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About Your
Professor

Michael D.C. Drout

Michael D.C. Drout is the William and
Elsie Prentice Professor of English at
Wheaton College in Norton, Massachu -
setts, where he chairs the English depart-
ment and teaches courses in Old and
Middle English, medieval literature,
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Professor Drout received his Ph.D. in
medieval literature from Loyola University
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In 2006, Professor Drout was chosen as a Millicent C. McIntosh Fellow by the
Woodrow Wilson Foundation. In 2005, he was awarded the Prentice
Professorship for outstanding teaching. The Wheaton College class of 2003
presented him with the Faculty Appreciation Award in that year. He is editor of
J.R.R. Tolkien’s Beowulf and the Critics, which won the Mythopoeic
Scholarship Award for Inklings Studies for 2003. He is also the author of How
Tradition Works: A Meme-Based Cultural Poetics of the Anglo-Saxon Tenth
Century (Arizona Medieval and Renaissance Studies). Drout is one of the
founding editors of the journal Tolkien Studies and is editor of The J.R.R.
Tolkien Encyclopedia (Routledge).

Drout has published extensively on medieval literature, including articles on
William Langland’s Piers Plowman, Beowulf, the Anglo-Saxon wills, the Old
English translation of the Rule of Chrodegang, the Exeter Book “wisdom
poems,” and Anglo-Saxon medical texts. He has also published articles on
Ursula K. Le Guin’s Earthsea books and Susan Cooper’s Dark Is Rising
series of children’s fantasy novels. Drout has written an Old English grammar 
book, King Alfred’s Grammar, which is available for free at his website, 
www.michaeldrout.com. Professor Drout’s other websites are
www.Beowulfaloud.com and www.anglosaxonaloud.com. He has given lec-
tures in England, Finland, Italy, Canada, and throughout the United States.

Drout lives in Dedham, Massachusetts, with his wife Raquel D’Oyen, their
daughter Rhys, and their son Mitchell.

You may enjoy these other Modern Scholar courses by Professor Drout:

A History of the English Language
A Way with Words: Writing, Rhetoric, and the Art of Persuasion
Bard of the Middle Ages: The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer
From Here to Infinity: An Exploration of Science Fiction Literature
Rings, Swords, and Monsters: Exploring Fantasy Literature
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Introduction
In A Way with Words: Writing, Rhetoric, and the Art of Persuasion, widely

published professor Michael D.C. Drout embarked on a thought-provoking
investigation into the role of rhetoric in our world. Now, in A Way with Words
II, the renowned literary scholar leads a series of lectures that focus on the
big questions of literature.

Is literature a kind of lie? Can fiction ever be “realistic”? Why do we read?
What should we read? Professor Drout provides insight into these and other
provocative questions, including those related to the role of the text, author,
and audience in the reading process. Throughout, Professor Drout introduces
the major schools of literary and critical thought and employs illuminating
examples from the world’s most important literary works.

Literature contributes to our understanding of what it means to be human in
a myriad of complex ways, and for all those who appreciate the role of litera-
ture in our lives, this course proves a wonderful exploration of one of
humankind’s most cherished pursuits.
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iterature gives enormous insight into the very heart of human cul-
ture. The study of literature also turns out to be philosophically
complicated, which means that when you study it, you end up
picking up a lot of fairly significant philosophy, which gives us a

chance to understand relationships between authors, texts, languages, read-
ers, and cultures.

While physics often deals with very complicated interrelations between enti-
ties that mutually influence each other, and biology is about the web of interac-
tions that range from chemicals inside cells to entire ecosystems, I would
argue that the interconnected relationships in literature are just as complicated
as those between biological organisms in an ecosystem. Perhaps they are
even more complicated, because organisms inhabit a physical world and there
are certain rules that apply. Many aspects of literature inhabit an imaginative
or virtual world, so the rules for literature are much less clear and strict.

Studying Literature

Currently, we do not always do a good job of studying literature in the acad-
emy. First, our study of literature is broken up by period. This is generally a
good thing, because we specialize in different literary periods and your pro-
fessors will know a great deal about the works of a single century or half-cen-
tury (unless your professor is a medievalist, who will know about one thou-
sand years’ worth of literature and history). And the historical study of litera-
ture is important in its own sake: it is good to know which works came before
and after each other, which were the influences and which the responses.
And historical study is the only way to understand literature in its particular
cultural context.

But period-focused study has a problem with dealing with the “big questions”
of literary study. So English professors, in the 1980s, started adding “Literary
Theory” courses to their curricula. The actual theory that they were teaching
came from France, but the mandatory “Theory” course was mostly (not
entirely) an American phenomenon. And just to disclose everything: I was an
undergraduate in the 1980s at Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh. My
English department was famous (perhaps more correct would be “infamous”)
for having the “first post-structuralist undergraduate curriculum.” I am starting
to forgive them for this. I came out of that curriculum hating literary theory
and thinking it was the most useless way of unnecessarily complicating texts
and ruining the experience of reading literature. I joke all the time that I
learned what I learned not because of the curriculum at Carnegie Mellon, but
in spite of it. And even now, seventeen years after graduating, I am still
known in my own department as a theory skeptic.

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Valentine Cunningham’s
“Theory, What Theory?” in Daphne Patai and Will H. Corral’s Theory’s
Empire: An Anthology of Dissent.

Lecture 1:
Understanding Literature: Some Big Questions
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But I am now, finally, starting to appreciate that part of my education.
Because I have come around to theory the hard, skeptical way, and because
I have learned that there is a great deal of value to approaching literature
through the “big questions” as well as by periodization, I have designed this
course not around the famous theorists or the politics or the tedious jargon
that characterizes literary theory, but around the relationships and the ques-
tions that theory raises. So instead of approaching literature through periods
or through literary schools or theorists, or through the older method of exam-
ining plot, character, theme, and so on, we will look at entities and relation-
ships and the problems they raise for our understanding. I hope to show you
that if we approach these very interesting and complicated questions by using
some literary theory but not being slaves to it, we might have a better time
wrestling with some very complex and important questions.

The Building Blocks of Literature

As soon as someone figured out that you could influence another person by
creating a poem or telling a story, we had literature. And as soon as some-
one said, “You know, Thag’s mammoth story better than Bobo’s mammoth
story. Thag not tell story right,” you had literary criticism.

So we will start by trying to figure out the fundamental building blocks of liter-
ature. First, you need a language, which is part of a culture, then writing, to
record language. Then you need a writer, someone who records the language
or culture (also a memorizer or oral composer). Later we’ll talk about “The
Death of the Author,” but for now, we have an author. Then you have a text,
the thing that is written. Then you have a reader, who reads the text and
reacts to it. Then you have the plastic action figures and commemorative
plates and going on Oprah (kidding).

How does this all fit together? The author communicates to the reader
through the medium of language in the artifact of the text (see Figure 1). That
is, there are two removes between writer and reader. Text is a specific
instance of the language, but it only works if the writer and the reader already
share the language. The relationship gets more complicated, because the
author is in part guessing what the reader is going to think and the reader is
guessing what the author means or intended to do, and there’s the possibility 
of misreading.

So you get a very com-
plex network of feedback
loops, which I have tried
to illustrate in Figure 2.

A key point is recursion:
the same text gets read,
reread, reread again,
modified, read by some-
one else, talked about,
modified, misread, and
so forth.

7

Figure 1
Linear relationship of author, text, and reader
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A Map, Not a Territory

Another essential idea is that the 
relationship between literature and
the world is not one to one. Even the
most realistic literature is not reality.
That sounds obvious, but it is one of
those obvious truths that we end up for-
getting all the time as we discuss literature.
Literature is a map, not the territory that the
map is describing, and this relation-
ship is very, very important.

A map has to simplify and even
change things. A map says, “This is New Mexico and that is Arizona,” but
there is no physical line through the desert. Or the map is not detailed
enough to show you the ditch you just drove into when you tried to go from
point A to point B. Or it shows the river running south here, but in fact the
river takes a short jog west. We want the map to be simpler and different
from the territory, or else, why have a map?

This relationship is perhaps most perfectly illustrated in literature by the
Jorge Luis Borges short story “On Exactitude in Science”:

In that Empire, the Art of Cartography attained such Perfection that
the map of a single Province occupied the entirety of a City, and the
map of the Empire, the entirety of a Province. In time, those
Unconscionable Maps no longer satisfied, and the Cartographers
Guilds struck a Map of the Empire whose size was that of the Empire,
and which coincided point for point with it. The following Generations,
who were not so fond of the Study of Cartography as their Forebears
had been, saw that that vast Map was Useless, and not without some
Pitilessness was it, that they delivered it up to the Inclemencies of Sun
and Winters. In the Deserts of the West, still today, there are Tattered
Ruins of that Map, inhabited by Animals and Beggars; in all the Land
there is no other Relic of the Disciplines of Geography.

Sometimes we want the map really simple: New Jersey looks like a
peanut. Cape Cod looks like an arm “making a muscle,” as my son would
say. Michigan looks like a left mitten. But because the map is not the terri-
tory, because the language and literature are not constrained by physical
laws (I can say New Jersey is shaped like an eggplant when you think it is
really shaped like a peanut), you can lie.

And that is the next really big problem of literature: language enables you to
lie, and literature, at one level or another, can be seen as just a big lie. Plato
was worried about this. He exiled poets from the Republic because they
could tell lies about the Gods and have people believe them.

On the other hand, there is a long, long, long tradition of readers and
philosophers who argue the seemingly paradoxical position that the “lie” of lit-
erature can be more true than the actual truth. If we connect this idea up with
our analogy of the map, we might think about the situation where you are
standing at the bottom of a cliff looking up, and a map shows you that there

Figure 2
Complex feedback loops
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is a valley on the other side without you having to climb the cliff. The map is
not a lie, but it does not show you only the truth of your present position (or
you would not know what was on the other side of the cliff).

We, of course, do not want to push analogical thinking too far, because the
results are usually bad, but that does let us conclude this lecture with the
largest theme of the course: the map is not the territory, but it is the only way
we know the territory: we cannot walk the whole thing on our own; we cannot
even hold it all in our heads. So when we talk about literature, we’re talking
about things like the following:

✦ Can the map itself be beautiful and can you get pleasure out of 
looking at it?

✦ How accurate does the map have to be?

✦ Should we adjust the map to fit our politics, morals, and desires?

And we will be examining the relationship between maps and other maps
and maps about maps and the catalogues of maps and maps of territories
that do not exist. It is in that set of relationships that you get beauty, signifi-
cance, power, and sublime achievement.

So, let’s go exploring.



1. What insight does literature provide on the complicated nature of
human relationships?

2. How can the study of literary theory be helpful for understanding literature?

Borges, Jorge Luis. Labyrinths: Selected Stories and Other Writings. Reprint.
New York: New Directions Publishing Corp., 2007.

Freadman, Richard, and Seumas Miller. “The Power and Limits of Literary
Theory.” Theory’s Empire: An Anthology of Dissent. Eds. Daphne Patai
and Will H. Corral. Pp. 78–91. New York: Columbia, University
Press, 2005.

Cunningham, Valentine. “Theory, What Theory?” Theory’s Empire: An
Anthology of Dissent. Eds. Daphne Patai and Will H. Corral. Pp. 24–40.
New York: Columbia University Press, 2005.

Plato. Republic. 3rd rev. ed. Trans. C.D.C. Reeve. Indianapolis, IN: Hackett
Publishing Company, 2004.

Webster, Roger. Studying Literary Theory: An Introduction. London: Edward
Arnold, 1990.

�
Questions

Literary Reading

Theoretical Reading

Suggested Reading

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
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f we are going to have a map, somebody had to draw it and use
some conventions—rivers are blue (though every river I’ve seen is
brown or green), mountains are little triangles, Nebraska is yellow,
swamps have little tufts of grass in them, and so forth.

These conventions, and the need for everyone to know what they are, so
that you do not try to take a nice hike through the swamp, leads us to lan-
guage. Modesty forbids me from recommending the Recorded Books course
A History of the English Language, but I will say that the course there covers
some of these issues in much more detail.

Language and Literature

Language, in its simplest form, is using sound (later writing; sophisticated
gesture language like American Sign Language also fits) to convey meaning
from one person to another.

At some point there was the first word, where a vocal sound was associat-
ed with a particular thing. It is in fact possible that the first word was
“Snake!” Vervet monkeys have three different alarm calls, one for a snake,
one for a leopard, and one for an eagle. So they have three “words” in their
language. The linking of a sound to a thing is the key innovation, because
once you have that relationship, you can start to build a language.

But the vervets are not really very far on their way toward language. They
do not have syntax, and syntax is what really makes a true language.
Vervets cannot say:

“The Snake is behind the leopard.”

“The Eagle is carrying the snake.”

“The Eagle carrying the snake is riding on the leopard!” (There you’ve
got literature.)

Most scholars see “literature” as a very late evolution in language, but I am
not so sure that it’s particularly late. As my joking example above suggests,
once you have syntax and real language, literature seems a reasonable evo-
lutionary conclusion, because people can manipulate language, either to lie
for their own benefit—“Watch out for the snake!” (when there isn’t one); “Hah!
Made you jump!” (and stole your tasty grasshopper)—or because they figure
out that they can cause pleasure in others from verbal artistry.

Manipulating others with words is much more efficient than trying to manip-
ulate them physically. You can, of course, yell “Snake!” and see what hap-
pens, and maybe run over and grab somebody’s stuff. But the smarter and
more sophisticated ancestors would have soon figured out that they could

11

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Steven Pinker’s The
Language Instinct: How the Mind Creates Language.

Lecture 2:
Language
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use language to create states of mind in other people’s minds. I can say
nice things about Thag, and Thag may like me more—and saying nice
things about Thag is probably easier and more pleasant than picking para-
sites out of his fur. I might also figure out that I can say nice things about
Thag to someone else, and Thag will find out and like me more. Then I find
that just saying things well can create pleasure in others. That’s the begin-
ning of verbal art.

All of this shows again that problematic relationship of literature with lies. In
his idealized Republic, Plato exiled the poets, because he said they were dis-
ruptive. They might tell lies about the gods. Plato may have done this for
political reasons, but there is also a philosophical component. He was recog-
nizing that poetry, that literature as a whole, is a form of lying: you use lan-
guage to create things that are not actually true, to create states of mind in
people that they would not otherwise have.

This has worried various writers throughout history. Dante, for example,
seems far more worried about his physical safety in the Inferno when he
reaches the Eighth Circle, where the sins of Fraud are punished. Partly this
may be that Dante had been accused of one of these frauds, barratry, the
selling of public office, but it is also because his brilliant Divine Comedy is a
kind of fraud, and he knows this. Dante never says that Hell, Purgatory, and
Heaven are exactly like what his poem depicts. But he worried that people
will believe in the vision because it is so powerful and thus he will be com-
mitting Fraud. And Dante was not being completely unrealistic here. Many, if
not most, Western visions of Hell (devils with pitchforks, hell frozen over, fire
falling from the sky like snow) come directly from Dante, but are now com-
mon ideas of what Hell is “really” like even to people who have never read
the Inferno.

Language as Fraud

In fact, it is not just literature but language as a whole that embodies the
problem of fraud, because to one degree or another, all language use is a
kind of a lie. This may sound all post-moderny, but just go back to the idea
of the map and the territory. Language has to simplify or you would never be
able to communicate anything in real time. Language is always, by its
nature, somewhat wrong, truth mixed with a little lie, if only for the purposes
of simplification.

The built-in lie seems counterintuitive. After all, language is a system of com-
munication, and clear, accurate communication is essential in many, many cir-
cumstances. But language is more than a system of communication (and not
recognizing that is where, I believe, the great linguist Roman Jakobson went
slightly wrong). Language is also a logical system. It is basically mathematical,
and all mathematical systems are simplifications of the world.

Words, Words

The fundamental particles of the language system are words and their
arrangement, syntax. Steven Pinker calls the most simplified structure of lan-
guage “words” and “rules.” Words are names for things; rules are how you
arrange those words.
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Study of words is “philology,” and I am a philologist, a very unfashionable
designation in English. But I can live with that, because although it is out of
fashion, philology is the bedrock upon which everything else rests.

How do we know what words mean? For most of our lives, if we do not
know what something means, we intuit by context or we ask someone or we
look it up in a dictionary. But when you cannot do any of those things, you
realize that there really is a lot behind our ability to know what words are.

In the Middle English poem Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, we are told
that on his adventures, Gawain has conflicts with various sorts of monsters.
One of these is “wodwos.” What is this? The word does not appear anywhere
else in the corpus of Middle English, so we cannot use context except to say
that it is a monster or something dangerous. Tracing back to Old English, we
can see that “wodwos” looks like a plural, but actually the plural would have
been “wudu-wasan,” dwellers in the woods, the singular of which would be
“wudu-wasa.” So a “wodwos” is a “woods-dweller,” probably some kind of
dangerous wild man. Now, through a knowledge of how words change and a
knowledge of older languages, we know something about how the word
works in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.

Philologists have figured out a few ways to recover lost meanings. We might
use etymology, finding out what a word used to mean and tracking it through
various languages and times. And one way we could discover etymologies is
by knowing that languages change following regular patterns that are called
sound changes.

We go into these in much more detail in the Recorded Books course The
History of the English Language, but for our purposes here, let me just give
one quick example. There is a pattern where words that begin in “P” in Latin
and its Romance-language descendants tend to begin in “F” in German and
Germanic languages like English. So we identify words that fit this pattern:
pater, padre, but father, vater; pes, ped, but foot, fus; pisces, peche, but fish,
fisch. Following that pattern, then, we might expect a word for “pig” in English
beginning with f. Many readers would think that pattern fails here, with “pig”
still having the “p” of Latin “porcus.” But there is another word for pig in less
common use: “farrow,” which means a sow with piglets. There are many more
of these regular changes, and once we know them, we can use philology to
find the history of words.

Etymology then can suggest what a word used to mean, and—I understand
that this is a philosophically problematic point, but we will go on—we assume
etymology tells us something about what the word means now. For example,
words have both “denotations” and “connotations.” The denotations are what
the word actually means. The connotations are often what it makes us think
of. So we can see two words that mean “head,” say “noggin” and “cephalon,”
and know that each brings along different connotations to the hearer.
Etymology helps us figure these out.

