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WHAT IS INTERPRETATION?

Reading a book is like re-writing it for yourself. . . . You bringto a
novel, anything you read, all your experience of the world. You
bring your history and you read it in your own terms.

—Angela Carter

Be sure that you go to the author to get at his meaning, not to find
yours.
—John Ruskin

INTERPRETATION AND MEANING

We can define interpretation as a setting forth of the meaning, or, bet-
ter, a setting forth of one or more of the meanings of a work of literature.
Although some critics believe that a work of literature has 4 single mean
ing, the meaning it had for the author, most critics hold that a work has
several meanings, for instance, the meaning it had for the author, the
meaning(s) it had for its first readers (or viewers, if the work is a drama),
the meaning(s) it had for later readers, and the meaning(s) it has for us
today. Take Hamlet (1600-01), for example. Perhaps this play about a
man who has lost his father had a very special meaning for Shakespeare,
who had recently lost his own father. Further, Shakespeare had earlier
lost a son named Hamnet, a variant spelling of Hamlet. The play, then,
may have had important psychological meanings for Shakespeare—bnut
the audience conld not have shared (or even known) these meanings.
What did the play mean to Shakespeare’s audience? Perhaps the
original audience of Hamlet—people living in a monarchy, presided over
by Queen Elizabeth I—were especially concerned with the issue (specif-
ically raised in Hamlet) of whether a monarch’s subjects ever have the
right to overthrow the monarch. But obviously for twentieth-century
Americans the interest in the play lies elsewhere, and the play must mean
something else. If we are familiar with Freud. we may see in the play a
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yeung man who subconsciously lusts after his mother and seeks to kill his
father-(in the form of Claudius, Hamlet’s uncle). Or we may see the play
as largely about an alienated young man in a bourgeois society. Or—the
list of interpretations is a very long one,

1$ THE AUTHOR'S INTENTION A GUIDE
TO MEANING?

Skouldn’t we be concerned. one might ask, with the intentions of the
author? The question is reasonable, but ther are difficulties, as the
members of the Supreme Court find when they try to base their deci-
siens on the original intent of the writers of the Constitution. First, for
oller works we almost never know what the intention is. We have
Heémlet, but we do not have any statement of Shakespeare’s intention
concerning this or any other play. One might argue that we can deduce
Shakespeare’s intention from the play itself, but to argue that we should
study the play in the light of Shakespeare’s intention, and that we can
know his intention by studying the play, is to argue in a circle. We can
say that Shakespeare must have intended to write a tragedy (if he in-
tended to write a comedy he failed) but we can't go much further in
talking about his intention.

Even if an author has gone on record, expressing an intention, we
may think twice before accepting the statement as decisive. The author
may be speaking facetiously, deceptively, mistakenly, or unconvincingly.
The German writer Thomas Mann (1875-1955) said, probably sincerely
and accurately, that he wrote one of his novels merely to entertain his
family—but we may nevertheless take the book seriously and find i
prafound.

4D A RULE FOR WRITERS:

Because most writers have not told us of their intentions, and because
even those writers who huve stated their intentions may not be fully
reliable sources, and because we inevitably see things from our own
peints of view, think twiee before you attribute intention to the writer
insuch statements as “Shikespeare here is trying to show us that . . .”
or“‘Alice Walker is aiming for . . .” or “Dickinson seeks to convey. .. ."
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CHARACTERISTICS OF A GOOD
INTERPRETATION

Even the most vigorous advocates of the idea that meaning is indetermi-
nate do not believe that all interpretations are equally significant. Rather,
they believe that an interpretive essay is offered against a background of
ideas, shared by essayist and reader, as to what constitutes a persuasive
argument. An essay (even if it is characterized as “interpretive free play”
or “creative engagement”) will have to be coherent, plausible, and rhetar-
ically effective. The presentation as well as the interpretation are signifi-
cant. This means that you cannot merely set down random expressions of
fecling or unsupported opinions. As an essayist you must, on the con-
trary, convincingly argue a thesis—must point to evidence so that the
reader will not only know what you believe but will also understand why
you believe it

One important way of helping readers to see things from your point
of view is to do your best to face all of the complexities of the work. Some
interpretations strike a reader as better than others because they are
more inclusive, that is, because they account for more of the details of the
werk. The less satisfactory interpretations leave a reader pointing to
some aspects of the work—to some parts of the whole—and saying, “Yes.
but your explanation doesn’t take account of. . . .”

