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What is l i terature? You'd think this would be a central question for
l i terary theory, but in fact i t  has not seemed to matter verv much. Whv
should this be?

There appear to be two main reasons. First,  since theory i tself
intermingles ideas from phi losophy, l inguist ics, history, pol i t ical theory,
and psychoanalysis, why should theorists worry about whether the
texts they're reading are l i terary or not? For students and teachers of
l i terature today there is a whole range ofcri t ical projects, topics to read
and write about - such as ' images of women in the early twentieth
century' -  where you can deal with both l i terary and non-l i terary works.
You can study Virginia Woolf 's novels or Freud's case histories or both,
and the  d is t inc t ion  doesn ' t  seem methodo log ica l l y  c ruc ia l .  l t ' s  no t  tha t
al l  texts are somehow equal: some texts are taken to be r icher, more
powerful,  more exemplary, more contestatory, more central,  for one
reason or another. But both l i terary and non-l i terarV works can be
s tud ied  togeth" r .n i  in  s im i la r  ways .

Literariness outside l i terature

Second, the dist inct ion has not  seemed centra l  because works of  theory
have discovered what is  most  s imply cal led the , l i terar iness'  

of  non_
l i terary phenomena. Qual i t ies of ten thought to be l i terary turn out  to be

crucial to non-l i terary discourses and practices as well .  For instance,

discussions of the nature of historical understanding have taken as a

model what is involved in understanding a story. Characterist ical ly,

historians do not produce explanations that are l ike the predict ive

explanations of science: they cannot show that when X and Y occur, Z

wil l  necessari ly happen. What they do, rather, is to show how one thing

led to another, how the First World War come to break out, not why it

hod to happen. The model for historical explanation is thus the logic of

stories: the way a story shows how something came to happen,

connecting the init ial  si tuation, the development, and the outcome in a

way that makes sense.

The model for historical intel l igibi l i ty, in short,  is l i terary narrat ive. We

who hear and read stories are good at tel l ing whether a plot makes

sense, hangs together, or whether the story remains unfinished. l f  the

same models of what makes sense and what counts as a story

characterize both l i terary and historical narrat ives, then dist inguishing

between them need not seem an urgent theoretical matter. Similarly,

theorists have come to insist on the importance in non-l i terary texts -

whether Freud's accounts of his psychoanalyt ic cases or works of

phi losophical argument - of rhetorical devices such as metaphor, which

have been thought crucial to l i terature but have often been considered

purely ornamental in other sorts of discourses. In showing how

rhetorical f igures shape thought in other discourses as well ,  theorists

demonstrate a powerful l i terariness at work in supposedly non-l i terary

texts, thus complicating the dist inct ion between the l i terary and the

non-l i terary.

l lut the fact that I  describe this situation by speaking of the discovery of

the ' l i terariness'of non-l i terary phenomena indicates that the notion of

l i terature continues to play a role and needs to be addressed.
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Wlr. r t  sor t  o f  auest ion?

Wc find ourselves back at the key question, 'What is l i terature?',  which

wil l  not go away. But what sort of question is i t7 l f  a 5-year-old is asking,

i t ' s  easy . 'L i te ra tu re ' ,  you  answer , ' i s  s to r ies ,  poems,  and p lays . 'Bu t  i f

the questioner is a l i terary theorist,  i t 's harder to know how to take the

query. l t  might be a question about the general nature of this ol>jcct.

l i tefature, which both of you already know well .  What sort of object or

activi ty is i t? What does i t  do? What purposes does i t  serveT Thus

understood, 'What is l i terature?'asks not fora definit ion but for,rn

analysis, even an argument about why one might concern onest ' l t  wrth

l i terature at al l .

But 'What is l i terature?'might also be a question about dist inquishirrg

characterist ics of the works known as l i terature: what dist inguisht 's

them from non-l i terary works? What dif ferentiates l i terature f rorn other

human ac t iv i t ies  o r  pas t imes? Now peop le  migh t  ask  th is  ques t ro r r

because they were wondering how to decide which books are l i tcr.rture

and which are not, but i t  is more l ikely that they already have an idea

what counts as l i terature and want to know something else: arc the |e

any essential,  dist inguishing features that l i terary works share?

This is a dif f icult  question. Theorists have wrestled with i t ,  but without

notable success. The reasons are not far to seek: works of l i terature

come in al l  shapes and sizes and most of them seem to have more in

common with works that aren't  usual ly cal led l i terature than they t lo

with some other works recognized as l i terature. Charlotte Bronte's /one
Eyre, f  or instance, more closely resembles an autobiography than i t  does

a sonnet, and a poem by Robert Burns - 'My love is l ike a red, red rost ' '  -

resenrbles a folk-song more than i t  does Shakespeare's Homlet. Are

there quali t ies shared by poems, plays, and novels that dist inguish them

from, say, songs, transcript ions of conversations, and autobiographies?

Histor ica lvar ia t ions

Even a bit  of historical perspective makes this question more complex'

For twenty-five centuries people have written works that we call

literature todav, but the modern sense of literoture is scarcely two

centuries old. Prior to rSoo l i teroture and analogous terms in other

European languages meant 'wri t ings' or 'book knowledge' '  Even today'

a scientist who says ' the l i terature on evolut ion is immense' means not

that many poems and novels treat the topic but that much has been

writ ten about i t .  And works that today are studied as l i terature in

English or Latin classes in schools and universit ies were once treated not

as a special kind of writ ing but as f ine examples of the use of language

and rhetoric. They were instances of a larger category of exemplary

practices of writ inq and thinking, which included speeches' sermons'

history, and phi losophy. Students were not asked to interpret them'

as we now interpret l i terary works, seeking to explain what they are

'real ly about' .  On the contrary, students memorized them' studied

their grammar, identi f ied their rhetorical f igures and their structures

or procedures of argument. A work such as Virgi l 's Aeneid, which today

is studied as l i terature, was treated very dif ferently in schools priorto

r  85o.

