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Resumo : A concepção moderna de literatura idealizou a linguagem literária como um jogo de linguagem à parte dos demais, uma dimensão do sentido que seria “poética”, não-parafraseável nos seus sentidos figurados, incomensurável relativamente à linguagem ordinária. O romantismo instituiu como o valor literário central uma idéia de autenticidade, fundada no mentalismo introspectivo. Contrapondo-se à concepção da linguagem como expressão mentalista, corrente no romantismo, muitos formalistas situam o significado como intrínseco à estrutura da linguagem, e atribuem ao uso literário da linguagem um peculiar carácter polissêmico. É como se, para rejeitar a mimese clássica da duplicação da natureza e a mimese interior expressivista, houvesse que esvaziar de sentido o problema da relação entre linguagem e mundo. Um dos pontos-chave da defesa da autonomia da linguagem literária através da afirmação da sua polissemia peculiar tem sido a refutação da aplicabilidade da noção de intencionalidade. No entanto, trata-se de questões diversas. Oferece-se um contra-argumento à tese central de “A falácia intencional” (1949), de Wimsatt e Beardsley. O Gedankenexperiment do poema encontrado nas areias da praia não é adequado para ilustrar um argumento anti-intencionalista porque pressupõe o que pretende negar, velando os critérios de aplicação dos verbos de comunicação (como ler, interpretar, certos usos de ouvir, etc.). Estes critérios apontam para a intencionalidade, e para o espaço extra-textual.

Abstract: The modern conception of literature idealized literary language as a language game apart from the others, a “poetic” dimension of sense, non-paraphrasable in its figurative senses, incommensurable as regards the ordinary language. Romanticism set as its central value an idea of authenticity, founded on an introspective mentalism. Setting itself against the conception of language as mentalist expression, current in romanticism, many formalists thought of meaning as intrinsic to the structure of language, and ascribed to the literary use of language a peculiar polysemous character. It is as if, in order to reject the classic mimesis of the duplication of nature as well as the inner mimesis of expressivism, one should devoid of sense the problem of the relation between language and world. One of the key-points of the defense of literary language’s autonomy through affirming its peculiar polysemy has been the rebuttal of the applicability of the notion of intentionality. However, these are different questions. A counter-argument is offered against the central thesis of Wimsatt and Beardsley’s “The Intentional Fallacy” (1949). The Gedankenexperiment of the poem found on the beach sand is not adequate as an illustration of an anti-intentionalist argument because it presupposes what it sets itself to confute, veiling the criteria of application of communication verbs (such as to read, to interpret, certain senses of to hear, etc.). These criteria point to intentionality, and to the extra-textual space. 

 *   *   *


Literary thinkers of the formalist extraction use to take on, as one of their crucial intellectual tasks, the so-called “defense of the literary field’s autonomy”. This program assumes that literature is a language-game semantically alien to other games, insofar as it is said to be peculiarly polysemous. Let us consider some implications of this idea, and why it relied historically in a negation of the applicability of the notion of intentionality in interpretation theories.


An article issued in the inaugural number of Cognitio, an academic journal published by the Pragmatism Studies Center of P.U.C. (Catholic University of São Paulo, Brazil) in November 2000 reiterates the anti-intentionalist position in the interpretation theories, particularly the literary ones. It is a very auspicious article, for it shows that among the small group of Brazilian professionals working in the literary field which are interested in the philosophy of literature (not Cultural Studies) there can already be found some interested in a dialogue with philosophers of language of the analytic and pragmatistraditions (if only to dispute their methods and arguments).

