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Coherence o f  Literary Texts 
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1
Today none o f the Polish theorists o f literature would speak 

o f the coherence o f a text if M aria R enata M ayenowa had not 
formulated the problem  years ago. The best known work in this 
area is several conferences she organized, the volumes resulting 
from them (O spójności tekstu — On Textual Coherence, Tekst i ję ­
zyk — Text and Language, Sem antyka tekstu i ję zyka  — Semantics 
o f  Text and Language), and the two editions o f Poetyka teoretyczna 
{Theoretical Poetics) . 1

I would not hesitate to  say that M aria R enata M ayenowa 
has assigned textual coherence an exceptionally im portant place 
not only in her own research work but also am ong the problem s 
that, in her opinion, poetics must confront. Her num erous comments 
on this subject perm it us to  speak o f her own individual, personal 
conception o f textual coherence. Again, hers is the only relatively 
systematic discussion o f this problem  in Poland. Thus, this conception 
will be the starting point for my considerations.

She form ulates the problem s connected with textual coherence 
for use in the theory o f literature, however, from  many varied 
fields o f contem porary linguistics, frequently quite distant from

1 O spójności tek s tu , ed. by M. R. M ayenow a, W rocław  1971 (further O SP); 
Tekst i język . P rob lem y sem antyczne, ed. by M. R. M ayenow a, W roclaw  1974 
(further TiJ); S em an tyka  tekstu  i ję z y k a ,  ed. by M. R. M ayenow a, W rocław  
1976 (further STiJ); M. R. M a y e n o w a ,  P o etyk a  teoretyczna. Zagadnienia ję z y k a ,  
1st ed. W rocław  1974, 2nd ed. W rocław  1976 (further PT).
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poetics. Before proceeding I must note that her work on textual 
coherence cannot be understood if we do not take the inspira­
tions for it into account. Her conception owes them much, and 
I believe they have determ ined its goals and analytical methods. 
W ithout this reservation any consideration o f her work would be 
futile.

This article consists o f three parts. The first discusses the 
variations discernable in articles on textual coherence. The m ajority 
o f these articles constitute the starting point for M ayenowa’s 
detailed conclusions. The second part attem pts to  reconstruct the 
general theses peculiar to  her conception o f textual coherence and 
presents my polemic with it. The third includes my slightly different 
conception o f textual coherence. Her observation that many points 
o f textual coherence are still debatable has encouraged me, and 
this debatableness forms the justification for this article.

Textual coherence is one o f the newest problem s in contem porary 
linguistics, more precisely o f the discipline known as textual linguistics 
or text gram m ar. Clearly, textual coherence is logically later that 
the problem  o f the text itself, the form ulation o f which is considered 
not w ithout reason the greatest revolution in linguistics since 
Ferdinand de Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics (1916). The 
question o f the text is an attem pt by linguists to cross the magic 
boundary that the sentence formed until recently. In other words, 
the goal o f  textual linguistics is to search for syntactical elements 
larger than the sentence. Textual linguistics aims to show that 
a text is not just a sum o f sentences but a clearly structured 
whole that is derived from smaller parts. Text gram m ar (as opposed 
to sentence gram m ar) has introduced two new elements into linguistics: 
first, the suprasentence formal structure o f the whole and, second, 
the mechanism through which the wholes bud from the smaller 
language units. There are three im portant contexts o f this problem, 
although each derives from a different methodology.

The first is the tradition  o f the Czech school of linguistics 
connected chiefly with Vilem M athesius, who began work on the 
functional word order (aktualni cleneni xety). Scholars working with 
him (Fibras, F. Danes, and others) viewed the sentence as a language 
message and believed that research on syntax cannot limit itself 
to the sentence level but should include the entire discourse and
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the extra-linguistic factors connected with it. Jan M ukarovsky has 
used these theses very well for the needs o f poetics.

The second context consists o f sociolinguistic research the 
representatives o f which (William Labov, Dell Hymes, or John 
J. Gumperz) claim that the object o f empirical linguistic descriptions 
should be the use o f language, com plete discourses in actual 
com m unication situations.

The third context and certainly the m ost im portant is N oam  
C hom sky’s theory o f generative gram m ar and the polemics and 
m odifications connected with it. The m ost im portant o f the latter 
for text gram m ar are the works o f J. R. F irth and Michael 
A. K. Halliday. If C hom sky’s concept, mainly the differentiation 
o f surface and deep structure, provided the impulse to research 
the possibility of sentence transform ations, Halliday drew attention 
to the continuity am ong categories and language phenom ena. His 
m ajor contribution to the theory of texts was the analysis of 
the connections between successive sentences in a discourse (their 
coherence) and the differentiation o f sub- and suprasentence pheno­
mena. Halliday showed that a text is not a set o f random ly 
ordered sentences, but a developing continuity o f  elements with 
precise syntactic connections.

For the researcher o f the stylistics o f literary texts, H alliday’s 
approach opens new theoretical perspectives. T raditional stylistics 
(“taxonom ic” as Chom sky says) described texts as static, homogeneous 
wholes. In this tradition textual coherence (its unity or structure) 
is described as a result of the interaction o f many independent 
and hierarchically ordered subsystems o f the given text or as a system 
of opposing relations or various metalanguages (verse, strophe, 
genre, etc.). H alliday’s conception, on the other hand, emphasizes 
the process character o f the multi-sentence discourse; the fluid, 
the m utual interpenetration o f the individual elements and especially 
the sentences.

In short, text gram m ar is the sharpest polemic with sentence 
gram m ar so far. M ethodologically, it is both a continuation of 
the theses of transform ational gram m ar (it accepts C hom sky’s 
basic axioms) and a radical departure from the goals Chomsky 
assigns to  linguistics. Instead o f studying ideal language competence, 
it postulates research on the entire m acrostructure of a discourse.
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Obviously, the fundam ental condition for developing a complete 
text gram m ar is producing a set o f coherence rules for its elements. 
These elements are not sentences but syntagmas, and they distinguish 
the interest o f text gram m ar (discourse) from that o f  linguistics 
(sentences). If Chom sky regarded the task o f linguistics as analyzing 
language competence, text gram m arians believe that the task is to 
analyze text competence, knowledge o f resources and mechanisms 
for building discourses. Coherence is the phenom enon that makes 
a text (discourse) not just a set, a corpus o f collected sentences, 
bu t a fluid interpenetration o f one sentence with another, an expansion 
o f the sentence elements into a formal and sem antic whole of 
a higher order. Coherence, however, is not the only problem  of 
this gram m ar, peculiar because it does not belong to  the traditional 
problem s o f sentence linguistics. The linguistic em bodim ent o f such 
a general theory o f discourse would be a theory that led to the 
form ulation o f language rules o f the gram m ar o f a text. Teun 
A. van Dijk, one o f the m ain representatives o f text gramm ar, 
has set him self this am bitious goal.

This type o f linguistic research provides the student o f the 
poetics o f literary texts with m uch em otion, excitement, and 
fascination. At the very outset, the gram m ar o f text as a multi-sentence 
construction is closer to em pirical literary studies and its theoretical 
problem s than to traditional linguistics. It is possible to hope 
that Rom an Jakobson’s old form ula {Linguistics and Poetics, 1960) 
will take on a completely new, reenvigorated meaning.

Before sum m arizing the views on coherence, I m ust note that 
for a literature theorist text-gram m ar theory has similar and dissimilar 
initial axioms. One similar axiom is the thesis o f syntactic and 
sem antic connection o f the successive sentences in a discourse 
and the precise substantiation o f these connections. A dissimilar 
one is the thesis o f the necessity o f formally describing the 
structure o f such a discourse and excluding peculiarities o f literary 
texts and literary com m unication from the general rules o f text 
gram m ar. There is no doubt that for text gram m arians literary 
texts pose problem s similar to those that for N oam  C hom sky’s 
theory o f transform ational gram m ar a poetic sentence does.

The best p ro o f o f the m ethodological differences concerning 
textual coherence is that nearly all the au thors o f the articles
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printed in the volumes edited by M ayenowa define the terms 
coherence and text in completely different m anners. M oreover, they 
have completely different research goals. The basic differences can 
be reduced to eight items.

