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Abstract

The referential relation between fictive texts and the extratextual world have always
been a problem in literary theory and philosophy of literature. Some claim that literary fictions
refer to the extratextual work, and thus, tell us something about the world we inhabit while others
claim that the fictive world is totally autonomous, and consequently it is mute about our world.
In this paper I will claim that literary works have a very specific kind of relation with the extratextual work. To achieve this aim, I will scrutinize on Wolfgang Iser’s concept of repertoire and
his understanding of negative referentiality. With Iser, we will see that literature is not mute
about our world; on the contrary, it talks about the world in a very indirect way by negating the
predominant world systems and thereby forcing the reader to reflect on her very own disposition.
Keywords: Wolfgang Iser, Repertoire, Negation, Referentiality, Fiction, Mimesis.

Wolfgang Iser’de Olumsuz Göndergesellik ve Repertuar Kavramı

*

Dr. Öğr. Üyesi, Ankara Üniversitesi, Dil ve Tarih-Coğrafya Fakültesi, Felsefe Bölümü, Felsefe
Tarihi Anabilim Dalı, muratcelik@ankara.edu.tr, ORCID: 0000-0003-4032-423X

Künye: ÇELİK, Murat, (2021). Wolfgang Iser’s Understanding of Negative Referentiality and the
Concept of Repertoire, Dört Öge, 20, 57-69. http://dergipark.gov.tr/dortoge.

57

858
ve Öz
Madalya (1319-1320), 10 Hanedân-ı Osmâni Nişân ve İmtiyâz Madalyası (13111334),
17 Teba-yı
Mecîdî
Esâmî
(1321-1332),
30 Altın
İmtiyâz
Kurmaca
metinlerŞâhâne
ile metindışı
dünya
arasındaki
göndergesel
ilişki hem
yazınMadalyası
kuramın(1309-1320),
40
Madalya
Esâmî
(1899-1902)
Defterleri.
da hem de edebiyat felsefesinde uzunca süredir tartışılmaktadır. Tartışmayı yürüten araştırmacıların bir
kısmıArşivi:
kurmacanın
metindışı FO
dünyanın
bir temsili
olduğunu,FO
dolayısıyla
buFO
dünyaya
İngiliz
Ulusal
FO 195/1720;
195/1883;
FO 195/1477;
195/1368;
195/
gönderme
yaptığını
iddia
ederken
bir
kısmı
da
yazınsal
metinlere
tam
bir
bağımsızlık
atfeder
ve
1932; FO 195/1976; FO 195/1305, FO 195/1369; FO 195/ 1448; FO 195/1306;
bu metinlerin içinde yaşadığımız dünya hakkında tam anlamıyla sessiz olduğunu iddia ederler.
FO 195/ 1545.
Ben bu yazıda kurmaca metin ile metindışı dünya arasındaki göndergesel ilişkinin çok özel ve
özgü bir ilişki
türü oluşturduğunu
İddiamı
Iser’in
Amerikan
Misyoner
Arşivi: 640,iddia
641,ediyorum.
642, 643,644,
645,temellendirmek
646, 647, 648,için
651,Wolfgang
652, 653,
654,
repertuar
ve 2,
olumsuzlayıcı
655,kavramına
660, 661, 66
663. Reeller.göndergesellik anlayışına yoğunlaşacağım. Bu inceleme
sonunda yazınsal metinlerin, içinde yaşadığımız dünya hakkında sessiz olamadıklarını, fakat
Sâlnameler:
Salname-i
Vilâyet-i
Haleb:
onun hakkında
konuşurken
de dolayımlı
bir1320.
yol izlediklerini göstermeye çalışacağım. Bu metinler
okurun dünyası
hakkında,
o dünyayı
kuran1296
Egemen
dünya
olumsuzlayarak ve bu
Şer’îyye
Sicili: 23
Recep 129325 Şaban
tarihli
Urfasistemlerini
Şer’îyye Sicili
yolla okurun o sistem içindeki pozisyonunu sorgulayarak söz söylerler. Dolayısıyla göndergesel ilişki
Şanlıurfa, Yukarı Telfidan Köyü saha araştırması.
işlevsel bir sürecin aracılığıyla ortaya çıkar.
Adıvar, H. E. (2005). Mehmet Kalpaklı G. T. (Haz..), Mor Salkımlı Ev. İstanbul: Özgür
Anahtar Kelimeler: Wolfgang Iser, Repertuar, Olumsuzlama, Göndergesellik, Kurmaca,Yayınları.
Mimesis.

