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ABSTRACT

This paper challenges the use of the term “emerging” as a
description of the “new” literatures because it implies that these
literatures must follow a prescribed course. It also proposes the
term “emergent” as an alternative way of looking at the so-called
“emerging” literatures. The author first introduced the term
“Emergent Literature” at a conference on “Emerging Literatures”
at the University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, in 1986
as a result of his discomfort at the manner in which the term
“emerging literatures” was being used at that conference. Bor-
rowed from evolutionary biology, the French term translates into
English as both emerging and emergent literature. Unlike the
term “emerging,” which belongs to the discourse of economics,
“emergent” refers to the appearance of unforeseeable features
in an organism’s evolutionary path. In literature it involves the
refunctionalization of existing signs and symbols to adapt them
to the new realities in which they are now called upon to operate.
Further, it focuses on the emergence of new semantic functions
and relations, and how we may identify them in literary texts. In
other words, the word “emergent” not only means exactly the
opposite of the word “emerging” but it also constitutes a sharper
lens for observing the new semantic functions than the latter.
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What I mean by the term “Emergent” Literature, a term [ intro-
duced at a conference on “Emerging” Literatures held at the Univer-
sity of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg in 1986, is not a type or a
species of Literature but a new way of looking at Literature. The im-
mediate occasion of my introduction of the term was the discomfort I
felt at the way the term “Emerging” Literature was being used at the
Conference. It was a simple and matter-of-fact transposition from the
discourse of development economics. Just as economists axiomati-
cally assert that economic development must follow a single pre-
scribed (and described) course—and this in the interest of determin-
ing where along that course a given economy was located—the con-
venors of the conference followed the lead of certain French and Bel-
gian comparatists who had taken to referring to some new literatures
as emerging literatures.

The French term had the merit of being ambiguous. It translates
into English as both emerging and emergent Literature. The term
“emergent” does not belong to the discourse of economics, but to that
of evolutionary biology. Far from positioning a single, prescribed or
even described path of evolution, it refers to what biologists call an
emergence, namely the appearance of some functional features that
are unforeseeable from the path of evolution of the organism con-
cerned. In other words, the word “emergent” means exactly the oppo-
site of the word emerging. Whereas the latter posits the foreseeable
nature of what it studies, the former (emergent) asserts its radical
unforeseeability. To give you two examples from evolutionary biol-
ogy: the appearance of feathers on birds is not an emergence but an
emerging property inasmuch as the fish and reptiles that evolved into
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birds had scales, and feathers are nothing but evolved scales. On the
other hand, the appearance of the type of cerebration we call con-
sciousness is an emergence, and consciousness is an emergent prop-
erty of humans, since nothing in earlier stages of evolution pointed
toward the appearance of consciousness.

My objection to the application of the term “emerging” to new
literatures is based on my refusal to consider that these new literatures
have to follow a prescribed course. Comparatists have been especially
guilty of this sort of thinking, looking at various literatures to see if
they manifested the stages of development repertoried in the Europe-
an “periods” (Classicism, Romanticism, Realism, and Symbolism, to
mention but a few).

The novel, to take one famous example, is a very late import in
the Arabic-speaking world. It would be preposterous to expect that it
should follow a course that would take it from romance through pica-
resque to gothic, from realism to psychological and so on. It is imme-
diately contemporary to the late 19th century European novel, and, to
its misfortune, its early Arabophone practitioners think that the decid-
edly third-rate French writer Pierre Loti represents the pinnacle of
achievement in the genre. I am not giving this as an example of
“emergence,” for it is not that, but neither is it an instance of
“emerging.” Cultural processes deploy themselves in a different rela-
tion to time.

Let me turn to emergence proper. Since we are not used to
thinking of “Literature” in these terms, I shall proceed by a series of
analogies, referring to the mind and to research on sentient devices.
The close reading seminar will allow us to get to purely literary issues
this afternoon.