First, coherence applies even at the level o f the sentence, for 
a sentence can be regarded as a special text. Both Olgierd Wojtasiewicz 
and M. R. M ayenow a conceive coherence in this way, and M ayenowa 
refers to Vilem M athesius’ famous them atic-rem atic analysis. However, 
the Czech’s works requires close scrutiny. He deals less with
connective relations between sentences (the m ajor point both  o f
linguistic analysis of text and o f M ayenowa), and m ore with 
different types o f word order within a sentence depending on the 
sentence context and com m unicative situation, especially the initial 
point. Certainly, the context and com m unicative situation drew 
M athesius’ attention to  extra-sentence factors; nevertheless, “ the 
functional dism em berm ent o f the sentence” applies only to the 
sentence (as a closed structure) and not to the text as a continuity 
o f sentences. Thus, he does not employ the term coherence in
his study either in analyzing the internal sentence syntax or in
analyzing the influence o f situational factors on so-called objective 
or subjective word order in a sentence.2

It is not surprising then that some linguists (Z. Saloni am ong 
others) state th a t coherence does not apply to  the sentence since 
every sentence is by definition coheren t.3 Coherence can occur 
only in a text o f  a series o f sentences. Studies o f coherence, 
Saloni continues, should concern themselves with sections longer 
than one sentence because the connection between the words in 
a sentence meet conditions different from those that connective 
relations between sentences meet. Here the first contradiction appears.

2 O. W o j t a s i e w ic z ,  “O pewnej interpretacji pojęcia spójności tekstu” (On 
Som e Interpretation o f  Textual C oherence), [in:] OSP; M. R. M a y e n o w a ,  “Struktura  
tekstu” (Text Structure), [in:] PT, pp. 251 —257. M ath esiu s’ article appeared in 
M ayenow a's translation “O tak zwanym  aktualnym  rozczłonkow aniu  zdania." [in:] 

O SP. M ath esiu s’ categories for analyzing m ulti-sentence narrative structures has 
been successfu lly  applied by M. C e r v e n k a , “A ktualne rozczłonkow anie zdania  
w prozie artystycznej” (Functional Sentence Perspective in A rtistic Prose), transi, 
by A . G rochow ska, [in:] STiJ.

3 Z. S a lo n i ,  “D efinicja spójności tekstu” (D efinition o f  Textual C oherence), 
[in:] O SP. pp. 8 9 - 9 4 .
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If, on the one hand, a text is a “long sentence,’’ then the 
relations between elements within the sentence can be a model 
o f the relations within an entire text. If,, on the other hand, 
the text (as a series o f sentences) is a structure other than 
a sentence, then the m echanisms observed by linguistics within 
a sentence cannot be a model o f the relations between the elements 
o f  the text.

Second, analysis o f coherence can be done only on sentences 
used correctly; thus, there is no sense in studying such syntactic- 
semantic anomalies as poetic sentences. This is a basic condition, 
for semantic theory can describe only those sentences that are 
gram m atically co rrec t.4 M ost researchers believe, however, that 
coherence should also include poetic texts, even if these texts 
present linguists with greater methodological difficulties than pleasure 
as a reader. J. P. Thorne has shown, in his analysis o f the sentence 
“he danced his d id” from  e.e. Cummings’s poem “any lived in 
a pretty how tow n,” that textual coherence and gramm aticalness 
are completely different, not m utually exclusive th ings.5

Third, some linguists believe that textual coherence consists 
o f the precise connections o f the succeeding sentence with the 
preceding one in the series. They, then, speak o f linear coherence. 
There exists, however, a less rigorous position that states that 
the condition for coherence does not have to  rely on the immediate 
succession o f sentences, for larger fram eworks o f com positional 
arrangem ent suffice, for example the paragraph  (Nina Leonteva, 
Elena Paducheva, OSP).

The polarization o f these positions has far-reaching consequences.
Fourth, some linguists think that coherence is purely a question 

o f syntax because it concerns only the form al connective relations 
between sentences. They speak o f syntax coherence.6 Nearly general

4 I. B e l le r t ,  “On a C on d ition  o f  the C oherence o f  T exts,” Sem ió tica  2 
(1970); S a lo  n i, op. cit.

5 J. P. T h o r n e ,  “Stylistic and G enerative G ram m ars,” Journal o f  L inguistics, 
1965, is a polem ic with S. R. L e v in e ,  “Poetry and G ram m aticalness,” [in:] P roceedings 

o f  the Ninth International Congress o f  L inguists, ed. by H. G . Lunt, The H ague
1964.

6 C f. K. P o la ń s k i ,  “S p ójn ość tekstu” (Textual C oherence), [in:] E ncyklopedia  
w iedzy o język u  po lsk im , ed. by S. U rbańczyk , W rocław  1978 (the term spójność
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agreement exists that gram m atical and lexical categories fulfil the 
welding role in the text. Am ong the gram m atical categories, within 
complex sentences, structural connections o f dependence and conjunc­
tion are enum erated. In multi-sentence constructions, pronouns 
and articles functioning anaphoristically are m entioned .7 A m ong 
the lexical categories, prim arily repetitions o f given units creating 
suprasentence lexical orders or the use o f synonyms creating 
a semantically joined lexical series fill the welding role. Generally 
speaking, index expressions, definite and indefinite descriptions, 
and deictic expressions fill the welding function in a text (connectors). 
The welding function of logical connections (causal, result, opposition, 
consecutio temporum, articles) and metalinguistic relations to earlier 
sentences (questions, answers, com parisons) are also m entioned .8

But syntactic interpretation o f coherence also has its opponents. 
They believe that textual coherence is purely a question o f semantics 
and not syntax. The supporters o f  the semantic theory claim that 
syntactic dependences between sentences appear only over limited 
sections o f a discourse, between sentences directly connected with 
one another. But a text contains many other connections than 
those between immediately adjacent sentences. Jerzy Kurylowicz 
has proposed the most extreme version o f  semantic coherence, for 
he negates the existence o f syntactic coherence in a text. Because 
it gets to  the heart o f the m atter, it is worth-while quoting it 
in its entirety.

‘coh eren ce’ did not appear in the Słow nik term inologii ję z y k o zn a w c ze j  — D ictionary  
o f  L inguistic Term inology  — ed. by Z. G łąb, A. H einz, K. P olańsk i, W arszawa  
1968); M . A . K. H a l l id a y ,  “The L inguistic Study o f  Literary T exts,” [in:] Proceedings  
o f  the N inth International Congress o f  Linguists. Cf. a lso  M. A. K . H a l l id a y ,  
“ Linguistic Function in Literary Style: An Inquiry into the Language o f  W illiam  
G old in g’s the Inheritors,” [in:] L itera ry  Style'. A Sym posium , ed. by S. C hatm an, 
L ondon —N ew  Y ork 1971.

7 A naphore is regarded by R. H a s a n  (G ram m atica l Cohesion in Spoken  
and W ritten  English, London 1968) as the main factor in coherence; quoted  
after R . F o w le r ,  “C ohesive, Progressive and L ocalizing A spects o f  Text Structure,” 
[ in :] L itera tu re  a s S ocia l D iscourse. The P ractise  o f  L inguistic C riticism , B loom ington  
1981, pp. 6 7 - 7 1 .

8 C f., am ong others, F. D a n e s ,  “Sem antyczna i tem atyczna struktura zdania  
i tekstu” (Sem antic and T hem atic Structure o f  Sentence and T ext), [in:] TiJ; 
M. C e r v e n k a ,  “O tem atycznym  następstw ie” (On T hem atic Succession), ibidem .

