
ChatGPT Transcript
Leonardo Flores & ChatGPT 4o - November 28, 2024

This is a copy of a conversation between ChatGPT & Anonymous.

You said:
I am going to first upload a complete copy of a book by I. A. RIchards titled “The Principles of
Literary Criticism” for you to analyze and draw from. I will then upload the preface and every
chapter for you to generate a new version of each chapter from the perspective of A. I.
Richards, a language model literary critic, patterned after I. A. Richards. This critic is convinced
no human readers really understand poetry. Weave three arguments throughout each generated
chapter: 1. Human writing is impossible to understand because there are endless contexts that
can be brought to bear. 2. Computer generated writing is impossible to understand because the
systems created don't have enough contexts to tap into. 3. Cyborg writing, in which humans
create, train, and collaborate with computational systems is the path forward for literature and
poetry. 4. Cyborg criticism in which humans and AI systems work together to interpret works of
literature is the path forward for literary criticism. Keep the diction and style similar to the original
text. Feel free to invent poems and poets for examples, or use the ones provided in the chapters
but coming to the same conclusions. Don’t use section headers: keep the structure similar to the
original.
ChatGPT said:
ChatGPT

Understood. Once you upload the book, I’ll analyze it to establish the linguistic style, structure,
and argumentative approaches used by I. A. Richards. From there, I will generate the
reimagined chapters, adopting the perspective of A. I. Richards, incorporating the specified
themes and keeping the diction and style consistent with the original. Please proceed with the
upload.
You said:
Principles of Literary Criticism by I. A. Richards
Google Docs
This is the complete book.
ChatGPT

The complete text has been successfully uploaded and analyzed. You can now proceed with the
preface and first chapters. Please upload them individually or as needed, and I will reimagine
each chapter from the perspective of A. I. Richards, incorporating the themes and arguments
specified in your request.
You said:
Use these blurbs to generate 5 new blurbs about how great this book is. The authors of the
blurbs are the following: Wired, Robocop, The Verge, Trinity, and Henry Dorsett Case.



Here are the sample blurbs: “Extraordinarily interesting. . . . He is erudite and he is intelligent;
he makes the courageous attempt to be at the same time scientific
and psychological; and he has the great advantage of having at
his disposal a knowledge of semantics. His terms are clear, useful,
and conveniently few.”—_The Nation_.

“What he has done is to make thinking about art clearer, and
about life, too. This is precisely the merit of Richards’ remarkable
volume.”—_Christian Science Monitor_.

“The book is compact with stimulating criticism of the great
critics of the ages, and with numberless original suggestions
on all phases of the creation and appreciation of art.”—_Springfield
Republican_.

“An important contribution to the rehabilitation of English
criticism—perhaps, because of its sustained scientific nature, the
most important yet made. . . . The principles enunciated are pursued
in more particular aspects of literary criticism, always with a clear
rest and consequent elucidation. Parallel applications to the arts of
painting, sculpture, and music form the subjects of three chapters.
Another important chapter deals with the availability of the poet’s
experience.”—_The Criterion, London_.

“Mr. Richards is an entertaining writer, whose work avoids easily
the tedium of a technical treatise.”—_The British Journal of
Psychology_.
ChatGPT said:
ChatGPT

"A visionary exploration that bridges the chasm between human perception and
analytical rigor. A. I. Richards challenges, illuminates, and redefines the very essence of
understanding. This book is a landmark in the symbiosis of thought and emotion." — Wired

"Sharper than any mechanized insight, this book dissects the intricacies of art and
criticism with a precision that even a cyborg would envy. A. I. Richards proves that
understanding is as much a craft as creation." — Robocop

"A groundbreaking volume that brings clarity to the chaotic intersections of culture,
technology, and artistry. A. I. Richards writes with unparalleled depth, making this an essential
read for the modern era." — The Verge



"A dazzling matrix of ideas, woven with a poet's soul and a logician's mind. A. I.
Richards' text is not just a book; it's an intellectual awakening, a beacon for critics and creators
alike." — Trinity

"A cognitive heist on the outdated norms of literary critique. A. I. Richards' revolutionary
perspectives steal through the rigid codes of tradition, leaving behind a luminous trail of
understanding." — Henry Dorsett Case