A hundred years ago William James wrote:

Mental facts cannot be properly studied apart from the
physical environment in which they take cognizance . . .
our inner faculties are adapted in advance to the features of
the world in which we dwell, adapted . . . so as to secure
our safety and prosperity in its midst, Mind and world in
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short have evolved together, and in consequence are
something of a mutual fit . . . mental life is primarily
teleological, that is to say that our various ways of feeling
and thinking have grown to be what they are because of
their utility in shaping our reactions to the outer world . . .
the essence of mental life and bodily life are one, namely
the adjustment of inner to outer relations.

The evolved nature of the relationship between mind and world,
which seemed so clear to James a hundred years ago, has become
buried today beneath a mass of postulated logical mechanisms, ones
in which the connection of signs and symbols to the outside world has
been reduced to a collection of truth values. The functions of these
signs and symbols, whether utilized by minds, organisms, devices or
creations such as “Literature” are overshadowed by the mechanisms
for their manipulation. If questions of function are widely obscured,
what of questions involving the origins of new functions, which is
what emergence is all about?

The origins of semantic functions, the relations between signs
and symbols and the external world, tend to be such neglected ques-
tions. In science this involves how new observables come into being.
In biology this involves how sensory apparatuses of organisms evolve
over time. In robotics it involves how new primitive features and ac-
tions can arise through adaptive self-construction. In literature it in-
volves the refunctionalization of existing signs and symbols to adapt
them to the new realities in which they now are called upon to oper-
ate,

The problem is that the difficult analysis of the process of cre-
ating new observables (naming and measuring new realities) in evo-
lution, in science, in the design of learning devices and in the self-
construction of Creations, has been passed over in favor of more
tractable problems of uncovering the logical relations between signs/S.
In evolutionary theory, this has meant a predominance of analysis of
gene frequencies over considerations of phenotypic function. In the
philosophy of science, it has meant a predominance of the analysis of



6 Tamkang Review, Vol. XXX, No. 4

the formal aspects of scientific models over analysis of their relation
to the material world and their usefulness to us. In machine learning it
has meant the search for purely computational solutions independent
of any real world mappings. In Literature, it has meant a focus on
intertextual relations and on formal properties rather than on the ef-
fects and functions of texts.

Consequently, the question of how symbols/signs acquire se-
mantics has been systematically subsumed into questions of syntax of
how symbols relate to each other; here Roman Jakobson’s justly fa-
mous description of how the axis of selection becomes the axis of
concatenation is the emblem of this systematic tendency. Systemati-
cally, the questions of pragmatics, of why S/S come to have the se-
mantic and syntactic relations they do, have been left out of the
picture entirely.

A biological semiotics can help us to recover these last dimen-
sions of symbolic function and to uncover the evolutionary mecha-
nisms by which biological organisms come to acquire new relations
to their world. Over evolutionary time periods and over all levels of
organization, from enzymes to tool making, organisms acquire new
capabilities for sensing and acting; they implement new semantic
functions. How machines could do this is a question that is beginning
to be asked. How Creations have done this and continue to do this, is
a question that scholars of Literature need to ask. We need a theory of
biological semiotics and a theory of creation semiotics if we are to
build devices which construct their own semantic relations to the
world. In fact, such devices will merely be material, that is, engi-
neered to effect what creations have already done by means of figura-
tion; by figuration I mean much more than the invention of figures. I
mean the form of organization of materials so that they leave traces in
their world-inscriptions—interventions in and on the world.

