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What is an allusion?1 The answer seems obvious
at first. An allusion is an indirect reference.
While this definition may be a convenient start-
ing point, it is, as we shall see, not a satisfactory
final answer. But why ask the question at all?
Most educated people have a fairly clear idea of
what an allusion is and have done well with it.
This may be the case, but I would suggest that
literary theory is the worse for not having come
to a clearer understanding of this term. There is,
to be sure, no shortage of studies detailing the
use of allusion. Witness, for example, the vast
quantity of work devoted to T. S. Eliot’s use of
allusion in The Waste Land and Alexander
Pope’s use of allusion in The Rape of the Lock.
Still, what nearly all such studies neglect is the
basic question: What is an allusion? And the re-
sult is confusion. Whereas there is no shortage
of theoretical work on such subjects as irony and
metaphor, there is a scarcity of theoretical work
on allusion, a small number of articles, and no
books.2

One might suggest that the reason for the
scarcity is that it is just not a very important or
interesting topic, but surely this is not the case.
Allusion is bound up with a vital and perennial
topic in literary theory, the place of authorial in-
tention in interpretation, and in literature itself
allusion has become an increasingly pivotal de-
vice. How different would twentieth-century po-
etry be without ubiquitous allusion? As we shall
see, allusion is a difficult and elusive topic. Still,
difficulty alone cannot explain the lack of atten-
tion to allusion, and, thankfully, it is not the pur-
pose of this paper to explain this lack of atten-
tion. Rather, here we shall provide an answer to
the question: What is an allusion? To begin, we
shall articulate a definition of the term. We shall
then consider, in detail, the role of intention in

allusion. Finally we shall consider “accidental
associations,” the reader’s response independent
of authorial intent.

I. A DEFINITION OF ALLUSION

The definition of allusion is at the root of our in-
quiry. The Oxford English Dictionary defines al-
lusion as “a covert, implied, or indirect refer-
ence.” It is clear that allusion is a type of
reference, but, as we shall see, in just what way
it must be covert, implied, or indirect is a matter
of some dispute. We sometimes use the word
“allusion” with little care in distinguishing it
from “reference”; indeed, we sometimes treat
the two words as if they were coextensive.3 Ref-
erence has, of course, been the subject of much
theoretical consideration, yet, as we shall see,
we cannot rest with simply taking a definition of
reference and using it as a definition of allu-
sion.4

As Carmela Perri has pointed out, allusions
can actually be overt.5 They can be out in the
open, rather than hidden to some degree. If a
person or character in the midst of deciding
whether or not to approach a young woman for a
date resolves, “I am not Prufrock,” clearly we
have an allusion.6 This is an indirect and possi-
bly covert reference. The same character or per-
son in the same situation might instead say, “I
am not like Prufrock in T. S. Eliot’s ‘The Love
Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.’” This, certainly, is
an overt reference. Yet, it is still an allusion, per-
haps a poor allusion, aesthetically speaking.
Still, allusions are often covert; they may even
be concealed. It is well known, for example, that
Pope meant to conceal many of his allusions;
had he not, a large part of his intended audience
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would have been offended beyond his purposes.
The point is that allusions need not be covert.

Why are “I am not Prufrock” and even “I am
not like Prufrock from T. S. Eliot’s ‘The Love
Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’” allusions? Because
they are references that, for their correct under-
standing, depend crucially on something more
than mere substitution of a referent. Certain as-
sociations are to be made. One sense, then, in
which an allusion is necessarily indirect is that it
depends on something more than mere substitu-
tion of a referent. How specialized the knowl-
edge in the substitution must be is something
that cannot be strictly specified; it can range
from terribly esoteric to nearly universal.

So, allusion is reference that is indirect in re-
quiring more than the mere substitution of a ref-
erent. But just what is required beyond the sub-
stitution? I may recognize, or even be told more
directly, that the author or speaker is referring to
a character in an Eliot poem, but surely that does
not complete the act of understanding the allu-
sion. In his article, “The Limits of Allusion,”
Michael Leddy argues that “allusion-words typi-
cally describe a reference that invokes one or
more associations of appropriate cultural mate-
rial and brings them to bear upon a present con-
text.”7 Allusion does indeed call for us to make
certain unstated associations. Leddy is correct,
but he is too soft in his statement. Additional as-
sociations are more than just typical; they are
necessary for correct and complete understand-
ing.8 One must make certain associations to as-
semble correctly the pieces of the allusion puz-
zle. In the case of “I am not Prufrock,” for
example, we are not just to substitute for this “I
am not like a character in a T. S. Eliot poem.”
Rather we are to make associations with the kind
of character Prufrock is. The speaker’s implica-
tion is that “I am not an indecisive man who will
live with regrets and ‘might-have-beens.’” We
might also make the association (among others)
that the speaker is cleverly playing upon the line,
“I am not Prince Hamlet,” in the original poem.
The point of the allusion goes beyond simple
reference. We are not just to substitute one thing
for another. We are supposed to make unstated
associations, and in this sense the reference is
indirect. I may understand that the author or
speaker is referring to a character in a T. S. Eliot
poem who is named J. Alfred Prufrock, but un-
less I make further indirect connections I have

