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ABSTRACT 
 
 The concern of this study is to analyze and interpret T. S. Eliot's masterpiece, The Waste Land, based on 
Gadamer's hermeneutics and his focus on the concept of dialogue. In other words, it is a consideration of 
relationship between the concept of dialogue and the process of understanding a literary text, here, The Waste 
Land. It means that we deal with how a literary text, The Waste Land, has an interaction with its reader. 
Throughout this dialogue and conversation the reader can understand a literary text. Hermeneutics, and and this 
role of dialogue is a matter that some of the great philosophers, especially Gadamer, have dealt with it. The 
‘dialogical’ character of Gadamer's approach is evident, not merely in the central theoretical role he gives to the 
concept of dialogue in his thinking, but also in the discursive and dialogic, even ‘conversational’, characters of 
Eliot's writing, as well as in his own personal commitment to intellectual engagement and exchange. Indeed, 
Gadamer is one of the few philosophers for whom the ‘interview’ has become a significant category of 
philosophical output. There are some voices and speakers in The Waste Land who have conversational forms of 
communication to the reader. We speak about some speakers of the poem and analyze the poem from the 
dialogic point of view of Gadamer. The research comes to a conclusion that such an analysis helps us look 
differently to the literary texts and it makes the process of understanding exiting, easier and more meaningful. 
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Introduction  
 