3 Li t er a ry  S tu d ie s . . . .  t. XIV
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A sentence is syntactically articulated because its com ponents are jo ined  by 
syntactical con n ection s such as definition [ ...]  or flexional agreem ent. [ . . . ]  There 
are, how ever, no syntactic regulations that can guarantee the coherence o f  texts 
o f  m ore than one sentence. Speaking o f  coherence (cohesion) in som e story, 
we are thinking on sem antic  connections betw een its individual parts. Every 
sentence is interpreted on the basis o f  the text preceding it and on the basis 
o f  the individual know ledge o f  the listener, know ledge that the author assum es 
and expects. If  after introducing N ap o leon , the author w rites the E m peror, he 
assum es the reader has a basic know ledge o f  history. The previous text contributes  
to  its being com prehended n ot only due to the com m unicative con ten t o f  its 
sentences but a lso  because o f  the con clu sion s drawn from them by the reader. 
If on the basis o f  the previous text, his con clu sion s, and know ledge the reader 
can alw ays detect the sem antic coherence betw een the sentence and w hat preceded  
it. then the text is coherent. Sem antic coherence constitutes the fundam ental 
characteristic o f  a text, d istinguish ing it from  a loose  co llection  o f  sentences 
(discourse). Sem antic coherence has clearly particular im portance for scholars interested  
in the con ten ts o f  texts (historians, literary historians). L inguistics, how ever, seeks 

fo rm a l hierarchies, formal principles that regulate the sem antic contents; subordinations  
(rection, syntax o f  orders; congruence, syntax o f  agreem ent), regulating the word 
o rd er .g

Fifth, some linguists say that only the written language and 
language meaning, an au th o r’s text, can be the object o f coherence 
an a ly sis .10 The opposing thesis is, however, m ore com m on. It 
states that the coherence o f a verbal text is determ ined by the 
communicative situation and extra-lingual knowledge o f the reader. 
This contradiction is the greatest one in this theory. The im plications 
o f the first thesis is that textual coherence can be analyzed only 
with linguistic tools. The im plications o f the opposite thesis is, 
however, that textual coherence resulting from the mechanisms o f 
com m unication (for example, the categories o f truth or hum or) 
escapes the competence o f linguistic description. A linguist, therefore, 
can analyze only some o f  the interconnections in a te x t .11 In

g J. K u r y ło w ic z ,  “W spółczesne język ozn aw stw o” (C ontem porary L ingu istics”, 
transl. by M . A braham ow icz, Z nak, 1971, N o . 5.

10 S a lo n i ,  op. cit.
11 Linguists w ho support this p osition  ask: “can a text be generated w ithout 

access to  extra-linguistic m aterial —w hich is considered  to  be necessary in order 
to  explain  the n otion  o f  coh eren ce?” T. A. van D ij k ,  “Som e Problem s o f  
G enerative P o etics ,” P o etic s , 1971, N o . 2. Sem antic interpretation, they say, cannot 
be d on e within the fram ework o f  linguistics proper.
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other words, some claim that the object o f study in coherence 
is exclusively linguistic, intersentence relations in a text. Others 
claim, however, that there exists an extra-linguistic coherence o f  
sentences. The latter applies to such things as agreement o f  the 
meanings o f a text with the relations in other tex ts .12 Focusing 
what has been said: m ost linguists believe that the source of 
textual coherence derives from the connective relations between the 
sentences; however, researchers who take theoretical-linguistic p ro ­
blems into account, have pointed out that suprasentence textual struc­
tures exist that create chains o f relationships guaranteeing textual 
coherence as a language fo rm .13 While some analyze a text as a struc­
turally interconnected, growing series o f statem ents, others prefer to 
claim that a text has its own, supralinear, global m eaning that cannot 
be reduced either to the semantics or the interconnections o f the 
sentences. Thus, for the researcher o f  the first position coherence 
proceeds from the sentence to the text, and for the second, from 
the text to the sentence, from the whole to its parts.

These divisions have one m ore implication. In answer to the 
question, “W hat is a tex t?” some linguists say that it is only 
a series o f sentences; others (such as Petr Sgall), that it is a series 
o f discourses, such uses o f sentences, to which a modal fram ework 
can be ap p lied .14 The first position closes analysis o f coherence 
within the language system; the second, within the realm  of 
the acts o f com m unications.

Sixth, some linguists (Anna W ierzbicka, Irena Bellert, M aria 
R enata M ayenowa) claim that textual coherence excludes m etalingual 
and m etatext discourses, for a coherent text is a hom ogeneous 
one. “The definition o f a coherent text,” Irena Bellert writes, 
“concerns an idealized text with no digressions, a text that expresses 
one uniform  line o f reasoning, a continuous plot, etc.” 15 But 
som eone else points out that precisely the m etatextual fram ework

12 B e l le r t ,  op. c it.;  W o j t a s i e w ic z ,  op. c it.
13 C e r v e n k a ,  “O tem atycznym  n astępstw ie” ; W. O. H e n d r ic k s ,  an unpublished  

w ork cited  after v a n  D ij k ,  op. cit.
14 P. S g a l l ,  “O pojęciu tekstu” (On the C onception  o f  T ext), transl. by 

A . G roch ow ska, [in:] STiJ.
I? B e l le r t ,  op. cit.
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o f the discourse are the coherence elements in a text and metatexts 
fill the role o f im portant connectors in a te x t .16

Finally, the last two contradictions.
Seventh, coherence, Apresyan says, is not only or not just a problem 

o f textual coherence, but a m etalingual problem  o f  its description. 
Thus, coherence is not so much a category o f the text described, 
as the m ajority of linguists claim, but a m etalanguage category, 
an artificial language, for example a semantic version o f a given 
te x t.17

Eighth, some linguists claim that coherence is directly connected 
with com prehensibility ;18 others, however, believe a text can be 
incomprehensible to a reader and still be c o h e ren t.19

If on the basis o f the reconstructed premises one attempted 
to  describe the axiomatic theory o f textual coherence, one could 
draw  only one conclusion; the theory o f textual coherence is 
an incoherent theory, an internally inconsistent theory.

Such a thesis is obviously striking, but false, because the
collection o f all the positions on the subject does not form
a theory of the phenom enon. Undoubtedly, there are varying concepts 
o f coherence, because there are different theories o f texts. In 
particular, there are different linguistic m ethodology that derive 
from different traditions and that define the research object (language, 
system, discourse, act, sentence, text) in varying ways and subordinate 
it to different scholarly goals.

Several different scholarly goals can be distinguished am ong 
the linguists statem ents on coherence.

The first goal of research on textual coherence is an analysis 
o f types and resources for connections between successive sentences

16 K. P is a r k o w a ,  “O spójności tekstu m ó w ion ego” (On the Coherence o f  
the Spoken Text), [in:] TiJ, p. 71; H. I s e n b e r g ,  Überlegungen zur T txttheorie ,
Berlin 1968; v a n  D ij k ,  op. cit., p. 249.

17 Yu. D. A p r e s y a n ,  Sem an tyka  leksykalna. Synonim iczne środci ję z y k a  
(Lexical Sem antics. Synonim ie Language M eans), transl. by Z. K ozłow ska , A. M arkow ­
ski, W roclaw 1980, pp. 24 — 55.

18 M a y e n o w a ,  O SP, PT. “The detection  o f  unam biguous coherence m echanism s 
or the determ ination that they are not present is the first essen tia  step  in 
describing a text, is the first and essential step toward the elem entary understanding  
o f  the text, “ —TiJ, p. 309.

19 S a lo n i ,  op. c it., p. 94.
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in a discourse. A description o f those language categories that 
within the structure o f a sentence fill distinct suprasentence functions 
is the goal.

The second goal o f research on textual coherence is connected 
with the concepts o f discourse gram m ar inspired by C hom sky’s 
generative-transform ational gram m ar o f  the sentence. The goal o f 
this gram m ar is to create a general theory o f discourse (a theory 
o f structures that extend beyond the sentence) based on the rules 
for generating sentences. The disagreem ent concerns the rules of 
effectiveness o f such a gram m ar. On the one hand, even the 
modified version o f C hom sky’s gram m ar o f sentences is still inadequate 
for describing poetry sentences.20 On the other hand, a gram m ar 
that could generate all different kinds o f texts (including literary 
ones) still remains a postulate and a hope o f a few researchers. 
Perhaps that postulate is the most im portant echo o f C hom sky’s 
faith in the existence o f language (here text) universals.

The third goal o f research on textual coherence is to  make 
so-called m echanical processings o f a text. From  this point o f 
view Soviet linguists are working with textual coherence. They ask in 
what m anner are derivatives m ade from the initial text (summaries, 
machine translations, extractions o f inform ation). Such research has 
also been used in the theory o f foreign language instruction.

The fourth goal o f  research on textual coherence is a construction 
o f an artificial m etalanguage that should describe the discourses 
form ulated in a natural language. According to Soviet linguists 
every text has some global m eaning that is verbalized in a natural 
language retaining the semantic equivalences o f and the relevant 
order, word selection and order, etc. The semantic version should 
ensure transm ission o f the m eaning form ulated in the natural 
language retaining the semantic equivalences o f and the relevant 
inform ation to the natural language.