failed to fully understand the allusion. Unless I
realize that Prufrock would not likely approach
the young woman but would impotently wonder,
“Do I dare? And, Do I dare?” I have missed the
point of the allusion. The speaker or author by
saying, “I am not Prufrock,” sets himself up as a
man of action, as someone who will take a
chance.

Having examined in what way allusion is in-
direct, let us see what else is distinctive about it.
M. H. Abrams defines allusion as “a brief refer-
ence, explicit or indirect, to a person, place, or
event, or to another literary work or passage.”9

While Abrams correctly notes that an allusion
can be explicit, in the sense of being overt, he
makes a claim, which is not so obviously cor-
rect: allusion is brief. Following Abrams’s lead,
Michael Leddy claims that one of the “limits of
allusion,” as he calls them, is that it be “a local
small-scale device.”10 To be sure, allusions are
typically brief, but must they necessarily be?
Leddy’s motivation in claiming that they must
be is to rule out the possibility of forms and
styles alluding.11 As he says, “a form is better
described as a form, and not as an allusion. . . .
Style is not an allusion.”12 While Leddy is cor-
rect in asserting that a similarity in form or style
is not necessarily an allusion, he is incorrect in
categorically denying the possibility that form
or style can allude.

Leddy believes that allusion can necessarily
be isolated and pointed to on a micro level. “Al-
lusion is located in words—we can point to allu-
sion in a way we cannot with irony.”13 It does
seem impossible to point to irony, but it is not
clear that it is any more possible to point to allu-
sion. In the line, “seek the seven seals,” it is easy
to point to the alliteration; it is there for anyone
who understands the concept to see and hear.
Context and authorial intent clue us in to irony,
and, I suggest, to allusion as well. Why could it
not be that an entire epic poem alludes to the
Odyssey? In a sense, does not Paradise Lost do
just that? While certainly this is not typical, it is
also not impossible. More commonly, an entire
stanza in one poem may allude to an entire
stanza in another poem.14 Clearly, it is possible
to imitate the style or form of a work without
necessarily alluding to that work: Not every
Petrarchan sonnet need be an allusion to
Petrarch.15 Still it is possible for a work to allude
to another work by imitating its style or form; it
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would be possible, for example, to compose a
sonnet that as a whole alludes to Shakespeare’s
Sonnet 55.

It is common to speak of literary allusions,
but are all allusions literary? Clearly not. Inas-
much as allusions often depend on some infor-
mation not readily available to every member of
our cultural and linguistic community they may
well be literary. After all, not everyone is well
versed in Homer, Virgil, and Shakespeare. Still,
of course, allusions need not be so highbrow. A
baseball fan can remark, “There will never be
another Mr. October.” In this case the baseball
fan is alluding to Reggie Jackson, and he is
doing more than just referring to Jackson. The
fan crafts an allusion that calls for us to make the
association (perhaps among others) that no one
will ever perform quite as well in postseason
play, which takes place in October.

To conclude this section, then, let us summa-
rize our findings by defining allusion as a refer-
ence that is indirect in the sense that it calls for
associations that go beyond mere substitution of
a referent. Allusions often draw on information
not readily available to every member of a cul-
tural and linguistic community, are typically but
not necessarily brief, and may or may not be lit-
erary in nature.

II. THE ROLES OF TEXT AND AUTHOR

Let us continue defining allusion by examining
the roles of the text and author. What roles do
text and author play in determining what associ-
ations we are to make? Generally speaking,
there are three possibilities: the intentionalist
view, the internalist view, and the hybrid view.
The intentionalist view is that we have an allu-
sion when an author16 includes a reference in his
or her text17 that he or she intends to be an allu-
sion to another text.18 The internalist view is that
one text alludes to another when the internal
properties of one text resemble and call to mind
the internal properties of an earlier text.19 The
hybrid view is that we have an allusion when
some combination of authorial intent and shared
internal properties is present. Let us take each of
these in turn.

