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interact with the more general social world. In cases where a text has
not been read, its ‘textual’ effects depend on some kind of mediated
social experience: usually involving hearsay or prejudice about what
the text might contain, or involving use of the text as a symbolic accou-
trement to struggles primarily about something other than the text itself.

Interpretation involves a combination of two related hermeneutic
practices: what we might informally call appropriation (or construction)
and what we might call cultural mediation’. Textual effects are only
partly the result of what a text ‘says’ (what its words mean; how they
are arranged; what the genre leads us to assume). Beyond this, effects
or significance require further links between what the text says and
varying sets of assumptions already held by readers, with which the
textual representations enter into a sort of dialogue. The public actions,
or dispositions towards action, which constitute visible textual effects
follow from this complex process of combination of text with other
cognitive material. Like many cognitive processes, the steps in this
causal chain are not well understood, and are not necessarily available
to introspection. They may therefore not operate in a single sequence,
as described here. The point being made is simply that specific steps,
stages or processes must be identified in any overall interpretive pro-
cedure, if we intend to view that procedure causally rather than as
being random.

Mapping causal chains between discourse and social action is how-
ever rarely attempted in any detail, at least in cultural analysis (though
see Lecercle, 1999, chapter 5). On the other hand, the general prem-
ise of causation between discourse, interpretation and effect is com-
monly assumed in regulatory frameworks governing media and free-
dom of expression. The social order or control which media regulation
is designed to support is sought by efforts to limit classes of behaviour

5 The phrase ‘hermeneutic process of appropriation’ occurs in John Thompson’s
discussion of the globalization of communication in, The Media and Modernity: a Social
Theory of the Media (Thompson, 1995:171). Our ‘mediation’ of texts signals blurred
boundaries between textual meanings and different sorts of textual ‘use’. Confusion
between these two terms in literary and cultural theory is sometimes encouraged by
appeals to Ludwig Wittgenstein's, ‘the meaning of a word is its use in the language’,
or ‘what do words signify, if not the kind of use they have’ (Wittgenstein, 1953, para.
43 and para. 10). Such quotations lend doubtful authority to a view that meaning is
readily re-defined by users, with no stable core. A brilliant attempt to disentangle issues
of meaning and use is Umberto Eco’s essay, ‘Intentio Lectoris: the State of the Art’ (Eco,
1990, pp. 44-63).
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that are believed to follow from particular discourses or kinds of dis-
course. [Usually, such effects are considered to be in some way encour-
aged by the discourse, hence legal formulations which speak of ‘ten-
dencies’, ‘causes’, or ‘incitements”: e.g. tendency to ‘deprave or corrupt’,
to ‘cause grave or widespread offence’, to ‘incite racial hatred’, to ‘lead
to a breach of the peace’, etc. (see Robertson and Nichol, 1992)]. In
any given dispute, the capability of a contested text to cause particu-
lar effects is decided on the basis of a reported or hypothetical read-
ing which is considered a warranted or somehow justified interpre-
tation, rather than merely an act of whimsy on the part of the complaining
party.

What might broadly be called a contested text’s meaning is, there-
fore, a representation simultaneously linked in two directions. In one
direction, the text’s ‘meaning’ is linked back to the text itself, both by
linguistic convention (on account of its words and grammatical struc-
tures) and by derivation (by means of inference). In the other direc-
tion, the text’s ‘meaning’ is linked to its effects by suppositions about
how mental representations trigger social behaviour. It is not, therefore,
the case (as is sometimes suggested) that media regulation is about
social effects of a text, not textual meanings. In order for a discourse
to be held accountable for effects that allegedly follow from it, an inter-
mediate category of represented meaning is unavoidable. Meanings are
in question to the extent that they form an essential link in a causal
chain or network between discourse and effect.

LEGITIMACY OF INTERPRETATION

It is probably a good thing that most conflicts over textual inter-
pretation and effects fade with time, overtaken by subsequent events
and by more urgent social problems. Resolving such disputes equitably,
through arbitration during the period when they are most aggravated,
seems anything but easy.