The modern Western sense of l i terature as imaginative writ ing can

be traced to the German Romantic theorists of the late eighteenth

centurv and, i f  we want a part icular source, to a book published in

r8oo by a French Baroness, Madame de Stael 's On Literoture Considered

in its Relotions with Sociollnstitutions. But even if we restrict ourselves to

the last two centuries, the category of l i terature becomes sl ippery:

would works which today count as l i terature - say poems that seem

snippets of ordinary conversation, without rhyme or discernible metre -

have quali f ied as l i terature for Madame de 5ta6l? And once we begin to

think about non-European cultures, the question of what counts as

l i terature becomes increasingly dif f icult '  l t  is tempting to give i t  up

and conclude that l i terature is whatever a given society treats as
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l i terature - a set oftexts that cultural arbiters recognize as belonging

to l i terature.

Such a conclusion is completely unsatisfying, of course. l t  simply

displaces instead of resolving the question: rather than ask 'what is

l i terature?' we need to ask 'what makes us (or some other society) treat

something as l i terature?'There are, though, other categories that work
in this way, referr ing not to specif ic propert ies but only to changing

cri teria of social groups. Take the question 'What is a weed?' ls there an

essence of 'weedness'- a special something, a je ne sois guoi, that

weeds share and that dist inguishes them from non-weeds? Anyone who

has been enl isted to help weed a garden knows how hard i t  is to tel l  a

weed from a non-weed and may wonder whether there is a secret.

What would it be? How do you recognize a weed? Well, the secret is
that there isn't  a secret. Weeds are simply plants that gardeners don't

want to have growing in their gardens. l f  you were curious about weeds,

seeking the nature of 'weedness',  i t  would be a waste of t ime to try to
investigate their botanical nature, to seek dist inct ive formal or physical

qual i t ies that make plants weeds. You would have to carry out instead
historical,  sociological,  perhaps psychological enquir ies about the sorts

of plants that are judged undesirable by dif ferent groups in dif ferent
places.

Perhaos literoture is like weed.

But this answer doesn't  el iminate the question. l t  changes i t  to 'what is
involved in treating.things cs l i terature in our culture?'

Treating texts as l i terature

Suppose you come across the fol lowing sentence:

We dance round in a ring and suppose,

8ut the Secret si ts in the middle and knows.

\ l l iat is this, and how do You know?

Well,  i t  matters a good deal where you come across i t '  l f  this sentence is

printed on a sl ip in a Chinese fortune cookie, you may well  take i t  as an

trnusually eniqmatical fortune, but when i t  is offered (as i t  is here) as an

|xample, you cast around for Possibi l i t ies among uses of language

larni l iar to you. {s i t  a r iddle' asking us to guess the secret? Might i t  be an

,rdvert isement for something cal led 'secret '? Ads often rhyme -

'Winston tastes good, l ike a cigarette should' -  and they have grown

rncreasingly enigmatic in their attempts to jost le a jaded public '  But this

scntence seems detached from any readi ly imaginable practical

(ontext, including that of sel l ing a product '  This'  and the fact that i t

rhymes and, after the f irst two words, fol lows a regular rhythm of

.r l ternating stressed and unstressed syl lables ( 'r6und in a r ing and

supp6se') creates the possibi l i ty that this might be poetry'  an Instance

of l i terature.

There is a puzzle here, though: the fact that this sentence has no

obvious practical import is what mainly creates the possibi l i ty that

it might be literature, but could we not achieve that effect by lifting

other sentences out of the contexts that make i t  clear what they

do? Suppose we take a sentence out of an instruct ion booklet '  a

reciDe. an advert isement, a newspaper, and set i t  down on a page

in  i so la t ion :

Stir vigorously and allow to sit five minutes'

| s t h i s I i t e r a t u r e ? H a v e l m a d e i t I i t e r a t u r e b y e x t r a c t i n g i t f r o m t h e

oractical context of a recipe? Perhaps, but i t  is scarcely clear that I  have'

Somethinq seems lacking; the sentence seems not to have the

resources for you to work with. To make i t  l i terature you need, perhaps,

to imagine a t i t le whose relat ion to the l ine would Pose a problem and

exercise the imagination: for instance' .The Secret ' ,  or.The Qua|i ty of

Mercy'.
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Something l ike that would help, but a sentence fragment such as 'A

sugar plum on a pi l low in the morning' seems to have a better chance of
becoming l i terature because i ts fai lure to be anything except an image
invites a certain kind ofattention, cal ls for ref lect ion. 5o do sentences

where the relat ion between their form and their content orovides
potential food for thought. Thus the opening sentence of a book of
philosophy, W. O. Quine's From o Logical Point of View, might

conceivably be a poem:

A curious thing

about the ontological problem is i ts

s imDl ic i t v .