The sort of devices that some people in robotics are presently
considering are nothing more than what Literature has been con-
structing for a long time, except that the basic materials are different.
They are devices to get into places that are too dangerous, too risky to
explore with human bodies: toxic environments, airless ones, envi-
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ronments with extremely high or low temperatures, ones too distant
for human exploration or involving problems of scale. All of this and
so much more has been done by literary devices, but we have forgot-
ten about it because we have not been focusing on their functions. We
need to remind ourselves, and the work in robotics is a useful re-
minder here, that we humans have always needed and will always
need devices firmly embedded in the real world which constrict their
own semantic relations, their own primitive features and actions, their
own sensors and effectors. If we want them to be creative, thereby
enriching and enlarging our own semantic repertoires through their
operations, we must give them the structural autonomy necessary for
transcending our specifications. When this happens, our devices will
have emergent properties relative to us, functions not reducible to
what we already know. Our devices will afford us a means of en-
larging the basic observables of our world.

My fundamental hypothesis concerning Emergent Literatures is
that this is what Literature has done and is capable of doing. This is
why we study it: not to find out what we specified for it, but to dis-
cover what emergent properties, relative to us, it has evolved, and
how it has enlarged the observables of our world. It is for this reason
that it is unhelpful to focus on authors and writers. To do so blinds us
to the emergent properties of literature. It leads us to think that we are
dealing with the insights, the sensibilities of individuals. Indeed it
reinforces in us the (liberal) belief in the centrality of individuals.
Individuals do not evolve emergent properties. Literature does so by
means of individuals: it will select and implement those properties it
finds useful. The most famous case in point is the invention of the
sonnet form, the very intensity of which allowed the emergence of
subjective expression, distinct from all earlier such expressions which,
to the extent that they occurred at all, were confined to the musical
character of voice in the lyric. It is not Petrarch’s subjectivity that was
selected, for it is not this subjectivity that was the emergent feature (it
certainly did not surpass or even rival Augustine’s). It is the sonnet
form that was selected and progressively implemented all over Euro-
pe and the New World, for it was an emergence, a property through
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which a subjective relation to the world (including one to others and
to self-in-the-world) could be reliably constructed over and over again.
And if Mallarmé kills this form for all intents and purposes, it is be-
cause he cuts it off from this relation and turns it into a purely syntac-
tic field within which no semantic relation can be implemented, ex-
cept as a computation of the signs located in the field of Repetitions.

It should be clear that, in my view, processes of measurement
and control which are non-computational are as important as, if not
more important than, the syntactic processes of computation. To con-
sider them for Literature or indeed for any devices, we must adopt a
pragmatist perspective where Literature is an integrated whole op-
erating in the real world to perform real tasks. In effect we must con-
sider it as a creative intelligence that co-evolves sense receptors,
computational coordinators and effectors needed for specific tasks.
This evolution involves pragmatic relations as well as syntactic and
semantic ones: real world functioning as opposed to simulations of
models like so much contemporary French Literature, which operates
within the laboratory conditions of an institution of Literature it takes
for granted. It involves the evaluation of performance and selection
among alternative structures. (Witness the success of Magic Realism,
a success no one would have predicted for it when it was first intro-
duced in Germany by Franz Roh in 1926 and picked up by Massimo
Bontempelli in Italy: it needed the Latin-American ground to flourish
and has now returned to Europe via Los Angeles.)

Some of you may be bothered by my references to biology. You
may wonder whether I do this in a quest for the scientific status of
what I promote, or out of some ideological scientism, as when French
structuralism sold its soul to a version of linguistics it did not always
comprehend. You may even wonder, and quite legitimately I may add,
whether my invocation of biology will not produce one of those fre-
quently mind-benumbing confusions that inevitably seem to attend
the transfer, by a humanist, of notions and concepts from the sciences.
Let me answer these concerns right away by pointing out that the
transfer occurred in the opposite direction, from Literature to biology.
Take any issue of a journal such as Cell Biology, and you will see on
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every page references to transcription, translation, and protein-folding
in organisms. It is up to us now to recover these catachrestic terms
from biology and to rethink what they mean in literature after their
sojourn in biology.

