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ABSTRACT 

The aim of this presentation is to compare, within the field of literary studies, the 

powerful thought represented by the polysystem theory and other similar theories of a 

sociological inspiration and phenomenological grounds with the weak thought which, 

as a consequence of the popularity of deconstruction, especially in the USA, has given 

way to the so-called Cultural Studies taking over Philology and the 

Literaturwissenschaft. 

The most lucid dowsers interested in the literary system or phenomenon have recently 

felt apocalyptic winds blowing. Such a terminal feeling acquired a greater virulence 

when Deconstruction ended up spoiling considerably the academic characteristics of 

Literature, by revealing that the literary creation, far from being an “eminent” writing 

(Gadamer), full of “real presences” (Steiner), of feelings with responsible 

representations (Frye) for our society and civilization, had been shattered into merely 

incoherent echoes. These dowsers share their pessimism with E. Said, Harold Bloom or 

George Steiner, as well as with Northrop Frye who repeatedly expressed the same 

concern: he wondered whether the enormous power of the electronic media could end 

up distorting the educational processes by providing a torrent of information and 

experiences of a remote nature instead of a genuine knowledge of that which concerns 

all of us. That is, the distinctive myths of the human condition, which deal with our 

concerns both primary – the essential interests which range from food to sex and even to 

freedom – as well as secondary or ideological. 

Undoubtedly, Deconstruction, on the contrary, hints at the fact that Literature can lack 

in meaning, that it is some kind of commotion in which genuine voices cannot be found, 

up to the point in which sense blurs or disappears entirely. This is equivalent to a radical 

expression against a “positive hermeneutics” like the one represented by Schleirmacher, 

according to whom, in a hyperbolic sense, the meaning of a text is exactly the one the 

author aims to give it. Such a stance proves wrong as well. The book means, in truth, 

what the reader wants it to mean, but from this hermeneutic relativism, which 

Phenomonology explains by employing the evidence that the literary work is a diagram 

whose gaps, whose vagueness, need to be “completed” by the reader, there is still a long 

way to go until we reach a “negative hermeneutics,” which denies the ability of 

Literature to convey meaning. 

Unfortunately, such were the traces that Deconstruction left and this, to my mind, had 

an immediate consequence on the internal systems of Universities and in the way 

Humanities were regarded. There came a terrible moment in which our departments 

commited hara-kiri while embracing, in an as enthusiastic as little reflexive way, the 

Deconstruction theory. And, as a consequence, there appeared a void, some kind of 

scorched soil in which we must sow something really different. For example, the 

“Cultural Studies.” On our way, both the literary memory and the academic-philological 

tradition were lost.  

Those of us who have not succumbed to the siren song, and who refuse to do so, are 

lucky enough to be able to gain inspiration from a “powerful thought” like the one 

represented by the Polysystem Theory. Taking advantage of the rigorous grounds 



provided by Edmund Husserl’s Phenomenology Theory –which was soon applied to the 

literary field, by the Polish Roman Ingarde and several of the Russian and Czech 

Formalists of the inter-war period, among others –, we consider Literature not to be  just 

a merely discursive or textual fact, but a complex system, of a communicative nature, in 

which the text created by the writer requires for a complete ontologic constitution of the 

cooperative and hermeneutic task of the readers, all this in the frame of certain 

conventions and mediations that society imposes on the process, and which can vary 

throughout history. 

Assumptions such as the ones mentioned are shared basically by several schools and, in 

general, by the pragmatic orientation of contemporary Semiotics. From my formation as 

a philologist, which started in the academic year of May 68, I keep as one of the pillars 

of my research, a sustained interest in textuality, which is inherited from the formalism 

and structuralism which dominated the paradigm of our studies from the 30s to the late 

60s. However, likewise, I propose that the phenomenological principle of experience in 

which all knowledge is based helps justify without a doubt the fact that the reality of 

literature is based on the way we, as readers, approach it. From this interaction between 

textuality and reception, between immanence and pragmatics, I have intended to build, a 

principle which is not just valid for research but also for higher education. 

