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The Mutations of Literary Interpretation:
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Abstract:

Interpretation is a foundational aspect of human cognition as it entails the act of (re)assigning
meaning to utterances, objects, events, etc. In the field of literature, theories of criticism have devoted
a great deal of attention and effort to explore the most efficient ways of approaching texts and
extracting their meanings. Despite the plethora of scholarly publications and academic traning,
offering a wealth of knowledge, undergraduate students oftrn seem in need of further broadening
their interpretive capacities. Hence, it remains necessary to readdress the issue of variety and change
in terms of the perspectives and methods employed in analysis and critique. By tracing the main
turning points in the conceptualisation of literary interpretation, from the medieval age to the
contemporary era, the present paper attempts to provide a simplified account of its evolution while
emphasizing its dynamic nature. Several alterations, in the view and practice of interpretation,
occured as a result of changing intellectual and sociopolitical circumstances. Understanding that
each of the mutations re-define and re-appropriate the position of the interpreter vis-a-vis the literary
text is an important step in the students’ development of their own interpretive horizons.
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1. Introduction:

In interpreting his surroundings, man attempts to make sense of the world. In
attempting to share such experiences with others, he engages in multiple acts of
interpretation as well. As such, interpretation can be seen as a mediator between
coding meanings, decoding and communicating them. Without proper cognitive and
emotional mechanisms, interpretation of meaning can turn into a misunderstanding, a
fallacy or even an oppressive act towards others. The significance of interpretation in
contemporary times might even exceed its significance in previous eras due to the
rising need to communicate—successfully—across languages, cultures and
mediums. Conventionally, literature is credited with enriching the human experience
through a myriad of genres and modes of writing. A variety of intellectual, economic
and political factors have contributed in rendering the interpretation of literary texts
an important segment of critical discourse.

Literary criticism concerns itself with the various elements that are involved in
the act of interpretation. By extension, its findings foster a better understanding of
cognate practices. Obtaining a clear view of others’ ideas, whether oral or written,
depends on the amount of knowledge one has about the different elements
intervening between one’s thought and its comprehension by another consciousness.
While this is a skill that should be developed by everyone, for its obvious social
necessity, it is particularly important to students in the field of humantities to widen
their interpretive horizons. However, the standard Algerian curriculum (of literature
and criticism) seems to provide extensive knowledge of theories and modes of
criticism without allowing students the opportunity to position themselves within
the horizons of the respective interpretive mindset that led to such theories. *

Several scholarly publications have been devoted to historicising the
development of critical theories. However, works such as, Terry Eagleton’s Literary
Theory (2008), Rafey Habib’s Modern Literary Criticism (2008), Lois Tyson’s
Critical Theory Today (2014), and Andrew Bennet’s and Nickolas Royle’s An
Introduction to Literature, Theory and Criticism (2016) among others—esteemed
and important as they are— rely on a heavy set of theoretical works and an extensive
reference to specific literary texts that an insufficiently-trained student might feel
intimidated by their sheer breadth. Hence, a need for a simplified account, that

! Time constraints and the number of students in a class often stand behind such a hindrance. While
endeavors are certianly made to enhance students’ critical skills, through pratical prompts and
roundtable discussions for instance, students’ capabilities to approach texts as interpreters remain
vagualy adequate. This is often noticed by academic supervisors working closely with them.
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clarifies the main viewpoints from which analytical positions stem, arises to remedy
such a probable factor. In this regard, the paper offers, undergraduate students
majoring in literary studies, an adequate starting point for the adoption of a critical
perspective in their essays. It must be noted, however, that any mode of
interpretation cannot be easily understood or employed without the necessary
research, and further reading, that ought to be guaranteed by the student-interpreter
himself .

Accordingly, the present paper traces the main turning points in the
conceptualisation of literary interpretation, from the medieval age to the
contemporary era, by focusing on the different positions occupied by the interpreter
vis-a-vis the text. Each period in the history of criticism has contributed to the
enrichment of man’s cognitive and affective affinities in dealing with written or oral
texts. Therefore, it is more authentic for today’s interpreters to have not only
knowledge of past analytical methods but also a cohesive view of their change over
time. The purpose is to highlight the mutating nature of interpretation which explain
the altering states of translations, adaptations and communication at large.

