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Communication is a versatile concept. It has been explored through many disciplinary 

paradigms, from information exchange theories in mathematics and the computer sciences to 

phenomenological and rhetorical accounts in the humanities and social sciences (Craig 1999). 

Through the multitude of approaches to communication lies a common thread of interpretation 

whereby a communicative agent, however conceptualized, must decipher, translate, decode, etc. 

incoming signals through their own interpretive faculties, however conceptualized. I leave the 

details of this transaction open as I am not interested in how communication occurs per se, but in 

how interpretation – a core component of successful communication – serves to orient a 

societies’ actions towards their natural environment. This paper explores the role of 

interpretation in the relationship between a society and their natural environments, arguing that 

the channels by which we traditionally receive signals to be interpreted represent a narrow 

selection of those that can be used for interpretation. Furthermore, by broadening our interpretive 

stance (to be explicated below) we vary the appropriateness of certain actions towards our 

natural environments, rendering (un)tenable particular environmental management programs and 

directives. Ultimately, I argue that broadening our interpretive stance enriches our relationship 

with the natural environment, and this enriched relationship allows for management 

opportunities previously dismissed.  

II 

Before proceeding, it is worth briefly considering the conceptualization of interpretation 

that I will rely on in this paper. It is common for interpretation to be put in service of 

understanding linguistic communications (e.g. Lewis 1974, Perry 1986), yet interpretation – 

broadly conceived and as I understand it – can be more generally understood as the action of 

understanding the meaning of a phenomenon, linguistic or otherwise. The centrality of 

interpretation is central in Davidson’s (1986) account of language, suggesting that our 

interpretive faculties are nearly all that can be relied on in linguistic communication, as “…there 

is no such thing as a language, not if a language is anything like what many philosophers and 

linguists have supposed.” (Ibid., p. 265). Davidson’s account is specifically aimed at linguistic 

communication, yet it is worth highlighting the underlying theme that is salient to other forms of 

communication, namely that to understand meaning in communication we must rely on our 

interpretive faculties due to a lack of shared resources (e.g. language, conventions, rules).  

Although not explicitly stated, the role of interpretation in communication is again 

foregrounded in Reddy (1979), articulated as the Toolmaker’s Paradigm (TMP). The TMP 

suggests that the symbols a society traditionally uses to record meaning (e.g. words, sounds) do 

not carry meaning per se, but instead offer detail on how to reconstruct the speaker’s meaning if 

the hearer is appropriately versed in that set of symbols, i.e. interpreting the signal. The TMP 

explicitly recognizes that an agent’s communicative message is a representation of that agent’s 

subjective state and the receiver’s reconstruction of that representation relies on two conditions: 

[1] That the receiver reconstructing the meaning of a symbol is versed in that set of symbols and 

[2] the receiver possesses a sufficient set of similar subjective states with which to accurately 

reconstruct the intended communication. Any appreciable distance from these conditions renders 



the receiver incapable of reconstructing the intended meaning.1 Put a different way, the further A 

is situated from B – both in external context and internal state – the less likely that A will be able 

to appropriately interpret the meaning of any communicative act by B.  

For the purposes of this paper I use the broad conception of interpretation briefly outlined 

here. As I am not solely targeting linguistic interpretation, I require a concept that provides a way 

of understanding non-linguistic interpretation. As such, and following from Davidson and 

Reddy, I suggest that interpretation is essential to understanding the meaning of incoming 

communicative signals (linguistic or otherwise), and this is done in accordance with TMP’s 

conditions [1] and [2].  

III 

Deliberation plays a critical role in determining the meaning of communicative acts that 

for some reason are difficult to interpret. This, alone, offers no advice on how to deliberate. It is 

plausible that for many cases it is sufficient to linguistically interrogate the troublesome signals 

by asking follow-up questions or offering examples in order to better interpret them, yet this 

relies on the ability to express the breadth of subjective states as language. As humans, we have 

conscious access to (at least) five modes of receiving signals – sight, hearing, taste, smell, and 

touch – and one (or more) of these will be used to receive a signal. The information one receives 

by each sense will be distinct from the information received by the others, providing distinctly 

different phenomenological experiences, and so appealing to a broader set of signals (those 

received from other senses) and the consequent experiences will allow different subjective states 

to be more appropriately interpreted.2 Deliberation, therefore, could rely on more types of signals 

and experiences rather than only linguistic interrogation in order to better determine the meaning 

of a communicative act.  