 In the article by João Augusto Máttar Neto, called “Pragmatist Literary Theories: the function of the Author”, the rebuttal of the applicability of the notion of intentionality comes with the suggestion that the way contemporary pragmatists (in this case, Rorty, Schusterman, Margolis and Stanley Fish) approach this question is “simplistic” and do no justice to the semantical complexity of the linguistic phenomenon of literature. Such simplicity would derive from an incapacity of pragmatists in admitting the presence, in fictional texts, of non-intentional meanings – which are described by Máttar Neto as those meanings generated by the fictional text itself, due to its peculiar and structural polysemous capacity (he speaks of “semantic indetermination”). Nevertheless, at some point the author himself explicitly accepts the idea that intention is condition of possibility of a text’s meanings. Some paragraphs ahead, however, Máttar Netto goes back to the rejection of the idea that language presupposes intention. He does not offer an argument to back this rejection; he assures, though, that “it doesn’t matter, for the discussion on the author of fiction, if there is pre-intentional language or not” (p. 71). 


The problem is that to advocate the supposition of intentionality as a condition of possibility of the concept of meaning as we ordinarily use it doesn’t necessarily mean to oppose such things as polysemy or language’s structural dimension, nor has anything to do with a bi-univocal correspondentism between meaning and intention: rather, these are conceptually diverse questions. Thus, to invoke the impossibility of exhaustive access to the intention of the author of a text as evidence to the existence of a text’s semantical indetermination is to mix up two problems. From the impossibility of exhaustive access to the author’s intention simply doesn’t follow that language does not presuppose – at least conceptually and in the ordinary sense of the word “language” – intention, as Máttar Neto does: this is a non sequitur. The article makes no distinction between a request of verbal clarification of an intention made to a speaker so as to eliminate an ambiguity, on the one hand, and the supposition of intention on the other. This allows him an operation for which there is no plausible reason, i.e., to impute a peculiar semantical richness of literary texts to the absence of exhaustive access by the reader to the author’s intention. 


There is no reason to ascribe to literature the capacity to express a dimension of meaning which departs from ordinary uses, a “double meaning” peculiarly non-paraphrasable in its figurative meanings – to talk like theoreticians of metaphor. The semantical richness of verbal objects such as novels, poems and theatrical plays has to be investigated by other means – means which are not to be mistaken with the conceptual discussion of intentionality (whose supposition would be inlaid in the grammar of the notion of meaning) nor depend, to line off the literary field of investigation, upon a semantical abyss to be opened between ordinary language and the conventional literary uses already mentioned. In a way, this movement shares the philosophical impulse of the search for the unconditioned, for the “sovereignty of the fundamentals” (Cometti, 1998:207), insofar as it intends to see in literature or the “poetic language” the semantic “lava” of language, to which this latter must resort from time to time in order to refresh its ordinary uses, a sort of vital core of its own.


Máttar Neto’s text participates in the anti-intentionalist quasi-consensus reached by XXth century literary theories of interpretation, even between currents with important disagreements in other aspects. Let us now proceed to a rapid and necessarily reductive historiographic course which might help us to understand a little more how such consensus was attained. I’ll then try to weave an argument in favor of the applicability of the notion of intentionality, making use of some orientations offered by professor P. D. Juhl in his Interpretation – An Essay on the Philosophy of Literary Criticism (1980). The argument shall include a reduction to the absurd of the central anti-intentionalist formulation of the well-known “The Intentional Fallacy” (1949), by William Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley, which will lead to a modification of the equally known anti-intentionalist Gendankenexperiment  of the poem found on the sand dust.

*


The main XXth century theories of literary interpretation were, in a way, anti-romantic theories, insofar as their concern was to provide with a conceptual apparatus of interpretation the impersonalist poetics and experimental linguistic practices of the various national modernisms. These anti-intentionalist theories set out to challenge a notion of literature as expression, coagulated with Romanticism and that in its time gained an ascendant over the previous main doctrine, that is, a notion of literature as modalisation of genre proceedings - which had been operative since Aristotle’s Ars Poetica, and which the western classicism had resumed. Thus, in order for us to understand the vehemence of the anti-intentionalism of the New Critics and the various forms of Structuralism along the XXth. century, and to understand why it was thought that to challenge expressivism one had to throw away intentionality, we must establish the philosophical basis of the notion of expressive literature against which the impersonalist formalisms were proposed. 


