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 The Problem of Change
 in Literary History

 Hayden White

 ANY DISCUSSION of a topic so comprehensive as "literary change" must

 begin with an identification of the objects conceived to inhabit
 what might be called the "literary field." It is these objects and

 the relationships among them that undergo the process of "change"
 alluded to in the designation of the topic. The determination of the
 different kinds of changes that these objects and relationships sustain and
 the laws or principles governing any given sequence of changes will be the
 desired result of any systematic analysis of the field.

 What are the objects inhabiting the "literary field"? At first glance
 this appears to be a question easily answered. We are inclined to say that
 the literary field consists of all objects that are manifestly "literary" rather
 than merely "verbal." But the distinction between the specifically "lit-
 erary" and the generally "verbal" artifact is not apodictically given. In
 fact, the millenial disagreement over the criteria for this distinction has
 generated the four principal traditions of literary criticism identified by
 historians of literary theory: the mimetic, pragmatic or didactic, expres-
 sive, and objective.1 In fact, it is the problematical nature of the spe-
 cifically literary artifact that necessitates literary criticism. If we possessed
 generally agreed-upon criteria for determining what the specifically literary
 artifact consisted of, we should have no difficulty in defining the objects
 inhabiting the literary field. And we should probably have very little
 difficulty identifying the changes occurring in that field. But because we
 possess no generally agreed-upon criteria for determining what is and
 what is not a specifically literary work, we are uncertain as to what objects
 actually inhabit the literary field and, a fortiori, what changes these
 objects undergo and the laws or principles that govern the sequence of the
 field's articulation in time.

 Of course, the four principal traditions of literary criticism noted above
 could be taken to provide an exhaustive list of the types of objects in-
 habiting the literary field. By their different characterizations of the nature
 of the "true" literary work, the mimetic, pragmatic, expressive, and objec-
 tive critical traditions, direct us respectively to the historical context, the
 audience, the artist, and the work itself as elements constituting the literary
 field. And thus, we might want to say that any comprehensive study of
 changes occurring in the field would have to take account of transforma-
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 tions occurring in the relationships obtaining among the elements thus
 differentiated. If we could agree that changes in any one of these elements
 must cause changes in the modes of relationships obtaining among all of
 them, we could conceive of a cognitively responsible historical analysis
 of the field in general. This having been done, we could then turn to
 the problem of identifying the general laws governing the sequence of all
 known fundamental transformations in the structure of the field. This

 would permit us to delineate the various phases through which the field,
 considered as a historical structure in a distinctive process of evolution,
 had passed in its development from its earliest to its most recent manifes-
 tations.

 Such an analysis would not commit us to a crudely reductive or mono-
 causal conceptualization of the field. We would not necessarily be forced
 to say that one of the elements in the field, such as the historical context,
 the audience, the artist, or the work, enjoys the status of a supreme causal
 agency of which the other elements are effects or secondary manifestations.
 In all probability, in fact, we should be forced to conclude that different
 elements play different roles as agents, agencies, and effects at different
 times and places in the historical continuum. Nonetheless, if our interests
 were genuinely systematic, we should be compelled to seek some general
 principle by which to characterize and thus to account for all types of
 changes appearing in the field. We should be compelled to seek the extra-
 literary basis of all changes of a specifically literary sort.

 It is obvious, of course, that in formulating the problem in these terms
 we have raised the question of the relationship between the parts of the
 literary field and the field considered as a whole. Or, to put it another
 way, we have raised the problem of the relationship between the micro-
 and macroscopic dimensions of literary practide. On the most microscopic
 level, a given literary work can be seen to be undergoing changes in the
 several versions produced by its original author, by its publishers, and even
 by its successive readers. A given genre of literary works can be seen to
 pass through a sequence of changes as a result of experiments performed
 upon it by a given group, generation, or line of authors and interpreters.
 These groups, generations, and lines, in turn, are themselves undergoing
 changes, in both their sociological composition and their conception of
 the functions of the artist in relation to the historical context, the audience,
 or the work of art itself. The whole class of consumers of literary works
 (audiences) may be undergoing changes, both internally and in their re-
 lationships to both the community of artists and the larger sociocultural
 context. The context itself may be undergoing changes which, even if not
 reflected immediately in works of art produced during the period of their
 duration, in the artistic communities, or in the structure of audiences,
 will at some point or other in the whole historical continuum have some
 kind of effect on all three of these.