Take, for example, the case of my explaining to you the taste of a new variety of fruit that 

you have never experienced. I may choose to describe, verbally, the flavors of the of the fruit 

(e.g. sweet, bitter), or use simile to compare it to more familiar flavors (e.g. it tastes like 

strawberries crossed with apples), and so forth. You may ask refining questions (e.g. is it more 

like a sour apple or a sweet apple?), yet it is implausible that any amount of linguistic 

interrogation will ever allow the appropriate interpretation of the taste of the fruit. However, if 

my intention is to truly communicate the flavor of the fruit, it seems that there is no better signal 

that I could send than the fruit itself. Perhaps after we have both tasted the fruit we may 

interrogate our experiences further (perhaps I am more sensitive to a sour note than you are, so 

asking you to focus on the sourness may be appropriate), yet without first tasting the fruit for 

yourself it is unlikely that I could ever impart an accurate representation of my subjective state 

                                                             
1 Distance, here, is used literally and figuratively to encompass spatial and temporal distance (a lack of physical 
ability to deliberate and appreciate the context of the exchange) as well as ability-distance, or the distance one is 
from being able to properly interpret the symbols being offered. For example, a novice speaker of a foreign 
language would be closer to properly interpreting relevant communications than a person who had never been 
introduced to the language, although the former may still be too far from understanding to reliably interpret the 
language.  
2 It is assumed that the sight of an apple is a fundamentally distinct experience, importantly differentiated from the 
taste, smell, or feel of the apple. It is plausible that the experiences are cognitively interpreted similarly (each 
resulting in certain neurons firing), yet I maintain that each has a distinct phenomenology which is sufficient for 
these purposes.  



no matter how hard I try to communicate it. Furthermore, successful deliberation can occur in 

degrees – perhaps we may never share the exact experience (and how would we know?), but we 

can at least see that sharing the taste of the fruit garnered a more accurate interpretation relative 

to describing it. 

Simply, in this case and before sharing the fruit, we did not share either [1] the 

instructions for reconstruction (the fruit itself), or [2] similar subjective states (the taste of the 

fruit). Our deliberation regarding my intention of communicating the flavor of the fruit was 

benefitted by considering the taste of the fruit rather than merely the language used to describe 

the taste. Thus, I claim that we are able to more broadly communicate our subjective states and 

interpret incoming signals through the use of all five senses, where relevant to the 

communicative task on hand. However, broadening our interpretations is not without limits.  

Given our sensory limitations qua human beings, it is possible that there are interpretive 

signals (i.e. signals that could be used to interpret by an individual appropriately endowed with 

the right sensory apparatus) that exist beyond the range of human sense or, at least, as a set of 

signals that are not traditionally deemed salient for interpretation. According to TMP’s 

conditions for interpretation, our ability to properly receive signals underwrites our ability to 

construct the proper meaning being imparted by the signal. This suggests that we may not be 

able to properly interpret incoming signals if we are unable to properly access the full range of 

signals. This is not meant to induce rampant interpretive skepticism, only the possibility that a 

consideration of multiple types of interpretive signals may have surprising results. Before 

considering the implications of broadening our considerations, it is necessary to consider how 

our interpretative stance impacts our understandings of those things toward which we are 

oriented. 

Harkening to Dennett’s (1981) three stances – physical, design, and intentional – it is 

useful to label this orientation toward interpretive signals as our interpretive stance. The concept 

of ‘stance’, as used here, is similar to Dennett’s in that it is the position that one takes toward a 

phenomenon that makes salient certain features of that phenomenon. In this case, the objects of 

one’s interpretive stance are those interpretive signals that one deems salient for their own 

interpretive faculties. Put a different way, the interpretive stance is how one is positioned toward 

an interpretive situation that makes salient the set of interpretive signals that are attended to in 

that specific interpretive situation.  

