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The Text in This Class: Stanley Fish and the Leibnizian Mind 

Jonathan Michael Dickstein 

Interpretation seems to be the technique by which human beings evaluate 

a given object. The interpretation of a literary object, then, would seem to 

entail a given understanding of this object. Put differently, the interpretation 

of a text would seem to entail a pre-interpretative understanding of this text: 

its description. However, such reasoning, which certain literary critics—

namely, the formalists—presuppose, faces a serious refutation. In what fol-

lows, I formulate this refutation with the help of Stanley Fish’s Is There a 

Text in This Class? (1980) and relate it to a trajectory of early-modern phil-

osophical thought, evident in the works of René Descartes and Gottfried 

Leibniz. This enables me to specify the shortcomings of the formalists’ rea-

soning, to complicate Fish’s refutation of it, and to attempt to provide a pre-

liminary ground for a consistent method by which to interpret texts. 

Imagine that you are a student of literature. Your assignment is to read 

Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway (1925). You open the novel. The first line 

manifests itself: “Mrs. Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself.”
1
 

For you to interpret this line, formalist critics would argue that the text must 

exemplify certain definite properties, such as, grammatical, syntactical, and 

semantic values.
2
 For instance, “Mrs.” is a title (a type of proper adjective), 

which describes proper nouns for humans (first and/or last names) as fe-

male and married. “Dalloway” is a proper noun. Given its relationship to the 

proper adjective “Mrs.,” it must indicate the name of a married woman. 

Since “Dalloway” is not a common first name for women, it likely refers to 
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the last name of one. The non-linking verb “said” demonstrates the primary 

action of “Mrs. Dalloway”: speech. Moreover, it designates the time of this 

action: the simple past. The content clause, “she would buy the flowers 

herself,” then describes the topic of this action: a possible exploit or, more 

specifically, the alleged self-funded acquisition of a set of angiosperms. Ac-

cording to formalist critics, you, as a reader, must recognise and then re-

veal these definite properties of a text.  

Other critics, however, against the formalists, suggest that this recog-

nition depends on a reader’s particular social, moral, and/or psychological 

convictions insofar as such convictions immediately inform any experiences 

a reader has of a text. For instance, in Is There a Text in This Class? 

(1980), Stanley Fish argues: “an interpreting entity, endowed with purposes 

and concerns, is, by virtue of its very operation, determining what counts as 

the facts to be observed.”
3
 Put differently, a reader, always and already ad-

hering to certain public and personal beliefs, decides upon the definite 

properties of a text. A text thereby represents not the collection of ele-

ments, which exemplifies such definite properties, but rather the result of a 

subjective process, which encodes them. So Fish concludes: “the text is 

always a function of interpretation”—interpretation now being a reader’s 

conscious and unconscious intentional evaluation of some apparently liter-

ary material.
4
 Against the formalists, then, Fish locates meaning (ranging 

from factual description to evaluative interpretation) in the reader as an ef-

fect of this reader’s disposition. 

Two related observations about the process of reading encourage this 

conclusion. First, Fish censures the formalist’s exclusion of the way in 

which a text or texts produce sensory reactions in the reader. In his ap-

pended introduction to the book, he explains: “[with the first chapter,] I chal-

lenged the self-sufficiency of the text by pointing out that its (apparently) 

spatial form belied the temporal dimension in which its meanings were ac-

tualized, and I argued that it was the developing shape of that actualization, 

rather than the static shape of the printed page, that should be the object of 

critical description.”
5
 For example, if the opening line of Mrs. Dalloway 

(“Mrs. Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself”) implies one mean-

ing to a reader (Mrs. Dalloway’s counterfeit independence), then this mean-

ing, even if a different meaning later contradicts it (Mrs. Dalloway’s actual 

independent purchasing of flowers), nonetheless amounts to one of the 

text’s possible meanings, and a critic must not ignore its import.
6
 In other 

words, Fish rejects any formal distinction between the text and the reader’s 

response in order to defend the views both that the experience of a text 

and the text itself are interchangeable and that thereby all possible experi-

ences of a text count.  
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But this refocusing of the interpretative gaze from the text itself to the 

reader’s response seems merely to expand the formalist’s object—from 

texts alone to possible experiences of them. While classical formalist critics 

conclude their interpretations of texts at the level of grammatical, syntacti-

cal, and semantic values, more recent formalists (namely, structuralists and 

narratologists) do not, extending their interpretations to other structures—

such as, plot, story, and/or themes. In “From Work to Text” (1971), Roland 

Barthes argues that, whereas the prior aspects are features of a work, only 

the latter are features of the text. He writes: “The difference is this: the work 

