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Against Interpretation

Against interpretation is a phrase that resonates deeply within the realms of art criticism,
literary theory, and philosophical discourse. It challenges the conventional approach of
deciphering and analyzing works of art, urging audiences and critics alike to reconsider the
very act of interpretation. This concept, famously associated with the influential critic Susan
Sontag, advocates for experiencing art on its own terms rather than imposing external
meanings or overly complex analyses. In this comprehensive article, we explore the origins,
significance, and implications of "against interpretation," analyzing its impact across various
disciplines and its relevance in contemporary cultural conversations.

Understanding the Origins of "Against Interpretation"

The Cultural Context of the 1960s

The phrase "against interpretation" gained prominence in the 1960s, a period marked by a
shift in artistic and literary paradigms. During this era, the art world was influenced by
movements such as Abstract Expressionism, which emphasized emotion and individual
perception over representational accuracy. Critics and artists began questioning traditional
methods of interpretation, favoring direct visceral engagement with art.

Susan Sontag’s Pioneering Essay

The phrase is most notably associated with Susan Sontag's 1964 essay "Against
Interpretation," published in Partisan Review. In this influential work, Sontag argues that
excessive interpretation diminishes the sensory experience of art and reduces it to a mere
symbol or signifier. She advocates for a focus on the immediate experience of art,
emphasizing form, color, texture, and emotion over hermeneutic analysis.

The Core Principles of "Against Interpretation"

Prioritizing Sensory Experience

At its heart, "against interpretation" urges audiences to engage with art in a direct and
visceral manner. Instead of dissecting a painting's symbolic meanings, viewers are
encouraged to feel its colors, shapes, and textures. Key points include: - Emphasizing the
physical and emotional impact of art. - Valuing aesthetic experience over intellectual
analysis. - Recognizing the uniqueness of each individual's perception.



Critique of Over-Analysis

Sontag and other proponents criticize the tendency to over-analyze, which they see as: -
Reducing art to a set of signs or codes. - Ignoring the immediate, sensory pleasure art can
provide. - Potentially leading to a loss of spontaneity and authenticity.

Art for Art’s Sake

"Against interpretation" aligns with the idea that art should be appreciated for its intrinsic
qualities rather than as a vessel for ideological, political, or symbolic meanings.

Implications of "Against Interpretation" in Art and
Literature

In Visual Arts

The visual arts, especially abstract and avant-garde movements, exemplify "against
interpretation" by emphasizing form and emotion over narrative. Artists like Jackson Pollock
and Mark Rothko created works that resist straightforward symbolic interpretation. Impacts
include: - Encouraging viewers to experience art emotionally. - Challenging critics to rethink
traditional hierarchies of meaning. - Promoting an appreciation for non-representational art.

In Literature

In literature, the approach suggests that readers should immerse themselves in the
language, tone, and rhythm rather than seeking fixed symbolic meanings. Strategies
include: - Focusing on the aesthetic qualities of prose and poetry. - Avoiding over-
interpretation of allegories or themes. - Valuing the reader’s personal emotional response.

In Film and Performance Arts

Similarly, in film and performing arts, "against interpretation" encourages experiencing the
sensory and emotional aspects rather than dissecting every narrative element.

Criticisms and Limitations of "Against Interpretation"

Potential for Misinterpretation

While advocating for direct experience, critics argue that completely dismissing
interpretation can lead to superficial engagement with art. Concerns include: - Losing sight
of the societal, political, or historical context. - Overlooking the deeper meanings that artists
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embed. - Reducing art to mere surface aesthetics.

Balancing Experience and Analysis

Many scholars believe that a balanced approach is preferable—appreciating art both through
immediate sensory engagement and thoughtful analysis. Key considerations: - Recognize
when interpretation enhances understanding. - Use analysis to deepen the appreciation
rather than overshadow it. - Respect the artist's intended message without rigid adherence.

Contemporary Relevance of "Against Interpretation"

The Digital Age and Art Consumption

In today's digital landscape, where images and media are consumed rapidly, "against
interpretation" encourages viewers to pause and experience art directly, resisting the urge
to overanalyze in the age of social media commentary.

Experiential Art and Immersive Installations

Contemporary art forms such as immersive installations exemplify "against interpretation"
by inviting viewers to participate physically and emotionally rather than intellectually
dissect.

Postmodern Perspectives

While postmodernism often embraces multiplicity of meanings, some theorists advocate for
moments of sensory absorption, aligning with the "against interpretation" ethos.

Practical Applications of "Against Interpretation"

In Art Education

Educators can incorporate "against interpretation" by encouraging students to: - Engage
with artworks through direct observation. - Express their immediate reactions. - Reflect on
their personal experiences.

In Criticism and Curation

Critics and curators might: - Focus on creating immersive experiences. - Emphasize the
visual and sensory aspects of exhibitions. - Avoid overly dense theoretical explanations that
might alienate viewers.