Set down in this way on a page, surrounded by int imidating margins of
si lence, this sentence can attract a certain kind of attention that we
might cal l  l i terary: an interest in the words, their relat ions to one

another, and their implications, and part icularly an interest in how what
is said relates to the way i t  is said. That is, set down in this way, this
sentence seems able to l ive up to a certdin modern idea of a poem and

to respond to a kind ofattention that today is associated with l i terature.
l f  someone were to say this sentence to you, you would ask, 'what do
you mean?' but i f  you take the sentence as a poem, the question isn't
quite the same: not what does the speaker or author mean but what

does the poem mean? How does this language work? What does thls
sentence do?

lsolated in the f irst l ine, the words'A curious thing' may raise the
question of what is a thing and what is i t  for a thing to be curious. 'What

is a thing?' is one of the problems of ontology, the science of being or
s tudy  o f  what  exrs ts .  But ' th ing '  in  the  phrase 'a  cur ious  th ing '  i s  no t  a
physical object but something l ike a relat ion or aspect which doesn't
seem to exist in the same way that a stone or a house does. The

sentence preaches simplici ty but seems not to practise what i t
preaches, i l lustrat ing, in the ambiguit ies of thing, something of the

forbidding complexit ies of ontology. But perhaps the very simplici ty of

the poem - the fact that i t  stops after 'simplici ty ' ,  as i f  no more need be

said - gives some credibi l i ty to the implausible assert ion of simplici ty. At

any rate, isolated in this way, the sentence can give r ise to the sort of

activi ty of interpretat ion associated with l i terature - the sort of act ivi ty I

have been carrying out here.

What can such thought-experiments tel l  us about l i terature? They

suggest, f i rst of al l ,  that when language is removed from other contexts,

detached from other purposes, i t  can be interpreted as l i terature

(though i t  must possess some quali t ies that make i t  responsive to such

interpretat ion). l f  l i terature is language decontextual ized, cut off  from

other functions and purposes, i t  is also i tself  a context, which promotes

or el ici ts soecial kinds of attention. For instance, readers attend to

potential complexit ies and look for implici t  meanings, without

assuming, say, that the utterance is tel l ing them to do something. To

describe ' l i terature' would be to analyse a set of assumptions and

interpretive operations readers may bring to bear on such texts.

Conventions of l i terature

One relevant convention or disposit ion that has emerged from the

analysis of stories (ranging from personal anecdotes to entire novels)

goes by the forbidding name of the 'hyper-protected cooperative

pr inc ip le '  bu t  i s  ac tua l l y  ra ther  s imp le .  Communica t ion  depends on  the

basic convention that part icipants are cooperating with one another

and that, therefore, what one person says to the other is l ikely to be

relevant. l f  I  ask you whether Ceorge is a good student and you reply,
'he is usually punctual, '  I  make sense of your reply by assuming that you

are cooperating and saying something relevant to my question. Instead

of  compla in ing ,  'You d idn ' t  answer  my ques t ion , '  I  may conc lude tha t

you did answer implici t ly and indicated that there's l i t t le posit ive to be

said about Ceorge as a student. I  assume, that is, that you are

cooperating unless there is compell ing evidence to the contrary.
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Now l i terary narrat ives can be seen as members of a larger class of

stories, 'narrat ive display texts' ,  utterances whose relevance to l isteners

l ies not in information they convey but in their ' tel labi l i ty" whetheryou

aie tel l ing an anecdote to a fr iend or writ ing a novel for posteri ty '  you

are doing something dif ferent f  rom, say, test i fying in court:  you are

trying to prodUce a story that wi| |  seem .Worth i t '  to yoUr l isteners: that

wil l  have some sort of point or signif icance, wi l l  amuse or qive pleasure'

What sets off l i terary works from other narrat ive display texts is that

they have undergone a process of select ion: they have been published'

.1 ,  -

'He read for  two stra ight  hours wi thout  any t ra in ing"

26

reviewed, and reprinted, so that readers approach them with the

assurance that others have found them well  constructed and 'worth

it ' .  5o for l i terary works, the cooperative principle is 'hyper-protected'.

We can put up with many obscurit ies and apparent irrelevancies,

without assuming that this makes no sense. Readers assume that in

l i terature complications of language ult imately have a communicative

purpose and, instead of imagining that the speaker or writer is being

uncooperative, as they might in other speech contexts, they struggle

to interpret elements that f lout principles of eff icient communication

in the interests of some further communicative goal. 'Li terature' is an

insti tut ional label that gives us reason to expect that the results of

our reading efforts wil l  be'worth i t ' .  And many of the features of

l i terature fol low from the wil l ingness of readers to pay attention,

to explore uncertaint ies, and not immediately ask 'what do you

mean by that?'

Literature, we might conclude, is a speech act or textual event that

el ici ts certain kinds of attention. l t  contrasts with other sorts of

speech acts, such as impart ing information, asking questions, or

making promises. Most of the t ime what leads readers to treat

something as l i terature is that they f ind i t  in a context that identi f ies

it  as l i terature: in a book of poems or a section of a magazine, l ibrary,

or bookstore.

A puzzle

But we have another puzzle here. Aren't  there special ways of

organizing language that tel l  us something is l i terature? Or is the fact

that we know something is l i terature what leads us to give i t  a kind of

attention we don't  give newspapers and, as a result,  to f ind in i t  special

kinds of organization and implici t  meanings? The answer must surely be

that both cases occur: sometimes the object has features that make i t

l i terary but sometimes i t  is the l i terary context that makes us treat i t  as

l i terature. But highly organized language doesn't  necessari ly make

27

G

€

D
o

A

3
o

D

*

I



F

G

something l i terature: nothing is more highly patterned than the

telephone directory. And we can't  make just any piece of languaqe

l i te ra tu re  by  ca l l ing  i t  l i te ra tu re :  l can ' t  p ick  up  my o ld  chemis t ry

textbook and read i t  as a novel.

On the one hand, ' l i terature' is not just a frame in which we put

language: not every sentence wil l  make i t  as l i terature i f  set down

on a page as a poem. But, on the other hand, l i terature is not just a

special kind of language, for many l i terary works don't  f launt their

dif ference from other sorts of language; they function in special

wavs because of the special attention they receive.

