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Before achieving critical acclairn as an accurnplished novelist, Urnberto Eco had established 
him-self as a leading scholar in such related disciplines as serniotics, the philusophy oľ language and 
literary criticism. It is always a precarious task to set about identifying a dominant theme in a body 
of work so diverse in its topics and forms. But Eco hirnself helps us with this task in one of his 
more recent theuretical works: Tnterpretation and Overinterpretatinn (1992). In it he explains that 
since the publication of his Opera Aperta in 1962, he has seen the need to redress the general 
theme of this work; namelv, that texts of all kinds (the written word, political and social events, and 
even the forrnation of human identities) are alwavs open to, and implicated in, the plurality of 
meanings brought by us as interpreter,;. The dominant theme, therefore, is the importance of inter
pretaion. 

What provokes rhjs redress in Eco·'s suhsequent works', however, is a recent rnovement to 
equate this openness of the text with a certain limitless use of the task of interpretation. Eco calls 
tlús usage the problem of "overinterpretation", and refers to its practitioners as "reader0oriented" 
interpreters (an expression he directs mainly al post-modern and/or deconstructionist readings). 
Like Eco, reader-oriented interpreters rigbtfully question traditional approaches to interpretation 
that privilege the intentions of the author as an ultirnate source and arbiter of meaning. But, as he 
argues, tbey go tou far in the opposite direction; they replace the traditionally privileged author 
(and/or subject) with tl1e pluraJ and infinitelv deferred contexts oľ the reader. The problem here is 
not so much the status of this newly empowered reader, but ilie way limitless readings inevitably 
obscure the integrity, indepcndence, and even, at tirnes, the very "empirical" existence of the object 
of interpretation itself. This is why Eco begins and ends Interpretation and Overinterpretation with 
the same point: ''·To say that interpretation ... is potentially unlimited does not mean that interpreta
tion has no object and that it 'river-runs' merely for its own sake." 

The integrity of the object - what Eco calls ilie "intentions of the text" itself - is therefore the gist 
and counterpoint of his objection to "overinterpretation". This is an important point to which we 
shall return shortly when we elaborate upon his use of this term. For now, let us be clear that, for 
Eco, interpretation is never simply done ''·for its own sake", but is always preceded by a concern 
for the rneaning of something as sornetl1.ing - namely, as the empirically existing object (be it a text, 
an event or an identity). 

But why did interpretation come to be conceived, as it has in this debate, as such a significant 
human activity? It certainly seems that we are inqujring here into something more than a mere 
rnental act, or scholarly enterprise. A brief answer to this question rnay help us to illuminate not 
only the experience of interpretation, but also why the charge of "overinterpretation" would strike 

such a chord. 
Interpretation, or "hermeneutics" (from ilie ancient Greek - "erhmeneia"), has a long history. It 

was traditionallv restricted to the meanings of scripture and texts of legal jmisprudence. \Vitl1 the 
njneteenili century German enligbtenment, however, the practice of hermeneutics was extended to 
signify how our historical existence always predeces us by projecting before us the preunderstand
ings (of culture and tradjtion) that shape ilie possible ways in which we and our world(s) become 
meaningful. Hermeneutics carne to mean the 'natural' human activity of bringing iliese meaiúngs 
to the explicitness of language, and th.e light of understanding. Arguably, the profoundest express
ion of this sense of hermeneutics can1e from the work of two prominent modern philosophers 
G. W. F. Hegel and M. Heidegger. It is thev who taught us that we exist, most fundarnentally, as self
interpreting beings. Yet, even iliough they share the accomplishment of bringing the herrneneutical 
experience to light, these two great philosophers differ shai·plv on tbe actual practise of interpreta
tion. 
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For Hegel, interpretation is inseparable from the dialectical reasoning that moves and shapes 
human history. The hermeneutical experience is therefore essentially tied to the dialectical growth of 
consciousness; a rational consciousness that frees us to understand both ourselves and the surround
ing world that shapes this understanding. Now, the certainty of the dialectic is exactly what 
Heidegger rejects in the practice of hermeneutics. In his view, the dialectic of western rationalism is 
an imposition of power that "covers over" the meaning of not only the possibility of human being, 
but of the meaning of being in general. By subjecting the existential nature of meaning to the ratio
nal demands of tl1.e dialectic, we have constrained ourselves to treating both human and non-human
being as objects (and/or concepts) waiting in reserve for the infinite dispositions and goals of human 
will and reason. The possible meanings of human and non-human being come to be understood 
only as that which can be rationalized, made present, actual and controllable for the human subject. 
But Heidegger's greatest indictment against Hegel is the view that the expansion of dialectical 
reasoning in the west has "covered over" difference - namely, tl1e "difference" of the possibility and 
origin of existence (i. e. the "meaning of Being") from its actual and palpable fo:rms. Nihilism, in
Heidegger's view, is the completion of this expansion to the point where human and non-human 
being can mean anything, and therefore nothing. One can characterize the disagreement between 
these two great thinkers, as many commentaters have, in the following way: whereas Hegel 
approaches the hermeneu-tical task out of trust in its reasonableness, Heidegger does so out of 
suspicion for the san1.e. 