What objections can we raise to the inten-
tionalist view? It appears to be too strong. Any
text that an author intends as an indirect refer-
ence in the sense defined above would by fiat be

an allusion. By mere force of will and intention
we would have an allusion, and this might well
render the concept of allusion vacuous and
meaningless. In accord with the intentionalist
view, it seems, one cannot fail to allude when
one intends to. As Göran Hermerén objects to
this view, “A work of art can apparently allude
to anything, and we cannot say an artist in-
tended to allude to something but failed to do
so. Thus the crucial difference between success
and failure becomes difficult to explain on this
analysis.”20 While authorial intent may or may
not be important, it is difficult to deny the need
for some shared internal, i.e., textual, proper-
ties. As Stephanie Ross puts it, “I cannot at ran-
dom choose two objects and declare that one of
them alludes to the other. The one must contain
some feature which can plausibly be said to
refer to the other—and, moreover, to do so
obliquely.”21

What objections can we raise to the internalist
view? The internalist view demands that we
judge the presence of an allusion simply on the
basis of the shared internal properties of two
texts without regard to authorial intent. The
chief problem with this view is that it gives what
appears to be a necessary condition for allusion,
shared internal properties, but it does not give a
sufficient condition. Two texts may have inter-
nal properties in common on the basis of some-
thing other than allusion. One text may have in-
fluenced another, the two may be the products of
the same Zeitgeist, or it may be a simple coinci-
dence. We should also note that allusion moves
in only one direction. If A alludes to B, then B
does not allude to A. The Bible does not allude
to Shakespeare, although Shakespeare may al-
lude to the Bible.22 As Ross sums up the matter,
“When one art work alludes to another . . . it is
not a case of some predicate or concept referring
to the two of them. Rather, one of the works re-
fers to the other. Thus allusion involves refer-
ence between two works of art.”23

Both Hermerén and Ross defend hybrid
views. Seeing the choice between intentionalism
and internalism as a false dilemma, they choose
to combine parts of each in determining the con-
ditions of allusion. Let us consider Hermerén
first. Hermerén’s hybrid view, “the combination
view,” requires that a combination of three con-
ditions be met in order for there to be allusion.
These conditions, as he states them, are:
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1.) The artist intended to make beholders think of the
earlier work by giving his work certain features. 2.)
As a matter of fact beholders contemplating his work
make associations with that earlier work. 3.) These
beholders recognize that this is what the artist (among
other things) intended to achieve.24

Let us consider these three conditions. Con-
dition 1 is fair enough. The two texts25 must not
simply share something in common, but rather
the commonality must be intended in a specific
way by the author. Condition 2, however, is not
a necessary condition for the presence of allu-
sion. It could well be that all the actual behold-
ers of a work fail to detect the presence of an al-
lusion, and yet we would want to say that the
allusion is present nonetheless. I might allude to
Eliot’s poem in claiming, “I am not Prufrock,”
and find that no one among my audience has de-
tected my allusion. Perhaps they simply think I
have badly mispronounced “peacock.” (We may
suppose they think I am alluding to the animal
or to the character in the game Clue.) It is in-
deed possible for an allusion to be so obscure
that in fact no one but the author is aware of it,
although in principle others could detect it.
Condition 2 should be restated, then, as: “Be-
holders of the work could in principle make as-
sociations with that earlier work.” Condition 3,
like Condition 2, is desirable but not necessary.
First of all, if beholders of the work fail to note
the connections between the works, which as
we have just seen is possible, Condition 3 does
not hold. And, in addition, beholders of the
work may make associations with the earlier
work and yet not realize that this is what the au-
thor intended. In such a case we would not nec-
essarily want to say that there was no allusion
present. Rather, we might want to blame the au-
dience for not being perceptive enough. So,
Condition 3 should be restated as, “Beholders
of the work could in principle recognize that
this is what the artist (among other things) in-
tended to achieve.” So, Hermerén’s conditions
for allusion, if they are to be accepted, must be
modified significantly. In the end they would
simply state that the author intended his or her
audience to think of an earlier text by giving the
text certain features, and that it is in principle
possible for the audience to make those associa-
tions and realize that they were intended.

Ross also defends a version of the hybrid

view, claiming that “one artwork, A, alludes to
another artwork, B, only if the artist of A: (1) in-
tended to refer to B, and (2) incorporated into A
an indirect reference to B.”26 This view is more
reasonable than is Hermerén’s, but it still falls
short. The first condition is inadequate because
the author must do more than simply intend to
refer to the other text; he or she must intend to
allude to the other text. That is, he or she must
intend to refer to another piece of information in
a way that calls for further associations, not
mere substitution of a referent. The second con-
dition is vague. What does it mean to say that the
author must “incorporate” an indirect reference
from one text to another? Never mind the fact
that this must be a special kind of indirect refer-
ence; in what way does the author “incorporate”
it? Without the author’s intent to allude, we have
no allusion; i.e., authorial intent is at least a nec-
essary condition for allusion. “To incorporate”
then can only mean using words or structures
that communicate the author’s intention to al-
lude. But what does this mean? We have already
noted that an audience can completely miss an
allusion and that allusions can be obscure. By
“incorporating,” then, we can only mean using
words that in principle can be recognized as al-
luding.