Romantic poetics tends in general to celebrate individual creative freedom. It does so in the name of what I’d call, pass the expression, “inner mimesis”, that is, the belief in art’s capacity to express inner objective (mental) states. The greater the purity of such operation, the purest or more “authentic” is the art thus created. To Baudelaire (1859, p. 223), for instance, the writer is someone who “will apply himself in extracting from his brain the whole of his life's decoration”. Literature no longer needs conventional or genre attributes to be considered as art, to legitimate itself. This new legitimation is due to the emergence of the “writer” in the modern sense of the word: “writer” tout court, and not poet or dramaturgist. Jonathan Arac (1995) mentions, as a landmark of the emergence of this sense of “writer” in the north-american context the triad Hawthorne, Whitman and Melville. In Brazil, Álvares de Azevedo is already a “writer” in this sense. Together with the notion of expressive authenticity, it emerges the idea that a certain use of language, so-called “literary”, is so due to a linguistic attribute of its own: its “literariness”. 


On the one hand, the romantic as I’ve been characterizing him or her needs to undermine the authority of classical conservatism and clear the path to its expressive, “direct” creations, freed from topical mediations. On the other hand, by means of the philosophical notion at the basis of expressivism (the belief in the substance of inner mental states, to be directly expressed by literature), he claims an authority that struggles not to be alienated in the public negotiations of meaning (and here we have a non-aesthetic motivation to the romantic “ivory tower”). The romantic “genius” would have substantiated the idea of author that would have brought the farthest his wager on the so to speak genitive nature of his linguistic productions; such notions as authenticity and sincerity won a status of cornerstones in the artistic valuation, or even in the very literary legitimacy of certain uses of language (i.e., those saturated with “literariness”). Literature – or the so-called literary use of language – as modernity has codified it emerged as a critical space offered to the autonomous subject invented by Montaigne, but also as it set as crucial value an idea of authenticity. 


This combination of formal liberty (opening experimental fields that went from dissonance in music to the isms in literature) and a new authority, now personal, relying on an internal empiricism on which the idea of the artist’s “authentic expression” is based, explains that it is Romanticism that was to lay grounds to the emergence of a literature which, following Jonathan Arac, we shall call “countergeneric”. By “countergeneric” Arac means a literature conceived as a kind of other language within language, as if ordinary language disposed of a poetic essence, revealed in the phenomenon usually called literature. Thus, the new bard would no longer seek inspiration on the outer Muses, but on introspection. Jonathan Arac places in the mid-XIXth century the moment in which “literature came to be conceived as countergeneric, existing in an imaginary space distinct from that of publicly shared life” (p. 26) in the north-american prose (and we could easily expand this assessment to other western literatures). 


Expressivism is born as a poetic procedure contrasted with literary rationalism, insofar as it intended to outlet the expression of the facultas inferior or order of the passions in the most direct manner, even if the classical methods of composition, topical and generic (i.e., that follow genres) had to be sacrificed on its behalf. But it is also possible to assess the relations between expressivism and the now philosophical rationalism through a conciliatory aspect, even making expressivism tributary of rationalism: such aspect would be cartesian rationalism seen as a kind of empiricism. This consists in an epistemology that operates via introspection, believing that we have more warranted access to the knowledge of ideas than that of “things” (because it believes itself able to arrive at the aprioristic certainty of the existence of the res cogitans but not of the res extensa).  In this sense, it is at the basis of what the philosopher Jean-Pierre Cometti calls “the myth of the poetic essence of language”.
 


We suggested that romantic expressivism, which found the “authentic” literature, relies in an introspective mentalism. It is as if the literary language game “corresponded to (the inner) reality” and did not depended upon connections which conceptually complicate its meaning operations far beyond a connection between assertion and “objective” inner state. When we move forward to the XXth. century formalisms, we still found such correspondentism, only externalized. This can be exemplarily illustrated with the current idea that it is the text itself which carries a substantial meaning, in a phenomenon George Steiner called “real presence” of meaning (not far from what the philosopher William Wimsatt had called verbal icon, in the ‘60s)
 – and that it is this substantial meaning which limitates the variation of interpretations. 