 How the literary historian might deal with this complex web of changes
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 and continuities will depend in large part on how he decides to cut into
 the literary field or the point of observation he chooses from which to
 begin his survey of the field in general. More specifically, the literary
 historian's conception of the possible changes that might occur in the field
 will be determined in large part by his preconception of the crucial re-
 lationships presumed to exist among the four elements in the field: con-
 text, audience, artist, and work. Of course, the work itself will enjoy a
 favored place in any preliminary survey of the field, because it is both
 the prime datum to be explained (the explanandum) and the principal
 evidence to be used to explain what appears to be happening in the field
 (the explanans).
 Here of course a problem arises, a problem which might be said to

 reside at the very heart of the problematics of literary history. It is a
 principle of logic that the same datum or fact cannot serve, at one and the
 same time, both as the thing to be explained (the explanandum) and the
 explanation of why that thing is what it is (the explanans).2 This dual
 function of the literary artifact is not a problem for the literary critic in
 the same way that it is for the literary historian, and this because much of
 literary criticism can be said to be less interested in explanation than in
 appreciation or explication. To be sure, appreciative and explicative
 criticism can be said to contain implicitly some kind of explanation; but at
 least the appreciative or explicative critic is not primarily concerned to
 explain in the same way that the scientist or the historian has to be. This
 is because the nonhistorical critic can work under the aegis of the fiction
 of the finished work, the completed object, which is the text he has chosen
 to analyze (however complex the notion of text may be in a given critic's
 practice). But the historian, if he be a true historian and not merely an
 antiquarian or chronicler of discrete events, must be concerned not only
 with specific literary works but with whole classes of literary works; more
 importantly, he must be concerned not only with the final form that these
 works have assumed in the historical record but with the process by which
 they came to have both the forms and the relationships among the forms
 which they appear to have in different ages or periods.

 How a given form of literary work appeared as it did, where it did, and
 when it did, these are the problems that historians must solve. Solutions
 to these problems will determine the range of possible answers given to
 the more important questions of why a given form of literature appeared
 where, when, and how it did. But these solutions, however hedged about
 with reservations and qualifications, will presuppose some theory of the
 relationships obtaining among the other three elements in the literary
 field; and these relationships in turn will necessarily be construed in the
 modality of cause-effect relationships--even when, as in the most formalist
 of "objective" critical strategies, the profitability of relating the work to
 its context is explicitly denied.
 Even when, as in the New Criticism, one is constrained to speak only
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 of the possible "effects" of a literary construction on some imagined "ideal
 reader," one has tacitly invoked the notion of causality. For the moment
 one sets a work so analyzed beside another work analyzed in the same
 way, so as to contrast their respective structures, one has already explicitly
 invoked the notion of literary change and implicitly raised the speculative
 question of how this change was possible and why it might have occurred
 as it did. Even if the causal question is mooted by appeal to the "mystery"
 of poetic creativity, this appeal still presupposes the existence of some
 causal agent of which the art object is an effect. Difference implies
 change. Change implies cause. And where there is no discussion of
 cause, we must suppose a want of analytical rigor or a willed decision to
 halt analysis short of comprehensiveness in the interest of other, extra-
 literary or ideological, considerations.
 To be sure, investigation of the causes of literary change must confront
 the same difficulties that historians in general confront in any effort to
 explain specific occurrences or clusters of occurrences in any part of the
 historical continuum. The principal difficulty met with in such investiga-
 tions is that of moving with analytical self-confidence from the micro- to
 the macroscopic levels of historical happening. This difficulty has been
 characterized by Claude LUvi-Strauss as an epistemological paradox com-
 mon to all putatively "scientific" explanation in the human sciences.
 This paradox states that the information conveyed in any scientific expla-
 nation must vary in inverse proportion to the degree of comprehension
 claimed for the explanation. The more information given about a specific
 phenomenon, the less comprehension to be expected; the more compre-
 hension provided, the less data the generalizations constituting the ex-
 planation can be expected directly to apply to.3
 In fact, in an interesting discussion of historical explanations, Levi-
 Strauss argues that any historical account of a given phenomenon can be
 shown to move arbitrarily from one level of generality to another, from
 the most minute biographical data to the broadest characterizations of
 history-in-general, in the course of its exposition. Transposing his dis-
 cussion into terms suitable for our subject, this means that any literary
 history will, in the course of its representation of changes in the literary
 field, move arbitrarily from the work to the artist to the audience to
 the historical context or contexts of the work, and back again, in circles
 of expanding and contracting generality, in such a way as to alternate the
 provision of information (data) with the provision of strategies for com-
 prehending it, until such time as an explanation of the phenomenon under
 study is conceived by its author to be complete, or at least adequate to
 his purposes.

