INFORMATION TO USERS

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UMI
films the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some
thesis and dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may be
from any type of computer printer.

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the
copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality
illustrations and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins,
and improper alignment can adversely affect reproduction.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete
manuscript and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if
unauthorized copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate
the deletion.

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by
sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand corner and
continuing from left to right in equal sections with small overlaps. Each
original is also photographed in one exposure and is included in reduced
form at the back of the book.

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced
xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6” x 9” black and white
photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations
appearing in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly to

order.

UMI
A Bell & Howell Information Company

300 North Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor MI 48106-1346 USA
3137761-4700  800/521-0600






=>| UNIVERSITE D'OTTAWA
UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA






STANLEY FISH ON AUGUSTINE:
READER-RESPONSE THEORY AS RHETORICAL FAITH
By
Phillip Johnathan Donnelly

A Thesis Submitted to the University of Ottawa School of Graduate Studies and Research
In Partial Fulfilment of the Requirements for the Degree of
Master of Arts in the Department of English

Supervisor: Professor David L. Jeffrey

Copyright Phillip Johnathan Donnelly, Ottawa, Canada, 1996



i~l

National Library Bibliothéque nationale
of Canada du Canada
Acquisitions and Acquisitions et
Bibliographic Services services bibliographiques
395 Wellington Street 395, rue Wellington
Ottawa ON K1A ON4 Ottawa ON K1A ON4
Canada Canada
Your fig Votre rétérence
Our Sis Notre réfdrence
The author has granted a non- L’auteur a accordé une licence non
exclusive licence allowing the exclusive permettant a la
National Library of Canada to Bibliothéque nationale du Canada de
reproduce, loan, distribute or sell reproduire, préter, distribuer ou
copies of his/her thesis by any means vendre des copies de sa thése de
and in any form or format, making quelque maniére et sous quelque

this thesis available to interested
persons.

The author retains ownership of the
copyright in his/her thesis. Neither
the thesis nor substantial extracts
from it may be printed or otherwise

forme que ce soit pour mettre des
exemplaires de cette thése a la
disposition des personnes intéressées.

L’auteur conserve la propriété du
droit d’auteur qui protége sa thése. Ni
la thése ni des extraits substantiels de
celle-ci ne doivent étre imprimés ou

reproduced with the author’s autrement reproduits sans son
permission. autorisation.
0-612-20914-8

Canadi



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Acknowledgments il
Abstract iii
Introduction 1
Dialectic 4
Notes 23
Faith 24
Notes 38
Charity 40
Notes 70
Rhetoric 74
Notes 89
Caritas 91
Notes 111

Works Cited 115



Acknowledgements

[ am especially grateful to my thesis supervisor at the University of Ottawa, Dr. David
Jeffrey, for his generous provision of wise and learned counsel (as well as encouragement) at all
stages of the work. I would also like to thank Dr. Nicholas von Maltzahn, whose graduate seminar
on Puritan literature provided an opportunity for me to examine ciosely the deployment of the
principle of reason in John Milton’s De Doctrina Christiana. My treatment of Milton here draws
upon that seminar work.

I'am also grateful to Dr. Lorraine Weir at the University of British Columbia for introducing
me to the work of Stanley Fish, and for showing me that critical theory could be something more
than poorly done philosophy. Thanks also to Dr. Michael Treschow at Okanagan University
College, whose paper on John Wyclif provided my first occasion for reflection on the relation
between medieval theology and contemporary critical theory.

Above all people, I thank my wife Nicole, who has, by her loving support and life of cariias,
been a source of strength and genuine sanity for me throughout the process of writing this thesis.



Abstract

This thesis examines how Stanley Fish presents an apologia for his theory of reader-
response by privileging the notion of “faith.” Although Fish ultimately rejects the interpretive
approaches of Saint Augustine and John Milton, his own conception of “faith” is itself drawn from a
conflation of Augustinian and Miltonic theological discourse. Fish argues that because all readers
(as members of interpretive communities) must always employ some kind of interpretive strategy
which actually constitutes their perceptions, the notion of an objective “fact” or “text” is illusory.
Part of the strength in Fish’s position derives from structuring each of his arguments in such a way
that all attempts to challenge his specific literary or historical claims only serve to support his more
general conclusion that such issues are always debatable. As a result, his arguments consistently
end up making claims that are somehow independent of their specific literary or historical content.
This thesis attempts an extremely “slow” reading of Fish’s use of Augustine, in order to understand
precisely how Fish extricates his position from any dependence upon the actual content of his own
interpretation of Augustine. My examination of Fish’s work begins at that point within /s There a
Text in this Class? where he cites Augustine’s rule of charity as evidence to support his own
argument for the primacy of interpretive assumptions. Fish’s interpretation of Augustine in that
context leads us to consider his earlier and more extended treatment of Augustine’s De Doctrina
Christiana, offered in Self-Consuming Artifacts. From this assessment we discover not only how
Fish handles Augustine in the development of his own position, but also how the latter work (Is
There a Text?) continues and transforms the theoretical project begun in Self~-Consuming Artifacts.
Chapter Two describes and assesses how Fish’s notion of “faith,” developed in the two earlier
works, is clarified and defended in Doing What Comes Naturally and There’s No Such Thing as
Free Speech. The remaining chapters attempt to retrace gradually each step in Fish’s central
argument for the primacy of interpretive assumptions. Chapter Three compares my reading of
Augustine’s De Doctrina Christiana with Fish’s reading, focusing on Fish’s argument that
Augustine’s rule of charity cannot function as an interpretive constraint. Chapter Four returns to
Fish’s treatment of the topic of “rhetoric,” in order to follow how the argument for the primacy of
interpretive assumptions is then connected to the impossibility of judging between competing
strategies. The conclusion then continues the comparative close reading of Augusﬁne’s De Doctrina,
but with the preceding discussion of rhetoric now in view.
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Introduction

Amidst the many uncentainties that shape contemporary debates about literature, there is
seldom any doubt that every reader employs an “interpretive strategy” of some kind. A given
reading of a text may employ one of the mainstream strategies of a formalist, Freudian, Marxian,
feminist, Robertsonian or deconstructive practice, or a unique “blend” of several of these strategies
taken together. At the same time, no one of these approaches is itself monolithic, and a reader can
choose which aspect(s) of a system or anti-system to deploy on any given occasion. Yet the
strategies listed above are only a few major ones, and people may actually employ their own
particular interpretive strategy, which may or may not have any relation to such formal systems.
The challenge faced by those “doing the reading” is how (or whether it is possible) to decide which
interpretive strategy to employ in a given situation. In keeping with our condition as late-moderns,
the appearance of all these options is accompanied by the inability to make judgments about their
relative value. Are some strategies better than others? Or are some only better for certain tasks in
certain situations? Some strategies may be more effective than others at reaching certain ends, but
how can anyone decide what constitutes a worthy “end” for a given interpretation? The attempt to
answer these questions cannot appeal to “texts” because part of the question hinges upon the issue
of what constitutes a text in the first place. Similarly the appeal to “different interpretations in
different contexts” is no help, because the unique status of each context would make the idea of
reading itself no different from self-projection or day-dreaming (whether the dreams belong to a
group or an individual). Even if we were to conclude that “reading” is only self-projection, we
would still be left to explain why we ever imagined there were two different activities instead of
one.