1. Interpretation: From Sacred to Scholastic

To a certain extent, the medieval era remains among the least appraised periods in
literary criticism despite its rich and varied texture which comprised the sacred, the
mundane and the scholarly. Contrary to the persistent view which envisions the
period as an era of downright ignorance, total darkness, sheer violence and
conspicuous superstition, some of the most revered figures enlightened the benighted
torches in Italy, Germany, France and England. This, however, does not negate the
fact that successive histories of literary criticism have often trivialized the Middle
Ages’ contribution to theories of literature and criticism largely on account of the
prevalence of theological thinking by then (Wimsatt & Brooks, 1998, p.126).
Despite such widespread view, scholars like Alastair Minnis and lan Johnson argue
that theological thinking actually stimulated literary criticism, leading to a renewed
interest in exploring medieval texts and their relevance to hermeneutics (2005, p.4).
Several medieval figures, in fact, are credited for having fueled an insightful
conception of literary interpretation.

Notably, St. Augustine’s (354-430) early thought and writings were formulated at
a time when Christianity and the Bible(s) were in danger of disseminating into
several sects and numerous scriptures due to the existence of various versions in
Latin, Greek and Hebrew. Translations hovered between literal and figurative
meaning which in many occasions resulted in an inconsistency between narratives.
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That is why Augustine’s memorable statement “Scripture teaches nothing but
charity, nor condemns anything but cupidity” came to set the ground for other
principles upon which translations of the Bible and interpretations of its meaning can
be founded. In De Doctrina Christiana (On Christian Doctrine), Augustine contends
that certain meanings in the scripture are never adequately understood unless
transcending the literal/earthly level to an allegorical/ heavenly one (p.5). His main
contribution is the belief that interpretation lies in the interpreter’s inclination
towards achieving a righteous understanding and appreciation of God’s Work
through God’s Word. This has, arguably, informed his successors to develop a
theory of Hermeneutics.

Since the late medieval conception of literature situated it as part and parcel of
grammatica and the general scheme of learning that encompasses rhetoric, logic, arts
and sciences, its study required careful instruction and practice. Hugh of St. Victor
(1097-1141) when writing his Didascalicon had this as his primary concern.
Addressing learners and educators, he introduced a set of guidelines and precepts
which best achieve the purposes behind the act of reading. Hugh’s view of wisdom
as attained through learning is divided into two distinct realms: the human
understanding of texts and their meaning through their letters and the divinely-
ordained knowledge of the sacred scriptures. That is to say, all texts, including those
sanctioned by divine authority, are subject to interpretation which combines the
literal and the figurative, the outer and inner meaning, the scholastic and the liberal.
However, he cautions interpreters, against being misled by confusing discourses or
fallacies, establishing three basic elements for interpreting texts nanameld: the letter,
the sense, and the inner meaning. In hierarchical study, these elements unfold from
the defined and fixed meaning to the undefined and flexible. Sacred scriptures, on
the other hand, are to be interpreted in ways which fit not only the historical or literal
sense but the allegorical and tropological meaning as well. While the first and the
second are quite obvious, the third i.e. tropology 1is linked to the scripture’s
profoundest morality which induces interpreters not only to contemplate the work of
God through his Word but also to imitate that perfection in their adherence to all that
is divinely-ordained. This engages readers in a task of interpretation which requires
the avoidance of heedless battling with meaning. The interpreter of Divine Scriptures
is, Hugh of St. Victor asserts, a wisdom-seeker who gives priority to piety and
goodness in all his searches of meanings that are difficult to extract (1991, p. 44).

