
1270 

I. A. Richards 
1893-1979 

----Ivor Armstrong Richards was born in England and educated at Magdalen c II 
Cambridge. He studied philosophy under G. E. Moore, whose powerful in:ueege, 
extended as well to Bertrand Russell and many of the analytic philosoph nee 
Russell's generation. At Magdalen, Richards met fellow student c. K. Ogdeners .0f 
whom he would coauthor two books and, in later years, develop the "Basic En~:~~ 
project, ~o~gh which Richards hope~ to impro:e international understanding. A~ 
completmg his undergraduate degree m 1915, Richards pursued medical studies w·tb 
the intention of becoming a psychoanalyst. Tuberculosis kept him out of the F~ 
World War, although it did not prevent him from becoming an avid moun~ 
climber. After the war, Richards dropped his medical studies and passed up an op
portunity to become a professional mountaineer in order to become a lecturer in En
glish and moral philosophy at Magdalen, his old college. He soon became a leading 
figure in the development of modern literary criticism. No field of study seemed for
eign to him, and his many books and articles are marked by his continuing enthusi
asm for psychology, linguistics, anthropology, information theory, and philosophy. 

In The Philosophy of Rhetoric (1936), Richards defines rhetoric in two ways: as 
"how words work in discourse" and as "the study of misunderstanding and its reme
dies." These definitions summarize two distinctive features of Richards's work: 
first, his theory that the meaning of words is a function of their interpretation in con
text and, second, his mission to promote better understanding by criticizing impedi
ments to understanding and by creating tools for effective communication. 

Richards's idea that meaning is a function of interpretation takes shape in The 
Meaning of Meaning (1923; excerpted here). In this wide-ranging and much
admired book, Richards and coauthor C. K. Ogden explain that words are symbols 
or signs, and signs require interpretation: "Throughout almost all our life we are 
treating things as signs. All experience, using the word in its widest possible sense, 
is either enjoyed or interpreted (i.e., treated as a sign) or both, and very little of it es
capes some degree of interpretation."' Meaning does not reside in the words or 
signs themselves; to believe that it does is to fall victim to the "proper meaning su
perstition," the belief that words have inherent meaning. Following a model derived 
from pioneering semiotician C. S. Peirce, Ogden and Richards propose that signs 
refer to a mental image (the reference) that itself stands for something in the world 
(the referent). The "reference" of a sign is by no means a unique thing. The inter· 
preter understands the sign in context, which may be the surrounding verbal con
text, in the case of words; the experiences associated with the sign; or both. Th~I 
these concepts are so familiar to us today may well owe something to Richards 1~ 
boldness in combining ideas from psychology, philosophy, linguistics, anthr0Po 
ogy, and literary criticism in this early work. 

. . . y k· Harcoutt 11. A. Richards and C. K. Ogden, The Meaning of Meaning (1923; 8th ed., New or · 
Brace and Co., 1946), p. 50. 
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Ogden and Richards go on to discuss the relationships among signs, thoughts, 
d things (some of this discussion is included in our excerpt). They review the 

all te of research in what we now call semiotics, summarizing and comparing the :as of Peirce, Ferdinand ~e Saussur~, E~mund Husserl, and o~ers. They set. f~rth 
behavioristic theory of mterpretatlon-m-context-an extension of association 

1 chology-in which a cluster of ideas rather than a single image serves as the 
~ference" of a word (an idea Richards repeats in Lecture II of The Philosophy of 
Jl}ietoric; excerpted h~re). In additi~n, they .compare the many dif~erent ~e'.111ings of 

caning in popular, literary, and phdosophical usage, and they pnnt a stnking essay 
: anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowsky, "The Problem of Meaning in Primitive 
Languages," that illustrates the usefulness of the theory put forward by Ogden and 
Richards. Meaning is rhetorical, they conclude, because language is "an instrument 
for the promotion of purposes" and not simply "a means of symbolizing refer

ences."2 
For Richards, as for Kenneth Burke (p. 1295), literature is a privileged form of 

language in that it provides cases of compressed meanings clearly in need of inter
pretation. The methods developed in the laboratory of criticism can then (so the ar
gument goes) be applied to life. In applying his theories to literature, Richards cre
ates a new kind of criticism. Poetry, Richards says in The Principles of Literary 
Criticism (1924), is like other experiences and, like them, should be analyzed as a 
kind of sign. Poems are complex verbal environments in which words are highly 
dependent on context for meaning and effect. Criticism, then, is a description of this 
environment, its structure, and its effects. 

In Practical Criticism (1929), Richards reports on an experiment in which he 
asked students to interpret poems stripped of all "external" information, such as the 
author's name and the date of composition. Richards analyzes the students' re
sponses, searching for impediments to the understanding of the poems. He then 
classifies these impediments and proffers possible remedies. His approach soon be
came the dominant critical method in England and the United States, challenging 
historicism and influence mongering with a rigorous method of close reading. By 
limiting context to the immediate verbal structure, Richards can focus on a reader's 
experience of the poem itself and diminish the importance of historical and bio
graphical knowledge. 