We have a complicated structure here. We are dealing with two

different perspectives that overlap, intersect, but don't  seem to

yield a synthesis. We can think of l i terary works as language with

part icular propert ies or features, and we can think of l i terature as

the oroduct of conventions and a certain kind of attention. Neither

perspective successful ly incorporates the other, and one must shif t

back and forth between them. I take up f ive points theorists have

made about the nature of l i terature: with each, you start f  rom

one perspective but must, in the end, make al lowance for the

other.

The nature of l i terature

1.  L i terature as the ' foregrounding '  of  language
'L i terariness' isbften said to l ie above al l  in the organization of language

that makes l i terature dist inguishable from language used for other

purposes. Literature is language that ' foregrounds' language i tself :

makes  i t  s t range,  th rus ts  i t  a t  you  -  'Look !  I 'm language! '  -  so  you can ' t

forget that you are deal ing with language shaped in odd ways. In

part icular, poetry organizes the sound plane of language so as to make

it something to reckon with. Here is the beginning of a poem by Cerard

Manlev  Hopk ins  ca l led ' lnversna id ' :

This darksome burn, horseback brown,

His rol lrock highroad roaring down,

In coop and in coomb the f leece of his foam

Flutes and low to the lake fal ls home.

The foregrounding of l inguist ic patterning - the rhythmical repeti t ion of

s o u n d s  i n ' b u r n . . .  b r o w n . . .  r o l l r o c k . . .  r o a d  r o a r i n g '  -  a s w e l l a s t h e

unusual verbal combinations such as 'rol lrock' make i t  clear that we are

dealing with language organized to attract attention to the l inguist ic

structures themselves.

But i t  is also true that in many cases readers don't  notice l inguist ic

patterning unless something is identi f ied as l i terature. You don't  l isten

when reading standard prose. The rhythm of this sentence, you wil l  f ind,

is scarcely one that str ikes the reader's ear; but i f  a rhyme should

suddenly appear, i t  makes the rhythm something that you hear. The

rhyme, a conventional mark of l i terariness, makes you notice the

rhythm that was there al l  along. When a text is framed as l i terature, we

are disposed to attend to sound patterning or other sorts of l inguist ic

organization we general ly ignore.

2 .  L i te ra tu re  as  the  in tegra t ion  o f  language

Literature is language in which the various elements and components

of the text are brought into a complex relat ion. When I receive a letter

requesting a contr ibution for some worthy cause, I  am unl ikely to f ind

that the sound is echo to the sense, but in l i terature there are relat ions -

of reinforcement or contrast and dissonance - between the structures

of dif ferent l inguist ic levels: between sound and meaning, between

grammatical organization and thematic patterns. A rhyme, by bringing

two words together ( 'suppose/knows'),  brings their meanings into

re la t ion  ( i s  ' knowing '  the  oppos i te  o f  ' suppos ing '? ) .

But i t  is clear that neither (r) nor (z) nor both together provides a

definit ion of l i terature. Not al l  l i terature foregrounds language as (r)
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suggests (many novels do not),  and language foregrounded is not

necessari ly l i terature. Tongue-twisters ( 'Peter Piper picked a peck of

pickled peppers') are seldom thought to be l i terature, though they cal l

attention to themselves as language and tr ip you up. In advert isements

the l inguist ic devices are often foregrounded even more blatantly than

in lyr ics and dif ferent structural levels may be integrated more

imperiously. One eminent theorist,  Roman lakobson, cites as his key

example of the'poetic function'of language not a l ine from a lyr ic but a

pol i t ical slogan from the American presidential campaign of Dwight D.

( ' lke') Eisenhower: / / ike lke. Here, through word play, the object l iked

(lke) and the l iking subject ( l)  are both enveloped in the act ( l ike): how

could I not l ike lke, when / and /ke are both contained in l ike? Through

this ad, the necessity of l ik ing lke seems inscribed in the very structure

of the language. So, i t 's not that the relat ions between dif ferent levels of

language are relevant only in l i terature but that in l i terature we are

more l ikely to look for and exploit  relat ions between form and meaning

or theme and grammar and, attempting to understand the contr ibution

each element makes to the effect of the whole, f ind inteqration,

harmony, tension, or dissonance.

Accounts of l i terariness focused on the foregrounding or on the

integration of language don't  provide tests by which, say, Mart ians

could separate works of l i terature from other sorts of writ ing. Such

accounts function, l ike most claims about the nature of l i terature, to

direct attention to certain aspects of l i terature which they claim to be

central.  To study something as l i terature, this account tel ls us, is to look

above al l  at the organization of i ts language, not to read i t  as the

expression of i ts author's psyche or as the ref lect ion ofthe society that

oroduced i t .

3 .  L i te ra tu re  as  f i c t ion

One reason why readers attend to l i teratu re dif ferently is that i ts utterances

have a special relat ion to the world - a relat ion we cal l  ' f ict ional ' .  The

l i terary work is a l inguist ic event which projects a f ict ional world that

includes speaker, actors, events, and an implied audience (an audience
that takes shape through the work's decisions about what must be
explained and what the audience is presumed to know). Literary works

refer to imaginary rather than historical individuals (Emma Bovary,

Huckleberry Finn), but f ict ional i ty is not l imited to characters and

events. Deict ics, as they are cal led, orientat ional features of language

that relate to the situation of utterance, such as pronouns (1, you) or
adverbials of place and t ime (here, there, now, then, yesterday,

tomorrow), function in specialways in l i terature. Now in a poem

('now . .  .  gathering swallows twitter in the skies') refers not to the
instant when the poet f i rst wrote down that word, or to the moment

of f i rst publ icat ion, but to a t ime in the poem, in the f ict ional world of i ts

ac t ion .  And the ' l ' tha t  appears  in  a  l y r i c  poem,  such as  Wordswor th 's
' l  wandered lonely as a cloud . .  . ' ,  is also f ict ional; i t  refers to the

speaker of the poem, who may be quite dif ferent from the empir ical
individual, Wil l iam Wordsworth, who wrote the poem. (There may well

be strong connections between what happens to the speaker or
narrator of the poem and what happened to Wordsworth at some

moment in his l i fe. But a poem writ ten by an old man may have a young

speaker and vice versa. And, notoriously, the narrators of novels, the
characters who say' l 'as they recount the story, may have experiences

and make judgements that are quite dif ferent from those of their

a uthors.)