is a fragment of substance, occupying a part of the space of books (in a li-

brary for example), the Text is a methodological field. … [T]he work can be 

held in the hand, the text is held in language, only exists in the movement 

of a discourse.”
7
 Barthes’ notion of the text then amounts neither to the ma-

terial thing (a book on a bookshelf), nor to the computable structures of 

language (such as, grammar, syntax, or semantics), but to the possible ex-

periences readers have while reading. For him, unlike the concrete and 

definite work, the text is theoretical and dynamic. 

However, while theoretical and dynamic, Fish worries that such a no-

tion of the text only makes the formalist’s object more universal. As he puts 

it, “the hegemony of formalism was confirmed and even extended by mak-

ing the text responsible for the activities of its readers.”
8
 Barthes’ text 

amounts not simply to an experience but to the collection of possible expe-

riences of reading. Presumably, then, the critic of Barthes’ text may access 

and assess experiences of reading which are not her/his own. The best 

critics would thus seem to be those most attuned to the total collection of 

possible experiences of reading—in other words, those most attuned to the 

text. Therefore, though addressing not the concrete and definite properties 

but the theoretical and dynamic effects of writing, Barthes’ notion of the 

text, as Fish’s argument suggests, preserves the authoritative status of the 

critic. 

To avoid this implication, Fish distinguishes between the reader’s re-

ception of a text and the reader’s already established social, psychological, 

and theological inclinations. He argues that such inclinations determine 

how readers may receive texts: “description can occur only within a stipula-

tive understanding of what there is to be described, an understanding that 

will produce the object of its attention.”
9
 In other words, if the opening line 

of Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway implies some meaning for a reader (Mrs. Dallo-

way’s counterfeit independence), it does so because the reader brings cer-

tain social, psychological, and theological convictions to bear on the text. 

According to Fish, then, a reader, by way of her/his convictions, produces 

the meaning of a text. 
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With this conclusion, Fish relinquishes the descriptive aspect of literary 

criticism in favour of a rhetorical one. He writes: “The business of criti-

cism … [is] not to decide between interpretations by subjecting them to the 

test of disinterested evidence but to establish by political and persuasive 

means (they are the same thing) the set of interpretative assumptions from 

the vantage of which the evidence (and the facts and the intentions and 

everything else) will hereafter be specifiable.”
10

 That is, critics, Fish claims, 

should not assess the truth or falsity of interpretations but rather the effec-

tiveness of them. If a reader develops and supports some interpretation of 

the opening line of Mrs. Dalloway (for example, Mrs. Dalloway’s counterfeit 

independence), s/he does so only to convince others to adopt the method 

by which s/he came to ascertain this interpretation. In the last instance, 

then, Fish favours the rhetorical rather than descriptive side of literary criti-

cism.  

A trajectory of early-modern philosophy, evident in the works of Des-

cartes and Leibniz, anticipates both the formalist method and Fish’s alter-

native and thereby helps to specify both methods and their shortcomings. 

Prefiguring the formalist theory of literature, René Descartes’ dualistic phi-

losophy attempts to ground an interpretative method by which one may as-

sess the distinct properties of the non-mental or physical world. As he 

writes in his aptly titled Discourse on the method of rightly conducting rea-

son and seeking the truth in the sciences (1637), “the principles of these 

sciences [namely, any science with a theoretical basis in mathematics 

(such as, geometry, algebra, astronomy, music, and optics)] must all be de-

rived from philosophy.”
11

 In other words, any mathematical-based or formal 

system depends on philosophy. In order to establish the truth and value of 

such systems, Descartes therefore endeavours to determine the general 

philosophical foundations of them. 

