mind is 'non-
generic', reading 'in the broadest sense of the word', 'having to do with the
interpretation of signs, the adjudication of meanings, and the construction of reality".’
It is this type of reading that is suggested by the classification of Emma as a novel about
reading. This notion of reading, reading as a distinctive practice of modernity, seems
to sit uneasily with the other, apparently more simple definition: reading as a
competence and component of literacy.

In 1999, two British sbap operas introduced story-lines which focused on the
effects of adult illiteracy.” In each case, illiteracy was a shameful secret that the
character had hidden from friends and close family members, perfectly in accord with
the Gothic current that runs so strongly through such dramas. In each case the
character's confession or 'coming out' paved the way to the solution of adult literacy
classes.® Although both stories emphasised the damaging psychological effects of
secret illiteracy and the prejudices shared by literate and illiterate, they also locked into
a narrative of progress that makes literacy a marker of 'development' and modernity.
This is the 'same’' literacy that functions as an OECD indicator, along with average
infant mortality and death rates. Here, of course, the progress was individual. In
Brookside, a possible promotion, emerging out of a re-structuring, was the catalyst to
a crisis which threatened exposure and sacking; in Hollyoaks, the character - a recent
school leaver with no educational qualifications - had little or no likelihood of
employment or progress.

The 'simple' sense of reading as literacy is not simple at all. These two senses of
reading - functional competence and practice of distinction - are only superficially
ignorant of one another. As many recent histories of literacy illustrate, being able to
read or write is never conceived exclusively as a pedagogically transferable technical
competence, but always imbricated in discourses and arguments about progress, the
practices of politics, the meanings of culture and above all authority.” The social,
political and cultural complexity of literacy can perhaps be most simply illustrated by the
Chomskyan derived definition of a 'general’ linguistic capability: being able to generate
an infinite number of well-formed sentences. This formulation is of little or no help if
you want to define either reading or writing. To be able to read does not mean that you
can read anything; to be able to write likewise. Capable of both reading and writing,
we read a far greater variety of texts than we ever write.

If reading is never only a functional competence, nor is it ever - singular. I will
argue in this thesis that reading always encompasses three interrelated processes. The



first of these is interpretation, the ways in which readers assign meanings
to texts, those procedures which seek to answer the question what does this text or
text-fragment mean? Second, reading always also involves explanation: most simply,
the ways in which we account for why a text means what it means. Third, reading
includes a dimension of gvaluation, a judgement or assessment of the text's value. Itis
the processes of interpretation which are the central focus of this thesis. Much more
will be said about the interpretative process and its relations with the explanation and
evaluation, and likewise about the many forms that interpretation, explanation and
evaluation can take in particular situations of reading. But this focus on the
interpretative process, as one of the processes of reading, stems from a dissatisfaction
with some of the more extended and generic claims that have been made about reading
'in the broadest sense of the word'. The interpretations and interpretative processes I
am concerned with are almost all linguistic which sets one obvious limit. But beyond
this, itis, I will argue, counter-productive to define reading as expansively as Dimock
to encompass 'the construction of reality'. In the attempt to secure reading as a
definitively social and cultural process, the specificity of reading and the processes it
“encompasses can easily get lost.

Above, I proposed the beginnings of 'readings' of a fragment from a novel and a
shared storyline in two popular tv dramas. [ treated Harriet's utterance as a signifier of
character, and one interpretation of her utterance is that she is confused or, more
brutally, stupid. After all, either Robert Martin can read or he can't. Another
interpretation, congruent with the first but not necessarily dependent upon it, is that
Harriet's utterance reveals her to be pulled in opposing directions by conflicting desires.
'Oh yes!": her admiration of Mr Martin drives her to correct the implicit criticism in
Emma's question. But Harriet is also impressed by her new friend, and certain of her
superiority; whatever and however Martin reads it will not impress Emma: 'not what
you would think anything of.' Both these interpretations rely on an identification of
characters as categories in fictional texts and on certain knowledges of how characters
function and are represented. The first 'knows' that in novels, the manner in which
characters speak frequently signifies or provides evidence of some other
characteristic(s). This knowledge could be said to explain the interpretation, but we
can also see that the explanation in some sense precedes it: the interpretation can only
be produced with this knowledge. The interpretation may be attached to a particular
evaluation of it as a novelistic utterance. There is, after all, a long tradition which
admires 'show' over 'tell' and views it is as a marker of compositional ability. Enter
the author. But, like explanation, evaluation also precedes interpretation, and the
relations between the three are clearly complex. The second interpretation also relies on
a concept of character but of a somewhat different kind. We need to know that the
direct speech of characters in novels not only functions to represent their traits but that



such speech also represents character relations, that there are always
dynamics at play when characters interact verbally (or in other ways); and also perhaps
that language and narrative articulate conflict and desire. Enter psychoanalysis. This
interpretation could also be linked to a judgement, an evaluation, of the same show -
and tell type as above. What interests me is first the kinds of knowledge that are
deployed in such operations. Both interpretations of Harriet's utterance rely on a
concept of character which belongs to discourses about fiction and drama. These are
not individual ‘factual' items which form a part of some highly general knowledge, but
a particular set of concepts, arguments and assumptions: a discourse which forms part
of the already-written. This example in particular foregrounds the textual character of
knowledge. Second, why are certain concepts mobilised in particular acts of
interpretation and reading, and not others? The discussion of Emma neglects to
mention genre. This may be perfectly reasonable: a few lines may not provide
interesting or conclusive generic markers. But the immediate classification of the soap
opera story-lines as Gothic suggests that both readings are informed by a set of
assumptions about the literary and the mass which mobilise very different concepts and
reading practices. I described Harriet's utterance as a 'masterpiece’ of confusion and
clarity: character confusion clearly, but what kind of clarity? The fact that this is
direct speech makes any easy appeal to a 'narrator' somewhat difficult. Harriet's reply,
above all, seems to inscribe the presence of an author, who articulates through
'Harriet's' language of confusion another language: a discourse which, despite the
chaos of its logic, is formally harmonious and from which emerges the model reader.
Such a reading relies on a set of concepts about compositional practice, and finally on a
concept of author as originator and producer of meaning. Soap opera, by contrast,
appears to be anonymous and it is genre which organises meaning: the literacy
storyline makes sense within and is ordered by the Gothic structure. What also
emerges are the complex and, perhaps, non-obvious relations between the three
modalities of reading. Interpretation, explanation, and evaluation seems to be a logical
sequence: only when we know what it means do we start to think about why; only
when this too is answered do we address questions of value. But the example above
immediately suggests that such a sequence of operations is by no means necessary.
Explanatory and evaluative processes may well precede interpretation, providing the
concepts that interpretation draws on. To theorise the interpretative process therefore
requires both the delineation of highly specific procedures - about the mobilisation and
deployment (or not) of particular knowledges for example - and their situation within
the dynamics of reading as a whole.

The readings above indicate some of the ways in which reading and more
specifically, interpretation, are intertextual; in particular, how textual knowledges are
central to interpretative processes. And this thesis aims to theorise interpretation within



a model of language and its practice as intertextual. If reading and

increasingly‘ re-reading is a privileged signifier in many contemporary intellectual
discourses about culture, then intertextuality is scarcely less so. Indeed
'intertextuality', a term and concept which originated in a highly specific domain of
theoretical discourse has, like 'deconstruction', metabolised and metamorphosed
beyond intellectual and academic writing into broadsheet culture. This may be
supremely appropriate: that the concept of writing as re-writing or re-reading should
itself be subject to the very process it theorises. But this process of multiple re-
appropriation is also, as I will show below, problematic.

Specifically then, this thesis seeks to theorise interpretation as an intertextual
process. I would immediately and readily acknowledge that this aim is not original.
Questions about the relations between interpretation, or, more usually the broader
generality of reading, and intertextuality abound, as do answers. It is frequently
assumed that |&hrﬁié§i‘mls an intertextual process. This 'novelty-deficit' can be
posed in far stronger terms: do such questions still have the status of questions? Not
surprisingly (this being the very beginning), my answer to the first question is yes;
and my purpose in this introduction is to explain why this is (still) so. Further, I will
argue that the common assumption that interpretation (or reading) is intertextual
frequently forecloses the possibility of theorising the ways in which it is or might be,
in particular a specifying of the process itself. Below I will substantiate these claims,
discussing four accounts of intertextual reception which are, in different ways,
representative of the range and scope of work which draws on the concept of
intertextuality to theorise interpretation or reading. I will then go on to address the
strengths of such accounts but also a set of problems which these accounts (and those
which they 'represent’), individually and jointly share, a set of problems which in turn
suggest a very different line of theoretical enquiry. In line with this, the definition of
intertextuality offered at this point is deliberately loose: a conception of cultural
production as the variation and/or transformation of extant signifying practices. This
definition is broad enough to encompass the various accounts which follow. I use
'intertextuality' simply because it has become the preferred term for such theories
across a range of fields and disciplines. I will also use the terms 'reading' or
'reception’ and not interpretation in much of the discussion below as these accounts
conceive the process in broader terms than the sense specified above.

2. Intertextuality as departure: Roland Barthes ‘
Barthes's formulations of the relations between intertextuality and reading are perhaps
the best known. In a cluster of texts originally published between 1968 and 1973,
Barthes elaborates a concept of the text as intertextuality and binds this redefinition to a



rethinking of a number of other concepts - author, scriptor, reading,

writing, reader - in terms which challenge both the 'myths' of Literature and the aims
and practices of high structuralism.'® Barthes defines the intertextual text on a number
of occasions in these writings, but perhaps the most succinct formulation occurs in
'The Death of the Author": ... 'a multi-dimensional space in which a variety of
writings, none of them original, blend and clash."! This is immediately suggestive
about the processes of reading, which must be able to handle both the plural that the
text is, and the conflicts that arise between the various writings that constitute it. But
Barthes conceives a more intimate relation between text, conceived as a process of

production and reading:

What I tried to begin in S/Z was a kind of identification of the notions of writing
and reading. I wanted to squash the two together ... Once again, the problem
is not to move from writing to reading, or from literature to reading, or from
the author to the reader: the problem, as we said earlier, is one of the
transformation of the object, of the changing of the level of perception - writing
and reading must be conceived, worked, defined, r e-defined together ... Itis
necessary therefore to block the two notions, we need to put together, to ‘make
one single block of the notions of writing and reading.'?

The desire to 'squash' reading and writing together, 'to make one single block' of the
two makes it very difficult to specify a Barthesian account of reading. Barthes is not, I
would argue, proposing a collapsing of the two which would perhaps make the task of
such an elucidation easier: if reading was writing and vice versa, then any account of
writing would simultaneously, also, be, or could function as, an account of readmg
But the 'squashing' retains the notiong of reading and writing even though the
boundaries between the two become difficult to decipher. That said, these texts have
been frequently been read as a dissolution of the distinction, and S/Z in particular, has
often been annexed and celebrated as an account of intertextual reading; 'the most
sustained yet pulverised meditation on reading I know in all of Western critical
literature' writes Richard Howard, in the note on S/Z which prefaces the English
translation.”> And as I will show below, formulating reading as writing or re-writing,
and dissolving one into the other has become one of the key features of most
intertextual theories of reception. '

Barthes's clearest statement about reading takes the form of an extended metaphor

which characterises the reader as a stroller on the side of a valley:

.. [W]hat he perceives is multiple, irreducible, coming from a disconnected,
heterogeneous variety of substances and perspectives: lights, colours,
vegetation, heat, air, slender explosions of noises, scant cries of birds,
children's voices, from over on the other side, passages, gestures, clothes of
inhabitants near or far away. All these incidents are half-ldentlﬁable they come
from codes which are known but their combination is unique.'*



This metaphor suggests the 'innumerable centres' from which meaning issues, centres
which cannot be sourced (this would be to 'fall in with the myth of filiation').'"> The
text as intertextuality is an 'irreducible plural' but this plurality is not liberal: 'it is not a
question of conceding some meanings, of magnanimously acknowledging that each
one has its share of truth."® The meanings of a text are multiple and conflictual (the
text is a space where writings 'clash'), and meaning is never either revealed or
resolved. The reader's experience of meaning is both familiar and unfamiliar, there is
repetition but also the particular variation of this text. The reader is also characterised as
the centre through and around which meanings echo but the metaphor also suggests that
reading requires a certain distance: many of these sounds issue from 'the other side'."”
The stroller-reader is not a participant in a conventional communicative exchange:
reading is a distracted activity but distraction is not diversion but an active and watchful
process.'®

The title concepts 'Work' and 'Text' are also suggestive of reading practices.
Within this essay the sense of 'Text' shifts.'® It is first a term for an extant form of
writing, of which modernism is the prime exemplar; but Text or Writing (Ecriture) is
also an ontological category: it is the reality which underlies all textual production, it is
what the Work and all the institutions which support it (and in particular the practices of
filiation), resist (‘"Work' has a similarly dual sense in this essay). This double sense is
perhaps suggestive of what an 'ideal' Barthesian reading practice might be: a
'disentangling' of the text's multiple threads rather than a 'deciphering’ of the meaning
reputed to lie beneath, a mode of reading which is both the consequence of
intertextuality and a resistance to reading as decipherment and resolution.?

3. Structuralist intertextuality: Michael Riffaterre

... [W]hen it activates or mobilises the intertext, the text leaves little leeway to
readers and controls closely their response.?'

Riffaterre's insistence here on the 'mandatory' character of interpretation is general,
and strongly marked in the title of the text cited above: 'Compulsory Reader Response:
the Intertextual Drive'.”  Whilst Barthes's accounts of intertextuality may well be the
most familiar, fixing it definitively as a post-structuralist concept, Riffaterre's model
of intertextual reading is worth recalling as its other: the un-representative. Like
Gérard Genette, whose work will be discussed in chapter four, Riffaterre has
formulated a structuralist model of intertextual reception. Central to his account of the
interpretative imperatives of the text are the distinctions he draws between text and




intertext, and intertext and intertextuality. The intertext is 'one or more

texts which the reader must know in order to understand a work of literature in terms of
its overall significance.' Intertextuality is defined as 'the web of functions that
constitutes and regulates the relationships between text and intertext.””> The intertext is
the key to the work's 'overall significance' but it is not directly present in the text.
Rather the intertext is symptomatically present - 'the intertext is to the text what the
unconscious is to the conscious' - marked as a moment of disruption in the process of
mimetic decoding that Riffaterre conceives as the default mode of reading.?* These
disruptions also mark the presence of another code, the poetic, and call for a
corresponding mode of reading: poetic decoding. In '‘Compulsory Reader Response',
as elsewhere, Riffaterre characterises these anomalies as markers or indices of
interpretative problems which simultaneously propose clues to a solution.”> What is
crucial is the difference between text and intertext: the difference drives the reader to
construct a relation between the two, to find the key that will unlock the poetic code
which created the initial disturbance. This key, variously named in Riffaterre's
writings as 'matrix', 'hypotext' and 'hypogram', and which Riffaterre conceives as the
intertextual variant of Peirce's 'interpretant', is the means or rule by which the various
anomalies of the text, now revealed to be systematic, can be resolved.?® The difference
between intertext and text enables the reader to identify the hypogram or rule which
transforms the intertext - defined as cultural convention - into the literary. This account
of the role of the intertext is clearly structured by a Formalist definition: the search for
the intertext is prompted by the 'perceptual’ challenge that the poetic poses. Likewise,
the Formalist valuing of the transformation of established norms

[IIntertextuality enables the text to represent, at one and the same time, the
following pairs of opposites (within each of which the first item corresponds to
the intertext): convention and departures from it, tradition and novelty,
sociolect and idiolect, the already-said and its negation or transformation.?’

Riffaterre's account of the relations between intertext and text therefore both situate the
literary within the generality of culture and also distinguish it as the transformation of

that generality.

4. Intertextuality as context: Tony Bennett and Janet Woollacott

Whilst Riffaterre is concerned with the specificity of the literary, and Barthes with the
myths of literary reading, Bennett and Woollacott's interest lies in theorising popular
reading. In Bond and Beyond: The Political Career of a Popular Hero, they develop an
account of 'inter-textual' reading through a detailed study of the novels, films and other
discourses surrounding the production and reception of 'the texts of (James) Bond'.*®



'Inter-textuality' is a determinate set of textual relations or situations which
organise specific readings of a text. An educational curriculum, a mode of cultural
classification (authorial, generic, historic), a film season, for example, can all
operate as inter-textualities within specific conditions of reading.”® This immediately
suggests the central role of context in intertextual reading or interpretation. In their
study, the focus is the different inter-textual locations that have constituted and
reconstituted the multiple meanings and values of the Bond texts from the late fifties up
to the mid-eighties. Whilst in Britain, the early novels were read by a working-class
male readership through the inter-textual lens of the imperial spy thriller, in America, it
was hard-boiled detective fiction which provided the framework of expectations for an
- equivalent reading constituency.*® Bennett and Woollacott use the term 'reading
formation' to describe inter-textual processes which 'co-produce' both text and
reader.’’ Itis, predominantly, educational and media institutions and practices which
produce the inter-textual relations which in turn shape or 'produce’ texts and readers.
The inter-textual perspective of the imperial spy thriller, for example, 'cues' the Bond
novels in particular ways but also activates specific expectations and fields of reference.
Bennett and Woollacott's 'inter-textual' is developed as a critical intervention in
existing accounts of text-reader relations. The 'inter-textual' challenges the intertextual.
According to them, 'intertextuality' identifies a 'system of references' as resident in the
text, a theoretical error, which is shared, it seems, by nearly all models of text-reader
relations.®* Accounts of the implied, preferred or model reader who is positioned and
indeed constructed by the text and diverse work on audiences - David Morley's The
Nationwide Audience , Laura Mulvey's account of the gendered psychodynamics of
spectatorship, Stuart Hall's encoding-decoding model and Umberto Eco's account of
naive and sophisticated readers - all make the same mistake. All 'retain intact the virtual
identity of the text in the respect that when all is said and done such variations are
conceived as merely different responses to the "same" text?> By contrast, the concept
of inter-textuality explodes the concept of a text that pre-exists any reading of it, or a
reader, actual or 'textual' who pre-exists its reading: text and reader 'co-produce' each
other. Bennett and Woollacott do not deny the existence of certain determinate objective
properties in texts, such as narrative patterns, but argue that these are subordinate to
the inter-textualities of reading.>* Bennett and Woollacott's development of inter-
textuality is an attempt to formulate a concept of popular reading which is in turn part of
a more general critique of certain Marxist approaches (although 'Marxist' is in this
context formulated in very general terms, the reference to 'the culture industry'
suggests Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer) which, they argue, treat mass culture
as a mere container for ideologies which the majority of readers (or consumers) simply
ingest.>> Bennett and Woollacott insist on the ways in which ideologies of gender,
sexuality and nation are transformed through the processes of cultural production and
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reception of Bond texts. 'Inter-textuality' is therefore both a challenge to
the fixed or, as they term it, 'metaphysical’ text and to a specific variety of this within

definitions and treatments of the popular.

5. Intertextuality as assumption: Roger Chartier

The concept of intertextuality and its relations with reading is less explicit in Chartier's
writing than in the accounts outlined above. Intertextuality is, in the main, an
assumption which underwrites particular concepts of culture and cultural production.
This however is exactly what makes Chartier's work representative, as will be
discussed below. Intertextuality is also pivotal to his own recent work about reading,
and to his broadly defined project: to reconfigure intellectual history with a re-defined
cultural history at its centre. *® Chartier defines reading as 'production’ and
'appropriation', definitions which are sanctioned by an intertextual definition of
reading and developed via Barthes from Michel de Certeau whom he cites:

'The reader takes neither the position of the author nor an author's posmon He
invents in texts something different from what they “invented". He detaches
them from their (lost or accessory) origin. He combines their fragments and
creates something un-known in the space orgamsed by their capac1ty for
allowing an indefinite plurality of meanings.'

For Chartier, it is the 'capacity' of the text as intertéxtuality, the text of fragments, to
have multiple meanings that yields this definition and possibility of reading as
“production. This production is not an attempted reconstruction of the authorial
meaning, it is invention, different and new (‘unknown'). Nor is the reader another
author, the practices of author and reader are (though this is ambiguous as in Barthes)
different, if not altogether distinct, 'another production'. Chartier's concept of
'appropriation' extends this to accent reading as the process by which the text is drawn
into the social and cultural world of the reader via the practices through which it is read
and, more generally, the uses to which such readings are put. This focus on the

reader and her/his practices is conceived in historical terms which foreground variegated

use.®

In the programmatic 'Labourers and Voyagers: From the Text to the Reader',
Chartier suggests some of the broad categories which a history of reading practices
might encompass: reading aloud or silently (here he concurs with De Certeau's
conjecture that silent reading frees the reader from interiorising the text, from
| embodying it); publicly or privately; intensive reading ('reading applied only to a few
texts and sustained by hearing and memory') and extensive reading (consuming many

texts, moving from one to another and another, 'granting little consecration to the
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object read").”® Like Bennett and Woollacott, Chartier's formulation of

text and reading as intertextual is conceived as a challenge to the text conceived as
transcending fixity and the subordination of the reader and reading which follows from
it.** In opposition to the 'text', Chartier proposes the book, the manuscript, the
pamphlet: the material forms in which readers encounter 'texts'. These exert a force
on interpretation through the practices which produce and are inscribed within them -
design, typography, spacing and so on -but are also changeable and, above all,
historically situated.*' In insisting on the variegated uses to which readings can be put,
on reading as appropriation and production, Chartier is emphasising the active role that -
reading plays in meaning-construction within cultures. This counters what Chartier
perceives to be a reflectionist tendency in French cultural history (once more this is
comparable with Bennett and Woollacott). Chartier is also critical of the ways in' which
popular and literary forms are definitionally opposed and treated: whilst the latter are
accorded complex and individuating analysis, the popular is subject to 'an external,
collective and quantitative approach'.** But his argument goes beyond methodology:
an intertextual conception of 'text' and reading contest the binary separation of the
literary and the popular within culture as a whole, each is imbricated within the other.*
Nor is appropriation the exclusive privilege of the 'people', as opposed to elites:
Perrault's appropriation of folk tales is a case he cites in point.** For Chartier then,
intertextuality is the theory of textual production and reception which make both
variegated readings possible and enables reading, and consumption more generally, to
be conceived and explored as active processes which are always historically situated.

6. Intertextual reception: some generalities .
The 'representatativeness' of three of these accounts - Barthes, Bennett and Woollacott
and Chartier - is evident in literary, media and cultural studies (though it is noticeable
that with the exception of Genette, there are no real parallels to Riffaterre's approach).
In each of these fields intertextuality has become central to accounts of culture and
reception conceived as processes of appropriation and re-appropriation. Within literary
studies, new historicism is the exemplar of a critical practice modelled from culture
_defined in this way. Emphasising above all the historical situatedness of the text,
conceived as material instance and assemblage of often conficting discursive practices,

* new historicism draws eclectically on

sometimes described as a practice of reading,*
various strands of contemporary cultural theory: Derridean and Lacanian accounts of
language, the Bakhtinian concepts of the dialogic and the heteroglossia and, perhaps
above all, on Foucault's work on discourse, power and resistance.*® The emphasis
on conflict most clearly echoes Barthes, but the formulations of historical context are

strongly congruent with Chartier and Bennett and Woollacott. New historicist readings
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of Shakespeare are emblematic of its practice: confronting the reified

poetic text of earlier studies with the 'materiality' of Shakespeare as drama,
performance and increasingly publication.*’ Instead of the definitive, corrected-
version of a play, new historicism explores its variants as effects of contextual
practices. Instead of a canonically conceived author whose meanings are fixed and
timeless, Shakespeare is embedded in the languages and discourses of his historical
'moment’ and his semantic stability challenged.*® Concepts of intertextuality are central
to the ways that new historicist readings attempt to break down and transform the
conventional distinctions between text and context. Insisting that context is neither the
banalising 'background' of the great work nor a homogeneised Zeitgeist, and that the
text neither reflects nor expresses context, new historicist readings tend to focus on the
relations between discourses and languages within and between texts, all of which are
conceived as material practices: of signification and legitimation.** New historicism
can best be understood, perhaps, as an institutionalised practice of reading governed
by a conception of the intertextuality of text and culture.

In media and cultural studies, intertextuality is central to the dominant definition of
culture as the modification and transformation of extant cultural materials. Hall's
encoding-decoding model (explicitly grounded in Barthesian 'polysemy' and V. N.
Voloshinov's multiaccentual sign), Dick Hebdige's work on the subcultural
recombinations of artefacts and practices (informed by concepts of 'bricolage' and
appropriation), the work of John Fiske and David Buckingham which draw on various
accounts of intertextuality (including Barthes, De Certeau, Voloshinov and Mikail -
Bakhtin) are just a few instances.’® Indeed, in the work of Fiske and Buckingham,
intertextuality is a condition of existence of the mass texts which are popularised by
their consumers: 'the central paradox of mass communication is that in order to ensure
its popularity it must allow for a wide diversity of readings.”’ The intertextuality of the
mass text is then the rationale for its appropriation by diverse social and cultural |
constituencies, the guarantee of its popularity.”? The concept of reception as
appropriation reaches its apotheosis in work on fan cultures, for example, Henry
Jenkins's Textual Poachers, which draws, as the title suggests, explicitly on De
Certeau.” But Jenkins is critical of his characterisation of reading as leaving no traces
(in contrast to writing), arguing that fan cultures transmute reading and interpretation
into writing, for example, fan fiction. Here reading and writing are finally collapsed:
reading is, or can become writing, 'another production'. The impact of De Certeau
and Bourdieu on Chartier's work is representative of the ways in which cultural studies
has configured this concept of active reading in terms of appropriation and use, which
are the privileged categories in 'New Audience Studies'. Indeed, De Certeau and
Bourdieu are central figures in much contemporary work on audiences and, more

generally consumption.**
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These accounts and the tendencies they represent suggest a number of
concepts and questions which an account of intertextual interpretation must take account
of and which will be explored in detail in this thesis. First and most obviously, these
accounts propose that interpretation must involve more than simple decoding. If the
text is a multiplicity of signifying practices, frequently manifested in the text only as
fragments, there can be no underlying grammar of the text (Barthes, Chartier). If
meanings are predominantly constituted in contexts rather than texts, there can be no
single code which is present as such in the text and any determinate properties
(narrative, for example) are subordinated to the contexts which constitute them as
meaningful (Bennett and Woollacott, Chartier). Even in the case of Riffaterre, there -
are (at least) two codes - mimetic and poetic. Intertextuality clearly makes the
conceptualisation of interpretation as a 'simple' and singular decoding process
unsustainable. It must involve some other process or processes. Following on from
this, the meaning of a text is multiple or, at the least, appears to be ambiguous
(Riffaterre). The other three accounts all ascribe a non-apparent (i.e. not resolvable)
conflict or dissonance to the text and the interpretative and reading possibilities that it
engenders. With the possible exception of Riffaterre, interpretation cannot be -
conceived as a recovery or recuperation of meaning, authorial or not: just as writing
reconfigures extant signifying practices, so interpretation, likewise and by analogy
varies or transforms that which is read. Bennett and Woollacott's 'inter-textual’'
foregrounds the centrality of context in intertextual interpretation and Chartier's interest
in reading as historical is congruent with this. His formulation of the book as a context
opens up a further, important zone of textual knowledge which can shape interpretation
and reading. Bennett and Woollacott's and Chartier's interest in reading practices and
Barthes's account of how the myths of the literary limit reading, raise the question of
process and practice. Is there a single process which describes the generality of all
reading? And if there is, what are its relations with particular reading and interpretative
practices? Finally, each of these accounts demonstrates that the interpretation of a
particular text or text fragment is always bound to much larger social and cultural
processes. ‘

These accounts are then suggestive; but they also contain within them a number. of
serious problems which cannot be resolved by piecemeal modification. These problems
may be helpful in themselves, identifying pitfalls to avoid and so on, but they suggest
most strongly that existing theories of intertextual reading are not the place to begin a
theorisation of the process intertextual interpretation. Rather a consideration of the

problems suggests alternative lines of enquiry.
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7. Specifying processes

practice, is characterised. What is most difficult to assess in these accounts is the
modal or non-modal status of reading (in both epistemic and deontic terms): are these
accounts of how we do read, how we can or might read or how we should read? Is
Riffaterre's reader's quest for the key to the poetic code really a description of reading?
Oris it, as it appears to me, an idealised representation, the aim of which is to secure
a 'poetic' that is distinct from the mimetic? Chartier and Bennett and Woollacott mi ght
call for a historical characterisation of Riffaterre's reader and his practices. But the -
ambiguity is not resolved by a specification of who reads, even though the two issues
are closely related. Further, within the contingent zones of might and can, are there
not radically differing degrees or forces of possibility? In 'Labourers and Voyagers:
From the Text to the Reader', Chartier contends that the 'founding parédox of any
history of reading' is 'to postulate the freedom of a practice of which, broadly, it can
only grasp the determinations.” A paradox indeed. But this binarising of
determination and freedom, which is now a stock move in cultural theory, banalises
contingency as the zone of a freedom opposed to an absolute necessity. This severely
undermines the theoretical value of the concept. Contingency is surely best perceived
as a graduated concept which encompasses everything from the barely possible to the
highly probable. Above, I drew attention to the meanings of Text (and Work) in -
Barthes's writings. Is there not also a double sense of 'reading'? Is what Barthes -
formulates as reading, an ontological description of reading, reading as it always in
some fundamental sense 'is', even when it is constrained by the myths of filiation; or,
is this a model of reading as it should be or could be, liberated from myth? Oris it
both? In Chartier, asin De Certeau, there is no such ambiguity: reading is 'another
production'; there is no 'ought' and no 'can'. But can this clarity be taken at face
value? Is this decisive 'is' really a description, oris it, as it so often seems to be in
cultural studies, a desire?*® .

Second, are their shared processes (decoding, recoding, the procedures by which
cultural knowledges are 'activated' or cued) common to all reading practices? In
Barthes, and most strongly in Chartier and Bennett and Woollacott, there is an
emphatic underscoring of reading practices - plural, -differentiated, historically
situated, culturally specific - which is central to the attack on-reading conceived as
undifferentiated reception. This 'corrective' strategy means, perhaps inevitably, that
the relations between process and practice are not a critical priority. In Chartier there is
no account of the processes of reading at all, except as a type of production. Practices
such as reading aloud may significantly shape readers' relations with what they read,
particularly in terms of the relative authority of the reading matter, but the procedures

involved can at most be assumed as a kind of 'recoding' whose character remains
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unsubstantiated. In Bond and Beyond, there is an informing but implicit

concept of process. Bennett and Woollacott assign a central role to genre in their
account of reading, defined not as a code or grammar inherent in the text, but as 'sets
of expectations through which the possibilities of reading are organised'.”” But how
precisely does a particular practice construct meanings through a set of generic
expectations which are inter-textually organised? And is this practice a specific variety
of decoding or some other process? In their exploration of the early Bond novels, they
emphasise both the similarities and differences between Bond and the imperial spy
thriller. But do readers register these patterns of repetition and variation and what part
might these play in interpretation? Riffaterre's account recognises the role of both, but
the decoding of convention does not seem to warrant any explanation. These accounts
are much clearer about what interpretation is not, than about what itis. It is clearly not
the simple decoding of a single underlying code, but the positive attributes of the

process remain extremely unclear.

Whilst within literary theory and criticism there is still a strong interest in
interpretation and reading, within the fields of media and cultural theory (including
film) there has been a sharp shift away from questions of interpretation to a
concentration on context and 'use'.>® In 'What Future for Interpretive Work in Film
and Media Studies?' Alan Durant charts the theoretical shift from studies of the
mechanisms and processes of interpretation to the contemporary, where 'social issues
of identity construction to which particular critical interpretations of texts can make a
contribution' have become the norm.”® Further, '[aJudience Studies has, in effect,
turned away from reception understood as interpretation towards reception understood
as demographic description and lifestyle.'® Durant is not inherently hostile to the
issues raised by use and users, but concerned by the backgrounding of interpretation as
a set of processes and practices. Questions about context have to be reconnected with
'meaning' and interpretation if such studies are to avoid 'two divergent but

complementary excesses'

[Flirst presenting as textual interpretations empirical descriptions of cultural
behaviour which have little to do with the texts they are deemed to be inspired
by; and second, reading texts so creatively, for maximum relevance to the
reader's own concerns that readings become what Umberto Eco, calling for
limits6 on interpretation, has dismissively called 'psychedelic trips upon a
text.'

8. The productions of reading
The second set of problems concern the ways which reading and interpretation are
characterised as 'productions', and the reader as active and frequently resistant. Each

of these four accounts characterise reading as an active process and accords the active
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positive value. Conceiving reading as intertextual sanctions this:

interpretation cannot be the simple decoding of signal into message. Further, the
'inherent' mobility of meaning proposed by inter-textuality and the potential for
variegated reading proposed by De Certeau's always-already fragmented text
significantly shape the reader as active, and metaphorically agile and mobile,
inhabiting the cracks and spaces of the texts in order to create the 'readable space'.*
Riffaterre may insist on the interpretative constraints of the intertext, but his reader is
not immobilised by the anomalies that mark the presence of the poetic. Rather he® is
motivated by the difficulties of discrepancy to search for the interpretative key that will
decode the text's 'significance' and enable him to travel beyond the inertia of the
mimetic. Barthes distinguishes the subordinating consumption instilled by the auratic
work and the active distractions that characterise the reading of the text.%* His
association of reading with structuration, as opposed to the decoding of a pre-existent
structure, renders it a process which makes meaning, not one which discovers it. For
Bennett and Woollacott and for Chartier, the production defined as popular reading is
a critique of discourses which configure literary reading as active, and popular or mass
reading as passive, positions which are echoed again and again in media and cultural

studies.
Two of these accounts (Barthes and Chartier) are also explicitly representative of

another tendency: intertextuality as a sanction for resistant reading. In Barthes, to read
against the myths of filiation, to read the text as text, as intertextual and, above all, as
multiple, is to resist the ideological force of the institutions and practices of Literature
itself. The reading that 'disentangles' but does not decipher, that refuses meaning or at
least its closure, is in this sense resistant. The concept of resistance is central in much
writing about reading. From Kate Millett in Sexual Politics to Eve Kosofsky
Sedgewick, and in radically different ways, the notion of reading against - intention,
preferred meaning, classification (fiction as theory for example) - is the dominant of all
explicitly committed political reading. Whilst there is no necessary connection between
such resistance and intertextuality, they are now commonly conjoined.*® Chartier's
conception of reading also suggests reading as resistance, but here the resistance is not
the practice of a specific political position but a potential that seems to be inherent in all
reading. Power is everywhere, but it is also overextended, cracking and fragmenting.
But the reader works in the cracks and resists its scope and strictures. The effects of
such resistance remain unspecified however as does a more precise formulation of
'resistance’.

The formulations of reading and interpretation as a production emerge in part out of
a hostile or ambivalent relation to something which is generically described as Marxism,
though it is usually specific varieties that are invoked. In Bennett and Woollacott,
intertextuality and intertextual reception stand explicitly as counters to reflectionist or
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expressivist reduction. Once the text is conceived as a variation or
transformation of signifying practices, text-context relations cannot be conceived in any
simple way as reflective or expressive. Chartier's hostility is more general and more
oblique.®® Barthes's position is more complex. On the one hand Text' is a challenge
to any critical mode which seeks to discover what the text reflects or expresses. On the
other, Barthes also suggests that Marxism might 'be able to materialise itself more if it
pluralises itself'; the 'material' concept of culture that intertextuality proposes can, it
seems, be configured within a Marxist cultural criticism.®’ In each case however,
intertextuality is conceived as a challenge to any strictly determining relation which
might govern reading, and as the underwriter of the active reader and productive
reading. In this context, Riffaterre's 'compulsory' reader response is easily forgotten.
There is however an overwhelming vagueness in the concept of reading as active,
productive, a production. Again there is greater clarity about what reading is not, than
about what it is: reading is not consumption or reception understood in their narrow
and denigrated senses, suggestive of passivity. In literary criticism and theory, the
invocation of intertextuality as the 'guarantee' of active reading is just the latest move in
a long history. It is present, although in shadowy and ideal form, in early nineteenth
century Romantic discourse where an opposition emerges between the reflective and
critical Romantic reader, whose judgement is central, and the repetitive reading that is
part of the mechanised routines of daily life.”® Such mechanised practices threaten the -
adjudication which is the valorised dominant of literary reading, a relation strongly
intimated in I. A. Richards's Practical Criticism, first published in 1929.%
Richards's proposed model of reading is precisely active, in significant part because -
literary judgement and the forms of reading it requires are, to say the least, difficult.
The reading and judgement of poetry are the antithesis of a natural process which must
be learnt and extensively practised.”® For Richards, 'difficulty' is only partly a
function of the poem's complexity - the relations between the four types of meaning.”*
The anxieties which motivate Practical Criticism are at least as much about the
assumptions that readers bring to poetry. Richards challenges contemporaneous
literary-critical assumptions, but beyond this lies an implicit attack on the broader
contours of contemporary culture which emerges most strongly in his discussion of 'the
stock response’. Both the poem and the reader's interpretation can be categorised as 'a
stock response', 'ready-made and available with less trouble than if it had to be
specially made out of raw or partially prepared materials.”> The stock response is, of
course, the effect of the 'made-to-measure' culture of which it is a part: the
quintessence of passive reading. Richards's active reader is just one instance of what
seems to have become the near inevitable locking of active and resistant: his reader
resists the recipe temptations of made-to-measure culture (civilisation). The active

audience, like the productive consumer, that is now a topos in media and cultural
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studies emerges from the same discourse about culture, but it is the bad

other of literary reading - the consumption of mass communication forms - that is the
site of focus and redefinition. Whether it is the 'readers' of women's or men's
magazines, soap opera, romance, or Hollywood cinema, the aim is to challenge the
consumer of mass forms as the duped, doped 'victim' of the text as hypodermic.”
.Fiske's account of the popular as the appropriation of mass texts and Jenkins's fan
cultures are emblematic of the consumer as producer.

The concept of the active reader has itself been subject to a certain scrutiny within
media and cultural studies, and the binary ‘active’/‘passive’ has been criticised as
ambiguous and/or vague.ﬁ1 The 'active' choice of passivity by film audiences and the
ways in which non-reaction (which could be the definition of a certain kind of
passivity) to certain textual cues constitutes an active response in that it resists those
cues are also topics of discussion.” In the main, these criticisms are still imbricated
within the binary. To choose passivity is still characterised as an active response
because the viewer or prospective viewer is the agent who chooses it. These critiques
are, for the most part, motivated by the attempt to-extend the scope or 'rule' of the
active into new domains of audience experience and practice. And the question of what
active means, except in the sense of meaning more that it apparently appears to, often
gets lost.. More generally, the relations between notions of active reading and resistant
reading need to be disentangled rather than, as is increasingly the case, equated or
made synonymous. Riffaterre and Iser are only two instances of an active reading
which is precisely not resistant to the meanings and values of the text.”® These notions
of active and passive, of reading that is productive and resistant clearly raise important
questions about the role of text, reader and, perhaps above all, context in the
construction of meaning.- Barthes, Bennett and Woollacott and Chartier all conceive
reception as a process of recontextualisation. But the new historicist conception of the
material text and the definition of reading as (another) production in media and cultural
studies evade rather than answer the questions raised by such formulations. Both these
simultaneously invoke and resist Marxism: the material text and productive reading are
both alibis for other materialities, and above all that other production which is now
largely ignored or disregarded within such work. The formulation of reception as
production often leads to a collapsing of the two: writing is reading; reading is writing.
And intertextuality is one of the key concepts which have been invoked to effect the

dissolution of the two. Production is valorised within reading: the emphasis on the
active is precisely the marker of this. But it is devalued (and increasingly ignoredj
'within' production. ”’ Chartier is an interesting instance of this strange doubling of the

meaning and value of production. He at once insists on the difference between
production and reception and resists it. In recognising the materiality of the text (as
book, pamphlet, manuscript) and its role in shaping reading practices, he is clearly " -
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distinguishing between production as publishing and reception as reading.

But his classification of the book as one modality of varying historical situatedness of
reading undermines the distinction. In one sense of course this classification is
incontestable, as the most cursory glance at any two editions of the same text will
confirm. But at the same time this classification subordinates production (publishing)
to consumption (reading) by making the book or the edition ‘merely' a modality. of
variegated reading. It is unlikely that the scope of such discussions will be usefully
extended unless there is a renewed attempt to formulate context or better, contexts, not
only the micro-particular temporal and spatial co-ordinates of particular acts of
reception, but the broader, longer and stronger contexts which are also constitutive of
interpretation and reading, contexts which include production.

9. Alternative directions

Intertextual theories of reception offer many indicators of what an account of
intertextual interpretation might look like and the issues it must engage with. As
outlined above, interpretation must involve more than decoding and cannot be a
straightforward process of meaning recuperation. Textual meaning is (or appears to be)
multiple (or ambiguous, or conflictual) and never wholly resident in the text. Context,
encompassing not only the textual knowledges of the reader but the knowledges made
possible by the whole situation of reading, are fundamental to the interpretative
process. But, I have also shown that existing intertextual theories of reception also
share a number of problems. The 'negative' characterisations of reading as 'not
decoding' and 'another production' mark a profound lack of specificity about the
processes of intertextual reading. These accounts also demonstrate that there is no
consensus about the meaning of intertextuality itself, which is formulated in different
and often incompatible ways. Riffaterre's definition centres on the way that
intertextuality orders (‘regulates’) the relations between text and intertext but the text-

intertext relation also strongly delimits the intertextual knowledges which the reading
process activates. Barthes emphasises the non-originality of the text as intertextuality:
a mosaic or tissue of 'quotations' or 'citations', a mosaic which can never be fully
inventoried or quantified ('drawn from the innumerable centres of culture').”® This
definition is clearly at odds with Riffaterre, whose hypogram is precisely a key to the
privileged code of the poetic and the text's significance. Chartier foregrounds the
fragmentary character of the intertextual text: it is this which makes the multiplicity of
readings and 'recodings' possible. Bennett and Woollacott define intertextuality as 'a
system of references', the singular 'system' intimating a structuralist 'grammar’,
assuming an underlying order that is at strongly at odds with both Barthes and Chartier.
This definition is, of course, strongly motivated by their 'competing' concept, inter-
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textuality. Subsequently they suggest that the former is an effect of the
latter: intertextuality is not inherent in the text but the manifest and variable effect of
specific and socially organised reading formations.”

At the beginning of this introduction I mentioned the various 'appropriations' of
intertextuality as unsurprising and, perhaps, appropriate. I also defined
intertextuality' very loosely, and deliberately so, to cast the net widely and suggest
some of the ways in which intertextuality and reading have become imbricated.
Definitions vary widely and it is clear that the differences identified above cannot be
dismissed as mere variations of a central and relatively stable core. Intertextuality and
interpretation must be formulated in far more rigorous and precise terms. This can only
be achieved if the focus of inquiry is significantly shifted, first to intertextual theories
of textual production, second to linguistic pragmatics.

I have tried to suggest at least some of the discursive dialogisms which shape these
definitions but I have said little as yet about the definitions which these accounts both
repeat and transform, re-read and re-write. To speak of the origins of intertextuality as
a theoretical concept is perhaps, paradoxical; provoking an unease which can force the
beginnings of this narrative back to Plato.** And in suggesting a return my purpose is
not to secure an 'originary' or founding definition which renders all subsequent
variations-epigonic. What motivates this return is the desire to rethink intertextuality as
a theory of text and above all textual production which is how it developed in the
writings of Voloshinov, Bakhtin and Julia Kristeva. The aim is first to develop an
account which clearly specifies and differentiates intertextual production from
intertextual reception, so avoiding the weaknesses of an unspecified concept of
production and the collapsing of production and reception (reading as writing). And
second, to differentiate and explore the relations between the interpretative process and
interpretative practices and between interpretation and reading. Therefore, in chapter
one, I will examine, in some detail, various accounts of intertextuality as textual
production, focusing on the work of Voloshinov, Bakhtin and the early Kristeva.