In f ict ion, the relat ion of what speakers say to what authors think is

always a matter of interpretat ion. So is the relat ionship between events
recounted and situations in the world. Non-f ict ional discourse is usually

embedded in a context that tel ls you how to take i t :  an instruct ion

manual, a newspaper report,  a letter from a charity. The context of
f ict ion, though, expl ici t ly leaves open the question of what the f ict ion is
really about. Reference to the world is not so much a property of literary

works as a function they are given by interpretat ion. l f  I  tel l  a fr iend,
'Meet me for dinner at the l lard Rock Caf6 at eight tomorrow,'  he or she
wil l  take this as a concrete invitat ion and identi fy spatial and temporal
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referents from the context of utterance ( ' tomorrow' means 14 lanuary
zooz , 'e igh t '  mean 8  p .m.  Eas tern  Standard  T ime) .  But  when the  poet

Ben jonson writes a poem ' lnvit ing a Friend to Supper' ,  the f ict ional i ty of

this work makes i ts relat ion to the world a matter of interpretat ion: the

context of the message is a l i terary one and we have to decide whether

to take the poem as primari ly characterizing the att i tudes of a f ict ional

speaker, outl ining a bygone way of l i fe, or suggesting that fr iendship

and simple pleasures are what is most important to human happiness.

lnterpreting Homletis, among other things, a matter of deciding

whether i t  should be read as talking about, say, the problems of Danish

princes, or the di lemmas of men of the Renaissance experiencing

changes in the conception ofthe self ,  or relat ions between men and

their mothers in general,  or the question of how representations

(including l i terary ones) affect the problem of makrnq sense of our

experience. The fact that there are references to Denmark throughout

the play doesn't  mean that you necessari ly read i t  as talking about

Denmark; that is an interpretive decision. We can relate Homlet to the

world in dif ferent ways at several dif ferent levels. The f ict ional i ty of

l i terature separates language from other contexts in which i t  might be

used and leaves the work's relat ion to the world open to interpretat ion.

4 .  L i te ra tu re  as  aes the t ic  ob jec t

The features of l i terature discussed so far - the supplementary levels of

l inguist ic organization, the separation from practical contexts of

utterance, the f ict ional relat ion to the world - may be brought together

under the generql heading of the aesthetic function of language.

Aesthetics is historicai ly the name for the theory of art and has involved

debates about whether beauty is an ob.ject ive property of works of art

or a subjective response of viewers, and about the relat ion of the

beauti ful to the true and the cood.

For lmmanuel Kant, the primary theorist of modern Western aesthetics,

the aesthetic is the name of the attempt to bridge the gap between the

material and the spir i tual world, between a world of forces and

magnitudes and a world of concepts. Aesthetic objects, such as

paint ings or works of l i terature, with their combination of sensuous

form (colours, sounds) and spir i tual content ( ideas), i l lustrate the

possibi l i ty of bringing together the material and the spir i tual.  A l i terary

work is an aesthetic object because, with other communicative

functions init ial ly bracketed or suspended, i t  engages readers to

consider the interrelat ion between form and content.

Aesthetic objects, for Kant and other theorists, have a 'purposiveness

without purpose'.  There is a purposiveness to their construction: they

are made so that their parts wil l  work together towards some end. But

the end is the work of art i tself ,  pleasure in the work or pleasure

occasioned by the work, not some external purpose. Practically, this

means that to consider a text as l i terature is to ask about the

contribution of its oarts to the effect of the whole but not to take the

work as primari ly destined to accomplishing some purpose, such as

informing or persuading us. When I say that stories are utterances

whose relevance is their ' tel labi l i ty ' ,  I  am noting that there is a

purposiveness to stories (qual i t ies that can make them 'good stories')

but that this cannot easi ly be attached to some external purpose, and

thus am registering the aesthetic, affective quality of stories, even non-

l i terary ones. A good story is tel lable, str ikes readers or l isteners as
'worth it'. lt may amuse or instruct or incite, can have a range of effects,

but you can't  define good stories in general as those that do any one of

these things.

5. Literature as intertextual or self-ref lexive construct

Recent theorists have argued that works are made out of other works:

made possible by prior works which they take up, repeat, chal lenge,

transform. This notion sometimes goes by the fancy name of
' intertextual i ty ' .  A work exists between and among other texts,

through i ts relat ions to them. To read something as l i terature is to

cons ider  i t  as  a  l ingu is t i c  event tha t  has  mean i r rg  in  re la t ion  to  o ther

€
o

F

o

g

Yx

3
t

o

:

I

3 l



F

o
o

discourses: for example, as a poem that plays on possibi l i t ies created by

previous poems or as a novel that puts on stage and cri t icizes the

poli t ical rhetoric of i ts day. Shakespeare's sonnet'My mistress' eyes are

noth ing  l i ke  the  sun ' takes  up  the  metaphors  used in  the  t rad i t ion  o f

love poetry and denies them ( 'But no such roses see I in her cheeks') -

denies them as a way of praising a woman who, 'when she walks, treads

on the  ground ' .  The poem has  mean ing  in  re la t ion  to  the  t rad i t ion  tha t

makes i t  oossible.

