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We are in the grip of the text. Almost four centuries ago. Shakespeare
opined that "All the world's a stage. and all the men and women merely play-
ers” ("As You Like It"). But as we stand on the verge of the 21st century. we
seem to believe that all the world's a text and all the men and women merely
readers. Denzin (1997) has characterized the problems, prospects, and forms
of interpretive, qualitative, ethnographic work in the sixth moment of its
development as all having to cdlo with the text. Geertz (1983) tells us that social
institutions, social customs. and social changes are all in some sense “read-
able™; Ricoeur (1981) defends the view that social action can be read like a text:
Taylor (1985) employs a textual paradigm in explaining the aim of the herme-
neutical human sciences: Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics appealstoa
textual model. and of course, for Derrida and Rorty, everything is a text. In
sum, the text is the primary model for the object of interpretation.

But, as Gallagher (1992) explains in Hermeneutics and Education, if all inter-
pretation is modeled on textual interpretation, it follows that interpretation
must be akind of reading. since its object is always akind of text™ (p. 321). Gal-
lagher argues that

the modern, Romantic emphasis on the interior subject. the mind as the theatre
of interpretation (in contrast to the public theatre of the ancients), goes hand in
hand with the focus on textual interpretation. where interpretation is reading
and reading is aninterior process. To the extent that modern hermeneutics takes
its orientation from the text as its model object and makes interpretation a silent
reacling, and thus an interior understanding, it tends to exclude explication.
pedagogical presentation, and educational experience from the interpretive
process. (p. 325)

There are two problems with mocdeling understanding on the reading of a
text. First, as Gallagher suggests. in such a model. understanding and inter-
pretation become private, “interior” undertakings. To be sure. at least two
current conceptions of reading—the interactive and the transactional or con-
structionistapproaches (Straw & Saclowy. 1990)—clefine reading as a genera-
tive act involving both text and reader. yet that act remains largely internal. It
is internal (or “interior”) in the sense that understancing and interpretation
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are under the control of a self-reflective, autonomous, rational subject. Read-
ing is conceived of as a mental act, an activity of an individual conscious
mind. Self-reflection and autobiography are primary starting points for read-
ing. Second, when we model understanding on textual interpretation, on
reading comprehension, we are inclined to conceive of the task of under-
standing as that of the interior, private reconstruction (or construction) of
meaning (i.e., understanding) followed by the public representation of that
meaning (i.e., interpretation).
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