This does not mean that a reader must feel that & persuasive interpreta-
tion says the last word about the work, We always realize that the work—if
we value it highly—is richer than the discussion, but, again, for us to value
an interpretation we must find the interpretation plausible and inclusive.

Interpretation often depends

* not only on making connections among vrious elements of the
work (for instance. among the characters in a story, or among the
images in a poem), and

* between the work and other works by the author, but also on

* making connections between the particular work and a cultural
context.

The cultural context usually includes other writers and specific works of
literature, because a given literary work participates in a tradition. That
is, if a work looks toward life, it also looks toward other works. A sonnet is
about human experience, but it is also part of a tradition of sonnet writ-
ing. The more works of literature you are familiar with, the better
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equipped you are to interpret any particular work. Here is the way
Robert Frost put it, in the preface to Aforesaid:

A poem is best read in the light of all the other joems ever written. We
read A the better to read B (we have to start somewhere: we may get
very little out of A). We read B the better to read C. C the better to read
D, D the better to go back and get something mrre out of A. Progress is
not the aim, but cireulation. The thing js to get ainong the poems where
they hold each other apirt in their places as the stars do. (1954)

AN EXAMPLE: INTERPRETING PAT MORA'S
“IMMIGRANTS"”

Lit’s think about interpreting a short poem by u contemporary poet, Pat
Mora (b. 1942),

IMMIGRANTS

wrap their babies in the American flag,
feed them mashed heit dogs and apple pie,
name them Bill and Daisy,
buy them blonde dolls that blink
blue eyes or a football and tiny cleats
before the baby can even walk,
speak to them in thick English,

hallo, babee, hallo
whisper in Spanish or Polish
when the F_ﬂﬁw sleep, whisper
in a dark parent bed, -hat dark
parent fear, “Will the ) like
our boy, our girl, our ‘ine american
boy, our fine american girl?”

Perhaps most readers will agree that the pozm expresses or dram.-
tiz's a desire, attributed to “immigrants,” that their child grow up in aa
Aniflo mode. (Mora is not saying that all immigrants have this desire; she
has simply invented one speaker who says such-and-such. Of course we
may say that Mora says all immigrants have this desire, but that is our in-
tefpretation.) For this reason the parents call their children Bill an
Diisy (rather than, say, Jo:é and Juanita) and give them blond dolls and
foetball (rather than dark-haired dolls and a soccer ball).
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Up to this point, the parents seem a bit silly in their mimicking of
Anzlo ways. But the secoud part of the poem gives the reader a more in-
teror view of the parents. bringing out the fear and hope and worried
concern that lie behind the behavior: Some unspecified “they” may not
“like / our boy, our girl.” Who are “they”? Most readers probably will
agree that “they” refers to native-born citizens, especially the blond,
blie-eyed all-American Anglo types that until recently constituted “the
establishment” in the Uniced States.

One can raise further questions about the interpretation of the
paem. Exactly what does the poet mean when she says that immigrants
“wrap their babies in the American flag”? Are we to take this literally? (f
not. how are we to take it? And why in the last two lines is the word
american not capitalized? [s Mora imitating the non-native speaker’s un-
ceitain grasp of English punctuation? (But if so, why does Mora capital-
ize American in the first line, and Spanish and Polish later in the poem?)
Or is she perhaps implying some mild reservation about becoming
100 percent American, some suggestion that in changing from Spanish or
Po'ish to “american” there is some sort of loss?

A reader might seek Mora out and ask her why she did not capitalize
american in the last line. But Mora might not be willing to answer, or she
mi;zht say that she doesn’t really know why; it just seemed right when shie
wrote the poem. Most authors do in fact take this last approach. When
they are working as writers, they work by a kind of instinct, a feel for the
material. Later they can look critically at their writing, but that's another
sort of experience.

To return to our basi: question: What characterizes a good interpre-
tal ion? The short answer is evidence, and especially evidence that seems
to cover all relevant issues, In an essay it is not enough merely to assert an
interpretation. Your readers don’t expect you to make an airtight case,
but because you are trying to help readers to understand a work—to see
awork the way you do—you are obliged to

e offer reasonable supporting evidence and
* take account of what might be set forth as counterevidence to
your thesis.