Like the formalists’ method, which presupposes an essential difference 

between texts and readers so as to ground reader-independent descrip-

tions of texts, Descartes’ general philosophical foundations, for which he of-

fers a “full[er] treatment” in his subsequent work Meditations on First Phi-

losophy (1641), depend on a real distinction between the human mind and 

body.
12

 Unlike the formalists’ method, however, Descartes’ philosophical 

foundations do not merely validate objective analyses of corporeal things 

(such as, texts). Rather, their purpose is broader: the philosophical rather 

than theological justification of “two topics—namely God and the soul.”
13

 

That is, the real distinction between the mind (also, for Descartes, soul) and 

body, in addition to establishing objective analyses of the material world, 

also helps rationalize the existence of God and the soul. For this distinction 

entails first the existence of the mind and second the mind’s disembodied 
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dependence on God. Unlike the formalists’ method, then, Descartes’ phi-

losophy considers the unique properties of the mind—beyond its possibly 

intrusive effects on physical observations—and how this mind relates to 

God. Still, prefiguring their method, Descartes’ philosophy, albeit with this 

broader aim, determines the means by which one may study the objectivity 

of the world.  

The First Meditation prepares the subsequent Meditations’ discussions 

of the real distinction between the mind and body and also the mind’s de-

pendence on God. It situates the method by which Descartes will explain 

the unique aspects of the mind and body: what he calls attributes and 

modes. In the Meditation, Descartes introduces three kinds of doubt—

sensory, mental, and theological—which threaten the bases both of experi-

ence and of truth.
14

 First, he observes: “the senses deceive.”
15

 This (merely 

sensory) observation challenges the accuracy of past experiential 

knowledge (i.e., “falsehoods that I had accepted as true in my child-

hood”).
16

 Even so, it does not seem to affect present perceptions: “for ex-

ample, that I am here sitting by the first, wearing a winter dressing-gown, 

holding this piece of paper in my hands, and so on.”
17

 In short, the first kind 

of doubt—sensory doubt—merely disputes the veracity of past experienc-

es. 

But the second kind of doubt—mental—threatens experience in gen-

eral. Descartes assumes: if I were “insane” or “asleep,” then even present 

perceptions would be questionable.
18

 Moreover, this psychological inde-

terminacy seems to undermine the “general kinds of things—eyes, head, 

hands and the body as whole.”
19

 All that remains, for Descartes, is possible 

reality of the simplest and most universal things—“the real colours from 

which we form all the images of things … corporeal nature in general, and 

its extension; the shape of extended things; the quantity, or size number of 

these things; the place in which they may exist, [and] the time through 

which they may endure.”
20

 In short, the possibility of one’s being insane 

and/or dreaming undermines “physics, astronomy, medicine, and all other 

disciplines which depend on the study of composite things ... [but not] 

arithmetic, geometry … which deal only with the simplest and most general 

things [namely, two plus two equals four and the sum of the angles of a tri-

angle amounts to one-hundred and eighty degrees], regardless of whether 

they really exist in nature or not.”
21

 Mental doubt thereby questions the real-

ity of all concreteness, leaving over only abstract truths. 

However, given theological doubt, abstract truths too become uncer-

tain. Descartes explains: if “not God ... but rather some malicious demon of 

the utmost power and cunning has employed all his energies in order to 

deceive me,” then, as he puts it later in the Second Meditation, “[p]erhaps 
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just the one fact [remains true—] nothing is certain.”
22

 In effect, for Des-

cartes, the possible authority of some duplicitous spirit demolishes all de-

grees of truth—from the most concrete to the most abstract. In his view, 

theological doubt destabilises everything. 

The Second Meditation, however, denies this conclusion. In it, Des-

cartes argues: in spite of the uncertainty of the senses, the indeterminacy 

of reality (i.e., that waking life may be a dream), and the possible duplicity 

of an all-powerful demon, the proposition “I am, I exist, is necessarily true 

whenever it is put forward by me or conceived by my mind.”
23

 In its more 

familiar form, (first from his Discourse and later from his Principles of Phi-

losophy (1644)), the proposition reads: “I am thinking, therefore I exist.”
24

 

Descartes supposes that, should the prior not entail the latter, it would be 

“a contradiction.”
25

 For him, then, thought and existence are co-dependent 

and to some extent identical.  

From this node of truth, Descartes determines the nature of the mind. 

He writes: “thought; this alone is inseparable from me ... I am, then, in the 

strict sense only a thing that thinks ... a thinking thing.”
26

 By this, he means 

something that “doubts, understands, affirms, denies, is willing, is unwilling, 

and also imagines and has sensory perceptions.”
27

 Even the lattermost, 

that is, having sensory perceptions, he concludes, is part of “the same ‘I’.”
28

 

The point here, which he clarifies in the Sixth Meditation, is that “the think-

ing thing” is indivisible: “[f]or when I consider the mind, or myself in so far 

as I am merely a thinking thing, I am unable to distinguish any parts within 

myself; I understand myself to be something quite single and complete.”
29

 

In other words, the thinking thing or human mind is irreducible. Put philo-

sophically, it is a simple and substantial unity.  