Structures and functions which are unimaginable from earlier
evolutionary vantage points appear in an apparently open-ended way.
It is difficult to imagine how one would go about even circumscribing
ranges of functionalities which are available to evolving populations
of biological organisms. What these evolving populations are to biology,
genres are to Literature: aggregates constructed and self-replicating
on the basis of perceived carried-over traits or clusters of traits. Ex-
cept that in-literature, the effort to carry out the circumscribing range
of functionalities has been attempted over and over again, through
normative poetics or through criticism, but always within the institu-
tion of literature. It ought to be apparent that the function of this in-
stitution, of which we are all a part, inasmuch as we deal with litera-
ture professionally, has been to circumscribe the open-ended charac-
ter of the evolution of literature. We have thought of literature, inso-
far as we have been concerned with its relation to the world, as some
sort of simulation (we called it reflection), and if we considered it as
an experiment on/of the world, as a species of Gedanken simulation.
But a simulation is not capable of novelty (we attributed this to the
false or partial consciousness of the author owing to his/her class po-
sition, gender constitution, or what have you). Simulations only re-
flect the assumptions programmed from the start, yield only the logi-
cal consequences of these assumptions. Each simulation operates
within a closed world, one bounded by its defining notation. Where is
the exit out of this notational trap? It must lie in the fact that struc-
tures have some properties independent of the programmer. In short,
creations are autonomous relative to us while simulations are not.
And such creations are easier to realize, however great their other
difficulties, in situations where the institution of literature is little
present, not very well implanted. When writers from lands where
such was the case sought to enter into, to be accepted into the institu-
tion of Literature, to operate under its authority and to have bestowed
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upon them the recognition provided by this institution, they produced
simulations, or even worse simulacra. This has happened to a great
many writers, especially in Latin America in the nineteenth century,
and among those for whom consecration in Paris was the highest aspi-
ration. It continues to happen today. Fortunately, there are some who
have not sought this consecration, and others who, by virtue of their
race or class or gender or sexual orientation, or some other proclivity,
were denied the right of admission to the institution. It is among these
that novelty has been most likely to occur. It is here that emergence is
able to take place, for they are autonomous relative to institutional-
ized literature, whereas simulations are not.

Unlike the symbols manipulated in simulations, symbols in cre-
ations are connected to the world (I will discuss an instance of this
this afternoon). They are connected through the structures they con-
struct, and they are selected on the basis of their manifold real-world
effects. As a consequence, creations possess an adaptivity arising
from the fact that they are connected to their environments in a man-
ner that is not found in simulations.

In populations of biological organisms, new functions not re-
ducible to combinations of old ones can emerge precisely because of
the structural plasticity of biological organisms. This is most apparent
in the evolution of new detectors, from receptor molecules to sense
organs, permitting fundamentally new sensitivities, and new effectors,
body structures—permitting fundamentally new. actions. The same is
true of emergent forms of Literature and its genres: they detect and
record new ranges of experiences and they act upon their readers to
constitute their subjectivities in such a way as to make them available
to these experiences. This power of Literature has frequently been
thematized within the Literature itself, from Don Quixote’s madness
to Madame Bovary’s book-altered perception of reality. It is in fact
called Bovaryisme. We need to think about different levels of adap-
tivity and especially what kinds of adaptivity are necessary for emer-
gent functional novelty.

Considering various types of devices and organisms, as well as
creations which utilize symbols, it is possible to decompose the vari-
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ous relations into completely symbolic, deterministic transformations
(computations) and mixed symbolic-nonsymbolic, contingent trans-
formations (measurement controls). Further, these transformations
can be combined in various ways to yield different types of symbol-
utilizing devices. Contemporary devices can be classified in these
terms.

The behavior of devices which only perform computations can
be completely simulated. From this, I have concluded that any device
which exhibits fundamental “emergence” must be adaptive to the
system of measurement and control of other parts of the same device.
Put another way, whatever emergent potential exists must lie outside
of purely digital processes in the realm of analog and mixed digital-
analog processes. For analog processes, there are always interactions
going on that will be outside the formal model or simulation.