The only acceptable version of the hybrid
view, then, is that for an allusion to be present,
the author must intend to allude and must use
words or structures that can in principle be rec-
ognized as alluding. Because nearly anything
can in principle be recognized as alluding, the
hybrid view begins to collapse into the
intentionalist view. But given the problems we
noted with the intentionalist view, can it possi-
bly be correct?

III. INTENTIONS AND ALLUSIONS

Let us re-examine the intentionalist view: We
have an allusion when an author includes a ref-
erence in his or her text that he or she intends to
be an allusion to another text. What about the
objections we noted? Is the intentionalist view
too strong? Does it allow any text to allude to
any other simply by authorial fiat? Does it erase
the distinction between success and failure in al-
lusion, thus making allusion a vacuous notion?

Let us begin by considering the issue of
authorial fiat. Can an author be unaware of an al-
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lusion that he or she is making? Yes, clearly au-
thors are not always conscious of their motiva-
tions for alluding or even that they are alluding.
In such a case, then, do we have a situation in
which allusion is present and yet the author did
not intend the allusion? No. What we actually
have is a situation in which the author intended
an allusion but was nonetheless unaware that he
or she was alluding. That is, we have an allusion,
unconsciously intended.27 For example, an au-
thor may allude to Paradise Lost with his or her
use of the word “pandemonium,” but not be con-
sciously aware that he or she has done so until
someone draws it to his or her attention. This
raises the epistemological question: How can we
tell the difference between an allusion uncon-
sciously intended and something that appears to
be, but is not, an allusion unconsciously in-
tended? This is indeed a good question, but it is
not one we need to answer at the moment. It is
ultimately a hermeneutical, not a metaphysical,
concern. Despite the hermeneutical and
epistemological difficulty (although certainly
not impossibility) of detecting unconscious in-
tentions, there is good reason for recognizing
their existence. So much of what we do in every-
day life and in writing is guided by the uncon-
scious in a purposeful way that it would be odd
to restrict talk of intentions to the level of con-
scious awareness. E. D. Hirsch, Jr. gives the ex-
ample of an author who uses parallel sentence
structure to emphasize similarity in thought, yet
is unaware that he has done this. Upon having
this pointed out to him, the author can legiti-
mately claim to have intended it.28 The author
made the sentence structure as it was with an in-
tended purpose, although the purpose was not at
the level of conscious awareness. In the same
way, an author could, for example, allude to Mil-
ton by speaking of pandemonium, be unaware of
this allusion, and yet, if it is drawn to his or her
attention, legitimately claim to have intended it.

Even if we admit the existence of unconscious
allusions, there seems to be another way in
which allusion can be present without authorial
intent. It seems that sometimes a reader will rec-
ognize an allusion that the author did not intend,
consciously or unconsciously. Suppose a poet
composes a dark and cerebral piece he entitles
“Sea Sick,” and suppose a hypothetical reader
takes this title to be an allusion to Sartre’s exis-
tential novel La nausée. The poet claims, how-

ever, that there is no allusion to La nausée; he
did not intend one. As evidence he offers the fact
that he never read Sartre’s novel and never even
heard of it at the time he composed “Sea Sick.”
In fact, La nausée had not yet been translated
into English or any other language, and our poet
cannot read French. There may still be a possi-
bility that the poet in some way came into con-
tact with La nausée, has since forgotten that
contact, and nonetheless unconsciously in-
tended it. It is most reasonable, however, to be-
lieve that this is not the case, until and unless
convincing evidence to the contrary emerges.

Do we, then, have a case of allusion that was
not intended, consciously or unconsciously? No.
What we have is an accidental association on the
part of the reader. This association may or may
not aesthetically enhance our reader’s experi-
ence, and it may actually be what we would ex-
pect a reasonable or even ideal reader to think,
but regardless, this connection between “Sea
Sick” and La nausée should not be classified as
an allusion. Allusion, unlike reference in gen-
eral, requires authorial intent; it is a necessary
condition. Allusion, then, differs from reference
in general, as it does even more clearly from al-
literation, with regard to authorial intent. The
line “seek the seven seals” contains alliteration
whether I intended it (consciously or uncon-
sciously) or not, but the presence of allusion in
the connection the reader makes between “Sea
Sick” and La nausée is not independent of
authorial intent. That there is a connection is,
however, independent of authorial intent. The
reader may establish such a connection, but that
connection is best called, as I suggested, an acci-
dental association. We shall explore accidental
associations in detail in the next section.