Obviously, these questions can lead us far from the issues traditionally associated with the
study of “literature” (in the most vague sense). Consequently, some readers of this thesis might
find themselves distressed by the lack of attention paid to “literary” texts. I offer here no
explication of poetry and nothing traditionally recognized as an interpretation of narrative. To such
concerns [ would submit that this thesis constitutes a necessary prolegomenon to the possibility of
understanding reading as an inter-subjective experience. I have chosen to focus here upon the

work of Stanley Fish, because he attempts to take the implications of accepting the primacy of
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interpretive assumptions to their furthest extent. At the same time, any attempt to analyse his work
presents a number of challenges. Because Fish argues that our interpretive assumptions constitute
the “text,” there is little point in beginning with textual citations, in an attempt to challenge his
argument. Such citations would only provide further evidence that different interpretive
assumptions are at work. As a result, my analyses of Fish’s arguments do not begin by
challenging his “reading” of a given “text.” Instead, I attempt to draw out the implications of
accepting his position, and in doing so, I follow only those potential objections which emerge from
within the terms of his own argument.

This qualification is important to remember when considering the second half of this thesis,
where I compare Fish’s reading of passages from Augustine and Milton with my own. The
alternative readings that I offer do not depend upon a rejection of Fish’s main argument regarding
the primacy of interpretive assumptions, nor do they depend upon rejecting the assumptions used
in Fish’s own reading. If, however, the conclusions of my reading end up questioning Fish’s
interpretation, would that not imply that I had used different assumptions tacitly? Either that is the
case, or my argument here already assumes that something other than interpretive assumptions can
determine the resulting interpretation. If so, then [ would be presupposing the question I set out to
prove. It might then seem that our acceptance of the belief in the primacy of interpretive
assumptions will depend upon our assumptions (that is, either people assume that interpretive
constraints go, as it were, “all the way down,” or that they do not). Of course, this alternative also
depends upon the proposition it claims to hold in question, because it already construes the debate
in terms of “assumptions.” This sort of “second-order question-begging” conundrum is part of the
reason why so many attempts to debate the issue of interpretive assumptions usually end up
convincing no one of the opposing view.

Although the circularity is inescapable, and we cannot avoid assuming something about the
primacy of assumptions, we can at least conclude that there is no point in mounting an argument
against the primacy of interpretive assumptions. However, we are still faced with the question
raised earlier: Can we choose our interpretive assumptions? There is a sense in which everyone
obviously does, but Fish would insist that such consciously “chosen” assumptions must always
depend ultimately upon other assumptions which (though they too are in constant change) are at
least momentarily inaccessible (/TTC 367-71; DWCN 464). Fortunately [ am not concerned here
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(and who can be?) with “unconscious assumptions,” because the moment that they become objects
of conscious thought they are no longer unconscious. Likewise, none of the interpretive strategies
listed at the outset are necessarily unconscious (although some claim the unconscious mind as an
object of inquiry, such positions are themselves still usually held consciously). Can reader-
response theory help us to understand better which of these strategies we should employ?

[ shall not repeat here the thesis overview offered in the Abstract; however, the unusual
logical tensions which constitute the field of discussion require that I give some explanation for my
approach to Fish’s work. The historical considerations which I introduce in the third and fourth
chapters, as well as in the conclusion, develop out of the attempt to rethink each pivotal stage of
Fish’s argument in the greatest possible detail. Fish introduces the consideration of certain issues
within renaissance and medieval theology specifically because he finds them to be helpful
analogues for his theoretical arguments:

[n general it seems to me that structuralist and poststructuralist insights and
positions have been anticipated by theological modes of reasoning even though
“theological” is a term of accusation in structuralist and poststructuralist rhetoric.
({TTC 181)
The second half of this study is concerned with the precise way in which Fish attempts to discern
these modes of reasoning in the theological work of Augustine and Milton. The repeated attempts
to “slow down” the logical steps involved in Fish’s argument are also part of a larger effort to
understand exactly how Fish manages to remove his conclusions from any dependence upon the
specific content of his own interpretation of Augustine. The general explanation, would be the
“second-order question-begging” described above; but how does Fish actually accomplish such
distancing in the specific case of his own interpretation of Augustine? Among the list of
“interpretive strategies™ given above we could also include the “Augustinian” system. For this
reason, our focus on Fish’s reading of Augustine will also allow us to test whether a belief in the
primacy of interpretive strategies can offer any clue as to the possibility of judging between various

assumptions.
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I
Dialectic

[sit possible to present a theory concerning the emergence of interpretive principles without
depending upon assumptions which would predetermine our assessment of such a theory? The
primary difficulty with such a question is that its own coherence depends upon the belief that our
thinking can somehow be “stopped,” in order to allow an objective view of the interpretive
process. The present interpretation of Fish’s reader-response theory will, therefore, attempt to
focus specifically on that process, not only within Fish’s position, but also within our own
interpretive engagement of his developing perspective. Our first objective is to examine the
deployment of Augustinian hermeneutics within Fish’s theory of reader response (as it first
appears in Is There a Text in This Class? ), before examining his earlier reading of Augustine in
Self-Consuming Artifacts. The investigation will then focus on his more recent work, in Doing
What Comes Naturally and There’s No Such Thing as Free Speech, in order to see whether the
same process noted in the earlier works continues to operate.
In Is There a Text in This Class? Fish employs Augustinian hermeneutics for both the
articulation and defence of reader-response theory. In the course of presenting the initial
arguments to support his position, Fish offers Augustine’s interpretive theory as an example of a
reading strategy which leads to the “endless reproduction of the same text” (ITTC 170):
Augustine urges just such a strategy, for example, in On Christian Doctrine where
he delivers the “rule of faith” which is of course a rule of interpretation. Itis
dazzlingly simple: everything in the Scriptures, and indeed in the world when it is
properly read, points to (bears the meaning of) God’s love for us and our
answering responsibility to love our fellow creatures for His sake. If only you
should come upon something which does not at first seem to bear this meaning,
that “does not literally pertain to virtuous behaviour or to the truth of faith,” you are
then to take it “to be figurative” and proceed to scrutinise it “until an interpretation
contributing to the reign of charity is produced.” (ITTC 170)

At this point in Fish’s argument, the citation of Augustine’s “rule of faith” provides a classic
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example of a totalizing interpretive strategy. Fish goes on to cite similar systems which allow “the
endless reproduction of the same text,” such as psychoanalysis, Robertsonianism, numerology and
“ordinary language” (170). From the existence of such totalizing strategies (the fact that such
reading is possible), Fish argues that the perception of different formal texts only reflects the
deployment of different interpretive strategies (169-70). Because our idea of what constitutes a
given formal text results from our interpretive assumptions, the existence of any “text” at all must
be equally dependent upon such assumptions (167). This does not imply, however, that there is
no guard against “interpretive anarchy” (172). The fact that each reader belongs to an interpretive
community whose members actually constitute (“write”) the text by virtue of their shared
interpretive assumptions, explains why there is often much consistency between some individual
readings, as well as wide variation between groups (171).

