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ACTIVITY ONE:

Read the definitions of literature that are enumerated below. Find out the perspective from which literature is defined in each definition. Discuss the relevance of each definition to literary theory. 

1. Literature invites readers to pay attention to the language itself and its patterns. (Jonathan Culler).
2. Literary works often symbolize the author’s unconscious wishes or psychological conflicts. (Sigmund Freud)
3. Literature is a “social institution” whose value and meaning depend on social contexts. (Raymond Williams)
4. Literature often embodies cultural and imperial power structures. (Edward Said)
5. Literature can act as resistance to colonial domination. (Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o)
6. Literature often functions as moral parable or revelation of divine truth.
7. Defended literature (especially tragedy) as philosophical because it reveals universal truths. (Aristotle)
8. “All art is quite useless”—literature exists for beauty itself, not for moral instruction. (Oscar Wilde)
ACTIVITY TWO:
Read carefully the following text, then answer the question.

Since we are all different from the author, we cannot reproduce his intended meaning in ourselves, and even if by some accident we could, we still would not be certain that we had done so. Why concern ourselves, therefore, with an inherently impossible task when we can better employ our energies in useful occupations such as making the text relevant to our present concerns or judging its conformity to high standards of excellence? The goal of reproducing an inaccessible and private past is to be dismissed as a futile enterprise. Of course, it is essential to understand some of the public facts of language and history in order not to miss allusions or mistake the contemporary senses of words, but these preliminary tasks remain squarely in the public domain and do not concern a private world beyond the reach of written language. Before touching on the key issue in this argument—namely, that the author's intended meaning cannot be known—I would like to make an observation about the subsidiary argument respecting the public and private dimensions of textual meaning. According to this argument, it would be a mistake to confuse a public fact—namely, language—with a private fact— namely, the author's mind. But I have never encountered an interpretation that inferred truly private meanings from a text. An interpreter might, of course, infer meanings which according to our judgment could not possibly under any circumstances be implied by the author's words, but in that case, we would reject the interpretation not because it is private but because it is probably wrong. That meaning, we say, cannot be implied by those words. If our skepticism were shared by all readers of the interpretation, then it would be reasonable to say that the interpretation is private. However, it is a rare interpretation that does not have at least a few adherents, and if it has any at all, then the meaning is not private; it is at worst improbable. (E.D. Hirsch, Jr.’s Validity in Interpretation, 14-5)
Questions:

1. What argument is being made against the possibility of reproducing the author’s intended meaning?

2. How does Hirsch respond to the idea that interpreting an author’s intention is “an inherently impossible task”?

3. The passage distinguishes between “private” and “public” aspects of meaning. How does this distinction relate to the objectivity of interpretation?

4. What are the potential risks or limitations of grounding interpretation in the author’s intention?

5. Can an interpretation still be valid if it differs from what the author meant but is persuasive to readers?[image: image1.png]
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