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Preface

There is a regime language that derives its strength from what we are
supposed to be and a language of freedom whose power consists in
what we threaten to become. And I'm justified in giving a political
character to the nonfictive and fictive uses of language because there is a
conflict between them. . . .

I could claim that history is a kind of fiction in which we live
and hope to survive, and fiction is a kind of speculative history, per-
haps a superhistory, by which the available data for the composition is
seen to be greater and more various in its sources than the historian sup-
poses. . . .

There is no fiction or nonfiction as we commonly understand the dis-
tinction: there is only narrative. . . .

We [novelists] have it in us to compose false documents more valid,
more real, more truthful than the “true” documents of the politicians or
the journalists or the psychologists. Novelists know explicitly that the
world in which we live is still to be formed and that reality is amenable
to any construction that is placed upon it. It is a world made for liars
and we are born liars.

—E. L. Doctorow

If contemporary literary theory has anything of value to teach

us, it is that all texts inevitably situate themselves with reference to
other texts. The present text bears a polemical relation to its context.
When I argue that the documentary novel engages in dramatically
different representational practices in different eras, but constitutes,
nonetheless, a distinct species of fiction and moreover renders cogni-
tion of its referent, I am not simply describing a literary genre; I am
taking a position within central literary debates of our time.

In E. L. Doctorow’s words I find three propositions that point to
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Preface

important issues in these debates.! First, Doctorow says that the bor-
derline between fictional and nonfictional narrative can and should be
abolished: “There is no fiction or nonfiction . . . : there is only narra-
tive.” Fiction is a kind of history, history a kind of fiction; they differ
only in the kinds of human potentiality that they portray. Second,
however, Doctorow argues that fiction is “more valid, more real,
more truthful” than nonfiction because, as a “false document,” the
fictional work openly admits that “reality is amenable to any con-
struction that is placed upon it.” Curiously, then, fiction is both iden-
tical with and superior to nonfiction; I shall comment below on the
logical problem involved here. Third, Doctorow attaches an urgent
political agenda to his distinction between fiction and nonfiction. The
former, associated with a “regime language,” is disciplinary; the lat-
ter, associated with a “language of freedom,” is liberatory. Presuma-
bly, then, narrative eradicates the borderline between the two by an
admission of the fictionality of reality. This is an emancipatory act,
for it asserts the superior explanatory power of “lies” over “facts.”
Doctorow’s comments illuminate his own novelistic practice, to be
sure, but they signify much more than a theory of discourse applica-
ble simply to his own work. Doctorow’s remarks set forth the main
premises that guide, I believe, a good deal of contemporary writing
and theorizing about writing. This book largely grows out of my re-
sponse to these premises.

Let me address first the notion that the borderline between nonfic-
tional and fictive discourse is an arbitrary boundary, setting up a false
discrimination between fact and imagination, when the truth is that
“reality is amenable to any construction that is placed upon it.” This
is Doctorow’s way of expressing an idea that has become highly in-
fluential and popular among both literary theorists and novelists—
namely, that reality is itself a fiction, a text, a linguistic convention.
Thus Mas’ud Zavarzadeh, setting forth his poetics of the nonfiction
novel, argues that the “°
monoreferential narratives which require an unequivocal pledge to
fact or fiction. . . . [The nonfiction novel] is a narrative which is si-
multaneously self-referential and out-referential, factual and fictional,
and thus well equipped to deal with the elusive fusion of fact and fic-

fictuality’ of current experience escapes the

'E. L. Doctorow, “False Documents,” American Review, 26 (November 1977): 217,
229-30, 231, 232.
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tion which has become the matrix of today’s experience.”? Robert
Scholes declares that “it is because reality cannot be recorded that re-
alism is dead. All writing, all composition, is construction. We do
not imitate the world, we construct versions of it. There is no mime-
sis, only poesis. No recording. Only constructing.”® Raymond Feder-
man holds that “SURFICTION is the only fiction that still means some-
thing today, . . . because it exposes the fictionality of reality.”* Jerome
Klinkowitz, in his recent The Self-Apparent Word, argues that only
writing that he calls “self-apparent” can be an antidote to the “mi-
metic poison” of inherited fictional modes. “To practice writing is
not to parody signifying, it is to destroy the very practice of signi-
fying itself,” he declares. And the superiority of self-apparent writ-
ing derives from its superior epistemology. “We know reality only
through our fictions,” he concludes. “Reminding readers that fictions
are provisional realities and not bedrock truth is the essence of self-
apparent writing.”>

Many contemporary writers of fiction and journalism add their
voices to the chorus, proclaiming the unreality of reality and the un-
decidability of discourse. Norman Mailer, in The Armies of the Night,
writes that history inhabits a “crazy-house” and that the “mystery of
the events at the Pentagon,” even when reconstructed by means of
newspaper reports and eyewitness accounts, can be only a “collective
novel. ”¢ Philip Roth declares that American reality “stupefies, . . .
sickens, . . . infuriates, and finally . . . is even a kind of embarrass-
ment to one’s own meager imagination. [It] is continually outdoing
our talents, and the culture tosses up figures almost daily that are the
envy of any novelist.”” Ronald Sukenick, whose polemical state-
ments sometimes verge on self-parody, exclaims, “Reality doesn’t
exist, time doesn’t exist, personality doesn’t exist. . . . In view of

*Mas’ud Zavarzadeh, The Mythopoeic Reality: The Postwar American Nonfiction Novel
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1976), 56—57.

*Robert Scholes, Structural Fabulation: An Essay on the Fiction of the Future (Notre Dame:
University of Notre Dame Press, 1975), 7.

‘Raymond Federman, SURFICTION: Fiction Now . . . and Tomorrow (Chicago: Swal-
low, 1975), 7.

Jerome Klinkowitz, The Self-Apparent Word: Fiction as Language/Language as Fiction
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1984), 40, 59, 135.

®Norman Mailer, The Armies of the Night: History as a Novel, the Novel as History (New
York: New American Library, 1968), 284.

"Philip Roth, “Writing American Fiction,” Commentary, 31 (March 1961): 224.
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these annihilations, it will be no surprise that literature, also, does not
exist—how could it?”® “There is,” he concludes elsewhere, “no such
thing as fiction. Instead there is a continuing fictive discourse which
continually redefines itself.”®

These writers and theorists differ, of course, in their diagnoses of
the reasons for this ontological collapse. Some, taking an apocalyptic
view of the post—World War II era, argue that the fictionality of real-
ity is a product of recent historical developments. Thus Zavarzadeh
proposes that the “bizarre” and “fictual” nature of contemporary real-
ity is a result of “runaway contemporary technologies.”" John
Hollowell suggests that the apocalyptic mood of the sixties, with the
political protests, televised assassinations, and hippie counterculture,
resulted in a “blur . . . of the comfortable distinctions between reality
and unreality, fantasy and fact.”" John Hellmann states that, in the
sixties, “long-buried forces in the American psyche were coming to
the surface with an almost eerie simultaneity in politics, in national
and individual violence, in subcultures, in urban slums, in technol-
ogy, in the young.” Because of the “added force” of “mass-media
journalism,” the individual American “found himself daily con-
fronted by realities that were as actual as they seemed fictive.”"?

Other writers and critics suggest that the experience of the Holo-
caust has permanently dislocated both reality and our consciousness
of reality. Lawrence Langer, for example, states, “The existence of
Dachau and Auschwitz as historical phenomena has altered not only
our conception of reality, but its very nature.””® Edward Alexander
notes, “The nature and magnitude of the Holocaust were such as to
mark almost certainly the end of one era of consciousness and the be-

8Ronald Sukenick, “Fiction in the Seventies: Ten Digressions on Ten Digressions,” Stud-
ies in American Fiction, 5 (Spring 1977): 107-8.

°Quoted from a tape recording by Jerome Klinkowitz, in The Life of Fiction (Urbana:
University of lllinois Press, 1977), 18.

0Zavarzadeh, 21.

1John Hollowell, Fact and Fiction: The New Journalism and the Nonfiction Novel (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1977), 5.

2John Hellmann, Fables of Fact: The New Journalism as New Fiction (Urbana: University
of Illinois Press, 1981), 2.

BLawrence Langer, The Holocaust and the Literary Imagination (New Haven: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1975), xii. See also Alfred Alvarez, “The Literature of the Holocaust,” Com-
mentary, s (November 1964): 65—69, and Alvin Rosenfeld, “The Problematics of Holo-
caust Literature,” in Confronting the Holocaust: The Impact of Elie Wiesel, ed. Rosenfeld and
Irving Greenburg (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978), 1—-30.
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ginning of another. . . . The human imagination after Auschwitz is
simply not the same as it was before.”"*

I should point out, of course, that contemporary writers and liter-
ary theorists do not always say that inherited distinctions between fic-
tion and nonfiction need to be collapsed because of some especially
horrific quality attaching to the reality of the postwar era. More pro-
grammatic advocates of the reality-as-fiction thesis would declare
that what we commonly accept as reality has in fact always been a
construct. Jacques Derrida, I am sure, would chide Scholes for his
naively logocentric belief that reality could ever be recorded, advo-
cating that the critic instead “affirm . . . a world of signs” that “deter-
mines the non-center otherwise than as the loss of the center.”” The
binary opposition fiction/nonfiction, Derrida reminds us, is part of a
“hierarchical axiology” that has perpetuated the repressive dualisms
of Western metaphysics for centuries.' Michel Foucault insists that
all explanatory paradigms are essentially fictional. Referring to his
own work on the history of sexuality, he notes, “I am well aware that
I have never written anything but fictions. . . . One ‘fictions’ history
on the basis of a political reality that makes it true, one ‘fictions’ a
politics not yet in existence on the basis of a historical truth.””
Lennard J. Davis, using Foucault’s methodology in his recent explo-
ration of the origins of the English novel, concludes that “novels are
framed works . . . whose attitude toward fact and fiction is constitu-
tively ambivalent.” Throughout its history, Davis maintains, the
novel “is a factual fiction that is both factual and factitious.”'® Where
the apocalyptic critics endorse a kind of peculiar reflectionism—a dis-
torted reality produces a distorted discourse—the poststructuralist
critics argue that the crisis in reference is an abiding feature of dis-
course itself. Both schools of critics agree, however, in their convic-

“Edward Alexander, The Resonance of Dust: Essays on Holocaust Literature (Columbus:
Ohio State University Press, 1979), 1-2.

5 cques Derrida, “Structure, Sign, and Play,” in The Languages of Criticism and the Sci-
ences of Man, ed. Richard Macksey and Eugenio Donato (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, 1972), 264.

"Jacques Derrida, “Limited Inc abc,” in Glyph: Johns Hopkins Textual Studies 2 (Balti-
more: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977), 236.

"Michel Foucault, Power/Knowled ge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972—77, ed.
Colin Gordon, trans. Gordon, Leo Marshall, John Mepham, and Kate Saper (New York:
Pantheon, 1980), 193.

®Lennard J. Davis, Factual Fictions: The Origins of the English Novel (New York: Colum-
bia University Press, 1983), 212.
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tion that referentiality is dead—if it ever was alive—and that the task
of writers and critics is to get on with the business of living in, and
talking about, a fictional world.

I encountered various versions of these polemics when I was fresh
from writing a (largely neo-Aristotelian) dissertation on John Dos
Passos’s U.S.A. trilogy, and they struck me as provocative but also
profoundly unsatisfactory. On the one hand, such pronouncements
gave the final drubbing to the myths of empiricist and positivist ob-
jectivism. These straw men, of course, have been dead for some
time, but a few more licks can never do any harm. As I surveyed the
works of Dos Passos’s descendants, I could readily see that contem-
porary writers interested in the relation between fact and fiction were
even more disturbed by the bizarre opacity of social reality than were
Dos Passos and his modernist contemporaries. On the other hand, I
also became convinced that, despite their bold proclamations about
the dissolution of boundaries, contemporary novelists and journalists
were continuing in their own works to invoke discursive contracts
that were decidedly fictional or nonfictional. As Christine Brooke-
Rose laconically notes, “the very statement that the ontological fact is
itself without significance is a signifying statement, imposing a view
of reality as non-significant, imposing, that is, the significance of
non-significance.”® Doctorow, for all his free play with the felt
verifiability of the “facts” included in Ragtime—did Freud and Jung
go through the Tunnel of Love together when they visited Coney
Island?—treats his major characters and major actions as fictive con-
structs. As in more traditional historical novels, data drawn from pre-
sumably extratextual sources enter the text primarily to corroborate
the text’s thematic design and are incorporated into a fictive totality.
Mailer, by contrast, projects throughout The Armies of the Night a
third-person autobiographical presence remarkably similar to that
created by Henry Adams in his Education. When, in part 2 of Armies,
Mailer switches gears to give a novelistic account of events he did not
witness, he tells us in no uncertain terms that he is doing so. Turning
to what I could learn about the responses of other readers to contem-
porary works of journalism and fiction, I found my own reactions
provisionally confirmed. None of the reviewers of Ragtime com-

YChristine Brooke-Rose, A Rhetoric of the Unreal: Studies in Narrative and Structure, Espe-
cially of the Fantastic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 4.
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plained that Doctorow had distorted the historical record; they may
have quarreled with him on various scores, but they appear to have
acceded to his play with facts on the grounds that he was simply writ-
ing a novel. By contrast, many readers of works such as In Cold
Blood, The Executioner’s Song, and Roots have stated that the credibil-
ity of the narrative collapsed for them when they discovered that cer-
tain details had been invented or significantly changed to enhance the
thematic patterning of the text.? Clearly these readers did not feel
that the writers’ disregard for information existing in the historical
record represented support for the proposition that contemporary re-
ality is weird and unknowable; they simply felt that they had been de-
ceived. I found, in other words, that even in works asserting the “sig-
nificance of non-significance,” the idea that history is a fiction has
been asserted in conventionally novelistic, journalistic, and autobio-
graphical ways.