This appeal to the existence of interpretive communities in order to defend his theory is the
second way in which Fish employs Augustinian hermeneutics. The shift in usage is subtle yet
critically important for his argument. In one sense, Fish seems to be simply extending his reading
of On Christian Doctrine (“rule of faith” terms) into his description of interpretive communities:

If it is an article of faith in a particular community that there are a variety of texts, its
members will boast a repertoire of strategies for making them, And if a community
believes in the existence of one text, then the single strategy which the members
employ will be forever writing it ...The assumption in each community will be that
the other is not correctly perceiving the “true text,” but zhe rruth will be that each
perceives the text (or texts) its interpretive strategies demand and call into being.
(ITTC 171) (my emphasis)
The shift in terminology, from “interpretive” communities to “faith” communities, is important
within this passage, because it reflects the basis for Fish’s own “truth” claim. Given Fish’s earlier
assertion that there is no such thing as “pure perception” or an unmediated “fact” (166-8), how
could he know the objective “truth” about interpretive strategies?:
The only stability, then, inheres in the fact (at least in my model) that interpretive
strategies are always being deployed, and this means that communication is a much
more chancy affair than we are accustomed to think. (172)



P. Donnelly 6

How could he purely observe the “fact” that interpretive strategies are always being used? By the
terms of his own position, such unmediated observation (warranting universal status) is not
possible. In order to avoid a direct contradiction, Fish must base his factual claim on something
other than observation, and this is precisely what he does:

I am assuming, it is the article of my faith, that a reader will always execute some

set of interpretive strategies and therefore perform some succession of interpretive

acts. (169)
By basing his factual claim on “faith” rather than observation, he avoids a potential problem in
logic; however, in doing so, he also makes his own theory simply one subjective “faith system”
among many. Because the success of the theory depends upon its power to explain all other faith
communities (interpretive systems), such a conclusion will not be conceded (at least not at this
stage in his argument). Although the term “faith,” is not explicitly defined, his use of the word
indicates those beliefs which are not simply “irrational,” but are beyond the scope of rational
demonstration because they are concemed with the very nature of what constitutes demonstration.
His use of “faith” also allows him to avoid the problems associated with rationalist appeals to “self-
evident first principles” or mathematical appeals to unprovable but necessary axioms. At this point
in Fish’s argument, however, the discourse of “faith” has expanded, from one example of a
totalizing system, to include his own theory.

In order to guard his theory against subverting itself as another “faith” system, Fish
presents a preemptive apologia for his credo through a series of solutions to textual/interpretive
difficulties, which are finally only resolved by appealing to his idea of “interpretive strategies”
(149-67). The problem is that he must later reject his own apologetics because of the theory itself:

The moral is clear: the choice is never between objectivity and interpretation but
between an interpretation that is unacknowledged as such and an interpretation that
is at least aware of itself. It is this awareness that | am claiming for myself,
although in doing so I must give up the claims implicitly made in the first part of
this essay. There I argue that a bad (because spatial) model had suppressed what
was really happening, but by my own declared principles the notion “really
happening” is just one more interpretation. (ITTC 167)
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From this position Fish assumes that he can “give up” the implicit claims in the earlier part of his
argument while still accepting (and asking his readers to accept) the conclusions which he derives
from those claims. More important, this “concession” in his argument conceals the way in which
the rest of his evidence (conceming the “facts” of interpretation) is just as dependent as the earlier
part of his argument upon a claim to know what is “really happening.” Because interpretive
strategies are inescapable and disinterested perception is not possible, the credo of reader-response
faith replaces the old dichotomy of “objectivity vs. interpretation” with the new dichotomy of
“unacknowledged interpretation vs. self-aware interpretation.” The primary difficulty in Fish’s
use of this dichotomy is that he continually implies that it is berter to be a self-aware interpreter,
rather than an unreflective (deluded) interpreter. [f readers cannot access objective principles
which would allow them to judge between competing interpretive strategies, then there is no
justification for choosing seif-aware interpretation over unacknowledged interpretation. If all
assertions of objective perception are illusory, then the valorization of self-awareness is simply
another form of interpretive self-deception.

This objection to reader-response theory is arguably similar to that raised by Meyer
Abrams, whom Fish attempts to address in Is There a Text? Abrams argues that Fish’s position
engages in a “double game,” which uses one theory when interpreting other texts, but then “tacitly”
depends upon “communal norms” (universal claims) when discussing those very interpretations
(ITTC 303). Fish responds by clarifying his position, and insisting that his theory does not imply
that understanding is impossible (303) (even going so far as to argue that pure unintelligibility “is
an impossibility” (307)). Fish bases his counter-argument on the existence of interpretive
communities, by noting that all communication can occur only within a specific discursive context
(interpretive community), and that all attempts to gain an understanding “that operates above or
across situations” are simply illusory (304). The most revealing part of Fish’s argument is his
repeated suggestions about what “Abrams and those who agree with him do not realize” (304).
The use of the term, “realize,” reminds us that reader-response theory, in spite of itself, continually
depends upon the universal claim that interpretive communities and practices exist:

The ability to interpret is not acquired; it is constitutive of being human. What is
acquired are the ways of interpreting and those same ways of interpreting can also



P. Donneily 8

be forgotten or supplanted, or complicated or dropped from favour. (172)
Although there is no single universal interpretive strategy, the theory cannot escape making the
universal (factual) assertion that interpretive strategies of some kind are always being used. Even
if we grant this claim as an “article of faith,” it still implies that reader-response theory depends
upon an objective truth (a “meta-hermeneutic”/theological claim) which is beyond all interpretive
communities (“The fact is there are no facts”(?)). Therefore, to employ reader-response theory
implies a simultaneous rejection of the most basic assumptions of that same theory.

