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Our species has been hunting for meaning ever since we departed from our

cousins in the evolutionary tree. We are lucky (as compared to other animals)

to be able to share the articulate experience of our fellows through

sophisticated forms of communication. Yet, alas!, we quickly learn that our

means of communication, as much as they can convey meaning and foster

understanding, can also hide meaning and prevent comprehension. For we

can never be sure that a smile indicates pleasure, that a “yes” conveys assent,

or that an assertion reveals the speaker’s belief. In order to ascertain what

such communicative behavior “means”, we have to go through an elaborate

cognitive process of interpretation. It is rather miraculous that we succeed in

understanding each other more often than not.

This book attempts to clarify the principles and the practice through which

we achieve this daily miracle The essays it contains are organized in three

parts – Theorizing, Applying, and Meeting the Alternatives, united by an

extensive Foreword which suggests their inter-connections. Since

understanding and interpretation span over all our activities, an adequate

theory of these capacities and practices cannot remain confined to narrow

disciplinary boundaries. Largely based on the author’s contributions to

pragmatics, the book confronts alternatives to his perspective, and takes into

account also the other language-oriented disciplines – linguistics, philosophy

of language, rhetoric, theory of literature. But it has outgrown these academic

limits into practice, e.g., legal practice, artificial intelligence, psychoanalysis,

aesthetics, and politics. The book, therefore, is addressed not only to

specialists in the language and communication disciplines, but to anyone

interested in interpreting understanding and understanding the potentialities

and limits of interpretation.
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