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ABSTRACT

The intentionally ambiguous title of my thesis suggests
both the notion of the object at which literary criticism is
directed and also the notion of the objective toward which
it is directed. The first involves the problems of the
identity and ontological status of the literary work, while
the second involves the two primary aims of literary criticism:
interpretation and evaluation. These four issues are
individually analyzed in separate chapters, and my positions
on them are presented and defended, while rival positions
are critically examined. Moreover, I demonstrate that all
four issues are conceptually very closely related and that

positions on one inevitably influence positions on the others.

I begin, however, by treating three problems of methodo-
logical importance for my study: justification for concen-
trating on literature, literature's relation to the other
arts, and analysis of the concept of literature. Justification
is largely by appeal to the distortions of general aesthetics;
literature is related to the other arts by showing its
anomalous position in the performing/non-performing arts

classification; the concept of literature reveals seven
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logical characteristics and its scope is indicated.

Chapter two introduces the four major issues and traces
the complex network of conceptual interrelations which 1link
them. Chapter three shows that the literary work is
ontologically complex in at least three different ways,
while chapter four reveals three different concepts of work-
identity current in criticism and portrays the complexity
of our practices of identifying and individuatiné literary
works. The final chapters argue that interpretation and
evaluation exhibit not only a plurality of methods and
standards, but also logical plurality. Interpretative and
evaluative logic each have at least three different aspects,
and with respect to each of these aspects, we find a variety

of 'logics' fruitfully practiced by qualified critics.
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INTRODUCTION

The title of my thesis is intentionally ambiguous and
is meant to convey both the notion of the entity which is
the object or focus of literary criticism, that which
criticism is directed at, and also the notion of the
objective or purpose of literary criticism, that which
criticism is directed towards. The first notion involves
the problems of the identity and ontological status of the
literary work of art, and the second involves what are
generally considered the two primary aims of literary
criticism: interpretation and evaluation of the literary
work of art. These four controversial issues will be
considered and analyzed in turn with the aim of presenting
cogent and consistent positions on all of them, while
critically examining some rival positions that have been

propounded by philosophers and critics.

I hope not only to treat these issues independently
but also to show that there are close relations between
them. The two different pairs of problems which my title
ambiguously suggests - identity and ontological status,
interpretation and evaluation - are typically treated
separately and independently by philosophers of art. I
shall try to show, however, that all four 1issues are
conceptually very closely related and that answers or
positions on one inevitably tend to influence positions on

the others.



Since any dissertation in the philosophy of literary
criticism may be expected to deal with the nature and
concept of literature, I shall begin with an introductory
chapter which discusses these matters and also tries both
to justify my concentration on literature and to relate
literature to the other arts. This is followed by a chapter
introducing the problems of the identity, ontological status,
interpretation, and evaluation of the literary work and
tracing their intimate interrelations. Individual chapters
are then devoted to detailed treatment of each of these four

issues, and a brief conclusion completes the thesis.

One final introductory remark is in order. As a study
in analytic aesthetics or meta-criticism, my thesis attempts
to account for actual critical practice, not to legislate
or speculate how criticism should or might be practiced.
This calls for considerable empirical evidence drawn from
the writings of qualified critics. Though I set great store
by the empirical orientation of my thesis, I regret the

extra length it necessitates.



CHAPTER ONE

AESTHETICS AND LITERATURE

Philosophy is often thought to deal primarily with
the most general features or principles of any area of
inquiry, and thus it may be expected of a philosopher in
the field of aesthetics to provide general statements or
theories about the arts. Since my philosophical efforts
in this dissertation are confined on the whole to the
single art of literature, it seems advisable to begin by
trying to justify my parochial concentration on literature
and show how this art stands in regard to other arts,
thereby relating my specific inquiry to the general field
of aesthetics. Further, it would seem prudent to begin a
dissertation on literature with some discussion of the
scope and logic of the concept of literature and some
consequent indication of what literature will be taken to
be or include. These introductory tasks constitute my

program for the present chapter.

l. The justificatory question of why a sStudent of
aesthetics should focus on the single art of literature
contains in fact at least two gquestions: why focus on a
single art? and why on literature? Let us take them one at
a time. There is, I think, very good reason for the

aesthetician to concentrate on a single art form, since the



questionable unity of the arts and their unquestionable.
diversity would seem to doom much general aesthetic theory
either to ignoring or distorting important facts or to all-
accomodating emptiness., For the past three decades the
unity of the arts and the consequent viability and value

of aesthetic theory have been ruthlessly questioned. It
has been argued by Gallie,l Weitz,2 and Kennick3 that the
arts have no significant common denominator or essence and
that consequently traditional general aesthetic theories
which try to define this common essence rest on a mistake
and are logically incapable of truth. When we look at "the
bewildering variety of objects and activities that have
been prized as art",4 we find at most "different relations
of 1ikeness"5 or "strands of similarities"6 or familily

resemblances. The unity of the arts has also been

questioned historically, Kristeller7 having shown that it

1. W. B. Gallie, "The Function of Philosophical
Aesthetics", in F. J. Coleman (ed.), Contemporary
Studies in Aesthetics, New York, 1968.

2. M. Weitz, "The Role of Theory in Aesthetics", in
Coleman, op. cit.

3. W. E. Kennick, "Does Traditional Aesthetics Rest on a
Mistake?", in Coleman, op.cCcit.

. Gallie, op. cit., p. 396.

4

5. Ibid.
6. Weitz, op.cit., p. 89.
7

o P. 0. Kristeller, "The Modern System of the Arts:
A Study in the History of Aesthetics", Journal of the
History of Ideas, vol. 12 and 13, 1951 and 1952.
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only in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that

grouping together of the fine arts was effected to form

modern concept of art.

This anti-essentialist attitude, this questioning of
unity of the arts, has sometimes reached a degree where

very validity of the concept of art and the possibility

of aesthetics have been doubted. V. Turner seems to

challenge the former:

"What i1s art that there should be a pure essence
of it, of whatever kind? There is no such

thing as art. Art is nothing but a general word,
of quite modern coinage, to designate the
activities of epic poets and lyric poets, of
writers of tragedy and comedy, some historians
and philosophers and novelists, of painters ...

- but I will not continue the list... And ...

the longer and harder we look the more diverse
do these activities come to appear to pe, "8

J. A. Passmore similarly challenges aesthetics,

suggesting:

"that the dullness of aesthetics arises from

the attempt to construct a subject where there
isn't one" ... [and] perhaps the truth is that
there is no aesthetics and yet there are
principles of literary criticism, principles of
music criticism, etc."9

One feels that i1n these last remarks the anti-

essentialists do protest too much; for surely there is such

V. Turner, "The Desolation of Aesthetics", in J. M.

Todd (ed.), The Arts, Artists, and Thinkers, London,
1958, pp. 281-82.

J. A. Passmore, The Dreariness of Aesthetics", 1in
Coleman, op. cit., p. 439.



a thing as art even if it does not contain a common essence
or uniform range of activities; and surely there is such a
thing as aesthetics even if it does not contain any wholly
satisfactory general theories. But their lack of novelty
and frequent overstatement should not blind us to the
validity of these anti-essentialist admonitions. To
appreciate properly their vehemence and value we must
remember the stifling background of essentialist aesthetic
theory against which they were made: Croce-Collingwood
Idealism and Bell-Fry ‘'Significant Formalism'. Having long
been freed from the spell of these theories,we may find
assertions of the irreducible plurality of the arts
tiresomely trivial. Moreover, new theories of art have
recently been proposed which claim to find the unity of the
arts in their role in society. Proponents of such
institutional theories of art have even challenged the view
that a general definition of art is logically impossible and

have indeed provided definitions.t0

Whether or not we can find a basic unity or satisfactory
definition of art is not an issue which I feel compelled to
resolve here. For my purposes it is enough that the issue
exists. Since once we grant that the unity of the arts is
highly questionable and that the arts are extremely diverse,
we should realize that generalizations about all the arts are

likely to be either inaccurate or uselessly vague, and that

10. See G. Dickie's institutional definition of art in
his Aesthetics, New York, 1971, pp. 98-108.




therefore it may be advisable to concentrate our aesthetic
theorizing on individual arts and not on art as a whole.
Passmore thus complains of the wooly dreariness of aesthetics
"as arising out of the attempt to impose a spurious unity on
things, the spuriousness being reflected in the emptiness of

the formulae in which that unity is described."ll

But even
defenders of aesthetic unity, such as Sparshott, confess

that aesthetic generalizations can be very dangerous and that
"much that is said about 'art' is really applicable to one
art or group of arts only."12 Art, for example, has been
said to be the representation of reality, but while such
representation may be essential to much painting, sculpture,
and literature, this hardly seems a central element in the
non-representational arts of music and architecture; that is,
unless we stretch the notion of representation to all-
accomodating and equivocal vagueness or rather misrepresent
the central features of these arts.13 Thus, if the arts are
so diverse and if generalizations about art as a whole are
consequently dangerous, it seems a prudent policy to
concentrate one's philosophical inquiries on one art at a

time. A general aesthetic theory may even be the ultimate

goal, but a piecemeal approach such as that undertaken here

11. Passmore, op. cit., p. 434.

12. F. C. Sparshott, The Structure of Aesthetics, London,
1963, p. 114.

13. C. L. Stevenson shows this problem in his "Symbolism
in the Nonrepresentational Arts" in J. Hospers (ed.),
Introductory Readings in Aesthetics, London, 1969;
see also M. Macdonald, "Art and Imagination", Proceedings
of the Aristotelian Society, vol. 53, 1952-3, pp. 205-07.




would seem to safeguard us from some of the distortive or
wooly generalizing which has plagued much of traditional

aesthetics.

It will not, of course, safeguard us from all wooliness
and distortive generalization, for these problems may also
plague theorizing about a single art. Certainly the unity
of literature or of any other art may also be questioned.

Yet any particular art will be more uniform and homogeneous
than art as a whole. Thus diverse as literature may be

(and later discussion will reveal the extent of its diversity),
it still obviously presents a far more unified domain than
that of art in general. As a result, theorizing and
generalization about literature or indeed any other art

should be much less dangerous than about art as a whole,

This piecemeal approach of taking one art at a time
has been suggested by several aestheticians. Not surprisingly,
Passmore advocates "an intensive special study of the separate
arts",.14 but there are other aestheticians far less
sceptical of the validity of general aesthetic theory who
nevertheless seem to recommend the piecemeal study of the
separate arts as perhaps the safest and most thorough method
of reaching an adequate general theory. Beardsley, for
example, who provides general theories of aesthetic
evaluation, aesthetic experience, and the ontological status

of the aesthetic object, nonetheless complains of the

dangers involved in treating the arts as a unirform whole and

14. Passmore, op. cit., p. 443



suggests a piecemeal or pluralistic approach.

"There is a monistic approach to the arts that
is committed from the start to the axiom that
they are completely parallel...This generally
leads to confusion. It forces the evidence
as far as 1t can, and when that fails it
achieves apparent symmetry at the cost of
eguivocation. We shall do well to start out
as pluralists, though prepared to note

parallelisms where they can be established".15

Beardsley thus recommends a piecemeal approach where first

we separately consider "the various arts in some detail and

with some care";16 and this done,

"we can then group together disjunctively the
class of musical compositions, visual
designs, literary works, and all other
separately defined classes of objects, and
give the name ‘'aesthetic object' to them all.
Then an aesthetic object is anything that is
either a musical composition, a literary work,
and so forth".,17

Aestheticians, then, have often recommended detailed

inquiry into the separate arts as a prudent procedure. Yet

more often than not they have devoted most of their efforts

to the formulation of general aesthetic theories, perhaps

because ambition and impatience have overcome prudence.

But for me the detailed study of some central problems of

a single art is ambitious enough, and I must appeal for

15.
16.

17.

M. C. Beardsley, Aesthetics, New York, 1958, p. 65.

Ibid., p. 63.

Ibid., p. 64; P. Ziff ("The Task of Defining a Work of
Art", in Coleman, op. cit.) and R. Wollheim (Art and
its Objects, Harmondsworth, U.K., 1970, pp. 17-19)
also suggest such a piecemeal approach to defining a
work of art, though the latter decides to reject it

as impractically long.
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patience in the hope that such limited studies may someday
result in general aesthetic conclusions. Moreover, if the
essentialists are right, and there is a basic uniformity of
the arts, our conclusions about literature should be highly
relevant and applicable to the other arts. They could well
be reflections of general aesthetic truths, and we might

indeed infer the general from the specific.

Thus Croce, an essentialist and vehement denouncer of
the pluralistic approach to art, admits that results of
general validity and value have been achieved by "persons
engaged in constructing theories of particular arts", since
"it was inevitable that the ideas presented by such thinkers
should be (as indeed they are) nothing more than general
aesthetic conclusions".18 Croce, for example, praises
Hanslick's observations on music which "denote acute
penetration of the nature of art" though "Hanslick thought
he was dealing with the peculiarities of music instead of

with the universal and constitutive character of every form

of art".19

Moreover, another defender of the unity of aesthetics,
Sparshott, argues that "the real justification of the use of
the concept of art and attempts to construct general theories
of art would be the existence of general problems occurring

20

with each of the arts and with nothing else." If this is

18. B. Croce, Aesthetic, D. Ainslie (trans.), New York,
1970, p. 412.

19 Ibid., p. 414.

20. Sparshott, op. cit., p. 108.
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s0, by taking one art and analyzing in detail some of the

ma jor problems connected with it, problems which also arise
with other arts, we are likely to obtain results that have
some relevance for more than the single art studied. The
problems I shall discuss in connection with literature -

the identity, ontological status, interpretation, and
evaluation of works of art - are surely central to other arts
as well. Thus, our piecemeal procedure also seems prudential
in that by narrowing our scope to a single art we are not
necessarily confining ourselves to what is peculiar to that
art and not precluding the possibility of reaching

conclusions of general relevance and value.

Finally, even if one rejects the detailed study of a
single art as a method or contribution toward general
aesthetic theory, one can in the end appeal to the fact that
the detailed analysis of these central problems in*literature
or in another art has its own interest and value,
irrespective of its role in forwarding general aesthetic

theory.

Though some partitioning of aesthetic inquiry is usually
advisable, if not necessary, one ought not assume that
confining oneself to a single art is the only way of dividing
aesthetic inquiry into manageable units. The notion of
common problems in the various arts suggests another kind of
piecemeal approach. Instead of concentrating on a
particular art, one could concentrate on a particular problem
which arises with various arts and see whether or how the

problem differently presents itself in these arts and how it
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should be resolved in each of them. However, although there
is nothing intrinsically wrong with this way of carving
aesthetics into more digestible pieces, it still has some

of the danger of the essentialist approach. For though

the aesthetician may be aware of the variety of the arts
generally speaking, when considering a particular problem he
is still likely to generalize from one art to another.
Impatience to make progress and the inexorable instinct for
simplification may lead hin to assume that facts and features
of the problem which seem clear and unmistakeable with
respect to one art are fully and simply transferable to

other arts.

This dangerous tendency of hasty generalization is
manifested with painful clarity in Collingwood's treatment
of the problem of the ontological status of the work of art.
After labouring to establish that the work of music is an
imaginary object, i.e., neither a spatiotemporal nor
perceptual sound pattern, Collingwood simply assumes that
this ontological conclusion with respect to music can be
immediately transferred to all other arts without further
argument, despite the fact that common sense and critical
practice seem clearly to the contrary.

"It is unnecessary to go through the form of

applying what has been said about music to

the other arts. We must try instead to make

in a positive shape the point that has been

put negatively. Music does not consist of

heard noises, paintings do not consist of seen

colours, and so forth. Of what, then, do
these things consist?...The work of art proper
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%s sgmet&igg not seen or heard but something
imagined".

The power of this generalizing or assimilating tendency
is so great that even a proponent of the pluralistic
approach like Beardsley seems to succumb to it, much as
Collingwood does, in treating the same problem of the
ontological status of aesthetic objects. Beardsley, like
Collingwood, begins by considering the art of music where
we seem to distinguish clearly between the object of
aesthetic appreciation - heard sound - and its physical
base of sound waves, and where it 1s thus perhaps
reasonable to conclude that the aesthetic object is
perceptual rather than spatiotemporal. He is then naturally
drawn to extend this distinction and its ontological
consequences to all other arts, even to the plastic arts
where by his own confession the distinction "may seem less
clear and important"22 and only amounts to "not a
distinction between two objects, but between two aspects of

the same object".23

Yet despite these admissions of
difference and his (albeit subsequent) declaration of the
danger of the monistic approach in aesthetics, Beardsley
still insists on treating painting like music and thus
unconvincingly concludes that the object of aesthetic

appreciation in the art of painting or, as Collingwood

would say, the work of painting proper, is a mere perceptual

21. R. G. Collingwood, The Principles of Art, Oxford, 1958,
pp. 141-2.
22. Beardsley, op. cit., p. 33.

23. Ibid.
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object and not a spatiotemporal one.

Thus, even when we limit ourselves to a particular
problem, we find that in taking on all the arts we are still
likely to make hasty generalizations, assimilating one art
to another, taking a convincing position with respect to
one art as paradigmatic and then compelling all other arts
to conform to it, even when this involves some distortion.

Of course, the fact that this alternative piecemeal procedure
has its dangers does not mean that it is not worth pursuing.
Every method has its dangers and shortcomings, and no
procedure can guarantee that progress be made without any risk
of error. However, partly because of these dangers of
distortive assimilation, I prefer to carve out my domain of
aesthetic inquiry in a different direction and focus on a

single art and some of its central problems.

