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(ZNERAL EDITOR'S PREFACE 

James J. Soanoski 

C r i t i c a l  Exchan e is a journal  of research i n  progress. 
It a t m o  bridgz the gap between the moment of c r i t i c a l  
a r t i c u l a t i o n  and the  time of its publicat ion.  Under the aus- 
pices  of the Society f o r  C r i t i c a l  Exchange (SCE), scho la r s  
a c t i v e l y  involved i n  researching i s s u e s  c e n t r a l  t o  the develop- 
ment of contemporary l i t e r a r y  theory a r e  brought together  t o  
"exchange" t h e i r  views. Within months of the even t ,  an e d i t e d  
record of t h e i r  colmunal inqu i ry  is published i n  these pages. 

This is the  f i r s t  i s s u e  of C r i t i c a l  Exchange ( E l .  It 
i s  numbered 13 t o  r e f l e c t  the  circumstance t h a t  i t  continues 
SCE Reports, which, i n  the p a s t ,  contained the proceedings of - 
SCE's MLA session.  This i s s u e  is devoted t o  the  1982 MLA 
sess ion  on l i t e r a r y  change. It r e p r i n t s  Professor  Cohen's 
essay and includes the commentaries of Professors  R i f f a t e r r e ,  
White, F l i eger  , Ford, Harkin and Jay. Susan E l l i o t t ,  Clark 
Universi ty ,  served a s  guest e d i t o r .  

CEx 14 w i l l  publ ish the  proceeding of "A Symposium wi th  
F r e d r ~ ~ a m e a o n "  which was held i n  the  F a l l  of 1982 a t  Miami 
Universi ty  i n  Oxford, Ohio. It w i l l  f ea tu re  J a m s o n ' s  "The 
Ideology of Space" and w i l l  include commentaries on Jameson'a 
work. Steve Nimia, Miami Universi ty ,  w i l l  be gues t  e d i t o r  of 
t h i s  issue.  

C r i t i c a l  Exchan e is c i r c u l a t e d  only among the  members of 
the S-or C r i t f c a l  Exchange. The Spring i s s u e  of i s  
usua l ly  devoted t o  the SCE M L A  session.  The F a l l  issue is usua l ly  
devoted t o  some o ther  SCE sponsored event. Any member of SCE is 
welcome t o  develop a proposal f o r  an "exchange"; and, i f  i t  is 
accepted by the E d i t o r i a l  Board, t o  guest  e d i t  the  proceedings. 
I f  you have an i d e a  f o r  an "exchange ," please w r i t e  or  c a l l .  

Correspondence regarding should be d i r e c t e d  to:  

James J .  Sosnoski (513) 523-8574 
General Ed i to r ,  o r  529-2328 
The Society f o r  C r i t i c a l  Exchange 
P. 0. Box 475 
Oxford, Ohio 45056 



GUEST EDITOR'S PREFACE: 

TREORETICAL WRITING AS A KIND OF CHANCX 

Susan Merritt E l l i o t t  

Innovative change requ i res  t o l e r a t i o n  of uncertainty:  
i n  o rder  t o  i n i t i a t e  change, a s  opposed t o  passively allowing 
i t  t o  take place,  one must engage i n  a c t i v i t i e s  whose outcome 
one may not be ab le  t o  p red ic t .  Merely waiting f o r  change t o  
happen without doing anything oneself t o  bring i t  about, a s  
Vladimir and Estragon do i n  Waiting f o r  Godot, r e s u l t s  i n  
pa in fu l  insecur i ty  and l o s s  of s e l f - G f x e  i n  one's own 
pas t  and cur ren t  p rac t i ces -which  has becolde commonplace. 
Engaging i n  a c t i v i t i e s  merely " to  pass  the time," moreover, 
produces no change of s t a t u s :  the s t a t u s  quo p e r s i s t s ,  and 
we "do not  move ." 

Active p u r s u i t  of new modes of thought and t h e  wr i t ing  
behaviors cormnunicating them, b u i l t  upon the o ld  y e t  d i f f e r e n t  
from them, e n t a i l s  taking r i s k s .  These r i s k s  may seem t o  
produce new modes of c e r t a i n t y ;  even the kind t h a t  holds t h a t  
nothing i s  c e r t a i n  can f e e l  l i k e  a  new cer ta in ty .  Take the 
example of the concept of entropy;  borrowed from physics, i t  
has been appl ied t o  modes of thought i n  other  d i s c i p l i n e s ,  
including tha t  of l i t e r a r y  s tud ies .  While entropy i s  a  mea- 
sure of uncer ta in ty ,  a s  a  conatruct  i t s e l f ,  i t  s e r v e s  some 
a s  a  ce r t i tude .  

Some p r a c t i t i o n e r s  of our  profession,  more a b l e  t o  
ques t ion  t h e i r  own p r a c t i c e s  and t o  enjoy the challenge and 
e x c i t e m n t  generated by the quest ioning and formulating of 
answers than o t h e r s  who become mired down i n  anx ie ty  and 
self-doubt when the  s t a b i l i t y  of their systems of  bel ief  a r e  
threatened,  become innovators ,  l eaders  of o thers  wi l l ing  t o  
l i s t e n ,  t o  hear  and t o  l e a r n ,  and perhaps then t o  go on t o  
become innovators  themselves. 

Such an innovator  is Professor  Ralph Cohen, whose essay  
"A Propaedeutic f o r  L i te ra ry  Change" i s  the focus of t h i s  
( f i r s t )  i s sue  of C r i t i c a l  Exchange. Ralph Cohen is  the 
leading spokespereon f o r  new d i r e c t i o n s  i n  l i t e r a r y  study. 
As e d i t o r  of New Li te ra ry  History,  he has heralded new modes 



of thought, br inging them t o  h i s  r eader ' s  a t t e n t i o n  and thus  
nurtur ing them. 

Each of the essays  w r i t t e n  a s  reapensea t o  Professor  Cohen's 
paper and a l s o  presented a t  the MLA Convention i n  Los Angeles, 
i n  December 1982, i l l u s t r a t e s  severa l  of h i s  key assumptions 
about the nature of change, the kinds of change, and explana- 
t ions  of change: (1) " tha t  what is ' l i t e r a r y '  is what authors ,  
c r i t i c s ,  t h e o r i s t s  have i d e n t i f i e d  a t  the same time o r  a t  d i f f e r -  
e n t  times a s  ' l i t e r a r y ; ' "  ( 2 )  " tha t  change can be seen only aga ins t  
cont inui ty;"  (3) t h a t  i n  order  t o  account f o r  "the kinds of change" 
t h a t  he proposes t o  d i scuss ,  "the term ' t e x t '  w i l l  not  se rve , "  
and "what is needed is  t o  redefine every l i t e r a r y  ' t e x t '  a s  a 
member of a genre;" ( 4 )  t h a t  "genre can be understood a s  s family 
term"; ( 5 )  " tha t  there e x i s t s  no such phenomenon a s  'wr i t ing '  
which escapes forms of genres;" and (6) t h a t  "a theory of l i t e r a r y  
change w i l l  exp la in  t h a t  such a s h i f t  i n  the generic  hierarchy 
and i n  the  reconceptual izing of genres [seen a s  now taking p lace]  
i s  a form of res i s t ance  t o  and subversion of received assumptions 
and p rac t i ces  of explanation." 

The response essays  published i n  t h i s  i s sue  a l s o  i l l u s t r a t e  
Cohen's point  t h a t  "any attempt t o  d i scuss  change i n  a genre 
system . . . cannot avoid explanatory models f o r  h i s t o r y  o r  
p o l i t i c s  o r  anthropology, o r  some o ther  f i e l d  i n  which change 
i s  a fac to r . "  For example, Hayden White's explanatory model-- 
the na tu ra l  family--comes from biology and s o c i a l  h i s t o r y  ( i n  
response t o  White, Cohen exp la ins  tha t  he himself had the law 
i n  mind); Michael R i f f a t e r r e  takes h i s  models from l i n g u i s t i c s  
and reading theory and poetry; J e r r y  Aline F l i eger ' s  explanatory 
models come from psychoanalysis, Marxism, and l i t e r a r y  c r i t i -  
cism; Gregory Jay,  James E. Ford, and P a t r i c i a  Harkin take 
t h e i r  models from l i t e r a r y  o r  c r i t i c a l  h i s t o r y  and theory. 

What Cohan w r i t e s  about " the nature of l i t e r a r y  change ," 
then, can be seen a s  applying t o  these essays  too: "The 
nature of l i t e r a r y  change is thus a s tudy of a l t e r a t i o n s  
which can only be understood i n  terms of the persis tence of 
non-altered elements of frameworks which provide an i d e n t i t y ; "  
" l i t e r a r y  change i s  always connected with o r  character ized 
by concepts of knowledge, language, and s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  
def ine some changes a s  v a r i a t i o n s  of these and o thers  as  
con t rad ic t ing ,  r e j e c t i n g ,  o r  overturning them" (my emphases). 
"The persis tence of non-altered elements of frameworks 
which provide an i d e n t i t y "  a r e  n o t ,  f o r  Cohen, the re fore ,  
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s o l e l y  t e x t u a l  elements bu t  a l s o  contextual  elements: concep- 
t u a l  forms expressed i n  wr i t ing  and hence themselves members 
of genres. 

At t h e  end of h i s  essay,  "The Generic Basis  of Narrat ive 
History of L i t e r a r y  Change," James Ford "would even venture t o  
p red ic t  t h a t  i n  s p i t e  of t h e i r  incommensurate a i m ,  t h e  most 
r a d i c a l  con tex tua l i s t  w i l l  be a b l e  t o  f ind much i n  the essay 
t o  appropr ia te  i n  the  s e r v i c e  of such concepts a s  impermanence, 
d i f fe rence ,  t r ac ings ,  and in te r t ex tua l i ty . "  While White, 
R i f f a t e r r e ,  Jay, I l i e g e r ,  and Harkin have found much i n  the  
essay  t o  appropr ia te  i n  t h e  s e r v i c e  of such concepts, both 
R i f f a t e r r e  and F l ieger  express  t h e  most concern about what 
Cohen may be saying about what is " l i t e r a r y , "  desp i te  h i s  
expressed emphasis t h a t  what i s  " l i t e r a r y "  is sub jec t  t o  the  
kind of change he defines.  Their responses i n d i c a t e  t h e  kind 
of "resis tance" and "subversion" of which Cohen speaks with 
regard t o  c u r r e n t  conceptual changes i n  l i t e r a r y  theory. 

Thus, i n  "Literary Change and L i te ra r iness . "  R i f f a t e r r e  
s t r e s s e s  the  importance of the reader  i n  the d e f i n i t i o n  of 
t h e  l i t e r a r y  and the  func t ion  of i n t e r t e x t u a l i t y  i n  the  reading 
of l i t e r a t u r e ,  because he f e e l s  t h a t  Cohen omits  these consi- 
de ra t ions .  Cohen's p o s i t i o n ,  it seems t o  me, would regard 
the  reader a s  a s o c i a l  convention of l i t e r a t u r e  a l s o  sub jec t  
t o  change. 

In  "Changing the Terms: I d e n t i t y  C r i s i s  i n  the L i te ra ry  
Process," F l i eger  o f t e n  t a k e s  i s s u e  with what she  perceives 
a s  Cohen's conservatism, q u i t e  overturning Ford's predict ion.  
Though Cohen e x p l i c i t l y  s t a t e s  t h a t  "change is then a form of 
adaptat ion o r  ' revolut ion, '"  F l i eger  argues t h a t  from Cohen's 
"perspective," "change . . . may be construed a s  a kind of 
dismemberment of an ' o r ig ina l '  corpus, r a the r  than a process 
of adaptat ion o r  growth." Though Cohen does s a y  tha t  ". . . 
i t  is the  na tu re  of l i t e r a r y  s t r u c t u r e s  t h a t  change and per- 
s i s t e n c e  a r e  present  together ,"  F l i eger  s t i l l  perceives a 
"bias  i n  favor  of t ex tua l  i d e n t i t y "  i n  h i s  pos i t ion .  

F l i eger ' s  procedure is t o  look f o r  Cohen's assumptions 
as  i f  they were embedded i n  h i s  s tatements ,  t o  f e r r e t  out  
what he r e a l l y  thinks i s  " l i t e r a r y , "  ra the r  than  t o  take h i s  
i n i t i a l  d e f i n i t i o n  of h i s  assumption about what is " l i t e r a r y "  
a t  f ace  value,  a s  i r o r c a n  never say what one does i n  f a c t  
mean. This procedure r e f l e c t s  her assumptions about what i s  



" l i t e r a r y "  (which a r e  perhaps based on her  own f ls~mrsion i n  
psychoanalysis, Marxism, and post-modern l i t e r a t u r e  and c r i t i -  
cism). She t r e a t s  Cohen's "Propaedeutic" a s  a l i t e r a r y  t e x t ,  
t r y i n g  t o  de f ine  underlying rseanings beneath the t e x t ,  i n  the  
subtext .  As Cohen has argued i n  "The Statements L i te ra ry  Texts 
Do Not Make", ". . . we ought not  t o  f o r g e t  t h a t  ' subtext '  is a 
metaphor f o r  an au thor ' s  unstated,  unwri t ten ' text. '  The a c t u a l  
subtext  i s  w r i t t e n  by the c r i t i c ,  who, i n  w r i t i n g  it, becomes 
himself an author" (New Li te ra ry  History. 13 [19821. p. 381). 

As Cohen points  out  i n  the "Propaedeutic." "explanations 
i n  l i t e r a r y  study a r e  always made i n  terms of the aims of the 
explainer ."  F l i eger  and a l l  the o ther  w r i t e r s  represented here,  
including myself and Cohen, i l l u s t r a t e  t h i s  point. It i s  my 
guess t h a t  most of the res i s t ance  t o  what Cohen says has t o  do 
with t h i s  not ion,  which may be perceived by some a s  "contextu- 
a l i s t "  o r  even "sub jec t iv i s t . "  And while Ford has attempted 
t o  p red ic t  what "the most r a d i c a l  con tex tua l i s t "  might wr i t e  
i n  response t o  Cohen's e ssay ,  I f i n d  t h a t  the responses seem 
t o  bear out  Cohen's own predict ion:  "The pursu i t  of i n q u i r i e s  
i n t o  l i t e r a r y  change . . . has an element of the unpredictable  . . . ." If we could p red ic t  what R i f f a t e r r e  o r  $White o r  any 
o ther  w r i t e r  represented here would say, we would not  need 
them t o  say i t ,  and the re  would be no change. 

Ford r e j e c t s  Cohen's "mixed" concept of genre, saying ". . . no work can 'belong' t o  more than one genre i f ,  a s  I 
be l i eve ,  a s ing le  (though possibly complex) p r inc ip le  of aubor- 
d ina t ion  i s  the essence of a genre." In  holding t o  t h i s  " t ra -  
d i t i o n a l "  o r  "conservative" pos i t ion ,  however. Ford o f f e r s  a 
response t o  Cohen's own at t tempt t o  redefine genre which i l l u s -  
t r a t e s  t h a t  the very attempt a t  r e d e f i n i t i o n  is an ins tance  of 
l i t e r a r y - c r i t i c a l  change, one which Ford himself is r e s i s t i n g  
and subverting. 

In  the discussion of the responses t o  h i s  essay during 
the MLA sessions.  Professor  Cohen expressed h i s  appreciat ion 
of Gregory Jay ' s  a t tempt,  i n  "Genre and L i te ra ry  Change," t o  
examine Cohen'a own previous wri t ings.  Jay ' s  essay may be seen, 
then,  a s  an i l l u s t r a t i o n  of a kind of w r i t t e n  response t h a t  
follows a fami l i a r  c r i t i c a l  convention, which is the re fore  
i d e n t i f i a b l e :  namely, surveying pas t  wr i t ings  i n  order  t o  
define a context f o r  the new addit ion:  "The proposi t ions s e t  
f o r t h  i n  t h i s  propaedeutic s u m a r i z e  and extend the r h e t o r i c a l  
view of l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r y  previously a r t i c u l a t e d  by Cohen i n  h i s  

analyses of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century poetry." Jay 
both fol lows and depar t s  from the c r i t i c a l  convention by i n t e r -  
p r e t i n g  the p a s t  work of the  author ( i n  t h i s  case ,  Cohen) i n  
the context  of Jay 's  o m  pos t - s t ruc tu ra l i s t  i n t e r e s t s :  "Is 
i t  too  specu la t ive  t o  read here a c r i t i c a l  a l l e g o r y  about 
l i t e r a r y  change and l i t e r a r y  his tory?" and he examines Cohen's 
formulat ions of c r i t i c a l  concepts a s  they r e l a t e  t o  those of 
past  and present  c r i t i c s  (e.g., E l i o t ,  Harold Bloom). For Jay,  
"one v a l w  . . . of recent  c r i t i c i s m  has been i t s  ingenuity i n  
de tec t ing  the con t inu i ty  of r h e t o r i c a l  and conceptual s t r u c t u r e s  
t h a t  a r e  t ransgeneric";  he sees  Cohen's " rhe to r ic  of genres" 
as  a i d i n g  the "pro jec t "  of Harx. Freud, Nietzsche ( " the i r  e l a -  
borat ion of a mode f o r  analyzing,  and thus transforming, the  
hidden agenda o r  s t r u c t u r e  composing apparent ly s t a b l e  o r  natu- 
r a l  i d e n t i t i e s " ) ,  with c e r t a i n  l imi ta t ions :  "it seems l imi ted  
when appearing t o  r e a s s e r t  the p r iv i l ege  of received ca tegor ies  
o r  t o  i d e n t i f y  a work with any s ing le  genre." Cohen, however, 
does emphasize the mixed modes of any l i t e r a r y  work and t h a t  
the gener ic  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  is  a f fec ted  by the "aims" o r  motives 
of c r i t i c s ,  t h e o r i s t s ,  and o ther  authors. While I bel ieve t h a t  
Cohen would agree with Jay t h a t  ". . . the i d e n t i t y  of a genre" 
i s  "an ' ex t ra tex tua l '  logos produced by the h i s t o r y  of d i f f e r -  
ences i t  purports  t o  o r i g i n a t e  and govern," h i s  own language 
does not  genera l ly  employ the  same p o s t - s t r u c t u r a l i s t ,  conven- 
t i o n a l  l ingo ( l i n g u i s t i c  code). It i s  perhaps Cohen'a adherence 
t o  a d i f f e r e n t  language convention t h a t  enables  Ford t o  have 
some agreement wi th  him, whereas Ford would depar t  a t  p rec i se ly  
the juncture t h a t  Cohen and Jay i n t e r s e c t .  

My own point  is tha t  these  responses t o  Cohen's paper 
i l l u s t r a t e  h i s  po in t  about the  concepts of l i t e r a r y  change: 
one can see i n  each  response "the persis tence of non-altered 
elements  of frameworks which provide an identity"--they a r e  
hence recognizable forma o r  genres  of wr i t t en  response t o  a 
w r i t t e n  paper on a t h e o r e t i c a l  i s sue ;  and they are--at the  
same time--forms of adaptat ion o r  of ' revolut ion '  f o r  the given 
w r i t e r  i n  response t o  what Cohen has said.  A s  an essay,  none 
i s  e x a c t l y  the same a s  anything e l s e  t h a t  the au thor  has w r i t t e n  
before,  ye t  the re  a r e  s i m i l a r i t i e s :  ". . . i t  is  the nature 
of l i t e r a r y  s t r u c t u r e s  t h a t  change and pers i s t ence  a re  present  
together." 