 This essay deals with the analysis of the concept of dialogue in "The Waste Land" according to Gadamer's 
hermeneutics. To do this we will deal with different speakers and personages of different sections and parts of 
the poem. The dialogic analysis which is one of the most important duties of hermeneutics is a noticeable 
discussion in Gadamer's hermeneutics, and these are also discussed in relation to "The Waste Land" in this 
essay. Gadamer is well known for placing dialogue at the center of his philosophical view, and it's clear from his 
claim that language is only perfected in dialogue. Dialogue is a direct way of communication which is the most 
important means for bodily expression. This importance is stated with so many writers and philosophers as in 
Husserl's view, or perhaps, as Scheler argues, "we are directly aware of others through their bodily expressions." 
Jean-Paul Sartre also claims we are non-inferentially aware of other subjects, though not empathically and in 
fact not necessarily in their presence, but in virtue of our sense of shame. Martin Heidegger claims it occurs 
through the recognition of equipment crafted for a particular purpose, so relates primarily not to our 
consciousness awareness of others, but to our practical awareness of other, which, of course, may become 
conscious. 
 Jürgen Habermas, argued that our capacity to reason was developed only through interaction with others. 
There are two levels which we can name for interaction: the communal and the dialogical. We should locate a 
Gadamerian view in a similar place: that is, we will focus on Gadamer's account of dialogue to see whether it 
implicitly contains a dialogical social ontology—an account of the social dimensions of the self that are 
constituted through dialogue. This cuote from Hölderlin, "We are a dialogue" points to a dialogical social 
ontology.  
 Our task, at first is to look at central features of Gadamer's account of dialogue to see if any have 
implications for dialogical social ontology. Three features are common to every theory of dialogue. First, a 
dialogue involves two participants. Some argue that the dialogue has to occur in the face-to-face encounter of 
two persons, others claim that they don't actually have to be present to each other (they could be speaking over 
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the phone, or through texts). Still others argue that dialogue can occur between persons and natural objects—
Buber mentions having a dialogue with a tree—or artificial objects. Gadamer embraces the latter view in 
claiming that we have a genuine dialogue with works of art. Importantly Gadamer's view is that we have 
dialogue with the text, or work of art not with another person through the text. We engage Plato's dialogues, not 
with Plato through his dialogues or, for that matter Plato's ideas expressed in his dialogues. Gadamer also 
famously, claims that we dialogue with our tradition as "tradition ... expresses itself like a Thou." There is 
another related issue, and that is whether dialogue has to occur in language. Some hold that there can be a 
legitimate dialogue of gestures—not sign language, but gestures—while others argue that dialogue needs to take 
place in a natural language. Gadamer holds that embodied interactions between subjects can be dialogical—
dialogue-like—but a genuine dialogue only occurs in language. In fact dialogue is, according to Gadamer, the 
perfection of language; "language has its true being only in dialogue." 
 Second, a dialogue requires a certain amount of openness between the participants. What this openness 
entails—i.e. whether we need to presume the interlocutor speaks the truth, or speaks rationally, or merely speaks 
intelligibly—varies across theories of dialogue. Gadamer calls openness "the hermeneutic virtue" but whether 
that virtue is primarily intellectual or moral is also contested. Nonetheless, even in the most competitive forms 
of dialogues, arguments, it is expected that, first, the interlocutors not rely on straw men to caricature the others' 
position, that, second, each provides reasons the other will recognize as legitimate, and, third, that each take 
seriously the possibility there are good reasons for rejecting the view they hold. Those features are universal in 
any account of dialogical charity. Gadamer's version of openness has two parts. First, "openness to the other, 
then, involves recognizing that I myself must accept some things that are against me, even though no one else 
forces me to." That is, we must always acknowledge that we have something to learn from our interlocutor. 
Second, we are charitable to a view (in our interlocutor's absence) when we see it as a legitimate answer to a 
genuine question. 
 The most important thing is the question that the text puts to us. … The voice that speaks to us from the 
past—whether text, work, trace—itself poses a question and places our meaning in openness. In order to answer 
the question put to us, we the interrogated must ourselves begin to ask the questions. 
 These two together provide the basis for Gadamer's account of openness. 
 The third common feature of theories of dialogue is that dialogue is oriented towards understanding the 
subject matter of the dialogue. Again, there is disagreement about whether this requires agreement, or whether it 