Bayraktar, H. (2007). Tanzimattan Cumhuriyet’e Urfa Elazığ: Fırat Üniversitesi Ortadoğu
Araştırmaları Merkezi.
The literary work is essentially paradoxical.
Bingöl, S. (2005). Osmanlı Mahkemelerinde Reform ve Cerîde-yi Mehâkim’deki Üst
It represents history and at the same time resists it.
Mahkeme Kararları. Tarih Incelemeleri Dergisi, XX (19), 19-38.
-Roland Barthes, On Racine
Çadırcı, M. (1997). Tanzimat Döneminde Anadolu Kentleri’nin Sosyal ve Ekonomik Yapısı.
Ankara: TTK.
Deringil,Literary
S. (2002).works
İktidarın
ve İdeoloji
II. Abdülhamit
( 1876-1909)
(Çev.
tellSembolleri
us something
about
the worldDönemi
we inhabit.
This claim
G.
Ç.
Güven).
İstanbul:
YKY.
has been discussed by many scholars and literary critics, and a good part of these
Fatma
Ahmed
Cevdetclaiming
Paşa ve Zamanı.
İstanbul:
Bedir.
peopleAliye
tookHanım.
a stance(1995).
against
this view
that literary
works
are autonomous

entities, thus
the fictive
world
they
present
is completely
independent
from our
Foucault,
M. (2006).
Deliliğin
Tarihi
( Çev.
M. A. Kılıçbay).
Ankara:
İmge.

empirical C.
world;
they
don’t
say anything
the world
we live in. Moreover,
Ginzburg,
(2011).
Peynir
ve kurtlar
(Çev. A. about
Gür). İstanbul:
Metis.
some of these
scholars
that mahkemeleri.
this autonomy
is the
peculiar character
of literaKenanoğlu,
M. M.
(2007).claim
Nizâmiye
Islâm
Ansiklopedisi,
XXXIII, 185-188.

ture; it is what differs literature from other kinds of discourse (e.g., scientific, docu-

Kodaman, B. (1987). II. Abdülhamid Devri Doğu Anadolu Politikası. Ankara: Türk Kültürünü
mentary
etc.). In this view, fiction is positioned in opposition to reality, and any
Araştırma Enstitüsü.

referential relation between these two is suspended. When we look at this view in
detail, we discover that their understanding of referentiality is a very Platonic one.
Nicault, C. (2001). Kudüs 1850-1948 (Çev. E. S. Vali). İstanbul: İletişim.
For Plato, the poet imitates the real world in a direct way. What the poet tries to do
Ortaylı,
İ. (1983).from
Osmanlı
imparatorluğu’nun
En Uzun
İstanbul:
is not different
a man
carrying a mirror
withYüzyılı.
himself:
“WithHil.
[the mirror] you
Seyitdanlıoğlu,
M. (1996).
Tanzimat
Devri’nde
Vâlâ.the
Ankara:
can quickly make
the sun,
the things
in theMeclis-i
heavens,
earth,TTK.
yourself, the other
animals, manufactured
and everything
else mentioned
now” (PlaTanpınar,
H. (2001). XIX.items,
Asırdaplants
Türk Edebiyatı
Tarihi. İstanbul:
Çağlayan just
Kitabevi.
to,
1998,
p.
1201).
This
understanding
of
mimesis
prevails
for
centuries;
we find
Urfa. (1984). Yurt Ansiklopedisi, X, 7367-7389.
the sameE.metaphor
in Stendhal’s
The RedTarihi
and the
Black
[1830]:
“Ah,
sir! a novel
is
Zürcher,
(1999). Modernleşen
Türkiye’nin
(Çev.
Y. S.
Gönen).
İstanbul:
İletişim
a mirror
travelling
down
the
road.
Sometimes
it
reflects
the
blue
of
the
heavens
to
Yayınları.
the eye, sometimes the mud of the filthy puddles on the road.” (2002, p. 374). In
such an understanding of reference, poetic work appears to be a mere replica of the
Kürkçüoğlu, C. (2008). Şanlıurfa 1850-1950. Şanlıurfa: ŞURKAV.