2. Though I hope to have justified my concentration on
a single art and a cluster of problems relating to it, I
still face the second justificatory question: Why literature?
Here I must confess that my main justification is a subjective
one. I feel far more confident in speaking about the art
(and criticism) of literature than I do about any of the
other arts, and this greater confidence derives from greater
familiarity. Aesthetic inquiry requires more than mere
knowledge of logical principles but also a knowledge of
the arts, and the greater the knowledge the better. My
knowledge of literature and literary criticism may prove
inadequate for satisfactorily dealing with the problems I

shall consider, but it is surely far more adequate than my
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knowledge of other arts and their criticism. But this
subjective justification has a more than narrowly personal
appeal, because most of us are most familiar with
literature. For we are all to some extent masters of speech
- the medium of literature, and unhappily few of us

demonstrate comparable mastery of the media of other arts.

Moreover, my choice of literature from among the arts
may be approved for reasons other than greater personal or
general familiarity with it. As some aestheticians have
noted,24 literature has a special interest for the
philosopher since he is by profession a student of language
and its uses - and literature is certainly among them.
Indeed literature appears to be anomalous among the arts in
that it alone seems to have no special characteristic medium
or rather that its characteristic medium is none other than
ordinary language. However, there is another interesting
aspect in which literature seems to differ from the other
arts, and it might be worth examining in detail this apparent
anomaly in order to compare literature to the other arts and
thus help relate our study of literature to the general

field of aesthetics from which we will proceed to isolate

it.

24. See,_for example, W. Charlton, Aesthetics, London, i970
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II

1. Several contemporary philosophers of art have
observed this apparent anomaly about literature. They note
that the art of literature does not seem to fall securely
into place in the rough but relatively clear classification
of the major arts which has been generally recognized by
contemporary aestheticians. The classification I speak of
groups the plastic arts of painting and sculpture on one
side and the arts of music, drama, and dance on the other.
Literature tends to be grouped with the latter, but this
assignation is often regarded as problematic, since
literature seems to differ from music, drama, and dance on
some of the very same principles which distinguish these

arts from the plastic arts in the above classification.

It is interesting and perhaps typical, that though
aestheticians may agree on this classification they often
disagree as to the precise principle upon which it is

25 stress that this

based. Some, e.g., Nelson Goodman,
classification is based on whether or not the given art has
a notation which defines the essential elements or
"constitutive properties"” of a particular work of that art
and thus permits fully authentic reproduction of examples
of the work through reproduction of these constitutive

properties. Goodman calls those arts of our second group

which are so notationally defined allographic arts, and he

25. N. Goodman, Languages of Art, Oxford, 1969,
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distinguishes them from the autographic plastic arts.

Other aestheticians, e.g., J. O. Urmson,26 try to explain
the above classification of arts in terms of the
familiar distinction between the performing and non-

performing arts.

However, with either approach literature holds an
anomalous position. For Goodman, though literature is
classified as allographic, it differs from the other
allographic arts in that it involves only a notational
scheme and not a notational system,27 in that authenticity
may be achieved through mere copying and not complying with
the defining notation, and in that it is a one-stage art
like painting and requires no performance to exist fully
or be properly appreciated. For Urmson, the anomaly of
literature is that although it seems that literature should
be grouped with the pertorming arts with which it shares a
problematic concept of work-identity, literature certainly
does not seem to be nor is in fact generally classified as
a performing art and seems to require no performing artist
for its proper appreciation. As Urmson puts it:

"we cannot readlly assimilate literature
to sculpture and painting. For one thing,

26. J. O. Urmson, "Literature", in G. Dickie and R. J.
Sclafani (eds.), Aesthetics, New York, 1977.

27. The definition of and differences between notational
schemes and notational systems are discussed by
Goodman at great length and technicality in chapter
four of Languages of Art.
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the identity of the novel or other literary

work seems to be problematic in the same way

as that of the musical, balletic or

theatrical work. In the case of these other

arts we have attempted to explain their

problematic status in terms of a recipe or

set of instructions for executant artists.

But how can thc literary work be a set of

instructions for executant artists if there

are none such?"28

Rather than further compare these two approaches, I
shall examine the alleged anomaly and attempts to resolve
it within the more traditional framework of performing
versus non-performing arts as represented in the work of
Urmson. There are at least three reasons for imposing this
restriction on my study. For one, Goodman's constructionist
conceptual apparatus would require a very long and detailed
exposition before we could examine how effectively it
handles our problem of anomaly. Secondly, behind the
differing terminology and temperament, the two approaches
are not so vastly different. Goodman's defining allographic
notational system is not so very different from Urmson's
humbler "recipe or set of performing instructions",29
and Goodman's one-stage/two-stage art distinction is rather
similar though not wholly parallel to the distinction
between non-performing and performing art. Finally, and

most importantly, I believe that conceptual inflation may

be as burdensome as ontological inflation and that we should

28. Urmson, op. cit., p. 337.

29. Ibid., p. 335.
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therefore try to avail ourselves of existent, established
conceptual currency (and the performing/non-performing
conceptual apparatus surely seems solid and established)
before burdening ourselves with the construction and

mastery of new conceptual systems.

2. In turning to Urmson's treatment of the anomaly
of literature we are immediately aware of one crucial
assumption or underlying tendency: the anomaly is not to
be tolerated; it must somehow be explained away. Otherwise,
the general theory by which the arts may be divided into the
non-performing arts with unproblematic work-identity and the
performing arts with problematic work-identity is seen to be
gravely threatened. For Urmson believes that "if the theory
will not work when applied to literature, that certainly
casts doubt upon its acceptability",30 because "we surely
need a theory which will account equally for all cases in

which the identity of the work is problematic".3l

We thus face the problem of finding an executant artist
or performance that is essentially involved in the. work of
literature, so that we may assimilate literary art to the
performing arts and thus more securely group it with the

arts of music, drama, and dance where Urmson and indeed most

30. Urmson, op. cit., p. 337.

31. Ibid.
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of us think it belongs.32

Now it seems to me, off hand, that this problem may be
formulated too harshly. Perhaps it would be enough to
point out that literary art admits of performance and may
often be performed in order to link it to the performing
arts and to distinguish it sharply from arts like painting
and sculpture where, at least traditionally, there is no
notion of performance whatever. Certainly we have often
encountered what might be considered performances (we call
them readings) of many poems, and it requires no imagination
to conceive of a performance of a work of prose such as a
story, for such works are also sometimes so performed. Yet
the very notion of a performance of a traditional work of

plastic art like the Mona Lisa or the David seems utterly

preposterous.

Thus, literature's capacity to be performed and the
fact that it is often actually performed seems quite

sufficient to 1link literary art with the performing arts;

32. Accomodating literature into his classificatory
theory of the arts is not Urmson's only goal and
perhaps not even his major one. There is also
the aim of determining the identity and ontological
status (Urmson seems to identify the two) of the
literary work of art, a goal to which we too shall.
later devote considerable efforts. Urmson indeed
begins by asserting that he wishes "to raise and
suggest answers to two questions about literature",
the first being "the question of the ontological
status of a literary work" (ibid., p. 334); and
later he argues that even if we reject the second
question - literature's apparent anomaly with
respect to his classificatory theory, "there will
still be the old traditional problem of the identity
of the literary work" (ibid., p. 337).
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perhaps as a blackish sheep but still definitely part of
the herd. Do we also need to assert and argue further that

33

"literature is in logical character a performing art" and

thus "is essentially an oral art"34

in order to group it
with the performing arts and not with the non-performing
arts? I think this is an important question and that the
answer is clearly 'no'. The desired linking is, I think,

satisfied by viewing literature as a performable rather

than an essentially performing art.

Unfortunately, however, the problem has been formulated
as one of strict logical character or essence as the above
quotations from Urmson indicate. Thus, for Urmson, the
task of linking or assimilation is the very difficult one
of showing that literature is essentially a performing and
oral art and thus of finding or accounting for performance
in literature even when there does not seem to be any
involved, for example, when one reads a literary work

silently to oneself.

3. Let us start with one attempt to accomplish this
task which Urmson considers but wisely rejects. According
to this view, when one silently reads a literary work to
oneself one is simultaneously performer and audience as when

one plays the piano or orally delivers a dramatic speech to

33. Urmson, op. cit. p. 339.
34. Ibid., p. 338.
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oneself. Urmson rejects this method of assimilation and the
anology on which it is based on the grounds that in these
cases of music and drama we can distinguish between the
performer's reading of instructions (score or script) and
his compliance with them involving technical and interpreta-
tive skills, but in the allegedly analogous case of silent
reading of literature "we have to collapse into one act his

reading of the instructions and his compliance with them".35

I find this argument quite comeplling, but one might
suggest a way out of it (albeit perhaps a desperate one) as
a means of saving the notion of silent reading as performance.
One might propose, as indeed Barbara Herrnstein Smith does,
that silent reading actually "consists of two theoretically

distinct activities".36

"The reader is required to produce, from his
correct 'spelling' of a spatial array of marks
upon a page, a temporally organized and otherwise
defined structure of sounds - or, if you 1like,
pseudo-sounds".37

Smith's correct spelling could perhaps serve as Urmson's
act of correctly reading the instructions while the production

of the structure of pseudo-sounds would constitute compliance

with the instructions. Thus literature's analogy with the

35. Urmson, op. cit. p. 338,

36. B.H. Smith, "Literature as Performance, Fiction, and
Art", Journal of Philosophy vol. 67, 1970, p. 556.

37. Ibid.
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performing arts might be saved with respect to this distinc-

tion between reading and complying with the set of instructions.

Mrs. Smith's solution is certainly bold, but, to me,
hardly satisfying, and it would no doubt be rejected by
Urmson who refuses to construe musical score-reading as
reading plus silent or 'hummed-to-oneself' performance. But
Urmson's only apparent argument against a position like
Smith's seems to be that such silent performances, '"would be

intolerably bad".38

This is surely true but hardly decisive,
for sadly enough all too many real performances are inteolerably

bad.

Graver objections, however, can be brought against Smith's
theory. First her notion of pseudo-sounds is decidedly
unpalatable. I have no idea of what a pseudo-sound is or
should be. Is it perhaps a voiceless mouthing or merely a
mental mouthing, or perhaps just a cerebral flutter? Smith
does indeed reassure us that '"the physical or neurophysio-
logical source of the structure generated by the silent
reader is of little significance here: it may originate in
his musculature or peripheral or central nervous system, or

39

the source may vary from reader to reader". But this is

38. Urmson, op. cit., p. 339. Urmson's arguments here are
not directed specifically at silent reading of literature
but must be borrowed from what he considers to be the
analogous case of score-reading in music. Urmson's
other point here, that score readers "need hear no
sound" would not apply to Smith's position which insists
only on pseudo-sounds.

39, Smith, op. cit., p. 556.
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hardly comforting for one who has never come across or
located a pseudo-sound, and seems to suggest that essentially
it could be anything, which in turn suggests that it 1is

essentially nothing but a fiction introduced to save a theory.

Secondly, assuming for the moment that a pseudo-sound
is either a voiceless mouthing or a conscious recognition
or imagining of the sound that would be heard if the work
were read aloud, it surely does not seem to be the case that
in reading silently to oneself one must always either mouth
or imagine the sound of the words read; though in certain
cases, e.dg., with poor readers or in reading a poem for
scansion, either or both activities may be involved. It may
be retorted that though we are unaware of it, we always do
and in fact must imagine or recognize the likely sounds of
the words we read. Urmson himself will indeed assert
something 1like this. But such an assertion would imply that
people born deaf could not read or at least not appreciate
literature, since they cannot recognize or imagine the sounds
that would be heard if the work of literature were read
aloud and this defect should likewise prevent them from

producing the correct correspondent pseudo-sounds.

However, the most important objection to Smith's defense

of literature40 as an essentially performing art is that it

40, In fairness to Mrs. Smith, it must be pointed out that
she explicitly confines her silent reading theory to
poetry and not to all literature. Prose seems to be
considered essentially different from poetry in that it
is neither oral nor performatory but rather 'representa-
tion of inscribed discourse'. Thus, in contrast to the
poem, the prose work is fully constituted by its text

and)fully exists when there is such a text (ibid., p.
557).
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violates and perverts the established notion of performance

in the performing arts. In all the traditional performing
arts, performance is a public affair, a spatiotemporal event
which can serve as the common object of criticism. Even if

one performs a piece of music, drama, or dance for no audience,
the performance is nevertheless in principle observable and
public. But the performance of pseudo-sounds in one's head

or nervous system when one reads silently to onself is hardly
the same kind of performance for it is private and inaccessible.
We cannot prevent Smith from considering or calling this a
performance. But we may very justly object that since the
notion of performance is so essentially different in the
traditional performing arts, Smith's notion of silent literary
performance does not warrant the assimilation of literature

to these performing arts, and thus to speak of literature

as essentially a performing art is extremely misleading.

With its questionable notion of pseudo-sound and its

perversion of the notion of performance (to include what is

at best but pseudo-performance), Mrs. Smith's solution must,

I think, be rejected.

4, Urmson's means of assimilating literature to the
performing arts is far superior, but, as I later argue, not
wholly satisfying. Though he explicitly asserts that

41

"literature is in principle a performing art", is in logical

character a performing art, and thus "is essentially an oral

41. Urmson, op. cit., p. 337.
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art",42 Urmson sensibly admits that in silent readings of
literary works there are no counterpart silent performances
to guarantee the essentially performing nature of literary
art., Instead of positing the far-fetched notion of silent,
pseudo-performances of a text, Urmson introduces the notion
of imagining or recognizing from a text what an actual oral
performance would sound like. Silent reading of 1literature,
according to Urmson, 1is analogous to score-reading, where the
reading of the score (or, by analogy, literary text) is the
recognizing of what it would sound like if it were performed,
"what musical [or oral] sounds would be heard if the

instructions were obeyed".43

Thus, though in silent readings there is no performance,
the notion of performance is always implied and preserved,
and Urmson can therefore maintain that even here literature
is essentially performing and oral. This achieved, Urmson
can sanguinely concede that the great bulk of modern literature
was intended primarily for silent "score-reading" rather than
oral performance and that in practice we frequently confine
ourselves to such score-reading, i.e., to imagining, recogniz-
ing, or being aware of what we would witness if we witnessed
a performance. This wide departure of practice from ‘essence’,
‘principle', and 'logical character' does not deter Urmson

from firmly stating the solutions to the two very difficult

42, Urmson, op. cit. p. 338.

43. Ibid.
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problems of the ontological status and anomalous character
of literary works of art.
"I resolve the problem of the ontological status
of a literary work by saying that for a literary
work to exist it is a necessary and sufficient
condition that a set of instructions should exist
such that any oral performance which complies
with that set of instructions is a performance of
the work in question. I resolve the problem of
the relation of reading a literary work to what
we find in other art forms by saying it 1s analogous
to reading the score of a musical work, of a play,
or of a ballet. In each of these cases we neither
create the work nor perform the work when we read
the score, but we become aware of what we would
witness if we witnessed a performance."44
5. Urmson's views have some appeal, but they are not
entirely satisfactory and ultimately convincing. One source
of dissatisfaction concerns Urmson's treatment of silent
reading. More specifically, I object to his view that when
we silently read literature to ourselves what we are
essentially doing is recoghizing what "would be heard if the
instructions [i.e., text] were obeyed" or becoming "aware of
what we would witness if we witnessed a performance". I am
not here denying that one is able to silently read a literary
text and imagine to oneself or recognize what sounds would
be uttered in a performance of the text. One may think about,
recognize, or make oneself aware of the likely sounds of the
words one silently reads; and any or all of these activities
may indeed improve or enrich the reading. Moreover, for
some difficult texts and/or poor readers they may be

practically necessary for a proper understanding of the text.

However, what I do deny is that, speaking in Urmson's

44, Urmson, op. cit., p. 340.
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essentialist terms, the silent reading of literature is
essentially or in principle the recognition or awareness of
what oral effects we would witness in hearing a performance
of the literary work. To put the matter more in terms of
statistical norms than logical essesces, I deny that our
silent reading of literary works of art is invariably or
even generally the recognizing or becoming aware of what

oral performance of these works would sound like.

My denial is, of course, first based on my own experience
as a reader and the testimony of other readers whose silent
reading does not seem to consist of oral imaginings or
recognitions. If it be argued that we simply are not
conscious of this essential reading activity when we read,

I must retort that one should surely expect to be conscious
of an activity of recognizing or becoming aware of the

probable sounds of an oral performance.

Moreover, my rejection of Urmson's view of silent reading
also finds support from the fact that statements 1like "I
wasn't aware how mellifluous (alliterative, harsh, etc.)
these lines would sound when I read them to myself" do not
seem in the slightest sense strange or contradictory. Nor do
such statements disqualify the silent reading involved as
a genuine or standard reading of the work of literature,
though I agree it is likely that the more relevant aspects
of the text one is aware of when one reads, the richer and
more rewarding is the reading. One might argue that a silent
reading of certain poetry that was not aware of the elements

of rhyme, alliteration, etc. would be a poor, perhaps even
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a sub-standard reading of this poetry. Here the oral quality
is extremely important, but is it always the essential in
literature? 1Is the case the same in prose? Many novels and
essays have been read, appreciated, and even admirably
criticized with apparently little or no regard to the sound
qualities these works would have in performance, and indeed,
as Urmson concedes, such works were not intended to be orally
performed and rarely are performed. Of course, such works
may often be profitably criticized by oral criteria, and
indeed Urmson's last-ditch defense of his theory is firmly
based on the use of such criteria in the criticism of
literary style. This defense will soon be tested. But even
if we merely concede, and I think we must, that the importance
of sound varies greatly in different types of literary art,

we shall be led to my second criticism of Urmson's position.