 If we multiply the categories of Levi-Strauss' model and change them
 for purposes of characterizing the levels of generality discernible in the
 literary field, we can conceive the following model by which to char-
 acterize the different kinds of literary history we can expect:
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 COMPREHENSION (Philosophical History)

 The whole historical context .............................
 Specific historical contexts.... ...................

 The whole literary audience..........................

 Specific literary audiences............. ..................
 The community of artists ........................................ Historiography Individual literary artists.........................

 ( Literary artifacts .............................................
 Verbal artifacts in general .....................................

 INFORMATION (Chronicle)

 This model of the various levels on which the literary historian can
 decide to work provides us with a way of distinguishing between the
 "philosophical," the "chronicle," and the "historiographical" conceptions
 of literary change. A Hegelian approach to literary history would be
 an example of the philosophical form. It would begin analysis on the
 most general level (that of the whole historical context, the essential
 nature of which was presumed to be known), descend to the more specific
 levels for confirmation or illustrative examples of the general principles
 of comprehension, and always return to the most general level as the
 terminal point of its analysis. Here literary change is conceived as a part
 of a larger process of evolution which bears a relationship to the whole as
 that of microcosm to macrocosm. The analysis of a specific text, of a
 corpus of works, of the mentality of a given artist or community of artists,
 or of audiences would consist of the disclosure of the extent to which each

 mirrors or recapitulates the presumed formal structure and attributes of
 the totality. This strategy stands in contrast to its Marxist variant, which
 always begins and ends with a consideration of a specific social context,
 and concentrates on the determination of forms of consciousness revealed

 in the literary works produced in that context that either mirror, obscure,
 or disclose an ontologically more basic structure of production, exchange,
 and consumption.

 In Marxist criticism, the literary work is considered as a microcosm of
 the macrocosm which is the specific historical context, but it is always
 a flawed microcosm, the flaw in question resulting from the form that the
 work of art is compelled to assume in a given system of commodity
 exchange. Interpretation consists, as the late Lucien Goldmann always
 insisted, of the determination of the place occupied by artists and audi-
 ences in a specific social order, itself a product of a specific system of social
 relations of production.4 Both the form of a work and it s latent content
 must be shown to be products of the forms of consciousness possible within
 such a system. "Forms of consciousness" in turn are to be construed, not
 in individual but in class terms, since it must be assumed that any purely
 personal vision, however insightful, brilliant, or "correct" in its appercep-
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 tions, will fail to find an audience capable of responding to it as a publicly
 sanctioned form of artistic expression. And this because "audiences" are
 conceived to be nothing but those classes or groups possessed of the capital
 to permit them to function as consumers of the art commodities produced
 by artists in a particular time and place.
 It should be noted that a Marxist approach to literary history is his-
 torically more responsible than a Hegelian approach inasmuch as it insists
 on the structural differentiation of discrete periods in the whole historical
 process. For the strict Hegelian, any differentiation between one period
 of history and another is rendered possible only by changes in the contents
 of experience, not by the structural differentiation of successive modes of
 consciousness. The structure of consciousness is a constant throughout
 the whole of history; qualitative changes are construed solely in terms
 of the changing degree of self-consciousness which "Spirit" manifests in
 its march through the world. For the Marxist, by contrast, the structure
 of consciousness is always a function of the modes of praxis sanctioned by
 given modes of production and the system of social relations of production
 raised on their foundations. And since all publicly sanctioned forms of
 cultural expression, of which "literature" is one, necessarily reflect the
 modes of social praxis current at a given time and place, the aim of
 literary history must be to demonstrate how a given literary form is ade-
 quate to the representation of the set of lived relationships possible within
 those modes of praxis. Since the publicly sanctioned forms of cultural
 expression are always consonant with the possible forms of consciousness
 of the dominant class, criticism must consist of the effort to disclose the
 relations of production hidden behind and presented in appropriately
 "idealized" (i.e., mystified) forms in the art objects of a given time and
 place. Both these contents of the art object and the various forms of its
 possible mystification will change in response to changes in the social
 structures in which both artists and their audiences have relatively well-
 defined and relatively privileged places.

