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 ...the text cannot at any moment be grasped as a whole.  But what may at first sight have seemed like a disadvantage… may now seem to offer distinct advantages…it permits a process through which the aesthetic object is constantly being  structured and restructured….The ability to perceive oneself during the process of participation is an essential quality of aesthetic experience; the observer finds himself in a strange, halfway position: he is involved, and he watches himself being involved.

Wolfgang Iser. The Act of Reading (112, 134)

It’s a nice day out: still and sunny. Or it could be a cold and blustery one. Whatever the weather outside, what’s happening inside is this: The teacher is standing in front of the class—of which you are a member. (You are probably sitting near the back.)  She is reading a poem, slowly, carefully, urging you to hear the words, to listen to the sounds, to experience them. It’s not unpleasant, as the phrases wash over you. You catch one or two, but when the sounds stop, you realize that you haven’t held on to any of it. 

And then she asks (what they always ask): What did you hear? What effect did the reading have on you? (Worse:) What does it mean?  And how does it achieve that meaning? The sense of inadequacy (as a reader, as a student, as a thinker, as a human being) is even worse if the text was assigned beforehand, if you’ve been expected to come to class knowing how to read what you read. Knowing what matters, what you should be paying attention to.

Anyone who’s ever sat in an literature class has probably had an experience like this, arising from the fear of all that space on the page around a poem (not knowing how to fill it), the fear of all we don’t know about the context of a short story (not knowing how to learn it), the fear of all we need to know—don’t know--generally, in order to offer a worthwhile response. My own paradigmatic moment occurred during

Freshman writing.  We’re reading a Hemingway short story; the prof is criticizing the staccato dialogue between husband and wife. When I defend it, as appropriate to this exchange, Professor Fehrenbach responds, “ALL of Hemingway’s characters talk that way.”  And the world opens up for me, into a maze of texts.   I realize that, to speak with authority about this one story, I need to read them all.  And so I become an English major, and begin to read, sort of conversationally, sort of systematically, as each text leads me into the others, which inform it (Dalke, 119).

The realization of all I was expected to know, in order to read well, motivated decades of work, and resulted in the production of a professional literary critic. For others, such moments may lead instead to paralysis, or to a general dislike of reading (or at least to reading-under-instruction): they are not interested in playing a game that seems to be about reading the teacher’s mind, guessing what they should notice, were they adequately trained to see what is to be seen—that is, the “right” answer. 

Such moments of fear have been addressed (if also exacerbated) by a well-known methodology in literary studies known as reader-response theory (Tompkins). Meaning comes into existence when the text is read, and is persistently revised as readers compare and collate their readings with one another, searching for patterns common among them, recognizing when the patterns break down, where new stories are needed. Reader-response theory

holds that the reader is a necessary third party in the author-text-reader relationship that constitutes the literary work. The work, in other words, is not fully created until readers make a transaction with it by assimilating and actualizing it in the light of their own knowledge and experience (Waldspurger).
The origins of reader-response theory are generally traced to Louise Rosenblatt’s influential 1938 Literature As Exploration, which 
offered the notion of “efferent” and “aesthetic” psychological stances that readers assume when reading a text….the Latin “effere” meaning “to carry away”… is what happens when you read a text primarily to extract information from it. “Aesthetic” reading, on the other hand, is concerned with …the “lived through” experience of the text, with what happens “during the actual reading event”….The main distinction… has to do with what the reader does (Hall). 

It will be the claim of this essay that enjoying—actually exploiting—that “doing,” the variety of life experiences and activities that students bring to the reading of texts in the classroom, makes great good sense in terms of emergence.  Reader-response theory has elaborated at length on how to do this; emergence offers a framework for understanding why it works.