White considers  Cohen's essay i n  the context  of "an 
o lder  humanistic t r ad i t ion"  whose concern was "human beings 
i n  the  course of t h e i r  se l f - rea l i za t ions , "  a pe rsona l iza t ion  



of l i t e ra ry-h is tor ica l  "enti t ies ."  He performs a metahistori- 
c a l  ana lys i s  of Cohen's l i t e r a r y  h i s tory  and, hence, extends 
h i s  already es tab l i shed  approach t o  a new subject. Ri f fa te r re  
continues h i s  pursuit  of the "reader" and the " in te r tex t , "  
while pursuing now a l s o  " l i t e r a r i n e s s "  i n  response t o  Cohen's 
s ta ted  posi t ion.  F l ieger ' s  conjunction of psychoanalysis, 
Hardsm, and deconstructionism expresses a new conservatism 
of her own. Jay surveys the previous wri t ings of Cohen while 
adapting an old c r i t i c a l  convention t o  a newer c r i t i c a l  thinking. 
Ford considers a past  debate between l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  a s  a frame- 
work f o r  placing Cohen's current  viewpoint--finding a "generic 
basis" f o r  i t  i n  h i s  own procedures while he addresses Cohen's 
concept of genre. Harkin examines the change i n  a l i t e r a r y  
convention ("the ingenue conventions of the eighteenth-century 
ep is to la ry  novel") used by three nove l i s t s  (Richardson. Scott ,  
and Burney) as an instance of l i t e r a r y  change. 

Pa t r ic ia  Harkin ends her essay "Genre and the Problem of 
Character i n  Literary Change" by saying, ". . . i t  is not c lear  
to  me tha t  Mr. White's construct ion [ t h a t  a new genre is a 
"reflect ion" of the changing codes of h i s tory  wri t ing] 'miscon- 
s t r u e s '  the r e l a t i o n  between language and genre, a s  Cohen charges, 
by refusing to  take i n t o  account the f a c t  t h a t  ' ienres are const i-  
tuted by l i n g u i s t i c  codes t h a t  are inconsistent  i n  t h e i r  implica- 
tions. '" I would suggest t o  her t h a t  Cohen may be arguing t h a t  
the "implications" of " l i n g u i s t i c  codes" a re  "inconsistent"  be- 
cause authors,  c r i t i c s ,  t h e o r i s t s  who use the codes f o r  wri t ing 
and other  in te rpre t ive  a c t i v i t i e s  are not consistent--that t h e i r  
pract ices change even a s  they s tay  the sarae. (This may be seen 
through the kind of examination t h a t  Jay does with Cohen'a own 
writ ings;  one could do the same with the wri t ings of White and 
Riffaterre.)  Their in te rpre ta t ions  of the l i n g u i s t i c  codes a re  
offered i n  these constantly changing, constantly staying-the-sat= 
l i n g u i s t i c  codes: ". . . it is the nature of l i t e r a r y  struc-  
tures"--and these would include l i n g u i s t i c  codes themselves-- 
" that  change and persistence are present together"; "moreover ," 
Cohen argues. "the reading by scholars  of any past  work involves 
the imposition of t h e i r  own l i n g u i s t i c  code upon one of the past." 

Thus, while Harkin examines the l i t e r a r y  convention of the 
ingenue a s  used i n  the eighteenth-century ep is to la ry  novel ( a  
genre t h a t  post-ighteenth-century wr i te rs  have named), her 
reading of the novels imposes her  own (cur ren t )  l i n g u i s t i c  code 
upon that  of the past  novelis t .  In t h i s  way, her code involves 
terms from Hayden White t h a t  cannot be s a i d  t o  have been current  

i n  eighteenth-century wr i t ing  (or  thinking) and therefore 
change the implicat ions of the convention of the  ingenue even 
a s  she obaervee its cont inu i t ies  (such a s  the ending i n  mar- 
r iages  enabling a new s o c i a l  order). That is t o  say, her 
observations about the implicat ions of the changes i n  t h i s .  
par t icu la r  eighteenth-century l i t e r a r y  convention (which a t  
t h a t  time was not  considered a convention i n  the  aame way a s  
i t  is now) a re  po ten t ia l ly  revolutionary: through her cur ren t  
examination of it i n  the framework of a theore t ica l  inquiry,  
the convention (par t  of a l i n g u i s t i c  code) changes even a s  i t  
p e r s i s t s .  Literary ingenues can never appear the  aame a s  they 
could before her  scrut iny of them i n  t h i s  context. 

But what has changed i s  not the convention o r  even the 
prac t ice  of a convention; what has changed f a  her (and now 
our)  concept of the convention. As Hayden White observes i n  
Metahistory, which Harkin defines a s  i n  part an examination 
of "the tendency of Enlightenment h i s tor ians  t o  ' i ronize ' his-  
tory writing": ". . . the very claim t o  have dist inguished a 
past  from a present  world, implies a conception of the form t h a t  
knowledge of the present world a l s o  must take, insofar  a s  i t  is 
continuous with t h a t  past  world. Commitment t o  a par t icu la r  form 
of knowledge predetermines the kinds of general izat ions one can 
make about the present world, the kinds of knowledge one can 
have of i t ,  and hence the kinds of projects  one can legitimate- 
l y  conceive f o r  changing t h a t  present o r  for  maintaining i t  i n  
i t s  present form indef in i te ly"  ("Introduction," Metahistor 
[Baltimore : The Johns Hopkins University Press ,&Zl). 
Given one's own present commitment o r  lack of cormeitment t o  the 
"par t icu la r  form of knowledge" expressed i n  t h i s  statement by 
White, one may o r  nay not be able t o  accept i t  and t o  apply i t  
t o  one's own work. Comitisents may change too. 

However f a r  the wr i te r  has been able to  progress a f t e r  
reading and thinking and wr i t ing  about Cohen's posi t ion is  
(1) a measure of how much t h a t  wr i te r  has learned from the 
essay and, (2)  a measure of the h e u r i s t i c  =of the essay 
a s  a kind of wri t ing.  The value of Cohen's "Propaedeutic" 
is i n  the in te rac t ion  between i t  and i t s  readers: ultimately. 
i n  the responses t o  rhe paper (and the responses t o  the re- 
sponses . . .); i n  i t s  having helped i t s  readers t o  experi- 
ence a change i n  t h e i r  own consciousness of h i s  subject ,  and. 
f i n a l l y ,  i n  h i s  having been the stimulus of t h e i r  greater  
understanding. 

v i i  
v i i i  



Writing has t h i s  powr  t o  a f f e c t  people's minds, t o  a l t e r  
t h e i r  po in ts  of view. But while their minds t o  some degree 
change, t o  some degree they a l s o  s tay  the same: persistence 
and change together. Changing people's minds--their way of 
seeing--is a process. Revolutions--and a l l  human revolutiona 
a re  conceptual i n  nature--take tin. Thcy require both per- 
s i s tence  and the v i l l ingness  t o  change. And, t o  vary the 
a l l ~ s i o n , ~ r e  is motive t o  t h i s  apparent madness of our 
theore t ica l  pursuits :  ue want things t o  ge t  b e t t e r ,  however 
much we may want things t o  s t a y  the sane. While ve aay say 
we welcome change, we a l s o  may f e a r  i t .  

Department of English 
Clark University 

A PROPMUIUTIC FOR LIT&&ARY CRANGZ 

Ralph Cohen 

I wish i n  t h i s  short  paper t o  touch on three  aspects 
of l i t e r a r y  change: (1) the  nature of change; ( 2 )  the 
kinds of change; ( 3 )  explanations of change. I do not wish 
t o  debate the meanings of the term " l i t e r a r y , "  and I s h a l l ,  
therefore ,  assume t h a t  what is " l i t e r a r y "  is what authors, 
c r i t i c s ,  t h e o r i s t s  have i d e n t i f i e d  a t  the same time or a t  
d i f f e r e n t  times a s  " l i t e ra ry ."  The f a c t  that  such authori- 
t i e s  may disagree about the signif icance of " l i t e r a r y "  w i l l  
i n  no way a f f e c t  the inquiry I propose. My aim i s  t o  o f f e r  
a propaedeutic f o r  a study of l i t e r a r y  change. 

I. The Nature of Literary Change 

Any discussion of l i t e r a r y  change implies t h a t  there 
i s  a s tab le  e n t i t y  which can be d iv i s ib le  i n t o  par t s .  If 
a part  of t h i s  e n t i t y  changes, the g e s t a l t  can s t i l l  be 
recognized; there remains a continuity which is necessary 
f o r  change t o  take place. Change is opposed t o  the  concept 
of changelessness on the one hand and differentness on the 
other. Changelessness undergoes no a l t e r a t i o n s  of i t s  
parts .  Mfferen tness  (and t h i s  applies to  a t  l e a s t  two 
events ,  s i t u a t i o n s ,  t ex ts ,  e tc . )  r e f e r s  t o  unrelated in- 
stances. Robert Nisbet puts  i t  t h i s  way: "Change is a 
succession of differences i n  time i n  a pers i s t ing  identi ty."l  
And he goes on t o  say tha t  "only when the succession of 
differences i n  time may be seen t o  r e l a t e  t o  some object ,  
e n t i t y  o r  being the i d e n t i t y  of which pers i s t s  through a l l  
the successive differences,  can change be aaid t o  have 
occurred."2 Niebet is r e f e r r i n g  to  s o c i a l  change, and 
differences i n  time a re  necessary f o r  change i n  soc ie ty  t o  
take place. But i f ,  fo r  example, one discusses changes i n  
the meaning of the word "wit" i n  the Essay on Cri t icism, the 
idea of time is of t r i v i a l  importance: change of meaning 
here is not governed by time but by context. Different  
contexts ,  d i f f e r e n t  meanings. This s t e e r s  us a t  once to  
fur ther  discriminations. Semantic change need n o t  imply 
change of concept. In f a c t ,  i t  ind ica tes  the var ia t ions  
tha t  f a l l  within the range of a s ingle word. It is  quite 
another case t o  consider period change o r  s ty le  change i n  



which concepts undergo a l t e r a t i o n  desp i te  the con t inu i ty  
t h a t  p e r s i s t s  among p a r t s  o r  elements of a period o r  a 
"style." To r e l a t e  l i t e r a r y  change t o  concepts of thought 
and f e e l i n g  o r  t o  forms of a u t h o r i a l  and reader  consciousness 
is t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  l i t e r a r y  change is connected with l a r g e r  
frameworks of change i n  nature and i n  man. Change is one 
of the ways i n  which we describe n a t u r a l  events:  a seed 

"becomes" a seedl ing,  a c a t e r p i l l a r  "becomes" a b u t t e r f l y ;  
water "becomes" (changes i n t o )  steam. 'Ihese a r e  changes of 
shape with underlying i d e n t i t i e s .  I n  the  f i r s t  two examples, 
we have a progress i n  which the change is seen t o  be inherent  
i n  the seed o r  i n  the  s t ages  of growth. I n  the t h i r d ,  the 
transformation r e t a i n s  the same chemical p roper t i e s  though 
these have turned from l i q u i d  t o  gas. Thus, the s tudy of 
change i n  a l l  these cases involves frameworks from botany o r  
entomology or  chemistry. 

Consider the problem of i d e n t i t y  and form change i n  
mythological s t o r i e s .  Zeus, b r a ,  and o t h e r  Greek gods and 
goddesses a re  cons tan t ly  changing shape. Such form change. 
whatever i t s  aim, is governed by a consciousness of the 
god's power and the  god's knowledge t h a t  whether he becomes 
a b i rd  o r  a beas t ,  he can r e t u r n  t o  h i s  o r i g i n a l  form. In  

o ther  words, the language, s o u l ,  o r  s p i r i t  r e t a i n s  an i d e n t i t y .  
In  l i t e r a r y  t e x t s ,  t ransformations of shape t h a t  r e t a i n  
i d e n t i t y  a re  common. We can see t h i s  c l e a r l y  i n  Apuleius' 
s t o r y  w r i t t e n  i n  the second century A.D. of Luciua who is 
transformed i n t o  an a s s  though he cont inues t o  think i n  the 
language of a human being: "though I was no longer Lucius, 
and t o  a l l  appearances a complete ass ,  a mere beast  of 
burden. I still  re ta ined  my mental f acu l t i e s . "3  Or consider  
the famous twentieth-century s t o r y  which begins "As Gregor 
Samsa awoke one morning from uneasy dreams he found himself 
transformed i n  h i s  bed i n t o  a g i a n t  insect."4 Gregor's shape 
has changed but he continues t o  think i n  human language and 
t o  be concerned about h i s  human a f f a i r s .  

My point  is t h a t  change can be seen only aga ins t  cont i-  
nui ty.  and i n  l i t e r a r y  study, con t inu i ty  can be s tud ied  only 
aga ins t  o r  i n  con t ras t  t o  change. The reason f o r  t h i s  is 
t h a t  each l i t e r a r y  t e x t  is always d i f f e r e n t  from a l l  o the rs  
--no matter  how s l i g h t  the difference.  However, the  term 
" tex t"  w i l l  not serve me i n  accounting f o r  the kinds of change 
t h a t  I propose t o  discuss .  What is needed is t o  redefine 
every l i t e r a r y  " tex t"  a s  a member of a genre. In  doing so,  

i t  is possible  t o  f i n d  t h a t  every t e x t  includes some elements 
from its gener ic  pas t  and o t h e r s  t h a t  r e l a t e  t o  i t s  synchronic 
present .  Every t e x t  thus  can  be understood a s  multi-dimen- 
s i o n a l ,  possessing elements which c o n s t i t u t e  i t  a s  a member 
of one o r  more genres  and which r e l a t e  i t  t o  o t h e r  t e x t s  i n  
d i f f e r e n t  genres. 

I r e a l i z e  t h a t  numerous contemporary c r i t i c s  and t h e o r i s t s  
consider  received generic  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s  d i sc red i ted ,  and I 
share t h e i r  opinion. But I f i n d  no need t o  i d e n t i f y  genre 
with such received ca tegor ies  (those t h a t  Maria C o r t i  i d e n t i -  
f i e s )  a s  "abs t rac t ,  atemporal," d i d a c t i c ,  o r  those tha t  a r e  
" h i s t o r i c ,  diachronic,  inductive."S Maria C o r t i ' s  semiot ic  
approach i s  t o  r e l a t e  genres t o  the "universe of senders and 
addressees" and t o  concern herse l f  wi th  the problems of the 
transformation of genres. Other t h e o r i s t s ,  l i k e  Tzvetan 
Todorov and Michel Bakhtin have a l s o  redefined "genre" without 
accept ing the o l d e r  and defunct  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s .  After a l l ,  
terms l i k e  " t race  ," "discourse ," "absence" have been redefined,  
and the re  i s  no reason t o  assume t h a t  genre need be excluded 
from t h i s  process, e s p e c i a l l y  s i n c e ,  a s  a c r i t i c a l  formulation, 
i t  makes access ib le  an under8 tanding of l i t e r a r y  change. 

In  t h i s  new sense,  genre can be understood a s  a family 
term, cons t i tu ted  by elements o r  p a r t s  such as  meter ,  charac- 
t e r ,  types of r h e t o r i c ,  and discourse t o  produce c e r t a i n  
e f f e c t s .  These elements can, of course,  appear i n  d i f f e r e n t  
genres, each genre being i d e n t i f i e d  by the nature of t h e i r  
combination and t h e  e f f e c t s  produced. It i s  not s u r p r i s i n g  
t h a t  genres d i f f e r  i n  comprehensiveness and sca le .  A proverb 
can be par t  of a tragedy o r  comedy o r  a book of proverbs; a 
tragedy t h a t  is considered a performance genre by one c r i t i c  
may be considered a poem by another. The Pentateuch may be 
considered a sacred nar ra t ive  a t  one time and a secu la r  
na r ra t ive  a t  another .  My po in t  is t h a t  "writing" is  iden t i -  
f i e d  i n  generic  terms and t h a t  there e x i s t s  no such phenome- 
non a s  "writing" which escapes form o r  genres. This  i n  no 
way i s  meant t o  imply t h a t  a t e x t  belongs only t o  one genre. 
The Essay on Cr i t i c i sm,  e.g., i s  obviously both a d i d a c t i c  
poem and a c r i t i c a l  t ex t .  Even an author  may recognize t h a t  
h i s  t e x t  can be i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  belonging t o  more than one 
genre. Henry F ie ld ing  c a l l s  Joseph Andrews "a comic romance ," 
which he defines a s  a "comic e p i c  poem i n  prose; d i f f e r i n g  
from comedy, a s  the  se r ious  e p i c  from tragedy: i ts  act ion 
being more kxtended and comprehensive; containing a much 



l a rger  c i r c l e  of inc iden t s ,  and introducing a g r e a t e r  
v a r i e t y  of characters."b Relying on e p i c ,  comedy, and 
romance, t h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  f o r  F ie ld ing  t h e  
work possessed elements from a l l  three genres  t h a t  were 
combined i n  i m i t a t i o n  of Don Quixote. 

Without proceeding t o  s theory of genre,  i t  may be 
appropriate  t o  note  t h a t  because genre has  some con t inu i ty  
of elements and e f f e c t s ,  i t  provides a b a s i s  f o r  l o c a t i n g  
which elements have been changed o r  added o r  omitted. The 
term "genre" i n d i c a t e s  the kind of changes i t  can dea l  
with. The term has i t s  source i n  the La t in  "genus," which 
r e f e r s  t o  "kind" o r  " sor t "  o r  "species" o r  "class." I t s  
root  terms a re  "genere," "gignere"--to beget and ( i n  the 
passive)  t o  be born. "Genre" can r e f e r  t o  a member of a 
c l a s s  o r  a whole c l a s s ;  i t  can r e f e r  t o  how a c l a s s  i s  
cons t i tu ted  ( the  varied members); i t  can r e f e r  t o  a changing 
process ,  o r  t o  the members of a c l a s s  a s  d e f i n i t e  and 
unchanging, a product. It has the same r o o t s a s  "gender" 
and, i n  being r e l a t e d  t o  gender, i n d i c a t e s  the n a t u r a l i s t i c  
d i s t i n c t i o n s  t h a t  a re  implied. Genres have many elements 
i n  common but they do have d i s t i n c t  ends t h a t  change accord- 
ing t o  the h i s t o r i c a l  s i t u a t i o n .  

I f  we consider  the kind of changes t h a t  a re  generic .  
we note changes wi th in  a genre and changes between genres. 
Maria Cor t i  pute i t  t h i s  way: "A genre may be transformed 
by i t s e l f  from the ins ide  by a change i n  the funct ion of 
one of i ts c o n s t i t u t i v e  elements, following which the  t r a i t s  
t h a t  a re  secondary i n  one e r a  become primary i n  another;  
the genre reproduces l i k e  a microsystem those func t iona l  
v a r i a t i o n s  t h a t  generate  the very movement of l i t e r a t u r e "  
and again "a genre is a l s o  transformed by changes i n  o ther  
genres i n  the l i t e r a r y  system, which means t h a t  the re  cannot 
be a h i s t o r y  of a genre i n  i s o l a t i o n ;  on the contrary,  every 
phenomenon of c o r r e l a t i o n  and inf luence must be considered."l 

Any attempt t o  discuss  change i n  a genre system, however, 
cannot avoid explanatory models from h i s t o r y  o r  p o l i t i c s  o r  
anthropology o r  some o ther  f i e l d  i n  which change is a f a c t o r .  
But the sub jec t  matter  of l i t e r a t u r e  complicates the uses 
of any model. In any period there a r e  t e x t s  from the pas t  
t h a t  a r e  t r e a t e d  aa present  and l i v i n g  worka, the re  a re  
genres t h a t  have been disregarded o r  a r e  minimally p rac t i ced ,  
and there a re  genres  t h a t  a r e  dominant and those t h a t  are  

considered minor o r  shor t  forms. Those tha t  a r e  pa r t  of 
the l i v i n g  l i t e r a t u r e  form a hierarchy. The concepts t h a t  
govern such a hierarchy w i l l  exp la in  both the na tu re  of the  
hierarchy and t h e  values a t t r i b u t e d  t o  it. Thus, every t e x t  
is an i n t e r s e c t i o n  of a t  l e a s t  two systems: a diachronic 
gener ic  system and a synchronic, h i e r a r c h i c a l  one. 