 Yet, if a Marxist approach to literary history appears to be historio-
 graphically more responsible than its Hegelian counterpart, by virtue of
 its effort to ground "literature" in the more concrete world of "society"
 instead of in the theoretically more abstract realm of Being-in-general, it
 is not self-evidently true that "society" is historically more fundamental
 for determining the phases through which "literature" in its evolution
 passes than "literature" itself. After all, if literature is a form of social
 praxis, then there is no theoretically more compelling reason for concen-
 trating on the one rather than on the other. The categories of Marxist
 analysis (division of labor, class struggle, the law of the relation between
 the Base and the Superstructure) may be adequate for criticizing the
 ideological content of a bourgeois theory of history, but they offer no
 special help in our efforts to conceptualize literary history. They are
 simply too crude. Once we have placed a given literary work within one
 or another periods of social history (slave, feudal, capitalist), we still
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 lack a means of relating the specifically literary aspects of that work to
 the historical matrix dominated by a given form of social praxis. In part
 this is because Marxism as a total system lacks an adequate theory of
 consciousness to go along with its admittedly powerful theory of social
 praxis. But also it is because as a theory of history Marxism shares a weak-
 ness which is common to all other theories of history: a tendency to
 take as given the "chronicle" of historical events which it is the purpose
 of "historiography" to analyze, interpret, and represent in a true account
 of what actually happened. Like other theories of history, Marxism takes
 as given a series of events chronologically organized on which its char-,
 acteristic analytical strategies are to be brought to bear. But in fact there
 is no chronicle of events which is unambiguously describable on which the
 historian can bring to bear his analytical strategies. There are simply dif-
 ferent chronicles among which historians must choose or which the
 historian must constitute before the analytical operation is undertaken.
 The chronicle is a fiction which permits the historian to act as if he has a
 found world of data which his theories can then fashion into a cognitively
 secured body of knowledge. In this the historian faces precisely the same
 ambiguous situation as the literary historian, who must presuppose a
 criterion for distinguishing between the literary artifact on the one side
 and the generally verbal artifact on the other and who must decide what
 will make up the "chronicle of literary events" on which he will bring
 to bear his historical-interpretative principles in order to make a cog-
 nitively responsible "history" out of it. The literary historian, in short,
 must presuppose a "chronicle" of primitive facts, specifically "literary"
 in nature, of which he will write a "history." But since he has no absolute
 criterion by which to distinguish a specifically "literary" from a generally
 "verbal" artifact, he must constitute his "chronicle" by a choice or
 decision to treat this kind of artifact and not that as the "matter" of his
 chronicle. But this choice will be determinative of the kind of history
 that he will write; for there is no such thing as a "chronicle" tout court
 of anything; there are only "histories" more or less structured.

 How would we conceptualize the chronicle of literary events of which
 we might write a history? Recurring once more to our version of Levi-
 Strauss' model of the historical field, we can characterize the chronicle
 as the events occurring on the lowest level of historical generality. But if
 we try to imagine what a literary chronicle would consist of, we would
 have to say that it would be characterized, not by its content, but rather
 by the categories it employs for organizing data. The chronicle, we would
 be forced to say, is simply that form of literary representation in which
 time and space alone function as the fundamental categories both of
 representation and of explanation. In the literary chronicle, change itself
 is conceived in terms of a removal to a different place or as an appearance
 at different times. Whereas in a history, removal to a different place or
 appearance at different times is regarded as a datum to be explained, in
 the chronicle events are explained by being assigned to specific temporal
 and spatial locations. To have determined the temporal sequence of events
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 occurring in a given place and to have represented them in their actual
 sequence of occurrence is, for the chronicler, to have explained them.
 To be sure, the chronicler will usually appeal to a secondary explanatory

 strategy, to some set of preconceptions about the "true nature of reality"
 which he shares with his prospective audience. The paratactical style of
 the chronicle falls short of pure nonsense because it presupposes the
 capacity of its envisaged audience to apprehend both the significance of
 the events reported in it and the causal connections presumed to link
 the events depicted in a comprehensible order of occurrence. A history
 conceived in the mode of chronicle would of course report events occurring
 on all levels differentiated in our version of Levi-Strauss' schema, with-
 out discriminating among them as causes or effects and without seeking
 to disclose the "true" story of which the serial order of events was only a
 figuration. So, too, the inaugural and terminal points of the chronicle are
 unproblematical, being provided by tradition or authority ("ab urbe
 condita" or "anno incarnationis"), as the case might be. Oracles or sacred
 writ indicate what the inaugural point of the great book of the world
 must be. Where to begin is, therefore, no problem. As for an ending,
 one need only bring the account down to the writer's own present.
 In literary chronicles, however, the inaugural point is not given; it
 has to be constituted by the chronicler. And the inaugural point can
 only be constituted by a decision on the part of the chronicler to treat
 some one event or set of events as representing the time and place at
 which a distinctively "literary," as against a generally "verbal," phe-
 nomenon appears in the life of a people, a culture, or a civilization.
 Once this epochal moment has been constituted, it is then possible to
 conceive a chronicle of purely "literary", occurrences. But the moment
 chosen as epochal is important. For what can be included in the
 chronicle as a distinctively "literary" occurrence will be determined by
 the extent to which it corresponds or fails to correspond to the paradigm
 of "literariness" contained in the decision to regard this event and not
 some other as the point at which "literature" makes its appearance in the
 historical record.