By way of contrast, Descartes argues, bodies are “divisible.”
30

 For in-

stance, a piece of wax “is capable of countless changes [namely, in shape, 

size, and motion].”
31

 At one time, the wax may appear hard, yellow. It may 

smell of flowers and taste of honey.
32

 However, after a fire warms it, the 

wax appears soft, “the smell goes away, the colour changes.”
33

 From this, 

Descartes contends that “bodies are not strictly perceived by the senses ... 

but by the intellect alone ... [so that] perception derives not from their [bod-

ies] being touched or seen but from their being understood.”
34

 The essence 

of wax thereby involves not one’s particular sensations of it but rather one’s 

understanding of its flexibility and changeability.
35

 He calls this flexibility 

and changeability extension. Bodies, unlike the mind, are extended things, 

which one may explain with purely mathematical (for Descartes, geomet-

rical and algebraic) truths.  

In the Sixth Meditation, Descartes concludes that the real distinction 

between such extended things (bodies) and thinking things (minds) de-
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pends on God, who, being necessarily all-good and -powerful (i.e., not lack-

ing anything), is able to create “everything which I clearly and distinctly un-

derstand” and thereby this distinction.
36

 In the Principles, he clarifies this 

point: the substantiality of the mind and body is “univocal” insofar as they 

“need only the concurrence of God in order to exist.”
37

 That is, because of 

God’s “concurrence” or arbitration between the mind and body, the body 

represents itself in a “univocal” or single way to the mind. Put differently, 

since God makes possible the difference between the mind’s singularity 

and the body’s extendibility, the mind is able to assess representations of 

the body in an objective or mathematical way—without fear of these repre-

sentations being fundamentally deceptive. In this way, Descartes’ philoso-

phy, even with its theological aims, prefigures the formalists by determining 

a consistent, mind-independent method by which one may understand 

worldly things (such as, literature). 

Like Fish’s initial critique of the formalists (that the text and its reader 

are inseparable), Gottfried Leibniz’s monadic philosophy challenges Des-

cartes’ real distinction between the mind and body and gives priority to the 

mind over and against the body. In a mid-career essay “Reflections on the 

Advancement of True Metaphysics” (1694), Leibniz writes with regard to 

the Meditations: “He [Descartes] had a mistaken idea of the nature of body, 

which he saw, without proof, as being pure extension, and he couldn't see 

any way of explaining the union of the soul with the body.”
38

 Because of 

Descartes’ lack of proof for it, Leibniz rejects the argument for the substan-

tiality or mind-independent existence of extension. In a way, he exagger-

ates Descartes’ claim in the Meditations’ “Synopsis”: “in the Sixth Medita-

tion ... there is a presentation of all the arguments which enable the exist-

ence of material things to be inferred ... [I]n considering these arguments 

we come to realize that they are not as solid or as transparent as the ar-

guments which lead us to knowledge of our own minds and of God.”
39

 Here 

Descartes alludes to a possible hierarchy of knowledge: knowledge of the 

body implies knowledge of the mind and of God. Leibniz, in his work, con-

siders this hierarchy paramount and thereby insists that it is not only epis-

temological but also metaphysical: we do not merely know the mind and 

God better than the body; the mind and God are more essential beings.  

In consequence, contra Descartes, Leibniz holds that only unities are 

true substances. Since extension, by definition, is divisible, only the mind, 

being indivisible, qualifies as a unity and thereby a true substance. In his 

“Correspondence” with Antoine Arnauld (1687), Leibniz famously posits: 

“Something that isn’t truly one entity isn’t truly an entity either.”
40

 Being 

thereby entails unity; “the plural presupposes the singular.”
41

 The existence 

of the body, a plurality, thereby depends on the existence of the mind, a 
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singularity. In the same letter, Leibniz writes: “in my opinion our body in it-

self ... isn’t properly a substance ... the soul is truly the substantial form of 

our body.”
42

 Instead, the body, according to Leibniz, is an aggregate entity, 

the relationship between it and the mind being “like that as there is between 

a man and a community, a people—an army—a society.”
43

 For him, then, 

minds qua unified substances ground and indeed compose extended phys-

ical reality.
44

 

However, like Fish, Leibniz is not content with isolated minds. That is, 

Leibniz refuses to admit the mind’s self-sufficiency. Therefore, anticipating 

Fish’s distinction between the reader’s reception of a text and the reader’s 

already established social, psychological, and/or theological convictions, 

Leibniz differentiates the finite mind or substance from the infinite sub-

stance (God). In his “Comments on [Pierre] Bayle’s Note L [on Leibniz’s 

philosophy from Bayle’s Dictionary]” (1705?), he writes: “each monad is the 

universe in concentrated form, and each mind is an imitation of the divinity. 

