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Chapter 2

If Persons Are Texts

KENNETH J. GERGEN

For those concerned with problems of human understanding, the
metaphor of persons as texts has become widely heralded in recent
years. For the psychological sciences it has been a particularly
welcome addition to our implements of understanding. From roughly
the 1930s to the 1960s, mainstream psychology was enamored with
the possibility of viewing humans as somewhat more complex forms
of the laboratory animal. Work with rats, dogs, ind pigeons was
simply a preliminary exercise to gaining stimulus control over
human action.' The image of the laboratory animal, constrained and
predictable, largely guided the construction of laboratories for re-
search on human behavior. This metaphor of the laboratory animal
later gave way to that of the machine. The mind operates like a
complex machine, it was (and is) believed, responding in systematic
ways to environmental inputs much as an engine will respond to
inputs of gasoline, oil, and water. It is this metaphor of mind as
machine that is played out today in the cognitive sciences. The mind
has become a form of computer—not even a particularly good one at
that—and it is the scientist's task to understand both its hard and
software functions. Cognitive theories of human deficit (depression,
stress, and the like) owe much of their rhetorical power to the
pervading metaphor of mind as computer.

Within this context the newly emerging metaphor of the person as
text stands in marked and refreshing contrast. The metaphor seems
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to restore a dignity to the human being that is largely lost when
considered merely animal- or machine-like. Texts are, after all,
human artifacts, aesthetically rendered, standing at the apex of
human development. And the vision of the text suggests that beneath
the human exterior lies a richly elaborated, subtly patterned, and
fundamentally passionate set of impulses. The study of human action
thus holds the promise of a fascinating odyssey into a foreign land,
where surprises are possible at every turn and from whence one may
return edified not only about the subject in question, but about
oneself, if not the whole of humankind. If persons are texts, inquiry
into human action becomes an honorable and intriguing quest into
the unknown.

The concept of persons as texts has also enabled those in the
clinical domain to link their pursuits with developments in the
philosophy of social science more generally and to hermeneutic study
in particular. Since the 19th-century attempt to separate the
Geisteswissenschaften from the Naturwissenschaften, thinkers have
sought means of differentiating the methods of understanding
human action from those of understanding natural events. Dilthey's
method of Verstehen was perhaps the most compelling candidate of
the early era. However, the viability of the concept suffered under the
combined weight of empiricist philosophy of science and the behav-
iors! movement ir. psychology. The further development of psycho-
logical testing and the appearance of such works as Meehl's Actuarial
versus clinical prediction further suggested that the clinical attempt
to probe the depths of human experience would soon give way to
technology. Attempts to explicate a unique process of understanding
human action became largely moribund.

Within recent years, however, both empiricist metatheory and the
behavioral orientation have withered.2 Many philosophers of social
science have returned to the task of understanding human under-
standing. From this work the widely accepted conclusion has been
reached that human action cannot be understood without reference
to its underlying intentions. Regardless of the accuracy and sophisti-
cation of one's measures, the observations are without meaning or
interest until they are linked to the actor's intention (Peters, 1958).
Such conclusions made it apparent that the lynchpin of the social
sciences was the process of interpretation (Taylor, 1971). Until
intentions were rendered accessible, human activity remained
opaque. Arthe same time, the one significant and relevant tradition
of scholarship that had not succumbed to the empiricist rise to power
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was that of hermeneutics. This tradition, concerned with the inter-
pretation of texts—biblical, literary, judicial, and otherwise
—offered a rich repository of thought on the task of interpreting
human intention. For those in the clinical4omains, there were now
new and sophisticated allies. With person as text, the problem of
clinical interpretation could be revisited. It is to this union that we
largely owe the contemporary renaissance in the exploration of the
clinical relationship.