Your essay may originate in an intuition or an emotional response, a sense
that the work is about such-and-such, but this intuition or emotion must
then be examined, and it must stand a test of reasonableness. It is not
enough in an essay merely to set forth your response. Your readers will
expect you to demonstrate that the response is something that they can
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share. They may not be convinced that the mterpretation is right or true,
but they must at least feel that the interpretation is plausible and in ac-
cord with the details »f the work, rather than, say, highly eccentric ind ir-
reconcilable with some details.

THINKING CRITICALLY ABOUT LITERATURE

Usually you will begin with a response to your reading—interest, bore-
dom, bafflement, anioyance, shock, pleasure. Then, if you are going to
think critically about the work, you will go on to examine your respoise in
order to understand it or to deepen it, or ta rhange it.

How can you change a response? Critic:| thinking involves seeing an
issue from all sides, to as great a degree as pssible. As you know, in ordi-
nary language to criti-ize usually means to find fault, but in literary stud-
ies it does not have a negative connotation. lather, it means “to ex;mine
carcfully.” (The word eriticism comes from a Greek verb meaning “to
distinguish, to decide. to judge.”) Nevertheless, in one sense the term
eritical thinking does 1pproach the-usual meaning, since critical thiiking
requires you to take a ;keptical view of your response. You will argue with
yourself, seeing if your response can stand uj' to doubts.

Let's say that you have found a story implausible. Question you self:

* Exactly what is implausible in it?
* Isimplausibilit always a fault?
* If'so, exactly why?

Your answers may der pen your response. Usually. in fact, you will Aind
supporting evidence for your response, but in your effort to disting uish
and to decide and to judge, try also (if ouly as an exercise) to find
vounterevidence. Sce what can be said dzainst your position. (The
best lavvyers, it is said, prepare two cases—-their own and the other
side’s.) As you consider the counterevidencr, you will sometimes find
that it requires you to adjust your thesis. You may even find yoursell’ de-
veloping a different response. There is nothing wrong with that. -al-
though of course the paper that you ultimately hand in should ¢l arly
argue a thesis.

Critical thinking, in short, means exami ling or exploring one’s ywn
responses, by questionng and testing them. Critical thinking is ncl so
much a skill (though it :loes involve the ability to understand a text) as it
is a habit of mind, or, nther, several habits, including
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* openmindednsss,
* intellectual curiosity, and
* willingness to work.

It may also involve the willingness to discuss the issues with others, and
to do research, a topic that will be treated separately in Chapter 15, on
writing a research paper.

A STUDENT INTERPRETATION OF ROBERT
FROST'S “STOPPING BY WOODS ON A SNOWY
EVENING”

Read Frost’s “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening,” and ther, read
this interpretation, written by a first-year student. This interpretation is
followed by a discussiin that is devoted chielly to two questions:

* What is the essayist’s thesis?
* Does the essayist offer convincing evidence to support the thesis?

Robert Frost
SToppPING BY WOODS ON A SNOWY EVENING

Whose woods these are I think T know.
His house is in the village though;

He will not see me stopping here

To watch his woods Il up with snow.

My little horse must think it queer
To stop without a farmhouse near
Between the wooils and frozen lake
The darkest evening of the year.

He gives his harness bells a shake
To ask il there is some mistake.
The only other saind’s the sweep
Of easy wind and :lowny flake.

The woods are lovely, dark and deep.
But I have promises to keep,

And miles to go before I sleep,

And miles to go before 1 sleep.
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Darrel MacDonald
Stop)zing by Woods and Goilig Cn

Robert Frost's “t topping by Woods on a Snowy Evening" is
about what the title s;vs it is. It is also about sumething more than
the title says.

When I say it is & bout what the title says, ! mean that the poem
really does give us th: thoughts of a person v ho pauses (that is, a
person who is "stopping™) by woods on a snewy evening, (This
person probably is a man, since Robert Frost wrote the poem and
nothing in the poem ¢/ early indicates that the « peaker is not a man,
But, and this point will be important, the speak:ar perhaps feels that
he is not a very asc. line man. As we will se¢, the word “queer”
appears in the poem, ind, also, the .mﬁ.wm.wma ueies the word
"lovely," which sound : more like the word a woman would use
than a man.) In line 3 the speaker says he is “siopping here, " and it
is clear that "here' is | 'y woods, since “woods ' is mentioned not
only in the title but alsc in the first line of the peem, and again in the
second stanza, and stil' again in the last stanza It is equally clear
that, as the title says, thare is snow, and that the time is evening.
The speaker mentions "snow” and "downy flak2,” and he says this
is "The darkest evenin of the year."