Primarily, from a methodological perspective, abandoning the perspective of the 

singular literary text as axe of Literature is convenient for the Literary Studies as a 

whole. In that position we must place the system of literary communication, which 

together with the text itself makes up the situations and settings of its production, 

reception and postproduction, with the different codes which are active throughout the 

process. For instance, the supranational aspects of this “Literary System” would be the 

aim of Comparative Literature. In order to do so and according to Fokkema and others 

we must resort to analytic methods which complement traditional ones, especially in a 

psychological and sociological direction, that is, in an experimental direction. We must 

reconstruct the different contexts of literary communication throughout history, and in 

order to do so, we need to be aware of the reactions of the readers to the texts, from 

which we will work out the codes that move a certain audience to consider certain texts 

to have a literary nature when compared to others, what is of the utmost importance. In 

order to do so, such codes must, of course, be confronted with codes of a different 

nature. In short, the point is to compare literary systems from the perspective of the 

effects they have had or have on their readers, as well as to analyse the conditions of the 

production and reception of literature in the more comprehensive framework of a 

fundamentally pragmatic semiotics and the Theory of communication. 

In the light of such approaches the lineage of those who, from the 30s, have been 

contributing from the Theory to the new comparative Literature becomes clear: Jan 

Mukarovsky, Felix Vodika, Hans Robert Jauss, Juri Lotman, Norbert Groeben and, 

most particularly, Itamar Even-Zohar and José Lambert. That is, apart from the Czech 

of the Prague Linguistic Circle, who managed to harmonize brilliantly formalism with 

the social and historical consideration of Literature, eminent representants of schools 

such as the “Rezeptionsästhetik” from Konstanz, the “Polysystem Theory” from Tel-

Aviv, the so-called “Fenomenología crítica” from Bologna, the “Empirische 

Literaturwissenschaft” from Bielefeld and Siegen and, in general, as we have already 

mentioned, the pragmatic orientation of semiotics, mainly aware of the way signs relate 

to their users, what in Literature amounts to referring to authors and readers constituted 

as such in the sphere of a social performance. 



This is what Itamar Even-Zohar has been explicitly carrying out from a comparative 

perspective using his “Teoría del polisistema”, having been followed in an efficient way 

by José Lambert from Belgium. Their perspective is, like in Schmidt, to appreciate 

Literature as an open, dynamic, functional and stratified system, which plays a 

fundamental institutional role. There is not much of a difference between their 

description and what we have briefly mentioned on the basis of the “Empirische 

Literaturwissenschaft,” even though Zohar prefers to adapt the framework of his theory 

to the Jakobson model of the functions of language. The factors which become 

entwined in his system are the producer of the texts, the consumer, the “market”, the 

“repertoire” or code, and the “institution” which come to represent the context in 

Jakobson while employing a wider and more integrative significance, however. 

Even-Zohar’s theory allows us to establish a complex net of relations between these 

factors, which depend on each other in a structured way, and works within the 

framework of heuristic constructions such as “textos canonizados y no canonizados”, 

“modelos dominantes y dominados,” “repertorio,” “sistemas primaries y secundarios,” 

“centro y perfieria,” “intra e interrelaciones, “producción, tradición e importación” y 

“estabilidad e inestabilidad” 
i
of the system. From this concise enumeration we must 

infer the applicability of this theory to the study of the interference or dependence 

between literary polysystems, which is influenced by the location of the two already 

mentioned researches and researchers in historical-political environments –Israel and 

Belgium, respectively –multilinguistic and multicultural, since in the latter community 

there exist two literatures, the Dutch and the French, and the Hebrew polysystem is 

really complex, with several languages interfering apart from the proper Hebrew 

language, among them the Sephardi or Ladino and that hybrid creation of the Jews 

which is the Yiddish. However, basing themselves on the same assumptions, they also 

attend to the relations between literary or artistic systems and other symbolic systems, 

which are part of an integrative macro-system, quite similar to the formulations of the 

Tratu School. We must especially highlight the logical way in which this theory pays 

attention to the complex issue of translation, whose presence among the objectives of 

Comparative Literature has been recently increasing. 

 

                                                           
i
 ‘canonical and non-canonical texts,’ ‘dominant and dominated models,’ ‘repertoire,’ ‘primary and 

secondary systems,’ ‘center and periphery,’ ‘intra and inter-relationships,’ ‘production, tradition and 

importation,’ and ‘stability and instability’ 