But there is a difficulty here. It is clear from Richards's own analyses of the 
Poems that he knows perfectly well the name of the author and the historical cir
cumstances of composition and, moreover, that he (unlike most of the students) has 
access to another kind of context as well: the expert's special knowledge about what 
lllay and may not be said about a poem. The context of Richards' s experience is the 
"~rrect" context-namely, the experience of reading and studying many poems. 
Richards classifies as impediments to understanding those associations which come 
~m experiences in other realms ("mnemonic irrelevances" or "doctrinal adhe
~tons") or from misapprehensions about what poetry is ("critical preconceptions" or 
stock responses"). Thus, his psychology is like Bacon's in that it searches for the 

'See p. l 277 in this book. 
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idols that tum our thoughts into the "wrong" channels. Meaning may thus b 
d b . e dePe ent on context, ut some contexts, 1t seems, are more appropriate than other II 

The problem of defining context appears again in The Philosophy of R;· . 
Richards lucidly explains the need for a contextual theory of meaning to co ~1011 

"proper meaning superstition" - the belief that words have inherent mean~ at the 
notion of context, which he equates with rhetoric's attention to the effectsngf ~ 
course on the audience, will become the foundation of a new rhetoric. Richar; !Is. 
repeats the definition of context as the set of associations clinging to a word t~ en 
experience. Finally, he moves on to the "literary" sense of context, which he 

0
: 

"the interinanimation of words." Of the several definitions of context he h~ f. 
fered, this last is the one he seems to prefer. In communication generally, as in Ii~. 
ature, meaning depends on the immediate verbal environment, not on dictionary de
finitions of words. The paradigmatic case of the interinanimation of words ~ 
Richards, is metaphor. Richards, though less insistent than Nietzsche, offers · .. ~~ 
principle of metaphor" as a model of all language. The "tenor" and the "vehicle"_ 
the two things compared in a metaphor-mutually limit the range of interpretation. 
In understanding a metaphor, we do not simply apply the characteristics of the ve
hicle to the tenor, as might be supposed. Rather, we understand the one by the other: 
For example, with "My love is like a red, red rose," we take only certain character
istics of the vehicle (the beauty of the rose, not its thorns) because of the nature of 
the tenor (my love). All discourse, Richards argues, works this way. We understand 
the meaning and connotations of a word or phrase by what surrounds it, while the 
surroundings are modified by the word or phrase. 

In his later work, Richards continues to refine the definition of context. In Inter
pretation in Teaching (1938), he separates literary context from experiential context 
and observes that both are essential to understanding. And in a 1953 essay, "Toward 
a Theory of Comprehending" (in Speculative Instruments), he proposes a seven-part 
analysis of context based on the Shannon-Weaver model of communication. "A 
comprehending," says Richards, "is an instance of a nexus established through past 
occurrences of partially similar utterances in partially similar situations- utter
ances and situations partially co-varying."3 Richards continued to work on this 
model of context for many years, never satisfied that it identified all the necessary 
elements or their interactions in producing meaning. 

The essay on comprehending was inspired, Richards says, by thoughts about 
translating Chinese into English. Translating and teaching languages are expre~
sions of his attempts to apply his theories practically, to reduce misunderstanding 111 

the world. This mission led him to create "Basic English," a vocabulary of 85o 
words (later supplemented by audiovisual aids) that could be used to teach English 
as a second language and to make difficult texts more accessible. Richards spent 
three years at Harvard in the thirties working on this project, studied cartooning at 
the Disney studios as part of his search for effective visual aids, and traveled to 
China twice to study translation. He translated the Iliad into Basic English and pro-

31. A. Richards, Speculative Instruments (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1955), PP· 23-24· 
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•.• ..A with Christine Gibson, a series of texts and workbooks designed to teach not 
~easic English. but als~ Basic French, Spanish, It~ian, Rus~ian, and ~ebr~w. 

yse projects, which dommated the last decades of Richards's hfe, met with httle 
: ptance; indeed, they were viewed with dismay by those literary critics who 
to0ked for his return to the field in which he had had such tremendous influence. 
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I. A. Richards and C. K. Ogden 

From The Meaning of Meaning 

Throughout the Western world it is agreed 
that people must meet frequently, and that it is 
not only agreeable to talk, but that it is a matter 
of common courtesy to say something even when 
there is hardly anything to say. "Every civilized 
lllan," continues the late Professor Mahaffy, to 
Whose Principles of the Art of Conversation we 

owe this observation, "feels, or ought to feel, this 
duty; it is the universal accomplishment which 
all must practise"; those who fail are punished by 
the dislike or neglect of society. 

There is no doubt an Art in saying something 
when there is nothing to be said, but it is equally 
certain that there is an Art no less important of 
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