Dört Öge-Yıl
8-Ekim
2015
Öge-Yıl:4-Sayı
10 Sayı:
20 Aralık
2021

Wolfgang Iser’s Understanding of Negative Referentiality and the Concept of Repertoire

59

perceptible world. As Arthur C. Danto (2013) puts, “Beyond question, most works
of art in the West have been mimetic, to use the word derived from the Greek, and
Western artists have become more and more adept at it. […] But imitation can no
longer be part of the definition of art, since Modern and Contemporary art is full
of counterexamples” (p. 30-31). Here, what Danto refers is the understanding of
imitation [mimesis] as a mere replica of the referred object. A similar claim can be
raised for literature. Modern pieces of literary works have shown us that poetic act
can no longer be defined as imitation. They do no more aim to represent a perfect
replica of the extratextual work. However, that does not mean that the referential
function of literature is suspended. The literary fiction still says something about
the extratextual work, but it fulfills this function in an indirect way.
In this paper, I will scrutinize on this indirect way of referring to the extra textual world by focusing on a part of Wolfgang Iser’s phenomenology of reading. Iser’s
theory shows us that literary fictions do not refer to our worlds by directly representing
what is out there. Rather, it uses a negative aesthetics which triggers the reader’s reflective acts, and thus forces the reader to reformulate her disposition, beliefs, and conventions. Hence, in Paul Ricoeur’s words, literature augments the reality.
Iser claims that the act of reading should be understood as a communication between the fictional narrative and the reader. Because “communication
would be unnecessary if that which is to be communicated were not to some extent
unfamiliar” (1980, p. 229), the fictional narrative must reveal something that is not
familiar to the reader. This understanding shows the deviation in Iser’s theory
from a classical understanding of mimesis (understood as a mere replica of extratextual reality) to a conceptualization of mimesis as a creative and performative
representation. It is creative in the sense that it reveals something that the reader
does not realize in her entanglement with the empirical world, and its performative character denotes a potential to lead the reader to reflect on her habitual
disposition by laying bare the prevailing thought systems that regulate her disposition. However, this does not mean that the fictional text is deprived of a familiar
reality. In such a case, communication would again be impossible. For communication to occur, there must be some meeting point between the text and the reader;
and this meeting point is constituted by the familiar elements that are involved
in the text. Hence, fictional texts accommodate familiar elements, but when they
represent these elements, they do this through putting into question their meaning
and validity by presenting them to the reader as themes in themselves by means of
de-pragmatization. This unique way of presenting familiar elements also denotes
the relation between the fiction and the extratextual reality.
Dört Öge-Yıl: 10 Sayı: 20 Aralık 2021
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peculiar relation by means of a pragmatics of literature. For him, fiction and reality are not pure opposites as assumed by some critical schools. Although fiction
does not represent reality as it is, it says something to us about it of which we are
unaware in our daily routine. This something leads us to reflect on the norms and
conventions that regulate our habitual disposition, holding a potential to urge us
to reformulate them. In order to understand this peculiar relation, one must approach it in terms of communication, not opposition: “Now if the reader and the
literary text are partners in a process of communication,” says Iser, “and if what
is communicated is to be of any value, our prime concern will no longer be the
meaning of that text (the hobbyhorse ridden by critics of yore) but its effect. […]
Our interest, then, is directed toward the pragmatics of literature— ‘pragmatic’ in
[…] sense of relating the signs of the text to the ‘interpretant’” (1980, p. 54). Here,
Iser claims that through the communication between the work and the reader, the
latter undergoes a type of transformation, and if we are to understand the relation
between fiction and reality, we should focus our attention on this effect. The major
difference between Iser’s and Ingarden’s analysis on the relation between fiction
and reality comes to light at this point. Whereas Ingarden tries to explain the
relation by focusing on the ontological character and structural construction of the
text, Iser approaches the issue from a functionalist point.
In trying to describe the communicative interaction between the fictional
narrative and the reader, Iser turns to the school of speech-act theory spearheaded
by John L. Austin and John R. Searle. He takes their theoretical framework as a
“heuristic guideline in considering the fact that the written utterance continually
transcends the margins of the printed page, in order to bring the addressee into
contact with nontextual realities” (Iser, 1980, p. 55). Examining different types of
utterances, speech act theory introduces a distinction between “constative” utterances which describe or report some state of affairs, and “performative” utterances
which produce a state of affairs which did not exist before the time utterance is
made. Later, Austin differentiates three kinds of performative utterances:
We first distinguished a group of things we do in saying something, which
together we summed up by saying we perform a locutionary act, which is
roughly equivalent to uttering a certain sentence with a certain sense and
reference, which again is roughly equivalent to “meaning” in the traditional sense. Second, we said that we also perform illocutionary acts such as