As I pondered these questions, I became less interested in contem-
porary documentary writers themselves—whose solipsism I found
generally irritating and barren—and more interested in the literary-
historical and theoretical questions that their writings raised. Was
Doctorow correct in his assertion that the novel has always pretended
to be a false document? If I was correct in my feeling that fictional and
nonfictional discourse are qualitatively distinguished in our time,
could I assume that this has always been the case? To answer these
questions, I embarked upon an examination of the shifting borderline
between fiction and its counterparts in historical, journalistic, bio-
graphical, and autobiographical writing. I discovered—and here is
one of the central problems explored in this book—that literary
kinds are constitutively historical to a degree that, in my Chicago

For an attack on Alex Haley’s veracity in Roots: The Saga of an American Family, see
Mark Ottoway, “Tangled Roots,” Times (London), April 10, 1977, pp. 17, 21. Phillip K.
Tompkins questions Capote’s claim to have invented none of his materials in “In Cold
Fact,” reprinted in Irving Malin, ed., Truman Capote’s “In Cold Blood”: A Casebook (Bel-
mont, Calif.: Wadsworth, 1968), 45—59. John Hersey attacks both Tom Wolfe’s The Right
Stuff and Mailer’s The Executioner’s Song for specious claims to be telling the truth, in “The
Legend on the License,” Yale Review, 70 (Autumn 1980): 1—25. Mailer’s veracity in Armies
is more difficult to assess. Alfred Kazin asserts that Mailer’s account of the Pentagon march
has been “scornfully rejected by those who marched with him,” but Dwight MacDonald,
who marched with Mailer, maintains that he and Robert Lowell cannot dispute Mailer’s ac-
curacy. See Kazin, “The Imagination of Fact,” in Bright Book of Life: American Novelists and
Storytellers from Hemingway to Mailer (Boston: Little, Brown, 1973), 228, and Macdonald,
“Politics,” Esquire, May 1968, 44.
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School naiveté, I had never imagined. Authors signaled fictional in-
tentions by widely varying conventions; if mimesis had any continu-
ous essence, this seemed to consist simply in its being a contractual
agreement to understand reality by means of certain analogizing pro-
cedures. Even the documentary novel, which I had originally sup-
posed to practice a more or less constant strategy of testimonial cor-
roboration, turned out to alter dramatically its modes of empirical
authentication as it moved from the eighteenth century to the twenti-
eth. Writers maintained at all times, I could see, some kind of border-
line between fictional discourse and its various counterparts—be-
tween analogizing and directly propositional assertion—but this
borderline was in no way fixed or permanent.

The current debates about factual and fictive discourse turned me
in the direction of literary history, but they also motivated me to
reformulate some of my ideas about mimesis as a mode of cognition.
I became increasingly disquieted by the realization that, in proclaim-
ing the fictiveness of all reality and all textuality, what seemed to ap-
peal to writers and theorists about fiction was its presumed reluctance
to make assertions about the historical world. The “power of free-
dom,” it appeared, consisted in fiction’s release from any obligation
to offer determinate statements about reality. The “power of the re-
gime,” of determinate reference, was the province of the bad guys.
This struck me as a peculiarly backhanded compliment: fiction’s
claim to privileged status was said to reside in its impotence. The
antiassertionist view of mimesis contradicted my own experience: I
had learned a tremendous amount from fictional works, not only
about how novelists construed their reality, but also (do I dare to say
it?) about the reality itself. Certainly Dos Passos had introduced me
to a view of American history in the first three decades of the century
that I had yet to relinquish, though it might be supplemented or
corrected. And yet these new pronouncements cautioned me, and
rightly so, about the necessarily ideological encoding of that knowl-
edge—especially, indeed, when it purported to buttress itself with
unmediated extratextual documentation. Perhaps my hero Dos
Passos, with his newsreels and biographies, was a villain after all,
bent upon epistemological deceit and political obfuscation.

Accordingly—here is the second of the principal theses explored in
this book—I decided to examine the constitutive features of the mi-
metic contract and the distinctive qualities of the mimetic mode of
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cognition. If the referent of the mimetic text was not an inert and self-
evident set of facts, what was it? If authorial perspective did not en-
tirely close off cognition of the referent, how did it determine the
conditions of knowledge? By what procedure, in other words, did
the concrete particulars of character and event represented in a novel
mediate and reconcretize actual people, occurrences, and situations?
In seeking a way to answer these questions, I found that, once again,
the genre of the documentary novel would furnish a useful test case.
For, through its various postures of inviolable reliability, the docu-
mentary novel was especially vulnerable to the charge of ideological
distortion and, indeed, fiction-making, in the negative sense of the
word. I was not interested in updating Sidney’s Defence to cover the
cases of Lost in the Funhouse or Tell Me a Riddle, though clearly my ar-
gument would encompass these texts as well. Rather, I wished to de-
scribe the cognitive powers and limitations of such texts as Behn’s
Oroonoko, Defoe’s Moll Flanders, Cooper’s The Spy, Eliot’s Romola,
Isherwood’s Goodbye to Berlin, Woolf’s Orlando, Dos Passos’s
U.S.A., and even—resist as its author might— Ragtime. Advocates
of fictional assertion are in a peculiar situation these days. If they wish
to demonstrate that fictional texts convey knowledge about historical
actuality, they are constrained to show that the writer’s adducement
of a testimonial apparatus does not pose too formidable a barrier to
the projection of cognition.

The literary-historical and theoretical aspects of the problem I was
addressing piqued my curiosity, but its political implications invested
it with a particular urgency for me. Doctorow is not alone in saying
that the eradication of borders constitutes a radical praxis. The whole
poststructuralist project of displacing, rupturing, subverting, and
overturning the dualisms of Western metaphysics is characterized by
a similar panache. Domination consists in the imposition of homoge-
neity, determinacy, and boundaries; liberation consists in heterogene-
ity, indeterminacy, and dispersal. My own political commitments
—which were distinctly Marxist—made me wary of such pro-
nouncements, particularly when they adopted a radical posture,
claiming to pose a greater threat to bourgeois hegemony than any
revolutionary praxis locked into a logocentric paradigm. No doubt
the attack on the binary opposition fiction/nonfiction is intended to
help us break free from those fetishized conceptions of reality that le-
gitimate and rationalize the status quo. But it seems to me that the
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poststructuralist project deepens the writer’s implication in the reifi-
cation of advanced monopoly capitalism, insofar as the fetishization
of textuality mediates the extreme abstraction of a society in which all
human functions are rendered equivalent by the universal market.
The authorial subject had been banished from the domain of politi-
cized literary studies; he or she demanded reentry. I felt that a defense
of documentary mimesis as assertive discourse, continuous with
other kinds of writing in its claim to cognition but distinct and differ-
ent in its mode of cognition, would help to reorient Marxist literary
studies in some helpful ways.

To approach the question of the documentary novel from a Marx-
ist perspective has proved no mean challenge, however. It is no
longer possible—and in any event was never correct—to argue that
the documentary novel replicates a self-evident reality with greater or
lesser degrees of historical accuracy, which it is then the task of the
critic to assess and evaluate. The reflectionist model of mimesis inher-
ited from the later Lukdcs cannot accurately describe the mode of
cognition embodied in the documentary novel, for it leaves insuffi-
cient theoretical space for a consideration of the extent to which the
reality represented in the text is a construction of consciousness. Yet
it is a highly questionable practice to argue, as do critics in the Al-
thusserian school, that mimesis is primarily a signifying gesture, re-
vealing a good deal about the ideologies that it exposes but nothing
determinate about the reality to which the text “alludes.” My indebt-
edness to these different tendencies in Marxist criticism is present
throughout this book, but so also is my uneasiness with their theoret-
ical premises. In outlining, then, a Marxist approach to the problem
of documentary representation —the third, and synthesizing, concern
of this study—1I have kept a critical distance from most Marxist liter-
ary theory, preferring instead to turn to the pages of Marx and Lenin
for a politics and an epistemology with which to reexamine the
knotty problems of representation and mediation.

The inadequacy of existing paradigms in Marxist literary theory is
further evinced by these paradigms’ inability to account for the kinds
of mimetic contracts proffered by writers who are, in any era, ex-
cluded from participation in certain mainstream ideological assump-
tions—such as black American writers. The reflectionist model can-
not account for the tensions accompanying black writers’ acts of
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fictional communication, because it presumes too ready an assimila-
tion of the subject to dominant epistemological paradigms. The
Althusserian model succeeds no better at this task, however, because
it too glibly asserts that texts distance themselves from the ideological
viewpoints that they express. My inclusion of a closing chapter on
the uses of documentation in Afro-American fiction thus constitutes
an attempt to redress several literary-historical and theoretical imbal-
ances. In the first place, a scrutiny of Afro-American documentary
novels reveals the need for the major tendencies in Marxist criticism
to adjust themselves—the Lukicsian school to a greater stress upon
subjective displacement in mimetic representation, the Althusserian
school to a greater stress upon objective replication of the referent.
Second, since Afro-American writers from the start have attached a
particular urgency to their program of telling the truth, their writings
contain an implicit challenge to much of the contemporary critical
theory I discussed earlier. It is difficult to argue that reality is in any
meaningful sense fictional for William Wells Brown or Margaret
Walker. Finally, Afro-American literature has too often been con-
strued as oppositional to dominant ideology merely through its ex-
plicit assertions about its referent. By incorporating documentary
works by black writers into the theoretical framework I set forth
here, I have tried to show how these works resist hegemony through
the very conventions they assume and the generic contracts they hold
out to the reader.

It is a commonplace for authors to use their prefaces to apologize
for possible shortcomings of their books, and I am as eager as any to
avail myself of the opportunity. I have three main reservations about
this book. First, my investigation has taken me into many historical
areas where I do not have a specialist’s knowledge, and I am aware
that some of my textual readings—as well as some of my generaliza-
tions about periods and genres—may be vulnerable to criticism from
experts in these fields. Second, my attempt to relate vast social forces
to the particularities of individual literary works has required me to
treat the problem of mediation at a level of considerable generality. I
introduce substantial analyses of philosophy and historiography to
flesh out the relation between novels and contemporaneous ideolog-
ical developments, but these materials reinforce my argument logi-
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cally rather than empirically. In defense of this speculative methodol-
ogy, I can only affirm that I do not envision the actual, lived relation
between base and superstructure as abstract and schematic, even
though requirements of brevity have compelled me to describe this
relation in a somewhat schematic manner. Third, I recognize that my
inquiry has required me to cut a wide swath of historical and theoreti-
cal materials. Had I limited myself to a single period or a single theo-
retical issue, I might have produced a more modest book, but it
would not, I think, have been a better one. It is in my broad claims
about the nature of fictional assertion and mediation that I hope to
make my contribution to literary study, and it is on the basis of these
claims that I wish primarily to be judged.

I am indebted to several colleagues and friends for their help and
advice. Robert Streeter and the late Sheldon Sacks, who directed my
dissertation, taught me to ask certain kinds of questions about literary
works and literary developments and not to settle for easy answers.
Robert Jones, William Andrews, L. S. Dembo, and Walter Rideout,
all former colleagues at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, read
portions of the book in its early stages and offered useful suggestions.
John Michael Lennon and John Hellmann helped me to refine my ar-
gument in the theoretical section. Several colleagues at Northwestern
University— Elizabeth Dipple, Martin Mueller, Paul Breslin, and
Gayle Pemberton— commented on various chapters and aided me in
shaping the argument of the parts and the whole. Various friends and
colleagues in the InterNational Committee against Racism— Bonnie
Blustein, Gregory Meyerson, Houston Stevens, Russell Reising,
Finley Campbell, and Val Woodward—contributed to my knowl-
edge of Marxism in invaluable ways. Gerald Graff read the entire
manuscript at a crucial stage and made highly constructive sugges-
tions about substance, organization, and style; those familiar with
Graff’s work will see its imprint on many of my pages.

Harry Shaw of Cornell University gave a careful and comprehen-
sive reader’s report that helped me to streamline my argument.
Richard Ohmann provided an incisive critique of an early version of
the theory section and later offered some valuable caveats when he
read the entire manuscript for Cornell University Press. Marjorie
Weiner painstakingly typed a version of the text in the days before
had access to a word processor. I am very grateful to these individuals
for their generosity with their time, energy, and expertise.
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The Documentary Novel and
the Problem of Borders

Belief in fiction cannot be a matter of degree. We either accept the inci-
dents of a story as if they were true, or we are aware of them as fiction.
There can be no halfway house, no keeping an open mind, no sus-
pending our judgement until further evidence is available.

— Vivienne Mylne

In this book I shall be arguing that the documentary novel
constitutes a distinct fictional kind. It locates itself near the border be-
tween factual discourse and fictive discourse, but it does not propose
an eradication of that border. Rather, it purports to represent reality
by means of agreed-upon conventions of fictionality, while grafting
onto its fictive pact some kind of additional claim to empirical valida-
tion. Historically, this claim has taken various forms. The pseudofac-
tual novel of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries simulates or
imitates the authentic testimony of a “real life” person; its documen-
tary effect derives from the assertion of veracity. The historical novel
of the nineteenth century takes as its referent a phase of the historical
process; its documentary effect derives from the assertion of extratex-
tual verification. The documentary novel in the modernist era bifur-
cates into two distinct genres. The fictional autobiography represents
an artist-hero who assumes the status of a real person inhabiting an
invented situation; its documentary effect derives from the assertion
of the artist’s claim to privileged cognition. The metahistorical novel
takes as its referent a historical process that evades rational formula-
tion; its documentary effect derives from the assertion of the very in-
determinacy of factual verification. Finally, the Afro-American docu-
mentary novel represents a reality submitting human subjects to
racist objectification; its documentary effect derives from the presen-
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tation of facts that subvert commonplace constructions of reality. In
all its phases, then, the documentary novel aspires to tell the truth,
and it associates this truth with claims to empirical validation. If it
increasingly calls into question the possibility of truth-telling, this
skepticism is directed more toward the ideological assumptions un-
dergirding empiricism than toward the capacity of fictive discourse to
interpret and represent its referent.