This criticism is directed at what might be called the
essentialism of Urmson's approach. Urmson undertakes to
show not merely that literature is performable and capable

of oral presentation, but that it is essentially a performing

and oral art; and this seems to suggest that literature is
essentially unified with respect to the matter of oral
performance. But is literature so unified here that we may
speak of an 'essence' or 'logical character' with respect

to this matter? I hardly think so, and traditionally, it

has often been held that literature is not really one art
form but that poetry is essentially different from prose
literature. Urmson himself cannot help but confess that long

novels and histories differ from poetry with respect to the
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demand for and occurence of actual oral performance. It is
perhaps plausible to say that poetry is essentially a
performing and oral art; but surely literature like the
novel, essay, Or biography is not, and therefore to insist on
viewing all literature as essentially performing and oral 1is
to compel us to deny or ignore very great and important
differences in order to salvage a general classificatory
theory. Surely the field of aesthetics has suffered enough
distortion through inaccurate essentialist generalizations

made to support general theories of art.

This criticism of Urmson is not a mere anti-essentialist
complaint. Essentialist generalizations in aesthetics are
no doubt risky, but whether or not essentialist statements

about literature are invalid per se and ab initio is not the

issue here. My criticism is not that Urmson's view claims
something to be of the essence of literature, there being
no such essence, but rather that his particular claim that
oral performance 1is essential is clearly incorrect whether
or not such an essence exists. Urmson seems to base his
claim on the oral origin of literature and the importance
of oral performance in poetry, together with the assumption
that all works of literature should be essentially the same
with respect to basic issues such as the role of oral
performance, This assumption is obviously unwarranted for
it assumes a common essence or uniformity far beyond what
critical practice and common sense can grant to be found in
literature. It might be plausibly argued that there are

characteristics essential or necessary to literary works;
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being a human (or at least an intentional) artifact and being
a linguistic entity would appear to be likely candidates.

But whether or not we decide to regard such (or any)
properties as essential to literature, they are so far more
important than oral performance as to expose the inadequacy
of Urmson's claim that literature is essentially an art of
oral performance. Clearly works of literary art require
creation and language in a way they do not require oral

performance.

Urmson, however, has one last argument to support his
view that literature is essentially an oral art. The
argument is based on the fact that literary style is commonly
criticized in terms of how it would or does sound.

"Even in the case of works which would not

normally be read aloud it is a commonplace

to speak of assonance, dissonance, sonority,
rhythm; we reject as unstylish conjunctions

of consonants which would be awkward to say
aloud, though we easily read them. We criti-
cize the writing 1n terms of how it would sound,
if it were spoken."45

This argument, I think, establishes that literary style
is often profitably criticized in terms of sound and perhaps
even that in any literary work criteria of sound are always
legitimate and relevant criteria of evaluation. However,
the argument certainly does not establish that silent reading

is the recognizing or becoming aware of the probable sounds

of oral performance. We must distinguish between what we

45, Urmson, op. cit., pp. 339-340.
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always do when we silently read and what we often do when

[J . L3 46
we criticize what we've read,

More importantly, the argument does not establish that
literary art is essentially oral, because even if we were
to hold that 1literary style is essentially oral, one might
well object that there is far more to literary art than
style and that style is far from the essence of literature.
I shall not rehash the arguments against literary formalism
because the debate is made gratuitous here by the more
interesting argument that literary style itself cannot be
essentially a mere matter of sound. If it were so, the
congenitally deaf, like Helen Keller, could never appreciate
any literary style; and if literary art itself is also
essentially oral they could never appreciate it or properly
understand it. But such people do read, enjoy, and under-
stand literary works of art. Certainly with respect to some
works heavily built on oral effects their appreciation lacks
an important element, but so does that of the congenitally

blind reading a work full of rich visual images.

If we leave the unhappily handicapped and rather confine
ourselves to renowned literary critics who, we trust, possess
at least five healthy senses and a sharp sensibility, we
shall see that even poetic style, where one would expect

sound to have the greatest importance, is criticized as

48. I think one may also draw an important distinction
between what one always does when silently reading
and what silent reading actually is.
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commonly and as effectively in terms of other elements, e.g.,
metaphor, imagery, argument, paradox, unity of thought
association, etc, Samuel Johnson, for example, criticizes
Shakespeare's poetic style for clashes of associations, for
"the counteraction of the words to the ideas".47 T.S. Eliot
analyzes the style of metaphysical poetry in terms of '"the
elaboration of a figure of speech to the furthest stage to
which ingenuity can carry it" and in terms of "telescoping

of images and multiplied associations".48

If we turn from critical criteria of poetic style to
criteria of literary works as a whole we encounter such
popular critical canons as verisimilitude, originality,
expression, psychological depth, moral value, etc. I am
not here asserting or defending the validity of all these
common criteria. Some no doubt are more valid and important
than others. But such criteria are involved at least as
often and as significantly, if not more so, than the
criteria of sound which Urmson stresses; and the prevalent
and proven use of these other criteria should make it very
difficult to conclude from the use of sound-criteria in
criticism that literary style is essentially oral, and even
more difficult to conclude that literary art is essentially

an oral and performing art.

These considerations should dampen our desire to save

the general performing/non-performing classificatory theory

47, S. Johnson, The Rambler (No. 168), in W. Raleigh (ed.),
Johnson on Shakespeare, Oxford, 1957, p. 204,

48, T.S. Eliot, "The Metaphysical Poets", in F. Kermode
(ed.), Selected Prose of T.S, Eliot, London, 1975, p. 60.
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of art through Urmson's strategy of regarding literature

as an essentially oral and hence essentially performing art.
If not, let us recall that Urmson's proposed salvage operation
also seems to read into a simple silent reading a great deal
more than what such a reading usually consists of or requires,
Let us further recall that different literary genres hardly
seem to be uniform with respect to the demand for oral
performance and this makes it highly implausible to regard

all literary art as essentially involving oral performance.
Finally, we may remember that I have suggested how the
classificatory theory may be largely salvaged by the modest
means of asserting that literature be grouped with the
performing arts in that it may (though need not essentially)

be performed.

6. After so much criticism of the views of others, I
suppose I should suggest an alternative position of my own
on the nature of literary works of art. Of course, it would
be premature at this point to determine any definitive
position, for any view presented now would have to be tested
and perhaps modified by our subsequent analysis of the
problems of work-identity and ontological status. However,
let me propose the following tentative position. I suggest
that literary works may equally exist as either oral or
written and that, taking literature as a whole, neither form
is primary or more authentic., Literary works are verbal
entities and that includes both texts and oral performances.
Poems may exist without being inscribed, and novels may

exist without being vocalized; and just as we may appreciate
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a poem without being aware of how it would look transcribed
in lineation on a page, SO we can enjoy a novel without
thinking about what sounds we should hear if it were read

aloud.

Before considering both objections to and advantages of
my position, I would like to present my views in a historical
context, for as Urmson rightly remarks, the nature of the
various arts and their works are matters of history and not
conceptual or logical necessity. Theorizing is so difficult
in the arts because they are of their very nature innovative
and thus constantly evolve through time. Not only new
techniques but new technologies play a part in the evolution
of art concepts. Urmson has shown that through the invention
of recording devices the concept of a performance has
radically changed.49 One can how witness the same performance
several times, whereas once the very notion of twice witnessing

the same performance would have been absurd.

I suggest that the concept of the work of literary art
has likewise evolved, first through the invention of writing
but more importantly for our present issue through the invention
of the printing press. Originally, I think, literature was
an essentially oral art and that written texts performed prim-
arily a score function. However, the printing press provided
the literary artist with a medium through which he could reach

a larger audience and in which he could adequately convey a far

49, See J.0. Urmson, "The Performing Arts", in H.D. Lewis
(ed.), Contemporary British Philosophy, Fourth Series,
London, 1970, pp. 249-50.
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longer and more complex message which could not be adequately
vocalized or conveyed in a standard oral performance. The
literary artist began to write to be read and not to be

heard; the written text supplanted the oral performance and
we begin to find asides to 'the reader of this story' or 'the
reader of these lines' as opposed to 'the hearer of this
tale'. Older forms of literary art, e.g., lyric poetry,
which evolved when literature was essentially oral and in
which the oral effects are especially important, retain

more of this oral character and are perhaps better appreciated
in performance and more profitably criticized in terms of
sound qualities. Newer forms of literary art, like the
novel, are, it seems, more typically and authentically
presented and better appreciated as texts, though they may

be performed and such performances would seem to qualify as

authentic instances or examples of such works.

This sketch I hope will nullify the likely objection
that in rejecting the view that literature is essentially
an oral art I am denying the importance of the oral tradition
and oral criteria of literature. To cite Goodman, who shares
the view of utterance/text egalitarianism but does so for
very different, characteristically semantic, reasons, the

rejection lies "not in downgrading the verbal utterance but
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in upgrading the verbal inscriptions".50 In denying that
literature is essentially oral and performing, I am asserting
that texts like oral performances are perfectly genuine
instances of the product of literary art and will satisfy
the functions of appreciation that are demanded of such
authentic instances. Certainly some works seem best
appreciated in oral performances. But, likewise, other
literary works seem best appreciated in textual form (where
one can pause when tired, or swiftly skim back and forth

to refresh the memory or retrace some developing patterns
of character, plot, and imagery) and would be insupportably
long and tedious if orally performed. If, however, we wish
to speak of literature as a whole or indeed speak of it
'essentially’', then we would do better to speak of it as
essentially a verbal art, and this would equally account for

both written texts and oral performances.

One might also object here that though I have succeeded
in loosely assimilating literature to the performing arts,
I have introduced a new anomalous aspect of literature -

that it has two different standard end-products or objects

50. N. Goodman, "Some Notes On Languages of Art'", Journal
of Philosophy, vol. 67, 1970, pp. 570-71. Goodman's
two reasons for this egalitarianism are that (1) if
texts were taken as scores, then confusingly they would
have two different sets of compliants (their ordinary
referents and their oral compliants) and (2) "inscrip-
tions and utterances perform the same functions of
telling stories, describing scenes, etc." (ibid.,

p. 570).
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of appreciation, text and performance.51 If the charge is

that I have not succeeded in making literature perfectly
parallel to the traditional performing arts, I plead guilty.
There are certain facts in the art world, certain untidy
differences between the arts, which cannot be explained

away or erased by general theories, though they can, of

course, be ignored or distorted by them.

It might further be objected that my view that the
literary work of art is a verbal entity and thus may properly
be and be appreciated either as oral or inscribed is plati-
tudinous and irrelevant to aesthetics. As to the former
charge, I would rather be right than original, and I remind
the reader that the utterance/text egalitariansim I have been
advocating has hardly seemed obvious to the many aestheticians
who like Urmson have stressed the oral as the prime and

essential in literature in general and in poetry in particular.

51. But is literature really so sharply anomalous here? One
might perhaps see a kind of continuum of degree from
literature to drama to music to dance with respect to
the acceptability of the written object (text, script,
score, or dance notatlon) as a leqltmate end-product
or object of the art, i.e., as a genuine instance of
the work of art by which the work may be properly
appreciated and evaluated. Perhaps there is a similar
continuum of degree in these arts with respect to the
importance of silent reading versus that of executant
artists and performance. Surely there is nothlng odd
in the view that the performing arts, espec1a11y if
we 1nclude literature among them, vary significantly
in the degree to which they demand actual performance
or rather encourage silent readlng. But if we accept
such a continuum of degree, it is perhaps almost as
mlsleadlng to assert that literature is clearly unlike
music, drama, and dance with respect to performance
and silent reading as it is to assert that it is like
these arts with respect to such matters.



39

Moreover, I think that a case might be made for the aesthetic
relevance of my position. For the view that written texts
are, like oral performances, proper end-products of literary
art and proper objects of literary appreciation may encourage
the critic to pay more attention to the visual aspects of
inscribed poetry which by views 1like Urmson's should be
regarded as inessential. Such attention may well be
aesthetically profitable for much poetry, particularly modern
poetry, makes aesthetic use of the inscribed text; nor can
this use be reduced, as Urmson tries to suggest, to puns,
jests, or hints to correct oral performance.52 Similarly,

my position of egalitarianism might encourage the critic to
examine the oral properties of some long works of prose

which were surely not intended for oral performance. It may
lead him, for example, to notice the heroic rhythms of the

prose of Moby Dick and thus help him to apprehend part of the

epic nature of this great novel. By so encouraging the

critic to scrutinize both oral and inscribed aspects of
literary works my position may lead to the apprehension of
added aesthetic aspects of these works, and this would suggest
that my theory is aesthetically relevant, even by H. Osborne's
strict standard, where a theory "has strong relevance if it

is necessary or conducive, directly or indirectly, to

apprehension of the aesthetic aspects of something that falls

52, Urmson, "Literature", p. 340. For discussion of the
aesthetic importance of the visual properties of inscribed
literature, see R. Wellek and A. Warren, Theory of
Literature, London, 1970, pp. 143-44.
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within the scope of aesthetic appraisal."53 Thus, even if

some find it obvious, the view of literature I am suggesting

is not irrelevant.

Let me conclude the present discussion by suggesting
two more advantages of accepting written copies as well as
oral performances as genuine instances, objects, or end-
products of literary art. First, this view has the advantage
of granting both full ontological status and aesthetic
completeness both to oral works which have never been
inscribed and also to the many written works which have
never been and most likely never will be orally performed.
Secondly, such a view saves us from the awkward gap between
theory and practice which Urmson is forced to concede when
he argues that in theory literature is essentially a
performing and oral art, though in practice it is most
frequently unperformed and silent; "that literature is in
logical character a performing art, but one in which in
practice we frequently, though far from invariably, confine

: 54
ourselves to score-reading."

I am aware that in the untidy field of aesthetics some
such gaps between theory and practice are inevitable. I am

also aware that some philosophers of art, and surely Goodman

53. H. Osborne, "Aesthetic Relevance", British Journal of
Aesthetics, vol. 17, 1977, p. 293.

54. Urmson, "Literature", p. 339.
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is one of them, take distinct pride and satisfaction in
creating such gaps, which are often huge gulfs. I am
convinced, however, that these gaps should be minimized, and
I have tried to achieve this while attending to the problem

of the anomalous nature of literature.

III

1. Thus far I have attempted to justify my concentration
of aesthetic inquiry on the single art of literature and have
tried to examine how this art may be related to the other
arts in terms of the general and generally accepted
classification of performing versus non-performing arts.
Consequently I have already written and argued about
literature at some length, yet it may be objected that I
have done all this without first having properly addressed
myself to the question of what literature is. I have assumed
that we all know fairly well what literature is, at least
well enough to follow my discussion; and this assumption
is not in any way refuted by the fact that perhaps none of
us can give a satisfactory definition of 1literature. We
must remember Moore's lesson that there is a difference
between understanding a concept and knowing its analysis;55
and this seems to indicate that we can intelligently discuss

and investigate problems concerning literature without

starting or even concluding with a formal definition of it,

55. See G.E. Moore, "A Defence of Common Sense", in M.,
Weitz (ed.), Twentieth Century Philosophy: The Analytic
Tradition, New York, 1956,
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i.e., a real, non-stipulative definition such as those that
have traditionally been given in terms of genus and differ-
entia or other necessary and sufficient conditions. Indeed
doubts have been expressed as to whether such definitions

of literature are even logically possible.56

For these reasons, then, though the question, what 1is
literature, is worthy of attention, I do not feel compelled
by methodological considerations to give it the same kind
of attention that I shall devote to the four problems I have
chosen for detailed analysis. However, because I shall offer
no formal definition of 'literature' or 'literary work of
art', let me at least define or explain ostensively what I

take literature to include.

Taking a wide or inclusive view of literature, I shall

mean by "literary work" such things as the Iliad, The Divine

Comedy, Emma, The Pit and the Pendulum, "Lycidas", Hamlet,

Montaigne's essay "Of Cannibals", Rousseau's Confessions,

Boswell's Life of Johnson, The Diary of Samuel Pepys,

Cicero's speech "Against Antony", Donne's sermon "Death's
Duell", Burke's "Letter To a Noble Lord", and Gibbon's The

Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. To speak more generally,

I include in literature such things as poems, stories, novels,
dramatic texts, and also certain essays, biographies, auto-

biographies, diaries, speeches, sermons, letters, and

56. Weitz (in "The Role of Theory in Aesthetics") would seem
to hold such a view, for he suggests that, like ‘'art’',
all its sub-concepts are open and thus indefinable.
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histories; while I exclude such things as telephone books,
textbooks in biochemistry and formal logic, income tax
forms, car manuals, and computer programs, which is not
thereby to say that such things are devoid of aesthetic
appeal. Poems, stories, and novels are, of course, most
central and paradigmatic, dramatic texts perhaps somewhat
less since they are fundamentally linked to the art of drama
which is neither identical to nor a sub-category of litera-
ture. Essays, including some of literary criticism, seem
still less central and paradigmatic, while biographies,
memoirs, diaries, speeches, sermons, letters, and historical
wOorks are progressively even more peripheral. I do not
pretend that these lists of inclusion and exclusion are
exhaustive or unamendable, but I think they are adequately
explanatory for my purpose of roughly indicating how I see

the scope of literature,

There are no doubt many borderline cases of literature,
and indeed many of the kKinds of works I have included under
the concept of literature have been excluded by literary
theorists and philosophers. The numerous borderline cases
and the long-standing debate as to whether certain works or
entire genres fall under the concept of literature suggests
that the borders of this concept are neither clearly nor
firmly fixed. The fact, if it is a fact, that literature
is a concept with blurred edges or boundaries would seem to
explain the evident fact that literature has proven so
resistant to clear and adequate definition. Some might

further argue that the concept is so intrinsically vague
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and unbounded that it is logically impossible to give an
adequate and decisive definition of it or a final answer to
the question what is literature. Therefore, some aesthetic-
ians seem to think that the primary task of the philosopher
of literature is not to provide a theory or definition of
literature but rather to elucidate the logic of the concept
of literature and determine what kind of concept it is.57
Definitions and theories would be left, as it were, to
literary theorists, while the philosopher's job would be to

elucidate which type of theory or definition, if any, the

logic of the concept would allow.

