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The Text as Process and the Problem of 
Intentionality 

H A N S W A L T E R G A B L E R 

For well over a decade now, I believe, we have seen a productive 
process of critical reorientation of editing. This has been a reorienta-
tion towards the foundations of textual studies and editorial practice 
in criticism, and a critical—or meta-critical—reflection on the 
definable—or perhaps not always so easily definable—concepts of 
'work', 'author', 'text' or 'intention' in their implications for the 
pragmatic Operations of our discipline, and their results. Seen as 
problematical, these concepts have gained in critical contour, al-
though the complexity in which they stand revealed as relevant to 
textual analysis and editing has not necessarily made them easier to 
handle—and not at all easy to handle, it would seem, within the 
framework of the conventional model of the critical edition, hierar-
chically structured and designed, on a copy-text basis, to establish a 
stable reading text of unquestioned privilege. Hitherto, this model 
has been least affected by the process of critical reorientation, 
understandably so, for its assumed inviolability has provided the 
heuristic stepping-stone in the restructuring of the conceptual back-
ground of critical editing that we have been engaged in. Yet the point 
may now have been reached when our conceptions of the nature, the 
aims, and the potential of a critical edition, as well as those of the 
functional relationship of edition and editor, come into question. In 
this context, I venture to offer some reflections on the text as process 
and the problem of authorial intention. 

Jerome McGann's C r i t i q u e of M o d e r n T e x t u a l C r i t i c i s m of 1983, 
as we are all aware, is quite specifically a critique of the high 
functional role assigned to 'authorial intention' and 'final authorial 
intention' in current Anglo-American textual thinking.1 Recognising 
that role as a post-Greg ramification of the methodology erected on 
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the foundations of Sir Walter Greg's "Rationale of Copy-Text," 
McGann insists on severing again the connection, meanwhile fairly 
ingrained, between Greg's reasoned recommendations of how, in the 
face of divergent textual materials, to arrive pragmatically at edito-
rial decisions, and the subsequently-posited ideal of the critical 
edition as the global fulfillment of an author's intention. Thomas 
Tanselle, in his 1976 essay in Studies in B i b l i o g r a p h y entitled "The 
Editorial Problem of Final Authorial Intention," assumes a general 
agreement on this ideal.2 "Scholarly editors may disagree about 
many things," he opens his essay, "but they are in general agreement 
that their goal is to discover exactly what an author wrote and to 
determine whät form of his work he wished the public to have." The 
Statement falls into two parts. Following McGann's cue, we may 
consider that the second part " . . . and to determine what form of 
his work [the author] wished the public to have," if it means "to 
determine what form of his work, so as t o e s t a b l i s h it as t h e criticaily 
e d i t e d text, the author wished the public to have," does not follow 
inevitably from the first. Observance of the public form of the work 
and the intentionality implied in the act of publication carry consid-
erable weight with McGann and Tanselle as, perhaps, with most 
theorists in the field. Implied in my subsequent argument is the 
contention that the published form of a work need not categorically 
be an editor's main, and overriding, point of orientation. Under 
given conditions, rather, a critical edition q u a critical edition may 
legitimately claim the privilege of bringing into focus a form or 
forms of the work not attained in publication. 

My immediate point of departure, however, is the first part of 
Tanselle's Statement. Holding that the goal of editors is "to discover 
exactly what the authors wrote," it addresses the editorial problem 
of establishing a text in every Single and individual detail. Specifi-
cally, it would seem, 'to discover exactly what the author wrote' 
involves considering intention when what the author wrote in fact 
needs to be discovered because it is not evident, that is, when what he 
wrote is not at all, or at best mediately, documented. This, clearly 
enough, marks the point of entry of the notion of authorial intention 
into the methodological rationale of critical editing as we currently 
know it. To assess and determine the author's intention is deemed 
necessary or desirable, basically, in respect of individual readings. 
Here, in passing, and unless we hold it an axiom that the whole of a 
text is merely, and nothing but, the sum of its textual parts, we may 
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well concede to McGann's critique the point that to raise the notion 
of authorial intention from such basic application to the level of an 
overriding editorial principle is, at the very least, fraught with 
theoretical difficulty. 

On the basic level of Constitution of critical texts, to assess and 
determine authorial intention in respect of individual readings may 
be recognised as a rule of editorial procedure analogous to Greg's 
rule of following the copy-text for indifferent readings. For indif
ferent variants encountered in an editorial Situation, follow the 
copy-text; for invariant, yet suspect readings, follow the author. 
Thus paired, these rules are designed to avoid or eliminate potential 
or manifest transmissional error when establishing a stable critical 
text from documents that, however manifestly or inferrably corrupt, 
essentially provide only a Single Substantive basis. 