We have established that authorial intention is
a necessary condition for allusion, but is it a
sufficient condition? The hybrid views of
Hermerén and Ross recognize the need for
authorial intent but seek to place limits on its
power. At work here is the fear that an
intentionalist view would make the notion of al-
lusion vacuous, eliminating the distinction be-
tween success and failure in allusion. Still,
Hermerén’s hybrid view is too strong in requir-
ing the audience to recognize the allusion and
the author’s intent, and Ross’s view is ambigu-
ous in requiring that the author “incorporate” an
indirect reference.
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Certainly, though, there must be some limit
on the power of authorial intention to allude. As
is well known, Wittgenstein argued against the
possibility of a private language,29 one that it
would be logically impossible for anyone else to
understand. Let us admit, then, that private allu-
sions, in this sense, are impossible. Still, this ac-
tually does not rule out very much, in that much
that is practically, or as a matter of fact, impossi-
ble to understand, is not logically impossible to
understand. We can clearly have private allu-
sions in the sense that only the author, as a mat-
ter of fact, recognizes the allusion. The allusion
may be very well concealed, the author may not
have shown anyone else his or her text, the audi-
ence may not be well informed, etc.

What restrictions, then, should be placed on
authorial intention? The hybrid views suggest
that the internal properties of the texts must play
a role as well. But how? There are no necessary
or sufficient conditions to be met in terms of in-
ternal properties. Quotation is not necessary or
sufficient, and neither is stylistic similarity,
echo, or any other textual property. In fact, the
internal properties can bear all the signs of allu-
sion without allusion being present, as, for ex-
ample, when a child says, “that was the most
unkindest thing I ever heard.” Here we have a
case of poor grammar, not an allusion to Shake-
speare. Similarly, we can have an allusion with
no link in textual properties, as when I allude to
the mayor of my town by speaking of “the wal-
rus.” Perhaps it strikes me at that very moment
that the mayor reminds me of a walrus, and I al-
lude to him in that way, intending the proper
type of indirect reference, which is in principle
possible to detect. What is most important is
what Ross notes, that the author “incorporates”
an indirect reference. Given, however, that inter-
nal properties cannot be specified, this notion of
incorporating is equivalent to intending. In other
words, what is required for allusion to be present
is that the author intends a certain kind of indi-
rect reference known as allusion and that it is in
principle possible that it could be detected. This
in principle possible caveat might seem to put
strict restrictions on things, but, as I suggested,
there is little if anything that it is logically im-
possible to understand.

The troubling thing about not having definite
restrictions on allusion, outside of authorial in-
tent, is that it seems to make the distinction be-

tween success and failure in allusion impossible,
thus making the notion itself vacuous. But this is
not the case. Success and failure in allusion can
be judged in at least two different ways. We may
judge an allusion as successful if it is understood
by its intended audience, or at least by some part
of that audience. An allusion, then, that is not
understood by anyone but the author would be
judged as an unsuccessful allusion (unless that is
what he or she intended). An unsuccessful allu-
sion is still an allusion, just the way a failed at-
tempt is still an attempt. There is, however,
something unsatisfactory about judging the suc-
cess of an allusion on the basis of audience un-
derstanding. After all, an allusion could, in some
sense, be a very good one although no one but
the author even recognized it. I suspect, for ex-
ample, that there are some very clever and pleas-
ing allusions in The Rape of the Lock that Pope
took to his grave. What I am pointing to here is
the possibility of judging an allusion as a suc-
cess or a failure on the basis of its aesthetic
value. An author may make an allusion that no
one picks up on, not because it is well con-
cealed, but because it is poorly constructed. Yet,
if it is at least in principle possible for the allu-
sion to be understood, then it is still an allusion.
The point is, simply, that in accord with an
intentionalist view, success and failure are still
viable terms, and allusion is not a vacuous no-
tion. In fact, the possibility of judging allusions
on an aesthetic basis is all the more important
given an intentionalist account.30

There seems to be another way, though, in
which an allusion can go beyond its author’s in-
tention. We can construct allusions purposely to
elicit and include the reader’s response.31 The
word “allusion” comes to us from the Latin
alludere: “to jest, mock, play with,” and there is
indeed something ludic, gamelike, in the nature
of allusion. We are asked to fill in the missing
piece of a puzzle, to draw on some knowledge to
complete the written or spoken word in our own
minds.32 Perhaps allusions are by their very na-
ture incomplete and the process of completing
them is a productive one.33 Susan Stewart has ar-
gued that allusions are in this way like
enthymemes.34 Can an allusion, then, require
something beyond the author’s intention? Could
it be that, as Wolfgang Iser suggests, “The liter-
ary text does not state its intention and so the
most important of its elements is missing. . . . in-
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tention is to be fulfilled by the guided projec-
tions of the reader’s imagination”?35 Perhaps,
but let us consider further what may be meant by
this.