I suggest that a broader interpretive stance (one that considers a broader array of signals) 

serves to enrich our interpretation of incoming signals by virtue of both attending to previously 

overlooked sensory experiences and recognizing new signals that may have been previously 

obscured by narrower interpretive stances. ‘Enrich’, as I use it here, is not meant to suggest that 

the result of a broader stance is necessarily better, only that the stance is improved in principle 

and by virtue of the ability to detect more interpretive signals. Detecting more interpretive 

signals, as suggested in the fruit example above, can help to construct a more accurate 

interpretation of the experience. Take, for instance, a farmer and their field. If the farmer’s 

interpretive stance is such that it only considers the farm’s productive output as the relevant 

signal communicating the farm’s health, then the farmer will be ignorant to other features of the 

farm that may communicate different states. Without broadening their interpretive stance, the 

farmer fails to bring themselves closer to interpreting potentially relevant signals that provide a 

richer understanding of the state of the farm itself. It should be clear at this point that the 



skepticism provided by this account of interpretation recommends only that we consider other 

interpretive signals and modes of experience in interpretation, allowing us to close the distance – 

as much as possible – between our understanding of a signal and the meaning of that signal.  

IV 

Thus far, I have suggested that by considering a broader array of interpretive signals we 

are able to broaden our interpretive stance. Broadening our interpretive stance, in turn, enriches 

our interpretations and allows the possibility for more accurate and informative interpretations. 

Although the discussion until now has not been focused on any specific aspect of our world, I 

now turn toward the primary subject of this paper – the relationships that our societies have with 

their natural environments. Recognizing the interpretive skepticism that we must attend to qua 

human beings and with respect to the TMP’s conditions for interpretation, we can begin to see 

how broadening our interpretive stance toward the natural environment may lead to experiences 

with the environment that were previously discounted due to a narrow interpretive stance. As 

argued above, broadening our interpretive stance toward the environment will enrich our 

interpretation of the incoming signals from the environment. In turn, this enriched interpretation 

–as described below – impacts the actions and behaviors that are rendered (un)tenable toward the 

environment. Put plainly, our interpretive experiences affect the ways in which we act toward 

our natural environments.  

Take, for example, the difference between a pet cat and a stray cat. Although these cats 

belong to the same species and often exist in the same space, hunt the same prey, and walk along 

the same fences, human societies have vastly different relationships with each of them. Simply, 

the pet is afforded protections that the stray is not – i.e. actions that a society might take towards 

the stray are untenable against the pet. I suggest that this is in part due to a disparity in our 

interpretation of the pet cat’s signals and our interpretation (or lack thereof) of the stray cat’s 

signals.3 In the case of the pet cat, close proximity allows the owner to access a variety of 

sensory modes and experiences with which to recognize and interpret signs of hunger (such as 

watching or listening to the cat), signs of contentment (such as watching, listening, or petting the 

cat), and so on. The recognition of a wide variety of signals benefits the owner’s deliberation 

regarding the subjective states of the cat and allows the owner to construct seemingly-accurate 

interpretations of the pet cat’s signals. The consideration of a broader range of experiences when 

interpreting signals from the pet cat leads to an enriched relationship that orients a person 

towards a different set of tenable actions towards the pet cat.  

In contrast, people do not often deem as salient the same signals from the stray cat as they 

do their pet cats nor do they consider a broad range of experiences when interpreting signals 

from the stray cat. This narrow consideration of interpretive signals and experiences with stray 

cats render our relationships with stray cats much different than those we have with our pet cats. 

This, in part, leads to human action towards stray cats (trapping, relocating, euthanizing, etc.) 

that lie outside the scope of consideration towards pet cats. Thus, I argue that broadening the 

array of signals and experiences we consider in our interpretations can help to enrich our 

interpretations and this, in turn, enriches our orientation toward (or away from) actions that are 

befitting of the relationship. 

                                                             
3 I fully recognize that this is but one of a multitude of reasons for diverging relationships between the two cats. It 
is not necessary to explicate a full account of the factors underlying this relationship for the purpose of this paper. 