At a further level, authorial intention is invoked in situations 
where, according to current editorial practice, two or more Substan
tive bases call for procedures of eclectic editing. What defines each 
basis as Substantive is the manifest or inferred fact of authorial 
revision. The variants relevant to the act or acts of revision stand 
opposed no longer as 'erroneous' and 'correct'—that is, 'wrong' and 
'right'—but as 'invalid' and 'valid.' Thus it is here that the extended 
notion of 'final authorial intention' properly comes into play. Yet 
since the editorial concern remains with 'exactly what the author 
wrote', the 'final authorial intention,' too, is assessed properly only 
in respect of individual readings in pairs or series of authorial 
variants. 

It should also be noted, however, that the construing of 'authorial 
intention' as a common point of perspective seems to overshadow 
the appreciation of a difference in kind between authorial variants 
and transmissional errors: the commop manner of dealing with 
authorial variants reveals no fundamental change, even hardly a 
ripple of adjustment, in editorial thinking and procedure. 'Valid' 
and 'invalid' become subsumed under the categories 'correct' and 
'erroneous' (or 'right' and 'wrong'). In establishing a critical text, 
the final one among revisional variants is admitted as the right 
reading because it would—obviously—be wrong to retain its ante
cedens thereby annihilating the act of revision. What is near-to-
annihilated instead in the established critical edition is the superseded 
authorial variant, relegated as it is to apparatus lists in footnotes or 
at the back of the book, together with the bulk of rejected transmis-
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sional errors. This mode of editorial procedure is naturally furthered 
by the circumstance that revisional situations to be dealt with in acts 
of eclectic editing appear always embedded in surroundings from 
which the critical text must be established against transmissional 
corruption. The editorial approach levels out the categories of 
variants that differ in their nature, and the desired result remains the 
stable critical text. 

An edition that, in providing a stable reading text, relegates 
superseded authorial variants much as it rejects transmissional errors 
may in a sense claim to be modelled on the result of an author's 
endeavour to arrive at the form of the work he wishes the public to 
have, in a text of "final authorial intention." That result is always 
the result of revision, and revision—from the author's point of 
view—implies rejection. But authorial rejection cannot be equated 
with editorial rejection. Authorial revision and rejection spring from 
willed, and essentially free, choice. Editorial rejection, by contrast, 
results from critical assessment and is pre-determined by the textual 
materials on which the critical sense is exercised. What the editor 
rejects—what it is an important part of his critical business to 
reject—are extraneous elements of textual corruption. Under this 
category, however, authorial rejections—that is, superseded autho
rial variants witnessing to the authorial acts of writing and the text's 
development—cannot properly be subsumed. Yet they are tendenti-
ally so subsumed in a type of edition that emulates a text of final 
authorial intention in the form of a stable critical text. It appears, 
therefore, that the underlying edition model does not answer ade-
quately to the process character of the text under the author's 
revisional hand. 

What the edition model implicitly posits is an editor vicariously 
assuming an authorial role. This shows as much in his trained focus 
on a stable text (oftentimes termed an 'ideal text') as it does in his 
claim to be fulfilling the author's intention. To attempt, in search of 
a viable alternative edition model, to recast the editor not in an 
authorial, but in a properly editorial role involves therefore trying to 
define a specifically editorial perspective on the questions of textual 
stability and of authorial intention. 

A work revised in successive stages Signals the author's free 
intentional choices at any given textual stage, and the aggregate of 
stages may justifiably be considered to embody his final intentions 
with regard to the work as a whole. Yet, since the author's choices 
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are in principle free, the aggregate of stages is also always in principle 
open to further modification through continued revision. This means 
that the text of a work under the author's hand is in principle 
unstable. Instability is an essential feature of the text in progress. 
Nevertheless, the author who is always free to continue to revise is 
also free by an act of will to close the process of revision, which he 
does by Publishing or otherwise leaving the text. This may appear as 
an achievement of textual stability by a performative act of final 
intention. However, the stability achieved—barring transmissional 
corruption by which it remains threatened—is strictly that of a 
specific textual version. It does not cancel out the instability of the 
text in process, which the author can at most set aside, but never 
undo. Nor can the editor undo it, and, regardless of the author's 
attitude, he may choose—indeed, he has the freedom—not to set it 
aside. Since the instability of the text in process is not cancelled out 
by the final or any other authorial textual version, it can and should 
not be editorially neglected—though this is what happens in a critical 
edition hierarchically oriented towards a stable critical text. 