As the single literary scholar in our Working Group on Emergence, I have often found myself groping to understand the terminology of biology and computer science. I have also found, in my repeated requests for definitions and answers to my questions, a useable philosophy of life and a newly refigured disciplinary tool box of my own: a means of understanding that helps me negotiate the complexities of the world and make sense of the way literary study operates within them. I have also found some ways of expanding our understanding of how literature might evolve. What I want to talk about here is my own disciplinary angle on—and application of--this thing called emergence: the process whereby words emerge from words, stories from stories, meaning from them both—and further meanings out of those. 

Here’s the main thing: emergence creates a problem for the nature of knowing. Because of the complexity of the interactions that produce emergent effects, it is difficult both to predict such effects and to reliably trace a particular effect back to a particular cause. This unpredictability of the future and irreducibility of the present--results of the emergent nature of the universe--lead to the remarkable things we call language and literature. Indeterminacy prods us to make up stories that explain how we got from what was to what is, from what is to what will be.  Literature is what we name the place where this meaning-making occurs. 

I’ll illustrate this process by working my way through three levels: looking first at the generation of words (in puns and etymologies), then at the production of stories, and finally at the interpretation of their meanings which we call literary criticism. The space I traverse is the gap between the sounds of words and what they mean, the places where we take what is not yet known, what surprises, and apply to it logic, form, and the rules of symbol manipulation--and then step back again to see what else might arise in this new configuration. The movement is a “loopy” one, from disorder (what we do not understand), into order (the meaning we make of it), back to disorder (what cannot be incorporated into the story we tell), back to order (revising the story…)

We see that process, paradigmatically, in the playful constructions we call puns, as well as in the elaborate (re)constructed histories we call etymologies. When we “get” a “perfect” pun (“What do you get when you drop a piano down a mine shaft? What do you get when you drop a piano onto a military base?”), we are seeing simultaneously—or perhaps in such rapid oscillation that it seems simultaneous—two alternative meanings of the same word, or two alternative spellings of the same sound. It is the ability to switch rapidly back and forth, to hold both meanings (“A-flat minor/a flat miner.  A-flat major/a flat major”) in mind at (nearly) the same time which constitutes the peculiar pleasure of punning. (“Why couldn't the pony talk? He was a little horse/hoarse.”) Writing the puns out, as I have here, can ruin the fun, because it breaks apart what is the key to the game: the pleasure of doubling. 

Imperfect puns work quite similarly, although the delight here is in the near 

misses, the almost-but-not-quite-exact identity of two closely sounding words. What’s operating in an imperfect pun is the perception that what appears momentarily as the same is actually different.  As in perfect puns, what pleases here is the perception of distinction emerging out of identity:  
A man wanted to buy his wife some anemones, her favorite flower. Unfortunately, all the florist had left were a few stems of the feathery ferns he used for decoration. The husband presented these rather shamefacedly to his wife. "Never mind, darling," she said, "with fronds like these, who needs anemones?" (Zwicky).

I’ve learned from the literary critic Jonathan Culler how akin this action of puns--providing “the surprising coupling of different meanings”--is to that of etymologies, which “show us what puns might be if taken seriously.” What gives pleasure is our ability to recognize the connections between two words--or two meanings of a word--that puns refuse to make explicit. Etymologies, which laboriously articulate such connections, “give us respectable puns, endowing pun-like effects with the authority of science.” An etymology is a conscious ordering of the playful associations generated by the unconscious, functioning as “a structural, connecting device...to offer the mind a sense and an experience of an order that it does not master or comprehend.” Insofar as conceiving such an order “is the goal or achievement of art,” both pun and etymology are “exemplary” agents (Culler, On Puns, 1-6, 16). 

However, linguists—whose business is to identify the underlying structures that guide language use—are not entirely comfortable with this process.  Linnea Lagerquist observes that “puns make it clear that the boundaries” of the performance of competence, the knowledge of language and the knowledge of the world “are both highly mutable and indefinite.” Catherine Bates expresses considerable discomfiture over what she calls “pun's perfidious status as an aberrant element within the linguistic structure”:  “Puns

…give the wrong names to the wrong things--and they disturb the proper flow of communication....in confusing sense and sound...normal rules governing etymology and lexicography are temporarily suspended while speculation and fancy roam free.”  Puns must be “contained,” according to Bates, within a structure of rule-determined connections.