However, though the task of elucidating the logic of
the concept of literature seems more worthy of philosophical
attention than the job of providing a definition of literature,
I shall not be able to examine it as closely as the four
problems I have chosen, problems which are also central to
the philosophy of literature and literary criticism but which
seem to arise also with respect to other arts and their
criticism. Any inquiry has its limits, and the limits of
a dissertation are particularly strict and restrictive;
here, too restrictive to allow me to give the logic of the
concept of literature the kind of detailed examination it
demands and deserves. Nevertheless, as I thought it wise

to indicate at 1least roughly what I take literature to include,

57. Weitz seems committed to such a view which might be
inferred from his general position on aesthetic theory
and indeed on philosophy itself. See "The Role of Theory
in Aesthetics", p. 88.
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it also seems advisable to make some basic points about the
logic of the concept of literature and cognate concepts
such as 'work of 1literature' and 'literary art'.58 The
reader is warned, however, that all these points may be

contested and may require more justification and elucidation

than I shall be able to give.

(i) The first and perhaps least disputable point about

the concept of literature is that it is an ambiguous concept.

Like the concept of art, it has at least two distinguishable
uses or senses, one descriptive or classificatory and the
other evaluative or honorific. The term "literature" is
frequently applied to an object to classify it, e.g., to
distinguish it from such things as tables, chairs, telephone
books, etc.; but it is also often applied to an object to
evaluate or praise it, e.g., to distinguish it from literature
of inferior value which may somehow fall under the classifi-
catory concept of literature. Thus, it is not in the
slightest perplexing or paradoxical to say of, e.g., a shallow
pornographic novel that it is clearly literature in the one
sense but clearly not literature in the other. Certainly

not all that we classify as literature we also praise as
literature; moreover, some might suggest that certain texts

are generally praised as literature, yet are not properly

58. For brevity of presentation these points will generally
be expressed only in terms of the concept of 1literature.
But it should be clear from my discussion of these
points that they are equally valid for the cognate
concepts.
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classified as literature.

This fundamental classificatory/evaluative ambiguity of
the concept of literature makes the definition of literature
very difficult, particularly if both uses of the concept
are to be embraced in the single definition. Most contemporary
theorists seem to confine their attempts at definition to
the classificatory use, but some have rather tried to embrace
both the descriptive and appraisive in their definition of
literature, with the result that 'literature' comes to be
construed as literature that has won critical acceptance
or approval.59 Though I think some distinction must be
maintained between literature and good or accepted literature,
I shall not pause to weigh the merits of strictly classifica-
tory versus evaluative definitions. Instead I shall go on
to consider a second and relatively undisputed point about

the concept of literature - its vagueness.

(ii) It seems to me clear that the concept of
literature and cognate concepts are characteristically vague,
though I realize that the concept of vagueness itself is
unclear, and that wvagueness has been denied of ‘'work of art'

60

if not ‘'work of 1literature’. If we take vagueness as

unclarity or indeterminacy of application irrespective of

59. See, for example, J.M. Ellis, The Theory of Literary
Criticism, London, 1974, pp. 50-51.

60. H. Khatchadourian, "Vagueness", Philosphical Quarterly,
vol. 12, 1962, p. 142.
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state of knowledge and as demonstrated by a plenitude of
boundary cases, then'literature' and its cognates surely are

vague. Gibbon's The Decline and Fall is a much discussed

borderline case, included as literature by some literary
scholars and aestheticians, yet excluded by Wellek and Warren61
and Passmore.62 But not only do individual works pose problems
for the borders of literature, so do entire genres. Wellek

and Warren, who take "fictionality" as '"the distinguishing
trait of literature" seem to place non-fictional prose beyond
literature's borders, "relegating it to rhetoric, to
philosophy, to political pamphleteering",63 etc. Beardsley,

on the other hand, gives the concept of literature more
extensive borders which include the essay but which apparently
do not encompass other non-fictional prose genres, such as

the biography, diary, or letter; for Beardsley asserts

that "all literary works fall into three main classes: poems,
essays, and prose fiction".64 Yet other theorists, like

Ellis, seem to give the concept still wider boundaries by

including Gibbon's The Decline and Fall or indeed any non-

fictional text that the literary community treats or analyzes

. . 65
1n a certain manner,.

61. Wellek and Warren, op. cit., p. 21.
62. Passmore, Op. Cit., B 435.

63. Wellek and Warren, op. cit., p. 26.
64. Beardsley, op. Cit., p. 126,

65. Ellis, op. cit., p. 48.
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Thus, at least among critics and aestheticians, the
concept of literature seems to have no clear or fixed
boundaries but instead is vague and fluctuating in applica-
tion. Rather than a single or single set of necessary and
sufficient conditions, we seem to find a cluster of paradigm
cases and a complex network of criteria of application which
seem loosely to direct our use of the concept. These
criteria include organization, personal expression, importance
of implicit or secondary meaning, attention to sound qualities,
use of imagery, fictionality, and relative irrelevance of
immediate context of origin. Though there may be general
agreement that all these criteria are relevant to the concept
of literature, it is undeniable that critics and aestheticians
grant different criteria different degrees of weight or
importance. Wellek and Warren stress fictionality while
Beardsley implicit meaning; Urmson we remember, emphasizes
the sound, while Ellis stresses the irrelevance of the text's
original context. It is therefore far from clear which
combinations of criteria are sufficinet for literature and
which are not. This condition or source of vagueness has

been called combinatory vagueness.66

But the concept of literature also exhibits another sort
of vagueness, sometimes called degree vagueness, since with
respect to each of the criteria of application there is a
vagueness as to what degree constitutes satisfying the

particular criterion. Wellek and Warren, for example, speak

66. See W.P. Alston, "Vagueness", in P, Edwards (ed.),
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, London, 1967, vol. 8, p.
220.
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of Plato's Republic as a ‘'boundary case' with respect to

satisfying their crucial criterion of fictionality.67 Thus,
the concept of literature and its cognates appear to be
vague in two fundamental ways, and we should note that C.L.
Stevenson has convincingly argued that even poetry, an
apparent subtype of literature, also exhibits both degree

and combinatory vagueness.

(iii) Having suggested that the concept of literature
is ambiguous and vague, I shall further characterize it as

open or open textured. Though I think this characterization

is just and not particularly controversial, it is still
somewhat problematic since the notion of open texture, like
that of vagueness, is fér from clear or undisputed. This
notion which derives from Wittgenstein and Waismann (the
latter having coined the term "open texture") has been
widely used in recent work in aesthetics and perhaps
consequently has come to be understood differently by
different philosophers of art. Weitz, who uses it to argue
the undefinability of art, says "a concept is open if its
conditions of application are emendable and corrigible",69
or, negatively, if we cannot give necessary and sufficient

70

conditions for its application. G. Dickie, arguing for a

67. Wellek and Warren, op. cit., p. 26.

68. Cc.L. Stevenson, "On 'What is a Poem?'", Philosophical
Review, vol. 66, 1957.

69, Weitz, "The Role of Theory in Aesthetics", p. 89.

70. Ibid.
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definition of art, holds a stricter view of open texture,
regarding an open concept as 'a concept for which there is

no necessary condition" for application.71

By Weitz's
standard the concept of literature clearly seems open, while
by Dickie's the matter is problematic, since artifactuality

and 'linguisticity' are perhaps arguably necessary conditions

for literature.

R.J. Sclafani, who attempts a more objective and
historical elucidation of the notion of open texture, finds
that for Wittgenstein:

"a concept can be open in texture in at least

three ways: If it is possible for cases to

arise for which we have no rules to determine

the applicability of a concept and these cases

are (1) possible to anticipate and (2) not

possible to anticipate; and (3) of a borderline

sort", 72
I think the concept of literature and its cognates are open
in all these three ways. We have already seen that literature
exhibits the openness of borderline cases which require
decisions and not the mere application of rules or criteria.
Moreover, 1t is not difficult to anticipate cases where we
have no rules for decisively determining application. Would

a rhythmic shopping list mistakenly declaimed by a performing

poet and then published be a work of literature? If we

71, Dickie, op. cit., p. 95.

72. R.J. Sclafani, "'Art', Wittgenstein, and Open-Textured
Concepts", Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, vol,
30, 1971, p. 338.
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could master and translate the language of porpoises (or
Martians), would their mating songs qualify as literary
works? The relative ease with which we can bring anticipated
cases of indeterminancy by rules suggests that there are

also likely to be cases we cannot anticipate. Therefore, I
think that with regard to several important senses of "open
texture" (and at least the three Sclafani delineates) it is
relatively safe to conclude that the concept of 1literature

is an open-textured concept.

(iv) Ambiguous, vague, and open, the concept of

literature might also be characterized as essentially complex;

first and most simply in the sense that it subsumes a number
of complicated sub-concepts such as poetry and the novel,

but also and perhaps more importantly in the sense described
by Gallie with respect to the concepts of art and painting.73
Like these other aesthetic categories, literature admits in
different circumstances of a number of different but
genuinely helpful and illuminating descriptions. Literature
is a sequence of words; it 1is a representation of reality,

a work of invention or imagination, a personal expression, a
tool of instruction, a source of aesthetic enjoyment. Thus,
to echo Gallie's remarks on painting, literature "has a
number of aspects and the relative importance of any of those

aspects will be differently assessed according to the beliefs"

of any writer or critic as to the best way in which the

73. W.B. Gallie, "Art as an Essentially Contested Concept",
Philosophical Quarterly, vol. 6, 1956,
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traditional values of literature can be sustained and
developed.74 This complexity of differently weighted aspects
was already reflected in the different criteria of application

stressed by Wellek and Warren, Beardsley, etc.

Gallie helps exhibit the essential complexity of the
concept of painting by tracing the historical development of
this art and its concept. The same might be done for
literature, for it too has greatly developed, gaining entire
new genres, like the novel, and moving from an essentially
oral art to one where silent reading is as prevalent as oral
performance. Moreover, the concept of literature has often
differed significantly from one period to another through
emphasis on different aspects. Take, for but one example,
the change from the Neo-classical stress on true representation
of general nature to the modern emphasis on the imaginative

expression of the individual and peculiar.

(v) This notion of essentially complex concepts is
closely linked with another important notion of Gallie's,

that of essentially contested concepts - "concepts the proper

use of which ilnevitably involves endless disputes about their

75

proper use on the part of their users". Such disputes

naturally arise with regard to a concept where "there is no

74. W.B. Gallie, "Art as an Essentially Contested Concept",
Philosophical Quarterly, vol. 6, 1956, p. 108.

75. W.B. Gallie, "Essentially Contested Concepts",
Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, vol. 56, 1956,
p. 169.
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clearly definable use which can be set up as the correct or

standard use."76

Gallie sometimes seems to argue that the
concepts of art and painting are essentially contested
chiefly because they are essentially complex.77 However,
another major reason for these (as well as other) concepts
being essentially contested would seem to be their honorific
character. The application of such concepts are surely
worth contesting for and thus inspire competition and debate.
Now we have seen that one central use of the concept of
literature is distinctly honorific, such that even whén used
descriptively the concept seems to maintain a positive
evaluative colouring; and we have further seen that the
concept of literature is essentially complex. We should
therefore expect to find it essentially contested, and this
is in fact what we find. Various conceptions of literature
emphasizing various aspects of 1literature's complex nature
and long tradition contend, as it were, over which better
reflects the proper use of the concept of literature and

better preserves and develops literature's illustrious

tradition.

The notion of essentially contested concepts is clarified

and elaborated quite fully by Gallie, who presents seven

76. Gallie, "Essentially Contested Concepts", p. 168.

77. Gallie, "Art as an Essentially Contested Concept",
p. 107.
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conditions which together seem necessary and sufficient for
a concept's being essentially contested.78 The concept must
be (1) "appraisive", indicating some "valued achievement"
which is (2) of an "internally complex character" and which

is (3) "various describable". (4) "Any essentially

contested concept is persistently vague",79 the concept of

achievement being open in character. The concept must be (5)
one whose users know that its differing uses or criteria

are contested and therefore use it both aggressively and
defensively; a concept which (6) derives "from an original
exemplar [e.g., a tradition] whose authority is acknowledged
by all the contestant users"8o and where (7) the continuous
competition among contestant users is 1likely to help sustain

and/or develop the original exemplar's achievement.

The concept of literature would seem to meet all these
conditions. Satisfaction of the first four might be shown
by our discussion of the honorific use, vagueness, open
texture, and complexity of the concept of literature; and
by the obvious fact that a literary work, like the concept of
literary achievement, is internally complex and variously
describable. It is moreover evident that there is a

continuous debate among writers, critics, and theorists as to

78. Gallie, "Essentially Contested Concepts'", pp. 171-80.
79. Ibid., p. 172.

80, Ibid., p. 180. For a tradition as an exemplar see ibid.,
p. 168.
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what true literature or literary achievement is (condition
five) and that in such disputes there is a tradition (e.g.,
Homer, Virgil, Dante, etc,) which is recognized and appealed
to by the contestant users (condition six). Finally, it is
indeed 1likely that the continuous contest as to what consti-
tutes true literary achievement has helped sustain and
develop the achievement of this authoritative tradition
(condition seven). There is thus considerable justification
for regarding the concept of literature as an essentially

contested concept.

I have thus far attributed five characteristics to the
concept of literature, and though these attributions are
all somewhat problematic, I still feel confident about them.
This cannot be said for the two final points I shall suggest
with respect to the concept of literature - its non-

observational and non-functional aspects. The issues involved

here seem worth raising, even if no definite answers will

be forthcoming from my discussion.

(vi) Philosophers have often drawn a sharp distinction
between what they have called observational and theoretical
concepts. The application of the former (e.g., brown, hard,
table) are sometimes said to be determinable by direct
observation or sensory perception, while that of the latter
(e.g., quark, id) are not. However, like vagueness and open
texture, the notions of observationality and theoreticality

have been differently interpreted; and, moreover, the very
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validity of this distinction has been called into question.81

This is surely not the place to scrutinize this distinction
and its questionable value and validity, particularly since
the distinction was made and discussed explicitly with regard

to empirical sciences, not aesthetics.

However, some aestheticians have recently suggested that

the concept of art is a theoretical concept whose application

requires more than the direct observation of our senses and
intelligence, but rather demands a certain degree of knowledge
of art theory and art history. Danto has argued that "what

in the end makes the difference between a Brillo box and a
work of art consisting of a Brillo box is a certain theory

of art",82 that "to see something as art requires something
the eye cannot descry - an atmosphere of artistic theory, a
knowledge of the history of art: an artworld."83 Wollheim
has also stressed the historicality and theoreticality of

the concept of art, arguing that "in any age this concept will

84 But other aestheticians

probably belong to a theory".
seem to hold that the concept of art is a distinctly observa-

tional one. Beardsley, for example, sharply distinguishes

81. M, Spector, "Theory and Observation", British Journal
for the Philosophy of Science, vol. 17, 1966-67.

82. A, Danto, "The Artworld", Journal of PhilOSOphz, vol.
61, 1964, p. 581.

83. Ibid., p. 580. See also R.J. Sclafani ("Artworks, Art
Theory and The Artworld'", Theoria, vol. 39, 1973) who
finds difficulties in Danto's loose notion of 'theory'
but does not challenge the non-observationality of the
concept of art.

84, Wollheim, op. cit., p. 162.
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the aesthetic object, whose properties are directly perceived,
from its physical base, historical genesis, or theoretical
background.85 Bell suggests that we can immediately
recognize a work of art as such by the direct perception of

an aesthetic emotion.86

When it concerns the arts of painting and sculpture,
recently so revolutionary, from which Danto and Wollheim
chiefly draw their examples, the non-observational dimension
of the concept of art can, I think be granted. But 1literature
could prove different and instead be wholly observational
and recognizable by direct perception. A.E. Housman certainly
appears to think so, since he seems to equate recognizing
poetry with 'possessing the organ by which we perceive it'.87
Yet though much poetry seems to be immediately recognizable
as poetry, surely some poetry (even good poetry) cannot be
recognized as such without a knowledge of the tradition in
or against it was written. The critical organ of a Hellen-
istic man of taste would hardly seem to enable him to
recognize some modern verse as poetry, let alone good poetry.
Moreover, the question of whether or not certain non-
fictional prose works of recognized stylistic excellence

qualify as literary art seems clearly in part a matter of

theory or antecedent trends of classification and not of mere

85. Beardsley, op. cit., chapter one.
86. C. Bell, Art, London, 1913, chapter one.
87. A.E. Housman, The Name and Nature of Poetry, Cambridge,

1933, p. 31.



58

perception. Thus, though the concept of literature is not
clearly positioned with respect to the observational/
theoretical distinction, which itself is far from clear and
unquestionable, I would rather support those who recognize
a theoretical or at least non-observational aspect to the

concept of 1iterature.88

(vii) The seventh and final point which I shall raise
with respect to the concept of literature is also extremely
problematic, but it is exceedingly important, particularly for
the definition of literature. This point concerns the question

of whether or not the concept of literature is a functional

concept, like the concepts of knife, soldier, chair, which
one might reasonably define chiefly in terms of the particular
function that objects falling under it characteristically
perform. Again, as with theoreticality and indeed all of
the 1ogi¢a1 characteristics so far suggested, the issue of
functionality has been discussed mainly with respect to the
concept of art as a whole rather than the narrower concept
of literature. Wollheim, for example, who lists ‘'knife' and
'soldier' as functional concepts, seems to renounce the view
that 'art’' is a functional concept and complains that "some
philosophers, perhaps implausibly, have tried to define art
functionally, e.g., as an instrument to arouse certain

: . : W 89
emotions, Oor to play a certaln social role".

88. See, for example, J. Culler (Structuralist Poetics,
London, 1977) who stresses the non-observational conven-
tional and institutional nature of literature.

