Day 4 (1/31)

I. First thing!
major coursekeeping decision

As per original syllabus, we turn now to Duff’s Modern Genre Theory…

Have handout (intro and abstracts of all 15 essays)

ready to start (instead) on Moby-Dick?

Read first 1/3 (through Ch. 36) and watch for generic markers:

What KIND/TYPE of text is this?

Metafiction: discusses and theorizes its own generic instability: 

extreme, self-conscious example of positioning 

every work w/in a generic system
genre only recognizable as difference/

foregrounding against background of neighboring ones

so look for what it is-not/what its relation to other genres is
what other genres does it evoke?

Other coursekeeping stuff?

Links to class notes (miss class/missed idea)

Not what happened, what I planned to have happen…


II. On Tuesday, I insisted that Rosmarin’s importance for us,

in thinking about genre, had to do w/ her calling attention to

1. the metaphysical distinction between particular & universal,

between individual reading and its generalization—

and more importantly, that in moving between the two,

2. we will inevitably make mistakes, 

as we sort/classify/define classes (make them “too wide”)

3. &/but those mistakes enable criticism/interpretation

Alex’s posting re: important weakness re: deductive reasoning

ex.: comparative readings of the "Revolution of the Viaducts":
Alex: actual doors, irrationally read as pants;

Anna: merely pants, metaphorically read as doors

Both generalizations captured some dimension of the whole, not all:

Both were usefully wrong, usefully incomplete, needing more…

p. 2

 (talk in a minute re: what it means to make a metaphor;

Hannah didn’t understand the question…)

Reading of the second image, of the book transformed into flowers,

Was opposite movement: very particular image, generalized 

(ex. Megan: flower was growth of knowledge; 

Ellen story emerging from writing)

Said on Tues: more productive to go from 
general (abstract geometric forms) to particular (pants/doors)( 

an overgeneralization! Correction! 

Most productive to move back and forth….

Try it out….
alternate particular/general statements,

In response to one another….
II. this dance between general/particular plays out in 

Interestingly different ways in theories of genre/novel

Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1957.

Emergence of novel as new genre in 18th century England

reflects individualist, innovating reorientation of Descartes’ cognito
characteristic modern reorientation

Primary criterion was truth to individual experience

Rejection of universals, emphasis on particulars meant

subordinating plot to pattern of autobiographical memoir
formal realism excludes what is not vouched for by the senses 

no divine intervention: “epic of a world abandoned by God” (Georg Lukacs)

measure of secularization indispensable condition for rise of new genre

Cf. Leland Monk, Standard Deviations:
Chance and the Modern British Novel (Stanford 1993):

Suddenly prominent emphasis on randomness and contingency of life

Discovery of probability theory in the sciences 
aligned with new aesthetic practices of novel:

p. 3

Recast chance as fate, uncertainty made into an inevitability=plot;

Insistence on generalizing meaning from random events:

Chance is what is left out of narrative/what narrative refuses

2 opposing theories (move in opposite directions @ least….)
much theory of the American novel focuses 
on way it distinguished itself from English: its particularities

assertion that pre-Civil War fiction was romance, 

post was realism/naturalism (due to war…?)

lots of ways to get into this, as we turn to the genre of the novel

keep in foreground: how you get from part’l/gen’l/back again…

III. Rosmarin, Chapter I: Defining a Theory of Genre

No surprise:

p. 44: There is always a difference between the universal and the particular….

p. 45: what we generally call truth, namely a conceptual world coinciding with the external world, is merely the most expedient error…


what the critic seeks is not a “fit” but the most suggestive “misfit,” the most expedient “error”…

Genres can never be perfectly coincident with texts…..

Hannah’s explication of “painting” metaphor

Every metaphor has its limits: foregrounds some things,

Backgrounds others…

p. 44: synecdochic explanation more suggestive and more powerfully convincing

what’s a synecdoche?

(this gets us back to what it means to make a metaphor)

1. Simile: cfs. 2 unlike things:

“when the seed began to grow,’ twas like a garden full of snow” 

p. 4

2. turn that into a metaphor

cf. w/out like or as: assertion of identity between two unlike things, magic? i.e.: creates similarity out of difference, 

(another theorist:) “wheedle identification out of division"

foreground some aspects, background others

(ex: looked like snow, all white; not cold, or wintry…)

p. 46: metaphoric, a way of defining likeness in difference…”
a way of talking about things in terms of what they are not”…
 
3. cf. to metonymy, through contiguity

cat/dog (relation between categories)

cat/mat (neighborly, contiguous; “old salt”)

4. cat/claw (“heads” of cattle; all “hands” on deck) 

synecdoche: part and whole

metaphor and metonymy both exs. of synecdoche:

pull parts out of wholes

what’s important is the underdetermined and non-congruent nature of this relationship: the part, or representation, will never reflect or encompass the whole of an event (that’s why there are always errors…)

article w/ Paul and Liz: Metaphor and Metonymy (interdisciplinary work)

w/ Liz: Synecdoche and Surprise (transdisciplinary work)

--thinking generically: activates part/whole relationship

p. 42: a pattern of reasoning explicitly moves from a definition of genre to defining specific instances of that genre and then to the unfolding of that specificity (cf. “restricted and local movement” of traditional formalist criticism, from particular text to particular text)

Genre is a special case of Hofstadter’s “strange loop”: calls attention to its finitude, remarking its own incompletion (useful paradox: inevitable failing creates seeming completion)

p.5

generic argument as syllogistic, a reasoned way of defining the particular in the general

--and is inherently incomplete

p. 33: No observation of works can strictly confirm or invalidate a theory of genres…Theory’s desire for the explaining text’s complete and traceless grasp of he explained must remain unfulfilled

p. 38: Popper argues that all our knowledge is inherently and permanently hypothetical, that knowledge can begin only with a conjecture about the facts, and the test of conjecture is the degree to which it risks refutation by independent facts…knowledge is built deductively, by extending a strong generalization over the widest possible range of fact toward potential refutation

 “impossibility of deriving universals from collections of observations”: It is not only that universals require an infinite number of observations, but also that any finite set of observations is consistent with multiple conceivable universals . . .an inconsistent future observation is always possible. (Grobstein)

AND! Powerful because it REMAKES US!?!

p. 39: Genre is the most powerful explanatory tool available to the literary critic…it is the way of talking that most fully unfolds the characteristics that make the text seem valuable to us as a literary text…aesthetically …and ethically…a power to make the reader better than he was…The good literary text…has been most successfully defined as a text that is well made and as a text that makes well.

p. 49: how valuable is this poem when explained in terms of this genre? What makes a genre good is its power to make the literary text good...it engenders power by what it does…a pragmatic end

p. 51: it has not only the power to correct previous readings but also the power to inspire the future readings that constitute its own correction

real question is whether it makes us better readers (Megan re: playing w/ a good partner/being called to play better by a hard text….)

test this out w/ a sonnet