This then is the first element of the shift of focus. But what of interpretation? The
vagueness, ambiguities and problems in the definitions discussed above suggest the
need to look elsewhere, to pragmatics, or, more precisely, to what is often called
'Anglo-American pragmatics'. In chapter two, I will examine this tradition, focusing
on a set of accounts which theorise interpretation as an inferential process: the utterance
treated as 'evidence'. Only a few provisional remarks are called for here.
Conceptualised from within linguistics, pragmatics has been defined as one component
or 'level' within the study of language as a whole: the study of language in use as
opposed to the study of linguistic structures (segmental and suprasegmental phonology,
morphology, syntax, lexical semantics) in terms independent of context. For some,

pragmatics is the residue, the level or dimension which intervenes to explain what no
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other domain of linguist study can. For others, pragmatics is the
privileged field of study, subordinating, and in the process transforming, other modes
of linguistics. It is this tradition of strong pragmatics that I am interested in: where
definitions of meaning are always bound to definitions of context, where what an
utterance means is specific to and delimited by context. Here, context is broadly
defined as the knowledges which addressees deploy in interpretation. The pragmatic
interest in the constitutive role of context in meaning and interpretation, coupled with
the recognition that contexts and therefore utterance meaning are, in theory at least,
infinite, encourage highly specific formulations of the processes and mechanisms of
interpretation - a fundamental deficit in intertextual theories of reception. Pragmatics is
not an unknown in either literary, media or cultural theory and certain aspects of
pragmatic thinking have been strongly metabolised within these areas. The name of
Charles Sanders Peirce, sometimes credited as the founder of pragmatics (as well as
philosophical pragmatism) is familiar in both, though it is his tri-partite classification of -
signs that has the strongest currency.®’ Closer to home, Riffaterre draws on Peirce's
concept of the interpretant, as does in a very different way, Jean Jacques Lecercle
whose writings on interpretation and literary forms draw extensively on pragmatic
concepts as well as a broad range of contemporary cultural theory.*> 'Speech Act
Theory' is perhaps the most familiar pragmatic reference in contemporary literary and -
cultural theory. Marie Louise Pratt and latterly, Judith Butler, have appropriated
aspects of the work of J. L. Austin and J. Searle and Jacques Derrida's critique of

" Austin, in 'Signature Event Context' is another familiar instance of engagement and
disengagement.** The term 'pragmatics' itself also has a currency in cultural theory:
the writings of Voloshinov and Bakhtin writings have been described as 'social
pragmatics'®*

My focus in chapter two is inferential theories, specifically those of Paul Grice and
Dan Sperber and Deirdre Wilson. These treat the utterance as a certain kind of evidence
from which interpretations (or conclusions) are derived, in conjunction with various
knowledges of the addressee. Inferential accounts of meaning are probably the least
discussed in post-structurally inflected cultural theory, including intertextual
accounts.®® Yet inferential theories explicitly address some of the key questions raised
by intertextual ones. What is or are the process(es) which hearers use in interpretation?
How and why are some knowledges (rather than others) mobilised and deployed?
How is one set of interpretations selected over another/others? And inferential theories
also offer some very plausible answers and powerful accounts of the interpretative
process. Beyond this, there are important congruences between intertextual theories
and inferential ones. Both theories argue that a simple and singular en-de-coding
cannot explain meaning production or interpretation. This is their 'common' starting
point and inferencing is theorised as an alternative process. Both define 'utterances' as
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inherently polysemous and, following on from this, insist that any

utterance has a range of possible interpretations. Neither approach presupposes that the
hearer will recover the speaker's intended meaning from the utterance. Both can,
though in very different ways, be conceived as rhetorical approaches to language and
meaning, focusing on the relations between texts, contexts and those who produce and
interpret them.

That said‘however, intertextual and inferential accounts formulate these positions
and reconceptualise text and the processes of production and reception in radically
different ways. It is not possible to simply 'apply' pragmatic concepts to what are,
broadly speaking, post-structuralist accounts of textuality and meaning, or to.conjoin
or collapse inferential and intertextual accounts. Chapter three stages an encounter
between the two accounts or traditions of thinking meaning, where each is subjected to
the theoretical scrutiny of the other. As already suggested above, inferential theories
. expose the lack of rigour and specificity in intertextual accounts. Above all,
intertextual theories ignore inference as a process. Intertextual theories also expose the
limits and flaws of inferential ones. Above all, inferential accounts cannot conceive the
text as intertextuality, and contexts as discursive. . Further, inferential theories ignore
interpretative practices and the relation of these to evaluation and explanation within
reading as a whole. Finally, both traditions share a problem. Inferential theories focus
on the interpretation of speech modelling writing and its reception from the
interpretation of speech. Intertextual accounts centre on the reading of writing. Both
ignore the constitutive contexts of print, the book and the processes of publishing,
contexts which shape not only the interpretation of print texts but that of speech itself.
Through the critique I develop an account of intertextual interpretation which is
elaborated in chapter four. Intertextual interpretation is substantively (though not
exclusively) an inferential process. However, the ways in which inferential processes
work are very different to the accounts proposed by existing inferential models of
communication. Itis, asI will show, intertextual relations which govern the patterns -
of inference in interpretation, relations which are shaped not only by text and reading
but by the situation of reading and in particular the edition, the material form in which
the text is read. Intertextual interpretation and reading are shaped in important ways by
production practices, not just writing but publishing practices - editing, design,
production and marketing - which intersect in the edition. This in turn calls for an
expanded definition of genre, conceived intertextually as an intersection of production -
here publishing - practices. A focus on these relations in turn draws attention to the
multiple tonalities of interpretative contingency - no longer a singularity, binarised
against a mythical necessity - but a gradient ranging from the highly probable to the

barely possible.
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Chapters five and six develop two case-studies which extend the
arguments about the relations between intertextuality and inference, and substantiate the
expanded idea of genre and how it shapes the reading process. The case-studies
examine two contemporary publishing categories: 'classics' (Penguin, Everyman,
Modern Library, Signet) and literary theory textbooks (Introductions and Readers),
chapters five and six respectively. Here I develop a mode of intertextual analysis
which recasts a number of classical rhetorical strategies as intertextual practices.
Through detailed analyses of particular editions, I develop a stronger and more
plausible theorisation of the interpretative process and its relations to reading. I also
develop a mode of intertextual analysis which can identify #ad interpretative and
reading possibilities in terms of a graduated contingency and which demonstrates that
genre - in the expanded sense - significantly shapes interpretative possibilities and the
explanatory and evaluative practices which are always in play in any instance of
reading. These conclusions will be elaborated in the concluding chapter. It is the
dynamic between constitutive semantic unfixity (predicted by both theories) and,
equally importantly, the processes of fixing which lies at the heart of interpretation and
reading. Both unfixity and fixity are effects of the intertextuality of both text and the
processes of interpretation. Interpretative possibilities are many and rich but for the

most part interpretations are few and sparse.

! Jane Austen, Emma , 1815 (London: Everyman, 1995), p.22.

> See Raymond Williams's discussion of 'improvement’ in Austen in The Country and the City in the
chapter Pl“ﬁree Around Farnham' (London: Hogarth, 1985).

3 Emma and Harriet meet Mr Martin 'the very next day' and Harriet discovers that he has not been able
to get The Romance of the Forest because 'he was so busy the last time he was at Kyingstqn" (p.2f1).
His business in Kingston is properly more important than popular novels. For an extended elaboration
of the pleasures and pitfalls of novel reading see Northanger Abbey. 1t is significant that the innocent
heroine, Catherine Morland is habituated to such fafe_by the duplicitous and morally dubious Isabelia
Thorpe; and whilst the novel does not condemn such reading out of hand, it is made clear that such
influences can have pernicious effects.

4 See Joseph Litvak, 'Reading Characters: Self, Sociefy, andv Text in Emma'in Emma: New

Casebooks , edited by David Monaghan (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1992)..
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5 Dimock, 'Feminism, New Historicism and the Reader' in Readers and Reading, edited by Andrew
Bennett (Harlow: Longman, 1995), pp.112-131, p.114.

6 Dimock, 'Feminism, New Historicism and the Reader', p.114.

7 The soaps in question were Brookside and Hollyoaks, both produced by Mersey TV, for Channel 4.

8 As is common with such dramas when they run 'social issue' stories, a helpline was advertised to
viewers at the end of each episodt;. |

® See for example David Vincent's, Literacy and Popular Culture: England 1750-1914 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1989). In the introduction, Vincent emphasises the difficulties of
defining literacy as a 'simple' and discrete competence, éxemplified iﬁ 'UNESCO'S changing definitions
of literacy which have increasingly emphasised 'that levels of literacy only acquire meaning in relation
to the demands of the society in which the individual lives' (p.16). Vincent's own definition of literacy,
signatory ability as it is represented in marriage certificates ana for a long time a conventional
definition, has itself been subject to critique, which he acknowledges (p.17). Chartier, for example
draws attention to the ways that reading cannot be definitively inferred from signatory ability in
"Labourers and Voyagers: From the Text to the Reader' in Readers and Reaa’ing, pp-132-149, p.144.
Vincent himself draws attention to the ways in which the relations between writing and reading changed
in the period under discussion, moving from a situation where working class reading as it existed bore
no necessary relation to an ability to write, fo one where the two were taught together in the context of
school. p.10. In Culture and Society (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1962) and particularly in the early
chapters of The Long Revolution (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1965), Williams explores the complex
relations between literacy, political representation, values (social, cultural and ethical) and aﬁthority.
19T am thinking particularly of 'The Death of the Author' (1968), S/Z (1970), 'From Work to Text'
(1971), 'Textual Analysis of Poe's Valdemar' (1973) and also, the extended 'conversation' with Stephen
Heath printed in Signs of the Times: Introductory Readings in Textual Semiotics , edited by Stephen
Heath, Colin McCabe and Christopher Prendergast (Cambridge, no publisher or date given but
approx. 1973), pp.41-51. The page numbers for the other texts discussed below refer to the following
editions: 'The Death of the Author' and 'From Work to Text' in Image-Music-Text (London: Fontana,

1977); S/Z (Cambridge: Blackwell, 1990) and 'Textual Analysis' in Untying the Text: A Post-
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- Structuralist Reader, edited by Robert Young (London; Routledge 1981), pp.133-160. Barthes
includes an earlier theoretical 'self’ in his critique of structuralism, witness for example, the contrast
between the definition and status of the proairetic code (code of actions) in S/Z and his 'Introduction to
the Structural Analysis of Narratives' in Image Music Text.

'"The Death of the Author' in Image Music Text, p.146.

12 Barthes, 'Conversation' with Stephen Heath in Signs of the Times, p.47.

¥ §/Z, p.viii. There is indeed a certain scope for a judgement and classification of this type. In
'Textual Analysis of Poe's Valdemar', a text which works over and to some extent modifies the pfactice
of S/Z, Barthes describes his method in the following way: '[O]ur reading will retain the procedure of
reading; only this reading will be, in some measure, filmed in slow motion' (p.137). The procedures
of the analysis seemingly 'mime’ the process of reading itself.” But the overall aim of the analysis is
described as 'to grasp the narrative as it was in the process of self-construction' (p.155). This again
effects a blurring between reading and writing, suggesting the idea of the text as a process or
'structuration’ but also that the processes of reading themselves enable an understanding of how
meaning is produced, because of a certain resemblance, though not an identity.

14 Barthes, "From Work to Text', p.159.

5 Innumerable centres' from ‘The Death of the Author', p.146; ‘the myth of filiation' from 'From
Work to Text', p.160. By myths of 'filiation’, Barthes means all tﬁose practices which-attempt to fix
the work and delimit its meanings: author, genre, influences and so on (pp.160-1).

16 'Irreducible plural' from 'From Work to Text', p.159; 'it is not a question ... ', from S/Z, p.6.

7 In Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes he characterises himself as an 'echo-chamber'. Cited in
Intertextuality: Theories and Practices, edited by Michael Worton and Judith Still (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1990), pp. 1-44, p.18. It is also interesting that in 'From Work to
Text', the reader-stroller, ‘at a loose end', 'passably empty' is also a writer, 'it is what happened to the
author of these lines, then it was that he had a vivid idea of the Text' (p.159). Once more reading and

writing are 'squashed’ together.
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18 The notion of 'distraction’ appears to be cognate with Walter Benjamin and both owe much to Bertol
Brecht. See Thg Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction' in /lluminations (London;
Fontana, 1973), pp.241-2. |

1% The consistent capitalisation of Text' and the lower case 'work’ in this essay is strategic and
polemical. Itis the inverted image of the practice which capitalises 'Author' but uses the lower case for
'scriptor’ in 'The Death of the Author', though in the case of 'scriptor’, it is the valued concept which
is not capitalised.

2 "From Work to Text', p.147.

2 'Compulsory Reader Response: the Intertextual Drive' in Intertextuality: Theories and Practices ,

pp. 56-78.

2 See for example his introduction-interview to 'Flaubert's Presuppositions' in Diacritics 11, 4,
(1981), pp. 2-11. 'To my mind, the real problem is understanding what makes interpretation
mandatory rather than a matter of free choice' (p.2).

2 '‘Compulsory Reader Response', pp.56-7.

% '‘Compulsory Reader Response', p.77.

> These indices or markers are 'a tantalising combination' of 'the enigma and the answer, of the text
as Sphiﬁx and the intertext as Oedipus'. ('Compulsory Reader Response', p.77).

2 Although on occasion Riffaterre insists on the difference between hypogram or hypotext on the one
hand and matrix on the other, this is not consistent. In the introduction-interview, which
accompanies 'Flaubert's Presuppositions', he seems to be suggesting that whilst the identification of
the hypogram/hypotext is a necessary component of any reading, the identification of the matrix is an
explicitly theoretical or critical operation, an attempt to reconstruct the 'generator! of the poetic code: a
working back from the text to the rules of its production (pp.2-11). The distinction between hypogram
and hypotext would seem, as de Man suggests, less significant. See Paul De Man, 'Hypogram and
Inscription: Michael Riffaterre's Poetics' in Diacritics 11, 4 (1981), pp.17-35. Riffaterre defines the
interpretant as 'a sign that translates the text's surface signs and explains what else the text suggests', a

sign which is moreover 'equally pertinent to two codes or texts, the meaning-conveying one and the
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significance conveying one.' (Semiotics of Poetry, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978,
p.81).

| 27 'Compulsory Reader Response', p.76.

% Tony Bennett and Janet Woollacott, Bond and Beyond: The Political Career of a Popular Hero

_(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1987), p.18.-
¥ Bond and Beyond, pp.44.5.

30 Bond and Beyond, pp.81-3.

Bond and Beyond, p.64.

3 Bond and Beyond, p.60. Bennett and Woollacott develop their concept of inter-textuality in
opposition to Julia Kristeva's definition: 'Whereas Kristeva's concept of intertextuality refers to the
system of references in other texts which can be discerned within the internal composition of a specific
individual text, we intend the concept of inter-textuality to refer to the social organisation of the
relations between texts within specific conditions of reading' (pp.44-5). Kristeva's account is discussed
in detail in chapter one.

- 3 Bond and Beyond, pp.60-2, 69-82 and 212-20. Mulvey's status as a central figure in Screen
foregrounds the more generai dimension of this critique. In Cultural Populism (London, Routledge,
1992), Jim McGuigan discusses the theoretical tensions and conflicts in_ the 1970s between the
Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (which Bennett was aligned with for a period)
and Screen as the journal of the Sociéty for the Education in Film and Television, (pp.62-3). A -
particular focus of the '‘Birmingham' critique, as here, is the textual determinism perceived to be
inherent in Mulvey's approach. Stuart Hall's 'Recent Theori€s in Theories of Language and Ideology: a
Critical Note' ( Culture, Media Language, London: Routledge 1980, pp.157-162), offers a much more
interesting critique, focusing on the shift from 'homology’ to 'identity’ in Lacanian inflected accounts
of the subject and ideology where the different claims that ideology/the unconscious is structured like a
language are reconstituted as a non-figurative declarative.

34 Bond and Beyond, p.65.

35 Bond and Beyond, pp.2-3.
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% The rationale for this project is elaborated in a fascinating essay, 'Intellectual History: History of
Mentalités' in Cultural History: Between Practices and Representations (Cambridge: Polity, 1988).
The essay is both a critique of 20th century French intellectual history (including his own earlier work)
and a programmatic statement for its reconfiguration.

3" Michel de Certeau, Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984),
p.169. Cited in Chartier, 'Intellectual History and the History of Mentalités', p.42.

# See, Chartier, 'Introduction’ in Cultural History", p.13.

% tLabourers and Voyagers' in Readers and Reading , p.143.

“ ‘Introduction', in Cultural History, pp.11-12.

41 See 'Labourers and Voyagers' pp.138-142.

“2 'Intellectual History and the History of Mentalités', p.36 and pp.43-4. .

4 Chartier cites Bakhtin's reading of Rabelais with its emphasis on the ways in which the popular is -
imbricated within the literary in 'Intellectual History', p.37.

4 'Intellectual History', p.39.

4 See for example Modern Literary Theory, 4th edition, edited by Philip Rice and Patricia Waugh,
(London: Edward Arnold, 1999), and their introduction to a section on new historicism.

“ On the debt to Foucault, see for example Jonathan Dollimore's ‘Transgression and Surveillance in
Measure for Measure' in Political Shakespeare New Essays in Cultural Materialism, edited by
Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985), pp.72-87,
an early collection of new historicist and cultural materialist approaches to Shakespeare. On the
theoretical 'roots' of new historicism more generally see H. Veeser Aram, The New Historicism
(London: Routledge, 1989) and The New Historicism Reader , edited by H. Aram Veeser (London;
Routledge, 1994). On Bakhtin, see for example, Stephen Greenblatt's classic 'Invisible Bullets:
Renaissance Authority and its Subversion, Henry IV and Henry V' also in Political Shakespeare,
pp.18-47, especially pp.32-3.

47 For a recent broadly new historicist treatment of Shakespeare in this context, see Heidi Brayman
Hackell, 'The "Great Variety" of Readers and Early Modern Reading Practices', in A Companion to

Shakespeare edited by David Kastan (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999).
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“ What is also important is how Shakespeare's texts are variously explored as modes of representation
which consolidate or/and subvert dominant practices of representation and legitimation.

* See for example Dollimore's introduction to Political Shakespeare which elaborates the critical
assumptions and varied commitments within new historicism, pp.2-17, especially pp4-7.

% On Hall's use of 'intertextuality', see 'Encoding/Decoding' in Culture, Media, Language, pp.128-
138, especially pp.132-4. On Hebdige, Fiske and Buckingham see McGuigan, Cultural Populism
chapters two, three and four.

! Buckingham, cited in Cultural Populism p.154.

32 The logic of this relation has been criticised, for example by Justin Lewis in 'The Meaning of the
Things: Audiences, Ambiguity, and Power' in Viewing, Reading, Listening. Audiences and Cultural
Reception, edited by Jon Cruz and Justin Lewis (Colorado: 'Westview Press, 1994), pp19-32.
Lewis argues that whilst the semantic ambiguities of the mass text are undeniable and that audiences
may often not decode the preferred meaning of the text, '[aJn ambiguous TV program can be just as
manipulative [ideologically] as an unambiguous one' (pp.31-2, my parenthesis).

% Henry Jenkins, .Textual Poachers (London: Routledge, 1992). For the critique of De Certeau see
in particular pp.44-49 and chapter five (‘Scribbling in the Margins: Fan Readers/Fan Writers'). This is
one of the main theses of the book.

> On De Certeau, see for example Roger Silverstone, 'Television and Everyday Life: Towards an
Anthropology of the Television Audience' in‘R. Dickinson, R. Harindranath and O. Linné eds.,
Approaches to Audiences; A Reader (London: Arnold, 1988). See also Textual Poachers which also
draws strongly on Bourdieu's wo.rk on practices of distinction, in particular on the critical distance
proposed by the bourgeois aesthetic and the affective immediacy and close proximity in the response of
the popular. On Bourdieu, see for example McGuigan's discussion of David Morley's work in
Cultural Populism, p.134.

5 Chartier, 'Labourers and Voyagers' in Readers and Reading, edited by Andrew Bennett, p.147.

% "The desire called cultural studies' is a major thesis in Francis Mulhern's Culture/Metaculture
(London: Routledge, 2000), see in particular pp.157-163. Mulhern characterises contemporary

cultural studies as 'compulsiv(ly] modernfist]' in its rejection of 'a formative, therefore limiting,
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history', arguing that its utopianism often translates the actual present into a desired for future. 'Meta-
cultural discourse in the left-modernist variation incarnates the impulse to accelerate Williams's slow
reach for control, a utopian desire to be - actually be - one step ahead of its own validating historical
process' (p.163).
57 Needless to say, 'texts are drawn into genre relationships only through the frameworks of inter-
textual reference which animate readers' practices', Bond and Beyond, p.81.
% See for example, Roger Silverstone, Television and Everyday Life (London: Routledge, 1994),
Da\./id Morley, for example, 'Between the Public and the Private: The Domestic Uses of Information
and Communications Technologies' in Viewing, Reading, Listening: Audiences and Cultural
Reception, edited by Jon Cruz and Justin Lewis (Boulder: Westview, 1994); Martin Barker,

| 'Audiences R Us' in Approaches to Audiences: A Reader, edited by R. Dickinson, R. Harindranath
and O. Linné (London: Arnold, 1988), and with Kate Brooks, 'On Looking into Bourdieu's Black
Box' in Approaches to Audiences.
% Screen 41, 1 (2000), pp7-17, p.11.
% Durant, 'What Future for Interpretive Work in Film and Media Studies', p.11.
S Durant. 'What Future ... ', p.17.
¢ The phrase is De Certeau's and Chartier appropriates it, glossing it as 'the texts in their material and
discursive form' ('Labourers and Voyagers', p.133-4).
8 Riffaterre's reader is always indicated by the masculine pronoun. Here-and elsewhere, I retain the
original geﬁdering of the texts I discuss. In my own formulations and examples, I have opted to vary
the gendering of the subject.
% Barthes, '"From Work to Text' in Image - Music - Text, pp.161-2: 'The work is normally the
object of consumption' (my emphasis).
% One of the most interesting contemporary examples of such a reading practice is Eve Kosofsky
Sedgewick. See, for example, 'Is the Rectum Straight? Identification and Identity in The Wings of

‘ the Dove' and 'Jane Austen and the Masturbating Girl', both in Tendencies (London: Routledge,
1994). In the former, for example, she reads .Henry James's novel as a theoretical formulation of

sexual and gender formation, drawing on various contemporaneous texts and discourses.
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% In 'Cultural History' for example, Marxism is never mentioned by name, but it is everywhere as an
object of critique and his acknowledgeménts to the Work of Bourdieu and Foucault tell the same story.
% Barthes, 'From Work to Text', p.160.

% The distinction between 'public' and 'people’, identified by Raymond Williams in Culture and
Society as a central Romantic opposition, is suggestive, not only of the anxieties about.
industrialisation and the mechanisation of culture in particular, but also of differently valued modes of
reading. See Culture and Society, pp.48-64. It is clear that mechanised or routine reading is not
conceived as strictly speaking passive: the public does not merely read or consume what it is 'given'.
Rather public or popular 'taste' is conceived as driving and distorting production, a demand which
threatens literature itself. The recurrent motif that binds reading and books with trains and railway
stations is the emblematic representation of the danger to books and reading: a configuration of 'bad'.
reading as an instrumentaliy driven distraction (a literal passing of time, a flight of fantasy) that is also
embedded in the mechanised routines of daily working life. See for example Matthew Arnold cited in
Williams's The Long Revolution, p.190: 'a cheap literature, hideous andignoble of aspect, like the
tawdry novels which flare in the bookshelves of our railway stations'. Barthes, interestingly invokes
the same description in 'From Work to Text' but reverses the binary: 'structurally there is no difference
between cultured reading and casual reading on trains' (ﬁ. 162).

o Préctical Criticism (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1929),

™ See for example p.183: "Whatever else we do by the light of nature it would be folly to maintain that
we read by it.'

" The four types of meaning are 'sense’ - the 'something' that is said, which corresponds most closely
to referential meaning; 'feeling' - the attitude (predominantly conceptualised in terms of emotions) that
the speaker has towards the something that is said; 'tone' - the speaker's attitude to his listener (the
assumption here of the canonical speech situation where two speaker-hearers are co-present, co-
temporal and co-spatial, as opposed to a situation of reading is interesting); and finally 'intention' - the
speaker's 'aim, conscious or unconscious, the effect he is endeavouring to promote' (pp.181-182). It
is intention which is seen to substantively 'order' the other three but its effects cannot be reduced to

these (p.182). This formally resembles the irreducibility of significance in Riffaterre's work.
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" Richards, Practical Criticism, p.204.

™ See for example, Janice Radway, Reading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy and Popular Culture
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1991) and also 'Romance and the Work of Fantasy:
Struggles over Feminine Sexuality and Subjectivity at Century's End' in Viewing, Reading, Listening,
pp.213-232. Here Radway reflects on Reading the Romance and subsequent feminist studies of fantasy
genres and particularly romance, noting her own ambivalence to seeing the romance readers of her
study as making 'a positive response to the conditions of everyday life' and romance as 'empower[ing]’,
p.‘214. See also, Cora Kaplan, 'The Thorn Birds: Fiction, Fantasy: Femininity' in Sea Changes:
Essays on Culture and Feminism (London: Verso, 1986).

™ For example Silverstone (cited above). See also 'Audiences R Us' by Martin Barker, and 'On -
Looking into Bourdieu's Black Box' by Barker and Kate Brookes in Approaches to Audiences., also
cited above.

5 On the vagueness of the concepts see Silverstone, Televisionand Everyday Life (London:
Routledge, 1994) pp.152-158; on strategic passivity, see for example, Barker and Brookes, 'On
Looking into Bourdieu's Black Box', especially pp.220-5; on non-reaction as active see Barker's .
'Audiences R Us', especially pp.186-7.

6 See also Leavis in Culture and Environment. "We cannot, as we might in a healthy state of culture
leave the citizen to be formed unconsciously by>his [sic] environment; if anything like a worthy idea
of satisfactory living is to be saved, he must be trained to discriminate and resist’. Cited in McGuigan,
p.46.

7 The backgrounding of 'production’ is clearly evident in the recent writings of Fiske and Morley but
is also the underlying assumption which informs most ethnographic work on audiences.

7 'The Death of the Author', Image - Music - Text, p.146.

7 ntertextualities are the product of specific, socially organised, inter-textualities', Bond and Beyond
p.86.

8 See for example Michael Still and Judith Worton's introduction to Intertextuality: Theories and
Practices: 'Although the term intertextuality dates from the 1960's, the phenomenon in some form is

at least as old as recorded human society' (p.2). Ambiguous here is the sense of 'phenomenon'. If
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intertextuality is a theory of textual production in general then the meaning of this sentence is
tautologous. But Still and Worton seem to mean more than this: phenomenon seems to mean a.
concept or theory and it is this sense that shapes the subsequent discussion of 'intertextual theories'
include, amongst many others, Plato, Aristotle, Longinus and Quintilian (pp.3-8).
81 See for example, Stephen C. Levinson, Pragmatics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1983), p.1. Although Levinson's account of pragmatics credits Charles Morris with developing the
modern usage of pragmatics, he describes Morris as 'following' Peirce. See also Peter Wollen's
Wakes
discussion of Peirce's relevance for the study of film in S\tns';,\yg{lg,\l\/@gqiggs\ipﬂ@e\g\p,gma (London:
Secker and Warburg, 1972), pp.120-124.
8 Jean-Jacques Lecercle, Interpretationas Pragmatics (Houndsmill: Macmillan, 1999).
8 Marie Louise Pratt, Towards a Speech Act Theory of Literary Discourse, (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1977) Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity
(London: Routledge, 1990) and Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative (London:
Routledge, 1997). Barthes, too, draws on the concept of the performative in "The Death of the
Author' to characterise the act.of writing: 'a rare verbal form in which the enunciation has no other
content (contains no other proposition) than the act by which it is uttered!, Image - Music - Text,
pp.145-6. In 'Signature Event Context' in A Derrida Reader: Between the Blinds edited by Peggy
Kamuf (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991), Derrida applauds the ways in which Austin
'had to free the analysis of the performative from the authority of the value of truth' but argues that
Austin is unable to break with the concept of communication: which does essentially limit itself to
transporting an already constituted semantic content guarded by its own aiming at truth' (p.98). Butler
draws strongly on this text in 'Critically Queer' in Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of
Sex (London: Routledg.e, 1993) where she discusses the relations betweeh queer and heterosexual
speech acts (I now pronounce you man and wife is a key example). See in particular pp.224-230.
8 See for example, Trevor Pateman 'Pragmatics in Semiotics: Bakhtin / Voloshinov!, Journal of

Literary Semantics XVIII 2 (1989), bp.203-15. See also Simon Dentith, Bakhtinian Thought: An

Introductory Reader (London: Routledge, 1995), pp.28-31.
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& Lecercle is an exception here. Gricean implicature is an important feature in, for example, The
Violence of Language (London: Routledge, 1990). However, inference and implicature play no

substantive role in his recent book, Interpretation as Pragmatics.
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PART ONE

Chapter One: Intertextual Theories

To parody a well known saying, I shall say that a little formalism turns one away from
history, but that a lot brings one back to it (Roland Barthes).]

The ori ginsA of a theory which casts the production of meaning as the transformation of
the always-already read easily become a vexed and anxious question, as two recent
accounts of intertextuality amply demonstrate. Both seek a measure of comfort in the
argument from authority. The first begins with Plato, then, via Aristotle and a cluster
of rhetoricians, and after a longish stay with Montaigne, finally finds itself back in the
more familiar terrain of Bakhtin and after.> The second, a recently published textbook,
draws on an authority and genealogy now equally conventional: Saussure.” Not
because of the anagrams, which could perhaps be suggested by Kristeva's reading;
and not because of the critique of the Saussurean word. No; it is the 'differential sign'
itself which is proposed as origin.* In proposing a return to intertextual theories of
production, it is no simple matter to decide where 'home' is. The very surfeit of
contemporary theories of meaning production which have been dubbed 'intertextual’
can afso present difficulties. Bakhtin, Kristeva, Barthes. Certairily. Voloshinov?
Not always.5 Derrida, Ricoeur, Genette, Bloom, Gilbert and Gubar, Showalter?°
That depends. But what is elaborated here is neither a return to origins (though it could
be so argued), nor a (doomed) attempt to be exhaustive. Rather, it is the specifying of
what I will argue is a distinctive lineage of theories of textual production which offer the
richest theoretical opportunities for developing an account of intertextual interpretation:
Voloshinov's writings on the multiaccentual sign and verbal interaction, Bakhtin's on
the heteroglossia, genre and dialogism, and Kristeva's on intertextuality and the
relations between the system of language and the speaking subject. In the most general
terms, what unites these writings is first an insistence on the constitutive sociality of
writing and the subject, where social relations are conceived as conflictual; second, an
abiding interest in the political functions of discourse, its role in the production of
consensus and authority, and/or its challenge to these; and third, an explicit attempt to
theorise speech and writing as processes, and as a production, and in particular here
the development of a strong concept of textual context. In the three main sections
below, Ifwill offer a detailed critical exposition of Voloshinov, Bakhtin and Kristeva's
theories of textual production. In the concluding section, I will draw out the
distinctiveness of this lineage (in part through a series of comparisons and contrasts),
identify some relevant problems and return to some of the questions posed in the

introduction about intertextual theories of reception. Most importantly, what is the
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relationship between these accounts of intertextual production and the problems in
intertextual theories of reception?

It should be noted that the relations between texts and signatures here are
particularly complex. The 'authorship question', one of the many cruces of debate
about the Bakhtin circle, is the most obvious issue, and pertains directly to Marxism
and the Philosophy of Language/.7 But Kristeva's relations with Bakhtin are also
complex: on occasion her 'readings' are impersonations of a Bakhtin who is in fact a
Kristeva - 'the early Kristeva'.® The authorship question falls outside the concerns of
this thesis. My focus here is on texts and their discursive relations. My convention
here is to treat the signatory of a text as a convenience of representation - hence
Voloshinov and not Voloshinov / Bakhtin or 'Bakhtin'. This usage makes no claim for
the authorship of Marxism and the Philosophy of Language.’

1. Voloshinov: verbal interaction and the multiaccentual sign
Voloshinov’s Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, originally published in 1929,
first appeared in English in 1973. Reviewing interest in the book was stimulated by its
‘association’ with Bakhtin whose seventy-fifth birthday was officially celebrated in the
same year. A book, first published in the late twenties, which provided an extensive
and cogent critique of Saussurean linguistics, and represented what was then a
"forgotten tradition of Marxist linguistics, was more than a historical curiosity to a
number of theorists - most notably Fredric Jameson and Raymond Williams; and it was
also a key text for the early work of the Language and Ideology group at the

19 Williams casts Voloshinov as a theorist

Birmingham centre for Cultural Studies.
who made a decisive break with earlier attempts to formulate a Marxist linguistics.'!
'His originality lay in the fact that he did not seek to apply other Marxist ideas to
language. On the contrary he reconsidered the whole problem of language within a
general Marxist orientation'.'> Williams's interest also lies in what he sees as
Voloshinov's strong challenge to Saussure's 'formalism' and what that implies about
consciousness, a focus shared in a different way with the Birmingham grdup; thoilgh
reformulated as subjectivity."? Emerging from the Birmingham reading is an attempt to
suggest the relative autonomy of the subject in Voloshinov's writing - an issue to which
I will return below - and the rather complacent and topos-heavy hindsight that
Voloshinov could go no further because he did not have at his disposal Lacan's
'linguistic reading' of Freud.'*

Voloshinov's key contribution lies in his concepts of the multiaccentual sign and
verbal interaction.'®> These are developed within the programme of the book as a
whole whose aim is to redefine the object of linguistic study within the framework of a

Marxism which is not 'mechanical’.'® The dialectical process out of which this
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redefinition emerges is through a critique and synthesis of two opposing types of
linguistic theory: ‘individualist-subjectivism’, Voloshinov's term for Romantic models
of language, and 'abstract-objectivism', which conceives meaning exclusively as the
production of an autonomous linguistic system are structured as thesis and antithesis
within the book.'” 'Verbal interaction', which emerges as the synthesis, is the 'basic

reality' of language and the proper object of linguistic study:

Any utterance, no matter how weighty and complete in itself, is only a
moment in the continuous process of verbal communication (p.95).'®

What makes his definition distinctive is the expanded setting in which he views the
study of language and linguistics, as a critical component of the study of ideologies,
understood here as broad zones of knowledge and practice - ‘scientific knowledge,
literature, religion, ethics and so forth- (p.9) - which are conceived in resolutely

monist terms.

Any ideological product is not only itself a part of a reality (natural or social)
just as in any physical body, any instrument of production, or any product for
consumption, it also, in contradistinction to these other phenomena, reflects
and refracts another reality outside itself (p.9).

The proposition that linguistics is a component of the study of ideologies can be
understood in at least two senses. Linguistics in its various forms should be studied as
ideology - hence the critique of existing linguistics in the book. And, the study of -

ideologies must centre on questions of meaning.

Everything ideological possesses meaning, it represents, depicts or stands for
something lying outside itself. In other words it is a sign. Without signs there
is no ideology’ (p.9).

The domain of ideology coincides with the domain of signs. They equate with
one another’ (p.10). '

Language itself does not coincide with ideology, as anything can be transformed into a
sign and be made meaning-bearing. But ideologies are more than bodies of knowledge,
they involve socially determined relations to knowledges and vé’lues. Voloshinov's
definition of the word makes this explicit. This social reality of language can be

understood at the level of the word itself, once the word is viewed in the context of its
use.
....[T]he word sensitively reflects the slightest variations in social existence.

Existence is not merely reflected but refracted. How is this refraction of
existence in the ideological sign refracted? By an intersecting of differently
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oriented social interests within one and the same sign community, i.e., by the
class struggle.

Class does not co-incide with the sign community, i.e., with the
community which is the totality of users of the same set of signs for ideological
communication. Thus various different classes will make use of one and the
same language. As a result differently oriented accents intersect in every
ideological sign...

This social multiaccentuality of the 1deologlcal sign is a very crucial
aspect (p.23).

Meaning is contested because there is always a fundamental disjuncture between a .
shared language (implicitly here a national language) and the conflicting social interests
of its users. And, given the constitutive inequality that Voloshinov's explicitly Marxist
version of social relations proposes, the dominant social formation will always seek to
generalise its own meanings and values: to render its language uniaccentual.'

From the concept of the multiaccentual sign, Voloshinov develops a critique of the
two dominant trends in linguistics, arguing in each case that the explanation of
meaning, and more specifiéally its source, is erroneous. Romanticism defines
language as expression and locates the source of meaning in the individual psyche.
Language is the outer manifestation of ‘that inner something which is expressible’
(p.84). Voloshinov's critique of Romantic dualism is conventional if forceful; > it is
his second argument which is distinctive and pertinent to the development of 'verbal
interaction’, building as it does on language as a 'refractor’ of social reality.
‘Utterance as we know is constructed between two socially organised persons’ (p.85),
and ‘not any two members of the species Homo ’Sapiens’ (p.12). The ‘formative
center’ of meaning is not within the psyche but without (p.85). ‘In point of fact,
word is a two-sided act. It is determined equally by whose word it is and for whom it
" is meant’ (p.86). Romantic theories do not recognise that the individual is 'a socially
organised person', that meaning is constituted in the relation between self and other
and is never a matter of individual 'expression'. The production of meaning is
therefore always interpretative and evaluative - affirming and/or contesting - of social
relations.

At the same time, however, Voloshinov is attracted by the creativity attributed to
the speaker in Romantic accounts, and this becomes a component of his critique of
abstract-objectivism, whose fundamental error is the sourcing of meaning within the
system - the ‘langue’ that governs ‘parole’ for example.?! Retaining his emphasis on
the relations between users of language, he rejects a system that can generate only

‘normatively identical forms’.

What is important for the speaker about a linguistic form is not that it is a stable
and always self-identical signal, but that it is always a changeable and adaptable
sign. (pp.67-68)
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Voloshinov makes a critical distinction between signal and sign in order to draw a
distinction between two types of process, the recognition of a signal and the
understanding or interpretation of a sign. The separation is a deliberate abstraction as
these processes cannot be differentiated in any instance of language use. For
Voloshinov, the signal is the word out of context and shorn of its ability to mean. His
opposition is intended to show that it is an error to source meaning in the language
system alone, and that use in specific conditions is the dominant in the production of

méaning. For the speaker,

the center of gravity lies not in the identity of form but in that new and concrete
meaning it acquires in the particular context (p.68). :

It is context which centres or 'fixes' meaning and not the system which posits the false

abstraction of a merely ‘formal' identity.

Thus verbal interaction is the basic reality of language.

Dialogue, in the narrow sense of the word, is, of course, only one of
the forms - a very important form, to be sure - of verbal interaction. But
dialogue can also be understood in a broader sense, meaning not only direct
face-to-face vocalised verbal communication between persons, but also verbal
communication of any type whatsoever. A book, i.e., a verbal performance in
print, is also an element of verbal communication ... it is calculated for active
perception ... and for organised printed reaction ... Moreover, a verbal
performance of this kind also inevitably orients itself with respect to previous
performances in the same sphere ...Thus the printed verbal performance
engages as it were, in ideological colloquy of large scale: it responds to
something, objects to something, affirms something, anticipates possible
responses and objections, and so on. (p.95)

It is worth citing this definition at length because its rhetorical strategies exemplify its
argument. Voloshinov’s argument does indeed ‘respond’, ‘object’, ‘affirm’ and
‘anticipate’. After asserting that verbal interaction is the basic reality of language, (the
importance of the claim stressed by the one sentence paragraph®” ), the text anticipates
a commonplace gloss of ‘verbal interaction’: dialogue. But this conventional
understanding (‘face-to-face’, ‘vocalised’, ‘communication between persons’)
identifies only one of its forms. Every production of meaning is a dialogue. The
demonstration of this requires a shift from the commonplace of face-to-face speech to
what is anticipated as a limit case for verbal interaction: the book. The book appears to
be finite-and discrete, but it becomes the example that affirms every instance of
meaning as verbal interaction. Voloshinov begins with the most commonsensical way
in which this can be the case: first, a book can be talked about, it can form part of a
conventional dialogue. Second, a book is intended to be read and thought about.

Third, there are institutionalised modes of reception for print texts. So far it would
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seem, so commonsensical, but these very obvious senses in which the book is a
dialogue also counter anticipated objections.

A book is not only oriented ‘forwards’, as it were, towards its anticipated
reception, it also dialogues with ‘previous performances in the same sphere’: with
‘something’ that already exists and is responded to, affirmed or objected to. The
repetition of ‘something’ stresses the materiality of the text’s context and suggests an
active set of relations between any instance of textual production and other instances:
any text takes up a relation to 'previous performances' which it may affirm and/or
contest and it is therefore always interpretative and evaluative of these. These relations,
between text and text, and texts and context are outlined a paragraph later where three

| topics are prescribed for the study of language:

(1) the forms and types of verbal interaction in connection with their concrete
conditions; (2) forms of particular utterances, of particular speech
performances, as elements of a closely linked interaction - i.e., the genres of
speech performance in human behaviour and ideological creativity as determined
by verbal interaction; (3) a re-examination, on this new basis, of language
forms in their usual linguistic presentation. (pp. 95-96) :

What is immediately noticeable here is the interest in 'form' and 'type' or 'genre' which
assumes the possibility of classifying particular utterances in terms of their similarities
to and differences from others. Therefore whilst, as was seen above, Voloshinov is
concerned with the new and particular meaning that words or utterances acquire in
particular contextual configurations, this relation is in si gnificant part shaped by genre.
Second, forms or genres must be studied in context. This context is both itnmediate,
local - the setting, the relations between speaker and hearer and so on - but also
something ‘broader’. The sense that context is not only the immediate situation of
utterance is supported by the acknowledgement of a methodological difficulty. ‘An
important problem arises in this regard: the study of the connection between concrete
verbal interaction and the extraverbal situation - both the immediate situation and,
through it, the broader situation’ (p.95). This broader situation, though it is not
explicitly defined would seem to be the same as that indicated by the multiaccentual
sign: a situation of conflictual social interests and desires. It is more appropriate, then,
to speak of the contexts which constitute genres or types of verbal interaction. But
genres also shape one another, 'as elements of a closely linked interaction": genres

. should not be studied as discrete entities because this is to reject the reality and role of
verbal interaction. The third element of the new linguistics is the methodological
consequence of the first two imperatives; it also re-states them: ‘a re-examination, on

this new basis, of language forms in their usual linguistic presentation.'
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As a whole entity, the utterance is implemented only in the stream of verbal
intercourse. The whole is after all defined by its boundaries, and these
boundaries run along the line of contact between a given utterance and the
extraverbal and verbal (i.e. made up of other utterances) milieu (p.96).

Utterances are the ‘real’ units of language and the real objects of study but the contexts
which shape them - verbal and extraverbal - are a part of the whole and a part of the
study. The third and final section of the book is an attempt to re-draw an existing object
of linguistic study - reported speech - from the standpoint of verbal interaction.