To what extent is the reader to be imaginative
and creative in filling the gap left by the allu-
sion? Ziva Ben-Porat suggests that “certain fea-
tures of literary allusions are constants. . . . The
presence of elements in both texts which can be
linked together in unfixed, unpredictable, inter-
textual patterns, and the process of actualization
which reflects in all its stages the effort to recon-
struct a fuller text.”36 It seems that according to
Ben-Porat, anything goes. The presence of simi-
lar textual elements gives us carte blanche to
mix and match, finding all sorts of connections
between the texts that the author did not intend
to suggest. If this is the case, however, allusion
loses its force. If we accept Ben-Porat’s view,
we should adopt the internalist criterion for
identifying the presence of allusion. The prob-
lems with such an approach are legion, however.
Any two texts with even the most remote simi-
larities could be said to allude to one another.
With some intertextual approaches, perhaps
even the criterion that a later text cannot allude
to an earlier text would be lost. Clearly, this is
not acceptable.

In what way, then, are we to fill the gap cre-
ated by the allusion? An internalist approach
will not do. Still, we cannot deny that the reader
must play a vital role in his or her own under-
standing of an allusion. That understanding,
however, if it is to be genuine, must be in accord
with the author’s intent. If it is not, the reader is
not understanding the allusion but creating
something else.37 As John Campbell suggests,
“Allusions invite us to select from our mental li-
brary, knowledge which is not in the text itself
and without which the writer’s intention will not
be fully communicated.”38 In other words, for an
allusion to be successful, in the sense of being
understood, the reader must call to mind some-
thing not explicitly in the text. This accords well
with the definition of allusion we have formu-
lated, which states (in part) that the reference
must call for associations beyond mere substitu-
tion of a referent. Can the reader, however, call
to mind anything at all in his or her “library of
knowledge” to complete the allusion, thus al-
lowing the author’s intention to be fully commu-
nicated? No. Rather, the reader must call to

mind what the author intended for him or her to
call to mind. When a character says, “I am not
Prufrock,” the allusion is not completed if the
reader believes that Prufrock is a servant of the
Grinch in a Dr. Seuss book. If this is how he or
she fills in the blank, he or she has missed the
point and misunderstood the allusion. As
Carmela Perri suggests, “in allusion, the referent
must be recognized and the relevant aspects of
its connotation determined and applied.”39

In the example above, the reader misses the
referent, thinking it is a character in a Dr. Seuss
book, not a character in a T. S. Eliot poem. What
about the associations, though? Is it possible to
identify the referent and still misunderstand the
allusion? Yes, when the associations do not
match those that the author intended. Consider
the position of Perri, who investigates allusion in
terms of speech act theory, in particular focusing
on the perlocutionary act—the intended effect
on the audience. She argues that a successful al-
lusion has the following effects on its audience:
recognizing, remembering, realizing, and con-
necting.40 “Creating” is not among those effects,
and with good reason. In a successful allusion an
author manages to get the audience to fill the
gap in just the way he or she intended. The au-
thor may intend the reader to be creative in fill-
ing the gap, but this is not strictly necessary.41

Are author’s intentions always strictly de-
fined? No. For example, an author can allude to
Jesus as “the crucified one” with only the broad
intention that the reader bring to mind Jesus, a
good man who was wrongly put to death. The
author’s intention may be broad enough to en-
compass more specific associations, and in fact
this may be precisely what he intended—that the
reader call to mind her personal picture of Jesus.
Whether the authorial intent is broad and inclu-
sive or narrow and exclusive will depend on the
individual case. The intention may be difficult to
detect, but, again, this is an epistemological and
hermeneutical problem, not a metaphysical one.
It exists nonetheless.

Our definition of “allusion” is, then, a refer-
ence that is indirect in the sense that it calls for
associations that go beyond mere substitution of
a referent. An author must intend this indirect
reference, and it must be in principle possible
that the intended audience could detect it. Allu-
sions often draw on information not readily
available to every member of a cultural and lin-
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guistic community, are typically but not neces-
sarily brief, and may or may not be literary in
nature. The indirect nature of the reference is a
necessary but not a sufficient condition. In the
same way, authorial intention and the possibility
of detection in principle are necessary but not
sufficient. Taken together as a whole, the indi-
rect nature of the reference, the authorial intent,
and the possibility of detection in principle
amount to a sufficient condition for allusion.