In the third and fourth cases, textual coherence is treated as 
an end goal. It is achieved by sum m arizing the initial text. 
Typically, the coherent text produced by these operations, however, 
has had the semantic ambiguities characteristic o f natural languages 
elim inated.

20 T hese transform ations are reviewed by v a n  D ijk ,  op. cit.
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Finally, the fifth goal o f  research on textual coherence is to 
understand the text. A description o f the coherence mechanisms, 
M. R. M ayenowa emphasizes, brings the reader closer to  a correct 
interpretation o f a given te x t.21

The most im portant differences between these conceptions depend 
on the form ulation o f one premise and the answers to three 
questions.

The premise is: the objects o f research on coherence are sentences, 
statem ents, or discourses (as one wishes), but no t speech acts 
in the sense proposed by J. L. A ustin .22 Because if we adopted 
A ustin’s perspective, it would be necessary to include extra-language 
elements o f the com m unicative situation in the syntactic and semantic 
description o f the text. Because for Austin, the syntax and the 
m eaning of the text are not exclusively language phenom enon but 
are elements o f action in a particular social situation. A ustin’s 
proposal opens new, fascinating perspectives for describing hetero­
geneous elements o f the social com m unicative situation, but it 
cannot be made to agree with research on intratext com m unication 
(intralanguage). Austin has not only created a new terminology 
(speech acts and its aspects; locution, illocution, perlocution), but 
a new object (field) for research that can most simply be named 
a theory o f language action.

Excluding extra-language elements o f com m unication and rem aining 
within the realm of intratext com m unication, the three questions 
are:

1. Are the categories of a text the sentence and other language 
elements, or does the text have its own suprasentence, textual 
categories?

2. Does analysis o f coherence apply only to exclusively language 
elements o f the text, or does it include the reader’s extratextual 
knowledge? W hat is the function o f presupposition in a text?

3. Are m etatextual elements in a text foreign m atter, another 
text, or structural elements proper to  the given text?

Different answers to these questions define the boundaries between 
the different m ethodologies o f contem porary linguistics and determ ine

21 M a y e n o w a ,  TiJ.
22 Cf. H ow  to D o Things with W ords, L ondon 1962.
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the different conception o f the text and the ability to describe 
its elements.

These differences have fundam ental significance for research on 
the poetics o f literary texts, for they expose the scale o f distance 
from the object and goals with which poetics deals. M. R. M ayenowa 
has made an attem pt to apply a linguistic com prehension o f 
coherence to research on the poetics o f the literary text. I will 
now proceed to  discuss her conception.

2

Nearly all the articles m entioned so far are from the field 
o f linguistics. The theses on textual coherence that appear in them 
concern either coherence in language or in any text, not necessarily 
literary works. M ayenow a’s articles have a different character. 
Her conception o f textual coherence concerns undoubtedly literary 
texts, and poetics is the discipline in which textual coherence appears 
as a term. M ayenowa has form ulated her views on coherence in lite­
rary texts and texts in general in three articles: “Spójność tekstu” 
(Textual Coherence and the R eader’s A ttitude, OSP), “Teoria tekstu 
a tradycyjne zagadnienia poetyki” (Text Theory and Traditional 
Problem s o f Poetics, TiJ), and “ Inw entarz pytań do teorii tekstu” 
(An Inventory o f Questions on Text Theory, STiJ). She summarized 
them in the chapter “Structure o f a Text” in the textbook PT.

Clearly, I cannot discuss all o f M ayenow a’s detailed, penetrating 
analyses or their evolution over m ore than a decade. Thus, I will 
present only the most key theses as well as the most debatable 
ones of her entire conception.

First, M. R. M ayenowa has adopted a narrow  linguistic definition 
of a text. For her, texts are nothing but multisentence structures. 
As a result, analyses o f coherence m echanisms are chiefly syntactic 
and are concerned exclusively with connections between adjacent 
sentences. Thus, coherence mechanisms connecting sentences in the 
text interest her. I will not enum erate these m echanisms; as regards 
intersentence connections there is no  debate. She notes, however, 
that the analysis of these connections serves to illuminate the 
sem antic mechanisms in a literary text.
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Second, M ayenow a’s conception of textual coherence is premised 
on its com m unicative character (particularly evident in her emphasis 
o f the role o f presupposition). The com m unicative character o f 
this conception is defined by three axioms that for M. R. M ayenowa 
are a definition o f a coherent text. A coherent text has one 
producer, one receiver, and one subject. These unities have a functional 
character. This means simply one type o f knowledge, that she 
explicates as the ability to assign to  one person all the m odal 
frameworks appearing in all the sentences o f the text. The unity 
o f subject, however, should be understood probably to denote 
a text that is always a statem ent about fragm ent o f reality (OSP, PT).

Third, a coherent text is homogeneous. As a result dialogues 
and discourses with m etatexts are incoherent.

Fourth, her conception o f a coherent text is norm ative. 
M. R. M ayenowa emphasizes that the conditions for coherence are 
objective, and the coherence o f a text depends on whether they are 
fulfilled. She also points out the existence o f text norms, saying there 
are, for example, types o f sentences that are appropriate only 
at the beginning or only at the end o f a text (TiJ, p. 301; 
PT, pp. 267—287). Here the essential differences between the 
text gram m arians’ and M ayenow a’s conception is apparent. Inasmuch 
as the former aim mainly to  describe the elements and types 
o f coherence in a discourse, M ayenowa places great emphasis 
on the boundary between coherent and incoherent texts, on the 
techniques for m aking an incoherent text coherent, which is typical 
of Y. Apresyan’s approach.

To end this very brief characterization I present one more 
o f M ayenow a’s theses; “literary texts built as a kind o f whole 
with a m arked beginning and end are seldom coherent texts on 
the level o f prim ary m eaning” (PT, p. 313). This thesis is also 
presented in this form : texts with a dom inant cognitive function 
are constructed for maximal coherence; the poetic function, on the 
contrary, serves as the prim ary destroyer of textual coherence 
(OSP; TiJ, pp. 30 8 -3 0 9 ).

If it is agreed that these are the actual general premises 
o f M ayenowa’s conception o f textual coherence, then my reservations 
are the following.
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First, if literary texts are the objects o f description by poetics, 
then the notion o f text m ust adequately account for their peculiarities. 
For linguistics the notion o f text seems to have only two m eanings: 
as opposed to the notion o f system or to that o f sentence. 
As m entioned previously, in the second case the text is only 
a multi-sentence series, whose linear order has an additive character. 
Analysis o f the syntactics o f such texts done by linguists are 
reduced to exam ining from two to five successive sentences in the 
series or at m ost a dozen or so sentences in a paragraph. Taking 
the goal o f linguistic description into account and learning A ustin’s 
speech acts as elements o f action aside, this approach to analysis 
is understandable. However, attem pts to transfer such descriptions 
to literary texts are a misunderstanding. Even if we assume that 
a literary text is com posed only o f sentences, it is obvious that 
there is a great difference between the structure o f a few sentences 
from Jam es Joyce’s Ulysses and the sentence structure o f the whole. 
The status o f  these text sentences between which there are no 
syntactic connections (sentences that constitute a character, plot, 
or description) in the concept o f textual coherence seems to be 
exactly the same as that o f ungram m atical sentences (poetic ones) 
in transform ational gram m ar. The relations between such sentences 
against the background of syntactic coherence are thus “ imperfect,” 
“deviant,” “anom alous” phenom enon, or, if one prefers, “textual 
agram m aticism s.” The first conclusion is that the semantic, syntactic, 
and pragm atic mechanisms observed in sections o f a few sentences 
o f discourses qualitatively differ from  the mechanisms over an entire 
literary text. One cannot say that an analysis o f the coherence 
in a paragraph  o f a few sentences is a model for the analysis 
o f coherence in an entire text. It is only an analysis o f a few 
sentences, and if one speaks o f them as a text, then the term 
has little in com m on with the term  “text” used in literary studies 
(for example, the language level o f  a literary work). W ithout 
entering into the details, there do exist categories o f literary texts 
that are language creations, but that cannot be described by observing 
only the linear interconnections o f the sentences. Am ong them are 
such categories as plot, character, narration, time, space, symbolism, 
etc. These are the categories that Janusz Sławiński calls the great
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semantic figures o f a literary tex t.23 Their role looms large in 
building textual coherence (text and not successive sentences). W hat 
is troubling in M ayenow a’s conception, is that they are absent 
in the description o f coherence in literary texts and there is no 
indication of what the relationships between the coherence o f the 
prim ary sentence level o f a text and the other suprasentence 
levels of a text are.