But in what sense ;5 the poem about more than the title? The ti-

tle does not tell us anyl:ing about the man whe is "stopping by
woods," but the poem--the man's maditation—fells us a lot about
him. In the first stanza he reveals that he is unes3y at the thought
“hat the owner of the wrods may see him stopping by the woods,

Maybe he is uneasy beause he is trespassing but the poem does
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not actually say that he has illegally entered soineone else’s prop-
erty. More likely, he fe:ls uneasy, almost ashamed, of watching
the “woods fill up with snow."” That is, he would not want anyonhe
to see that he actually | enjoying a beautiful asjzect of nature and
1s not hurrying about whatever his real busines is in thrifty
Yankee style.

The second stanza gives more evidence that he feels guilty
about enjoying beauty He feels so guilty that he: even thinks the
horse thinks there is soaething odd about him In fact, he says that
the horse thinks he is "queer,” which of course may just mean odd,

but also (as is shown bt The American Heritage: Dictionaty) it can

mean "gay," "homosesual." A real man, he sot!. of suggests,
wouldn't spend time looking at snow in the wocds.

So far, then, the speaker in two ways has intlicated that he feels
insecure, though perha;>s he does not realize that he has given him-
self away. First, he expresses uneaginess that scmeone might see
him watching the woods fill up with snow. Second, he expresses un-
easiness when he suggests that even the horse thinks he is strange,
maybe even "queer" o unmanly, or at least unhusinesslike. And so
in the last stanza, even tiough he finds the woods beautiful, he de-
cides not to stop and to see the woods fill up with snow. And his de-
scription of the woods a3 “lovely"—a woman's word—sounds as
though he may be somsthing less than a he-mar. He seems to feel
ashamed of himself for @njoying the sight of the snowy woods and
for seeing them as “lovily," and so he tells hims«lf that he has spent
enough time looking at the woods and that he must go on about his
business. In fact, he tells himself twice that he ha: business lo attend
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to. Why? Perhaps he is insisting too much Just as we saw that he
was excessively nervous in the first stanz. afraid that someone
might see him trespassing and enjoying the beautiful spectacle,
now at the end he is again afraid that someone might see him loite -
ing, and so he verv firmly, using repetitior. as a form of emphasis,
tries to reassure lumself that he is not too rauch attracted by beaur
and is a man of business who keeps his pr omises.

Frost gives us, then, a man who inde=d is seen "stopping by
woods on a snow'r evening," but a man w10, afraid of what society
will think of him, i+, also afraid to "stop" lor g enough to fully enjoy
the sight that attrats him, because he is driven by a sense that he
may be seen to b: trespassing and also may be thought to be
unmanly. 50 after ;nly a brief stop in the vioods he forces himself
to go on, a victim (though he probably do::sn't know it) of the worl:

ethic and of an ow:rsimple idea of manliness.

Let’s examine this ess.y briefly.

The title is interesting. It gives the readr a good idea of which liter-
ary work will be discu:sed (“Stopping by Woods”) and it arouses interest
in this case by a sort ol wordplay (“Stopping . . . Going On”). A title of this
sort is preferable to a title that merely annoi nces the topic, such as “An
Analysis of Frost's ‘Stepping by Woods™” or “On a Poem by Robert Frost.”

The opening pa-agraph helpfully nanies the exact topic (Robert
Frost’s poem) and anuses interest by asserling that the poem is ibont
something more than ifs title,

The body of the essay, beginning with the second paragraph, be-
gins to develop the thsis. (The thesis perhaps can be summarized thus:
“The speaker, insecure of his masculinity, feels ashamed that he resp nds
with pleasure to the sight of the snowy woods.”) The writer’s eviden e in
the second paragraph s that the word queer (a word sometimes usid to
mean “homosexual”) appears, and that the word lovely is “more liki: the
word a woman would use than a man.” Readers of MacDonald’s © 58y
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may at this point be uni :onvineed by this mim._.__.__c.m. but .i least he has of-
fisred what he consider: evidence in support of his thesis. .

