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This paper investigates how The Waste Land (1922) generates multiple, sometimes 

contradictory meanings through patterned stylistic ambiguity. Moving beyond the 

critical assumption that the poem’s difficulty is merely hermetic, the study 

demonstrates that ambiguity in Eliot is a structured effect produced by foregrounding, 

deviation, intertextual allusion, and rapid shifts in voice, register, and discourse-

world. Drawing on classic and contemporary stylistics foregrounding theory (Leech & 

Short), pragmatic and discourse stylistics (Simpson; Toolan), cognitive stylistics 

(Stock well), and Empson’s account of ambiguity the analysis shows how local 

linguistic cues (ellipsis, deixis, polyphonic pronouncing, code-switching, 

collocational dissonance) co-operate with macro-features (montage, intertextual 

frames) to invite readily hypothesis-building and meaning negotiation. The paper 

argues that ambiguity is not a deficit but a generative principle that enables the poem 

to stage modernity’s fractured temporality, ethical uncertainty, and spiritual crisis 

while remaining open to incompatible interpretive trajectories (decay and renewal; 

irony and lament; parody and prayer). Methodologically, the study combines close 

reading with stylistic description and selective corpus checks (type–token density, 

reiteration patterns) to track recurrent ambiguity cues across the poem’s five parts. 

The findings reframe Eliot’s obscurity as communicative design: ambiguity becomes 

the medium through which the poem structures meaning, distributes interpretive labor 

to the reader, and models a modernist poetics of indeterminacy. 

 

Keywords: ambiguity; cognitive; foregrounding; stylistics;  intertextuality; 

polyphony; stylistics; modernism; T. S. Eliot 

 

Introduction 

Few poems of the twentieth century are as celebrated and as resistant as T. S. Eliot’s 

The Waste Land. Since its publication in 1922, the poem’s montage of voices, 

languages, and cultural fragments has drawn readers into a hermeneutic double-bind: 

we are compelled to interpret, yet the text persistently multiplies and destabilizes the 

grounds of interpretation. Critical traditions have often explained this difficulty in 

historical, intellectual, or biographical terms modernity's disillusionment, the legacies 

of classicism and symbolism, the poet’s intellectual formation, and Ezra Pound’s 

editorial shaping. While these contexts are indispensable, they risk treating ambiguity 

primarily as a thematic effect (“modern life is incoherent”) rather than as a patterned 

stylistic resource through which the poem makes meaning. 

This paper takes the latter route. It argues that ambiguity in The Waste Land is not a 

byproduct of confusion but an outcome of textual design, achieved through systematic 

stylistic mechanisms. Following Empson’s classic insight that ambiguity can be 

catalogued as “situations in which a word or a grammatical structure is effective in 

several ways at once” (1930/1966), the study treats ambiguity as an operational 

category that can be described, evidenced, and explained with linguistic precision. At 

stake is neither a decoding of a single hidden meaning nor a celebration of 

undesirability for its own sake; rather, the aim is to show how stylistic patterning 

distributes interpretive labor and sustains plural, co-existing meanings. 

Within stylistics, ambiguity has been approached through several complementary 

Abstract 
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frameworks. Foregrounding theory describes the ways deviation (from linguistic 

norms) and parallelism (heightened patterning) draw attention to form and thereby 

reorganize meaning (Leech & Short, 2007). Pragmatic stylistics examines how 

utterances mean beyond what they literally say, invoking implicature, presupposition, 

voice, and viewpoint (Simpson, 2004; Toolan, 2009). Cognitive stylistics emphasizes 

the reader’s constructive role: meaning emerges as readers recruit schemas, frames, 

and conceptual metaphors to stabilize textual cues (Stockwell, 2002). These 

perspectives converge on The Waste Land, where ambiguity is often cued by the 

poem’s rapid transitions in voice, unstable deixis (“I,” “you,” “we” with shifting 

referents), code-switching (German, French, Italian, Sanskrit), and dense allusiveness 

that oscillates between reverent citation and ironic distortion. 

Modernist scholarship has long recognized the poem’s reliance on fragmentation and 

polyphony (Kenner, 1959; Moody, 1994; North, 2001). Yet the precise stylistic means 

by which these macro-features produce layered meanings are less frequently itemized. 