Despite varieties of thoughts and contesting views of literature during the period,
certain notions seem to have prevailed more than others. What could, in general, be
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said about the late medieval ages regarding the prominent notions that rhetoricians
had about texts, is that “one should suit style to audience”. For instance, “a
commentator could engage in rigorous literal/historical analysis of some textual
crux, while a preacher (perhaps the commentator himself, performing a different
function) could subject that same passage to virtuoso allegorizing” ; this alternates
the idea of textual study as a rhetorical tool for the analysis of poesy and prosaicness
with that of textual study as a sacramental means to hermeneutic ends. So, if the sole
purpose behind a text—Iiterary or not—is to move the audience towards given states
(emotional, intellectual or spiritual) then rhetorical style is unavoidably linked to the
perceiver’s character. Most probably, the era’s legacy epitomizes in Dante’s (1265-
1321) lasting Divine Comedy which, as its name indicates, is a dramatic piece with a
lingering of inspirational divinity. Apart from its theological significance, Dante’s
magnum opus has achieved such an unequalled reputation thanks to its vernacular
tone which struck its immediate audience as so familiar yet profoundly celestial.
Thus, the value of a text is seen as residing in its imperishable wisdom and in its
unique use of language that is capable of stirring audiences.

The medieval era is often overlooked in literary criticism despite the diversity of
its interests and methods. While historically seen as a period of ignorance, its
contributions to literary theory are evident in notions that laid the groundwork for
biblical interpretation, emphasizing allegory over literalism, and guidelines that
emphasize the combination of literal and figurative interpretations. Rhetoricians of
the late medieval period endorsed adapting style to audience needs and context. As
such interpretation benefited from the realms of the sacred as much as the secular.

2. Interpretation: From Singular to Plural

The Renaissance, Enlightenment and the Romantic periods marked a profound
era of renewal and transformation. Characterized by a resurgence of interest in
classical works and an emerging focus on rational thinking, they both ushered in a
vitality to literary criticism. Despite their different perspectives, both could be
regarded as having reshaped understanding of the act of interpretation.

The Renaissance or the neoclassical period in literary criticism is known for its
spirit of renewal. The revisiting of classical works and the continuing concern with
the medieval interest in vernacular literatures acquired a new rigor during this
period. The mild ‘antagonism’ between the so called ancients and moderns was also
manifested in combating views of drama and poetry. While drama had the upper
hand among literati circles and targeted upper-class audience, poetry _ in new
decorum and taste_ appealed to nationalist sentiments. Readers, thus, seem to have
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gained a concrete presence by this early modern period for they were addressed with
the tongue that is closer to them (other than prestigious Latin) and them the first
critic upon and for whom curtains were lifted in theatres. In response to the cultural
movement of the Renaissance Sir Philip Sidney (1554-1586) wrote his monumental
An Apology for Poetry ; while it is clearly in defense of poetry it discusses some
debatable issues regarding humanism, tragedy, style etc. Of little originality,
however, are his views of the audience and their interpretation since he merely
echoes that which has been long been noted by figures such as Horace and Julius
Caesar Scaliger regarding the intention to move, instruct and delight through poetry.
What can be emphasized, however, is the significant rise of spectator culture. The
increase in theatrical performances opened a gate for various ways of interpreting
dramatic pieces. In other words, a single play generates several interpretations as
different performers (actors) concretize its message (through customes, scenery,
body language, etc.). Thus, a plurality of meanings is presented to the audience who
in turn derive various interpretations depending on their individual abilities to
observe, understand language, appreciate humor, etc.

The essence of ‘enlightenment’ lies in its championing of critical thinking,
rationality, and reasonable judgment ; thus it could be regarded as the age for
criticism. The movement which, arose in large measure as a reaction to dogmatic
notions of previous times (largely religious) triggered intellectual as well as
scientific and philosophical ‘rethinking’ and ‘re-experiencing’. The empiricist
tradition, from which the works of John Locke and George Berkeley emanated,
attained the level of skepticism with the Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711-
1776). The latter writes, quite elaborately, about issues of taste and judgment in Four
Dissertations. He maintains that “beauty is no quality in things themselves : It exists
merely in the mind which contemplates them ; and each mind perceives a different
beauty” (1970, p.7). If general standards of aesthetic judgment can be known
through certain consensus or conventionality which cherishes the good and the
virtuous and admonishes the evil and the vile, it remains that personal sentiments,
prejudices and cultural circumstances make it quite unattainable to think of a
standard taste upon which all individuals agree. He concedes as well that no
judgment is more valid than the other since one object may give rise to thousands of
sentiments and interpretations depending on the audience’s “particular genius,
interests, opinions, passions, and prejudices” (p.21). Similarly, a single text may
generate various interpretations in different places, ages and languages, etc.
Notwithstanding the natural liability to “seek a Standard of Taste”, it remains that
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judgments and sentiments regarding texts, social mores, religious practices, political
views etc can never be reconciled under a one all-encompassing taste which is in
itself a stupendous advantage to the experience of life in its full aesthetic.