The next paragraph dwells on what is sa:d to be the mmﬁﬁrmﬂw_ .c..__-
vasiness, and the following paragraph returns to the i.w_&, c___m,s.ﬁ hich,
‘MacDonald correctly siys, can mean “gay, roﬁcmm«:&. The ;:mmz...:.%.
whether here, in this poem, the word has this 1neaning. Do we agree with
MlacDonald’s assertion, in the last sentence of this .1&..;@3@7. that m.:._.,..ﬁ is
sggesting that “A real man . .. wouldn't spend time looking i_ ms.;....n. ( rH__M
the woods"? Clearly this is the way MacDonald takes the mc.....i.|_ ut w_..uz. :
-esponse to these lines reasonable? After all, what Frost says is t .15... _.._.m
ittle horse must think it queer / To stop without a farmhouse near. i
-easonable to see a reference to homosexuality (rather than Ema_.gm_.,, Mc
sddness) in this use of the word queer? Hasp t Z.,.nUm:J_,._ :m..ﬂ..wm h” _.MA.V
sponse that is private? [t is his qmﬁum:v.mnl_u:_ are we likely to share it,
agr at we see it in |'rost’s poem! .
._W_TM,MW“MM” awﬂ:_.mmqm_‘? E:Mm@m:n the point :.E_ the mmm...rmﬁ. is :.an”..
cure, offers as evidene: the argument that lovely is more nw:m: awonian _”
word than a man’s. Pronably most readers will agree on this co::wnw Jﬁw
many or all might deny that only a gay man ..ac:_m —.mc_:z.. Ec_M _.,.M m
And what do you think of MacDonald’s assert ions that .H.E sped _.m.q.m, o
poem “was excessively nervous in the first stanza ....:m is E.EM a r“w _ _hﬁ_
someone might see him _:_z_mn:m..ﬂ_: your opinion does the text le

: acl)onald’s view! .
EEWMM—,NM”.H_OEW_“-& paragraph effectiv:ly ._.ﬁﬁmmnm and M.“é.&az.
MacDonald's thesis, siying that the speaker hesitates to stop and « :._ﬂ,w.
the woods because “h: is driven by a sense that __m. may be seen tn be
trespassing and also may be thought to be uninanly.

The big questions then, are these:

o Is the thesis ariued rather than merel asserted, and
e is it argued convincingly?

Or, to put it another way,
* is the evidence adequate?

MacDonald certainly does argue (offer reasons) rather ﬁ.rm: Sm..”_.,.”. u._“.-
sert, but does he offer enough evidence to .w:wrm vou Hr:.;.n ﬁ—.ﬂ” s re-
sponse is one that you can share? Has he helped you to EMC% .ﬂ. %___“H.um_“
by seeing things that you may not have :o:omm.|cq has he mEéeu___nurm
that, however interest ng, seem to you not to be in close contact with th
poem as you see it?
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SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING

The entries on “interpretation” in the reference works cited on pages
95-96 (“Literature, Form, and Meaning”) provide a good starting point,
as does Steven Mailloux's entry on interpretation in Critical Terms for
Literary Study, 2nd ed., eds. Frank Lentricchia and Thomas McLaughlin
{1J95 You ~may next want to tumn to a thoughtful book by Monroe
uLnd{....-i\_)-, The Fussibil Py vj Criticisnm UU70). ‘mu ol interest are E. D,
Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation (1967); Paul B. Armstrong, Conflicting
Readings: Variety and Validity in Interpretation (1990); and Umberto
Eco, with Richard Rorty, Jonathan Culler, and Christine Brooke-Rose,
Interpretation and Ot,ennterpretatron (1992). This last title includes
three essays by Eco, with responses by Rorty, Culler, and Brooke-Rose,
and a final “reply” by Eco. See also Joseph Margolis, Interpretation Radi-
cal but Not Unruly: The New Puzzle of the Arts and History (1995); and

lexis and Texiuainty: iextual instapiiity, i'heory, and interpretation, ed.

Philip Cohen (1997), which relates recent work in literary theory to the
practices of scholarly editing of texts. For help with terms and concepts,
see ]. A. Cuddon, A Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory
(revised by C. E. Preston), 4th ed. (1998), and Edward Quinn, A Dictio-
nary of Literary and Thematic Terms (1999).