Such systems a re  constructed by c r i t i c s  t o  explain 
c o n t i n u i t i e s  and d i s c o n t i n u i t i e s  i n  r e l a t i n g  p a r t i c u l a r  works 
o r  groups of worka t o  the kinds of changes t h a t  a re  posi ted.  
Are changes made consciously by authors  o r  formulated by 
c r i t i c s ?  To put  the quest ion i n  t h i s  way i s  t o  pose a 
separa t ion  t h a t  need not  be honored. Since every t e x t  
shares  elements with o thers  and introduces new elements, the  
i s sue  of change i s  not properly discr iminated by such d i f f e r -  
ences. Changes may be no more than var ia t ions  of underlying 
period concepts of organizat ion,  philosophy, o r  language. 
and the re  is no necessary r e l a t i o n  between a new genre and a 
new concept. A new genre such a s  the novel i n  the  eighteenth 
century may conform t o  the  concepts underlying t h e  received 
genres, may, indeed,  be no more than a v a r i a t i o n  of them. 
On the o ther  hand, i t  i s  possible  f o r  Wordsworth cor rec t ly  
t o  claim t h a t  h i e  r e j e c t i o n  of eighteenth-century poet ic  
language and the concepts of modif icat ion and epistemology 
underlying them leads  t o  s new kind of poet ic  language and 
a r t i s t i c  vis ion.  

The consciousness of change may apply t o  t h e  indivi-  
dual  w r i t e r ,  but  the desc r ip t ions  of beginnings and endings 
of periods o r  movements a r e  formulated a f t e r  the  f a c t  by 
c r i t i c s  and scholars .  These a re  f i c t i o n s  tha t  depend on 
the c r i t i c ' s  view of what t e x t s  c o n s t i t u t e  a pe r iod  and why 
he wishes t o  d iv ide  ongoing time i n  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  manner. 
I s h a l l  r e tu rn  t o  these problems i n  my discussion of the 
explanat ions of change, bu t  i t  is necessary t o  note  here 
t h a t  the sub jec t  matters  s e l e c t e d  f o r  change--as , f o r  example, 
changing a t t i t u d e s  t o  women.or the changing r o l e  of the 
father--can be derived from d i s c i p l i n e s  other  than  l i t e r a t u r e .  
In  t h i s  a p s e ,  some i n q u i r i e s  i n t o  change r e s u l t  from know- 
ledge of change developed i n  other  a reas  such a s  psycho- 
ana lys i s  o r  l i n g u i s t i c s  o r  his tory.  The pursu i t  of i n q u i r i e s  
i n t o  l i t e r a r y  change, the re fore ,  has an element of the 
unpredictable ,  and, indeed, the m u l t i p l i c i t y  of ins tances  
t h a t  would be considered l i t e r a r y  changes have y e t  t o  be 
charted. 



Since change inev i tab ly  involves a r e l a t i o n  with c o ~ t i -  
nu i ty ,  i t  w i l l  fol low t h a t  d i s c o n t i n u i t i e s  w i l l  e n t a i l  the 
persis tence of some l a r g e r  e n t i t y .  I f  the re  is  a change i n  
the d i c t i o n  of poetry,  what p e r s i s t s  i s  the r e l a t i o n  of 
d i c t i o n  t o  thought o r  t o  poe t i c  s t r u c t u r e  o r  t o  a speaker. 
I f  a p a r t i c u l a r  genre l i k e  the sonnet is no t  w r i t t e n  over  
a period of time, what p e r s i s t s  is the r e l a t i o n  of t h i s  
omission t o  a poe t i c  hierarchy o r  t o  the l y r i c  poems t h a t  
a re  wr i t t en .  And i f  a period ends and a new period begins. 
what p e r s i s t s  is a hypothesis ( o r  a theory)  about the  process 
of pe r iod iza t ion  o r  about the persis tence of some elements 
o r  the d i scon t inu i ty  of o thers  from one period t o  another. 

The nature of l i t e r a r y  change i s  thus  a s tudy of a l t e r -  
a t i o n s  which can only be understood i n  terms of the pe rs i s -  
tence of nonal tered elements of frameworks t h a t  provide an 
iden t i ty .  L i t e ra ry  change i s  always connected with o r  
character ized by concepts of knowledge, language, and s t r u c -  
tu re  t h a t  def ine some changes a s  v a r i a t i o n s  of these and 
o thers  a s  con t rad ic t ing ,  r e j e c t i n g ,  o r  overturning them. 
Change i s  then a form of adaptat ion o r  of "revolution." But 
i t  i s  the nature of l i t e r a r y  s t r u c t u r e s  t h a t  change and per- 
s i s t ence  a r e  present  together. The kinds of r e f a t i o n s  be- 
tween them account f o r  the kinds of changes c r i t i c s  iden t i fy .  

11. Kinds of Change 

The kinds of change mentioned by c r i t i c s  a re  s o  va r ied  
t h a t  i t  seems d i f f i c u l t  t o  organize them i n t o  coherent 
groups. Indeed, discussions of change occur i n  almost a l l  
t e x t s  although the re  seems l i t t l e  t h e o r e t i c a l  awareness of 
the problems involved. I s h a l l  focus on changes wi th in  a 
t e x t  (an instance of a genre) ,  changes t h a t  apply t o  groups 
of t e x t s  (within one o r  more genres) ,  and changes t h a t  a r e  
the r e s u l t  of the impact of non-l i terary i n s t i t u t i o n s  and 
ac t ions  upon l i t e r a r y  t ex t s .  

Within a s i n g l e  t e x t  we note the changes t h a t  take 
place i n  i t s  production. This can involve a s tudy of work 
shee t s  o r  rev i s ions  i n  which the changes a r e  examined i n  
terms of c e r t a i n  p e r s i s t e n t  elements. Such study may serve 
t o  reveal  the  adaptat ions appropriate  t o  support o r  supple- 
ment o r  expand concepts governing a genre. Or i t  may ind i -  
ca te  the network of elements from d i f f e r e n t  genres with 

which a work is being connected. Whether i n  work shee t s  o r  
i n  p r i n t ,  the rev i s ions  w i l l  be seen a s  t r i v i a l ,  a s  adapted 
t o  received concepta, o r  a s  r e s i s t a n t  t o  them. 

I n  t h i s  r espec t  a gener ic  theory w i l l  make it necessary 
t o  provide a rev i s ionary  vocabulary of generic  change. I f  
s a t i r e s  t h a t  a r e  exemplary a r e  seen by Dryden a s  heroic  
poems, t h i s  conceptual change i s  the r e s u l t  of redefining 
s a t i r e  by including hero ic  elements i n  it. When Meyer 
Abrams desc r ibes  the "grea te r  Romantic l y r i c "  a s  a develop- 
ment of the georgic  desc r ip t ive  poem, he must provide a 
s e r i e s  of revis ionary or  developmental procedures t h a t  can 
"transform" one kind of poem i n t o  another. And t h i s  must 
be a matter  of the  r a t i o  of change t o  persis tence of elements. 
The kind of change t h a t  an ind iv idua l  t e x t  undergoes can 
involve the placement of a sermon, f o r  example, i n t o  the 
t e x t  of a novel--as i n  Tris t ram Shsndy. The i n s e r t i o n  of 
one genre i n t o  another  -the whole becomes a part  
implies  the comprehensiveness of genres and may ind ica te  
the nature of a gener ic  hierarchy.  But can one genre be 
transformed i n t o  another? Can a sonnet be transformed i n t o  
the g r e a t e r  Romantic l y r i c ?  Does the e p i c  become transformed 
i n t o  the  novel? 

The t ransformation image i n  botany o r  chemistry presup- 
poses t h a t  change i s  e i t h e r  an evo lu t ion  of an i d e n t i t y  o r  
the r e t e n t i o n  of an i d e n t i t y  i n  d i f f e r e n t  form. In  order 
t o  exp la in  l i t e r a r y  transformation a s  a change, f o r  example, 
the c r i t i c  needs t o  argue t h a t  the g r e a t e r  Romantic l y r i c  
i s  inheren t  i n  the  georgic desc r ip t ive  poem o r  t h a t  i t  is a 
member of the same family of genres. It might be possible  
t o  argue,  f o r  example, t h a t  the  ten-l ine s tanza t h a t  Keats 
developed f o r  h i s  odes is a va r ian t  of the sonnet form-- 
a qua t ra in  and a s e s t e t  i n s t e a d  of two quatrains  and a 
s e s t e t .  But then one would have t o  argue tha t  t h e  sonnet 
and Keata's odes compose a family t h a t  displaces r a t h e r  
than transforms the  georgic desc r ip t ive  poem. Whatever 
s i m i l a r i t i e s  of imagery o r  r h e t o r i c a l  procedures the  genres 
share,  these a re  connections, not evolut ionary developmnts .  

Among the kinds of changes i n  l i t e r a t u r e  a r e  those 
tha t  involve parody o r  burlesque of noncomic genres. In 
such conversions the re  may be an opposi t ion or  an a t t a c k  
upon the  values a t t r i b u t e d  t o  the o r i g i n a l  t ex t .  But paro- 
d ies  o f t e n  aim t o  draw a t t e n t i o n  t o  the values of the  o r i -  



g i n a l  by ind ica t ing  the  pleasures  t h a t  can be taken i n  i t .  
This is of ten  the  case with ba l l ad  parodies. 

I have suggested t h a t  genre s tudy seems t o  ae the  most 
adequate procedure f o r  discussing change, but many of my 
co l leages  p re fe r  t o  consider  t e x t s  a s  composed of words o r  
sentences and consider  genres  a s  u n i t s  r e s u l t i n g  from these 
i n i t i a l  combinations. f o r  such c r i t i c s  l i t e r a r y  change 
becomes a consequence of changes i n  a l i n g u i s t i c  code. 
Hayden White, basing h i s  discussion of change i n  l i t e r a r y  
h i s t o r y  upon Roman Jakobson's s i x f o l d  model of the  l i t e r a r y  
f i e l d ,  remarks t h a t  changes i n  t h e  l i n g u i s t i c  code "wi l l  i n  
tu rn  be r e f l e c t e d  i n  changes both i n  the  cognit ive content 
of l i t e r a r y  works ( the  messages) and the  modes of contact  
(genres)  i n  which messages a r e  t ransmit ted and received."8 
In t h i s  view the  changes i n  language determine the  kind of 
genres  most appropriate  f o r  the  changed messages: I n  a 
given period and place i n  h i s t o r y ,  the  system of encodation 
and decodation permits the  transmission of c e r t a i n  kinds of 
messages regarding one context  and not  o thers ;  and i t  w i l l  
favor those genres adequate t o  the  establ ishment  of con tac t s  
between d i f f e r e n t  points  i n  the  whole communication system 
represented by language i n  general. S i g n i f i c a n t  periods of 
l i t e r a r y  change w i l l  thus be s ignaled by changes i n  the 
l i n g u i s t i c  code; changes i n  the code w i l l  i n  turn be re- 
f l e c t e d  i n  changes i n  both the  cognit ive content of l i t e r -  
ary works ( the  messages) and the  modes of contact  (genres)  
i n  which messages a r e  t ransmit ted and received. Changes 
i n  the code, f i n a l l y ,  can be conceived t o  be r e f l e c t i v e  of 
changes i n  the his tor ico-natural  context  i n  which a given 
language game is being played. 

Now t h i s  is an important hypothesis  regarding the  
r e l a t i o n  of "language* t o  genre. And i t  begins with the 
assumption t h a t  s i n c e  language is  a l i t e r a r y  component 
shared by "the context ,  the  audience, t h e  a r t i s t ,  and the  
work a l ike , "  any s tatements  about l i t e r a r y  change must be 
r e l a t e d  t o  "the more genera l  f i e l d  of l i n g u i s t i c  t r ans for -  
mation."9 What we have here i s  the  claim t h a t  l i t e r a r y  
t e x t s  a r e  read i n  language and w r i t t e n  i n  language and t h a t  
t h e  system of incodat ion and decodation def ine  the  transmis- 
s ion  o r  p roh ib i t ion  of messages. 

Such a hypothesis  seems t o  me t o  misconstrue t h e  re la -  
t i o n  between language and genre. Although genres a r e  

language s t r u c t u r e s ,  they a r e  no t  reducible  t o  language nor  
a r e  they merely r e f l e c t i o n s  of changes i n  the language code. 
Because every t e x t  is an ins tance  of a genre ( a t  l e a s t  one), 
genre a s  a s t r u c t u r e  always includes fea tu res  t h a t  have 
con t inu i ty  with the  past--whether these  a re  compositional 
o r  met r i ca l  o r  thematic, etc.--and fea tu res  t h a t  a r e  inno- 
vat ive.  Genre by t h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  i s  cons t i tu ted  by l ingu is -  
t i c  codes tha t  a r e  incons i s ten t  i n  t h e i r  implicat ions;  
moreover, the reading by scho la r s  of any past work involves 
the imposition of t h e i r  own l i n g u i s t i c  code upon one of 
the  pas t .  

But i n  another  sense,  such a view of change overlooks 
the con t ro l  a l i t e r a r y  genre exerc i ses  upon the codes appro- 
p r i a t e  t o  i t  a t  any h i s t o r i c a l  moment. The primacy of 
tragedy and comedy o r  of kinds of l y r i c  poetry a l t e r s  the 
conception of the  codes appropriate  t o  each genre. The 
choice of genre becomes not a l i n g u s i t i c  a c t  but a s o c i a l  
one which determines the ' l ingu i s t i c .  I f  one t akes  a bal lad 
l i k e  "The Ballad of Jane Shore" and converts i t  i n t o  a 
t ragedy,  the h i s t o r i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  of the genre d i c t a t e s  
t h a t  the  charac te r s  w i l l  have t o  be elevated and the sub- 
j e c t  r e l a t e d  t o  a f f a i r s  of s t a t e .  When a novel i s  converted 
i n t o  a f i lm,  i t  is se l f -ev iden t  t h a t  the v i sua l  imagery 
w i l l  d i c t a t e  the p o s s i b i l i t i e s  of ve rba l  transformation. 

Consider one o ther  valuable ana lys i s  of l i t e r a r y  
change, t h a t  of Michael R i f f a t e r r e .  He f inds t h a t  language 
forms a desc r ip t ive  system " b u i l t  of nouns, a d j e c t i v e s ,  
ready-made sentences--cliches; s tereotyped f i g u r e s ,  arranged 
around a kernel  word tha t  f i t s  a mental model of the r e a l i t y  
represented by t h a t  word."lO Such systems func t ion  d i f fe r -  
e n t l y  i n  d i f f e r e n t  genres and a t  d i f f e r e n t  times. Now 
Michael R i f f a t e r r e  wishes t o  s t r e s s  the  language system 
cur ren t  a t  a p a r t i c u l a r  time, and, indeed, he wise ly  urges 
t h a t  i ts value i n  con t r ibu t ing  t o  a more adequate s tudy of 
h i s t o r i c a l  ana lys i s  and change: "Style  ana lys i s  should 
con t r ibu te  t o  thematology i n  fu tu re  by including a l l  descrip- 
t i v e  systems i n  these coap i la t ions  arranged according t o  type,  
ind ica t ing  t h e i r  generic  and chronological  d i s t r i b u t i o n . " l l  

Such a hypothesis of desc r ip t ive  systems is transgeneric .  
It may be found i n  whatever genres a r e  current  a t  a p a r t i c u l a r  
time. But can we accept t h i s  version of con t inu i ty  and 
change of a desc r ip t ive  system within a genre without  knowing 



its r o l e  i n  the s t ruc ture  of genre? Do such systems a r i s e  
exclusive of the genres i n  which they a r e  found i n  o t d s r  t o  
f i t  some abs t rac t  mental model of r e a l i t y ?  Does i t  not seem 
more l i k e l y  t h a t  such systems would a r i s e  c u l t u r a l l y  aa 
ext rapola t ions  from generic explanations? Thet such systems 
e x i s t  a s  abs t rac t ions  providing only some s i m i l a r i t i e s  i n  
any spec1 f i c  instance? 

I n  order t o  describe the kinds of changes t h a t  e x i s t  
among groups of genres, the c r i t i c  must pos i t  such abs t rac t  
e n t i t i e s  a s  noms,  epistemes , periods, individual  and perf ad 
"styles,"  "modes of writing." e tc .  With regard t o  change, 
these groupings imply a systematic approaah t o  l i t e r a r y  
study; they aim t o  locate s i m i l a r i t i e s  among d iverse  ind iv i -  
dual t e x t s  and t o  explain the changes that--as a group-- 
such t e x t s  undergo. (Of course, the  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of t e x t s  
a s  " l i t e r a r y "  o r  " l i t e r a t u r e "  belongs with inqui r ies  about 
changes governing the nature of l i t e r a r y  study. ) 

I f  we wish t o  discuss changes among "norms" o r  "periods." 
i t  w i l l  be apparent t h a t  the def in i t ion  of what these are 
must precede any analysis  of change per t inen t  t o  t h e m .  When 
Mukarovsky defined a norm "as a publicly acknowledged goal 
with respect t o  which value is perceived a s  e x i s t i n g  inde- 
pendently of an individual  and h i s  subject ive decisiona,"l:! 
he r e l i e d  on a "so-called co l lec t ive  awareness."l3 Re 
real ized there a re  not only competing norms, but t h a t  norms 
are constantly being undermined. The r e l a t i o n  between norm 
continuity and discontinuity become too e lus ive  t o  pursue 
and thus the beginnings and endings of norms. the numbers 
and kinds of works and elements involved become r e s i s t a n t  
t o  systematization. A much simpler procedure f o r  deal ing 
with norm change is offered by Thomas Kuhn, the h i s t o r i a n  
of science. Ik t racks  the beginning and ending of a scien- 
t i f i c  paradigm by r e f e r r i n g  t o  comaon i n s t i t u t i o n a l  pro- 
cedures used i n  educating s c i e n t i s t s ,  t o  a p r a c t i c a l  i n s t i -  
t u t i m a l  "norm." 

Any applicat ion of Kuhnian "normal science" t o  l i t e r a r y  
study has t o  s u b s t i t u t e  concepts of generic expectat ions O r  
common problem-eolving f o r  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  pract ice.  But 
because, i n  l i t e r a r y  study. these are always m l t i p l e ,  the 
notion of a un i f ied  "norm" s e e m  unusable. ks f o r  mult iple 
norms, these seem t o  pose problem about t h e i r  discontinuance. 