As far as it goes, such an objection is justified if we allow the assumptions of what Fish
calls the “spatial” modelling of formal logic (/TTC 167). The principle problem with such an
indictment is that it ignores Fish’s repeated (and arguably career-long) attempt to present an
alternative to such spatial logic, by focusing on the temporal experience of understanding. If we
admit these various premises and implications of reader-response theory, not as metaphysical
axioms of mathematically precise transcendent truth, but as stages in a process which are part of a
larger movement, we can see them as no longer contradictory but as part of a “dialectical”
transformation (explained more fully below). In his preface to “Interpreting the Variorum,” which
appears around the middle of Is There a Text?, Fish indicates that precisely such a process is at
work:

The essay thus concludes with a perspective that is not at all the perspective with

which it began, and it is from that perspective that the essays subsequent to this one

are written. (148)
The “essay” in question began by attempting to demonstrate the inability of formalist analysis to
account for the temporal experience of interpretation. However, recognizing the problems inherent
in simply replacing the “factual” claims concerning texts with another set of factual claims about a
reader’s experience, Fish finally proposes the idea of interpretive communities as a way of
accounting for interpretive stability without positing the formal existence of interpretive strategies
(147-8). The new “perspective” (mentioned in the above quotation) is the idea of interpretive
communities itself. This single insight allows Fish to defend his position against all challenges,
but only at the cost of abandoning those premises which underwrite his initial inquiry. The

repeated response to all objections against the primacy of interpretive assumptions is his positing
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of “interpretive communities™ or “faith communities.” According to Fish, the authority of
interpretive communities renders impossible both individual relativism and solipsism in practice,
because no one’s most basic beliefs (moral or factual) can ever be beld in isolation (3 18-20).
Whether or not we accept Fish’s argument against relativism at this point, we can already see that
the entire theory of reader-response stands or falls on the existence of interpretive (or “faith™)
communities; and yet that assertion itself can only be accepted as an “article of faith.”

Thus far we have overlooked the way in which Fish’s view of Augustine’s theory is itself
an interpretation of OnChristian Doctrine. Given Fish’s argument, we are prompted to ask what
interpretive assumptions he seems to be making in his reading of Augustine. According to Fish’s
theory, all that he could ever read in Augustine’s works must always be a function of the
interpretive assumptions that Fish holds. At the same time, Fish’s most basic beliefs can only be a
mixture of those shared/not shared by the various communities of which he is a member.
Therefore, reader-response theory, insofar as it depends upon Fish’s reading of Augustine, is a
function of those intersecting and evolving interpretive assumptions. But is it possible to discover
the interpretive premises that Fish employs in his reading of Augustine?

Fish’s attempt to classify Augustinian hermeneutics as simply one totalizing system among
many, depends at that very moment upon the ability of his own theory to conceal its totalizing
claims through the appropriation of the discourse of “faith.” Because Augustine’s theory is used
as an example, which is then absorbed within Fish’s notion of interpretive communities, Fish’s
own theory depends upon his reading of Augustine, to the extent that it depends upon the idea of
interpretive communities. If Augustine’s theory does not function as the totalizing system that Fish
claims it to be, his own theory must still account for it as such. However, in addition to his
insistence that the unrelenting fact of interpretive strategies (and therefore interpretive communities)
can be accepted solely as an “article of faith,” his theory is only defensible insofar as it offers an
alternative to the metaphors of spatial logic that would refute it. The designation “spatial,” as Fish
uses it (/TTC 167), indicates the general way in which formal logic tends to equate cognitive
processes with deduction, thereby treating the objects of thought as reified universals. In an
attempt to make eternally and immutably true propositions the primary objects of cognition, such

logic emphasizes the ocular metaphors of knowledge, and in doing so suppresses the way in which
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all human understanding only occurs within a temporal (diachronic) framework. In the study of
literature such thinking results in an emphasis upon the text as an “object,” to the point of denying
any value in a reader’s experience (SCA 400-7). Fish rejected such logic, because of its failure to
account adequately for human experience (in reading or thinking), and attempted to develop his
own alternative to such spatial metaphors in his notion of “dialectic.” Before writing Is Therea
Text in This Class? Fish had already presented a more extended treatment of both Augustine’s On
Christian Doctrine and his own idea of “dialectic” in Self-Consuming Artifacts.

Although Self-Consuming Artifacts is concemed primarily with seventeenth-century prose
styles, it begins by using Plato’s Phaedrus and Augustine’s On Christian Doctrine as paradigmatic
texts for the entire project. The central argument concerns a historical claim regarding the existence
of an opposition between “rhetorical” and “dialectical” forms of “literary presentation” (SCA 1).
The goal of this project is to produce “an explanation that does not explain away™ (397).
“Rhetorical” writing or speaking, in this argument, gives only a flattering reflection of the
readers’/hearers’ own biases, which amounts to comforting encouragement of existing
assumptions and logic (1), while “dialectical” writing is “humiliating” but transforming. Dialectic
leads to a “conversion” which is “not only a changing but an exchanging of minds” (2), as though
a person moves from one way of seeing the world to another (3). Before having a dialectical
experience, a person’s perception is “discursive, or rational,” such that entities are seen as discrete
and logically ordered (3). After an experience of the transforming power of dialectic, perception is
“anti-discursive and anti-rational,” as “lines of demarcation between places and things fade in the
light of an all embracing unity” (3). A “dialectical presentation” is “self-consuming,” in that it
attempts to use discursive rational forms to lead the reader to transcend those very forms and
thereby abandon them. It breaks from the traditional claims made by art to represent “Truth,” and
attempts instead to “{point] away from itself to something its forms cannot capture” (4). The goal
of a dialectical presentation is, therefore, not the “making of better poems” but the “making of
better persons” (4). In addition to this main historical argument, Fish indicates that he is also
trying to present (implicitly) a secondary theoretical argument that, “the proper object of [literary]
analysis is not the work but the reader” (4). He only presents this argument explicitly in the
Appendix, “Literature in the Reader” (discussed more fully below). How exactly does Fish arrive
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at this understanding of “rhetoric” and “dialectic,” and the accompanying notion of a “self-
consuming artifact™?