For example, intertextuality is typically treated interpretively (what sources are 

invoked and why) rather than stylistically (how allusion is signaled, framed, and 

functionally integrated at the level of lexis, syntax, and discourse management). 

Likewise, voice shifts are often catalogued by speaker identity (e.g., Tiresias, the 

typist, Madame Sosostris) without fine-grained analysis of the linguistic markers that 

trigger and maintain those shifts or the resulting interpretive ambiguity when markers 

conflict or remain underspecified. 

A stylistic approach helps remedy these gaps by asking how ambiguity is encoded and 

activated. Consider three preliminary observations that motivate the present study: 

 

Local cues with global consequences: Small-scale linguistic features such as deictic 

pronouns without clear antecedents, or collocations that clash across registers 

(“hordes” with “trams and dusty trees”) often compel readers to build larger 

situational models that remain provisional or contradictory. 

 

Intertextual framing as ambiguity generator: Allusions to Dante, Shakespeare, the 

Upanishads, and popular songs operate not only as references but as frames that can 

be activated in mutually incompatible ways (e.g., penitential vs. parodic uptake), 

creating interpretive bifurcations that the poem sustains rather than resolves. 

  

Polyphonic voicing and porous boundaries: Rapid, minimally signposted shifts of 

voice produce zones where narrative perspective is indeterminate. The result is a text 

that not only represents but enacts a contested discursive space, allowing incompatible 

stances to co-occupy the same lines. 

This paper proposes that such cues are not incidental. Instead, they operate as a 

repertoire of ambiguity triggers that combine to yield meaning multiplicity: 

convergent networks of possible sense, affect, and ideology that the poem deliberately 

keeps in play. The pay-off of this view is twofold. First, it clarifies why interpretive 

disagreement around The Waste Land persists despite a century of scholarship: the 

poem’s stylistic design scaffolds multiple, internally coherent readings. Second, it 

reframes “difficulty” as communicative craft: ambiguity is a strategy for engaging 

readers in the reconstruction of a broken cultural archive and for distributing ethical 

and theological risk across a plurality of voices. 

Methodologically, the paper integrates qualitative close reading with stylistic 

description, using categories from foregrounding theory (deviation, parallelism), 
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discourse and pragmatic stylistics (deixis, implicature, speech and thought 

presentation, modality), and cognitive stylistics (schema activation, frame conflict, 

conceptual metaphor). Where helpful, the analysis consults light corpus evidence 

(e.g., key-word reiteration, clustering of imperatives or epistemic modals) to support 

claims about patterning; however, the primary method remains analytic close reading 

of the 1922 text, with attention to Eliot’s notes as paratextual rather than authoritative 

guides. 

The contribution is threefold. Conceptually, it theorizes ambiguity as a positive 

resource for meaning-making rather than as a sign of failure or mere modernist 

fashion. Analytically, it demonstrates how local stylistic cues scale up to global 

interpretive effects. Historically, it situates Eliot’s practice within a modernist 

economy of citation and collage that both laments cultural depletion and seeks ritual 

renewal, thereby explaining why readings of The Waste Land oscillate between irony 

and devotion, nihilism and liturgy. By tracing the poem’s recurring ambiguity triggers, 

the study shows how Eliot’s text invites readers into a dynamic interpretive game 

whose rules are encoded in style. 

 

Research Objectives 

To identify and categorize the principal stylistic mechanisms that trigger ambiguity in 

The Waste Land. 

To explain how these mechanisms cooperate to produce layered, co-existing meanings 

at local (line/stanza) and global (section/whole poem) levels. 

 

Research Questions 

What specific categories of ambiguity, including lexical, syntactic, intertextual, and 

symbolic     dimensions, are instantiated and foregrounded through the stylistic 

choices evident in The Waste    Land?” 

How do the identified stylistic mechanisms converge to construct and sustain layered, 

co-existing meanings at the macrostructural level of sections and the poem as a 

whole?     

 

Literature Review  

Since its publication in 1922, The Waste Land has been canonized as both a central 

document of modernism and a paradigm of poetic difficulty. Early critics such as F. R. 