 The chronicler of a city, for example, operates under similar impera-
 tives. His decision to write the history of this city and not another
 determines the general nature of the events to be included in his account.
 Everything that happened before "the foundation of the city" and every-
 thing that happens outside its confines that does not effect it is either
 prehistorical or ahistorical. The city itself marks off the area of the his-
 torical from the area of the nonhistorical. By contrast, everything that
 happens in the city or bears upon or effects the city is potentially men-
 tionable in the chronicle. No hypotactical decisions have to be made
 with respect to significant as against insignificant events. Everything even
 vaguely connected with the city is potential evidence; everything known
 about the city might be included in the chronicle. It is only the whim of
 the chronicler that prohibits his including everything. That or the
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 physical limitations imposed by the materials and energies available to
 him.

 Our imagined literary chronicle, however, does not enjoy the advantages
 of the city chronicle. For in the first place, we do not know when "lit-
 erature" began; nor do we know how or where it began. In an imagined,
 ideal literary chronicle, every verbal artifact might be considered as a
 candidate for mention in its annals. This because the chronicler could

 draw no distinction between "good" and "bad" literature, or between
 works that are "truly" literary and those merely appearing to be so. For
 if these distinctions were drawn explicitly, we should be provided with
 criteria by which to challenge the chronicler's judgment in placing a
 given work in one category rather than in another. And we should be
 projected into endless disputes over the true nature of the literary work
 that are the justification for such journals as New Literary History. More-
 over, once such distinctions were made, the clean line of paratactical
 representation (of one literary event after another) would give way to
 hypotactical representations, in which some literary works were given
 dominant and others subdominant or subordinant roles in the "drama"
 which we should be forced to contrive. We would be required, in fact,
 to divide the whole set of literary events into agents and agencies, into
 protagonists and antagonists, and we would be forced to specify the "plot"
 which would make of their relationship a comprehensible drama of
 development, rather than rest content with the simple series which the
 chronicler takes to be the sole possible form that an "explanation" ought
 to take.

 Of course, our imagined ideal chronicle is simply a heuristic device.
 There is no such thing as an unstructured chronicle. There are only
 "histories" more or less structured. Or rather histories in which the

 principles of selection of data and strategies of stress and subordination
 are more or less explicitly provided by their authors. Chronicles do not
 fail to "comprehend" the "information" contained in them, any more
 than philosophies of history fail to provide enough "information" to
 substantiate their "comprehensions" of what was "really happening" in
 the course of historical time. The dream of the perfect chronicle is as
 futile as the dream of the perfect philosophy of history. If we are to dis-
 cover the grounds for belief in an adequate history, of literature or of any-
 thing else, we must cease to operate at the extremities of the polarities:
 universals and particulars. We must move to the middle sections of the
 historical field, the areas occupied, not by "the whole historical context"
 on the one side and by the "individual literary work" on the other, but
 the ground on which they meet. For neither the whole context nor the
 individual work can be the subject of a truly historical account. The
 "history of literature," like the "history of society," must be an account
 of a multivariant field of causal occurrence. And a literary history must
 be nothing more nor less than an account both of change in continuity
 and of continuity in change.

 The important task is to determine what is changing and what is

This content downloaded from 199.111.225.168 on Wed, 15 Aug 2018 14:52:16 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 106 NEW LITERARY HISTORY

 continuous in any given period of the whole historical record. This can
 only be done by studying the component shared by the context, the audi-
 ence, the artist, and the work alike. This component is language in
 general (not being or consciousness), and any literary history which does
 not relate changes occurring in any of the four prime elements of the
 literary field to the more general field of linguistic transformation is
 fated, in our view, to the obscurantism of ontological speculation on the
 one side or the reductionism of scientistic distortion on the other.

