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The Concept of Literature in Historical and
Phenomenological Perspective

The delineation of the concept of literature is incomplete and, hitherto, is still in
progress because of quantitative and qualitative criteria are continuously changing.
The definition of literature is determined not only by the genealogic characteristics of
literary art, aesthetic doctrine of the epoch or literary canon, but is primarily correlated
by the concept of human being, varying with each period of time. Phenomenology
underlies the concept of literature, and at the same time, is an outgrowth of the
phenomenon of literature.
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The definition and boundaries of fiction are still uncertain today,
despite the long existence of the phenomenon. Pluralism of the literary
interpretation confirms the thesis that the “basic questions” are both the
most controversial and difficult.

The question “What is literature?” accompanies it from the outset.
Though for a long time this question was hidden and diffuse it acquired an
increasingly distinct shape in the formation of the science of literature. In
the nineteenth century this question was not clearly posed because literary
critics were focused on asserting their own scholarly field. In the twentieth
century the question resounded in many different ways.

In 1991 G. Genette drew attention to this question in his “Fiction et
diction”, opening it with the following words: “If I were not so afraid of
looking ridiculous, I could bestow this job with a title, which had already
provided one famous text disservice: ‘What is literature?’; there, as you
know, the issue remains essentially unanswered — that, in general, is quite
reasonable: how one should answer stupid questions? And probably it
would be truly wise not to ask it at all” [2, p. 346].

Genette alludes to Sartre’s book with a relevant title published in 1948.
Despite the irony and self-irony, Genette was still looking for the answer to
the question that should not be asked. Despite the warnings of the esteemed
theorists, the question “What is literature?” is posed, and, thus, new answers
are provided hitherto. The scope of research on the concept of literature
indicates the importance of the problem. The study, the results of the
researchers’ job, stimulates an interest in a phenomenological aspect of
literature, because sometimes it looks as if some literary critics are never
certain about the object of their science... Very often the creators of the
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object, the writers, put a question mark where there has been a full stop for
a long time, declaring something literary as not literature, while elevating
something casual to the rank of fine art.

Edward Kaspersky believes that the answer to the question “what is
literature and what are its features?”” belongs to the main goals of literature,
because it defines its subject matter and interests [5, p. 9]. This statement in
the XXI century does not seem anachronistic or rhetorical because, in fact,
the diversity of literature definitions increased and they became more
differentiated. “The concept of literature” itself (Ts. Todorov) has different
names — from text to discourse.

We do not set the task to answer the fundamental question of the
whole science (or a complex of sciences) within the article. Let’s focus on
those aspects that cause, and, at the same time, hamper theoretical
definitions of literature.

Literature as a process that takes place in space and time, is constantly
changing. Accordingly, its definitions change as well and the attributive set
is augmented and specified. Considering the diversity of distinctions
between the definitions of literature, the theorists of the 20™ century offered
to shift the central focus of the issue. In the early 1920s R. Jakobson
proposed the formula: “The subject of literary theory should be not
literature but the literariness”, i.e. the quality of the text, through which it
(the text) is identified as belonging to literature. The literariness is
historically variable. For some texts it means one thing for others it means
something different. Such mobility of the criterion creates a theoretical
prerequisite for a controversy over the status of literature and constant
attempts to assign this or that phenomenon to literature or to non-literature.

Extending the concept of R. Yakobson, G. Genette offered to
distinguish between two types of literary — constitutive and conditional,
literature proper and literature due to circumstances [2, p. 348-349].
Literature has a center and a periphery. In the center there are texts that are
always recognized by the speakers as literary (not necessarily of a merit).
On the periphery there are the same texts that may be literary due to certain
circumstances. Genette’s theory rests N. Goodman’s opinion, who,
considering this problem within a framework of art in general, offered to
replace the traditional issue of aesthetics “What i1s art?” with another
question, “When there is art?”. In other words, instead of looking for
constant essence of art, this scholar offered to clarify the circumstances and
conditions under which certain artefact, text, or even a natural object can
get into the orbit of art. Whereas a constitutive the literariness can be
determined by such criteria as functionality or organization of the text
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according to definite canons (for example poetic), conditional literariness
appears as a result of the combination of lots of variable historical factors.