Second, M ayenow a’s three axioms o f textual coherence (a “discour­
se by one producer for one receiver about one object,” PT, 
p. 252) arouses serious doubts.

One producer is, first of all, one organizing consciousness that
“presents the given text as a closed arrangem ent” (PT, p. 253).
In other words, it is the au thor as the highest instance “to
whom we assign the organization o f the text” (PT, p. 254). 
In a formal, semiotic, or daily sense, this thesis is obvious, unquestioned. 
It, however, sharply contradicts M. R. M ayenow a’s other explications. 
In the language o f semantics this thesis means according to her 
that “the I within the m odal framework of every sentence must 
point to the same person” (PT, p. 253). This m eans that the
m odality o f the text (the relationship of the text producer) is the 
same as the m odality o f the individual sentences. If so, then I 
cannot enum erate a single such literary text. It is necessary to 
distinguish the m odality o f the entire text (the level implied by 
the producer’s text) from the m odality o f the individual sentences 
(level o f discourse: heroes, narrator, characters in a dram a) and 
to include the m odality of the convention of the discourses 
(quotation, allusion, grotesque, pastiche, parody, etc.). Harm onizing 
these modalities into an identity in a literary text is simply 
impossible. This is the source o f the singularity o f the literary 
(the poetic) work. All the problem s of interpretation o f a literary 
work begin with modality, in other words, with its global meaning, 
its force, its ideological message, or the au th o r’s intention. The 
variations in interpretation are in part a result of varying understanding 
of the modalities o f the individual elements and levels o f the 
text. This thesis o f M. R. M ayenowa sharply contradicts the basic

23 J. S ła w iń s k i ,  „Sem antyka w ypow iedzi narracyjnej” (Sem antics o f  Narrative 
Pronouncem ent), [in:] D zieło, ję zyk , tradycja . W arszawa 1974.
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thesis o f  poetics, the axiom of the multiple ambiguity of literary 
texts. The premise of ambiguity in a literary text denotes that 
the “I” in a m odal fram ew ork or frameworks is not one person 
or consciousness (in a functional sense) but a garland o f varying 
modalities. Thus, the semantic explication of the principle o f one 
producer arouses my doubts.

The practical sense o f this thesis all arouses my doubts; for 
the literary historian every text is a sign of an “ordering consciousness” , 
if the function o f this consciousness is supposed to  be the 
“presenting o f a text as a closed arrangem ent.”

M oreover, I suspect that in M ayenow a’s thought we are con­
fronted with hom onym y in the case o f the word “text.” Once 
it means “a closed arrangem ent” separated by “one producer,” 
another time the mechanism for developing sentences, as is evident 
in the clear explication o f dialogues as incoherent texts. I shall 
return to this later.

I have identical reservations regarding both the semantic explication 
o f one receiver (“all the possible you’s o f the m odal framework 
should refer to the same person or group o f persons,” PT, p. 254) 
and the principle of unity o f subject. The word “subject” has 
a narrow, linguistic m eaning in M ayenow a’s work. The subject 
in a coherent text is the same as the indivisible meaning of 
successive sentences o f the text for her (their logical product). 
But in literary texts there are few such sentences. It suffices to 
think of the principle o f juxtaposition, the poetics of grotesque 
language, dadaistic word com position, the futurist idea of “free 
w ords,” or the surrealist convention o f écriture automatique. Thus, the 
above can be reduced to  one question: whenever M. R. M ayenowa 
speaks of a literary text, she means a series of successive sentences 
interconnected by syntactic and semantic dependences. Only a text 
conceived in this m anner could fulfil the conditions given. But 
a conception o f text constructed in this m anner is a structure 
o f minimal usefulness for the literary researcher.

Anticipating my further counterargum ents I will state that 
M. R. M ayenowa describes literary com m unication (sender (produ­
ce r)—receiver !) with term inology taken from linguistics, the ideal 
o f which is a formalized notation (textual coherence).
I cannot agree with A nna W ierzbicka and Irena Bellert’s thesis
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of the acoherent status o f a m etatext within a text that M. R. Maye- 
nowa accepts. Characteristically, they realize that their position 
is self-contradictory. Thus, W ierzbicka states that a m etatext, although 
it is a “foreign body,” 24 clearly perform s a welding function. 
A hom ogeneous understanding o f a text, eliminating any metatext, 
has only one explanation. The goal o f A. W ierzbicka and I. Bellert’s 
coherence analyses is to  create a semantic version of a text 
understood as a series o f successive, interconnected sentences. There 
is not enough space here for a detailed polemic with M ayenow a’s 
theoretical-literary generalization o f this conception, I will state 
only one thesis: metatexts are m ore characteristic textual categories 
than, for example, are those parts o f sentences that function 
at the suprasentence level (anaphora, deixis, indexes, or descriptions). 
M etatextual statem ents are one o f the most im portant signals o f 
the transformation o f  sentences into a text or, if one prefers, 
a discourse. If  I were to defend M ayenow a’s earlier thesis, I could 
say that metatexts are the m ost definite, formalized signs o f an 
“organizing consciousness.” A m etatext is always a sign of the 
“I” o f the au thor, a signal o f the presence of the subject o f 
the discourse. The basic function o f a m etatext is precisely to 
weld the elements o f the text to g eth er: to weld not sentences 
(which anaphors do) but to weld the suprasentence structure o f  
the tex t. 25

Fourth, the norm ative nature o f M ayenow a’s conception implies 
directives for transform ing incoherent texts into coherent ones. 
The written language may be incoherent on its prim ary level, 
M ayenowa says. But while reading the text, the reader can create 
a coherent version, with the reservation that this version is not 
the au th o r’s but the reader’s. Her explanation here is identical 
with Rom an Ingarden’s concept o f concretization with all its 
consequences. The effect o f concretization, Ingarden writes, is different 
from a text, thus an object o f concretization. The concretization 
(as a process) depends on filling gaps in the initial version (read:

24 A. W ie r z b ic k a ,  „M etatekst w tekście” (M etatext in Text), [in:] OSP,
p. 106.

25 Cf. M. P ła c h e c k i ,  K . Z a le s k i ,  “M etatekst w tekście krytycznym ” (M etatext 
in Critic T ext), [in:] Badania nad k ry ty k ą  literacką , ed. by J. S ław iński, W rocław  
1974.
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on m aking it coherent). The differentiations o f this type (text 
and concretization, text and com m unication, text and the reading 
process, etc.) are an echo o f the fundam ental epistemological 
problem o f the 20th century, the dualism of fact and situation. 
This dualism undoubtedly has heuristic value, but its basic m ethodolo­
gical flaw, or consequence, is its inability to overcome the separation 
between facts (language, text, poetics) and situations (reading, 
com m unication). I will return to this point in the last part.

An example o f the texts that M. R. M ayenowa proposes to 
subject to coherence transform ations are dialogues. The structures 
of these discourses, according to her, are incoherent for two reasons: 
first, the producer is not one person and, second, the replies 
of the dialogues are not formally interconnected. Only after gaps 
have been filled can one speak o f coherence. An example o f such 
an incoherent dialogue would be:

A — H ow  m uch does a ticket to the concert cost?
B -  Forty złoty.
A — T h at’s very expensive.
B — N o , it’s not. If  you calculate the costs o f  m aintaining such a large 

orchestra, it turns out that the ministry must provide a substantial subsidy.

Its transform ation into a coherent text would be: “How much 
does a ticket to the concert cost? A ticket to the concert costs 
forty zloty. A ticket to the concert costs forty zloty, th a t’s very 
expensive. (You would realize that) a ticket that costs forty zloty 
isn’t very expensive, if you ca lcu la ted ...” (PT, p. 266).