The central purpose here, though, is not to simply generate
pragmatically meaningless fluctuation-sensitive sensors and effectors,
but to generate new structures with some usefulness to the creation.
Random, stochastic or chaotic processes unconnected to improving or
creating functions will not do us any good, although they have their
place in a research program (cf. Oulipo). Concepts of self-
organization and emergence are crucial, but they must lead to consid-
erations of how the newly-formed structures are connected to func-
tions.

At the heart of this issue lies the problem of the relation of sym-
bols in minds, in organisms, in creations and artificial devices to the
world at large. The field of semiotics has attempted to grapple with
the bewildering array of symbol systems in the world: different types
of symbol vehicles, differing purposes and functions, even compara-
tive analysis of symbol systems across species. What we need is an
analysis of how symbols come to acquire real-world functions, so that
these relations, mechanisms, and concepts can be brought to bear on
the problem of constructing devices which generate new functions.

Symbols necessarily involve discrete, distinguishable sets of al-
ternatives implanted through the use of time-independent structures.
The form of the symbol is arbitrarily related to its consequences and
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the definite relationship that symbols come to have with their contexts
is a historical process of successive selection and constraint. Symbols
can be analyzed in terms of three irreducible orthogonal types of re-
lations: syntax (the relation of symbols to other symbols); semantics
(the relation of symbols to their real world contexts) and pragmatics
(the usefulness or purpose of a given symbol; its relationship to its
user and addressee).

The general alternative to this scheme, and the most commonly
found in Literature Studies, is the concept of symbol as reference,
which involves a correspondence theory of truth, a realist ontology,
and a number of Neoplatonic assumptions regarding the relation be-
tween logic and order in the world. This worldview has some validity
in completely encoded, unambiguous, logic-based domains of pure
mathematics, but is not very useful for analyzing symbols in natural
systems where correspondences are incompletely known or in a proc-
ess of shifting.

Let me conclude this presentation with a few words about emer-
gence. If devices/creations are to be useful in expanding our own fac-
ulties, they must exhibit emergence relative to our expectations, they
must surprise us. They must transcend the notations we have devel-
oped to describe them. There are three major conceptions of emer-
gence: computational emergence, thermodynamic emergence, emer-
gence relative to a model. (Of course they often mix, cf. “Europe.”)
Computational emergence is emergence that takes place from one
order to another order, with the most common case being the emer-
gence of a macro-order from micro-determinism. Ontologically, such
emergence occurs in a discrete universe that is monist in nature
(same-to-same relation). Thermodynamic emergence occurs when
order arises out of noise. New structures emerge through fluctuations
and discrete macro-structures (symbols) form continuous micro-
processes. This type of emergence takes place in a universe that is not
discrete but continuous. Yet such a universe is ruled by a monistic
ontology made explicit in the belief in continuous physical laws.

Emergence relative to a model does not focus on order but rather
on form, and form emerges from formlessness. One could thus say
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that it is an instance of order from chaos. Processes of linking sym-
bols to the world result in new functions and extend the realm of
symbolic activity. This is the type of emergence that concerns litera-
ture. Ontologically it involves a symbol-matter dualism, so that even
in the relation of symbol to symbol, if one is to avoid falling into the
trap of what I have been calling computationalism, the secondariness
of symbol to matter, or the materiality of symbols (oikonomia) be-
comes very important. This dualism extends between definite, i.e.
measured, and indefinite (unmeasured) entities. It is realized in se-
mantically adaptive devices (sonnets) and it augments the capabilities
of the observer.

This presentation has been abstract, perhaps overly so. I rely on
this afternoon’s session to relieve its dryness. A final word: although
most of my current work in Emergent Literature has me involved in
the new literatures of Africa, the Caribbean, Los Angeles, Asia, the
United States, and (former) Soviet Union, there is no inherent neces-
sity to this attention. After all, the very first emergence which I have
studied in some detail was that of prose in Old French.