Yet textual instability that is an expression of free intentional 
choice from the authorial angle takes on a different aspect under 
editorial perspective. Whereas for the author the text is open and 
indeterminate, for the editor it is determinate. Its instability is 
confined within the complex, yet closed System of the words and 
signs on paper that convey the author's revisionally stratified text. 
The author's rejections and revisions are in the nature of events. 
They leave a record when, though only in so far as, committed to 
paper. As events they are tied up and ramified in contexts, yet as 
records they appear particularized and localised as variant readings. 
The variant records thus do not constitute the authorial acts of 
rejection and revision themselves. Rather, they represent them as 
written deeds of textual invalidation and Validation. It is these 
localised written deeds that the editor is confronted with and that 
he—and the critic to whom he ministers in preparing an edition— 
must in turn analytically read. The text in the determinate record of 
its instability falls to the editor therefore not for the fulfillment of its 
real or assumed teleology, but for the description and analysis of its 
documentary existence. It is because the record is determinate that it 
becomes amenable to editorial scrutiny and treatment at all. Yet 
underlying the text recorded are the intention-guided processes that 
cause its instability. The process-character of the text is thus 
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ultimately due to the process-nature of authorial intention. Hence 
authorial intention cannot rightly provide a constitutive basis, 
statically conceived, for editorial Performance. Instead, being the 
constitutive base of the text (as is implied in the record of willed 
textual changes), authorial intention, as the dynamic mover of 
textual processes, requires to be editorially set forth for critical 
analysis. So viewed, authorial intention is not a metaphysical notion 
to be fulfilled but a textual force to be studied. 

It were a task beyond the scope allowed me today to pass at this 
point from the general to the specific and to develop in all its relevant 
features of design an edition model that would answer to the 
theoretical demand. It is likely, indeed, that no Single model would 
answer, but that, with the shifting of 'authorial intention* from an 
absolute to a relative position in the theory of editing and, hence, 
within the conceptual design of a critical edition, one would look to 
different forms of editorial realisation to present, and be capable of 
presenting, authorial intention as a textual force to be studied. 

I will refer only very summarily to the critical edition of James 
Joyce's Ulysses as an edition realised on the theoretical assumptions 
I have outlined.3 Its innovative synoptic apparatus notation analys-
ing the genetic progression of the work is designed precisely to lay 
open the records reflecting the Operation of the author's intentions in 
the making of the text. But it also draws editorial critical conclusions 
from that Operation. As a consequence—and this should not be 
overlooked—the edition provides a reading text, extrapolated from 
and, as it were, merely accompanying the synoptically notated 
edition text, whose shape and apparent stability are explicitly of 
editorial critical making. What it makes explicit, however, has 
always been implicit in the acts of editing. The stability of a critical 
text conceived and presented wholly as a reading text is equally of 
editorial making. Hence, too, a critically edited text can never claim 
to be definitive; indeed, the notion of 'definitiveness' would seem 
logically incongruous with the precepts of scholarly critical editing. 

These realisations may appear daunting, and it might be consid-
ered 'safer' in their light not to aim at providing reading texts at all, 
but instead to define apparatus formats only as properly equivalent 
to the process-character of texts. This is a concept quite seriously 
entertained by some theoreticians and practitioners of editing for 
example, in Germany.4 It emphasises the presentation of textual 
matter over the critical establishment of text, or texts. If ultimately 
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untenable, in my opinion, for the editing of texts from a multi-
document basis ("Textedition"), it is arguably justifiable in the 
specialised field of "Handschriftenedition," i.e., the editing of 
manuscripts as manuscripts. Here, in specific editorial situations, 
presentation may well be given precedence over critical editing, and 
editorial judgement firmly relegated to apparatus sections devised 
for the purpose. An extremely interesting case in point has been 
developed by the Brecht scholar and editor Gerhard Seidel, who in a 
recent article has offered an apparatus model expressly designed for 
the study and discussion of Brecht*s shifting intention in the course 
of versions of a poem reacting to the implied political stance taken by 
the poem's addressee, Karl Kraus, toward the Coming into power of 
the Nazi regime. The salient feature in this apparatus model is a 
discursive apparatus section explicating the contextual implications 
of the authorial rejections and revisions as displayed in the sequence 
of discrete versions—each a text to be read, but none the edition's 
reading text—that make up the textual section itself of the edition.5 