Leavis (1933) and Cleanth Brooks (1939) emphasized the poem’s formal innovation 

and symbolic coherence, interpreting its dense allusiveness as a method of unifying 

the modern world’s spiritual chaos. Later, however, critics such as Hugh Kenner 

(1959) and David Moody (1994) drew attention to the poem’s deliberate 

fragmentation, arguing that its form resists closure and mirrors the breakdown of 

cultural unity. More recent studies (North, 2001; Crawford, 2006) underscore how 

Eliot’s allusive style simultaneously invokes and destabilizes traditions, reflecting 

modernism’s paradox of seeking authority through the very ruins of cultural history. 

What remains constant across these readings is the recognition that ambiguity whether 

stylistic, thematic, or interpretive is central to the poem’s power. 

The category of ambiguity entered literary criticism most forcefully with William 

Empson’s Seven Types of Ambiguity (1930/1966), which demonstrated how poetic 

meaning often depends on words or structures functioning in several ways at once. 

Empson’s work legitimized ambiguity as a source of richness rather than a flaw. His 

categories ranging from straightforward polysemy to contradictions deliberately left 
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unresolved have since influenced multiple traditions, including New Criticism, 

deconstruction, and stylistics. In the case of The Waste Land, ambiguity often arises 

not only at the level of lexis but also in discourse structure, speaker identity, and 

intertextual reference. Critics such as Ricks (1988) and Brooker & Bentley (1990) 

note that the poem encourages, even forces, readers to hold incompatible 

interpretations in tension, reflecting modernity’s fractured epistemology. 

Within stylistics, ambiguity is generally studied through the twin concepts of 

foregrounding and DE familiarization: Leech and Short (2007) argue that deviation 

from linguistic norms (syntactic inversion, semantic disjunction, collocational oddity) 

foregrounds form, making readers attend to language as language. Such foregrounded 

forms often yield ambiguous meaning, as the reader oscillates between multiple 

possible interpretations. Miall and Kuiken (1994) extend this view by showing 

empirically that stylistic foregrounding provokes richer affective and cognitive 

responses in readers. 

Pragmatic stylistics (Simpson, 2004; Toolan, 2009) adds a further dimension by 

emphasizing discourse meaning beyond sentence structure. Ambiguity can result from 

indeterminate deixis, conflicting presuppositions, or ironyfeatures all central to The 

Waste Land. Likewise, cognitive stylistics (Stockwell, 2002) stresses the role of the 

reader’s mental schemata: ambiguous texts require readers to recruit multiple, 

sometimes clashing, cognitive frames, producing what Semino (2014) calls “frame 

conflict.” 

Much scholarship on The Waste Land emphasizes its allusiveness, but often with a 

focus on identifying sources rather than analyzing how intertextuality operates 

stylistically. Yet as Kristeva (1980) and Riffaterre (1978) argue, intertextuality is not 

simply citation but a structural principle: meaning is generated through the interplay 

of texts. Stylistically, Eliot’s allusions are framed in ways that destabilize their 

authority, creating what Brooker (1995) describes as a “polyphonic chorus of cultural 

voices.” This polyphony akin to Bakhtin’s (1981) concept of heteroglossia produces 

ambiguity because multiple discourses overlap without clear hierarchy. 

Despite extensive critical engagement with The Waste Land, two gaps remain. First, 

ambiguity is often discussed impressionistically (“the poem is obscure,” “the voices 

are fragmented”) rather than with sustained stylistic description. Second, the specific 

linguistic cues deixis, code-switching, ellipsis, collocational clashes that generate and 

sustain ambiguity are rarely catalogued systematically. A stylistic approach can 

therefore enrich Eliot studies by offering precise accounts of how ambiguity is 

encoded in the text, and how this encoding enables multiple layers of meaning 

  

Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative stylistic approach to T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, 

focusing on how linguistic features and stylistic strategies generate ambiguity and 

multiple layers of meaning. While literary criticism has long noted the poem’s 

obscurity, this research operationalizes ambiguity as a textual phenomenon, one that 

can be described through systematic stylistic categories. The analysis therefore 

combines close reading with stylistic description, supported where useful by light 

corpus-based checks (word clusters, reiteration patterns) to identify recurrent 

ambiguity triggers. 
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Theoretical Frameworks 

The methodology draws on three overlapping strands of stylistics: 

Foregrounding Theory 
Developed from Russian Formalism and Prague School linguistics, foregrounding 

theory (Leech & Short, 2007; Miall & Kuiken, 1994) argues that stylistic deviation 

(from linguistic norms) and parallelism (patterned repetition) make language 

noticeable and meaningful. In The Waste Land, deviations such as code-switching, 

syntactic ellipsis, and collocational dissonance will be examined as key ambiguity 

triggers. 

