Mr. J. H. Smith




Selection Number:  1229
Special Skills File

Classroom Use Only




Copy Number:

Please DO NOT write on this page.  Handle this material very carefully as more students need to use it after you.  Sign this material out then check it back in.


F#JHS0317 of 7/4/96 from F#1229 of 4/20/85.



page one

TITLE:  GENERAL RULES OF INTERPRETATION

AUTHOR:  Mr. J. H. Smith

1.
Interpret the words and sentences of an author literally unless such an interpretation results in a contradiction, absurdity, or nonsense.

a.
Be very careful not to label as nonsense what might merely be strange or contrary to your own personal point of view or frame of reference.

b.
Sometimes the immediate context will indicate a non‑literal interpretation must be understood ("trees clapped their hands").

c.
Watch for the literal truth or meaning which is being figuratively illustrated in such a passage.

2.
Do not give or attribute a meaning that would be foreign to the knowledge or understanding of the author or the original audience, or a meaning which would be outside the purpose of the original author.  (Thus, there are no flying saucers in the Bible).

3.
Do not interpret one statement or part of a document, law, contract, or work of literature in a way which makes it contradict another part.  All the parts must agree without contradictions.  Authors write to be understood, not to confuse their audience.

a.
In literature, and sometimes elsewhere, an author may write an intended ambiguity.

b.
Sometimes our personal perception of the truth, or our knowledge of the cultural context which produced a document, is incomplete, and our own deficiency of knowledge may lead us to find ambiguity, paradox, and contradiction where there is none.

c.
An author, particularly when treating of philosophical and religious subjects, may intentionally introduce paradox (determinism versus free will).
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4.
A correct interpretation takes account of all the material in the document, and sometimes related documents.

a.
You cannot legitimately pick and choose separate statements and combine them arbitrarily.

b.
You cannot leave out material which, if included, would require or necessitate a change in the interpretation.

c.
Whenever an interpretation involves the comparison of two or more subjects, the interpretation must take into account not only the similarities but also the differences which exist.

5.
Read what comes before and what comes after the sentence you are interpreting.  A correct interpretation always fits into the scope, meaning, and purpose of the surrounding passage or context.  A text out of context is a pretext.

6.
An interpretation must be in harmony with the grammar of the sentences involved, and in harmony with the meanings of the words which make up the sentences.

7.
Always interpret obscure, difficult texts in the light of other passages on the same topic in the same or related documents which are clear in meaning.

8.
A correct and authoritative interpretation must be based upon what the text itself says, not upon what someone else claims it says.

9.
All that is required to establish an interpretation as correct is evidence (which is in harmony with these rules) from the text sufficient to convince an adequately informed, neutral, unbiased person.

10.
When there are two differing interpretations of a document or a part of a document, if the interpretations are contradictory, they cannot both be correct.  One or the other must be wrong, or they may both be wrong, but they cannot both be right.  A correct interpretation must comply with the rules of interpretation; a wrong or incorrect interpretation will always be found not to comply with the rules. 
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