This disagreement has been recaptured and excellently extended by two leading contemporary 
philosophers, who are also, arguably, two of the best living interpreters of the work of Hegel and 
Heidegger: H. G. Gadamer and J. Derrida. In their celebrated encounter of 1981, they revealed that 
tl1e clear issue at stake in the hermeneutical experience is the status of reason and dialectic - what 
both refer to as the western "logos". Gadamer argued that the dialogue and dialectic of interpreta
tion can be trusted because these always have projected before them, even in times of conflict, the 
"good will" of understanding'. Following Heidegger and Nietzsche's emphasis on difference, 
Derrida replied that Gadamer's so-called good will, is actually the "good will to power" of reason and 
understanding. This rationalized will to stabilize meaning and reconcile it with difference and 
otherness is for Derrida emblematic of the oppressive "logocentrism" of the West. The political 
overtones of this encounter are not difficult to see. 

In a fine introductory essay, Stephan Collini places Eco squarely within the political context of 
this debate: "The attempt to limit the range of relevant meaning-conferring contexts or to halt the 
endlessly self-dissolving instabilities of writing has been stigmatized as 'authoritarian' ... " Indeed, 
Eco's emphasis on "overinterpretation" amounts to an attempt to turn the charge of authoritarian
ism around against "reader-oriented" interpreters themselves. This was the purpose of his compar
ing contemporary overinterpreters with the hermetic and gnostic cults of the medeival and renais
sance periods. They too rejected traditional principles of reason in favor of "initiation" into secret 
knowledges that allowed for tli.e infinite shift of meanings. By sheer similitude and analogy, these 
overinterpreters would dissolve tli.e object of interpretation into its opposite: al! things could mean 
both what they are and what they are not. Eco's "intentionality of the text" and the "Model Reader" 
who trusts the reasonableness of these intentions, constitute his response to his adversaries. 

Richard Rorty, Jonathan Culler and Christine Brooke-Rose provide varying defences of "over
interpretation". Rorty calls for the "pragmatic uses" of a text, where meaning is limitlessly "bent" 
by readers to suit tli.eir purposes. Culler suggests a text is "interesting" only when it is "pushed" 
beyond its limits. Trying to distance himself from Rorty, Culler also advances the questionable 
distinction between infinite "uses" and infinite contexts within which texts are interpreted. Brooke
Rose reminds Eco of the infinitely textual nature of history (what she calls "Palimpsest History") and 
how recent forms of the nove! - like "magical realism" - follow from a recognition of this textuality.
Eco's reply is coy but pertinent. Much like Gadamer, he contends that his adversaries' inclinations 
to clarify their viewpoints, betray an admission that there is something to be interpreted as some
thing. 
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lnterpretation and Overinterpretation is an important text. lt is a testament to the breadth of 
Eco's understanding that in a specialized work of this kind. he can still direct us to the greater 
question of what it means to be a self-interpreting being. 

l) These works extend intn thľ 1980s. and are all published by lndiuna Ľniversit,· Press:.\ Thľnrv nf SP1nintiľs (1976). 
Thc H"le of the lkadcr (1979), and Semintics and the Philosoph)' of Lang11agť (198➔). lnUTJ)rctution nnd 
Overinterpretatiun (19Q2) i::; in f'arl a rnore cnnclc'nsed onrl extc11clc-d ucť11u111 fnll11\\l11g dirťctly frn111 hi::; Li1ni1s 11ť 
lnterpretat·inn (1992). 
2) ""Althnugh Caclamer is the greatest living fnllower nf l-lcidcggľr·s philosophy. he break:; wi1h his rnentnr nn tltť stn
tus of thediuJectic. In works sud1 as Trutl1 unci \letlwd (1960) and l h-ueľs Dialt·ľtiľ (1971). Cadwncr arg-uťs tl1ut 
l leideggcr was ti 10 quick too characlľrize the cliulcctic n::; un im(Jositiun of tlie exis1.-ntial pri< ,rit y nľ tl1ť 111ťa11ing 1 d' hu-
111a11 and nnn-hurnan bcing. By ClllfJhasizing the experience nf dialogue. and thc exis1ential di111ť11sion of ('Oll\'f'ľsati
on (as re,·caled to us i11 Piato\; dialt)gues). Cndamcr cnntends thnt the dinlPctic - cvťn as l lrgľl cotH'ľÍvťd it - can he 
rcvealing of the hci11g oľ its speakt=>rs. and 11cf'rl rn1t he only an iinpnsiti,111 11ť rati<n1aJis111 upo11 nur existenn_.. 

