gteven Totosy de Zepetnek

o
Universidade de Alberta

Tre IMpACT OF THE ELECTRONIC REVOLUTION ON LITERARY RESEARCH:
A Socio-SemIoTIC POINT OF VIEW

Preamble

In this paper, I will discuss some aspects of the impact of the electronic revolution
on the study of literature. At the same time, the context out of which my discussion
emerges is the notion of communication in a socio-semiotic and systemic context. My.
primary interest lies here in thinking about how a tool we call «the information high-
way» impacts on and changes our communicative interactions and ultimately, how this
impact and the resulting changes will reorient the study of literature. My theoretical
points of departure are notions found in socio-semiotics, Niklas Luhmann's social in-
leraction and systemic approach in sociology, as well as Siegfried J. Schmidt's sys-
temic and empirical approach to literature, that in turn is based — among others (see, for
example, Schmidt 1994; Totosy 1992) — on tenets of Umberto Maturana's notion of
self-referentiality and on tenets explored in Constructivism (Radical, Cognitive, etc.)

1. Definitions and a general perspective

The designation «socio-semiotics» draws attention to an aspect of Semiotics that
prescribes that we investigate «the structure of all possible sign systems, and the role
these play in the way we create and perceive patterns (or «meanings») in sociocultural
behaviour» (Crystal 399). In the context of my objective, while «ccommunication» as a
form of human interaction may be defined in a semiotic sign systemic context, here it
will be modified in the context of Niklas Luhmann's works (e.g., 1970-81; 1984; 1988
1990) and the cognitive science oriented notion of (Radical) Constructivism.

In the proposed approximation of Luhmann's systemic model and Constructivism
with the concept of Socio-semiotics, a further factor emerges. This factor is the notion
of operationalism and functionalism. The notion of function is, of course, conceptua-
lized in Semiotics. From a Semiotic point of view, in the social sciences and psycho-
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logy, for example, functionalism means «structures, which fulfill the objective to main-
tain a system» (Noth 154; my translation). This semiotic definition converges with the
notion of system and operationalism of the Luhmann and Constructivism influenceq
framework of the Systemic and Empirical Approach to Literature (see, for example,
Schmidt 1992, 1994 Totosy 1992, 1993, 1994, 1995). The notion of communicatiye
function with reference to language is again very similar to Luhmann's systemic con-
cept of social interaction. Winfried Noth's Handbuch der Seniotik defi
cation as one of the primary functions of semiotic
«utilized as a medium of communication,
interaction» (157; my translation). Howeve
role of system between the Semiotic
the literary system —

nes communj.
systems, in which the system ig
in other words, as an instrument of social
1, the difference in the understanding of the
and the systemic or Constructivist notion is that
a system within larger system of social interaction and communj-
cation — is both in existence a priori and it is self-referentially motivated, With referen-
ce to literature and the study of literature, the researcher's task is to observe and to
describe the how of the system. In other words, the observation of the «<how» is the
operational and functional task of the observer. This «hows» of the observation
description has, however, several basic operational components.
tionalism refers the observer to proceed in a certain m
by systemic factors. Among others,
seription of a second order observati
means to observe the observer.
In its most simplistic way, this second order obsery
of such as the objective of my discussion here, the systemic impact of the new tools of
communication, collectively termed the «electronic highway» or the «electronic revo-
lution», or «electronic technologys. In other words, how does it and what is the impact
of tool-generation and the use of tools of the information highway in the understanding
and the study of the literary system? I propose that from an operationalist point of view
the process and implementation of information technology suggests that the tools of the
information highway, in other words, the information technology itself, impact not only
on the primary activity, that of social interaction, i.e., communication in all of its Semiotic
and other aspects including literature, but also on the activity of the study of literature.
In other words, with Picrre Lévy's words, the information technology and the informa-

tion highway «devient la norme, un nouveau systeme de ['écriture, une métamorphose
de la lecture...» (1990, 42).