Periods no l e s s  than noms are  c r i t i c a l  abs t rac t ions  
o r  f i c t i o n s ,  and any a t t e s p t  t o  explain period change must 
do s o  within a framework of persistence between periods. 
Dws a period cons is t  of " l i t e ra ry"  t e x t s  w r i t t e n  within a 
par t icu la r  time span or  of l i t e r a r y  t e x t s  ava i lab le  i n  a 
time span or  of those t h a t  wr i te rs  and readers f i n d  valuable? 
In any time period there a r e  t e x t s  composed i n  e a r l i e r  times; 
a re  these t o  be considered par t  of the "period"? It i s  
d i f f i c u l t  t o  avoid the view t h a t  t e x t s  which form part of a 
canon regardless of when they were composed do indeed form 
par t  of a period. This means t h a t  a period is multi-temporal 
a s  well  a s  multi-dimensional; the l i t e r a r y  t e x t s  of a period 
so  understood w i l l  then be governed by concepts of d i f fe ren t  
chronological time. A change of period w i l l  thus  have t o  
make reference t o  d i f f e r e n t  r a t e s  of change and t o  d i f fe ren t  
r e l a t i o n s  among genres. 

Because c r i t i c s  introduce period change i n  order t o  
explain large-scale or  revolutionary changes, o r  changes of 
l i t e r a r y  h ie ra rch ies ,  they tend t o  neglect the cont inu i t ies .  
The s t ra tegy  is  understandable, but it cannot lead  to  an 
adequate study of conceptual change. Some l i t e r a r y  unit  
l i k e  genre is necessary t o  include continuity i n  any discus- 
s ion of change. Debates over the length of time of periods 
or  over the existence of periods--whether there is an Age 
of Sens ib i l i ty  o r  whether i t  is no more than the  concluding 
t h i r t y  years of a neo-classical period or  whether we have 
entered a post-modern period following mode5nism o r  are i n  
the concluding phase of modernism--are misplaced because such 
determinations a r e  not par t  of any theory of change, only ad 
hoc claims f o r  evidence t h a t  is slanted t o  support one's - 
hypothesis. They a re  f i c t i o n s  tha t  function t o  explain 
par t icu la r  changes; they do not explain the need, function, 
and aim of such changes. 

When discussions of periods a re  displaced by discussions 
of receptions of l i t e r a r y  t e x t s ,  types of change becolae 
primary. But even i f  we a t t r i b u t e  "receptions" t o  c r i t i c s  
who express t h e i r  views i n  wri t ing ( i n  contrast  t o  readers 
about whom the c r i t i c  can only speculate) ,  the usefulness of 
such reception depends on the kinds of explanations offered. 



111. Explanations of Change 

Although I have divided my discussion i n t o  "the nature 
of change, " "the kinds of change," and "explanations of 
change," I have done s o  merely f o r  s t r a t e g i c  purposes: t o  
q e n  d i f f e r e n t  aspects  of the question of l i t e r a r y  change. 
It is apparent t h a t  I have not  hes i ta ted  t o  cross boundaries 
and move among the three a reas  despite  my emphasis on a 
par t icu la r  one. Description and explanation are obviously 
intertwlned even though Uichel Foucault i n  The Order of 
Things, f o r  example, t r i e s  t o  keep them s e p a r a t e  re- 
s i s t  methodological explanations i n  the empirical  sciences: 

The ro le  of instruments, techniques, i n s t i t u t i o n s .  
events ,  ideologies,  and i n t e r e g t s  is very much i n  
evidence; but one does not know how an a r t i c u l a t i o n  
s o  complex and so  diverse i n  composition s c t u a l l y  
operates. It seemed t o  me t h a t  i t  would not be 
prudent for  the moment t o  force a so lu t ion  I f e l t  
incapable, I admit, of offering:  the t r a d i t i o n a l  
explanations--spir i t  of the ti-, technological  o r  
s o c i a l  changes, influences of various kinds--struck 
me f o r  the most par t  a s  being more magica1,than 
e f fec t ive .  In  t h i s  work, then. I l e f t  the problem, 
of causes t o  one s ide ;  I chose ins tead  t o  confine 
myself t o  describing the transformations themselves. 
thinking t h a t  t h i s  would be an indispensable s t e p  
i f ,  one day, a theory of g c i e n t i f i c  change and 
epistemological causa l i ty  was t o  be constructed.14 

He exaggerates h i s  modesty, but h i s  reference t o  " s p i r i t  
of the time, technological o r  s o c i a l  changes, influences of 
various kinds" seems t o  be qu i te  d i s t a n t  from other contemporary 
explanations of l i t e r a r y  change. These explanations begin 
with concepts of a l i t e r a r y  text:  a t e x t  which is a multi- 
dimensional system w i l l  inev i tab ly  possess some elements t h a t  
are changing more rapidly than others.  In f a c t ,  the changes 
w i l l  be recognized only i n  t e r m  of cont inu i t ies .  Different 
r a t e s  of change w i l l ,  of course, a l s o  apply t o  membership i n  
a hierarchy of genres. I have offezed a s  an explanation of 
t h i s  the notion t h a t  every l i t e r a r y  t e x t  i s  inevitably 
d i f f e r e n t  from any other  i n  the same genre. Let re add here 
t h a t  these differences operate within a s e r i e s  of temporary 
posrr ibi l i t ies .  

So too,  technological o r  s o c i a l  changes need not be 
disregarded. The closing of thea te rs  cer ta in ly  provides a 
reason f o r  not wr i t ing  dramas, j u s t  a s  the ins i s tence  by 
government on the  wri t ing of "soc ia l  realism" threatens 
punishment t o  those who disregard t h i s  policy. Such s o c i a l  
pressures,  a t  the  very l e a s t ,  explain the neglect of cer ta in  
kinds of wri t ing even i f  they do not explain those that  a re  
written. But the  notion of "explanation" is st i ssue  here, 
fo r  i f  Foucault conceives of explanation i n  t e r n s  of causes, 
he w i l l  expect r e l a t i o n s  t h a t  h i s tor ians  w i l l  r a r e l y  be able 
t o  provide. Explanations i n  l i t e r a r y  study are always made 
i n  terms of the aims of the explainer. To ask why a genre 
l i k e  the novel was introduced i n  the eighteenth century is t o  
take f o r  granted t h a t  the novel is a genre and t h a t  i t s  
novelty is a chance occurrence or  the resu l t  of a s e r i e s  of 
wri t ings that  a r e  i n t e r t e x t u a l  with it. The term "introduc- 
t ion ,"  therefore,  conceals wi th in  it evolutionary or  develop- 
mental categories which involve r a t i o s  of continuity and 
change o r  randomness or  both. 

A t  which point  i s  the "cause" t o  be discovered? Does it 
not imply an or ig ina t ing  moment when the par t icu la r  originat ing 
work i s  not yet  iden t i f ied?  I s  i t  Robinson Crusoe or  
Flanders or  Panela or Joseph Andrews? If the c r i t i c  puts 
aside the notion of "cause" and subs t i tu tes  probable reasoning 
or  reason giving, he w i l l  introduce reasons about generic 
d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n s ,  about the r e l a t i o n  of such d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n s  
t o  s o c i a l  a t t i t u d e s ,  about the r e l a t i o n  of t h i s  genre to  a 
synchronic system, about the s h i f t s  i n  function of the elements 
tha t  compose the genre. 

Sociologists  and anthropologists  who discuss soc ia l  
change tend t o  use three explanatory procedures: evolution. 
revolution,  and randomness. Social change thus is the r e s u l t  
of c e r t a i n  developmental o r  evolutionary procedures. Evolution 
need not mean a movement from a lower t o  a higher stage but 
t o  a s e r i e s  of successive s tages  not unlike the chart ing of 
individual  growth by Er ik  Erikson. Such developments are 
connected t o  par t icu la r  s o c i a l  s t ruc tures  and the kinds of 
changes are i d e n t i f i e d  a s  adaptat ions o r  adjustments. Those 
changes which r e s u l t  i n  reorganizations of the s t ruc ture  a r e  
revolutionary changes. As f o r  randomness, i t  is  an attempt 
t o  leave open the introductions of unexpected pressures-- 
whether lega l ,  mi l i t a ry ,  etc.--upon the s t ruc ture .  



Explanations of l i t e r a r y  change a r e  of ten  re la ted  t o  and 
sometimes dependent upon moral, soc ia l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  and 
psychological concepts. The most elementary procedure here 
is t o  make l i t e r a t u r e  r e f l e c t i v e  of such changes: a s o c i a l  
o r  p o l i t i c a l  change is  posi ted and l i t e r a t u r e  Is claimed t o  
mirror it. More sophis t ica ted  c r i t i c s  g ran t  t h a t  l i t e r a r y  
language cons t i tu tes  its world and they recognisa t h a t  what 
they have t o  explain is a change i n  the manner ef l i t e r a r y  
construction. One of the ways i n  which t h i s  is done is  t o  
argue t h a t  changes i n  the ex te rna l  world r e s u l t  i n  changes i n  
the psyche. Thus l i t e r a r y  t e x t s  by revealing changes i n  
consciousness reveal  changes i n  tha ex te rna l  world. This l a  
Fredric Jameson'g proeedure: 

An object ive fragmentation of the so-called 
outside world is matched arrd a c w p e n i e d  by 6 
fragmentation of the psyche which reinforces i ts  
e f f e c t s .  Such fragllantst ioa,  rg i f lca t ion ,  but 
a l s o  production, of new semi-autonomous objec ts  
and a c t i v i t i e s ,  is c lear ly  the. ebject ive pre- 
condition f o r  the emergence of genres such a# 
landscape, i n  which the viewing of an otherwise 
(or  a t  l e a s t  a t r a d i t i o n a l l y )  meaningless' object-- 
nature without people--comes t o  seem a s e l f -  
jus t i fy ing  act ivi ty.15 

The cor re la t ion  is not merely r e f l e c t i v e ,  f o r  i t  involves 
the production "of new semi-autonomous objec ts  and a c t i v i t i e s . "  
But the d i f f i c u l t y  with t h i s  type of explanation is t h a t  by 
i n s i s t i n g  OR r e i f i c a t i o n  and fragmentation, i t  becomes the 
procedure i t  describes. It neglects  the r e l a t i o n  of conti-  
nuity and the concepts t h a t  underl ie  i t  s o  tha t  the r e l a t i o n  
of landscape poetry t o  pas tora l  and georgic forms from 
which i t  comes is suppressed o r  overlooked. And the role 
of nature a s  place a s  well a s  the connection of place t o  
property and p o l i t i c s  i s  misconstrued. 

Since changes a re  of d i f f e r e n t  kind*, i t  is obvious 
t h a t  explanations of then w i l l  be of d i f f e r e n t  kinds. I 
mean by t h i s  tha t  although a l l  explanations w i l l  have t o  
r e f e r  t o  evidence t o  support t h e i r  claims and w i l l  need t o  
specify the changes t o  which they r e f e r ,  some changes are 
d i r e c t l y  s o c i a l  while others a re  only remotely so. Some 
l i t e r a r y  change is the r e s u l t  of imposing censorship where 
none previously ex is ted ,  o r  the imposition of an index o r  a 

canon t h a t  undergoes change a s  a r e s u l t  of i n s t i t u t i o n a l  
decisions. So, too, the vocabulary of l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m  
becomes s o c i a l  a t  one time and s c i e n t i f i c  st another. The 
s o c i a l  vocabulary of "refinement" and "decorum" and "correctness" 
is c l e a r l y  r e l s t e d  t o  s o c i a l  behavior, t h a t  of "scientif ic , ,"  
"evolutionary," o r  "developmental" much l e s s  so. 

What do explanations of l i t e r a r y  change explain7 Any 
explanation w i l l  describe the kind of change t h a t  has taken 
place and w i l l  o f f e r  some h i s t o r i c a l  clues f o r  i t .  But no 
explanation by a modern c r i t i c  of a pas t  change avoids d i s tor -  
t ion.  What we can do is t o  control  the d i s t o r t i o n  by introdu- 
cing generic elements s t i p u l a t e d  by o thers  from e a r l i e r  times. 
Such cont inu i t ies  a re  not s o  much fused horizons a s  they a r e  
p o s s i b i l i t i e s  from which choices are made. But h i s tory  is 
sometilaes t rea ted  a s  though an element of past wr i t ing  is 
always e s s e n t i a l l y  the same, and the differences i n  t i m e  a r e  
t r i v i a l .  When Paul de Man argues t h a t  the language of c r i t i -  
cism and l i t e r a t u r e  is  permanently "unreliable"--"the most 
unrel iable language i n  which men names and modifies himself "- 
he s t r e s s e s  the continuity,  the pers i s ten t  function of language 

I f  we wish t o  explain l i t e r a r y  change, can we avoid the 
changing a t t i t u d e s  toward poe t ic  language7 And, of course, 
i t  w i l l  be remarked, can we avoid the changing a t t i t u d e s  
toward genre. A theory of l i t e r a r y  change should be able t o  
explain such changes, but what is needed for  such an explana- 
t ion  is a un i t  of ana lys i s  t h a t  w i l l  permit a l l  such inquir ies.  
I think t h a t  genre a s  I have been using i t  can serve  such a 
purpose. And it can serve because a genre is a s o c i a l  a s  
well a s  l i t e r a r y  u n i t ;  thus i t  is subject  t o  the acculturat ing 
processes of language and of symbolic behavior. I f  we accept 
the view tha t  any example of a genre is  a combination of 
elements, then only some of these undergo change; f o r ,  
otherwise, how would i t  s t i l l  r e t a i n  membership i n  a class7 
Therefore, we can argue t h a t  every l i t e r a r y  t e x t  i s  const i tuted 
by elements t h a t  a r e  i n  opposit ion o r  tension because they 
are iden t i f ied ,  a t  the very l e a s t ,  with d i f fe ren t  time schemes 
and the in te rsec t ion  of diachronic and synchronic systems. 

This phenomenon makes c l e a r  why beginnings and endings 
of periods can only be t e n t a t i v e  and uncertain. I n  fac t .  the 
more extensive the change t o  be explained, the more useful a 
system which w i l l  control  the explanation. It is always 
tempting t o  pos i t  an e s s e n t i a l  continuity such a s  the oedipal 



conf l ic t  between s t rong  poets of d i f f e r e n t  times while 
a i n i d z i n g  or  iguoring other  explanatory procedures, But i f  
it is granted t h a t  genre exerc i ses  cont ro l  i n  cons t i tu t ing  a 
t e x t ,  no explanation can neglect i ts function. 

The theor ies  of l i t e r a r y  changes t h a t  I have been 
discussing f a l l  within the group of re la ted  genres ce l led  
l i t e r a r y  h i s tory ,  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i sm,  o r  l i t e r a r y  theory. 
Those c r i t i c s  who f ind  only differences of degree--and not 
always these--between the languages of c r i t i c i s m  and poetry 
i n s i s t  on the f i c t i v e  constructs  of both. For t h e m ,  explana- 
t i o n  i s  inevitably about themselves because a l i t e r a r y  genre 
theory is as self-reflexive a s  poetry. I f  one argues t h a t  
a l l  wri t ing i s  genre bound, then a theory of change w i l l  
deal  not  only with the nature and kinds of change but with 
the explanatory functions of each genre. 

Theory and c r i t i c i s m  are  important today i n  the hierarchy 
of genres because they function a s  explanations of other  
genres and of themselves i n  a society i n  which o r a l i t y  is 
competing with wri t ing.  A t  such a period i n  the h i s tory  of 
cu l ture ,  e f f o r t s  a re  made t o  consider explanation a s  forms of 
pleasure and a s  instances of f i c t i v e  construction. Thus, 
h i s t o r i c a l ,  c r i t i c a l ,  and theore t ica l  genres a re  seen as 
being reconst i tuted by t h e i r  own processes of explanation. 
And the boundaries t h a t  separated these genres from those 
t h a t  were t r s d i t i o n a l l y  const i tuted a s  f i c t i o n s  a re  i n  process 
of erosion. A theory of l i t e r a r y  change w i l l  explain tha t  
sucb a s h i f t  i n  the generic hierarchy and i n  the reconcep- 
tua l iz ing  of genres is a form of eesistance t o  and subversion 
of received assumptions and prac t ices  ef explattation. But 
not a l l  a r e  subverted, and I have suggested t h a t  generic 
procedures may well  lead us t o  the consciousness of l i t e r a r y  
change t h a t  we seek. 
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A COMMENT ON PROFESSOR COHBN'S 
"PROPAEDEUTIC FOR LITeRARY CHANGE" 

Hayden White 

I n  h i s  in t roduc t ion  t o  the f i r s t  i s s u e  of % L i t e r a r y  
History,  Professor  Cohen ind ica ted  one p r inc ip le  on which he 
and h i s  col leagues on the E d i t o r i a l  Board agreed, namely, 
"the need t o  reexamine the nature,  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  and teaching 
of l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r y ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  the face of the cur ren t  
r e j e c t i o n  of h i s t o r y  e i t h e r  a s  guide t o  o r  knowledge of the 
present." His cur ren t  e ssay ,  on which we have been asked t o  
comment, is another of h i s  many con t r ibu t ions  t o  t h i s  process 
of reexamination. Here h i s  aim, a s  I see i t ,  is t o  e s t a b l i s h  
the necess i ty  of a  concept of change adequate t o  a  proper 
apprec ia t ion  and s tudy of l i t e r a t u r e ' s  " h i s t o r i c a l i t y . "  J u s t  
beyond the confines of h i s  r e f l e c t i o n s  on "A Propaedeutic f o r  
L i te ra ry  Change." I d i sce rn  the o u t l i n e s  of the quest ion:  
how is l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r y  possible? Professor Cohen's answer 
t o  h i s  question--or a t  l e a s t  p a r t  of it--is t h a t  l i t e r a r y  
h i s t o r y  i s  possible  only on the condit ion t h a t  a  proper not ion 
of the kind of changes t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e  undergoe's be brought 
t o  the s tudy of it. 

Professor  Cohen e x p l i c i t l y  eschews the  task of de f in ing  
the nature of " l i t e r a t u r e "  i t s e l f ,  but he obviously bel ieves 
t h a t ,  whatever e l s e  i t  may cons i s t  o f ,  l i t e r a t u r e  must a l s o  
bb conceived t o  cons i s t  of the kinds of e n t i t i e s  t h a t  undergo 
s p e c i f i c a l l y  " h i s t o r i c a l "  procesaes. The burden of h i s  
c r i t i c i s m  of the theor ies  of l i t e r a r y  change mentioned i n  
Part  I1 of h i s  essay i s  t h a t  they a l l  deprive l i t e r a t u r e  of 
its h i s t o r i c a l i t y ,  i n  one way o r  another. This means, among 
o ther  th ings ,  t h a t  they deprive l i t e r a r y  e n t i t i e s  of t h e i r  
i d e n t i t i e s ,  and they do t h i s  by d i s so lv ing  these i d e n t i t i e s  
i n  o r  reducing them t o  funct ions of o t h e r ,  non-l i terary 
procesaes o r  s t r u c t u r e s  considered t o  be more fundauental o r  
determinative: such a s  l i n g u i s t i c  "codes" (White). "mental 
models" ( R i f f a t e r r e ) ,  "noras" (Mukarovsky). o r  soaaething l i k e  
the "paradigms" of Thomas Kuhn (pp. 10-11). He does not deny 
t h a t  each of these approaches t o  the s tudy of l i t e r a r y  change 
may very well  i l lumina te  c e r t a i n  aspec t s  of the ca ree r  o r  
context  of " l i t e r a t u r e "  i n  one o r  another of its "periods." 
But these approaches a l l  obscure e i t h e r  t h a t  cont inui ty- in-  
d i f fe rence  o r  t h a t  difference-in-cont inui ty without which the 

kinds of changea he wishes t o  asc r ibe  t o  l i t e r a t u r e  cannot be 
apprehended. Considered a s  what he c a l l s  t h e o r e t i c a l  
" f i c t i o n s , "  such conceptions of l i t e r a r y  change may very 
wel l ,  a s  he puts  i t ,  "funct ion t o  exp la in  p a r t i c u l a r  changea" 
i n  the l i t e r a r y  f i e l d .  kt, by h i s  l i g h t s ,  they cannot 
"explain the need, funct ion,  and aim of such changes" (p. 1'1). 
And t h i s  because they lack a  p r inc ip le  by which t o  i d e n t i f y  
the i d e n t i t i e s  of l i t e r a r y  e n t i t i e s  themselves. 

