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Abstract
The referential relation between f ictive texts and the extratextual world have always 

been a problem in literary theory and philosophy of literature. Some claim that literary f ictions 
refer to the extratextual work, and thus, tell us something about the world we inhabit while others 
claim that the f ictive world is totally autonomous, and consequently it is mute about our world. 
In this paper I will claim that literary works have a very specif ic kind of relation with the extra-
textual 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. 
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Öz
Kurmaca metinler ile metindışı dünya arasındaki göndergesel ilişki hem yazın kuramın-

da hem de edebiyat felsefesinde uzunca süredir tartışılmaktadır. Tartışmayı yürüten araştırma-
cıların bir kısmı kurmacanın metindışı dünyanın bir temsili olduğunu, dolayısıyla bu dünyaya 
gönderme yaptığını iddia ederken bir kısmı da yazınsal metinlere tam bir bağımsızlık atfeder ve 
bu metinlerin içinde yaşadığımız dünya hakkında tam anlamıyla sessiz olduğunu iddia ederler. 
Ben bu yazıda kurmaca metin ile metindışı dünya arasındaki göndergesel ilişkinin çok özel ve 
özgü bir ilişki türü oluşturduğunu iddia ediyorum. İddiamı temellendirmek için Wolfgang Iser’in 
repertuar kavramına ve olumsuzlayıcı göndergesellik anlayışına yoğunlaşacağım. Bu inceleme 
sonunda yazınsal metinlerin, içinde yaşadığımız dünya hakkında sessiz olamadıklarını, fakat 
onun hakkında konuşurken de dolayımlı bir yol izlediklerini göstermeye çalışacağım. Bu metinler 
okurun dünyası hakkında, o dünyayı kuran Egemen dünya sistemlerini olumsuzlayarak ve bu 
yolla okurun o sistem içindeki pozisyonunu sorgulayarak söz söylerler. Dolayısıyla göndergesel ilişki 
işlevsel bir sürecin aracılığıyla ortaya çıkar.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Wolfgang Iser, Repertuar, Olumsuzlama, Göndergesellik, Kur-
maca, Mimesis.

The literary work is essentially paradoxical.  
It represents history and at the same time resists it.

-Roland Barthes, On Racine 

Literary works tell us something about the world we inhabit. This claim 
has been discussed by many scholars and literary critics, and a good part of these 
people took a stance against this view claiming that literary works are autonomous 
entities, thus the fictive world they present is completely independent from our 
empirical world; they don’t say anything about the world we live in.  Moreover, 
some of these scholars claim that this autonomy is the peculiar character of litera-
ture; it is what differs literature from other kinds of discourse (e.g., scientific, docu-
mentary etc.). In this view, fiction is positioned in opposition to reality, and any 
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. 
For Plato, the poet imitates the real world in a direct way. What the poet tries to do 
is not different from a man carrying a mirror with himself: “With [the mirror] you 
can quickly make the sun, the things in the heavens, the earth, yourself, the other 
animals, manufactured items, plants and everything else mentioned just now” (Pla-
to, 1998, p. 1201). This understanding of mimesis prevails for centuries; we find 
the same metaphor in Stendhal’s The Red and the Black [1830]: “Ah, sir! a novel is 
a mirror travelling down the road. Sometimes it reflects the blue of the heavens to 
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 
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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 tex-
tual 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 reflec-
tive acts, and thus forces the reader to reformulate her disposition, beliefs, and conven-
tions. Hence, in Paul Ricoeur’s words, literature augments the reality.     