and
In other words, opera-
anner which are predetermined
this procedure involves the observation and de-
on (Maturana). Second order observation stimply

ation involves the description

2. Impact, changes, and observations

ILis evident that society in the Western hemisphere is much pre-occupied with
information technology and the process and impact of the information highway and
their collective potential in all domains of society. To illustrate the local situation in
English-speaking Canada, one has to open only the Globe and Mail to find editorials,
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undergoing profound changes as to how literature is
read and processed in Western society, also the study of literature and literary theory
will undergo significant alteration. This alteration is then not only in the domain of the
that is in the factoring of computer use and speedy commun ication such as
agogical possibilities of hypertext but importantly in the foun-
literary and other. Finally, these shifts also postulate that
literary research and communication research be concentrated on field work as Chris-
topher Podmore suggests in his provocalive essiy, «Communication as Method and
Radical Practice», in the recent volume entitled Mediating Culture. Podmore's postu-
Jate of radical practice, meaning audience and readership research contains many of the
tenets proposed in the systemic and empirical approach to literature and converges
with most of the epistemological and other tenets of Luhmann and Radical Construc-

if the readership of literature is

first order,
e-mail, oreven in the ped
dations of communication,

tivism.
In returning to the most obvious operational effect of the information highway,

(hat of the access to data, I would like to touch on a controversial but significant ques-
tion of literary scholarship. This question is the problem of basic data gathering but
which affects the outcome of scholarship in importants ways. The electronic highway
has impacted and is in the process of further facilitating the access to data and the
creation of reading i.c., hypertext. On a basic level, the access to data I am referring to
is what Anne Proulx described as «bulletin boards on esoteric subjects, reference works,
lists and news — timely, utilitarian information, efficiently pulled through the wires.»
This accessibility to primary data, for instance the access on CD-ROM to the interna-
tional bibliography of the MLA, should make the prevalence of repetitiousness in liter-
ary scholarship unacceptable. My con tention here is that too often that is suggested as

new and original in scholarship has appeared before. The researcher claiming original-
ity does so in the face of not having done sufficient primary research. This mechanism
is facilitated by established forms and methods of presen tation of argument in literary
research. In the Natural and Medical Sciences it is un heard of that a topic or subject of
research is introduced and discussed without at least a brief set of references to sources
in which the same or similar has been dealt with. In literary studies one frequently
encounters works which are uninformed in the sense that the author neglects similar
research done elsewhere. I am aware that many other factors such as the lack of know-
ledge of languages — particularly so in North America — or power plays — for example
in French intellectual circles where explicit references or footnotes to what is decided
by the author to be common or «insider» knowledge are consciously omitted, when in
actuality the matter is only known to the few in the particular, let's say, a Parisian inner
circle — also may play a role resulting in conscious or subconscious knowledge omis-
sion. But often it is simply the lack of primary data accumulation and the following
acquisition of familiarity with the similar subject of inquery that is the result. A few
examples will illustrate my point. As far as systemic and socio-cultural approaches are
concerned in the study of literature, Tony Bennett's Outside Literatwre and Jerome
McGann's The Textual Condition, although both of a socio-cultural and systemic orien-
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tation, make no reference to any systemic (literary or other
Bourdieu in the case of Bennett, A similar case, although more rare in German scholap-
ship, occurs with the work of the by now often quoted book of Dietrich Schwanitz,
Systemtheorie und Literatur: Ein neues Paradigma (1990). Althou gh Schwanitz clearly
argues from a system of literature base, he does not mention anyone of the system,
persuasion except Habermas (with works 1962-87) and Luhmann (with works 1970-
88) and neglects the large corpus of the most immediately literature directed large
corpus of Siegfried J. Schmidt and his colleagues. Another example of works where the
systemic approach is simply intuitively followed is the recent book of Patti White's
Gatsby's Party: The System and the List in Contemporary Narrative ( 1992). This au-
thor appears totally unaware of any system oriented work before her own
reinvents the wheel, I am suggesting that these kinds of works will have to
more informed states of mind and research results,

Itis difficult to predict whether advances in information technolog
the sorry status of data access [ am speaking about
access to data would affect a more rigorous way of literary scholarship. In my opinion,
even if we cannot hope for a radical change, at least there undoubtedly will be ap
increase of literary scholars who will employ au minimum the information hi ghway as
atool and thus demonstrate a hi gh competence of pri mary information gathering, hope- |
fully resulting in a higher level of knowledge as well,

) theory except to that of

and qguasi
give way to

y will remedy
and, more importantly, whether the
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