For Voloshinov, reported speech is not only a formalised instance of verbal
interaction, it has a correspondence with 'the governing tendencies of speech
reception’, with interpretation (pp.117-8). He does not claim that the processes of
speech reporting directly express those of interpretation, but that there is a congruence
between them. This is because the patterns of reported speech are shaped by the
possibilities of reception processes, although once established they too play a role in
shaping reception (pp.117-118). This in turn suggests something about how he
conceives the relations between language and the speaking subject, an issue which -
Ellis raises in his discussion of Voloshinov. "'An outer sign incapable of entering the
context of inner signs i.e. incapable of being understood and experienced, ceases to be
the sign and reverts to the status of a physical object".”> For Ellis, Voloshinov's
distinction between outer and inner sign (the former those units which make up
. utterance in a context, the latter, those units which constitute the subject's thought
processes) is evidence of the subject's relative autonomy. The subject is 'in.-some
sense constitutive of the social reality that constructs it' (p.192).>* This is clearly 'in
some sense' true but Ellis seems to misread the distinction that Voloshinov makes
between inner and outer sign. Both need to be distinguished from the signal. There
can be no inner sign that it is not also an outer sign, otherwise the socialisation of
meaning that Voloshinov proposes is only partial and there is a zone of activity which
remains untouched by social relations.

Voloshinov criticises existing analyses of reported speech as 'static' and 'inert', -
because the reported speech is 'virtually divorc[ed]' from the reporting context.

[T]he true object of inquiry ought to be precisely the dynamic interrelationship
of these two factors, the speech being reported (the other person’s speech) and
the speech doing the reporting (the author’s speech). After all, the two actually
do exist, function, and take shape only in their interrelation, and not on their
own, the one apart from the other (p.119).

Meaning is produced by the relationship between the reported speech and the reporting
context, a new textual context. The self-other dynamic of the two-sided act that is

word and utterance is once more re-iterated. Voloshinov identifies two broad
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tendencies in the reporting of speech: 'linear' and 'pictorial'. The linear style of
reporting speech is distinguished primarily by being ‘content-analyzing’: the key
interpretative concern of the reporting is with the referential function of the speech being
reported (p.120).>> This concern with referential meaning tends to reduce or even
eliminate what Voloshinov describes as the ‘internal individuality’ of the speech being
reported and often, the styles of reporting and reported speech are homogenised
(p-120). This in turn calls for conventions - of design and typography as well as lexis -
which differentiate reported from reporting speech. By contrast, the pictorial style is
characterised by incursions of the reportihg speech into the reported or vice versa, a
‘weakening (of) the peripheries’ between reported and reporting utterance (p.121). The
work of interpreting or transposing the reporting speech is likewise different.

This time the reception includes not only the referential meaning of the
utterance, the statement it makes, but also all the linguistic peculiarities of its
verbal implementation (p.121) .

Voloshinov’s central focus in this section of the book is the constitutive role of textual

context and the ways in which textual production is, in significant part, an
interpretative process of transformation. The intersections between reported speech
and reporting contexts are also presented as historical varieties which are part of an
epochally imagined narrative. Therefore, various forms of linear reporting are
dominant from the Middle Ages till the end of the 18th century (although the pictorial
style does have a ‘moment’ during the Renaissance, especially in France). The
pictorial style rises to dominance in the early 19th century and seems to converge with
the rise of the bourgeoisie in Western Europe. Its contemporary incarnation is
'relativistic individualism' and seems to correspond to modernism. The prior authority
of the reporting context is itself relativised by the reported one (p.123). The discussion
of reported speech is the only point in the book where a preference for a particular mode
of representation asserts itself. The pictorial is clearly a positive value in at least some
of its varieties, apparently because it represents the underlying reality of verbal
interaction which the linear reporting style would seem to deny. This is also the only
moment in the book where a literary and fictional corpus becomes a discernible part of
the object of the new linguistics which Voloshinov is proposing.

Voloshinov's formulations of the multiaccentual word and verbal interaction ard
offer the outline of an intertextual theory of textual production which asserts that the
relations between texts are always shaping of meaning, in terms which are dynamic
and transforming. At the same time these relations are, in important senses,
constrained. The 'utterance' is always ordered by what precedes it: by its relations

with previous texts, genres, and by the reception that it anticipates. This formulation is
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decisively shaped by the terms of which it is the synthesis and the 'general Marxist
orientation' which drives the critique. As Williams succinctly formulates it:

This enabled him to see 'activity' (the strength of the idealist emphasis after
Humboldt) as social and to see 'system' (the strength of the new objectivist
linguistics) in relation to this social activity and not, as had hitherto been the
case, formally separated from it.*°

Most simply, Voloshinov seeks to think through how constitutive social difference and
conflict shapes language production and how social differences produce linguistic ones.

2. Bakhtin: the many modes of being dialogic

Bakhtin's contribution to the lineage of intertextual theories considered here can be
summarised very succinctly.?’ First, he thinks through the conditions that make '[a]ny
utterance ... a link in a very complexly organised chain of utteranées...', and the
consequences.” Here, Bakhtin works within the contradiction of language as
individual and social, as mine and the other's, which becomes the condition of
language and meaning as dialogic (or, more broadly speaking, intertextual). This can
be viewed as both an elaboration and transformation of the programme announced in
Marxism and the Philosophy of Language. Bakhtin's other contribution is the rich and
suggestive discussion of the many modes of being dialogic. ,

But whilst Bakhtin's contribution is easily summarised, any attempt at a more
detailed and critical exposition can easily run aground in ambiguities, inconsistencies
and incoherence. Needless to say, Bakhtin's inconsistency has itself become a critical
topos.”” But this is doubtless preferable to those who seek the key that will unlock and
decipher his writings once and for all, who treat Bakhtin as an anticipator of every |
sﬁbsequent theory of language and culture, or those who 'terrorise' with their 'real’
Bakhtins.>® In Bakhtin criticism everything is a site of struggle - his discursive
genealogy and 'disciplinary' location, his politics, and of course, the very meanings
of his concepts.’’ In 'Bakhtin and Cultural Theory', Ken Hirschkop suggests that the
multiple appropriations of Bakhtin, thé very enthusiasm which with 'everyone can
endorse the central elements of the Bakhtinian programme indicates that the hard work
has not really begun.”? Hirschkop was writing in 1989 and his 'everyone' is intended
to suggest the political variety of such endorsements. This has a particular salience for
any assessment of Bakhtin's contribution to intertextual theories. Williams begins his
chapter on language in Marxism and Literature by asserting that '[a] definition of
language is always, implicitly or explicitly, a definition of human beings in the
world'.*® Any definition of language is political in that it necessarily imagines social
relationships in particular ways. But although Bakhtin's definition of language clearly
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espouses its intrinsic political character, his speaking subject is always-already social,
and his vision of social relations is constitutively conflictual, his social and political
'theory', if such it can be called, is notoriously difficult to draw out and pin down.
Voloshinov's explicit desire to formulate a specifically Marxist linguistics makes the
contrast. For whilst Bakhtin's writings can be appropriated by a Marxist cultural
theory, his strong tendency to translate all questions about social relations into
questions about meaning, and the unspecified character of the forces of centralisation
which he invokes pose problems for reading Bakhtin as a Marxist. He neither
proposes the mode of production as that which constitutes and orders social relations,
nor explicates the relations between social relations in general and the processes of
meaning which are a part of that generality. This has implications for his formulations
of context and the dialogic.

If Bakhtin's understanding of language as mine and yours, individual and social
marks a certain continuity with Voloshinov then his concept of the heteroglossia marks
a significant reformulation, both of Voloshinov's concept of the multiaccentual sign
and of some of his own earliest work. The term 'heteroglossia' is introduced in

Discourse in the Novel to describe the historical reality of any ‘language’.

At any given moment of its evolution, language is stratified not only into
linguistic dialects in the strict sense of the word (according to formal linguistic
markers, especially phonetic), but also - and for us this is the essential point -
into languages that are socio- 1deologlcal languages of social groups,

“professional” and “generic” languages, languages of generations and so forth’
(pp.271- 272) 4

Something of this 'so forth' is suggested earlier when he discusses the novel's
incorporation of a 'diversity of social speech types ... : social dialects, characteristic
group behaviour, professional jargons, generic languages, languages of generations
and age groups, tendentious languages, languages of the authorities, of various
circles and of passing fashions that serve the specific sociopolitical purposes of the day,
even of the hour' (pp.262-263). This characterisation is typical of both the richness
and the vagueness of many of Bakhin's definitions. Some of the languages which
comprise the heteroglossia are easily identifiable and translatable: class languages for
example, the languages or registers of working life. Others are not: 'characteristic
group behaviour' and 'tendentious languages'. Despite this, the examples focus two
important and interrelated aspects of his definition. First, language is a site of
overlapping and competing social values: languages are socio-ideological and are
therefore imbricated in the processes of power and authority. Second, languages can
be distinguished in terms of their historical duration. The slogan of the hour may not
outlast the 'hour', other languages may have more staying power. The formulation of
value here - as social - present in Marxism and the Philosophy of Language and in The
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Formal Method in Literary Scholarship, differs from Bakhtin's earliest attempts at
definition.>> Hirschkop is once again instructive. In his discussion of one of Bakhtin's
early essays, 'The Architectfonics of the Deed', he shows that a very different concept
of value, 'human intention and purpose of any kind', organises the relationship
between the individual and language understood as grammatical and logical system.
Intonation is the means by which the speaker's linguistic relations to objects of
experience can be individuated and endowed with a unique purposiveness.>® Here
value is individual, not social. The contrast between the two texts is important if we
are to understand the distinctiveness of Bakhtin's later formulation and its importance
for intertextuality. In the first, the individual's utterance is a compromised term - it is
the realisation of an always pre-existing set of possibilities, but it is also endowed with
the individuality and uniqueness that intonation makes possible. But the social and the
individual elements of the utterance do not make contact with one another. The
individual utterance semantically exceeds the linguistic system but cannot, it would
seem, impact on it - given the unique relation that intonation establishes with the
referent., The shift to value understood as social, is fundamental to all of Bakhtin's
concepts considered here, not only the heteroglossia, but utterance, genre and the
overarching concepts of dialogic and monologic.

As mentioned above, heteroglossia also differs from Voloshinov's vision of a
single language variously accented by different and competing socio-political values.
While the idea of language does not strictly conflict with the arguments of Marxism, it
is possible to see Bakhtin's insistence on languages as the attempt to refine the
conditions of possibility of the multi-accentual sign, introducing a certain stability and
systematisation into meaning. The multiaccentual sign is now an intersection of -
languages. The heteroglossia is defined not only as the multiplicity of languages but
their relations, and above all, an overarching conflict: between the reality of the
heteroglossia and the various attempts to assert or enforce a single or unitary language

which has a singular relation to reality.

A unitary language is not something given [dan] but is always in essence
posited [zadam] - and at every moment of its linguistic life, it is opposed to the
realities of the heteroglossia. But at the same time it makes its real presence felt
as a force for overcoming this heteroglossia, imposing specific limits to it,
guaranteeing a certain maximum of mutual understanding and crystallising into a
real though relative unity - the unity of the reigning conversational (everyday)
and literary language, ‘correct language’ ('Discourse in the Novel', p.270).

For Bakhtin, a unitary language is always a myth in the Barthesian sense, and has to
be read as such, as both 'true' and 'unreal'.’’ '[T]he very concept of a language ...
[is] already the result of particular social conflicts'.®® The heteroglossia, as a critical

concept, can disclose the unreality of a unitary language. Equally important, however,



are the ways in which the unitary language is 'true": 'its real presence' in the
production of meaning. The opposition confirms the socially contested character of
meaning: the unitary language, as both claim and the practices which seek to
substantiate it, 'gives expression to forces working towards concrete verbal and
ideological unification and centralization, which develop in vital connection with the
processes of sociopolitical and cultural centralization' (p.271). A vague formulation,
but it is clear that the unitary language participates in the processes of power, seeking
to extend and strengthen the values of the dominant social formation.”® This dynamic is

central to his definitions of utterance and genre.

Every utterance participates in the "unitary language" (in its centripetal forces
and tendencies) and at the same time partakes of social and hlstorlcal
heteroglossia (the centrifugal stratifying forces).

Such is the fleeting language of a day, of an epoch, a social group, a
genre, a school and so forth. It is possible to given a concrete and detailed
analysis of any utterance, once having exposed it as a contradiction-ridden,
tension-filled unity of two embattled tendencies in the life of language (p.272).

140

Just as the heteroglossia ‘cannot be reduced to a linguistic system',”™ so the utterance

as its minimal unit, cannot be conceptualised in exclusively linguistic terms.

Any concrete discourse (utterance) finds the object at which it was directed
already, as it were, overlain with qualifications, open to dispute, charged-
with value, already enveloped in an obscuring mist - or, on the contrary by the
“light” of alien words that have already been spoken about it (p.276).

Context is constitutive of the utterance, but is understood here as always-already
textualised. Previous utterances about the object shape the speaker or writer's
utterance, as does the addressee, also textualised as an expected response. The

speaker has a

dialogic relationship toward an alien word within the object and ... [a]
relationship toward an alien word in the anticipated answer of the listener ...
(p.283).

This definition of the utterance as dialogic, as a dynamic between this particular use
and others - extant and possible - is also the minimal unit in Bakhtin's 'meta'- or
'translinguistics', most explicitly elaborated in Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics.*!
Translinguistics counters theories which ignore the complex context-bound character of
meaning in use. Defining the production of meaning as the relation between utterances,
which is in turn organised by a relation between utterances, most obviously challenges
Saussure.”” Bakhtin's awkward and tendentious definition of the utterance in the 'The

Problem of Speech Genres', which can include anything from a one word rejoinder to a
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novel, is further evidence of his hostility to the explanatory value of exclusively
'linguistic' description and analysis.* More successfully, his analysis of double
voiced discourse and the hybrid utterance in Problems in Dostoevsky's Poetics and
'Discourse in the Novel' which are, in 'narrow' linguistic terms, sentences, reveals
the limits of the sentence as a unit of meaning and analysis.** It is also this definition of
the utterance as dialogic which forms-the basis for his definition of genre.

Genre is central to Bakhtin's definition of language practice as individual and social
and, like language, it introduces a stability into practice. Such stabilities and relative
regularities are an important element within this lineage and central to the account of
interpretation which is developed in the thesis. Indeed genre is a central concept in
Bakhtin's work per se, although those who assert its centrality frequently also charge
the majority of other critics with ignoring or backgrounding it.*’ In ‘The Problem of
~ Speech Genres', Bakhtin elaborates his most explicit and abstract definition of genre as

a 'typical' utterance and its centrality to language practice.

We speak only in definite speech genres, that is, all our utterances have definite
and relatively stable typical forms of construction of the whole. Our repertoire
of oral (and written) genres is rich. We use them confidently and skilfully in
practice and it is quite possible for us not even to suspect their existence in

theory (p.78).

Bakhtin clearly ascribes a fundamental role to'genre conceived as a relative stability. He
also insists on the 'rich' repertoire of genres that speakers have, which accords with
the 'heterogeneity' that charz;g:stseéises the field of speech genres as a whole (p.60). A
few sentences later, Bakhtin ke that genre plays a crucial role in language acquisition,

where it is almost akin to grammar,

We are given these speech genres in almost the same way that we are given our
native language, which we master fluently long before we begin to study
grammar ... Speech genres organize our speech in almost the same way as
grammatical (syntactical) forms do (pp.78-79).

When we speak, we 'by no means always' take words 'from the system of language in

their neutral , dictionary form',

[w]e usually take them from other utterances, and mainly from utterances that
kindred to ours in genre ... Consequently, we choose words according to their
generic specifications (p.87).

Genre is also, for Bakhtin, a vcritical, indeed polemical, concept. He is insistent that
there are no areas of language use which are not ‘genred’ - even the most ‘intimate’.*
The use of speech genres and the frequent use of speaker, maintains the force of his

argument that utterance and practice are the proper objects of 'linguistics', even though
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many of the 'speech’ genres instanced here are precisely not speech, but writing or
print. ¥’ And heterogeneity, which will always also reveal a shared verbal nature, is
the precondition of any adequate definition of genre.

The heterogeneity of linguistic reality does not mean that it is not ordered. Bakhtin
defines genre as a 'relatively stable type of utterance', where there is a 'relatively
stable' relation between a speaker, a hearer and what is spoken about, a particular

content which he usually refers to as 'theme' (p.60).

Genres correspond to typical situations of speech communication, typical
themes and consequently also to particular contacts between the meanings of
words and actual concrete reality under certain typical conditions (p.87).

A genre is a type of utterance which articulates a specific and reproducible kind of

- relation to what it depicts and the relations between addresser and addressee. Bakhtin
discusses the latter under the heading of ‘addressivity’ (p.95). The addressee of a
genre may be characterised and typified in a range of ways as ‘lower, higher, familiar,
foreign’ in relation to the speaker (p.95). Relative proximity, social and cultural, is
the key criterion here, -once more making knowledge and authority central.

Thus, addressivity, the quality of turning to someone, is a constitutive feature
of the utterance; without it the utterance does not and cannot exist. The various
typical forms this addressivity assumes and the various concepts of the .
addressee are constitutive, definitive features of various speech genres (p.99).

What is suggested here is not only the constitutive role of addressivity in genre, but the
role of genre in shaping social relations. The military command, for example, does
not simply reflect the authority of the commanding officer over his 'men', in some
significant part, it constitutes his authority and their obedience as the predominant
ground of their social relationship. This indicates one of the ways in which Bakhtin
formulates text-context relations: text or utterances play a role in shaping context.*®
But other formulations also emerge in this text, which, while suggestive, create
inconsistencies and contradictions which cannot be fully resolved...

Texts or utterances, it can be seen, play a role in constituting speaker, hearer and
referent - understood as contexts of utterance. But at the same time, Bakhtin
introduces a notion of extra-linguistic context which itself plays a role in shaping

utterance meaning.

... [Elach sphere in which language is used develops its own relatively stable
types of these utterances. These we may call speech genres (p.60).

A particular function (scientific, technical, commentarial, business, everyday)
and the particular conditions of speech communication specific for each sphere
give rise to particular genres ... (p.64).
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The typicality of an utterance - its reproducibility - seems here to be an index of the

. reproducible situation of which it forms a part, a situation whose social purposes are
certainly textualised by the particular utterance-type but which can be differentiated from
it. The short military command presumes a set of social situations - from training and
drill, through rehearsal to actual battle - and relations - an established chain of
command, obedience to this, 'team' work and so on - which are not exclusively
constituted by genre. It is this use of context which makes sense of Bakhtin's
continuous insistence on the 'object’ that is talked about, the relations between words
and 'concrete reality'. The object may be obscured by the mist of its previous and
anticipated significations, but the impossibility, in practice, of conceiving 'reality’
extra-linguistically, does not mean that this reality either dissolves or has no
constitutive role in meaning. ,

These two understandings of text-context relations do not, of course, necessarily
contradict one another. It is perfectly possible to describe text and context as co-
constitutive, to argue that each has a shaping role on the other. But Bakhtin never
makes this claim explicitly, nor does he suggest whether there is a hierarchy of
determination, or explicate the relations between textual and non-textual context. An
ambiguity about the last surfaces strongly in his account of how the word 'exists' for

the speaker.

Therefore one can say that any word exists for the speaker in three aspects: as a
neutral word of a language, belonging to nobody; as an other's word, which
belongs to another person and is filled with the echoes of the other's utterance,
and finally as my word for ... I am dealing with it in particular
situation...(p.88).

As a unit within the system of a language, no one can claim ownership of the word,
but these are not the conditions in which we know and use language (there is a strong
similarity here with Voloshinov's distinction between signal and sign ).** The word
belongs to the other in the sense that it is charged with the accents of its previous usages
which interpret and evaluate the 'reality’ that it depicts. But it is also 'mine', the mine
of my 'particular situation' with its particular co-ordinates of speaker and hearer, time,
place and purpose. The constitutive role of textual context is relatively clear - other
representations, extant or possible as anticipations, constrain 'mine'. But in what
precise sense is the word 'mine'? And how does this relate to a 'particular situation'?
If 'we speak only in definite speech genres', this 'mine' is both the product and the
production of a context, in the ambiguous terms discussed above. And this reading
would map with the polemic against parole understood as 'a completely free
combination of forms of language' which is so marked in this text (p.81). In a footnote
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he comments: 'Saussure ignores the fact that in addition to forms of language there are
also forms of combinations of those forms, that is he ignores speech genres'.*°

‘But there is also a suggestion that my 'particular situation' is not quite, never quite,
a typical situation, or rather that this situation lies within the zone of a typicality but is
not reducible to it - a suggestion which weakens the strong sense of genre identified
above. The distinction between genre and utterance is, of course, theoretically
necessary if their relations are to be understood, but Bakhtin seems to mean more than

this. In the immediately preceding paragraph a different distinction is drawn.

The word's generic expression - and its generic expressive intonation - are
impersonal, as speech genres themselves are impersonal (for they are typical
forms of individual utterances, but not the utterances themselves. But words
can enter our speech from others' individual utterances, thereby retaining to a
greater or lesser degree the tones and echoes of individual utterances (p.88, my
emphasis). : -

To distinguish between the typical 'intonation' or accentuality of a genre and that of an
individual utterance, there must be a distinguishable individuality in the particular
utterance which can override its impersonal generic inflection. ' Words can either 'enter
our speech' through genre or through 'others' individual utterances'. The 'but'
suggests an alternative entry point. But how does this accord with 'we speak only in
definite speech genres'? What seems to surface here is a resistance to the implications
of his own argument, a willingness to engage with the role of others' individual

utterances - 'this is why the unique speech experience of each individual is shaped and

developed in continuous interactions with others' individual utterances' (p.89) - but not
with the more ordered institutional sociality that his own definition of genre would seem
to suggest (the return to 'intonation' can perhaps be seen as evidence of this).”!
Accompanying this is a retreat from the typicality of situation, of extra-linguistic
context: the unrepeatable utterance finds its complement in 'the unrepeatable individual
context of the utterance' (p.88).> ,

Whilst 'The Problem of Speech Genres' emphasises the heterogeneity of genre in
general, it is in Bakhtin's other writings (especially those collected in The Dialogic
Imagination ) which offer the richest elaborations of how different genres respond to
the heteroglossia. Central here are the set of distinctions through which he develops the
concept of the novelistic. In Bakhtin: An Aesthetic for Democracy, Hirschkop argues
that Tzvetan Todorov's formulation of Bakhtin's novel as 'the expression of the innate
tendencies of language' is 'half-right' in the sense that 'Bakhtin never shakes off the
desire to portray the most impressive and difficult achievements of modern culture as
the setting loose of the dialogic powers stored up in the structures of ordinary

153

discourse™ This is clearly important for thinking language and culture as intertextual

processes. If a certain zone of practice is severed from the rest in terms of its
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operations and procedures, then the explanatory force of intertextuality as a general
theory of how meaning is produced must obviously suffer. It would mean that some
practices are intertextual (the novelistic, the carnivalesque) and others are not; and that
there is some absolute boundary between the two types of practice which clearly
weakens the notion or/and force of permutation as the condition of possibility of text.
But Todorov is only half right, Hirschkop argues 'because Bakhtin has incorporated
"novelness" into his theory to begin with.">* Hirschkop sees this as part of his
commitment to always theorise language and culture as historical. This in turns draws
attention to the ways in which intertextuality as a general theory of meaning is always
also a historical theory: intertextuality is an ontological concept but one in which a
historical process is always-already inscribed. '
What is also crucial here is the set of distinctions and oppositions through which
Bakhtin elaborates the novelistic, which, like the poetic, is nota genre but a mode of
discourse.” Itis, in part, defined against the poetic. Whilst 'the poet strips the word
of other’s intentions', seeking to rid the text of diverse alien accents and participating
in the centralising forces of literary language, the novelistic designates forms of writing

which recognise the heteroglossia and represent its complex relations.

The prose writer does not purge words of intentions and tones that are alien to
him, he does not destroy the seeds of social heteroglossia embedded in words,’
he does not eliminate those language characterisations and speech mannerisms
... glimmering behind the words and forms ('Discourse in the Novel', pp.297-

298).

Just as the novelistic is a shaping force that the poetic seeks to undo, so the poetic is an
active agent in the production of the novelistic. But at the same time, the novelistic is
defined in relation to other genres which are openly dialogic - a contrast which imagines
the field of discourse as a whole. Reference, summary and citation are ubiquitous
features of all language use from anecdote to learning the skills of recitation or précis at
school.® It is the particularity of the novelistic’s dialogic that differentiates it from
other dialogic genres. Whilst many genres incorporate other téxts and other genres,
these are usually kept separate from one another and from authorial discourse through
the use of stylistic, typographical and design conventions. Within the novelistic these
barriers are broken down and the discourse of the other can be detected within a single
sentence or even within the same word.>” Many forms of writing transmit elements of
the heteroglossia, but this is for Bakhtin, a practice governed by an extra-linguistic
purpose; the novelistic represents the heteroglossia, it is 'its defining concern' and
primary purpose to represent the utterance or utterance type itself (p.338).*
Transmission is determined by an extra-linguistic purpose, whilst the focus of

representation is the utterance or utterance type itself .>> This definition of the novelistic
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also shapes Bakhtin's understanding of novelistic composition, where one of the
challenges for the author is ‘the problem of representing the image of a language’
(p-336). What is emphasised in Bakhtin’s account of novelistic production is not only
the diversity of language types within the novelistic text but simultaneously the
organising, ‘orchestrating’ role of the author - selecting, combining, inflecting.®
There is a tension in Bakhtin's writing here between his tendency to represent language
and utterance as agencies and his characterisation of the author.®’ Is the heteroglossia
and its dynamic the origin of 'a' meaning which the author in some sense expresses?
Or does the author have a distinguishable role which cannot be equated with such an
idea of expression? There do not seem to be definitive answers. As Hirschkop points
out, Bakhtin's 'idealised novelist', particularly in the texts written in the 1930s is also
a philosopher and sociologist.® No strong sense emerges of a Romantic author who
possesses a distinct mode of knowledge which is inherently different and
distinguishable from other kinds. Yet, at the same time, Bakhtin's argument that the
genres of artistic literature are the most conducive to individual style suggests a
differential valuing of literary writing and authorship, more akin to the individual
purposiveness of his early work. It is also interesting that this argument is made in
'The Problem of Speech Genres', where the implications of typical genres and typical
contexts are being resisted.*

More generally, what makes Bakhtin's accounts of dialogic processes so valuable
is the variety of modes of intertextual practice he discusses, from its workings as the
resisted reality of language practice in the poetic, through the detailed elaborations of
double-voiced discourse and the hybrid utterance in Problems in Doestoevsky's Poetics
and 'Discourse in the Novel', through the various histories of the novelistic utterance
which are scattered throughout his writings and are the central component of 'From the
Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse', to his most explicit discussion of genre in
narrative terms, in 'Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel'.** A number
of the specific definitions and classifications he makes will be taken up in subsequent
chapters. What is relevant here, is first, as noted above, the diversity, the many
modes of 'being' intertextual, which include the myriad of utterance types which
transmit, rather than 'represent' other languages, which do not break down the
boundaries between utterances in a single hybrid construction, but seek to retain them.
And whilst these are not types of discourse that Bakhtin tends to address in his
analyses, their presence as categories makes their elaboration possible. Bakhtin's
emphasis does however reflect his preference for and valorisation of certain modes of
dialogic being. Like post-structuralism's tendency to valorise modernist writing, he
justifies his choices, not as mere matters of aesthetic preference, but in terms of their
relation to his definition of translinguistic reality. These are texts which articulate most

clearly and explicitly, language 'being' language. This could suggest a more cynical
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interpretation of the 'novelness' always inscribed in his theory of language. Does his
theory of language exist to 'fit' his theory and preference for the various practices 4
which make up the novelistic. This again might have serious implications for
intertextuality as a general theory. But as a criticism it is unfounded, because the
- dynamic relation between the monologic and the dialogic is so resolutely the condition
and process of all meaning. Bakhtin's various histories of the novelistic also suggest a
productive refining of his account of textual context. The novelistic explicitly draws on
and represents the heteroglossia, but he also identifies a particular zone of the
heteroglossia, as an important textual context for the novelistic: its own history.*’
This suggests the ways in which utterances and utterance types tend to shape
themselves in and against particular intertextual configurations. At the highest level of
abstraction, every utterance is indeed part of a single dialogic chain. But Bakhtin's
accounts of the novelistic suggest a way out of this truistic notion, towards a focus on
historical patterns of textual relations.®®

Bakhtin's distinctive contribution is to explicitly formulate how language can at
once be mine and the other's. But the terms of his formulation radically transform the
concepts of all three terms: a language which is always languages and languages in
practice, a speaker who is always-and-already part of a complex web of social
interdependencies and a social world which is predicated on division and hierarchy. A
contrast with Saussure makes the originality of Bakhtin's formulation.clear. Saussure
clearly recognises not only the presence of dialects and registers within a national
language but also the presence of conflict between literary language and local dialects.®”’
He also clearly perceives such phenomena as, in part, political, institutional and
historical processes. But this is all part of the terrain of 'external linguistics' that is
excluded from his definition of langue. Excluded but also superseded: in effect
multiplicity and conflict play no part in the system that is langue. Bakhtin not only
extends the boundaries of linguistics but renders the external, the 'excluded' as its
centre, proposing a radically different linguistic reality. It is this definition of language
as multiple and as practice, as individual and social, that is the precondition of
intertextuality, which can itself be understood as the dynamic relation between the two.
What Bakhtin does not offer, as discussed above, is a definitive answer to the
question of context. His concept of textual context is both rich in itself and suggestive,
but his formulations of non-linguistic context are, in the senses considered above,
either banal or compromised by a resistance to the implications of the social world that
such formulations imply or imagine. Itis at this point that the question of the political
character of discourse surfaces, as does the type of society that Bakhtin imagines.
Two astringent insights into Bakhtin's vision of culture and society are relevant here.
The first is from Tony Crowley, who asks why monologism is never a positive value.
If historical and political contexts are so important to Bakhtin, 'then it is possible that
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in certain contexts a preference for heteroglossia and dialogism would be politically
regressive'.®® Crowley makes an illuminating contrast with Gramsci's insistence on
the need for a unifying language. This could expose a final formalism in Bakhtin's
theory and a radical weakening of his concept of context which is subordinated to the
overwhelmingly positive value which accrues to the dialogic. Second, Graham Pechey
argues that Bakhtin only seems able to envisage a dichotomy between official and
unofficial culture. 'The roll call of Bakhtin's literary heroes - Dante, Rabelais, Goethe,
Dostoevsky - follows the same pattern: all spring from social formations which are
either pre-bourgeois or 'world-historically' retarded in being quasi-feudal absolutisms'.
% The official culture may be feudal or Stalinist but the notion does not capture the
complexity of capitalist cultural relations. This goes some way to accounting for
Bakhtin's lack of interest in conflict within official or unofficial culture. This too has

serious implications for the contexts which are imagined and retreated from in his

various writings. These are issues to which I will return.

3. Kristeva: more than neologism

'More than binarism, dialogism may well become the basis of our time's intellectual
structure'. This, the penultimate sentence of 'Word, Dialogue and Novel', is one of -
Kristeva's many avowals of Bakhtin's importance.”® Here the accent is on his general
theoretical value, in particular, the critique of structuralism that dialog'i’sm makes '
possible; but Kristeva also acknowledges his role in her own intellectual deVelopment.
T Her early writings, in particular 'Word, Dialogue and Novel',' ‘The Ruins of a
Poetics' and Le Texte du Roman are, in important senses, readings of Bakhtin which
draw explicitly on many of his categories: the 'ambivalent' word, the dialogic, the
novelistic, the carnivalesque and so on.”? Ttis easy, in this context, to view
Kristeva's role within this lineage as predominantly that of a circulator and 'translator’,
whether her Bakhtin is viewed as a productive elaboration and extension, or
alternatively as wilful and tendentious.” But this would severely underestimate her
contribution. Kristeva draws out the full implications of the text as process and
production. Her focus on the speaking subject - a psychic subject who is constituted in
and against language - aligns subjectivity with textuality, as processes which are co-
constitutive. Further, whilst Bakhtin is centrally interested in the shifting hierarchies
manifested by the utterances of characters and narrators, Kristeva locates these
relations more rigorously within a concept of genre envisaged as the whole patterning
of the text.”* It is with Le Texte Du Roman, which explicitly formulates the text as

intertextual process and narrative that I will begin.
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The title itself marks a displacement: inscribing what is conventionally conceived as
a genre - the novel - but at the same time constituting another object within it - text - and
suggesting its specificity within the 'genre": Le Texte du Roman. At the very
beginning of The Bounded Text', Kristeva asserts that the object of contemporary
semiotics should not be 'a discourse' but 'several semiotic practices' which 'operate
through and across language' (my emphasis).”> The immediately opens up a different
way of conceiving the text. A strong stylistic contrast is produced between ‘discourse’

and ‘practices’, the former, singular and given, the latter, multiple and dynamic. The
'several' also marks a modification of Bakhtin's dialogic. Asked to clarify the
difference between Bakhtin's dialogic and her own concept of intertextuality in a 1985
interview, Kristeva drew a distinction between the dialogic as the 'intersection of two
voices in direct or indirect discourse' and intertextuality as 'the intersection of a number
of voices, of a number of textual interventions'.”® In Kristeva's definition, the
intersections of meaning which produce the text are multiplied and released from the
intimations of a dialogue between two speakers. Kristeva's neologism therefore marks
a distinctive displacement of the dialogic, definitively formulating the speaking subject
within the text and giving a new emphasis to the relations between practices: the text

as process or productivity.

In this perspective, the text is defined as a trans-linguistic apparatus that
redistributes the order of language by relating communicative speech, which
aims to inform directly, to different kinds of anterior or synchronic utterances.
The text is therefore a productivity ... (‘'The Bounded Text' p.36).

The novel, seen as a text, is a semiotic practice in which the synthesised
patterns of several utterances can be read (p.37).

"Utterance' clearly invokes Bakhtin and it subsequently becomes clear that an utterance
can be an utterance-type or genre.”’ The text of the novel is not singular but plural: a
historical genre conceived as the intersection of a multiplicity of utterances and utterance
types. At the same time, text is also a critical concept ('seen as a text'), a perspective
which makes it possible to theorise the mﬁltiplicity and productivity of the novel. Itis
the transforming relations between ‘several semiotic practices’ which produce meaning
and it is this process of transformation which Kristeva calls intertextuality.

The text is therefore a productivity, and this means: first, that its relationship
to the language in which it is situated is redistributive (destructive-constructive),
and hence can be better approached through logical categories rather than
linguistic categories; and second, that it is a permutation of texts, an
intertextuality: in the space of a given text, several utterances taken from other
texts, intersect and neutralise each other (p.36).
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The distinctive accent in Kristeva's definition is on the productivity or process that is
text: the text as permutation or, -as it is insistently iterated in Le Texte Du Roman,
'transformation'.”® 'Transformation' which is borrowed from the lexicon of
transformational grammar, mainly acts here as a polemical retort to structuralism which
posits the text as a realisation of a pre-existing structure, and in particular structuralist
narratology.”” Bakhtin, hovering between a genre-governed typicality and a situation-
oriented uniqueness, and whose dialogic analyses explore the relations between
distinguishable utterances, cannot fully draw out the implications of the text as
transformation (a 'redistribution' of language which is 'destructive-constructive').
Antoine de La Sale’s Jehan de Saintré, a proto-novel written in 1456, forms the
basis for Kristeva's analysis in Le Texte du Roman.\ Her interest is in the processes
by which the novel as text resignifies meanings or utterances from the 'General Text
(Culture)' and how these various utterances operate together within the text ('The
Bounded Text', p.36).%° She identifies a range of contemporary and anterior texts and
genres present in the text: moral precepts, Latin citations (themselves from a wide
range of genres: historical, biographical, philosophical, political, religious) epic
poetry, courtly love poetry, and ‘blazons’ or street cries.®" All have a particular
function and circulation within the General Text or culture and identifiable speaker-
addressee relations. But their conjunction in a new textual space produces new
meanings: these genres are resignified. What also emerges here as distinctive and
contrastive with Bakhtin is the relations between utterances within the text as whole.

... laudatory utterances, known as blazons were abundant in France during the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. They come from a communicative discourse,
shouted in public squares and designed to give direct information to the crowd
on wars (the number of soldiers, their direction, armaments, etc.), or on the
marketplace (the quality and price of merchandise) ('The Bounded Text',
p.53). : ‘

In the novel, these cries are transformed to function as a means of description ‘of either
objects (clothes, gifts and weapons) or events (the departure of troops, banquets and -
combats)’ (p.52). The extra-novelistic function of blazons - as direct information - is
refunctioned in the novelistic context to produce a series of circumlocutions or
‘deviations’ from the story' (p.52). They interrupt its unfoldin(?g:e‘lre also‘complete in
themselves', introducing a distinctive temporal rhythm, repetition (such descriptions
recur 'periodically'), into the narrative (p.52). The blazon also articulates a new set of
knowledges and values, those of the emerging marketplace, which compete with and
challenge another set of knowledges and values present in the proto-novel: the sacred
knowledges presented as citation of religious texts, usually in Latin. The proto-novel
is not only a specific plurality of utterances rather than a single genre but a space of

transformation, of resignification.
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This still leaves the question of what governs or orders this process of

transformation. The intertextuality of Jehan de Saintré is not the outcome of a random

" process of appropriation from the General Text, any more than the relations of
signification between utterances within it are haphazard. Both are governed by a
relation between two conflicting ideologies. Kristeva is not content to leave ideology as
an abstract force which shapes meaning, her interest is in process: how does ideology
work to produce meaning? Early in 'The Bounded Text', Kristeva identifies the
interest of Jehan de Saintré as its 'transitory structure', located within and between
two theories of meaning, one sacred, the other secular: the ideologemes of the symbol
and the sign (p.42). Kristeva develops the concept of the ideologeme from Bakhtin and
Medvedev’s The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship, where the ideologeme
registers both the literary text's imbrication in ideologies - 'the literary reflects only the
ideological horizon, which itself is only the refracted reflection of real existence' - and
the specific work that the literary does with ideologies: literature is not the 'simple
servant and transmitter' of ideologies.82 In Kristeva, as for Bakhtin and Medvedev,
the ideologeme is a unit of ideology which confirms the relations between the subject
and her/his object of knowledge.*> This clarifies the sense of Kristeva's section
heading 'The Utterance as Ideologeme' ('The Bounded Text', p.36). The utterance is
always-already ideological as it is always spoken and spoken from a particular social
and historical place: there is no linguistic meaning which precedes ideology.®*

In Le Texte du Roman, Kristeva examines two theories of meaning, that of the -
sign and the symbol as ideologemes, identifying their meanings within the General
Text, and the work they do and that is done on them within the novel.*®> She argues
that it is the emergence of the sign - understood here in broadly Saussurean terms - that
makes the novel form possible. Most simply, it represents the beginning of a
secularisation of meaning. The meaning of the symbol is derived exclusively from the
universal that it marks which always fixes and predetermines it: the symbol is believed
to mean what it means prior to any instance of use. Its authority is educed from its
.connection to the transcendent sphere that the universal occupies. By contrast, the
ideologeme of the sign derives it meaning and authority from the singularity of the
object it represents and from its conjunction and combination with other signs. The
symbol’s logic of combination is disjunctive - contraries of all kinds must be kept
separate. The sign’s logic is non-disjunctive - contraries can be kept separate or
conjoined ('The Bounded Text', pp.38-41). The novel is the first genre to be
organised by the ideologeme of the sign which, Kristeva argues, challenged and
replaced the symbol between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries. But although it
resituates meaning in a monist framework, it also absorbs and transforms aspects of
the symbol. Specifically, the logic of the sign recodes genres which developed under
the ideologeme of the symbol to obey its own logic. Courtly love poetry is one
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example. The figure of the Lady, exclusively emblematic of virtue'in a disjunctive
arrangement is, in the proto-novel, rendered ambiguous: she is also duplicitous. This
has important implications for the narrative. The eponymous hero reads the Lady as
alternatively vicious and virtuous, but he cannot recognise what the narrator does: that

the Lady is both. This becomes the source of Saintré’s ‘defeat’.

Saintré’s defeat - and the end of the narrative - are due to this error of
substituting an utterance accepted as disjunctive and uni-vocal for the non-
disjunctive function of the utterance (p.44).

The logic of the emergent sign (and its relation to the symbol) is, for Kristeva,
articulated at every level of the novel and makes possible the type of story and

narration, the characterology and figures that are typical of the novel.

All figures found in the novel (as heir to the carnival) that can be read in two
ways are organised on the model of this function [i.e. non-disjunction] ruses,
treason, foreigners, androgynes, utterances that can be doubly interpreted or
have double destinations ... The trajectory of the novel would be impossible
without this non-disjunctive function (p.43, my [ ] parenthesis).

Important here is the emphasis on particular types of action and cﬁaracter. Indeed for
Kristeva, it is the logic of the sign that makes the development of a realist
characterology possible. Epic, by contrast, ordered by the logic of the symbol 'can ...
engender neither personalities nor psychologies' (p.49). But this non-disjunction is
itself constrained by the manner in which the authorial pdsition is constructed. The

narrative is itself pre-programmed: its apparent arbitrary ending is an illusion.

The text opens with an introduction that shapes (shows) the entire itinerary of
the novel. La Sale knows what his text is (‘three stories") and for what reason it
exists (a message to Jean D’Anjou). ... All that remains to tell, that is, to fill
in, to detail, what was already conceptualised, known, before any contact
between pen and paper 'the story as word upon word it proceeds' (p.42).

Just as the symbol’s meaning is always-already given, so finally is the narrative that
the novel tells. The ideologeme of the sign, by transferring the symbol’s authority to
the implied author limits the openness of the novelistic text. The sign, because it does
not fully break with the symbol, enacts a closure on meaning by locating its source in
the author. The sign’s logic therefore does not only impact on narrative, it shapes a
distinctive figure: the author of the novel. This also marks a break with Bakhtin's
author as orchestrator, who is ambiguously both within and without the text. In
Kristeva a distinctive authorial subject is constituted by and in the genre of the novel.
The proto-novel therefore articulates a conflict within the General Text of the period

between sacred and secular culture. The novel both appropriates congruent practices -
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the blazon for example - and recodes opposing practices of representation according to
its secularising logic. This contrast and conflict between secular and sacred is an
epochally formulated version of a familiar narrative which identifies a set of contexts
which are seen to shape 'the rise of the novel": the development of a print culture, and
more generally 'a culture of exchange' or nascent capitalism, secularisation and the
cancellation and preservation of divine authority in 'man’, most particularly in the
figure of the author and so on.*® It is rendered unfamiliar by its transposition into the
domain of discourse - these contexts are formulated as textual (the General Text of
history and society). Like Voloshinov and Bakhtin, Kristeva formulates a powerful
concept of textual context. Text, conceived as intertextuality, becomes a critical
concept and perspective, a way of understanding the dynamic relations between any
genre or text and the General Text. The General Text is the constituting context for the -
novel, but the novel becomes a constituent in the General Text.