For Art Enthusiasts and Collectors

Individuals can: - Allow themselves to simply enjoy artworks without overanalyzing. -
Recognize the value of emotional and aesthetic responses. - Cultivate a personal and
intuitive relationship with art.

Conclusion: The Legacy of "Against Interpretation"

"Against interpretation" remains a provocative and influential stance in the arts and
humanities. It champions the idea that art should be experienced first and foremost as an
aesthetic object, emphasizing sensory perception over intellectual analysis. While critics
argue that interpretation is essential for understanding deeper meanings, proponents
maintain that art's power often lies in its ability to evoke immediate emotion and personal
reflection. In an age inundated with information and analysis, embracing "against
interpretation" can serve as a reminder to slow down, engage directly, and appreciate art in
its purest form. Whether in visual arts, literature, or performance, this approach encourages
us to reconnect with the visceral and emotional core of artistic expression, fostering a richer,
more immediate relationship with the creative world. SEO Keywords: against interpretation,
Susan Sontag, art criticism, sensory experience in art, art analysis, abstract expressionism,
emotional engagement with art, art appreciation, visual arts, contemporary art, art
interpretation, aesthetic experience

Against Interpretation: Unraveling the Artistic and Theoretical Significance of Susan Sontag’s
Pioneering Essay

Introduction

In 1966, the literary and cultural critic Susan Sontag published an influential essay titled
"Against Interpretation" that would resonate profoundly within the realms of art criticism,
aesthetic theory, and cultural discourse. At its core, the essay challenges prevailing modes
of art interpretation that prioritize deciphering content over experiencing form, emphasizing
the importance of sensuous engagement and immediate aesthetic appreciation. Over the
decades, "Against Interpretation" has become a touchstone for debates surrounding the
purpose of art, the role of criticism, and the evolving relationship between viewer and
artwork.

This article aims to explore the depths of Sontag’s essay, situating it within its historical
context, analyzing its core arguments, and examining its ongoing influence and critiques. By
doing so, we intend to offer a comprehensive understanding of "Against Interpretation" not
merely as a static text but as a living dialogue that continues to shape contemporary
discussions of art and culture.
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Historical Context: The Cultural Climate of the 1960s

To appreciate the significance of "Against Interpretation," one must understand the cultural
and intellectual landscape of the 1960s. This was an era marked by rapid social change,
questioning of traditional authority, and a proliferation of new artistic forms.

Post-World War II Artistic Shifts

The aftermath of World War II saw a move away from representational art toward
abstraction and experimental forms. Artists like Jackson Pollock, Mark Rothko, and Yves Klein
emphasized emotion, sensation, and the materiality of their work, challenging the notion
that art’s primary purpose was to depict or interpret reality.

The Rise of Formalism and Structuralism

In literary and art criticism, formalism and structuralism gained prominence, emphasizing
the autonomous nature of art and the importance of form over content. Critics like Clement
Greenberg championed formal qualities, advocating for a focus on the medium and
technique rather than interpretation of symbolic meaning.

Philosophical Underpinnings

Philosophers such as Roland Barthes and Jacques Derrida were beginning to question the
notion of fixed meaning, emphasizing the role of language and the instability of texts. This
intellectual milieu laid the groundwork for Sontag’s critique of interpretative excess.

Core Arguments of "Against Interpretation"

At its heart, "Against Interpretation" advocates for a shift from a hermeneutic
approach—seeking to uncover hidden meanings—to an appreciation of art’s physical,
sensual, and experiential qualities.

The Critique of Interpretation

Sontag critiques the tendency of critics and viewers to overanalyze artworks, stripping them
of their immediate impact in favor of decoding symbolic or ideological messages. She argues
that this interpretative obsession can:

Diminish the visceral experience of art1.
Reduce artworks to intellectual puzzles2.
Obscure the aesthetic qualities that evoke emotion and sensation3.

Key quote:

“The interpretation of art is the revenge of the intellect upon art.”

She contends that interpretation often leads to a kind of censorship—limiting the viewer's



direct engagement—and can even distort the artist’s original intent or emotional resonance.

Emphasis on Sensuous Experience

Sontag champions a phenomenological approach, urging audiences to experience art
through their senses rather than dissect it intellectually. She advocates for appreciating the
form, color, texture, sound, and rhythm as primary avenues of engagement.

The Role of Art

According to Sontag, art’s purpose is not solely to convey meaning but to produce a
sensuous response. She suggests that artworks should be experienced as a source of
pleasure, emotion, and immediacy, rather than as riddles to be deciphered.

The Aesthetic and Theoretical Implications

"Against Interpretation" challenged the dominant critical paradigms of its time and laid the
groundwork for new aesthetic approaches.

Rejection of Didacticism

Sontag criticizes art criticism that seeks to impose moral or political messages, arguing that
such approaches can overshadow the aesthetic and emotional richness of artworks.