Thus in the turning of the century, the modernist experiments with language’s materiality – with the intra-narrative forms – led the literary theorists to build impersonalist semantical theories (here as opposed to expressivist ones). In the manner of the saussurean significants and Roman Jakobson’s distinctive marks, which signal the beginnings of modern linguistics, the task is to extract meaning from the systematic articulation between literary language’s formal elements alone, considering meanings as intrinsic properties of the forms of assertions. It is as if, in order to reject the classical mimesis of the duplication of nature and the expressivist inner mimesis, one had to devoid of sense the problem of the relation between language and world, moving on to consider language as a formal game without reference (a game whose rules, unlike natural languages, could be exhaustively described). One of the key points of this change is the rebuttal of the applicability of the notion of intentionality in literary theories of interpretation, which from then on should approach language through its structural autonomy (morpho-lexical in the case of the New Critics, morpho-narrative to the russian formalism school). 


In this respect, Stephen Mulhall, commentator of Wittgenstein, notes the existence of a tendency to say of certain art works that they have an epiphanic character, as if they incarnated a meaning, a kind of revelation – to speak in a religious language. The works of art, or our relation to them, the experience we have when entering into contact with them, is thus expressed in terms of verbal icons. For example, Hamlet would be a direct manifestation of melancholy, Faust of the folly of ambition, a dramatic monologue by Robert Browning would incarnate the madness of love, and so on. 


But in a wittgensteinian perspective, it is possible to doubt the idea that such semantical content has an iconical substantiality to which, for example, the author or a persuasive critic would have privileged access. This move would be useful, I believe, to a reappreciation of the notion of literature which abandoned the search for “literariness” and, reintegrating literature into the other language games, would challenge one of the “myths of meaning”, the supposition of the existence of a “poetical essence of language”, be it of expressivist base or of formalist. The meanings articulated in the literary text can then be seen as interested and situated creations.


We can now close this historiographic digression and return to the arguments relating to the question of intentionality. 


There is a myriad of anti-intentionalist texts that, from T.S. Eliot to Susan Sontag through Richards, Barthes, Foucault and others, could provide a basis to this discussion. Nevertheless, I choose only a sentence from a well-known 1949 essay by Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley, The Intentional Fallacy – inasmuch as Máttar Neto mentions this article in his word – which states the following: “It is only because an artifact works that we infer the intention of the artificer” (p. 335).


I want to suggest that this argument is not sufficient to invalidate the applicability of the notion of intention as to the theories of interpretation. To do this, let us follow the already mentioned P. D. Juhl in the establishment, on the one hand, of a basic anti-intentionalist thesis, and on the other of a basic intentionalist thesis:

· Basic anti-intentionalist thesis: it is true that knowledge of the author’s intention may be useful to an interpretative decision, but it is not true, however, that "to understand a literary work is, in virtue of our concept of the meaning of a literary work, to understand what the author intended to convey or express” (p.47). This basic anti-intentionalist thesis aims at accounting for an interpretative indetermination inherent in the (fictional) text and which differentiates the literary use of a language from any other language game.

· Basic intentionalist thesis: in our concept of “the meaning of a text” is incrusted the idea that “the meaning of a literary work created by a person differs from our concept of the meaning of a text produced by chance” (p. 48).

The current notion of “the meaning of a text”, according to P. D. Juhl, accounts – in intentionalist terms – for two of the most commonly invoked criteria supporting interpretative decisions: coherence and textual evidence. 

1.
Let us imagine a text which linguistically admits two interpretations. In this case, “that a work is more coherent, or more complex, on one interpretation than on another will not make the former more likely to be correct than the latter unless this fact makes it more likely that the author intended to convey the meaning corresponding to the former rather than the latter” (p. 48). In other words, the appeal to the text, to coherence or referential content is already an appeal to intention. 

2.
In the case of texts which linguistically admit only one interpretation, still the author’s intention is the cornerstone of the interpretative decision made on the basis of linguistic evidence, insofar as "an appeal to the rules of the language is an implicit appeal to the author's likely use of the words in question” (p. 48).

