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How Does “Meaning”’ Grow in Context: A Research
in Bakhtin's Textual Communication Theory

Lu Xiaoche

Abstract: In 1943, the Belgian linguist E. Buyssens put forward the concept of “Discourse”, which had
since become popular in the academic world. But long before that, in the 1920s, Bakhtin had already put
forward a quite similar concept, the “Utterance”. One of its main features is the essential role ascribed to
the author behind each complete linguistic unit. When there is a change as to the identity of the author,
the “Discourse” will also become a different one. The context, however, is the situation, standpoint or
perspective from which the reader interprets the “Discourse or Utterance”. The interpretation and
understanding of the significance of the “Discourse or Utterance” is based on the context. Without a given
context, correct comprehension of “Discourse” is simply unconceivable. Connotative meaning, on the
other hand, comes from the reader's interpretation or understanding of the author's significance. However,
this is not to say that the reader is given a free rein in his or her interpretation of the author’s significance.
The author's work 1s the ground on which the reader's interpretation must be built. According to Bakhtin's
textual communication theory, the reader's understanding of the author is through the dialogue with the
author. In this “dialogue”, the reader has to take the viewpoint of the other party, i.e. the author, into
consideration. In addition, the reader's mission is, through this “dialogue”, to have a complete and thorough
understanding of the author’s “significance”. This can partially explain why “there are a thousand Hamlets
in a thousand people’s eyes”, a phenomenon that comprises both the “ONE” and the “MANY”, a pair
imbued with philosophical and theological implication. The ONE here refers to the author's “significance”,
and the MANY refers to meanings the reader gets from the dialogue with the author. And it should be noted
that in the works of great writers such as Shakespeare, Dostoevsky and Cao Xueqin, the author's ONE is
very rich in significance, and allows for various interpretations. Over the many years, from their specific
contexts, different readers may “dig out” multifarious meanings in their exploration of the author's ONE.
Though personal preference and predilection are unavoidably involved in the process of interpretation, the
reader should always guard against any bias or one-sided view. It is a positive and ideal reader’s duty to
actively accept the constraint on his or her interpretation of the author’s meaning, something the reader can
forever approach, but a culmination in perfect and final understanding would be out of the question. For
example, Chinese readers have been reading the Book of Songs for thousands of years, but they are in no
position to say they have exhausted the meanings of those poems. With the progress of history and change
in reading contexts, the Book of Songs will continue to produce new meanings for different generations of

new readers. This is the historical and cultural exposition of “meaning” in the time to come.
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