The Cult of Meaning vs. Experience

She warns against the elevation of interpretative meaning at the expense of sensory
engagement, emphasizing that the richness of art resides partly in its capacity to evoke
immediate response.

The Shift Toward a Sensuous Aesthetic

Her advocacy aligns with a broader move toward appreciating art as a form of aesthetic
experience, emphasizing the importance of beauty, form, and sensation over ideological or
symbolic content.

Impact and Influence

Since its publication, "Against Interpretation" has significantly influenced various fields:

Art Criticism: Encouraged critics to prioritize aesthetic experience and formal qualities.1.
Literary Theory: Fostered debates about the role of meaning versus form.2.
Philosophy of Art: Contributed to phenomenological and experiential approaches to3.
understanding art.

Notably, the essay also inspired movements such as the Aesthetic Movement and influenced
artists and critics who sought to prioritize sensory engagement over intellectual decoding.
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Critiques and Limitations

While "Against Interpretation" has been influential, it has also faced significant critiques.

Oversimplification of Meaning

Some argue that dismissing interpretation risks neglecting the complex layers of cultural,
political, and symbolic significance embedded in art.

Contextual and Political Dimensions

Critics contend that understanding a work’s interpretive context can deepen appreciation
and reveal critical insights, especially regarding social justice, historical trauma, or
ideological critique.

Artistic Diversity

Others note that the emphasis on sensory experience might marginalize artworks that
intentionally challenge perception or require deep cognitive engagement.

Contemporary Relevance: Interpretation in the Digital Age

In an era dominated by digital media, social networks, and rapid information dissemination,
"Against Interpretation" continues to resonate.

The Sensory Overload

The proliferation of visual and auditory stimuli emphasizes Sontag’s call for direct, sensuous
experiences amidst an overwhelming sea of information.

The Role of Criticism

Modern critics grapple with balancing interpretive analysis with experiential appreciation,
echoing Sontag’s advocacy for sensuous engagement.

Art in the Post-Modern Context

Post-modern art often blurs the lines between meaning and form, challenging critics and
audiences to reconsider the value of interpretation versus immediate experience.

Conclusion

"Against Interpretation" remains a seminal text that challenges us to reconsider how we
engage with art and culture. Its call for a focus on sensuous, immediate experience over
interpretive dominance continues to influence aesthetic theory, criticism, and practice.

While not dismissing interpretation entirely, Sontag’s essay invites a more balanced
approach—one that honors both the richness of meaning and the primal, visceral responses
that art can evoke. In a world increasingly obsessed with decoding and analysis, her



emphasis on direct experience serves as a reminder of the fundamental human desire for
beauty, sensation, and presence.

By revisiting "Against Interpretation," critics, artists, and audiences alike are encouraged to
embrace art’s capacity to move us beyond words, into the realm of feeling, perception, and
immediate understanding—a timeless pursuit that remains as relevant today as it was over
half a century ago.

Questions & Answers About against interpretation

N
o

Question Answer

1 What is the main argument of
Susan Sontag's essay 'Against
Interpretation'?

Susan Sontag's main argument is that modern art
should be experienced directly and sensually, rather
than analyzed or intellectualized, advocating for a
focus on aesthetic and emotional response over
interpretation.

2 How does 'Against
Interpretation' challenge
traditional art criticism?

'Against Interpretation' challenges traditional criticism
by rejecting over-interpretation and emphasizing the
importance of appreciating art for its form and
sensory impact rather than seeking hidden meanings
or symbolic content.

3 Why is 'Against Interpretation'
considered a pivotal essay in
postmodern art theory?

It is considered pivotal because it advocates for a
shift away from formal analysis towards appreciating
art's immediate sensory and emotional qualities,
influencing postmodern approaches that favor
pluralism and anti-essentialism.

4 In what ways does 'Against
Interpretation' influence
contemporary discussions on
art and media?

'Against Interpretation' encourages viewers and
critics to prioritize personal experience and emotional
engagement with art and media, promoting a more
subjective and less interpretive approach in
contemporary discourse.

5 How does Sontag's
perspective in 'Against
Interpretation' relate to
current trends like experiential
art?

Sontag's perspective aligns with trends like
experiential art that emphasize direct, visceral
engagement over intellectual analysis, emphasizing
the importance of sensory experience in
contemporary art practices.

6 What criticisms have been
raised against Sontag's
'Against Interpretation'?

Critics argue that dismissing interpretation can lead
to superficial engagement with art, overlooking the
depth of meaning and cultural context that
interpretation can provide, potentially reducing art to
mere sensation.
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7 How does 'Against
Interpretation' influence
modern criticism and art
appreciation today?

It has encouraged a more open, sensory-based
approach to experiencing art, inspiring critics and
audiences to value immediacy and emotional
response while cautioning against over-
intellectualization.

art criticism, structuralism, literary theory, deconstruction, textual analysis, semiotics,
reader-response theory, poststructuralism, formalism, hermeneutics
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