The important point here is that in interpreting literature, we start with the
interpretation of words. We can do so by linking words to things, to the world.
Or we can link words to other words. Some philosophers, in fact, would say
that words are only linked to other words, not to things. And others might
agree that words are linked to things, but that this relationship is arbitrary.
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Everywhere Signs

Ferdinand de Saussure talked about linguistic signs. A sign is made up of a
noise or a picture or a graphic system and the thing it represents. Saussure
called the noise the “signifier” and the thing the “signified,” and he argued that
the relationship of signifier to signified is arbitrary.

Different languages have different words for “tree”: tree, abol, arbre, ki.
Therefore, the linguistic relationship between the word and the thing must be
arbitrary. But, drawing on Saussure, we get to the big point: we get meaning
from a network of signs somehow—no one is sure how. One sign refers to
another refers to another and pretty soon we think we know something. This
network is slowly changing, but it resists change, because we need to commu-
nicate with other people. On the other hand, it does change because the world
(the physical world and the social world) changes as well. Also, language
changes because memory and articulation are fallible. Thus the relationships
of the whole web of words shifts around.

The “meaning” of each work of literature is dependent upon the meaning of
thousands of signs, of words, and their meaning changes over time and from
person to person. Even if the denotations are the same, the connotations are
different for all people.

And thus the interpretation of language raises a very big question: Whose
interpretation, whose meaning? The author? The reader? The reader one hun-
dred years later? The reader from another country, gender, ethnic group, lan-
guage? So built right into the foundations of literature, the background for
everything else, are some problems with language: It changes all the time, but
it needs to remain the same. It is different in subtle ways for every person, yet
we communicate. It is what an author starts with, but authors change it.

Philosophers and literary theorists think language is a problem. Language
does not map perfectly to any categories in the world because the relationship
between words and the world is not one to one. Why? Because the map is not
the territory. When you use language, just as when you use a map, you are
always simplifying, compressing, distorting. The way this happens is what
makes literature interesting.



1. In his Inferno, why was Dante so worried when he reached the Eighth
Circle of Hell?

2. How is the relationship between signifier and signified arbitrary?

Alighieri, Dante. The Inferno of Dante: A New Verse Translation. Trans.
Robert Pinsky. New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1994.

de Saussure, Ferdinand. Course in General Linguistics. Trans. Roy Harris.
Chicago: Open Court Publishing Company, 1998. 

Pinker, Steven. The Language Instinct: How the Mind Creates Language.
New York: HarperPerennial, 2007.

Drout, Michael D.C. A History of the English Language. Prince Frederick, MD:
Recorded Books, 2006.

———. A Way with Words: Rhetoric, Writing, and the Art of Persuasion.
Prince Frederick, MD: Recorded Books, 2006.
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ow do we know that languages actually do change? The answer is
texts. If we had no texts, we would have a very difficult time know-
ing that languages change and change regularly. We would know
that they vary, because we could travel to a different place in, say,

England or America, and hear different versions of the language, but variation
is different from change over time.

The Origins of Writing

Where did we get texts? Here is one theory that I happen to find most 
convincing.

At some point, someone figured out how to make two-dimensional pictures
to represent things. These could be as simple as tracing a hand on a rock
wall or as complex as a cave painting of a mammoth or a lion. In any event,
just as the human mind became used to understanding that a noise meant a
specific thing (the origins of language), human minds understood that a two-
dimensional representation could mean a thing.

So, at some point in the Middle East in very ancient times, people started
making little clay figures to represent cows, goats, sheep, jars of olive oil, and
so on. They used these for keeping track of possessions, and for trading, and
there are tons of them all over the place at archaeological sites. At some
point somebody had the idea of enclosing groups of the figures in little
envelopes of clay. That way you could carry groups of cows or sheep tokens
and not lose them. Then someone figured out that if you baked the clay
envelopes, nobody could steal your cow tokens, nor could you lose one or
two of them. But you yourself would not be able to open the envelope either.
And so people started putting markings on the outside of the clay envelopes,
which are called “bullae,” so that you knew that this particular envelope held
tokens for ten sheep. Then someone realized that you did not need the token
and the envelope and the markings on the outside. The markings were
enough. So now you had two-dimensional symbols that represented things. It
could be the origin of writing.

This still is not an alphabet, though, which is important. With the bullae and
the cuneiform writing that arose in Mesopotamia, and even Egyptian hiero-
glyphics, it was hard to represent a new word. You had to already have a
symbol that everyone agreed upon or no one could understand your new
mark for “crocodile” or “jug of beer.” And if you adopted a new word from
some other tribe, it was difficult to write it.

One solution, practiced by the Egyptians, was the rebus theory, which has
made a little comeback in text messaging. You could write a picture of a thing

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is John Miles Foley’s How to
Read an Oral Poem.

Lecture 3:
The Text
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(“rebus” just means “about the thing” or “in relation to the thing”) to represent
a sound. So if you wanted to write the sound “I,” you could draw a picture of
an eyeball.

But then someone got the idea of using arbitrary symbols to represent
sounds. So you could string together the symbols for different sounds and
decode a word even if you had never seen it before. As far as we can tell,
though this is disputed, the Phoenicians came up with the first (and only inde-
pendently invented) true alphabet: it separated vowels from consonants and
allowed infinite combination. So now people could write down any word they
wanted to. And they did.

Very early, people started to write down their favorite stories, such as the
Epic of Gilgamesh. They rapidly figured out that they wanted to record the
oral traditions that were so important to them. This shows that preserving lit-
erature was important to humans just about as far back as writing was.

At first, the written text was just a guide to reading aloud, used so that the
reader would not mess up the story or get confused. This is the beginning of
the great authority of the written text, even over the traditional story.

We call this stage of literature the “Heard Word” tradition. And that’s really
what literature was for most of human history: a written prompt for the pur-
pose of remembering what someone wanted to recite aloud. It is only in more
recent times that silent, private reading has become the norm. Some monas-
teries in the Middle Ages did have time set aside for monks to read privately,
and writers like Chaucer did write and read privately as well as publicly, but in
general, writing was kept for the purpose of generating speech.

This is still the case, by the way, with a very specialized form of writing, the
musical score. Even most practicing musicians read scores only as a way of
improving what they are going to perform. They do not read musical scores
for pleasure in the process of reading.

But this is possible. The musical critic Ernest Newman regularly discussed
spending an evening reading a score and hearing the music in his head. This
is the trick that enables written and printed literature, and it is not clear that it
happens automatically or at any one stage. Once this major cognitive devel-
opment occurs, literature never can be the same because the aesthetic prop-
erties of literature written for reading (versus written for hearing) are some-
what different. You have now opened up a whole new world of aesthetics,
and authors can manipulate, expand, and develop the effects that they can
create in that new world.

Unchanging Text?

A key aspect of the written text that is created for the purpose of silent, pri-
vate reading is that the text does not change. This is also a new aesthetic.
The text is made up of marks on paper that create the illusion of speech in
your mind. But now it turns out that a lot is missing: speech cues, ways of
interpretation that we convey through tone and pauses, and the looks we give
when we say things. So we start to evolve conventions.

Originally, writing was continuous; there was no special layout for poems,
not even a layout to indicate that different characters were speaking. Many
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texts were even written boustrophedon, from left to right then back right to left
then left to right, like an ox plowing a field. But now we need special layouts
to convey information, and we need punctuation (“pause and effect”) to indi-
cate pauses. We also start to develop conventions of paper size, binding,
scripts (what we now call font in printing), and layout.

And we get new problems. Before there is printing, everything is written in
manuscript. That means each text, no matter how carefully copied, is not a
precise replica of every other text. This is why we can have one (or more)
universal library codes for a book, PR1845, etc., but each manuscript in
each library has a different set of shelf-mark naming conventions. Each one
is unique.

And if each is unique, then there are errors, because if A and B are both
supposed to be copies of the same text, but if they do not agree with each
other, then one must be wrong. So now we have a whole new set of interpre-
tive problems that we are still dealing with in different ways, even after the
advent of accurate printing.

Let me give you an example from Beowulf. At one point, the poet is speak-
ing of Hrethel, the leader of the tribe of the Geatas. Another name for the
Geatas are the Weders—and they are also called Weder-Geatas. The poet is
speaking of the Lord of the Geats and he writes “Dryhten Wereda.” But here’s
a problem: Dryhten Wereda does not mean “Lord of the Geats,” it means the
“Lord of the Hosts,” which is a Christian commonplace for god, “Dominus
Deus Sabbaoth”—the Lord God of Hosts. But at this point in the poem, “Lord
of Hosts” makes no sense at all. Clearly the poet has miscopied “Wedera” as
“Wereda,” just switching a couple of letters (we call this “metathesis”). So, as
editors, we correct the text, emending it to what we think are the right letters.
But this creates some intellectual problems: all of a sudden we are saying
that we, as critics one thousand years later, can read the poet’s intended
word better than the scribe who was one thousand years closer to the action.

Then there is the problem of an error that gets into the record and gets per-
petuated before anyone realizes that it is an error. If you have seen
Michelangelo’s famous statue of Moses you have an example of this problem.
Did you ever wonder why Michelangelo’s Moses has two cow horns coming
out of his head? Well, it is a mistranslation. A Hebrew word that means
“beams” or “rays of light” was mistranslated in Latin as “cornu,” which means
horns. So for a thousand years or so people thought that Moses had a nice
pair of horns when he came down from the mountain. This was corrected well
before Michelangelo made his statue, but he was following an artistic tradition
(other statues of Moses had horns), and so the error, which was textual in ori-
gin, crossed over into other aspects of culture and was perpetuated.
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Textual problems that need to be interpreted even happen after printing. For
example, in Shakespeare, MacBeth says, “I have liv’d long enough; my way
of life / Is fall’n into the sear, the yellow leaf.” The literary scholar Tom
Shippey has pointed out to me that “yellow” is probably wrong. Shakespeare
actually preferred old-fashioned (in his time) words, the actual words spoken
by people, and at the time in which the first Shakespeare plays were being
copied, “yellow” was a more learned word for the older “fallow.” MacBeth is
also a play about medieval people, and in these plays Shakespeare tends to
use a lot of preexisting collocations that alliterate (they repeat their initial
stressed consonants). So instead of “sear and yellow leaf,” it should probably
be “sear and fallow leaf,” which would alliterate with “fall’n”: “my way of life is
fall’n into the sear, the fallow leaf.”

Even when you get to printed texts, which theoretically are accurate, we
come up with problems. Herman Melville’s Moby Dick has a passage where
they pull up a net of fish and dump them on the deck. There lies a “spoiled
eel.” Now for a very long time “spoiled eel” was put forth as an example of
Melville’s brilliant poetry, of him using an unexpected word, or indicating how
man has ruined nature (by catching the fish in the net). Only one problem: it
turns out that “spoiled” is a printer’s error; it is just a “coiled eel.” So are all
those arguments about the brilliance of “spoiled” wrong? Or did a printer, by
accident, improve Melville’s genius? If so, what does that tell us about the
way that genius—and writing in general—works?

Culture and Text

The famous literary philosopher Jacques Derrida said, very famously, that
“writing precedes speech.” This sounds like an idiotic statement. Because it
is. This is in fact Derrida’s standard mode of argumentation. He makes an
outrageous claim, then backs down from it (which he did), so that you accept
the lesser statement.

Derrida wants to argue that Western culture is logically structured around the
kinds of things you do with writing rather than around those things that you
can do with speech: Culture says it values the immediacy and honesty of
speech but is really arranged around writing. We treat speech like writing,
looking for individual quotations, or an authoritative, unchanging text. Saying
“writing precedes speech” is a goofy way of getting at that idea; like most lit-
erary theory, there’s a good idea wrapped inside a gloppy mess of overstate-
ment. But also like most literary theory, there is something very important
there. Since the achievement of cultural dominance by texts, the authority of
texts, we tend to think of all speech as textual even when it’s not.

Likewise, Derrida says, “There is nothing outside the text,” but when he is
pressed about it, he says, “I meant that there’s nothing outside the context.”
Which is true, trivial, and uninteresting. But there’s a germ of an interesting
idea in the “nothing outside the text” argument: Almost all of what we know
and relate to the text, the context, comes to us in the form of other texts.
What do you know about Shakespeare except what you have read in texts?
Likewise, we only know about history, philosophy, and even science through
what we read in texts. That sounds obvious, but when we go back to our orig-
inal important points about maps, not territories, and network relationships,
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we see that a very great deal (even if not everything) of what we know has a
lot to do with texts. And this is important, because texts have to be interpret-
ed, and they get interpreted in different ways, because they are fixed and the
language is changing.

Intertextuality

Texts also have authority based not only on their content, on the actual
words, but on how they are embodied: a big red leather book might have a lot
more authority in a culture than a photocopied, dog-eared, scuffed sheet of
paper. We do judge a book by its cover, by its typography, by where we find
it. And almost all of these relationships are to a degree textual.

One more important phenomenon, which is related to Derrida’s assertion that
there is nothing outside the text, is intertextuality. This term was coined by
French feminist theorist Luce Irigaray. Intertextuality is the exceedingly complex
web of influences and relationships and borrowings among all the texts that
exist. It turns out that it is almost impossible to communicate in a literary text
without somehow bringing in other texts. The writer creates something that we
call a text (and if it is really great, we talk about a “work” of literature). The
process by which the text gets from an idea in the writer’s brain to a physical
piece of paper with marks on it is not entirely clear yet, but we will develop this
idea further.

Even once we have the text, it has to be read and interpreted and pass into
a reader’s brain before it is commented on. But we should not let the “net-
work” aspect of the text distract us from the fact that we can identify a single
thing: a text. This artifact does not make sense without language, but it still
exists, and it comes from somewhere. So even though we are talking about
networks and network effects, we can talk about the things in the network.
And we can also ask a big question: Where do those things come from?
They come from authors, of course.



1. How did written text begin to exert its authority over traditional story?

2. What arguments could be made for the theory that writing precedes speech?
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uthors (as a literary concept, not as people) only make sense as
part of a network of language, text, author, and audience. You can
argue about which order to present these concepts, but we need
to get all of them in place so that the more complicated things we

discuss later have a foundation.

Traditional Views of Authorship

So now we are up to the author. For some readers and critics, particularly
given our current celebrity-focused culture, the most important thing about a
text is the author (and so people would be tempted to look at the author first
and then language and texts). I agree that authors are important, though per-
haps not the most important things about literature. For me personally, it all
starts with language. But it is true that once you have language, you start to
have authors, even if they are just Thag and Bobo telling mammoth stories.

The word “author” comes from the Latin “auctor,” which means augmentor or
even father. It is the same root from which comes the word “authority.” Thus
our very word for author is, as a feminist critic might point out, gendered,
phallic, powerful. Our ideas about the author, as developed over the cen-
turies, include the idea of greatness, genius, power, and even fatherhood.

I do not actually have a problem with that. There is something paternal
about creating a text (though something very maternal about it as well) and
because human beings use whatever categories we have lying around, it is
not a surprise that when we are trying to explain how someone makes some-

thing, seemingly out of nothing (which is not really true,
because the language has to be there first, but let that

stand), we would describe it in parental terms.

I once saw a cartoon, probably in the New Yorker,
that represented the great authors of the English
language sitting on a park bench. The good gim-
mick was that each author was the size of his or
her importance to English studies. So there was a
massive Shakespeare taking up the middle of

the bench with a very large
Chaucer on one side and a big

Milton on the other. Then
there was a tiny Ernest
Hemingway and an even

smaller Norman Mailer, a mid-
dle-sized Toni Morrison, and

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Clara Claiborne Park’s
“Author! Author! Reconstructing Roland Barthes” in Daphne Patai and
Will H. Corral’s Theory’s Empire: An Anthology of Dissent.

Lecture 4:
The Author
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so forth. This cartoon illustrated the way that the importance of a text is
closely correlated with an identifiable individual: anonymous writers were not
represented (how could they be?) and the idea of collaboration or of the
author as somehow being a conduit for the tradition was not present.

This is the idea of the author that we want to examine and question (though
I do not necessarily suggest we must overturn it). In this traditional view, an
author has some great ideas, sits down, and puts them on a piece of paper,
which then communicates those great ideas to us.

This may seem like an exaggeration, because I doubt that you would find
any literary critic who would be this blunt. But even though I am exaggerating
a little, I think we do act as if this is what authors do. We tend to talk about
“Shakespeare’s point in MacBeth” or “What Donne is telling us in The
Canonization,” and that kind of talk is very revealing of the model we are
using: that model is too simple.

And it even goes against what actual authors say about their writing
process. Many authors, for example, the novelist John Gardner, who wrote
very well about how to write, talk about struggling with language to produce
the text. The language does not always communicate what the author wants
to communicate, and the author him- or herself often is not sure exactly what
he or she is saying.

The overly simple author model also assumes that we have the ability to say
whatever we want. But this is simply not true. We have to communicate in
language, and that language is shaped by existing words, by what people
have already done, and by what people are ready to hear. Make up your own
language, as James Joyce tried to do in Finnegans Wake or J.R.R. Tolkien
did with his Elvish languages, and you have the serious problem of getting
any other person to understand it. Languages and literary works, all forms of
writing, are shaped by intertextuality, by assumptions and by experience.

So if we refine our model, we point out that the author cannot easily trans-
port ideas from his head to our heads: There is a lot of recalcitrance to the
material, a lot of struggle required. But even this is too simple, because we
are assuming that there is one person who still decides everything. The
author is the decider. But that is problematic also. What about the author who
is quoting (without telling us) his wife, or her friend, or an overheard conver-
sation? The “author” gets credit for putting it on paper, but the actual creation
may be by someone else. So what we see is that the author is a lot more
complicated than we might have thought.