Romantic thought, which stressed primarily the subjectivity of the individual,
regarded feelings, intuitions, imagination, personal experiences, relations with the
self as with nature as its most fundamental principles. Such principles served as
guidelines to the individual’s perception and understanding of existence in general.
Literature, and most importantly, poetry was no exception. Lyrical poems
celebrating the poet’s inner eye and feel of the external world were both admired and
appreciated for their originality and genuineness ; a criteria ostensibly so lacking in
previous times where only a common reason or a mimetic creation was allowed at
leisure. With such spaciousness of spirit and thought more room was given to
interpretation. ‘The art of interpretation’ as Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834)
calls it, has thus taken a new leap into modern hermeneutics. Schleiermacher’s
theological leanings (a revered protestant) did not hinder his faculties for textual
appraisals of both subjective (personal) and objective texts (historical). On the
contrary, his approach to interpretation couples grammatical and psychological
expositions and ‘reconstructions’ of meaning. This requires the avoidance of
‘misunderstandings’ which may arise from an improper knowledge of the language,
the historical context or textual context. Rigorous interpretations, hence, are best
achieved when paying heed to the circumstances in which texts were written, the
manner in which their message was codified and the state in which it was
deciphered. Exemplifying with the instance of the New Testament,
Schleiermacher—though agreeing with the general tendency to interpret the scripture
historically—concedes that in order to “correct the historical style of interpretation
one has to resist this one-sideness... since new concepts can arise out of new
emotional experiences” (1998, p3). Therefore, considering a historical interpretation
solely as a retrospective view towards textual events is seen as erroneous. The main
objective of interpretation is not to comprehend an ancient text based on
contemporary thought, but rather to reestablish the initial connection between the
author and their original audience. With such insights into the complexities and
particularities of interpretation the German thinker and theologian introduced
hermeneutic studies into modernity.

Thus, interpretation is conceptualized as a cognitive way of deriving maximum
value from intellectual/literary productions. It emphasizes disparities in worldviews
and methods of reasoning as well as subjective sensibilities regarding works of art in
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order to gain a plethora of meanings. The latter through diversity, openness and
plurality enrich human faculties and enhance their significance.

3. Interpretation: From Aestheticism to Materialism

The imprints of eighteenth-century enlightenment did not wane fast ; its early
modern thoughts and doctrines on empirical certitude remained central to the
construction of knowledge in the nineteenth century and after. Positivistic views of
society, history, and science helped marginalize much of mythological and
theological conceptions to give way to a more objective and ‘valid’ understanding
and representation of the world. Realism and naturalism as literary modes of
expression reflected the typicality of the era’s change which took the form of
political and economic upheavals coupled to social, intellectual, and psychological
alterations which urged a proper and well-wrought aesthetic representation. While
writers such as Fyodor Dostoevsky, Gustav Flaubert, Charles Dickens and others
contented themselves with the writing of literature, another group of writers such as
George Eliot, Emile Zola, Walter Pater, Matthew Arnold and Oscar Wilde
contributed to the study of literature and criticism as well. Karl Marx and Friedrich
Engels on their turn contributed to the field through their diverse interests in
economy and sociology rather than out of a sheer keenness for literature. Thus, the
nineteenth century witnessed a significant mutation in the perception and practice of
literary interpretation within a flourishing sociopolitical context.