I will no t quote any further examples o f incoherent texts (and 
their transform ations); am ong them are a lyric m onologue and 
a narration  from  a novel. I believe that M ayenowa’s analysis 
of incoherence in dialogues is not concerned with dialogues at all. 
R ather only one factor in her analysis causes incoherence: the 
given text is not a series o f formally interconnected sentences 
and there are no repetitions between the replies. If the given 
version can be transform ed into a linear series o f such sentences, 
M ayenowa says that after adding coherence elements to the prim ary 
version, we get a coherent text. If that is impossible, the text 
is incoherent. The best example for her is a conversation in 
which each speaker says a sentence on a different subject. My 
assum ption that the thesis o f the incoherence o f dialogues camouflages
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the problem  o f formal interconnection o f the sentences could be 
confirmed by the existence o f dialogues in which the replies are 
interconnected (by repetitions). H ere is my transform ation of the 
dialogue quoted above, which in light o f her premises it is difficult 
to regard as incoherent.

— How much does a ticket to  the concert cost?
— To the concert? Forty zloty.
— F o rty ... T h a t’s very expensive.
— Expensive? N o, it’s not. I f  you calcu late ...
But it is not difficult to observe that the criterion for textual 

coherence in these examples is syntactic in the extreme.
Fifth, the thesis o f textual coherence dom inated by a cognitive 

function and o f the incoherence o f literary texts at the language 
level can also only be understood as a norm ative one. It is 
difficult to accept without additional assum ptions that the norms 
for coherence in a literary text can be expressed by the norms 
for coherence in non-literary texts. I cannot agree with her suggestion 
that analyzing a fragm ent o f a literary text, “let us forget that 
we have the beginning o f  a novel before us. Let us treat the 
text as a written text and apply the same m ethods for interpreting 
it as a coherent text that we applied to the history textbook 
exam ple,” 26 or with the in troductory proposal to  the analysis 
of Stepy akermahskie (A kerm ans’ Steppes): “Let us look at a 
well-known text as if it were a text from  daily life” (PT, p. 311).

I am aim ing toward this conclusion: the coherence mechanisms 
described by M. R. M ayenowa are uncharacteristic o f  literary texts, 
even if we believe they refer only to the prim ary, language layer 
o f a work. C ontem porary theoretical-literary thought assumes that 
literary texts are peculiar texts that cannot be reduced to other 
types o f language com m unications. L iterary com m unication cannot 
begin by forgetting  the peculiarity o f a text but only by remembering 
(bring to bear) the maximum num ber o f conventions, rules, or 
situations typical for the given discourse. Ignoring the literary 
peculiarities o f a text in an analysis denotes the negation of 
the object under study. In short, forgetting that I have the “beginning

26 M. R. M a y e n o w a ,  “Spójność tekstu a p ostaw a o d b iorcy” (Textual C oherence  
and the P osition  o f  R eceiver), [in:] O SP, p. 200.
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of a novel” or a sonnet and not a text from daily life in front 
o f me, I break with the rules o f  literary com m unication. Then 
I would be reading not a literary text but some other language 
object, a text as a collection o f sentences: from a newspaper, 
from a textbook, from a scholarly article.

Finally, the last problem  concerns the interpretation o f the 
function o f presupposition in literary texts. (I will maximally accentuate 
the argument for clarity ’s sake.)

Either coherence derives exclusively from the formal interconnec­
tions between sentences and such coherence can be described by 
linguistic methods, or the presuppositions and extralanguage (extra- 
textual) knowledge o f the reader are also welding factors in a text, 
which would mean that linguistic description o f coherence mechanisms 
is inadequate. Irena Bellert has w ritten: “There is a dependence 
of the semantic interpretation o f a coherent text on the hearer’s 
knowledge about the world, since a set o f conclusions is obtainable 
not only on the grounds o f the rules o f language and deductive 
reasoning, but also on the grounds o f the known facts about 
the world.” 27

M ayenow a’s conception breaks open m ost clearly at this point 
because she declares herself for bo th  positions.

But the second position on presuppositions introduces extratextual 
knowledge into the problem  of coherence. This knowledge has no 
formal linguistic expression. If we agree with Oswald D ucrot that 
“one ought to include presuppositions in the contents o f a discourse, 
that one should regard them  as integral parts o f the m eaning,” 28 
then coherence cannot be described in syntactic categories, and the 
coherence o f a literary text cannot be reduced to just the formal 
language and intersentence com ponents.

This ends my discussion o f M. R. M ayenow a’s conception of 
textual coherence. The final form o f this conception was shaped 
prim arily by the failure to separate adequately the goals o f a linguist’s 
coherence analysis from the goals o f a literary theorist desiring 
to  describe a text from the point o f view of literary com m unication.

27 B e l le r t ,  op. cit.
28 O. D u c r o t ,  “Les P résupposés, con d ition s d ’em ploi ou élém ents de co n ten u ,” 

[in:] Recherches sur les systèm es signifiants, ed. by J. R ey-D eb ove, The H ague  
1973.
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Professor M ayenow a’s generosity weighed on this conception, too. 
In synthesizing the results o f m any different analyses, she did 
not avoid the self-contradictory ones, perhaps less self-contradictory 
than subordinated to different goals and schools o f thought.

3

Below I wish to present some of my own thoughts on the 
coherence of literary texts. Because o f the tentative character of 
these considerations, I will form ulate my observations as a series 
o f hypotheses.

First, I propose to distinguish clearly two concepts: a multi­
sentence linkage or series (discourse) and a text. The concept 
o f a text cannot be reduced to  that o f a series o f sentences 
or vice versa: a series o f sentences is not a model o f a text. 
Study of series o f sentences, their m utual interconnections, mechanisms 
for their transform ation and generation is a task for linguistics (text 
gramm ar). Study of a text, however, is a task for poetics. A m ulti­
sentence series (discourse) is only one, although basic, level of 
a literary text; the sentence units are the basis for the existence 
o f m ore complex textual structures. The linguistic forms o f discourse 
coherence (anaphora, description, indexes, etc.) are forms o f connection 
only in sentence series and are not the exclusive or even the 
main categories o f coherence in literary texts. L iterary texts have 
their own textual categories that cannot be described with linguistic 
tools. And these suprasentence structures in literary texts perform  
the welding function m ore powerfully than the lexical or gramm atic 
connectors. Every type o f juxtaposition or even change o f narrato r 
(from /  to He, for instance) causes a change o f the coherence 
mechanisms in a literary text, although it does not disturb the 
formal, linguistic forms between individual sentences. It is necessary 
also to distinguish the linguistic mechanisms o f any language 
statem ent from  the peculiarities o f literary texts. The category 
of newspaper notes certainly differs from the category o f literary 
work.

Second, bo th  text gram m arians and M. R. M ayenowa have 
confused two theoretical problem s in their work. The first one is
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the development o f  a multi-sentence series (discourse), the second 
is textual coherence. The mixing o f these two questions caused 
the contradiction between the syntactic and semantic m ethods 
for analyzing coherence m entioned above. Thus, I propose to  include 
only syntactic analysis o f units larger than a sentence in the problem  
o f a developing or growing series o f sentences (discourse). This 
is the proper place for the analysis o f them atic-rem atic relations, 
for analysis o f the welding function o f lexical repetitions, o f anaphoric 
or discussive expressions. The m echanisms for developing a m ulti­
sentence series (discourse) can be described entirely in linguistic 
categories. M oreover, they can be presented in a formal notation, 
for instance as a schemat for the derivation o f sentences. G ram m ar 
norms govern syntax o f series in this sense, and their representations 
are the respective language categories. W ithout going further into 
detail : we speak of the developm ent o f  a multi-sentence series 
when we are interested in the relations o f the connections between 
successive sentences in a series. The mechanisms for developm ent can 
be more or less explicit; the com ponents o f the connections (anaphoras, 
repetitions, indexes, etc.) are m ore or less exposed in the structure 
o f the linear succession. M. R. M ayenowa deals with ju st this 
phenom enon.

A literary text, however, develops on higher levels than the 
immediate sentence succession. This problem  is well known am ong 
specialists studying the narration, poetic language or plot structures. 
One can speak o f the developm ent o f m etrical or stylistic series, 
but in each case a different level o f  the text is being described 
and different scholarly tools are used. Each level o f the text 
develops according to its own rules (metric level, narration level,29 
plots, or com position), but the rules o f all these levels determ ine 
the nature o f the unfolding o f a literary text and its coherence.