IV. ACCIDENTAL ASSOCIATIONS

Let us now consider the intertextual connections
readers make independent of authorial intent.
We have argued that such connections are not al-
lusions, but rather accidental associations. Such
associations are “accidental” in accord with the
etymology of “accident”; they simply “happen”
to be. This choice of terminology is not intended
to bear positive or negative connotations.

Let us begin by distinguishing accidental as-
sociations from creative reader associations that
actually fill the allusional gap in accord with
authorial intent. As Perri suggests, “In allusion,
although the aspects of connotation are unex-
pressed in the allusion, these are tacitly speci-
fied.”42 Perri is correct in arguing that what an
allusion should call to mind for the reader is tac-
itly specified by the author’s intent, and, we
should note, this implies that the determinacy of
this tacit specification varies from text to text. In
one case an author may have very definite inten-
tions for what the reader should call to mind
upon hearing, “I am not Prufrock,” for example,
that Prufrock is indecisive and the author is
playing upon Eliot’s line, “I am not Prince Ham-
let.” In another case a different author may in-
tend the very same line to call to mind whatever
the reader associates with Eliot’s character. In
other words, the tacit implications of the allu-
sion may be quite specific or they may be broad
and actually call for a creative act on the part of
the reader.

Wolfgang Iser has given a phenomenology of
what occurs when we read fiction that is of some
value to us in coming to terms with the kind of
authorial intent that calls for a creative reader re-
sponse in actualizing an allusion. Iser speaks
broadly about literature in general rather than al-
lusions in particular, but for the moment let us
see how what he says applies to the topic at hand.

“Indeterminate elements of literature represent a
vital link between text and reader. They are the
switch that activates the reader into using his
own ideas to fulfill the intention of the text.”43 In-
asmuch as allusions are sometimes indetermi-
nate, what Iser says applies to them. In order for
the author to communicate successfully his in-
tention the reader must sometimes use his or her
own imagination. For example, Eliot gives us
some definite descriptions of Prufrock’s appear-
ance, “his arms and legs are thin,” his “head
grown slightly bald,” his “necktie rich and mod-
est, but asserted by a simple pin,” but it is fair to
say that Eliot intends for us to imagine the rest.
There are certain limits, though, which if sur-
passed, will violate Eliot’s intention and lead to
misunderstanding—if we imagine Prufrock as
devilishly handsome, for example.

Unfortunately, Iser overstates his case, claim-
ing that literature in general is always indetermi-
nate. Consider the following:

Because the literary text makes no objectively real de-
mand on its readers, it opens up a freedom that every-
one can interpret in his own way.44

No reading can ever exhaust the full potential, for
each individual reader will fill in the gaps in his own
way, thereby excluding the various other possibili-
ties.45

With all literary texts . . . the reading process is selec-
tive, and the potential text is infinitely richer than any
of its individual realizations.46

A literary object never reaches the end of its multifac-
eted determinacy. It can never be given a final defini-
tion.47

We should note that Iser restricts his account to
the process of reading literature, whereas, as we
have noted, allusions can and do occur outside
of literature. To be sure, what Iser says is true of
much literature, particularly in that, as he notes,
since the eighteenth century, indeterminacy in
literature has been on the increase.48 Still, not all
literature is indeterminate, and certainly not
every gap in every literary text is to be filled
with the product of the reader’s imagination in-
dependent of authorial intent. As we have ar-
gued, gaps such as those created by allusions
may well be intended to be filled with something
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quite specific, without which misinterpretation
and misunderstanding occur.

Allusions, then, to be understood and inter-
preted correctly must accord with authorial in-
tent. What about connections between texts that
readers make independent of authorial intent?
Such connections are what we called accidental
associations. We do not want to limit the reading
process to recognizing authorial intent, but we
do want to distinguish between readings that ac-
cord with authorial intent and those that do
not.49 As Hermerén says with regard to his own
definition of allusion, “The definitions outlined
here do not exclude that literary critics take an
interest in what a text suggests to more or less
well-educated readers, regardless of what the
author intended.”50 We, as readers, can generate
much aesthetic value on the basis of our own
readings. The text may suggest many things that
the author did not actually intend, but that an
ideal, or merely reasonable, reader is correct to
notice. There is no harm in taking notice of these
things as long as we do not incorrectly attribute
them to the author or his or her text. They are,
properly speaking, our reading, which in fact
may be a misreading.