89. Wollheim, op. cit., p. 109.
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Beardsley appears to be one of these functionalists.
For him, works of art constitute a 'function-class’', i.e.,
they belong "to the same class because of some internal
characteristic that they all share",go where "there 1is
something that the members of this class can do that the
members of similarly defined classes cannot do or cannot do

91

as well", and where "they must differ among themselves in

the degree to which they perform that function",92 which

23 The characteristic function

itself "must be worth doing".
of works of art is, for Beardsley, the inducing of aesthetic
experience, and he regards the functionality of the concept
of art as depending on the existence of such an experience,94
which has often been questioned and denied. But i1t must be
remembered that different defining functions might be
suggested (e.g., revelation of transcendental truth, catharsis,
etc.) and that works of art may have many different functions
in addition to their defining one. Indeed, works of art may
exhibit various functions without having any defining

function. Thus, as Wollheim points out, in asserting that

art has no peculiar function, the non-functionalist is not

90. Beardsley, op. Cit., p. 525.
91. Ibid.,

92. Ibid.

93. Ibid., p. 526.

94, See ibid: "the question, 'Is aesthetic object a
function-class?' 1s only a somewhat pedantic way of
asking an old and familiar question, which we have
long postponed: 'Is there such a thing as aesthetic
experience?'"
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committed to the implausible view that art is useless and
no work of art has a function, but only to the more accept-
able view "that no work of art has a function as such, i.e.

in virtue of being a work of art."95

The issue of functionality is basically the same when we
turn from art to the narrower concept of literature. Here
the question 1s whether works of literature constitute a
function-class. Given the obvious fact that literature 1is
far from useless and has a wide variéty of functions, does
literature have a characteristic or defining function, a
function that the literary work has solely in virtue of its
being a literary work and which literary works all perform
in varying degrees? Following Beardsley we could suggest
that this function might be the inducing of a 'literary
experience'. But agalin, the existence of a special literary
experience induced solely or best by literary works is
perhaps as questionable as that of a general aesthetic
experience. Is there a particular experience evoked by all
works of literature (e.g., Herbert's religious lyrics,
Swift's caustic prose satires, folk ballads and psychological
dramas, faliry tales and novels of social realism, nonsense
verse and well-reasoned essays) but which is not evoked by
well written texts that are not considered literature nor by
the works of other arts? Though the question warrants

further examination, I tend to doubt the existence of such an

95. Wollheim, op. cit., p. 109.
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experience,

Yet perhaps there is another function which literary
works characteristically and best perform. Wellek and Warren
propose a functional definition of literary art in terms of
its inducing pleasure with utility (e.g., instruction),96
yet literature hardly seems unique in this. Though they
recognize that literature has served and still serves a wide
variety of functions and that some astute critics (e.g.,

Eliot) regard this variety of uses as more significant than
any alleged defining function, Wellek and Warren still feel
logically compelled to find a defining function for literature.
For "to take art or literature seriously is, ordinarily at
least, to attribute to it some use proper to itself".97 But
such reasoning is hardly persuasive, since the value or
'seriousness' of literature might well derive from the many
different functioné that different works of literature perform
at different times. Having no use proper to itself does

not imply being useless or valueless, I, at least, am far
from convinced that literature has a peculiar function,

though I am thoroughly convinced that it has undisputable

value and is irreplaceable.

If literary works seem so varied in function and nature,
perhaps the concept of literature could best be explicated

or defined in terms of a characteristic manner of regarding

96. Wellek and Warren, op. cit., pp. 30-31.

97. Ibida, pa 310
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or treating verbal discourse. ‘'Literature', 'literary work',
etc., could be seen as derivative concepts, defined chiefly
in terms of literary treatment; and thus the notion of
literary treatment or behaviour becomes the primary task in
the explication or definition of literature. Ellis has

recently proposed and defended such a behavioural definition

of literature:98

"literary texts are defined as those that are
used by the society in such a way that the text
is not taken as specifically relevant to the
immediate context of 1ts origin ... And here
'being treated as literature' means not just
'used as literature 1is used', but actually
'established as a literary text': the class
of literary texts is the class of those to which
we respond in this way."99

What makes Gibbon's history literature while other well
written history books not is the sort of treatment it has

received from the community of literary critics and scholars.

Of course, there are problems with Ellis's definition;
its identification of literary art with what is regarded by
the community as such 1s surely questionable, as indeed are
some of the consequences Ellis derives from it, e.g., that
literary works cease to be such when they are discarded or

forgotten by the communityaloo However, Ellis is right, I

98, Ellis, op. cit., pp. 24-53. Ellis, however, confusingly
speaks of his definition as ‘'functional', though he is
aware that he is using the notion of function in an
extended, perhaps less appropriate sense (ibid., p. 52).

990 Ibido [} ppo 44"45.

100.  Ibid., p. 47.
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think, in pointing to the strongly institutional aspect of
literature and suggesting that the content of this concept

is formed in part by the community of critics (which, of
course, includes literary artists as well) and consequently
may to some extent be elucidated by examing critical behaviour
or treatment. The nature and logic of the critic's treatment
of literary works, his interpretation and evaluation of them,

will be discussed in great detail later in this dissertation.

3. The thought of these impending tasks of analysis
compels me to abandon at this point my introductory remarks
on the nature of literature and the logic of its concept.
Perhaps my discussion of these matters has raised as many
questions as it answered, yet I hope to have indicated their
complexity and provided enough clarification of them as to
render intelligible my ensuing discussion of literature and
literary criticism. I also hope to have justified in thié
introductory chapter my concentration on the single art of
literature and a cluster of problems relating to its criticism,
but still to have}initially linked my specific inquiry to
general aesthetics by examining how literature may be related
to the other arts in terms of the performing/non-performing
arts classification. It is now time to take up the analysis
of the four major problems this work will be devoted to: the
identity and ontological status of literary works of art and
their interpretation and evaluation. These problems, we shall
see, are very closely connected, and before considering each
individually in detail, it might be best to introduce them

first together and show their intimate interrelations.



04

CHAPTER TWO

IDENTITY, ONTOLOGICAL STATUS, INTERPRETATION,

AND EVALUATION

Traditionally, the critic's role was conceived primarily
as that of judging artistic merit, and this perhaps explains
why most meta-critical discussion of the literary work of art
seems to relate to the problem of evaluation. However, in
recent work in aesthetics, considerable attention has been
given to three other problems about the literary work of art:
the problems of its identity, ontological status, and
interpretation. In this chapter I shall argue that these
four problems are conceptually very closely related, perhaps
even interdependent, and that certain answers to or positions

on one inevitably tend to influence positions on the others.

However, as I have already mentioned, the meta-critical
problems of identity, ontological status, interpretation, and
evaluation arise not only with respect to works of literature
but with respect to works of other arts as well. Thus,
though wary of the dangers of aesthetic generalizations, I
would hazard the view that with regard to the presence and
interrelations of these four major problems the arts are at
least roughly analogous; and though I asked leave to concen-

trate on literature, it would seem puritanical narrowness to
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suggest that my points regarding the interrelations of these
problems have no validity for other arts as well. One way
of suggesting this might be to formulate all points and
arguments in specifically or exclusively literary terms,
such as "literary work of art" or "work of literature",
rather than with the more general and inclusive term, "work
of art®™. I shall therefore in this chapter frequently use
the term "work of art" where this term should be understood
as referring always and primarily to the literary work of
art but not thereby suggesting the exclusion of works of

other arts as does specifically literary terminology.1

My method of arguing the thesis of the close conceptual
connections between the problems of the identity, ontological
status, interpretation,and evaluation of the work of art will
be to present some of these intimate interrelations, and
two different methods of presentation suggest themselves.
First, historically it may be shown that certain philosophers
of art were compelled by their positions with respect to one
of these issues to maintain correlative positions with respect
to the others. One might point, for example, to Croce2 and
show that his view that the work of art is to be identified
as a particular and unique idea or intuition-expression in

the artist's mind results in his ontological position that

1. The expression "(literary) work of art" might perhaps
similarly convey my present concentration on literature
without the suggested exclusion of works of other arts,

2. B. Croce, Aesthetic, D. Ainslie (trans.), New York, 1970.
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the work exists as an ideal or mental entity. One could then
show that it likewise results in the view that the only valid
interpretation of the work is the revelation of the artist's
idea or meaning and that the only criterion of value 1is
whether the artist succeeded in expressing what he wanted to

express.

Similarly, we might take a contemporary philosopher of
art like Beardsley3 and start with his view that the value of
a work of art 1s its instrumentality in creating aesthetic
experience when we perceive the work. This evaluative
preoccupation with the perceiving consumer (as opposed to
the creating artist) can, in part, account for his inter-
pretative doctrine that all that is relevant to the description
and interpretation (as well as the resulting evaluation) of
the work concerns the work's directly perceptible properties,
a doctrine which underlies the famous theses of the intentional
and genetic fallacies. These positions on interpretation
and evaluation together explain, or alternatively are explained
by (the influence always seems reciprocal i1n these issues),
Beardsley's view that the work's identity is totally
constituted by directly perceptible properties and that its
ontological status is purely perceptual or phenomenal. For
if all that can be said about the work of art proper concerns
its perceptual properties, Beardsley can plausibly conclude

that the work's identity and ontological status is perceptual.

3. M.C. Beardsley, Aesthetics, New York, 1958.
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Likewise, if the work of art is phenomenal, it seems natural

that it should be interpreted and evaluated as such.

This type of historical approach would reveal the sort
of interrelations I have asserted and would be illuminating
in itself. But I shall not pursue this method here. Instead,
my method will be to show independently the various ways in
which the four issues are related by pointing to where and
how the resolution of one problem depends in part on
resolutions or decisions with respect to the others. My
objective suggests the following program. First, I shall
consider the interrelations between work-identity and
ontological status, then the relations between these two
issues and the problem of interpretation, and finally the

relations between these three and evaluation.

One final methodological point. Since my main concern
1s literature, and since I am aware that my employing the
term "work of art" could conceal considerable equivocation
(allowing me to appeal to different arts to demonstrate
different interrelations), I shall take pains to establish
all my points concérning the alleged interrelations through
the evidence of literature and literary criticism and shall
only bring in other arts to strengthen or expand points

already made on a wholly 'literary' basis.

II

The close connection between the identity and ontological

status of a work of art should not be surprising, since it
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seems that most, if not all, entities exhibit such links.

It requires little argument or insight to see that what
something is (its identity) determines how it exists (its
ontological status) and that correspondingly its mode of
existence places some sort of limits on the kind of properties
that can be ascribed to it or be included in its identity.
That my table is identified as round, brown, solid, and of
dimensions x, ¥, z clearly seems to imply that my table 1is

a material object. Conversely, my belief in 1ts mere
material status seems to preclude my attributing to it,
literally, the property of maliciousness no matter how often
and painfully I bump into it; and thus I cannot regard such
a property as one which helps constitute the table's identity
and by which the table can be identified among other objects,

including similar tables.

Such close relations between identity and ontological
status surely seem to hold also with respect to works of art.
Indeed, it may rather be necessary to distinguish these two
problems which some philosophers of art, e.g., Urmson, seem
to identify or lump together.4 Though detailed clarification
of these problems will have to wait ti1il1l the chapters devoted
to their individual analysis, let me tentatively distinguish

them now as follows. I see the identity of the work of art

4. J.0. Urmson, "Literature", in G. Dickie and R.J. Sclafani
(eds.) Aesthetics, New York, 1977, pp. 334, 337. See
note 35 of my preceding chapter.
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as basically involving the question of which properties are
constitutive or essential to the work and determine what the
particular work is and distinguish it from other works, i.e.,
constitutive properties of the work by which we may identify
it and individuate it from other works of either the same

or a different art, or indeed from objects that are not

works of art at all. The ontological status of the work
instead raises the question of the mode of existence of the
work so identified: what type of object it is and under what
conditions can it be salid to exist or cease to exist. That
these two issues are not identical can be seen from the fact
that while we surely expect different poems to have different
identities, we would not expect them to have different

ontological status.5

But though distinct, ontological status and identity
are hardly unrelated. If we were clear about the identity
of the work, i.e., the properties or elements that constitute
it as such, we would have a good clue as to i1ts ontological
status. For instance, 1f we were sure that belng written
in a particular period or by a particular author is a

constitutive property of a gilven literary work (take Borges'

5. The difference between the two issues can be readily
shown also in terms of Urmson's own views. For even
accepting his ontological position that the literary
work is a recipe for oral performance, we still have
the problem of work-identity: what constitutes a
particular recipe and distinguishes it from another,
what constitutes compliance with the recipe, etc.?
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example of Menard's Don Quixote), then since this constitutive

property is not directly perceptual, we can draw the conclusion
that the work is not a purely perceptual entity. Thus the
properties we ascribe to the identity of the work seem to
some extent to determine our views on its ontological status;
if the former are not purely perceptual, neither can the
latter be. 1In the art of painting this influence of criteria
of identity on ontological status is quite manifest. The
central role that the material medium and indeed the very
physical dimensions of the canvas have in determining work-
identity makes it clear that the work of pain£ing is a
material object. But if, like Croce and Collingwood, we
reject the relevance of these material properties to work-
identity, the way is open to regard the work of painting as
ideal or imaginary. Perhaps if we knew that all the literarv
work's constitutive properties were perceptual, we could be
confident that the literary work is, as Beardsley claims, a
perceptual entity. For the work could then be said to be
fully constituted or cxist when these properties are
realized, irrespective of the lack of other properties, ¢.q.,
material or historical, which frequently are associated with
or ascribed to it. This ontological inference is, of course,
highly hypothetical, because and as long as we are unsure
what properties essentially constitute or at least help

constitute or contribute to the identity of the literary work.

I add this weaker notion of contributory rather than

essential constitutive properties because some aestheticians
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may deny the distinction between essential and non-essential
properties, holding either that all the work's properties
are essential to 1ts identity or that none is. But in the
latter case, some properties will ﬁevertheless be regarded

as contributing significantly to work-identity and thus
require accomodation in any adequate ontological position,
while in the former case it would seem that ontological
status, as a property of the work,6 could be strictly deduced
from complete knowledge of the work's identity. In both
cases, however, the distinction between being ascribed to

the work and being included in its identity becomes problem-
atic, and the concept of work-identity becomes consequently
much wider and more vague than when work-identityv 1s conceived
in terms of a set of essential constitutive properties which
are a subset of the properties ascribable to the work.
However, whether narrowly or loosely conceived, work-identity

has been shown to have logical bearing on ontological status.7

The interrelation of work-identity and ontological
status is just as striking and significant with respect to

ontological status as a factor limiting the categories of

6. Regarding ontological status as a property here does not
involve the view that existence is a predicate, but
merely that being material (or phenomenal or ideal,
etc.) 1is one.

7. The different conceptions of work-identity will be more
fully discussed 1n chapter four.
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properties which can be ascribed to a work of art and thus
perhaps be included in its identity. Here our inference
runs from ontological status to identity, and we infer from
the work's ontological status that‘certain kinds of
properties or elements cannot form part of the work because
they are incompatible with that ontological status. Just as
we cannot properly speak of a ghost (assuming ghosts exist)
as weighing fourteen stone, so the idealist like Croce, for
whom the work exists as a wholly mental entity, cannot
ascribe to it physical properties such as sound, weight, or
spatiotemporal extension. He cannot describe a poem as
sibilant or speak of a painting as a 2' x 2' watercolour.
These cannot be properties of ideal entities, hence they

cannot be properties of works of art.

Likewise, the phenomenalist in asserting that the work
of art exists as a purely perceptual object, i.e., an object
whose properties are all phenomenal and "open to direct
sensory awareness",8 is thus excluding from the work's
identity all properties which do not meet this phenomenalistic
standard. Consequently, material, historical, and intentional
elements are excluded from the work and not, strictly
speaking, ascribable to it. Nor can one always find
perceptual counterparts for these excluded elements, since
many material and intentional properties often ascribed to a

work are not directly perceptible in standard aesthetic

8. Beardsley, op. cit., p. 31.
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situations and cannot thus be translated into phenomenal
counterparts of direct sensory awareness. Such properties
can in no way be ascribed to the work and hence can form no
part of its identity. Aspects of a poem that are not fully
exposed to direct perception (e.g., period, author, intention)
do not truly belong to the work. The argument 1is much the
same though its conclusions perhaps less convincing in other
arts. Elements of a work of sculpture, painting, or
architecture that are not fully exposed to direct sensory
awareness cannot be regarded as part of the work. For the
phenomenalist, if it "looks the same'", it is irrelevant
whether a statue is made of white marble or shaving cream,
or whether a love sonnet is to one's wife or dog. They are
in eilther case the very same statue or sonnot, since such
material or intentional aspects are not ascribable to the
work proper and thus incapable of functioning as criteria

of identification and individuation.lo

Thus, for the phenomenalist, material and intentional

elements are incompatible with the work's purely perceptual

2. See Beardsley, op. cit., p. 52, where the examples are
bronze and cheese.

10. It appears that some phenomenalists are led to their
ontological position by preoccupation with evaluation,
where in some arts material properties seem fairly
irrelevant. Yet 1t does not seem to follow that because
certain properties or features are not evaluationally
relevant to the work of art, they are therefore
ontologically absent from 1it.
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ontological status, and therefore must be excluded from its
identity. Material properties commonly attributed to the
work of art are attributed instead to "the vehicle" of the
work of art so that the work of art or "asthetic object”
remains of purely phenomenal ontological status.1t As for
authorial intentions or historical elements, these alleged
irrelevancies are more pejoratively labelled as fallacies,

and our obvious interest 1n them is explained away as

biographical or historical and not aesthetic or critical.

The notions of the intentional and genetic fallacies are,
of course, central to the issues of interpretation and
evaluation. This again suggests how questions of work-
identity and ontological status are involved 1in interpreta-
tion and evaluation. But before I go on to consider the
latter, I would 1like to note another way in which the close
conceptual connection between work-identity and ontological
status has been particularly important in contemporary

aesthetics.