The devising of a discursive apparatus section is a telling indica-
tion that an edition opening up 'authorial intention' as a subject for 
study is itself situated at the systematic point of intersection of 
editing and literary criticism. It is a point of intersection that 
'critique genetique,' such as it has been developed in France—and 
into which the contributions of Dr. Hay and Dr. Lebrave give 
further insights, approaches from the critical angle. Critical dis-
course and editorial presentation always run close, and are often 
interdependent. In the extended version on my 1981 STS paper 
recently published in T E X T 1,6 as you may recall, I develop a critical 
discourse from the synoptic notation of a passage in Ulysses for 
which I might not have found the critical clues had I not first edited 
the text. To end my paper today, I wish, on a mainly descriptive 
level, to sketch out a 'critique-genetique'-type of approach to some 
textual materials for which an editorial presentation format has not 
yet been developed. The work concerned is Ezra Pound's Carito L I , 
whose preserved manuscript materials I have quite recently happened 
to encounter. They permit some fascinating glimpses of authorial 
intentions in progress. 

Two or three segments into the published text, we get involved in 
a section concerned with fly-fishing. It culminates: 
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12 of March to 2nd of April 
Hen pheasant's feather does for a fly, 
green tail, the wings flat on the body 
Dark für from a hare's ear for a body 
a green shaded partridge feather 

grizzled yellow cock's hackle 
green wax; harl from a peacock's tail 
bright lower body; about the size of pin 
the head should be. can be fished from seven a.m. 
tili eleven; at which time the brown marsh fly comes on. 
As long as the brown continues, no fish will take 

Granham 

Juxtaposed to it is the next segment beginning 
That hath the light of the doer, as it were 
a form cleaving to it. 
Deo similis quodam modo 
hic intellectus adeptus 
Grass; nowhere out of place. Thus speaking in 

Königsberg 
Zwischen die Volkern erzielt wird 
a modus vivendi. 

A quotation in an approximation of German? and Königsberg? Are 
we to think of Immanuel Kant? A source note reveals a wholly 
different point of initial reference: 

"Es ist die höchste Zeit, das endlich eine wirkliche 
Verständigung zwischen den Völkern erzielt wird. 

Rudolf Hess, Königsberg 
8 July 1934" 

In the typed note possibly excerpted from a newspaper report, 
Pound encircles the opening phrase and emphatically repeats in 
pencil "Yah es die hoschste Zeit ist." In a draft fragment, the 
excerpt is raised to the tone of incantation and attracts philosophical 
reflection: 

"O Grass, my uncle, that are nowhere out of place!" 
Es ist die höchste 
Die höchste Zeit das endlich 
Endlich eine Verständigung 
Zwischen den Volkern erzielt wird. Königsberg July 8 
(anno dodici, Rudolf Hess) 

light that is the first form of matter 
that hath the light of the doer, 
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as a form cleaving to it 
from "possibilis et agens" is the intellect adept, 
est intellectus adeptus compositus 
Deus similis modo, and to know what all desire, 
this is felicity contemplativa. 

On several separate sheets of typescript, whose temporal relationship 
is not readily discernible, variations are played on this collocation of 
ideas, while on other sheets, and independently, as it seems, the 
fly-fishing motif is elaborated. In the draft fluidities, then, the two 
complexes at some point merge, most remarkably so perhaps in the 
amalgamation achieved in these lines from one draft fragment: 

Das Endlich, said Hess, a means of understanding 
together 

shd be found between nations. Toiling over the booty 
Fish to be caught with cunning; 
small or fly 
dry hackle. etc 

Here the contextual yoke permits us to recognise a significant 
transposition to metaphor of the fishing image. The explicit direct-
ness is transitory, as the printed version shows. But it holds a clue to 
the background of intentions and meaning governing the wording as 
well as the juxtaposition of segments in Carito L I . A marginal note 
added in ink to the incantatory (first?) draft would appear to signal 
the impulse from which the poem's meanings changed direction. It 
reads: "Follows lgty murder of Dollfuss." The act of R e a l p o l i t i k 
perpetrated in late July 1934, by which Nazi Germany callously 
turned the course of neighbouring Austria's politics to its own ends, 
dampens the enthusiasm with which the invocation of an under
standing between nations was first greeted. The public phrases stand 
revealed as baits of oratory cunningly held out to the unwary. 
Implicit in the work, then, is political meaning, and evident from the 
fragments of the work's genesis are the dramatic shifts of intention 
that control the utterance in the recorded endeavours to infuse such 
meaning into the poetry. 

An edition of Ezra Pound's C a n t o s is nowhere yet in sight. If and 
when it is undertaken, it cannot merely aim at establishing a text. It 
can hope to be an adequate response to the work only if it lays open 
the text in process as moved into multiple directions and dimensions 
of meaning by force of developing and shifting authorial intentions.7 
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