Now since to read a poem as l i terature is to relate i t  to other poems, to

compare and contrast the way i t  makes sense with the ways others do,

i t  is possible to read poems as at some level about poetry i tself .  They

bear on the operations of poetic imagination and poetic interpretat ion.

Here we encounter another notion that has been important in recent

theory: that of the 'self-ref lexivi ty 'of l i terature. Novels are at some level

about  nove ls ,  about  the  prob lems and poss ib i l i t i es  o f  represent ing  and

giving shape or meaning to experience. So Modome Bovory can be read

as an  exp lo ra t ion  o f  re la t ions  be tween Emma Bovary 's ' rea l  l i fe 'and the

way which both the romantic novels she reads and Flaubert 's own novel

make sense of experience. One can always ask of a novel (or a poem)

how what i t  implici t ly says about making sense felates to the way i t

i tself  goes about making sense.

Literature is a practice in which authors attempt to advance or renew

literature and thus is always irnpl ici t ly a ref lect ion on l i terature i tself .  But

once aga in ,  we f ind  tha t  th is  i s  someth ing  we cou ld  say  about  o ther

fo rms:  bumper  s t i ckers ,  l i ke  poems,  may depend fo r  the i r  mean ing  on

pr io r  bumper  s t i ckers :  'Nuke a  Whale  fo r  Jesus ! '  makes  no  sense w i thout
'No Nukes , '  'Save the  Whales , 'and ' lesus  Saves , 'and one cou ld  cer ta in ly

say  tha t 'Nuke a  Whale  fo r .Jesus '  i s  rea l l y  cbout  bumper  s t i ckers .  The

intertextual i ty and self-ref lexivi ty of l i terature is not, f inal ly, a defining

fea ture  bu t  a  fo reground ing  o f  aspec ts  o f  language use and ques t ions

about representation that may also be observed elsewhere.

Propert ies versus consequences

ln each of these f ive cases we encounter the structure I mentioned

above: we are dealing with what might be described as propert ies of

l i terary works, features that mark them as l i terature, but with what

could also be seen as the results of a part icular kind of attention, a

function that we accord language in considering i t  os l i terature. Neither

perspective, i t  seems, can englobe the other to become the

comprehensive perspective. The quali t ies of l i terature can't  be reduced

either to objective propert ies or to consequences of ways of framing

language. There is one key reason for this which already emerged from

the l i t t le thought-experiments at the beginning of this chapter.

Language resists the frames we impose. l t  is hard to make the couplet
'We dance round in a r ing . .  . '  into a fortune-cookie fortune or 'Stir

viqorously'  into a st irr ing poem. When we treat something as l i terature,

when we look for pattern and coherence, there is resistance in the

language; we have to work on i t ,  work with i t .  Final ly, the' l i terariness'of

l i terature may l ie in the tension of the interaction between the l inguist ic

material and readers' conventional expectat ions of what l i terature is.

But I  say this with caution, for the other thing we have learned from our

f ive cases is that each quali ty identi f ied as an important feature of

l i terature turns out not to be a defining feature, since i t  can be found at

work in other language uses.

The funct ions of  l i terature

I  began this chapter by noting that l i terary theory in the r98os and

rggos has not focused on the dif ference between l i terary and non-

l i terary works. What theorists have done is to ref lect on l i terature as a

historical and ideological category, on the social and pol i t ical functions

that something cal led ' l i terature' has been thought to perform. In

nineteenth-century England, l i terature emerged as an extremely

important idea, a special kind of writ ing charged with several functions.

Made a subject of instruct ion in the colonies of the Brit ish Empire, i t  was
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charged wi th g iv ing the nat ives an appreciat ion of  the greatness of

England and engaging them as grateful  part ic ipants in a h istor ic

c iv i l iz ing enterpr ise.  At  home i t  would counter the sel f ishness and

mater ia l ism fostered by the new capi ta l is t  economy, of fer ing the middle

c l asses  and  t he  a r i s t oc ra t s  a l t e rna t i ve  va lues  and  g i v i ng  t he  wo rke rs  a

stake in the cul ture that ,  mater ia l ly ,  re legated them to a subordinate

posi t ion.  l t  would at  once teach dis interested appreciat ion,  provide a

sense of  nat ional  greatness,  create fe l low-feel ing among the c lasses,

and ul t imately,  funct ion as a replacement for  re l ig ion,  which seemed no

longer to be able to hold society together.

Any set  of  texts that  could do al l  that  would be verv specia l  indeed.

Wha t  i s  l i t e ra tu re  t ha t  i t  was  t hough t  t o  do  a l l  t h i s?  One  t h i ng  t ha t  i s

c ruc i a l  i s  a  spec ia l  s t r uc tu re  o f  exemp la r i t y  a t  wo rk  i r r  l i t e ra tu re .  A

l i terary work Homlet ,  for  instance -  is  character is t ical ly  the story of  a

f ic t ional  character :  i t  presents i tsel f  as in 5ome way exemplary (why else

wou ld  you  read  i t ? ) ,  bu t  i t  s imu l t aneous l y  dec l i nes  t o  de f i ne  t he  range

or scope of  that  exemplar i ty  -  hence the ease wi th which readers and

( r i t i c s  come  to  speak  abou t  t he ' un i ve r sa l i t y ' o f  l i t e ra tu re .  The  s t r uc tu re

o f  l i t e ra r y  wo rks  i s  such  t ha t  i t  i s  eas ie r  t o  t ake  t hem as  t e l l i ng  us  abou t
' t he  human  cond i t i on '  i n  gene ra l  t han  t o  spec i f y  wha t  na r rowe r

ca tego r i es  t hey  desc r i be  o r  i l l um ina te .  l s  Hom le f  j us t  abou t  p r i nces ,  o r

rnen  o f  t he  Rena i ssance ,  o r  i n t r ospec t i ve  young  men ,  o r  peop le  whose

fa the rs  have  d i ed  i n  obscu re  c i r cums tances?  S ince  a l l  such  answers

s( ' ( 'm unsat is factory,  i t  is  easier  for  readers not  to answer,  thus impl ic i t ly

a<  cep t i ng  a  poss ib i l i t y  o f  un i ve r sa l i t y .  I n  t he i r  pa r t i cu l a r  i t y ,  nove l s .