Criticism during the Victorian age centered on realism, social realism and the
verisimilitude of art and life. Hence, objectivity became the standard for both the
production and reception of literature. If , at last, art was free of boundaries such as
the imitation of classics and the traditions of predecessors, the audience as well was
freed of the need to conform with a dominant judgment. For instance, William Dean
Howells, the American renowned editor and novelist, in his seminal work Criticism
and Fiction maintains that individuals are free—and quite capable of—forming their
own aesthetic judgment. While slightly demeaning the authority of criticism over the
creativity of art, because the former ‘can neither make nor unmake’ the latter, he
adopts an egalitarian stance where all interpreters (critics or lay readers) are equal in
their assessments of a text. Though these notions were important, they were subdued
by dicta which focused the symbolism and impressionism of language. Walter Pater
to whom the famous dictum ‘art for art’s sake’ is attributed was one among many
who saw the primary function of art in its pleasure and gratification of the self.
Hence poets and novelists in particular were called to usurp their literary genius in
rendering a world of beauties, allusions and paradoxes through a language that calls

September 2024 Review EL’'BAHITH 80




Review EL’BAHITH - ENS - Bouzareah - Algiers

ISSN : 9577-1112 ‘ EISSN : 2602-5388 ‘ Volume: (16) ‘ Number : (02) ‘ year: 2024 ‘ Pages: 73-88

attention to its own beauty and fullfil-ness. In spite of the fact that these tendencies
were pigeonholed under the label of ‘decadence’ for their lack of moral
utilitarianism, they were exalted by a number of influential figures. Pater (1913), for
instance, prefers “one’s own impression” regarding a literary work over some
conventional understanding of a text based on its adherence to standards of
production and criticism. The experience and “the effect it produces” he argues are
“the original facts” (p. viii).The culmination of the aesthetic tradition developed by
Emanuel Kant, Charles Baudelaire and others reached its zenith with Oscar Wilde’s
views on literature. He asserts that “it is the spectator, and not life, that art really
mirrors” (1984, p. 17). This excludes both the author and his context leaving the text
at the hands of the interpreter whose moods and impressions create thousands other
meanings that are “independent” of the writer’s intentional message. Thus aesthetic
theory placed a considerable weight of the works value on the interpreter’s
shoulders. Notwithstanding the apparent disparity between such stances, as one
focuses on the creativity of the producer while the other emphasizes the creativity of
the receiver, they exemplify a tendency towards the re-appropriation of literature to
meet the varied interests and affinities of the age.

An antagonizing—almost belittling—view of such aestheticism was manifested
by the proponents of Marxism. Though the theory’s seeds are found in Hegel’s work
and most of its popularity is credited to Engels, it is Karl Marx who set forth the
fundamental (and revolutionist) ideas aiming to change economy, society, western
culture and philosophy. Literature, he contends, is but one tool in the age-long
struggle between the bourgeoisie and the working class. In similar vein with its
materialistic conception of history, Marxism neglects the aesthetic side of art
exhibiting a sole and primary concern with its ideological leanings and bearing
alone. The Marxist argument is as follows : if fiction like any other component of
culture—permissibly and relatively an opium—~has the power to instill ideas, stir or
placate the masses in a non-coercive manner, then it deserves the same critique as
that of the ideology it perpetuates and it has to be employed as a counter discourse to
emancipate the masses and raise their social consciousness. Eagleton’s (1981)
elaboration on the matter of criticism, its function and relation to ideology both
affirms and extends Marxist premises. In doing so he inspired a larger influence on
successive theories of criticism such as feminism, post-colonialism, deconstruction,
etc. Though Marxist ideology seems to espouse an unwavering allegiance to the
cause of the masses, struggling against the hegemony that exploits them, its stance is
not wholly and purely humanistic for it perceives the masses of interpreters as mere
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“consumer” of a socio-cultural ideology. As such, the interpreter, whether belonging
to the elite or the masses, is defined in terms of production and consumption rather
than as a distinct entity with intellectual and cognitive powers that are capable of
forming critical views unbounded to his predetermined context and free of
ideological agendas.

In short, the intellectual landscape of the nineteenth century was marked by the
emergence of conflicting ideologies, with proponents of aestheticism emphasizing
the subjective experience of art, while others, notably the Marxists, viewed literature
primarily through sociopolitical lens. Despite their difference, both perspectives
contributed to expanding the horizons of literary interpretation.