informing, ordering, warning, undertaking, &c., i.e. utterances which have
a certain (conventional) force. Thirdly, we may also perform perlocutionary
acts: what we bring about or achieve by saying something, such as convincing, persuading, deterring, and even, say, surprising or misleading. (Austin,
1962, p. 108)
Dört Öge-Yıl: 10 Sayı: 20 Aralık 2021
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by the reader may be negated through the new information supplied by the work,
and she may be compelled to revise her construction such that it will remove
the indeterminacies brought about by the text in different phases of the reading act. Thus, the situational context of literary communication is constructed
and re-constructed by the reader in an event-like way: “In literature, where the
reader is constantly feeding back reactions as he obtains new information, there
is just such a continual process of realization, and so reading itself ‘happens’ like
an event, in the sense that what we read takes on the character of an open-ended
situation, at one and the same time concrete and yet fluid” (Iser, 1980, p. 68).
Now we can turn to the second condition of communication; that of “convention.” Whereas Austin and Searle exclude literary language from their analysis
on the grounds of being void because of its inability to invoke a convention, Iser
claims that this is not the case: “fictional language is not in fact without conventions at all—it merely deals with conventions in a different way from ordinary performative utterances” (1980, p. 60). The conventions and accepted procedures are
understood by speech act theory as a “normative stability”. Iser assigns the term
“vertical structure” to this stability, in the sense that values of the past also apply
to the present. What literary language does is to call the validity of this vertical
structure into question by reorganizing the conventions and accepted procedures
horizontally: “The fictional text makes a selection from a variety of conventions
to be found in the real world and it puts them together as if they are interrelated”
(1980, p. 61). By virtue of this alternative organization, the selected conventions
are brought before the reader in an unexpected way. They are pulled out of their
social context, deprived of their regulating function, and they begin to be stripped
of their validity. In this way, they become objects of scrutiny in themselves. According to Iser, this is where fictional language begins to take effect: “it depragmatizes the conventions it has selected, and herein lies its pragmatic function. We
call upon a vertical structure when we want to act; but a horizontal combination
of different conventions enables us to see precisely what it is that guides us when
we do act” (1980, p. 61).
This selective function also reveals the “performative” character of literary
language. The conventions selected and represented by the text are not selected
arbitrarily. However, the motivation governing this selection is not formulated in
the text; it should be discerned by the reader, and this process of discovery is in the
nature of a performative action. The reader is not left on her own in this process;
rather she is guided by various narrative techniques which Iser calls “strategies” of
the text, which correspond to the accepted procedures of speech acts in the sense
Dört Öge-Yıl: 10 Sayı: 20 Aralık 2021
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its unique world system. Each world system organizes contingent reality into
a definite order by means of regulative structures: “[These regulators] provide a
framework for social action; they serve as a protection against insecurities arising
out of the contingent world; they supply an operational set of norms that claim
universal validity and so offer a reliable basis for our expectations; they must also
be flexible enough to adapt to changes in their respective environments” (Iser,
1980, p. 71). In order to fulfill these functions, each world system reduces the
contingent reality into a comprehensible and definite structure. In this regard,
they single out some possibilities while neutralizing or excluding some others.
Hence, a world system is constructed by virtue of a selective process that gives
stability to the dominant possibilities. However, the possibilities that have been
neutralized or excluded for the sake of stability do not disappear totally; they
remain on the fringes of the dominant system in a deactivated state. Fictional
narratives operate in relation to these ordered systems. What they intend is,
however, not to reproduce these systems but to activate those possibilities that
were deactivated by the dominant system. By virtue of triggering the possibilities negated by the dominant system, fictional narrative denotes the system’s
limited ability to cope with the complexity of reality, and consequently reveals
its deficiencies. 3 “The fact that literature supplies those possibilities which have
been excluded by the prevalent system, may be the reason why many people
regard ‘fiction’ as the opposite of ‘reality’,” Iser explains, “it is, in fact, not the opposite, but the complement” (1980, p. 73).
How do fictional narratives reveal these possibilities that are excluded by
the dominant systems? According to Iser, they do not fulfill this function by directly presenting these negated possibilities. In other words, these negated possibilities are not formulated in the text. They are referred implicitly by the text through
implying the deficiencies of the system, resulting from the very act of negation
or neutralization of these possibilities. Narrative fiction represents the regulative
structures of the dominant system in a specific way. Regulative structures represented in the work such as norms, conventions, and traditions are not intended to
be mere replica. As we saw above, these elements found in a vertical structure of
3