His c r i t i c i s m s  of the k inds  of explanat ions t h a t  l i t e r a r y  
t h e o r i s t s  such a s  Jameson, Bloom, and Foucault have advanced 
t o  account f o r  l i t e r a r y  change derive from the p r inc ip le  
s t a t e d  i n  the middle of Part  I11 of h i s  essay: "Since changes 
are  of d i f f e r e n t  k inds ,  i t  is  obvious t h a t  explanat ions of 
them w i l l  be of d i f f e r e n t  kinds" (p. 14). He says " w i l l  be." 
but I read the sentence t o  s t i p u l a t e  "must be." For i t  i s  
not t o  any s p e c i f i c  explanat ion o r  explanatory procedure t h a t  
he o b j e c t s ,  but r a t h e r  t o  any tendency t o  regard a l l  of the 
kinds of changes we can perceive a s  occurr ing i n  t h e  l i t e r a r y  
f i e l d  a s  e f f e c t s  of  a  s ing le  kind of causal  o~echanism, agency, 
o r  force.  Thus, h i s  ob jec t ion  t o  Foucault i s  t h a t  he seems 
t o  be looking f o r  a  causal  explanat ion of a  kind t h a t  "his to-  
r i a n s  w i l l  r a r e l y  be able  t o  provide" (p. 13). Professor  
Cohen gran t s  t h a t  we can o f t e n  f ind  e x t r i n s i c  causes as  well  
a s  e x t r a - l i t e r a r y  "reasons" why c e r t a i n  kinds of changes 
occurred i n  a  given period of l i t e r a r y  h i s to ry ,  bu t  h i s  point  
i s  t h a t  while "some changes a r e  d i r e c t l y  s o c i a l ,  ... others  
a re  only remotely so" (p. 14). This i s  why, presumably, the  
best t h a t  can be hoped f o r  i n  any sea rch  f o r  an exp lana t ion  
of changea i n  l i t e r a r y  s t r u c t u r e s  and processes is only "some 
h i s t o r i c a l  c lues" t o  why they occurred when, where. and i n  
the ways they d i d  (p. 15). We cannot provide c a u s a l  explanat ions 
of the e n t i t i e s  inhab i t ing  the  f i e l d  of l i t e r a t u r e ,  because 
these en t i t i e s - -a t  whatever l e v e l  of genera l i ty  o r  complexity 
we encounter them--possess i d e n t i t i e s .  Which is another way 
of saying t h a t  they a r e  n e i t h e r  p a r t i c u l a r s  (each of which is 
d i f f e r e n t  from every o ther )  nor un iversa l s  (and therefore 
changeless), but  r a t h e r  products of mixtures of un iversa l s  
and part iculars-- in  much the way t h a t  c e r t a i n  paradigmatic 
"characters"  of l i t e r a t u r e ,  such as  Hamlet, Faust ,  o r  Huck 
Finn, must be construed i f  we a re  t o  account f o r  t h e i r  
" ind iv idua l i ty .  " Professor Cohen extends t h i s  n o s o f  
ind iv idua l i ty  t o  cover a l l  of  the kinds of e n t i t i e s  tha t  he 
conceives t o  populate the f i e l d  of l i t e r a r y  h i s to ry :  t ex t s .  
corpora, s t y l e s ,  per iods,  t r a d i t i o n s ,  and so on. This i s  



not t o  say t h a t  he anthropomorphizes these  e n t i t i e s ,  but  he 
does come close t o  personal izing them. For the k inds  of 
changes t h a t  he a s c r i b e s  t o  them resemble more than anything 
e l s e  the kinds of changes t h a t  an o l & r  humanistic t r a d i t i o n  
ascr ibed t o  human beings i n  the course of t h e i r  s e l f -  
r ea l i za t ions .  

Aa I understand him. he wishes t o  argue t h a t  l i t e r a r y  
e n t i t i e s  have c e r t a i n  d i sce rn ib le  t r a i t s ,  r a t h e r  l i k e  what an 
o lder  psychology c a l l e d  "character  t r a i t s . "  It i s  these 
t r a i t s  t h a t  undergo processes of combination, transformation. 
deepening and leavening,  i n s c r i p t i o n  and effacement, general i -  
za t ion  and .pa r t i cu la r iza t ion ,  u n t i l  they become dormant, 
r ecess ive ,  o r  moribund. These t r a i t s  a r e  not t imeless  o r  
e t e r n a l ,  common t o  a l l  l i t e r a r y  e n t i t i e s  everywhere and i n  
a l l  per iods,  but a re  t o  be conceived r a t h e r  a f t e r  the manner 
of "family a t t r ibu tes . "  A given c l u s t e r  of t r a i t s  may be 
dominant i n  one generat ion (thereby marking a d i sce rn ib le  
"period" i n  the l i f e  of a given "family" o r ,  we might add. 
"dynasty") and recessive i n  another. They may be widely 
disseminated o r  present  but a s s e r t i v e  i n  a r e l a t i v e l y  rea- 
t r i c t e d  a rea  of the l i t e r a r y  f i e l d  a t  a given time and 
place. But because they a re  s p e c i e s - t r a i t s ,  and i n  the 
case a t  hand endemic t o  "writing" i n  a l l  i t s  forms (wr i t ing  
i s  the c l a s s  t o  which a l l  spec ies  of l i t e r a t u r e  belong), 
they can never become t o t a l l y  e x t i n c t  and irrecoverable--in 
the way t h a t  c e r t a i n  na tu ra l  spec ies  can be s a i d  t o  have 
become ext inct--at  l e a s t ,  not a s  long a s  "writing" cont inues 
t o  e x i s t .  And t h i s  because, a s  he puts  i t ,  "... there 
e x i s t s  no such phenomenon a s  'wri t ing '  which escapes forms 
or  (he adds]  genres" (p. 3). "L i te ra tu re , "  I take i t ,  is a 
spec ies  of the c l a s s  "wri t ing,"  d i s t ingu ishab le  from o ther  
spec ies  by the a r r a y  of "forms o r  genres" c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of 
i t  ac ross  i t s  whole h i s to ry .  rite h i s t o r y  of l i t e r a t u r e  
c o n s i s t s  of the production, combination, recombination; 
e leva t ion  and demotion within a hierarchy;  and ret i rement ,  
r e t r i e v a l ,  and renewal of these "forms and genres"--which 
a re  the "parts"  o u t  of which i d e n t i f i a b l e  wholes, each with 
an ind iv idua l i ty  of its own, a r e  made. And i t  is these 
"par t s"  and the process of t h e i r  combination and arrangement 
i n  a hierarchy over time t h a t  a r e  the proper s u b j e c t s  of 
l i t e r a r y  h i s to ry  f o r  Professor  Cohen. This i s  how I under- 
s tand him. 

Let me say before proceeding t h a t  I f ind  nothing i n  t h i s  
t o  which t o  o b j e c t  on t h e o r e t i c a l  grounds. I do no t  think t h a t  
the re  is  any one, sovereign way of doing h i s t o r y  o r  conceptuali- 
z ing  its processes. And Professor  Cohen'a way of  conceptual izing 
l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r y  belongs t o  an o ld ,  honorable, and by no . 
Beans moribund t r a d i t i o n .  I wish t o  s t r e s s  a l s o  t h a t  what he 
o f f e r s  us  here is not a theory of l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r y  f u l l y  
e labora ted ,  o r  even a theory of l i t e r a r y  change f u l l y  worked 
out i n  i t s  methodological impl ica t ions ,  but only a propaedeutic 
t o  both. He i s  def in ing  a problematic, a n t i c i p a t i n g  a " topics"  
of l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r y ,  s i t u a t i n g  us  before a f i e l d  of inquiry,  
and suggest ing some prel iminary thought regarding c e r t a i n  
p i t f a l l s  tha t  may await us i n  any e f f o r t  t o  pene t ra te  t h a t  
f i e l d .  It would be inappropr ia te ,  the re fore ,  t o  respond t o  
h i s  t i g h t l y  argued essay wi th  ob jec t ions  based upon an 
a l t e r n a t i v e  theory of l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r y  o r ,  f o r  t h a t  matter ,  
l i t e r a r y  change. What is c a l l e d  f o r  on t h i s  occasion i s  not  
an a l t e r n a t i v e  theory,  but an inqu i ry  i n t o  the nature of the 
"operator"  i n  Professor  Cohen's discourse tha t  enab les  the  
kinds of moves, both pos i t ive  and negat ive,  of which h i s  
discourse cons i s t s .  This "operator" i s ,  of course.  the 
not ion of genre. 

It i s ,  t o  be su re ,  only a notion. Professor Cohen 
e x p l i c i t l y  denies  any i n t e n t i o n  of providing a theory of 
genre o r  a c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of genres. tk f u l l y  concedes t h a t  
the t r a d i t i o n a l  concept of genre is thoroughly d i sc red i ted ,  
so we must take him a t  h i s  word t h a t  he i s  not t r y i n g  to--as 
i t  is now said--"recuperate" t h i s  concept i n  i ts i n t e g r i t y  
and impose i t  on l i t e r a r y  s t u d i e s  a s  the au thor i ty  t o  which 
a l l  theory must pay homage i n  re tu rn  f o r  pa ten t s  of legitimacy. 
We must, he says,  "redefine" the concept of genre i f  i t  is t o  
do the  kind of se rv ice  t o  l i t e r a r y  s t u d i e s  t h a t  he envisions 
f o r  it. What i s  the nature of t h i s  " redef in i t ion"  of the 
not ion of genre? What is i ts func t ion  i n  Professor  Cohen'a 
discourse? How does it operate  i n  o rder  t o  enable the kind 
of l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r i c a l  theory t h a t  I have a t t r i b u t e d  t o  him? 
To a n t i c i p a t e  my conclusion, l e t  me say  t h a t ,  i n  my view, the 
not ion of genre, a s  he would define i t ,  serves t o  c o n s t i t u t e  
l i t e r a t u r e  a s  an auto-generative process ,  the products of 
which w i l l  be conceived t o  be re la ted  a s  members of " fami l i es , "  
with the fami l i es  themselves having the  aspect of " f i c t i t i o u s  
persons," t h a t  i s  t o  say. corporat ions.  In  a word, the not ion 
of genre w i l l  s e rve  t o  transform " l i t e r a t u r e "  i n t o  a " soc ia l "  



phenomenon, the kind of phenomenon about which i t  can properly 
be s a i d  t h a t  it ftaa a his tory.  

Recal l  t h a t  Professor  Cohen denies  t h a t  the d i s c r e t e  
t e x t ,  regarded i n  i ts p a r t i c u l a r i t y ,  can serve a s  an ob jec t  
f o r  the s tudy of l i t e r a r y  change. Taken i n  i t s e l f ,  he 
says,  "each l i t e r a r y  t e x t  is always d i f f e r e n t  from a l l  
others--no matter  how s l i g h t  the d i f fe rence"  (p. 2). A l -  
though a given t e x t  may be a product of many rev i s ions  at 
the hands of i t s  author ,  and can the re fore  be s a i d  t o  have 
undergone t ransformations i n  the course of  i ts composition, 
i t  cannot serve a s  an ind ica to r  of e i t h e r  change o r  con t inu i ty  
u n t i l  i t  has  become i d e n t i f i a b l e  a s  a "raember of a genre" 
(p. 2). Pr ior  t o  the  moment of its i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  a s  a 
member of a genre, the  only "cont inui ty" aga ins t  which the 
t ransformations i n  the  t e x t  could be measured would be 
something l i k e  "au thor ia l  in ten t ions" ;  and t h i s ,  we would 
h a w  t o  say ,  is l e s s  a " l i t e r a r y "  than a "psycholagieal" 
reference point. It is the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of the generic  
a t t r i b u t e s  of the t e x t  t h a t  permits us t o  speak of i t  a s  
having a h i s t o r i c a l ,  a s  well  a s  a purely personal ,  past .  
Professor  Cohen puts  i t  thus: "What is needed is t o  redefine 
every l i t e r a r y  ' t e x t '  a s  a member of a genre. In doing so.  
i t  becomes possible  t o  f ind  t h a t  every t e x t  includes some 
elements from i t s  gener ic  pas t  and o thers  t h a t  r e l a t e  t o  
i ts synchronic present"  (p. 2-3). In o t h e r  words, a t e x t  
becomes a member of a family of t e x t s ,  simply by v i r t u e  of 
the f a c t  t h a t  i t  w i l l  necessa r i ly  share c e r t a i n  formal fea- 
t u r e s  with other  t e x t s .  It is t h i s  resemblance of a t e x t  
t o  o ther  t e x t s  t h a t  allows us t o  understand why every t e x t  
is "multi-dimensional, possessing elements which cona t i tu te  
i t  a s  a member of one o r  more genres and which r e l a t e  i t  t o  
o ther  t e x t s  i n  d i f f e r e n t  genres" (p. 3). 

A t  t h i s  po in t ,  we a r e  permit ted t o  ask: what p rec i se ly  
is the nature of t h i s  resemblance? This is a c r u c i a l  q m s t i o n  
f o r  Professor Cohen, and i t  is obvious that he f e e l s  the fo rce  
of i t ;  because he candidly admits t h a t  i n  order  t o  give c r e d i t  
t o  h i s  not ion of the r e l a t i o n  of a t e x t  t o  a genre, he must 
not only "redefine every l i t e r a r y  ' t e x t '  a s  a member of a 
genre." but  a l s o  "redefine" the not ion of genre i t s e l f .  
"After a l l . "  he says.  "terms l i k e  ' t r ace  ,' 'discourse ,' 
'absence.' have been redefined,  and there is no reason t o  
assume t h a t  genre need be excluded from t h i s  process ,  espe- 
c i a l l y  s ince ,  a s  a c r i t i c a l  formulation, i t  makes access ib le  

an understanding of l i t e r a r y  change" (p. 3). Of what, 
then, does t h i s  (p ro jec ted)  r e d e f i n i t i o n  of genre cons i s t?  

It c o n s i s t s  apparent ly of the  a s c r i p t i o n  t o  t e x t s  of 
j u s t  those conceptual elements t h a t  would permit u s  t o  
apprehend them a s  members of "families." "In t h i s  new sense," 
Professor  Cohen w r i t e s ,  "genre can be understood a s  a family 
term, cons t i tu ted  by elements o r  p a r t s  such as  meter ,  charac te r ,  
types of rhe to r ic ,  and discourse t o  produce c e r t a i n  e f f e c t s "  
(p. 3). But what s p e c i f i c a l l y  does the  phrase "family term" 
d i r e c t  our  a t t e n t i o n  t o  i n  our  e f f o r t s  t o  comprehend the 
re la t ionsh ips  obtaining between a t e x t  and i t s  "generic  past"? 
Are "famil ies"  of t e x t s  comprised of individuals  r e l a t e d  only 
by resemblance, connected by gene t ic  a f f i l i a t i o n  ( a s  na tu ra l  
f ami l i es  a r e ) ,  o r  l inked by some o ther  mode of r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  
such a s  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  a common e n t e r p r i s e ,  a f t e r  the manner 
of a s o c i a l  group? The l a s t  opt ion seems most l i k e l y ,  s ince 
obviously the claim of mere resemblance would be t o o  weak f o r  
Professor  Cohen's purposes and t h a t  of genet ic  a f f i l i a t i o n  
would be too s trong.  

Recal l  t h a t  i n  t h i s  e ssay  h i s  aim i s  not t o  provide a 
ful l - f ledged theory of genre, but only t o  i d e n t i f y  the kinds 
of changes which l i t e r a r y ,  i n  con t ras t  t o  n a t u r a l ,  e n t i t i e s  
undergo by v i r t u e  of t h e i r  s t a t u s  as  members of t h e  c lass  of 
"writing." Since the re  is nothing "natural"  about wri t ing,  
the kinds of changes t h a t  i ts species-types can be s a i d  t o  
undergo must be conceived t o  belong t o  the other  order  of 
c u l t u r e ,  which is t o  say, t o  the order  of " f i c t ions"  governed 
by r u l e s  of convention. What he requ i res ,  then, is an analogue 
of a process by which, not r e a l  but only f i c t i t i o u s  "families" 
a re  cons t i tu ted :  the kind of process by which human groups 
a re  cons t i tu ted  over  aga ins t  t h e i r  merely gene t ic  a f f i l i a t i o n s .  
This seems t o  me t o  be the purpose t h a t  Professor Cohen's 
" redef in i t ion"  of genre is intended t o  serve. 

The notion of genre suggested by Professor Cohen permits 
him t o  say of l i t e r a r y  "famil ies"  what he could n o t  say of 
na tu ra l  f ami l i es ,  namely. t h a t  they "have many elements i n  
common but they do have d i s t i n c t  ends t h a t  change according 
t o  the h i s t o r i c a l  s i t u a t i o n "  (p. 4). And i t  permits us t o  
understand h i s  cons t rua l  of Maria C o r t i ' s  remark, quoted 
approvingly by Professor  Cohen, tha t :  



A genre may be t r a n s f o m d  by i t s e l f  from the inside 
by a change i n  the function of one of its cons t i tu t ive  
elements, . . . The genre reproduces l i k e  a micro- 
system those functional  var ia t ions  t h a t  generate the 
very movement of l i t e r a t u r e ,  . . . A genre is q lso  
transformed by changes i n  the l i t e r a r y  system, . . . 
(P. 4) 

If I am not mistaken, none of t h i s  could be sa id  about na tura l  
famil ies ,  but a l l  could be s a i d  of the kinds of f i c t i o n a l  or 
g r t i f i c i a l  "families" we c a l l  "corporations." which is t o  say,  
s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  held together by contracts  and conventions. 

I f  we t rea ted  genres a s  prodvcts of contracts  o r  conven- 
t ions ,  we could then c r e d i t  the kinds of changes t h a t  Professor 
Cohen a t t r i b u t e s  t o  them, on the qne band, and the kinds of 
au to- te l ic  powers he ascribes t o  them, on the other. Moreover. 
a corporate theory of genre would explain why It  is t h a t ,  a s  
he puts i t:  "Any attempt t o  discuss change i n  a genre system, . . . cannot avoid explanatory models derived from h is tory  or  
p o l i t i c s  o r  anthropology or  s o w  other f i e l d  i n  which change 
i s  a fac tor"  (p. 4). It would explain why, a s  he says,  "In 
any period, there a re  t e x t s  from the past  that, are t rea ted  
a s  present and l i v i n g , "  while others a r e  " d i s r e g s r d z r e  
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minimally pract iced,  . . . " (p. 4) And i t  would explain why, 
those t e x t s  tha t  "are a par t  of l i v i n g  l i t e r a t u r e  form a 
hierarchy" (p. 51, since na tura l  famil ies  do not na tura l1  
form a hierarchy, while corporqte f a d l i e s  and s y d  
such famil ies  always do. And, f i n a l l y ,  i t  would explain why 
Professor Cohen is so<omfortable with the notion t h a t .  
although "every t e x t  is an in te rsec t ion  of a t  l e a s t  two 
systems: a diachronic generic system and a synchronic, 
h ie ra rch ica l  one, . . . Such systems a r e  constructed by 
c r i t i c s  t o  explain cont inu i t ies  and d iscont inu i t ies  i n  
r e l a t i n g  par t icu la r  works o r  groups of works t o  the kinds 
of changes tha t  a r e  posited" (p. 5). These "constructions" 
by c r i t i c s  are of the same order of " f i c t i o n a l i t y "  a s  those 
genres of which they are constructions. 