Cicero’s speeches were political performances at the time of
pronouncing and were not regarded as literary texts. However, at a distance
of two millennia these samples of rhetorical skills are perceived as
landmarks of literature, perenials of literary art, and eventually cultural
heritage of mankind. There was a shift in the assessment of the text: initially
as not a literary text, it gained conditional literariness in the course of time.
The same happened to David’s psalms, manuscripts of Kievan Rus and
Augustine’s sermons...

The following regularity is observed: the longer is a temporal distance
between us and the text the less time we need to include a non literary fact
in a literary discourse. The domains the text originate from before they
enter the field of literature are also different: politics, religion, science,
everyday life. In the article “Literary Fact” Y. Tynyanov explored the way
the non-litarary phenomenon can gain or, conversely, lose their literary
function. In the course of time, one of his examples is correspondence. In
Russian literature of the first third of the XIX century private letters often
performed the literary function. They were considered as samples of style.
They were distributed, shown to third parties, gathered in collections and
published. In the second half of the century even the most prominent
writers' letters were not treated as the fact of genuine literature, but as
literary document: with the passage of time, the literary function, the
literariness of this genre disappeared. Thus, the “literary fact” is constantly
changing its boundaries. This variability of the literature borders shows its
life. Perhaps if these boundaries were locked literature immediately would
have died of ossification.

Y. Tynyanov proves that a literary fact is a variable category that is
why it is possible to give a static definition of literature, “all its solid static
definitions are swept by the fact of evolution” [9, p. 257]. Hence, by
changing the “literary facts” literature constantly changes its boundaries,
and, as a result, lives and evolves.

The concept of literature is, in fact, the question of the literature limits
(quantitative indicators of the object of the research) and the artistic criteria
(evaluation of the quantity of the object). The openness of the definitions of
fiction is caused by a constant modification of the criteria (which would
enable us to ascribe the status of literature to some texts or to reject this
status to others) and by a reassessment of these parameters in the course of
time.

43



BonunHb doinonorivyHa: TEKCT | KOHTEKCT

In the history of the development of any science there is an empirical
or a descriptive phase. A mature science is moving in the depth of the
object and comes in contact with the adjacent sciences. Literature has been
an independent and self-sufficient science for nearly two hundred years and
its object seems to be self-evident. It grows like everything in culture,
eventually extending its limits due to replenishment of new works. One
would assume that at such a high stage of the development of literature and
literature-related research the problems of its limits and criteria would have
to be resolved at an axiomatic level. The paradox is that so far the concept
of literature is controversial and is still at the epicenter of the literary
studies.

Those who research literature have to inevitably explore the issue of
artistic criteria. We can say that long tradition of direct or indirect research
of the criteria of the artistry has seen embodied in several approaches:
semiotics foregrounds a semiotic (based on signs) and symbolic form of art
as a criterion of artistry; a sociological approach emphasizes national and
cultural characteristics of a piece of art; formalists draw attention to the
aesthetics of form as a key criterion of art; the advocates of a diachronic
approach explore the criteria of art in the lens of dynamics of a historical
development of literature. The above approaches exemplify most general
critical approaches to literature and at the same time, respective research
approaches to fiction.

The problem of criteria arises at any level of art exploration. Polish
philosopher Vladyslav Tatarkevych outlined the concept of art from the
perspective of its two-millennium history. Defining art through its
orientation or impact, the thinker formulated its definition with a double
alternative: “Art is a reproduction of a thing or a design of forms, or
transmission of feelings, if a piece of art as the result of such a
reproduction, construction, transmission is capable of capturing, exciting
and shocking the reader” [6, p. 41].

Summarizing the previous experience of the aesthetic and
philosophical research the authors of the two-volume “Theory of
Literature” offer three laws of art (artistry): the law of conventionality,
integrity, originality and internal addressee-orientation and generalization
[7,p. 51].