Gatherer of Words

One way to simplify the problem is to say that the author is the owner of the
text (though publishers often make the author sign away these rights, so that it
is not always the case that the particular person whose name is on the cover
actually owns and has control over the words published in a book). Think of all
the other things that we own: often there are complicated relationships, say of
who lives in a house or on some land or who loved a particular inheritance
more or what somebody wanted and so forth. But over time, we have devel-
oped specific legal rules to determine what belongs to whom. We take the
shades of gray and press them into black and white categories. To some



extent that’s what we do with authors. We have rules
about plagiarism (though the categories are mud-
dled), we talk about influence, and we have spe-
cific copyright and libel laws to determine exact-
ly what words—and what about those words—
are attributable to a specific author. We even
have laws about who gets the money from the
action figures or the commemorative plates.

Literary theorists would say that all this
means that the author is a “social construc-
tion.” Good point, but they think everything is a
social construction, which makes it less helpful.
The bigger point is that “author” is a messy category,
and just who owns something is not always obvious. The woman or man who
types the letters or pushes the pencil seems like a natural category, but
because we use language that is already existing, we quote, we refer in side-
long ways, and we use intertextuality, that author boundary gets blurry.

So, for example, authors are often described in literary theory as performing
“bricolage,” gathering disparate things (words, ideas) together rather than
inventing them. And it is clear that authors inherit not just a language (words
and rules), but a lot of preassembled structures that they can use in that lan-
guage. I am particularly interested in collocations, usually two-word sayings
that have become traditional meaning even long after the individual words
have fallen out of common use. Running “hither and yon” would be an exam-
ple. Any author who uses this phrase has inherited it from somewhere else.
Larger units, which we would call formulas, are also inherited and used.
Sometimes we get clichés, a negative description for formulaic elements or
collocations. One view would be that the author is simply the assembler. He
takes all these bits and puts them together.

The Death of the Author

Two most important essays on these questions are by French literary theo-
rists of the 1960s. Roland Barthes, in 1968, wrote an enormously influential
essay called “The Death of the Author.” Barthes argued that the Author (with
a capital A) is “dead.”

How do we know anything about the “Author”? How do we know what the
Author intended for his text? Well, we read the text—say King Lear—and that
is how we figure out what Shakespeare intended. But, says Barthes, this is cir-
cular reasoning. We are getting our idea of who the author is from reading the
text and then using that conception of the author to explain the text.

Let us say we had an author right next to us and asked him or her what the
work meant. The author could lie or could tell us what he or she thinks the
text means now as opposed to what he or she was thinking when the text
was being written. The author could think the text is about X when there is
some obvious evidence that it is about Y (but Y is something that the author
does not consciously believe). So even if we have a living author, we cannot
necessarily get good information from him or her.

L
E

C
T

U
R

E
 F

O
U

R

24

©
 C

lip
ar

t.c
om



Barthes says “give up.” You can-
not ever figure out the author, so
stop trying. Just look at the text
that is in front of you, in its rela-
tionship to the culture, and stop
worrying about the author. As you
might imagine, critics love this
essay. Authors are less happy
about being “dead.”

The Author Function

The next key essay is by the
French theorist Michel Foucault,
who wrote “What Is an Author?”
Foucault points out that the author
is much more than a person; he or
she is an “author function,” a way
of organizing reality. When dealing
with French theory, the best thing
is to ignore the huge claims and
try to find an intelligent insight in

there, so we will forget about Foucault trying to claim that there are not
authors at all, just concatenations of social forces. Instead, we will notice
that we do indeed use authors to organize things. As we said before, we
give money, power, jail time, and plastic action figures to authors. These are
all related to social forces of economics, politics, and power.

The “author function” is also a way of adding value to a thing like a text. It is
an “authorizing” function in that if we get text from a particular author, we
assume that it is “good” and that we have to adjust if we do not immediately
see the meaning. My “spoiled eel” example from the previous lecture works
here. If a sophomore turned in “spoiled eel,” I would probably correct it. If it
came from “Herman Melville,” I would correct myself.

Now you might think that with “the death of the author,” we would be able to
dispense with the power of the “author function.” But that is almost the oppo-
site of what has happened. Instead, the author function is used to construct
an author (in cultural terms) as a way to read the text. After all, authors have
race, class, gender, and sexuality, but texts do not. So we take the author
function and use it to make for ourselves a new idea of the author, one that is
even further separated from actual biography and even more literary than the
ideas Barthes was criticizing.
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1. Why is it so difficult for an author to transport ideas to his or her audience?

2. Why is the idea of “authorial ownership” so complicated?
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was originally going to call this lecture “The Reader,” but it was
not as accurate as “The Audience.” Why? Because there is never
only one reader. Even when the writer is writing for only one per-
son (say, in a letter), there is the specific person being written to

and the writer’s imagined ideas about that person, the model that the writer
has in mind. So it is never just one reader; it is always an audience.

Focusing on audience is also important because it is the audience, the net-
work of individuals, who embody the language that the author is using for the
text. There is no real language that is the property of only one person;
instead, language is part of a distributed network, a web of speakers and
hearers. They are the audience.

In the diagram below, I have the author making the text that is then read by
the reader. All of this happens on the background of language. But it is a bit
oversimplified, because the reader is not just the passive receiver of the text.
The reader instead influences the text, sometimes directly, because the
author gets feedback from a reader, but also because the author is projecting
what the reader is experiencing and adjusting the text accordingly. The
author has a mental model of the reader, of the audience, in fact (though
most effective authors pare down this extremely large imagined audience).

So we need to redraw our diagram from a line of author to text to reader, to
a triangle, where the author and the reader both influence the text, and the
text itself influences both author (as he or she is reading it as it is being cre-
ated, and as it is modeled in the mind) and the reader. Now to simplify things,
language is in the background for everything, but you could just as easily put
language in between all the other terms (see diagram on next page).

One famous dictum is that “the text constructs its ideal reader.” Walter Ong,
in his most important article, “The Writer’s Audience Is Always a Fiction,”
pointed out that when you are speaking, you get immediate feedback in a
way that you do not get when you are writing (where someone could be writ-
ing for an audience of millions, but doing it alone), but once your audience
gets larger than ten or eleven people, you are having to make abstractions
and simplifications. Ong argues that the writer hardly ever tries to think of his
audience as composed of a certain number of discrete individuals, Susan K.
and Marilyn T. and Fernando G., with their specific interests. Rather, there is
some kind of abstraction of the members of the audience, what they know,

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Wolfgang Iser’s The Implied
Reader: Patterns of Communication in Prose Fiction from Bunyan
to Beckett.

Lecture 5:
The Audience
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what they expect, and how they are likely to react. Ong says that the writer
fictionalizes an audience in his or her mind. And here is where the genius
comes in: Ong realizes that successful writers are able to change their audi-
ences by the ways in which they fictionalize them. It is the performative
aspect of writing and speaking. When a writer or speaker does things effec-
tively, the audience fictionalizes itself in the way the author wants it to.

Jane Austen writes: “It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man
in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.” Note the way the
audience is being constructed. “Universally acknowledged” means “you
believe this, also.” Who acknowledged this? Well, it is universal, so it must be
everybody, and everybody includes the reader. Tricks like these by Austen
cause readers to interpret her very specific, particular writing as universal and
applicable to all manners of times and situations.

Reception Theory

The branch of literary theory that examines how texts and authors manipu-
late audiences and how audiences respond to these attempts is called
“reception theory.” Reception theory is instead reading and trying to deduce or
intuit what the reader would have thought given the specific text under exami-
nation. Reception theorists figure out what the reader “must” experience given
the text, and in that sense they “construct” an ideal reader for their particular
theories. The key concept is a “horizon of expectations,” a series of guesses,
interpretations, and expectations about the texts that we infer belong to the
reader. The leading theorists of this approach are Wolfgang Isser and Hans
Robert Jauss.

Now there is a problem with this seemingly reasonable “horizon of expecta-
tions” approach. Simply put, almost no one can agree what the horizon of
expectations is or what formal qualities of a piece of literature serve to limit
the horizon of expectations. But there is undoubtedly some kind of limit on
interpretation shared by readers. Beowulf is definitely not about bratwurst,
lemurs, or hang-gliding, or many, many, many other things. But that point is
what a mathematician would call “trivially true.” It is not interesting. What is
interesting, and what no one really understands, is how we can narrow the
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number of things that Beowulf is about but never seem to get to a closed,
fixed category of such things. This slipperiness in the minds of the collective
audience is one of the characteristics of literature that makes us never stop
interpreting: there seems always to be some part of the audience that can
generate a new interpretation.

Form

The lack of an agreed-upon understanding of the horizon of expectations
leads us to another important problem in literary study related to audience:
What is the connection between the form of a piece of literature and the
meaning of that piece of literature. Is there something about specific forms that
create specific effects in the minds of the reader?

Wallace Stevens’s poem The Snow Man is considered to be one of the
finest short poems of the twentieth century. Nearly thirty years ago, Samuel
Jay Keyser suggested that part of the excellence of the poem was generated
by the way the grammar and syntax of the piece were connected to the
imagery and meaning. Keyser is a linguist and the approach he used, “stylis-
tics,” was attacked immediately by the literary and critical establishments. But
there was something very useful in what Keyser was doing, and I think we
might be able to revise the technique using contemporary research in neuro-
science and brain imaging.

The Snow Man

One must have a mind of winter
To regard the frost and the boughs
Of the pine-trees crusted with snow;
And have been cold a long time
To behold the junipers shagged with ice,
The spruces rough in the distant glitter

Of the January sun; and not to think
Of any misery in the sound of the wind,
In the sound of a few leaves,
Which is the sound of the land
Full of the same wind
That is blowing in the same bare place

For the listener, who listens in the snow,
And, nothing himself, beholds
Nothing that is not there and the nothing that is.

Notice what happens each time you get to the end of a stanza. What seemed
to be a complete sentence turns out to be just a part of another embedded
sentence (this is clearer from Keyser’s diagrams on the next page). If the point
of the poem is that it is important to be able to perceive things clearly through
all their complexity, then the form of the poem, which makes the reader con-
stantly reconceptualize the grammar and the relationships between lines and
stanzas, is causing the reader to experience in his or her mental processes
the same process that Stevens is talking about happening at a larger scale.
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One must have a mind of winter
To regard the frost and the boughs
Of the pine-trees crusted with snow;

To behold the junipers shagged with ice,
The spruces rough in the distant glitter
Of the January sun;
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Narratology

Another approach to understanding literature in terms of the audience is
called narratology, the study of narrative. This subdiscipline is based on the
idea that literary narrative is processed sequentially, while many other
human cognitive tasks are not. But the narratologists point out that although
the story unfolds sequentially, the reader is not merely a passive recipient of
information. He or she jumps ahead, guesses, and makes inferences. Thus
the author of a detective story, for example, takes into account a reader’s
guesses and deductions and constructs the story accordingly. Even though
the author is sometimes withholding information and other times putting in
extraneous information, the reader is continually guessing at patterns and
intuiting relationships.

Authors also make use of what are called “Frame Narratives” to shape the
experiences of the audience. A frame narrative is a story into which the
author puts other stories. The most famous is perhaps Chaucer’s The
Canterbury Tales, in which the story of a pilgrimage from London to
Canterbury becomes the excuse for the telling of a variety of tales by differ-
ent authors. Chaucer got this idea from Boccacio’s Decameron, and it has
influenced many, many writers, including William Faulkner, who gave the
frame narrative its own twist in As I Lay Dying: the entire story is told from
multiple points of view, all eventually pulling together to give us a single
story of the death of Addy Bundren and the transportation of her rotting
corpse to her family’s ancestral cemetery.

Frame narratives can at times seem clumsy and obvious, but they put the
audience into a special situation; they tell the audience to interpret this story
not as by Geoffrey Chaucer, but as by Robyn the Miller or Alyson the Wife of
Bath. The frame narrative shifts the point of view of the story through multiple
layers, so that a first-person speaker in one story might be seen as “really”
being a person being spoken about in the third person in a frame.

Irony

By adopting different points of view for a story, the author creates circum-
stances where irony is possible. The simplest definition of irony is that the
audience, the readers of a story, know things that the characters within the
story do not. Traditionally there are three kinds of irony:

Verbal: Say one thing and mean another.

Situational: Something happens that either fulfills a prediction in a strange
way or seems too “poetically just.” For example, being run over by an
ambulance would be situational irony.

Dramatic: Reader knows something that the characters do not.

The use of irony creates a situation in which the author and the audience
are together superior in terms of knowledge in some way to the characters.
Authors can play with that relationship, using it to show, for example, that
characters are blinded by self-interest or ideology and are thus unable to rec-
ognize their real situation. This is then often turned around on the reader (at
least in some twentieth-century genres), showing that the reader is just as
lacking in information as the characters (and sometimes even the author).



Irony can create feelings of pathos in the reader when he or she knows that
something terrible is about to happen to a character, while the character con-
tinues blithely along. However, the reader does always know he or she is
reading a book, which is in some ways the ultimate irony. We feel as if what
we are reading is real even though it is not, or at least cannot be in real time;
in order for it to be written, it has to have already happened. But we still feel
things keenly. And that is one of the greatest powers of literature. It is not so
much the famous “willing suspension of disbelief,” which implies a kind of
work that the reader often does do, but rather, the ability of the author and
text, in collusion with your own desires, to trick you for a moment or a long
time into at least partially feeling that you’re not just sitting there reading a
book, but also really following Frodo on his quest or hearing the story of
Becky Sharpe in Vanity Fair.

Interpretive Communities

Everything we have discussed thus far shows that the audience comprises a
very complicated set of relationships. The famous self-promoting critic
Stanley Fish would take things even further, arguing that it is the audience
who puts the meaning into a text, not the author. Fish argues that meaning is
determined by interpretive communities who decide which interpretations of a
text are acceptable and which are not.

In one sense, this is absolutely true: If you constitute the “interpretive com-
munity” in the right way, then you can show how that community does deter-
mine which interpretations are acceptable. But if that is the case, then we
should study not the literature itself, but the structure of the community that
makes the decisions. That’s to a degree what Fish does and is certainly what
some of his followers do, looking at power relationships, prestige, and other
social elements. But to me this approach ignores the most important element
of all: the formal characteristics of the literature that do limit the possible inter-
pretations (though we do not know how much).

But the good thing about the Fish theory of interpretive communities, which I
think is received wisdom in English studies today, is that it shows that the
reader is just as complex a creature as the author and just as important to
the understanding of the whole complex net of relationships that make up lit-
erature, its production, consumption, and study. The reader tries to anticipate
the author, and the author tries to anticipate the reader. Just as the defense
always adapts to the offense in football and then the offense adapts again, so
also the reader and the author are always engaged in a dance. And it is the
dance that most interests us as we learn more and more about literature and
its interpretation.
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1. How does text “construct its ideal reader”?

2. In what ways does Wallace Stevens’s poem The Snow Man play with the
reader’s mental processes?

Faulkner, William. As I Lay Dying. New York: Vintage, 1991.

Hemingway, Ernest. In Our Time. New York: Scribner & Sons, 1996.

Stevens, Wallace. “The Snow Man.” The Collected Poems of Wallace
Stevens. New York: Vintage, 1990.

Ong, Walter J., S.J. “The Writer’s Audience Is Always a Fiction.” PMLA 90,
pp. 9–21. New York: Modern Language Association, January 1975.

Iser, Wolfgang. The Implied Reader: Patterns of Communication in Prose
Fiction from Bunyan to Beckett. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1978.

Fish, Stanley. Is There a Text in This Class?: The Authority of Interpretive
Communities. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982.

Keyser, Samuel J. “Wallace Stevens: Form and Meaning in Four Poems.”
College English, vol. 37, no. 6, pp. 578–598. Urbana, IL: The National
Council of Teachers of English, February 1976.
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et us now examine how the horizon of expectations works in a
specific piece of literature:

The whist party soon afterwards breaking up, the players gathered
round the other table, and Mr. Collins took his station between his

cousin Elizabeth and Mrs. Philips. The usual inquiries as to his success were
made by the latter. It had not been very great; he had lost every point; but
when Mrs. Philips began to express her concern thereupon, he assured her
with much earnest gravity that it was not of the least importance, that he
considered the money as a mere trifle, and begged she would not make her-
self uneasy.

“I know very well, madam,” said Mr. Collins, “that when persons sit down
to a card table, they must take their chance of these things, and happily I am
not in such circumstances as to make five shillings any object. There are
undoubtedly many who could not say the same, but thanks to Lady
Catherine de Bourgh, I am removed far beyond the necessity of regarding lit-
tle matters.”

Mr. Wickham’s attention was caught; and after observing Mr. Collins for a
few moments, he asked Elizabeth in a low voice whether her relations were
very intimately acquainted with the family of de Bourgh.

The ear-splitting crash of the window shattering startled Mr. Wickham, and
he pushed back from the table. Screaming its war-cry, the troll slammed its
club against the door frame before wrenching off Elizabeth’s arm with one
filth-covered claw. Mrs. Philips ran from the room as a second troll bit down
on Mr. Wickham’s neck, the blood spattering delicately across the white
linen tablecloth.

Why didn’t you
expect a troll
there? Because
the horizon of
expectations is
shaped by the cat-
egory of the narra-
tive, what we call
genre. There were
clues, such as the
card game whist,
and the way peo-
ple were speak-
ing, that this was
not a piece in the

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Tzvetan Todorov’s Genres
in Discourse.

Lecture 6:
Genres
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genre that contains violent attacks by trolls. So when I violated that genre
convention, I crossed over your horizon of expectations and surprised (and
possibly dismayed) you.

Literary Categories

By genre, we mean the categories in which we put literature. But categoriza-
tion, taxonomy, is not just putting things into little boxes. The category in
which something belongs gives us a great many clues about how that thing
will behave. If a piece of literature is fantasy, or Icelandic saga, or true crime,
or psychological literature, we assume certain things about it. The genre
membership shapes what we are going to think about the text.

It is important to note that “genre” is used not just as a descriptive term but
also as a pejorative, a way to say something negative about a text. To say
that something is “genre fiction” is usually to say that it is fantasy or science
fiction, or romance, or detective fiction, or horror, and therefore not as good
as works belonging to the literary mainstream. This is another place where I
depart from literary consensus and the traditions of scholarship, because I do
not think of genre in this pejorative sense. I think there is room enough in the
world of literature for William Gibson’s Neuromancer and Alice Munroe’s
Menesetung and much in between. In other words, my judgments of quality
take into account genre and do not automatically exclude some genres. Many
critics would not agree.