Iser claims that the act of reading should be understood as a communi-
cation 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 extra-
textual 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 perfor-
mative character denotes a potential to lead the reader to reflect on her habitual 
disposition by laying bare the prevailing thought systems that regulate her disposi-
tion.  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 communi-
cation 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. 
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Before Iser, some scholars try to solve the problematic relation between the 
literary artwork and the extratextual reality by means of different formulations. 
Roman Ingarden, the Polish phenomenologist, who had deeply influenced Iser, 
attributes a specific character to literary artworks—that of quasi-reality.  the quasi-
real world of the literary work of art has a very special relation to the extratextual 
world. The quasi-real world is undoubtedly an intentional world. The objects des-
ignating this world are not merely picked up from the real world but are the result 
of the artistic creational acts of the author. In other words, they are the products 
of “poetic fantasy.” In this sense, they do not merely represent objects in the given 
world, but aim to “progress beyond the world already given, and sometimes even 
liberation from it and the creation of an apparently new world” (Ingarden, 1980, 
p. 137). Hence, what is at stake here is not a naïve mimetic attempt to represent 
the world as it is, but a creative act that tries to go beyond this world. However, 
going beyond the given world does not mean that the work does not have a sense 
of reality. It does. As we saw in the quote above, the judgemental sentences of this 
new product in the end “assert something in a particular manner.” This refers to 
the sense of reality that the literary work of art tries to establish, the reality of “as-
if ” which is skilfully created by poetic fantasy according to the following formula: 
“be such and such, have those particular properties, exist as though you were real” 
(1980, p. 137). If a novel contains objects whose type of existence is real existence, 
they appear in the work with the character of reality. However, this character of 
reality should not be confused with the ontic character of truly existing objects. 
What is at stake here is only an “external habitus” of reality. In consequence, the 
reader of such a work experiences the work as if it were real, although she knows, 
in the back of her mind, that she is experiencing a fictive world.1

Iser mostly agrees with Ingarden about the quasi-real character of fictional 
narratives and consequently with his idea that there is a peculiar relation between 
fiction and reality.2 However, he goes one step further and tries to explain this 

1 Ingarden (1973) writes: “when the work is read, it can often happen that the reader takes quasi 
judgemental propositions for genuine judgements and thus considers to be real intentional objects 
which only simulate reality. But the transformation connected with this does not belong to the 
work itself but rather to one of its possible concretizations” (p. 221).

2 Only in How to do Theory, he blames Ingarden for being silent on the ability of readers to distinguish 
between quasi-judgements and real judgements: “How do we know whether the text in front of us 
consist either of assertive propositions or quasi-judgmental sentences? . . . At this juncture of the 
argument Ingarden keeps conspicuously silent” (2007, p. 18). However, Ingarden replies to a very 
similar criticism from Kate Hamburger in his extended edition of Literary Work of Art and claims 
that the literary artwork contains stylistic elements that inform the reader that he is dealing with 
a literary work of art, hence a quasi-real work. Iser should have missed this reply, since in his work, 
he refers to the English translation of this extended edition which includes Ingarden’s extensive 
reply to Hamburger.
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peculiar relation by means of a pragmatics of literature. For him, fiction and real-
ity 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 ap-
proach 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” utter-
ances 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 traditio-
nal 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 convin-
cing, persuading, deterring, and even, say, surprising or misleading. (Austin, 
1962, p. 108)
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As Iser notes, the success of a linguistic act depends on three conditions 
that must be fulfilled: “The utterance must invoke a convention that is as valid 
for the recipient as for the speaker. The application of the convention must tie in 
with the situation—in other words, it must be governed by accepted procedures. 
And, finally, the willingness of the participants to engage in a linguistic action 
must be proportionate to the degree in which the situation or context of the action 
is defined” (1980, p. 56). Through the fulfillment of these three conditions, the 
indeterminacies of linguistic action are resolved. Hence, these conditions form the 
frame of reference for the communicative act.  Iser claims that the language of lit-
erature resembles illocutionary acts, however, insofar as it lacks such a given frame 
of reference.  In order to communicate with the text, the frame of reference must 
be discovered by the reader under the guidance of the text.  Extending the speech 
act theory to the realm of literature, Iser explicates how situation, conventions, and 
procedures are involved in fictional narratives.