4. Interpretation: From Fallacy to (Re)assertion

Change in the twentieth century took a complex and intrepid pathway that made
issues of human relations, politics, science, culture, language, commerce, religion,
ideology and education collide in the form of different schools of thought. Though
the tendencies and affiliations of twentieth century thinkers were not altogether new,
they nonetheless exhibited a considerable extent of newness which at times equated a
breakage with the past traditions. Literary trends once again coped with historical
events in a variety of ways that reflected the impacts and ramifications of such
changes on the individual’s mindset and psychology. By extension, literary
interpretation gained a more intricate shape resulting in the elaboration of nuanced
ways of approaching texts.

Psychoanalysis as eminently introduced by Sigmund Freud consisted of a
systemic study of the individual’s conscious and unconscious and opened up
completely new realms to the study of literature. The reading of literary works
witnessed a great change with the new psychoanalytic perspective. If texts are
produced by authors who are not fully in control of the message they convey through
their writing, interpreters as well cannot be said to be wholly in control of the way
they understand a text and react to it. Because reading and writing, like all other acts,
are determined by an interiorized unconscious, much tends to slip away
unrecognized. An author’s psychology might appear (unwarily) in his use of
language, diction, characters, tropes and symbols, etc. A psychoanalytic
interpretation aims to reveal the underlying significance behind these elements ; that
is to say, the biographical, mental or emotional state(s) that constructed such
narrative and how they operate in the overall interpretation of the text. Such
interpretation is also determined by the personal interpretation of the reader. Gary
Day maintains, commenting on such significant literary shifts, that after Freud, “the
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critic has once again become an interpreter not, as in the medieval period, of the
work but of the author” (2008, p. 259). In others words, interpretation changed its
focus from an attempt to decipher the work to an attempt to decipher the creator of
the work. In doing so, the interpreter seeks to unravel the complexities of meaning
from an insider’s perspective.

On an opposing scale, New Criticism came with close reading as a promise for
accurate and faithful interpretation. Such a methodological concern with the form of
the text, (literary devices, patterns and structures) completely detached the narrative
from outside considerations such as the author’s biography, the historical or cultural
context in which the text was produced or even received. Because it stipulates that a
text is a self-contained autonomous entity, such an interpretation deliberately
neglects the context in order to avoid a set of alleged ‘fallacies’ in which the
interpreter might fall. In other words, for the sake of preserving the text’s original
meaning all extraneous elements are to be shut out. In effect, interpreters are
regarded as “ dangerous” because of their subjective and ungrounded interpretation
(Guerin, 2005, p.350).Depending on the interpreter’s immediate emotional state
when reading a text or their biased stance because of age, race, gender or
background, the interpretation might become a sheer collection of imprecise
impressions. Thus interpretation results in a myriad of meanings rather than one. For
Formalists and New Critics, this substitutes a complete demolishing of the literary
work.

While Hermeneutics clearly assigned a considerable importance to the
interpreter’s understanding of the text, Phenomenology established a theoretical
foundation upon which the relationship between the individual’s perception and the
external world’s appearance could be assessed. The works of Edmund Husserl,
Martin Heidegger and Hans-Georg Gadamer inspired later critics such as Hans
Robert Jauss, Wolfgang Iser and Stanley Fish in their endeavors towards reader-
response and reception theories. On the one hand, Phenomenology, represented by
Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), asserts that interpreters (of from philosophical and
literary perspective) “are all too fond of offering criticism from on high instead of
studying and understanding things from within” (Husserl, 2002, p.17). Therefore,
literature as any phenomenon is understood through the individual’s consciousness
as “a series of perceptions”. A text as an object corresponds simultaneously to a
formal system of ideas and to ‘possible cognitive processes’ it intuits in the
perceiver’s mind. In this regard, Husserl stresses “the perceiver’s central role in
determining meaning” for it is only the sensibility which receives a work as art that
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makes of it as such (Seldon, Widdowson & Brooker, 2005, p. 49). This emphasis on
the perceiver’s (interpreter) importance in building up their own understanding of the
external world (literary text) as it appears to their consciousness paved the way for
other thinkers to make use of such shift—in perspective and paradigm—in their
study and interpretation of texts.