Genres set constraints; they give pre-set templates for what can and cannot
happen in a story. The conventions given by a genre can constrain an artist’s
freedom, but they also enable an artist. In certain genres, the author can take
certain things for granted. You do not have to explain why the animals in your
story can talk in
children’s literature,
while if you want
talking animals at all
in a serious, literary
work, you need
some kind of expla-
nation. In fantasy,
we never have to
worry about what
an elf is, why there
is an elf in the story,
or why magic
works. In romance,
we often do not
need to worry about
things like sexually transmitted diseases, having a job, getting the laundry
done, and so forth. In science fiction, there are aliens; it does not matter how
they got to Earth through interstellar space.

There are also genres at a somewhat different level in poetry and in prose.
The genres shape what the author does and the audience’s expectations. We
also have the genres of lyric and narrative poetry, and epic and romance in
both poetry and prose.
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Categories with Fuzzy Boundaries

In his Philosophical Investigations, Ludwig Wittgenstein talked about how,
rather than using very clear-cut, philosophically tight categories, we use what
are now called “fuzzy sets.” For example, Wittgenstein notes “family resem-
blances”: People look a little like their relatives, but not in every feature.
There may be different noses or hair colors or body shapes, but somehow,
when we are at a gathering, we can usually determine which family a person
belongs to. We do this somehow by noting overall resemblance. Likewise,
Wittgenstein points out that we have a category of “games,” but if we start to
try to give this category a formal boundary, we are in trouble. Some games
are in groups, others solitary; some you play to win, others just for fun. What
about crossword puzzles? Baseball? Chess? Board games? It is impossible
to set up a complete, rigorously logical, philosophical definition that includes
everything that is a game and excludes everything that is not a game. But,
says Wittgenstein, we can still reason intelligently about “games.”

The larger point is that we live in a world that, because it is biological, is
filled with gradient systems. Our brains have to reason within these systems,
and we have evolved reasoning processes that handle these categories fair-
ly well. It is old-fashioned philosophy, not the brain, that has the problem.

So philosophically, genres are categories with fuzzy boundaries in which
membership cannot be defined with philosophical rigor. They are categories
that have evolved, and are often constructed after the fact, based on resem-
blances. If this is the case, then we have a possible explanation for the evolu-
tion of genres.

If you have a poem or a performance or some kind of other verbal art, and
somebody likes it, and somebody imitates it, you have the start of a genre.

At first you’re probably going to have only one genre. But people will rapidly
imitate different stories, and because human brains are so good at extract-
ing patterns, they will imitate the abstract pattern in some cases instead of
the specific thing. This imitation will produce families of texts that resemble
each other in some ways (but not others) and will thus have the family
resemblances that Wittgenstein talked about. A key point here is that any
feature of the verbal artform—the form, the content, the structure, having an
elf in it—any pattern that a human mind can abstract can be the foundation
for a genre.

We can have “genres” constructed around any pattern we can discern: detec-
tive stories, vampire stories, “young adult” stories, and so forth. But there are
also some genres that are more well-recognized, and these are usually
focused on form. First, we can identify as genres or meta-genres forms of the
work as a whole, which could include novels, poems, and plays. These are not
usually construed as genres, but genres work within those forms. Second, we
can identify genres based on content, style, and approach. These genres
carry with them expectations that the audience has that are based on encoun-
ters with previous art forms that are members of the specific genres. Authors
can fulfill these expectations or defy them or manipulate them, but in each
case, there is more going on than just the words on the page. For example, let
us look at  Shakespeare’s “Sonnet 130”:

L
E

C
T

U
R

E
 S

IX

36



37

My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun;
Coral is far more red than her lips’ red:
If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun;
If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.
I have seen roses damask’d, red and white,
But no such roses see I in her cheeks;
And in some perfumes is there more delight
Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks.
I love to hear her speak,—yet well I know
That music hath a far more pleasing sound;
I grant I never saw a goddess go,
My mistress when she walks, treads on the ground;
And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare
As any she belied with false compare.

This sonnet only makes sense if we already know some things about son-
nets. In particular, we need to know that hundreds and hundreds of bad son-
nets were written comparing a woman’s eyes to the sun, her hair to golden
wires, her cheeks to roses, her breath to perfume, her voice to music, her
walking to a goddess. Shakespeare undercuts all of those conventions by
saying that they were not true at all, just poetic exaggerations that were part
of the genre. But his real genius is then to take the whole set-up, the mocking
of the genre, and turn it around in the last couplet. This is also part of the
sonnet genre, when the final couplet is supposed to perform a “volte,” a
reversal of some kind. So whereas for the first twelve lines we are thinking
that Shakespeare is not only mocking genre conventions but actually saying
not-so-nice things about his mistress, the final couplet is a very pleasing,
even sentimental, conversion of the sonnet back to an intense love poem.

Genre, Realism, and Reality

One of the ways that talking about literature often goes terribly wrong is when
people do not take genre into account, or they take it into account the wrong
way. I often see this with some of my best students. From high school English
classes, they have internalized the idea that there is some kind of universal
“good literature” genre and books and poems are either in, or they are out. I
say “internalized” because they never say this, but they act as if they believe
it. If we do not take genre into account, we could end up saying things like
“You know, the problem with MacBeth is those stupid witches and that proph-
esy. I totally didn’t believe it, and because the witches are there, MacBeth is
not nearly as good as Richard III.” That seems ridiculous, but the logic of the
statement is rather similar to “The problem with J.R.R. Tolkien is that there are
elves in it. I mean, how can you take it seriously? It’s not realistic.”

Many, if not most people, when they talk about literature, are talking about
realism, and they are identifying realism with reality. This is a mistake.
“Realism” is just a genre. It is a set of conventions that people tend to abide
by. Unfortunately for our understanding of literature, “realism’s” genre-charac-
teristics are often taken as if they were the ultimate standards by which to
judge literature. But nothing in literature is actually realistic.
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The art critic Ernst Gombrich demonstrated that the amount of light reflect-
ed from a lump of coal held in the noonday sun is actually greater than that
from a white canvas indoors. We see relationships, not absolutes. Thus
artists are not reflecting reality when they paint landscapes or portraits: they
are using a set of conventions and illustrating relationships that we have
become accustomed to interpreting as being realistic. The same is true for
even “realistic” literature.

There are sets of “realistic” conventions that, when they are followed suc-
cessfully, we feel as if we are somehow eavesdropping on reality. But upon
close analysis, it turns out to be based on a lot of unspoken, unstudied con-
ventions. Why? Because the map is not the territory; the map cannot be the
territory. No literature is an accurate reflection of the world.

Think how boring even stream of consciousness would be if it were a real-
time report of all the stupid things we think of. Joyce’s Ulysses, a great, great
work, uses that stream of consciousness technique, but I do not think that
you could find that stream in the mind of any small group of people. Rather, it
is the artful mind of James Joyce, with his amazing, almost superhuman abili-
ty to play word meaning and sound off of each other, that gives you an illu-
sion of stream of consciousness.

“Realism” is a gimmick and a good one. But the argument that quality in liter-
ature equals realism is not sustainable. And there is a larger point, which links
us up to the beginning of the lecture: Realism is a genre, and it is very impor-
tant, when talking about literature to take into account the genre expectations.

This is one reason why I think it is foolish to criticize Tolkien for including
elves or to look down on detective fiction because it is unrealistic about how
many murders go on in a particular small town. But, although I am a defender
of “genre” fiction, there is a grain of truth in that argument that uses “genre”
as a pejorative term. When a writer follows a pattern too closely, or when an
audience is unwilling to accept any deviations, then the work becomes the
slave of the pattern. Thus it is exceptionally hard to “make it new.” Now
maybe this is not so bad, and “originality” is overrated. In the fourteenth cen-
tury, for example, it is not clear that anyone cared about originality. In con-
temporary pop music, the more formulas and clichés and collocations you
can squeeze into a song, the better: One of the things the writer is doing is
showing how to re-use the old.

The modernist aesthetic is the opposite: to try not to use any previously exist-
ing expressions. Use nothing familiar—unless coated with irony—nothing that
comes from the tradition. This is a very clever aesthetic, but it is not the only
one. Good genre writers like William Gibson and Neal Stephenson in science
fiction and Tolkien and Ursula K. Le Guin in fantasy do something else. They
do not reinvent the genre, but they can use its conventions to good effect.

Genre fiction also focuses on different aspects of the world than do main-
stream works: science fiction is engaged with big ideas; fantasy with nostalgia,
action, otherworldly beauty and immortality; detective fiction with keeping the
reader guessing; horror with scaring people. So it is important to make sure to
get the genre straight, recognize it, and think that dealing with the genre
expectations (living up to or violating or playing with) is an important aspect of
literary art, even in realism and modernism.



1. How do genres both constrain and enable writers?

2. Why is it that so many people automatically dismiss genre fiction as
inferior literature?
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hen I ask students to talk about “formal quali-
ties of literature” or “formalism,” they often
say something about very serious literature or
literature where there’s a focus on decorum.

They are interpreting “formal” in the way you
would interpret it for the phrase “formal dress
required.” But in literature, “formal” simply
means a concern with form, with the external
characteristics of a thing, with the way it is put
together. Formalism, then, is the study of the
forms of literature.

Formal Categories

Genres are related to forms, but there are
forms within every genre and separate
genres within each form. That sounds con-
fusing, but when you recognize that you can
have, say, a sonnet in the fantasy genre or
separate fantasy-focused sonnets within the
category of sonnets, you can see how these
categories can be nested within each other.

The largest formal categories are the most
obvious. We can divide literature into poetry
and prose. We can then subdivide each of
those large categories. For example, within the
category of poetry we have metrical verse and
free verse, rhyming and non-rhyming poetry,
alliterative poetry, and poetry that does not allit-
erate. And then, within and crossing those cate-
gories, we have structural categories like son-
nets, odes, sestinas, villanelles, and haiku. For
prose we could have novels, stories, plays
(really, drama would be a separate larger category; and some plays, like those
of Shakespeare, are all or part in verse), letters, essays, manifestos, and oth-
ers. We could then further subdivide and say that we have categories of
poems with certain topics: nature or love or word-play. Narrowing still further,
we might collect poems about hummingbirds or poems about snakes. In all of
these cases, some of the same processes we saw working in genre are also
at work in relation to form: there are repeated patterns and variations, and the
reader has expectations that the author can fulfill or frustrate.

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Susanne Woods’s Natural
Emphasis: English Versification from Chaucer to Dryden.

Lecture 7:
Formalism and Forms: Primarily Poetry
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The formal qualities of literature are more obvious in poetry, so that is where
we will begin with our formal analysis. Fear not. Although “dactyls” and
“anapests” and “alexandrines” and “iambic pentameter” and “trochaic tetram-
eter” were used for years as a way of bringing down students’ English
grades, when you look at these technical and formal descriptions under the
rubric we have already set up (language, author, text, genre) they actually
provide us with a very useful set of tools for discussing poems in English.
“Iambic pentameter” and “spondee” and “ode” give us a set of shared terms,
and for poems, particularly for poems written before, say, 1950, these terms
are very useful and thus worth learning.

We will begin with the formal characteristics of lines and groupings of lines.

First, in English, we have four kinds of formal elements at this level:

✦ The stress pattern and the number of stresses (meter)

✦ The rhyme at the end of the lines (the rhyme scheme)

✦ The arrangement of the lines (poetic form)

✦ The repetition of sounds within the line (alliteration or assonance;
sometimes called ornamentation)

Meter is the aspect of poetry that most contemporary students have most
trouble with. English is based on stress, so we divide lines into patterns of
stress and lack of stress:

To be or not to be, that is the question.

Note that some words and parts of words have natural emphasis or stress,
and others are unstressed or unemphasized in natural speech.

to BE or NOT to BE, THAT is the QUEStion

Our next step is to divide our poetic line into segments, which are called
feet. In this particular case, let us take groups of two stressed or unstressed
elements.

to BE or NOT to BE

Each of these three feet is made up of a STRESSED syllable followed by an
unstressed syllable. That STRESSED/unstressed pattern is called an iamb. If
most of the feet in a line are made up of iambs, we say that the line is iambic.

The next thing we look at is the number of feet in the line.

(1) to BE (2) or NOT (3) to BE (4) THAT is (5) the QUEStion

We have five feet in the line. We thus use a Greek prefix to describe the
number of feet, “penta,” which means five: So we have five-foot meter, which
is called pentameter.

There are several ways a poet can vary his lines. Instead of using the
STRESSED/unstressed pattern, he or she could use unstressed/
STRESSED. This pattern is called a trochee, and lines that use trochees are
called trochaic. Also, the poet does not have to use five feet but can use
some other number. Three feet is trimeter, four feet is tetrameter, and six
feet is hexameter. Therefore, we can then come up with a menagerie of vari-
ations of feet and lines: iambic pentameter, trochaic tetrameter, iambic
trimeter, trochaic hexameter.
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Most people know that Shakespeare’s noble characters usually speak in
iambic pentameter. Thus Richard III says:

NOW is the WINter of our DISconTENT MADE GLORious SUMMer by
THIS SON of YORK

Shakespeare’s commoners mostly speak in prose. But other characters
often have characteristic meters in which they speak. For example, in A
Midsummer Night’s Dream, Puck speaks in trochaic tetrameter (four feet per
line, with each foot following the pattern unstressed/STRESSED).

You can also have two stressed syllables in a foot. This pattern is called a
spondee (STRESSED/STRESSED; the word baseball is a spondee). It is also
a simple matter to put together feet that have three stresses in them. The pat-
terns can be:

STRESSED unstressed unstressed = dactyl (the word “poetry” is a dactyl)

unstressed STRESSED unstressed = amphibranch (used in limericks)

unstressed unstressed STRESSED = anapest

STRESSED unstressed STRESSED = cretic

There are others, but really only the dactyl and the anapest are important to
most poetry (a lot of Dr. Seuss’s verse is anapestic).

At this point, many readers ask, “So what? Why do I want to slap labels on
so many different kinds of feet?” But labels indicate patterns, and the audi-
ence of a poem extracts information from those patterns. They know what is
coming, perhaps, or what the poem might be about or how serious to take it
(anapests and amphibranches are usually not the sign of serious poems).
Even though we may not know their names, when we hear certain meters,
we have expectations. Meter is meaningful.

Tetrameter is the natural English line, used for popular poetry and proverbs
and folk songs for time out of mind. Before Chaucer, there is almost no
English poetry that goes out to a fifth foot. But in his later poems, Chaucer
extends the traditional tetrameter line out to pentameter, conveying a serious-
ness and cultivation and importance in English poetry. His poetry is marked by
the meter as learned, important, significant. Geoffrey Russom, a professor at
Brown, argues that pentameter is the meter of the State, of the powerful, and
has been since Chaucer. Certainly Chaucer and Shakespeare and Milton were
using pentameter (and in Milton’s case, deliberately imitating Latin meters).

Pentameter is still the mark of “serious” poetry (within limits, the further you
extend the line, the more serious your poetry is). Look, for example, at
Robinson Jeffers’ Shine, Perishing Republic:

While this America settles in the mould of its vulgarity, heavily thickening
to empire

And protest, only a bubble in the molten mass, pops and sighs out, and the
mass hardens,

I sadly smiling remember that the flower fades to make fruit, the fruit rots
to make earth.

Out of the mother; and through the spring exultances, ripeness and deca-
dence; and home to the mother
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See how those long lines make the reader wait for the payoff. They are only
limited in effect by the width of the page, which makes them wrap around and
thus, perhaps, be less effective than they are when they are read aloud.

Rhyme

Rhyme is the repetition of vowel and consonant combinations after the
stressed vowel in the word. The “after the stressed vowel” is important to
remember; it is the reason we cannot rhyme “singing” with “wronging” even
though both end in the same five letters. When we illustrate a rhyme scheme,
we use letters to mark matching rhymes A, B, C, AA BB, ABCBB and so
forth. There are innumerable rhyme schemes, but we will only examine the
most important.

The first of these is the couplet: a pair of lines ending with the same rhyme.
Most of The Canterbury Tales is written in rhyming couplets, and a couplet is
used to finish up an English sonnet. Couplets produce strong emphasis when
they are by themselves, but they can be tedious when spread over a long
text unless they are, like those by Chaucer, written by a master who can
keep a story going, even working past the natural terminator of the couplet at
the end of the line. Other popular patterns include AB AB AB, which is the
rhyme scheme used most frequently in popular music and traditional ballads.

The most famous
rhyme scheme in
English literature is
probably the sonnet.
This form was invented
in Italy and its original
form is the Petrarchan
sonnet, which is con-
structed from an octave
of eight lines (which are
two sets of quatrains—
four-line groupings), fol-
lowed by a sestet (six
lines, made up of two
groups of three). More
famous in English is the
Shakespearean or
English sonnet, which
follows a slightly differ-
ent pattern of three qua-
trains (which combine to

form twelve lines) and a concluding couplet.

Other rhyme schemes are more complex and lead us to stanzaic poetry,
poems that are built up of smaller units (but these units must be larger than
couplets). Chaucer, for example, uses rhyme royal for several of his tales,
and these are often particularly serious and detailed. Stanzaic rhymed poetry
also allows the poet to encapsulate specific ideas in individual stanzas. For
example, an ode is a formal and stately lyric that can be divided into three
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sections: the strophe, the antistrophe, and the
epode. The strophe is a statement, the antistro-
phe a reply, and the epode the conclusion to
some kind of rather formal debate.

Other patterns include the sestina, in which sin-
gle words rather than rhymes are repeated in a
complex pattern over multiple stanzas, and the
villanelle, which also uses a pattern of repetition.
In each case, the pattern used sets the poem in a
genre, thus generating expectations and the
effects an author can create by playing with those
expectations.

Less significant than meter, rhyme scheme, and poetic form is what I call
ornamentation, which includes repetition of individual consonant and vowel
sounds that are not rhymes. Alliteration, which in Old English was really the
only significant poetic form, is the repetition of stressed consonant sounds,
such as in Robert Frost’s Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening.
Assonance is the repetition of stressed vowel sounds.