There seems to be a problem, however, with the way that Kristeva aligns symbol
and sign with sacred and secular - it seems too convenient, too ready a fit. Leaving
aside the question of historical evidence (which lies beyond the scope of this
discussion), symbol and sign sometimes appear to express the sacred and the secular,
an expressivism which is masked (though it may also be undone) by the insistence on
the work that the ideologemes of sign (and symbol) do on the novel. Can the sign
plausibly be conceived for example as the exclusive precondition of 'modern’, realist
character? Can all genres be typologised as being ordered exclusively by one of two
theories of meaning?®’

The tenuousness of this logic is further suggested by another text of Kristeva's,
‘The Adolescent Novel', presented at a conference in 1987, seventeen years after Le
Texte du Roman.®® Kristeva discusses the same proto-novel, but now she insistently
répeats its full title Petit Jehan de Saintré (which is given only in the bibliography of Le
Texte du Roman)i89 Here the text is of interest as a demonstration of the 'adolescent

economy of writing' that, she argues, orders much of novelistic production.”® No
mention is made of her earlier text or the ordering, transforming logic of the sign.
Indeed, what is shown to organise utterance relations here is a particular kind of
psychic economy. The ambivalence of the lady's utterance and its effects are now
conceived as Jehan's moving away from incestuous desire (hence the importance of
'petit' - he is a pageboy) to identification: he learns to speak the double language of the
lady (p.13).°' This, atthe very least, suggests a weakness of connection between
symbol and sign and the ordering and functioning of utterances, which are revealed as
disposable in their very absence. ‘

'The Adolescent Novel' also illustrates Kristeva's abiding preoccupation with the
speaking subject as psychic subject. In 'The Ruins of a Poetics', she suggests that
whilst Bakhtin makes 'no mention of Freud ... [he] was to study the "word" as a
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territory in which instances of discourse confront each other, "I's" which speak.
"Dialogic" is the term which indicates the discourse belongs doubly to an "I" and to the
other'.”> Whilst Bakhtin's discussion of genre implies that the subject is, in part at
least, constituted in language, this is not explicitly developed. Kristeva's insertion of
a psychoanalytically conceived subject into the signifying process is a distinctive
extension, creating a further tension in the relation between language as mine and the
other's. At the same time, this focus on the subject is conceived as a political challenge
to linguistics, including structural linguistics, which has limited the implications of the

sociality of language and in so doing,

restricts the value of its discovery to the field of practices which do no more
than subserve the principle of social cohesions, of the social contract ... a
semiotics that records the systematic, systematising or informational aspect of
signifying practices.”

By focusing on the communicative and systematic aspects of signifying systems,
semiotics tends to ignore the relations between the speaking subject and signifying
system: either the subject is ignored 'altogether or assumed as a ‘transcendental ego'.>*
Such a semiotics can only imagine practices which confirm a consensual notion of the
subject and social relations. In 'The Ethics of Linguistics' and 'The System and the
Speaking Subject', Kristeva develops a notion of ‘poetic.language’ which challenges
linguistics as it is currently constituted. Originating in Jakobson's definition, which
she describes as the 'reorder'ing.of éveryday communication', the poetic is what is
conventionally excluded from linguistics.”® Kristeva asserts a political potential in
making central what lies outside the boundary or on the periphery: 'language, and thus
sociability, are defined by boundaries admitting of upheaval, dissolution and
transformation'.*® Kristeva reconceptualises poetic language in terms of the relation
between the subject - conceived in psychoanalytic terms - and the system of
signification. In poetic language, she identifies a dialectic tension between the body as
it attempts and desires to represent itself as rhythm (fundamentally incbmpatible with
the unified subject that language as system and law proposes), and the ego, the ‘I’ that
seeks and desires expression and representation ‘within the space of language, crown,

97 In

system: no longer rhythm, but sign, word, structure, contract, constraint’.
both texts, Kristeva examines this necessary conflict as semiotic productivity,
returning to and refining it in her exploration of modernist poetics: La Révolution du
Langage Poétique? There the poetic is elaborated as 'the inclusion of the semiotic in
the symbolic',”” where the semiotic is no longer a practice of signification but the trace
of a 'pre-representative production' which precedes the subject's entry into the
symbolic and the division and unity it insists upon.'® It is a work without value

which is 'distinct ... from exchange'.!®" The symbolic is the 'domain of
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intersubjectivity, thus of all human relations'.'®* What is crucial here is the

relationship between the semiotic and the symbolic. Crucially, the semiotic does not
'know' language as law. This is the precondition of its politically transgressive
potential. It is not the other of law in the sense of being defined by it. But this is only
the precondition of its radical potential. Because the semiotic does not know law, it
cannot challenge it and in this sense be constituted by it. What gives the semiotic its
disruptive potential is its manifestation in writing in and through the symbolic. The
order of language has the role of enabling as well as holding in place that which both
threatens and makes it possible'.'” This also suggests the political force that Kristeva
attributes to the symbolic, how difficult it is to challenge. The relations between the
semiotic and the symbolic suggest some of the ways in which Kristeva's account of
intertextuality develops its 'intrapsychic aspects'. It introduces another temporality - the
psychic temporality of the subject - into the already complex historical time of the text,
a temporality which is also inscribed rhetorically as division and conflict. It also
suggests that the contingencies of textual production are not only shaped by textual
repertoires which inscribe the subject in society and history, but by the subject's
psychodynamic relations with those discourses. We may know a lahguage (in
Bakhtin's sense) and be pragmatically fluent in it, yet the psychodynamics of a
particular context may render us incapable of speaking it - to take one obvious example.
Kristeva's contribution to the lineage of theories considered here is threefold. First,
~ she pluralises the doubling of language that Bakhtin's dialogic implies, and extends the
theoretical force and potential of the text as intersection and permutation. Through this
emphasis on process she avoids the problems inherent in Bakhtin's unresolved
insistence on the utterance as 'unique' and 'typical'. For Kristeva the text is indeed
unique and typical (though neither of these terms belong to her lexicon), it is like those
utterances within the General Text that it incorporates, but unlike them in the sense that
it transforms them, figuring them into new patterns and logics. Second, Kristeva's
theorisation of the speaking subject who is inscribed and produced within the text as
intertextuality, who is moreover conceptualised psychoanalytically, means that
psychic division and conflict are rhetorically inscribed in the text and its process of
production, just as other social conflicts are. Third, Kristeva's interest in narrative
(whether as the residue and critique of structuralist narratology or, as later, as a
process understood predominantly in psychoanalytic terms) suggests the possibility of
thinking genres, not only as a plurality and transformation of texts and text-types, but
as sets of narrative possibilities, which enable a focus on the patternings of the text as a
whole.
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4. The strengths and weaknesses of intertextual theories of production
At the beginning of this chapter, I proposed that this lineage of intertextual theories had
a theoretical value, actual and potential, that is distinct from other attempts to figure
meaning as work done in and through the already-written. Here, I will accent this

- value and its particularity, and, in the process, consider to what extent the weaknesses
in intertextual theories of reception are consequent upon problems within these theories.
As I argued above, the return to intertextual theories of production is necessary because
of certain fundamental problems in contemporary formulations of intertextual
interpretation or reading. Specifically, I identified a strong inclination to collapse
reading and writing - an equation which makes it impossible to theorise the relations
between production and interpretation; a more general vagueness around (and I use
‘around' deliberately) the types of process involved; and the dominant tendency to
understand intertextuality exclusively as unfixity and instability in terms which license
reader autonomy. The first question which inevitably suggests itself is this. Is there an
equivalent collapsing the other way: do intertextual theories of production posit writing
as reading? The answer must be no. For although in Voloshinov, Bakhtin and
Kristeva, writing (or speaking) always involves the imagining or constitution of a
reader (hearer) - clearly important for any theorisation of intertextual interpretation - and
although writing is clearly a process which includes réading, a formulation which is

- most explicit in Kristeva and in the central role that Bakhtin assigns to evaluation within
meaning production, there is no breaking down of the one into the other.'®* Bakhtin's
refusal to grant the reader (however 'active') rights over the meanings of a text, his
problematic suggestion that although readings of the text change, these are in some
sense always possibilities that the text and the author-orchestrator licenses, clearly
differentiates writing from reading - though not in terms which I would wish to
pursue.'” As with Barthes, these accounts of meaning draw attention to the
congruences between reading and writing, not their identity. And these have
significant value for trying to think intertextual interpretation. The central place of an
always social value within textual production is especially suggestive for thinking about
the role of evaluation in the processes of reading and its relation to interpretation. But
there is nothing in this trajectory which dissolves writing into reading, paving the way
for the reversal which is a contemporary commonplace. The writings of Voloshinov,
Bakhtin and Kristeva offer the possibility, atleast, of theorising the relations between
production and interpretation.

Second, within this trajectory there is a strong commitment to identifying and
explaining the processes of textual production. In'the introduction, I suggested that
with the exception of Riffaterre, intertextual theories of reading shared a vagueness
about process - beyond the important assumption that reading was not a simple
decoding process. This cannot be said of the writings of Voloshinov, Bakhtin and
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Kristeva. The various attempts to theorise the processes of meaning are not without
their problems, but this should not be conflated with a flight from the question. In the
most general terms, these accounts of textual production all develop out of an explicit
theorisation of language. An obvious point, but one that is no means shared by all
'intertextual’ theories. Thus, whilst the concept of constitutive textual relations is the
strong presupposition of Harold Bloom and Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, and, to
a lesser degree, Elaine Showalter, in none of these is the textual defined in relation to
an explicit theory of language which purports to be explanatory.'® If a limit needs to
be set to what is classified as an intertextual theory, and I would strongly argue that it
does, then the presence within it of an explicit account of meaning in general seems to-
be a good place to start.

The most significant contribution to the question of process is, without doubt, the
ways in which text-context relations are imagined and, in particular, the development
of a concept of textual context. Intertextuality is not only a theory of text and textual
production but textual context. Context can, of course, be rendered as anything from
an irrelevance to fundamentally constitutive; and its relations to text can be figured in
terms of parity and disparity, in various forms and to various degrees. In Voloshinov,
Bakhtin and Kristeva context is formulated as textual (predominantly at least) and
constitutive of text. Text and context are necessarily bound in a dynamic and historical
process: texts become contexts. The text is at once inseparable from context, present
within it and constitutive of it, and distinct: it permutes the textual material that it
configures. This broad outline is shared by intertextual theories of reception but there
also important differences which also distinguish this lineage from other intertextual
theories of production. Here, the complex chains of verbal interaction, the
heteroglossia and the General Text are all concepts of context which articulate the
contestation between dominant and subordinate social forces (even though in Bakhtin
and Kristeva this relation tends to be over-schematised), making context multiple and
socially conflictual. This distinguishes it from Riffaterre's formulation where the
relations between context and text are inscribed. in terms of literary criteria (convention
and innovation) which exclude the social from textual production. But it is also this
empbhasis on 'the text of history and society' that inscribes an important difference
between this trajectory and Derrida's iterable sign. For whilst the argument that
citationality is the general and necessary condition of language conceived as writing is
formally congruent with the already-written that is so central to Bakhtin and Kristeva,
citationality for him is neither the production nor the effect of conflictual social relations
and socially contested meanings.'’

A much more generalised division emerges in the different ways in which text-
context relations are conceived as historical. That meaning is historical is a

commonplace of most intertextual theories of production and reception. It is the
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meanings of 'historical' that requires attention. In the writings of Voloshinov, Bakhtin
and Kristeva, the sense emerges - often implicit and never fully explicated - that
meaning is complexly historical.'®® Voloshinov's distinction between immediate and
'broader' contexts, Bakhtin's narratives of the historical forms of the dialogic, and
Kristeva's insistence on text and culture as composed of both contemporary and
‘anterior' signifying practices, all open up the possibility of theorising context and text
as complexly historical. These formulations therefore challenge the 'localising’
tendencies in new historicist reading practices with their strong tendency to presuppose
the absoluteness otherness of text and reader. Too often, intertextual theories of
reception tend to conceive history and therefore meaning exclusively in terms of
change, in the process losing sight of the ways in which historical process is always
also continuity. The 'inter-hyphen-textual', which named or not has had such impact
in cultural studies, is a strong instance of this context-as-change formula which
authorises the claim that the text has no determinate meaning in itself. Change and
unfixity are prioritised. The banalisation of history within intertextual accounts of
reception is licensed by a text-becomes-text-becomes-context narrative, butit is more
forcefully shaped by a more general theoretical tendency - the war on 'nature' and
universalism - which often seems to make historicising continuities unnecessary or
suspect. The propensity to focus almost exclusively on one modality of a process is
also strongly marked in the ways the production of meaning comes to be conceived
almost exclusively as a process of unfixing. De Certeau and Chartier's metaphorics of
the text as a plethora of fragments invoke incompleteness and multiplicity to shatter any
concept of the text as a unity definitively aligned with the forces of authority and
determination.'® In the writings of Voloshinov, Bakhtin and Kristeva meaning is
always understood as a process of both fixing and unfixing. Voloshinov's
identification of the process whereby a dominant social formation seeks to reproduce
and generalise its values, Bakhtin's account of the role of 'literary' language and
Kristeva's account of the dynamics between semiotic and symbolic all illustrate how
meaning is, within this lineage, always a dynamic between fixing and unfixing.
Consensual and authoritative meanings are always part of textual production, just as
those which contest them are. Dominant and subordinate social forces are always
involved in both processes. The importance of genre in these theories acknowledges the
relative stability of both texts and contexts, even though this is sometimes resisted,
most clearly by Bakhtin. Finally, this lineage makes it possible to develop a graduated
formulation of the permutation that text is, from minor variation to radical
transformation: change itself is not monovalent.

Bakhtin's concept of the heteroglossia and Kristeva's General Culture are ways of
conceiving textual context which necessarily bind both text and (textual) context to

history and society as a whole. The strongest contrast here is with Harold Bloom's
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concept of context as a specifically literary corpus which is constituted and reconstituted
by the desires and anxieties of the individual writer, so rendering the non-literary an
inert factor in literary textual production.''® Indeed this insistence on context and
culture as the totality of signifying practices and their relations, is a powerful counter to
any cultural theory which constructs an unbreachable boundary between one set of
signifying practices - identified as literary or 'popular’, or in terms of gender,
sexuality, race, ethnicity or nationalify - and others, asserting as it does the

11 Ap exhaustive elaboration of the

constitutive relationality of social difference.
meanings of a particular text within the field of signification as a whole is clearly
impossible in practical terms. But a broad commitment to recognising the place of texts
and genres within the general pattern of cultural relations and in particular their status
and value is of central importance to thinking about interpretative processes. If
Bakhtin's discussions of novelistic tradition are developed further, it becomes possible
to see how certain patterns of textual configuration are much more or less probable or
possible than others. This in turn has implications for thinking about the distribution of
knowledges within and across reading constituencies and why certain knowledges are
more or less likely to be mobilised in reading.

These theories also share a valuable and rigorous concept of theoretical practice.
Chartier's recasting of multiplicity and permutation as fragmentation is also a weak
form of a much more general tendency: to turn what is, most explicitly in Kristeva, a
self-conscious and explicit theoretical practice into the general condition of all reading. !
In the introduction, I noted that the modal status of reading in many intertextual
accounts was frequently unclear: is this how we do read, might read, should read?
Thus, whilst for Barthes, 'writing' (écriture) and the writerly are critical concepts
which expose the practices of filiation or the limited plural of realism, Fiske,
translating the writerly into the 'producerly’ in his discussion of television, renders it a
straightforward empirical category, so making the televisual text always radically open
to any producer-viewer's transformations.''> What is lost here is the ideological work
that author, genre, tradition and so on do to delimit and attempt to fix meaning.
Contrast this with Kristeva's focus on the delimiting effects of the author-subject
produced by the early novel or Bakhtin's account of the true and unreal character of the
forces that seek to unify the heteroglossia. In much contemporary literary and cultural
theory it is as if these mythologies, once identified as such, cease to exist.

At the most general level, this trajectory understands theoretical practice as critical.

This is most explicit in Kristeva.

At every moment of its elaboration, semiology thinks its object, its instrument
and their relations, thus thinks itself, and becomes, in turning back upon itself
the theory of the science that it is. This means that semiology is in every case a
re-evaluation of its object and/or its models, a critique of its models (thus of the
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sciences1 1f3rom which they are borrowed) and of itself (as a system of constant
truths). :

A theoretical practice should itself be a 'productivity', remaking its objects, itself and
the relations between them. Crucial here is the elaboration of a theory which can
challenge and displace the very ground of its operation. Kristeva's casting of poetic
language as a theory of language, her centring of it against the languages of
- 'communication' which structural and generative linguistics predict and constitute is, in
this respect, exemplary. This understanding of theoretical practice, (present in
different ways in Voloshinov and Bakhtin) is a strong counter to many contemporary
invocations of intertextuality, where a particular signifying practice is evidenced as the
exemplification of intertextual or, more broadly post-structural theories of language.
Thus, so-called quintessentially post-modem practices such as the pastiche of various
historical registers in literary fiction, or electronic hypertext are offered up as the
evidence or 'proof’ (positivistic) of the validity of intertextual theories. George P.
Landow's work is a striking instance of this tendency which once more banalises the
relations between theory and pracﬁce, where the discrepancy that makes Bakhtin and
Kristeva's work so rewarding is lost and 'theory' and practice simply license and
exemplify one another.''* |

All this said, it is also clear that this trajectory does not offer either a complete or
wholly plausible account of textual production. There are two types of problem. The
first,focus.on the processes of writing or textual production as intertextual, the second,
on the broader contours of intertextuality as a theory of culture as process. Man}; of
these issues will be taken up and discussed in chapter three but some pointers can be
laid down in passing. First, whilst Kristeva, above all, is explicitly interested in
theorising the subject, as a psychic subject, and more generally as a social subject
within language, there is little interest here in specifying context from the standpoint of
the writing or speaking subject, the subset of textual knowledge that is hers and how
this positions her within the General Culture and, in particular, its dominant values.
Second, whilst the concept of the intertextual word indeed defines the minimal unit of
discourse, its relation to the discourse categories which are attenuated from it - the
'single’ utterance and the intersection of utterances that constitute a larger and more
complete text - is problematic. The word as the minimal unit of meaning is clearly
usually more multiple and more unfixed when it is contextualised in relation to the
totality of the heteroglossia, than when it is contextualised within an utterance or a text.
The relations between word, utterance and text cannot be fully grasped by attenuation
and correspondence. The delimitations of meaning that these categories of discourse
can exert on one another also need to be taken account of. Third, whilst Bakhtin, in

his discussions of the hybrid utterance, demonstrates a strong interest in what might be
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termed the relative signifying force that different utterances have within a text, this is
neither fully explicitated or developed in relation to genre. Genres intersect and
permute one another within a text but usually one is dominant in terms of the meanings
it delimits.!"® Gothic is a frequent visitor to nineteenth century realist novels, but it is
usually subordinated to the demands of realist representation. When Pip encounters the
apparitional Miss Haversham for the first time, we never really hesitate between a
natural and supernatural explanation of who or what he is 'really’ seeing, to follow
Todorov's definition.''® Subordinated but also transformed. Gothic functions here to
reinforce the 'plausible’ psychology that is central to realism: the child who is socially
out of his depth, the embittered jilted bride. A focus on the relative signifying force of
utterances within the text can open up further ways of thinking about how textual
relations are ordered within the text.

The second set of problems, which concern intertextuality as a theory of culture,
mark out a broader and more diffuse terrain but one that is also highly pertinent to
theorising interpretation. The epigraph from Barthes which began this chapter has a
double intent. Within this lineage there is a marked interest in linguistic and textual
form, from the modalities of reported 'speech' to the narrative patternings of particular
genres which is oriented by a critical engagement with Russian Formalism. But
attention to form is never an end in itself, nor an autonomous answer to questions
about the dynamics and distinctiveness of literary or poetic language; it is a key means
by which textual relations can be shown to inscribe social relations, conceived
historically. In this sense it can be said that for Voloshinov, Bakhtin and Kristeva, a
lot of formalism brings history 'back’ (if they ever left it behind in the first place). This
is not an uncontroversial statement, particularly with respect to Kristeva. Simon
Dentith, for example, contrasting Kristeva with Bakhtin argues that she 'effectively
deracinates the signifying process', making meaning the consequence of 'purely
textual operations independent of historical location'.''” Yet it is difficult to equate
these 'purely textual operations' with the historical contexts so strongly marked in Le
Texte du Roman, or the critique that Kristeva, through her reading of Bakhtin, makes
of Russian Formalism and her affirmation of the value of what she calls Bakhtin's

historical poetics'.''®

There is however a sense in which a certain formalism can be seen to weaken the
claim of intertextuality to be a historical theory of textual production. The valorisation
~of certain signifying practices by Bakhtin and Kristeva sometimes take priority and set
limits to the ways in which text-context relations can be theorised. Crowley's argument
that Bakhtin is incapable of imagining a historical context in which monologic practices
might be politically progressive can also be applied to Kristeva's strong privileging of
modernist writing. And indeed, some of the gendered and post-colonial readings of

intertextuality duplicate the same error, identifying monologism exclusively with
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patriarchal or colonial practices.''® What is at issue here is not the autonomy of 'textual
operations' but the theoretical effects of a valorisation which can render context
theoretically subordinate to text.

The second problem is that none of these writers consider the ways in which
institutions shape signifying practices and their relations, or make any attempt to
theorise institutions. This is perhaps a more permissible absence in Voloshinov given
the explicitly programmatic form of the book. Pechey's contrast of Bakhtin with
Foucault exposes the former's seeming unwillingness or inability to theorise 'the
institutional sites in which the complex relations of discourse and power are actually
negotiated'.'*® Kristeva's position is equally problematic. In The Ethics of
Linguistics', she declares that 'the term "poetry" has meaning only insofar as it makes
this kind of studies acceptable to various educational and cultural institutions' (p.25),
before proposing her own definition. This at once acknowledges the role of institutions
in the production of meaning and value, and dispatches it. What is the relation
between poetry (and Literature more generally) as it is constituted by various
institutions and her definition of its practice? Willing to acknowledge the limits to
meaning that particular genres produce, she does not explore the boundaries that
institutions establish between clusters of signifying practices. Working with a literary
corpus, she does not, as John Frow argues, take account of 'the mediation of the
literary system' which significantly constrains the possibilities of the literary in any
context where Literature is an established site of value.'*! This weakness marks a
difference from a number of accounts of intertextual reception, where focus on reading
practices and/or reading formations marks just such an interest in the institutional
contexts of reading.

In the introduction I noted how 'naturally' certain categories and practices asserted
themselves in the encounter with an established literary text - how readily, for
example, the inscription of an author entered the analysis of Emma. The author-
function proposes a particular set of textual knowledges and textual relations: the other
novels of Austen, the classification of Emma as a 'mature' work, biographical
knowledge and so on.'”* Beyond this, the literary status of the novel proposes various
relations with other literary texts. Like Great Expectations, Emma is a bildungsroman,
a genre to be sure, but one with unimpeachable literary credentials, and there are many
other possibilities. At the furthest limits of classification lies a relation with the literary
as a whole: we may note in Emma , the Shakespearean comedy staples of playacting,
deception and misunderstanding. But at the same time of course the literary sets
boundaries to these knowledges and relations. We are far less likely to interpretatively
configure Emma with the contemporary Hollywood genre of romantic comedy (despite
contemporary Hollywood adaptations of Austen, including Emma).'* Various criteria

of difference enter to render such relations less plausible: medium (but what about
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Shakespeare?), too temporally distant from one another (but what about
Shakespeare?).. And therefore, whilstitis, of course, possible to construct contexts
where such a patterning of textual relations was mobilised and indeed legitimated - a
pedagogic context is one - such an intertextual context evidently has less force, is much
less likely to be stabilised and reproduced as an interpretative framework within the
General Text of contemporary Britain, than Austen's literary intertextual location. Just
as the relations and non-relations between texts are ordered in the General Culture by a
whole range of institutional practices, so they are ordered in the form of the textual
knowledges of readers.

The recast formalism of Bakhtin and Kristeva and the general absence of interest in
institutional questions, which have particular pertinence to the reproduction of cultural
value are indeed problems - and ones to which I will return. But what I believe this
return to this lineage of theories has demonstrated is that there is little to encourage the
dissolution of reading into writing, the general vagueness about interpretative
processes, the almost exclusive fixation on unfixity and the libertarian reader that are
the dominants of intertextual theories of reading. Such positions and arguments are not
logically consequent upon the writings of Voloshinov, Bakhtin and Kristeva, although
there are certain ambiguities which can license or legitimate such developments. But at
the same time, what this return also indicates is that a fully explanatory account of the
processes of intertextual interpretation cannot exclusively be theorised out of this
lineage. As noted above, there are weaknesses and gaps in the accounts of process
which cannot be generated or developed from these accounts. There is another
tradition, equally committed to explaining the always context-bound character of
meaning, one that focuses on the relations between the production of meaning and its

T
interpretation, a tradition to which will now turn: pragmatics.

! Roland Barthes, Mythologies, (London: Vintage, 1993), p.112.

2 Intertextuality: Theories and Practices, edited by Michael Worton and Judith Stills, pp.2-10.

* Graham Allen, Intertextuality (London: Routledge, 2000), pp.8-12.

4 Intertextuality, p.11. Allen is aware that this narrative is 'not without its problems' (p10), but that
it is true enough to say that the basis upon which many of the major theories of intertextuality are
developed take us back to Saussure's notion of the differential sign' (p.11). True enough': the anxiety
here is organised by the discursive demands of the field - Saussure is always the beginning for
contemporary literary theoretical concepts - but also by its pedagogic intentions, offering to the

novice-reader yet another summary of certain key Saussurean definitions and distinctions.
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5 The classical narrative mentioned above makes no mention of Voloshinov and it is also clear from
the exclusive focus on dialogism and monologism that Bakhtin is not an inclusive signifier for the
Bakhtin circle (pp.15-16).

¢ Particular texts and formulations will be discussed below.

7 V. N. Voloshinov, Marxism énd the Philosophy of Language , (Cambridge MA: Harvard, 1986).
8 On 'Kristeva's Bakhtin', see Jean Jacques Lecercle on the imposture of reading in Interpretation as
Pragmatics , pp. 94-107.

? Nor is this an attempt to distinguish Bakhtin from the book's explicit Marxism. Ken Hirschkop
draws attention to the political charge of the; authorship question in his bibliographical essay in Bakhtin
and Cultural Theory , edited by Hirschkop and David Shepherd (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1989), pp.195-212. 'In the 1970s and 19808, in the United States and England, it [i.e. the
authorship question] clearly mattered ... , as the case against Bakhtin's authorship of the disppted texts
often formed part of a larger argument as to why Bakhtin could not be a Marxist like Voloshinov and
Medvedev', p.196.

0 Chris Weedon, Andrew Tc;lson and Frank Mort, 'Introduction to Lanvguage Studies at the Centre' in
Culture, Media, Language, edited by Stuart Hall, Dorothy Hobson, Andrew Lowe and Paul Willis
(London: Routledge, 1980), pp.177-185, pp.182-183. The Language and Ideology group was formed
in 1975. See also Fredric Jameson's review in Style 8, 3 (1974), pp.535-543.

1 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (Oxford: OUP, 1977).

2 Marxism and Literature, p.35.

B See Marxism and Literature, p.42.

4 John Ellis, 'Ideology and Subjectivity' in Culture Media; Language, pp;186-194, pp.192-3.

15 Ladislav Matejka points out that the interest in dialogue and verbal interaction was ‘not itseif new
and was shared by the Vossler school (which Voloshinov is highly critical of, in particbular Leo
Spitzer). What is distinctive is Voloshinov's formulation. See 'On the first Russian Prolegomena to
Semiotics', Appendix 1 in Marxism, pp.170-1.

16 Marxism, pp. 17-18
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7 For Voloshinov, 'individualist-subjectivism'.is exemplified by Wilhelm Von Humboldt and
currently incarnated in the work of the Vossler School (pp.50-51). Saussure’s work on language is ‘the
most striking expression’ of abstract-objectivism ‘at the present time’ (p.58) but Voloshinov traces its
philosophical origins to Cartesianism and Leibniz’s conception of universal grammar.
18 To avoid an excessive proliferation of foo.tnotes, the key texts of the main protagonists discussed in
this and the subsequent chapters will be referenced in the body text.
¥ Marxism, p.23. What also emerges here is a difficulty about the relations between language and
the 'social existence' of which it is a part, signalled by the lexeme 'refraction’. Refraction is éxpli’citly
distinguished from reflection ('not merely reflected' - my emphasis), which seems to suggests the
transformative work that language and ideologiés do, and is in’keeping with the anti-mechanistic
project of the text. But the variation of the reflection metaphor also retains the sensé of language
practice as an image of social relations which is less conducive to a transformative definition of
language practice. This creates an ambiguity which is never resolved. Various critics have tried to
resolve this ambi guit‘y. Raymond Williams, in Marxism and Literature, not only emphasises, quite
“correctly, the rigorous materialism of Voloshinov's definition of language practice, (Marxism and
Literature, p.38) but chooses to emphasise the transformative 'version'. This 'resolution’ is achieved
by Williams's extended discussion of Voloshinov's distinction between signal and sign (pp.38-40),
discussed further on in this chapter. But whilst Williams's discussion is valuable in emphasising the
implications of this distinction for understanding the history of language, it does not adequately engage
with the determinations of the contexts which 'transform' signal into sign. Further, the discussion of
Voloshinov is so strongly directed against Saussure that the two become binarised in terms which
finally seem to evade the ambiguity of 'refraction'.
2 ‘Any theory of expression inevitably presupposes that the expressible is something that can
somehow take shape and exist apart from expression; that it exists first in one form and then switches
to another. This would have to be the case; otherwise if the expressible were to exist from the very
start in the form of expression, with guantitative transition between the two elements (in the sense of
clarification, differentiation, and the like) the whole theory of expression would collapse. (Marxism

and the Philosophy of Language, p.84 - my emphasis]
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2t See, for example, p.98.

 Voloshinov argues that ‘in certain crucial respects paragraphs are analogous to exchanges in
dialogue’, also implying that their written form is important in interpretative terms, pp.111-112.

3 Voloshinov, Marxism cited in Ellis, 'Ideology and Subjectivity', p.192.

* Ellis, pp.192-193.

2 I mean referential in the sense that Jakobson elaborates in 'The Functions of Language' (better
known as 'Closing Statement: Linguistics and Poetics'), in Roman Jakobson, On Language, edited
by Monique Mouvelle-Bush and Linda R. Waugh (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1998).
The referential function pertains to the relations between the utterance and its object or referent.

% Williams, Marxism and Literature, p.35.

¥ Whilst it is not strictly accurate to classify Voloshinov or Bakhtin as theorists of intertextuality,
there are occasions (such as this) when the use of the term is both convenient and appropriate.

* Bakhtin, 'The Problem of Speech Genres' in Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, edited by Caryl
Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1986), p.69. The text was
originally composed in 1952-1953,

» It is also part of the currency of criticism that Bakhtin scholars meet out to one another. See for
example, Craig Brandist's review of Ken Hirschkop's, Mikail Bakhtin: An Aesthetic for Democracy
in Radical Philosophy , 104 (2000), pp.50-51. 'One other problem is the tendency to view Bakhtin
as a rather more consistent thinker than he actually was' (p.51).

* The 'secret key' is covered well by Graham Pechey-in 'On the Borders of Bakhtin: Dialogisation,
Decolonisation' in Bakhtin and Cultural Theory. Pechey offers Katerina Clark and Michael Holquist,
and Tzvetan Todorov as particBlar instances of this 'genre' of Bakhtin studies, the first two seeing
'Bakhtin's known affiliation to the Russian Orthodox Church as the secret of all his writing'; the latter
seeing it in his 'philosophical anthropology' (p.40). In the same volume, David Shepherd, in
'Bakhtin and the Reader' ironically fears himself in danger of 'the tired gesture by which the Soviet
theorist is burdened with the credit of having, single-handedly, or with a little help from his friends,
always already anticipated the most significant theoretical trends of recent decades.' (p.91). 'Terrorise' is

Lecercle's term for this phenomenon (Interpretation as Pragmatics, p.110). A case in point in Bakhtin



73

criticism is Jill Felicity Durey's review article 'The State of Play and Interplay in Intertextuality' in
Style , 25, 4, (1991), pp.616-635. Despite the openness suggested by the title Durey wants to get
back to the 'real' Bakhtin who is 'really’ a literary critic, whose main task is 'evaluating literature'
(p.631).

3l On the struggle over where Bakhtin 'comes from' discursively speaking and the implications of this
for the meanings of his concepts, see Hirschkop's excellent introductory essay to Bakhtin and Cultural
Theory, pp.1-38, especially p.4. Here he considers the ways in which Bakhtin's writings have been
claimed and read as part of a neo-Kantian epistemological debate by the likes of Holquist and Clark and
Todorov; as language philosophy by I. R. Titunik in the appendix essay to Murxism and the
Philosophy of Language; or, as sociology and sociolinguistics by Allon White. The first of these
seems to be currently in the ascendant. Hirschkop's recent book Mikail Bakhtin: An Aesthetic for
Democracy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) is also a contribution to a neo-Kantian reading, -
as is Craig Brandist's 'Neo-Kantianism in Cultural Theory: Bakhtin, Derrida and Foucault' in Radical -
Philosophy, 102, (2000), pp.6-16.

32 Hirschkop, 'Bakhtin and Cultural Theory', p3.

* Williams, Marxism and Literature , p.21.

** 'Discourse in the Novel', The Dialogic Imagination edited by Michael Holquist (Austin: University
of Texas Press, 1981). The text was originally composed in 1934-1935.

3 See Bakhtin and P. N. Medvedev, The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins, 1978), pp.119-128.

3¢ Bakhtin and Cultural Theory, p.4. 'The Architechtronics of the Deed' is discussed on pp.7-8.

37 The third and preferred type of reading that Barthes proposes in 'Myth Today": 'the reader lives the
myth as a story at once true and unreal’, Mythologies (1957/1970), (London: Vintage, 1993),
p.128.

% Tony Crowley, 'Bakhtin and the History of the Language', Bakhtin and Cultural Theory, pp.68-
90, p.70.

% See also 'Discourse in the Novel', pp. 382-3 where Bakhtin discusses the force of 'literary language'

understood as a set of dominant languages and also p.297 where Bakhtin, identifying the poetic with
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the literary describes the poet's practice as the attempt to aésume a 'compete single-personed hegemony
over language'. I will return to the meanings of the 'poetic’ in Bakhtin below.

4 Hirschkop, 'Bakhtin and Cultural Theory', p.5.

4 Problems in Dostoevsky's Poetics, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984). See in
particular the chapter 'Discourse in Dostoevsky'. The book was first published in 1929 but was
republished after significant extension and revisions in 1963.

42 Bakhtin's relations with Saussure are discussed more explicitly later on in this section.

“ 'The boundaries of each cbncrete utterance as a unit of speech communication are determined by a
change of speaking subjects, that is a change of speakers.' (“The Problem of Speech Genres’, pp. 71-
2).

4 See for example, 'Discourse in the Novel' pp.304-8.

4 See for example, Holquist in his introduction to Speech Genres and Other Late Essays who invokes
what he calls 'normative restraints that control even our most intimate speech' as a caution 'to those
who wish to invoke Bakhtin in the service of a boundless libertarianism' (p.xvii). Hirschkop, in
Mikail Bakhtin: An Aesthetic for Democracy', argues that too many critics have focused on dialogue
in Bakhtin at the expense of genre, 'fascinated by the dazzle of dialogue, they ignore the other great
emphasis of Bakhtin’s work - an insistent and ceaseless interest in the 'generic' as the textual form in
which the dialogical is embodied' (p.10). Hirschkop has two types of critic in mind here, which he
dubs Russian-religious and-American-liberal. The positions and protagonists are outlined on pp.5-10.
“ See the characterisation of 'intimate génres and styles' in “The Problem of Speech Genres', p.97..

47 In this text, Bakhtin instances a very wide variety of genres, including 'writing (in all its various
forms)', military commands, business documents (p.60), the genres of commentary (p.62) and 'table
conversation' (p.82).

“ There is a strong and suggestive parallel here with 'Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the
Novel', where Bakhtin discusses how spatio-temporal representations are always gvaluative and in this
sense constitutive. See in particular pp.245-250 of The Dialogic Imagination. This has particular
relevance for the pragmatic conception of the canonical speech situation which will be discussed in

chapter three.



75

“'The words of a language belong to nobody, but still we hear those words only in particular
individual utterances' (p.80, my emphasis).

% Bakhtin is clearly right in arguing that two concepts, the system of language and the speaker,
cannot explain meaning or language use. However he has the tendency to polarise langue and parole
here and elsewhere in terms which constitute parole as individual and not social. The sociality of the
'individual act' that is parole is explicitly addressed by Barthes in Elements of Semiology (New York:
Hili and Wang, 1973), p.15.

3! This is one example where Bakhtin's 'original philosophical position' as regards value can be seen to
'rumble along underneath', as Hirschkop puts it ('Introduction: Bakhtin and Cultural Theory', p.9).
32 Further, as Hirschkop points out, 'the unrepeatable individual context of the utterance' is
sometimes formulated in the rather limited terms of what pragmatics knows as the canonical speech
situation: two speaker hearers who are co-temporal, co-spatial and co-present ('Introduction: Bakhtin
and Cultural Theory', p.15), an issue to which I will return in chapter three.

* Mikail Bakhtin: An Aesthetic for Democracy, p.11..

s Mikail Bakhtin: An Aesthetic for Democracy, p.11.

3 Although the poetic seems to have a stronger relationship to poetry than the novelistic does to the:
novel (in all its guises). See for example 'Discourse in the Novel', p.298, where he discusses the
ways in which rhythm 'destroys in embryo those social worlds of speech and of persons that are
potentially embedded in the word'.

% See 'Discourse in the Novel' pp.338-339 and pp.341-342.

57 ¢.. in extra-artistic prose (everyday, rhetorical, scholarly) dialogization usually stands apart,
crystallises into a special kind of act of its own and runs its course in ordinary dialogue or in other,
compositionally marked forms for mixing and polemicising with the discourse of another - then in
artistic prose, and especially in the novel, this dialogization penetrates from within the very way the
word conceives its object and its means for expressing itself‘ (p.284). The distinction between
transmission and representation strongly echoes Voloshinov's between linear and pictorial.

%8 “Whilst in the many forms available for transmitting another’s speech outside the novel there is no

defining concern for the images of a language’ (p.338, my empbhasis). Likewise: "The speaking person
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and his discourse are not in everyday speech, subjects for artistic representation, but rather they are
topics in the engaged transmission of practical information’ (p.339).

* Bakhtin does acknowledge that there are some types of non-artistic utterance which do represent the
other’s utterance, but he argues that the element of representation is subordinate to another aim or
purpose, see p.340.

% See for example pp.299-300.

1 For example, 'the word with a sideward glance', Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics, pp.204-205,
but also Bakhtin's tendency to render the novelistic as agent, figuratively at least. See for example
p.327 of 'Discourse in the Novel' where he talks about the 'tasks' of the novel.

% 'Bakhtin and Cultural Theory', p.23. See, as one example of many, Bakhtin's discussion of the
chronotope of the road and the 'sociohistorical heterogeneity' which it reveals and represents in 'Forms
of Time ... ', p.245.

® See 'The Problem of Speech Genres’, p.63.

% 'The Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse' is in The Dialogic Imagination .

% This is made particularly clear in 'From the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse'. Novelistic
discourse is at once 'full of the echoes' of its 'prehistory' (p.50) as well as, articulating the struggles of
the 'contemporary' heteroglossia.

% This focus on particular patterns of textual relations is everywhere in Bakhtin but it is particularly
strongly elaborated in his discussion of the English comic novel in ‘Discourse in the Novel’.\ For
although Bakhtin insists on the variety of languages that it incorporates (p.301), this assertion has to
be understood firstly as the possibility and actuality of a historical configurations of text-context
relations (i.e. it is not simply the trans-historical reality of explicit dialogism), and second, in terms
of how he distinguishes primary 'source[s] language use', most obviously 'common language' ('the
average norm of spoken and written language for a given social group', p.301), which is the most
frequently incorporated.

7 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, edited by Charles Bally and Albert
Sechehaye in collaboration with Albert Riedlinger (New York: McGraw Hill, 1966), pp.20-21 and

p.195.
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% Tony Crowley, 'Bakhtin and the History of the Language', Bakhtin and Cultural Theory, pp.83-4.
69— Graham Pechey, 'On the Borders of Bakhtin', p.53. Pechey's critique of Bakhtin's Dickens
furnishes particular evidence. For Pechey, Bakhtin's reading ignores the complex forms of bourgeois
discourse which structure Dickens's novels, and mistakenly constructs Dickens as 'little more' than
Fielding or Smollett 'in nineteenth century guise' (p.53).

7 Julia Kristeva, 'Word, Dialogue, and Novel' (1966), Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to
Literature and Art, edited by Leon Roudiez (Oxford: Blackwell, 1981), p.89. In the same text she
identifies Bakhtin as 'one of the first to replace the static hewing out of texts with a model where
literary structure does not simply exist but is generated in relations to another structure' (p.65).

" Ina 1985 interview with Margaret Waller, Kristeva recalls how she was invited by Barthes to give
a paper about her work on Bakhtin in the middle 1960s. This is instanced as part of a response to how
she came to formulate intertextuality. (‘Intertextuality and Literary Interpretation', Julia Kristeva:
Interviews, edited by Ross Guberman (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), p.189.

™ 'The Ruins of a Poetics' in Russian Formalism: A Collection of Articles and Texts in Translation,
edited by Stephen Bann and John E. Bowlt (Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press, 1973). Le Texte du
Roman (The Hague: Mouton, 1970)."

™ There is clearly something of both of these in her readings; thus whilst she correctly identifies the
psychoanalytic potential in Bakhtin's formulation of I and the other (this is discussed below), a certain -
wilfulness or wishfulness sometimes intervenes. For example, writing of Bakhtin's use of 'voice’,
she insists, ‘as forthe voice, this is not the phoné which comes down to us from Greek texts and is
identical with the speakef: ‘it is a disembodied phoné which has lost its truth and is anxious about the
locale of its emission: the place of the speaking subject' (‘The Ruins of a Poetics', p.110). This
seems to refuse a problematic ambiguity inherent in Bakhtin's concept. It is certainly true that the
voice does not (as it so often does) coalesce utterance and speaker, but how far this voice 'has lost its
truth' and so on is rather more difficult to say.

™ In 'Bakhtin and Cultural Theory', Hirschkop considers Bakhtin's ambivalence to narrative, citing
his argument in Problems in Dostoevsky's Poetics that 'narrative forms are fundamentally unsuited to

the depiction of "the thinking human consciousness"' (p.25). It is not that Bakhtin does not consider
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narrative: 'Forms of Time ...' is the classic instance. But although here he produces a developmental
account of the novelistic chronotope and its relation to narrative, this is not discussed in terms of the
relations between particular utterances within the narrative; In arguing that Kristeva manifests a strong
interest in genre in these texts (where genre is conceived as a narrative configuration of the utterance
relations within the text as a whole), I take issue with certain commentators, for example David Duff,
who argue that the shift from Bakhtin to Kristeva (and other post-structuralists) is accompanied by a
loss of interest in genre (cited in Graham Allen, Intertextuality, p.57). I would argue that it is hard to
evidence this absence of interest in genre in Kristeva's writing. For example, note the explicit value
she places on Bakhtin and Medvedev’s concept of literary genre as 'a way of apprehending the world'.