Clearly the documentary novel, as I define it in this book, is not a
minor subgenre that can be readily relegated to the margins of novel-
istic production in any given era. On the contrary: in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, the documentary novel is closely aligned
with writing that Lennard J. Davis calls the “news/novel discourse”;'
in the nineteenth century, the documentary novel intersects with the
major tradition of realism; in the early decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, it participates in the principal concerns of modernism. Much
writing in the entire domain of Afro-American prose fiction has a
pronounced documentary quality. Thus central texts from each phase
in the history of the novel (for example, Moll Flanders, Pamela, Waver-
ley, Henry Esmond, Orlando, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Na-
tive Son) can be adjudged to be documentary novels. But while the
documentary novel overlaps with the mainstream tradition of the
novel, it is not identical with this tradition. Rather, the documentary
novel is distinguished by its insistence that it contains some kind of
specific and verifiable link to the historical world. (Whether or not
this link succeeds in being “extratextual” in a larger sense remains to
be seen.) It implicitly claims to replicate certain features of actuality in
a relatively direct and unmediated fashion; it invokes familiar novelis-
tic conventions, but it requires the reader to accept certain textual
elements— characters, incidents, or actual documents—as possessing
referents in the world of the reader. The documentary novel is not su-
perior to other modes of fictional discourse in its capacity for asser-
tion—all fictions assert their propositional content with equal force
and sincerity, I believe—Dbut it does raise the problem of reference for
explicit consideration. To investigate the truth-telling claims of the
documentary novel is thus to illuminate the assertive capacities of fic-
tion in general.

'Lennard J. Davis, Factual Fictions: The Origins of the English Novel (New York: Colum-
bia University Press, 1983).
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As we shall see in the literary-historical portions of this book, the
documentary novel’s shift in representational strategy reveals the in-
evitable historicity of generic definitions. Factual and fictive dis-
courses are not immutable essences but are historically varying types
of writing, signaled by, and embodied in, changing literary conven-
tions and generated by the changing structures of historically specific
relations of production and intercourse. As M. M. Bakhtin has re-
marked, “The boundaries between fiction and nonfiction, between
literature and nonliterature and so forth are not laid up in heaven.
Every specific situation is historical. And the growth of literature is
not merely development and change within the fixed boundaries of
any definition; the boundaries themselves are constantly changing.”
In examining the documentary novel’s protean identity, I have had to
abandon many prior conceptions about what constitutes fiction, the
novel, history, and the elusive quality that I am terming the “docu-
mentary” effect. Modes of discourse do not remain within “fixed
boundaries”; they change as much as do the modes of social and po-
litical representation in the worlds that they take as their referents.

I have discovered, nonetheless, that the distinction between fic-
tional discourse and its various nonfictional counterparts—history,
journalism, biography, autobiography—has remained a qualitative
one. The need to distinguish between narratives held to be imaginary
and those held to be directly representational would seem to be not a
post-Cartesian phenomenon, testifying to the alienation of subject
from object, but an abiding feature of discursive production. Even in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when the documentary
novel possessed its most ambiguous generic identity, the issue was
not that prose fiction simply blended into purportedly veracious
kinds of writing but that its primary locus, the romance, could not ef-
fectively assert the kind of truth that the early pseudofactual novelists
wanted to tell. The pseudofactual novel’s ambiguous generic status
does not mean that writers and readers of the time inhabited an onto-
logical haze but that they felt obliged to simulate veracious discourses
if they hoped to appear credible to their readers. To say, as Bakhtin
does, that the borderline between fiction and nonfiction is “con-
stantly changing” does not mean that writers have not routinely re-
spected such a borderline; it means, on the contrary, that writers have

M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed. Michael Holquist, trans.
Caryl Emerson and Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 33.
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composed their fictions in contradistinction to one or more acknowl-
edged forms of nonfictional writing. Fiction, I would propose, is in-
trinsically part of a binary opposition; it is what it is by virtue of what
it is not.

To some, this argument will seem trivial or self-evident. As I indi-
cated in my prefatory remarks, however, recent years have witnessed
a wholesale assault upon the idea that fictional and nonfictional writ-
ing can—or should—be qualitatively differentiated. The theoretical
arguments for the nonqualitative position come mainly from post-
structuralism, but many writers and critics have added their voices.
In this prolegomenon to my central theoretical and historical discus-
sions, I shall confront the principal claims of my adversaries by argu-
ing on logical grounds for the superiority of a qualitative view of
mimesis. (By “qualitative” I mean different in kind rather than in de-
gree.) In so doing, I run the risk of appearing to endorse an ahistorical
or essentialist view of mimesis. Certainly it is true, as we shall see,
that many defenses of the uniqueness of mimesis do in fact reify the
realms of fictional and nonfictional discourse and deny their continu-
ally altering character. I believe, however, that a qualitative approach
to the matter of defining fictionality is consonant with the premises
of a materialist literary theory, so long as we remember that binary
oppositions are dialectical oppositions as well. In order to counter the
objection that my entire analysis of the theoretical and historical fea-
tures of documentary mimesis is based on a fallacious premise about
the distinctness of discursive kinds, I shall defend my procedure here,
trusting that the full validation of my argument will emerge in the
chapters that follow.?

*In Chapters I to 4, I shall frequently be citing—and disputing—the views of critics
who use the term “literature” or “poetry” where I use the term “fiction” or “mimesis.” I am
aware that this procedure may appear imprecise. The term “poetry,” of course, often refers
to verse; the term “literature” can be taken either as an honorific term denoting the quality
of a text or as a highly general term denoting the whole province of “imaginative” writing
—thus including a good deal of history, biography, autobiography, and journalism. In the
discussions that follow, I have tried to adhere as closely as possible to the intentions of the
critics cited: I have not adduced in support of my argument an opposition between “litera-
ture” and “nonliterature,” for example, when its author means a distinction between “seri-
ous” and “popular” writing. It would have been incorrect, however, to confine my debates
to those critics who use the terms “fiction” and “nonfiction,” since critics often do mean
“fictionality” when they discuss the essential feature(s) of “literary” or “poetic” discourse.
For more on the definition of “literature,” see the various essays in Paul Hernadi’s collec~
tion What Is Literature? (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978); Raymond Wil-
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The view that fictional and nonfictional discourse cannot be quali-
tatively distinguished ordinarily rests on one of three arguments. The
first of these, which I shall term the “spectrum” argument, centers on
the claim that the significant qualities of factuality and fictionality in-
here in separate facets of a literary work, rather than in any informing
paradigm, and that the task of criticism is to assess the impact of these
upon the work’s rhetorical effect. Thus Paul Hernadi advocates a
“microstructural theory of poetic discourse,” which holds that any
given literary work possesses aspects of various discourses and should
be analyzed not as a text unified by a single generic frame but as a
unity of multiple components reflecting the richness of literary dis-
course in general. Hernadi repudiates the investigation of “generic
conventions as reflections of historically conditioned preferences of
writers and readers.” Instead, he asserts, “The finest generic classifi-
cations of our time make us look beyond their immediate concerns
and focus on the order of literature, not on borders between literary
genres.”* Scholes and Kellogg, in The Nature of Narrative, reach a
similar conclusion from the opposite direction, for they insist that it is
such “historically conditioned preferences” that furnish the logical
basis for a nonqualitative definition of mimesis. The novel has histor-
ically synthesized two narrative impulses, they argue, one directed
toward the “empirical,” or historical, and the other directed toward
the “fictional,” or imaginary. Empirical and fictional are blended ten-
dencies, rather than distinctive kinds; history and fantasy stand as the
poles of a narrative spectrum, with different narrative forms such as
autobiography, realism, and romance occupying positions at various
points along the scale. The “recording of specific fact, the representa-
tion of what resembles specific fact, and the representation of general-
ized types of actuality,” declare Scholes and Kellogg, are all to be
aligned along the empirical part of the narrative spectrum.®

liams, Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 45— 54; and Tzve-
tan Todorov, “The Notion of Literature,” New Literary History, 5 (Autumn 1973): 5—I6.
Note, also, that I use the term “mimesis” interchangeably with “fiction.” Some theorists
would include under the rubric of mimesis any discourse purporting to represent reality
(that is, history, biography, autobiography, and so forth) but would exclude fictions of the
more romantic or fantastic variety.

‘Paul Hernadi, Beyond Genre: New Directions in Literary Classification (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1972), 184.

5 obert Scholes and Robert Kellogg, The Nature of Narrative (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1969), 86—87.
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A second type of nonqualitative argument, which I shall term the
“family resemblance” argument, is based upon an invocation—albeit
somewhat simplified—of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s theory of linguistic
reference. In his discussion of the definitive characteristics of concepts
such as games, Wittgenstein points out the difficulties involved in the
attempt to delineate a limited set of criteria that descriptively include
all activities commonly held to be games and exclude all other activi-
ties: “Consider for example the proceedings we call ‘games.” . . .
What is common to them all?>—Don’t say, there must be something
common, or they would not be called ‘games’—but look and see
whether there is anything common to all. For if you look at them you
will not see something that is common to all, but similarities, rela-
tionships, and a whole series at that.” Drawing an analogy between
games and the physical traits shared by the members of the same fam-
ily, Wittgenstein concludes, “We see a complicated network of simi-
larities overlapping and crisscrossing; sometimes overall similarities,
sometimes similarities of detail.”® For Wittgenstein, no fixed set of
properties defines the term “game,” just as no fixed set of physical
characteristics is shared by all members of the same family. For
Wittgenstein, language seduces us into believing that certain words
denote actually existing sets of relations, when all that these words
really denote is concepts used to order the world of things.

Applied to the problem of defining mimesis, the “family resem-
blance” argument proposes that qualitative distinctions between fac-
tual and fictional discourse are founded upon fallacious logic. Morris
Weitz, for example, invokes Wittgenstein when he asserts that all aes-
thetic categories, including the theory of literary kinds, are concepts
with blurred edges and that it is therefore impossible to formulate a
clear description of mimetic discourse. Asking himself whether an
experimental fiction utilizing new kinds of referential procedures can
be classified as a “novel,” he observes, “What is at stake here is no
factual analysis concerning necessary and sufficient properties but a
decision as to whether the work under examination is similar in cer-
tain respects to other works, already called ‘novels,” and consequently
warrants the extension of the concept to cover the new case.” Every
such classificatory decision is, however, necessarily an ad hoc de-
cision:

*Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 3d ed., trans. G. E. M. Anscombe
(New York: Macmillan, 1956), 1, secs. 66—69.
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“Art,” itself, is an open concept. New conditions (cases) have con-
stantly arisen and will undoubtedly constantly arise; new art forms,
new movements will emerge, which will demand decisions on the part
of those interested, usually professional critics, as to whether the con-
cept should be extended or not. . . . Art, as the logic of the concept
shows, has no set of necessary and sufficient properties, hence a theory
of it is logically impossible and not merely factually difficult.”

Charles Stevenson, also invoking Wittgenstein, introduces a mathe-
matical model to solve the problem of fictional classification. Since
fictionality is signaled by a multiplicity of possibly relevant textual
properties, he argues, and since no fictional work will possess all the
traits associated with mimesis, fictional representation consists of a
“weighted average” of mimetic elements.® According to Stevenson,
an arithmetical computation of discernible features will yield the basis
for a definitive decision about a text’s qualification for membership in
the class of fictions. The “family resemblance” argument claims for
itself the virtues of both historicity and empirical precision: to posit a
fixed set of fictional features violates not only the course of literary-
historical development but also the diversity of features present in
any given fictional text.

Proponents of the spectrum and family resemblance approaches to
generic definition quite correctly alert us to the danger of taking
fictionality to reside in an immutable set of textual properties. But
their arguments are only superfically empirical and historicist. The
spectrum argument conflates the necessary recognition of historical
shifts in the mimetic contract with the impossibility of logical classifi-
cation, thereby precluding any inquiry into the historically varying

"Morris Weitz, “The Role of Theory in Aesthetics,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism,
15 (September 1956): 28, 32.

8Charles Stevenson, “On ‘What Is a Poem?’” Philosophical Review, 66 (July 1957):
329-62. Also see N. W. Visser, “The Generic Identity of the Novel,” Novel, 11 (Winter
1978): 101—14. For a persuasive critique of the application of the “family resemblance” con-
cept to logical problems in aesthetic theory, see Maurice Mandelbaum, “Family Resem-
blances and Generalization Concerning the Arts,” in Problems in Aesthetics: An Introductory
Book of Readings, ed. Morris Weitz, 2d ed. (London: Macmillan, 1970), 181-98.
Mandelbaum argues that “family resemblance” theorists err in their focus upon “manifest
features” rather than upon “relational attributes,” which would require the critic to “con-
sider specific art objects as having been created by someone for some actual or possible au-
dience” (187). In mathematics, as Stevenson observes, the quantitative approach to generic
definition entails a repudiation of set theory. See Abraham Kaplan and H. F. Schott, “A
Calculus for Empirical Classes,” Methodos, 3 (1951): 165—90.
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epistemological bases of generic distinctions. Scholes and Kellogg
quite rightly point out that the various modes of fictional, historical,
and autobiographical discourse have adopted conventions signaled by
widely varying textual features, and they convincingly demonstrate
that certain markers of generic identity have even reversed their func-
tions: the unwitnessed monologue, now a sure indicator of an au-
thor’s fictional intentions, was once, they show, an accepted conven-
tion of heroic history. But a recognition of the relative—that is,
historically variable—nature of the fact/fiction opposition does not
mean that this opposition is denied absolute status at any given his-
torical juncture. A spectrum of empirical possibilities is not the same
thing as a spectrum of discursive kinds. As Barbara Herrnstein Smith
puts it, “There is no principle of relative differentiation that could
allow us to speak of any given composition as ‘more’ or ‘less’ fic-
tive . . . and thereby assign it its proper place on the continuum. The
distinction between natural and fictive is absolute.” The spectrum
argument ends up treating generic categorization as a framework
imposed a posteriori by literary critics, ruling out the possibility that
it may constitute a necessary basis for the contracts formed between
actual writers and readers.