These formal qualities of literature are important because part of the verbal
art of literature is making some kind of link between content and sound. This
is more explicit in poetry, but we can see it in prose as well, in stories like
James Joyce’s The Dead. So when we want to talk about poetry, we do not
just want to reduce it to paraphrase; we want to talk about what makes it a
poem, and part of what makes it a poem is the relationship between the form
and the content.

It is also important to note that poetry is not separate from all other literature
or even from ordinary speech. Poetry is all around us, not just in popular
music, of course, but in advertising and in regular conversation. “Dunkin
Donuts,” for example, would fit the old Germanic meter of Beowulf. There is
alliteration and a stress pattern, a meter. “All the news that’s fit to print” is a
dactyl plus two iambs.

Even free verse, which has for the time being taken over “serious” poetry
(though meter and rhyme are making comebacks even as we speak) has
metrical patterns beneath the surface. This is the modernist trick, and it is a
very good one: you create art that is not quite metrical or not quite rhyming,
but is close, so that you invoke some of the feel and even the authority of
the form without calling it to the surface of consciousness. We will see this
same approach more obviously in prose, where Modernism worked to simul-
taneously have structure and make that structure not necessarily traditional
or obvious.



1. What information might the audience of a poem extract from its
metrical pattern?

2. What effect can a poet have on his or her audience by extending lines
of poetry?
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oets are able to use our expectations about forms to good effect,
either fulfilling expectations or violating them, and the resulting
interaction between form and content is one of the key phenome-
na to note when discussing literature. But poetry is only one type

of literature and, although it is my favorite form, it is not even the most popu-
lar or influential today. We live still in the age of the novel, though we are per-
haps also in an age of drama, given the significance of films and television in
contemporary culture. Although structure is not as visible in prose as it is in
poetry, it is indeed there, and formal description of prose forms (novels, short
stories, essays) can be just as enlightening as formal descriptions of poems.

Pattern Recognition

Humans are sublime pattern-recognizers. We can find patterns in clouds,
rocks, water, and other natural forms, and we note patterns in narrative and
history, even when they may not be there. Therefore, it is not surprising that
humans, when they read literature, note patterns. And writers, when they cre-
ate literature, are likewise aware of the patterns that their readers perceive.

These patterns operate at different levels. There are patterns of narrative
(through which readers and authors know what “naturally” comes next in a
story) and patterns of design (such as a multi-point-of-view novel, a five-para-
graph essay, or a short story with an “epiphany” or “kicker” at the end). We
will begin with these larger, structural patterns and then spend the bulk of the
lecture examining narrative, what we would traditionally label “plot” in the old-
fashioned “plot, character, theme” approach to literature.

Think of what you expect to find when you pick up a fat paperback novel in
an airport bookstore. On the cover is a weapon of some kind, perhaps a flag
of a hostile nation, and a
background of what might
be fire. If you then start
reading a spare, poetic
meditation on life in the
countryside in old age, you
would be surprised.
Likewise, if you picked up a
thin book printed on good
paper with a soft-focus
flower on the cover, you
would be surprised and frus-
trated to discover an action-
adventure story or a murder

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita.

Lecture 8:
Form, Pattern, and Symbol: Prose
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mystery inside. These are simple patterns, and they are most evident in the
external elements of the story, but they are nevertheless there and important.

The same kinds of expectations are generated internally by a prose text. Not
only the apparently superficial characteristics such as size, binding, font,
cover and paper quality, but also the internal divisions and the layout convey
to a reader what sort of book this is. Sometimes the work of the publisher
conflicts with the intentions of the reader. Vladimir Nabokov’s Pale Fire is
supposed to be a poem, written on note cards, and a series of notes and
explanations about that poem. Lolita is supposed to be a manuscript written
by Humbert Humbert to explain his behavior. But when these texts are taken
together and bound in a nice green volume of The Collected Works of
Vladimir Nabokov, the author’s attempted illusion (of an academic volume, of
a confession) is made more difficult to sustain.

Similar patterns that operate at the level of organization, if not yet of narra-
tive, include the epistolary novel, which is written in the form of letters that tell
a particular story. This particular structure allows for complex and multi-level
irony, because the letters are (usually) from only one side of a conversation,
often allowing the reader to figure out (or guess) what the other side was and
what is really happening. Similar to the epistolary novel is the feigned manu-
script tradition, in which the novel one reads is supposed to be a transcription
of a found text, such as the manuscript in Jules Verne’s A Journey to the
Center of the Earth or the Nabokov texts discussed above. Partly, the episto-
lary and feigned manuscript traditions are attempts to bring verisimilitude to
novels, but I doubt that many readers actually think that the author has found,
rather than is inventing, these texts. Rather, the tradition of letters or a manu-
script just being transcribed builds up new kinds of irony, either because the
author or the characters or the feigned author knows some things and not
others that are different from what the readers know. Both epistolary novels
and feigned manuscripts also act as a kind of “frame narrative” (as we have
discussed previously) that adds a layer of complexity to a text as well as cre-
ating interesting problems of authority and ownership.

Now some readers may object that what I have been talking about is only
trivially true, and that readers have already discounted the external character-
istics of the book. What matters is the content of the book. And in any event,
the exterior material merely helps with genre identification, which we have
already discussed. But my point is simply that the expectations of a reader,
the pattern to which he or she compares a book, is present from the very
beginning, and as the reader reads more, more of the pattern emerges.

And the most important pattern, in prose, is the pattern of narrative, the
expectations that the reader has developed over many years of reading. For
example, one of the most famous narrative patterns is the “Quest Narrative,”
whose primary source is usually seen as the Arthurian quest for the Holy
Grail stories that begin with Chretien de Troyes and retain their popularity
until the present day. A clever critic does consciously what a regular reader
does unconsciously: read for pattern and extrapolate from one small part of a
text to the text as a whole. Likewise a “whodunit” or detective novel follows a
particular pattern that can be described abstractly, by a critic, or intuited by a
writer or reader.



Story Patterns

The great critic Northrop Frye made a close study of narrative patterns and
classified them according to three “modes” and five “ages.” This gives us fif-
teen categories, which you can see in the following table. Explaining each
specific category would be an exercise in tedium and not particularly helpful,
but it is worth a close look at the system as a whole to see how it works.

High Low
Myth Romance Mimetic Mimetic Ironic

Tragic dionysiac elegiac tragedy pathos scapegoat

Comic appolonian idyllic aristophanic Menadic sadism

Thematic scripture chronicle nationalism individualism discontinuity
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Frye thought of literature as somewhat “progressive” (exhibiting a tendency
to progress, not any particular political program). In the beginning, societies
had myth. Then they developed romance. It was only later that mimesis
(mimicking reality; “realism” if you like) was developed, and at first it was high
mimesis, which focused on large-scale, important events, such as tragedies
of nobles or national stories. Later, low mimetic literature, the kind where
realistic description of specific individuals, regardless of their importance in a
social hierarchy, evolves and makes readers more interested in the regular
life of their times. Finally, ironic literature is achieved. Ironic literature is more
about the relationships between author and reader and the effects that can
be generated by literature than it is about realism.

Within these five “ages,” Frye discerned three “modes,” the tragic, the comic,
and the thematic. Two of these are fairly obvious, though it is important to
note that not everything that Frye would classify as “comic” is comic in the
sense of being intended to make people laugh. It is instead in contrast to the
tragic mode, so texts with a happy ending can be called “comic.”

Frye’s great insight was to find a way to classify a very large proportion of
existing story patterns. I do not claim that he was right about everything, and
his system is probably too complicated to be particularly useful in the analysis
of any one text (particularly complex novels that cross over from category to
category), but he helps us to at least make some sense of the twin problems
faced by those who want to do pattern analysis: there is an enormous diversi-
ty of individual patterns but only a small number of more stereotyped, consis-
tent plans. A critic who is too focused on diversity misses the big patterns;
one who is too willing to make up very large categories misses the subtleties.
Frye’s fifteen categories, then, may be cumbersome, but they have the bene-
fit of balancing diversity and simplicity.

Archetypes

This simplified discussion of Frye’s categories leads us to our next area of
discussion, that of archetypes. In our terms, an archetype is the abstracted
form of a given pattern, but embodied in a particular text or character. So
while the category of “dionysiac” (which is the intersection of the age of myth
and the mode of tragedy) might include many stories and characters, the one
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that most clearly embodied the pattern could be Oedipus. He is the arche-
type. Critics who talk about archetypes think that our minds process and hold
information in terms of them, not in terms of abstract pattern recognition. New
research in neuroscience suggests that there might be some science behind
those ideas: human minds like to think of things happening because of
agents with specific characteristics, and so archetypes fit very well the pat-
terns in the mind.

The archetype idea is related to one of the more problematic approaches to
literature, the “collective unconscious” described (or, perhaps more accurate-
ly, invented) by Carl Jung. This is one of the ideas that has been most thor-
oughly abused by both literary critics and popular commentators, and it thus
has a very bad reputation. But there does seem to be a phenomenon of
cross-cultural archetypes that can be found in literature, particularly in the lit-
erature that is most important to various cultures, which tend to exhibit deep
patterns. Jung explained these patterns by suggesting that there was a
shared unconscious substrate upon which people were drawing to under-
stand and create stories.

The psychology that Jung and his followers are getting at may be held in
common not by anything mystical, but because most people grow up
enmeshed in relationships and conflicts among other specific relations: Most
people have mothers, fathers, siblings, uncles, and teachers. Some of these
conflicts and relationships may be created by rhetoric or cultural construc-
tions, but others are probably innate: there are going to be conflicts between
mother and child or child and sibling because our biological and social lives
include conflict for attention and resources.

There is a pattern in a variety of oral-traditional texts that is called the
Return Song. It often begins with a hero shouting in prison and disturbing a
woman whose child will not sleep or feed because of the hero’s shouts,
involves a variety of adventures, and then finally has the hero going back to
the home he has been exiled from. That pattern shapes the Odyssey and
many different epics from the former Yugoslavia. Then, by extension, it
shapes Virgil’s Æneid and thus all the medieval texts that try to build on the
Æneid, such as Layamon’s Brut. Other patterns we recognize would include
the romance pattern of the woman engaged to or promised to the “wrong”
man and the subsequent struggles to unite her with the “correct” suitor.
Likewise, patterns of betrayal, quest, or coming of age can be recognized
and thus inform a reading of different literary texts.

Symbols

These are patterns on the large scale. But there are also patterns on the
smaller scale, which leads us to one of the traditional topics of literary study:
the symbol. When we think of symbols we think of things like the A on Hester
Prynne’s dress or the pen in Death of a Salesman or the letter in Purloined
Letter or the beaded curtain in Hemingway’s short story “Hills Like White
Elephants.” A symbol somehow sums up and encapsulates an important
idea. It is an element that recalls to mind a larger pattern and somehow, art-
fully, includes information from that pattern.
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Symbols are able to call to mind larger complexes of information because
human pattern-recognition machinery is able to use a part to bring to mind 
a whole. The process is called metonymy, and a more specialized version 
is synecdoche. In both cases, the part stands for the whole (in Latin, pars
pro toto).

Calling the executive apparatus of the United States government “The White
House” is a form of metonymy; calling the ruler of England “the British Crown”
is synecdoche. In the first case we have a single thing that is part of a com-
plex representing that entire thing; in the second case, we have an actual
physical part (the crown is worn by the queen). But in essence the distinction
is pedantic. What is really important is that the symbol calls to mind some-
thing larger and more powerful than the symbol itself, but at the same time
the symbol is a concrete thing, an image, not an idea alone.

A symbol, then, is not precisely a metaphor, but it is related to a metaphor.
The simplest form of a metaphor is a logical relationship of the form X is like
Y (using “like” really makes this technically a simile, but for our purposes,
simile and metaphor are the same). The Greek word “metaphoros” means
something that carries something else from one place to another, and that is
what we use a metaphor to do. By saying X is like Y (or X is Y), we allow our-
selves to look at X in a new way, to treat X as if it is Y.

Symbols are like metaphors, but they are more accurately metonyms.
Metaphor shows similarity; metonymy shows connection. The deep, power-
ful, and hard-to-understand symbols usually have an element of metonymy.
Symbols, like story patterns, allow us to compress information into one 
neat package.

Nature is far too enormous to understand (though we have a general idea).
But we can picture a great white whale, and because that whale is a part of
nature that can stand in for the whole power, ferocity, and hostility of nature
(which, of course, are not the only aspects there are of nature), we get both
the metaphorical relationship—nature is like a big, white whale—and the
metonymic one—the great white whale, who is a part of nature, is also a lot
like nature. Then what we do to the great white whale mentally (how we
manipulate the symbol) is also being done to the more nebulous idea of
nature. The author who uses symbols can communicate an awful lot of infor-
mation in a short space and can more easily manipulate that information.

Because they are representations, because they are very compressed
maps, not complete territories, there is enormous room for interpretation. The
readers will fill that symbol with additional meaning that is not determined by
the author, or the symbol itself, because it cannot be. Melville may have
thought of Moby Dick as a symbol of Nature, but it’s easy enough to do a
reading of the novel where the Great White Whale stands for Death, for
instance. This phenomenon, when it is not clear what a symbol means, is the
ambiguity that the New Critics loved so much. So the A on Hester Prynne’s
dress means “Adultery,” but it starts to mean other things, such as defiance,
love, guilt, and even freedom. It is not so much that we cannot be sure exact-
ly what Hawthorne meant, because we can make some good guesses based
on letters or cultural context or ideology, but that does not mean we know
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everything that his great symbol means. Because in order for it to have emo-
tional resonance as a symbol, there has to be room inside for the reader to
pour in interpretation.

Then there is the question of shared symbols. Some symbols are thought to
have deep psychological resonance, and again there may be a neurobiologi-
cal basis for such observations. For example, evolutionary psychologists say
that fears of the dark, heights, spiders, and snakes are all partially hardwired
in humans, so it would make sense that these images or symbols would have
deep psychological resonance. Human bodies are also symbolic, particularly
sexualized bodies; the things that can happen to bodies (mutilation, rape,
incest, murder) are deeply symbolic.

James Joyce’s “The Dead” is often considered to be the single greatest
short story of the twentieth century. As you read the story, be alert for the
way that the rooms and the characters’ entry into them is described. You will
notice a consistent narrowing: characters move inside and into corners, into a
little pantry, into various rooms. Look for warmth and happiness and light
being constantly but subtly undercut by waves of cold air and uncomfortable
pauses. At the heart of the story is the line “Snow is general all over Ireland.”
Also note how even in the happy conversations phrases about death appear.
They are not usually the focus, but in the end all these little topics start to
become symbols. Look also for the pattern of Gabriel Conroy saying things
that he thinks are clever or kind or witty and having them go slightly awry.
Note that toward the end of the story, the party and Gabriel’s speech seem to
have been a success—except for these cold undertones. Then pay particular
attention to the visual details in the climactic scene with Gabriel and Gretta
and note the drooping of the upper of Gretta’s boot. This blending of images
and symbols works to set you up for what Joyce called the key moment of
any story, the epiphany.

Joyce thought that the deep and piercing realization of an important truth—
whether for the individual character or for humanity in general—was the dri-
ving force behind any piece of literature. This idea has absolutely taken
over contemporary writing, which is driven by epiphanies (particularly in the
short story).

The epiphany in “The Dead” occurs in the last few paragraphs. Here Joyce
is at his masterful best, combining ideas, images, and even sound patterns
so that his story works at the intellectual and emotional level.

Literature achieves its greatest effects when it works at these multiple levels,
tying together both content and form to create art. 



1. What was Northrop Frye’s great insight?

2. What is the relationship between symbol and metaphor?
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sychological interpretations of literature can be seen as reaching all
the way back to St. Augustine’s Confessions. Augustine discussed
what it was like to read and how the mind reacts to ideas, and his
works are still worth reading today even for non-Christians. But

although there is not a complete gap between the Late Antique period and the
twentieth century, it is not a great distortion to say that the modern psychologi-
cal approach to literature really began with Sigmund Freud.

Freud

In contemporary culture, Freud has a bad reputation, much of it well
deserved. But Freud can be valuable. Eric Kandel, a Nobel Prize-winning
neuroscientist, argues most eloquently in his In Search of Memory that
Freud was just unfortunate to be born one hundred years too early. Had he
been born later, he would have been a neuroscientist and used his vast
intellect not for speculation, but for real science. In any event, instead of
focusing on what Freud got wrong (Oedipus complex, death instinct, physio-
logical site of the female orgasm, castration complex, the source of the
incest taboo), let us focus on what Freud got right: that a vast portion of the
human mind is unconscious and that unconscious processes shape our con-
scious lives enormously.

The unconscious is very important in literature, both in creation and analysis.
Twentieth-century writers were mostly convinced that Freud’s explanations
were correct. They, therefore, wrote their novels and plays and poems under
the assumption that the unconscious mind worked the way Freud said it did.
So even if Freud was mostly wrong, it would be worth looking at his theories
the same way we look at medieval theories of humors and bloodletting: even
though we know they do not explain medical conditions at all, they explain
what people at that time believed to be true. Finally, Freud himself was very
much influenced by literature, especially Shakespeare, and so literature may
be the one place where his theories actually work.

On the other hand, a real psychology, one based on cognitive neuroscience
and empiricism rather than rationalism, talk-therapy, and guessing, would cer-
tainly be a welcome replacement for Freudian readings in literature. And it is
also worth noting that Freudianism is one of the areas of literary study in
which terrible scholarship is particularly common. Yes, according to Freud,
swords are phallic and caves are vaginal. Who would have guessed?

But let us look at a good Freudian reading, one that seems to explain a text.
Because Shakespeare’s Hamlet deals with the death of a father, a son’s duty
for and hesitation about revenge, and a mother’s new husband, it is the locus

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is William Shakespeare’s Hamlet.