In God the universe is not only concentrated, but perfectly expressed; but 

in each created monad there is distinctly expressed only one part, which is 

larger or smaller according as the soul is more or less excellent, and all the 

infinite remainder is expressed only confusedly.”
45

 For our purpose, the 

terms “monad” and “mind” are interchangeable—the only (here negligible) 

difference being that the monad denotes both human and non-human units 

of mental functioning.
46

 To reiterate Leibniz’s point, then, we might say that 

any given mind expresses some part of the universe; God expresses it in 

its totality. So, just as Fish’s reader assumes only a portion of the many 

possible social, psychological, and/or theological convictions, Leibniz’s 

mind/monad represents only a partial expression of the universe. 

A question follows: what is the relationship between this partial ex-

pression and the total or God’s expression of the universe? Put philosophi-

cally, what is the modality of a mind/monad vis-à-vis God? For Fish, a 

reader’s social, psychological, and/or theological convictions are contin-

gent. That is, they are possible but not necessary. They can and do change 

in time. In consequence of both this and his claim that such convictions are 

central to interpretation, his theory tends toward subjectivism—the belief 

that any interpretation is possible and that no one interpretation is more or 

less true than any other. However, unlike this theory, Leibniz’s account of 

the relationship between partial expressions and the total expression of the 

universe—that is, between minds/monads and God—is by no means un-

ambiguous. Due to this ambiguity, his philosophy complicates Fish’s argu-

ment that, if social, psychological, and/or theological convictions affect 

one’s reading experience, then the literary critic can only persuade others 

of but never prove to them the truth of her/his interpretative method. While 
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this complication in many respects repeats Fish’s subjectivist conclusion, it 

also reveals a fallacy endemic to it. 

Leibniz establishes this complication by delimiting certain universal 

characteristics of God—namely, God’s antecedent and consequent wills. In 

the Theodicy (1710), he explains: “[God’s will] is called antecedent when it 

is detached, and considers each good separately in the capacity of a good 

... Success entire and infallible belongs only to the consequent will ... final 

and decisive, [which] results from the conflict of all the antecedent wills, of 

those which tend towards good, even as of those which repel evil.”
47

 In 

other words, while the antecedent will introduces a multiplicity of possible 

universes, the consequent will actuates one of these possible universes in-

sofar as it provides the best configuration of events.  

The question is: do minds participate in the possible universes, which, 

Leibniz argues, manifest themselves in God’s antecedent wills, or do they 

participate only in the actual universe, which manifests itself in God’s con-

sequent will? Since, as Leibniz claims in his “New System of the Nature of 

Substances and their Communication” (1695), “[e]very mind is like a world 

apart, sufficient to itself, independent of every other created thing, involves 

the infinite, and expresses the universe,” we might restate the question: 

does the universe, which each mind/monad expresses, include the possible 

universes of God’s antecedent willings?
48

 In one respect, the answer must 

be no. The actual universe amounts to a predetermined configuration of 

substances (i.e., minds/monads). The universe, which each mind/monad 

expresses, must be this actual one—not any of the possible ones. In this 

sense, God is determinate. If each mind/monad expresses a part of such a 

determinate whole, then this part, for Leibniz, is necessary—not contingent. 

However, Leibniz further complicates his notion of the actual universe 

by introducing two types of necessity—namely, a metaphysical and moral 

one. In the Theodicy, he defines these as follows: “metaphysical necessity 

... admits of no choice, presenting only one single object as possible, and 

moral necessity ... constrains the wisest to choose the best.”
49

 

“[M]etaphysical necessity” depends on the principle of noncontradiction: a 

thing cannot be itself and not itself at the same time. “[M]oral necessity,” as 

Leibniz writes earlier, depends on the “principle of the best”: “the fitness of 

things ...  [which issues from] the wise one's choice which is worthy of his 

wisdom.”
50

 While the principle of noncontradiction admits “only one single 

object as possible,” the principle of the best seems to admit many. Like 

God’s antecedent wills then, moral necessity (via the principle of the best), 

which, importantly, involves both ethical and “physical” laws, ostensibly 

makes manifest contingent futurities.
51

 If, when Leibniz claims that the 

monad/mind expresses the universe in part, he means that it participates in 
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morally necessary events, then the monad/mind for Leibniz—like a reader’s 

convictions for Fish—is contingent and therefore can and does change.  