Meaning arises in the interaction of a set of rules, a history of their relations and the creative (and somewhat random) action of generating, then editing and elaborating connections between them and new experiences.  From our two years’ worth of early morning conversations about out complex systems, I have learned that this is the logic of emergence--and that the back story to this way of understanding the relationship between words and their meanings is the irreversibility and unknown potentiality of evolution (Grobstein, Emerging). 

In literary studies, every story is extended and exceeded by its interpretation. Meaning is the way we try to bridge the gap between what we know and what we do not understand, between past and present, between present and future. It is the explanation, the story we "make up" to explain how we got from A to B, how we might have gotten to B from A.  

Strikingly, this process is facilitated by the inexactness with which we hear one another’s accounts. A recognition of the productivity of our inability to hear exactly what one another says constitutes a fundamental revision of one of our primary myths about human interaction. In the Genesis story of the building of the Tower of Babel, 

the LORD said, Behold, the people is one, and they have all one language…and now nothing will be restrained from them, which they have imagined to do….let us go down, and there confound their language, that they may not understand one another's speech. 

In the Biblical version, the people are powerless to act without a common language, and the building of the tower ceases. 

But emergence offers a contemporary counter-story and alternative explanation: lacking a common language, people have a means of discovering things they didn't know. Their gap in understanding is itself productive of new meaning: 

In a class session devoted to analysis of some poems...the conversation turned to the question of differences between "languages". If indeed there were highly unambiguous "languages" (mathematics, as well as, for example, computer programming languages), how come ordinary "language" was invariably highly "ambiguous" in interpretation (so much so that poetry was a legitimate art form and "literary criticism" a legitimate profession, with a method not dissimilar from "science")? What emerged from the discussion was the idea that ordinary language is not "supposed" to be unambiguous, because its primary function is not in fact to transmit from sender to receiver a particular, fully defined "story". Ordinary language is instead "designed" (by biological and cultural evolution) to perform a more sophisticated, bidirectional communication function. A story is told by the sender not to simply transmit the story but also, and equally importantly, to elicit information from/about the receiver, to find out what is otherwise unknowable by the sender: what ideas/thoughts/perspectives the receiver has about the general subject of the story. An unambiguous transmission/story calls for nothing from the receiver other than what the transmitter already knows; an ambiguous transmission/story links teller/transmitter and audience/receiver in a conversation (and, ideally, in a dialectic from which new things emerge) (Grobstein, The Two Cultures).

The use-value of literature, and of language more generally, emerges in these transitional moments or interstital places where negotiation and interpretation are necessary--and where (therefore) meanings need to be constructed. We see this in the evolution of new literary forms, new literary interpretations, new words, and in re-making the meaning of old ones.

Meaning arises from the unpredictable and social (increasingly unpredictable because social) creative process. Literary analysis is the making of new stories out of the stories we have preserved; the most useful of those are continuously generative of what is new. The way such new stories get generated is an emergent process, as interactions in the environment leave traces (in literature) which are continuously picked up (in literature and literary theory) and re-combined in new configurations:

The meaning of a literary work…is the work a reader does while reading it….Theory…cannot direct practice by providing a general account of interpretation and meaning… Steven Knapp and Walter Benn Michaels's "Against Theory”…are often seen as forming with [Stanley] Fish a "neo-pragmatist" movement placing a higher value on practice over theory (Dasenbrock).

The examples of this practice are many. For instance: in 1899, Joseph Conrad published Heart of Darkness. In the late 1950’s, Chinua Achebe described the novel as "An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad's Heart of Darkness,” and created a response in his great novel, Things Fall Apart. In 1979, when Francis Ford Coppola produced the film Apocalypse Now, he re-located Conrad’s novel in Vietnam.  In each of these cases, the story was re-worked, made relevant to contemporary issues and to a larger span of readers. 