We should mention that Iser is interested in a specific group of fictional narratives—specifically,
those critical of dominant systems of their time, and consequently innovative or avant-garde.
Hence, he is aware of the fact that there are many works in literary history that do not share these
properties. These works mostly confirm the dominant systems of their time, rather than negating
them: “History, however is full of situations in which the balancing powers of literature have been
used to support prevailing systems. Often such works tend to be of a more trivial nature, as they
affirm specific norms with a view to training the reader according to the moral or social code of the
day” (1980, p. 77)
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sequently unmasks new possibilities that may resolve these deficiencies indicated
to her. However, neither the deficiencies of the system nor the possibilities that
may be a solution to them are directly formulated or manifested in the work.4 The
background-foreground relation creates a tension in the work that may only be
resolved by the reader through realizing the work as an aesthetic object. Hence,
this tension appears in Iser’s theory as the main blank in the paradigmatic axis of
reading which calls for the creative participation of the reader in realization of the
work. 5 As a result, through the background-foreground relation, the repertoire
reproduces the familiar, but strips it off its current validity. However, it does not
formulate alternative values in response to the ones invalidated by means of textual
strategies as one might expect after a negational act. Hence, what appears through
the foreground-background relation is a partial negation.6
A hermeneutically significant question can be posed at this point. Iser’s
theory of repertoire clearly shows how fictional narratives negate prevailing norms
and consequently indicates other alternatives to the reader. What if, then, the
world system that the narrative fiction triggers has now faded into past history?
Is the application of this function limited to contemporary systems that dominate the habitual world of the reader? To put the question another way, will a
contemporary narrative fiction, which is innovative in the way mentioned, lose
its innovative character when it is read by the readers of a later epoch in which
the norms it negates had faded into history? Iser claims that “a historical gap
between text and reader does not necessarily lead to the text losing its innovative
character; the difference will lie in the nature of the innovation” (1980, p. 78). The
contemporary reader is affected by the work as a participant, then, whereas a later
4