 The dialectic of literary history, then, must be construed as the dialectic
 between literature (however defined) and language (however conceived).
 And any history of literature which does not place this dialectical re-
 lationship at the center of its problematic will necessarily be driven to
 false reductions on the one side or to false inflations on the other. For

 language is the medium that binds the work, the artist, and the audience
 together in a common mode of praxis which is at once the expression
 and the reflection of a shared experience of the world. A literary history
 uninformed by a general theory of language will be thrown open to the
 more extreme versions of a "mimetic" theory of the literary work on the
 one side or those of a purely "expressive" theory on the other. But a
 literary history informed by a general theory of language will have built
 into it a formal criterion for assigning significance to different literary
 works as elements of a history which is neither of "being," "consciousness,"
 nor "society," but of that "language in general" which is the distinctive
 form of a specifically human mediation with the world.

 It is at this point that we can profitably consider the linguistically
 oriented reconceptualizations of the literary field proposed by Roman
 Jakobson in his essays on stylistics and poetics. Jakobson refines the
 notion of the literary field by (1) distinguishing between two functions
 of the literary work (as mode of contact between the artist and his po-
 tential audience(s) and as message with an identifiable cognitive content)
 and (2) postulating "the linguistic code" as that medium which links
 the artist, the audience, and the work together as elements within a larger
 historical context. His model can be schematically represented in the
 following way:

 CODE

 p (as message)

 Artist----------- [ WORK ] --------Audience

 (as contact)

 CONTEXT

 In this system, language in general is viewed as the instrument of media-
 tion between man and his historical-natural context. A given language
 permits the generation of a set of codes in which specific kinds of messages
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 can be transmitted from artists (addressors) to their audiences (ad-
 dressees). It is assumed that all messages have a cognitive content as well
 as a specific form, the fonner being given by the artist's experience of the
 context and the latter being determined by the decision to use one or
 another of the possible encoding procedures made available by the whole
 linguistic endowment.

 Messages are sent and received in specific forms; specifically "literary"
 messages are recognizable, however, not so much by their form or content
 as by their function, which is to direct attention to "the message for
 its own sake." The "set (Einstellung) towards the MESSAGE as such
 ... is the POETIC function of language," Jakobson argues in his essay
 "Linguistics and Poetics," and it is this "function which projects the
 principle of equivalence" [which is characteristic of all linguistic phe-
 nomena] "from the axis of selection into the axis of combination."5 As
 such, the specifically "literary" artifact represents a testing of the linguistic
 code in general or of a specific form of the code as represented by one or
 another literary convention.

 Jakobson's theory may not give us an ironclad criterion for identifying
 all forms of literary expression, nor permit us to distinguish between
 linguistic phenomena in general and the "literary work" per se; but it at
 least permits us to regard "literature" in terms of its function in a specific
 historical context, rather than in terms of its structure alone, which is the
 rock on which all idealist theories of literature founder. By regarding
 the literary work as that form of verbal artifact which tests the com-
 binatory strategies provided by a given linguistic code, Jakobson gives
 us a ground for apprehending the dialectical relationship between human
 consciousness and a given historical context in which language itself is
 the mediating instrument.

 Jakobson's formulation thus permits us to view the literary work, not
 only as a simple mediation between the artist and his audience(s) or
 between the artist and his historical context, but also as a device for test-
 ing the instrument of mediation among all of these, language in general.
 In a given period and place in history, the system of encodation and de-
 codation permits the transmission of certain kinds of messages regarding
 the context and not others; and it will favor those genres adequate to
 the establishment of contacts between different points in the whole
 communication system represented by language in general. Significant
 periods of literary change will thus be signaled by changes in the linguistic
 code; changes in the code will in turn be reflected in changes in both the
 cognitive content of literary works (the messages) and the modes of con-
 tact (genres) in which messages are transmitted and received. Changes
 in the code, finally, can be conceived to be reflective of changes in the
 historiconatural context in which a given language game is being played.
 Writers may experiment with different genres, with different messages,
 even with different systems of encodation and decodation. But a given
 product of such experimentation will find an audience "programmed"
 to receive innovative messages and contacts only if the sociocultural con-
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 text is such as to sustain an audience whose experience of that context
 corresponds to the modes of message formulation and conveyance adopted
 by a given writer.