On the other hand, Husserl’s student, Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), maintains
that individuals’ consciousness is inevitably influenced by the external world of
which it is an element and “merged with the very object of [its] consciousness”
(Seldon, Widdowson &Brooker, 2005, p. 50). Hence, thinking is always placed
within a certain situation and all acts of cognition are determined by historicity,
belongingness, situatedness and temporality. While this was the major achievement
of his early career, his later work’s concern with poetry and language left more
influence on poststructuralists such as Jacques Derrida and Paul De Man than on his
direct successors in hermeneutics. In effect, he places understanding and
interpretation as general faculties which, while undetached of outer influences,
maintain the immediate existence of the object as an eventual art (Heidegger, 1962,
p. 78). Though such an approach was concerned mainly with the personal and
inward history of the interpreter rather than the communal or universal one, it left
significant inputs on the ideas that were later on developed by Hans-Georg Gadamer.
In Truth and Method, he (1900-2002) asserts that meaning depends on the historical
situation of the interpreter ; therefore, every interpretation is determined by one’s
tradition, history and culture. This dismisses the belief of an objective conception
that is free of preconceptions or prejudices. In other words, “perspectivity or
horizonality cannot be avoided” because all and any individual “is always already
situated within a horizon of familiarity” which constructs their ‘“horizons of
understanding” ( Wake & Malpas, 2006, p.191). Gadamer, along with other critics
such as Wayne Booth, I.A Richards, Walker Cibson and Gerald Prince can be
considered as the ‘advance guards’ who have cleared the way for the principal
theorists of reader-oriented criticism. Their transformative views of literary
interpretation as a cognitive phenomenon that is informed by contextual
surroundings and hence subject to variation and change. This decidedly marked the
move towards the perceiver of a phenomena or the decipherer of a text as an active
maker of meaning.
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5. Interpretation: From Community to Digital Space

Reader-oriented theories sought to reassert the role of the interpreter in literary
criticism. Their emergence, by the twentieth century, came as a response to the
perceived limitations of previous schools of criticism. This new theoretical paradigm
challenged the old one and in many ways reasserted that which the old one discarded
as superfluous or irrelevant. The main contribution of reader-response and reception
theories is its elaboration of the view that if a text “does not have a reader, it does not
exist-or at least, it has no meaning”(Guerin, 2005, p. 351). So, in a sense the
interpreter creates the text anew. Various methods were suggested in order to
examine the reader’s role and position vis-a-vis the text. Most perspectives focused
on the subjective interpretations of individual readers ( such as Norman Holland and
David Bleich) while others attempted to explore the interpretive experiences of
hypothetical readers (such as Jonathan Culler and Wolfgang Iser). In another vein,
Stanley Fish sought to examine interpretation as a communal activity. In
“Interpreting the Variorum” (1998), he wonders “why should two or more readers
ever agree ? ”(p. 989). Since, it has been often noted that every interpretation is a
reflection of the individual’s thoughts and sentiments, his focus on the shared aspects
of such a collective act brought a fresh perspective into the discussion. His
theoretical musings attempted to highlight the questions of * stability of
interpretation” and “variety of interpretation” in order to investigate the role played
by common strategies of reading in shaping reactions towards literary works (either
positively or negatively). Hence, he emphasizes the significance of “the interpretive
community”, such as school, church and other social institutions, in instilling and
continuing certain methods of comprehension. In Is There a Text in this Class ?, he
also explains that understanding is based on a set of interpretive principles,
concerning factuality, centrality, worth, etc. that are shared by members of the
community. Put more succinctly, they tend to apply similar strategies ; so, they
derive similar meanings (1989, p. 337). Such a concept helps clarify the evolving
history of a literary work in which interpretations appear/disappear and revisions
often take place to retrieve hidden meaning or rethink granted value.

