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4 RHETORIC

for its truth or falseness or for its value as desirable or pernicious. It
is a fact that this sort of thing happens, again and again, in literary
studies. On the one hand, literature cannot merely be received as a
definite unit of referential meaning that can be decoded without
leaving a residue. The code is unusually conspicuous, complex, and
enigmatic: it attracts an inordinate amount of attention to itself, and
this attention has to acquire the rigor of a method. The structural
moment of concentration on the code for its own sake cannot be
avoided, and literature necessarily breeds its own formalism. Tech-
nical innovations in the methodical study of literature onlv occur
when this kind of attention predominates. It can legitimatelyv be said,
for example, that, from a technical point of view, very little has
happened in American criticism since the innovative works of New
Criticism. There certainly have been numerous excellent books of
criticism since, but in none of them have the techniques of descrip-
tion and interpretation evolved beyond the techniques of close read-
ing established in the thirties and the forties. F ormalism, it seems, is
an all-absorbing and tyrannical muse: the hope that one can be at
the same time technically original and discursively eloquent is not
borne out by the historv of literary criticism.

On the other hand—and this is the real mystery:
formalism, no matter how accurate and enriching in its analytic
powers, is ever allowed to come into being without seeming reduc-
tive. When form is considered to be the external trappings of literary
meaning or content, it seems superficial and expendable. The de-
velopment of intrinsic, formalist criticism in the twentieth century
has changed this model: form is now a solipsistic categorv of self-
reflection, and the referential meaning is said to be extrinsic. The
polarities of inside and outside have been reversed, but they are still
the same polarities that are at play: internal meaning has become
outside reference, and the outer form has become the intrinsic struc-
ture. A new version of reductiveness at once follows this reversal:
formalism nowadays is mostly described in an imagery of impris-
onment and claustrophobia: the “prison house of language,” “the
impasse of formalist criticism,” etc. Like the grandmother in Proust’s
novel ceaselesslv driving the voung Marcel out into the garden, away
from the unhealthy inwardness of his closeted reading, critics crv out
for the fresh air of referential meaning. Thus, with the structure of
the code so opaque, but the meaning so anxious to blot out the
obstacle of form, no wonder that the reconciliation of form and
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meaning would be so attractive. The attraction of reconciliation is
the elective breeding-ground of false models and metaphors; it ac-
counts for the metaphorical model of literature as a kind of box that
separates an inside from an outside, and the reader or critic as the
person who opens the lid in order to release in the open what was
secreted but inaccessible inside. It matters little whether we call the
inside of the box the content or the form, the outside the meaning or
the appearance. The recurrent debate opposing intrinsic to extrinsic
criticism stands under the aegis of an inside/outside metaphor that is
never being seriously questioned.

Metaphors are much more tenacious than facts, and I certainly
don’t expect to dislodge this age-old model in one short try. I merel;/
wish to speculate on a different set of terms, perhaps less simple in
their differential relationships than the strictly polar, binary opposi-
tion between inside and outside and therefore less likely to enter into
the easy play of chiasmic reversals. I derive these terms (which are as
old as the hills) pragmatically from the observation of developments
and debates in recent critical methodology. ‘

One of the most controversiai among these developments coin-
cides with a new approach to poetics or, as it is called in Germany,
poetology, as a branch of general semiotics. In France, a semiology of
literature comes about as the outcome of the long-deferred but all
the more explosive encounter of the nimble French literary mind
with the category of form. Semiology, as opposed to semantics, is the
science or study of signs as signifiers; it does not ask what words
mean but how thev mean. Unlike American New Criticism, which
derived the internalization of form from the practice of highly self-
conscious modern writers, French semiology turned to linguistics for
its model and adopted Saussure and Jakobson rather than Valéry or
Proust for its masters. By an awareness of the arbitrariness of the
sign (Saussure) and of literature as an autotelic statement “focused
on the way it is expressed” (Jakobson) the entire question of meaning
can be bracketed, thus freeing the critical discourse from the det
bilitating burden of paraphrase. The demystifying power of semiol-
ogy, within the context of French historical and thematic criticism,
has been considerable. It demonstrated that the perception of the
literary dimensions of language is largely obscured if one submits
uncritically to the authority of reference. It also revealed how tena-
ciously this authority continues to assert itself in a variety of dis-
guises, ranging from the crudest ideology to the most refined forms