pocrns,  and plays decl ine to explore what they are exemplary of  at  the

snrne t inre that  they invi te a l l  readers to become involved in the

g r r t ' t J i ca rnen t s  and  t hough t s  o f  t he i r  na r ra to r s  and  cha rac te r s .

l l r r t  t l r t , t o rnb ina t i on  o f  o f f e r i ng  un i ve r sa l i t y  and  add ress ing  a l l  t hose

rv l r t r  t , u r  r t ' a t i  t he  I anguage  has  had  a  power fu l  no t i o r r o l f unc t i on .

l i l r ) r ' ( , r (  I  Ant f  t , rson argues.  in lmogined Communit ies:  Rel lect ions on the

|  ) !  u l !n t i l ) ( l  \1t t t 'c tc l  o l  Notrono/ lsm, a work of  pol i t ical  h istory that  has

become inf luent ia l  as theory,  that  works of  l i terature -  part icular ly

nove l s  -  he lped  t o  c rea te  na t i ona l commun i t i es  by  t he i r  pos tu l a t i on  o f

and appeal  to a broad community of  readers,  bounded yet  in pr incip le

open  t o  a l l  who  cou ld  r ead  t he  l anguage . 'F i c t i on ' ,  Ande rson  w r i t es ,

'seeps quiet ly  and cont inuously into real i ty ,  creat ing that  remarkable

con f i dcnce  o f  commun i t y  i n  anonym i t y  wh i ch  i s  t he  ha l lma rk  o f  mode rn

rrat ions. 'To present the characters,  speakers,  p lots,  and themes of

Enql ish l i terature as potent ia l ly  universal  is  to promote an open yet

bounded imagined community to which subjects in the Br i t ish colonies '

for  instance,  are invi ted to aspire.  In fact ,  the more the universal i ty  of

l i terature is  st ressed, the more i t  may have a nat ional  funct ion:  assert ing

the universal i ty  of  the v is ion of  the wor ld of fered by Jane Austen makes

Enqland a very specia l  p lace indeed, the s i te of  standards of  taste and

behaviour and,  more important ,  of  the moral  scenar ios and socia l

c i rcumstances in which ethical  problems are worked out  and

personal i t ies are formed.

Li terature has been seen as a spet ia l  k ind of  wr i t ing which,  i t  was

arqued, could c iv i l ize not  just  the lower c lasses but  a lso the ar is tocrats

and the middle c lasses.  This v iew of  l i terature as an aesthet ic  object  that

could nrake us 'bet ter  people '  is  l inked to a certa in idea of the subject ,

to what theor ists have come to cal l  
' the l iberal  subject ' ,  the indiv idual

def ined not  by a socia l  s i tuat ion and interests but  by an indiv idual

subject iv i ty  ( rat ional i ty  and moral i ty)  conceived as essent ia l ly  f ree of

socia l  determinants.  The aesthet ic  object ,  cut  of f  f rom pract ical

purposes and inducing part icular  k inds of  ref lect ion arrd ident i f icat ions,

helps us to become l iberal  subiects through the f ree and dis interested

exercise of  an imaginat ive facul ty that  combines knowing and iudging

in the r ight  re lat ion.  L i teratLtre does th is,  the argument goes,  by

encouraging considerat ion of  complexi t ies wi thout  a r t rsh to

j udgemen t ,  engag ing  t he  rn i nd  i n  e th i ca l  r s sues ,  i nduc ing  reade rs  t o

exam ine  conduc t  ( i nc l ud ing  t he i r  own )  as  an  ou t s i de r  o r  a  r eade r  o f

novels would.  l t  promotes dis interestedness,  teaches sensi t iv i ty  and f ine

discr iminat ions,  produces ident i f icat ions wi th men and women of  other

€
o

=
o
g

o

)736



F

condit ions, thus promoting fel low-feel ing. In r86o an educator
main ta ined.

by converse with the thoughts and utterances ol tnose wno are
intel lectual leaders of the race, our heart comes to beat in accord with
the feel ing of universal humanity. We discover that no dif ferences of
class, or party, or creed can destroy the power of genius to charm and
to instruct, and that above the smoke and st ir ,  the din and turmoil  of
man's lower l i fe of care and business and debate, there is a serene and
luminous region of truth where al l  may meet and expdtiate in

common.

Recent theoretical discussions have, not surprisingly, been cri t ical of this
conception of l i terature, and have focused above al l  on the mysti f icat ion
that seeks to distract workers from the misery of their condit ion by
o f fe r ing  them access  to  th is 'h igher  reg ion ' -  th rowing  the  workers  a
few novels to keep them from throwing up a few barricades, as Terry
Eagleton puts i t .  But when we explore claims about what l i terature
does, how it  works as a social practice, we f ind arguments that are
exceedingly dif f i  cult  to reconci le.