But this would seem to imply that two minds’/monads’ expressions of 

the universe can contradict each other. In Fish’s terms, it would mean that 

two opposing interpretations of a text could both be true. For instance, as 

Leibniz suggests in his “Correspondence” with Arnauld (1686), one 

mind/monad might express the universe in such a way that Adam be the 

first man and another mind/monad at the same time might express the uni-

verse in such a way that Adam not be the first man.
52

 Leibniz rejects this 

possibility on account of the fact that Adam’s being the first man is not 

“necessary” but “certain.”
53

 Here, the indisputability of biblical history seems 

to justify his certainty. As he writes: “if the least thing had happened differ-

ently from how it actually did, the whole universe with all its parts would 

have been different—it would have been another universe right from the 

outset.”
54

 Put differently, if history were different, then minds’/monads’ ex-

pressions of the universe today would be different too. Considered ab-

stractly, this claim seems correct. But considered with regard to particular 

versions of history (such as, pagan, Judeo-Christian, Islamic, Buddhist, and 

scientific versions), this claim becomes problematic. Adam represents the 

first man for some of these versions, but not all of them. Does that mean 

that a mind/monad, which expresses a version of history in which Adam is 

not the first man, is therefore false? 

Leibniz’s Christian sensibilities compel him to answer yes to this ques-

tion. In Fish’s terms, Leibniz’s belief in biblical history forces him to interpret 

the text of the universe as a Christian text. But if we understand this belief 

as one possible expression of the universe, that is, as a morally but not log-

ically necessary expression of it, then Leibniz’s philosophy, like Fish’s liter-

ary theory, would allow for the truth of a mind’s/monad’s expression of a 

universe in which Adam was not the first man. That is, his philosophy would 

allow for contradictory (both Christian and non-Christian) expressions of the 

universe. In this respect, Leibniz’s philosophy prefigures Fish’s subjectivist 

conclusions about literary interpretation. Just as Fish’s ideal critic would 

persuade rather than describe, Leibniz’s mind/monad would express belief 

rather than truth.  

But what happens to truth? What happens to description? We have 

seen that, for Fish, “the text is always a function of interpretation.”
55

 It is 

something derived rather than given. Therefore, the description of a text too 

is derived. It is an effect of a given reader’s disposition. As for Leibniz, 

minds/monads provide expressions of the universe. If these expressions 

are dependent on a definite history of the universe (for instance, biblical 

history), then there would be a limited number of possible expressions of 
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this universe, and the law of noncontradiction could apply to them. Howev-

er, if these expressions are not dependent on a definite history, that is, if all 

versions of the history of the universe (religious and non-religious, scientific 

and non-scientific, logical and illogical alike) were equally true, then there 

would be an unlimited number of possible expressions of the universe to 

which the law of noncontradiction would not apply. That is, by relinquishing 

his certainty in some version of history, Leibniz would at the same time rel-

egate the principle of noncontradiction to an empty abstraction. In this way, 

his philosophy reveals how Fish’s subjectivist conclusion does the same. 

This cannot be. For without the principle of noncontradiction, one 

would admit the truth of absurdities. Because such a truth is unthinkable, 

something about Leibniz’s philosophy and Fish’s literary theory must be 

wrong. While both imagine contradictions (for Leibniz, contradictions of ex-

pressions of the universe and, for Fish, contradictions between interpreta-

tions), this imagining does not take place out of time. However, both Leib-

niz’s non-extended mind/monad and Fish’s reader without a given text os-

tensibly exist in such an extra-temporal domain. The reason for this is that 

both implicitly admit Descartes’ and the formalist’s original presupposition—

that the world or texts and the mind or readers are substantially distinct. 