Ukrainian literary theorists are also involved in the research of artistry
(the literariness). Peter Bilous identifies the following main criteria of the
artistic literary work: imagery, imagery form, emotional expressiveness and
convention [1, p. 64].
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Based on V. Tatarkevych’s theoretical generalizations about the
concept of art and taking into account its national existential expressive
potential, Petro Ivanyshyn points to the following three major (attribute)
artistic criteria: technic associated with the assessment of the external form
of a literary work; eulogy (writer’s creative and expressive skills); spiritual
teleology of a literary text (basic) [4].

Declaring different approaches in understanding and assessing basic
criterion of art, Vasil Ivanyshyn, however, comes back to two defining
aspects of art: aestheticism and intentionality. The aesthetic level,
respectively, is represented by the sublevels of an external and internal
form; the level of intentionality is represented by the sublevels of content
and sense (meaning) of a literary work [3, p. 94].

Tsvyetan Todorov tried to find an original route in the research “What
is Literature” discourse. He did it in his essay “The Concept of Literature”.
Proceeding from so-called functional and structural approaches, Todorov
inserts that neither of them provides the accurate definition of the
phenomena “that are considered as literature from different points of view”
[8, p. 6].

Exploring the criteria of literature in terms of its functions and he
organization of literary works one has to keep in mind the following
aspects: constructionally, the scope of fiction is both broad and internally
heterogeneous; it depends on genealogical characteristics and is sensitive to
the modifications of aesthetic doctrines.

The authors of various types of poetics, treaties and manifests tried to
define the constructive principles of literary texts at different periods of
history. The attempts to codify these principles and, on this basis, to
conduct research into the organization of a piece of fiction resulted in such
tendencies of literary criticism in the 20™ century as structuralism
(R. Yakobson) and phenomenology (R. Ingarden). Emphasis on functional
determination of literature contains a hidden danger of normativeness and
limitations, even if it concerns such a polyphonic phenomenon as aesthetics.
Aesthetic norms vary not with different nations but also within a particular
ethnic group at a certain period of time.

Besides, we must take into account the fact that each of the three
major literary genres has its own millennia-old criteria and boundaries of
literature: lyrics were primarily associated with poetry; drama was designed
for performance in the theatre; narrative (prose) was inconceivable without
rhetoric and make-believe (the latter was characteristic of romanticism). A
tripartite object 1s much more difficult to be delineated and to be correlated
with the same criteria.
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Each era provided its own significant adjustment to a catalogue of
literary works and individual authors who were ranked as exemplary and
classical. Originality for example, was not perceived as a criterium of
artistic quality until as late as the 20" century. Dante (at the time he pursued
his literary career) was not reputed as the author of original poems. In the
minds of his contemporaries his art was conventional. Similarly,
Shakespeare, Cervantes, Goethe originally interpreted as fairly traditional
Harold Bloom characterized the aforementioned authors as representatives
of the Western Canon (this opinion was subjected to adverse criticism). The
critics, scholars and eminent figures in the world of art elaborate specific
principles of hierarchy and set and upgrade the canonical lists. It is obvious,
however, that any author recognized by a culture as a classic or a person of
genius (even if he or she combined the talent of both a scholar and an artist,
like Goethe and Franko) was too subjective to define the concept of
literature. None o the author’s definitions of literature can be generalized
and transferred to the domain of universally-acknowledged truths.

Very often an epoch may negate or abolish the literary merits of the
predecessors: romanticists opposed the genre completeness and any formal
criteria of classicists; realists challenged the merits of non-representational
art. In the era of modernism the artistic criteria and boundaries set by the
predecessors were interrogated and disrupted. The standards of modernist
literature were totally revised in a postmodern era.

In the 21% century literature has become a category of verbal
production designed to meet the demands of the market and its almost
classically rigid genre requirements and rules of craftsmanship. Everyone
knows, however, that these rules and conventions do not apply to the so
called elitist or genuine literature is a matter of individual value judgments.
The story, as it were, has ended in the same situation in which it began: we
still are doubtful (as we initially were) of what literature i1s and what it
should be.