Pragmatic and Discourse Stylistics 
Following Simpson (2004) and Toolan (2009), pragmatic stylistics highlights how 

meaning extends beyond lexico-grammar into context, implicature, and discourse 

management. Ambiguity in Eliot often arises from unclear deixis (“I,” “you,” “we” 

with unstable referents), unmarked shifts in speaker, and intertextual framing that 

oscillates between parody and reverence. These will be analyzed through the 

categories of deixis, presupposition, modality, and voice. 

Cognitive Stylistics 
Cognitive stylistics (Stockwell, 2002; Semino, 2014) emphasizes the reader’s role in 

constructing meaning. Readers resolve or fail to resolve ambiguity by recruiting 

mental schemas, frames, and conceptual metaphors. In Eliot’s poem, frame conflicts 

(e.g., between religious liturgy and urban decay) are common, forcing readers to hold 

incompatible interpretive models simultaneously. The analysis will use cognitive 

stylistic tools to explore how ambiguity demands active interpretive labor.  

Corpus and Textual Scope 
The primary text is Eliot’s The Waste Land (first published in 1922), including its five 

sections: “The Burial of the Dead,” “A Game of Chess,” “The Fire Sermon,” “Death 

by Water,” and “What the Thunder Said.” Eliot’s own notes will be treated as Para 

textual material not authoritative explanations but additional ambiguity-generating 

devices. 

 

Analytical Procedures 

The analysis proceeds in three stages: 

Identification of Ambiguity Triggers 
Lexical level: polysemy, unusual collocations, intertextual markers. 

Syntactic level: ellipsis, parataxis, code-switching. 

Discourse level: shifts in voice, deixis, modality, unmarked transitions. 

Symbolic level: recurring motifs (water, fire, death-in-life) that sustain multiple 

interpretations. 

 

Stylistic Description 
Each trigger will be described with reference to its immediate linguistic environment, 

showing how it disrupts or multiplies possible interpretations. 

 

 

 

Interpretive Integration 
Findings will be connected to broader thematic and ideological concerns: modernist 

disillusionment, fragmentation of history and faith, the tension between cultural 
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despair and spiritual renewal. Cognitive stylistics will be used to explain how readers 

construct competing interpretive frames from ambiguous cues. 

 

Limitations 

The study does not aim to exhaust all possible interpretations of The Waste Land but 

to demonstrate how stylistic ambiguity systematically produces layered meanings. 

Nor does it claim that stylistics replaces literary criticism; rather, it supplements 

interpretive traditions by offering precise accounts of the linguistic resources that 

underwrite ambiguity. 

 

Analysis  

Stylistics of Ambiguity: Multiple Layers of Meaning in T.S. Eliot’s The Waste 

Land 

T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922) remains one of the most studied poems in 

modernist literature, precisely because of its density, fragmentation, and refusal to 

stabilize meaning. Central to this refusal is Eliot’s stylistics of ambiguity, which is 

enacted through diction, syntax, imagery, allusion, and shifts in narrative voice. 

Rather than simply expressing cultural disillusionment after the First World War, the 

poem performs that disillusionment stylistically, leaving its audience caught in 

interpretive uncertainty. Eliot’s textual ambiguity is not accidental but deeply 

deliberate; the poem stages a crisis of meaning where words simultaneously evoke 

multiple, often contradictory, connotations. By analyzing the five sections of the 

poem, one can see how ambiguity becomes the primary stylistic mode, allowing Eliot 

to dramatize the collapse of tradition, the fragmentation of identity, and the elusive 

search for redemption. 