I myself have been much intrigued with extending the intellectual
and practical implications of the metaphor of persons as texts. I have
been absorbed with the possibility that people's lives are constructed
around pervading literary figures or tropes. In the same way that
scientific theories are typically guided by or derived from root
metaphors, so may people's lives be dominated by views of them-
selves as the archetypical hero, Earth Mother, or knave. And in the
same way that theories of human development are dependent on
narrative forms deeply embedded in our literary traditions, so are the
stories we tell about ourselves—to others and to ourselves—with
important ramifications (Gergen & Gergen, 1986).

Yet, as the metaphor of person as text has played itself out, I have
also come to find substantial limitations. I have been moved to
serious reconsideration of both intellectual and moral moment. It is
to these limitations that this chapter will initially be addressed. This
does not mean tli«" I v/ish tc see C return tc the empiricist view of
knowledge and a behavioral orientation to clinical understanding. On
the contrary. As we lay out the problems inherent in the metaphor of
person as text, we can begin to glimpse the possibility for a significant
alternative to understanding human meaning. It is this relational
orientation to understanding that will be outlined in the closing
section of the paper.

THE IMPASSE OF INNER KNOWLEDGE

The contemporary concept of the text is at least as old as the
hermeneutic tradition itself. It is essentially a dualistic conception,
making a significant distinction between a primary domain of inten-
tionality or meaning, and a secondary domain of the intentions as
publicly manifest—meaning within the inner realm of the mind and
its expression within the objective text. For the early 16th-century

scholar, the biblical knowledge of the text qua text was only a means
to a much nobler end—namely, knowledge of God's will. Biblical
texts were the emanations of an agent far removed—akin to the
messages delivered by Hermes, the messenger of the gods. Hermes
himself is but a low and insignificant figure in comparison to the
profound powers he represented. It is thisjualistic conception ofthe
text—with an insignificant surface an3 a profound_ depth—that
continues to inform our contemporary undertakings. We read poetry
to ascertain its deeper insights into human nature; we discuss novels
and plays not in themselves but in terms of the deeper truths they
may reveal; we make fundamental distinctions between the manifest
and the latent content, the symptom and the unconscious source, the
significant and the signifiee, the surface and the deep structure, and so
on. Human understanding is achieved, we believe, when we success-
fully penetrate the surface and ascertain its source.

Yet, if we do embrace this dualistic conception of the text, precisely
how is the process of human understanding to proceed? How are we
to grasp the essential leanings or to gain intimacy with another? What
possibilities are there for human knowledge on the level of daily life,
within the therapeutic encounter, or within the halls of science? Let
us explore a single incident and work our way toward more general
conclusions. The incident is one I have used previously for a different
audience, but it has a certain saccharine charm that recommends its
repetition in the preser»t context.

We may begin with a simple dilemma: If I see my good friends
Ross and Laura approach each other at a social gathering, and Ross
reaches out and momentarily touches Laura's hair, precisely what
have I observed? What action has occurred before me? How am I to
interpret it? What does the action suggest about their relationship
and the manner in which I should regard it if I wish to retain their
friendship? Such dilemmas of interpretation are frequent; one might
even conjecture that they are as numerous as there are discriminable
social actions. And such dilemmas must be solved, it would appear,
in order for us to carry on effective interpersonal relations. How
then, do we normally solve the essential problem of behavioral
interpretation?

The problem is an especially vexing one, for it would appear that
the action in itself can tell us little. We know only that Ross has
engaged in a series of actions that might be described as "touching
Laura's hair." Yet this level of description is virtually unmformative.
What does it mean to engage in such an action? Of what interpersonal
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or theoretical significance is the behavior? This information is not
contained in the action itself. Perhaps the most compelling solution
to this dilemma lies in the employment of contextual indicators. We
may locate the meaning of a given action by placing it within the
context of its antecedents and its consequences-—its past and future
within the relationship itself and the culture more generally. Let us
first consider in this case the retrospective context, those events
believed to define the action but occurring prior to it. For example, if
Ross informed me the week before that he was madly in love with
Laura, this information would solve my dilemma. I could confidently
view his action as a signal of affection or attraction. If in later
interaction with Ross I were to treat it as such, and not as a signal of
derision, Ross and I would presumably continue to maintain a
smooth and umproblematic friendship.