Literature is a variable phenomenon that is molded by and correlated
with the concept of the human being. This concept 1s changing: it is
different at each period of time. The value of everything a person creates
directly depends on his or her self-awareness and self-assessment. The
changes of human values are determined by the changes of the human
being.

To conclude, the concept of literature is historically motivated to a
greater extent that it is postulated by the authors of the books on historical
poetics. The concept of literature is not a result of adding one newly open
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entity to the other known entity (the way it works in a natural or exact
science).

The concept of literature is generated by each particular epoch as a
result of centripetal and centrifugal movements around the concept of
human being. To reduce all the epochs to a common denominator is a
problem of fruitless debates. Each era is trying to evolve its own
understanding of literature with the previous ones, but attempts to find its
own position in terms of the awareness of the following questions: why are
the boundaries blurred? Why are these or those criteria shaken loose?

The concept of literature i1s subject to numerous definitions provided
by different epochs. It requires a diachronic generalization at the present
day stage of history. No matter how controversial were the definitions of
literature or, in other words, how self-evident and conventional they might
seen, each culture has to make its own contribution to refining the concept
of literature. This goal is attained by joint efforts of writers, readers,
scholars, as a result of intensified reflection on a literary tradition, modern
literature and its functions as well as on the process of creative activity, the
nature of literary art and a lot of other aspects. Phenomenology underlies
the concept of literature and, at the same time, is an outgrowth of the
phenomenon of literature proper (whatever name we give to it).
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Tepesa JleBuyk. Ilonsitue iuTepaTypbl B HCTOPUKO-(PEHOMEHOI0I HYECKOM
cpese. [lonsaTre auTepatypsl NpeTepreso MHOTOYHMCIECHHbIE Ne()UHULIMKM Pa3InYHbIX
AMOX U TpeOyeT TUaXpOHUUYECKOT0 0000IIEHN HA COBPEMEHHOM JTane. OnpeneneHue
JIUTEPATyphl SBIAECTCA HE3aBEPLUCHHBIM U 10 CHUX I[OpP IIPOLECCOM, ITOCKOJIBKY
KOJINYECTBEHHBIE M KA4YECTBEHHBIC II0KA3aTEIU SBJIICHUS IIOCTOSIHHO MEHSIOTCS.
Jedununuu nutepatypsl 00yCIOBIEHBI HE TOJIBKO F€HOJOTHUYECKUMU OCOOCHHOCTAMHU
IIPOU3BEICHUMN, 3CTETUYECKOM MNOKTPUHOM DJIIOXU WM JIMTEPATYpPHBIM KaHOHOM, a
IIPEXKIE BCETO KOPPEIUPYIOTCA KOHUEIIMEN YEI0BEKa, B KaXXIOM BPEMEHU IPYTHUM.
Kaxxnas KynpTypa nenaeT cOOCTBEHHBIN BKIIAJl B YIIIyOJIEHUE MOHATUS JIUTEPaTyphl. A
9TO OCYLIECTBJIACTCS CYMMAapHbIM YCWIMAM IIACATEICH, 4YUTATEIEW U YYEHBIX B
pe3ylbTate YCWICHHOW pediiekcuu Haja JUTepaTypHOM Tpaaulued, COBPEMEHHOU
JUTEpaTypor U ee GyHKUUIMH, TPOLIECCOM TBOPUYECTBA U MPUPOIOM MPOU3BEACHUS U
MHOTUMHM APYTUMH MpoOiaeMaMu. B nousTue nurepaTypsl 3ainoxeHa (PeHOMEHOJIOT S,
KOTOpasi ABIIAETCS CleJCTBUEM (DeHOMEHa CaMO JINTepaTypBhl.
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Tepe3a JleBuyk. IIoHATTS JliTepaTypy B iCTOPUKO-(P)EHOMEHOJIOTIYHOMY 3Pi3i.
[ToHsTTss mNiTEepaTypu 3a3HAjO0 YHMCIGHHHX Je(]iHIi pI3HUX emnoX 1 BHUMAarae
JIaXpOHIYHOTO y3arajdbHEHHS Ha cydyacHOMYy etari. OKpecieHHs MOHSTTS JiTepaTypu
€ HEe3aBepIIEHUM 1 JI0 ChOTOAHI MPOIECOM, OCKUIbKH KIIbKICHI Ta SKICHI NMOKAa3HUKHU
SBUIIA TOCTIHO 3MiHIOIOTECA. [Jledinimii miteparypu 3yMOBIEHI HE TUIBKH
TE€HOJIOTTYHUMHU  OCOOJMBOCTSIMU  TBOPIB, €CTETUYHOIO JIOKTPUHOIO €MOXH YU
JITEpaTypHUM KaHOHOM, a Hacammepea KOPENIOEThCS KOHIEMIIEI JIIOJUHU, B
KOKHOMY d4aci iHmor. KoxkHa KynabTypa poOUTH BIACHUN BHECOK y TMOTIHOICHHS
MOHSTTS JIiTepaTypu. A 1€ 3IIHCHIOEThCS CyMAapHUM 3yCHJIISIM TNHCHbMEHHUKIB,
YUTa4diB 1 HAYKOBI[IB YHACIAOK MOCHIEHOT pedieKkcii HaJl JIITepaTypHOIO TPATUIIIETO,
Cy4acCHOIO JIiTepaTyporo 1 ii QyHKIIISIMHU, MPOIIECOM TBOPUYOCTI 1 MPUPOJIOI0 TBOPY Ta
OaratpMa HIIMMH TpobOsieMamu. B moOHATTA miTeparypu 3akiazeHa (HEeHOMEHOJIOTI,
sKa € HacIiAKOM (PeHOMEHY CaMOi JIITepaTypH.