Wimsatt and Beardsley’s argument – and so the basic anti-intentionalist thesis mentioned above – use to be illustrated with the following image. Imagine that the retreat of a sea wave left inscribed on the sand an object which we use to call stanza of a poem in the English language. Would it make a difference, to an observer that set itself to interpret the stanza, if he knew or not how the stanza was created?


This image is, I believe, vitiated, and do not serve the purpose of the anti-intentionalist, i.e., that of favoring a non-intentionalist definition of meaning. This is so because, in this image, the hypothetical observer has already recognized the stanza as such, as well as the language in which it was written. The fact that the observer has recognised the marks on the sand as language – in this case, as a stanza of a poem – is simultaneous to the start of the interpretative process, or of its most preliminary procedures (to recognize the idiom in which that language is codified, to recognize a whole history of communicative procedures previous to that type of verbal creation, etc.). That is why Máttar Neto can say that “it doesn’t matter (…) whether pre-intentional language exists or not” (p. 71): in the example of the poem drawn on the sand we are already, in what regards interpretation, in media res. 


This is also the case of Wimsatt and Beardsley’s proposition. To say that “It is only because an artifact works that we infer the intention of the artificer” (p. 335) is to say that, when the artifact doesn’t work, I do not proceed to infer the intention of the artificer. In the sense that I do not become interested  in interpreting this non-functional artifact, this might be plausible. But the grammar of the noun “artifact” as it is used in English includes, conceptually, a supposition of intentionality. There are no artifacts caused without human interest, without function – hence, attributed function –, even if, when put to test, the artifact “doesn’t work”. Whether I include among the “artifacts” the furrows caused by the water running down a ledge or else, if I don’t, the Wimsatt and Beardsley’s proposition is absurd, because there are no non-intentional artifacts. “To work” and “not to work” are features possessed by intentional objects alone; other types of mechanical articulations between objects should receive other kind of designation. 


We still know of no other organisms which speak so-called semantically productive idioms (producing polysemy with limited marks); we are acquainted only with organic entities which manipulate non-productive symbolic languages. Therefore, being part of our concept of what it is to “interpret” that what is interpreted are sememes produced by a human entity, whenever we lack genetical information on these we perform a kind of animism: regardless of what entity produced those marks, we immediately treat that entity as a human being as we decide to treat certain physical marks (graphic or phonic) as a language – and we do this even when it is question of languages we do not know. It is besides in this sense, as Gilbert Ryle reminds us, that we look at what the heart does and say that it “has the function” of pumping blood. 


A proposer of an anti-intentionalist position would have to present other type of arguments, setting a situation previous to the recognition of material marks as semantical marks. In more linguistical terms, this Gedankenexperiment  would have to start before the observer decided to treat some phones as phonemes and some graphs as graphemes, and at that moment ask the question about the relevance of the notion of intentionality to interpretation. Otherwise she would have to use, in an anti-intentionalist argument, terms in whose grammar or whose meaning is already inlaid a supposition of intention. This argument – a version of the image of the stanza on the beach – could be of the following kind.


Imagine an archaeologist on vacation, having a sun-bath. Strolling by the sea, he runs upon a rock that stirs his curiosity. The rock is covered with little marks in low relief which seem to display some sort of regularity. It so happens that ours is an archaeologist trained in linguistics; intrigued, he realizes that indeed the marks present an astonishing regularity. He begins to study them, but can't make up his mind on a crucial point. Are the marks on the rock an incredible coincidence caused by an improbable but not impossible erosion, in which regular dribbles running down the rock will have combined themselves with the rain drops or, on the contrary, the marks have a function, and were intentionally produced by some human being, an ancient dweller who wrote a text on the rock in a long-forgotten language, by means of which this person meant something?


My argument is this: there is a crucial difference on what we would typically say that the archaeologist would be doing in case he decided one way or the other. More precisely: we would only say of the archaeologist that what he was doing when methodically observing the marks was to interpret a text if he was prepared to admit the supposition that an intentionality was at the origin of the marks, that with them someone had wanted to say something. And the reason for this is not necessarily of a mentalist kind, rather grammatical, conceptual: it is given in the ordinary meaning of the notion of meaning.