Lecture 9:
Literature and the Mind
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classicus of Freudian interpretations. Freud structured his ideas about the
growth and maturation of the psyche around psychosocial development. He
believed that a child was polymorphously perverse by nature, desiring in a
way that was both sexual and non-sexual to be united to the parent of the
opposite sex and eliminate the parent of the same sex. This is the famous
Oedipus Complex. Freudians believe that Oedipal desires are repressed in
people, leading to mental illness in some. In the case of Hamlet, this repres-
sion is seen as being so strong that Hamlet appears to have no desire at all
to destroy his father who is, we note, already dead.

But that is exactly the problem. Hamlet has been put in a position of the ful-
fillment of his repressed wish. Because his father is dead, Hamlet could pos-
sess his mother (again, this happens unconsciously; we are not supposed to
imagine a scene of Hamlet and Gertrude actually engaging in intercourse). All
Hamlet has to do is to kill Claudius, which is his duty anyway. But Hamlet
does not do so and instead hesitates. The Freudian interpretation of the hesi-
tation is that Hamlet’s unconscious mind knows that if he does kill Claudius
and revenge his father, he will then have to commit incest with his mother
(again, not in real life, or even in the play, but unconsciously). The Freudian
interpretation takes a key question about Hamlet—Why does he hesitate?—
and links it to a deep psychological pattern. Hamlet is caught in a double-
bind, between duty and psychological desire, but the cleverness of the
Freudian interpretation is to suggest that the double bind is not what it
appears to be. There are additional ramifications of these desires that can be
seen in Hamlet’s treatment of Ophelia and other behaviors (but using these
as evidence is somewhat problematic, because to some degree the theory
was based around Freud’s knowledge of Hamlet). But just from this brief
sketch, it is possible to see why Freudian interpretations were so compelling
to critics: they are clever, they look at deep patterns within a work of litera-
ture, and they seem to explain otherwise cryptic motivations and behaviors.

But Freudianism became somewhat of a literary dead end after the begin-
ning of the twentieth century. In part, the interpretations were too predictable
and critics got tired of noting castration anxieties and phallic symbols. But a
follower and extender of Freud’s, the French psychologist Jacques Lacan,
provided a different set of insights into literature and the mind.

Lacan

Lacan began as a Freudian, but he wanted to focus on the key role of lan-
guage and the symbolic in the human psyche, and this is one reason why lit-
erature scholars found Lacan so appealing even though his “science” is now
fallen almost completely out of favor.

Lacan’s major claim was that language itself had agency. Freud’s explana-
tions of jokes, slips of the tongue, and dreams as illustrative of unconscious
processes were explained by Lacan as the workings of language itself; lan-
guage was influencing, shaping, and modifying the mind. Thus for Lacan it is
language that creates the Ego and, most significantly, separates it from the
Other. These terms are Lacan’s refinements of Freud’s Ego, Id, and
Superego. The Ego or the Self exists in a dialectical relationship with the
Other. Language and speech originate in the Other (because a person learns
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language from other people), but they shape the Self. Lacan’s “Other”
becomes an enormously important concept in criticism, and many critics who
have never read Lacan still use it in different concepts. The key insight is that
the Self projects onto the Other things that the Self has anxiety about. So, for
instance, if the Self is worried about violence or cannibalism or sexuality or
failure, it finds ways, through language, to push those concepts onto the
Other, however that is constructed. For Lacan, the unconscious is the
“Discourse of the Other.”

Another key concept for Lacan is the “Mirror Stage.” It is at this point in the
child’s development that he (Lacan uses masculine pronouns) recognizes
himself in the mirror and connects that image to the self. Bad Lacanian criti-
cism is filled with discussions of the “Mirror Stage” every time someone walks
past a mirror, but we do see this stage as a part of social and individual
development often in children’s literature.

Lacan’s other major concept is that of Lack. The Self is seen as always lack-
ing something that, if it could only get that something, would make the Self
complete. Since the Self is constituted by being separate from the Other, this
Lack can never be filled.

In Edgar Allan Poe’s The Purloined Letter, no one ever learns what is in the
letter; it is the letter itself, or rather, its Lack, that drives the entire plot. If we go
back to Saussurean terms, the sign made up of the signifier and the signified,
we can interpret the letter as a signifier without, for most of the story, any sig-
nified attached to it. Therefore, people can pour into that empty signifier all
manner of interpretations. What is in the letter is what other people Lack and
thus want to find in it.

Our discussion of psychology here has led us to one of the big traditional
topics in literature: character. But there is a problem in these psychological
approaches: they treat characters as if they were real people, not creations
of authors made through language. In other words, characters are a map,
not a territory. Contemporary criticism, for all its faults, is much better at
examining character and characters as creations, not as real people. But no
matter how hard we try to think of characters as characters and not as peo-
ple, we find ourselves slipping back into that old approach. Humans tend to
think of things as agents, entities that have minds and that do things for rea-
sons. We are much better at reasoning about agents than we are about
abstract principles, so we see a collection of words and create from that a
representation of an agent, a person, a character. And one of the great
things about literature is the creation of characters, of memorable characters
whom we sometimes feel we know better than we know real people. But
there is a logical loop here as well: When we think of real people, we almost
always describe them in the ways we describe literary characters. We
abstract, we generalize, and then we go back and revel in the specifics.
More than theme, even more than plot, the specifics are what make us love
character, and when we talk about literature, we can focus on this aspect of
character. Daniel Dennett calls the self a “Narrative Center of Gravity.” If he
is correct, then literary conventions about characters and the characters in
literature and the processes of telling a story help to make us who we are.



1. Why did Freudianism become something of a literary dead end at the
beginning of the twentieth century?

2. What was Jacques Lacan’s major claim and how did it influence 
literary criticism?
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ostmodernism was the dominant critical mode of the 1980s and
1990s and is still very influential today, but outside of the acade-
my—and even inside the academy to many people—it has a very
bad reputation.

Postmodernism has a reputation for being particularly obscure, unnecessari-
ly complicated, and politically biased. But there are also some important
insights that have developed from postmodernist investigations of literature.

Origins: Ferdinand de Saussure

Postmodernism really starts with the work of the linguist Ferdinand de
Saussure. Saussure was an old-fashioned comparative philologist who did
his Ph.D. on vowel gradations. He also postulated that Proto-Indo-European,
the ancestral language for most of Western Europe, had possessed what is
called a laryngeal consonant. Later, the discovery of Hittite showed that
Saussure had been right.

But Saussure is most famous (and perhaps wrongly interpreted) for his work
on the underlying structure of language. His Course on General Linguistics
was put together by students who had attended his lectures; it was not direct-
ly written by him. But it was one of the most important works for literary criti-
cism in the entire twentieth century. In it Saussure argued that the linguistic
sign was made up of the signifier (the noise) and the signified (the thing
being represented). Saussure insisted that the relationship of signifier to sig-
nified was arbitrary; there was no logical relationship between the sounds 
“T-R-E-E” and the large plant that provides shade, fruit, and maple syrup.

This structural approach to language was widely accepted and almost imme-
diately picked up by scholars in other disciplines, most significantly the
anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss. Levi-Strauss saw culture as being struc-
tured around binary categories; his most famous were the raw and the
cooked. Raw things were natural; cooked had been processed by culture.
Levi-Strauss analyzed cultures in terms of these binary oppositions, and
other researchers followed. The entire program was also given additional
impetus through the linguistic work of Noam Chomsky, who argued that lan-
guage had a deep structure (a linguistic logic) and a surface structure. In the
1950s and 1960s, a veritable industry of structuralists arose. They investigat-
ed literature in terms of these binary oppositions the same way that Levi-
Strauss examined culture.

Readers well grounded in philosophy or politics may recognize this pattern
of analysis as going back to Hegel and Marx, and Marx was an enormous
influence on the structuralists. Marx had analyzed society in terms of base

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Claude Levi-Strauss’s
Structural Anthropology.

Lecture 10:
What Is Postmodernism and

Why Are People Saying Such Horrible Things About It?
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(economic relations) and superstructure (just about everything else), and
these categories were mapped on to the structuralist project as well. These
predecessors of postmodernism, then, were working with this idea that there
are social structures, which often divide up the world into binary oppositions.

It was in this context that the revolutionary theorists of the 1960s arose.
Jacques Derrida, Roland Barthes, and Michel Foucault, to name the “big
three,” all wanted to go beyond structuralism. Also, although no one likes to
talk about this very much, they were all Marxists of one kind or another, and
they sought to bring about revolutionary change in French society. The real
intellectual history is somewhat more complicated than what I am presenting,
and it might be worth noting that much of the post-structuralist work was also
informed by the theories of the Frankfurt School Marxists. It can also be seen
as a reaction against the imposing figure of Jean Paul Sartre.

Jacques Derrida

Jacques Derrida was the most influential of the “big three” (though Foucault
may be surpassing him now). Derrida began with the arbitrary nature of the
sign and the underlying binary oppositions that Levi-Strauss had postulated
as being the foundations of culture. He argued that Western culture and intel-
lectual history were structured around binary oppositions between light and
dark, male and female, self and other. Each of these pairs had a favored
term: light, male, up, white. But that favored term depended for its very exis-
tence upon the other, unfavored terms. So the binary opposition, which
required for its very existence two separate terms in a category, was at its
heart incoherent. Derrida then proposed to deconstruct what he saw as the
foundational categories of Western culture. This deconstruction, his followers
argued, would allow for an overturning of oppressive structures of Western
civilization. Needless to say, it did not work out that way.

But deconstruction did put powerful tools in the hands of literary critics. They
could troll through literature looking for binary oppositions and, when they
found them, they could deconstruct them by showing that the favored term
depended upon the unfavored term. So, for instance, in Shakespeare’s The
Tempest, deconstructionist scholars examined the opposition between
Prospero, representative of learning and civilization, and Caliban, representa-
tive of bestial nature. Caliban is the “other” who represents the opposite of
Prospero, but the latter’s civilization is utterly dependent upon the former.
This type of relationship turns up in many texts that deal with non-Western
subjects, even imaginary ones like Caliban.

The problem with deconstruction, and with Derrida’s ideas in general, is that
he did not, apparently, read his Wittgenstein. This is a problem because
Derrida’s entire system relies upon an assumption that thought has to be
structured on these binary oppositions, which both require clear boundaries
and, in the end, collapse because the boundaries cannot be maintained. But
Wittgenstein had already shown that a great majority, perhaps most of the
categories by which we reason, are not at all clear cut. So Derrida’s critique
itself collapses. As John Searle shows, it is perfectly possible to reason with
fuzzy categories, and so the essential argument about binary structure under-
lying all Western thought is not correct.
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Roland Barthes

Roland Barthes is the second member of the “big three,” and the hardest to
categorize or summarize. I believe that he is the most “literary” of these
philosophers, and his work has perhaps held up best, but it is also much
harder to find a clear program in his work.

In Writing Degree Zero, Barthes tried to figure out what aspects of writing
were original and which were derivative. He noted that as soon as one author
figured out something original, new authors would start to copy that writer. So
if the writer wanted to stay ahead of convention, cliché, and formula, the
writer had to constantly be figuring out new things to do. There must be a
process of continual change. And if you believe that “originality” and avoid-
ance of convention are the most important things about writing, then Barthes
is right, and thus presents a strong argument for the “progressive” view of lit-
erature. But, as we have already discussed, there are other views of litera-
ture, including the idea that working within a tradition or a genre is also a wor-
thy approach.

The hard Barthesian ideas about originality seem to contradict Barthes’s
own “The Death of the Author.” But these positions can be reconciled if we
note that Barthes is trying to link not so much the Author but the conventions
of discourse, particularly of writing.

Barthes’s radical politics come through in his semiology, the study of signs.
In trying to found this discipline, Barthes argued that bourgeois society impos-
es symbolic meanings upon signs in order to force its values onto others.
Those who dislike bourgeois society will find this sinister. Others will not. But
later scholars did draw upon Barthes to argue that the imposition of symbolic
order is not only based on class, but also on race, gender, and sexuality.

Barthes’s study of signs is useful in performing literary criticism, whether or
not we agree with his specific politics. For example, in Arthur Miller’s Death of
a Salesman, Willy Loman’s son Biff had waited six hours to try to borrow
money from his former boss. He eventually realizes that Oliver, the boss,
doesn’t even remember him. Biff, distraught, steals Oliver’s valuable fountain
pen, thus ruining his chances of ever borrowing the money. In Barthes’s sys-
tem of signs, the pen represents many ideas, all overlapping, including
wealth, power, the American dream, and even that masculine power repre-
sented by, in Lacanian terms, the “phallus.”

Michel Foucault

Michel Foucault was famously interested in power, although he refused to
define what he meant by the word. Foucault asserted that societies use
power not merely to repress behavior of which they disapprove, but also to
produce truth and desire. Foucault was particularly interested in madness
and its definition, and in the idea of surveillance. But his most important point
was that power was not just repressive; it was productive. A Foucaultian
analysis of literature might look at Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter and note
that by forcing Hester Prynne to wear the A, puritan society is not merely
repressing sexual misbehavior (as they see it). Rather, they are producing
identity (in both Hester and Pearl) and desire.
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The rejection of the idea of a transcendental meaning (that there is a single,
important meaning that is always the same regardless of who is reading the
text) was always implicit in much of the best earlier criticism, but the post-
modernists made it explicit, even if they sometimes went too far with the
stereotyped (but with a grain of truth) criticism that they always said “mean-
ing is impossible.” If language can change in meaning over time (and of
course it does), it only makes sense to say that literature, particularly great
literature, changes in meaning.

The New Critics (the early through mid-twentieth century Anglophone schol-
ars whom the postmodernists fought against) thought ambiguity made litera-
ture great: the A on Hester Prynne’s shirt was a brilliant symbol because you
could not be sure exactly what it meant. But while that approach works for
many symbols, and for the scarlet letter itself, much other great literature is
not necessarily or formally ambiguous. It can be specific, partial, and very
clear. Postmodernism helps to explain why clear, unambiguous writing can
still produce ambiguous interpretation.

The real danger in this approach is solipsism, the idea that literature means
whatever I want it to mean (and Stanley Fish’s “interpretive community” theory
only defers this problem; it does not solve it). I do think there might be some
potential solutions to the problem of meaning. But at this point we should note
that postmodernism had some success to go with its excesses, and that it did
have one undeniably significant achievement: the focus on the identities of
authors and readers and the ways that texts help to make those identities.



1. In what ways did Marx influence the structuralists?

2. What problem can be identified with deconstruction and with Derrida’s
ideas in general?
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s
The Yellow Wallpaper and Other Stories.

Lecture 11:
Identity Politics

ome scholars see the most significant development of the post-
modernist project to be the explosion of literary criticism that
focuses on race, class, gender, and sexuality.

Just like postmodernism, these approaches, which have a com-
mon methodological core but are often disparate, have a very bad reputation
outside of academia and even within academia but outside the humanities.
Harold Bloom calls them the schools of resentment: feminism, multicultural-
ism, gay studies, Marxism, even Lacanian psychoanalytical criticism. And
some of that bad reputation is deserved. However, women’s studies, post-
colonial studies, and gay studies in literature have undeniable achievements
that can enrich our study of literature.

Identity Politics Scholarship

As with most postmodernism, the foundation of identity-politics scholarship is
Marxism (which may be, for many readers, a reason to discount it). Marx had
established the idea of a base (all things economic) and a superstructure
(everything else). Postmodernists found any number of binary oppositions in
these relationships that always collapsed down to the ruling class, the domi-
nant, maintaining hegemony on the exploited classes. This was not new. But
the new development was to focus on the exploitation and domination of
classes of people organized not only by social class, but by gender, race,
sexuality, and colonial status.

This basic approach, informed by Derrida’s deconstruction, armed with
Foucault’s counter-discourses on power, and taking Barthes’s idea of a sym-
bolic order that allowed the bourgeoisie to impose its values on others, was
further enriched and developed by members of the Frankfurt School (fore-
most among them Theodore Adorno and Walter Benjamin). One key piece of
Marxist dogma that was re-taken up and applied everywhere was the idea
that any piece of literature that does not illustrate its own methods of produc-
tion is engaged in mystification and thus supports the capitalist system.

Class-based Analysis

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight was written in the northwest of England,
away from London though at the same time as Chaucer. The poem begins on
Christmas Day, when a gigantic green knight rides into King Arthur’s court
and challenges the knights there to a game: the Green Knight will endure one
blow, but whoever strikes him must endure a blow back. Gawain (in place of
Arthur) accepts the challenge and cuts off the Green Knight’s head. But the
Green Knight simply picks up his head and tells Gawain to meet him in one
year at the Green Chapel. So Gawain goes on a long quest and ends up at
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the castle of Lord Bertilak, who tells him that the Green Chapel is close.

Bertilak and Gawain engage in an exchange game: whatever Bertilak gains
hunting, he will give Gawain; likewise, whatever Gawain gains in his day in
the castle, he will give to Bertilak.

This bargain sets the groundwork for three scenes of temptation, where the
Lady of the castle tries to seduce Gawain. Each time he politely rebuffs her
and receives only kisses, which he gives to Bertilak. The third time, she offers
him a ring, and he refuses. But then she offers her green girdle, which has
the power of protecting him from injury. Because Gawain fears being killed by
the Green Knight, he accepts the girdle. But to Lord Bertilak, he only gives
the kisses, not the green belt.

The next day, Gawain goes to the Green Chapel. The Green Knight swings
at his neck once, and Gawain flinches. The Knight swings a second time, and
Gawain flinches. He swings a third time and nicks Gawain’s neck.

It turns out that Lord Bertilak and the Green Knight are the same, and that
Gawain had been sorely tested, but had passed at the end. The nick was
Gawain’s penance for not reporting the girdle. Gawain confesses his behavior
to Bertilak, who forgives him, and Gawain decides to wear the girdle always
as a sign of penance. But when he returns to the court of King Arthur, every-
one starts wearing green girdles in a sign of solidarity.

To understand the class-based analysis, you need to know that there were
considered to be three Estates in society in the Middle Ages. The bellatores
(those who fight), the oratores (those who pray; the Church), and the labora-
tores (those who work). In Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, we see the first
estate, the rulers, usurping the legitimate powers of the second estate: we
see noblemen testing, offering forgiveness, and assigning penance. The first
estate is trying to take over from the second.