It is difficult to see, for instance, how disputes over meaning or
effect can be settled, or disputing protagonists reconciled to one anoth-
er in a tribunal or complaints procedure, in the absence of some cred-
ible framework for attributing agency (and with it responsibility). Attribut-
ing responsibility appears a pre-condition either of deciding remedies
for any injury which has already been inflicted, or for imposing injunc-
tions against further, repeat effects being caused. But if the causal chain
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between discourse and effect involves, as we have suggested, inputs
besides the text itself (in the form of background assumptions activat-
ed in processes of inference), then we must question how far it is pos-
sible to attribute a specifically textual agency. It might be that the best
that can be done is to tell a story, convincing or not, about overde-
termined reception in an individual case: a critical history of a text’s
reception, rather than application of a general regulatory principle (or
what Stanley Fish has amusingly dismissed as a kind of ‘moral alge-
bra’, Fish, 1994).

The process of assigning degrees of responsibility to respective par-
ties in a dispute for their contribution to whatever agency the text is
judged to have is surrounded by problems. If you believe that ascribed
effect is the proper test of meaning (as someone committed to audience
ethnography might do), then in any litigation about textual effect —for
instance, as regards a text's alleged offensiveness— the plaintiff should
succeed. This follows from the fact that, whenever an effect is reported
(such as feeling outraged or defamed), then leaving aside cases of delib-
erate misrepresentation that feeling has been genuinely experienced.
Effects prove themselves simply by being experienced; it makes little
sense to say, of a Muslim who claims to have been offended on reading
The Satanic Verses, that she or he has not been offended. On the other
hand, if you believe that authorial intention provides the appropriate
warrant or authority for meaning, then the defendant in any litigation
should succeed. Rebuttal is always possible on the grounds that the
effect was not what was intended, was not in some sense what was
‘meant’. If, to escape this dilemma, you reject both of these possibilities
and insist instead that it is the form of the utterance which prescribes
how an utterance should be interpreted (in some version of formalism
or textual-determinism), then you are left with a different problem: that
it is difficult to see why competent language users should need to con-
test interpretations, except in occasional instances —easily cleared up—
where specific features of the text have been misunderstood.

Faced with these well-known (f slightly caricatured) difficulties, lib-
eral legal frameworks have typically responded with a combination of
pragmatism in dealing with the case in hand and interpretive tests that
seek to separate meaning from the viewpoints of the immediate pro-
tagonists. The general questions typically asked are accordingly these:
How far is a given interpretation of a text reasonable or warranted?
Can the text properly be deemed the cause of the claimed, injurious
effect?
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Confusingly, the notion of a meaning separate from whatever the
writer may have intended is sometimes called a text’s ‘intentional’ mean-
ing (as distinct from its ‘intended’ meaning). Reflecting more general
legal principles, what you intend is whatever the ‘natural and proba-
ble consequences’ of your action are thought to be (Duff, 1990). Oth-
er, related formulations which seek to separate meaning from the imme-
diate agents in a verbal exchange include ‘natural and ordinary
signification’, the ‘fair import’ of the words, ‘capability to bear a mean-
ing’, what the words ‘are likely to mean’, etc. (for full discussion, see
Robertson and Nichol, 1992). The general purpose of words like ‘rea-
sonable’, ‘ordinary’ or ‘fair’ is to establish how ‘legitimate’ any given
interpretation is, where ‘legitimacy’ involves public recognition (espe-
cially public recognition conferred by a jury acting as a microcosm of
the speech-community).

Whatever the limitations of these general frameworks, they do
meet one evident need in attempts to arbitrate between contested in-
terpretations: they rule out what might be called unilateral claims
on meaning —claims that present themselves separately from a more
complex division of communicative labour. But such approaches still
face the problem of achieving a balance between the two major
aspects of interpretation which we have already seen are difficult to
disentangle: effect, and that more specific sub-class of textual effect,
meaning.

If emphasis is placed on what we have called meaning dimensions
in the causation of a text’s effects, then our ‘interpretive’ approach ties
reading to the work itself at the cost of circumscribing an author’s respon-
sibilities very narrowly. Too much credence will be given to deceptive
ironies or disclaimers, in a manner roughly equivalent to accepting a
speaker’s repudiation of an openly defamatory statement on account of
the single added word ‘allegedly’. This approach isolates the text as a
representation from its functioning as an action in a given social envi-
ronment. On the other hand, if effect dimensions are emphasised, and
reactions credited even where they seem triggered by needs or agen-
das largely autonomous from what the text narrowly ‘says’, then we
risk re-writing texts too freely in our own words or in the words of
other readers, and blaming the author for feelings of injury which may
have little or nothing to do with what was written. An equivalent set
of effects might have followed from many variants of the ‘causing’ text,
which functions merely as a broad-spectrum prompt to different social
forces to engage one another. In such an ‘effects’ emphasis, the rep-
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resentational content of the text is subordinated unduly to competing
political interests at work in the rhetorics that contest it.