The central problem with the family resemblance argument is that
it treats all textual elements as having an equal claim upon the reader’s
attention, with no single trait being privileged by convention or
authorial intention to exercise a dominant influence in the reader’s ap-
prehension of the text’s generic identity. The text is, quite simply, the
sum of its parts; if these parts cannot add up to a sufficient total, then
the text is not recognizable as a member of the family of fictions. But
to maintain that separate elements in factual or fictive works signal a
certain family resemblance does not imply that qualitatively defined
sets of relations among these elements cannot also be uncovered.
Concepts with blurred edges are not necessarily concepts that lack a
principle of unity; indeed, as Wittgenstein himself pointed out, con-
cepts such as “games,” while not readily definable in descriptive

9Barbara Herrnstein Smith, “On the Margins of Discourse,” Critical Inquiry, 1 (June
1975): 774. For a penetrating discussion of the changing boundary between autobiography
and the novel, a distinction that is “dependent on distinctions between fiction and nonfic-
tion, between rhetorical and empirical first-person narrative,” see Elizabeth Bruss, Autobio-
graphical Acts: The Changing Situation of a Literary Genre (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Press, 1976), 5—18.
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terms, are easily definable in practice, since clearly people know
when they are playing games and when they are not. Wittgenstein’s
“insight into the looseness of our concepts, and its attendant jargon of
‘family resemblance,”” remarks John Searle, “should not lead us into
a rejection of the very enterprise of philosophical analysis.”*

The third type of nonqualitative argument—the one developed re-
cently with the most vehemence—has come from poststructuralist
critics, who, invoking Nietzsche, propose that all our discourses
about the material world, both factual and fictive, are circumscribed
by the texts we construe in relation to that world. The very act of
formulating an explanatory scheme is, for Barthes and Derrida, an
enterprise inevitably shaped by language and ideology and is there-
fore fictive, in effect if not in intent. The project of criticism should
not be to perpetuate the metaphysical dualisms of Western thought
—among which the opposition of fiction and nonfiction figures cen-
trally—but to reveal the inadequacy of reductive binary oppositions
that privilege the products of the “creative” imagination, relegate
(non)fiction to the margins of discourse, and ignore the textuality of
all writing. Thus Roland Barthes has argued that

the only feature which distinguishes historical discourse from other
kinds is a paradox: the “fact” can exist linguistically only as a term in a
discourse, yet we behave as if it were a simple reproduction of some-
thing on another plane of existence altogether, some extra-structural
“reality.” Historical discourse is presumably the only kind which aims
at a referent “outside” itself that can in fact never be reached.

Historical discourse is, therefore, a “fake performative, in which
what claims to be the descriptive element is in fact only the expres-

“John R. Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1970), s5. According to John M. Ellis, Wittgenstein’s theory of
language, properly understood, leads to the conclusion that literature can be qualitatively
described by means of a “functional” definition. “When we seek a definition,” he argues,
“what we are seeking is not a statement of the features held in common by the members of
the category, but the appropriate circumstances for the use of the word and the features of
those circumstances that determine the willingness or unwillingness of the speakers of the
language to use the word” (The Theory of Literary Criticism: A Logical Analysis [Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1974], 34). Weitz is a crude Wittgensteinian, Ellis implies,
for Weitz takes the impossibility of definition as the alternative to referential definition. The
value of Ellis’s theory is diminished, however, by his adherence to a nonassertive view of
mimesis: the functionality of literary works, it turns out, consists in their being “used by
society in such a way that the text is not taken as specifically relevant to the immediate con-
text of its origin” (43).
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sion of the authoritarian nature of that particular speech-act.”"" For
Barthes, the insistence upon a referent beyond textuality is not simply
a gesture of epistemological naiveté: it is an act of political repression.

Derrida develops the militantly antigeneric implications of
Barthes’s argument. The formulation of the binary opposition fic-
tion/nonfiction produces, for Derrida, a “hierarchical axiology” that
presupposes “an origin or . . . a ‘priority’ held to be simple, intact,
normal, pure, standard, self-identical.”"* One aspect of the opposi-
tion (in this case, fiction) is implicitly valorized, and the other (non-
fiction) is defined by subordination or exclusion—that is, by non-
identity. A deconstruction of such metaphysical categories reveals
that what is excluded constitutes much more than nonidentity and
that identity itself—as a pure essence beyond difference—is a spe-
cious category. When brought to bear upon the theory of discursive
genres, the deconstructive project therefore reveals that

the law of the law of genre . . . is a principle of contamination. . . . The
trait that marks membership inevitably divides; the boundary of the set
comes to form . . . an internal pocket larger than the whole; and the out-
come of this division and of this overflowing remains as singular as it is
limitless. . . . The principle of genre is unclassifiable, it tolls the knell of
the . . . classicum, of what permits one to call out orders and to order,
the manifold without a nomenclature. . . . [Genre designation] gathers
together the corpus and, at the same time . . . keeps it from closing,
from identifying itself with itself. This axiom of non-closure or non-
fulfillment enfolds within itself the condition for the possibility and the
impossibility of taxonomy."

"Roland Barthes, “Historical Discourse,” in Introduction to Structuralism, ed. Michael
Lane (New York: Basic, 1970), 153, 154—55. For an instance of the political rhetoric that
critics sympathetic with poststructuralism frequently attach to their discussions of the
fact/fiction distinction, compare Suzanne Gearhart: “[All theories of literature and all theo-
ries of history] have consistently sought to fix the boundary between them and to establish
once and for all the specificity of the fields in one of two ways: democratically, in that each
accepts a mutually agreed on boundary which grants to each its own identity and integrity;
or, just as often, imperialistically, in that each tries to extend its own boundary and to in-
vade, engulf, or encompass the other. . . . In the second [case, the other genre] is overcome,
cannibalized, incorporated into the sameness of the imperializing field” (The O pen Boundary
of History and Fiction: A Critical Approach to the French Enlightenment [Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1984], 4).

PJacques Derrida, “Limited Inc abc,” in Glyph: Johns Hopkins Textual Studies 2 (Balti-
more: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977), 236. See also Positions, trans. Alan Bass
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 39—47.

BDerrida, “The Law of Genre,” quoted in Michael Ryan, Marxism and Deconstruction: A
Critical Articulation (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982), 19.
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For Derrida, the very attempt to formulate genre distinctions is un-
dermined by the subversive nature of writing, which interpenetrates
among the epistemological categories that ideology sets up to delin-
eate its terrain.

We may be grateful to Derridean deconstruction for calling our at-
tention to the ideological agenda that is inevitably attached to the bi-
nary opposition fiction/nonfiction. As I shall argue in the following
chapter, the common valorization of “creative” or “imaginative”
writing does frequently imply a fetishization of mimetic discourse
and a positivist reduction of nonfictional discourse to the unmediated
reportage of “what is.” But, while I would certainly agree with
Barthes that historical discourse is in its way as saturated in ideology
as is mimetic discourse, I would not therefore conclude that historical
and mimetic discourse adopt equivalent representational procedures
or constitute equivalent modes of cognition. And while I would grant
Derrida’s point that Western philosophy is pervaded by abstract and
ahistorical oppositions that, in the guise of reflecting transcendent es-
sences, naturalize dominant ideology, I would not therefore conclude
that all inherited cognitive oppositions are equally ideological and
equally fallacious. Some oppositions—between fact and fiction, for
instance— describe very real (and, I believe, necessary) cognitive op-
erations, in which actual historical people engage and have engaged.
Indeed, the Derridean project itself is hardly exempt from the practice
of binary opposition. Its universe is unremittingly dualistic, with the
forces of logocentrism, homogeneity, and repression locked in com-
bat with those of differance, heterogeneity, and dispersal. If we rec-
ognize, as surely we must, that certain binary oppositions have been
used to legitimate a hierarchical social order, the solution is not to jet-
tison binary opposition altogether but to formulate a binary opposi-
tion to class dominance that will carry political force. In this effort, it
is not helpful to argue that all discourses are fictions or that the goal
of criticism 1is to formulate, in Derrida’s words, “undecidables” that
“can no longer be included within philosophical (binary) opposition,
but which, however, inhabit philosophical opposition, resisting and
disorganizing it, without ever constituting a third term.”"* The refusal
to constitute a third term cannot go very far toward dislodging the
“hierarchical axiology.”

“Derrida, Positions, 43. See also my “The Politics of Deconstruction,” in the special is-
sue “Deconstruction at Yale,” Genre, 17 (Spring—Summer 1984): 113-34.
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It should be apparent that, when one argues for a qualitative defini-
tion of fictionality, much more than the classification of discourse is
involved: at stake, ultimately, is a whole debate about the relation
between—and the context of—perception and cognition. I have no
wish here to extend this debate. To support my assertion that fic-
tional and nonfictional discourses are distinguishable not in degree
but in kind, however, I would point out that most twentieth-century
theories of cognition—in fields from psychology to the philosophy
of science to linguistics—have found it necessary to postulate that the
human mind characteristically uses polarity as an essential device in
gaining understanding. Any given particular must be understood as
part of a larger scheme, these theories tell us, if it is to be considered
at all. The possible relevance of such theories to the problem of defin-
ing fictionality should be clear: the genres of fictional discourse en-
gage informing paradigms qualitatively different from those of the
various genres of nonfictional discourse, and even a presumably veri-
fiable fact must be framed and contextualized before its signification

can be determined.
From the field of Gestalt psychology, for example, we learn that

perception ordinarily operates within qualitative and totalizing
frames of reference. The rabbit-duck drawing, Gestalt psychologists
would tell us, has two possible, and mutually exclusive, interpreta-
tions—it is either a rabbit or a duck. The viewer can readily enough
grasp both perceptual possibilities but can process only one scheme at
any particular instant. Any given detail in the drawing makes sense as
part of either ordering scheme, but it demands wholly different inter-
pretations when it is “read” from each perspective. Only a prior con-
ventional context, external to the object of perception, can provide
decisive criteria for adjudging the correctiness of one or another inter-
pretation. It is impossible, concludes E. H. Gombrich of this notori-
ous example, to see “what is ‘really there,’ to see the shape apart from
its interpretation. ™ There are no innocent perceptions: if perception
is to produce cognition, it must invoke a framework of prior assump-
tions about what is being seen.

Gregory Bateson and Erving Goffman have argued that a great va-
riety of human behaviors can be explained by means of the Gestalt
model. Bateson proposes that, in activities such as play, fantasy, and

SE. H. Gombrich, Art and Illusion: A Study in the Psychology of Pictorial Representation
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1960), 5.
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psychotherapy, the participants agree upon “psychological frames”
that perform a “metacommunicative function,” giving the receiver
“instructions or aids in his attempt to understand the messages in-
cluded within the frame.”'® Psychological frames are, moreover,
both exclusive and inclusive, excluding certain messages by including
others and vice versa: according to Bateson, Gestalt paradigms are
necessary for the unambiguous signaling of complex and overdeter-
mined meanings. Goffman examines the operations of all sorts of so-
cial codes—from body language to advertising—in terms of what he
calls “primary frameworks”: “Each primary framework allows its
user to locate, perceive, identify and label a seemingly infinite num-
ber of concrete occurrences defined in its terms. [The user] is likely to
be unaware of such organized features as the framework has and un-
able to describe the framework with any completeness if asked, yet
these handicaps are no bar to his easily and fully applying it.”"” Pri-
mary frameworks can also be transformed, or “keyed,” in such a way
that almost all the elements in the original activity signal an entirely
new meaning when incorporated into a keyed context. Keying in-
volves an agreement among the parties involved to bracket the keyed
activity, pretending to follow the rules of the primary framework but
actually following a set of very different rules. For Bateson and
Goffman, then, the entire range of human behavior, serious and play-
ful, is regulated by conventions that bear a “metacommunicative” re-

®Gregory Bateson, “A Theory of Play and Fantasy,” in his Steps to an Ecology of Mind:
Collected Essays in Anthropology, Psychiatry, Evolution, and Epistemology (San Francisco:
Chandler, 1972), 187-88. For more on the relations among Gestalt frames, play and fan-
tasy, and fictionality, see Kendall L. Walton,- “Fearing Fictions,” Journal of Philosophy, 75
(January 1978): 5—27.

YErving Goffman, Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1976), 21.
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lation to any given activity. An activity is understood as a kind of
thing, and it is defined largely by contradistinction to what it is not.

Turning to the field of the philosophy of science, we may note that
it has become axiomatic that scientists ordinarily hypothesize gener-
alizations and then seek out the evidence that would validate, qualify,
or refute those generalizations. Early bourgeois science proposed that
human beings characteristically construct conceptual categories on
the basis of inductively accumulated experience—a procedure that
results, in Hume’s words, in “that perfect habit, which makes us con-
clude in general, that instances, of which we have no experience,
must necessarily resemble those of which we have.”® T. S. Kuhn,
by contrast, cautions that “no natural history can be interpreted in the
absence of at least some implicit body of intertwined theoretical and
methodological belief that permits selection, evaluation, and criti-
cism.”"® Karl Popper, who sees the growth of scientific knowledge
as a process of “conjecture and refutation,” holds that the mind in-
trinsically possesses the “expectation of finding a regularity.”? Mi-
chael Polanyi, rejecting those versions of Gestalt psychology that de-
scribe the perceiver as a passive receiver of preformed paradigms,
declares, “I am looking at Gestalt . . . as the outcome of . . . an active
shaping of experience performed in the pursuit of knowledge.”? For
these theorists, the scientific method consists in the constant evalua-
tion of explanatory frames. Particulars do not yield up their meaning;
they need to be located within a qualitatively defined larger scheme if
they are to possess value as evidence.