The analysis o f  the variety and interdependence o f these different 
series is in turn the whole pleasure o f the scholar o f poetics.

Coherence o f  literary texts, however, is quite different. It is

29 F o w le r ,  op. c it., pp. 72 — 77, attem pts to  apply description  o f  the developm ent 
o f  sentences. H e distinguishes a progressive style, a non-progressive style, and 
a locally changing style. Such localization  o f  the narrative style depends on 
breaking with the previous principle for the developm ent o f  the discourse at 
som e poin t in the text.

4 —  L i t e ra ry  S tu d ie s . . . ,  t. X I V
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exclusively semantic and com m unicative and does not depend on 
the immediate succession o f the sentences. Above all there are 
texts in which the language level does not form an unfolding 
series o f sentences. Am ong them are iconic presentations o f the 
thought process, which linguists regard as examples o f incoherent 
texts. I prefer to say that on the sentence level a disturbance 
o f the unfolding mechanism or the construction occurs, but on the 
text level, at the narration technique level (convention) there is 
coherence. The study o f textual coherence belongs to  the sphere 
o f literary com m unication, but the study o f formal connections 
betwen sentences belongs to the theory of discourse o r the theory 
o f the development o f language statem ents. A researcher who 
analyzes the mechanisms for the developm ent o f a multi-sentence 
series aims, clearly, to form ulate conclusions abou t the general 
principles for the development o f every discourse, but the syntax 
o f the development o f sentences is quite rem ote from  the problem s 
o f textual poetics and literary com m unication.

The best example o f the difference between the developm ent 
o f a multi-sentence series (discourse) and textual coherence is a set 
o f sentences M ayenowa classifies as an incoherent text.

T he cinem a was located on Puław ska St.; Puław ska St. is one o f  the streets 
in W arsaw; the streets in W arsaw have such a shape; such a shape can be 
represented by these com parisons, e t c . ,()

N ote that these sentences in the term inology of the text 
gram m arians and M. R. M ayenowa possess the forms o f coherence, 
repetition: the final element of each sentence is repeated at the 
beginning o f  the next. O ther coherence can be added to this 
discourse.

“The cinem a is located on Puław ska St. (because) Puławska St. 
is one o f the streets in W arsaw, (but) the streets in W arsaw 
have such a shape, etc.”

It is clear, however, that regardless o f the num ber o f formal 
connections between these sentences Professor M ayenowa would 
regard this text as incoherent. It is logical to regard it as a collection 
o f sentences and not a text, but I will disregard that issue.

i0 M. R. M a y e n o w a ,  “Inwentarz pytań d o  teorii tekstu” (An Inventory o f  
Q uestions on Text T heory), [in:] STiJ, pp. 293 — 294.
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M. R. M ayenowa would say this text is incoherent because it 
can be developed infinitely. It has a beginning but no end. She 
would be correct. But that is precisely the problem , for formal 
connections between sentences (coherence in M ayenow a’s terminology) 
do not establish or assure textual coherence!!! We can find 
many types o f connectors in the given multi-sentence series that 
should weld the text, and yet the text is incoherent! Thus, textual 
coherence arises on a com pletely different level than the relationship 
o f connections between successive sentences of discourses. The 
example analyzed by M ayenow a shows clearly that syntactic elements 
of sentence developm ent (discourse) and textual coherence are two 
different things and that the first does not assure the second.

The existing term inology cannot be changed so I propose to 
distinguish the level o f  “ intersentence coherence” (formally the 
discourse level) from  the level o f “textual coherence.”

To me only a researcher who studies the kinds o f connections 
between the different levels o f the text moves in the field o f 
textual coherence. The types and forms o f development of each 
level o f text are different: line, plot, narration, etc. Certainly 
the developm ent o f  each o f these levels is one o f the elements 
o f textual coherence. The essential problem  of coherence concerns 
the relationships between the various levels; the relationship between 
narration and plot, dialogues and narration, narration and space, 
plot and time, lexica and symbolism of suprasentence structures, 
etc. The existence o f  relations between these levels causes us to 
treat a language discourse as a literary work.

Research on coherence understood in this way assigns a central 
role to a reader’s presuppositions and extratextual, intertextual 
knowledge. Because o f this, textual coherence is a central problem  
o f literary com m unication. F or the study o f discourse coherence 
is an observable phenom enon like the physical properties of a solid 
body: they can be m easured, counted, drawn, But for the study 
o f poetics coherence is an element o f the com m unication situation 
in a text and thus the central problem  in reading. For a linguist 
every non-linear no tation  is incoherent.

For the study o f literary constructions, however, a text is incoherent 
only if its non-linearity cannot be overcome during reading, if 
the textual signs cannot be decoded within the culture com m on
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to the producer and receiver. The difference between the linguistic 
and communication treatm ent o f coherence is the difference between 
text gram m ar and poetics. Van Dijk states the m atter clearly: 
the transform ational-generative concept o f a text “does not directly 
account for the very intricate factors o f literary com munication: 
socio-cultural or esthetic norm s and change o f norm s, the in terpreta­
tion of individual texts, and o f the relations between the text 
and its context, etc.” 31

Here the researcher of poetics and literary com m unication m ust 
clearly define the boundaries o f his interests. The coherence of 
literary texts belongs to the same intertextual space (déjà lu) as 
all the conventions o f discourse that serve to  create literary meaning. 
For the study o f literary com m unications every type o f coherence 
in a text presupposes coherence connections in the intertextual 
sphere of the given type o f discourse, stored in the recent or rem ote 
literary traditions. The difference here is not one o f  methodology, 
but a difference between objects. Linguist study o f the developm ent 
o f a discourse (text gram m ar) and the study o f literary com m unication 
in a text are not different approaches to the same language object 
but different disciplines that study different things. If som eone claims 
that the general theory o f texts illuminates the structure o f literary 
texts although it does not include literary com m unication, then 
he believes that, for example, it is possible to describe the structure 
o f a radio w ithout including the existence o f radio waves and 
electricity.

The principle o f literary com m unication is the assum ption that 
the language notation presupposes certain categories, processes, or 
relationships (receiver, tradition, convention, intertextuality, etc.) 
o f which it becomes a part, and a new object for study comes 
into existence in this way. The object o f interest of poetics and 
literary com m unications is not a language notation  (fact) but a new 
whole, a com m unication situation composed of a text and its presup­
posed relations and categories. If presuppositions are, as Benveniste 
says, a resource for the speaker to create a com m on world with his 
listener, within which a dialogue takes place, then such “assumed

31 V a n  D ij k ,  op. cit.
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inform ation” does not apply only to the sentence level but to 
outlines, conventions, or genres o f discourse. Thus, as one speaks 
o f language presuppositions, one also must include text presupposition, 
which Jonathan  Culler calls pragm atic and rhetoric presuppositions,32 
in studies o f literary com m unication (coherence). M oreover, just 
as language com petence determ ines one’s ability to recognize lan­
guage presuppositions so a read er’s textual com petence and literary 
cultivation determ ine his ability to  detect textual presupposi­
tions.

Thus, the third thesis is th a t textual coherence is a convention 
and only a convention. There are no sentence arrangem ents in 
literary com m unication that are incoherent.

Obviously, the reference point for language coherence norm s 
is the norm  o f language clarity o f a discourse, statem ents in 
which the coherence relations at each level (phonetic, syntactic, 
semantic, lexical, etc.) are in a state of imperceptible homeostasis. 
The m easufe of the coherence o f such discourses is prim arily 
the degree o f standardization o f the particular language connections: 
from word order to sentence m odality. The zero and neutral 
level o f discourse coherence is its linguistic correctness.33 However, 
the disturbance o f any o f these levels changes the language coherence 
o f the entire discourse. The m easure o f these changes is always 
the disturbance o f socially neutral standards. Such disturbances 
can proceed in two directions: either tow ard deviations, such as 
aphatic ones, that lead to the disintegration o f the interpretation 
o f particular levels o f a discourse or tow ard deviations (also on 
various levels) caused by poeticness. If the first type is measured 
on a scale o f the disturbance o f language norms, the second

32 In the article “P resuppositions and In tertextuality ,” [in:] M odern Language  
N otes, 1976, which I fo llow  here J. C u l l e r  uses the term “intertextuality .” 
In Polish  term inology “ intertextuality” is m eant by the term “literary trad ition .” 
I m ust add that analyses o f  the pragm atics o f  texts play a role in M ayen ow a’s 
con cep tion  o f  coherence.