requires simply a better understanding of one's owns views and one's interlocutor's views, or, appreciation or, 
even more simply, mutual acknowledgment of each other's views. Gadamer argues that dialogue is ideally 
resolved in a "fusion of horizons." He writes that, "When I speak in my own work of the necessity for the 
horizon of one person and the horizon of another to merge into one for any understnading to take place, I ma not 
referring to an abiding and identifiable "one" [Eines], but just to what takes place in conversation as it goes 
along." A dialogue without a fusion off horizons is a failed conversation.  
 A condition for fusing horizons is being able to put ourselves in a position to recognize the address of 
others (both of persons and texts). We must allow the other to speak. As on Gadamer's account this includes 
allowing texts or works of art to speak, he needs to give some parameters as to what can allow something to 
speak in a charitable way. This is what I want to deal with in this essay, to understand and communicate to "The 
Waste Land" from the way of counting different speakers in the poem who speak to us and make a dialogical 
way of communication with us. As I explained above about Gadamer's idea and "allowing the others to speak", I 
will find different speakers in "The Waste Land".  
 Language is not a vehicle of meaning in the sense that if we peer into the words we will see the meaning 
contained there, rather it is the activity of expression. "A word is not a sign that one selects, nor is it a sign that 
one makes or gives to another; it is not an existent thing that one picks up and gives an ideality of meaning in 
order to make another being visible through it. …Rather the ideality of the meaning lies in the word itself. It is 
meaningful already." So when we speak of that which is expressed in the expression, it is already misleading. 
To say that a person is present in the expression is misleading in the sense that it continues to separate the 
person and the expression. Moreover, when we strip away the too romantic image of an inner world of feelings 
and an outer world of expressions, we find that language is more than a vehicle of thought; expression is 
thought, saying is thinking. Understanding—understood hermeneutically not as a subjective process, but as a 
revelation of the world and as a comportment of a subject to that world—is not only what is expressed, it is 
indistinguishable from expression. When we are engaged in dialogue, then—when we are engaged in a shared 
activity of bringing ourselves and our world into words—we are thinking together. Dialogue is more than 
putting our heads together; it is a form of thinking which is not an individual's. Literally two individuals are 
sharing thoughts since the thoughts are the dialogue. Gadamer writes, 
 Speaking with another, which is a way this being together can be accomplished, is not so much one's being 
toward the object (taking that as something to be communicated) as the sharing of this being toward the object. 
Thus speech is essentially expressing oneself.  
And Gadamer writes in another sentence: 
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 If someone is to say something to someone else, it is not enough that there should be a so-called recipient 
who is there to receive the information. For over and above that there must be a readiness to allow something to 
be said to us. It is only in this way that the word becomes binding, as it were: it binds one human being with 
another. This occurs whenever we speak to one another and really enter into genuine dialogue with another. As I 
said above this assay deals with different speakers in "The Waste Land". These speakers communicate to the 
reader and in fact they have a dialogue with the reader. 
 According to Gadamer's view on the concept of dialogue, the text and the reader have a conversation and 
dialogue with each other, and the result of this conversation is the understanding and finding the message of the 
text. In "The Waste Land, there are several speakers who have a dialogue with the reader."The Waste Land" 
consists of five parts. In these parts there are some speakers who have a dialogue with the readers, and the 
readers of "The Waste Land" experience a kind of conversational relationship with the poem. As "The Waste 
Land" is composed of many voices, this would help us to understand that. While there are many different voices 
in the poem, there is one central consciousness. The poem is preceded by a Latin epigraph from The Satyricon 
of Petronius. It is a dedication for Ezra Pound: il miglior fabbro (the better crafts man). 
 From the first lines of the poem the reader can see himself or herself in front of another one, a speaker who 
has a conversation with the reader. This experience happens from the beginning, the epigraph, and continues 
through the five sections of the poem.  
 The original title for The Waste Land was “He does the police in different voices”. The line comes from 
Charles Dickens’ novel Our Mutual Friend (1864-65). As we can see Eliot with this choice for the name of his 
poem refers to different speakers and voices who are speaking in the poem. I will give some explanations about 
any part and section of the poem, and after that I will explain about the speakers of these parts. 
 