Let us consider an example. Line 83 of “The
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” contains the
phrase, “I am no prophet.” This seems to be a
definite allusion to John the Baptist, who is al-
luded to in the preceding lines with the phrase
“seen my head . . . brought in upon a platter.”
Kathleen Sherfick, however, argues that “I am
no prophet” alludes to both John the Baptist and
Amos.51 The association with Amos is an inter-
esting one. Amos, like Prufrock, is a rather ordi-
nary and unspectacular man. Yet Amos, unlike
Prufrock, does indeed “dare.” So, with this read-
ing, the line is all the more aesthetically pleasing
and in that way richer. Prufrock is not a prophet
in the sense of being some great or special man,
and he is also not a prophet in the sense that he is
unable to act. The question we face is: Did Eliot
intend to allude to Amos as well John the Bap-
tist? That is, is the connection with Amos an al-
lusion or is it an accidental association? While it
is possible that Eliot intended to allude to Amos,
the evidence Sherfick offers is not convincing. It
seems far more likely that the connection to
Amos was an accidental association on her part.
To be clear, accidental associations are in no
way a bad thing, and this is not a pejorative term.

Indeed, the connection to Amos makes for a
richer and more aesthetically pleasing reading.
By no means are all allusions good and all acci-
dental associations bad when we consider these
things from an aesthetic standpoint. What is bad,
however, is to confuse the two.

Allusion is only one element of inter-
textuality, and as long as we do not misrepresent
accidental associations as allusions there can be
much value in them. Accidental associations are
important and interesting grounds for consider-
ation and discussion. In Metaphors We Live By,
Lakoff and Johnson tell the story of an Iranian
student at Berkeley who developed a particular
fondness for the phrase “the solution of my
problems.”52 The Iranian student had misunder-
stood the phrase to mean a liquid solution in
which one’s problems were mixed and dis-
solved. He was quite disturbed when he discov-
ered that this is not what people intended for him
to imagine when they used the phrase. Nonethe-
less, his misunderstanding of the phrase was a
good one, perhaps more aesthetically pleasing
than the one intended. It would be fine for him to
hold on to it as long as he did not continue to as-
sume that this is what other people had in mind
or intended for him to have in mind. Similar oc-
currences of fruitful mistakes and misunder-
standings are common in literature. Consider the
well-known example of A. E. Housman’s poem
“1887”: “Get you the sons your father’s got /
And God will save the Queen.” Many readers as-
sumed that this was an ironic stab at the queen,
as would have been characteristic of Housman,
but the poet vehemently denied that this was his
intention.53 It may well be preferable from an
aesthetic standpoint to misunderstand the line as
being an ironic stab, and no harm occurs in
doing so as long as one does not attribute that
meaning to the author and his intention. In an-
other well-known case of accident, a number of
editions of Yeats’s “Among Schoolchildren”
contain a mistake in printing, giving the phrase,
“soldier Aristotle,” whereas the text should have
read, “solider Aristotle.” Few would argue, how-
ever, that the intended word and meaning would
have improved the poem aesthetically.54

Although the examples above do not deal with
allusions, much the same can be said of them. A
reader can make an accidental association that
actually produces a more aesthetically pleasing
reading than would correct understanding of the
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allusion. For example, a highly unsophisticated
author may actually use the phrase “to be or not
to be” without alluding (although perhaps refer-
ring) to Hamlet. This author may not be aware
that this phrase has its origins in Shakespeare,
but rather thinks it is just a common saying. Still,
the reader may with good reason make an acci-
dental association to Hamlet and in doing so en-
hance his or her own aesthetic experience. In lis-
tening to Simon and Garfunkel’s “Homeward
Bound,” I am always struck by the line, “Every-
day’s an endless stream of cigarettes and maga-
zines.” I cannot help but connect it to Prufrock
who has “measured out [his] life with coffee
spoons” and “spit out the butt-ends of [his] days
and ways.” Did Simon and Garfunkel intend for
their listeners to call Prufrock to mind? It is pos-
sible, but perhaps unlikely. Most likely, what we
have here is an accidental association, one that
enriches my aesthetic experience of the song.

Detecting allusions sometimes demands the
precision of a science, while making fruitful ac-
cidental associations sometimes demands the
creativity of an art. What Harold Bloom says of
criticism we can say of accidental association:
“It is the art of knowing the hidden roads that go
from poem to poem.”55 But still we must not get
carried away, and we must be careful not to at-
tribute to authors allusions they did not intend.
We must strike the mean between the deficiency
of obsequious reliance upon the author and the
excess of unchecked textual play, for as Stanley
Rosen has said, “If reading is writing, then writ-
ing is scribbling.”56
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