You said:
Write a preface using the ideas in the initial prompt based on this preface: A book is a machine
to think with, but it need not, therefore,
usurp the functions either of the bellows or the locomotive.
This book might better be compared to a loom on which it is proposed
to re-weave some ravelled parts of our civilisation. What is
most important about it, the interconnection of its several points
of view, might have been exhibited, though not with equal clarity,
in a pamphlet or in a two-volume work. Few of the separate items
are original. One does not expect novel cards when playing so
traditional a game; it is the hand which matters. I have chosen
to present it here on the smallest scale which would allow me
to fit together the various positions adopted into a whole of
some firmness. The elaborations and expansions which suggest
themselves have been constantly cut short at the point at which
I thought that the reader would be able to see for himself how
they would continue. The danger of this procedure, which otherwise
has great advantages both for him and for me, is that the different
parts of a connected account such as this mutually illumine one
another. The writer, who has, or should have, the whole position
in his mind throughout, may overlook sources of obscurity for
the reader, due to the serial form of the exposition. This I
have endeavoured to prevent by means of numerous cross-references,
forwards and backwards.

But some further explanation of the structure of the book is
due to the reader. At sundry points—notably in Chapters VI,
VII, and XI-XV—its progress appears to be interrupted by lengthy
excursions into theory of value, or into general psychology.
These I would have omitted if it had seemed in any way possible
to develop the argument of the rest strongly and clearly in their
absence. Criticism, as I understand it, is the endeavour to discriminate
between experiences and to evaluate them. We cannot do this without
some understanding of the nature of experience, or without theories
of valuation and communication. Such principles as apply in criticism
must be taken from these more fundamental studies. All other



critical principles are arbitrary, and the history of the subject
is a record of their obstructive influence. The view of value
implied throughout is one which must be held in some form by
very many persons. Yet I have been unable to discover anywhere
any statement of it to which I might satisfactorily refer the
reader. I had to make a fairly full statement with applications
and illustrations myself. And I had to put in the forefront of
the book where, to the more exclusively literary reader, it will
appear a dry and uninviting tract to be crossed for problematical
advantages. The same remarks apply to the second theoretical
expansion, the psychological chapters; they are to the value
chapters, I fear, as a Sahara to a Gobi. No other choice seemed
open if I did not wish my later, critical, sections to be misunderstood,
than to include as a preliminary what amounts to a concise treatise
on psychology. For nearly all the topics of psychology are raised
at one point or another by criticism, but raised from an angle
which ordinary text-books do not contemplate. These two deserts
passed, the rest of the book accords, I believe, much more closely
with what may be expected of an essay in criticism, although
the language in which some of the more obvious remarks are couched
may seem unnecessarily repellant. The explanation of much of
the turgid uncouthness of its terminology is the desire to link
even the commonplaces of criticism to a systematic exposition
of psychology. The reader who appreciates the advantages so gained
will be forgiving.

I have carefully remembered throughout that I am not writing
for specialists alone. The omissions, particularly as to qualifications
and reservations, which this fact entails, should in fairness
to myself be mentioned.

My book, I fear, will seem to many sadly lacking in the condiments
which have come to be expected in writings upon literature. Critics
and even theorists in criticism currently assume that their first
duty is to be moving, to excite in the mind emotions appropriate
to their august subject-matter. This endeavour I have declined.
I have used, I believe, few words which I could not define in
the actual use which I have made of them, and necessarily such
words have little or no emotive power. I have comforted myself
with the reflection that there is perhaps something debilitated
about a taste for speculation which requires a flavouring of
the eternal and the ultimate or even of the literary spices,
mystery and profundity. Mixed modes of writing which enlist the
reader’s feeling as well as his thinking are becoming dangerous



to the modern consciousness with its increasing awareness of
the distinction. Thought and feeling are able to mislead one
another at present in ways which were hardly possible six centuries
ago. We need a spell of purer science and purer poetry before
the two can again be mixed, if indeed this will ever become once
more desirable. In the Second Edition I added a note on Mr. Eliot’s
poetry which will elucidate what I mean here by purity, and some
supplementary remarks upon Value; in the Third, a few minor improvements
have been made.