A l l  t h i s  gives us some ins igh t ,  I believe,  i n t o  the 
nature of tha t  " identi ty" which Professor Cohen a t t r i b u t e s  
t o  l i t e r a r y  e n t i t i e s  of a l l  kinds and the "persistence" of 
which "across a succession of differences" is a necessary 
presupposition, by h i e  l i g h t s ,  of any attempt to  fashion a 
theory of l i t e r a r y  change. At the end of Section I of h i s  

essay,  he wri tes:  "The nature of l i t e r a r y  change is thus a 
study of a l t e r a t i o n a  which can only be understood i n  terms of 
the persistence of non-altered elements of frameworks which 
provide an ident i ty"  (p. 6 ) .  But the "identi ty" alluded t o  
is cons t i tu ted  by the kind of a f f i l i a t i o n  tha t  contracts  and 
conventions provide. This i s  why l i t e r a t u r e  manifests a l l  of 
the kinds of change t h a t  we can perceive t o  occur i n  society 
and cu l ture  a t  large. Since it i s  a f i c t i o n a l  iden t i ty  t h a t  
has been provided, th ia  i d e n t i t y  i s  subject  t o  a l l  of the 
kinds of changes t h a t  f i c t i o n a l i z i n g  processes i n  general can 
be s a i d  t o  produce. 

The s t rength  of t h i s  conception of genre which, by now, 
may be t o t a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  from what Professor Cohen had i n  
mind, i s  that  i t  allows us t o  regard the objects  of l i t e r a r y -  
h i s t o r i c a l  a t ten t ion ,  not a s  things, but as  re la t ionsh ips  o r  
ra ther  s t ruc tures  of relat ionships.  We would no t  have t o  
regard a t e x t ,  a corpus, a canon, a s t y l e ,  a period,  and so  
on a s  an object  which remains the same across a succession of 
changes i n  i t s  a t t r i b u t e s ,  but ra ther  a s  a matrix, a system 
of exchange or  cor re la t ion  which ac t ive ly  works i n  the i n t e r e s t  
of i t s  own self-perpetuation,  i n  precisely the same way t h a t  
soc ia l  and c u l t u r a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  do, whatever the  forces 
brought tb  bear upon them i n  the i n t e r e s t s  of changing them. 
This i s  an important consideration f o r  anyone asp i r ing  t o  a 
theory of l i t e r a r y  h i s tory ,  because the problem of history i n  
general is l e a s  t h a t  of change than t h a t  of continuity or  
persistence. His tor ica l  change can be accounted for  i n  the 
same way tha t  Darwin accounted for  changes i n  the  biological  
system, i.e., by a combination of species-variat ion,  on the 
one a ide ,  and changes i n  the environment that  make some 
var ia t ions  more viable than others,  on the o ther  side. What 
Darwin could not  account f o r ,  and what modern theor ies  of 
the genetic  code explain well  enough, is species s t a b i l i t y ,  
perduration, continuity,  e t c .  And what Professor Cohen 
d i r e c t s  our a t t e n t i o n  to ,  a s  I see i t ,  is the necessi ty of a 
search for  something l i k e  a genetic  code for  the study of 
l i t e r a r y  history.  

The pr inc ipa l  impediment t o  the successful prosecution 
of t h i a  search l i e s  i n  the notion, common to  most theories of 
cu l ture  i n  our time, that  i n s t i t u t i o n s  are products of 
convention and therefore should be i n f i n i t e l y  rev is ib le  a t  
the w i l l  of the human beings tha t  serve or are served by 
them. That such i s  not the case is demonstrated by the two 



e n t u r i e s  and w r e  of recent h i s tory ,  i n  which one revolu- 
t ionary program a f t e r  another has n@t only f a i l e d  i n  the 
e f f o r t  t o  make soc ie ty  anew, but has succeeded a t  bes t  i n  
giving new fores  t o  inher i ted  s t ruc tures  of domination, 
control ,  exchange, and s o  on. ¶%e p e r s i s t e u a  of the pas t  
i n  whatever present o r  fu ture  t h a t  revolutionary moveaents 
have t r i e d  t o  forge out of t h e i r  sense t h a t  human beings can 
make t h e i r  own his tory ,  underscores the t w t h  of Zlnrx's 
dictum t h a t  w h i h  PR aake t h e i r  o m  his tory ,  they cannot 
lake i t  i n  whatever way they choose, but  only i n  the ways 
permitted by the stage of develop.ent a t  which they have 
a r r ived  i n  a given h i s t o r i e s 1  moment. I f  t h i s  is t r u e  of 
history-in-general, i t  must a l r o  be trw of l i t e r a r y  history. 
And, a s  I see it, t h i s  is the  Larger implicat ion of Professor 
Cohen's "Propaedeutic for  Literary Chaupp" and the notion of 
genre t h a t  he seeks t o  place a t  the e n t e r  of work yet-to-be- 
done i n  any conceptualization of tkc t a s k s  of l i t e r a r y  'histo- 
r i c a l  s tudies.  

In  other  words, what Professor Cohen d i r e c t s  our a t t e n t i o n  
t o  is a o t  so  much a theory of l i t e r a r y  change a s  a theory of 
l i t e r a r y  persistenca,  continuity,  perduration, and s o  on. 
Such a theory w i l l  have t o  address the  problem of the force 
o r  s t rength  of l i t e r a r y  conventions, the ways i n  which they 
succeed i n  reproducing themselves i n  s p i t e  of e f f o r t s  on the 
part  of wr i te rs  t o  overturn, rev ise ,  o r  otherwise break with 
them.  This argues f o r  a s y s t e a a t i c  search f o r  something l i k e  
a genetic  code. of the s o r t  recently invoked t o  explain the 
reproducibil i ty of species-types i n  na tura l  families. This 
should be easy enough f o r  l i t e r a r y  t h e o r i s t s ,  s ince the very 
notion of code is s p e c i f i c  t o  language, speech, and wr i t ing  
and would have been inconceivable t o  gene t ic  theory had these 
not been available a s  models on which t o  draw f o r  the concep- 
tua l iza t ion  of b io log ica l  reproducib i l i ty  i n  general. 

Board of Studies i n  History of Conaciwsaess 
University of California,  Santa Cruz 

LITERARY CHANGE AND LITERARINESS 
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Ralph Cohen begins h i s  discussion of change by s t a t i n g  
t h a t  he does not wish t o  debate the meanings of the term 
l i t e r a r y .  Whereupon he proceeds t o  propose a minimal, o r  
very general d e f i n i t i o n  of the term: "what is l i t e r a r y  is 
what authors, c r i t i c s ,  t h e o r i s t s  have i d e n t i f i e d  a t  the 
same time or st d i f fe ren t  times as l i t e r a r y .  The f a c t  tha t  
such a u t h o r i t i e s  may disagree about the signif icance of 
l i t e r a r y  w i l l  i n  no way a f f e c t  the inquiry I propose."l 

I take t h i s  t o  mean t h a t  l i t e r a r y  re fe rs  t o  a consensus 
of react ions t o  a cer ta in  type of t e x t  that  could also be 
described a s  a verbal  work of a r t ,  whether i t  i s  successful 
o r  no t ,  tha t  is, whether o r  not i t  accords with the tas te  of 
a given audience or  readership. I am not sure we should go 
qui te  s o  f a r  a s  t o  say t h a t  almost a l l  opinions about the 
signif icance of l i t e r a r y  a r e  acceptable ( in  f a c t .  I am sure 
they a re  not ,  and I s h a l l  return t o  t h i s  point shor t ly ) .  
But i n  any case, no one can define a tex t  as  l i t e r a r y  without 
opposing i t  to  t e x t s  o r  verbal  e n t i t i e s ,  sentences, phrases, 
and types of discourse t h a t  a re  not l i t e r a r y .  We may not know 
how t o  analyze o r  j u s t i f y  the opposition, but one basic f a c t  
withstands any ana ly t ica l  s t ra tegy ,  namely tha t  l i t e r a r i n e s s  
s e t s  apar t  c e r t a i n  verbal forms and tex ts ,  or a t  any rate our 
perception and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of these. ( I  do not ,  however, 
see how we could imagine a perception or  in te rpre ta t ion  t h a t  
would f o i s t  l i t e r a r i n e s s  onto a tex t  without the presence 
i n  the t e x t  of fortnal fea tures  t h a t  i n v i t e  such reactions.) 

I i n s i s t  on r e s t r i c t i n g  basics i n  t h i s  way, f o r  t h i s  
approach neatly separates one of the three aspects  of change 
from the other two: just  by opposing l i t e r a r y  t o  non-literary, 
we perhaps cannot explain the nature and the kinds of change, 
since these are accessible only i f  we s t a r t  l i s t i n g  features 
tha t  a re  present i n  the l i t e r a r y  and absent i n  the  non-literary, 
or posi t ive i n  the f i r s t  and negative i n  the second. But 
t h i s  opposition is s u f f i c i e n t  for  determining the relevancy 
of explanations of change. 

Indeed, i t  p o s i t s  an inescapable a l te rna t ive .  Either  
l i t e r a r i n e s s  involves the whole object  of inquiry and permeates 



a l l  i ts components, o r  the ob jec t  contains  elements t h a t  a r e  
not  l i t e r a r y  and a r e  somehow subordinated t o  the l i t e r a r y  
ones. I n  the f i r s t  case,  any explanat ion of change t h a t  
t r e a t s  t h e  ob jec t  a s  i t  would a non-l i terary one w i l l  be 
f a l s e .  I n  the second, the re  should be two ways of accounting 
f o r  change, one per t inen t  t o  the  l i t e r a r i n e s s  of the  ob jec t ,  
and the  o ther  pe r t inen t  t o  the object  considered from a view- 
point  o the r  than l i t e r a r y .  That the re  can be such considerat ion 
is not a s  paradoxical a s  i t  looks: s o c i o l o g i s t s ,  l i n g u i s t s  
and h i s t o r i a n s  have o f ten  used l i t e r a r y  t e x t s  a s  evidence 
f o r  soc io log ica l ,  l i n g u i s t i c ,  and h i s t o r i c a l  inqu i r i es .  This 
is qu i te  l eg i t imate  s o  long a s  they do no t  claim t h a t  t h e i r  
respect ive i n q u i r i e s  a re  a l s o  pe r t inen t  t o  the l i t e r a r i n e s s  
of the changing works o r  genrea o r  typea of discourse: they 
do no more than include l i t e r a r y  f a c t s  among o ther  ca tegor ies  
of s o c i e t a l ,  ve rba l  o r  behavioral  f ac t s .  The l i t e r a r y  t e x t  
i s  only a p re tex t  f o r  a c e r t a i n  type of paraphrase i n  a 
metalanguage, the relevancy of which has not been es tab l i shed .  

Ralph Cohen f e e l s ,  however, t h a t  non-l i terary explanations 
cannot be disregarded,  c i t i n g  diverse forms of p o l i t i c a l  cen- 
so rsh ip ,  such as  a government's o f f i c i a l  preference f o r  wr i t ings  
character ized by s o c i a l  realiam.2 No doubt they cannot be d i s -  
regarded, from the h i s t o r i a n ' s  viewpoint. Whereas the l i t e r a r y  
ana lys t  can a f fo rd  t o  ignore them, f o r  censorship is always 
motivated by reasons o ther  than l i t e r a r y  ones. E i t h e r  l i t e r a -  
tu re  i s  s ingled out  a s  a t a r g e t  because of an e f fec t iveness  
t h a t  remains t o  be explained,  a s  opposed t o  l e s s  e f f e c t i v e .  
more ephemeral, non-l i terary w d e a  of expression;  o r  e l s e  i t  
is not s ingled ou t ,  but  is s i l enced  by a gag appl ied t o  a l l  
publ ic  pronouncements. Furthermore, s o c i a l  real ism, i n  Cohen's 
example, precedes a s  a l i t e r a r y  phenomenon the b less ings  i t  
u l t imate ly  receives from the S t a t e  and the  consecutive pub l ic  
pol icy favoring i t s  general izat ion.  

To be su re ,  c e r t a i n  c r i t i c s  o r  h i s t o r i a n s  recognize non- 
l i t e r a r y  explanat ions of change a s  e x t r i n s i c  causes,  but  main- 
t a i n  t h a t  they a r e  pe r t inen t  t o  l i t e r a t u r e ,  because conacioua- 
ness is determined by s o c i a l  being and l i t e r a r y  works a re  but  
"symptoms whose cause i s  of another order  of phenomnon f r m  
i t s  e f f e c t s . "  Jameaon, f o r  ins tance ,  r e f e r s  t o  Frank Kernode's 
f ind ing  an "unquestionable causal  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between the 
admittedly e x t r i n s i c  f a c t  of the  c r i s i s  i n  la te-nineteenth-  
century publishing,  during which the dominant three-decker 
lending l i b r a r y  novel was replaced by a cheaper one-volun~e 

format, and the modif icat ion of the ' inner form' of the novel 
i t ae l f . "3  Jameaon concludes t h a t  l i t e r a r y  acholara a r e  missing 
the po in t  when they at tempt " to i n t e r p r e t  the new form i n  terms 
of personal  evo lu t ion  o r  of the i n t e r n a l  dynamics of purely 
formal change." Most c e r t a i n l y  they a r e ,  but t h a t  does no t .  
make h i e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  more per t inen t .  They a r e  wrong fac-  
t u a l l y  and he is r i g h t  f ac tua l ly .  But these f a c t s ,  co r rec t  
o r  i n c o r r e c t ,  p e r t a i n  t o  a p r e - l i t e r i e a t i o n  l e v e l  of causa l i ty .  
They c o n s t i t u t e  the condit ions tha t  r e s t r i c t e d  o r  or iented 
the au thor ' s  c r e a t i v e  procees. These condit ions,  however, 
cannot exp la in  the  l i t e r a r i n e s s  of the r e s u l t i n g  new type 
of novel.4 because t h i s  l i t e r a r i n e s s  is necessa r i ly  t i e d  
t o  the  reader response f a c t o r ,  and the  reader has  no n a t u r a l  
way of knowing pas t  circumstances of the w r i t e r ' s  s t ruggles .  
The reader  sees  the  f i n i s h e d  product, and perceives therefore 
only those r e s t r i c t i v e  condit ions t h a t  are  encoded i n  the 
t e x t  o r  i n  a t r a d i t i o n ,  thus  present  before h i s  eyes  or  i n  
h i s  mind (e.g. meter, l e x i c a l  exclusions,  o r  the  tropes t h a t  
allow meaning t o  develop unimpaired by these exclusions) .  

Ralph Cohen r i g h t l y  remarks t h a t  "explanations i n  l i t e r a r y  
study a r e  always made i n  terms of the aims of the  explainer."5 
I would rephrase t h i s  a s  follows: explanat ions a r e  made always 
i n  terms of the exp la iner ' s  ideology. The good, o r  pe r t inen t ,  
explanat ion i s  t h a t  which does not superimpose i ts  ideo log ica l  
g r i d  onto the l i t e r a r y  work. Otherwise ideology con t ro l s  the 
decoding end d i s t o r t s  the t e x t .  No reader i s  e v e r  innocent 
of ideo log ica l  r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n .  But r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n  remains 
a l eg i t imate  s t age  of the reading process i f  i t  bu i lds  exclu- 
s i v e l y  on a decoding con t ro l l ed  by the  t ex t  i t s e l f .  

I f  we did t r y  t o  define l i t e r a r y  and see what residual  
common proper t i e s  a r e  l e f t  a f t e r  comparing the v a r i a t i o n s  of 
usage, our d e f i n i t i o n  would have t o  include the concept of a 
conscious reader. Ralph Cohen's f i r s t  paragraph l i s t s  a s  
a u t h o r i t i e s  on l i t e r a r i n e s s  authors ,  c r i t i c s  and theor i s t s .  
The reader  is omitted: and y e t  authors  write f o r  him; c r i t i c s  
a re  supposed t o  teach him how t o  read b e t t e r ;  t h e o r i s t s  cannot 
avoid including him i n  the models they construct .  While I 
agree with Cohen t h a t  t r a d i t i o n a l  genres do not  adequately 
r e f l e c t  the multi-dimensional complexity of a t e x t  ,6 the b e s t  
assurance we have of the relevancy of the genre is  the reader ' s  
assumption t h a t  any work of a r t  corresponds t o  a genre, t h a t  
i t  is not  j u s t  a monument i n  i s o l a t i o n  but a member of a 
c lass .  Even i f  such a view i s  oversimplif ied,  o r  not  w r y  



en l igh ten ing ,  the genre a s  overs impl i f i ca t ion  o r  a s  spurious 
taxonomy would still be the  proper o b j e c t  of l i t e r a r y  ana lys i s ,  
s ince  such a figment of the reader ' s  imagination would s t i l l  
be the behavioral  r e a l i t y  under s tudy,  a v a r i e t y  of reader 
response. The h i s t o r i a n  would still have t o  exp la in  what, i n  
the l i t e r a r y  a c t  of communication. makes the reader  r e a c t  t o  
h i s  percept ion of i n t e r t e x t u a l i t y  by invent ing categories .  

No t e x t u a l  o r  d i scurs ive  phenouenon the re fore  can be 
l i t e r a r y  i f  it remains beyond the reader 's  ken. I f  t h i s  un- 
perceived f a c t o r  is invoked a s  a cause, i t  can exp la in  only 
those changes i n  a t e x t  t h a t  have no l i t e r a r y  funct ion.  

When we explore the nature of l i t e r a r y  change, therefore.  
we must f i r s t  explore the nature of i ts percept ion.  Our 
quest ion should be: t o  what ex ten t  a r e  changes i n  l i t e r a r y  
p r a c t i c e s  and the reader ' s  praxis  of l i t e r a t u r e  perceived a s  
such, and t o  what e x t e n t  does t h i s  percept ion play a ro le  i n  
the reader ' s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ?  

Nowhere i s  t h i s  e s s e n t i a l  ro le  of percept ion more apparent 
than i n  i n t e r t e x t u a l i t y ,  t h a t  i s  t o  say,  i n  a reading procedure 
t h a t  i s  the opposi te  of the "normal" decoding %of the eext .  
This normal decoding, the one t h a t  p r e v a i l s  i n  everyday usage, 
i s  l i n e a r :  words a re  deciphered sequen t ia l ly  i n  accordance 
with the s y n t a c t i c  re la t ionsh ips  ind ica ted  by t h e i r  respect ive 
pos i t ions  and by a number of grammatical connectors. Reading 
becomes i n t e r t e x t u a l  when the t e x t  con ta ins  anomalies tha t  
block deciphering and appear t o  the reader ,  on second thought, 
a s  the s igns  of an incompleteness t o  be completed elsewhere. 
Elsewhere, t h a t  is,  i n  the i n t e r t e x t  t h a t  can be e i t h e r  poten- 
t i a l  i n  language o r  already ac tua l i zed  i n  l i t e r a t u r e .  The 
t e x t  is l i t e r a r y  because i t  cannot be deciphered the way non- 
l i t e r a r y  u t t e rances  are--8s a sequence of words s p e l l i n g  out  
what i s  meant. It is  l i t e r a r y  because i t  has t o  be deciphered 
a s  a sequence of presupposi t ions.  Each word t h a t  i s  pe r t inen t  
t o  the  s ign i f i cance  funct ions a s  an embedding, summarizing 
a s  i n t e r t e x t  ( the  word being the l e x i c a l  d e i x i s  of a f u l l -  
fledged syntagm) o r  giving a reverse image of t h a t  i n t e r t e x t .  