5
6

For a detailed investigation of Iser’s resistance to attribute a manifestative function to literature,
see (Schwab, 2000). Schwab observes that Iser locates the functionalist aspect of literature not
from a demonstrative, but from a negational point of view. “Such commitment to negativity,
however,” she says, “creates a certain predicament—one Samuel Beckett voiced most succinctly in
The Unnamable: ‘If only I were not obliged to manifest.’ This ‘resistance to manifestation’ marks
a distinct cultural sensibility typical of the historical moment in which Iser develops his theories.
Derived from a profound philosophical and epistemological scepticism, the pervasive suspicion
against manifestation requires Iser to search for a radically new form of thinking and writing”
(Schwab, 2000, p. 74).
Iser, here, is clearly indebted to Roman Ingarden’s understanding of the literary artwork as a
schematic structure, he agrees with Ingarden that the literary artwork is schematically structured.
In this sense, Iser classifies utopian narratives as affirmative literature. To him, they represent the
deficiencies of the current system by proposing an alternative system as a counterbalance of the
current one. The world they represent is a “completed, perfected world” (1980, p. 229). Hence, as
in the case of world systems, utopian narratives are also subject to negating activities, since the
totalities represented in these narratives are constructed in the same way as the world systems that
they resemble. Thus, the significance of fictional narratives lies in their representation of the world
as curable through partial negativity, not as a cured one, as is the case with utopian narratives.
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Ankara:structure.
Türk Kültürünü
AllB.in(1987).
all, repertoire
appears
Iser’s
theoryPolitikası.
as a negative
But,
Araştırma
by virtue
of its Enstitüsü.
negative character, it reveals what the reader has not hitherto been

made aware.C.In
that Şanlıurfa
sense, it 1850-1950.
is a creativeŞanlıurfa:
negativity
that contributes to the comKürkçüoğlu,
(2008).
ŞURKAV.
municative
function
of 1850-1948
literature. (Çev.
As is,
concept
ofİletişim.
repertoire as the deterNicault,
C. (2001).
Kudüs
E.Iser’s
S. Vali).
İstanbul:

mining İ.element
of the specific
relationship
between
theİstanbul:
fiction Hil.
and reality conOrtaylı,
(1983). Osmanlı
imparatorluğu’nun
En Uzun
Yüzyılı.

tributes to the discussions about the cognitive value of literature. To clarify, Iser’s
theory does not contradict with the basic claim that fictional narratives contain
Tanpınar, H. (2001). XIX. Asırda Türk Edebiyatı Tarihi. İstanbul: Çağlayan Kitabevi.
not genuine but quasi-judgements. Consequently, they do not affect the habitual
Urfa.
(1984). Yurt
Ansiklopedisi,
X, 7367-7389.
dispositions
of their
readers by
prescribing to them what the world they live in is
Zürcher,
E. (1999).
Modernleşen
Türkiye’nin
Tarihi the
(Çev.
Y. S. Gönen).
İstanbul:
like or how
it should
be, but rather
by revealing
deficiencies
of which
theİletişim
reader
Yayınları.
is not fully aware in her daily routine. In Iser’s words, their function is not “training
Seyitdanlıoğlu, M. (1996). Tanzimat Devri’nde Meclis-i Vâlâ. Ankara: TTK.
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This condition reveals the Barthian paradox mentioned in the epigraph of this paper.
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the reader according to the moral or social code of the day” (1980, p. 77). Moreover,
by approaching the issue from a functionalist point, Iser gives a clear account of the
transformative power of literary artworks.
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