1. An Analysis of the Speaker of "The Epigraph and Dedication": 
   
 In the epigraph the Sibyle of Cumae (a woman with prophetic powers who is aged but never died) looks at 
the future and proclaims that she only wants to die. She has a message for the reader and speaks to him or her: 
 “For on one occasion I myself saw, with my own eyes, the Cumaean Sibyl hanging in a cage, and when some 
boys said to her, ‘Sibyl, what do you want?’ she replied, ‘I want to die.’” (T.S.Eliot, The Waste Land, p: 1) 
So, in this part of the poem the speaker is the sibyle, and has a conversation to the reader from ancient times:  
"The Sibyle’s wish to escape her living death of immortality through a real death is put into immediate contrast 
with the opening of the poem which seems to yearn for the living death the Sibyl can no longer bear." (T. S. 
Eliot, After Strange Gods, pp. 40-41). 
 The signs and symbols of a barren and waste land are represented from these first lines and show the 
situation which control such fruitless and dry land. All the speakers throughout the poem, want to show us the 
characteristics and effects of this barren world on the human being.  
 Sibyl lives in a prison, and is forced to stay there forever. He says that he wants to die, and with this 
statement he has a massage for the twentieth century man: all of us are surrounded with different prisons. 
 
2. An Analysis of the Speakers of "The Burial of the Dead": 
 
In the first part of The Waste Land, We have four voices and speakers: 
1) First speaker: Marie, an aristocratic German recounting childhood. (lines 1-18) 
2) Second speaker: Prophetic and apocalyptic, recalling a more innocent past. (19-42) 
3) Third speaker: Madame Sosostris, tarot reader. (43-59) 
4) Forth speaker: Walker in surreal London, seeing Stetson, an old comrade. (60-76) 
 In each one of these parts we experience a conversational form of writing. For example In the poem there is 
a progress in debt of experience from the voice of Madame Sosostris, the fortuneteller with a bad cold, to the 
voice of God in the thunder. In fact, the poem is the objective correlative of a particular state of mind groping to 
achieve some kind of inner peace. In this way the reader can communicate easily with the poem: 
 "Genuine poetry can communicate before it is understood." (T. S. Eliot: Notes Towards the Definition of 
Culture, 1949, p: 145) 
 In the section, (19_42), there is a retreat to the original voice. But it is quickly ruptures into: “You cannot 
say, or guess, for you know only / a heap of broken images" (lines 21_22) 
 It represents the incoherence of modernist social structures, and the mind it creates. Spring as a seasonal 
process of rebirth and sexual and spiritual potency, is now perceived of painful. The lost love and desire of 
Tristan in lines 30-34, followed by the similar but more subjective and direct failure in the hyacinth garden.  
 "You gave me hyacinths first a year ago; "They called me the hyacinth girl." Yet when we came back, late, 
from the Hyacinth garden, Your arms full, and your hair wet, I could not Speak, and my eyes failed, I was 
neither Living nor dead, and I knew nothing, ooking into the heart of light, the silence. Oed' und leer das Meer. 
(Lines 31_42) 
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 The second speaker is a prophetic, apocalyptic invitation to journey into a real waste land, and the voice 
which speaks with us in this section is Marie, an aristocratic German recounting childhood.This threatening 
prophetic is mixed with a memory of a love and childhood about hyacinth girl which is filtered through a 
quotation from Wagner's operatic vision of Tristan and Isolde, and Arthurian tale of adultery and loss. The third 
episode describes an imaginative tarot cards. The final episode is a speaker who walks through London, 
populated by ghosts of the dead. He recalls great deadly wars and asks about the fate of a corpse planted in his 
garden. As we can see there is a current of dialogue and conversation through all these lines that it causes us 
deeply to think and the real speaker of all these lines is the writer, Eliot, himself.  
 In the third section (42_59), Madame Sosostris displays complete blindness towards myths in their real, 
quite fruitful meanings. She tells us to "fear death by water" (line 55), which symbolizes how much myths have 
been forgotten. Myth in the hands of Sosostris becomes an empty superstition, devoid of any personal self-
sacrifice. 
 In the fourth section (60_76), we see the contemporary society, and it does not surprisingly seem as Unreal 
City. Clock-time and a twilight of "The brown fog of a winter dawn" (line 61) have overtaken seasonal changes 
of light and dark. It seems that men and women have entered into a wasteland of twilight and are now unable to 
return to either darkness or light. Like the Sibyl, they are unable to die. With the absence of deep feelings, they 
are barely alive. Society has found itself to be "neither living nor dead". 
 
3. An Analysis of speakers of "A Game of Chess": 
 
 A Game of Chess contains two sections: lines (77_138), (139_172). In the second part of "A Game of 
Chess", we have at least seven voices and speakers: 
1) The initial narrator 
2) The nightingale 
3) The neurotic woman 
4) Her companion 
5) The gramophone 
6) The maid 
7) The bar keeper 
 
 There is a wealthy and powerful woman who is not happy, and she lonely has sat in her big and beautiful 
room, and thinks about the emptiness of her life. This feeling is one of the most important themes of the poem 
and we can see it throughout the poem.  
 The nightingale' song invites us to remember the sexual relationships which the modern men experience, 
some relationships that are without love, and they are only for wasting the time. There isn't any meaning and 
feeling in these relationships. They are mechanical and like machines. The characters of this part speak with 
each other. But what they say is meaningless. They have nothing in their mind, and their life and any thing in 
this world, is boring for them. They can't remember any thing because they are not human beings. They have 
been changed to machine.    
 The use of so many voices in “A Game of Chess" allows the poet to make a distance between himself and 
any single statement. A Game of Chess begins with a style which is not like the modern styles of writing a 
poem, because it's convoluted, luxurious, smooth style, and for the time of Eliot it seems unworthy of praise. A 
modern dislocation of the senses from intensely felt experiences was rooted in the eighteenth century literary 
traditions, which initiated such a dissociation of emotions and their immediacy. 
 