Though traditionally philosophers have held monistic
theories on the ontological status of works of art, recently
several aestheticians have maintained that the works of
different arts are fundamentally different 1in ontological

status, e.g., that works of painting and sculpture are

11. The phenomenalist, S. Pepper (The Work of Art, Blooming-
ton, Ind., 1955), uses the notion of the work of art's
material vehicle, while Beardsley, op. Clit., speaks of
the work of art i1tself as the vehicle for what he
regards as the true object of criticism - the purely
perceptual aesthetic objcct.
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material objects while works of music, drama, and literature
are not. The principal argument for this view is that while
works of the former arts are typically identifiable with
unique, particular material objects, works of the latter
arts enjoy a more distributive identity where the same work
may be manifest in different objects or events and thus mayv
be identified in different places at the same time. This
distributive identity is held to be incompatible with the
ontological status of material objects and events, hence it
is concluded that such works of art (literary works included)
are not material objects or events. Considerations of work-
identity and individuation thus seem to force us toward an

ontological conclusion.

Let us examine this point more closely, comparing the
work of literature to that of palinting. In the latter, the
particular spatiotemporal history of the object with which
the work is identified, i.e., the work's particular provenance,
1s generally regarded as a constitutive property of the work
and a criterion of identity by which it mav be distinguished
from mere reproductions or fakes., We would not identify the
work with another object, which no matter how similar must
be spatiotemporally different and thus lack the requisite
provenance. Being a different object means, strictly speaking,
not being the same work of art. However, such spatiotemporal
criteria of identity are absent in the literary work, where
the work may be properly identiflied 1n any correct copv or
performance just as well as 1n the original manuscript or

first performance. Because the literary work is properly
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identified in different material objects and events, it
apparently exists simultaneously at different locations,

and therefore it cannot be a material particular. Here we
have the rejection of an ontological position because of its
incompatability with the way we identify and individuate
works of literature, and the same type of argument 1s made
and conclusion drawn with respect to works of music, drama,

and dance.l2

The cogency of the above argument reinforces in yet
another way the view I have been trying to maintain in this
section, that work-identity and ontological status are
interrelated and in some respects interdependent. This view
would suggest that at least one major reason we have
difficulty in deciding the ontological status of works of
art is that we are undecided as to their identity. I believe
that part of our indecision would seem to derive from the
fluctuation of our concept of the work's identity and the
apparent open texture of this concept. Difficulties are
found in clearly and decisively drawing the ontological
borders of the work of art because there are no clear decisive
borders to be drawn. This ontological fuzziness is both a
contributory part and a product of the general fuzziness

of the concept of the identity of the work of art. If my

12. It is worth noting that the incompatibility asserted
relates not to the alleged material nature of such
works but to thelr status as material particulars.
See R. Wollheim, Art and its Objects, Harmondsworth,
U.K., 1970, pp. 21-24, 50-51, 98.
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thesis regarding the interdependence of identity, ontology,
interpretationyand evaluation is correct, we should expect

to find a corresponding fuzziness, fluctuation, and indecision
with respect to the correct principles of interpretation and

evaluation.

III

There are many ways in which considerations of ontological
status and identity enter into the interpretation of works of
art. But before considering some of them, we should distinguish
between two clearly different though perhaps somewhat
analogous kinds of interpretation of works of art. The
first type arises in the performing arts and refers to what
the executant artist does in performing the work. We spealk,
for example, of Olivier's interpretation of Hamlet or

Rubinstein's interpretation of Beethoven's Moonlight Sonata.

Such interpretations are or at least require performances,
and surely work-identity 1s intimately connected with the
acceptablility or authenticity of such performed interpretations.

But Leonardo's Mona Lisa has also been interpreted by

generations of art critics. Yet 1t has never been and cannot
be performed by any of them, for works of palinting typically
allow no performance distinct from that involved in their

very creation.

This second type of interpretation, not of the performing
variety, might be called "critical interpretation", and such

interpretation is directed at the works of both performing
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and non-performing arts and forms a large part of art
criticism. Literature, our main concern, can, in principle,
be performed and hence 'performatively' interpreted. We
could and perhaps sometimes do speak of some actor's inter-
pretation (i.e., interpretative recitation) of a literary
work. But we are all undoubtedly so far more interested 1n
critical interpretations of literature, that interpretative
performance, though not inadmissible, is still largely
marginal to our concept of literary interpretation. In the
light of this and the fact that my dissertation is, after
all, concerned with literary criticism rather than performance,
I shall henceforth confine my study of interpretation to

critical interpretation, and the term "interpretation" should

be understood accordingly.

Even having whittled down the concept of interpretation,
I can still maintain that there are many ways in which

considerations of ontological status and 1dentity enter

into the interpretation of works of art. First, interpretation
involves description of the work, i.e., description or
analysis of 1its elements and structurce. [Lven those

aestheticians who have tried to distinguish between

description and interpretation admit that interpretation
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always 1nvolves description and i1s based on it.13 Indeed,

it might be argued that the very fact that description is

selective makes it merge into interpretation. Now it seems

Clear from our preceding discussion that the categories of
elements which the work may possess and hence which can be
described in and support an interpretation of it depend on
its ontological status. Thus, for the phenomenalist, no
valid interpretation will be based on descriptions of the
work's alleged material or intentional elements, since such
descriptions cannot be descriptions of the work of art

itself, but only of the "vehicle" or the author.

However, as I already suggested, the influences in these
interrelated issues run 1n both directions, and a critic's
or philosopher's views on interpretation may just as often

determine his ontological position. For commitment to certain

13. See, for example, J. Margolis, "The Logic of Interpreta-
tion'", in J. Margolis (ed.), Philosophv Looks at the
Arts, New York, 1962, pp. 115-17; V. Aldrich, Philosophy
of Art, Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1963, pp. 88-89; M. Weitz,
Hamlet and the Philosophy of Literary Criticism, London,
1972, pp. 244, 255. The distinction hetween description
and interpretation has proven extremely problematic and
has been verv differently drawn by different aestheti-
cians. Some philosophers of art seem to deny the very
validity of it (e.g., Wollehim, op. cit., pp. 104-107,
and M. Macdonald, "Some Distinctive Features of Arguments
Used in Criticism of the Arts", in W. Elton (ed.),
Aesthetics and Language, Oxford, 1954, p. 126). Beardsley,
who has made such a distinction, reviews some of the
different ways 1t has been drawn (M.C. Beardsley, "The
Limits of Critical Interpretation", in S. Hook (ed.),
Art and Philosophv, New York, 1966, pp. 61-62), but
later treats interpretation as including the notion of
description (M.C. Beardsley, The Possibilitv of
Criticism, Detroit, 1973, p. 38). I, too, for the sake

of simplicity, shall avoid making much of this problematic

distinction and shall recgard description as part of
interpretation.
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types of elements as central to the description and inter-
pretation of a work of art will result in one's rejecting an
ontological position where these elements are incompatible
with the work's alleged ontological status and are thus
incapable of being accepted as part of the work. Many
aestheticians thus reject the phenomenalist position that the
work of art 1s a purely perceptual object because they are
convinced that certain material, intentional, or historical
elements are also integral to the work and central to its

description or interpretation.14

This effect of interpreta-
tive decisions on ontological status seems inescapable and
is even attested to by one philosopher who tries, unsuccess-
fully, to free interpretationfrom ontological issues. Thus,
J. Margolis, who argues that we can and should settle matters
of identity and interpretation in total independence of
ontological status, "without invoking the problem of the
mode of existence of a work of art",15 is forced to admit
that our interpretative decisions "might very well be read
back, if we wished, 1nto a statement of the kind of entity

a work of art is."l6 Ontological decisions, thus, both

yield and are embedded in and impllied by interpretative

decisions.

14. Wollheim (op. cit., pp. 82-90) is one example.

15. J. Margolis, "On Disputes about the Ontological Status
of a Work of Art", British Journal of Aesthetics, vol.
8, 1968, p. 150.

16. Ibid., p. 152.
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As the work of art's ontological status limits the
categories of elements that can enter into the decription
and interpretation of the work, so the work's identity limits
the actual elements to be described, analyzed, and interpreted.
Even if we restrict the work's elements to mere perceptual
properties, the question remains which perceptual properties
actually belong to it or help constitute it.l7 For surely
not all perceptual properties, nor even all the properties
perceived in the work of art, really belong to it, since
often we admit that we have not seen or understood the work
properly. Critics often chide one another either for not
perceiving enough or for seeing things in the work that are
not really there but are "read into it". Similarly, they
often condemn interprctations for being based or centered
around allegedly irrelevant aspects of the work and thus
misrepresenting the work's real meaning. It would seem that
such interpretative issues could only be settled by knowing
what actually is or 1s not (constitutive) in the work and
by measuring such interpretative statements about the work
against the work's identity. DBut when we look to the work's
identity, we find no clear boundaries as to what 1s in the
work as opposed to what is read into it, or what 1s central
as opposed to marginal. And, paradoxically, 1f 1n order to

polish our tool for testing true interpretations, we try to

17. Let us remember that in one wide conception of work-
identity, all that truly belongs to the work is consti-
tutive of its identity.
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fix or clarify the identity of the work, i.e., determine
what 1s in the work or constitutive of it, we are already

engaged in the process of interpretation itself.

Thus, paradoxically, though correspondence or fidelity
to work-identity is said to be the measure of correct
interpretation, work-identity is itself only determined
through interpretation. We are here powerfully made aware
of the intimate interdependence of work-identity and inter-
pretation; and at the same time we have noted another con-
tributory element to the openness and fundamental vagueness
of work-identity and a reason for much controversy in
intérpretation. For while a critic who identifies the work
with the author's intention or intuitive vision will
certainly reject an interpretation incongruent with the
author's views as invalid and not true to the work, the
critic who rather identifies the work with a particular text
will be free to accept it. But again the influence operates
in both directions, for interpretation which regards intentional
and historical elcments as irrclevant and inadmissible will
construe or formulate the work's identitv as totally devoid
of these aspects, while different interpretative policy will

incorporate them into the work.

The reciprocal influence between work-identity and
interpretation is manifested in many ways. Let me just
mention the following. Only few would deny that one central
element and criterion of the literary work's identity 1s the

text and that the validity of an interpretation 1s larcely
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determined by how well it fits and explains the text. Yet,
conversely, the correctness of a particular text i1s often
only establishced throuqgh interpretation, i.e., whether among
the variant texts of the work it best suits accepted inter-

pretations.

Does the interdependence I seem to discern between
identity and interpretation involve us in a vicious circle
which makes valid interpretation impossible? I think such
a conclusion would be premature and inaccurate. First,
because particular interpretations may be valid relative to
one's antecedent decision as to work-identity or as to
admissible criteria in valid interpretation, and the decision
itself could be justified pragmatically. Different decisions
and thelr resultant interpretative models may be justified
by our different interpretative aims. These interpretative
aims and models will be examined in my chapter on interpreta-
tion. Secondly, though we have no clear, decisive, fully-
determined notion of a work's identity, we do have a vague
grasp of 1ts nature and core of meaning to gulide our
interpretations. Indeed, 1t appears that for some critics
the role of interpretation is not only to describe and
clarify this vague and vaguely grasped identity but also to
determine it more fully and richly. Here critical inter-
pretation is somewhat analogous to interpretative performance
in the performing arts, serving not only to reveal what is
in the work, but also to some extent to determine or 'create'

what is in it. Validity here might be measured largelv in
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terms of the richness and power of the interpretation.

At this point, it may be illuminating to examine how

18 defends such creative

one literary critic, L. Abercrombie,
or enriching interpretation on the grounds of the alleged
ontological status and identity of the work of art.
Abercrombie argues that the work of art "is not material at
all, but Spiritual"19 and "does not exist until it 1s

experienced by an individual mind."zo

This ontological
conclusion leads him to the view that the recipient's
experience of the work is a crucial constituent of the work's
identity, along with the author's intentions and technique.
This, in turn, implies that the identity of the work is
"continually creative" and "continually Chanqinq",Zl "for the
experiences it creates must always be individual and therefore
unique eXperiences."22 Yet, for Abercrombie, work-identity

is 1n some sense preserved, since all these experiences can

be linked to the author whose creation occasions them.23 On

these grounds of identity and ontological status, Abercrombie

rests his case for the liberty of interpretation:

18. L. Abercrombie, "A Pleca for the Liberty of Interpreting",
Proceedings of the British Academy, vol. 16, 1930.

19. 1Ibid., p. 29.

20, 1Ibid., p. 28.

21. Ibid., p. 29.

22, 1Ibid.

23. The technique or medium of a workK can aiso change, so,
for Abercrombie, the author i1s the only constant and

unchanging element in the work's identity (ibid., pp.
28-29),



"Every reader or spectator is at liberty to

say what the play means to him. The reason 1is
a simple one: the play, as a work of art, has
no other existence. To limit interpretation
to what the play may have meant to Elilzabethans
is, frankly, to exclude the existence of the
play as a work of art; for as a work of art

1t does not exist in what it may have meant

to some one else, but 1n what 1t means to me:
that is the only way it can exist."24

Abercrombie's views on work-identity, ontology, and inter-

pretation are surely challengeable, but what seems undeniable

is their intimate interrelation.

We have alluded to a wider and narrower conception of
work-identity, the latter treating identity not as merely
what belongs or contributes to the work, but as the work's
central core or constitutive essence. T think we find an
interesting parallel in the concept of interpretation.

Often interpretation is construed not simply as the analysis
of the elements and meaning of a work, but more narrowly as
an analysis of the work's central element or core of meaning.
The interpreter here is called upon to make decisions not
only as to what is or is not in the work, but as to what 1is
central or most important in 1it, as it were the animating
essence which 1s reflected 1n and underlies the other, less

important elements.

24. L. Abercrombie, "A Plea for the Liberty of Interpreting",
Proceedings of the British Academy, vol. 16, 1930, p. Z29.
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Thus, for instance, in the interpretation of Hamlet,
critics have argued over which element or elements are central
and constitute the essential meaning of the play. Some
critics, e.g., Bradley25 and Jones,26 interpret Hamlet as a
psychological drama; for the former, a portrait of melan-
choly, for the latter of Oedipal neurosis. They base their
interpretations on the view that the character and behaviour
of Hamlet are the central, formative elements of the play
which contain its essential meaning and through which its
other elements (e.g., plot, other characters, etc,) are to
be explained. In contrast, other critics, e.g., Knight27 and
Spurgeon,28 interpret Hamlet as a poetic drama exhibiting
through its symbols and imagery not the portrait of an
individual but the picture of a world; for the former an
essentially healthy world where Hamlet 1s the discordant
element of disease, for the latter a world of total decay and
rottenness. These critics reach their interpretations from
the position that the symbolic language or imagery of the
play 1s the central element which conveys the core of meaning

and which generates and underlies the plot, characters, and

other elements of the play.

25. A.C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tracedy, London 1924.
26. E. Jones, Hamlet and Oedipus, New York, 1949,

27 . G.W. Knight, The Wheel of Fire, New York, 1957.
28. C.F.E. Spurgeon, Shakespeare's Imagery and What It

Tells Us, Cambridge, 1935.
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The correct interpretation of the (central) meaning of
Hamlet would thus seem to hinge on what are considered to be
the central elements of the play, i.e., those which are most
primary and formative of its identity. Here again, correct-
ness of interpretation would seem to be measured against the
touchstone of identity. But agaln, one must ask how we are
to know what elements form this central-core identity without
interpretation. It surely 1s not given that Hamlet's
character is more important than the plot or that imacery is
more central than both plot and character. To determine
which elements are more central to the work and thus more
fruitful in accounting for the meaning of the work requires
interpretation. Thus, we agaln encounter interdepcndence
where work-identity is both the standard and the product of

interpretation.

When I considered how the interdependence of identity
and interpretation might pose a problem for validity in
interpretation, I suggested that there seem to be several
different interpretative models or frameworks with different
alims and criteria and with fundamentally different notions
of the identity of the work of art thecy interpret. We may
note that the interdependence of identity and interpretation
is greater in some critical models than in others. For
critics who see the work of art as an entity with a fixed,
intact identity (e.g., an author's intuition or intention),
the dependence of identity on interprectation is only epistemic
and not essential. However, in other critical frameworks, the

work enjoys no fixed independent identity, but rather its



38

identity is seen as deepening and developing through inter-
pretation. Here, critical interpretation does not only
reveal identity, but forms it, enriches it. Again the
analogy with interpretative performance is clear, and such

criticism is often called '"creative",

I trust that by tracing part of the network of inter-
relations between work-identity, ontological status, and
interpretation, I have demonstrated their intimate conceptual
connection. Let me conclude by relating these three issues

to the problem of evaluation.

IV

Evaluation has traditionally received more philosophical
attention than any of the other three i1ssues we have so far
discussed. This 1is perhaps because the critic's primary
role has usually been conceived as that of judging or
appralsing the value of works of art. Indeed the word
"critic" is derived from the Greek word for "judge". However,
it seems quite clear that critical evaluation depends upon
interpretation. The business of properly appraising a workK
of art surely involves some Knowledge of what we are
appraising. If we do not understand the work or know what
is in it, we are clearly unable to know whether what 1is in

it has value.

It is thus common critical practice to reject an

evaluation because it 1s based on an 1nadequate interpretation.
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Shakespeare's Measure for Measure has often been lowly valued

as unrealistic, inconsistent in characterization, and
morbidly pessimistic, However, it may be defended by arguing,
as Leavis does,29 that these criticisms are not valid and
dissolve when the play is interpreted on the symbolic-

allegorical level, as it should be. Bishop Hurd similarly

defends the Faerie Queene against hostile criticism by arguing
that such criticism derives from falsely interpreting the

work as a classical epic poem, when it should rather be

viewed as a "poem constructed on Gothic ideas."30 This
superior interpretation helps in "explaining, perhaps

justifying, the general plan and conduct of the Faerie Queene,

W31

which to classical readers has appearcd indefensible.
Such argument 1s no mere ploy of literary polemicists.,
Generally, when we are shown through interpretation the
sympolicC meaning Or imagery patterns of an apparently empty
and incoherent piece of verse, we tend to change our initially
low valuation of the work. And even if we do not, we
recognize this interpretation as an argument which is

relevant to and challenges our evaluation. How one evaluatoes

a work depends on how one sces it, and how one sces it depoends

on one's interpretation. It is therefore not surprising that

29, F.R. Leavis, '"Measure for Measure", in The Common
Pursuit, Harmonsworth, U.K., 1976.