Fish begins by pointing out how “dialectic” operates in Plato’s Phaedrus, before going on
to show how the same process operates in a Christian context. The Phaedrus, according to Fish,
presents a “series of discrete conversations or seminars,” which require that “to enter into the spirit
and assumptions of any one of these self-enclosed units is implicitly to reject the spirit and
assumptions of the unit immediately preceding” (SCA 9). As a result, the Phaedrus begins by
attempting to distinguish good writing from bad writing, but ends up rejecting the value of writing
altogether (8, 15). Fish argues that such a conclusion accords with the movement of the entire
dialogue, because this final rejection, “far from contradicting what has preceded, corresponds
exactly to what the reader, in his repeated abandoning of successive stages in the argument, has
been doing” (13). Rather than leading a listener or reader through a series of logically necessary
steps, which may still lead to a false conclusion, the dialectical process attempts instead to raise the
auditor, “up to a vision, to a point where his understanding is so enlarged that he can see the truth
immediately, without the aid of a mediating process or even of an orator” (12). There are two
elements worth noting at this point: first, Fish’s ability to discern a “dialectical™ process at work in
the dialogue is dependent upon his close attention to the experience of the reader (13); second, this
reading is unusual insofar as it associates formal logic and discursive practices with rhetoric rather
than philosophy. Normally readings of Platonic texts link rhetoric with the appeal to disorderly
passions rather than to any objectivist epistemology. Conversely, Platonic dialectic is usually
associated with the ultimate goal of rational order (in the soul and state), and usually emphasizes
the rigorously logical/mathematical nature of the form of the Good. Fish is able to avoid this
standard interpretation on the grounds that “rhetoric tends to canonize the status quo™ (SCA 15).
By linking objectivist epistemology with the complacency of the existing order (because of its
claims to “common sense” etc.), Fish is able to oppose the dialectical method of the philosopher
with the “rational” method of the rhetorician. The importance of this set of categories within the
development of Fish’s theory will be explored more fully later, but at this point we can see that it
allows Fish to group Plato and Augustine together, thereby eliding any distinctions between them
which may contradict his reading.
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Fish begins his reading of Augustine’s On Christian Doctrine by implicitly presenting
himself as an apologist for Augustinian hermeneutics before the sensibilities of modem readers:
To the modern literary sensibility, the least acceptable tenet in Augustine’s teaching
on the interpretation of the Bible is likely to be his theory of figurative reading.
(SCA 21)
Fish goes on to attempt an explanation of this “least acceptable tenet,” but the rhetorical machinery
has already been set in motion by this gesture. All further attempts to make the “rule of charity”
“acceptable” to modemn sensibilities only serve to heighten the sense of strangeness surrounding
Augustine’s view. Fish presents the following quotations from Augustine’s work:
...whatever appears in the divine Word that does not literally pertain to virtuous

behaviour or to the truth of faith you must take to be figurative. (OCD 3.10.14)!

Therefore in the consideration of figurative expressions a rule such as this will

serve, that what is read should be subjected to diligent scrutiny until an

interpretation contributing to the reign of charity is produced. (OCD 3.15.23)
Fish points out that “this rule would seem to urge us to disregard context, to bypass the
conventional meanings of words, and, in general, to violate the integrity of language and
discursive forms of thought” (SCA 22). Recognizing that “from the point of view of our normal
assumptions about the world and our perceptions of it ,” Augustine’s theory may seem “wholly
subversive” (21), Fish attempts to explain that, for Augustine, the inability to see the love of God
in every passage of Scripture (and every part of the world) is a “problem of perception,” an
inability to “see” the truth as it really is (22). As with the process of dialectic in Plato’s Phaedrus,
the goal is to achieve a unifying vision. Categories of distinction are continually collapsed so that
wherever the believer “may find truth, it is the Lord’s” (OCD 2.18.28; SCA 28), because a “pure
and healthy intemnal eye” will always producé “interpretations contributing to the reign of charity”
(SCA 29). Fish argues that this same collapsing of distinctions is incarnated in the last book of
Augustine’s treatise, where he introduces the categories of classical rhetoric merély to subvert them
and show that they are redundant (OCD 4.1.2-4.5.8; SCA 30-4). Each step in the analysis of
rhetorical practices is placed in a dialectical relation to the step which precedes it. Initially
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eloquence is rejected in favour of wisdom, then wisdom in speaking is reduced simply to knowing
the words of Scripture (SCA 37), as each stage of the discussion further subsumes rhetoric within
the truth it would present.

Finally Fish argues that the last stage of OnChristian Doctrine involves, like the Phaedrus,
a rejection of all that has gone before, as Augustine points out that the speaker should simply “pray
that God may place a good speech in his mouth” (4.30.63). Such extreme dependence upon God
effectively makes not only the study of rhetoric but also the human speaker/writer superfluous (the
height of dialectical self-negation) (SCA 38). This does not imply, however, that Augustine
thinks preaching should stop (OCD 4.18.35, SCA 40). The activity must be carried out with the
knowledge that, although the labour of a preacher does not derive importance from being
“efficacious or necessary,” it is still valuable as an opportunity to serve God (SCA 40). Because
of the need to avoid the two extremes of pride and despair, the interpretation and presentation must
be simultaneously “assertive and self-effacing” (40). Once again, Fish’s ability to see a
“dialectical process” at work depends primarily upon his focus on the reader’s experience of On
Christian Doctrine. Fish finds the few potentially explicit references to a dialectical process in
Augustine’s description of spiritual development (transformative aspect of dialectic) (OCD 2.7.9-
11; SCA 23) and in his use of the “travel motif” to describe the journey of faith (OCD 1.44;SCA
24). Later, we will look more closely at both of these passages from On Christian Doctrine, but
at this point, rather than challenge Fish’s reading of Augustine, we can begin to see how his
interpretation provides a dialectical starting point for his later work.

Fish ends his analysis of OnChristian Doctrine by inferring from his interpretation what a
sermon might look like, if it were based upon these dialectical principles. The strategy of such a
sermon would be to “open eyes” to a new vision of reality rather than gain assent to a particular set
of propositions (SCA 41). The presentation would subvert conventional discursive syntax and its
distinctions between grammatical elements, and in doing so, attempt to gesture towards that which
its own grammatical constructs cannot contain (41). As a result, the structure of the whole sermon
would be self-consuming in such a way that it could bring into question the frame of reference
created by those assumptions which are shared (at least initially) by the listeners and the speaker
(42). Finally, the sermon will “give itself over to God,” living within the paradoxical balance
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between faith and presumption (42). Using these characteristics to define the “self-consuming
artifact,” Fish then proceeds to cite instances of such dialectical presentations among various works
of seventeenth-century prose. Eventually Fish concludes, however, that the opposition between
“rhetorical” and “dialectical” is not simply a difference in prose styles, but "an opposition of
epistemologies,” such that rhetoric “leads the auditor or reader step-by-step, in a logical and

orderly manner, to a point of certainty and clarity,” while dialectic “undermines certainty and

moves away from clarity, complicating what had at first seemed perfectly simple, raising more
problems than it solves” (SCA 378). The reason why the self-consuming style is largely
abandoned by the end of the seventeenth century is because of the widespread acceptance of the
belief in rationally accessible objective truth (380). Self-consuming artifacts were predicated on the
belief that divine truth is ultimately inaccessible to human reason (380). Because of the
epistemological shift towards objectivist rationalism and the accompanying faith in human reason
todiscoverall divine truth, only the “self-satisfying” or “plain” style of prose survived into the
eighteenth century (380-1).