We must expand the retrospective context. Ross's announcement
of the previous week may not be the only contextual constituent.
Suppose I also learned from Laura several days ago that she told Ross
she didn't really believe he was a warm and affectionate sort of
person. At this point we may doubt the initial conclusion that the act
was a signal of affection. Rather, we might consider the possibility
that it was an attempt on Ross's part to demonstrate that he is an
affectionate person after all. In effect, the action is not quite so much
an affectionate one as an act of self-presentation, or personal identifi-
cation. Yet, consider the nasty bit of gossip to which I was just
exposed: a mutual friend indicates that the lovers have recently had a
serious quarrel in which Laura accused Ross of being a prime egotist
who believes he can have any woman he likes. Laura has told him she
wants nothing more to do with him; he is vulgar, insensitive, and
aggressive. With this new information, we may wish to interpret the
action. Perhaps it was an act of derision on Ross's part after all.
Perhaps he was saying with this action that in fact he could have any
woman he wanted, and that Laura would soon be his in spite of her
abuse. Thus, to relate effectively with Ross at this point, it would be
appropriate to treat the act as one of derision as opposed to attraction
or self-presentation.

Yet, can one be so certain, after all, that derision is the proper
interpretation of the action? Perhaps Ross was badly hurt by Laura's
words and was making one last attempt to express his affection or to
demonstrate finally that he was a most affectionate kind of person.
More information is necessary before Ross's behavior can be inter-
preted with confidence. So far we have attended only to information

based on the retrospective context. For additional information we
must turn to the emergent context, that is, to relevant, defining
events that follow the action in question. For example, we immedi-
ately observe Laura smile and take Ross's hand. This reaction now
relieves our doubts. Laura had clearly been touched by Ross's gesture
and feels contrite over the scolding she has administered. The
stroking of the hair was a profound expression of affection after all.
Or was it? Several minutes later, when we see Ross talking briefly
with a friend, we notice that his posture and facial expressions are
those of a man who is very proud of himself. Perhaps the gesture was,
after all, not so affectionate in itself, but his attempt at successful
self-presentation. He is now quite pleased with himself because he
has apparently succeeded in convincing Laura of his open expressive-
ness. But the evidence is not yet complete. The following day we
learn that Laura subsequently asked Ross if she could borrow his car
to run an errand, and once the car was in her possession, she scraped
its entire right hand side against a stone wall and thereupon aban-
doned the vehicle. At last, the mystery is solved. Laura saw that the
stroking action was one of derision, yet treated it as an effective
gesture in winning her love. This she did in order to gain Ross's
confidence, wereupon she borrowed the car in order to damage it and
thus avenge the callous action.

A month later Ross and Laura are spied walking arm in arm. ...
Let us now collect several major propositions that may be derived

from this turgid saga.
1. The interpretation of any given action is subject to infinite

revision. As we are exposed to events from both retrospective and
emergent contexts, our manner of interpreting the present action is
continuously modified. Theoretically, this process is without limit.
First, the range of past indicators is without evident bounds, for we
must be prepared to account not only for all events in the lives of the
individuals in question but also for all those events within the
cultural history that shape current meanings. For example, in the case
of Ross's life, if we learned that his feelings of affection were often
fleeting, we might have been less inclined to view the action in
question as one of affection. With respect to the culture more
generally, if we learned that public touching between opposite sex
pairs was a culturally sanctioned signal of ownership or possession,
we might hesitate in accepting the event as proof of affection.

It is also>pparent that the relevance of one's life events or events
.'*vithin the cultural history may wax or wane according to our present
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manner of determining intelligibility. For example, events in Ross's
early childhood may be viewed by the psychoanalytic theorist as
relevant to the proper identification of the action in question (e.g., it
could be a reaction formation growing from the Oedipal period and
expressing the opposite from the apparent emotion). However, the
same early childhood events might not be viewed as relevant by one
who is unschooled in this particular system of intelligibility.