- ('The Ruins of a Poetics, ' p.118) and, the general emphasis she gives here to Bakhtin's concerns
with the text in history and genre as the inscription of this.
> 'The Bounded Text' in Desire in Language, p.36. The Bounded Text' is an agglomeration of three
separate sections of Le Texte Du Roman: 'Introduction', 'Le Texte Clos' and 'Du Symbol au Signe',
This in turn is a translation of a previous abridgement published in Séméiotiké: Recherches pour une
Sémanalyse. (Paris: Seuill, 1969). When I.am discussing the sections of the text which have been
translated into English I will cite from this edition.
6 Kristeva, 'Intertextuality and Literary Interpretation' (interview), pp.189-190.
" See for example the discussion of courtly love poetry below.
78 'La “forme” romanesque est un jeu, un changement constant, un mouvement vers un but jamais
atteint, une aspiration vers une finalité decue, ou, disons en terms actuels, une
TRANSFORMATION.' (Le Texte du Roman, p.17) [The novelistic form is a game, a constant
change, a movement towards a never attained goal, an aspiration towards a deceptive finality, or in
contemporary terms, a TRANSFORMATION. (my translation)].
™ See for example pp.18-19 where she posits transformation against narrative formulated as 'myth'.
% The General Text has the same place in Kristeva's schema as Bakhtin's heteroglossia (a term she
does not use). This in turn draws attention to Kristeva's use of the term 'translinguistics' in Texte
which draws explicitly on both Bakhtin and on Barthes's formulation in Elements of Semiology - see

Texte, pl2-13 . In both Texte and Elements of Semiology, translinguistics asserts the dominance of
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linguistics within semiology, as the category or practice through which any semiotic practice is
explored and encountered, 'a language...which is not quite that of the linguist: it is a second order
language with its unities no longer monemes or phonemes, but larger fragments of discourse ...'
(Elements of Semiology, p.11). This in turn marks another difference between Bakhtin and Kristeva.
The concept of the General Text opens up the possibility of exploring the semantic relations between
linguistic and other signifying practices. Kristeva's interest in textual relations is discussed explicitly
on pp.36-37 of 'The Bounded Text'.

8 See 'The Bounded Text', pp.48-49 and 52-53.

8 Bakhtin and Medvedev, The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship, pp.17-25. Both citations are
from p.18.

® The 'raznocﬁinets', a member of the emergent middle class, who is figured as the hero of one of
Turgenev's novels, is one of Bakhtin and Medvedev's examples; not a socio-economic category but an
ideological one, a formulation which is, crucially, socially determined: the raznochinets isa
construction of the liberal nobility to which Turgenev belonged (p.21).

8 To formulate the utterance as ideologeme is 'not an interpretative step coming after analysis in order
to explain "as ideological” what was first "perceived" as "linguistic" ("The Bounded Text', p.37.)

8 'Extra-artistic ideologemes are studied from the standpoint of their artistic functions in the novel',
The Formal Method, p.23. See also how Fredric Jameson makes of the ideologeme in The Political
Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act (London: Methuen, 1981). Jameson makes
extensive use of the concept in the book as a whole, but see in particular his analysis of some of the
ideologemes at work in the novels of George Gissing, pp.185-93

& On the development of print culture and the conflict between sacred and secular books see Texte,
particularly pp.143-145; on the growth of a 'culture of exchange' and the figure of the author see p. 53
and pp.44-45 of 'The Bounded Text'.

8 Although clearly it is possible for a writing practice to have a different relationship to the sign than
the novel. Her very critique of the novel's articulation of the sign marks the possibility of another

practice, elsewhere aligned with modernist writing.
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8 'The Adolescent Novel'in Abjection, Melancholia and Love: The Work of Julia Kristeva, edited
by John Fletcher and Andrew Benjamin (London: Routledge, 1998).

¥ Although she does make brief reference to Saintré's position as child (‘The Bounded Text', p.51),
this is mentioned in relation to his various non-disjunctive functions as 'child and warrior, page and
hero', straight and gay. But this complexity of figuration is discussed exclusively in terms of the non-
disjunctive logic of the sign which makes it all possibie: 'His homosexuality is merely the
narrativisation of the non-disjunctive function peculiar to the semiotic process of which he is a part'
(p.51).

% The Adolescent Novel', p.11.

! And within this framework Saintré's 'defeat' (as it is figured in Texte and discussed above) becomes a
triumph: 'The importance of this novel - and its novel character - rest in the triumph of the adolescent
over his incest object, through the imaginary assimilation of the latter's discourse' (p.13).

%2 'The Ruins of a Poetics', p.109.

# 'The System and the Speaking Subject’ in The Kristeva Reader, edited by Toril Moi (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1986), p.26.

# 'The Ethics of Linguistics', Desire in Language, p.24. .
. \ 5 This definition is proposed in a 1991 interview entitled 'Avant-Garde Practice', Julia Kristeva:
Interviews, p.212.

% 'The Ethics of Linguistics' p.25.

7 'The Ethics of Linguistics' p.29.
% La Révolution du Language Poétique, (Paris: Seuill, 1974), translated by Margaret Waller as
Revolution in Poetic Language (New York: Columbia, 1984). Toril Moi points out in her
introduction to the extract of Revolution published in The Kristeva Reader that the English language
edition includes only the first third of the text i.e. the general linguistic and psycholinguistic theory,
" and not the detailed analyses of Mallarmé and Lautréamont (p.89).
¥ Kristeva, 'Avant-Garde Practice', p.212.

1% 'The inclusion of the semiotic in the symbolic' is Kristeva's own formulation (Avant-Garde

Practice', p.212). 'Pre-representative production' is Philip E. Lewis's formulation in an excellent
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review of Révolution, 'Revolutionary Semiotics', Diacritics, IV, 3 (Fall 1974), pp.28-32, p.30.
He also notes the 'unsettling distinction' (p.31) that Kristeva constructs through her use of the semiotic
and the symbolic: a conceptual recasting which refuses their commonsense exchangeability.

10! "Freud opens up the problematics of work as a particular semiotic system, distinct from that of
exchange: this work takes place within communicative speech, but differs from it in essence, it does
not think, calculate or judge, it is content to transform'. Kristeva, Séméiotiké, cited in Lewis, p.30.
12 Lewis, 'Revolutionary Semiotics', p.31.

13 L eslie Hill, 'Julia Kristeva Theorising the Avant-Garde?' in Abjection, Melancholia and Love,
edited by Fletcher and Benjamin, p.145.

104 On Kristeva's emphasis on the reading within writing, see "Word-Dialogue-Novel', in particular
p-65.

105 Bakhtin asserts the active role of the reader most strongly in ‘The Problem of Speech Genres', in
particular p. 94. His account of 're-accentuation' which denotes a distinctive literary-critical reading
practice (and not it would seem reading in general) in the closing pages of 'Discourse in the Novel'
differentiates productive, legitimate and necessary re-accentuations from 'distort[ions] and even 'crude
violations of the author's will' (p.420). Though it should be noted that it is the text's initial historical
position within a specific heteroglossia and the changes on the text that changes in the heteroglossia
effect which are Bakhtin's main concern here.

106 See Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: a Theory of Poetry (Oxford, OUP, 1973), and A
Map of Misreading (Oxford, OUP, 1975). See also Sandra M Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The
Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1979) and Elaine Showalter, A Literature of Their Own (London:
Virago, 1979). Both the latter texts seek to construct or reconstruct traditions of women’s writing and
view the tradition as constitutive of subsequent writing possibilities. While both books stress the
conflicts of identity and practice that women writers struggle with, this is articulated more strongly in
Gilbert and Gubar, who draw explicitly on Bloom and in particular The Anxiety of Influence (see in

particular pp.46-53).
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197 Jacques Derrida, 'Signature Event Context' in A Derrida Reader: Between the Blinds, edited by
Peggy Kamuf, (New York: Columbia Press, 1991) pp. 102-3.

1% 'Complexly historical' in the terms formulated by Louis Althusser, most explicitly in 'The Object
of Capital', chapters 4 and 5 (pp.91-144) of Althusser and Etienne Balibar, Reading Capital, 2nd

edition (London: New Left Books, 1977).

19 For example in A Map of Misreading (p.19): A poet, I argue ... is not so much a man speaking
to men as a man rebelling against being spoken to by a dead man (the precursor) outrageously more
alive than himself.'

' On the relationality of social difference, see for example Allen's discussion of Henry Louis Gates's
account of 'Signifyin(g)": 'a metaphor for formal revision or intertextuality within the Afro-American
tradition' in Intertextuality, pp.166-173.

12 John Fiske, 'The Moments of Television: “Neither the Text nor the Audience' in Remote Control:
Television, Audiences and Cultural Power, edited by Ellen Seiter, Hans Borchers, Gabriele Kreutzner
and Eva Maria Warth (London: Routledge, 1989), p.63. Fiske does concede that the producerly text
that 'delegates the production of meaning to the viewer-producer’ is not avant-garde (unlike the writerly
text), but he diminishes this moderation when he asserts in the same sentence that it offers
'provocative spaces' to the viewer. (My emphasis.)

3 Julia Kristeva, Séméiotiké, cited in Lewis, 'Revolutionary Semiotics', p.29.

114 Although Landow emphasises that hypertext as a technology has the power to 'reconfigure our -
culture's basic assumptions about textuality, authorship, creative property, education and a range of
other issues' (Introduction in Hyper/Text/Theory edited by George P. Landow (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins, 1994), pp.1-48, p.32), these 'assumptions' seem to square rather too neatly with many of
the assumptions and topoi of contemporary literary theory. This point is made explicit in the
introduction to Paul Delany and Landow editors, Hypermedia and Literary Studies (Cambridge MA:
MIT Press, 1995), pp3-50, p.4. On the one hand , Landow and Delany argue that hypertext is
challenging in the terms mentioned. On the other, 'it [hypertext] can also provide a revelation, by

making visible and explicit mental processes that have always been part of the total experience of
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reading. For the text as the reader imagined it ... never had to be linear, bounded or fixed.! See also
p.6: ‘'These deep theoretical implications of hypertext converge with some major points of
contemporary literary and semiological theory, particularly with Derrida's emphasis on decentring,
with Barthes's conception of the readerly versus the writerly text, with post-modernism's rejection of
sequential narratives and unitary perspectives, and with the issue of intertextuality.'

115 Roman Jakobson, 'The Dominant' in Readings in Russian Poetics edited by Ladislaw Matejka and
Krystyna Pomorska (London: 1971).

116 Tzvetan Todorov, The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1975)

7 Simon Dentith, Bakhtinian Thought: An Introductory Reader (London: Routledge, 1995), p.97.
"8 Julia Kristeva, 'The Ruins of a Poetics' in Russian Formalism: A Collection of Articles and
Texts in Translation, edited by Stephen Bann and John E. Bowlt (Edinburgh: Scottish Academic
Press, 1973), pl07. Further, 'the aim of his (Bakhtin's) analysis is no longer to elucidate how a work
is constructed, but to locate it within a typology of meaning systems in history' (p.107, my
emphasis). The relationship between her concept of intertextuality and history is also strongly marked
in a 1989 interview. Asked what she thinks of Barthes's proposal that the discourse of love lies outside-
history, she replies: 'I have already tried to answer this aporia posed by Barthes with the idea of
intertextuality'. See 'Cultural Strangeness and the Subject in Crisis' in Julia Kristeva: Interviews,
edited by Ross Mitchell Guberman (New York: Columbia, 1996), p.52.

' See for example, Dale M. Bauer, Feminist Dialogics: a Theory of Failed Community (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 1988).

120 Pechey, 'On the Borders of Bakhtin', in Bakhtin and Cultural Theory, p.52.

21 John Frow, Marxism and Literary History (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), p.127-129.

122 The 'author-function' refers of course to Foucault and "What is an Author?" in Language, Counter-
memory, Practice: Selected Essays and Interviews, edited by Donald F. Bouchard and translated by
Sherry Simon (New York: Cornell University Press, 1977). Foucault's account of discourse,
including his account of how the author orders discourse, is discussed in part two of the thesis

(chapters four to six).
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2 Emma, directed by Douglas McGrath (UK: 1996).
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Chapter Two: Inferential Theories

... I do not think that meaning is essentially connected with convention. What it is
essentially connected with is some way of fixing what sentences mean: convention
is indeed one of these ways but it is not the only one (Paul Grice).

The notion of inference is important because language itself is ambiguous, vague
and fragmentary (Gert Rickhart, Wolfgang Schnotz and Hans Strohner).>

1. Pragmatics: a sketch

Some definitions of the object of pragmatics are disarmingly simple: 'language use',
'the pairing of a sentence and a context'; and, most simply of all, 'utterances'.’
While the first and third suggest immediate parallels with Voloshinov, Bakhtin and
Kristeva, these are of limited value unless the specificity of pragmatic enquiry is
established.* Further, the account of interpretation which I will be focusing on here,
Relevance theory, itself has to be situated; in particular, its a-typicality and
idiosyncracy have to be delineated if its strengths and weaknesses are to be understood.
This requires not only a sketch of pragmatics (this section) but also some discussion of
the ways in which human inferential abilities have been theorised (section two), given
the central role they are allocated in Relevance.

The definitions of the pragmatic object offered above share two features. First they
mark a preoccupation with definitions of spoken discourse. For although there is an
increasing body of work in pragmatics on written and print discourse, speech retains a
special place. Second, these definitions are clearly relational: not language in the

abstract (as system: langue or competence); more than sentences: 'utterance'is a

contrastive to 'sentence' conceived as a set of exclusively linguistic properties (although
an utterance can of course be less than a sentence defined minimally as noun phrase
plus verb phrase). The utterance is a combination of linguistic and non-linguistic
properties: it is spoken by someone, at a particular time and place, in a particular
situation. The utterance 'it's hot' has certain invariable linguistic properties: it contains
certain word classes (pronoun, verb, adjective), it has a declarative form and so on;
and each instantiation of it will contain these. Yet 'it' may refer to the weather, a bowl
of soup, the temperature in a room, or (in a slightly archaic idiom) a song or an item
of clothing. If 'it' refers to the weather, the attitude of the speaker to the heat of the
day may be one of enthusiasm, disappointment or irritation. The temperature of the
bowl of soup may be a matter of pleasure or pain, it might be a warning (you may burn
your tongue) or a polite imperative (it's ready to drink now but it won't stay hot for
long) and so on. Central here is the idea that linguistic meaning is not the whole story,
that the linguistically encoded meaning of an utterance is not, or at least, may not,
determine its full meaning. Pragmatics as a field of enquiry is predicated on this, on

the gaps, differences and discrepancies between sentence meaning and utterance



86

meaning. Its right to existence is staked on it and a number of questions follow. What
are the best ways to describe these differences? Are they contingent features of
communication or are they constitutive? How wide or narrow might the gaps be? And
how might we explain them? If utterance meaning is not wholly encoded in the
utterance, is it encoded elsewhere, for example in features of the situation? If so,
how do hearers decode such meanings, which must clearly involve non-linguistic
knowledge?’ Are there then 'pragmatic' rules or principles which govern utterance
interpretation? But, on the other hand, is non-linguistic meaning encoded at all? Are
there other processes that might govern utterance interpretation? Are these specific to
communication, or, are they are more general cognitive principles?® The gap between
coded meaning and interpretation that pragmatics is predicated on will be familiar to
those working within contemporary cultural and literary theory but what follows is not.
In pragmatics, this founding assumption of discrepancy does not entail that
interpretation as both process and 'result' is somehow less constrained, more 'open’,
and various, as it is so frequently presumed to be in cultural theory. As the questions
above suggest, one of the key goals is to identify what other (non-linguistic) factors
may determine meaning and the processes which make such determinations possible.
Given such questions, most definitions of the pragmatic object only begin in this
simple way, and for good reason, for the answers are complex and in turn depend on
a whole set of concepts and assumptions: about language users, the kinds of non-
linguistic knowledge they have and deploy in communication, how such kriowledges
are internally structured and represented. Further, what lies or should lie within the
domain of pragmatic enquiry is strongly contested. Lawrence Horn, in his essay on
pragmatic theory for Linguistics: The Cambridge Survey begins confidently enough:

If the coming of age of an academic discipline is at least partly conditioned on
the emergence of a broad, comprehensive, intellectually honest and
pedag(;gically sound introductory textbook, pragmatics is in pretty good
shape. o

The reference is to Stephen Levinson's Pragmatics (one of the established Cambridge
Textbooks in Linguistics Series); but a page later he acknowledges that 'the status of
pragmatics as a field remains unsettled'.® Horn toys half seriously with the question of
the field's legitimacy: the argument from authority that proposes semantics as its
'mother discipline' and the 'real-world' argument that pragmatics has applications
(noting how ideas about human inferencing have been applied to artificial systems).”
But what emerges most strongly is an insistence that pragmatics should not be defined
as secondary to other kinds of linguistic enquiry. Two pairs of distinctions seem to be

salient to most attempts to delimit pragmatics as a field and configure its relations with
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other modes of linguistic enquiry. The first, illustrated here, relates to whether
pragmatics is deemed to be central or peripheral to linguistics in general; the second to
how broadly or narrowly pragmatics is defined.. These are not two ways of saying the
same thing. Pragmatics may be defined narrowly, for example in terms of a set of
'topics' - deixis, implicature, speech acts and so on - and yet still be (and is in these

cases) considered central to understanding meaning as a whole. "

Be careful with forcing bits and pieces you find in the pragmatic wastebasket
into your favourite syntactico-semantic theory. It would perhaps be preferable
to first bring some order into the content of the wastebasket.''

The rich metaphor of the wastebasket suggests something more than pragmatics as the
remainder or residue. It does indeed suggest a lack of fit: what has to be excluded in
 order that a particular field can explain certain kinds of phenomena adequately and
coherently. But it also suggests 'recycling": a two-way traffic which seems to
acknowledge a concern about what has been excluded (why otherwise return to the
wastebasket?), and the hope of constructing order within the disorder: that pragmatics
is not just so much unclassifiable 'rubbish’. The accounts discussed in detail here all .
view pragmatics as central to the understanding of meaning, and in all cases there is a

challenge to the explanatory scope of semantics - the strongest rival.

Some would say that the semantics / pragmatics distinction is the competence /
performance distinction applied to the level of meaning: semantic knowledge is
part of linguistic knowledge while utterance interpretation is a performance
which employs this knowledge together with a range of other competencies (for
instance knowledge of logical principles / rules), general world-knowledge,
and, say, special principles ... .2

A special principle might be pragmatic, classically Grice's Cooperative Principle,
discussed below, or as in the case of Relevance, a general cognitive principle which
also applies - though in specialised terms - to communication. Not surprisingly,
'strong' pragmatic accounts assign non-linguistic knowledge a fundamental role in the
determination of meaning. This is particularly clear when the explanatory claims of
formal or truth conditional semantics are being assessed. In formal semantics, context
is acknowledged to the extent that it can determine the truth conditionality of an
utterance (and is defined accordingly). 'T am Napoleon'is true if and only if the
speaker is Napoleon and so on. But in order for a truth value to be assigned, the
utterance requires a fully propositional representation. The example above ('it's hot')
requires a referent for 'it', the disambiguation of 'hot' (e.g. does it have a literal or
figurative sense?), and probably 'is' ( If 'it' is referring to the weather, does 'is' refer
to this minute, this morning, the day etc.?). Itis only if an utterance is fully
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'propositionalised' that a truth value can be assigned to it. Such procedures clearly
involve non-linguistic as well as linguistic knowledge. The types of linguistic meaning
that formal semantics concerns itself with are seemingly shot through with pragmatic
meaning.

Some definitions of pragmatics are challengingly (even unnervingly) broad. In the
Handbook of Pragmatics Manual , described by its editors as a 'state of the art report',
pragmatics is defined as a 'perspective on language rather than a component of
linguistic theory'."® This is a critical allusion to Geoffrey Leech's paralleling of
grammar and pragmatics as complementary domains within linguistics."* But there is
a second contrastive in view, what Jeff Verschueren refers to as topic-based
pragmatics (speech acts, implicatures, deixis). Although this does describe the
structure and chaptering of Levinson's Pragmatics, 'topics' seems a rather superficial
characterisation of its scope. However, the Manual is useful to the extent that it draws
together an extensive set of fields where language in use is studied: work on language
acquisition, the structures and patterns of conversation, discourse and critical
discourse analysis (of speech and writing), theories of text comprehension, as well as
broader zones of enquiry which may take account of any of these, such as
psycholinguistics, cognitive linguistics and sociolinguistics.'”> All of these, in
Verschueren's words, are pragmatic: examining language use and the relations
between language form and language use'.

Speech act theory is a canonical example of a pragmatics concerned with the
relations and frequent discrepancies between linguistic form and utterance meaning; a
theory which powerfully demonstrates the frequent mismatch between linguistically-
encoded utterance properties such as mood, aspect or tense on the one hand, and the
particular and often very different meanings that utterances convey in situ.'® A
declarative may function with the semantic force of an interrogative, an interrogative
with the force of an imperative and so on. Yet it appears that hearers usually have little
or no difficulty in distinguishing the particular, intended force of the utterance from its
conventional form when these are discrepant. Likewise, accounts of implicature focus
on the relations and frequent gap between the conventional or coded meaning of an
utterance and what is implicated by it. Tony asks Helen where Peter is and she replies:
‘There's a silver Vespa outside number seventeen'. Tony understands from this that
Peter may well be at Mark's house because he knows that Peter has a silver Vespa and
that Mark lives at number seventeen. Indeed 'Peter may well be at Mark's house' is his
interpretation of Helen's utterance. This is an implicature which is derived from a
combination of Mary's utterance, certain kinds of non-linguistic knowledge, about
where Mark lives and so on, and some kind of pragmatic or cognitive principle which

orders interpretation. He does not say to Helen: 'Y ou're not answering my question'
p y gmyq
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or 'But I asked where Peter was; I'm not interested in parking arrangements or
mopeds'. He treats Helen's utterance as a reply to his question. I will consider
particular principles in detail below but what is important here is that "There's a silver
Vespa outside number seventeen' does not linguistically encode 'Peter may well be at
Mark's house'. What matters is exactly how Tony achieves this interpretation, given
that what is 'said' is so different from what is 'meant' (to follow the Gricean
distinction).

Returning then to definitions of the field. I have no interest here in entering here
into a debate about whether or not, for example, sociolinguistics should be a part of
pragmatics (or whether pragmatics should be / is a component of sociolinguistics).
However it seems to me that a further distinction can be drawn within pragmatics
(conceived in the broadest terms as language use) between accounts which make it their
primary goal to explain interpretative processes, what might be termed a 'strong'
pragmatics, and accounts which do not. Itis, of course, the former that I am
interested in. So sociolinguistics, as its name suggests, is predominantly concerned
with describing and explaining co;irelations between social categories and relations, on
the one hand, and language practice, on the other. For example, how is gender
inscribed in language practice? how do certain kinds of institutional settings (the
courtroom, the seminar room etc.) shape language use? Although there may be an
interest in interpretation, in the main such work has drawn on and built on concepts of
interpretative process (e.g. inference, the classification and interpretation of speech
acts) developed elsewhere. Critical Discourse Analysis also maps such correlations but
there is a stronger focus on how social and cultural authority and conflict are inscribed
in language, and an explicit critique of social relations as they are and as they are
assumed to be in much of the sociology that sociolinguistics draws on. Therefore
while Critical Discourse Analysis is the only field within pragmatics that draws
explicitly on intertextual theories (notably Bakhtin), it has little to offer a theory of
interpretative processes. A further distinction is relevant here, pertaining to the object
that the interpretative process is modelled on. The accounts of interpretation I will be
exploring predominantly focus on utterances which comprise single sentences or
sentence fragments spoken by a single speaker, and various multiples of this (most
usually pairs). Text and discourse comprehension (as their names suggest) examine the
interpretation of longer 'utterances', focusing in particular on how relations are
established between them within a particular text."” Whilst the former have evident
disadvantages for a project specifically concerned with the interpretation of print texts
(an issue to which I will return in chapter three), I would argue that the minimal unit of
language in use is a better starting point than 'text' or 'discourse' conceived in the terms

above ( I emphasise 'starting point'). This is, in part, a methodological preference:
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favouring a procedure that works 'up' whilst always acknowledging that larger units of
discourse may require a modification of the theory being developed.'® Second,
theories of discourse comprehension are strongly committed to the assumption that
texts are for the most part coherent and conceive interpretation as being predominantly a
coherence-building exercise. Such processes clearly do play a part but such a
framework is not a plausible starting point for an account of intertextual interpretation
given the centrality accorded to conflict and contradiction within the utterance. Third,
while Grice and Sperber and Wilson's brief and usually constructed examples can
simplify or neglect certain features which shape interpretation, the 'texts' that discourse
comprehension concerns itself with are frequently comparably simple, and certainly in
no way as complex as the kinds of texts I will be examining in chapters Four and %fv)é
Therefore, whilst I will be making selective contrastive reference to discourse
comprehension (specifically the recent work of Walter Kintsch), such theories are not
my chosen focus of interest.'

Such distinctions significantly narrow the field of focus, but there are also
substantive differences in the ways in which interpretative processes have been
theorised: as some kind of decoding processes and as inferential processes. Further,
both these processes and their relations have been theorised very differently and are
clearly consequent upon the ways in which the key concepts of pragmatic enquiry are
modelled: language, utterance, meaning, context and the speaking and interpreting
subject. I will conclude this section by sampling a few of these definitions. The aim is:
not to be exhaustive but to suggest how such definitions inflect the characterisation of
the interpretative process.

No theory of interpretative process can function without some implicit or explicit
definition of language, without some characterisation of the 'matter' that is processed
by interpretation. Banal in itself, but what follows is not. In pragmatics, language is
conceived either as a code which pairs phonetic or graphological representations with
semantic ones (most explicitly perhaps in Relevance), or as a set of conventions (as in
Grice). The latter is the legacy of ordinary language philosophy where the conventional
meaning of an expression is defined as what 'most people' think it means. Codes and
conventions are not the same thing. To define language as a set of conventions makes
no claim about its systematicity. Convention may exert a strong force on interpretation
(or not), but this force is not the consequence of an underlying and orderly system
(langue or competence). Crucial here is the role that language, as convention or code,
is assigned in the interpretative process. How far does linguistic meaning determine
utterance meaning? Are utterances relatively semantically complete entities which
require minimal extension and 'completion' by the hearer, or, are they radically and

constitutively underdetermined (in semantic terms): 'evidence' for an interpretation but
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only that? Intimately linked to this issue is the question of what types of meaning are
being talked about? The gap between sentence and utterance clearly proposes at least
two kinds of meaning: sentence meaning and utterance meaning. But does an
utteranc.e, realised in a particular context, have only one meaning? If the utterance is
defined as radically underdetermined by its linguistic meaning (as it is in Relevance), it
would seem to follow that the range of its possible interpretations must necessarily
expand. Are all these possible interpretations of interest? The answer is both yes and
no. Yes, in the sense that the range of interpretative possibilities is the starting point
for theories which propose the utterance as strongly underdetermined. No, in the
sense that such theories are centrally interested in why a particular interpretation is
'selected' by the hearer from the range. Therefore the account of the interpretative
process must specify not only how a hearer produces an interpretation from an
underdetermined linguistic form in a particular situation, but how a particular
interpretation or set of interpretations is selected from a range of possibilities.

Central here is another distinction, between utterance meaning and speaker
meaning, between what the utterance might mean in a particular context and what the
speaker intends it to mean. For Grice, as for Sperber and Wilson, the pragmatic goal
is to explain how the hearer interprets speaker meaning. And whilst not all explanatory
pragmatic theory accords such a important role to speaker meaning (and therefore to -
intention), it is important to recognise that these three types of meaning (sentence,
utterance and speaker meaning) are at work in most such accounts.® Intention is
clearly an issue to which I will return here and in chapter three as there are fundamental
disparities between intertextual theories of meaning, which are fundamentally anti-

intentionalist, and pragmatic ones. But, as I aim to demonstrate, the place of

intention within such theories should not be a reason for a summary rejection of
pragmatics before its explanatory potential is evaluated. At the very least, pragmatics
demonstrates the need for a concept of preferred meaning, whether or not this is
aligned with the speaker.

Definitions of context and the language user, implicit or explicit, are likewise
central to any account of interpretation. If context makes an utterance an utterance (and
not a sentence), then its definition has clear implications for any account of the
interpretative process, which must explain how contexts are deployed in that process.
And, if the interest is in interpretative processes, context must be defined, as Peter
Mey puts it, 'from the user's point of view'*! Context is the knowledge which
speaker-hearers make use of in communication. It therefore needs to be distinguished
from the situation of utterance which may of course supply contextual information to
speaker-hearers. Definitions of context vary in two important ways: firstly, according
to the role which context is assigned in the interpretative process; secondly and
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relatedly, according to the way in which the speaking subject is theorised. Context
may be defined minimally as knowledge of the referents of the situation of utterance
which makes possible the procedures of reference assignment and disambiguation
noted above. The classic formalisation of the relation between utterance and contextis
the canonical speech situation which assumes two speaker-hearers who are co-
temporal, co-spatial and co-present, a model and assumption in much pragmatics. If
utterances are defined as relatively semantically complete, then contextual information
can be expected to play a relatively small role in interpretation. If, however, the gap
between linguistic meaning and utterance meaning is constitutive, then context and the
processes by which it is accessed and deployed become central to the account of the
interpretative process. Central here is the issue (congruent to the one of 'selecting' one
interpretation from many) of how and why certain knowledge is 'selected' as context in
an interpretative process. Definitions of context are also shaped by the definition of the
user. Mey, for example, in defining context as 'the total social setting', takes account
not only of the local coordinates of the utterance situation but the complex social
identities of the participants and their relations to society as a whole, thus proposing
that these play a role in the interpretative process.”” Such a formulation resists the idea
of context as 'a widening of the sentential perspective', proposing a definition of
context which does not begin with the utterance-sentence contrast but with language as
a sociological phenomenon.”> A significant - though clearly highly speculative - focus
in many cognitive accounts of communication is on how knowledge is mentally '
represented, its minimal units or constituents and how these might be ordered, for
example in the form of scripts or schemas, concepts borrowed from cognitive
psychology. These can be understood as a bodies of assumptions and expectations
about a particular event or object which may be mobilised and utilised as a unit in
cognition and interpretation, for example as a default when there is no more specific
information (the onset of specific information may of course cancel the interpretative
value of the some aspect of the script).?* A key question relates to the fixity or fluidity
of scripts. Kintsch notes that schema theories have shifted from being rather rigid
formulas to being more like recipes which are generated in contextually-sensitive
terms.>® 'The supermarket script' may contain certain assumptions about the kinds of
things that can be bought in a supermarket, the categories which order their display
(we expect to find bacon alongside other meat products and not with washing powder,
for example), and these will shape many of the talk-exchanges that we have. We can
ask confidently 'where are the eggs?' but not where are the motor-cycle helmets or the
puppies. But this script will be generated in relation to more specialised knowledges
and expectations: I know that my local supermarket orders a significant number of
displays around geo-cultural criteria: 'A Taste of Italy, Greece, The Middle East,
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The East and so on (but no England, France, Scotland, India) - initially confusing if
you were looking for olive oil. I expect that if I go into my local supermarket just after
Christmas, stocks will be depleted. Schemas, of course, assume certain general
cognitive abilities, particularly as regards classification: they presume a certain kind of
subject; but they also presume the relative stability of many types of situations and
encounters (in terms comparable with strong accounts of genre and/or register). I
know, for example, that all supermarkets move certain kinds of products around.

In more general terms, pragmatics always presumes or explicitly theorises a
particular kind of speaking and interpreting subject. The speaker-hearer may be an
always-already social subject (as in Mey's case, for example) or may be conceived as
primarily (in the senses of first and fundamentally) an individual (Grice, Sperber and
Wilson). The role of authority relations as they pertain narrowly to the participants
within a communicative situation, or broadly to their position within social relations as
a whole may be anything from strongly to very weakly marked. This clearly suggests
something about the directions that accounts of the interpretative process might take.

Pragmatics is then.predicated on a gap between sentence and utterance, between
utterance and its interpretation. A strong pragmatics is committed to explaining how,
given such gaps, successful communication is possible, indeed probable. Itis in
inferential accounts of interpretation that this gap has been most systematically

explored.

2. Inference

Although inferential accounts of communication owe a significant debt to ordinary
language philosophy, it is not easy to stay true to the conventions of this tradition by
starting with some 'ordinary' senses of 'inference' or 'inferencing' (and its possible
relations with 'inferring'). Imaginable contexts of use seem very far from 'ordinary’,
inscribing highly specialised situations, knowledges and procedures: the courtroom
('This is the only inference that can be drawn and it demonstrates without a doubt that
you had a very strong motive for...; 'Tinfer from your statement that...' etc.),
possibly the police interview-room, and their many and varied representations within
the genre of detective fiction. Such uses are in some sense suggestive, first drawing
attention to how utterances are treated, in significant part, as evidence of particular
meanings; and second, because inferential procedures are fundamentally concerned
with knowledge relations. The parallel with detective fiction ends here however; a
genre centrally preoccupied with knowledge it most certainly is, but utterances cannot
in this tradition be treated as 'clues', as will become clear. In the most simple terms,

inferential accounts of communication treat utterances as evidence for meaning (rather
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than the encoded instantiation of it), evidence which is put together with other evidence
(context) as 'premises' in order to derive conclusions, better known as interpretations.
In this section my aim is first to sketch the types of answers that inferential accounts of
communication offer to the questions posed by the gap between linguistic meaning and
interpretation, and the further questions such answers prompt. And second; to offer a
brief outline of Grice's concepts of conversational implicature and meaning. These are
generally treated as the starting point for accounts of inferential communication, and is
an important context for Relevance. And therefore whilst others, most notably Oswald
Ducrot, have independently developed congruent accounts of inference, it is on
Grice's work that I will focus.?® It is important however to note at the outset that the
study of inferential processes is not confined to pragmatics but plays an important role
in cognitive psychology more generally, where Piaget's work on child development

- and particularly reasoning ability is a central reference.>” This has particular pertinence
for Relevance which, despite its pragmatic focus, defines itself as a general cognitive

theory which is 'psychologically plausible'.

Inference and communication

All accounts of human inferential abilities and processes intersect with three related sets
of questions: about the relations between human inferential capabilities and processes
and formal systems i.e. logics; the relations between human inference and human
rationality; and, with questions about knowledge acquisition (though these are not
confined to 'learning' in the formal or child-development senses). When a human
communicative or cognitive process is treated as inferential, there is always a relation
being proposed between such a process and the procedures of formal logic,
immediately suggesting a comparison and contrast between interpretation and
argumentation. Formal logics 'seek[] to make as precise as possible the conditions
under which an argument ... is acceptable', whether the conclusion of an argument
follows from its premises: whether it is sound or unsound, logically valid or invalid.?®
So can inferential communication be characterised as a formal deductive procedure?
The general pragmatic answer is no. In a communicative situation, interpretative
conclusions cannot be guaranteed by the premises that the utterance and context supply,
in Sperber and Wilson's words, 'communication may fail'** Human inference is
therefore a non-demonstrative procedure. In pragmatics, logical systems provide the
basis for a contrastive model. Grice offers a classic formulation of this in 'Logic and
Conversation'. Ordinary language and logical languages do not work in the same way
(even though there is an underlying order in conversational exchanges) and Grice's

coinage 'implicature' captures the contrastive relation between logical and natural
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languages: it has a relation to the logical term 'imply', but implicatures are
distinguished from 'inferences' (the result of a deductive procedure).’® In a very
different vein, Kintsch argues that only one of the procedures utilised by interpreters in
discourse comprehension can strictly be labelled 'inference”: when new information is
generated from existing information. He calls this logical inference, distinguishing it
from other procedures where existing information is retrieved from memory to plug
gaps or build bridges within the text as it is interpreted.”’ The comparison with logic
also raises the question of whether there are specialised rules or procedures which order
and constrain human inferencing. Formal logics have specialised rules and sequenced
procedures whose aim is 'to control the activity of deduction [so] as to ensure that the
conclusion reached is validly reached'** In the case of Sperber and Wilson, as we
shall see, the mind has access to specific logical rules. In other theories it is proposed
that human inference proceeds by model or/and rule. Kinstch, for example, argues
that human inference is probably a mixture of modelling and rules: perceptual
representations are produced by mental modelling which orders inferencing, whilst
wholly symbolic abstract inference proceeds by rule. He also suggests that inference in
language could involve both.>® The relation between logical and natural languages is
clearly linked to the broader issue of human rationality. ‘Do natural languages and
communicative processes inscribe the natural reasoning processes of a rational shbject?
The issue here is not whether humans are 'rational creatures, clearly they are; but rather
the extent to which they are. How much of communicative practice can it explain? And
what, if any, is the role of non-rational or irrational processes in interpretation?
Inferential models of communication also raise issues about knowledge relations:
most obviously the production of new knowledge from existing knowledge, but also
about how existing knowledge is used in inference. Scripts or schemas for example,
can be understood as contexts which, when mobilised, can supply bridging
assumptions for inferential procedures, and which may also constrain the inferential
process.** As noted above, such accounts must explain the procedures through which
inference proceeds. It is important to recognise here that inferential models of
communication are not exclusively interested in 'canonical' logical relations: those of
consequence (e.g. if P then Q), conjunction (€.g. P and Q), disjunction (e.g. P or Q),
negation (e.g. P or not P, P and not not P) and contradiction (e.g. P and not-P).
Sperber and Wilson, for example, are also strongly interested in the relative force of
assumptions and the inferential procedures by which they can be weakened or
strengthened.”

The most important difference between a strict en-de-coding model and an
inferential one is that whilst the former putatively guarantees the message which is

communicated, the latter does not. A very large number of inferences can follow from
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an utterance-premise. Returning to the silver Vespa example. Helen's utterance
provides evidence for a whole range of conclusions: that she is alive, thatsheisa
speaker of English, that she knows what a Vespa is, that there is a silver Vespa parked
outside number seventeen, that she has (presumably recently) seen a silver Vespa
parked outside this house and so on. The fundamental question which inferential
accounts must address is how a particular interpretation-conclusion is reached; an
account which must also explain why particular contextual knowledge is used alongside
the utterance in the interpretative process. Inferential accounts of communication
propose that a 'principle’ of some kind governs interpretation: a principle which
constrains inferencing (I place 'principle’ in inverted commas at this juncture to suggest
loose use because the way principle is understood varies in important ways). It may be
a general cognitive principle which applies in a specialised way to utterance
interpretation, as is the case with Relevance. It may be a specifically pragmatic
principle (though deemed to have parallels with practices other than communication),

as in the case of Grice.

3. Grice: saying and meaning
Grice's influence is widely recognised within pragmatics, and not only by those who
work within the 'Gricean' tradition. Levinson, who situates his own work in that

tradition:

The notion of conversational implicature is one of the single most important
ideas in pragmatics.*

Robyn Carston, a key contributor to Relevance theory writes:

Grice's idea that there are prevailing standards of rational communicative
behaviour, embodied in his Cooperative Principle and conversational maxims,
has effected a revolution in the way linguistically communicated meaning is
thought about and analysed.>’

Carston's acknowledgement is the more interesting because Relevance theory
makes a radical break with Gricean accounts of inference. Grice's own starting point in

his writings about meaning is the limited explanatory force of convention.

... I do not think that meaning is essentially connected with convention. What it
is essentially connected with is some way of fixing what sentences mean:
convention is indeed one of these ways but it is not the only one.*®
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It is this dissatisfaction that provides the framework for his work on both implicatures
and non-natural meaning, though it is the former that will be the focus here. Indeed
Grice's writings on language are an attempt to radically reduce the zone of meaning

which is governed by convention. As Levinson points out:

Here we see that the truth-conditional content of an utterance (what, in Grice's
special sense, is said) may be only a small part of its total meaning.*®

In Grice's writings there are two broad ways in which the force of conventional
meaning is queried. First a clear distinction is made between the conventional meaning
of an utterance and what might be implied or, more strictly, 'implicated' by it; and
second, a more fundamental distinction is asserted between the 'standard meaning', or
'the meaning in general of a "sign"' and 'what a particular speaker or writer means by a
sign on a particular occasion (which may well diverge from the stanci; meaning of the
sign)."° What is necessary for A to mean something by x (where A is a speaker and x
is an utterance)? Crucial here is the 'by'; the question is not 'what does x mean?'

Grice's answer in 'Meaning":

Perhaps we may sum up what is necessary for A to mean something by x as
follows. A must intend to induce by x a belief in an audience, and he must also
intend his utterance to be recognised as so intended. But these intentions are not
independent; the recognition is intended by A to play its part in inducing the
belief, and if it doés not do so something will have gone wrong with the
fulfilment of A's intentions.*'

Both question and answer suggest the limits of convention and the idea that the
utterance provides evidence for producing a belief in the audience which is recognised
as intended by A. The definition above is of what Grice calls 'non-natural meaning' or
'meaningnN'. At the beginning of 'Meaning', he sets out to distinguish two senses of
meaning: natural and non-natural meaning. In an utterance like 'those clouds mean
rain', a logical relation of entailment is proposed between the clouds and the rain. Itis
not possible to say 'those clouds mean rain but it won't rain'.** Natural meaning is
contrasted with non-natural meaning: 'those three rings on the bell (of the bus) mean
that the bus is full'. In this case, the three rings on the bus do not entail that it is full; it

is possible to go on and say that 'but it isn't full'. The non-natural sense of 'means’ is

easy to understand but harder to formulate. Grice characterises it thus:

The ... sentence can be restated in a form in which the verb 'mean' is followed
by a phrase in quotation marks, thatis 'Those three rings on the bell mean "the
bus is full." 3
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We might also say that the use of 'means' in such cases is metalinguistic or, in this
case meta-significatory and that it establishes a relation of semantic equivalence between
the two items: 'the bus is full' is a translation of 'those three rings on the bell'.** In
general terms, meaningny is the kind of meaning that we find in linguistic
communication: not 'x means y' but rather 'what is meant by x' (when x is an
utterance). It is interesting that Grice's distinction between natural and non-natural
sidesteps another form of 'x means y' where x is a signifier and y is a signified and no
logical relation of entailment is proposed: a code-message pairing. Indeed in the same
text, Grice insists that words are not signs.*’ _

What is meant by x opens up a way of thinking of x as evidence for a meaning. It
is in a later sequence of texts that an explicit concept of implicated meaning is proposed:
the William James lectures, in particular 'Logic and Conversation' and 'Further Notes
on Logic and Conversation'.*® Grice's starting point in the former is the
'‘commonplace of philosophical logic' that there are divergences of meaning between
formal logical operators such as 'not', 'if', 'then' etc. and their natural language
'analogues or counterparts'.*’ Nevertheless, he argues, there is an underlying order
in talk-exchanges which belies what a strictly logical analysis would classify as
disorderly. Crucially, what is said may differ radically from what is meant or

: implied.48 For Grice, non-sequiturs, irrelevancies, redundancies, ellipses and so on
are, in the main, only apparently disorderly. In fact they are evidence of a principle,
- the Cooperative Principle, which underlies ordinary conversation:

Make your conversational contribution such as is required, at the stage at which
it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange in which
you are engaged.*

This overarching principle governs a specific set of maxims which connect the speaker
with what is said: maxims of quantity, quality, relation and manner. Quantity relates

to the amount and extent of information provided:

1. Make your contribution as informative as is required (for the current
purposes of the exchange).
2. Do not make your contribution more informative than is requlred

Quality relates to the truthfulness of the information presented:

Try to make your contribution one that is true.

Grice terms this a 'supermaxim’, and identifies two more specific ones:
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1. Do not say what you believe to be false.
2. Do not say that for you which you lack adequate evidence.

There is only one maxim of Relation:

Be relevant.

The maxims of manner relate not to 'what is said' but to ~ow what is said is to be said'.

The supermaxim is:

Be perspicuous.