30. R. Hurd, From Letters On Chivalry, 1762, in E.D. Jones

(ed.), English Critical Essayvs (Sixteenth, Seventeenth,
and Eighteenth Centuries), Oxford, 1943, p. 379.

31. Ibid., p. 373.
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new styles in literature, painting, and music are often
initially vilified. They cannot be properly appreciated

because they are not properly understood.

We should note, moreover, that in some critical models,
interpretation and evaluation are also linked in another way,
where the work's difficulty or unclarity of interpretation is
a Criterion for its evaluation. Interestingly enough, critics
who employ this criterion often differ sharply as to whether
it has positive or negative valence. Some who prize ambiguity
and paradox seem to make difficulty of interpretation a

poetic virtue, while others regard it as a defect.32

Another way in which interpretation and evaluation are
intimately 1linked is that the language of interpretation often
has distinctly evaluative import. Interpretative terms such
as "penetrating', "tender", "mature", and "bitingly satirical"
usually have distinctly positive colouring, while terms 1like
"insincere", 'mechanical", "unrealistic", and "indulgently
sentimental" are characteristically ncgative. The evaluative
import of such terms 1s often so great that they scem to
function as evaluative predicates, along with the clearly

evaluative "good", "bad", "great", etc. In many contexts, "This

32. C. Brooks (The Well Wrought Urn, London, 1960) and W.
Empson (Seven Tvles of Ambiquity, Harmondsworth, U.K.,
1972) appear to be among the former, while H. Gardner
(The Business of Criticism, Oxford, 1970) and Y. Winters
(In Defense of Reason, Denver, 1947) scem representative
of the latter.
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work is unrealistic" has the verdictive force of "This work
is bad". This might suggest not only a 1link but almost a
continuum between interpretation and evaluation. What is
clear, however, is that if a work is interpreted as having
several layers of meaning or significance, as portraving an
original psychological or social insicht, as presenting an
intricate but unified development of a basic theme or image,
then positive evaluation of the work is strongly implied.

For most of us, meaning, insight, and unity in variety are
things one values in works of art, and thus the interpreter
by discovering more and deeper meanings, insichts, and unities
1s revealing added value in the work. Moreover, if we accept
the critical model where the work is not only revealed but

is also 1in a sense constituted by interpretation, the inter-

preter would seem to contribute value to the work.,

In arguing for the dependence of evaluation on inter-
pretation, we have implicitly suggested its consequent
dependence on work-identity and ontological status, since
the limits of interpretation have been shown to be determined
to some extent by the identity and ontological status the
work 1s granted. This implicit suggestion may be more
explicitly formulated by arguing that the Kind and extent of
value a thing has would seem to depend largely on the
properties or elements which constitute it; 1in short, on its
identity. Then, since the properties or elements which
constitute it depend to some extent on its ontological status
(which determines what kind of properties can constitute it),

our position on the ontological status of the work of art
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should also in some way influence our evaluation of it.

These influences may be clarified by some examples of
how considerations of work-identity and ontological status
actually enter into the task of evaluation. Let us begin
with work-identity. First, we may and often do refute a
valuation of a work of art by saying that it is based on an
inauthentic or distorted version or performance of the work
which misrepresents the work and fails to convey its
constitutive properties. In such cases, we hear arguments

of the form: W is not a bad work; for though w. is bad, it

1
1s only a corrupt or distorted version (text, performance,
presentation, etc.) of W, and thus we have no right to infer

the value of W from the value of W,

Secondly, one's view of work-identity would seem to
suggest the relevant criteria of evaluation. Surely we are
not to judge a comedy by what some have called the rules of
tragedy; and we may recall Hurd's insistence that the

Faerie Queene be evaluated in terms of what 1t truly i1s —

a Gothic poem — rather than be judged by the criteria of
classical epic poetry. The whole notion of genre criticism
rests on identifying the work under its proper genre, so that
the proper criteria may be employed in its evaluation. Though
some aestheticlans have spoken of general evaluative canons
such as unity, complexity, and intensity, defenders of genre
criticism can reasonably retort that these canons actually
amount to very different criteria 1n different arts and even

in the different genres of the same art. The complexity and



intensity of a religious lyric are surely very remote from

the complexity and intensity of a social satire in prose;

and certalnly critics do not seem to evaluate these works by
the same standards. Hurd, again, has defended the Faerie
Queene against charges of lack of unity by arguing that Gothic
unity is different and indeed incompatible with classic
unity.33 It would be hard to deny that the unity of a sonnet
is different from that of an epic, and also the unity of

different sonnets may be very different; there may be unity

of tone, of argument, or of imagery.

Many works of art, however, do not seem to be constituted
in accordance with any definite genre or style, Indeed, works
of art are often said to be fundamentally expressions of
unique intuitions or emotions, or resolutions of particular
problems. Whether or not this is true, clearly we attribute
to particular works of art far more individuality and unique-
ness than we do to particular tables or stones or even moral
actions. It is fashionable among philosophers to regard works

‘ . . 34
of art as uniquc, and thinkers as differoent as Croce” and

c

. 35 : )
Hampshire not only assecrt the uniqueness of works of art

33. Hurd, From Letters On Chivalry, 1762, in Jones (ed.), op.
cit., pp. 374-378. Hurd, however, asserts that the
work suffers from one serious problem of unity deriving
from 1ts union of two different unifying desians - the
one narrative and the other allegorical (ibid. p. 380).

34. Croce, op. cit., especially chapters 4, 9 and 16.

35. S. Hampshire, "Logic and Appreciation", in Elton,
(ed.), op. cit.
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but argue from their unique identity the invalidity of general
critical canons or standards of evaluation, including genre-
criteria. For Croce the only evaluative question is whether
the work succeeds in expressing its particular intuition;

and since each intuition-expression is totally unique, there
can be no general laws to judge successful expression, but
such success can only be discerned by taste. For Hampshire
and Margaret Macdonald,36 each work presents 1ts own standards
of evaluation. Since the work is unique and incomparable,
there is no way to evaluate it by reference to gerieral

standards.

In short, the notion of work-identity is deeply embedded
in the problem of critical evaluation. Nor should this be
surprising. For the value of a work would not seem to be
something externally tacked on to the work, but is at least
generated by the work's constitutive properties, if not

itself a constitutive aspect and criterion of work-identity.

The role of ontological status in evaluation is neither
as obvious nor apparently as great as that of identity and
interpretation. It is true, however, that Plato based his
quite negative evaluation of art on ontological principles.

Art was but an imitation of an illusory world which itself

was but a poor imitation of the real world of Ideas.37
36. M. Macdonald, op. cit. (note 4 above).
37. Plato, of course, does not condemn art aestheticallv,

but rather ethically, politically, and epistemoloagicallyv.
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Since Plato's harsh but rather unconvincing critique,
ontological principles have generally played a very dif ferent
but still relevant role in critical covaluation. Like identity,
the ontological status of a work of art seems in some way to
limit the criteria for evaluation. The phenomenalist, whose
ontological position excludes intentional and historical
elements from the work, cannot employ in evaluating a poem
the criterion of whether or not it expressed what the author
intended it to express, or whether or not it satisfied the
artistic goals and conventions under whose influence it was
Ccreated. We should remember that the intentional and genetic
fallacies have been invoked with respect to evaluation as well
as interpretation.38 Similarly, the idealist, for whom the
work exists as a purely mental object, cannot eovaluate it in
terms of alleged material properties, becausc they are
incompatible with the work's ontological status. He cannot
praise a painting for the delicacy of its brush strokes or
criticize it for the faded quality of its oill colours, because
such material elements are not regarded by him as belonging
to the work itself but only relating to the technical mattoer

of externalizing it.

To reinforce the thesis that critical evaluation involves
the notion of understanding what the work of art is and thus

involves the notions of work-identity, ontological status, and

38. See Beardsley, Aesthetics, pp. 457-460. Beardsley here
treats the intentional as falling under the more general
genetic.
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interpretation, let us try to imagine a case where such
matters are apparently absent from evaluation. Perhaps the
most 1ikely case would be the simple verdict "That's good"
sald 1n the presence of a work of art. Surely here, one
might argue, we have aesthetic evaluation without invoking

the meaning, properties, or mode of existence of what we are

evaluating.

Two points, however, must be made against this arcument.
First, such laconic, unsupported verdicts are not typical of
critical evaluation nor indeed would qualify as adequate in
standard critical practice. Though Wittgenstein may be right
in claiming that we first learn aesthetic evaluations as
gestures of approval,39 critical evaluations are typically
backed by reasons and justifications which appecal to properties
or meanings of the work. For this reason, many aestheticians
prefer to speak of critical evaluation as appraisal or
appreciation rather than as mere judgment.4o But even 1if we
prefer to think of evaluation as judgment, we must admit that
1t no more resembles a gesture of "rubbing the belly"” than a
declaratory judgment on constitutional law resembles the

"thumbs-down'" verdict 1n a Roman cilircus.

39. L. Wittgenstein, Lectures and Conversations On Aesthetics,
Psychology, and Religious Belief, Oxford, 1970, p. 2.

40, Wittgenstein himself seems to favour the notion of
appreciation and is well aware that apprecilation in the
arts involves knowledge of what 1s being appreciated
(see ibid., pp. 6-7). F.E. Sparshott (The Concept of
Criticism, Oxford, 1967, pp. 121, 128) prefers the
notion of appraisal.
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Secondly, and more importantly, the absence of the
notions of identity, ontological status, and interpretation
in the above judgment is only apparent. All these issues
are deceptively concealed in the seemingly clear demonstrative
"that". In such abbreviated verdicts 1ike "That's good", the
nature or properties of the object of evaluation are indicated
ostensively. The evaluation assumes and appeals to the fact
that we know what object the speaker refers to (identity and
ontological status) and see it (interpret it) as he sees 1it.
The verdictive import of "That's good" in praising a literary

satire like Swift's Modest Proposal will be lost 1f the

hearer takes the object of praise as the speaker's emotional
state or the colour of the text's cover or print (ontological
status and identity), or if he takes (interprets) the work
literally. Similarly, if we use our laconic verdict to
praise a portrait, it would be entirely misunderstood were

it taken to be referring to its utterer's emotional state

or the back of the canvas, or were the portrait's colours

and lines seen as a mere abstract design or diagram.,

Having established how aspects of interpretation, identity,
and ontological status always enter into the question of
evaluation, let us now consider how evaluation reciprocally
influences our handling of the former issues. Starting with
interpretation, we may point out at the most basic level that
we would generally not take such palns to interpret and

re-interpret a work of art if we did not first feel some sense
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. 4 . .
of 1ts value. 1 A work of art strikes us as having value,
and we are thus drawn to try to understand it better in order
to explain and perhaps increase our initial appreciation of
it. Critics frequently testify to this. Helen Gardner, for
example, who sees the primary task of criticism as "elucida-
tion" or interpretation rather than evaluation,42 still
admits:
"This response to a work as having value is the
beginning of fruitful critical activity as I
see it. ... Having made the initial act of
choice, or judgment of wvalue, I want to remove
any obstacles which prevent the work having
its fullest possible effect."43

This role of evaluation in interpretation would also explaln

why greater works are constantly being re-interpreted while

41. I agree, however, with Weitz (op. cit., p. 17) that
the mere fact that a work is interpreted or criticized
does not entail positive critical evaluation. For
though such interpretation implies that the work is
worth talking about, it does not at all follow from
its being worth talking about that it is aesthetically
good. However, though there is no strict entailment
from interpretation to positive evaluation, and though
there may be reasons other than experienced or antil-
cipated value [or our interprceoting a work, positive
evaluation 1s surely a major source of interpretation
and is to some degree implied by repeated interpreta-
tion and re-interpretation of a work. Thils implication
is especially strong if we realize what Weitz refuses
to realize: that critical evaluation of a work of art
includes more than "saying that it 1s aesthetically
good (or bad or indifferent)" but also saying that
it is important or influential in the artistic and

critical tradition.
42, H. Gardner, op. Cit., pp. 12-14.

43,  Ibid., pp. 7, 14.



lesser works are spared this study. It is not so much that
greater works are harder to understand, interpret, or Know

but simply that we want more to understand or know about them.

Secondly, evaluation is not only an impetus to interpreta-
tion, but often serves as a criterion of correct interpretation.

Stevenson has argued this with respect to the poem:

"the interpretation and evaluation of a poem

are rarely separable steps in criticism. We

do not first interpret it and then evaluate

it, taking each step with finality. Rather,

we test a tentative interpretation by considering
the tentative evaluation of the poem to which

1t leads, progressively altering each in the
light of the other,"44

T.S. Eliot, certainly an influential critic, seems to support

this view, for he tells us he does '"not think of enjoyment

and understanding [his correlatives of evaluation and

interpretation] as distinct activities,n?> Indeed, Eliot

suggests that true interpretation might even be defined in
terms of proper evaluation, since "to understand a poem
comes to the same thing as to enjoy it for the right reasons.
“o And that means enjoying it to the right degree and in
the right way, relative to other poems."46 This, of course,

is roughly tantamount to proper evaluation. Isabel Hurngerland

44, C.L. Stevenson, "On the Reasons That Can Be Given for the
Interpretation of a Poem”, in Margolis (ed.), op. cit.,
po 124. '

45, T.S. Eliot, "The Frontiers of Criticism"”, in On Poetrv
and Poets, London, 1969, p. 115.

46, Ibid.
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goes so far as to suggest that under certain circumstances,
the criterion or rule for choosing among rival interpretations
is "to adopt that interpretation which does the best for the
work, 1i.e., which results in the highest rating in the order

of worth."47

This evaluative criterion of interpretation is no doubt
employed by many critics, but there are some critical models
where its role is rather limited. Thus, some historical
critics choose to interpret some apparent inconsistencies or
problems in some of Shakespeare's plays as the unhappy
product of.his borrowings and Elizabethan conventions rather
than try to interpret them away in terms of myth, modern

psychological insight, or complexity of attitude.48 Here

47. I. Hungerland, "The Concept of Intention in Art

Criticism", Journal of Philosophy, vol. 52, 1955, p.
740. Hungerland rightly remarks that there seems to
be a variety of interpretative aims and consequent
criteria:

"there are a variety of purposes with which

one may approach a work of art, without

falling outside the boundaries traditionally

drawn for 'aesthetic' experience. Furthermore,
for each dominant purpose, there is a reason-
able or relative rule of choice." (ibid., p.
733).

48, For a study of such historical critics' treatment of

Hamlet, see Weitz, op. cit., pp. 44-94. Their
"uncharitable" attitude has been attacked by critics
such as J. Dover Wilson (see ibid., pp. 107-108) and
Abercrombie (op. cit.) who argue that we should try to
find aesthetic justification and interpretation of
alleged difficulties before resorting to explaining
them historically. A distinction has thus often been
drawn between "aesthetic" criticism, which is 1inclined
" to employ evaluative criteria of interpretation, and
"historical" or "scientific" criticism which tends

not to.
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Here again, we seem to see a plurality of interpretative games
with different rules and apparently somewhat different ends.
But though this alleged plurality deserves and will later
receive close investigation, we must now continue our present
argument by moving on to see how evaluation also functions

as a criterion of work-identity.

As I suggested earlier, value does not seem a foreign
body tacked on to the work of art, but is rather generated
by the work's identity and may be an aspect of that identity,
even when value is conceived in instrumental terms, e.g., as
effectiveness for aesthetic experience. Works of art that
have long and continuously been highly valued reach a state
where value is incorporated into the identity of these works.
It is hard to imagine one's denying aesthetic value to works

like Moby Dick, Gray's Elegy, Macbeth, The Last Supper or

the Eroica; the very names of these works ring with honorific
import. When high evaluation is so incorporated into work-
identity, it functions as a criterion for identifying a work
in its authentic presentations, versions, or performances.
One reason, though certainly not the only reason, for saying
that a particular performance (or text) of Gray's Elegy is
more authentic and better represents the work than some other
performance (or text) is that the former presents aesthetic
excellence while the latter is aesthetically insufferable.
Here, then, an accepted evaluation df a work serves as a
criterion for the work's identity and as a standard for

identifying and grading its authentic presentations and
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performances;4 and I think the case is not very different
in identifying the authentic performances, scripts, or scores

of works of drama or music.

Moreover, evaluation might appear to determine work-
identity in a more general, comprehensive manner. Since works
of art are typically, though not always primarily, intended
and considered for aesthetic appreciation and appraisal, it
might be plausibly argued that the constitutive elements of

the work must include those relevant to its aesthetic appraisal.

49, It is worth noting with respect to this point a recent
literary controversy over the identity of Coleridge's
Ancient Mariner, which centered on the guestion of which
of the variant texts of the poem most effectively
expresses the poem's essence. The participants of the
debate (which was carried out over months in The Times
Literary Supplement) all seem to concede that the
constitutive essence or identity of the poem is of
great aesthetic value; and so, the question "of how
best to express the essence of The Ancient Mariner"™ (TLS,
3 June, 1977, p. 681) amounts to which version of the
poem is aesthetically superior. N. Fruman, argulng for
Coleridge's revised text, compares it to the original
text and appeals: "Is it not tighter and vastly
superior to the near doggeral of the original?" (ibid.)
W. Empson, arguing against the cuts of the revised
text, tells us:

"Whatever the motive for cutting these passages,
the poem 1s clearly better when they are
restored. Most readers of the Oxford Text,
where they come to the bottom of the page, put
them back automatically." (TLS, 29 April, 1977,

p. 523).