Finally, it bears noting that such concepts as “tacit knowledge”
and “primary frameworks” bear a distinct resemblance to Noam

8David Hume, Treatise of Human Nature, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford: Clarendon,
1907), 135. For more on Hume’s inductive argument, see also I, 3, viand I, 3, xii.

T S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 2d ed. (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1970), 16—17.

20K arl Popper, Conjectures and Refutations: The Growth of Scientific Knowledge (New York:
Basic, 1962), 47. N

2Michael Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension (Garden City: Doubleday, 1966), 6. In citing
Polanyi, Kuhn, and Popper, I do not mean to imply that I endorse the particular theories of
scientific method and development that these philosophers have evolved. I am simply
noting the fact that modern philosophers of science of widely varying ideological orienta-
tions, neopositivist to intuitionist, have all found it necessary to posit that thought cannot
take place in the absence of informing paradigms into which data—even anomalous data
— must be incorporated. For a critique of both Popper’s rationalism and Kuhn’s irrational-
ism, see Larry Laudan, Progress and Its Problems: Toward a Theory of Scientific Growth (Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 1977).
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Chomsky’s theory of linguistic competence, which posits that native
speakers of a language are governed by an “abstract system underly-
ing behavior, a system constituted by rules that interact to determine
the form and intrinsic meaning of a potentially infinite number of
sentences.”? The process of acquiring language therefore means that
“a child must devise a hypothesis compatible with presented data
—he must select from the store of potential grammars a specific one
that is appropriate to the data available to him.”? Whenever a
speaker utters a statement, then, he or she is invoking a “deep struc-
ture” that is the basis for the statement’s being coherent and compre-
hensible (even if the statement is new to the listener). The goal of the
study of the “universal grammar” of language, Chomsky concludes,
is not simply to illuminate the procedures of language acquisition and
communication; it is nothing less than the discovery of the general
properties of human intelligence.

These various descriptions of the relation of perception to cogni-
tion could, I suppose, be taken as evidence that human intelligence
can never know reality, but that it merely imposes its fictions on
what it encounters. In my view, however, their implication is quite
different. There is no reason to suppose that facts are created by inter-
pretations if they are bound to them. We are free to see a duck or a
rabbit, but not a giraffe; the Gestalt figure is not a Rorschach inkblot.
The Copernican view of the solar system did not construct the data
that rendered it a more powerful explanatory model than the Ptole-
maic system. Nor is there any reason to conclude that any given “pri-
mary framework” or “tacit knowledge” or “deep structure” consti-
tutes innate or transhistorical knowledge of a Kantian or Jungian
kind. The human mind may have certain innate proclivities, but these
are necessarily enacted through cognitive frames that are preemi-
nently social constructs: the manifold variations in past and present
human behavior testify to the embeddedness of any given conceptu-
alization in a highly changeable social reality. These theories of cogni-
tion and language simply suggest that human intelligence characteris-

2Noam Chomsky, Language and Mind (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1968),
62.
~BChomsky, Aspects ofthe Theory of Syntax (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1965), 36.
%#Chomsky, Language and Mind, 24. For an applicaiton of Chomsky’s theory of “deep
structure” to the problem of mobilizing and perceiving generic distinction in imaginative
literature, see Sheldon Sacks, “The Psychological Implicaitons of Generic Distinctions,”
Genre, 1 (1968): 106—15.
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tically operates in a configurational and—indeed—binary manner.
Particulars must be grasped as functional components in qualitatively
defined totalities—and excluded from other possible totalities—if
they are to be grasped at all.

In this book I shall argue that both fictional discourse and nonfic-
tional discourse make use of totalizing frames analogous to those ex-
plicitly formulated by psychology, linguistics, and the philosophy of
science. Any given element in a narrative, I shall suggest, must be
scanned and interpreted as either factual or fictive in order to be read
and understood. There is no specifically linguistic essence of fictional-
ity that is immediately perceptible in the particulars of a text. As Vic-
tor Lange aptly puts it,

Whether or not we are in the presence of a fictional field is . . . a matter
of contextual analysis; it cannot be recognized unless we examine the
specific aesthetic and logical uses to which the facts that sustain it have
been put. The quality of the fact itself, whether it is related to any pre-
sumed actuality or is fanciful and non-realistic, is of little concern for
the determination of the fictional mode. The invented speeches in
Tacitus are clearly part of a non-fictional intention; the actual letter
which Rilke incorporated in Malte Laurids Brigge assumes, within the
purposes of the novel, a distinctly fictional character.

The writer assumes that the reader will possess the “competence” to
know how to understand each particular, and that the “tacit knowl-
edge” undergirding this competence is the knowledge of generic con-
ventions shared by writer and reader alike. The nonfictional and fic-
tional Gestalts employed by Tacitus and Rilke, respectively, are a
function of the primary frameworks shared by readers of modern
novels and ancient histories. I am arguing, in short, for a definition of
mimesis as a contract, wherein writer and reader share an agreement
about the conditions under which texts can be composed and com-
prehended. Even when writers take quantitative steps toward altering

BVictor Lange, “The Fact in Fiction,” Comparative Literature Studies, 6 (September
1969): 260. For other theories of fictional discourse explicitly invoking the concept of Ge-
stalt, see Smith, 775—76; Ralph W. Rader, “The Concept of Genre in Eighteenth-Century
Studies,” in New Approaches to Eighteenth-Century Literature: Selected Papers from the English
Institute (New York: Columbia University Press, 1974), 84—86; and Norman Friedman,
Form and Meaning in Fiction (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1975), 196—-97.
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the terms of this agreement, they do so in the context of qualitatively
defined discursive conventions. And the essence of mimesis— for
it has an essence, pace Derrida and company—is that it is a social
practice, whereby authors impart cognition of a particular kind to
their readers.

The documentary novel, accordingly, is a species of fiction dis-
tinctly characterized by its adherence to referential strategies associ-
ated with nonfictional modes of discourse but also demanding to be
read within a fictional Gestalt familiar to contemporaneous readers.
Its dramatically altering strategies of representation do not mean that
fictional discourse and nonfictional discourse are indistinguishable;
they point instead to the changing terms of the fictional contract in
different social formations. But to assert that the documentary novel
does not inhabit some epistemologically hazy realm is merely to
render a negative definition of its features and capacities. I turn now
to examine the nature of the mimetic contract and then to specify the
mode of cognition that is distinctly characteristic of mimetic dis-
course. We cannot appreciate the problem of asserting reference that
confronts particularly the documentary novelist without a fuller un-
derstanding of the assertive capacities of mimesis in general. We shall
now examine those capacities.
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The Mimetic Contract and
the Problem of Assertion

The naive reader or critic who claims certain novels are dishonest is
sometimes not quite so naive as are theoreticians who have assured him
that fiction . . . cannot lie . . . because it cannot assert.

—Thomas J. Roberts

Most modern literary theorists would grant fictional dis-
course a status distinct from that of nonfictional discourse. The oppo-
nents to the qualitative definition of mimesis, although vociferous,
are still in the minority. When we examine the various criteria that
have been adduced as the basis for fiction’s claim to an autonomous
identity, however, we frequently encounter a curious anomaly. Fic-
tion is uniformly praised for its power: it uses language in a concen-
trated manner prohibited to nonfiction; it arouses the emotions and
liberates consciousness from the constraints of ideology; it carries the
reader into another world; it offers none of the commitments of state-
ment and all of the joys of pseudostatement. None of these formula-
tions, however, offers a satisfactory account of fiction as a mode of
cognition; indeed, what the great majority routinely state or imply is
that fiction cannot assert propositions that are to be taken as seri-
ously as those conveyed through other modes of discourse. Fiction’s
impotence is therefore a peculiar correlative to its power.

In Chapters 3 and 4, I shall set forth my own theory of fictional ref-
erence and shall argue that mimesis is constitutively a social and histor-
ical phenomenon. In the present chapter I intend to refute the princi-
pal formalistic theories of fiction that enjoy popularity at present and
to argue for the necessity of viewing mimesis as an intentionally de-
fined contract. I make no pretension here to offer a full critique of ei-
ther the individual critics I cite or the schools to which I assign them.
My aim is simply to schematize the main alternative approaches to
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mimesis and to associate these approaches with familiar critical fig-
ures. [ have three reasons for undertaking this excursus into the realm
of opposing theory. First, I hope to show that the inadequacy of the
commonly accepted views of mimesis stems from their refusal to
view it as a social contract. The hypostatization of elements such as
linguistic texture, ontology, and affective response results from a tex-
tual fetishism that insists upon fragmenting mimetic communication
into its component parts and divesting it of social significance. We
will grasp the Gestalt by means of which fictional discourse conveys
cognition, I believe, only if we see the fictional work as a contract
designed by an intending author who invites his or her audience to
adopt certain paradigms for understanding reality. Second, however,
I wish to demonstrate that even those modern theories of mimesis
that acknowledge the central role of the author—such as the speech-
act theories that I discuss in the last portion of this chapter—fail to
give a full account of authorial intention. It is only when the authorial
subject is viewed as a social subject rooted in a specific historical
context—a perspective most effectively developed in Marxist literary
theory—that the propositional content and assertive force of the text
can be fully appreciated. The argument in this chapter thus sets the
stage for my formulations in Chapters 3 and 4, insofar as it prepares
us to see that Marxism is not merely one among a plurality of possi-
ble methodologies. Finally, I wish to ground my discussion of the
documentary novel in a theory of mimesis that dispels conclusively
the notion that fictional works do not assert their propositional con-
tents. A critique of antiassertionist theories of mimesis is an essential
precondition to the investigation of any type of fictional discourse, I
believe, but especially so to the study of the documentary novel,
which posits that its reference to actual people and events empowers
it to tell a particularly compelling truth. Accordingly, the following
critique of formalist theories of fiction should be recalled when we
examine the historically varying modes of fictional assertion pre-
sented in Part 2 of this book. These modes of fictional assertion are
meant seriously, I shall argue, and therefore must be taken seriously.

Textual Definitions

Many modern theorists seeking the differentia of factual and fictive
discourse have looked to the text itself to discover the distinguishing
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features of mimesis. For the textual theorist, extratextual concerns
—conventions, the needs of authors and audiences, social forces of
broader kinds—may illuminate the text, but they are irrelevant to the
definition of mimesis as such: mimesis is intrinsic to texts that em-
ploy elements of language or structure in certain ways. Despite their
diversity, these approaches share a tendency to isolate a feature found
in many mimetic texts and to identify this feature as the defining
quality of all fictive discourse.

The Language of Mimesis

Language is in the foreground of much twentieth-century literary
theory, so it is no accident that many theorists have discovered the es-
sence of fictional discourse to consist in its unique use of language.
There are three main versions of the linguistic criterion. The first pos-
its that fiction is distinguished by its characteristic linguistic texture.
Monroe Beardsley, for example, maintains that much of the “implicit
meaning” of literature derives from the “opacity” of its linguistic tex-
ture.! Similarly, René Wellek and Austin Warren argue that “liter-
ary” language (that of prose fiction and of poetry) is characteristically
connotative, while that of science is denotative.? The second linguis-
tic criterion for defining mimesis rests on the contention that fictional
language is nonparaphrasable. J. M. Cameron states, “I could not
give an alternative poetic description, for there could be no criterion
(as there would be in the case of a real description) for deciding
whether or not the alternative description has succeeded. The poetic
description has the form of a description; but it exists only as this de-
scription, these words, in this order.” The third linguistic criterion
rests upon the premise that, as Margaret MacDonald says, in a fic-
tional work language is used “to originate, not to report.” A story-
teller, she declares, “performs [and] does not—or not primarily—

!Monroe C. Beardsley, Aesthetics: Problems in the Philosophy of Criticism (New York:
Harcourt, Brace & World, 1958), esp. 126-28.

2René Wellek and Austin Warren, Theory of Literature, 3d ed. (New York: Harcourt,
Brace & World, Harvest, 1956), 22—23.

’J. M. Cameron, “Poetry and Dialectic,” in The Night Battle: Essays (London: Burns &
Oates, 1962), 137. For further development of the nonparaphrasability theory, see also Da-
vid Lodge, The Language of Fiction: Essays in Criticism and Verbal Analysis of the English Novel
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1966).
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inform or misinform.™ The definitive quality of fictive language
thus becomes its lack of referentiality. Roman Jakobson found a sharp
distinction between the “poetic” and the “communicative” or “refer-
ential” functions of language: “The supremacy of the poetic function
over the referential function does not obliterate the reference,” he
concludes, “but makes it ambiguous.”

It should be apparent that these different linguistic criteria are quite
closely related to one another. Language that is used in a connotative
way cannot be said to possess the same power of reference as lan-
guage that is denotative, and its force would seem to reside in its in-
imitable construction. It should also be apparent that each of these
criteria poses severe logical and practical drawbacks to developing a
comprehensive theory of fictionality. The criterion of linguistic tex-
ture is arbitrary and inexact: the highly colored, ironic language of
Marx’s Eighteenth Brumaire poses a sharp contrast to the flat, reporto-
rial prose of Studs Lonigan, but I would not want to conclude that
Marx is therefore a novelist, and Farrell a sociologist. Features such as
“semantic density,” remarks Stein Haugom Olsen, are “noticed only
when they serve an independently defined funciton”; in order to iden-
tify such a feature and to see it as “artistically relevant,” the decision
“must already have been reached that the text is a literary work.”
The criterion of fictional nonparaphrasability encounters comparable
difficulties. Writers frequently rewrite their texts, which suggests
some prelinguistic formulation in the author’s mind to which the var-
ious stylistic formulations in some way correspond. “Though fic-
tional worlds emerge from words,” states James Phelan, “and though
sometimes the particular words an author chooses are extremely im-
portant for creating a fictional world effectively, these worlds are fi-
nally not worlds of words, but worlds of characters, actions, emo-
tions, and thoughts.”” While stylistic theorists claim to discern the

‘Margaret MacDonald, “The Language of Fiction,” reprinted in Perspectives on Fiction,
ed. James L. Calderwood and Harold Toliver (New York: Oxford University Press, 1968),
64.