33 Cf. my glosses to  the analysis o f  the com ic  resulting from  the infringem ent 
o f  the textual coherence in J. Z io m e k .  P ow inow actw a litera tury, W arszawa  
1980 — W. B o le c k i ,  “Suw erenność i h egem on ia” (Sovereignty and H egem ony), 
T eksty , 1981, N o. 2.
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is only a m anifestation o f convention. In the first case we are not 
dealing with texts but with collections o f  sentences, typical of 
psychiatric patients: correctly built sentences that constitute neither 
a syntactic whole nor a content w hole.34

In the second case texts are only m ore or less coherent 
depending on the type o f poeticness, in particular depending on 
the degree o f the concreteness of the situational elements. Decoding 
such coherence as convention belongs to  the levels o f literary 
culture that Janusz Sławiński has called the levels of literary 
knowledge and com petence.35

But let us return  to  the te x t. M ayenowa defined as incohe­
rent:

The cinem a was located  on Puław ska St.; P uław ska St. is one o f  the streets 
in W arsaw; the streets in W arsaw have such a shape; such a shape can be 
represented by these com parisons, etc.

As was shown earlier the syntactic connections between sentences 
do not make the text coherent. If  we assume that it does not 
have an appropriate intertextual space, that it does no t meet 
the semantic and convention norm s of a discourse which permit 
the building o f such discourses, then we m ust agree with M ayenowa 
that ,the discourse is an incoherent text. In other words, we cannot 
find a literary practice that places the given tex t’s type o f sentence 
development in some tradition o f discourse. But is suffices to 
assume that it is a parody of a description, that it is an example 
o f a kind o f recognizable convention o f discourse, to  describe 
it as a coherent text. The forms o f coherence would then be 
the norm s o f parody perm itting the infringement o f  linguistic 
standards for the developm ent o f m ulti-sentence series. The mechanisms 
for structuring coherence in literary com m unication are always 
the interplay between actual texts and coherence conventions of the 
texts forming the intertextual space. This interplay allows us to 
view an apparently deviant text (the incoherent one here) as

34 Jan Józef Lipski drew  my attention  to  this during d iscussion  o f  this 
paper in Rynia.

35 J. S ła w iń s k i ,  “Socjo log ia  literatury i poetyka h istoryczna” (Socio logy o f  
Literature and H istorical Poetics), [in:] D zieło , ję z y k ,  tradycja , pp. 65  — 66.
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a poetic text, as one in which the faulty language, the breaking 
o f the rules o f discourse, sem antic anomalies, etc., are new literary 
qualities.

The fourth thesis is that texts with a predom inantly poetic 
function have reinforced coherence connections. For example, m eta­
phors increase the num ber o f relations that join the separate 
language levels. M etaphor, thus, multiplies coherence although it
is achieved at the cost o f syntactic-lexical coherence connections.
It is essential to  distinguish the surface connections in a given
discourse (for example, the p lan  of sentence successions) from the 
hidden paradygm atic connections. Van Dijk is correct in saying 
that the condition o f textual coherence is the existence o f a deep 
semantic structure. Poetic texts intensify the deep, extrasentence 
semantic interconnections. “M any m odern texts,” writes van Dijk, 
“do not respect the rule o f linear coherence. In such cases there 
is no identifiable semantic relation between two or m ore subsequent 
sentences. This violation o f one o f the basic conditions o f text 
coherence is often com pensated on the level of the whole text: 
the semantic deep structures o f m utually incoherent sentences can 
reveal a coherent textual deep structure, especially in m odern
poetry .” 36 Poeticness (literariness) always introduces paradygm atic 
connections into a particular, syntagm atic sequence o f statements. 
The status o f a poetic discourse in coherence theory should be 
exactly the same as the status of presupposition. Presupposition 
mechanisms and poetical mechanisms m ean that in reading we 
introduce those connections th a t are not formally present in the 
particular sentences into the semantics o f the discourse. The semantics 
o f a literary text cannot be formalized because textual m eaning 
is not a language category as parts o f speech or o f sentences 
are, rather it is an element o f  com m unication. Thus, attem pts 
to describe coherence (as an element o f textual semantics) using 
linguistic procedures (a formalized semantic notation) is wrong 
from the outset. Literary com m unication is an intertextual activity. 
It creates a space in which looking at a tree we see a forest.

V a n  D ijk , op. c it.;  cf. C e r v e n k a ,  “O tem atycznym  następstw ie,”
p. 88.
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A linguist’s task is the opposite: he represents the forest with 
a schemat of trees and gives rules for the derivation o f  the 
la tte r .37

Conclusion
20th-century literature provides us with many examples o f texts 

whose poetics rely on upsetting the norm s o f correct language 
discourse. From  the time o f cubist poetry and stream-of-consciousness 
prose all the levels o f a text have been subject to disintegration. 
The literary culture o f the 20th century has developed a distinct 
paradigm  of conventions that can be recognized as the norm s 
for literary discourses. Such norm s are conventions.

Finally, does such a conception o f coherence show us a new 
area for research on literary texts? Does it only apply the term  
“coherence” to  studies that could do w ithout it?  The category 
o f coherence as a convention appearing on different levels o f 
a literary text allows us not only precisely to nam e and describe 
the phenom enon o f the poetics o f these levels but also to  see 
a characteristic element o f  poetics on which many literary operations 
have taken place in the 20th cen tu ry .38 On the other hand, 
coherence as types o f interconnections between levels draws attention 
to the quality o f a text that shapes its structural character. 
Exam ining the structural character o f a text we also perceive the

37 The sharpest polem ic with the description o f  textual sem antics in the 
formal categories o f  m odern linguistics and thus.w ith  M . A. K . H alliday, J. P. Thorne, 
and R. O hm an, am ong  others, is S. E. F is h ,  “W hat Is Stylistics and Why 
A re They Saying Such Terrible T hings about It? ,” [in:] A pproaches to P oetics, 
ed. by S. C hatm an, N ew  York 1973.

38 Cf. M . S z y b i s t o w a ,  “G ranice spójności tekstu” (The Lim its o f  Textual 
C oherence), [in:] STiJ; M. I n d y k , “G ranice spójności narracji” (The Lim its o f  
N arration C oherence), [in:] Studia  o narracji, ed. by J. B łoński, S. Jaworski, 
J. Sław iński, W rocław  1982; E. K u ź m a , “Przestrzeń w poezji aw angardow ej 
a problem  spójności tekstu” (Space in A vant-garde Poetry and Problem  o f  
Textual C oherence), [in:] P rzestrzeń  i litera tura , ed. by M. G łow iński, A . O kopień- 
-Sław ińska, W rocław  1978. T he last author unfortunately confused  the categories  
o f  the linguistic construction  o f  a text (sentence coherence) and th e  coherence  
o f  the represented w orld  (space denoted  by the sentences in the text), but he 
show ed coherence in an interesting light as a problem  o f  h istorical poetics.
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role o f coherence between its levels. N ot only do sentences cohere, 
the text as a whole does, too. It is only a step now to the 
claim that studies o f coherence o f  a text are studies o f its 
literariness.39

Transl. by Jan P a tr ick  L ee

39 I m ust add tw o thou gh ts: these considerations w ould have been im possib le  
w ithout the p rovok in g  role o f  M ay en o w a ’s works. The sharp tone o f  the article 
results from the presentation  only o f  controversia l points. There are m any details 
in M ayen ow a’s w ork that today  b elon g  to the basic canon o f  the theoretical-literary  
know ledge. Second , the develop m en t o f  textual coherence is not a new  problem  
in Polish  theoretical works. J. S ł a w i ń s k i  presented it m ost fully m any years 
ago (with no help o f  the term “co h eren ce”) in his article “Sem antyka w ypow iedzi 
literackiej” (The Sem antics o f  Literary D iscourse), [in:] D zie ło , j ę z y k , tradycja.