Though Leibniz argues that the world qua universe is not substantial and 

Fish argues that the text is not existent, these predicates must be meta-

physically necessary. That is to say, even though all other predicates of the 

universe or of texts are contingent or changeable (such as, Adam is the 

first man or Mrs. Dalloway said she would buy flowers), the predicates not 

substantial and not existent must be eternal or permanent. Because of this, 

Leibniz’s claim makes manifest the basic contradiction of both his and 

Fish’s positions: the substance or essence of the universe is being not a 

substance, not having an essence.
56

 

To ground a consistent method by which to interpret either the uni-

verse or texts, we must avoid this contradiction. The following summation 

and evaluation of this paper’s points helps us to do so. Descartes, Leibniz, 

the formalists, and Fish all presuppose a difference between the universe 

or the text and thought or the reader. While Descartes and the formalists 

assume that this difference is metaphysical, which a transcendent third 

term (God or the neutral reader) mediates, Leibniz and Fish assume that 

the difference is epistemological, which an immanent rule (such as, the dif-

ference between moral and metaphysical necessity or that between a 

reader and her/his convictions) conditions. Put differently, Descartes and 

the formalists consider the world/universe or text to be something real and 

distinct from the mind; Leibniz and Fish assume that it is a product of it (i.e., 

a collection of minds/monads or an effect of one’s particular social, psycho-



░    The Text in This Class 83 

logical, and/or theological convictions). But Descartes and the formalists fail 

to account for the substantiality of the world/universe or text—since it in ef-

fect depends on the mind or reader. And Leibniz and Fish admit a contra-

dictory ground: a God who is both singular and not singular; a text which is 

never itself.  

To avoid both consequences, we must suppose three things. First, 

with Descartes and the formalists, we must suppose that the world qua uni-

verse or text is a logical or consistent multiplicity—that it, albeit manifold 

and multifaceted, signifies itself in some uniform and universal way. Sec-

ond, contra Descartes and the formalists, we must reject the dualist as-

sumption of a metaphysically distinct mind and body or of an autonomous 

reader and text. Third, against Leibniz and Fish, we must deny the auton-

omy of the mind or reader over and against the world/universe or text and 

suppose instead that the mind or reader is subject to the world/universe or 

text. Put differently, we must suppose that in the last instance interpretation 

is a function of the object of interpretation, not vice versa. This however 

does not mean that the mind is reducible to the world/universe, that the 

reader is reducible to a text. Rather, it means that, just as there would be 

no mind without a world/universe, there would be no reader without a text. 

Still, without a reader, there would be a text; and without minds, there 

would be a world/universe.  

Perhaps at this point we should submit a further distinction, which will 

complicate our foregoing analysis of the relationship between philosophy 

and literary theory. This is the distinction between the text and the 

world/universe. While, as our above-stated suppositions reveal, the 

world/universe is primary, the text is derivative—so that, unlike the 

world/universe, the text, though it may be without readers, cannot be with-

out minds. The consequences of this point are significant. First, if incon-

sistency appears in the world/universe, then, given our first supposition 

above, this inconsistency must appear because of the mind. In order to 

avoid contradiction, we must suppose that this inconsistency is merely ap-

parent—virtual or imaginary. Being a mixture of mind and world/universe, 

then, a text may exemplify inconsistency. However, this is not to say that a 

text qua worldly object is itself inconsistent. Rather, it means that a text 

may be consistently inconsistent. For, in the last instance, a text signifies 

one thing and not its opposite. And while this thing may be false, it must be 

consistently so.  

Take the opening line of Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway—“Mrs. Dalloway said 

she would buy the flowers herself.” If the second line were, “Mrs. Dalloway 

did not say she would buy the flowers herself,” a reader could interpret 

these lines as contradicting each other. This does not imply that readers 
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ought to determine which line is true and which is false. Rather, a correct 

interpretation of the text—as the two lines together—would be simply that it 

contains a contradiction. For while an interpretation of a text can be that 

this text contains a contradiction, this does not mean that two contradictory 

interpretations of this text can both be true.
57

 

The point is the following: unlike the world/universe, a text need not be 

internally consistent. Yet a text is still something in the world/universe, a 

function of this consistent multiplicity, and therefore subject to its defining 

principle—the principle of noncontradiction. Indeed, a chief function of liter-

ary interpretation is to apply this principle to texts so as to discover the 

manner in which such texts operate. This manner of operation is the text’s 

description, which is always and already fixed and coherent. Once a critic 

has discovered this description, s/he may ask supplementary questions—

such as, why is this the text’s description, from where did this description 

come, and to what end will it go? In this way, the suppositions and implica-

tions, which I have here introduced, provide a preliminary ground for a con-

sistent method by which to interpret text. 
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