This discussion has much broader implications beyond our interpretive relationships with 

our pets. Humans and human societies have relationships with their respective natural 

environments and, I presume, these relationships undergird the ways that many humans act in 

regard to their environments. It is my ultimate claim that many developed societies’ interpretive 

stances orient them toward relationships with their natural environment that renders actions 

either appropriate that – considering a broadened interpretive stance – may otherwise be 

considered untenable (e.g. feeding stray cats) or, conversely, renders actions inappropriate that 

may otherwise be considered tenable (e.g. killing stray cats). Put in other words, contemporary 

interpretive stances orient us towards narrowly considered relationships with our natural 

environment. If we are to be sure that we are as close as possible to properly interpreting signals 

from our natural environment, then we would do well to broaden our interpretive stances and 

attend to a more diverse array of signals and experiences in constructing our interpretations. 

The relationships that people have with their natural environments are diverse and, to be 

sure, many of them are likely to reflect the broad interpretive stance recommended here. The 

relationship between a society’s collective interpretive stance towards the natural environment 

and an individual’s interpretive stance towards that environment is certainly dynamic. The 

institutions that support a society’s interpretive stance will undoubtedly serve to orient the 

unreflective individual’s interpretive stance and, conversely, the mass of many individuals’ 

stances will serve to reinforce the interpretive stance of the social collective. Although the 

argument presented here is, therefore, applicable both at the individual and the collective levels, 

it is worth considering here only the social collective as it is, intuitively, the level at which the 

majority of power lies (seen as the ability to construct, enact, and enforce management and 

policy regimes).  

The signals that the governing institutions attend to when interpreting our natural 

environment are predominantly those that suggest scientific and economic interpretations, 

specifically those that can be conveniently communicated linguistically (norms for recording and 

distributing information may propagate this focus on signals that are amenable to linguistic 

recording). Without consideration for a broader range of signals, including those that may render 

a more aesthetic, cultural, or spiritual interpretation, we should not be surprised that our 

management regimes reflect a construction of the natural environment as a mere resource (albeit 

natural) instead of a potentially rich entity4 (or conglomeration of entities) to be interpreted as 

something more than an object to be unilaterally controlled. Injecting perspectives that consider 

broader ranges of experiences – such as the visual arts, literature, and ceremony – helps to 

broaden the interpretive stance of a governing institution allowing a richer interpretation of the 

natural environment. In sum, a broader interpretive stance moves us closer to better 

understanding the signals we receive from our natural environment and this enriched experience 

undergirds our relationship with the natural environment, allowing for management opportunities 

that more closely befit the enriched relationship. 

V 

This analysis does not suggest that purely linguistic conceptualizations of interpretation 

are not important for their own purposes, only that for the purpose of considering the actions 

deemed appropriate toward our natural environments we must attend to the ways in which we 

                                                             
4 It is worth considering if the interpretive argument made here more properly warrants environmental agency 
rather than mere entity, but that is beyond the scope of this paper.  



construct meaning from the symbols toward which we are oriented. In this broad view, it is not 

difficult to see that we are consistently receiving information from our environments (natural or 

otherwise) and it is our stance toward that information which undergirds our interpretations of 

our individual worlds. By broadening our interpretive stance, we enrich our interpretations of the 

signals we receive and thereby enrich our relationship with our natural environments. We should 

not be surprised if this enriched relationship orients our societies either towards novel 

management and policy regimes that more closely align with our interpretations or, at least, 

render some current actions toward our natural environments as truly untenable.  
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Appendix 

P1. Considering more experiential modes (e.g. sensory) will increase the types of signals that can 

be interpreted from the environment 

 

P2. If the number of types of signals that can be interpreted from the environment is increased, 

then one’s interpretive stance toward the environment is broadened 

 

P4. If one’s interpretive stance toward the environment is broadened, then the (un)tenable 

actions/behaviors towards the environment can be modified in accordance with the broadened 

stance 

 

C1. Therefore, if we consider more experiential modes, then the actions/behaviors rendered 

(un)tenable toward the environment can be modified in accordance with the broadened stance 

[P1-3] 

 