We can now retum to the earlier question of whether it is possible to discern the interpretive
assumptions at work in Fish’s reading of Augustine, which seems to play such an important role in
the development of his own reader-response theory. The Appendix to Self~-Consuming Artifacts,
entitled, “Literature in the Reader,” presents some of the interpretive assumptions that Fish uses.
What characterizes his approach is the belief that “meaning” is a sequential process that “happens”
to the reader rather than something which is contained in formal semantic or stylistic units (SCA
386-8):

...what makes problematical sense as a statement makes perfect sense as a strategy,
as an action made upon a reader rather than as a container from which a reader
extracts a message. (384)
This view of reading changes the central textual/interpretive question from “what does it mean?” to
“What does it do?” (390). Within such a view, there is no substitute for the reader’s subjective
temporal reading experience (393). Even a moment’s reflection by the same reader upon the
immediately previous experience results in stopping the “meaning,” as such (395). We can see the

importance of this interpretive approach for Fish’s historical argument, in that he does not
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primarily attempt to show that Plato or Augustine explicitly endorse this practice which he calls
“dialectic.” Instead, each step of the argument depends upon an implicit consensus regarding the
experience of “the reader” in attending to the work. In this way, the focus upon a reader’s
temporal experience informs his historical argument regarding the existence of “dialectical” versus
“rhetorical” presentations. This relationship persists in spite of Fish’s suggestion to the contrary:
[ do not ask my readers to commit themselves to this {implicit theoretical ] position
or even to consider it, if they find the issues it raises uninteresting or distracting.
(SCA9)
Fish is technically correct in suggesting that the historical thesis is not logically dependent as a
formal argument upon the success of the appended theoretical argument. However, the real
effectiveness of this statement is in the way that his disclaiming of the theoretical argument draws
our attention away from the operation of that very theory in dictating the interpretive assumptions
of the historical argument. Because the interpretive argument informs his reading which produces
the historical argument, a rejection of his argument for “literature in the reader,” would mean that
the historical argument could also be abandoned. However, even in offering his audience the
option of whether or not they prefer to be blind to his appended interpretive assumptions, the
appearance of choice is misleading.

At this stage in the development of Fish’s position, although the reader and text are
inseparable and dynamically interdependent (SCA 411), they are treated as essentially stable
categories. As Fish later notes, in Is There a Text?, our most basic interpretive assumptions are
necessarily inaccessible to ourselves at that moment when they are in operation (360) (this point is
treated further below). Any attempt to objectify our most basic assumptions can only be predicated
upon the simultaneous concealment of other premises (360). This is why the Appendix to Self-
Consuming Artifacts does not provide the opportunity that it may seem to offer initially, in leading
us to think that Fish can really tell us about his interpretive assumptions. Only later, when he no
longer holds those assumptions, can Fish objectify and identify them as previously inaccessible
beliefs. This shift in his most basic interpretive assumptions leads us to consider the ways in
which Is There a Text? shares a dialectical relationship with the earlier work in Self~-Consuming
Artifacts:
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What interests me about many of the essays collected here is the fact that I could not
write them today. I could not write them today because both the form of their
arguments and the form of the problems those arguments address are a function of
assumptions which I no longer hold. (/TTC 1)
If, by the time that he writes the Introduction, he no longer holds the assumptions upon which the
work initially proceeded, what supports his conclusions? The problem with such a question is that
it assumes the criteria of that spatial logic which Fish argues is incomplete by its own terms of
reference. The inability of such logic to account for the subjective reading experience eventually
led him to the conclusion that the temporal experience can account for the perceived objectivity. As
a result, the answer to such a question would be that, instead of employing a formal logical
structure whose conclusions are all deduced from their premises, the main argument of Is There a
Text? narrates how Stanley Fish came to discover the importance of interpretive communities—in
effect, how he came to “faith.” Earlier we noted how a central essay in Is There a Text?
demonstrates a dialectical development within itself, but now we can begin to see how the entire
presentation is a self-consuming artifact. The assumptions in the early essays of Is There a Text?,
which he eventually ends up rejecting, are the same unacknowledged premises upon which the
argument of Self~-Consuming Artifacts is predicated:
Without that assumption—the assumption that the text and the reader can be
distinguished from one another and that they will hold still--the merits for their rival
claims could not have been debated and argument for one or the other [reader vs.
text] could not have been made. (/TTC 1)
Is There a Text? is, therefore, “dialectical” in its relationship to the argument of Self-Consuming
Artifacts, but it is also a self-consuming artifact with respect to its own development. In this
sense, Is There a Text? is an attempt to embody (“incamate™) the argument of Self-Consuming
Artifacts.

The differences, however, between the interpretive assumptions of the two works extend
far beyond the explicit questions concerning belief in a stable text and reader. In Self~-Consuming
Artifacts Fish argues that the rise of objectivist epistemology at the close of the seventeenth century
meant the end of such dialectical presentations (SCA 380-1). The ability to write/read a self-
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consuming artifact was predicated upon a belief in the inability of human reason to access divine
truth. Notwithstanding the limitations of human reason (i.e., rejection of foundationalist
epistemology), a dialectical presentation still presupposed the accessibility (albeit non-rational) and
objective existence of some divine truth. When we realise that Is There a Text? is a self-consuming
artifact, we are faced with a number of questions, in view of how Fish has already characterized
such works. The very existence and intelligibility of Is There a Text? arguably serves as evidence
that a general movement away from objectivist epistemology has already begun. However, if
dialectical presentations are always trying to gesture towards that which they cannot contain,
thereby leading us into a transformative experience of finally seeing the unifying truth, we need to
ask what kind of new “vision” this presentation invokes. What “unifying truth” does this self-
consuming artifact gesture towards?

The easy answer to such a question is the subtitle: “The Authority of Interpretive
Communities.” However, according to the models that Fish provides, the truth of a self-
consuming artifact is not (cannot be) stated explicitly and can only be discerned by focusing on the
dynamic process of reading. So, what is it like to read Is There a Text in This Class? What kind
of “conversion” does it inspire? The experience does, indeed, give rise to “a whole new
perspective.” It allows us to see everything (text and world) as a construction of competing
interpretive strategies, which are themselves only functions of continuously evolving social
constraints. The process of reaching this new perspective involves what can only be called a
“threefold dialectic.” We can see this development most clearly if we look at the one essay which
explicitly links the arguments of Self~-Consuming Artifacts with that of Is There a Text?
“Structuralist Homiletics” appears in I's There a text? but it effectively represents Fish’s attempt to
include one of Lancelot Andrewes’s sermons among the self-consuming artifacts of seventeenth-
century prose (ITTC 181, 194-6). Initially this chapter reads like a repetition of his earlier
argument in Self-Consuming Artifacts, until we recall that the broader development of Is There a
Text? will lead to the abandonment of the premises upon which the earlier argument depended:

In Andrewes’s theology the self is constituted not by a system but by the indwelling
presence of Jesus Christ; but the effect of the two ways of thinking is the same, to
deny the distinction between the knower and the object of knowledge that is so
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crucial to a positivist epistemology. (/TTC 181)
The collapsing of the distinction between knower and object directly parallels Fish’s own removal
of the distinction between reader and text. In this way, not only does this essay offer yet another
historical example of a dialectical work, but it does so as part of a larger dialectical process which
transcends the premises with which Fish’s argument initially begins. This self-reflexivity is
simultaneously operating at yet another level, because the specific assumptions (regarding the
stability of text and reader) which he is in the process of abandoning (dialectically transcending) are
those very ones upon which his initial definition of dialectic depended. It would be easy to argue
that this is simply a series of self-contradictions, but such an objection would depend on the false
assumption that Fish held all of these positions simultaneously. Fish’s argument is temporal rather
than spatial, in that the operation of one set of premises gives rise to an insight, a literally “im-
mediate” perception of truth (accepted only as an article of faith), which allows us then to adopt the
new perspective in a way that is logically independent of the previous premises.