Something quite similar happened with Charlotte Bronte's classic 1847 novel Jane Eyre.  Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak's 1988 discussion of "Three Women's Texts and a Critique of Imperialism” observed, in much the same way that Achebe had observed, the use of people of color to fill fictional roles that represented the tortured psyches of Europeans. Spivak’s analysis explains the generation of Jean Rhys's 1966 novel Wide Sargasso Sea, in which Bertha Rochester (who was confined to the attic as a madwoman, a figure of Jane Eyre’s unexpressed rage, in Bronte’s novel) takes center stage.


Likewise, Herman Melville’s 1850 novel Moby-Dick, which itself drew heavily not only on his whaling voyages, but on The Bible and Shakespeare, was re-told by Sena Jeter Naslund in Ahab's Wife; or, The Star-Gazer. A 20th century feminist was imagined into being by a 19th c. feminist, who begins her story, "Captain Ahab was neither my first husband nor my last...." Herculine Barbin: Being the Recently Discovered Memoirs of a Nineteenth-Century French Hermaphrodite, first printed in 1838 and reprinted with commentary by Michel Foucault in 1980, similarly gave rise to Jeffrey Eugenides’s novel Middlesex in 2002—in part, as Eugenides said in an interview, because he found 

Herculine Barbin's memoir…quite disappointing…as an expression of what it is like to be a hermaphrodite, from the inside…. she didn't have enough self-awareness to be able to understand what was going on….she was pre-psychological in her knowledge of her self.
This same process—explaining what has been left out, or left unarticulated, and often unrecognized by the author--occurs in the production of literary criticism. The writing of literature (and the interpretations of its meanings, the results of the encounter between text and reader, code and de-coder which we call literary theory) generate new accounts, new stories, in order to traverse the gaps between what is and what was, what is and what may be. It is in the absence of clear cause and effect that stories arise to explain the distance between past, present and future (it may even be the stories which create the sense of past, present and future). It's precisely the failure of any story ever to tell the “whole” story, to reliably fill in all the gaps, that makes them endlessly productive of new ones:

the very raising of certain questions…encouraged general shifts in the direction of literary studies. In the first place, talk of the reader opens up talk of psychology, sociology, and history, and reader criticism has helped break down the boundaries separating literary study from other disciplines. In addition, by highlighting the reader's interpretive practice… critics…have clarified the degree to which meaning is dependent upon the reader's performance….reader criticism has made it increasingly difficult to support the notion of definitive meaning in its most straightforward form….critics…become ever more wary of how precarious interpretation is as a procedure and how little we can depend on the texts themselves to provide proper interpretive guidance (Rabinowitz).

To put it more positively: emergence helps us understand how generative reading

can be. One particularly interesting example of how attention to context produces

new meaning is provided by Louis Menand’s reading of The Cat in the Hat Comes Back, which was written, he reminds us, during the Cold War:

These semiotic felines do exactly what a deconstructionist would predict: rather than containing the stain, they disseminate it. Everything turns pink….The only way to end the spreading stain …is to unleash …the Voom, the final agent in the cat's arsenal….The association with nuclear holocaust and its sterilizing fallout, wiping the planet clean of pinkness and pinkos, is impossible to ignore. It is a strange story for teaching people how to read. (14)

Within the framework of emergence, neither Seuss’s writing nor Menand’s reading of it is the least bit strange, but rather paradigmatic. As Culler explains in Literary Theory, 

“Meaning is context-bound....[but] context is boundless” (67).

This, then, is a contemporary conception of literary theory and literature, of words in the forms of puns, etymologies and stories.  Like biological systems, like artificial intelligence, like history and economics, philosophy and psychology, literature too is the largely “undirected play of entities which become parts of more complex entities,” which become parts of still more complex entities--until entities are created who “wonder and ask questions about the process itself” and, in doing so, are able to find ways to mimic and alter it (Grobstein, Emerging).  In that altering, they alter the shape both of literature and the world it represents: the world that was, the world that is, the world that is to come.
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