SRoman Jakobson, “Closing Statement: Linguistics and Poetics,” in Style in Language,
ed. Thomas Sebeok (Cambridge: Technology Press of MIT, 1960), 371.

¢Stein Haugom Olsen, “Defining a Literary Work,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism,
35 (Winter 1976): 137.

James Phelan, Worlds from Woerds: A Theory of Language in Fiction (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1981), 149. Recent work in linguistics indicates that, while the style may
be the man, it does not constitute the work. Studies of the reading activity reveal that, in

J
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distinctive feature of mimesis in its unique appropriation of language,
their argument has a paradoxical premise. “The idea of style,” re-
marks Richard Ohmann, “implies that words on a page might have
been different, or differently arranged, without a corresponding dif-
ference in substance.” To fault an author on the grounds that a sen-
tence is ill-phrased—as critics often do—is to contend that the sen-
tence might have been better phrased and thus to imply that the
sentence can be a more or less effective tool for getting at a peculiarly
solid—and prelinguistic—referent. Ohmann continues, “Another
writer would have said it another way.”®

The nonreferentiality criterion at first appears to be a more formi-
dable adversary. We must conclude, after all, that the name “Bigger
Thomas” does not denote an actual inhabitant of Chicago. But—and
this point is crucial to an understanding of referentiality in the docu-
mentary novel—certain words appearing in fictional discourse do
carry a power of direct historical reference. As we shall see below,
Waverly would not persuade its readers to take a certain view of his-

confronting both fictional and nonfictional narratives of sustained duration, people charac-
teristically forget the specific linguistic (syntactical) formulations of texts and instead for-
mulate abbreviated and schematized versions of their conceptual content. Teun A. Van
Dijk remarks, “Recall, comparison and other mental operations with sentences are based on
semantic representations. Syntactic structures appear to be immediately erased from mem-
ory, which points at their ‘superficial’ character.” This discovery suggests that a reader’s
experience of both fictional and nonfictional texts hinges not primarily upon stylistic ef-
fects, however powerfully these may register in the short-term memory, but upon a gener-
alized apprehension of propositional content, which is lodged in the long-term memory.
Indeed, as Gerald Graff has argued, our reliance upon the interpretive schemes carried in the
long-term memory gives aesthetic power to stylistic materials noted in the short-term
memory. See Van Dijk, Some Aspects of Text Grammars: A Study in Theoretical Linguistics and
Poetics (The Hague: Mouton, 1972), 324—25, and Graff, “Literature as Assertions,” in
American Criticism in the Poststructuralist Age, ed. Ira Konigsberg, Michigan Studies in the
Humanities (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1981), 152—56.

8Richard Ohmann, “Generative Grammars and the Concept of Literary Style,” Word, 20
(December 1964): 427. For the argument thatany alteration in “surface structure” is an al-
teration in substance, see Stanley Fish, “Affective Stylistics: Literature in the Reader,” New
Literary History, 2 (Autumn 1970): 123—62. Fish asserts, “We comprehend not in terms of
the deep structure alone, but in terms of a relationship between the unfolding, in time, of the
surface structure and a continual checking of it against our projection (always in terms of
surface structure) of what the deep structure will reveal itself to be, and when the final dis-
covery has been made and the deep structure is perceived, all the ‘mistakes,’ the positing, on
the basis of incomplete evidence, of deep structures that failed to materialize, will not be
cancelled out. They have been experienced; they have existed in the mental life of the
reader; they mean” (144).
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torical process if its Bonnie Prince Charlie did not signify the real Pre-
tender; the J. P. Morgan who appears in Dos Passos’s U.S.A. is not
merely a fictional character who comments in a general way upon the
depredations of capital. Moreover—and I shall treat this point at con-
siderable length in the next chapter—it is important to recognize that
a fictional text’s propositional relation to the historical world cannot
be simply equated with the referential capacities of its individual sen-
tences. Michael Scriven observes:

Generally speaking . . . the sentences in a story cannot be said to be true
or false, as could the statements in a sermon. But the story as a whole
can certainly be said to paint a true (or false) picture of its subject. D. H.
Lawrence on the Midland mining towns, Arthur Koestler on Commu-
nist interrogation proceedings, Alan Paton on conditions in the Union
of South Africa, can be praised for the versimilitude of their account or
criticized for its inaccuracy.’

Most discussions of fictional reference are muddled by the assump-
tion that truth attaches exclusively to separate sentences and entities,
rather than to things-in-relation. Indeed, a positivist epistemology
lurks not far beneath the surface of the nonreferentiality criterion: the
only realities, it seems, are palpable “facts,” and if a discourse cannot
refer to these, it has no referent at all.

The Ontology of Mimesis

A second textual definition of mimesis distinguishes factual and fic-
tive discourse on the basis of textual ontology. Taking as their prem-
ise Husserl’s distinction between the realm of “essential universality”
and the factitious sphere of “spatio-temporal facts,”’® a number of
phenomenological critics have attempted to locate the differentia of
mimesis in one or more textual features that signal the presence of a
realm ontologically discontinuous with that of ordinary experience.
One argument centers on the status of the narrator in factual and fic-
tive discourse: presumably the author of a factual work is the narrator
and is therefore wholly responsible for the statements in the narra-

*Michael Scriven, “The Language of Fiction,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, supp.
vol. 28 (1954): 187.

YEdmund Husserl, Ideas: General Introduction to a Pure Phenomenology, trans. W. R.
Boyce Gibson (London: Allen & Unwin, 1931), 54 and passim.
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tive, whereas the narrator of a novel is not necessarily to be identified
with the author in propria persona, alike as the two may be in
outlook. Thus Laurent Stern, for example, suggests that the narrators
in fictions are themselves fictive characters: “We must make-believe
that the stories told within the literary work of art are told by fictional
characters.”" Kate Hamburger, who repudiates the notion that mi-
mesis consists exclusively in the fictiveness of the narrator, asserts
that the novel’s “lack of an ‘I-Origo’” is nonetheless one among sev-
eral important indicators of the text’s removal from the ontological
sphere of the reader."

Other phenomenological critics focus their attention on the per-
ceived status of the narrative’s spatiotemporal realm. Disjunction
between the spatiotemporal realm of the text and that of the reader
signals the presence of fictionality; conjunction between the two
spheres reveals the presence of factuality. Thus Robert Champigny
states, “I interpret a narrative in a novelistic perspective if . . . I do not
situate the event of my reading in relation to the narrated event.”
Hence there is an unbridgeable gap between the “realities” of text and
reader: “Events in a spatio-temporal field can be historical for me
only if they are spatially and temporally related to me: I must posit
myself as an event or process among others.”” Roman Ingarden,
perhaps the most rigorous—at least the most sonorous—of the phe-
nomenological critics, articulates the formalism latent in the ontolog-
ical approach to mimesis. “We remain in the realm of the work it-
self,” he states, “without taking an interest in extraliterary reality.”
The “concretization of aesthetically valent qualities” is thus the goal
of the literary work: “In their opalescent dual meaning, the semantic
units, clothed in particular sound materials, project an intuitive mate-
rial permeated with special materially colored qualities, which allows
the reader to apprehend just that qualitative cluster of values which
arises as a necessary phenomenon from such intuitive material.”** If

"Laurent Stern, “Fictional Characters, Places, and Events,” Philosophy and Phenomeno-
logical Research, 26 (December 1965): 210.

2Kate Hamburger, The Logic of Literature, 2d rev. ed., trans. Marilyn J. Rose (Bloom-
ington: Indiana University Press, 1933), 73-74.

B3See Robert Champigny, Ontology of the Narrative: An Analysis (The Hague: Mouton,
1972), 17, and “Implicitness in Narrative Fiction,” PMLA, 85 (October 1970): 990.

“Roman Ingarden, The Cognition of the Literary Work of Art, trans. Ruth Ann Crowley
and Kenneth R. Olsen (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1973), 37, 68. For fur-
ther instances of the phenomenological approach to mimesis, see Knut Hanneborg, The

48



The Problem of Assertion

we can penetrate through the “opalescent . . . meaning” of this state-
ment, it seems to be saying that the presence of fictionality is signaled
by the reader’s loss of interest in the historical world—a loss that is
presumably compensated by the semantic resonance of the text.

The stipulation that fiction involves ontological displacement re-
minds us, lest we forget, that even the most transparently realistic fic-
tive works do not routinely depict real persons and events. But the
view of fiction as ontologically discontinuous does not prove particu-
larly useful in accounting for the phenomenon of the documentary
novel, which explicitly attempts to break down ontological barriers
by incorporating presumably unmediated elements of actuality into
the fictional work. Moreover, unless the ontological definition of mi-
mesis is understood simply as a restatement of the truism that fiction
involves invention, it frequently takes us in circles, for it fails to lo-
cate identifiable textual features conventionally signaling fictionality
and ends up simply conflating reader response and authorial intention
with the “text itself.” How is spatiotemporal disjunction a textual
property in the absence of a responding reader? How is the presence
or absence of an “I-Origo” inferable from the particulars of the text,
without some prior or external conception of the signaled intentions
of the author? How can intuitive material—an odd blend of subjec-
tive and objective features— be signaled by “materially colored quali-
ties” (whatever they may be)?"® The very fixation upon individual
textual features renders ontological definitions incapable of specifying
any precise relation between the fictive text and historical actuality.
As Kendall Walton has complained, “The ordinary concept of ‘fic-
tional worlds’—worlds that are different from the real one, but

Study of Literature: A Contribution to the Phenomenology of the Humane Sciences (Oslo: Univer-
sitetsforlaget, 1967), and Felix Martinez-Bonati, Fictive Discourse and the Structure of Litera-
ture: A Phenomenological Approach, trans. Philip W. Silver (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1981).

5Unlike the other phenomenological theorists, Hamburger cannot be charged with
simply transferring reader response to the text. Indeed, she spots this type of circularity as a
pitfall of phenomenological criticism and attacks Ingarden on logical grounds: “The desig-
nation of the sentences in a novel or in a drama as quasi-judgments implies nothing but the
tautological fact that whenever we read a novel or a play we know we are reading a novel or
aplay” (The Logicof Literature, 20). Hamburger develops an elaborate set of textual markers
of fictionality. Her criteria are, however, bound by the conventions of the nineteenth-
century realistic novel. And she remains open to the criticism posed to the quantitative and
family resemblance theorists in Chapter : How does one determine the necessary and suffi-
cient properties that define a work of fiction?
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worlds nonetheless—is a device to paper over our confusion about
whether or not fictions are real; it is an attempt to have it both
ways.”'® And if “fictional worlds” have no relation to the real world
—for this is finally what spatiotemporal disjunction means, at least
for Husserl—then what kind of knowledge can they yield? What is
the referent of mimesis—if indeed there is one?

The Structure of Mimesis

Of the various textual definitions of mimesis, those focusing on
structure possess the greatest value. Most trace their lineage to Aris-
totle, who viewed the salient feature of poetry (in the broad sense) as
formal unity. Although the materials of history possess no inherent
structure, he claimed, focusing as they do upon “not one action but
one period of time,” those of poetry are selected in accordance with
their capacity to elucidate the power of a work as a structurally
unified whole."” Critics who discover the differentia of fictionality in
structure argue that fictional works possess a cohering principle of
unity, while nonfictional works are characterized by a certain formal
incompleteness derived from the intractability of their raw materials.
Thus the Russian Formalists, who undertook a rewriting of Aristote-
lian poetics in the early decades of the twentieth century, declared
that the structural transformation of “story” into “plot” constitutes
the essence of fiction-making. “Real incidents, not fictionalized by an
author, may make a story,” states Boris Tomashevsky. “The plot,”
by contrast, in which “events are arranged and connected according to
the order of sequence in which they are presented in the work,” is
“wholly an artistic creation.”'® Murray Krieger has chosen “teleol-
ogy” as the trait distinguishing the novel from the factual report:
“Teleology is precisely what poetic form boasts as its essential charac-

*Kendall L. Walton, “How Remote Are Fictional Worlds from the Real World?” Journal
of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 37 (Fall 1978): 19.

Aristotle, Aristotle’s Poetics: A Translation and Commentary for Students of Literature,
trans. Leon Golden (Englewood Cliff's: Prentice-Hall, 1968), chap. 23, p. 42. Hardison, in
the commentary section of the volume, stresses the point that, in his distinction between
poetry and history, Aristotle does not assert that poetry reveals some sort of higher truth,
as Sidney supposed. See also Friedman, Form and Meaning in Fiction (Athens: University of
Georgia Press, 1975), 5—6.

8Boris Tomashevsky, “Thematics,” in Russian Formalist Criticism: Four Essays, ed. Lee
T. Lemon and Marion J. Reis (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1964), 68.
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teristic. It is just the poet’s freedom to put teleology where his object
of imitation had none that distinguishes him from even the most ar-
rogant historian who would fashion the past in the shapes of his pri-
vate fancy.””® Ralph W. Rader concludes that “in fiction, the form
must totally subsume the whole matter of the work. In most factual
works, even when there is literary intent, a good deal of material
must necessarily remain only passively adjusted to the form.”®

As we shall see in the next chapter, the reader’s perception of a high
degree of internal coherence in fact is essential to the functioning of
the mimetic contract, for the configuration of the text as a whole does
conventionally signal mimetic intentions. But, I shall argue, the text’s
structural Gestalt is inseparable from its cognitive praxis: structure
per se, isolated from function, is meaningless as a criterion of fiction-
ality, for one could readily argue—as Louis Mink has done—that all
conceptualization operates in the configurational mode and that many
forms of nonfictional writing are indeed highly structured.” The re-
cent historiographical theory of scholars such as W. B. Gallie and
Hayden White may have gone too far in the direction of fictionalizing
history, but it has convincingly demonstrated that many of the struc-
tural features ordinarily associated with the novel also characterize the
conventions of nineteenth- and twentieth-century historical narra-
tion.” Factual discourse, they suggest, involves not the absence of
Gestalt but the invocation of a different Gestalt. I return to my central
contention: mimesis entails a social contract; the textual features that
signal its different conventions indicate that the fictional contract is
being invoked, but they do not in themselves constitute the essence of
fictional discourse.