 Literary innovation must be presumed to be going on all the time, in
 the same way that speech innovation must be conceived to be continuous.
 But historically significant literary innovation is possible only at those
 times in which the potential audiences for a given form of literary work
 have been so constituted as to render unintelligible or banal both the
 messages and the modes of contact that prevailed in some preceding era.
 Periods of genuine "crisis" in literary history, consequently, must be seen
 as those in which new systems of encodation and transmission of messages
 are being constituted, as times when language itself has fallen under
 -question, and none of the conventional modes of message formulation
 and transmission appear to be adequate for naming and classifying the
 elements of the larger historical-natural context. In such times it is not
 so much the principles of selection that come under scrutiny as the
 principles of combination themselves; in "crisis" situations questions of
 syntax and semantics take precedence over those of lexicon and grammar.
 Literary change, as thus envisaged, must be construed in terms of the
 possibilities contained in language in general for linking words and
 phrases under different strategies of combination. It is the emphasis
 on the axis of combination, conceived as the key to the understanding
 of stylistic variation, which leads Jakobson to the consideration of the
 poetic. tropes as the link between language and literary style.
 In Jakobson's terms, the "poetic function projects the principle of

 equivalence from the axis of selection into the axis of combination," and
 if this is the case, it must be asked, what are the possible modalities of
 combination? As is well known, Jakobson locates those possibilities
 between the "metaphoric" and "metonymic" poles of language behavior
 in general. A particular style is viewed as a product of a tension between
 the cognitive content of the messages transmitted under the terms of its
 convention and the dominant mode (trope) of figurative usage which
 "shapes" the message into a specific kind of contact between artist and
 audience. Accordingly, the study of the dominant tropes provides a clue
 to stylistic variation in all literary practice; this holds for both poetic and
 prose fiction. Thus Jakobson writes: "the study of the poetic tropes has
 been directed mainly toward metaphor, and the so-called realistic litera-
 ture, intimately tied with the metonymic principle, still defies interpreta-
 tion, although the same linguistic methodology, which poetics uses when
 analyzing the metaphorical style of romantic poetry, is entirely applicable
 to the metonymical texture of realistic prose." 6 And in the famous chapter
 5 of Fundamentals of Language (written in collaboration with Morris
 Halle), Jakobson hinted that the stylistic history of nineteenth-century
 literature (in Europe) might well be written in terms of a swing from one
 of the poles of linguistic usage to another:

This content downloaded from 199.111.225.168 on Wed, 15 Aug 2018 14:52:16 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 THE PROBLEM OF CHANGE IN LITERARY HISTORY 109

 The primacy of the metaphoric process in the literary schools of romanticism and
 symbolism has been repeatedly acknowledged, but it is still insufficiently realized
 that it is the predominance of metonymy which underlies and actually predetermines
 the so-called "realistic" trend, which belongs to an intermediary stage between the
 decline of romanticism and the rise of symbolism and is opposed to both .
 The alternative predominance of one or the other of these two processes is

 by no means confined to verbal art. The same oscillation occurs in sign systems
 other than language. A salient example from the history of painting is the mani-
 festly metonymic orientation of cubism, where the object is transformed into a set
 of synecdoches; the surrealist painters responded with a patently metaphorical
 attitude.7

 The difficulties that arise in trying to use Jakobson's notion of stylistic
 change as an "oscillation" between the poles of metaphor and metonymy
 are the same as those encountered in the application of any dualistic
 system, from the "naive-sentimental" dichotomy of Schiller to the "Being-
 Nothingness" dichotomy of Heidegger and Sartre. The most interesting
 "transitional" phenomena cannot be accommodated, except as "mixtures"
 of the polar types. As for the polar types themselves, they appear to apply
 only to the more conventional and most banal forms of literary expression
 produced by a given age or epoch.
 But let us suppose that the metaphor-metonymy dyad has the ad-

 vantage over other dualistic theories of style (such as the "naive-senti-
 mental" and the "Being-Nothing" dyads) of keeping the attention of the
 literary historian focused on the linguistic matrix out of which and
 against which "literature" emerges. At least, Jakobson's theory does not
 incline us to dissolve the literary artifact into some putatively more
 fundamental, metaphysical ground which, like "Being," can be filled with
 any content. In his theory, "literature" is a special case of language
 behavior and as such referable to its human users rather than to some

 imagined power supposedly determining the modes of being in general.
 Language is, as it were, provided with its own ground, or domain, and
 treated as what both Vico and Hegel (as well as Marx and Nietzsche)
 saw it to be, an instrument of mediation between human consciousness
 and the world it occupies.