To begin, speech-act theory claims that in ordinary language, all com-
munication happens in a given “situation” and the meaning of an utterance is 
conditioned by the determinate situation that is common to the utterer and the 
listener: “Speech devoid of situation is practically inconceivable, except perhaps 
as a symptom of some sort of mental disturbance—though even this is in itself 
a situation” (Iser, 1980, p. 62).  What is more, an utterance is always directed 
at an addressee, and the quality of the relation between the utterer and the ad-
dressee stabilizes various factors left open by the actual situation.  The choice of 
vocabulary, syntax, intonation and other linguistic tools, in the attempt to reach 
the specific addressee, is to some extent shaped by this quality.  Consequently, 
these factors constitute the attendant circumstances of the situational context.  
In this regard, Iser observes that, although the verbal structure of fictional narra-
tives very much resembles to that of ordinary speech, such narratives lack a real 
situational context with attendant circumstances.  This lack of situation does 
not mean that the communication between the fictional narrative and the reader 
must fail.  Rather, it denotes the fact that literary communication involves a 
unique type of situation in which the situational context of literary communi-
cation is underscored by the co-creative acts of the reader.  Fictional narratives 
contain instructions for the building of a situation, and the reader (guided by 
these instructions) builds the situation as an imaginary context. Thus, the fic-
tional situation differs from the actual situation of ordinary communication in 
character and consequence.  The situation-building process has a dynamic char-
acter insofar as during the ongoing process of reading, the situation co nstructed 
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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 read-
ing 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 “con-
vention.” 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 conven-
tions at all—it merely deals with conventions in a different way from ordinary per-
formative 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.  Ac-
cording to Iser, this is where fictional language begins to take effect: “it deprag-
matizes 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 
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that they regulate the search for the motivation underlying the selection. “But,” 
says Iser, “they differ from the accepted procedures in that they combine to thwart 
stabilized expectations or expectations which they themselves has initially stabi-
lized” (1980, p. 61).

  Through his effort in explaining the communicative character of the act of 
reading by extending speech act theory to the realm of literature, Iser shows us how 
fictional narratives meet the necessary conditions of a successful communication 
by showing the equivalences of these conditions in literary communication.  As he 
states, “The conventions necessary for the establishment of a situation might more 
fittingly be called the repertoire of the text. The accepted procedures we shall call 
the strategies, and the reader’s participation will henceforth be referred to as the re-
alization” (1980, p. 69; emphasize mine).  The rest of this paper expounds on Iser’s 
idea of the repertoire of the text as the correlate of conventions. 

All the familiar territory within the text is called “repertoire” by Iser: “[Rep-
ertoire] may be in the form of references to earlier works, or to social and historical 
norms, or to the whole culture from which the text has emerged – in brief, . . . [to] 
the ‘extratextual’ reality” (1980, p. 69). Hence, repertoire appears as the main con-
cept in Iser’s theory, revealing the unique relation between the fictional narrative 
and the reality. At this point we need to focus on the character of reality in this 
relation in order to understand more clearly how repertoire functions in fictional 
narratives. 

In the chapter on the aesthetics of live television broadcasts in his The Open 
Work, Umberto Eco (1989) observes that

Live TV broadcasts are determined, in their unfolding, by the expectations 
and demands of their public, a public that not only wants to know what 
is happening in the world but also expects to hear or see it in the sha-
pe of a well-constructed novel, since this is the way it chooses to perceive 
“real” life—stripped of all chance elements and reconstructed as plot. We 
shouldn’t forget that. After all, the traditional narrative plot corresponds to 
the habitual, mechanical, yet reasonable and functional way in which we are 
used to perceiving the events of the world, attributing to them a univocal 
meaning. . . . Naturally, life resembles Ulysses more than The Three Muskete-
ers, but we prefer to think of it as the other way around.  (p. 118)

Here, Eco shows the discrepancy between the freedom of events and de-
terminism of the habit. In like manner, Iser claims that fictional narratives relate 
to this habitual understanding of reality understood as a concordant structure.  
He calls these structures “world systems,” and states that every epoch has had 
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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 possi-
bilities 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 op-
posite, 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 direct-
ly presenting these negated possibilities.  In other words, these negated possibili-
ties 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 repre-
sented 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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the extratextual world, are re-organized by fictional narrative horizontally.  The 
fictional narrative makes a selection from the prevailing norms, conventions, and 
traditions, and represents them in the text in a modified way.  Thus, while these 
elements are represented by fiction, they are “depragmatized”, meaning they are 
deprived of their original context and function.  For our purposes, the important 
consequence of the depragmatization process is the fact that, the depragmatized 
regulators appear to the reader as themes in themselves.  In this way, they are 
removed from their entanglement in daily life and become objects for readerly 
reflection.  The reader at this stage regards these elements, which she could not 
clearly see in her entanglement with them in the daily life, as objects of scrutiny.  
And, according to Iser, this moves the reader to a position where she can reflect on 
the system in which she is entangled, and from this position she may continue to 
consider new alternatives that emerge as a possible resolution to the deficiencies 
of the current system:

This is what happens to the norms of the repertoire, and the reader’s own 
position cannot remain unaffected by the process: if the norms of his society 
are exposed in this way, he has the chance to perceive consciously a system 
in which he had hitherto been unconsciously caught up, and his awareness 
will be all the greater if the validity of these norms is negated. Then the 
familiar appears to him to be obsolescent— it belongs to the ‘past’, and he is 
suddenly moved into a position beyond it, without having command of this 
new situation. (Iser, 1980, p. 212)

At this point, I want to clarify a few additional points that arise in Iser’s 
understanding of repertoire. We have seen that depragmatization makes the social 
regulators become capable of new connections.  However, that does not mean that 
their old connections are removed totally.  Rather, the old connection must remain 
implicitly in the text to act as a background to offset the new significance.  Hence 
the old connection is not wiped off from the horizon of the work in a comprehen-
sive way, but it is instead regulated to the background.  Iser explains this matter 
with the “background-foreground relation”: 

Once the norm is lifted from its original context and transplanted in the 
literary text, new meaning come to fore, but at the same time it drags its 
original context in its wake, so to speak, because it is only against the back-
ground of that context that it can take on its new form. The selections that 
underlie all literary texts will always give rise to this foreground-background 
relationship. The chosen element evokes its original setting, but is to take on 
a new and as yet unknown function. (1980, p. 93)

The background-foreground relation makes the regulative elements of the 
system available to the reader such that their deficiencies are revealed, and con-
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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 domi-
nate 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 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).

5 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.

6 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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reader is affected as an observer.  In order to grasp the innovative nature of a non-
contemporary work, the reader must re-construct the social and literal systems 
against which the work in question is constructed.  But how can she reconstruct 
this system if, as Iser claims, the fictional narrative represents the regulators of this 
system in a modified way?   

We have shown that for Iser, a literary work is constructed as a negation of 
the prevailing social systems.  In such a case, when the reader encounters a work 
of a past-epoch, in order to concretize the work, the reader should imaginatively 
reconstruct the system against which the work in question is constructed. Here, 
fictional narratives represent history by virtue of resisting it, a process wherein the 
reader must reconstruct the historical system to which the old work answers—
namely, by recognizing negations in the work which perform as the basic means 
of resistance.

What is the impact of such a process on the reader? Through re-construct-
ing the social norms against which the work is constructed, and discovering the 
problematic sides of these norms, the reader of a later epoch will be affected by 
the work as an observer.  In this way, the reader will observe something that she 
would not be equipped to observe in her everyday life. And through her involve-
ment in the fiction, she will grasp something which has never been real for her up 
to that time.  That does not mean that the fiction of a past time gives her propo-
sitional knowledge about its time, but it broadens her own reality by supplying an 
experience of a possible reality different than the one she knows.  As a result, the 
narrative fiction loses neither its effective power nor its innovative character when 
it is read by a reader of a later time.  It still preserves its communicative nature, in 
the sense that it reveals something that has hitherto been unknown to the reader.7 

All in all, repertoire appears in Iser’s theory as a negative structure.  But, 
by virtue of its negative character, it reveals what the reader has not hitherto been 
made aware.  In that sense, it is a creative negativity that contributes to the com-
municative function of literature.  As is, Iser’s concept of repertoire as the deter-
mining element of the specific relationship between the fiction and reality con-
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 
not genuine but quasi-judgements.  Consequently, they do not affect the habitual 
dispositions of their readers by prescribing to them what the world they live in is 
like or how it should be, but rather by revealing the deficiencies of which the reader 
is not fully aware in her daily routine. In Iser’s words, their function is not “training 

7  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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