Now my point  i s  t h a t  such a t e x t  i s  not perceived i n t e r -  
t e x t u a l l y  a t  f i r s t  reading. It becomes i n t e r t e x t u a l  and 
unve i l s  i t s  s ign i f i cance  when the  i n i t i a l  i n t e r p r e t i v e  ap- 
proach--the l i n e a r  decoding--has f a i l e d .  A change occurs t h a t  
i s  uniquely l i t e r a r y ,  when the t e x t  achieves its t e x t u a l i t y  

not through an exhaust ive deciphering of any meaning present  
i n  the surface message, bu t  through t h e  i n t e r t e x t  whose ab- 
sence, displaceraent o r  r evers ion  is indicated by the  surface 
message. Reading, l i t e r a r y  reading e f f e c t s  the change. 

And ye t  nothing has changed i n  the  l e t t e r  of the t ex t :  
the reader  has s h i f t e d  from the reference of words (as  succes- 
s i v e ,  d i s c r e t e  semantic u n i t s )  t o  th ings ,  t o  a reference of 
t e x t  ( a s  one semiot ic  u n i t ,  perceived i n  to to ,  a s  a sum t o t a l  
of i t s  p a r t s )  t o  t e x t .  

There i s  a S u r r e a l i s t  poem by Andre Breton beginning On 
me d i t  la-bas l e s  l a  e s  sont  no i res7  ( I  am t o l d  tha t  Xwn -- -- 
the re  t h e  beaches a re  Pb*, t h a t  o f f e r s  the desc r ip t ion  of 
some enchanted i s l e  of the Southern s e a s ,  a modern Garden of 
Eden, both an escape from the r e a l  world and a locus  amoenus 
t ransc r ibed  i n  en e x o t i c  discourse. This discourse does not  
so much represent  d i s t a n t  climes as  i t  hyperbolizea the conno- 
t a t i o n s  of the locus  amoenus. A s  our reading progresses ,  we 
gather  t h a t  t h i s  e x o t i c  landscape s tands  f o r  c a r n a l  love. The 
peak of a volcano spouting l ava  has t o  be a p h a l l i c  symbol-- 
the s o c i o l e c t  a t t e s t s  t o  the image and one l ine :  Lancant s e s  
de rn ie r s  feux sombres e n t r e  t e s  (Darting i t s  l a s t  dark ----- 
f i r e s  between your l e g s )  is a s  e x p l i c i t  a s  one could wish. 
The o ther  sexual  pa r tne r ,  the  woman, f i l l s  out the  landscape 
i n  various metonymic guises .  A l l  t h i s  could be s t r a i g h t  sym- 
bolism. If  i t  were only t h a t ,  we would have here an example 
of l i t e r a r y  discourse ra the r  than of a l i t e r a r y  text--a s t r i n g  
of semantic displacements t h a t  do not cons t i tu te  a whole. 
These displacements could not  by themselves j u s t i f y ,  l e t  a lone 
impose the wrenching r e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  t h a t  the reader  is now 
forced t o  perform. This coup de t h e a t r e  abrupt ly replaces 
our percept ion of a s e r i e s  of conventional t ropes with the 
sudden awareness t h a t  a l l  these  devices combine t o  form one 
complex s ign ,  s t and ing  f o r  something e n t i r e l y  new. 

The surpr i se  change from l i n e a r  t o  i n t e r t e x t u a l  i n t e r -  
p r e t a t i o n  is t r iggered  by two points  of absolute nonsense t h a t  
are  a t  one and the  same time the blocks on which we stumble i n  
our l i n e a r  reading, and the keys t o  i n t e r t e x t u a l  reading, f o r  
they g ive ,  i n  the form of easy examples, the grammatical r u l e  
t h a t  you must use f o r  t h a t  reading: the t e s t  now has t o  be 
understood 5 c o n t r a r i o ,  a s  the reverse image of t h e  i n t e r t e x t  
where we w i l l  d iscover  meaning i n  i ts s t r a i g h t  form. The poem 
ends thus ,  on a landscape seen from the  top of t h e  volcano: 



E t  p lus  bas ve rs  t e s  b r a s  qu i  s ' w v r e n t  
A l a  preuve par  l e  printemps 
D'APUES 
De l ' i nex i s tence  du ma1 
Tout l e  pommier e n  f l e e r  de l a  a e r  
(And lower down, towards your arms opening wide 
t o  the proof by Springtitre of AFTeRWARDS 
of the nonexistence of E v i l ,  the whole blossoming 
app le t ree  of the sea). 

These f ive  l i n e s  r e s i s t  l i n e a r  deciphering u n t i l  the 
meaning of the c a p i t a l s  of af terwards s i n k s  in .  Springtime 
proving there i s  no e v i l  a f t e r ,  suddenly revea l s  i t s e l f  t o  
be the reverse o r  complementary version of the f i r s t  of a l l  
inter texts-- the s t o r y  of the F a l l ,  of the expulsion from 
Eden. The app le t ree  blossoming af terwards ( o r  i n  s p i t e  o f )  
reverses  the symbolism of the app le t ree  Sin s l i t h e r e d  ou t  o f .  
The t r e e ' s  blossoms prove t h a t  E v i l  is gone j u s t  a s  the rain-  
bow was proof t o  Abraham of a new covenant. Afterwards is 
c a p i t a l i z e d  because i t  i s  the hinge upon which the i n t e r -  
t e x t u a l  r eversa l  tu rns ,  overturning the whole vas t  corpus 
of pos t l apsa r ian  theology. Breton's poem owes its power Cu 
i t s  un i ty ,  and i t  owes i t s  un i ty  t o  two facts .$  One: each 
d e t a i l  of what we f i r s t  read a s  an e x o t i c  landscape s p e l l s  
out sex ,  the whole desc r ip t ion  being a long r e i t e r a t i o n  of 
the one meaning--carnal love. Two: The whole sequence tu rns  
a f t e r  upside down, and redeems the pos t l apsa r ian  universe-- - 
Innocence comes a f t e r  the f a c t .  

This r a d i c a l  hermeneutic change of ve rba l  forms ( t h a t  
remain unchanged % forms) is confireaed, by the way, by an 
a c t u a l  inter text--a  prose essay of Breton's, L'Amour fou, a 
phi losophical  travelogue describing the sane e x o t i c  landscape 
as  the s e t t i n g  of a c r u i s e  during which the poet found the 
woman of h i s  dreams. The desc r ip t ion  is couched i n  terms 
such t h a t  every e t o n y m  f o r  landscape must be deciphered a s  a 
mtaphor  f o r  sex,  and the re  is  even an a s i d e  from the author  
t h a t  makes e x p l i c i t  the redeeming v i r t u e  of love. But t h i s  
i n t e r t e x t u a l  v e r i f i c a t i o n  is not abso lu te ly  necessary: the 
poem i t s e l f  i s  b u i l t  s o  t h a t  without i t s e l f  a c t u a l l y  changing, 
i t  fo rces  its reader  t o  e f f e c t u a t e  the semiot ic  change tha t  
confers  l i t e r a r i n e s s  upon the t e s t .  

The reader 's  r o l e  i n  br inging about semiot ic  transforma- 
t ions  depends on h i s  l i n g u i s t i c  competence. Ceneric s t r u c t u r e s  

a r e  b u i l t  on v e r b a l  s t ruc tu res .  It is only n a t u r a l  t h a t  
Ralph Cohen should analyze the  connections between language 
and genre. I n  h i s  c r i t i c i s m  of Aayden White's l i n g u i s t i c  
model f o r  l i t e r a r y  change,8 he i n s i s t s  tha t  a genre exerc i ses  
c o n t r o l  over t h e  codes appropriate  t o  i t  a t  any h i s t o r i c a l  
moment. When he l a t e r  d i scusses  my own concept of desc r ip t ive  
system, he obviously f e e l s  t h a t  such systems a r e  a l s o  under 
the  sway of genre,  s i n c e  he a s s e r t s  t h a t  the c r i t i c  cannot 
see them as  represent ing con t inu i ty  and providing a context 
f o r  change, un less  he a l ready  knows t h e i r  r o l e  i n  the s t ruc -  
t u r e  of  a genre. "Do such systems a r i s e  exclusive of the  
genres  i n  which they a r e  found," Cohen then asks ,  " in order  
t o  f i t  some a b s t r a c t  mental model of rea l i ty?"  and he 
answers i n  the  negative.9 This ,  of course, is cons i s ten t  
with h i s  view of the  primacy of genre: there can be no 
l i t e r a r i n e s s  independently of the genre--a tempting view 
indeed i f  desc r ip t ive  systems were s t r u c t u r e s  of  the same 
kind a s  genres ,  i f  they d i f f e r e d  from genre only i n  tha t  
they have a wider d i s t r i b u t i o n  ( they a r e  i n  f a c t  trans- 
gener ic ,  f o r  t h e  simple reason t h a t  they a r e  semantic e n t i -  
t i e s ,  the  s t u f f  upon which a l l  genres  can bu i ld ) .  I f  t h a t  
were the  case. i t  would be our t a sk  t o  f ind ou t  how descrip-  
t i v e  systems a r e  in tegra ted  i n  one gener ic  system: the 
gener ic  s t r u c t u r e ,  f o r  example, would s e t  up genera l  r u l e s  
r e s t r i c t i n g  the number and kinds of t ex tua l  v a r i a n t s  of the  
desc r ip t ive  systems' i n v a r i a n t s ,  o r  modify these  same invar i -  
an t s .  The system s t r u c t u r e s  would be analogs of the generic  
s t r u c t u r e  ( o r  "extrapolat ions" of i t ,  a s  Ralph Cohen puts 
i t ) . lO  

A d e s c r i p t i v e  system, however, is not an abs t rac t ion  
i n  t h e  sense t h a t  a s t r u c t u r e  is. Wereas  a genre  is indeed 
such a n  a b s t r a c t i o n ,  a s e t  of r u l e s  organizing re la t ionsh ips  
t h a t  a r e  ac tua l i zed  a t  the  l e v e l  of t e x t s ,  a desc r ip t ive  
system is very concrete. I define it as  a network of words 
assoc ia ted  with one another around a ke rne l  word, following 
the model provided by the sememe of t h a t  nucleus. Each 
component of the  system is metonymically re la ted  t o  the 
nucleus. So s t rong  a r e  these  re la t ionsh ips  t h a t  any such 
metonym can se rve  a s  a metaphor f o r  the  whole, and annex the  
presupposi t ions of the nucleus. At any point i n  the  t e x t  
where the system remains i m p l i c i t ,  the  reader can  and i n  f a c t  
must f i l l  i n  gaps and r e c o n s t i t u t e  the  whole represen ta t ion  
from the metonym. The system r e s t s  on s t r u c t u r e s ,  no doubt, 
but when we come t o  i t ,  i t  is already actual ized.  Even 



though each system is the  mental model of a r e a l i t y ,  it is 
a b s t r a c t  only i n  t h e  loose sense t h a t  thought is a b s t r a c t  a s  
opposed t o  a physical  substance. But i n  the  reader 's  mind a 
desc r ip t ive  system is already ac tua l i zed  a s  language. It is 
made up of words, of phrases. Likewise, the  re la t ionsh ips  
between its components a r e  not  j u s t  a grannar, bu t  a syntax 
made t ang ib le  and memorized i n  the  shape of s tereotyped sen- 
tences. Unlike the  concept of a semantic f i e l d  t h a t  groups 
together  associated meanings, a l l  belonging t o  one sememe, 
the  desc r ip t ive  system is s i t u a t e d  a t  the  l e x i c a l  l eve l :  i t  
does not  de r ive  d i r e c t l y  from the  sememe but from the  lexeme 
corresponding t o  the  sememe. This is why synonyms cannot 
share the  same system, another proof t h a t  the system is not 
an a b s t r a c t  one. I n  s h o r t ,  the  desc r ip t ive  system is l i k e  a 
possible  desc r ip t ion  of i ts object .  It i s  l i k e  a t e x t  ex- 
panding on the word r e f e r r i n g  t o  t h i s  o b j e c t ,  a ready-made 
segment of any speaker 's  l i n g u i s t i c  competence. 

Because of t h i s  e s s e n t i a l  d i f fe rence ,  concreteness  versus 
abs t rac tness ,  the  i n t e g r a t i o n  of a desc r ip t ive  system i n  a 
genre s t r u c t u r e  can never involve t h e  system a s  a whole, but 
only those components of the  system whose s t y l i s t i c  f e a t u r e s  
f i t  the e s t h e t i c  requirements of the  genre. '  Take f o r  ins tance  
the represen ta t ion  of su ic ide  i n  the  French novel of the nine- 
t een th  century. The d-ive system b u i l t  around t h a t  
word i n  French contains  a number of words such a s  poison o r  

( o r  e legan t  synonyms of %) t h a t  r e f e r  t o  common t o o l s  
of self-destruct ion.  They echo t r a d i t i o n a l  r epresen ta t ions  
t h a t  go a l l  the  way back t o  ancient  l i t e r a t u r e  and whose 
conventional charac te r  so f tens  the whole unpleasantness, e.g. 
Octave's poisoning himself poe t i ca l ly  a t  dawn i n  s i g h t  of the  
Greek shores  i n  Stendhal's Armance. L i te ra ry  change such a s  
the advent of real ism i n  t h e  novel fol lows one of two paths: 
i n  the  place of the  poison mqtonym, it s u b s t i t u t e s  a dep ic t ion  
of the  dreadful  e f f e c t s  of the  poison, which cancels  f igura-  
t iveness  ( the  r h e t o r i c a l  displacements within t h e  desc r ip t ive  
system) by rever t ing  t o  a l i t e r a l  na r ra t ive .  Instead of 
Stendhal 's  s a n i t i z e d  a l l u s i o n  t o  the  conventional l e t h a l  
draught ,  we then have the  harrowing s t e p  by s t e p  enumeration 
of symptoms i n  Madame Bovary's p ro t rac ted  agony. These 
symptoms by the-imply s p e l l  ou t  a desc r ip t ive  system 
borrowed whole from non-l i terary d i scourse ,  from medical 
diagnosis. Change is achieved by l i n g u i s t i c ,  o r  r a the r  
d i scurs ive  borrowing. 

The other  path t o  rea l i sm c o n s i s t s  i n  s e l e c t i n g  another 
metonym of the s u i c i d e  system, the improbable rechaud, 'portable  
stove. '  In the French s o c i o l e c t  of the  time, the  coal-burning 
portable  stove s t a n d s  a s  a synecdoche f o r  the whole por t raya l  
of death by carbon monoxide. The s t o w  i t s e l f ,  being a small  
household appl iance,  connotes a minor o r  i n s i g n i f i c a n t  aspect  
of l i f e .  A s  a metonym f o r  s u i c i d e ,  rechaud thus represents  
a l i t e r a r y  index of realism- t-istic subgenre of 
the novel. It owes t h i s  func t ion  t o  two fea tu res  of the 
genre: f i r s t ,  a bas ic  ru le  of the novel i s  t o  d i s so lve  the 
d i e g e s i s ,  (na r ra t ive  and desc r ip t ion) ,  breaking i t  down i n t o  
sequences of metonyms, and e s p e c i a l l y  t o  r e i f y  charac te r s  by 
replacing t h e i r  d i r e c t  por t raya l  with represen ta t ions  of 
s e t t i n g ,  c lo thes ,  h a b i t s ,  e t c .  Second, a ru le  s p e c i f i c  t o  
the r e a l i s t  novel d i c t a t e s  the  s e l e c t i o n  of those metonyms 
t h a t  a r e  a t  the bottom of the  s o c i a l  and e s t h e t i c  sca le  of 
values. This opens the ga tes  t o  words designat ing ob jec t s  
forraerly deemed i n s i g n i f i c a n t  i n  a l i t e r a t u r e  t h a t  predicated 
l i t e r a r i n e s s  on the exclusion of the cont ingent ,  of the 
acc iden ta l ,  of the  unexemplary, of whatever was incapable of 
sublimation. Hence the popular i ty  of rechaud. For ins tance ,  
Balzac describes the f a l l  of a b a n k r u p m c  f i g u r e ;  the 
g rea t  man i s  dying l i k e  a r a t :  Raoul s 'asph x i a i t  come une 
simple cou tur ie re ,  au moyen d ' u n x a u d  de f h a r b o n m a o ~ l  
was gassing himself l i k e  a v ~ r ~ r ~ s w i t h  portable  
coal  s tove) .  The condescending s imi le  makes e x p l i c i t  the 
connotations of the  metonym. 

But now t h a t  I have, I hope, c l a r i f i e d  the i n t e r a c t i o n  
of genre and desc r ip t ive  system, I must introduce a cor rec t ive  
t h a t  suggests  e i t h e r  l i m i t a t i o n s  i n  the  relevancy of the former 
o r  a need t o  s h i f t  the focus from genre t o  d i scourse ,  a t  l e a s t  
i n  some ins tances  of change. 

Let us consider  the following from a 1854 novel  by Barbey 
dVAurevi l ly:  t 

Ses yeux, deux rechauds de pensees allumea e t  
asphyxiants de lumiere e c l a i r a i e n t  tou t  c e l a  
(& c i c a t r i c e s  d'un visage def igure  ) , comme 
l a  foudre e c l a i r e  un p i ton  q u ' e l l e  a fracasse.12 
( h i s  eyes,  l i k e  two s toves  of thoughts, l i g h t e d  
with an asphyxiat ing l i g h t ,  brightened the s c a r s  
of h i s  f ace ,  a s  l igh tn ing  i l lumina tes  the peak 
i t  destroys) .  
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Never mind i f  the  image is too much f o r  our t a s t e .  It 
t e s t i f i e s  t o  t h e  power acquired by rechaud. It slay be lud i -  
crous but only i f  we t r i e d  t o  v i s u a l i z e ;  i n  o t h e r  words, i f  
we t r i e d  t o  fo rce  a  r e a l i s t i c  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  on t h i s  t e x t .  
The assoc ia t ive  power of the  d e s c r i p t i v e  system is  such t h a t  
i t s  mimetic l o g i c a l i t y  has become i r r e l e v a n t .  Metonymy has 
become a metaphor, and denotat ion has been replaced with 
connotation. The asphyxiating l i g h t ,  the  s tove-l ike eyes a r e  
g ibber i sh  a s  mimesis, but semio t ica l ly  p e r f e c t l y  e f f e c t i v e  
symbols of the e v i l ,  of the  reek of death i n  l i f e  t h a t  emanate 
from the face here described: the man i s  an outlaw, a  Romantic 
personation of e v i l .  The change c o n s i s t s  i n  a  s h i f t  from 
metonymy t o  metaphor, i n  a  s h i f t  from rechaud a s  an index of 
ve r i s imi l i tude  to  rechaud a s  symbol an=fore as  a  den ia l  
of ve r i s imi l i tude .  And yet  the genre has not changed, and 
the novel s t i l l  belongs i n  i t .  Genre he re  is unrelated t o  
change, and we must r e s o r t  t o  the t ransgeneric  concept of 
l i t e r a r i n e s s .  What makes the image poss ib le ,  and i t s  innova- 
t i v e  departure from the  mimesis so e f f e c t i v e ,  what e f f e c t s  
the change i s  the ex i s tence  of the desc r ip t ive  system a s  a  
network of metonyms. I t  funct ions the re fore  a s  a  g r i d  of 
equivalencies ,  with a  bu i l t - in  program of s u b s t i t u t i o n s .  
t h a t  permit l e x i c a l  exchanges without any bemantic l o s s .  
Whether i t  works or  not a s  a  represen ta t ion ,  whether i t  i s  
grammatical o r  n o t ,  rechaud now symbolizes death.  I t s  very 
ungrammaticality causes the reader t o  make a  jump from the 
o r i g i n a l  lowly connotations t o  the  present  awesome metaphy- 
s i c a l  aura. Ungrammsticality--change, tha t  i s ,  predicated 
on the con t inu i ty  o r  s t a b i l i t y  the desc r ip t ive  system enjoys 
i n  the  sociolect--ungrammaticslity here  de f ines  l i t e r a r i n e s s .  

