Jeffrey R. Wilson
Aphorisms on Interpretation
Traditionally, interpretation is defined as “the search for the meaning,” but what is “meaning”?

A text means what its author intended it to mean. This is the so-called “intentionalist thesis.” While clearly circular, the intentionalist thesis can be useful once its keywords – text, meaning, author, intent – are unpacked.

If we say that a text is anything (whether that “thing” is a material object or an immaterial event) created by a human or group of humans in some deliberate way in order to accomplish some certain goal, there must exist someone or some group who did the creating. 

There are no texts without authors. That is, the existence of a text implies the existence of an author, a word we take from the Latin augere, “to increase,” and its cognate auctor, “one who causes to grow.” Etymologically speaking, the author of a text is the person or group of persons responsible for “increasing” an idea or situation into an object or event – that is, into a text. For our purposes, let’s say that the author is the agent of the actions that result in the text. The author is the one responsible for making an object or event in the way it was made. Simply put, the author is who made the text. 

If the existence of a text implies the existence of an author, the existence of an author in turn implies the existence of intent. Our word intent comes from the Latin tenere, “to hold,” and its cognate intendere, “to stretch out,” as in an archer’s bow that is held and stretched out to fire an arrow at a target. The author’s intent is the direction the author hopes his or her text will travel, what the author wants the text to do, and the actions the author performs in order to ensure the text does what he or she wants it to do. Intent is what an author does in an attempt to ensure his or her text travels in a certain direction, like an archer carving, feathering, knocking, drawing, aiming, and firing an arrow. What is the author trying to accomplish? How does the author go about accomplishing this goal? Why does the author think this goal is a good goal, and this route to that goal a good route? In sum, a text is intended to accomplish something, and the author is the one who does the intending, the one trying to accomplish something, the one taking certain steps in order to achieve certain goals. 

The existence of a text implies the existence of an author implies the existence of intent implies the existence of meaning. As a gerund (a verbal that functions as a noun), meaning expresses an action (“to mean”) but also a thing (“the meaning”): meaning is something that is done that becomes something that is. Meaning is what is done, or was done, including how it is or was done and why it is or was done. The meaning of a text is what is or was done to produce that text, including why what is or was done is or was done.  

Thus, a text means what its author intended it to mean. 

If interpretation is the search for meaning, interpretation is therefore the search for the author’s intent, for what the author was trying to accomplish and the steps he, she, or they took in order to achieve that goal. Our word interpretation comes from the Latin interpres, “messenger.” An interpretation is a message, and the interpreter is a messenger, someone who is taking a message from one person to another, from the author to an audience who is interested in the work of the author. The message being taken from the author to an audience is the meaning of the text, which (insofar as meaning equals intent) is the intent of the author. 
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In short, an interpretation is an account of how and why someone made a text in the way he, she, or they made it. Interpretation make sense of the dense, specialized, manifold, often obscure, and occasionally idiosyncratic tactics an author uses or used to compose a text, making that text legible to someone perplexed by or unfamiliar with the way the author works. An interpretation explains what an author did, how the author did it, and why the author did it that way.
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