The emergent context is similarly without anchor point. The
present action is subject to continuous redefinition as further events
take place. As we saw, the final action cited (that of the couple
walking happily together) appeared to throw the "ultimate defini-
tion" once again into jeopardy. Yet, this latter event itself should
scarcely be considered final. Nor are the future actions relevant to the
interpretation only those uniting the two individuals. Any further
action on the part of any person may, if one possesses an appropriate
system of intelligibility, be employed to reconstruct the meaning of
the act in question. For example, if in the light of later social history
we learned that this historical period was one of great superficiality in
emotional expression, we might retrospectively discount the sinceri-
ty of Ross's action: perhaps it was simply a matter of artificial
stylistics. We see, then, that the interpretation of any given action is
effectively open-ended.

2. The anchor point for any given interpretation is not funda-
mentally CTHpirir.a!, hut relies on a network of interdependent and
continuously modifiable interpretations. This second proposition
amplifies the first. As we see, there is no obvious way in which one
can satisfactorily interpret any given action in itself. The action in
question does not furnish any empirical touchstone for proper
interpretation. One is thus forced to consider the context of events
both preceding and following the action. Yet, to extend the analysis,
we find that these events are also in need of interpretation, and one
must search the ever-unfolding context of events in order to deter-
mine their meaning as well. For example, we were moved to interpret
the stroking of Laura's hair as an expression of affection when we
took into account Ross's previous declaration of love. Yet, the
declaration itself is in need of interpretation. We must be certain that
it is a declaration of affection rather than an attempt on his part to
convince us of her ardor, for example, rather than an attempt at
self-convict ion, a whimsical gesture, an act of self-deception, or any
number of other reasonable competitors. In order to determine which
of the interpretations is valid, we are again driven outward to

consider the ever-unfolding context of events within which his
declaration is embedded.

Of course, events within these contexts are equally subject to the
interpretative dilemma. Thus, we find that the single, critical inter-
pretation is not fundamentally tied to any single set of observables;
rather the interpretation rests on a potentially immense array of
interdependent interpretations. Further, any given interpretation is
continuously subject to modification in light of a continuously
altering context, and any event occurring within the array may wax
and wane in its relevance as intelligibility systems evolve over time.
Thus the contextual array cannot be viewed as static but as in
continuous and reverberating motion.

3. Any given action may be subject to multiple interpretations,
no one of which is objectively superior. Our third proposition
extends the logic implied in our arguments thus far. In the initial
example, we took the perspective of a single observer of a given
action. However, this perspective is hardly sacrosanct and could be
replaced by a wide number of competitors. Each competitor might
differ in (1) what counts as or constitutes an event, (2) the range of
events to which he or she is exposed, and (3) the system of intelligibil-
ity used to make sense of the present action. Given the ultimate lack
of an empirical touchstone on which to rest any given interpretation,
one cannot easily argue for the superior validity of one conclusion as

One may contest this view on two grounds. First, it could be
countered that an explanation based on multiple contextual inputs is
superior to one that rests only upon a few. Yet, on closer inspection
this view fails to be convincing. At the outset, as the number of
events believed relevant to a given interpretation increases in num-
ber, one does not move unproblematically toward clarity of account.
Rather, it would appear, one might anticipate increasing doubt in any
given account. As increasing numbers of events are considered, their
contexts of interpretation appraised, and multiple interpretations are
encountered in the behavioral reports of others, so confidence in any
given interpretation might well be eroded. Thus, the most informed
account of any given action might be no account at all. Although
silence is philosophically defensible in this case, it does not enable us
to solve the essential dilemma of interpretation. A second problem in
seeking salvation through multiple indicators resides in the earlier
argument that the number and range of events considered relevant to
any interpretation may vary from one individual to another: events