But more specifically:

1. Avoid obscurity of expression.

2. Avoid ambiguity.

3. Be brief (avoid unnecessary prolixity).
4. Be orderly.”

Immediately noticeable is the imperative form: this is how speakers should behave in
talk-exchanges. Yet what is also obvious is that speakers do not always or indeed often
behave in this way, and Grice knows this very well. The maxims are notan
elaboration of the Principle: it is the Principle which governs conversation. What a
speaker says may be literally untrue (metaphor for example), or unnecessarily prolix,
or irrelevant, but the hearer assumes that the Cooperative Principle is still operating and
produces an interpretation in accordance with it. Apparent irrelevance may be the
consequence of a clash between two maxims.”' Returning once more to the silver

Vespa example: Helen's seemingly non-sequitur response arises from a clash between

the maxims of quality and relation. She is not certain where Peter is and she would

violate the maxim of quality if she said, for example, that Peter was at Mark's. The
apparent irrelevance of her utterance can be resolved if Tony assumes that the principle

| is operating and realises that Helen is upholding the maxim of quality. An utterance
may also flout the maxims. 'Flouting' is distinguished from 'violating' a maxim when |
the speaker may mislead the hearer; or from opting out of the Cooperative Principle
altogether. 'Flouting' means that the Cooperative Principle is in operation (despite
appearances to the contrary).”> In one of Grice's examples, an academic is asked to
write a reference for a student applying for an academic job. Here is his letter and

Grice's commentary:

'Dear Sir, Mr X's command of English is excellent, and his attendance at
tutorials has been regular. Yours etc.' (Gloss: A cannot be opting out, since if
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he wished to be uncooperative, why write at all? He cannot, through
ignorance be unable to say more, since the man is his pupil, moreover he
knows that more information than this is wanted. He must, therefore, be
wishing to impart information that he is reluctant to write down. This
supposition is tenable only if he thinks Mr X is no good at philosophy. This,
then, is what he is implicating).*

Grice's definition of conversational implicatures is partially structured by a contrast
with the logical definition of deduction. Whilst a logical inference is not cancellable, a
conversational implicature can be. In the example above, the writer of the reference
could continue after 'regular' and write that Mr X is also a brilliant philosopher. It
would be an odd and unlikely sentence but Grice's point is that the implicature is
cancellable. Levinson takes the contrast further and sees this as evidence that Gricean
implicature is more akin to inductive reasoning.>* Further an utterance can be false and
its implicature true and vice versa (many metaphors are in a literal sense false, but
implicate something that is or might be true). The implicature is carried, not by what is
said but 'only by the saying of what is said, or by putting it that way'.>> This
differentiates implicatures from deductive inference where the aim is to guarantee the
validity of conclusions from premises. Conversational implicatures are also, with one
kind of exception, 'mon-detachable': 'it will not be possible to find another way of
saying the same thing which simply lacks the implicature in question'.”® The exception
is, of cburse, the maxim of manner, the only maxim where how the utterance is said
carries the implicature.

Grice does not explain in detail how such implicatures are produced by hearers, but
he does argue that they are calculable on the basis of the following information: (1) the
conventional meaning of the words used plus the identity of any referents involved; (2)
the Cooperative Principle and the maxims; (3) the context 'linguistic or otherwise' of
the utterance; (4) other items of background knowledge; (5) the fact that speaker and
hearer both have access to the relevant information contained in (1) to (4) and know or

assume this to be the case.”’

Peter: Where's Tony?
Helen: There's a silver Vespa parked outside number seventeen

Helen's reply has a conventional meaning but this does not answer Peter's question; it
also flouts the maxim of relation but, as discussed above, Peter assumes that Helen is
being Cooperative. He also has certain contextual and background knowledge: for
example that Tony is the owner of a silver Vespa and that Mark lives at number
seventeen. He also knows that Helen knows these things and that she knows or
assumes that he knows them. They have mutual knowledge, meaning that their
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knowledge includes the knowledge that they share it. This knowledge can be
represented as an 'argument”. Tony owns a silver Vespa, Mark lives at number
seventeen, Tony may have parked outside number seventeen, Tony may be visiting
Mark. This suggests a further feature of conversational implicatures. Given that the
calculation of an implicature presupposes 'an initial knowledge of the conventional
force of the expression ... a conversational implicatum is pot included in the original
specification of the expression's conventional force."®

Grice's account of implicature distinguishes two other forms of implicated meaning
besides conversational implicatures. First, conventional implicatures, where the
conventional meaning of a word, or what Levinson describes more specifically as its

logical and semantic properties, carries an implicature.” One of Grice's examples:

If I say (smugly), He is an Englishman, he is, therefore, brave, 1 have
certainly committed myself, by virtue of the meaning of my words, to its being
the case that his being brave is a consequence of (follows from) his being an
Englishman.*®

Here, itis the conventional meaning of 'therefore' that determines what is
implicated. Second, Grice identifies generalised conversational implicatures. Here the
implicature is not carried by the conventional meaning of an expression but 'would
normally', 'in the absence of special circumstances' carry a particular implicature. One
of Grice's very few examples is 'X is meeting a woman this evening' which 'normally’
implicates that the woman X is meeting is not X's mother, wife or sister.®’ The
distinction between generalised and 'particularised’ conversational implicatures (usually
more simply termed 'conversational implicatures') foregrounds the situation-bound
character of the latter: they are not merely non-conventional but a function of the
particularised circumstances of an utterance situation.

Whilst in Grice's work utterance situations and utterance meaning are highly
variable, the practices of speakers are not: communication is centrally governed by
human rationality. This is clearly evidenced in 'Logic and Conversation": the
observation of the Cooperative Principle is reasonable and rational.®* It is also strongly
marked in 'Meaning Revisited' where Grice characterises human rationality as being
centrally about evaluation: 'a rational creature is a creature which evaluates'.*> And it
is obvious that Grice's account of talk exchanges and the principle which governs them
is predicated on just such an ability to evaluate. The production of implicatures
assumes the hearer's ability to recognise that the conventional meaning of the
expression is in some sense an inadequate interpretation. Human rationality is likewise
a focus in 'Meaning', where the relations between rationality and intentionality are

configured.
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... [Flor x to have meaningnyn, the intended effect must be something which in
some sense is within the control of the audience, or that in some sense of
'reason’' the recognition of the intention behind x is for the audience a reason
and not merely a cause.®*

The audience's recognition of the intention behind x does not 'cause' a belief, itisa
reason to have it.

Grice's work also needs to be understood within the setting of ordinary language
philosophy, where 'ordinary language' is both contrasted with logical languages and
an object of philosophy: 'ordinary discourse' is 'worthy' of the philosopher's
attention.®> One of philosophy's tasks is 'to analyse, describe, or characterise (in as
general terms as possible) the ordinary use or uses of certain expressions or classes of
expression.'®® If philosophy is interested in the concept of causality, for example,
then the situations where we do (or do not) speak of cause should form part of the
investigation.®” Grice begins a number of his discussions with what he treats as
intuitive ordinary sense distinctions, most notably perhaps his discussion of 'say' and
'imply', 'suggest' and 'mean’ in 'Logic and Conversation'.*® The numerous.
problems of ordinary language philosophy have been much discussed and are not
relevant here.** What is pertinent is how this framework shapes his thinking about
communication. As Carston points out, in the William James lectures Grice was
addressing the practices of ordinary language philosophy and not simply considering
talk exchanges.”® But what is most important is the model of language that his ordinary
language approach generates. The maxims of manner ( 'be perspicuous' and, |
specifically, 'avoid obscurity of expression', 'avoid ambiguity', 'be brief' and 'be
orderly') model a natural language on a logical one and make the clear exchange of
information the priority. Grice is himself aware that the maxims generally prioritise
information exchange and acknowledges this as a problem. This said, the maxims
would require significant re-modelling if the other conversational goals that Grice
identifies, 'influencing or directing the actions of others', are to be taken account
of.”, Influencing or, to be more precise, persuading others may precisely rest on the
maintenance of ambiguity. Further, in certain situations - take for example the case of
two strongly opposed political parties who enter into a tactical agreement over a
particular issue - participants in the 'talk-exchange' may agree on a lexical formula
which each interprets differently precisely because of its ambiguous potential. Ordinary
language is also distinguished from Grice's sense of 'technical language'.”* This
imagines a world of language practice which is predominantly non-specialised, in
terms which fit with his concept of convention (what most people in most
circumstances think an expression means). As will be considered below and, in more
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detail in chapter three, it is not a world which sits easily with strong concepts of genre
or register.

Grice's work has been subject to many criticisms and revisions. Levinson is one of
a number of commentators who has both identified a vagueness in Grice's account of
the interpretative process and sought to work within a Gricean framework.”” A number
of questions have been raised as to the character and number of the maxims and their
relations: why this number? why not more? why not fewer? Is one / are some more
important than others?’* Are maxim clashes one of the central features of talk-
exchanges and therefore central to interpretation? Or are such clashes instead evidence
of a weakness in the principle itself.”> Other maxims have been proposed: most
famously perhaps, the maxim of politeness which has obvious implications for the
maxims which are centrally governed by truth, quantity and relation.”® Leech has
proposed a potentially endless proliferation of maxims, including a modesty maxim:
'maximise dispraise of self'.”” Others, most notably Sperber and Wilson, have taken
a minimalist approach, arguing that one principle governs communication, though
their concept of relevance is very far from Grice's maxim of Relation. The seeming
universality of the maxims has likewise been criticised. Are the maxims universal or,
are some of them culturally specific? Do certain situations prioritise one or another
maxim over the others?

All this is, needless to say, evidence of Grice's impact: the general pragmatic
acknowledgement that some meanings at least are neither coded nor conventional, but
'implied', that interpretation is in part at least an inferential process, and thatitis
governed by a specific principle or principles. Most usually this principle is identified
as pragmatic: specific to communication. Though not always. Walter Kintsch, for
example, not only argues that discourse comprehension is a substantially inferential
process but classifies it as a particular type of cognitive process.”® Nor does Kintsch
propose a specific principle which interpreters have knowledge of and apply. Rather,
what governs comprehension is the type of process that comprehension is: a process of

constraint satisfaction.

... [Clomprehension occurs when and if the elements that enter into the process
achieve a stable state in which the majority of elements are meaningfully related
to one another and other elements that do not fit the pattern of the majority are
suppressed.”

Comprehension is achieved through the building of a mental model which incorporates
textual and situational features as propositions or 'predicate-argument' schemas (though
this does not commit them to being fully logical forms).*® The process of construction

is achieved 'by making connections between things that were previously disparate'®!
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-These connections or 'nodes' may be strengthened or weakened. The noun 'bear' in an
utterance such as 'the bear killed the tourist' might initially associatively mobilise
'honey' in a form such as 'bears like honey'. This connection may be strengthened and

deployed in an inferential procedure if, for example, the text continues:

The bear killed the tourist. He was eating a honey sandwich.

'Bears like honey' enables the interpreter to produce a causal connection which is not
semantically or logically marked: the inference to be drawn is that the bear killed the
tourist because he was eating a honey sandwich. However if there is nothing else to
support such a connection (The bear killed the tourist because he was dressed up as a
bear), the connection will 'wither away'.®* One of the key differences between
Kintsch's approach and Grice's is that for Kintsch there is no principle over and above
the goal of the comprehexision pfocéés which has to be known and applied by the
interpreter. This rejection of a specific principle which is distinct from interpretation (in
the sense that it is applied) is formally shared with Relevance. And its conéequenées

are far reaching for theorising interpretation.

4. Relevance and ostensive-inferential communication

Dan Sperber and Deirdre Wilson's Relevance: Communication and Cognition, first
published in 1986, has excited considerable interest, much of it highly critical.®* The
book is characterised by a rhetorical boldness - both in the force of its own claims and
in its outright dismissal of many of the sacred cows of pragmatics.®* A number of
reviewers responded antipathetically to what were perceived as deliberate provocations,
unfounded claims and the summary rejection of established concepts.®> Atleastone
reviewer however, seems to have taken Sperber and Wilson at their word. Entitled 'A
New Theory of Communication', Alaistair Fowler proposes that Relevance 'offers
nothing less than the makings of a radically new theory of communication.' %

More than fifteen years later, Relevance theory remains highly controversial: the
answer to communication, cognition and 'everything', or the emperor's new clothes.
Relevance now boasts its own entry in the annual Language and Linguistic Behaviour
Abstracts, a number of published bibliographies - both indexes of output which
suggest ‘use' rather than 'mention’ - and an essay in the Cambridge Survey of
Linguistics.®” It is also interesting that much of this work has not been produced by the
authors, although they remain committed to their account, but by others who seek to

develop, test and extend the theory.®®



105

There are a number of reasons why the exposition of Relevance theory below is the
central component of this chapter. First, Relevance is a strong inferential account of
communication, because Sperber and Wilson argue that inference is the primary
process in all interpretation. Relevance therefore provides a single strong model of
inferential interpretation through and against which intertextual accounts can be read.
Second, Relevance theory aims to be fully explanatory of all types of verbal
communication. Particularly important is the commitment to fully explicating the
processes of utterance production and interpretation - a rigorous alternative to the
vagueness which surrounds intertextual accounts of reading. Third, Relevance, is, in
important ways, a critique of pragmatics as it is currently constituted and proposes
very different types of explanation for pragmatic phenomena. In proposing a pragmatic
framework for intertextual interpretation, both the critique and the alternative demand
consideration. Fourth and finally, Relevance considers a wide range of utterance types
- direct, free indirect and indirect speech, ironic and metaphoric utterances in their bid
to demonstrate the explanatory power of their theory. But, unlike Grice for example,
they do not assume a zero degree of style which requires no explanation. ‘Nor are the
literal and the figurative conceived as separate categories, but rather as two poles of a
continuous axis. Such assumptions and the arguments which follow them are, at least
in theory, more compatible with the models of production that intertextual theories
propose.

Although Relevance seeks to answer a number of conventional pragmatic questions
(about the interpretation of new and shared knowledge, metaphor, speech acts and so
on), Sperber and Wilson's framework is cognitive science. Most specifically they are
interested in developing an account of inferencing as a central thought process which
will also throw light on the nature and functioning of mental representations.®’
Relevance, the principle which governs this process, is itself shaped by contemporary
cognitive ideas of the human which owe much to a set of contrasts and comparisons
with computing science: 'human beings are efficient information processing
devices'.”® Such a framework is far from unique in contemporary 'explanatory’
pragmatics.”’ And the importance of the 'cognitive turn' is recognised by Jef
Verschueren in his introduction to the Handbook of Pragmatics Manual, when he
criticises pragmaticians who ignore cognitive questions.”> What is distinctive about
Sperber and Wilson's approach is their insistence on defining linguistic communication
as a specialised subset of cognition in general and its grounding in evolutionary
psychology. The definition of human beings as efficient information-processing
devices continues: 'this is their most obvious asset as a species'.93 However, whilst
Relevance explicitly engages with a number of issues in cognitive science, the text's

relation to evolutionary psychology is implicit and unelaborated. This context emerges
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in Sperber's subsequent work on irrational beliefs, human metarepresentational ability

and the 'epidemiology' of representations.”

Relevance: defining communication

In the simplest terms, Relevance proposes that one process (a specific type of
inferencing) and one principle (relevance) can explain our understanding of anything
from the smell of gas to a complex metaphor. While communication differs from many
other forms of cognition in that it is intentional and self-demonstrative, and while
linguistic communication utilises a code, inferencing, governed by relevance, is
central and primary to all forms of cognition and communication.”> Code-based

approaches provide an immediate and illuminating contrast. First, linguistic.

. communication is conceived exclusively as an en-de-coding process: it does not utilise
a code, it is en-de-coding. Second, whilst much semiotic research treats language as a
model for other signifying systems, Sperber and Wilson classify linguistic
communication within a taxonomy of cognition which foregrounds its distinctiveness.
Unlike other phenomena which may be cognised, it is intentional and ostensive; unlike
other forms of deliberate and ostensive 'stimuli' which are communicative, it deploys a
code. And as the last point suggests, not all forms of communication are coded
(Relevance, pp.50-4). In the account below I will examine Sperber and Wilson's
account of verbal communication as it is developed within a general theory of cognition.
I will also consider a number of the criticisms that have been made of Relevance from
within pragmatics. These concern the account of inference itself, the Principles of
Relevance, the 'hyper-rationality' of the cognising and communicating subject that
Relevance proposes, and the centrality of intentionality and speaker meaning within
their model.

‘The questions which a plausible theory of communication should address and the
distinctiveness of Sperber and Wilson's approach emerge in a set of criticisms of code-
based and extant inferential accounts. Communication, they argue, involves more
than the decoding of a linguistic signal (Relevance, p.6). There is a gap between the
semantic representations yielded by decoding and the thoughts communicated by them
which en-de-coding cannot explain (p.9). The code-model, defined strictly as a set of
signal-message pairings, is supposed to guarantee an identity of representations
between speaker and hearer, but semiotics has never demonstrated this (p.8). Itis not
entirely clear what they include under the heading of semiotics, although Saussure,
Hjelmslev, Barthes and Lévi-Strauss are all mentioned (Relevance, pp.7-8). But from
their account it would seem that structuralism or ‘high structuralism’ is the focus of the

attack. Their ‘strict’ definition of a code as 'a system of signal-message pairs'.would
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seem to square with the structuralist confidence of the fifties and early sixties rather
than with work which, whilst grounded in and commiitted to exploring cultural practices
as signifying systems, would contest such a definition (p.8).

Given these problems, as Sperber and Wilson formulate them, inferencing would
seem to offer an alternative explanation of communication; but they are highly critical
of extant accounts. Existing theories tend to treat inferencing as subservient to
decoding, a contingent process which can plug the gaps between sentence and
utterance meaning. This leaves the assumption intact that at least some utterance
meanings are fully encoded. Further, inference is often treated like a decoding
operation: rules and premises are shared and applied (pp.12-15). But, argue Sperber
and Wilson, how do speaker-hearers know which rules to apply in a particular
communicative situation (p.15)? Even if the number and type of rules were limited (as
they later go on to propose), how can it be assumed that they share the same premises
(knowledge)? It cannot. First, they claim, because speaker-hearer knowledge is
fundamentally 'idiosyncratic', certain, limited knowledge is shared but 'beyond this
common framework, individuals tend to be highly idiosyncratic' (p.16). Second,
speaker-hearers would not just have to share premises but also know which ones they
shared, taking us back to Grice's account of how implicatures are 'calculated' and the
mutual knowledge hypothesis. And Sperber and Wilson find this implausible as either
putative empirical description or as an idealised goal (pp.17-21).

V Decoding and inference are, they conclude, very different types of process.

An inferential process starts from a set of premises and results in a set of
conclusions which follow logically from, or are at least warranted by the
premises. A decoding process starts from a signal and results in the recovery of
a message which is associated with the signal by an underlying code. In
general, conclusions are not associated to their premises by a code, and signals
do not warrant the messages they convey (pp.12-13).

Once the distinctiveness of inference is recognised, a different set of issues opens up: -

... logical systems ... allow infinitely many different conclusions to be derived
from the same premises. How then is the hearer to infer just those conclusions
the speaker intended by the speaker (p.15)?

This is exactly the question that Relevance addresses. But.Sperber and Wilson must
also explain how this can happen without the guarantees of mutual knowledge.

As mentioned above, Sperber and Wilson characterise communication as a
specialised sub-set of cognition which they characterise as 'information-processing'
(p-38). Information 'is [either] manifest to' or 'capable of being/becoming manifest to'

an individual, where 'manifest' means capable of being mentally represented:
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'perceptible’ or 'inferable' (p.39). Important here is the subjunctive mood: perceptible
rather than perceived. 'An individual's total cognitive environment is the set of all the
facts that he can perceive or infer' (my emphasis): not just the knowledge the subject
has but that which they are capable of knowing (p.39). The total cognitive environment
is clearly dynamic: constantly subject to modification by the information that is
processed. Such modifications are termed 'cognitive effects'.”® Individuals can share
cognitive environments (though not of course total cognitive environments, given their
idiosyncracy argument): in a given situation a set of assumptions may be manifest to
two or more people (p.41). It can likewise be manifest to these people that they share a
cognitive environment: it is one of the assumptions that are mutually manifest to them.
Two people are sitting in a room, the phone rings; the phone ringing is mutually
manifest to both (p.41-42). Mutually manifest assumptions are, therefore, those
assumptions which are manifest in a mutual cognitive environment. This is a clearly
distinguishable counter to mutual knowledge or assumptions as they prefer.”’ First
because it is, in an important sense, broader: incorporating what the individual is
capable of knowing not just a fixed stock of assumptions. Second, they argue, itis
weaker 'In just the right way' in the sense that is more plausible (p.43). Mutual
manifestness cannot guarantee that speaker and hearer will make 'symmetrical choices'
about code and context, this is what mutual knowledge is designed to do (p.43).

On this approach, failures in communication are to be expected: what is
mysterious and requires explanation is not failure but success (p.45).

This is consistent with their 'loose' characterisation of communication itself which does
not guarantee an identity of representations between communicator and audience, but
rather similarity or resemblance - a refrain in their writing and one I will return to. For
Sperber and Wilson, communication centrally involves thé focusing of the audience's
attention and any act of communication automatically does this. This insight is, of
course, drawn from the Grice of 'Meaning' and 'Meaning Revisited'.

the very act of communicating creates expectations which it then exploits [and]
the task of linguistic semantics could be considerably simplified by treating a
large array of problems in terms of implicatures. (Relevance, p.37)

'[T]he very act of communicating creates expectations which it then exploits'. This
insight, which they describe as one of Grice’s ‘original hunches’ (p.38) is their starting
point for an explanatory model which, they argue, needs to be ‘psychologically
realistic’ (p.38). Sperber and Wilson reframe this within their own lexicon. Whilst

'any state of affairs provides direct evidence for a variety of assumptions', these are
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not necessarily communicated (p.23). To communicate is to make mutually manifest an
intention to communicate a set of assumptions and focus the attention of the audience on
the communicator's intentions (p.153).”® Communication is therefore ostensive and,-
fundamentally inferential.

Verbal communication is a special type of ostensive-inferential communication.
Non-verbal communication can of course be ostensive, but it is weak and vague and
'one can never be sure which of a variety of assumptions made manifest by the
communicator she herself actually had in mind' (pp.174-175). By contrast, in

linguistic communication,

[t]he linguistic description is determined by the grammar and does not vary with
the interests or point of view of the hearers. Second, this linguistic description
yields a range of semantic representations, one for every sense of the sentence
uttered. Each semantic representation is a schema, which must be completed
and integrated into an assumption about the speaker’s informative intention ...
Moreover each schematic sense is generally quite different from all the others,
and can be completed in quite different ways ... the various possible
interpretations of an utterance tend to be radically different from one another so
that when one is chosen the others are automatically eliminated (p.175).

It is worth citing this definition in full as their account of interpretation is so strongly
dependent upon it. Utterances yield a fixed set of semantic representations: coded
because they are determined by a grammar. These correspond to all the possible senses
of the sentence uttered and are usually divergent and incompatible. Sperber and Wilson
stop short of claiming that the various semantic representations are disjunctive. The use
of ‘generally’ and ‘tend to’ incline against such a strong reading. But the selection of
one interpretation means that the others are ‘automatically eliminated’.

Crucial here is the difference between identifying language as a code and defining
communication only in terms of encoding and decoding. For Sperber and Wilson
verbal communication is finally distinct from other forms of ostensive-inferential
communication because it involves both en-de-coding and inferential processes.

However,

[t}he coded communication process is not autonomous: it is subservient to the
inferential process. The inferential process is autonomous: it functions in
essentially the same way whether or not combined with coded communication
(p.176).

Inferencing is not an adjunct to decoding, stepping in to fill in the gaps that coding
cannot supply, nor is it a contingent process, not always strictly necessary - as it is in
Grice. Itis a central, necessary and above all general process independent of decoding

and therefore language use: inferencing processes are not specifically pragmatic. The
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semantic representations produced by decoding are only useful to the extent that they
function as a source of hypotheses and evidence from which interpretations are inferred
(p-176).

The inferential process

Sperber and Wilson's account of inference aims to specify both the rules and system
which govern it in terms which they see as psychologically plausible. And as with
many accounts of human inferencing, the contrast with formal logical systems is
fundamental to the development of their formulation. But whilst strongly asserting that
inference is 'less a logical process that a form of suitably constrained guesswork', they
are highly critical of the vagueness of many pragmatic formulations of the relation,
conceiving these as 'purely negative characterisation[s]' (pp.69-70). For example
Levinson's proposal, that pragmatic inferences are 'quite unlike logical inferences' and
K. Bach and R. Harnish's characterisation of the process as "'not deductive but what
might be called inference to a plausible explanation', fail to specify the character of the
process itself and seem, to Sperber and Wilson, to rest on the assumption that if it
works it is not worth thinking about (pp.69-70).”° This 'negative characterisation"of
inference formally echoes the explicit and implicit formulas for characterising
intertextual interpretation as not (any simple form of) decoding which likewise leaves
the question of what it is unanswered.

As noted above, Sperber and Wilson accord with the general pragmatic wisdom
that human inference is non-demonstrative. Conclusions cannot be guaranteed by
premises: 'even under the best of circumstances ... communication may fail' (p.65). It
is further specified as a global and non-specialised thought process: 'global’ because
'any conceptually represented information' can be used by the addressee as a premise
within an inference process (p.65); 'non-specialised' because it is an 'ordinary, central
thought process, as opposed to a specialised input process' (p.65).'® The inference
process is also spontaneous, nearly instantaneous and unconscious. Although there
are forms of inference which are consciously and explicitly reasoned (two examples
they give are the interpretations of literary and religious scholars), these are not, they
argue, the appropriate model from which to extrapolate the processes of 'most ordinary
thinking, and in particular ordinary verbal communication' (p.75).

It is this conjunction of characteristics of the human inference process - non-
demonstrative; global (but constrained by its speed but also, in the case of utterance
interpretation, the helpfulness of the source); spontaneous; and, unconscious - which
differentiates human inference from formal logical processes. This characterisation,

they argue, makes success or lack of success and efficiency or inefficiency the criteria
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by which the process should be judged rather than logical validity or invalidity (p.69).
And indeed, efficiency becomes central to their account of inference and the principle
which governs it. This emphasis on efficiency is a feature of many cognitive accounts
of text comprehension, where the speed at which certain types of inference are
generated and the assumption that working memory is very limited lead many to
conclude that 'issues of efficiency and economy [are] highly important."°!
However Sperber and Wilson break with pragmatic common-sense when they

assert:

the only logical rules spontaneously available to the human mind are deductive
rules (p.69).

This would also seem to contradict their own argument. How can a process be at
once logical and non-logical? Sperber and Wilson differentiate the overall process of
spontaneous non-demonstrative inference, which is not logical, from the use of
deductive rules within the process. A non-demonstrative inference cannot 'consist' of a

deduction, but there is no reason suppose that it cannot 'contain a deduction as one of
its sub-parts' (p.69). Given their cognitive framework, this claim has consequences
for the conceptual representation system they model. If an inference contains a

. deduction and deductive rules are the only logical rules available to the human mind,
then conceptual representations must have logical properties, which in turn suggests
that the deductive system applies to conceptual as opposed to perceptual
representations, thus strengthening their claim that the inference process in a
generalised thought process (pp.72-75). Sperber and Wilson defend their claims about
deductive inference through an appeal to efficiency which is framed in cognitive and
evolutionary terms. A deductive system 'effects an important economy of storage'
(p-85). Given a set of deductive rules, the logical implications of a set of assumptions
can be deduced as opposed to being separately stored. Deductive rules are a useful tool
to any organism which seeks to improve its knowledge of the world, enabling it to
both work out the consequences of new assumptions and 'guaranteeing the accuracy of
any conclusions deduced from initially accurate premises' (p.85). Finally, deductive
rules are a tool for exposing inaccuracies and inconsistencies in its conceptual
representations, enabling more accurate, and therefore more useful representations

(p.85).

They then delimit the type of deductive rules that are used. The only rules 'which
can appear in the logical entry of a given concept are elimination rules' (p.86).'?
Again this conclusion seems to be derived from a definition of the human which is both

modelled on but clearly differentiated from formal logical systems. Whilst logical
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systems aim at completeness - the derivation of all the logical implications of an
assumption or set of assumptions - human 'systems' do not. Here, the time factor and
the interest in cognitive gains make such completeness unnecessary and the generation
of trivial implications unlikely. This difference opens the way to another strong claim,

namely that

the human deductive device only has access to elimination rules (p.97).

In certain types of formal logic, introduction and elimination rules are used to handle
deductions which include propositions with more than one constituent such as the
conjunction 'P and Q' or the disjunction 'either P or Q'. Introduction rules enable the
derivation of conclusions which contain '... and ...' or 'either ... or'. Elimination rules
enable the use of premises which contain '... and ..." or 'either ... or' within a
deduction process.'® Thus, for example the rule of And-introduction enables the
conjunctive conclusion P and Q' to be derived from the separate premises 'P' and 'Q".
The rule of And-elimination enables the single constituent 'P' to be derived from the
conjunctive 'P and Q'. Sperber and Wilson argue that the conclusions which are
derived from introduction rules are 'in some intuitive sense trivial' (p.97).

Sperber and Wilson's account of inference has prompted considerable controversy:

Chapter two outlines a speculative psychology of inference likely to leave
psychologists,4logicians, semanticists and computer scientists in some degree

of apoplexy.'

Levinson is highly critical of the argument that only deductive rules are available to the
human mind for spontaneous inferencing and argues that there is no evidence to
suppose that introduction rules play no part in the process.'®® In a different vein, Eve
E. Sweetener criticises Sperber and Wilson for not making the controversial character
of their model explicit: the strong resemblance between thought structures and
linguistic structures that they propose cannot be assumed.'®® This raises an interesting
issue about the relations between communication and cognition in their model. On the
one hand Sperber and Wilson are committed to defining communication as a specialised
sub-set of cognition; on the other they use utterance comprehension as a model for a
general thought process. The nearly instantaneous nature of the process and the fact
that utterances come from a helpful source constrain the inferencing process before they
even discuss the types of rule that govern it. Is the recourse to communication as a

model for a general cognitive process functioning here as an attempt to delimit the

inference process?
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Relevance and verbal communication

An account of the inferential process, however explicit, does not explain why
individuals process information or how they come to derive one set of conclusions
rather than another. Sperber and Wilson propose that the processing of all phenomena
and stimuli - non-ostensive, ostensive and ostensive-coded - is guided by the same

‘principle’: relevance. The first Principle of Relevance:

Human c gnltlon tends to be geared towards the maximisation of relevance
(p.260)."°

So what is relevance? ‘Relevance’ as it is defined by Sperber and Wilson carries some

of the senses that ordinary language uses carry:

we believe that there is an important psychological property - a property of
mental processes - which the ordinary notion of relevance roughly
approximates.'

Intuitions about relevance and degrees of relevance suggest the beginnings of a
psychologically plausible account of cognition and communication; but the
development of their definition owes rather little to this. Relevance is predicated on a
characterisation of the human subject as an efficient information-processing device. But
efficiency is not exclusively a matter of economy or processing costs. These have to be
offset by the benefits or cognitive gains defined in terms of a general goal: human
cognition in general is geared towards improving the individual's knowledge of the
world (pp.46-48). Loosely speaking, something (a phenomenon, stimulus,
ostensive-stimulus etc.) is relevant in so far as the cognitive gains make it worth

processing in terms of 'costs'":

Efficiency with respect to relative goals is a matter of striking a balance between
degree of achievement and expenditure® (p.47).

Old information is not worth processing from the standpoint of efficiently improving
one’s representation of the world and completely new information requires too much
expenditure for too little achievement. But new information that can be processed in
relation to old information can produce ‘new’ information in a cost-effective way.'®
The use of old information - existing assumptions - to process new information -
which is connected to it - gives rise to modlﬁcatlons of context. These modifications
are defined by Sperber and Wilson as 'contextual effects’ (p.108) which they use to

measure achievement-efficiency relations and define relevance. Improving one's
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knowledge of the world is not only conceived as extending one's stock of information
or assumptions: a process of accumulation. What makes their picture more interesting
is that the processing of new information may strengthen old assilmptions or weaken or
even lead to their abandonment (p.109), immediately marking their focus on the
possible relations between assumptions; most importantly assumptions can confirm or

contradict one another. They conclude:

[w]e want to argue that having contextual effects is a necessary condition for
Relevance, and that other things being equal, the greater the contextual effects,
the greater the relevance (p.119).'*°

The Second or Communicative Principle is grounded in the first:

Every act of ostensive communication communicates a presumption of its own
optimal relevance (Postface to second edition, p.260).

This presumption has two components:

Presumption of optimal relevance (revised)

(a) The ostensive stimulus is relevant enough for it to be worth
the addressee's effort to process it.

(b) The ostensive stimulus is the most relevant one compatible
with the communicator's abilities and preferences (Postface,
p.270) -

What is immediately obvious is the break with the Gricean model. The utterance has to
be relevant 'enough' to be worth the effort of processing, but no more than this
(p.267). In the Postface, Sperber and Wilson distinguish their Principle from the
Cooperative Principle very explicitly. 'Understanding and being understood' is the
'common goal' that speaker-hearers share, but no more than this is necessary: no

common conversational goal of co-operation is required (p.268).'!!

The existence of a common conversational goal need not be built into pragmatic
principles. We still believe this is correct. (p.268, my emphasis)

The 'need not' in the first sentence is interesting because it follows an
acknowledgement that 'most' verbal exchanges 'may' share a purpose beyond 'mere[]’
understanding (p.268). But the crucial point is that such additional purposes are not
necessary (conflictual and non-reciprocal exchanges are the examples they instance).
Nor is relevance a 'principle’ in the sense that the Cooperative Principle is. Whilst
Grice’s maxims are a set of norms which communicator and audience need to know and

follow, relevance functions not as a general principle but as a particular presumption
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which is communicated by and about every particular act of communication, it is not
'followed' and could not be violated (p.162). The 'still' in the second sentence asserts
this as a continuity with their first edition position, but also presumably as a counter to
anyone who might detect a 'softening' of their line. In their original formulation, the
ostensive stimulus is 'the most relevant stimulus capable of fulfilling [the
communicator's] intentions' (Relevance, first edition, p.157). But now, the
ostensive stimulus is 'the most relevant one compatible with the communicator's
abilities and preferences (Postface, p.270, my emphasis). It may not minimise the
addressee's effort and the communicator 'cannot be more relevant than her own
knowledge permits' (Postface, p.270). Her own effort and various 'rules of etiquette
or standards of ideological correctness' may 'rule out the utterance that would be easiest
to process' (p.268). Although the first edition acknowledges the role of cultural
prohibitions in determining the communicator's choice of a stimulus, this is a minor
qualification which does not impact on the formulation of the principle itself
(Relevance, first edition, p.157). Here such considerations enter its form. This
suggests a minor modification in how the human is defined. The idealised model of
efficiency of the first edition is now more explicitly subject to certain cultural processes;
though it is interesting that culture is conceived here exclusively as a barrier to the
smoothest possible functioning of the process.

It is clear then that we and Sperber and Wilson have come a long way from
'ordinary’', 'commonsense’ intuitions about relevance. This is nowhere more clearly
foregrounded than in their account of the relations between relevance and context.
Intuitively' perhaps we assume that relevance (in the ordinary everyday sense) is
context-bound: something is relevant in a context. Sperber and Wilson reverse this
relation: relevance is not determined by context; context is determined by relevance.
Context, the knowledges that hearers deploy in interpretation, is not fixed (comprising
for example the explicit content of earlier utterances, or this plus implicated content);
rather context is a 'variable' (Relevance, p.142). There is indeed an immediately given
context - those assumptions mobilised or/and produced by the previous utterance
interpretation - but this is merely an initial context which can be 'extended in different
directions' (p.140). The context may include the explicit or/and implicit content of
earlier utterances; likewise it maybe extended by adding to it ‘the encyclopaedic entries
... of concepts already present either in the context or in the assumptions being
processed’ (p.140). The encyclopaedic entry for a concept contains information about
the extension and/or denotation of the concept: that is about the objects, events and/or
properties which instantiate it' (p.86).!'*> The context can also be extended by adding
information about the immediately observable environment. But what is most
important here is the subjunctive mood. These are possible contexts and
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[w]hat determines the selection of a particular context out of that range? Our
answer is that the selection of a particular context is determined by the search for
relevance (p.141).

This formulation effects a reversal of much pragmatic commonsense but, Sperber and
Wilson argue, context cannot be fixed because if this was the case then relevance could
only be assessed after interpretation has taken place and this would be inefficient.
Asseéssment of relevance is not a goal in itself but 'a means to an end, the end being to

maximise the relevance of any information being processed' (p.142).

. [Pleople hope that the assumption being processed is relevant ... and they try
to select a context which will justify that hope: a context which will maximise
relevance (p.142).

The selection of a context or contexts is itself shaped by its accessibility:

Jjust as processing an item of information in a context involves some effort, so
accessing a context involves some effort. The less accessible a context, the
greater the effort involved in accessing it and conversely (p.142).

Sperber and Wilson argue that relevance not only drives ostensive-inferential
communication but explains it. Once the ostensive nature of a stimulus is mutually
manifest to communicator and audience, it is also mutually manifest that the .
communicator has an informative intention i.e. that she intends to make manifest a set
of assumptions{I}. The addressee’s task is to identify this set of assumptions. They
propose that one member of {I} is the presumption of relevance. However, it is not
only one of {I} but ‘about’ {I}: it can be confirmed or disconfirmed by the other
contents of {I}. Sperber and Wilson conceive the interpretative process as a procedure
of hypothesis construction about the contents of {I} in order to identify the
communicator’s informative intention (p.165). These hypotheses are tested one by one:
the order of testing being determined by the accessibility of the context in which the
assumption is processed. As soon as an interpretation or ‘conclusion’ which confirms
the initial presumption is produced, the process of hypothesis construction stops. At
the start of the comprehension process, the evidence for the presumption of relevance
is entirely indirect; it is entirely based on the communicators’ guarantee that her
stimulus is optimally relevant to the addressee. By processing the stimulus, the
addressee obtains direct evidence for or against the presumption that it is optimally
relevant. By the end of the comprehension process this direct evidence will have

superseded the initial indirect evidence.
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Utterance interpretation is a specialised kind of ostensive-inferential communication
explicable in terms of relevance. Sperber and Wilson's account concerns the
interpretation of what is 'said' as an inferential operation (and not only what is 'meant’,
to stay within the Gricean idiom). In Relevance, the latter are still dubbed implicatures
but they coin 'explicature' as the term for the explicit meaning that is recovered from the
utterance. The recovery and/or construction of explicatures and implicatures take place
after the utterance has been decoded into a set of semantic representations
(corresponding to each and every sense of the sentence uttered). The production of

explicatures is necessary because, in their view,

semantic representations are incomplete logical forms i.e. at best fragmentary
representations of thoughts (p.193).

A semantic representation needs to be completed, or ‘converted’ into a logical form in
order to be used as evidence in an inferential process. This process of completion

transforms a semantic representation into an explicature.

An explicature is an explicitly communicated assumption ... An assumption
communicated by an utterance U is explicit if and only if it is a development of
logical form encoded by U (p.182).

This development is achieved through inference by using contextual information to

convert a semantic representation into a fully propositional form. This would include
procedures of reference assignment, disambiguation and the specification of ‘vague’
terms. But if an utterance can encode a number of (incomplete) logical forms how is

the correct or ‘right’ propositional form obtained?

[T]he right propositional form is the one that leads to an overall interpretation
which is consistent with the Principle of Relevance (p.184).

By contrast, an implicature is any assumption which is intentionally but not explicitly
communicated i.e. any assumption which is intentionally communicated but which is
not a development of a logical form encoded by the utterance (p.182). The speaker
assumes that the hearer will be able to access certain assumptions, use these
assumptions as a context in which the explicatures of the utterance are processed and

derive certain conclusions:

(33) (a Peter: Would you drive a Mercedes?
(b) Mary: I wouldn’t drive ANY expensive car (p.194).
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The main explicature of Mary’s response does not directly answer Peter’s question.
But it does allow Peter to access encyclopaedic knowledge about cars, including

expensive cars:

which includes let us suppose, the information in (34):
(34) A Mercedes is an expensive car.

If processed in a context containing assumption (34), (33b) would yield the
contextual implication (35):

(35) Mary wouldn’t drive a Mercedes (p.194).

Neither (34) nor (35) are developments of the logical form encoded in Mary’s utterance
(34). Rather they are implicatures.

In Sperber and Wilson's account, the explicit meaning of an utterance is neither
coded nor conventional. Inferencmwﬁto all interpretation (an utterance after all may
have no relevant implicatures), and this is one of the key reasons why Relevance is
such a strong account of inferential communication. Further, they extend the scope of
pragmatic enquiry to the zone of what is explicitly 'said', the interpretation of which
can no longer be assumed.'”> What is said is far more underdetermined than
pragmatics generally acknowledges. As Carston puts it: ‘not only does linguistic
meaning underdetermine what is meant and what is said underdetermine what is meant
but '[1]inguistic meaning underdetermines what is said'.''* This marks a central
difference between Grice and Relevance, for as Carston argues, 'Grice seems to have
conceived of "what is said" as fully propositional' and Carston's thesis, Pragmatics
and the Explicit-Implicit Distinction , focuses exactly on this underdetermination and
how explicatures are produced.''”> Even Levinson, whose review is otherwise
consistently hostile, welcomes their characterisation of explicature because it draws
attention 'to the role of contextual inference not only in language interpretation but in
what many have taken to be the heart of semantics'.''®

Sperber and Wilson's characterisations of explicature and implicature are both
comparative. An explicature may be more or less explicit, depending on its relation to
its explicated propositional form. Implicatures vary according to their strength of
intentionality. Some but not all implicatures are fully determinate i.e. intended by the
speaker who takes responsibility for their truthfulness.''” To return to the previous
example, Mary’s response to Peter’s question might not only mobilise the implicated
premise that a Mercedes is an expensive car but that there are other cars which can be
classed as expensive (Rolls Royces and Cadillacs are examples given) and that this

context could give rise to implicated conclusions such as ‘Mary wouldn’t drive a Rolls
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Royce’ and ‘Mary wouldn’t drive a Cadillac’. Peter might also derive implicated

premises and conclusions along the lines of:

(41) People who refuse to drive expensive cars disapprove of displays of
wealth.
(42) Mary disapproves of displays of wealth (p.197).

or even.

(47) People who would not drive an expensive car would not go on a cruise
either.
(48) Mary would not go on a cruise (p.199).

Mary may indeed want Peter to derive (42) but her expectation that Peter would derive it
must be less strong than her expectation that he would derive the conclusion that Mary
would not drive any expensive car (36). Otherwise presumably, Mary could have said
something like ‘No, I disapprove of displays of wealth’ in response to Peter’s question.
In Sperber and Wilson’s terms she gives him somewhat less ‘encouragement’ to derive
(42) than (36). She gives him no encouragement at all to derive the conclusion that she
would not go on a cruise (48), though Peter may indeed derive this. This relativising
of determinacy enables them to distinguish implicatures in terms of their relative

strength:

The strongest possible implicatures are those fully determinate premises or
conclusions ... which must actually be supplied if the interpretation is to be
consistent with the Principle of Relevance and for which the speaker takes full

responsibility (p.199).

Strong implicatures are strongly encouraged but the hearer is not forced to supply them.
The weaker the encouragement, the wider the range of possibilities and the weaker the
implicatures. 'Eventually ... a point is reached at which the hearer receives no

encouragement at all to supply any particular premise and conclusion ...'(p.199).

Beyond literal declaratives

Sperber and Wilson extend and enrich their account of verbal communication by
considering a wide range of utterance types - interrogatives and imperatives as well as
declaratives, metaphor and irony as well as ‘literal’ uses of language - all from the
standpoint of relevance. Whilst some of these issues, for example the representation of
new and shared knowledge, are topoi in pragmatics, others - direct and indirect speech
for example - are not. The aim, of course, is to demonstrate the explanatory power of

Relevance and its divergence from other, particularly Gricean accounts. What is also
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interesting here is the focus on communicative instances where one utterance's
resemblance to another is central to its interpretation - immediately suggestive in the
light of intertextual theories.