4. An Analysis of the Speaker of "The Fire Sermon": 
 
 The speaker proclaims himself to be Tiresias, a figure from classical mythology who has both male and 
female feature and is blind but can see into the future. Tiresias observes a young typist at home, who awaits her 
love, a dull clerk. Finally, Tiresias watches their sexual intercourse and the typist situation after her lover's 
departure. 
 We are also introduced to Tiresias as Eliot himself introduced him: Tiresias, although a mere spectator and 
not indeed a 'character', is yet the most important personage in the poem, uniting all the rest. Just as the one-
eyed merchant, seller of currants, melts into the Phoenician Sailor, and the latter is not wholly distinct from 
Ferdinand Prince of Naples, so all the women are one woman and the two sexes meet in Tiresias. 
 Tiresias, grail legend, and fertility myths are unifying principles of the poem. Though being blind, what he 
sees is really what he remembers and experiences. All through the poem we can hear the voice of Tiresias who 
assumes the various characters in the poem. Tiresias is not a definite character with definite views on life, but an 
anonymous carrier of a state of mind. In the poem, scenes are so arranged to express state of mind. It is through 
Tiresias that we have been conscious of The Waste Land.  
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 There is also one parallel possiblity between Tiresias and Eliot: Both are unable to affect any direct change. 
In the hyacinth garden, Eliot experiences the feeling. He becomes the experience:  
 “He said, Marie,  Marie, hold on tight. And down we went.  In the mountains, there you feel free. “(lines 
15_17) 
 If the problem is that we are removed from real experiences and feelings, and the goal is to diagnose, then 
such impersonality (as we have Tiresias) must be contrasted with the healthy state of experiencing direct 
emotions. 
 So, the lover's scene in lines 230-247 is the opposite of the lovers and scene of the hyacinth garden: 
He assaults at once; 
Exploring hands encounter no defence; 
His vanity requires no response, 
And makes a welcome of indifference. (lines 239_242) 
Or 
Bestows one final patronising kiss, 
And gropes his way, finding the stairs unlit... 
She turns and looks a moment in the glass, 
Hardly aware of her departed lover; 
Her brain allows one half-formed thought to pass: 
'Well now that's done: and I'm glad it's over. (lines 247_252) 
 There is also a pattern of music in The Fire Sermon. At the end, when the speaker tries to burn away his 
desires, the music of the poetry is reduced to syntactic  incoherence until only the single word  “burning“  
remains: 
Burning burning burning burning O Lord Thou pluckest me out O Lord Thou pluckest  
Burning (lines 308_311) 
This ending starkly contrasts with the short, musical lyric which follows it in Death by Water. 
 In the last lines of this section, we have also encountered by the Western and Eastern asceticism through the 
words of St. Augustine and Buddah: 
To Carthage then I came  
Burning burning burning burning O Lord Thou pluckest me out  O Lord Thou pluckest  
Burning (lines 307_311) 
 
5. An Analysis of Speaker of "Dead by Water": 
 
 In this section we can hear the story of Phlebas the Phonician, who has died by drowning. Narrator invites 
his reader to recall their own morality. Death by Water encounters both spiritual burning with the sea and with 
easy syntactic connections, especially in its many rhythmic pairs: 
 Phlebas the Phoenician, a fortnight dead,  Forgot the cry of gulls, and the deep sea swell And the profit and 
loss. A current under sea Picked his bones in whispers. As he rose and fell He passed the stages of his age and 
youth Entering the whirlpool. Gentile or Jew O you who turn the wheel and look to windward, Consider 
Phlebas, who was once handsome and tall as you. (lines 312_321) 
 This poem is full of the story of different characters whose lives are in vain and meaningless. They look for 
their salvation but there isn't any time for this because all of them live in a waste land. The walls of this prison 
surround them.   
 