So even if in the theory of literary interpretation there are stories to be told other than the intentional one (I’m referring to all the processes of conceptual and linguistic articulation and the problems of polysemy), since literature is language the intentional story should not be rebutted. 


This argument favoring the applicability of the notion of intentionality springs from a conception of meaning according to which language is not heterogeneous to the world (as is the case with the agostinian picture of language – in which meaning preexists to linguistic articulation, consisting somehow in a content which would fill the significants – as well as with the stronger structuralist positions). Language, according to this conception, would anchor to life forms: the meanings find their limit and possibility in people’s ordinary practices. Contrary to what Jacques Derrida says, in this perspective there is a hors-texte or space outside the text that articulates itself with this latter and influence it, or at least this supposition is a criterion of the use of our verbs of communication (such as to read (ler), to interpret (interpretar), certain uses of to hear (ouvir), etc.).


A more naturalistic conception of language – and perhaps it is worth starting to speak directly of communication and not only of language, insofar as it is more properly the notion of communication that has incrusted the supposition of intentionality – a more naturalistic conception of language seems also to disavow the supposition of existence of the linguistic property of “literariness” as poetical “double meaning”, at least in a sense considered as alien to ordinary language (as if poetic language didn’t have its counterpart in the poetry of language, as O. Hanfling puts it).
 “Literary” uses of language could be more properly identified by means of the detection of a certain “family resemblance” between such uses. As to intentionality, it is a previous question, conceptually at the basis of the very recognition of communicative language as such, according to the current meaning of “the meaning of a text”. 


It is important, finally, to stress this last point: it has not been question here of suggesting that the meanings should be submitted to a correspondence with lived intentions, as if the latter were the semantically stabilising fundamentals of the former, or its pure origins – in which case we would be ignoring the wittgensteinian investigations on grammar and the “secondary meanings”. The order of conditions is precisely the contrary and should prioritise grammar: by entirely rebutting the applicability of the notion of intentionality inlaid in the grammar of verbs of communication in the name of formalist imperatives, or of the poetic “double meaning”, we would loose sight of the grammar of the ordinary meaning of these verbs, as well as of the grammar of “meaning”. Nevertheless, this article did not treat of the function of intention in interpretative practices, but only of a more basic applicability of the notion of intention, that is, of the conceptual presence of this notion incrusted in the meanings of the terms we use when we speak of communicative activities. 

Florianópolis (Brazil), august 2001
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�  Theory of Literature shares many of its concerns with fields such as philosophical aesthetics, semantics and ontology, hermeneutics and the philosophy of mind – at least in a certain way of conceiving theory of literature which does not subsume it to what in the last three decades has been called cultural studies . 


�  Beyond the supposition of existence of a "mental entity to which it is supposed that we owe the meanings we give them", there wold be another, "more refined myth of meaning". The most important assumption of this second myth of meaning would consist "in admitting the existence of a double meaning. According to such principle, there would be, in fact, besides ordinary meanings around which language and the activities centered in communication organize themselves, another dimension of meaning, or more exactly another meaning, marking the sphere of belonging of the arts, of the creation and aesthetic contemplation. (...) This second 'myth of meaning' founds an important support in the idea of a 'poetic language' - and sometimes even in the idea of a 'poetic essence of language'” (J.-P. Cometti, 1998, pp. 208-9). For Cometti, romanticism would be a particularly instructive example of the art theories that, "exaggeratedly dissociating the sources from the conditions of ordinary life and language" (p. 231), participate in the illusion of dealing with objects bestowed with occult expressive properties by means of which we escape the limits of language, thus gaining access, according to this conception, to an "out-of-the-ordinary experience" (ib.).


�  William Wimsatt, The Verbal Icon, Un. of Kentucky Press, 1967.


�  Apud Cometti, op.cit., p. 232.