 This instrumentalist conception of language is not, of course, meant
 to obscure its generative aspect, the capacity of language to "invent" as
 well as "describe" a "found" world. On the contrary, Jakobson's insistence
 on the two-fold nature of the literary statement, as "Message" on the one
 side and as "Contact" on the other, precludes so utilitarian an interpreta-
 tion of language. For the literary statement considered as "Contact"
 directs attention to the "Phatic" and "Conative" aspects of linguistic
 behavior which are the sources of its constructive power. Moreover, it
 points attention to the specifically "poetic" elements of literary statement,
 the self-referential or reflexive nature of poesis. Literary statement calls
 attention to itself as message, in Jakobson's view, thereby raising itself
 out of the general field of linguistic usage and inviting investigation of
 the way it effects the other elements of the "literary field": Code, Artists,
 Audience, and Context respectively.
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 It is this element of "effect" (and capacity to be effected) that is
 crucial for any historian of literature. For whatever the validity of the
 New Critics' and formalists' injunctions to concentrate on the work "for
 itself alone" as a critical protocol, the plain fact of the matter is that
 the concept of the historical, conceived as a mode of being, cannot be
 disengaged from the notion of cause and effect-at least, it cannot be
 so disengaged without the risk of falling into mere impressionism on the
 one side or metaphysics on the other. In urging the identity of causal
 analysis with historical understanding of the literary field and its processes,
 we need not deny the utility of the New Critics' reminders of the baneful
 effects of the historical, intentional, and affective "fallacies" as a critical
 prophylaxis. There may be those who do not want a "history of literature"
 at all. So be it. For those who want an account of the evolution of literary
 forms more sophisticated than mere chronicle, however, there can be no
 ignoring of the problem of the relationship between the literary works
 that make up the chronicle and the various artists, contexts, and audi-
 ences that comprise the other irreducible elements of the literary field.
 This relationship, in order to qualify as a "historical" one, must be con-
 strued in the modality of causal connections.
 There is not, however, any generally accepted notion of the nature of
 the causal relationships obtaining among the various elements of the his-
 torical field (work, artist, audience, and context) and between all of
 these and the linguistic Code which, in Jakobson's model, serves as the
 mediative agency among them all. To raise such questions is to raise the
 problem of the langue-parole relationship which has worried linguisticians
 since Saussure's original postulation of this profitable concept. The rela-
 tionship between langue and parole does, however, have the merit of per-
 mitting us to, characterize with something more than impressionistic
 categories the nature of "crises" in literary traditions.
 By distinguishing between crises in literature on the one side and crises
 of language on the other, we have a way of differentiating between the
 kinds of disruptions that attend the supplanting of one dominant genre
 by another and those that attend a fundamental recasting of the whole
 "set" towards literature in general. In making such a distinction, we must
 not be misled by the avant-garde rhetoric of innovating writers who are
 inclined to regard their particular way of viewing the task of the artist
 or the appropriate form of the literary work as representing a fundamental
 revolution in both language and literature. The advent of a new
 dominant genre, the advent for example of the novel in the late eighteenth
 century in place of the poem or essay, is not in itself a revolutionary event.
 If we consistently utilize the political metaphor at the heart of the term
 "revolutionary," we must say that such a transition represents little more
 than a "reform." A revolution in the literary field represents a transforma-
 tion in the relationship between "literature" and "language in general."
 Revolutionary crises in literary history are times when the whole linguistic
 code is undergoing revisions. Such crises will usually be attended by
 generic transformations, but times of generic transformation are not in-
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 evitably or necessarily times of literary revolution. Revolutionary periods
 are times in which the linguistic code of a generation or dominant social
 group of a culture comes under attack and gets revised.

 WESLEYAN UNIVERSITY

 NOTES

 1 M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical
 Tradition (1953; rpt. New York, 1958), pp. 3-29.
 2 For a discussion of the relation between explanans and explanandum in the logic
 of explanations, see C. G. Hempel, "Explanation in Science and History," Philo-
 sophical Analysis and History, ed. W. H. Dray (New York, 1966), pp. 95-126.
 3 Claude Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind (London, 1966), p. 260.
 4 L. Goldmann, "Structure: Human Reality and Methodological Concept," The
 Languages of Criticism and the Sciences of Man: The Structuralist Controversy,
 ed. R. Macksey and E. Donato (Baltimore, 1970), pp. 98-109.
 5 Style in Language, ed. Thomas A. Sebeok (Cambridge, Mass., 1960), pp. 356,
 358.

 6 Ibid., p. 375.
 7 (The Hague, 1956), pp. 77-78.
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