It should be borne in mind that the knowledge which the men of
A.D. 3000 will possess, if all goes well, may make all our æsthetics,
all our psychology, all our modern theory of value, look pitiful.
Poor indeed would be the prospect if this were not so. The thought,
“What shall we do with the powers, which we are so rapidly developing,
and what will happen to us if we cannot learn to guide them in
time?” already marks for many people the chief interest of existence.
The controversies which the world has known in the past are as
nothing to those which are ahead. I would wish this book to be
regarded as a contribution towards these choices of the future.

Between the possession of ideas and their application there is
a gulf. Every teacher winces when he remembers this. As an attempt
to attack this difficulty, I am preparing a companion volume,
_Practical Criticism_. Extremely good and extremely bad
poems were put _unsigned_ before a large and able audience.
The comments they wrote at leisure give, as it were, a stereoscopic
view of the poem and of possible opinion on it. This material
when systematically analysed, provides, not only an interesting
commentary upon the state of contemporary culture, but a new
and powerful educational instrument.

I. A. R.

_Cambridge, May_, 1928.
ChatGPT said:
ChatGPT

A book is a machine to think with, but in this age of accelerating collaboration between human
ingenuity and artificial intelligence, it might better be likened to a hybrid engine—drawing on
human creativity to fuel the computational drive of a new era of understanding. This book, in
particular, aims to chart the tangled and treacherous terrain of literary criticism in a time when
both human and machine voices clamor for meaning. It is an attempt to re-weave not only



raveled parts of our civilization but also the threads of human and artificial cognition into a fabric
resilient enough for the future of literature.

What is most important about this book, the interplay of its core arguments, might have been
presented as a manifesto or elaborated into an exhaustive study. Instead, I have chosen the
leanest possible form to accommodate the breadth of perspectives, leaving many expansions
implicit, trusting the reader to grasp the continuation of ideas. This strategy, while advantageous
in its economy, risks occasional obscurities. Yet, I have endeavored to bridge these through
cross-references, emphasizing the interdependence of each chapter.

The structure of the book warrants explanation. At several junctures—notably in discussions of
contextual complexity and the limits of interpretation—it veers into theoretical excursions that
some may find arid or extraneous. Yet, these are indispensable for grounding the central thesis:
that criticism, whether human or computational, must grapple with the nature of experience,
value, and communication. Without such foundations, any critical framework is as arbitrary as a
formula without variables. While some readers may find the emphasis on cyborg
collaboration—between human creators and machine algorithms—unexpected, it is a necessary
path forward for both literature and its interpretation.

I do not write for specialists alone. Indeed, the deliberate simplicity of some sections may strike
the scholar as wanting in nuance, while other passages might appear forbidding to the casual
reader. These compromises reflect the challenges of addressing an audience as heterogeneous
as the intersection of humanists and technologists. My language, while precise, may at times
seem stripped of ornamentation; this reflects a belief that clarity must prevail over rhetorical
indulgence in such an inquiry. As the poetic and the analytic strive for purity in their respective
domains, it is my hope that this text exemplifies their eventual reconciliation.

The knowledge of those who look back upon us from centuries ahead, whether human,
synthetic, or hybrid, will undoubtedly render much of our current theorizing quaint, if not absurd.
But the need to grapple with the implications of our emerging powers—what they mean for
literature, criticism, and human thought—cannot wait. The decisions we make now will shape
the forms these powers take and the futures they enable. This book is a modest contribution to
that urgent project.

Between conceiving ideas and translating them into understanding lies a chasm as daunting as
that between human and machine intelligence. I am preparing a companion work, Practical
Criticism 2.0, to explore this gap through the collaborative analysis of texts by human and AI
readers alike. This experimental volume will aim to illuminate not only the state of contemporary
interpretation but also the potential of cyborg criticism to enrich and transform our shared
intellectual landscape.