KiirouoBi cjoBa: MOHATTS JITEpaTypu, KPUTEPii XYIOKHOCTI, KYJIbTYpHO-
iCTOpUYHA €roxa, KaHOH, TTOeTHKA
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MeTtagopuyHa, ajileropuyHa i CHMBOJIIYHA IHTEpIPeTaALlisl TEKCTY:
10 MATAHHSA YHiBePCAJIbHUX METOHA0JIOTiH

Y crarTi #WaeThcs MOpo HEOOXIMHICTh akTyadizamii ¥ po3pI3HEHHS TPhOX
HNOTYXHUX JUCKYPCIB KYJIbTYpU — METAQOPUYHOTO, aJIETOPUYHOIO i CUMBOIIYHOIO —
BAXJIMBUX y MPOIIEC] aHaI3y Ta IHTEepIpeTauli JiTepaTypHux TekcTiB. L{i nuckypcu
chopMmyBanucs B HaJipax CepeIHbOBIYHOI TEPMEHEBTUKU HA OCHOBI IHTEPHIPETAIIHHUX
MojieNiel TpelbKO-pUMChKOi aHTUYHOCTI. Ha3zBaH1 criocoOu iHTeprpeTanii TeKCTy — L€
METOIU MUTOMO (DUTOJNOTI4YHI, BOHU HE JO3BOJISIOTH JIITEPATypPO3HABLIO BTPATHTH 3
noJyist 30py crnenudiky cBoro o6’ekta. | 1e, BOYeBUb, HANOUIBII YyHIBEpCAIbHI 3
BIIOMUX MoOJielell aHamizy M iHTepmpeTalii BepOanbHOi cdepu KynabTypH, 00
HiATBEPINUIIN CBOIO JI€3ATHICTh Y MPOIIEC anpoOalii IpOTAroM TUCSIYOTITh.

KiarouoBi cioBa: wMeradopa, ameropis, CHMBOJ, aHaji3, IHTEpIpeTAaIlis,
TrepMEHEBTHKA.

Pa3oMm 13 TUM, SIK pO3pOCTAETHCS IHCTPYMEHTAPIN JIITEpaTypO3HABII,
3arOCTPIOEThCSl TUTAHHSA [I1€BOCTI W €(PEKTUBHOCTI OOpaHUX METOIB
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