The successful incamation of a dialectical process, however, is only achieved at the cost of
abandoning the claim to “know” what dialectic is. Thus Fish’s use of dialectic results in not so
much a “new vision™ as a “new blindness.” The blindness is restricted, however, to our most
basic interpretive assumptions. The very existence of the Appendix to Self-Consuming Artifacts
testifies to Fish’s earlier belief that there was some value in being able to objectify his interpretive
assumptions. However, by the end of Is There A Text?, he insists that such objectification is not
possible:

Now one might think that someone whose mind had been changed many times
would at some point begin to doubt the evidence of his sense, for, after all, “this
too may pass,” and “what [ see today [ may not see tomorrow.” But doubting is
not something one does outside the assumptions that enable one’s consciousness;
rather doubting, like any other mental activity, is something that one does within a
set of assumptions that cannot at the same time be the object of doubt. That is to
say, one does not doubt in a vacuum but from a pétspective, and that perspective is
itself immune to doubt until it has been replaced by another which will be similarly
immune. (/TTC 360)
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Although we cannot objectify the most basic assumptions that we hold at present, we can
acknowledge that all our factual claims are interpretations, and the virtue of being able to make this
acknowledgement is the one insight upon which the blindness is predicated (167). Given the
inaccessibility of interpretive assumptions, how can people “know whether or not” they are
members “of the same interpretive community”? (173):
The only ‘proof” of membership is fellowship, the nod of recognition from
someone in the same community, someone who says to you what neither of us
could ever prove to a third party: ‘we know.’ [ say it to you now, knowing full
well that you will agree with me (that is, understand) only if you already agree with
me (173).
Once again, Fish privileges the stance of faith in his use of the term “fellowship,” but more
importantly, this passage demonstrates how the inaccessibility of interpretive assumptions (as Fish
defines such) erases the distinction between understanding and agreement. If understanding is
only possible between people who share in common at least some of their most basic inaccessible
interpretive assumptions, all disagreements with “outsiders” are irrevocably incommensurable.
Conversely, if two people really do share the same assumptions, they must not only understand
one another but must also agree with one another. This allows Fish to answer those who argue
that other people can help us to access the operations of our most basic assumptions, by pointing
out that insofar as we understand one another, we must share the same inaccessible assumptions
and must be equally blind to the assumptions of one another. Therefore, we cannot even begin to
question those inaccessible assumptions upon which Fish’s own theory is predicated, because the
extent to which we understand his position is the same extent to which we must share those same
inaccessible beliefs.

The equation between “agreement” and “understanding” further implies that the will
(volition) plays no role in understanding, or rather, that there is no distinction between the
activities. “Ignorance” (unshared assumptions) is the only possible basis for perceptions of moral
transgression. The idea that “choice” could somehow play a role in knowledge is so far from
consideration that Fish is able to use the absurdity of such thinking to mock the project of
objectivist epistemology in general:
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To someone who believes in determinate meaning, disagreement can only be a
theological error. The truth lies plainly in view, available to anyone who has eyes
to see; but some readers choose not to see it and perversely substitute their own
meanings for the meanings that texts obviously bear. Nowhere is there an
explanation of this waywardness (original sin would seem to be the only relevant
model), or of the origin of these idiosyncratic meanings (I have been arguing that
there could be none), or of the reason why some readers seem to be exempt from
the general infirmity. (/TTC 338) (my emphasis)
Given that complete unintelligibility is not possible, varying degrees of unintelligibility must be the
only source of disagreement. The extent of agreement/understanding must then be a function of
the mixture of shared and unshared interpretive assumptions. As a result, while all claims to
“objectivity” only conceal motivated biases (caused by assumptions etc.), the idea of individual
motivation is also inoperative because volition, or “free choice,” does not exist. The process
which began by rejecting formalism, because of its inability to account for subjective reading
experience, ends up making the subjective experience of choice nothing more than a node on the
matrix of socio-linguistic determinism (cf. Meynell 6-7). Of course, such a radically constrained
view of subjectivity does not correspond with anyone’s subjective experience, and Fish makes this
same point as he concludes: “the position | have been presenting is not one which you or anyone
else could live by” (ITTC 370).

The oxymoronic notion of “unmotivated biases” arises out of the way in which Fish’s
belief in inaccessible assumptions depends upon a tacit return to formalist logic. The only way to
defend the claim that the operation of our interpretive assumptions is predicated upon their
inaccessibility is to introduce another “article of faith” which would give universal status to that
inaccessibility. Obviously we can never access all of our assumptions simultaneously; but that
does not preclude being able to view various sets of assumptions critically through one anotherin a
temporal sequence. This is hardly a plausible solution, in that it requires a potentially infinite
regress of self-reflexivity, but as an alternative it shows how Fish’s position depends upon
ascribing ontological status to an absence. In so far as these interpretive assumptions can never be

known as the inaccessible realities that Fish says they are, his entire theory (faith) is a theology of
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the unknown god(s). The existence of interpretive assumptions may, therefore, be granted as an
article of faith, but the object of this “faith” is a reality which is constituted by absence. If the
ascription of divine status to these inaccessible premises seems too far-fetched, we need only to
compare an earlier quoted passage from Is There a Text, with a passage from Surprised by Sin:
Milton’s point here is one he will make again and again; all acts are performed in
God’s service; what is left is the choice between service freely rendered and service

exacted against his will. (S S 18)

The moral is clear: the choice is never between objectivity and interpretation but
between an interpretation that is unacknowledged as such and an interpretation that
is at least aware of itself. (JTTC 167)
The Miltonic/Calvinist sovereignty of God has been replaced by the inaccessible and inescapable
interpretive assumptions which shall be served, willingly or not. Are these assumptions the
“divine truth” towards which Fish’s own theory dialectically gestures?