Their discussion of diverse utterance types is predicated on a refinement and
extension of their account of the relations between utterance and thought. Utterances
are not only 'incomplete' representations of thoughts, they are always interpretations:
'an interpretive expression of a thought' and the relationship between the meaning of an
utterance and the thought that it represents is only ever one of resemblance and never
identity (p.230).''® A hearer's interpretation is always an interpretation of an
interpretation. It is within this framework that they distinguish literal and non-literal

utterances

... an utterance, in its role as an interpretive expression of a speaker’s thought,
is strictly literal if it has the same propositional form as that thought. To say that
an utterance is less than strictly literal is to say that its propositional form shares
some, but not all, of its logical properties with the propositional form it is
being used to interpret (p.233). '

For Sperber and Wilson, the difference between literal and non-literal meaning is only
one of degree: greater or lesser resemblance between utterance and thought. The
degree of literalness or non-literalness is determined by relevance. Indirectness in an
utterance needs to be offset by an increase in contextual effects. To describe a room as
a pigsty (to take one of their examples) is not only to say that it is filthy and untidy:

otherwise the speaker could have said just this.

... [T]he speaker must have intended to convey something more than this if the
relative indirectness of the utterance is to be justified: an image, say, of
filthiness and untidiness beyond the norm ... (p.236).

A metaphor does not have to be first interpreted literally and then found wanting in
respect of (say) the maxim of quality, because non-literal Janguage is not the 'other' of
a default literal language. Literal and non-literal uses of language exist on a continuum
from strictly literal through various types of ‘looseness’ of expression - approximation,
certain kinds of exaggeration - through to conventionally figurative uses of language.
Further, non-literal or figurative uses of language do not require particular or special
skills to interpret. Nor are such uses 'special”: what distinguishes a metaphor is simply
that it can often generate a large number of weak implicatures and the hearer needs to
take considerable responsibility for constructing them. Sperber and Wilson use these

criteria to produce a comparative definition of the poetic:
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In general, the wider the range of potential implicatures and the greater the
hearer’s responsibility for constructing them, the more poetic the effect, the
more creative the metaphor. A good creative metaphor is precisely one in which
a variety of contextual effects can be retained and understood as weakly
implicated by the speaker ...The result is quite a complex picture, for which the
hearer has to take a large part of the responsibility, but the discovery of which
has been triggered by the writer ... (p.237).

Poetic language is characterised in terms of its interpretative possibilities, which are in

® Sperber and Wilson's account of

turn dependent on the foresight of the speaker.'!
metaphor and non-literal language demonstrates very clearly that relevance is not a rule
which can be followed or flouted in Gricean terms, but 'a process which is triggered
by every utterance'.'”® This alternative explanation of non-literal uses of language may
in part account for the many Relevance-based accounts of poetic effects.'?!
Consistent with the notion of the literal and non-literal as a continuum is Sperber
and Wilson's 'naturalistic' characterisation of style, defined in terms of the relations

between cognitive effects and processing effort:

Stylistic differences are just differences in the way relevance is achieved.
(p.224).

The speaker makes assumptions about which relevant assumptions the hearer will find
it easier to access, and more general assumptions about the stock of assumptions that

the hearer might hold:

(74)  (a) Only amateurs can compete in the Olympics.

(c) The Olympic Games is an international sporting competition held
every four years. Only amateurs - that is, people who receive no payment for
their sporting activities - can compete in the Olympic Games ... (p.218).

In each case, the speaker makes very different assumptions about what the hearer
knows about the Olympic Games and amateur status. These are, for Sperber and
Wilson, differences of style: differences in contextual effects and processing effort

which are determined by the speaker’s assumptions about the hearer. Such utterances

differ not so much in their import as in the amount of help they give the hearer
in recovering it (p.218).

Both utterances have similar meanings in the sense that their propositional forms
logically resemble one another. Style also varies depending on the extent to which it
may ‘constrain or guide the hearer’s search for relevance’ (p.218). Very indirect

responses to questions, for example, might encourage a ‘particular line of processing’
p
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far more strongly than a direct answer (p.219). Sperber and Wilson contrast three

possible answers to the question ‘Is Jack a good sailor’

(b) Mary: Yes he is.
(c) Mary: ALL the English are good sailors.
(d) Mary: He’s English ...

In saying (75c¢), for example, Mary not only expects Peter to access and use
the assumptions that Jack is English and infer that Jack is a good sailor; she
also encourages him to speculate on, to derive some additional conclusions
from the assumption that the English are good sailors. In saying (75d), by
contrast she behaves as if the assumption that all the English are good sailors
were mutually manifest to her and Peter and more manifest than the assumption
that Jack is English (p.219).

The most indirect reply to the question, (d), guides the hearer to consider certain

" assumptions most strongly. Further, although in each of (b) to (d), the speaker
indicates that she thinks that Jack is a good sailor, (b) (c) and (d) are not alternative
ways of ‘saying the same thing’. While the speaker’s belief that Jack is a good sailor is
one of the assumptions communicated by the utterance in each case, it is not the
foregrounded assumption in either (c) or (d) which themselves differ in terms of the

assumptions which are foregrounded and the expectations which are made of the hearer:

Style arises, we maintain, in the pursuit of relevance (p.219).

Their definition of style is therefore expansive, taking account of any expectation that
the speaker makes of the hearer which is intentionally explicit or implicit in the
utterance. Style is a characteristic of all language use, which in turn is governed by
relevance. Further, in keeping with their notion that the speaker can choose one
stimulus from a possible range (depending on the speaker’s expectations), this
approach assumes that there is a propositional core of meaning which can be expanded,
contracted, versioned in a number of ways depending on the expectations of speaker-
hearers. Sperber and Wilson's definition of style is also markedly different from
Grice's. As noted above, the maxim of manner is the only place where form or 'style’
is acknowledged, and the default model of language assumes communication is a
'maximally effective exchange of communication','??

It is through this characterisation of style that Sperber and Wilson develop their
distinction between 'interpretive' and 'descriptive' language use. An utterance is used
descriptively if it represents some state of affairs (or desirable state of affairs) which it
describes. An utterance can also be used interpretively, to represent something it
resembles: another utterance (p.227). Direct quotaﬁon (direct speech), indirect

speech, summary and translation are all characterised as a set of relations between the
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utterance that is being represented and the utterance that is used to represent it (pp.227-
229). A direct quotation has a linguistic and semantic identity with the utterance. An
indirect quotation, they argue, is not semantically identical - presumably because of
the backshifting of tenses and shift from first to third person - but its propositional form
is the same. In the case of a summary, the relationship is looser. The summary does
not have the semantic or propositional form as the utterance but, they argue, if the

summary of the utterance is faithful,

... the propositional forms, though different must resemble one another: they
must share some logical properties, have partly identical contextual implications
in some contexts, for example (p.228).

The degree of resemblance between the utterance and the utterance that it represents
varies: from identity to a minimal degree of resemblance below which the utility of the
utterance as a representation comes into quéstion (p-229). In each case the utterance is
an interpretation of some or all of the linguistic, semantic and logical properties of the
utterance being represented.

An interpretive utterances is echoic, a term immediately suggesting parallels with

intertextual theories: it echoes or resembles another utterance. Further, echoic
utterances are not only interpretations of existing utterances but secohd—degree
interpretations of interpretations, because every utterance is an interpretation of a
thought of the speaker (p.238). Sperber and Wilson characterise not only the various
modes of the reporting of speech and thought as echoic, but also irony which is
'primarily designed to ridicule the opinion echoed’ (p.241). To take their own

example:

(112) (a) He: It’s a lovely day for a picnic.
[They go for a picnic and it rains.]
(b) She (sarcastically): It's a lovely day for a picnic indeed ...

The speaker of (112b) manifestly believes that it is not a lovely day for a picnic.
From this it follows that it was wrong of her companion to say that it was a
lovely day for a picnic, that his judgement has been unsound ... and so on.
The recovery of these implicatures depends, first, on a recognition of the
utterance as echoic; second on an identification of the source of the opinion
echoed; and third on a recognition that the speaker’s attitude to the opinion
expressed is one of rejection of disassociation (p.240).

Whilst the last of these 'recognitions' relates specifically to echoic utterances, the
account of implicature recovery summarises the interpretative requirements of any

echoic utterance. -
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Sperber and Wilson's interest in echoic utterances and interpretive use (in both
senses) is evidenced in some of their earliest work together, as well as in Sperber's
- recent writings on metarepresentation as a fundamental and evolved cognitive capacity
which can be understood as a development. In their 1981 article, 'Irony and the Use-
Mention Distinction', they follow a similar line of reasoning and align irony with
parody: both are instances of 'mention' rather than 'use'.'*> They also offer a richer

characterisation of the echoic:

Some are immediate echoes and others delays: some have their source in actual
utterances, other in thoughts or opinions; some have a real source, others an
imagined one, whereas others have a vaguer origin.'**

They also argue that their approach can better explain a number of commonsense and
linguistic phenomena associated with irony, for example: the notion of an ironical tone
of voice and, the 'switch in style of register' which is often a feature of ironical
utterances.'>> This makes sense, they argue, precisely because irony is an instance of
mention. They do not suggest exactly how the source of the echo might be identified
however, or whether the identification or construction of the actual source is a
necessary condition of interpretation. The identification of interpretive modes of
language use seems to mark a congruence (noted above) with intertextual theories: a
recognition of the role that utterance resemblance plays in the production and
interpretation of meaning. But there is also an immediate divergence: in Voloshinov,
Bakhtin and Kristeva, all utterances are 'echoic'; there is no place for the category of
the 'descriptive utterance' in Sperber and Wilson's terms. These are issues to which I
will return to in chapter three.

Sperber's recent work on metarepresentation can be viewed as the broader
framework in which the account of the echoic is elaborated.'*® His accounts of
metarepresentation not only make the production and interpretation of echoic utterances
possible, they also provide a cognitive and evolutionary rationale for Relevance theory.
In a recent seminar, Sperber proposed a definition of metarepresentation in the form of
a cautionary tale for ethnographers.'>” An ethnographer wants to discover the myth-of-
origins of a particular tribe and seeks out the relevant elder. He then asks him
something along the lines of 'how did you come to be'. The elder replies that he is not
that old. But by rephrasing the question in a version of 'what is the story about how
you came to be', the ethnographer is immediately presented with the story. This
narrative anecdote nicely illustrates the othering that ethnography and anthropology may
effect on unfamiliar cultures, and particularly the assumption that the beliefs of the

other are always literally held. But it also illustrates what Sperber means by
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metarepresentation: a particular kind of representation of a representation.’”® 'The
human metarepresentational capacity ... is, first and foremost a capacity to represent
the content of representations.'?® Metarepresentations do not represent a particular
state of affairs which they describe 'but representations (mental, public, or abstract)
the contents of which they serve to render."*® Therefore the italicised expressions of

'"Mary believes that she is seriously ill' represents a mental representation of Mary's.

A fully-fledged metarepresentational capability such as the one found in human
languages and in human thinking is based on the possibility of interpreting any
expression-token as representing another token of the same expression or
expression-type, or more generally some expression type or token it resembles
in relevant respects.'!

The use of an utterance which resembles another utterance is predicated on such an
ability. ' |

In various texts, Sperber outlines the evolutionary rationale for just such a ‘'full-
fledged' metarepresentational capacity. The ability to represent the content of the
mental states of others and various kinds of public representations as interpretations aé
opposed to as descriptions, is, Sperber argues, central to various complex actions and
processes, for example, avoiding being deceived, taking up various attitudes towards
beliefs - believing (at various degrees of strength), doubting and disbelieving - and
persuading.®* Sperber also reasons that metarepresentational ability must have
preceded the development of language, in evolutionary terms: if language (conceived,
of course, as en-de-coding in the strict sense of code-message pairing) had preceded
metarepresentation, then metarepresentational ability could not have developed,
because en-de-coding is not a metarepresentational process.”>> As might be expected,
a general cognitive ability is proposed as central and language as subsequent and
dependent. Indeed, Sperber seems to suggest that the ability to metarepresent is the
most distinctive criterion of the human; and that ostensive-inferential communication is

metarepresentational 'through and through':'**

When we, modern humans, communicate verbally, we decode what the
words mean in order to find out what the speaker meant. Discovering sentence
meaning is just a means to an end. Our true interest is in the speaker's meaning.
A speaker's meaning is a mental representation entertained by the speaker which
she intended the hearer to recognise and to which she intends him to take some
specific attitude (e.g. accept as true). Verbal understanding consists in forming
a metarepresentation of a representation of the speaker ... Linguistic
comprehension is an inferential task using decoded material as evidence. The
inferences involved are about speaker meaning, that is, are aimed at
metarepresentational conclusions. '
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Sperber's accounts of metarepresentational ability and its development can be seen as an
attempt to ground Relevance in a plausible cognitive and evolutionary psychological
framework, and also to strengthen the claim that ostensive-inferential communication is
the strongest explanatory model of utterance production and interpretation. But the
synopsis above also captures many of the general features of Relevance theory: the
necessary but limited scope of en-de-coding; the ostensive character of utterance
production and the role of this ostensiveness in interpretation; the notion that the
utterance is evidence for an inferential process; and, the centrality of speaker meaning
(as opposed to utterance or utterance-type meaning) in their account of communication.
What is missing here is relevance: a presumption communicated by every utterance
whichis'eriﬁed or confirmed by the interpretative process. This interpretative process is
itself governed by relevance, which, like any other cognitive process, 'tends to be
geared to the maximisation of the cumulative relevance of the inputs it processes'
(Postface to the second edition, p.261). The balancing of processing costs and
benefits drives the amplification and completion of semantic representations into fully
propositional forms - explicatures - as well as the production of implicatures, including
the mobilisation of any required contexts. The tendency to maximisation explains
cognitive activity as apparently diverse as the smell of gas or a complex written
discourse. Relevance is, to say the least, an elegant theory. B

Pragmatic criticisms
The summary above also illustrates three issues which are contentious in discussions of
Relevance: the role of the principle that is not a Principle, relevance itself; the
characterisation of the cognising subject that Relevance assumes, seemingly
exclusively rational; and the role of intention in the interpretative process. It is not
surprising that both the character and explanatory force of relevance has excited
considerable criticism. Even Alastair Fowler, whose review title celebrates 'A New
Theory of Communication', suggests that Sperber and Wilson should have considered
alternatives to the 'easiest path' interpretation.*® Trevor Pateman makes the same
point. Both seem to ignore the cognitive gains that are balanced against processing
costs.”?” Levinson, more seriously, proposes that relevance is circular. The number
of contextual effects which a stimulus can produce is 'unrestricted in value' (unless
context is itself 'artificially' limited), it is relevance which restricts context and
therefore 'constructs the basis for assessing Relevance'.'® He goes on to argue that it
is also an inconsistent principle: sometimes it seems to have a predetermined value and
contextual effects are produced until that value is satisfied; sometimes the costs have a

threshold value so that the first interpretation congruent with least effort is chosen.'**
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More generally speaking, does relevance explain everything that it is supposed to?
These are issues to which I will return in chapter three, but it would certainly seem that
the interpretation of poetic language (with its 'gains' of many weak implicatures) does
not seem to square with the 'threshold value' which clearly obtains on many occasions -
another reason perhaps for the Relevance-theoretic interest in poetic effects.

These issues can only be adequately addressed if the rolei‘ ntention in the production
and interpretation of meaning are raised in a critical form. Indeed, the relationship
between metarepresentation and inferential communication becomes fully explicit only
when the central role of intention is acknowledged: the hearer forms
metarepresentations of the speaker's intentions. Relevance is clearly a strongly
intentionalist account of communication. It is not simply that hearers or readers
attribute or 'construct' the intentions of speakers and writers, it is that these are central
to successful communication and, indeed, to defining the limits of communication per
se.’*® Only the contextual effects deemed to have been encouraged (strongly or
weakly) by the speaker are recognised as communicated.'*' But even if this distinction
is accepted, it does not take any real account of how difficult it might be to distinguish
between the two in interpretative scenarios. This is acknowledged to be an issue, for
exémple by Billy Clark, who argues that this difficulty is precisely what makes poetic
language an interesting test-case for Relevance.'** But it is interesting that this
acknowledgement seems to assume that most other types of language do not present
such a problem.

The centrality of intention to Relevance has been variously attacked. Levinson sees
their absence of interest in what he terms 'default' meaning as a fundamental problem:
their exclusive focus on speaker meaning blinds them to the contribution of, for
example, Generalised Conversational Implicatures.'*’, Jacob L. Mey and Mary Talbot
are likewise critical of their refusal to acknowledge the role of convention in the
production and interpretation of meaning. These are issues to which I will return in
chapter three from the standpoint of intertextuality; but there are a set of problems with
intention which are generated by the internal logic of Relevance-and which require
noting here. First, although there is a strong commitment to specifying the detail of the
interpretative process and its relation to intention, at times there seems-%fﬁ-ggés an
almost naive confidence that the intentions of the communicator (which are recognised
as potentially and frequently complex) can be successfully communicated: thoughts are
precise though their 'public' representations are clearly not. Linked to this is an
apparent conflict between the delimitation and specification of interpretative possibilities
that intention is supposed to make strongly probable, and the indeterminacy of the
utterance as concept. Utterances are vague and ambiguous evidence about a speaker's

thought, interpretive expressions of a speaker's thought and so on. This is certainly a
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powerful challenge to the classical en-de-coding model, as is the proposal that if
communication is successful the hearer will entertain thoughts similar but not identical
to the speaker's own. But does it not also undermine the possibility of 'recuperating’
what is intentionally, as opposed to unintentionally communicated? This may account
for the shifting terms that are employed to represent this process: most frequently
'recovery' as might be expected, but also on occasion 'construction'.'**

Finally, the seemingly exclusively rational character of Relevance-person.
Although Sperber and Wilson claim that human inference is 'less a logical process than
a form of suitably constrained guesswork', logic is clearly central to their account.'*?
Within their scheme, concepts require logical entries and utterances require
propositional formulation so that they can function within an inference procedure and
enter into relations thf\g other assumptions. A number of commentators have criticised
what might be termed, hyper-rationalism' of their model: '[t]he underlying assumption
is that all knowledge lies in deductive relations among linguistic structures'.'*® It is
perhaps pertinent to contrast this with the associative conceptual networks operating in
Kintsch's constraint-satisfaction model, which are precisely not predicated on logical
relations.'” Talbot and Mey reprove Sperber and Wilson for their characterisation of
the subject as wholly rational, instancing the Freudian concept of disavowal in an
example which demonstrates both the difficulties which an exclusively rational model
can encounter and the problem of intention.'*® This in turn draws attention to their
characterisation of the 'echoic’ utterance: one which echoes another's utterance and is
nevertheless easily distinguishable from the speaker's. It is never, it would seem,
evidence of the speaker as a divided subject. Sperber's recent writings on evolutionary
psychology accent the role of rationality further. In 'Metarepresentation in an
Evolutionary Perspective', he hypothesises the evolution of a 'logical module' on the
grounds that communication, whilst offering innumerable cognitive gains, isalso
hugely risky. 'Deception' and 'manipulation’ are so 'ubiquitous' in communication
that the development of some apparatus for the testing of arguments was required, if
the benefits were not to outweigh the dangers.'*® It is also not surprising that Sperber
as an anthropologist should himself feel required to develop an adequate account of the
topos of irrational beliefs which is consistent with the fundamental rationality that he
assumes of the human subject. The very existence of irrational beliefs requires
explanation: given the logical relations of knowledge that Relevance proposes,
irrational beliefs should be gradually weakened and finally cancelled as they enter into
relations with rational knowledge and beliefs.'*® The absence or avoidance of
unrational or irrational processes in communication is an issue to which I will return in

the next chapter.
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The gap between sentence and utterance meaning on which pragmatics is predicated
is the starting point for Relevance as is the commitment to explain the processes of
interpretation - Relevance is a strong pragmatic theory in the sense identified at the
beginning of the chapter. Its distinctiveness lies first in its characterisation of language:
the utterance always underdetermines speaker meaning and an utterance is always-
already an interpretation of a speaker’s thought. This makes inference central to all
interpretation - hence explicatures - a process which can function independently of a
linguistic code. What is distinctive about linguistic communication is that the evidence
for the inferencing process comprises semantic representations and that every utterance
communicates the presumption of its own optimal relevance. Relevance is not a
principle to ‘apply’, in marked contrast with the Cooperative Principle. Nor can
relevance be ‘flouted’. All modes of language use inhabit a continuum which can be
understood in terms of the relations between processing costs and benefits.

Relevance’s strong appeal lies in the characterisation of inference as fundamentally
different from decoding and, through this, in its specification of the distinctive
questions and problems that an inferential account of interpretation must address and
resolve. How is knowledge mobilised and/or constructed in an inferential procedure?
Why do hearers reach one set of conclusion-interpretations rather than another (given
the myriad of conclusions that can be derived from the same premises)? Why does
interpretation ‘stop’? Its strength also lies in the explicit and detailed account of the
interpretative process - a profound weakness in intertextual accounts which Relevance
further serves to foreground.

There are, asI have noted, certain immediate congruences between inferential
theories, particularly Relevance, and intertextual ones: a shared starting point - a
dissatisfaction with en-de-coding, a belief in the constitutive polysemy or ambiguity of
the utterance; comparable rhetorical approaches which centre on text-context relations;
and, what appear to be, comparable arguments and formulations - I am thinking
particularly here of Relevance's insistence on the non-identity between the
representations of speaker and hearer within a communicative process. The intertextual
characterisation of textual production as variation and transformation likewise suggests
non-identity. It also suggests that the identification and/or construction of relations of
resemblance (similarities and differences) between the text being interpreted and others

is central to the interpretative process. Can such a process be modelled in inferential

“terms? Other questions intervene however before this one can be addressed. Are these -

apparent similarities between intertextual and inferential theories substantive? Can such
parallels form the basis for an inferential account of intertextual interpretation, a
synthesis of inferential and intertextual theories? Inferential accounts clearly expose a

set of problems in intertextual ones, but intertextual theories present another
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perspective from which to view Relevance (and inferential theories). What additional

problems might such a perspective raise? These are the questions that the next chapter

will address.
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description) is Grice's first maxim of quantity. (Linguistics: The Cambridge Survey, p.117). He also

invokes John Stuart Mill as Grice's precursor in relation to the maxim of quantity. - In Logic, Mill

discusses the utterance 'l saw some of the your children today' as ‘meaning' not all.

7> Horn, for example, like Levinson, is committed to the explanatory power of clashes within a

modified Gricean framework. See, fo; example, Horn, 'Pragmatic Theory' in Linguistics: The

Cambridge Survey, p.132. However Carston argues, in 'Quantity Maxims and Generalised

Implicature', Lingua , 96, (1995), pp.213-244 , that clashes are not a desirable mode of explanation
should be. seuqit

of pragmatic phenomena and that a 'deeper principle’i‘(pp.228—229).

6 See Levinson, Pragmatics, pp.131-2 and Levinson and P. Brown, 'Universals in Language Usage:

Politeness Phenomena' in Questions and Politeness: Strategies in Social Interaction edited by E.

Goody (Cambridge, CUP, 1978). In 'Logic and Conversation', Grice acknowledges the importance of

politeness but argues that although 'be polite' is 'normally observed by participants in talk-exchanges'

and can generate non-conventional implicatures, it is of a different character to the maxims which are

specific to communication (p.28).

7 Cited in Talbot J. Taylor and Deborah Cameron, Analysing Conversation: Rules and Units in the

Structure of Talk (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1987), p.92.

" Kintsch, Comprehension: A Paradigm for Cognition, pp.2-3.

7 Kintsch, Comprehension, p.4.

8 Kintsch, Comprehension, p.33.

81 Kintsch, Comprehension, p.99.

8 Kintsch, Comprehension, p.99.
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8 Dan Sperber and Deirdre Wilson, Relevance: Communication and Cognition (Oxford: Blackwell,
1986). A second edition was published in 1995. This reprints the first text in the same pagination
'excépt for the correction of typographical errors, removal of obvious mistakes and inconsistencies,
updating of existing references, and addition of a few explanatory notes' (Preface to second edition,
p.viii). The important addition is a 'Postface' which sketches developments in Relevance theory and
proposes certain revisions, specifically to the Principle of Relevance itself which will be discussed
below. The bibliography is significantly extended to take account of work produced within the
framework of the theory.

8 This boldness continues in the 'Postface’ to the second edition. Whilst acknowledging themselves
grateful to commentators for their criticisms and comments, they claim '[they] find that the most
serious problems with [their] theory are those [they] have discovered themselves' (Relevdnce, Postface
to the second edition, p.255).

85 See for example, Levinson, 'A Review of Relevance', Journal of Linguistics , 25, (1989),
pp.455-472: 'Chapter two outlines a speculative psychoiogy of inference likely to leave psychologists,
" logicians, semanticists and computer scientists in some degree of apoplexy' (p.457).

8 Alaistair Fowler, 'A New Theory of Communication', London Review of Books, (March 30,
1989) ppl6-17, p.l6.

8 Relevance first acquired a separate index heading in Linguistics and Language Behaviour Abstracts
(Bethseda: Cambridge Scientific Abstracts) in 1998 (Volume 32). In Linguistics: The Cambridge
Survey, Relevance is discussed in some detail in Volume 3: Language: Psychological and Biological
Aspects (Cambridge: CUP, 1988) in an essay entitled 'Language and Cognition', pp.38-68, written
by Robyn Carston, a kep proponent of the theory and discussed below.

8 Sperber and Wilson have produced a number of articles, jointly and individually on Relevance. See
this bibliography and the second edition of Relevance, pp.315-318. But a number of other
pragmaticians have contributed to the development of the theory, perhaps most notably Robyn Carston
and Diane Blakemore whose work is discussed below. The Postface notes and bibliography to the
second edition provides a useful.survey of Relevance up to 1995. Francisco Yus's on-line bibliography

Relevance Theory Online at http://www.ua.es/dfing/rt.htm is ongoing.
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¥ See in particular, Relevance, pp. 72-89.

% Relevance, p.46.

° See for example Levinson, Pragmatics, p.159. In a discussion of implicature and metaphor he
speculates that a pragmatic theory of metaphor is 'perhaps too much to ask of what is clearly a perfectly
general and crucial psychological capacity that operates in many domains of human life, namely the
ability to think analogically'. Important here is the emphasis on general psychological capacity and the
situating of certain types of questions about interpretation within the field:éégnition.

2 Jef Verschueren, Introduction, p.10. His comments come in the context of a set of criticisms of
cognitive approaches, most importantly the ways in which they ignore the social dimensions of
language use. Relevance theory is one of his examples - an issue to which I will return below and in
chapter three - but he is also critical of those who are interested in social explanations but ignore
cognitive questions.

% Relevance, p.46.

% The Postface to the second edition also offers a brief evolutionary rationale for relevance (pp.261-2).
Sperber's texts on these topics will be referenced as discussed.

% Sperber and Wilson never capitalise relevance when they are discussing its operation. They do
capitalise it when they are discussing the First and Second Principles of Relevance (discussed below). 1
have followed their notation in both cases. Therefore when I speak of 'Relevance', 1 am referring to the
theory as a whole. 1 also use Relevance as a shorthand for the book itself.

% In the first edition of Relevance, Sperber and Wilson use the term 'contextual effects', but in the
Postface (p.265) to the second edition they note the change: '[c]ontextual effects in an individual are
cognitive effects (a phrase we have used in articles written after 1986).'

7 'Assumptions' is intended to mark that the knowledge the subject has may or may not be true. In
the first edition, Sperber and Wilson appear unconcerned with the truth and falsity of assumptions but
in the Postface to the second edition they note that this was an error. As is discussed later on in this
chapter the status of the input i.e. the assumptions being processed remains unchanged from the first

edition, but they discuss the truth status of output in rather different terms.
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%8 There is a clear parallel here with Grice's definition of what is necessary for 'A to mean something
by x', particularly Grice's insistence that the audience's recognition of A's intention 'play[s] its part in
inducing the belief' (Grice, 'Meaning', Studies in the Way of Words, p.219). For both, intention is
not simply central to communication in general but its recognition is central to the interpretative
process - an issue to which I will return.

% Stephen Levinson, Pragmatics and K. Bach and R. Harmish, Linguistic Communication and
Speech Acts (Cambridge Mass: MIT Press, 1979). Sperber and Wilson's criticisms of negative
characterisation also include Geoffrey Leech, Principles of Pragmatics (London: Longman, 1983);
Gillian Brown and George Yule, Discourse Analysis (Cambridge: CUP, 1983); and R. de
Beaugrande and W. Dressler, Introduction to Text Linguistics, (London: Longman, 1981).

1% Having made this claim they immediately invoke Fodor's First Law of the Non-existence of
Cognitive Science: the more global ... a cognitive process is, the less anybody understands it'
(Relevance, p.66). Given that a global thought process by its very nature can involve evidence which
can be very remote in relation to the object or goal of cognisance, it very difficult to speculate
plausibly about how such processes work. Sperber and Wilson go on to add that '[they] do not entirely
share this pessimism' (p.66). Fodor's example of a global thought process, scientific theorising, is,
they contend, not the most appropriate model for characterising a central thought process. Utterance
comprehension differs in two important respects from it. It is virtually instantaneous (unlike scientific
theorising which can 'take all the time in the world' (p.66), meaning that only a limited amount of
evidence is actually taken into account; second, utterances come 'from a hélpful source', whereas the
material for scientific hypothesis, they claim, comes from nature, further limiting the range of
evidence that may be entertained. Hence they conclude it is amenable to study. However in the notes
to the second edition, they refine their position, declaring that they would not now make such a sharp
distinction between input and central systems, given the growing evidence that central systems should
be analysed in modular terms (p.293).

101 Rickhart, Strohner and Schnotz, Introduction, Inferences in Text Processing, p.15.

102 See Relevance, pp.96-103.

1% 1 emmon, p.19.
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1% Stephen Levinson, 'A Review of Relevance', Journal of Linguistics, p.457. Richard E. Grandy
in his review 'Understanding Understanding' makes the same point, likewise arguing there is very little
evidence for the limitation on inferential procedures that Sperber and Wilson propose (Times Literary
Supplement, September 19, (1986), p.1037.

105 1A Review of Relevance', Journal of Linguistics, p.457.

1% Eve E. Sweetener, 'Review of Relevance: Communication and Cognition', American
Anthropologist, 90 (September 1988). pp.744-7455, p.744.

197 This is one of the key clarifications in the Postface though it does not make any difference to the
theory as a whole: 'Not one but two Principles of Relevance' (p.260): the first (above) cognitive; the
second, specifically communicative.

%8 Relevance, p.119.

19 Relevance, pp.48-9.

10 The Postface to the second edition modifies the First Principle in relation to truth. In the first
edition, the truth or falsity of assumptions was bracketed as irrelevant but in the Posface, Sperber and
Wilson confess themselves uneasy aboui this move. For humans who are reflective about their
knowledge, its truth or falsity must matter, and besides they argue, false information is often

. information that is not worth having (p.264). Sperber and Wilson argue that it is the truth of the
output or interpretation that is fundamental. Many inputs such as phenomena cannot be true or false;
we can derive true conclusions from false premises; it is our interpretations of utterances that are true
(or not true), not utterances themselves (p.264).- This is congruent with Sperber and Wilson's focus on
assumption relations.

"' This reiterates their claim in the first edition that there is no "‘common purpose or set of purposes',
or at least a mutually accepted direction’ over and above the aim of achieving successful
communication®(p.161) - the two sets of citation marks indicate a quotation from Grice.

12 Sperber and Wilson argue that the information which can be stored in memory is of three distinct
types. Each concept has a logical entry (as noted above) which 'consists of a set of deductive rules

which apply to [the] logical forms of which that concept is a constituent'; an encyclopaedic entry (as
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above) and a lexical entry which 'contains information about the natural-language counterpart of the
concept: the word or phrase of natural language which expresses it' (p.86).

3 In their Postface, Sperber and Wilson propose that detailed work on the recovery of explicatures
(i.e. the inferential procedures of reference assignment, .disambiguation and enrichment) as one of the
important contributions that Relevance has made, citing Robyn Carston's work as evidence of this
(p.257).

14 Robyn Carston, Pragmatics and the Explicit-Implicit Distinction, p.19.

5 Carston, Pragmatics and the ..., p.23.

6 1 evinson, 'A Review of Relevance', Journal of Linguistics, p.456.

U7 Relevance, pp.194-7. Sperber and Wilson also argue that this relative definition of determinacy
distinguishes them from many other pragmaticians who presume that implicatures are fully determinate
or who recognise indeterminacy but exclude it from consideration (pp.195-6).

118 Sperber and Wilson use the variant 'interpretive' as the adjectival form of interpretation and I have
followed this when discussing their concept. Elsewhere I use 'interprctative'.

19 Sperber and Wilson's definition of poetic language includes a number of figures other than
metaphor: hyperbole, metonymy, synecdoche for example, though they do not discuss these in detail
(p.237). 'Forseeing' is the term they apply to an analysis of a Flaubert metaphor which I will discuss
in chapter three (p.237).

120 Neil Smith and Deirdre Wilson, 'Introduction’ to Lingua 87 (1992), special issue on Relevance,
pp-1 - 10.

12l See for example, Language and Literature 5, 3 (1996), special issue on Relevance and literary
style. See also David Trotter, 'Analysing Literary Prose: The Relevance of Relevance Theory,
Lingua 87 (1992), (special issue on Relevance) pp.11-27, and Adrian Pilkington, 'Poetic Effects' in
the same issue, pp.29-51.

12 Paul Grice, 'Logic and Conversation', Studies in the Way of Words, p.28. As noted above,
Grice does of course acknowledge other purposes - he instances influencing and directing the actions of

others - but this remains the default from which floutings are modelled.
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'3 Sperber and Wilson, 'Irony and the Use-Mention Distinction' in Radical Pragmatics, edited by
Peter Cole (New York: Academic Press, 1981), pp.295-318, pp.305-8.

14 rony and the Use-Mention Distinction', pp.309-10. The descriptive-interpretive distinction in
Relevance is congruent with the distinction between use and mention.

125 rony and the ...!, p.311.

126 See in particular Sperber, 'Metarepresentation in an Evolutionary Perspective' at http://perso.club-
internet.fre/sperber/metarep.htm, January 2000, and 'Anthropology and Psychology: Towards an
Epidemiology of Representations' in Explaining Culture: A Naturalistic Approach (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1996).

27 Dan Sperber, seminar series at the London School of Economics, 2000,

128 Sperber, '"Metarepresentation in an Evolutionary Perspective', http://perso.club-
internet.fre/sperber/metarep.htm, p.1: /Metarepresentations are representations of representations, but
not all representations of representations are metarepresentations in the relevant sense.\

122 "Metarepresentation in an Evolutionary Perspective', p.1.

130 '‘Metarepresentation ... ', p.1.

B 'Metarepresentation ... ', pp.1-2.

132 On the avoidaﬁce of deception and the art of persuasion see for example, 'Metarepresentation in an
Evolutionary Perspective', p.6; on attitudes towards belief, see in particular 'The Epidemiology of
Representations', in Sperber, Explaining Culture: A Naturalistic Approach, (Oxford: Blackwell,
1996), pp.87-92.

133 'Metarepresentation . p2.

134 In 'Metarepresentation ...', he does not make this point explicitly but his mention of the
conventional hypothesis that language is the most distinctive feature of the human species, followed
by his argument that the development of a metarepresentational ability preceded language seems to
suggest that he thinks that it is this (and not language) that is the most distinctive feature of humans
(pp.2-4).

133 'Metarepresentation ... ' p.2.
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136 Fowler, 'A New Theory of Communication', London Review of Books, March 30 1989, p.16-
17, p.16.

37 Pateman, 'Relevance, Contextual Effects and Least Effort', Poetics Today , 84 (1984), pp.745-
54; p.749.

138 Levinson, 'A Review of Relevance', Journal of Linguistics, 25 (1989), pp.455-472; p.459.
13 Levinson, 'A Review of Relevance', pp.462-3.

140 1 ecercle makes this important distinction in Interpretation as Pragmatics and argues that whilst we
as hearers and readers ascribe or 'construct' intentions, we should not mistake such a process as a 'cause’'
(p.118). This is an issue to which I will return in chapter three.

1 For a detailed exposition of the various modes of communicated meaning that Sperber and Wilson
identify, see Sperber and Wilson, 'Linguistic Form and Relevance', Lingua 90 (1993), pp.1-25.

12 In 'Stylistic Analysis and Relevance Theory', Language and Literature , 5, (3 (1996), pp.163-78,
Clark argues that literature 'raises challenges for any theory of intentional communication' (p.163).

" Whilst he makes a clear distinction between implicatures and implications, where the former are
distinguishable as 'mutually manifest intentionally conveyed implications' (p.164), he also suggests
that the distinction between the two may be 'far from clear cut' (p.173) - hence the interest of literature
and literary language. What is interesting however is that he treats literary language as a special case:
the site where such distinctions may be difficult to make and where intentionality becomes
problematised as an explanatory concept. By 'implication' such issues do not arise frequently in other
modes of language use. I will return to this issue in chapter three.

13 A theory of Generalised Conversational Implicatures (GCIs) and the 'default’ or 'presumptive'
meanings carried by them are the goals of Levinson's recent book: Presumptive Meanings: The
Theory of Generalised Conversational Implicature . Whilst Levinson sees GCls as a fundamental but
undeveloped aspect of Grice's work, Carston and Sperber and Wilson do not think that the particular
and general distinction was theoretically significant for Grice and that Relevance can handle apparent
GCI phenomena without recourse to such a distinction. 'They [Sperber and Wilson] favour a
continuum of cases of implicature, with some resting on very widely held and standardly available.

assumptions about the world, some resting on more culturally specific assumptions which are shared
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by a wide range of people, through to those which are dependent on very specific and transient
information'. (Carston, 'Quantity Maxims and Generalised Implicatures', Lingua, 96 (1995), pp.
213-244, p.230.)

44 For ex‘ample 'recovery' is used on p.194 and p.240, whereas 'construction' is used on p.237.

145 Relevance, p.69

146 Richard E. Grandy, Times Literary Supplement, p.1037.

47 Kintsch, Comprehension: A Paradigm for Cognition, pp.34-7. Associative networks are not the .
only mode of organisation but they do allow for knowledge-relations which are not logically ordered.
18 The example is a wife who is beaten by her husband who disavows (i.e. both knows and refuses to
know or acknowledge) his hostility, Talbot and Mey, 'Computation and the Soul', Semiotica , 72,
3/4 (1988), pp.291-339, p.305.

149 Metarepresentation...!, p.6.

1% See Sperber, 'Apparently Irrational Beliefs' in On Anthropological Knowledge (Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 1985) I will look at Sperber's solution to the 'problem’ of irrational

beliefs in chapter three.
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Chapter Three: The Encounter
'Greed is good.' (Gordon Gecko in Wall Street)1

In the 1987 film Wall Street, the corporate trader-raider Gordon Gécko (Michael
Douglas) shares his credo with a rapt audience of shareholders: 'greed is good'. This
simple affirmative is not only of dialogic interest, it also furnishes evidence of an
intimate relationship between intertextuality and inference. Gecko translates a
conventional sin into a positive value, and in the process, asserts a definition of the
good which is exclusively self- and selfishly defined. 'He harnesses the rhetorical force
of a religious moral discourse and displaces it to affirm his own pleasure in the pursuit
of what is usually classed as immoral. What is most interesting about his utterance
however, is that interpretation of it relies in significant part on an inferential process:
on the production of implicatures which are not coded in the utterance itself. A central
component of the meaning of this utterance is that it is controversial. Its controversial
character lies both in the proposition itself and in the very public context of its
enunciation. It challenges 'decent' commonsense values and axioms. For 'greed is
good' to be understood as controversial, some of the types of utterance that it contests
must be constructed as implicatures: for example, 'greed is not good', 'greed may be
an attribute of human nature but it is certainly not a virtue', 'we may be greedy but we
do not admit it publicly and we certainly don't celebrate it as a value' and so on. Such
implicatures are precisely not coded: they are proposed by the intertextual character of
the utterance. This suggests an intimate relation between (at least) a certain class of
implicatures and intertextual interpretation, but also that some implicatures are properly
speaking utterances and should be treated as such. It seems indeed that the production
of certain types of implicature is predicated on the hearer or reader mobilising or
constructing an intertextual relation between two or more utterances.

Yet no sustained attempt exists either to think through intertextual interpretation as
an inferential process or inferential processes as intertextual. This then is the goal of
this and the subsequent chapters; to stage an encounter between these two theories of
meaning and develop a critical synthesis. Despite the connections suggested in the
example above, it should immediately be clear that inferential and intertextual accounts
of meaning cannot simply be adjoined to one another: the knowledges and
assumptions, logics and languages of these theories are radically different. Nor will it
be possible to resolve the contradictions at some 'deeper’ level, exposing the conflict as
finally, merely apparent. Read through and against one another, the explanatory limits
and theoretical errors of each and both are exposed. That said, these differences -

substantial and substantive - should not be allowed to conceal the sites or positions of
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congruence, a 'common' ground which is inhabited by both theories, even if it is

rarely recognised as such. It is with this common ground that I wish to begin.