Literature has been given diametrical ly opposed functions. ls l i terature
an ideological instrument: a sel of stories that seduce readers into
accepting the hierarchical arrangements of society? l f  stories take i t  for
g ran ted  tha t  women must  f ind  the i r  happ iness ,  i f  a t  a l l ,  in  mar r iaqe;  i f
they accept class divisions as natural and explore how the virtuous
serving-gir l  may marry a lord, they work to legit imate contingent
historical arranglements. Or is l i terature the place where ideology is
exposed, revealed as somethinq that can be questioned? Literature
represents, for example, in a potential ly intense and affect ing way, the
narrow range of options historical ly offered to women, and, in making
this visible, raises the possibi l i ty of not taking i t  for granted. Both claims
are thoroughly plausible: that l i terature is the vehicle of ideology and
that l i terature is an instrument for i ts undoing. Here again, we f ind a

< omplex osci l lat ion between potential 'propert ies' of l i terature and

attention that brings out these propert ies.

We also encounter contrary claims about the relat ion of l i terature to

action. Theorists have maintained that l i terature encourages sol i tary

reading and ref lect ion as the way to engage with the world and thus

counters the social and pol i t ical act ivi t ies that might produce change.

At best i t  encourages detachment or appreciat ion of complexity, and at

worst passivity and acceptance ofwhat is. But on the other hand,

l i terature has historical ly been seen as dangerous: i t  promotes the

questioning of authority and social arrangements. Plato banned poets

f rom his ideal republic because they could only do harm, and novels

have long been credited with making people dissatisf ied with the l ives

they inherit  and eager for something new - whether l i fe in big cit ies or

romance or revolut ion. By promoting identi f icat ion across divisions of

class, qender, race, nation, and age, books may promote a ' fel low-

fee l ing ' tha t  d iscourages  s t rugg le ;  bu t  they  may a lso  produce a  keen

sense of injust ice that rrrakes progressive struggles possible. Historical ly,

works of l i terature are credited with producing change: Harriet Beecher

Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cobin, a best-sel ler in i ts day, helped create a

revulsion against slavery that made possible the American Civi l  War.

I return in Chapter 7 to the problem of identi f icat ion and i ts effects:

what role does the identi f icat ion with l i terary characters and narrators

p lay?  For  the  moment  we shou ld  no te  above a l l  the  complex i ty  and

diversity of l i terature as an inst i tut ion and social practice. What we have

here ,  a f te r  a l l ,  i s  an  ins t i tu t ion  based on  the  poss ib i l i t y  o f  say ing

anything you can imagine. This is central to what l i terature is: for any

orthodoxy, any bel ief,  any value, a l i terary work can mock i t ,  parody i t ,

imagine some dif ferent and monstrous f ict ion. From the novels of the

Marqu is  de  Sade,  wh ich  sought  to  work  ou t  what  migh t  happen in  a

world where action fol lowed a nature conceived as unconstrained

.rppeti te, to Salman Rushdie's The Sotonic Verses which has caused so

much outrace for i ts use of sacred names and motifs in a context of
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satire and parody, l i terature has been the possibi l i ty of f ict ional ly

exceeding what has previously been thought and writ ten. For anything

that seemed to make sense, l i terature could make i t  nonsense, go

beyond i t ,  transform it  in a way that raised the question of i ts legit imacy

ano aoequacy.

Literature has been the activi ty of a cultural el i te, and i t  has been what is

sometimes cal led 'cultural capital ' :  learning about l i terature gives you a

stake in culture that may pay off in various ways, helping you f i t  in with

people of higher social status. 8ut l i terature cannot be reduced to this

conservative social function: i t  is scarcely the purveyor of ' family values'

but makes seductive al l  manner of cr imes, from Satan's revolt against

Cod in Mil ton's Porodise lost to Raskolnikov's murder of an old woman

in Dostoevski 's Crime ond Punishment. l t  encourages resistance to

capital ist values, to the practical i t ies of gett ing and spending. Literature

is the noise of culture as well  as i ts information. l t  is an entroDic force as

well  as cultural capital.  l t  is a writ ing that cal ls for a reading and engages

readers  in  p rob lems o f  mean ing .

The paradox of l i terature

Li terature is  a oaradoxical  inst i tut ion because to create l i terature is  to

wr i te according to exist ing formulas -  to produce something that  looks

l ike a sonnet or  that  fo l lows the convent ions of  the novel  -  but  i t  is  a lso

to f lout  those convent ions,  to go beyond them. Li terature is  an

inst i tut ion that  l ives by exposing and cr i t ic iz ing i ts  own l imi ts,  by test ing

what wi l l  happen i f  one wr i tes di f ferent ly .  So l i terature is  at  the same

t ime the name for the ut ter ly  convent ional  -  moon rhyrnes wi th/une

and swoon, maidens are fa i r ,  knights are bold -  and for  the ut ter ly

disrr . rpt ive,  where readers have to struqqle to create any meaning at  a l l ,

as in sentences l ike th is f rom james )oyce's Finnegons Woke: 'Eins wi th in

a space and a wearywide space i t  was er  wohned a Mookse. '

The  ques t i on 'wha t  i s  l i t e ra tu re? ' a r i ses ,  I  sugges ted  ea r l i e r ,  no t  because

40

people are worried that they might mistake a novel for history or the
message in a fortune-cookie for a poem but because cri t ics and
theorists hope, by saying what l i terature is, to promote what they take
to be the most pert inent cr i t ical methods and to dismiss methods that
neglect the most basic and dist inct ive aspects of l i terature. In the
context of recent theory, the question 'what is l i terature?' matters

because theory has highl iqhted the l i terariness of texts of al l  sorts. To
reflect on l i terariness is to keep before us, as resources for analysing

these discourses, reading practices el ici ted by l i terature: the suspension
of the demand for immediate intel l igibi l i ty, ref lect ion on the

implications of means of expression, and attention to how meaninq is
made and pleasure Droduced.
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