The main problem besetting the various textual theories of mime-
sis briefly described here is that they attempt to locate the essence of

®Murray Krieger, “Fiction, History, and Empirical Reality,” Critical Inquiry, 1 (Decem-
ber 1974): 342.

2Ralph W. Rader, “Literary Form in Fictional Narrative: The Example of Boswell’s
Johnson,” in Essays in Eighteenth-Century Biography, ed. Philip B. Daghlian (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1968), 39.

ALouis O. Mink, “History and Fiction as Modes of Comprehension,” New Literayy His-
tory, 1 (Spring 1970): $41—58.

2See W. B. Gallie, Philosophy and the Historical Understanding (1964; New York:
Schocken, 1968), chaps. 1 and 2; Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in
Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973).
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mimesis solely in isolated textual features, without reference to the
author/reader contracts within which these elements function. Tex-
tual theories divorce the fictional work from its social and historical
context— from its referent on the one hand, from its producer and
consumer on the other. The text therefore emerges as a reified entity
presumably containing within itself all meaning and value, rather
than as a field of force generating constantly varying relations be-
tween the author’s intentions and the audience’s assumptions, expec-
tations, and needs. Indeed, the text undergoes a process similar to the
phenomenon that Marx labeled “commodity fetishism,” whereby, as
Georg Lukdcs summarizes it, “a relation between people takes on the
character of a thing and thus acquires a ‘phantom objectivity,” an au-
tonomy that seems so strictly rational and all-embracing as to conceal
every trace of its fundamental nature: the relation between people.”*
Countering the conception popular among contemporaneous politi-
cal economists that capital is a “thing,” Marx pointed out that capital
is a social relation, though mediated by the instrumentality of things.
Literary theorists should take a cue from Marx and recognize that the
fictional text is likewise a social relation, mediated through the instru-
mentality of objectifiable textual features.

Mentalist Definitions

Mentalist definitions of mimesis— that is, definitions seeking the
differentia of fictionality in the kinds of responses a text evokes—
would seem to pose a welcome alternative to the false objectivism of
textual theories, in that they bring the question of explaining fiction-
ality into the realm of social experience. But most mentalist theories
of mimesis consider only the response of the reader to textual sig-
nals, thereby denying the functional importance of the text as a meet-
ing ground between writer and audience.

Affective Theories

Some mentalist critics have identified fiction by its characteristic
power to evoke an emotional response in the reader. Fiction is here

BGeorg Lukics, History and Class Consciousness: Studies in Marxist Dialectics, trans.
Rodney Livingstone (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1971), 83.
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definable by its effects: we know that a discourse is fictional if it cre-
ates certain kinds of psychic reactions. Norman Holland maintains
that fiction arouses the emotions of readers because it does not call
upon them to engage in the “reality-testing” that customarily accom-
panies nonfiction and thus permits their feelings greater freedom.*
Helmut Gauss argues that the reading of fictions is “an important
control mechanism in our emotional housekeeping,” in that “the ex-
perience of the fictional tension is an attempt at alleviating the exis-
tential tension.”” Simon Lesser proposes that “fiction gives us com-
promise formations whereby repressed and repressing forces obtain
expression in one and the same product . . . it provides a forum in
which the positions of the id, the ego and the superego all receive a
hearing.”*

The difficulties posed by the affective argument should be fairly
apparent. To begin with, factual and fictive discourse can hardly be
distinguished by any difference in their ability to evoke emotion.
True accounts such as The Algiers Motel Incident or The Diary of Anne
Frank arouse more powerful feelings of indignation and pity than do
many fictional narratives; novels such as The Jungle or The Castle, in
their different ways, in fact compel readers to test the reality and con-
front the tension of their own experience. Similar problems exist for
the notion that fictional texts intrinsically provide “compromise for-
mations” reconciling the conflicts within ego-structure. Moby Dick
may or may not project and resolve a clash of forces analogous to the
conflict of superego and id, but Barchester Towers could hardly be said
to accomplish a similar therapeutic task. As I shall argue below, fic-
tions do indeed attempt to resolve contradictions that are experienced
subjectively; but these contradictions can become part of a shared
public discourse only if they mediate more general social contradic-
tions. Affective definitions of fictionality rest upon a fundamental di-
vision of emotion from intellect and of the self from the social. By the
very procedure of isolating emotive response as the differentia of mi-

#Norman Holland, The Dynamics of Literary Response (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1961). See also his “Prose and Minds: A Psychoanalytic Approach to Nonfiction,” in
The Art of Victorian Prose, ed. George Levine and William Madden (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1968), 314—37.

BHelmut Gaus, The Function of Fiction: The Function of Written Fiction in the Social Process:
An Investigation into the Relation between the Reader’s Real World and the Fictional World of His
Reading (Ghent: E. Story—Scientia, 1979), 107, 13I.

26Simon Lesser, Fiction and the Unconscious (Boston: Beacon, 1957), 78.
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mesis, affective theories mechanize the very realm of subjective expe-
rience that they would invest with privileged value. As Christopher
Caudwell remarked of subjectivist aesthetics, “Beauty and all related
values become physiological activity.”? The isolation of the reader’s
reactions from their genesis in author or text thus implies a curiously
impoverished concepton of mind, in which feelings are defined with
no relation to their stimuli.

Reader-Response Theories

A second species of mentalist theory, associated with the label
“reader-response criticism,” holds that subjective judgment (not nec-
essarily emotionally charged) is the determinant of a text’s essential
qualities, including its generic identity. For David Bleich, who advo-
cates that criticism base itself on the “subjective paradigm,” textual
determinacy of any kind is a logical impossibility, for readers create
not only their own texts but also their own conditions for reading
texts.”® For Wolfgang Iser, who appears eager to avoid the solipsism
implied by the more radical reader-response theory of Bleich, textual
indeterminacy coincides with the very essence of fictional discourse
itself. The fictional text “by its very nature must call into question the
validity of familiar norms,” declares Iser. Mimesis “represents a reac-
tion to the thought system which it has chosen and incorporated into
its repertoire. This reacton is triggered by the system’s limited ability
to cope with the multifariousness of reality, thus drawing attention to
its deficiencies.” The essence of fictionality thus involves the juxtapo-
sition of questions and perspectives, rather than the promulgation
or endorsement of any single (or for that matter, contradictory)
view: “[Fiction] questions or recodes the signals of external reality in
such a way that the reader himself is to find the motives underlying
the question, and in doing so he participates in producing the mean-
ing.”” You may discover one meaning, and I another, Iser con-

#Christopher Caudwell, Studies and Further Studies in a Dying Culture (New York:
Monthly Review, 1971), 80—-81.

BDavid Bleich, Subjective Criticism (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978),
II.

PWolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1978), 87, 72, 74. Iser attempts to qualify his stance by noting
that some fictions—he cites chivalric romances and socialist realist novels as instances—
shore up “unstable” systems of ideas: their propositionality is thus presumably an inverse
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cludes, not because reality evades determinate formulation, but
simply because mimesis does.

Iser, it must be conceded, at least admits that the fictionality of a
text is not determined by its audience. Where Bleich removes the in-
tending author from the scene entirely, positing that readers, and
readers alone, set the terms of the mimetic contract, Iser holds that
authorial intention is coterminous with textual undecidability. But
we are left with an unconvincing version of the New Critical crite-
rion of opacity: individual sentences may not project linguistic ambi-
guity, but the text as a whole does—indeed, must. Mimesis is antag-
onistic to the propositions it seems to contain: it presents them for
consideration only to deny them any power of assertion. If authors
intend to propose views of the world that they want their readers to
take seriously, they are ill-advised to do so by means of fictional
discourse.

Intentionalist Definitions

Textual definitions of mimesis fetishize language, and mentalist
definitions fetishize subjective reader response. We sense progress,
however, when we turn to intentionalist definitions of mimesis,
which view the literary work as “a goal-directed effort made by a
creating intellect”; literary theory must therefore “deal with the role
of intention and assign it a proper place in literary understanding.”*
Applied to the problem of defining fictionality, this principle, follow-
ing Thomas Roberts, means that “fiction is make-believe and let’s
pretend and let’s suppose and let’s assume. It is not pretending or be-

function of the plausibility of the ideas they contain. This argument strikes me as heavily
loaded, since Iser clearly regards works of these kinds as inferior; the bourgeois novel is for
him both the model and the type of the fictional contract. For a more effective sort of
reader-response criticism, see Peter J. Rabinowitz, “Assertion and Assumption: Fictional
Patterns and the External World,” PMLA, 96 (May 1981): 408—19. Rabinowitz is interested
in working back from the response of the reader to the manipulations and assumptions of
the author, and he establishes useful distinctions among what he calls “actual,” “authorial,”
“narrative,” and “ideal” audiences in order to analyze the various levels of response that are
actuated in the process of reading a fiction. See “Truth in Fiction: A Reexamination of Au-
diences,” Critical Inquiry, 4 (Autumn 1973): 121—41.

¥Stein Haugom Olsen, “What Is Poetics?” Philosophical Quarterly, 26 (October 1976):
351
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lieving or supposing or assuming: it is what follows an invitation to
others to share in a pretending.” Mimesis is therefore a species of
intentionally defined contract. Roberts summarizes, “A work of fic-
tion by intention is a small or large body of propositions the author
thinks true—even in many cases factually true—framed by a small
or large body of propositions the author thinks false.”? Mimesis
originates historically in the writer and conveys itself to the reader by
means of textual signals that invite reader participation: “I'll pretend”
is an invalid declaration if it cannot be assumed to mean “let’s pre-
tend.”

The intentionalist argument currently enjoying the greatest pop-
ularity draws its theoretical framework from speech-act theory.
Speech-act theorists of fiction follow J. L. Austin’s analysis of any
given utterance as comprehending three separate speech acts: the
locutionary act (that is, the physical act of uttering words); the illocu-
tionary act (that is, the speaker’s goal in making the utterance, such as
stating, asking, ordering); and the perlocutionary act (that is, the
speaker’s effect upon the audience, such as arousing curiosity, confus-
ing, threatening).* The illocutionary act is seen as the crucial act that
defines the fictionality or factuality of a given discourse. “There is no
textual property, syntactical or semantic, that will identify a text as a
work of fiction,” argues Searle. “What makes it a work of fiction is,
so to speak, the illocutionary stance that the author takes toward it,
and that stance is a matter of the complex illocutionary intentions that
the author has when he writes or otherwise composes it.” These
“complex illocutionary intentions” are signaled to the reader by ap-
peal to a “set of horizontal conventions that break the conventions es-
tablished by the vertical rules of factual discourse.”**

Barbara Herrnstein Smith, who constructs an entire theory of
fictionality based upon speech-act theory, posits that

the essential fictiveness of novels . . ., as of all literary artworks, is not
to be discovered in the unreality of the characters, objects, and events

%Thomas J. Roberts, “Fiction outside Literature,” Literary Review, 22 (Fall 1978): 9.

2Roberts, When Is Something Fiction? (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press,
1972), 94—108.

®]. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words (1955; Oxford: Clarendon, 1975), 94—108.

*John R. Searle, “The Logical Status of Fictional Discourse,” New Literary History, 6
(Winter 1975): 325, 326.
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alluded to, but in the unreality of the alludings themselves. In other
words, in a novel or tale, it is the act of reporting events, the act of de-
scribing persons and referring to places, that is fictive. The novel repre-
sents the verbal action of a man reporting, describing, and referring.®

For Smith, all “poetry” (meaning fictional discourse) is “fiction” in
the sense that it takes as its object of imitation one or another species
of “natural” discourse. It is by its very nature a pseudostatement.
Robert L. Brown and Martin Steinmann, Jr., point out that the dif-
ferentia of fictional discourse—which they call the “pretense-of-
reporting rule” —is not a grammatical rule constituted by textual fea-
tures but a “genre-rule” constituted by social practice. “A discourse is
fictional,” they argue, “because its speaker or writer intends it to be
so. Butit is taken as fictional only because the hearer or reader decides
to take it so. . . . The decision to read a discourse as fictional or
nonfictional is a decision to use one set of constitutive rules rather
than another, and we really can’t read it—interpret it—at all until we
have made this decision.”® In the various speech-act approaches to
the definition of fictionality, the differentia is based, we should note,
on the intention of the author: mimetic conventions are enacted be-
cause the author, as determinate historical agent, wishes to enact
them.

Intentionalism furnishes grounds for a productive inquiry into the
nature of the mimetic contract. First, it provides theoretical ground-
ing for the notion that factual and fictive disocurse are to be qualita-
tively distinguished. If mimesis involves an invitation on the part of
the author and a decision on the part of the reader to follow certain
rules that preclude other rules, then it follows that—to reinvoke
Wittgenstein— different rules imply different games. One cannot si-
multaneously engage in “let’s pretend” and take literally the content

*Barbara Herrnstein Smith, “Poetry as Fiction,” New Literary History, 2 (Winter 1971):
272. In its logical extension, Smith’s view of fiction as the imitation of nonfictional, or
“natural,” discourse is indistinguishable from Johathan Culler’s contention that “whenever
a work seems to be referring to the world one can argue that this supposed reference is in
fact a comment on other texts and postpone the referentiality of the fiction to another mo-
ment or another level” (“Presupposition and Intertextuality,” Modern Language Notes, 91
[December 1976]: 1383). Such postponement can go on indefinitely, of course, and the
“referent” becomes, in essence, textuality itself.