1. The 'common' ground
Inferential and intertextual theories of meaning begin at the same theoretical place: a
dissatisfaction with a structuralist model of language. The limits of such a model,
whether conceived as 'abstract-objectivism' or as the myth of a 'unitary' language, are
a constant theme in Voloshinov and Bakhtin. The sign is not a 'self-identical signal',
that is stable and stabilised within the linguistic system, but plastic and mobile as it is
resignified within different contexts by different users.”> This adaptability is indeed
-predicated on a linguistic system - a national language - which is a common resource of
its users, but which different social constituencies make mean in different ways with
different evaluative accents. The concept of the heteroglossia takes this argument
further: the notion of a unitary language is a fiction, though one with real ideological
force. It is Kristeva who draws out the full implications of this. Signification can
never be the simple repetition or realisation of existing signifying practices: it always
involves transformation. Further, Kristeva's positing of poetic language as the practice
which articulates the relations between the semiotic and the symbolic, the refusing and
seeking of language as the rule of Law, introduces an 'uncodable' dimension into at
least some modes of discourse. In Revolution in Poetic Language, the chora is
precisely that which cannot be codified: the pre-oedipal residue that precedes entry into
the symbolic. Most importantly, it is Bakhtin's dialogic and Kristeva's intertextuality
tha{: t:g;ft'conceived as a realisation of a single underlying code untenable. The
permutation of texts and the inscription of the heteroglossia in discourse demolish the
idea that meaning is governed by any single process of encoding or decoding.
Inferential accounts of meaning are also motivated by what are perceived as the
explanatory limits of coded or conventional meaning; and there is an explicit point of
congruence between Relevance and intertextual accounts of meaning: both make the
deficits of a specifically structuralist code model their starting point. Further, Sperber's
text 'Lévi-Strauss Today' where he contends that the value of Lévi-Strauss's work is
precisely not its debt, real and imagined, to structuralism, echoes, though from a
radically different place, Derrida's 'Structure, Sign and Play in the Human Discourses'
which suggests that a central value in Lévi-Strauss's writings is the presence of a
critique of structuralism, a recognition of its limits as a critical practice.?
Second, as already intimated above, inferential and intertextual theories both define
the utterance as polysemous or semantically ambiguous. For Kristeva and Bakhtin, it

is the multi-accentual sign that provides the strongest evidence of this. 'Polysemy’
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marks the conflictual social and cultural relations which are inscribed and constituted in
language. In pragmatics generally, it is assumed that the linguistic form of the
utterance does not or does not always, fully determine its meaning: a number of
possible interpretations are assumed. Interpretation is often conceived as, in significant
part, a process of 'disambiguation'. In inferential accounts, these indeterminacies are
absolutely central: 'The notion of inference is important because language is
ambiguous, vague and fragmentary'.*

Third, the flaws in the code model and the-polysemy of utterance make it difficult
to presuppose that the hearer's interpretation of the utterance is identical with the
speaker's intention and that interpretation is a recuperative process. For Kristeva and
Bakhtin, there is no single or unified subject to whom a particular meaning (speaker
meaning) can be attributed. The text 'speaks' from a multiplicity of places in many
'voices' or languages and no singular intention can be recovered from this polyvocality.
And whilst Bakhtin's characterisation of composition as orchestration implies a measure
of authorial agency, interpretation at the very least must involve the identification of
multiple agencies and multiple intentions. Sperber and Wilson's provisional heuristic
assumption about communication is not to assume that it works.”  And given that their
model of communication is strongly intentionalist, this means that they do not
presuppose that the hearer will recover the speaker's intention. Further,  this
presupposition is embedded in their theory of communication: the speaker tries to make

. the hearer entertain certain representations which are similar to her own; the hearer
does not (and cannot) recover these representations which are already 'second-order’
representations of thoughts.®

Fourth, both inferential and intertextual theories can be characterised as rhetorical
approaches, focusing on the relations between texts or utterances, contexts and those
who produce and interpret them. Bakhtin and Kristeva both conceptualise context (the
heteroglossia, the General Culture) as constitutive of the utterance. Kristeva's concept
of the speaking subject, as socially and also psychically configured, binds questions
of meaning inextricably to the question, 'who speaks?' In pragmatics, meaning is
always contextually constituted and inferential accounts are no exception. The
mobilisation and deployment of contextual knowledge is a central element in strong
inferential accounts, as Relevance evidences. But Sperber and Wilson also define
communication rhetorically in another sense. One of the key features distinguishing

communication from cognition in general is its suasive aspect: the speaker seeks to

make the hearer entertain similar representations to her own.” This definition is given
further force in the context of Sperber's recent writings where he attempts to locate the
suasive character of discourse in an evolutionary framework. The human capacity to
metarepresent mental states and then to attribute these to others means that it is only 'a
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short step, or no step at all to ... having desires about these mental states - desiring that
she should believe this, desiring that he should desire that - and to forming intentions
to alter the mental states of others'.®  Voloshinov, Bakhtin and Kristeva are also
bound to an understanding of discourse as suasive, but this is argued from a radically
different place, made most explicit in Marxism and the Philosophy of Language:
'Without signs there is no ideology'’® Any signifying practice is always suasive
because it is always ideological. It is not only embedded in social relations, it takes up
a position or positions in relation to some part of the social: any representation is
constituted by its affirmation or/and contestation of others.

Finally, Sperber and Wilson's interest in mention and echoic utterances as
interpretative modalities of language use, and Sperber's current focus on
metarepresentation suggests a closer congruence between Relevance and intertextual
theories of meaning than other inferential accounts. From the definition of irony as a
modality of mention, to the more elaborated treatment in Relevance of 'echoic
utterances' and resemblance, through to Sperber's current work on metarepresentation,
the ways in which language can be used to represent other public representations,
which are interpreted as such by hearers, is a consistent and indeed developing part of
their thinking about language and culture. This enriches and focuses the theoretical
encounter with intertextual theories, but, as I will show, it also foregrounds the

differences between the two.

2. Inference reads intertextuality

As seen by pragmatics, and in particular by inferential accounts of meaning,
intertextual theories appear at once familiar and strange. The preoccupation with the
semantic 'mobility' of signs, the context-bound character of meaning, the focus on the
textual inscription of context (S/Z is an exemplary case), and the interest in the relations
between language and its users, all mark a specifically pragmatic interest in language
and meaning. Yet it is also clear that this resemblance is in significant senses illusory.
What is also apparent, is a set of problems which inferential theories raise for
intertextuality, all of which relate to the interpretative process. These are, first, that
intertextual accounts of reception tend to collapse the processes of writing and reading.
Reading or interpretation is routinely 'inferred' from accounts of writing or production
rather than explored as a process with its own specificity. Second, intertextual
accounts of meaning ignore inference as a process which shapes both the production
and reception of meaning. Third, whilst intertextual theories raise interesting issues

about the contexts or conditions in which texts are consumed, there is increasingly little
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attempt to provide an explicit account of how and why certain kinds of context play a

role in the interpretative process.

The specificity of interpretation or, 'reading' isn't 'writing'

In the introduction, I discussed various problems with existing intertextual theories of
reception, in particular, the vagueness with which reading as a concept of process is
characterised. Clearly not a 'simple' decoding process, this negative definition seems
to be the only certainty which such theories share. For whether reading is conceived as
that 'other' production, as in Chartier, or in Barthes (in a different sense), or whether
it is understand as a recontextualisation - most explicitly in Bennett and Woollacott - or
as a kind of 'recoding', as it is in much of contemporary cultural studies, the
interpretative processes involved in each case remair;,iremarkably vague. This is largely
because intertextual reception has largely been inertially inferred from intertextual
theories of production. In one sense, intertextual theories of production make this
move both possible and plausible. Voloshinov, Bakhtin, Kristeva and Barthes all
liken reception to production.’® But, as I argued earlier, there is an important
difference between productive comparisons and the dissolution of their difference. It is
paradoxical that contemporary studies of television and new media technologies, which
pay insightful attention to medium specificity as its shapes production and reception,
should also so often be unrigorous, sometimes indeed lazy, about the collapsing of
production and consumption in general.'! The former often acts to conceal the latter,
as does the increasing emphasis on reading (or viewing) practices. The modalities of
reading aloud or reading silently (Chartier), viewing alone or viewing with others, or
repeated versus 'uncommon or unfamiliar modes of viewing', all draw attention to the
importance of reading practices, but unless such practices are understood in relation to
interpretative processes, it is difficult to imagine anything other than an impasse in
intertextual accounts of viewing or 'use'.'? _

By contrast, pragmatics understands the processes of production and interpretation
as clearly distinct. This is most strongly visible in inferential accounts of
communication (though it is also marked in speech act theory). I, as a speaker, make
a range of assumptions about the knowledges which you, as a hearer, might be able to
'access' or construct within a particular situation communicative situation. But this is
strongly distinguishable as process from your interpretation of that utterance. Sperber
and Wilson's characterisation of communication as ostensive-inferential crystallises the
difference between utterance production and utterance interpretation. Utterance
production involves the making manifest of an intention to communicate: it is in this

sense 'ostensive'. Interpretation involves the identification of a communicative
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intention. What unites these two distinct processes is relevance as principle. The
specificity of interpretation emerges from the very detailed account they provide of the
interpretative process which exposes the vagueness with which interpretation is
formulated in intertextual theories. My point here is not that Sperber and Wilson's
account of interpretation is definitive, but that it formulates interpretative procedures
with such rigour. Therefore, for example, it is possible to formulate their account of
inferential interpretation as 'another' production and an active process in very specific
terms. The procedures of reference assignment, disambiguation and enrichment,
through which explicatures are formulated, precisely 'add to' the utterance as evidence.
"New' information or knowledge, which is neither coded in the utterance nor in its
explicatures, can be produced by conjoining the 'explicated’ evidence of the utterance
with contextual information/assumptions to derive implicatures. More generally,
inferential accounts focus attention on the ways in which the 'active' processes of
interpretation frequently function to delimit interpretative possibilities: interpretation is a
production which is driven by the attempt to constrain interpretation. Polysemy is the
condition which governs interpretation as an 'other' 'production’ but this production is

always involved in an attempt to delimit or fix meaning.

Intertextuality and inference

It follows from intertextuality as concept that relations of similarity and difference
between the text being read and other texts must be central to the interpretative process:
the reader must identify and/or construct such relations and make use of them. But how
might such a process be rendered in explicit terms? The only certainty that accompanies
intertextual theories is that interpretation is not simple decoding. But at the same time
intertextual theories retain from structuralist linguistics the idea that meaning is some
kind of coding process. Extant codes and conventions are the ‘raw material' of textual
production which are worked over and transformed in any particular 'utterance' or text.
The meaning of a text is simultaneously underdetermined and overdetermined;
underdetermined in the sense that its meaning is never self-contained or wholly
'resident’ or present within it; overdetermined in the sense that the text and its
meanings are an intersection and 'permutation’ of extant signifying practices. Codes
are rendered in one sense less stable - strict repetition or identity is impossible - but it is
still coding, best understood (if imperfectly) as recoding which shapes meaning, even
though the semantic effects of this determination are multiple, potentially contradictory
and unpredictable. Although the recoded character of meaning in such theories
inevitably produces its other (Kristeva's chora is one such instance of this), there is

little consideration of the possibility that another process or processes may play a role in



149

the production or interpretation of texts. That said, it is Kristeva who first asserted a
relation between intertextuality and inferential procedures, because of the 'redistributive
(constructive-destructive)' character of the text's relations with the language in which it
is situated, it 'can be better approached through logical categories rather than linguistic
ones'.!> And she goes on to define novelistic enunciation as an inferential process by
which different types of language are drawn together. This formulation is certainly
suggestive, but it is too vague to function as a definition of intertextuality as an
inferential operation and also seems to claim the inferential process as something
specific to the novel.'

At the beginning of this chapter, I considered an example of a controversial or
contestational utterance which suggested a close relationship between intertextuality and
inference. I now wish to develop this argument in order to demonstrate the centrality of
implicature to intertextual interpretation in more general terms. Most simply, the
oppositional or contesting utterance which is so central to Voloshinov, Bakhtin,
Kristeva (and Barthes) can be understood as the 'negation' (understood here in a
discursive rather than a grammatical or logical sense) of another utterance, which is
strongly proposed as an implicature (or set of implicatures) by the oppositional
utterance and which functions as at least one of its intertexts. I want to develop this
argument through a consideration of one of Bakhtin's examples of hybrid construction,

itself drawn from Dickens's Little Dorrit:

That illustrious man and great national ornament, Mr Merdle, continued his
shining course. It began to be widely understood that one who had done
society the admirable service of making so much money out of it, could not be
suffered to remain a commoner. A baronetcy was spoken of with confidence; a
peerage was frequently mentioned.'®

Here, what Bakhtin italicises is understood as a narratorial commentary on the 'general
opinion' of 'that ... great national ornament, Mr Merdle'. A formal dissonance
between the fixed phrases of a rehearsed praise and a colloquial mode of 'plain
‘speaking' inscribe two very different representations of Merdle: as a social and public
good, and, as a self-interested and self-serving individual. Bakhtin's reading
emphasises the 'hypocritically ceremonial general opinion' of Merdle that is exposed by
the 'authorial' commentary.' But what are the interpretative procedures by which
such a reading is produced? The register dissonance identified above is not, in itself,
enough to produce the reading that general opinion is hypocritical. To be sure, it
produces two alternative and contrasting representations, and the parodic excess of the
first would seem to weaken its claims to seriousness or authority. But this is not the

same as the interpretative conclusion that Bakhtin (very plausibly) draws about
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hypocrisy. A stronger relation between the two languages and 'opinions' is proposed,
a causal relation: Merdle is considered a 'national ornament' because he makes so much
money. This interpretation is an implicature; it is precisely not coded. And this
implicature is necessary if the conclusion - that general opinion is hypocritical - itself an
implicature, is to be inferred.

A focus on the core of the example enables a focus on how such inferences might

be produced:

It began to be widely understood that one who had done society the admirable
service of making so much money out of it, ...

A reader must identify the utterance as controversial, if not contradictory: it challenges
a certain set of non-controversial utterances. Such a classification depends on the
reader identifying a certain kind of relation between this utterance and others. This in
turn is dependent on the reader being able to access some of these other utterances in the
form of contextual assumptions, for example, that the pursuit of self-interest and the
achievement of a public/social good are often deemed incompatible. This, in turn, |
makes possible the accessing of related assumptions, for example that the self-
interested pursuit of profit is very rarely represented as a good in itsélf, which make
possible the implicature that the excessive approbation of Merdle masks the real reason
why he is so highly valued - the money he has made - and that therefore 'general
opinion' is hypocritical.'” The initial discrepancy and apparent non-compatibility
between the two representations is therefore interpreted as 'resolved' at the narratorial
level: there is a causal connection between the excess of praise and the excess of profit.
What I have tried to show here is the centrality of inference to the interpretation of
contestational meanings of a 'classicly' intertextual kind. This in turn marks the
beginning of an attempt to think about the role that inference plays in the process by
which utterances are classified and interpreted in terms of their differential relation to
others - which must be a fundamental constituent of any intertextual theory of
interpretation. There is, needless to say, much more to be said, and I will revisit
these issues in chapters St and%e, where I will also consider the role of inference in
classifying and interpreting intertextual relations which are centrally organised by

similarity.

Text, context and intertextuality
Intertextuality, in redefining both text and its contexts of production and reception, has
blurred their boundaries, making it increasingly difficult to identify the singularity that



151

is read as theoretical concept or/and empirical object. The textualisation of context,
perhaps most currently visible within new historicism, and the textualisation of the
reading subject, as a 'site' of textual knowledges and their transformation, are, as I
have said before, valuable and theoretically productive, but they have led to an
impasse in accounts of interpretation as intertextual. This is nowhere more acute than in
'new' audience studies, because it is here that the practices of actual readers (or more
usually viewers or 'users') are a central preoccupation. The problem might best be
summarised in a question: Is it possible to distinguish between text and context? (And

should we even want to?). In the words of Lawrence Grossberg,

Not only is every media event mediated by other texts, but it's almost
impossible to know what constitutes the bounded text which might be
interpreted or which is actually consumed.'®

‘David Morley cites Grossberg's position as one instance of 'this new emphasis on
intertextuality' but conceives it as 'running several risks, notably that contextual issues
will overwhelm and overdetermine texts and their specificity', arriving at a point where
text - as concept - is 'dissolved into its readings'.'” What he is objecting to here is not
the importance of contextual issues per se - after all most of his work insists on their
centrality - but the threat posed by a particular set of contextual issues: those raised by
intertextuality.?® Intertextuality is a certain type of context, but not, it seems,
unproblematically the 'right' kind. Yetin the same chapter, he correctly challenges
Fiske's formulation of 'the social' (understood as the contexts of reception) as a site of
flux and diversity, insisting on the fact that the social positioning of viewers regulates
their access to cultural codes.?’ What is interesting is that Morley does not seem to

think that what he is proposing is an intertextual approach. In his discourse,

'intertextuality' comes to signify an excess of polysemy, an uncritical concept which
seemingly abandons any theoretical interest in explaining the processes by which
discourses or ideologies delimit the possibilities of meaning , and which in turn asserts
the autonomy of both textuality and the reader, apparently cut loose from social
relations.??

Whilst correctly identifying some of the difficulties produced by Grossberg's
position, Morley immediately concludes that intertextuality necessarily erodes the
theoretical possibility of specifying the text that is 'read' or consumed. What he does
not seem to recognise is that Grossberg's formulation of intertextuality transposes an
abstract definition - intertextuality as the ontological condition of text and textuality - to
the plane of the concrete - the particular text and the (particular) reader's interpretation.
Therefore, there is no possibility of recognising and seeking to account for the

differences (or contradictions) that might obtain between the ontological condition of
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text as intertextuality, the reading process, and the reader's encounter with a particular
text. Further, Grossberg seems to ignore or elide a central element in Voloshinov,
Bakhtin and Kristeva: the fact that the permutation that is text is always an effect (as
well as an instance) of a social struggle between languages, a conflict which
necessarily involves the attempt to delimit meaning. This has significant implications
for thinking about text-context relations from the perspective of interpretation. Just as
the processes of textual production must always involve the attempt to fix meaning, so
the processes of textual interpretation have to be thought of in terms which take account
of a cognate process. It should go without saying that fixing is, of course, never
secured or definitive - which clearly also follows from Bakhtin and Kristeva; but it
does need to be said, because there is a danger of a misreading here. The attempt to fix
meaning is a constitutive part of signification but this should not be conflated with the
bogies of textual determinism and the spectre of a suitably 'retro' glass syringe and
needle. We need to think about texts and contexts (understood here as the textual or
discursive knowledges of readers) as setting limits to the interpretative process, not
simply as conditions for unrestricted semiosis.

In the same chapter and in a similar spirit, Morley warns against the dangers of
fetishising context, again suggesting the dangers of an undisciplined excess, and
approvingly citing John Corner: "What do you include in context and where do you
stop??® Corner's 'Meaning, Genre and Context: The Problematics of Public
Knowledge in the New Audience Studies,' as the title suggests, identifies context as
one of three concepts which require substantial redefinition if television's role in the
production of public knowledge is to be pursued successfully. Interestingly, Corner
invokes pragmatics, not exactly as a model - there is no detailed discussion here of

pragmatic definitions of context - but as a potentially valuable informing parallel.

The aim [in pragmatics] has been to analyse meaning (across all 'levéls',
though as I have pointed out this is not usually made explicit) as socially
situated.”*

Corner's 'development' of this into a two-part definition of context, 'the social
relations of viewing' - the structures and processes which bear on the 'sociality' of
interpretative action - and the 'space-time setting of viewing' - the processes which
embed tv in other practices of the everyday - might come as something of a surprise to a
classical pragmatician, apart perhaps from the echo of deixis.>> But Corner is right to
propose pragmatics as a model for theorising the constitutive dimensions of context.*®
In the tradition of strong pragmatics I have been considering, the concept of context
is fundamental to a theoretical account of how any utterance means. However this does

not make context the sole determinant of interpretation. Relevance exemplifies this
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point, insisting at one and the same time on the centrality of inferencing - and therefore
hearer knowledge - to any act of interpretation; and, arguing for the central role of a
Chomskyan linguistic form within interpretative processing. Further, strong inferential
accounts focus a particular set of issues about text-context relations. If all utterances are
to be understood, broadly speaking, as evidence from which hearers derive
'conclusions' (interpretations), then what needs to be specified are the processes by
which such conclusions are derived (how and why certain kinds of knowledges - or
contexts - are mobilised and made use of in the interpretative process and others are
not), why certain interpretations and not others are produced, and why the
interpretative process 'stops' - given the multiplicity of inferences that can be derived

from any utterance (the last is central to Relevance).

We have suggested that the context used to process new assumptions is,
essentially, a subset of the individual's old assumptions, with which the new
assumptions combine to yield a variety of contextual effects ... However we
still have to face the serious problem of how the context is determined: how
some particular subset of the individual's assumptions is selected.?’

Context cannot be equated with the full extent of the reader's knowledge, it is what is
selected and deployed in the interpretative act. As discussed in chapter two, Sperber
and Wilson's account of the process of context selection breaks with pragmatic
orthodoxy, which frequently defines context as given and often also determined in
advance, already 'present in the hearer's mind at the start of the act of utterance”®
Their counter-proposal is a dynamic definition of context formation, understood as
process which is 'open to choices and revisions throughout the comprehension
process'.?’ The interpretation of contestational utterances of the type discussed above
is a clear instance of this dynamic aspect of context: the implicature which makes
possible the classification of the utterance as a contestation is a context which is
precisely not pre-given and fixed prior to the interpretative process, but constructed
during it.

Sperber and Wilson's account of context incorporates further important insights
about how text-context relations are constituted and reconstituted in the interpretative
process. I will outline these briefly here but their implications will be discussed in
subsequent chapters. At the most general level, Relevance provides an account of how
text can and does 'become' context via the interpretative processes of explicature and
implicature. Yet this does not provoke the 'crisis' represented in very different moods
by Grossberg and Morley. In Relevance, the two remain distinguishable, just as text
remains distinct from its interpretation, precisely because of the focus on the
interpretative process which organises their relations. Second, Sperber and Wilson
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draw attention to the status of the knowledge that hearers select and deploy in
interpretation: the relative 'strength' or 'weakness' with which assumptions are held by
the hearer. Utterances may strengthen or weaken, to the extent of contradicting and
cancelling, certain contextually accessible assumptions. This must be of central
importance to theorising intertextual interpretation. It opens up a way of thinking more
precisely about the role of the subject's relation to knowledge within the interpretative
process. And it is also suggestive for thinking about the relations between contexts
within specific acts of reading. For example, a plurality of markers of a particular
genre can make possible not only the selection of various assumptions such as 'this is a
romance' and so forth but, because of their 'density', strengthen that context. A genre
shift can act both to mobilise another context and also weaken the previous set of
assumptions - an issue to which I will return in the next chapter.

Third, Sperber and Wilson are specifically interested in the differential
'accessibility' of contexts within a given situation of utterance. Their formulation of
accessibility is, of course, formulated in terms of Relevance: the greater the number of
'steps' required to access a context, the greater the effort required, so extra processing
must be offset by contextual effects. But even if we bracket their formula,
'accessibility', though the term is 'infelicitous’jfhas a general salience for any attempt
to theorise interpretation as intertextual.>° If we equate the totality of a reader's textual
knowledge with context, we are indeed faced with the question of the text 'unbound',
but if instead, we insist on the need to hierarchise a reader's knowledges in terms of
which are most, more, quite, less likely to become contexts within a particular
situation of reading, we are freed from this unproductive impasse as well as being able
to specify contingency as a gradient rather than a single term opposed to an illusory
necessity.

Related to this is the argument that 'the same context can be accessed in different
ways'>! An account of these different ways is not a central interest for Sperber and
Wilson, given that maximal relevance involves selecting the context which makes
possible the best 'balance of effort against effect'.>> But it is pertinent for anyone who
is interested in comparing and contrasting the interpretations of different readers.
Therefore, for example, the interpretations of different readers may converge even
though the particular pattern or route of the interpretative procedure may vary. A
particular context may be accessed from various other contexts which are either present
at the outset (the initial context), or are extended or constructed during the interpretative
process.

Inferential accounts of méaning not only expose the limits and problems in
intertextual accounts of interpretations, they also have an explanatory potential.

Relevance in particular (though this is also true of Kinstch's work on text
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comprehension) is above all committed to the specification of interpretative processes
(including their difference from production processes). At the same time inferential
theories open up a number of ways of thinking about intertextual interpretation as in

some significant part an inferential process.

3. Intertextuality reads inference

Whilst a pragmatician might conceive points of resemblance between intertextual and
pragmatic theories, even though such congruences might well dissolve on closer
scrutiny, it is difficult to imagine a cognate experience for the 'intertextualist’
encountering inferential theories and particularly Relevance. The proposing of
inference as an interpretative process, bringing with it the spectre of a logical model of
natural languages, the absence of textuality as a fundamental explanatory concept,*?
and the fundamental commitment to understanding interpretation as a process of
resolution, are the most obvious markers of an alien discourse; a discourse immune to
some of the central tenets of post-structural linguistics and epistemology (including
theories of subjectivity), and where intention is not re-asserted but simply assumed.
More specifically, the lexicon of Relevance, where utterances are 'stimuli', human
beings are 'efficient information processing devices', and situations are 'environments'
for cognitive processes, is not only easily identified as highly problematic, but also
easily dismissed as tendentious. In the critique of intertextual theories, I have tried to
show what inferential theories have to offer intertextuality, but a focalisation of
inferential accounts by intertextual ones suggests not only differences but fundamental
problems. These are first, the challenges that intertextual theories pose to the
conditions of communication that inferential theories more or less strongly propose,
namely the semantic indeterminacy of utterance and the vagaries of context (to be
considered in the first two sections of the critique). In the third section I will consider
the problems that intertextual accounts raise for the principle which is presumed to
guide and govern the interpretative process under such conditions. My argument, most
briefly, is this. Intertextual theories of meaning propose a much more plausible
account of the conditions of 'communication’, one that is incompatible with inferential
accounts, particularly #rits Relevance and Gricean versions: intertextual accounts offer
an account of how texts and contexts are constrained in ways in which Relevance,
most specifically, does not consider. This requires a rethinking of the character and
constitutive role of the various principles which inferential theories claim shape
interpretation. These principles do not do the explanatory work that is claimed for them
and frequently, above all with Relevance, they function as a substitute for the

constitutive role of social relations in interpretation. As in chapter two, I will be
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focusing primarily here on Relevance Theory, but1 will draw out the implications of
intertextuality for other inferential approaches (considered here in the same contrastive
spirit as chapter two) so as to highlight some of the general problems in inferential
approaches, as well as addressing the discursive particularities of Relevance. This will

call for a return to some of the extant criticisms of inferential theories considered in

chapter two.

Deregulated Meaning and the textual 'remainder'

For Sperber and Wilson, the linguistic utterance is radically semantically indeterminate.
The linguistic form of an utterance can produce a number of coded semantic
representations, which correspond to the possible senses of the utterance. This view is
not at variance with pragmatic common sense. Where Sperber and Wilson differ is in
prising form and sense much further apart. The semantic representations derivable
from the linguistic form are incomplete representations of propositional forms which
need to be completed in order to function as explicatures or as premises from which
implicatures can be derived. Further, the utterance is not even a reproduction of a
speaker's thought, but a public representation and interpretation of it. The radical
semantic indeterminacy of utterance is one of the two conditions of communication
which Relevance assumes. But are utterances really like this?

One of the more entertaining examples in Relevance aims to describe what an
exclusively code-based model of communication would look like. It takes the form of
an anecdote about the Stalin era. Two friends in the West are arguing about the Soviet
Union. Paul sees it as 'a land of justice and freedom' and plans to emigrate. He will
write back to his friend, Henry and tell him 'the beautiful truth'. Henry tell him he is
wrong - 'there was oppression and misery in Russia', his letters will be censored

anyway - and tries to persuade him not to go.

Since Paul would not be moved, Henry persuaded him at accept at least the
following convention: if Paul wrote back in black ink, Henry would know he
was sincere. If he wrote in purple ink, Henry would understand that Paul was
not free to report the truth. Six months after Paul's departure, Henry received
the following letter, written in black ink: 'Dear Henry, this is the country of
justice and freedom. It is a worker's paradise. In the shops you can find
everything you need, with the sole exception of purple ink ...’

The point is that when a.code is used in human communication, what makes a
communicated assumption manifest to the addressee is the communicator's
manifest intention to make it manifest. There is no way a communicator could
bind herself by a code or a convention to such an extent that it would be
impossible for her not to have the intention her signal represents.”*
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Paul and Henry try to formulate a code, most simply stated: black ink means that
Russia is good, purple ink means that Russia is bad. Purple and black ink have the
senses they do only because of the explicit agreement of two speaker-hearers. For
Sperber and Wilson, the point of the example is that the two friends manage to

communicate without a code. Here a code is something which must be agreed, and a

constraint on communication.’® Paul frees himself from the bind of the code and
therefore manages to communicate his intention. This concept of a code as contract and
cipher is easy to criticise. Sperber and Wilson are right; of course communication does
not work in this way. But there are other ways of conceiving coded meaning which
they do not consider. Whilst it is possible to account for Henry's correct interpretation
in terms of inference and intention, it is also possible to see that the code - purple
equals bad - is still functioning, though the signifier - purple ink - is now lexicalised
(the phrase 'purple ink') as opposed to being the colour of the ink in which letter is
written. Intertextual theories offer a way of understanding how signifying practices can
~ stabilise meanings which do not rely on identity or repetition. Indeed, variation needs
to be understood as one reason for stability. The purple ink is a case in point. The
code is not abandoned, it is varied, but the meaning of that variation is constituted by

its relation to another code.

Grice's formulates convention in similarly antipathetic terms: an aversion to the
'un-useful' constraints that convention may effect on communication. He succinctly
encapsulates his attitude to convention in 'Meaning Revisited": 'I do not think that
meaning is essentially connected with convention. What it is essentially connected with
is fixing what sentences mean: convention is indeed one of these ways but it is not the
only way'.*® Conventional meanings are, as it were, available for use but they may
equally well be disregarded in favour of alternative non-conventional choices. And this
is supported by Grice's 'anti-authoritarian' formulation of language use and utterance
meaning. The speaker who uses 'on the other hand' to connect two non-contrastive
statements is not banished to meaningless land; his statement, Grice argﬁes, is still
truth-conditionally valid.*” This is clearly in 'some sense' true. But how does it help
explain how a putative hearer might interpret it? His own representation of a 'baffled"
hearer's response - along the lines of 'what do you mean by "on the other hand" - in
fact describes a moment of communicative breakdown which is not resolved by
establishing the validity of the utterance.>® Grice and Sperber and Wilson are pledged
to the idea that conventions or codes can hinder 'successful' communication. This
involves a view of codes and conventions as either contractual or consensual, but more
importantly as not binding. 'Opting-out' is a possibility. But codes and conventions
are not in this sense a matter of individual choice. There are very important ways in

which signifying practices 'choose' us - an issue to which I will return. Grice's
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example of a speaker who has an idiosyncratic sense of 'on the other hand' also draws
attention to the model of language which informs his theory and which is shared with
Sperber and Wilson: a model which formulates communication in terms of only two
explanatory categories: a language (conceived as a code or a set of conventions which
accord with majority usage) and its individual users. There is nothing 'else', nothing,
so to speak, 'in between'. This raises fundamental problems. The concept of
language employed (whether as code - Relevance - or as conventional use - Grice)
assumes a pational language which when subjected to a Bakhtinian critique must be
reformulated as a heteroglossia - there is no single system or set of agreed uses, only
multiple and conflicting modes of signification. Second such a critique itself draws
attention to a recurring feature in the work of Voloshinov, Bakhtin and Kristeva: a
Marxist interest in the ideologies that underwrite linguistic concepts and models.*
Voloshinov’s critiques of ‘individualist-subjectivism’ and ‘abstract-objectivism’,
Bakhtin’s critique of unitary language and its ideological force, Kristeva’s account of
symbol and sign, all evidence an interest in linguistics as ideological. Grice and
Sperber and Wilson’s categories of language and its users, therefore calls for an
analysis of the ideologies which underpin their models and also of what is ejected and
resisted - the question of textual form. Third any account of interpretation which
operates with only these two categories cannot see anything else playing a constitutive

role in meaning making. There is no place for genre, register, and other kinds of

'code', understood as textual practices which shape utterance meaning and the
interpretative process, even down to its smallest units. The multi-accentual sign
challenges the pragmatic conception of the utterance by insisting on its textuality, not
only, or even most importantly its linguistic form, which is itself to be significantly
explicated in terms of the textual. But the intertextual theories of Voloshinov, Bakhtin
and Kristeva articulate textual practices - such as genre - in a distinctive way: not as
formal patternings but as substantive, and above all social and cultural ones which
inscribe relations to knowledge for both speakers and hearers, writers and readers.
This distinctive understanding of the textual creates fundamental problems for
inferential theories as will be shown below.

One of the most distinctive characteristics of Relevance and Grice's work on
implicatures and non-natural meaning is a marked indifference to the role of textual
form in the making of meaning. Such a claim clearly requires both clarification and
substantiation. What, after all, is Grice's maxim of manner but an attempt to
formulate the possible role of 'how' (form) rather than 'what' (content) in the
production and interpretation of implicatures? Is not Sperber and Wilson's extended
treatment of 'style' strong evidence of the same interest in the forms of meaning? The

answer must certainly be yes; but when such concerns are viewed through the lens of
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intertextual theories, the limits of the 'how' of meaning in inferential accounts - and
indeed the very formulation of the 'how' in Gricean pragmatics - become starkly
apparent. Paul's letter is a case in point. Another code or 'language' in Bakhtin's
sense is at work here. A defensive pro-Soviet discourse is being parodied here:
'country of justice and freedom', 'workers' paradise', no there aren't queues around
the block for GUM, and so on. The parodic representation inscribed in the excess of
markers of this language, and heightened because it departs from the expected
conventions of 'letter to a friend', functions to delimit further the fact that Henry was
right. This raises a more general question about the disavowal of the textual in
pragmatics, evidenced most clearly in its use of examples. Certain types of linguistic
example, constructed for the purpose of teaching a language, may background sense
in order to foreground a grammatical rule.*® In pragmatics, the possible
interpretations of the example utterance(s) and the means by which a particular
interpretation is achieved are obviously strongly foregrounded. Consequently,
examples in pragmatics are frequently constructed to produce a number of possible
senses which usually correspond to differences within the situation of utterance.
Perhaps the most obvious feature of pragmatic examples is their length. Examples are
almost always either single utterances (Peter's bat is too grey) or adjacency pairs or
triads (A: Would you like coffee? B: Coffee would keep me awake). There is an
obvious rationale for this: short examples can be explicated more fully. But this tends
to privilege local interpretation - the senses of individual lexemes within a sentence,
and an account of the co-text as one or, at the most, a few of the sentences preceding
or following. This is clearly liable to make genre and other codes less visible to
pragmatic analysis. But not always, as this example from Relevance unwittingly

attests:

(a) Peter: Is Jack a good sailor?

(b) Mary: Yes, he is.

(c) Mary: ALL the English are good sailors.
(d) Mary: He's English.*!

Sperber and Wilson discuss this as an illustration of the way in which the speaker can
guide the hearer's search for Relevance and they compare the contextual effects which
are produced in each case. But what is revealing is that the noun phrase 'a good sailor'
is never considered potentially ambiguous in the account that follows, which is
surprising given the general pragmatic attention to ambiguity and its frequent deliberate
use in pragmatic examples. The phrase has the potential to mean not only 'good at
sailing', the sense which is recognised in the example, but also 'someone who does

not suffer from seasickness'. Why is the ambiguity of the phrase not recognised? This
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is not a case of simple oversight: a code is operating which cancels or backgrounds the
ambiguity. This code corresponds neither to the under-determining system which is
their definition of a (national) language, nor to their formulation of coded
communication as something which must be explicitly agreed upon in order to work (as
discussed in the purple ink example above); but it is a code nevertheless. Most simply,
this code can described as a set of possibilities which conjoin nationalities with
particular skills or attributes, positive or negative: Scots are good lawyers and
engineers; Americans have no sense of irony; Italians are sentimental; and so on.
Within the framework of this code, the seasickness sense of 'good sailor' is cancelled:
it is not an adequately strong attribute of either a positive or negative kind. But there is
a second significant intertextual marker which constrains the possibilities of
interpretation. The name 'Jack', when conjoined with a predicate relating to sailing,
mobilises 'Jolly Jack Tar', a figure who personifies English seafaring excellence, and
therefore makes the possibility of a 'doesn't get seasick' interpretation much less likely.
This refusal to engage with the role of the textual in the making and fixing of
meaning is not, of course, a necessity of theories which are committed to the
interpretative importance of inference. Kintsch's theory of discourse comprehension as
a 'construction-integration' modelling process ordered by constraint satisfaction offers a

useful contrast:

In all probability, genre-specific strategies exist to guide such search processes.
In a story one would look for causal links. In a legal argument, one routinely
looks for contradictions.*?

Kintsch is talking here about the ways in which information is retrieved and generated

> But he does not develop this argument,

through, broadly inferential procedures.*
which seems like an opportunity or insight wasted, given the focus of discourse-
comprehension on 'beyond the sentence' units of text. There is surely a 'Kintschian'
way of understanding generic knowledge as one of the ways in which predicate-
argument structures are 'filled in' during the comprehension process to capture
'pragmatic, rhetorical, stylistic, cognitive and interactional properties'.** Kintsch notes
these properties but they are not part of the representational structure he proposes.
More pertinent here however, is that his understanding of genre is simplistic and, in

. some ways, confused. Narratives, or 'stories' as he refers to them, are not a genre as
he proposes but a mode. Further, he seems to assume a one-to-one relation between
text and genre which is fundamentally incompatible with intertextual theories.*> And
whilst Kintsch, unlike Grice or Sperber and Wilson, acknowledges a determinant of

meaning which exists neither in 'the' language nor the speaker, it is difficult to imagine
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how his model could capture the difference and variation within textual relations that
intertextual theories predict.*®

The ways in which textuality both produces and fixes meaning are not simply
ignored by Grice and Sperber and Wilson, they are disavowed. Grice's maxim of
manner is the marker of this within his theory, the place where the how of meaning is
confined and permitted to have an effect.” Relevance does not make the same mistake;
'style’ is a natural property of all utterance, which 'arises ... in the pursuit of
relevance'.*® The disavowal of the textual in Relevance lies elsewhere - in their
account of utterance resemblance. One of Sperber and Wilson's interests in language is
the ways in which utterances can be used to represent other utterances which they
resemble - one use of the meta-representational potential of language.* Resemblance
may take various forms: a shared linguistic structure that includes a semantic structure
(the instance given is direct speech or quotation); a shared propositional form ('classic'
instances of indirect speech with tense and pronominal shifts); or more loosely, some
degree of resemblance between propositional forms (sharing logical properties, for
example, or having 'partly identical contextual implications in some contexts'; the
instance given is summary ).>® Despite arguing that the role of such resemblances in
'verbal communication is grossly underestimated' by 'theorists', what is interesting

here are the limits set on resemblance.’® These are of three kinds. First and most

predictably, there is no place for textual resemblances, most importantly those
produced by genre or register. The sentence is the largest semantic unit understood to
play arole in interpretation. Yet Voloshinov and Bakhtin's concept of the
multiaccentual sign inscribes genre and régister within the single sentence itself as
central to the making of meaning; and resemblance must take account of its textual
dimension. Second, Relevance treats the interpretation of resemblance between
utterances, conceived in what is already a limited way, as a particular type of
communication. By contrast what intertextual theories insist on is that the production
and interpretation of meaning is always shaped by (textual) relations of resemblance;
utterances are always echoic. What is treated by Sperber and Wilson as a specific if
important instance of communication is the condition of all meaning (in the expanded
terms that intertextuality demands). Third, resemblance demands consideration of the
role of difference: interpretation understood in intertextual terms must involve the
identification or/and construction of differences between utterances as well as
similarities. For Sperber and Wilson, difference is implicit in their characterisation of
various types of resemblance (bar the limiting case of identity), but they do not
consider how it is interpreted.” Relevance can of course handle certain relations of
difference, most pertinently here the relations of contradiction that might obtain
between two or more utterances. The interest of the Bakhtin example is that it cannot be
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explained by an appeal to logical relations. The interpretation does not rely on the

recognition of contradiction but the hearer identifying or constructing it as controversial.

The vagaries of context

In my critique of intertextual approaches, I drew attention to the precision and rigour
which characterises the Relevance account of context, in terms of theorising the
processes by which knowledge is mobilised, deployed and produced. Nevertheless,
intertextual theories expose a fundamental problem with the way that Relevance
conceptualises context. This can be seen most clearly through a consideration of the
two modalities on which the con‘éept of context depends: the speaker and her
knowledge. Sperber and Wilson's formulation of these concepts and their relations is
individualist. Just as their refusal to see the textual marks a resistance to the constitutive
sociality of language, so their understanding of context and its modalities is shaped by
the same liberal discourse. It is a discourse shared with much pragmatic thinking, but
as in so many things Relevance goes one further. Their challenge to Grice's |
Cooperative Principle is the function of the more radical individualism they espouse.

For us, the only purpose that a genuine communicator and a willing audience
necessarily have in common is to achieve successful communication: that is to
have the communicator's informative intention recognised by the audience.
Grice assumes that communication must have 'a common purpose of set of
purposes, or at least a mutually accepted direction' ... over and above the aim
of achieving successful communication'.”?

Communication is achieved in Relevance through what is formulated as a co-incidence
of self-interest: the speaker wishes to communicate, the hearer wants to recognise her
communicative intention. There are no overarching goals - rational or/and moral -
which structure communication. By making communication a subset of cognition,
Sperber and Wilson seek to innoculate it against the danger of having some supra-
individual social sense. But Grice's principle and their critique and reformulation both
belong to the same master-discourse. '

It is not that humans have no social goals or motivations in relations to others.
Sperber's recent writing on the evolution of cognitive capacities makes influencing and
persuading others central to human cognitive development.®® It is that the human just
happens to coincide with a fundamentally individualist concept of the subject.
Sperber's human, like Relevance-person, always precedes and can be distinguished
from social relations where the social is only ever an aggregation of individual
behaviours. Sperber's choice of 'influence' is instructive here, and recalls one of the

common banalisations of intertextuality, as 'influence', which marks a resistance to
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meaning conceived as irreducibly social. In contrast to Sperber and Wilson, the
intertextual theories of Voloshinov, Bakhtin and Kristeva formulate the subject,

1°° We are, in every way,

including her/his cultural practices as constitutively socia
shaped by our relations with others, whether these others take the form of other
subjects, or our relations with institutions, technologies (including those of reading
and writing), cultural practices and so on which are only so many abstracted forms of
social relations. Further, intertextuality inscribes an idea of social relations as
fundamentally and structurally conflictual, making the a-priori individual and the
aggregate social even less tenable. Utterance is indeed fundamentally suasive, but the
tensions and conflict suggested by this cannot be understood in terms of a theory of
individual relations which assume that power and authority are modifications of a prior
state of theoretical affairs from which they are absent. Power and authority are always-
already in process when we produce and interpret utterance, and subjects speak from
different and unequal places, with different relations to knowledge and authority.

The individualist character of Relevance-person is fundamental to the way in which
knowledge (as the sum of possible contexts at a given moment) is theorised. Inferential
theories are naturally predisposed to assume that knowledge is significantly shared by
speaker-hearers. Given the infinity of conclusions that can be derived from the same
premises, one move is a strong positing of the knowledges which speakers use in
inference as shared or even 'mutual’. This is Grice's position (though it is never stated
explicitly), but for Sperber and Wilson this option is not available. Their dispatch of
the mutual knowledge hypothesis as infinite regress and their insistence on the
idiosyncracy of individual knowledge are clear evidence of this. But not only is the
tenet of 'idiosyncracy' fundamentally flawed, it is not even adhered to within their own
accounts of interpretation. Whilst Sperber and Wilson are willing to acknowledge that
'[m]embers of the same cultural group share a number of experiences, teachings and

views', this is only a 'common framework' beyond which

individuals tend to be highly idiosyncratic. Differences in life history lead to
differences in memorised information ... Whilst grammars neutralise the
differences between dissimilar experiences, cognition and memory
superimpose differences even on common experience.

Differences in knowledge amongst individuals far outweigh what is shared. And it is
the differences which Relevance thinks it must tackle in order to explain successful
communication. But is the knowledge of individuals really so idiosyncratic, so
unpredictable? Sperber and Wilson glimpse something important about subject
knowledge. There are indeed profound differences in the knowledges that speaker-

hearers have, differences which cannot be ignored. Their error is to explain difference
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in terms of the individual, indeed as a property or attribute of the individual:
idiosyncracy. What is shared is cultural, what is not is not (though of course it may
become so0).

’Idiésyncracy' is, of course, the concept that is supposed to keep culture and the
social from making too much of a difference. Idiosyncracy is 'proved' by resorting to
the stock example of the car-crash, interpreted differently by different spectators, even
down to 'basic facts'.>’ Their conclusion: (even) the same event can be perceived
differently by different subjects. The reason: differences in 'life-history'. What is
lacking here is any conception of social relations which can explain how different
subjects can conceive and construct the same object radically differently but also how
different subjects can conceive and construct an object in identical or near-identical
ways. Within intertextual theories, the constitutive sociality of subjects does not
preclude complexity of social and cultural identity; rather the concept of culture as
competing sets of signifying practices opens up the possibility of registering and
examining that complexity in a highly nuanced way. But this complexity cannot be
reduced to idiosyncracy: the unpredictable effects of 'differences in life history'. In
Sperber and Wilson's formulation, there is no sense here of the difference that is
constituted by 'a' culture, and indeed no sense here of what a culture is - a 'national’
culture, a religion, a club, a school? - nor, and this is what intertextual theories
especially demand, any glimpse of the constitutive relations between the cultural
practices which together constitute the General Culture. Sperber's recent
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