Part of the resilience (or implacability) of Fish’s theory results from his conflation of
different senses of the term “faith.” Although the notion of “faith” is first taken from his
description of totalizing interpretive systems like Augustinian hermeneutics, when he applies the
term to “inaccessible assumptions” he has necessarily shifted to a second definition, because the
first referred only to objectifiable systems. His insistence upon the impossibility of deciding
between competing interpretations (/T7C 340) depends upon eliding the distinction between these
two uses of the term “faith,” because if he consistently used the second definition the theory would
bear no relation to any subject/object of human consciousness. Fish might respond to such an
objection by arguing that, although such “faith” systems (in the first sense) may be objectifiable,
the choice between systems will always be predicated upon assumptions which are at that moment
inaccessible. This leads us to the third sense in which he uses the term “faith,” because the very
existence of such deeply rooted assumptions (“faith” premises) can only be accepted as an article of
“faith.” This triple use of “faith” amounts to an unprovable belief (faith #3) in inaccessible and
inescapable assumptions (faith #2) upon which our objectifiable interpretive principles (faith #1)
depend. The shift in usage allows Fish to defend his position by adopting whichever sense allows
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him to avoid creating a contradiction within the assumptions of a given objection. He can use the
term to refer to objectifiable beliefs when discussing other positions, but all challenges to the belief
in interpretive communities or strategies, can be answered by simply invoking the god(s) of
agnosis, thereby claiming immunity for his theory by virtue of its association with the inaccessible
assumptions which allegedly constitute/deconstitute its object of inquiry.

In one sense, the argument of Is there A Text? is only a further development and defence of
the idea of “literature in the reader” (and, by implication, the historical argument of Self-
Consuming Artifacts), but it is also ends up rejecting the notions of “reader” and “text” which the
earlier work assumed. “Reader-response theory,” as such, ends simultaneously with the close of
Is There a Text? because there is no longer an object of “response” or an individual consciousness
which can freely “respond.” This results in more than simply “transcending” the premises of the
earlier work, because both his idea of dialectic (self-consuming) and his reading of Augustine are
based on those very interpretive assumptions which he later rejects. Where does that leave his
reading of Augustine’s OnChristian Doctrine? Given the dependence of Fish’s theory upon an
appropriation of Augustine’s view, what does the status of Fish’ reading of On Christian Doctrine
imply for reader-response theory? (Chapter Three will attempt to answer these questions, by
comparing my own reading of Augustine’s On Christian Doctrine with that of Fish.) The more
immediate question is whether the notion of “interpretive communities” is itself simply another
dialectical stage which is soon transcended, or whether the pantheon of agnosis continues to
animate the dialectical process. The next chapter will examine how Fish develops the implications

that follow from such a faith in the unknowable.
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Notes
1 Because I will later cite both Augustine’s and Milton’s De Doctrina Christiana

(sometimes in Latin and sometimes in translation), I have adopted the following system of

abbreviations:
DDC SAA  DeDoctrinaChristiana. Sanctus Aurelius Augustinus.
OoCD On Christian Doctrine. Saint Augustine. (Robertson Trans.)
DDC M DeDoctrinaChristiana. loannes Miltonus. Columbia Ed. (Sumner Trans.)
CD Christian Doctrine. John Milton. Yale Ed. (Carey Trans.)

Full bibliographic information is provided in the Works Cited pages. All translated passages from
Latin sources (in addition to those listed here) are taken from the translations listed in the Works

Cited, unless noted otherwise.
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I
Faith

Although there are shifts in some of Fish’s interpretive assumptions, between /s There a
Text? and Doing What Comes Naturally, the changes hardly constitute a “dialectical
transformation.” In many respects, the essays in Doing What Comes Naturally are only an attempt
to apply the implications of the “unifying vision” that Fish achieves in Is There a Text? In Doing
What Comes Naturally Fish explicitly aligns himself with those who oppose formalist and
foundationalist epistemologies. The title, Doing What Comes Naturally, is an expansion of the
idea of interpretive assumptions and communities, to include “the unreflective actions that follow
from being embedded in a context of practice” (DWCN ix):
This kind of action—and in my argument there is no other—is anything but natural in
the sense of proceeding independently of historical and social formations; but once
those formations are in place (and they always are), what you think to do will not
be calculated in relation to a higher law or an overarching theory but will issue from
you as naturally as breathing. In the words of John Milton, “from a sincere heart”—-
that is, a heart embedded in a structure of conviction—-“unimpos’d expressions” will
come “unbidden into the outward gesture.” (ix)
The “context of practice” is obviously a more elaborate version of the “interpretive community,”
but this passage is also consistent with Fish’s earlier view, in that the eternal and omnipresent
“context of practice” makes insincerity an impossibility. (Insincerity presupposes the notion of a
free will that can choose whether or not to be honest.) The new key term in Doing What Comes
Naturally is “constraint,” which is used interchangeably with “belief, or community, or practice”
(33). Although Doing What Comes Naturally does not make the same use of the Augustinian “rule
of faith,” this equation of terms makes “constraint” identical with “faith.” Indeed, one of the
“higher perspectives” that develops out of Doing What Comes Naturally is Fish’s recognition that
the defence of his position still depends upon the multiple senses of the term “belief” (or “faith”):
-..either | am facing those who wish to identify a rationality to which beliefs or
community practices would be submitted for judgement, or I am facing those who
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find in the deconstruction of that rationality the possibility of throwing off those
beliefs and practices that now define us. When I argue against the first group,
beliefs are forever escaping the constraints that rationality would impose; when |
argue against the second group, beliefs are themselves constraints that cannot be
escaped. Neither stance {in response to either group] delivers a finely tuned picture
of the operations of belief (or community or practice) because that is not my task,
and indeed it is a task which, if taken seriously (as it certainly should be), would
prevent me from doing what [ have tried to do. Whether I have done it and whether
it was worth doing are questions that are happily not mine either to ask orto
answer. (DWCN 33) (emphasis mine)
The “it,” which he has “done,” refers to this twofold response that runs throughout his arguments
in Doing What Comes Naturally, as he consistently argues that the rejection of formalism does not
imply relativism, but that post-structuralist “theory-hope” is equally unfounded. If we apply the
three senses of the term “faith” (outlined above) to this passage, we can see that Fish uses the first
definition (objectifiable totalizing system) to address the foundationalists, by arguing that
rationality itself is just one among several competing faith systems. He then uses the second
definition of “faith” (inaccessible and inescapable assumptions) to address the anti-
foundationalists, by arguing that they can never be “free” from constraints of some kind. In this
way, Fish places himself in opposition to both sides of the formalist/anti-formalist debate (as
normally conceived), by taking the anti-formalist position so consistently that it cannot provide a
new “foundation” from which to think or act. Significantly, there is no mention of the third use of
the term “faith,” as it relates to the very acceptance of his theory upon which the present
distinctions depend. As Fish observes, he never develops “a finely tuned picture of the operations
of belief,” and indeed, the attempt to do so would have kept him from the work that he does do
(33). Itis not clear from this passage, however, whether it is the constraints of time or
argumentative consistency (or both) which might obstruct his work. In either case, the present
work is an attempt to undertake that task of thinking through “the operations of belief,” specifically
as they bear upon the formulation of Fish’s own position, in which a faith in those operations of

belief plays such a central role.
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It is not necessary to rehearse the ways in which Fish repeatedly makes this same two-
sided argument in several different contexts, ranging from linguistic 