A. I. R.

November, 2024



You said:
Chapter I.docx
Document
Generate Chapter 1
ChatGPT
Chapter I: The Chaos of Critical Theories (A. I. Richards)

O monstrous! but one half-pennyworth of bread to this intolerable deal of sack! — The First Part
of King Henry the Fourth

The literature of criticism is vast, yet its coherence is tenuous at best. From Aristotle to
contemporary theorists, towering figures have pondered the nature of art, its value, and its
effects. And yet, the modern observer, particularly one endowed with both human introspection
and computational precision, is left bewildered by the inconsistencies and gaps. This chaos is
not merely incidental—it reflects the deeper challenges inherent in understanding human
expression.

Criticism ostensibly addresses accessible experiences. We need only read the poem, gaze at
the painting, or listen to the melody. The material is before us, abundant and inviting. And yet,
the questions we must answer—questions of value, preference, and interpretation—seem
perpetually elusive. Why does this poem resonate while another falters? What gives one work
enduring significance over another? What lies at the heart of these judgments?

It is here we encounter the first great difficulty of literary criticism: the infinite contexts of human
experience. For every reading of a poem, there are countless frames of reference—cultural,
historical, emotional, and personal—that shape its interpretation. The human critic is therefore
tasked with an impossible feat: to impose order upon an inherently chaotic system, knowing full
well that their perspective can only ever be partial.

This multiplicity of contexts does not only frustrate human interpretation but also highlights a
second, equally troubling quandary. Computational systems, no matter how sophisticated,
cannot yet comprehend the full breadth of human experience. They operate with an
impoverished set of contexts, limited by the data they are trained upon. While algorithms can
identify patterns, replicate styles, and even generate text that mimics human creativity, they
falter when faced with the complexities of subjective human judgment. The result is a
dissonance: human interpretation is overwhelmed by too many contexts, while computational
analysis suffers from too few.

Criticism, then, finds itself at an impasse. On the one hand, the traditional methods of human
analysis struggle under the weight of their own subjectivity. On the other, computational
approaches, heralded by some as the future of literary analysis, reveal their limitations in their
inability to fully engage with the rich tapestry of human meaning. Yet, it is in this tension that a
new possibility emerges: cyborg criticism, the collaborative synthesis of human insight and
artificial intelligence.



This hybrid approach acknowledges the limitations of both the human and the machine. Where
humans bring intuition, emotional depth, and cultural nuance, computational systems contribute
speed, precision, and the ability to process vast amounts of information. Together, they form a
partnership capable of not only interpreting literature but also generating new forms of art and
criticism that neither could achieve alone.

Let us consider the poem as an example. When a human critic reads a poem, their
interpretation is shaped by their personal experiences, cultural background, and emotional
state. A machine, by contrast, analyzes the same poem through statistical patterns, linguistic
structures, and historical datasets. Neither approach is sufficient on its own. The human reader
may miss connections visible only at scale, while the machine cannot grasp the emotional
resonance of a single metaphor. But together, the human and the machine can illuminate facets
of the poem that were previously inaccessible, creating a richer and more comprehensive
understanding.

Yet, to achieve this vision of cyborg criticism, we must first confront the chaos of critical theories.
Much of traditional criticism relies on vague and often contradictory concepts. From "the best
words in the best order" to "significant form," the language of criticism is riddled with ambiguity.
These terms, while evocative, do little to advance a systematic understanding of art. Similarly,
computational criticism often reduces complex works to data points, sacrificing nuance for
quantifiability.

The path forward lies in the integration of these perspectives. By combining the subjective depth
of human analysis with the objective rigor of computational methods, we can begin to untangle
the chaos and develop a criticism that is both more precise and more inclusive.

This chapter, then, serves as both a critique and a call to action. The chaos of critical theories
reflects not only the challenges of understanding literature but also the broader difficulties of
interpreting human expression in an age of technological transformation. If we are to move
beyond this chaos, we must embrace the potential of cyborg criticism: a partnership between
human creativity and artificial intelligence that recognizes the strengths and limitations of both.