DIFFEREND, DISPLACEMENT AND BLASPHEMY

It is easy to imagine checks and balances that might be brought
into play in order to refine the general frameworks for adjudication out-
lined above. Some writers, however, have maintained that adversarial
litigation between contested interpretations fails to grasp a more pro-
found issue in interpretation: irreconcilable incompatibility. In his The
Differend: Phrases in Dispute (1989), for example, Jean-Francois Lyotard
has argued that, where discourses allow radically different readings and
are contested as a result, the different views represented will be incom-
mensurable at a deeper level than pragmatic apportioning of responsi-
bility or awarding of damages. The success (or validation) proper to
the expression of one viewpoint, Lyotard suggests, may be just inap-
propriate or irrelevant to the viewpoint it is opposed to. One side’s
legitimacy does not imply the other’s lack of legitimacy.

Lyotard’s examples of instances of a ‘differend’ range from hypo-
thetical, profoundly incoherent adjacency pairs in conversation (e.g. A:
‘I can come by your place?’, B: ‘How is the dollar?’), through to details
in labour contracts, moral rights and literary ownership, and holocaust
denial. He argues that every utterance or discourse (each ‘phrase’, in
Lyotard’s terminology) exemplifies an order or ‘regimen’ of phrases
(narrating, ordering, describing, questioning...) that cannot be translat-
ed between but which are each given rhetorical purpose by larger gen-
res of discourse (teaching, evaluating, rousing emotion, persuading...).
When it comes to tribunals, or arbitration between phrases in dispute,
Lyotard suggests that there can be no universal authority or ultimate
court of appeal. The social status of one particular genre at any given
time simply trumps the validation criteria of other genres (with the trump-
ing suit —forensic, economic, or whatever— varying between different
places and historical periods).

Lyotard’s philosophical arguments powerfully evoke an unresolv-
able centrality of contested discourse within modern societies — a cen-
trality that is likely to increase as societies become more culturally diverse
internally, and as the globalised circulation of cultural goods also
increases. Given its historical and philosophical scope, however, The
Differend understandably has less to say about how any one particu-
lar interpretive community can grapple with the sort of incommensu-
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rability that may exist between its own readings and differing frame-
works of understanding presented against it.

In the case of The Satanic Verses, efforts were certainly made to
articulate a sense of offence felt within one interpretive community
(made up of Muslim readers, though not of all Muslim readers) which
found no resonance in other interpretive communities closer to the
dominant cultural character of the society in which the book was first
published. One of these strategies ~beyond simply giving vent to out-
rage in public expressions of anger— consisted of Muslims illustrating
feelings of grievance by creating analogies with attacks on Christian
sensibility. The Birmingham Central Mosque, for example, displayed a
notice comparing the novel’s offensiveness to referring to ‘Christ using
four letter words; Matthew and Mark indulging in indecencies and molest-
ing children; Moses as a racist and lecherous person’. Commenting on
the novel in a similar vein, the critic Ali Mazrui developed parallel
analogies, including the Virgin Mary being portrayed as a prostitute,
Jesus as the son of one of her sexual clients, the twelve apostles as
Jesus’ homosexual lovers, and the Last Supper as an orgy (Pipes, 1990,
p. 107). It is arguable that formulating analogies in this way with expe-
riences and values recognisable to another interpretive community does
more than simply clarify terms of outrage: it matches the stakes of strug-
gle. But the strategy does also involve an appeal to empathy. One
group of readers was appealing to a sense, among other readers, of
the need for religious belief to be protected from abuse or ridicule,
even if the content of respective faiths differs.

Beyond this appeal to empathy, however, many among Britain’s
more than one million Muslims wanted an appeal to law. With no
recourse to other legislation in English law, and given the subject mat-
ter of The Satanic Verses, prosecution of the novel for blasphemy appeared
a possible avenue of redress. It was widely recognised that the offence
of blasphemy had fallen into relative disuse in English law [with no
actions between 1922 and the Gay News trial in 1977, none for far
longer in Wales or Scotland, and no English actions since what was
even in 1977 a private, rather than police prosecution (Commission for
Racial Equality, 1988)]. But the law of blasphemy remained in place
and seemingly available, and had been contemplated during the 1980s
as a possible legal route in other disputes by a number of religious
groups. For a case of blasphemy to succeed, The Satanic Verses would
need to be shown to be not merely a religious critique or work of
irreverence or disbelief, but a scurrilous or obscene representation ex-
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