This class-based analysis (developed by Allen Frantzen and other contem-
porary critics) of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight shows how a focus on
class conflict can be illuminating. It is also a good antidote to the kinds of
class-focused analysis that leaves readers feeling that they have not so much
been studying literature but instead have just sat through some incredibly
tedious Committee of the Revolution.

Feminist Criticism

Women’s studies, or feminist criticism (although I may often conflate them,
they are not entirely the same), has quite a long pedigree that goes back
before the rise of postmodernism. Of all of the sub-fields gathered under the
umbrella of “identity politics,” feminist criticism is the most fully disciplinary
and the most thoroughly developed intellectually. Feminist criticism has intel-
lectual footholds in a variety of other periods (from the medieval to the con-
temporary) and within all of the various postmodern approaches discussed.
Feminist criticism has a larger body of scholarship and is also more thor-
oughly engaged in other fields. However, race-focused and sexuality-
focused literature is quickly evolving and may catch up to feminist criticism
relatively soon, or the various postmodern, identity-focused subfields may
merge together.
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The first stages of feminist criticism are probably the most familiar. Critics
wanted to find and discuss literature by women and about women. Allen
Frantzen called this the “Women in” stage of criticism. Its effects were to
bring more female writers to the attention of mainstream criticism and to
focus new attention on questions of gender. This stage of feminist criticism
recovered long-lost or neglected authors, such as Margery Kempe and Julian
of Norwich from the Middle Ages or Aemilia Lanyer from the Renaissance.
The most famous such recovery was Alice Walker’s effort to bring Zora Neale
Hurston into the literary canon.

Simultaneous with the recovery of female writers was a new focus on female
characters and sensibilities. This was part of feminist criticism’s theoretical
project as well. Feminist scholars noted that the literary canon and literary
criticism was organized around practices of “reading like a man”: texts con-
struct their ideal readers, and these readers were, in nearly all cases (includ-
ing in work by female authors), constructed as masculine. Critics noted that
women were able to “read like a man” because that was how the texts con-
structed their readers, but that a different approach to “reading like a woman”
could provide different insights about the work.

An important milestone in feminist criticism is The Madwoman in the Attic,
published by Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar in 1979. Gilbert and Gubar
focus on Mr. Rochester’s mad wife Bertha, who is locked in the attic in
Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre. They argue that women writers are interpreted
as mad, that categories of madness are forced upon women writers.
Madness, for them, became a metaphor of female anger and revolt. An
excellent example of this phenomenon, which Gilber and Gubar discuss, is
Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s The Yellow Wallpaper, a terrifying story of a
woman’s descent into madness caused, in no small part, by the efforts of her
husband and doctor to prevent her from writing.

Other successful feminist approaches include the analysis of gendered dis-
courses: ways of talking that have gender binaries built in to them. For exam-
ple, feminist scholars noted that women tend to be mapped on to the object
position (the subject of the sentence performs the action; the object receives
the action). The object position, then, was feminized. Male figures thus tend
to resist that position, and we do in fact see such discomfort with the object
position in Chaucer, where the poet resists being positioned in such a way
that he is the one being interpreted rather than doing the interpretation.

However, interpreting all object positions as feminized was a problem for
some gender-focused critics. The key problem was one of essentialism versus
contingency or social-constructedness. On the one hand were critics who
believed that there was something essentially different about women (and, for
the most part, that this difference was better). Other critics argued, however,
that the experience of women was entirely socially constructed. Judith Butler,
probably the most famous feminist theorist, tried to solve the problem by say-
ing that gender is “performative”; gender was what you did, not necessarily
who you were. Many feminist scholars were inspired by the idea of perfor-
mance and used it to link more closely criticism focused on gender with criti-
cism focused on sexuality. But Butler was uneasy with the way her ideas had
been adopted, and she challenged what she saw as the overuse of “performa-
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tivity,” instead arguing that the roles that one could perform were strictly limited
by society. Contemporary feminist criticism has not yet resolved these theoret-
ical differences and there is a wide variety of opinion and critical practice.

Postcolonial Studies

Postcolonial studies is somewhat narrower in intellectual compass than
feminist theory. Postcolonialism began by examining the experience of
Anglophone and Francophone writers from former colonies of the British 
and French empires. These writers published in English or French, but they
were aware of a constant tension between their own writing and the experi-
ence of people in the colonies and former colonies and the language and
experience of the empires.

Writers took a deconstructive turn in their analysis, but this time they used
the terms “margin” and “center.” The center (London, Paris) could not exist
without the margin (Jamaica, Algeria, Polynesia), but at the same time the
center was always trying to “marginalize” the colony and the colonial writer.

This particular analytical discourse has been very powerful. For example,
James Joyce is now seen as very involved in the postcolonial project, the
freeing of Ireland from British control. Although I do not doubt that this was
important to Joyce, I am not convinced that the politics of Irish home rule are
the most important things in his writings. Sometimes, it seems to me, too
much is made of the potential political references and structuring in a text.

Possibly the most famous postcolonial essay is “Three Women’s Texts and
a Critique of Imperialism” by Gayatri Spivak. Spivak argues that Jane Eyre is
really about imperialism, that we see multiple examples of the necessity of
controlling the riches of empire in objects imported from Jamaica, India,
Ireland, and Africa. Thus, says Spivak, the active ideology of imperialism dri-
ves the progression of the story. I see Jane Eyre as being much more about
love, duty, and the passage from different kinds of synthetic families to a real
family. Minor mentions of imperially derived products seem to me largely tan-
gential (however, I am in the minority among critics).

Edward Said’s Orientalism argued that the West created the Orient as
“Other,” not saying what it was actually doing but projecting things onto it
that the West was worried about. So Victorian concerns about sexual
license, violence, and other anxieties were projected onto the East. People
who wrote about the East often knew very little about it. I believe that Said
painted with far too broad a brush and he was entirely too monomaniacal
about his preferred critical approach and preferred politics. But this approach
has been exceedingly successful and is one of the major strands of literary
study today.

Queer Studies

Another significant approach, coming from Michel Foucault’s History of
Sexuality, is often called “Queer Studies,” a way of recapturing a derogatory
term. Queer Studies focuses on sexuality in literature. Although it began with
a search for “queer” authors and characters, the field has now expanded to
study not just homosexuality but the entire sexual spectrum. As we discussed
previously, theorists of sexuality like Freud and Lacan derived many of their
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ideas from literature, so Queer Studies is in some ways working parallel to
psychological approaches to literature, albeit with a tighter focus.

Queer Studies has often found ways to illuminate previously difficult or
opaque passages in literature. For example, Chaucer’s Pardoner is often
described as the first homosexual in literature (or the first angry homosexual
in literature). Chaucer portrays this character as having long, flaxen hair, star-
ing eyes, and a high voice “like a goat.” The narrator wonders if the Pardoner
is a “gelding or a mare,” and scholarship has wondered for centuries if the
Pardoner is meant to be a eunuch or a homosexual.

Before the Pardoner tells his tale, he informs the company that he is a “full
vicious man” who cheats people by selling them empty pardons and false
relics. But then the Pardoner tells a story that is as perfect an example of a
medieval popular sermon as one can ever find, inspiring his hearers to good
behavior. Afterwards, he invites the other pilgrims to come forward and kiss
his relics. The Host of the pilgrimage, Harry Bailey, reacts with utter fury, say-
ing that he would like to rip off the Pardoner’s testicals and enshrine them in
a “hog’s turd.” This violent response, and the sexualization of Harry Bailey’s
words, is a major interpretive crux in Chaucer criticism. But scholars who
study Chaucer through the lens of Queer Theory have argued that the
Pardoner’s successful performance and then singling out of the Host have
brought on a full-blown sexual panic that causes Bailey to threaten the
Pardoner in a sexualized way. This is not the only explanation of this enig-
matic scene, but it is more convincing than most others, thus showing the
value of queer studies in approaching literature—even texts over six hundred
years old.

Identity politics may not be the future of literary studies, but it is certainly the
present, perhaps being the dominant approach in the contemporary academy.
Because language, text, author, and reader are all tied up with identity, and
because identity is tied up with group membership and politics, the questions
raised by identity-politics approaches to literature are not likely to go away.
However, the fields themselves are likely to be merged back into general liter-
ary studies, as different critics adopt specific techniques and approaches with-
out necessarily taking up specific, political approaches as a whole.



1. How can Sir Gawain and the Green Knight be viewed in the light of a
class-based analysis?

2. How were the literary canon and literary criticism organized around prac-
tices of “reading like a man”?
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ultural studies is famous for allowing English professors to study
Buffy the Vampire Slayer or pulp fiction novels from the 1940s or
action figures or Oprah or just about anything and call it scholar-
ship. And one strong strand of cultural studies is the application of

literary theoretical approaches to phenomena from popular rather than literary
culture. But scholars also do “cultural studies” on texts and artifacts from ear-
lier periods. Cultural studies allows scholars to apply the tools of literary
scholarship to laws, history, dress, architecture, and other elements of culture
in periods ranging from the medieval through the contemporary.

The basic idea, which is a good one, is that literature is but one part of com-
plex culture, so separating it out and studying it on its own, without reference
to the history, politics, technology, and other elements of the culture gives a
scholar an impoverished view of both literature and culture. And because cul-
ture is in part shaped by literature, it makes sense (to those who do cultural
studies) to turn the tools of literary analysis to the larger problems of culture,
trying to track cycles of cultural production, transmission, and production, fol-
lowing the flow of culture as it shifts and divides, fragments, and coalesces.

“Cultural studies” started out as a kind of quasi-Marxist approach that was
going to look not only at high literature, but at the culture in general. This his-
torical origin is probably the root of many of the problems with cultural studies
and why the field has a bad reputation outside of academia (as do postmod-
ernism and identity-politics approaches). The problem is that nearly every
article in cultural studies at some point shows that “X is culturally construct-
ed.” But the article has usually started with the assumption that almost every-
thing else in the culture is “culturally constructed,” so “X is culturally con-
structed” arises as an almost automatic conclusion.

This methodological system gives people excuses for writing silly things like
“the body is culturally constructed” or “cancer is culturally constructed” (no
one would deny that there are aspects of the body or of the social engage-
ment with cancer that are cultural, but the actual things, bodies and cancer
cells, are obviously not). Another problem for much cultural studies that
focuses on phenomena like advertising and popular culture is the godlike
powers often attributed to marketers, advertising executives, and Hollywood
directors. Anyone who has actually worked in these fields knows that many
decisions are made (poorly) by committees, that well-planned campaigns
often flop, and that specific images or sounds that are often thoroughly exam-
ined by scholars were in fact chosen out of a bin of clip art or sound files by a
single artist or designer with no access to or interest in focus-group data,
using only intuition, and failing as often as he or she succeeds.

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Michael D.C. Drout’s How
Tradition Works: A Meme-Based Cultural Poetics of the Anglo-Saxon
Tenth Century.

Lecture 12:
Culture and Cultural Production

C

L
E

C
T

U
R

E
 T

W
E

L
V

E

68



69

But cultural studies is valuable, so valuable, in fact, that I do much of my
own technical research trying to create a theory of culture that will work more
effectively than those currently in place.

Mechthild Gretsch, in The Intellectual Foundations of the English Benedictine
Reform, argues that the small group of monks who utterly reshaped English
culture in the tenth century were particularly interested in examining the mean-
ing (and hence the translation into Old English) of certain Latin words and
marking out what might be otherwise very subtle distinctions. For instance, the
Latin word corona can be a concrete noun, “a crown worn by a ruler,” but it
can also be more abstract or metaphorical, the “crown of martyrdom” or the
“crown of eternal life” or the “crown of virginity.” Although the Latin words are
the same, the Reformers were very careful to mark the distinction in Old
English, translating physical crowns as “helm” or “cynehelm” and metaphorical
crowns as “wuldorbeag.” Furthermore, Gretsch shows that the origins of this
intellectual distinction probably come from a small group of monks studying
the Latin Psalter (the collection of the Psalms). Then Gretsch demonstrates
that a work of art, the Benedictional of Saint Æthelwold, a lavish book made
for Bishop Æthelwold’s personal use, contains depictions of crowns and halos
on various religions and secular figures that are consistent with these distinc-
tions and show a keen interest on the part of the compiler and artist in crowns
and crown symbolism. This is cultural studies, scholarship that shows how
ideas develop, circulate, and cross generic or formal boundaries.

Cultural Replication

My students would call this (with affection, I hope) the “Wacky Drout Theory”
part of the course, because I am now going to present my own technical
research as a way to expand upon and improve cultural studies.

I suggest beginning with the question, “How do you build a culture?” and then
with the answer, “We have no idea how to do that; it’s too complicated.”
People would say this, I think, because we do not really build cultures. They
evolve, just like life-forms, but through a different set of processes. Every other
entity in the universe that evolves does so through the differential reproduction
of replicating entities. We call this process “Natural Selection” and Daniel
Dennett has relabeled it as “Universal Darwinism.”

My contention is that, in the large scale, over long periods of time, cultures
work the same way as ecosystems: They evolve to fit their current local condi-
tions, and they are populated with replicating entities that cooperate, compete,
and construct niches for themselves within the culture. I propose that we
examine these entities the same way we would examine physical genes in an
ecosystem: let us see how they cooperate, compete, and replicate over time.

In 1976, Richard Dawkins coined a term for the simplest unit of cultural repli-
cation, the meme. The problem of identifying the simplest unit of cultural
replication, the actual meme, has proven to be exceptionally difficult, but for-
tunately it is not necessary for our argument. Instead, we recognize that any-
thing that is of interest to us is likely to be much larger than a single meme
and is rather a complex of memes that act like a meme. Just as language
does not work without the entire network of language, so too are memes and
meme-complexes not useful without a very large collection of background
memes and meme-complexes that we call culture. So a culture is made up of
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memes, but they are already connected into complicated groupings by the
time we evolve enough to look at them.

So how do memes gather together? Answers to this question are at the
heart of my technical research. I focus on the evolution and replication of tra-
ditions, which are complexes of memes that are passed across various
boundaries (generational, ethnic, social). Pick any tradition you wish to study
and you will find that you can break it into three structural parts.

✦ Recognitio: Recognizing when the tradition should be enacted.

✦ Actio: The action of the tradition itself.

✦ Justificatio: The justification for that tradition.

Each of these components is differently susceptible to change, replications,
and evolution. For example, there is selection pressure on recognitio compo-
nents to evolve into forms that are more easily remembered. There is also
selection pressure on justificatio components to become what I call the
Universal Tradition Meme: “Because we have always done so.” Note that the
Universal Tradition Meme is not always in a person’s consciousness. When
someone tosses spilled salt over her left shoulder, she might not even think
why she does this. Or she might say, “Because it prevents bad luck” or
“Because my grandmother taught me.” But over time, the Universal Tradition
Meme becomes more and more true, and any time the unconscious impera-
tive comes to consciousness (when we think to ask why we are doing what
we are doing), the Universal Tradition Meme comes into play.

This is important, because you have two sets of selection pressures working
to harmonize different components of different traditions. The justicatio is
evolving toward the Universal Tradition Meme and the recognitios are evolving
to be more and more easily remembered or recognized. Eventually, we should
see (and we do see) significant aggregations of actios that have the same
recognitio and justificatio components: They are traditions that are all enacted
at similar times. This process is how we get very large collections of traditions,
like “Benedictine Monasticism” or “Abstract Expressionism” or “Christianity.”

These traditions are, of course, limited in the ways that they can evolve. A
tradition will not be continued if it is not sufficiently “fit.” By “fit” we steal a
concept from John Searle, who discusses Word-to-World “Fit.” The idea is
that a tradition must not deviate too far from the other traditions adopted by
a human being, that it must fit not only the natural world (as organisms have
to do under Natural Selection) but the cultural, political, ideological, and aes-
thetic world. This wider view of “fitness” explains how culture behaves differ-
ently, at times, than biology: The underlying processes are the same (differ-
ential reproduction of replicating entities) but the interface with the world is
more complex.

We can also link these ideas with previously discussed material by noting
that memes and traditions cannot get copied unless they are good at passing
through the human perceptual system and being processed by the human
brain. And, because copying is not perfect, and because the human mind is
so superb at extracting patterns, change in memes and their rapid mutation
through the system is very common, making cultural evolution orders of mag-
nitude faster than biological evolution.
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This meme-based approach can help us to understand literature. Geoffrey
Russom has shown that traditional Germanic meters are based on the
“Word/Foot” pattern: Every metrical “foot” has the pattern of some preexisting
word in the language. Russom’s demonstration of Word/Foot is empirical: He
has gone through the entire corpus of Old English lines, for instance, and
shown that they fit this pattern. Meme theory and pattern-recognition explains
why this might be. If, at first, people were repeating words verbatim (that is,
exact imitation), it would not be long before the human brain’s pattern-recog-
nition abilities would extract from individual words their metrical profile. Then
that metrical profile, rather than the exact words themselves, could become
the aspects of the words that were imitated. The pattern then becomes the
meme, providing a template for additional patterns that can slip into the pre-
set locations.

Another phenomenon explained by meme theory is called “anaphora.” This
is the repetition of the first part of a poetic line with a different conclusion.
Some examples include Runo 10 of the Finnish Kalevala, which describes
the forging of the enigmatic Sampo, in which the Smith Ilmarinen repeats the
same actions over several days. Each stanza begins and ends with repeated
actions: Ilmarinen looks at the underside of the forge, removes an object (a
crossbow, a boat, a heifer), then is unsatisfied, breaks the object, and pushes
it back into the fire. Similarly, in the South Slavic narodne pjesme about
Kraljević Marko, when Marko drinks wine during Ramazan, the same list of
prohibitions and Marko’s violations of those prohibitions are repeated while
the actions between the repetitions varies. These repeated constructions are
examples of anaphora, and the repetition serves to link together the nonre-
curring parts of each poetic unit as well as the repeated elements.