 

The Burial of the Dead 

The poem opens with a paradox that sets the tone for ambiguity throughout: “April is 

the cruellest month, breeding / Lilacs out of the dead land” (ll. 1–2). Traditionally, 

April signals spring and rebirth, but Eliot inverts this symbolism. Fertility becomes 

cruel, suggesting that renewal is painful in a spiritually barren world. The ambiguity 

lies in whether the speaker mourns regeneration itself or the incapacity of humanity to 

embrace it. By contrast, “Winter kept us warm” (l. 5) presents death and hibernation 

as comforting, further unsettling seasonal associations. Lexically, “warm” carries 

emotional solace but also ironic detachment: warmth comes not from life but from 

lifeless snow. 

The passage of the “Hyacinth girl” intensifies ambiguity. The imagery of blooming 

hyacinths invokes erotic vitality, yet the speaker recalls a moment of paralysis: “I 

could not / Speak, and my eyes failed, I was neither / Living nor dead” (ll. 38–40). 

Here erotic desire collapses into numbness; the ambiguity lies in whether the scene 

dramatizes ecstatic transcendence or traumatic sterility. Stylistically, the breakdown of 

syntax  halting clauses and enjambment  mirrors this suspension between vitality and 

inertia. 

Ambiguity is also enacted intertextually. The opening echoes Chaucer’s Canterbury 

Tales (“Whan that Aprille with his shoures soote”), but while Chaucer’s pilgrims 

embark on a communal spiritual journey, Eliot’s figures wander aimlessly through a 

barren landscape. Similarly, allusions to Ezekiel and Ecclesiastes reinforce prophecy 

and futility simultaneously. The stylistic ambiguity stems from the co-presence of 

renewal and decay, revelation and despair, creating an unstable interpretive space. 
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A Game of Chess 

The second section dramatizes ambiguity through contrasts of opulence and 

degradation, intimacy and alienation. The ornate description of a woman’s boudoir  

“The Chair she sat in, like a burnished throne” (l. 77)  recalls Cleopatra’s splendor, yet 

the excessive accumulation of decorative imagery borders on grotesque. The 

ambiguity lies in whether the scene represents sensual richness or sterile decadence. 

Stylistically, the long syntactic buildup collapses into a sudden plea: “Speak to me. 

Why do you never speak. Speak.” (l. 112). The repetition of “speak” dramatizes 

communication breakdown, where language itself fails. 

Ambiguity emerges through shifts in register. The refined, allusive voice suddenly 

descends into colloquial dialogue in the pub scene: “HURRY UP PLEASE IT’S 

TIME” (ll. 141, 165). This refrain is both literal (the closing call of a London pub) 

and metaphorical (the apocalyptic urgency of time running out). The stylistic 

ambiguity collapses ordinary banality into cosmic warning. Similarly, the 

conversation about Lil’s abortion and Albert’s return from the army mingles working-

class realism with larger themes of sterility and violence. What appears as mere 

gossip becomes emblematic of cultural decline. 

By juxtaposing high literary allusion with colloquial speech, Eliot creates stylistic 

ambiguity between registers of culture. The reader is forced to navigate between 

Cleopatra and pub chatter, between Shakespearean echoes and mundane complaints, 

all of which resist reconciliation. The section’s title, “A Game of Chess,” itself 

foregrounds strategy, deception, and the ambiguity of moves  a metaphor for human 

relations reduced to manipulation. 

 

The Fire Sermon 

This section intensifies ambiguity through its sustained shifts in perspective and 

voice. The opening depiction of the Thames  “The river’s tent is broken: the last 

fingers of leaf / Clutch and sink into the wet bank” (ll. 173–174)  presents nature as 

both decaying and anthropomorphic. The verb “clutch” ambiguously signifies both 

desperation and vitality, while the river, traditionally symbolic of life, is emptied of its 

mythic significance. 

The insertion of Tiresias, who is simultaneously male and female, collapses gender 

binaries: “I Tiresias, though blind, throbbing between two lives, / Old man with 

wrinkled female breasts” (ll. 218–219). This ambiguous figure becomes central to the 

poem’s vision, yet Tiresias’s authority is destabilized by his multiplicity. Stylistically, 

Eliot uses Tiresias to fuse disparate episodes  the typist’s mechanical sexual 

encounter, the river song, and mythical resonances  into a fractured unity. The 

ambiguity lies in whether Tiresias clarifies or further fragments meaning. 