The drastic changes that took place by the turn of the twenty-first century dictated
further developments in the study of meaning-formation mechanisms. “The medium
is the message”, said leading scholar Marshall McLuhan in his Understanding Media
(1964). While denoting the twentieth-century cultural drift into automation, the work
half-prophesied the twenty-first century large-scale transition into digitalization.
Back in the 1990s, as humanity leaped into a borderless market and an unlimited
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communication potential, the uses and misuses of new technologies were the
trending subject of discussion. Nowadays, however, concerns are more pronouncedly
focused on the immersiveness, connectivity and efficacy of newly-generated cultural
forms. Thus, interpretation turned from being a cohesive task—that involves
individual as well as collective strategies and produces single as well plural
meanings—to being a multitask. In other words, as the medium converted into an
array of other mediums, so did interpretation. From cryptocurrencies (such as
Bitcoin) to massively creative and simulative videogames (such as Animal Crossing
and Minecraft), and from curious identity constructions to phenomenal self-image
alterations (such as avatars and filters), the contemporary society seems to have
irrevocably—though not fully—converted into a digital matrix.

On the one hand, the incessant debate on the space and time allocated by Gen Z to
digital devices and social media, for example, is accentuated with apprehensions that
Gen Alpha would be entirely entrapped in a cyber-existence. On the other hand,
telepresence might be not only a norm but even a valuable alternative as has been
proved during the pandemic when even the most traditional practitioners, in fields
such as education and healthcare, eagerly adopted online methods. Another
significant aspect—yperhaps one that still lacks considerable investigation—is the
digitalization of narrative. As the dynamics of thinking, writing, reading and
critiquing have been re-modeled, remediated and reinvented through platforms, apps,
patterns and algorithms, the re-visioning of narrative forms (literary text, film or
news ,etc.) is inexorable. In this regard, it could argues that interpretation, in an
encompassing sense, mirrors an age of fusion and indistinctness. Hence, the roles of
the writer, critic, editor and reviewer have changed in accordance with the newly-
arising demands of a cyberspace (Barekat, Barry & Winters, 2017). Among the
challenges brought by such shifts is the persisting question of understanding the
changing intellectual, artistic and psychological experiences that engage users—
readers, viewers, players—in such a hyperreal context. By extension, the exploration
of a world, that is akin to a metaverse lingering on the brinks of the real and the
virtual, and its representation(s) drags the question of interpretation outside the realm
of cognition from which it initially emerged. In other words, the growing
complexities surrounding the act of interpretation, in contemporary times, have
resulted in more intricate forms of interpretation. This necessitates the generation of
appropriate approaches and theoretical frameworks. The latter, though far from
presenting ample answers, would help advance more relevant and insightful
perspectives.
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CONCLUSION

The mutations of literary interpretation throughout the history of literary
criticism reflect not only changes in scholarly approaches but also broader cultural,
philosophical, and technological transformations. In the medieval era, interpretation
was largely grounded in theological thinking, as scholars focused on sacred texts and
sought to uncover deeper spiritual meanings. Spiritual figures laid the groundwork
for hermeneutics, emphasizing the importance of going beyond literal interpretations
to grasp allegorical and moral truths. With the Renaissance came a revival of interest
in classical texts, encouraging scholars to develop new methods of textual analysis
through innovative performances. The Enlightenment introduced reason and
rationality to challenge traditional interpretations. Thus, critical judgment gained a
higher significance. Romanticism celebrated individuals’ emotional subjectivity and
enticed interpretations that engage with texts on a personal and intuitive level.
Twentieth-century movements such as New Criticism, Psychoanalysis, Marxism,
further expanded the possibilities of interpretation by shifting focus from text to
writer and context, respectively. Modern theories of  phenomenology and
hermeneutics contributed to elaborating reader-oriented theories which offered new
insights into the relationship between text and reader. The twenty-first century,
known as the digital age, has brought its own set of challenges and opportunities, as
the proliferation of online platforms and digital media has transformed engagement
with literature and interpretation of texts. The fundamental changes that redefined
the function of interpretation and the role of the interpreter are closely linked to
historical,  social ~and intellectual  evolutions.  Understanding  such
alterations/alternations demonstrates the dynamic nature of literary interpretation as
an act that is shaped by diverse perspectives, methodologies, and contexts over time.
Its mutation from sacred to scholastic, from singular to plural, from individual to
communal and from community to cyberspace highlights the continuing concern
over the need to develope appropriate pathways for comprehension and
communication.
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