*Robert L. Brown and Martin Steinmann, Jr., “Native Readers of Fiction: A Speech-
Act and Genre-Rule Approach to Defining Literature,” in What Is Literature? ed. Hernadi
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978), 149—50.
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of the pretense; recognizing the rabbit of fictionality necessarily rules
out seeing the duck of factual discourse. Second, intentionalism re-
quires us to see mimesis as a mode of social praxis. As Olsen puts it,
“Authors and readers possess a common institutional framework
which allows authors to intend texts as literary works and the reader
to interpret them as intended to be taken as literary works. . . . [To
identify a text as a literary work] is to assign a role to the text in an in-
stitution of which one knows the rules.”” Where mentalist theories
are only superficially social (they conflate meaning with reader re-
sponse and lose track of the author altogether), intentionalist theories
see the author as the originating point of a contractual activity that is
realized in the reader’s response through the invocation of a2 “common
institutional framework.” Third, intentionalism rescues what is valid
in textual and mentalist theories at the same time that it offers a supe-
rior ground for argument. As Ohmann notes,

If the work of literature is mimetic of speech-acts, then itis in a sense ex-
hibiting both quasi-speech-acts and the sentences that purportedly help
to bring about these acts. To exhibit them is to direct attention to them,
and, among other things, to their intricacy of meaning and their formal
regularity. Similarly, since the quasi-speech-acts of literature are not
carrying on the world’s business—describing, urging, contracting,
etc.—the reader may well attend to them in a non-pragmatic way, and
thus allow them to realize their emotive potential. In other words, the
suspension of normal illocutionary force tends to shift a reader’s atten-
tion to the locutionary acts themselves and to their perlocutionary
effects.?®

Intentionalism clarifies textual and mentalist theories, showing how
the “formal regularity” and the “emotive potential” of the mimetic
work are highlighted through the writer’s decision to invoke the mi-

metic contract.
Despite its usefulness to a contractual view of mimesis, however,

the intentionalist position— particularly its speech-act variant—en-
counters certain difficulties. The intentionalist critic does not ordi-
narily specify how the genre-signifying intentions of the author are
communicated to the reader, nor, for that matter, why this signaling

¥Qlsen, “Defining a Literary Work,” 138.
*®Ohmann, “Speech Acts and the Definiton of Literature,” Philosophy and Rhetoric, 4

(Winter 1971): 17
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should take place at all. Roberts does not explain the procedure
whereby the “framing” propositions that the author thinks to be false
are acknowledged as false by the reader. Ohmann does not tell us
how we know that the illocutionary force of a fiction has been sus-
pended. Searle grants that an investigation into the syntactic and se-
mantic conventions governing the writing and reading of fictions is
necessary to determine how the reader knows when the author has
invoked a set of fictive “horizontal conventions.” Yet, in his well-
known comparison of the opening chapter of an Iris Murdoch novel
with a news story from the New York Times, he also makes the con-
tradictory claim that the fictional text is semantically and syntactically
indistinguishable from the journalistic one.” Along similar lines,
Smith argues that Clarendon’s description of John Hampden in The
History of Rebellion is generically indistinguishable from the first para-
graph of Tolstoy’s “The Death of Ivan Ilyitch” —a difficult point to
square with her view that the difference between factual and fictive
discourse is absolute.

The solution is not, however, to return to “text” or “reader” and to
travel the hermeneutical circle once again. For the abstraction accom-
panying these definitions derives not from any logical deficiencies in-
herent in intentionalism as such but from the unduly atomistic con-
ception of the text and the unduly narrow conception of writer and
reader that accompany the particular theories we have examined.
These theories fail to view the fictional contract as a fully social phe-
nomenon,; they fragment the act of mimetic representation and dehis-
toricize the people engaging in the text’s communicative contract.
Richard Gale’s version of “suspended illocutionary force,” for in-
stance, entails the quite absurd dissolution of individual sentences
into assertive and nonassertive components: “The effect of a fictive
illocutionary act is to drain of illocutionary force every verb that oc-

¥Because Searle omits discussing the actual conventions that are invoked in the novel
and the journalistic report, he leaves himself open to “intentional fallacy” accusations, even
though he purports to carry the discussion beyond this level. As Lubomir Dolozel has re-
marked of Searle’s theory of fictionality, “When ascribing a certain illocutionary intention
to the author, we do so a posteriori, after having determined—intuitively or empirically
—the fictional or nonfictional status of his utterance. This is a general weakness of inten-
tional fallacy: first we decide what are the properties of a text and then we ascribe the prop-
erties to the author’s intentions (or the failure of these intentions). The intention itself is not
independently testable, at least not by logical procedures.” See his “Commentary,” New
Literary History, 6 (Winter 1975): 468.
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curs within its space.”® On a somewhat broader scale, Searle’s and
Smith’s isolation of the opening paragraphs from realistic novels as
proof of semantic and syntactic ambiguity is equally fallacious. The
passages themselves, to be sure, may contain no telltale signs of their
fictionality, but the title pages that precede, as well as the dialogue,
the interiorizing, the development of character, and the construction
of plot line that follow, are—at least for readers in the past two
centuries—unequivocal indicators of Murdoch’s or Tolstoy’s fic-
tional intentions. The novelist’s incorporation of elements associated
with familiar models in journalism or history simply requires the
reader to be alert to the text’s empirical claims. Presumably a fiction
that invokes the aura of recognized modes of factual discourse will ask
to be read as a realistic—as opposed to a fantastic—rendition of the
configuration of social reality. Even Roberts’s apparently more flexi-
ble formulation of an opposition between “framing” and “framed”
statements in fiction divides the text along false lines. I shall be argu-
ing quite a different point: most sentences in a fictional text simulta-
neously testify to a nonexistent state of affairs while implying propo-
sitional claims about the historical world. It is the configuration of the
text as a whole, not the presence of isolable elements, that signals to
the reader the author’s fictive or nonfictional intentions. Even when
these elements are documentary particulars presumably making an
unmediated reference to historical actuality (Scott’s historical foot-
notes, for example), they are subordinated to the terms of a generic
contract that guides the reader’s comprehension of the text as a
whole.

The tendency of intentionalist critics to locate fictionality in atom-
ized components of the text implies a correspondingly atomized and
ahistorical conception of author and reader. Apparently Searle’s read-
ers approach Murdoch’s novel and the New York Times with no prior
conceptions of what they are doing, responding to each text in pris-
tine innocence. But writers obviously do not issue generic contracts
in social vacuums, and readers do not inhabit the Garden of Eden.
Writers are perfectly well acquainted with the primary frameworks
that they share with their readers and with the ways that their readers
are likely to perceive the relation that any part of a text bears to the
whole. Even when authors choose to disrupt or alter these frame-

“Richard Gale, “The Fictive Use of Language,” Philosophy, 46 (October 1971): 336.
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works, they do so ordinarily by conventional discursive institutions.
We may therefore find it useful, as Robert Weimann urges, to substi-
tute some such term as “genesis” for “intention,” insofar as genesis
encompasses not merely the subjective wills of authors as individuals
but the “total context of which the individual ‘generative intention’ is
only a factor.” By contrast, the author and reader to whom Searle
and Smith refer bear an uncanny resemblance to the abstract Homo
economicus of early bourgeois political theory, who approaches epis-
temological questions with a tabula rasa and contractual relations
with an assumption of unfettered autonomy.

In addition to the tendency to fragment texts and to isolate authors
from their historical worlds, most intentionalist definitions of mime-
sis have an even more serious drawback, namely, a tendency to argue
that mimesis necessarily suspends illocutionary force and, above all,
makes no assertions. The intentionalist definitions discussed here do
imply a functionalist approach to literary categories, for they state
that literary kinds are constituted by the actual uses that people make
of them. These arguments usually carry the paradoxical claim, how-
ever, that mimesis is that species of discourse that is socially agreed
upon to have no funciton. Smith claims that “the context of a fictive
utterance . . . is historically indeterminate.”*? Roberts contends that au-
thors do not attribute propositional significance to their “framing”
statements.* Brown and Steinmann contend that “all . . . truth con-
ditions are suspended” in mimesis.* Olsen, who understands so well
the institutional context of the mimetic contract, concludes that
“when statements occur in literary works, they . . . are etiolated.”*
Even Ohmann, who throughout his criticism exhibits an acute
awareness of the ideological effects of literature as “performance,”
concludes that mimesis possesses “suspended” illocutionary force.*
Mimesis is thus defined by absence, or negation; it is a gesture with-
out a referent, and it is marked as a species of discourse by its in-

“Robert Weimann, Structure and Society in Literary History: Studies in the History and T he-
ory of Historical Criticism (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1976), 6.

“Smith, “Poetry as Fiction,” 275.

“Despite his ponderous and unhelpful differentiation between the “framing” and the
“framed,” Roberts does not make the error of positing that fictions are nonassertive. See
the epigraph to this chapter.

“Brown and Steinmann, 149—50.

*Qlsen, “Defining a Literary Work,” 141.

“Ohmann, “Speech Acts and the Definition of Literature.”

61



Theory

tended refusal to make serious interpretive statements about the
world. If fictive discourse is indeed defined by the etiolation or sus-
pension of illocutionary force, then no fictive mode of cognition ex-
ists, but simply a conventional disclaimer implicitly attached to all
mimetic texts that reads, “Do not take any of this seriously.”

The view of fiction as nonassertive discourse enjoys virtually
unquestioned status these days. But sometimes our unexamined
assumptions are those that require the closest scrutiny. Certainly a
brief look at the history of criticism indicates that the contemporary
conception of mimesis is in fact a fairly recent phenomenon. Plato
wished to expel poets from his republic because they were liars;
Pascal called the poetic imagination “man’s ruling faculty, queen of
lies and error”; Hume stated that “poets themselves, tho’ liars by pro-
fession, always endeavor to give an air of truth to their fictions.”* I
am not advocating that we reinstate the old view of poets as liars; I
am simply saying that one can argue for fiction’s distinct status as a
mode of discourse without conceding that it consists of nonassertive
discourse. Indeed, I shall suggest that quite the opposite is the case:
mimesis possesses what Graff calls “hyper-assertive” capacities,*
and it performs highly significant social funcitons when it mobilizes
these capacities.

Twentieth-century literary theory has clearly made major advances
in the definition of fictionality. Instead of assuming separate essences
for fictive and factual discourse, it has called upon us to scrutinize the
logical bases for the distinctions that we ordinarily erect between the
two. Instead of proclaiming the correspondence of the mimetic text
to some a priori aesthetic universal, it has required us to focus our at-
tention upon actual linguistic, structural, and ontological properties
routinely found in fictional works. Instead of viewing author and
reader as figures governed by preordained responsibilities or limita-

“Plato, The Republic, trans. Francis MacDonald Cornford (Oxford: Clarendon, 1941),
329—33; Blaise Pascal, Pensées, trans. H. F. Stewart (New York: Pantheon, 1950), no. 75,
p- 39; David Hume, Treatise of Human Nature, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford: Clarendon,
1907), I21.

48Graff, “Literature as Assertions,” 146. Those who are familiar with Graff’s work on
propositionality and assertion will recognize the extent of my indebtedness to his ideas
throughout this chapter. For an incisive critique of the antiassertive stance of speech-act
theory, see Martha Woodmansee, “Speech-Act Theory and the Perpetuation of the Dogma
of Literary Autonomy,” Centrum, 6 (Fall 1978): 75—89.
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tions, it has compelled us to examine their varying contributions to
the mimetic contract. Despite these theoretical advances, however,
many recent discussions of mimesis have been flawed by the ten-
dency to dissolve the mimetic contract into its component parts and
to minimize its embeddedness in material reality. The text is fetish-
ized, the author and reader are dehistoricized, and mimesis is divested
of the capacity to make assertions. We must demonstrate that the mi-
metic contract involves a commitment to take seriously the text’s
propositional claims. We shall now therefore discuss the mode of
cognition that is distinctly characteristic of the mimetic contract.
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Mimesis, Cognition, and

the Problem of the Referent

Artis “knowledge” in a nonconceptual form and shares with science the
fact of being bound to the laws of social processes, of being an “essential
phenomenon.” . . . Art is distinguished from science by the mode of its
appropriation of reality. . . . The object of artistic appropriation is “the
total content of our existence” (Hegel), the “whole wealth of the
world”; the “total social object” (Lenin). Aesthetic reflection, that is, re-
fers to the totality of economic, social, cultural and ideological pro-
cesses.

—Thomas Metscher

The main problem besetting the twentieth-century theories
of fictionality discussed in the preceding chapter is that they take
as their premise one or another version of the Kantian view of the
aesthetic as “purposive nonpurposiveness.” Assuming that the “pur-
posive” features of mimetic discourse are directed toward the “non-
purposive” ends of linguistic reflexivity, emotive release, or pseudo-
statement, they define a work as fictional to the extent that it divests
itself of the power to refer and to assert. The logic of the formalist ar-
gument is unremittingly circular.

If we wish to argue that fiction constitutes a distinct mode of dis-
course, we need not concede that it relinquishes the prerogative to tell
the truth; on the contrary, we need to examine its characteristic strat-
egies for conveying knowledge. Mimesis is, I propose, first and fore-
most a mode of cognition, enacted through a generic contract of which
the purpose is to interpret and evaluate past or present historical actu-
ality. In the realm of prose fiction, its principal strategy of representa-
tion is the construction of sets of characters and events that, through
their relations with one another, suggest to the reader that the reality
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he or she inhabits possesses an analogous configuration. Mimesis in-
herently generalizes, as do