Here evaluative considerations clearly enter into the
problem of fixing the text of a literary work; and
since the text certalinly seems a basic and important
element of the literary work's identity, evaluative
criteria can be seen to play an important role in
determining work-identity.
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Some philosophers, such as Strawson, go so far as to suggest
that work-identity may be defined in terms of evaluation or

appralsal: "the criterion of identity of a work of art is

the totality of features which are relevant to its aesthetic
appraisal."50 Many, of course, would deny this organistic
view. However, even if we deny that being relevant to
aesthetic appraisal entails being constitutive of work-
identity, 1t surely seems that being irrelevant to aesthetic

appraisal strongly implies not being constitutive or central

to identity.

Finally, turning to ontology, we may note that just as
one's position on the ontological status of works of art will
limit the range of criteria relevant for evaluation, so
decisions (often implicit) to employ certain kinds of evalua-
tive criteria suggest or preclude certain ontological positions.
If one's criteria of evaluation apply to more than what is
directly perceptible in the work, but relate also to material
elements or 1ntentional and genetic aspects attributed to the
ﬁork, one seems unable to hold the ontological position that

the work of art is a purely perceptual object. Literary

50. P.F. Strawson, "Aesthetic Appraisal and Works of Art",
in Freedom and Resentment, London, 1974, p. 185.
Strawson, however, distinguishes such features or
elements of the work from properties or gqualities which
could "be shared by different works of art" (ibid.,

p. 186). He shares withCroce, Hampshire, and Macdonald
the view that the work of art i1s unique and that
consequently "there are no general descriptive criteria
of aesthetic excellence" (ibid., pp. 182-83).
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critics who evaluate a poem in terms of authorial sincerity
and realization of intention or in terms of its response to

a complex tradition will, of course, be compelled to reject
the view that the poem exists as a mere phenomenal entity,
devoid of such intentional and genetic features. One reason
why Collingwood's view that paintings are immaterial, mental
objects is so implausible is that these works are so frequently
appraised largely in terms of material features. One reason
why such a view seems more plausible with respect to litera-
ture is that such features (e.g., colour, physical dimensions,
etc.) are far less, if at all, relevant in evaluating a

literary work.

It may appear that not only the criteria for attributing
value but also the kind and degree of value attributed to
works of art tend to influence positions on their ontological
status. There is still in most of us some vestige of the
traditional view of the correspondence of being and value.
There is also a long intellectual tradition of valuing the
spiritual or ideal above the material, and some works of art
are among the things we value most. One 1is thus reluctant
to regard them as mere material»entities. This explains the
appeal of idealist theories like Croce's and Collingwood's.
Moreover, we often attribute great spiritual value and signifi-

cance to certain great works of art (e.g., Paradise Lost,

Hamlet, Giotto's The Mourning of Christ, Beethoven's Eroica),

and this might suggest that they could not have mere material
status. At this point it is illuminating to note that we feel

no such qualms in regarding third-rate works of painting as
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having material status. This would indicate that one's
inference from spiritual value to more-than-material existence
is problematic, since surely we want to say that works of

the same art enjoy the same ontological status. Of course,
some might deny that such paintings are works of art. But in
any case, the inference seems wholly unjustified; one might
as well argue from the potential value of an entity to its

potential existence.

Thus, though psychologically powerful, this particular
influence of evaluétion on ontology 1s logically unjustified
and misguided, and should be avoided. But there still remains
the seemingly logically inescapable influence of certain
criteria of evaluation in precluding certain positions on
the ontological status of works of art. Consequently, it has
been demonstrated that positions on evaluation both are
influenced by and influence positions on the interpretation,

identity, and ontological status of works of art.

I have argued in this chapter that the issues of the
identity, ontological status, interpretation, and evaluation
of the work of art are intimately interrelated, and in some
respects interdependent. I have tried to establish this
thesis by tracing some of the many different ways in which
these issues are interrelated and influence each other. One
conclusion to be drawn from my discussion is that the

aesthetician, in his treatment of any one of these 1issues,
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should pay careful attention to the implications of his
position for the other related issues. That these issues

can be adequately settled in total independence of one another
is a delusion. An initially plausible ontological position
may imply positions on identity, interpretation, and
evaluation which are disastrous, and for that reason would
itself be unsatisfactory. We would not want to maintain an
ontological position which would so limit our interpretation
and evaluation of the work of art as to constrain and diminish

. . * 51
our appreciation or experience of art.

Another conclusion which my discussion suggests is the
apparent incqmmensurability of critical theories of evaluation
and interpretation. We have noticed that often behind rival
interpretations of a particular work, there are rival methods
or models of interpretation which claim to be the correct one.
For example, with the interpretation of a poem, some feel
that the true interpretation consists in the revelation of
the poet's vision or what the poet meant by his text. Others
argue that true interpretation should aim at the revelation
of what the words of the poem mean to an educated sensitive
reader when he is responding most fully and positively to
these words. To determine which interpretation is correct,

we should have to judge which better captures the poem's

51. This seems to be one of the principles which lead
Wollheim to reject both the idealist's and the
phenomenalist's ontological positions on the work of
art. See Wollheim, op. cit., pp. 60, 106.



identity. But there is no clear, undisputed identity to
appeal to, for work-identity is in part a product of inter-
pretation. Clearly, one interpretative model identifies the
poem with the author's vision while the other with a concrete
text as it directly appears to the reader. We cannot determine
which is the better method of describing the given entity,
the poem, for they seem to be describing different entities
or at least very different aspects of the allegedly same
entity. »Particular rival interpretations built on these
different models do not so much contradict each other as

pass each other by. This might explain our surprising
tolerance of apparently incompatible interpretations in

criticism.

Similarly, with evaluation, critics may condemn a dramatic
text for unrealistic characterization, while others will reject
such a cCriticism as irrelevant, arguing that the work is not
a psychological drama but a dramatic poem whose elements are
symbolic or expressive, not mimetically representational. Is
the play to be chiefly evaluated as dramatic representation
or as poetry? Appeal to the work's identity to resolve this
evaluative issue is as futile as before. Some critics might
decide the former on the basis of a general theory of drama.
Others whose general aim is increasing appreciation would
choose the latter because it would yield a higher evaluation.
But what if these last critics were presented with evidence
that the author had the former intentions and standards in

mind? Clearly, some would reject their previous position,

but others, the non-intentionalists, would be unmoved. Again
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there seem to be a variety of critical games with different

rules and criteria.

These conclusions are intriguing and point to a critical
pluralism, which should be distinguished from scepticism,

subjectivism, and mere historical relativism.52

This notion
of a plurality of interpretative and evaluative models or
games deserves more extensive discussion which cannot be
undertaken in this chapter. I must, for the present, rest
content with having suggested this plurality and indicated
how it manifests itself with respect to the four issues whose
intimate‘interrelations I have tried to trace. Indeed, since
these issues are so closely interrelated, it seems best to
postpone our detailed examination of the possible plurality of
models of literary interpretation and evaluation until we have

more fully discussed the ontological status and identity of

the literary work of art.

52. The critic R.S. Crane (The Languages of Criticism and
the Structure of Poetry, Toronto, 1953) is one of the
few who seem to advocate such a pluralism, Crane
regards literary criticism not as a single unified
discipline, "but rather a collection of distinct and
more or less incommensurable 'frameworks' or'languages'"
(ibid., p. 13) within which the same critical remark
has different meanings and may even refer to different
objects. He also appears to recognize the interdepen-
dence between one's views on the nature of 1literary
works and one's position on the proper critical methods
for their interpretation and evaluation (see ibid.,

p. 20). Crane sees the various critical frameworks

as serving criticism's different ends which are "the
different kinds of knowledge about poetry we may happen,
at one time or another or for one or another reason, to
want" (ibid., p. 27). Thus, behind the plurality of
critical methods, frameworks, and ends, Crane assumes
an underlying unity - the essentially cognitive nature
of criticism. I shall later develop a position of
critical pluralism which goes further.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE ONTOLOGICAL STATUS OF THE WORK OF LITERATURE

l. Ontology has always been one of the major areas of
philosophical inquiry, and thus it is not surprising that
philosophers of art have recently devoted considerable
attention to the ontological status of the work of art. How-
ever, we have seen that this ontological problem is not merely
one of narrow philosophical interest, but rather has great
relevance for art criticism, since ontological positions have
logical bearing on one's views on the identity of the work
of art and on the acceptable criteria for its interpretation
and evaluation. It is natural, then, that also art critics
and theorists (as, for example, Abercrombiel) should try to
resolve this ontological issue of what sort of entity the

work of art is and what 1s i1ts mode of existence.

However, despite the considerable attention it has
received, the question of the ontological status of the work
of art still remains extremely problematic and has issued in

a wide variety of unsatisfying solutions.2 Indeed, this

1. See my discussion of L. Abercrombie in the previous chapter.

2. Six of the major answers to this ontological question have
been reviewed and refuted by R. Hoffman, "Conjectures and
Refutations on the Ontological Status of the Work of Art",
Mind, vol. 71, 1962.
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problem of the work's mode of existence has been so frustrating

as to suggest to one aesthetician, J. Margolis, that it should

be abandoned as fruitless and even harmful, since its

"predictable range of would-be answers invariably lead to

paradox and mystification."3 I submit that one reason why

much treatment of this problem has proven unsuccessful is

that aestheticians have often wrongly assumed that the works

of the various arts must be ontologically uniform and thus

have tried to present a uniform, monistic position with

respect to the ontological status of the work of art. My

discussion of Collingwood and Beardsley in chapter one has

shown the distortive dangers of such an assumption of

ontological uniformity. Common sense clearly suggests that

a painting and a poem are ontologically not on a par; the

former apparently identifiable with a particular material

object and locatable in one particular place, the latter

clearly not. Moroever, several philosophers have recently

endorsed and cogently argued for such a common sense

J. Margolis, "On Disputes about the Ontological Status

of a Work of Art", British Journal of Aesthetics, vol,

8, 1968, p. 147. One must be quick to add, however,

that Margolis' abandonment of the problem was short-lived.
He has subsequently proposed an ontological theory of

his own in "Works of Art as Physically Embodied and
Culturally Emergent Entities'", British Journal of
Aesthetics, vol. 14, 1974, and has more recently

defended and developed it in "The Ontological Peculiarity
of Works of Art", Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism,

vol. 36, 1977.
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. 4
view.

Given the apparent ontological variety of the works of
different arts, I seem to be steering a much safer and simpler
course by confining myself here to the problem of the
ontological status of literary works. Unfortunately, however,
this simpler problem is still far from simple. Indeed it
is exceedingly complex. In this chapter I shall begin by
indicating some of this problem's complexity and then go on
to argue that the literary work's ontological status is
itself complex. Having illustrated some of the ways in
which the literary work is ontologically complex, I shall try
to provide a general position which can accomodate these

complexities.

2. The problem of the ontological status of the work of
literature seems to issue or be formulated in many different
questions. What sort of entity is the literary work? What
is its mode or manner of existence? When can it be said to
exist or cease to exist? Where does it exist? At a higher
level of philosophical sophistication and technicality, it
is often asked whether the literary work is material,
phenomenal, or ideal and whether it is a particular, a
universél, or a type. Philosophical speculation on the

existence of the literary work has gone so far as to raise

4, For example, J.0. Urmson, "Literature", in G. Dickie and
R.J. Scilafani (eds.), Aesthetics, New York, 1977;
M. Macdonald, "Art and Imagination", Proceedings of the
Aristotelian Society, vol. 53, 1952-53; R. Wollheim,
Art and its Objects, Harmondsworth, U.K., 1970; N.
Wolterstorff, "Toward an Ontology of Art Works", Nous,
vol. 9, 1975.
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the question of whether literary works really and fully

exist;y and it seems that on more than one occasion this

question has been answered in the negative.

These questions (and they could be multiplied) give a
preliminary indication of the complexity of this ontological
issue, and perhaps I should declare here that I shall not be
providing specific answers to all of them. I shall concentrate
mainly on the earlier, less sophisticated questions, since I
find them more productive and answerable. Discussion of
whether the literary work is a particular, universal, or type
and whether it is material, ideal, or phenomenal runs the
risk of getting hopelessly entangled in more general and
fundamental ontological controversies (e.g., nominalism
versus realism, materialism versus idealism). Moreover, it
seems to make the questionable assumption that the work of
literature must fall neatly and wholly within one of these
traditional ontological categories or, more precisely, within
one and only one ordered pair of them. > Several aestheti-
cians, however, assert that the work of literature cannot be
thus ontologically pigeonholed,6 and some indeed claim that

works of art rather form a special ontological category of

5. An ordered pair here would be a pair composed of one
category from the 'metaphysical' dimension (e.g.,
material, phenomenal, ideal) and one from the 'logical’
dimension (e.g., particular, class, type, universal).
For this distinction of dimensions see Wollheim, op.
cit., pp. 50-51.

6. Margolis (in the works cited in note 2 above) and
Macdonald (op. cit.) present this view.
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their own, the work of art being an ontological object sui
generis.7 Furthermore, the different philosophers who argue
over the classification of the literary work in terms of
traditional ontological categories often differently construe
the nature and range of these categories.8 As to the question
of whether works of literature really and fully exist, it
seems absurd to deny that they do; though I hope later to
show how some aestheticians may have been led to make such

an apparently absurd denial.

Let us begin with the first and probably most fundamental
question: what sort of ehtity is the work of literature? It
is very doubtful that we should get an adequate answer to this
question by merely looking more closely and intensely at

literary works, for surely these works wear no clear ontological

7. For example, D. Pole, "Presentational Objects and their
Interpretation", in G. Vesey (ed.), Philosophy and the
Arts, London, 1973.

8. V. Aldrich (Philosophy of Art, Englewood Cliffs, N.J.,
1963), who regards all works of art as material,
construes material as accomodating expressive and
interpretational aspects, while Margolis ("On Disputes
...") sees material as "nothing more than material"
(ibid., p. 148), i.e., excluding all interpretational
or intentional aspects. Wollheim (op. cit.,) regards a
type as something distinctly different from a universal
or a class, while R. Meager ("The Uniqueness of a Work

of Art", Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, vol.
59, 1958-59) regards the type as a universal, and C.L.
- Stevenson ("On 'What is a Poem?'", Philosophical Review,

vol. 66, 1957) treats the type as a class. J. Margolis
has recently (in "The Ontological Peculiarity of Works
of Art") classified the type as a particular.
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label that could be read off l1like a title or date of publica-
tion. No doubt the authors of the various views on the
literary work's ontological status have all looked closely
and intensely at literary works, and yet they have reached
very different and apparently incompatible conclusions. It
thereforé seems that mere contemplation of literary works,

no matter how close or intense, is not enough to determine

ontological status.

Wittgenstein seems to provide a better way of answering

our ontological question. He tells us in the Investigations:
9

"Grammar tells us what kind of object anything is." This
important idea has been adopted by several contemporary
aestheticians who argue that the question of what the work
of art is really amounts to the question of how the term

"work of art" 1is used.lO

To determine the ontological status
of the work of literature we must therefore determine the

usage or logical grammar of the expression "work of literature”.
Shifting the problem to the linguistic level is no doubt
therapeutic, but it does not result in any immediate solution,
for the logical grammar of "work of literature" is exceedingly

complex; the usage of this term is intricate, fluctuating,

and not wholly consistent. This should not surprise us. We

9. L. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, Oxford,
1968, p. 116.

10. See, for example, M. Macdonald ("Some Distinctive Features
of Arguments Used in Criticism of the Arts", in W. Elton (ed.)
Aesthetics and Language, Oxford, 1954, p. 124) and D.
Henze ("The Work of Art", in F.J. Coleman (ed.),Contempgrary
Studies in Aesthetics, New York, 1968, pp. 34, 38) and
also R. Hoffman (op. cit., p. 520).
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have argued in chapter one that the concept of the work of
literature is essentially contested and that means the
proper use and logical grammar of the expression "work of
literature" is essentially contested. This in turn implies
that its usage is complex and not uniformly consistent.
Thus, by placing our ontological problem on this linguistic
level, we are only made aware of its complexity. And we
should also become aware that a neat and simple solution to

it may not be possible.

The complexity of our ontological problem and the
unlikelihood of a simple resolution of it should indeed
already be clear to us from the previous chapter. We argued
there that the ontological status granted a work of art is in
part determined by what criteria are used in its interpreta-
tion and evaluation., We further noted that there are a
variety of different interpretative and evaluative policies
or models established in critical practice which prescribe
different ontological properties to the literary work of
art. Thus, the complexity of different well-entrenched
models for interpreting and evaluating the literary work
(which also seems to imply a corresponding complexity of
logical grammar) should indicate that the ontological status

of the work of literature is indeed itself complex.

3. Thus far I have made the fairly obvious point that
the problem of the literary work's ontological status is
very complex. I have also argued, in a quite general way,

that the logical grammar of "work of literature" and the
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ways we talk about the literary work of art (e.g., in inter-
pretiﬁg and evaluating 1t) are also very complex. This
would suggest that the ontological status of the literary
work may itself be complex. Such a view, that the literary
work is ontologically complex, is not an entirely new one
and has been advanced by aestheticians of different philoso-

11 Having suggested that the literary

phical orientations.
work 1is ontologically complex, let us proceed to examine

the aspects or sources of this alleged complexity.
IT

1. Perhaps the most obvious yet little acknowledged
aspect of the literary work's ontological complexity is the
ontological duality of its standard end-products or objects
of appreciation. As we argued in chapter one, the literary
workK is typically appreciated in both written texts and oral
performances. It seems to exist and be encountered both as
a material object and as a material event. Now though several
ontologists have argued for the underlying unity of material

objects and events,12 and have tried to show that they are
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