So much s o  t h a t  i n  a  poem w r i t t e n  i n  the  same year a s  
t h i s  Barbey dlAurevi l ly  novel, V. Rugo can speak of atheism 
a s  a  moral asphyxia, and wri te:  

. . . sllume dans ton ame 
Le hideux rechaud du Neantll3 
(go l i g h t  up i n  thy sou l  Nothingness, 
the  awful s tove) .  

This i n  a  genre,  e p i c  poetry,  t h a t  he r e s u s c i t a t e s ,  and 
within which t h i s  symbol, ludicrous t o  today's reader ,  was 
accepted then a s  exemplary of the h ighes t  poe t i c  mode. 
L i t e r a r i n e s s ,  inseparable a s  i t  i s  from u n g r a m a t i c a l i t y , l 4  
thus appears s u f f i c i e n t  t o  engineer a  very r a d i c a l  type of 

change--the c r e a t i o n  of a  spec ia l i zed  discourse,  the coinage 
of pre-poet icized words, i n t r i n s i c a l l y  l i t e r a r y  i n  any context  
where ungrammaticality cancels  t h e i r  r e f e r e n t i a l  function. 
words the re fore  t h a t  a r e  l i t e r a r y  regardless  of genre. 

The above i n  nowise d e t r a c t s  from Cohen'a demonstration 
of the v a l i d i t y  of genre a s  a p r inc ip le  i n  the explanat ion of 
change: h i s  view of the necessary i n t e r a c t i o n  of con t inu i ty  
and change has a  compelling l o g i c a l i t y  tha t  I am not quest ioning.  
Rather ,  I suggest  t h a t  i t  i s  more widely app l icab le ,  and hardly 
depends on ca tegor ies  invented by c r i t i c s ,  or  on norms immobi- 
l i z e d ,  a s  i t  were, i s o l a t e d  by h i s t o r i a n s  wi th  the benef i t  of 
hindsight .  This  i n t e r p l a y  of change and the unchanging only 
t r a n s l a t e s  i n t o  a  temporal code the reader 's  n a t u r a l  sense of 
ungrammaticalitiea. Far from chal lenging o r  cance l l ing  the 
s o c i o l e c t ,  they make the reference of t ex t  t o  soc io lec t  neces- 
s a r y ,  thus transforming the  l a t t e r  i n t o  an i n t e r t e x t ,  and 
transforming r e f e r e n t i a l i t y  i n t o  i n t e r t e x t u a l i t y .  This meta- 
morphosis t akes  place wi th in  the a c t u a l  time l i m i t s  ok a  
reading. The reader  may r a t i o n a l i z e  i t  as a  departure from 
the p a s t ,  from convention. But r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n  i s  but a  
secondary s tage  of reading. In the primary s t a g e ,  change 
c o n s i s t s  e s s e n t i a l l y  i n  the reader ' s  na tu ra l  percept ion of 
l i t e r a r i n e s s  a s  otherness .  
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CHANGING THE T&RMS: IDENTITY CRISIS I N  THe 
LITERARX PROCESS 

J e r r y  Aline F l i eger  

Ralph Cohen's "Propaedeutic f o r  L i te ra ry  Change" seems 
motivated by two d i s t i n c t  but  r e l a t e d  t h e o r e t i c a l  projects .  
The essay func t ions  u l t imate ly  a s  an apology f o r  the procedure 
of genre ana lys i s  i n  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m ,  present ing a  convin- 
cing case f o r  the h e u r i s t i c  value of generic ca tegor ies  i n  
the p rac t i ce  of l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m  i n  general ,  while arguing 
s p e c i f i c a l l y  f o r  the usefulness  of the generic  approach i n  
the cons idera t ion  of the problem of l i t e r a r y  change. But 
even before advancing the mer i t s  of the case of generic  
c r i t i c i s m ,  the essay  at tempts  t o  e s t a b l i s h  the parameters of 
any discussion of l i t e r a r y  change, laying down groundrules 
f o r  debate. The f i r s t  of these groundrules i s  negat ive:  
i n  the in t roduc t ion  t o  h i s  paper, Professor Cohen unequivo- 
c a l l y  s t a t e s  h i s  unwillingness t o  "debate the meanings of 
the term ' l i t e r a r y , ' "  c a l l i n g  ins tead  f o r  a  kind of gent le-  
men's agreement o r  consensus concerning the d e f i n i t i o n  of 
t h i s  key term ( " I  s h a l l  assume t h a t  what i s  ' l i t e r a r y '  is 
what authors ,  c r i t i c s ,  t h e o r i s t s  have i d e n t i f i e d  a t  the 
same time o r  a t  d i f f e r e n t  times as  l i t e r a r y " ) .  He goes on 
t o  s t ake  out  the  t e r r a i n  of the discussion,  op t ing  t o  consider  
three points  i n  succession: namely, the nature of l i t e r a r y  
change, the kinds of change, and the explanat ions of such 
change. 

Now i n  s p i t e  of the c l a r i t y  and evident  good sense of 
these groundrules, the development of the essay  i t s e l f  sug- 
g e s t s  t h a t  the terms of the discussion a re  not  perhaps a s  
se l f -ev iden t  a s  they appear. In  p a r t i c u l a r ,  we must wonder 
i f  i t  i s  ever  possible  even t o  broach the ques t ion  of l i t e r a r y  
change without t ak ing  a  pos i t ion ,  be it e x p l i c i t  o r  i m p l i c i t ,  
on "the meanings of the term ' l i t e r a r y . ' "  In Professor  Cohen's 
own essay,  f o r  ins tance ,  an apparent ly neu t ra l  s t a t e n e n t ,  which 
could almost s l i p  by unnoticed--the simple a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  "any 
discussion of l i t e r a r y  change implies  tha t  the re  i s  a  s t a b l e  
e n t i t y  which can be d i v i s i b l e  i n t o  pa r t s"  (p. 1)--is a c t u a l l y  
a t h i g h l y  i n f l e c t e d  s tatement  which conceals a  fundamental 
pos i t ion  about the  nature of l i t e r a t u r e  and the l i t e r a r y  
ac t .  And i t  i s  an assumption which i s  by no means without 
consequence f o r  the discussion which i t  serves t o  introduce. 



I want, then, t o  take a cue from Barthes (and from Freud), 
and t o  look again a t  the ideological  valence o r  psychological 
s takes  of t h a t  which "gwa without saying" (Bartheas def in i -  
t ion  of ideological  discourse) ,  d i rec t ing  my brief  remarks 
t o  a reconsideration of the groundrules of the discussion a t  
hand. I want t o  look espec ia l ly  a t  the notion of t ex tua l  
"en t i ty"  or  "identi ty" which i n s i s t s  i n  Professor Cohen's 
ana lys i s ,  and which becomes e x p l i c i t  i n  the following formu- 
l a t i o n  (the c los ing  of Part I ) :  "The nature of l i t e r a r y  
change i s  a study of a l t e r a t i o n s  which can only be under- 
stood i n  terms of the persistence of non-altered elements 
o r  frameworks which provide an identi ty."  I t  is only, I 
think,  i n  questioning the notion of t ex tua l  i d e n t i t y  t h a t  
we may f i n a l l y  hope t o  do jus t ice  t o  the most important 
ins igh ts  i n  Professor Cohen's own ana lys i s ,  concerning the 
multi-dimensional nature of the l i t e r a r y  tex t  (Part  111) a s  
well a s  the meri ts  of the generic approach which the essay 
seeks t o  rehabi l i t a te .  Such an inquiry w i l l  i n  tu rn  s o l i c i t  
a reexamination and reordering of the three categories of 
the essay. For I want t o  suggest, f i r s t ,  tha t  the "nature 
of change" must be considered a s  indissociable from the 
nature of the l i t e r a r y  a c t  i t s e l f ,  and t h a t % i t  log ica l ly  
follows tha t  any "explanation" of change, as  well  a s  any 
taxonomy or l i s t i n g  of "kinds of change" must be informed. 
i f  not determined, by our understanding of the term ' l i t e r a r y .  ' 

I. The Nature of Literary Change, o r  Change a s  
Literary Nature 

What, then, are the implicat ions of the understanding of 
the l i t e r a r y  t e x t  a s  an e n t i t y  displaying a pers i s ten t  generic 
iden t i ty?  F i r s t  of a l l ,  the very choice of terms such a s  
"stable en t i ty . "  "continuity," "pers i s t ing  ident i ty , "  e tc . ,  
i t  seems t o  me, works t o  overemphasize the conservative pro- 
per t ies  or  functions of the l i t e r a r y  a c t ,  overprivi leging 
the ro le  of a "changeless" ground i n  tex tua l  production, and 
hence providing an unduly s t a t i c  concept of genre a s  the locus 
of an underlying continuity o r  as  the recognizable g e s t a l t  
which is counterposed and opposed t o  a l te ra t ion .  Even Nisbet's 
somewhat more dynamic formulation of change ( c i t e d  i n  the 
f i r s t  sect ion of the essay)  a s  "a succession of differences 
i n  a pers i s t ing  identi ty."  s t i l l  manages t o  convey a s t a t i c  
impression of the changing l i t e r a r y  t e x t ,  as  a s e r i e s  of 
"stable e n t i t i e s "  which seem frozen or  suspended i n  time, 

l ike  Zeno's srrow i n  f l i g h t .  This def in i t ion  of change, more- 
over, is r e a l l y  a figure-ground concept, i n  which "changeless- 
ness" (of an always recognizable "gestal t")  provides a backdrop 
f o r  inc identa l  change. This characterizat ion,  then,  seems t o  
encourage a h ie ra rch ica l  va lor iza t ion  of tha t  aiways recogni- 
zable "enti ty" o r  corpus which seema almost t o  survive i n  s p i t e  
of the accidents  which may a l t e r  i t s  "parts." Change, according - 
t o  t h i s  perspective, may be construed a s  a kind of dislaemberment 
of an "original"  corpus, r a t h e r  than a s  a process of adaptation 
or  growth. Nisbet's notion of a pers i s t ing  i d e n t i t y  thus seems 
permeated with the kind of nos ta lg ia  f o r  "plenitude" which has 
been the focus of s o  much recent  c r i t i c a l  commentary. 

Of course, Professor Cohen's own use of the concept of 
t ex tua l  o r  generic i d e n t i t y  is tempered throughout by cer ta in  
cor rec t ives ,  l i k e  h i e  e x p l i c i t  re jec t ion  of Maria Cor t i ' s  
"received categories of genre." Yet the mere characteriza-  
t ion  of change a s  the counterposition of an i d e n t i t y  with 
i t s  a l t e r e d  "parts"--rather than, say, as  an organic h i s tor i -  
c a l  process (Marxist c r i t i c i s m ) ,  o r  a s  the "work" of the 
Unconscious (Freudian c r i t i c i s m ) ,  o r  even a s  a play of d i f -  
ference (deconstructive criticism)--may end up contr ibuting 
t o  some of the abuses i n  "normal" or  "period" genre c r i t i c i sm 
which Professor Cohen himself points  out i n  the f i n a l  sect ion 
of h i s  paper. An overemphasis on the continuity of l i t e r a r y  
genres, fo r  instance,  can lead t o  an underestimation of the 
role of h i s tory  i n  l i t e r a r y  change, giving short  s h r i f t  t o  
the importance of the changing ideological  ends of the l i t e r a r y  
text .  Professor Cohen, f o r  instance,  does mention i n  passing 
tha t  "genres do have d i s t i n c t  ends t h a t  change according t o  
the h i s t o r i c a l  s i tua t ion"  (p. 4 ) ,  but he characterizes these 
"ends" a s  a kind of secondary t r a i t ,  merely one of many "parts"  
or  elements whose a l t e r a t i o n  need not destroy the tex t ' s  under- 
lying "entity." This posi t ion,  of course, is one which is a t  
odds with many important schools of c r i t i c a l  theory. including 
both Marxist and psychoanalytic c r i t i c i sm,  for  which the ends, 
be they ideological  o r  l i b i d i n a l ,  are the e s s e n t i a l  o r  defining 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of the l i t e r a r y  process. 

Furthermore, the emphasis on generic i d e n t i t y  or  g e s t a l t  
may contr ibute t o  the s i m p l i s t i c  view of the t e x t  aa re f lec t ion  
of au thor ia l  psychology or  in ten t ion ,  o r  a s  mirror  of h i s t o r i c a l  
conditione--a view which Professor Cohen e x p l i c i t l y  re jec t s  
i n  h i s  paper--precisely because , i t  f o s t e r s  a view of the t e x t  
a s  an e n t i t y  o r  product which can be separated o u t  from its 



"causes." And the  b i a s  i n  favor  of t e x t u a l  i d e n t i t y  can con- 
t r i b u t e ,  moreover, t o  the  charac te r iza t ion  of the  d i s c i p l i n e  
of l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m  i t s e l f  a s  a  de r iva t ive  o r  r e f l e c t i v e  
a c t i v i t y ,  which "cannot avoid explanatory models from h i s t o r y  
o r  p o l i t i c s  o r  anthropology o r  some o ther  f i e l d "  (Cohen, p. 4). 
When Professor Cohen s t a t e s ,  f o r  example, t h a t  the s tudy of 
change involves "frameworks from botany, entomology, o r  chemis- 
t r y "  (p. 2). he may himself be p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  a  view of 
l i t e r a t u r e  a s  " re f l ec t ion"  of r e a l  l i f e .  

A  t h i r d  consequence of an emphasis on gener ic  o r  t e x t u a l  
i d e n t i t y  is s l o c a l  one: Professor Cohen's view of genre a s  
an i d e n t i t y  whose "par t s"  undergo a l t e r a t i o n  f a i l s  t o  account 
f o r  the d i v e r s i t y  of the kinds of change mentioned i n  the  
essay  i t s e l f .  Changes from one genre t o  another ,  semantic 
change within a  s ing le  t e x t ,  d i f f e r e n t  versions of one work-- 
a l l  these a r e  i n s u f f i c i e n t l y  accounted f o r  by a  theory of 
l i t e r a r y  genre a s  the locus of t e x t u a l  con t inu i ty  o r  i d e n t i t y .  
In  the f i r s t  sec t ion  of the paper, f o r  instance.  Professor 
Cohen r e f e r s  t o  "semantic changes governed not by time but  by 
context  ( d i f f e r e n t  contexts ,  d i f f e r e n t  meanings)" (p. 1). 
This example of changes of the meaning of a key term within 
the work i t s e l f  i s  one example of s type of l i t e r a r y  change 
which r e s i s t s  explanat ion i n  generic  terms, simply because 
the changed contexts  a l l  occur within an ind iv idua l  t ex t .  
But, perhaps more s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  t h i s  example i l l u s t r a t e s  t h a t  
a  t e x t  i s  capable not only of being "d i f fe ren t  from a l l  o the r  
t e x t s , "  which Cohen agrees i s  always the case (p. 2). but 
a l s o  of being d i f f e r e n t  from i t s e l f .  Such an example works 
aga ins t  the not ion of "stabil-n the l i t e r a r y  a c t ,  s ince  
i t  i l l u s t r a t e s  the d i f f e r e n t i a l  na tu re  of t e x t u a l i t y  i t s e l f ,  
the capaci ty of a  work t o  be c r e a t i v e l y  unstable ,  and thus  t o  
fu rn i sh  mult iple  "contexts" f o r  i ts reading and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  

The category of i n t r a t e x t u a l  "change," then,  seems t o  
open t o  a  d e f i n i t i o n  of the l i t e r a r y  process i t s e l f  a s  a  k ind  
of difference , a l t e r a t i o n ,  o r  contextual  play. Consider, f o r  
example, the following charac te r iza t ion  of reading (by Michael 
R i f f a t e r r e )  a s  a  process of discovery of "change" i n  the t e x t .  
the reader 's  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  a  game of hide and seek of which 
"change" i s  the very essence: 

The t e x t  i s  an ob jec t  of gradual discovery, of a  
dynamic and cons tan t ly  changing percept ion,  i n  
which the reader not  only moves from surpr i se  t o  

su rpr i se  bu t  sees ,  a s  he moves forward, h i s  own 
understanding of what he has read being modified, 
each new f i n d i n g  adding a  new dimension t o  pre- 
vious elements. 1  

This kind of emphasis on the d i f f e r e n t i a l  na tu re  of the 
t e x t  is,  of course,  s d i s t ingu ish ing  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of much 
of contemporary c r i t i c a l  theory ,  but i t  i s  by no means con- 
f ined  t o  post-modern or  pos t - s t ruc tu ra l i s t  ana lys i s .  A view 
of an ac t iva ted  and ac tua l i zed  l i t e r a r y  t ex t  a l s o  informs the  
a r t i s t i c  v i s ion  of such canonic f i g u r e s  as  Flaubert  and Proust ,  
who both s t r e s s  the change of v i s ion  required of the a r t i s t  
i n  order  t o  provoke the " surpr i se"  of reading. (For Flaubert ,  
" s t y l e  i s  a  manner of seeing." while f o r  Proust ,  i t  i s  the 
t a sk  of the a r t i s t  E l s t i r  o r  Bergotte t o  allow us  t o  "see 
through new eyes  ," o r  "through the eyes  of a  hundred o thers  ," 
i n  an ever-changing kaleidoscopic vis ion.)  For many w r i t e r s  
and c r i t i c s ,  "change" i s  not  a  property of the t e x t ,  nor i s  
i t  something which happens to the t e x t ,  but i t  is the funda- 
mental nature of the t e x t  i t s e l f .  For these w r i t e r s  and 
c r i t i c s ,  any d i scuss ion  of l i t e r a r y  processes must challenge 
the not ion of the underlying i d e n t i t y  of t e x t s ,  the knowledge, 
t o  use Cohen's metaphor, t h a t  the god may r e t u r n  a f t e r  the 
metamorphosis (p. 2). For such a "knowledge," of course, 
depends on an assumption of the conservative func t ion  of 
l i t e r a r y  processes. 

But i t  is not enough merely t o  argue about the nature 
of l i t e r a t u r e  i t s e l f  i n  order  t o  reach an understanding of 
the quest ion a t  hand. What is needed i s  a  comprehensive 
theory which w i l l  attempt t o  r e l a t e  the various l e v e l s  and 
kinds of l i t e r a r y  change, whether they be on the l eve l  of 
the ind iv idua l  work o r  an e n t i r e  genre or  group of genres. 
And i f  the view of the l i t e r a r y  t e x t  a s  a  process of dif-  
ference of change ( r a t h e r  than as  a  s t a t e  t o  which change 
occurs)  is t o  be use fu l  i n  e labora t ing  t h i s  comprehensive 
o r  organic theory,  i t  must be pe r t inen t  t o  a l l  th ree  aspec t s  
of Professor  Cohen's discussion.  And t h i s  does indeed seem 
t o  be the case: f o r  i f  the  "nature of change" is  seen a s  
coinciding with the nature of the l i t e r a r y ,  then the "expla- 
na t ions  of change" w i l l  necessa r i ly  be bound up with the 
theory of the l i t e r a r y  process i t s e l f .  And the  "kinds of 
change" may then  be expected t o  serve as  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  of 
t h i s  theory. 












