lntcrťstingly. Derrida also brt=>ak� \\ith l leidcggľr 1l11 ťťrt.ai11prof<1u11d issuťs. liut 1101 ,111 this ťť'ntral C{Uf'sti,,n: na-
1rwl�'. 1J1c putentiaJ O(JfJťessivc11css of dialcctical rcasoning. l lcncc. wc sce,Yliy Cadmncr and Derrida wuulrl hP so, 1p
posed 011 thľ 4uestinn ofin1crpr<'l.ation ťVťľl tliougli they shan" such sirnilar influence-s:·· 

Lsed sourccs: 
l lcideggcr. \!.. 13cinu and Tirne. 1927

, l legd. C. \Y. F.. Phť110111c11nlof(y of Spirit. ,\lidwlfdder. D. P. and Palrner. H. E .. 
(editors) Dialoguc and Decnnstruction: ThC' Cadainf'r-Derrida E11cnuntcr. 1989
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z poznania tejto textovosti. Eco odpovedá zdržanlivo. ale ,-<,stižne. Podobne ako Cadamer tvrdí, Ž<> 
sklony jeho protiVIúkov wjasniť vlasmé názory prezrádzajú., že sami pripúšťajú prítomnost niečoho, 
čo treba interpretoval: ako niečo. 

Interpretácia a nadinterpretácia je významný text. Dokumentuje, do akej miec-v Eco cli{1µe, že 
špecializovaná práca tohto typu nás môže viesť ešte k dôležitejšej otázke: čo zmHnená bvt st>hain
terpretujúcou bytosťou. 

1) Prác-P pokn,ľnvali aj ,. 80. rnkoch a všctkv vvšli ,, lndiwrn Universitv Press: A Tlworv of SP111iotics (1976). Tlw Hniť 
of tlw HPadPr (1979) a Scmiotic·s and the Philos1l1,1hv uf Language (198➔). lntcrµretarion and nverintcpn::wtinn (1992) 
je vlastne konde11zovaná a rozšírená úvaha uacJväzujúca priamo na jeho prácu Li1nib of Jntcrprctation ( 1902). 
2) Hoci Gadumcr je najväc:ším žijúcirn náslc<lníkom l leidcggerovcj filozofie. rozcl1údza t-k.l so t>vojim nH:'llturnm v int<'r
prťtácii dialektiky. \' prácach ako Pravda a rnctlÍ<la (1960) a Hcuelova dialektika (1971), Cadaincr tvrdí. Žť I lcid,·ggcr 
sa unáhlil m svojom ponímaní dialektiky ako nastolenia ex.istenciálnej prinrily zrn,·slu ľudského ,'i ne-ľudského bytia.
Pníve skúsenosť. zdt,razi"1ujc Cadarner, kt()ľÚ nadubudnen1e puc-.;as diaJógu. e.xjstenciálny rozmer ::,amutnéhn n)Zh(1\'11-

ru (tak ako to poznáme z Platônovych dialôgov). ::,Ú práve rnožnosľarni. ako sa dá dialektikou - aj v I legelovskorn po
nímaní - obnažiť bytiľ tfch. l:11 Sä zhovc'irajú. Dialf'ktika ucrnu:;Í znamenať Jen nastolenie racionality nad našou c.xi
stencit,u. 

Stojí za pozornosť, že aj Derrida sa s Heidcggernm rozchádza v niektnrvrh kli.íčnvých zálditostiaľh. ale niP v 
tejto z{isadnťj otázke. t.j .. v otázke možného nátlaku pl)'nÚccho z dialektickej argurnent,kiP. A tak vidí1t1ľ. preto sa 
Cadarner a Dcrrida rozchádzajú ,. otózke interpretácie hoci boli rovnako ovµlyvnení l leideggcrnrn. 

Použité zdroje: 
l leidegg<'r, M., 13,·tic a čas, 19:27, l legel. C. \V. F.. Fenrnnenolúgia ducha . .\1it·helfelder. D. P. and Pal111cr. H. E., 
Dialoguc and Dcconstruction: Thc Caclarncr-Derrida Encounter, 1989 

Z angliľkého originálu Um.bPrto Eco an.d the question. of "Ooerin.terpretatr'on. '· preložila Dana Matejovová 
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