Traditional referentiality is one of the most important effects described by
scholars who study oral tradition. Because oral traditions are characterized by
widespread repetition (people hear the poems again and again), audience
members are able to bring to mind the entire background and character of an
individual after the performer or author uses a single key tag line. Thus
“blameless Aegisthus” or “Hector of the Glancing Helm” or “Grey-Eyed
Athena” all work to bring to consciousness the entire traditionally defined
character of that particular individual. Meme theory explains traditional refer-
entiality by noting that the recognitio component of the tradition brings up the
“think about the whole character” actio of Athena or Hector or Aegisthus. This
process is enabled by repetition, exactly the process by which traditions are
created. The pattern is built up by lots of imitation and replication.

So how do you build up a theory of culture? If we look at culture the same
way we look at an ecosystem, but with traditions and memes instead of
organisms and genes, we can start to take apart some of the relationships. I
did this in my book How Tradition Works, and other researchers are also
working on it. Principles of aesthetic selection are the next frontier. We want
to use neuroscience and cognitive psychology as well as traditional literary
interpretation to show us how literary artforms are perceived by the human
mind and how they might generate different kinds of pleasure. Eventually a
research program may evolve that marries the best of both scientific
approach and literature and move literary studies beyond eloquent guessing.



1. Every tradition can be broken up into which three component parts?

2. What are some potential difficulties with using a “cultural studies” approach
to literature?
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is John Guillory’s “Canon” in
Critical Terms for Literary Study.

Lecture 13:
The Literary Canon

hat should we read, and who gets to decide? This is obviously a
very big political and cultural question and has been the subject of
what some partisans have called “wars” or “culture wars” for two
decades or more. To a certain extent, people outside the academy

usually want nothing to do with the debate, but although this seems like mere
professorial squabbling (which text gets onto which syllabus), there are actu-
ally very high stakes involved.

The Canon

If we could determine what is good literature, we would still not have an obvi-
ous answer to what we should read, because there is not world enough and
time. Even were we to limit the literature we read to things that the major schol-
ars of each country called “great” or “important,” we would probably be unable
to read more than a fraction of them, at least if we wanted to read them as
more than “greatest hits” and took the time to learn the cultural background,
history, and literary tradition that helps to make these texts meaningful.

So we have to pick and choose, and the picking and choosing is even hard-
er when we are talking about which works to teach to the young. This is why
the argument about what books to put on the syllabus is so vicious: Our view
of ourselves and what we want to transmit to our children and our students is
closely tied in with a whole host of other controversial political issues.

The intellectual shorthand for this entire set of problems is “the literary
canon” or “canon formation.” The word “canonization” comes from the
Church’s treatment of the saints. Only after a thorough investigation by the
Church is a saint entered into the official list of saints. This idea is applied
metaphorically to literary texts: They are treated, once in the “canon,” as
saintly artifacts, not to be questioned but only venerated. This, at least, is a
criticism of the canon.

So why is the canon even controversial? Is it not simply the repository of the
wisdom of the centuries, the very best of what has been thought and said?
Supporters of the literary canon point out that the authors and works included
are among the universally acknowledged greats. What would be lost from
studying them?

But in the 1980s, scholars began to question the canon. Attacks came from
two directions. First, critics noted the obvious: that the works of literature that
were canonized were overwhelmingly written by white men of (usually) the
upper-middle or upper classes. Even the canon of twentieth-century literature
was primarily white and male. Many scholars were not happy with this state
of affairs, and they set out to rectify it in two directions. One was to work to
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recover the work of female and minority authors and add this to the canon
(and because there are only so many texts that can be read in a given time,
the addition of new writers meant that other writers or texts had to be
bounced out).

Another approach was to question the legitimacy of the canon in general. If
the canon was “the best of what has been thought and said,” but the works
within it did not speak about the experiences or insights of women or minori-
ties, then maybe the canon did not represent some universal “best” but
instead a partisan, tendentious view that had become so important through
those feedback loops we had discussed elsewhere.

Adding support to this argument was the work of literary historians. They
studied the formation of the canon and noted that the way works and authors
were incorporated was a very political process and also one that incorporated
a fair amount of randomness and sheer dumb luck. The literary canon has
been evolving for centuries. Poets who were venerated in one generation
were later forgotten and others took their places. Some authors and works
remain consistent across the centuries: Shakespeare, Chaucer, and Milton
have been the dominant figures in the canon since their own lifetimes and are
unlikely to be displaced by anyone. (Hence my skepticism about claims that
writer X is being taught in place of Shakespeare. Nothing will ever dislodge
Shakespeare. Chaucer and Milton are in slightly more precarious positions.)

Complicating the Canon

Chaucer, at the very heart of the canon, was for some years thought to be
the author of “The Ploughman’s Tale,” a partner to “The Parson’s Tale,”
which concludes The Canterbury Tales. Several generations of readers read
“The Ploughman’s Tale” as part of The Canterbury Tales, but when scholar-
ship advanced enough to recognize “The Ploughman’s Tale” as a forgery, it
was summarily dropped from the canon (from The Canterbury Tales),
although the exact same words had been good enough for inclusion when
they were attributed to Chaucer (this is very good evidence for Foucault’s
“author function” that we discussed in lecture four).

An example closer to home would be the work of Zora Neale Hurston. Alice
Walker was amazingly successful in bringing Hurston out of obscurity, getting
critics to reread her and recognize her as a great American writer. But why
was Hurston in obscurity to begin with? She had been a key member of the
Harlem Renaissance and was highly respected in her own day. Alice Walker
argued that Hurston had been dropped from the canon (or never entered it)
because she was female and African American. This seemed to give good
evidence of the arbitrary nature of the canon and the way the deck was
stacked against female and minority writers.

But the story is actually more complicated. Hurston, later in her life, wrote
articles for the American Mercury, a predecessor to the conservative maga-
zine National Review. She was thus, I intuit, at least somewhat politically con-
servative. Richard Wright, in particular, and other leaders of the Harlem
Renaissance as well, were committed communists, and I am all but certain
that they worked to destroy Hurston professionally and politically for her alter-
nate politics. This was not the story Alice Walker wanted to tell (African
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American writers persecuting an African American woman for political differ-
ences), but it actually supports her general point about the literary canon: A
lot of capricious choices, a lot of political games, and a lot of dumb luck
affects canonization. And the happy ending to this story is that in the end
Richard Wright and others were not successful. Hurston’s Their Eyes Were
Watching God is now one of the most widely read texts from the first half of
the twentieth century.

So, the anti-canon scholars, or the canon revisers, most definitely have a
point. But it is also hard to deny that there are some formal qualities (as bad
as we are at discussing them) that make, for example, Their Eyes Were
Watching God a work more deserving of being in the canon than, say, For
Whom the Bell Tolls. We have spent the entire course trying to figure out
some of those qualities, whether they be in terms of complex relationships,
verbal art, or an engagement with difficult human questions. But we do not
want to reduce ourselves to formula even at the same time that we want to
resist the impulse to put things in the canon for solely political reasons.

There is also a strong pro-canon argument that is not addressed very much
by the discussion above: The great writers of the past read the canonical
works and responded to them. By reading the canon ourselves we are getting
access to their culture and are more able to understand their works. This is
the argument taken by the people and schools that teach “Great Books,” and
I happen to think that the “Great Books” are as good an organizational
method as any (and better than most) to approach literature. Read the
famous “six-foot shelf of Harvard classics,” and you will have an enormously
valuable background for other literature.

However, there are two problems with this approach. The first is simple: If
you want to be accurate, and read what the greats read, then you had better
start learning a lot of Latin and Greek. Most of the “literary” curriculum of edu-
cated people in the English-speaking world, and of great writers, was in Latin
until late in the twentieth century. Greek was also important, but that lan-
guage does not make quite the claim on tradition as Latin does, as it was
only rediscovered in the Latin-speaking West after the twelfth century. But
Latin has a continuous history that goes back to the Roman empire. So if you
really want to make the hard form of the tradition argument, you need to be
teaching and reading a lot of Latin.

The second problem is related to some of the criticisms I gave above. The
contents of the literary canon have changed over time. Plato was unknown or
at least unknown directly for a few hundred years in the Middle Ages, and
then when he was discovered, it was the Timaeus that was most widely read,
not the Republic, which is now seen as the most important work by Plato
among the “Great Books.” Similarly, the great writers of the past read not only
the other greats, but the popular writers of their day. Some of these have sur-
vived, but most are not part of the Great Books canon. So when we go to
such a canonical list of texts, we may in fact not be reading the exact influ-
ences of any of the great writers that we want to understand. On the other
hand, this sort of argument eventually turns into a form of the perfect being
the enemy of the good.

I remain in the middle of the road on this issue. I certainly would not drop the
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entire literary canon and reconstruct a new one that was perfectly equitable
to various identity groups. If you count everything according to race, gender,
class, and sexuality, you are allowing politics to take over literature rather
than, appropriately, I think, allowing politics to inform literary decisions. But
because there never was a single, perfect canon, I do not see great cultural
vandalism in modifying it for various purposes, aesthetic and literary as well
as political.

A Canon of Your Own

A canon is vitally important, and worth fighting viciously over, if the only time
people are going to read is in high school or college. But, if you continue with
life-long learning, you can read more and more, both more traditionally
canonical texts (Plutarch, for example, is much more interesting than many
might imagine) and add in contemporary authors, and women, and minorities,
and books translated into English and things that no one has ever heard of
that you just grabbed at a used bookstore. You still cannot read everything,
but expanding the time in which you can read from a few years (four? eight?)
in school to an entire lifetime opens up many, many more possibilities. In the
end, then, you create your own canon, one which has its own flaws and gaps
but also its areas of particular depth. That is the beauty of the canon: in the
end, it is what educated, persuasive people think should be read, and in the
end, you are one of those educated, persuasive people.



1. What were the two major arguments against the literary canon in 
the 1980s?

2. Why is preserving a canon of great literature such a complicated issue?
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he purpose of the novel,” wrote novelist and philosopher Iris
Murdoch, “is to prove that other people really exist.” Now if
Murdoch is correct, and if her statement could be applied to verbal
artforms other than novels, this would be a high and important

purpose indeed. “Prove that other people really exist”: Humanity’s history
shows that we are in constant need of such proof. If we really believed, with-
out proof, that other people really do exist, that they are as complex and con-
flicted and hold just as rich interior lives as we do, we might treat each other
somewhat better.

In even a popular-culture book like Richard Adams’s Watership Down, we
become emotionally invested in the characters. We feel fear when they are in
danger, we cry when they are hurt or when they die, and we experience joy,
intense joy, when they triumph or even when they are merely safe. And yet
the characters in Watership Down are not people who really exist. They are
rabbits. Although they may be mammals and feel some of the same things as
people, there is no way that Adams’s portrayal is possibly accurate. Or, let us
for the sake of argument concede the idea that rabbits would feel much like
us. What of Duncton Wood? In this book we also feel for the characters,
share in their triumphs, and cry at their tragedies. And they are moles. They
cannot even see in their tunnels. The mental separation between us and rab-
bits or moles has to be at least as great as the unbridgeable gap that the
philosopher Thomas Nagel postulates in his famous essay “What Is It Like to
Be a Bat?” Yet somehow literature about rabbits or moles or mice pierces our
hearts and makes us feel like these characters really do exist: at least in the
moment we are reading. Sentient robots, slime-eating aliens, elves, dwarves
and pixies, talking trees, brains in vats: all of these become, through the
power of literature, “people” to us who “really exist.”

Power in Literary Art

In cognitive psychological terms, humans were able to model each other’s
minds and behaviors. Then, through the invention of verbal art, we evolved
techniques to further enhance this power. We thus not only can apply “theo-
ry of mind” to animals or even inanimate objects, but we can create textual
structures that force, or at least strongly lead, even unwilling people to
model other minds in the same way. The result is to make us care about
people who have never existed, and to change our own behavior as a result.
Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin mobilized public opinion against
slavery as no impassioned speech in parliament, no Sunday sermon, no log-

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Don DeLillo’s Running Dog.

Lecture 14:
What Do We Talk About

When We Talk About Literature?
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ical argument could. We are now familiar with the phrase “Uncle Tom” as a
critical epithet, but Beecher’s Uncle Tom served the purpose of persuading
hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions of people, that people living under
slavery really existed and that they did not deserve their treatment. There is
enormous power in literary art.

There is also, as there is with all power, danger as well. Running Dog is
never considered one of novelist Don Delillo’s greatest works, but the novel
illustrates this point perfectly. Characters in the novel are involved in a search
for the ultimate pornographic film, supposedly made in the last days in Hitler’s
bunker in Berlin. But when the film is finally found, there are no sex acts.
There is something far, far more disturbing: Hitler, murderer of millions, is
seen clowning around for the purpose of amusing and lessening the anxiety
of Goebbels’ young children. And he is doing so in a way that illustrates a
disturbing bit of self-knowledge, pretending to be Charlie Chaplin acting as
“The Great Dictator” (a routine in which Chaplin mocked Hitler). This is a
most dangerous film, then, because it does something that we greatly fear: It
humanizes for us, against our better judgments and perhaps against our will,
a monster. It makes it difficult for us to maintain our cultural categories.

Can this be what Iris Murdoch meant? Because if it is the purpose of the
novel, then it is a lie. In the end, characters in novels, even those that depict
real events, are not real people; they are characters. Murdoch’s argument,
which is ethically important, seems to leave out important phenomena. Plato
never thought about Hitler, but he recognized this very great power and dan-
ger in poets, in literature, and so, though he loved art, Plato exiled the poets
from his ideal Republic. Perhaps this is what scholars mean when they say
“literature is always subversive.” I have always been reluctant to accept that
idea, particularly because the teachers I had who taught it always seemed to
be arguing for a vulgar Marxist interpretation where literature undermines
someone’s idea of bourgeois propriety or the capitalist system. But literature
also undermined the totalitarian systems of Europe, and it can undermine any
of our pieties. The solvent is that strong: It seems not to be able to be con-
tained even when put to the service of different forms of oppression. The map
rebels; the map reveals patterns that we would not see otherwise. Maybe it
even creates its own patterns for us.

Ways of Looking at Things

Now we have arrived at a very safe and happy and uplifting place to end the
course, but I think that would not do justice to the problems we have examined
or the literature we have read. Such a view also empowers literary critics and
writers and says that reading more literature will make us better people and
the world a better place and so we (the writers and critics) are obviously the
most valuable members of society. I would like to think that, but I try to be
honest. Literature may be the best human invention at getting us to believe
that other people really exist (though I would think that talking to other people,
seeing them, traveling to where they live, and working with them would work
pretty well, also), but that is not all that literature does.

Perhaps the place to start to conclude is with four stanzas of a poem by
Wallace Stevens, who, with W.H. Auden, is my favorite twentieth-century poet.
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Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird

I

Among twenty snowy mountains, 
The only moving thing 
Was the eye of the blackbird.

II

I was of three minds, 
Like a tree 
In which there are three blackbirds.

III

The blackbird whirled in the autumn winds. 
It was a small part of the pantomime.

. . . 

XIII

It was evening all afternoon. 
It was snowing 
And it was going to snow. 
The blackbird sat 
In the cedar-limbs.

From Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens by Wallace Stevens. Copyright © 1954 by Wallace Stevens.

There is a bad way to interpret this poem and a good way. The bad way is
just to say, “Look, there’s lots of ways to interpret things.” But the good way is
to look at the specifics of what Stevens is doing and note that he is not just
giving you different points of view; he is showing, through verbal art, how the
inclusion of living things, things with some kinds of minds (even if not human
minds) changes how we can understand something. Living minds force com-
plexity and freedom of interpretation. They give us thirteen ways and more to
look at things.

Stevens also shows us that literature operates on many levels at once. The
relationship between words and content is not one to one, but many to many.
The form and content interact with each other to produce a complex and
powerful set of effects in a reader’s mind. So one of the ways to talk about lit-
erature is first to make it clear to your reader what you are discussing. For
example, you might say, “Oh, I understand the political dimensions of
Beloved, but what I’m really interested in is the relationships, or the prose
style, or the pacing.”

Some things are easier than others. Plot summary, for instance, is too easy,
and you should avoid it. Politics can be too easy, but it is very important as
well, so I would not say that you should avoid politics, only that you should
remember the good advice that it is courting anger to talk about religion or
politics in polite company. Sometimes, however, literature allows us to talk
about politics in ways we otherwise cannot (because we are too tied to con-
temporary issues, too implicated in current events). Octavia Butler’s brilliant
short story Bloodchild, for instance, can allow students (and professors) to
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talk about the complex, mutual exploitations and dependencies, the degrada-
tion on all sides that slavery created, without having to feel defensive about
their own current subject positions within discourses of race.

Sharing Insights

Talking about literature is often about sharing insights. That may sound very
fluffy, especially coming from a professor who is working to put literary analy-
sis on a firm scientific footing, but shared insight about literary art is at the
very center of any study or discussion of literature. The insight may come
from careful method or from intuition; it does not matter which. But every
once in a while we figure out why something makes us feel the way it does.
This is what we talk about when we talk about literature. Not just “what the
writer tells me,” but how the entire complex, multifaceted cultural production
that is literature produced its specific effects upon an individual reader.

In the end, all literature is about what it means to be human, with everything
that goes with that species category: freedom and guilt, embodiment and
abstraction, beauty and terror and most of all, love. Some phrases are clichés
simply because they are so brilliant, and I will end with one of them. It is from
Shakespeare’s The Tempest.

The quotation deals with the insubstantiality of magic, and thus of art and lit-
erature. But I would take these lines somewhat differently. They represent
both the ephemerality of literature, of verbal art and, by being what they are,
among the most well-quoted, widely distributed and loved lines in English, the
other half of the great paradox of literature: that although it is made of but
noises in air, of marks scratched on paper or stone or mud, literature is
among the most permanent achievements of humans even as we ourselves
are so fragile and so quickly pass from the scene.

Our revels now are ended. These our actors,

As I foretold you, were all spirits, and

Are melted into air, into thin air;

And, like the baseless fabric of this vision,

The cloud-capped towers, the gorgeous palaces,

The solemn temples, the great globe itself,

Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve;

And, like this insubstantial pageant faded,

Leave not a rack behind. We are such stuff

As dreams are made on, and our little life

Is rounded with a sleep. (IV.i.148–158)



1. In what ways might literature lead people to treat each other better?

2. How does literature like Octavia Butler’s Bloodchild allow us to discuss
things we otherwise could not?
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