6. An Analysis of Speaker of "What the Thunder Said": 
 
 The title and name of this part shows that in this part we have at least one speaker, the Thunder. We can 
understand in this chapter we will have a conversational experience like the other parts of the poem. In this part 
I can explain about the speakers as follow: 
Firstly there is a speaker who is not unknown and doesn't have any name and says: 
He who was living is now dead  
We who were living are now dying  
With a little patience (lines 328- 330) 
 As we can see, the speaker says "we", and has a massage for the reader. In this part the speaker speaks 
about a group of people, all the people, and he/she is among them. When he/ she say "we", it means that he/she 
accounts the reader or readers in a dialogic way, and invites them to think and notice to an important fact which 
is not changeable. He /she has a story for the readers, the story of himself/ herself in a barren and "The Waste 
Land", where there is no water and only rocks surround him/her, High mountains without water. This speaker is 
seen throughout the poem, and in all parts speaks about a common problem for all people. 
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 In this part there are several unusual speakers: the grass is singing, a cock sings, and even the thunder 
speaks. All these are some natural things, and Eliot uses them in a waste and barren land. In fact they are the 
symbols of the lost "Nature".  
In this decayed hole among the mountains  
In the faint moonlight, the grass is singing 
Over the tumbled graves, about the chapel 
There is the empty chapel, only the wind's home  
It has no windows, and the door swings,  Dry bones can harm no one. (lines 360_391) 
 Only a cock stood on the rooftree  Co co rico co co rico  In a flash of lightning. Then a damp gust  Bringing 
rain (lines 392_395) 
 We feel that all parts of the nature are sad and speak to the readers in order to give an alarm to them and 
make them aware of the danger which follow them, a prison which its name is "The Waste Land". 
 The real climax of this part is when the thunder enters to the scene. The thunder is the most important 
speaker of this part because its speech is more influential than the other speakers. It speaks and names three keys 
of salvation: Datta (Give), Dayadhvam (Be compassionate), and Damyata (Control yourself). As you can see 
this speaker has a massage for the reader. Return to your manner as a human being. Don't waste the time. Break 
the walls of this prison.  
 This part and the voice of the thunder is the last thing we hear in this poem. We feel that Eliot after showing 
this waste land and writing about the hopeless stories of the people of this poem, finally wants to show a way to 
scape, and the thunder speaks about it. In the end, it says:  
Shantih shantih shantih (line 434) 
 We end in a peace which lies outside understanding “The Peace which passeth understanding”. The thunder 
wishes a peace which is not understandable. It's tired and cries this peace in the heart of the sky. 
 The variety of voices here, speaking in different languages and different tones, indicate a world rich with 
possibility as well as confusion, with salvation as well as loss. The ending is deeply improper, not respecting 
boundaries between poems, between cultures, or between voices. The passionate and paradoxical desire to end 
desires leads only to the continuation of life in all its variousness, confusions, tragedies, and improper desires. 
 According to Eliot, "The Waste Land", from its first lines causes us to think. We feel it near to our mind 
and our heart. Some thing happens in our unconscious which says us this is your own experience and you have 
an internal experience facing this poem from the first lines. As Eliot says: 
 "A play should give you something to think about. When I see a play and understand it for the first time, 
then I know it can't be much good." (T. S. Eliot:  Knowledge and Experience in the Philosophy of F. H. Bradley, 
1964, p: 361)  
 In The Waste land, we find ourselves facing with some thing more than a poem, as Eliot has said in this 
quotation about a play, The Waste Land, as a poem not only effect on our feelings but also causes us to think 
from its dedication and epigraph to the end of the poem. 
 The dialogical way of writing the poem helps the reader to communicate and understand it better. The reader 
finds himself or herself face to face in relation with different speakers of different parts of the poem. I consists 
on Gadamer's idea about the dialogical way of communication a literary text has with its readers. How much 
you are stronger in making such relationships helps you to have a stronger understanding of the text you are 
reading.  
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