The typist’s sexual encounter epitomizes stylistic ambiguity. The language is flat and 

mechanical: “The time is now propitious, as he guesses, / The meal is ended, she is 

bored and tired” (ll. 231–232). Sexual intimacy is reduced to routine transaction, 

stripped of passion. The tone is simultaneously comic, tragic, and banal, refusing to 

settle into a single register. Intertextual echoes  Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde, 

Spenser’s Prothalamion  overlay erotic despair with high literary resonance, 

producing multiple interpretive directions. 

The refrain “Burning burning burning burning” (l. 308) from the Buddha’s sermon 

and Augustine’s Confessions further dramatizes ambiguity. Fire signifies both 
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destructive lust and purifying renunciation. Stylistically, repetition intensifies the 

word’s polyvalence, leaving its meaning undecidable. 

 

Death by Water 

The brief fourth section condenses ambiguity into stark brevity. Phlebas the 

Phoenician drowns, “a fortnight dead, / Forgot the cry of gulls, and the deep sea 

swell” (ll. 312–313). On one level, the passage presents mortality’s inevitability; on 

another, it offers possible redemption through water imagery. Drowning erases 

identity, but water also signifies cleansing and rebirth in Christian and mythical 

traditions. The ambiguity lies in whether Phlebas’s death is annihilation or 

transformation. Stylistically, the calm rhythm and euphonious diction contrast with 

the poem’s earlier cacophony, producing tonal ambiguity between serenity and 

menace. 

The injunction “Consider Phlebas, who was once handsome and tall as you” (l. 321) 

positions the reader ambiguously as both witness and participant. Is this memento 

mori a warning of vanity’s futility, or an invitation to contemplate transcendence? The 

stylistics of second-person address collapse distance, implicating the audience in the 

ambiguity of death’s meaning. 

 

What the Thunder Said 

The final section amplifies ambiguity by staging apocalyptic imagery alongside 

intimations of renewal. The landscape is parched: “Here is no water but only rock / 

Rock and no water and the sandy road” (ll. 331–332). The repeated negations 

construct a barren world, but the longing for water implies the possibility of its 

eventual arrival. Stylistically, repetition enacts both emphasis and emptiness. 

The scene of Christ at Emmaus and the figure of the “third who walks always beside 

you” (l. 359) generate theological ambiguity. Is this apparition Christ, a hallucination, 

or a metaphor for spiritual longing? Eliot borrows from Shackleton’s Antarctic 

expedition as well as the Gospels, blending myth, history, and personal testimony into 

an indeterminate vision. 

The climactic thunder, drawn from the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, introduces the 

Sanskrit syllables “DA”  interpreted as Datta (give), Dayadhvam (sympathize), and 

Damyata (control). Yet ambiguity reigns: do these imperatives resolve the poem’s 

crisis, or merely gesture toward an unattainable ideal? Stylistically, the sudden 

incursion of Sanskrit destabilizes the English linguistic field, placing the reader in a 

liminal space of translation and uncertainty. 

The closing lines intensify stylistic ambiguity: “Shantih shantih shantih” (l. 433). 

Glossed by Eliot as “the peace which passeth understanding,” the phrase 

simultaneously suggests resolution and incompleteness. Is the repetition an actual 

attainment of peace, or only a ritualistic performance of longing? The stylistics of 

repetition and foreign diction make the ending appear both final and open-ended, 

echoing the poem’s refusal to resolve. 

 

 

Conclusion 
Eliot’s The Waste Land exemplifies a stylistics of ambiguity, where multiple layers of 

meaning emerge through diction, syntax, intertextuality, and tonal shifts. Across its 

five sections, the poem destabilizes seasonal, erotic, cultural, and spiritual symbols, 

refusing to grant readers stable interpretation. Ambiguity becomes not merely a 
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technique but the very condition of modernist expression, dramatizing cultural 

fragmentation and the collapse of coherent tradition. The text places its audience in an 

interpretive wasteland, where meaning must be continually sought but never securely 

found. In this sense, the poem’s ambiguity is its richest stylistic achievement: a 

dramatization of the modern condition where language gestures toward truth yet 

remains irreducibly plural. 
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