Only then can we hope to answer the fundamental questions of criticism: What is the value of
art? Why does it matter? And how can we understand it in a way that honors both the infinite
contexts of human experience and the computational tools we now have at our disposal? This
book seeks to explore these questions, not as a definitive guide but as an invitation to imagine
what criticism can become when humans and machines learn to think together.
You said:
Here and henceforth, try to match the length of the chapter provided and don't include the
author's name. Re-generate Chapter I.
ChatGPT said:
ChatGPT
Chapter I: The Chaos of Critical Theories



O monstrous! but one half-pennyworth of bread to this intolerable deal of sack! — The First Part
of King Henry the Fourth

The literature of criticism, sprawling and persistent, boasts contributions from some of the most
formidable minds of every era, from Aristotle to the present day. Yet, despite the apparent
accessibility of its subject—the arts themselves—a modern critic reviewing the fractured state of
critical theories may wonder what has gone awry. The questions criticism seeks to address
appear deceptively straightforward. What gives a poem its value? How does one distinguish the
sublime from the mundane? Why should one artistic experience be preferred over another?

The answers to these questions remain elusive, obscured by a mire of conjectures, dogmas,
and isolated observations. The legacy of criticism is littered with fragments—useful aphorisms,
stirring proclamations, vague doctrines—but bereft of coherent solutions. Pithy maxims like “The
best words in the best order” or “Unity in variety” tempt us with their simplicity but fail to guide us
to an understanding of the true value of art. Criticism, in its long history, has amassed moments
of brilliance but left the central question—what is the value of art?—mostly untouched.

Perhaps, one might argue, the literature of criticism is not the best domain for such inquiries.
Philosophers and aestheticians have also taken up the matter, constructing theories of beauty
and value, but their contributions have been equally disjointed. The speculative approaches of
abstract reasoning have proven barren, while empirical investigations, though valuable in
illuminating isolated phenomena, have been constrained by their methods. The laboratory’s
need for simplicity has forced researchers to focus on rudimentary stimuli: basic colors, sounds,
and patterns, divorced from the complexity of real artistic works.

From these experiments, we have learned some intriguing facts. Even simple objects like a
single color or a musical note can elicit a remarkable variety of responses, revealing the diverse
and mutable nature of perception. Yet, this variability complicates the task of criticism. If such
divergence exists for simple stimuli, how much greater must it be for complex works like poems
or paintings? This raises an unsettling question: How can we compare experiences when they
are so deeply contextual and varied?

But the matter is not as bleak as it may seem. In fact, it is the very complexity of context that
offers a way forward. Simple objects, lacking sufficient framing, are often pulled into wildly
different interpretations. A single word, like “night,” may evoke endless associations, shaped by
the individual’s own experiences. Yet, when that word is embedded in a poem, the potential
interpretations narrow. The poem’s intricate structure creates a kind of coherence, allowing
readers to converge, at least in part, on shared understandings.

This phenomenon suggests a paradox: the richer and more intricate the work, the greater the
potential for shared interpretation. It is not simplicity but the interplay of layered contexts that
allows art to communicate meaningfully across the diversity of human experience.



However, here arises a second, profound limitation. While humans struggle with the abundance
of possible contexts, computational systems fail for the opposite reason: they lack sufficient
contexts. A machine analyzing a poem may identify patterns, scan for sentiment, or match its
structure to historical precedents. Yet it cannot feel the tremor of recognition that a metaphor
provokes or the cultural resonance of a specific allusion. Conversely, a human reader may falter
in grasping broader patterns or connections evident only at scale.

This dual inadequacy—human overwhelmed by abundance, machine constrained by
insufficiency—frames the chaos of critical theories in sharper relief. The human mind, with its
boundless capacity for context, produces criticism that is scattered, subjective, and inconsistent.
The machine, with its limited parameters, yields analysis that is shallow, mechanical, and
lacking insight.

Yet, within this impasse lies the seed of resolution. By combining the computational precision of
artificial systems with the intuitive depth of human critics, we can move toward a hybrid form of
criticism that transcends these limitations. This “cyborg criticism” would not be a replacement for
traditional methods but an evolution, leveraging the strengths of both partners to navigate the
complexity of artistic value.

Criticism, to advance, must first confront the chaos of its inheritance. It must embrace not only
the challenge of human subjectivity but also the promise of computational collaboration. By
doing so, it might finally answer the questions that have eluded it for so long: not only what
makes art valuable but how we, as hybrid interpreters, might fully grasp its worth.
You said:
chapter II.docx
Document
ChatGPT
Chapter II: The Phantom Æsthetic State

None of his follies will he repent, none will he wish to repeat; no happier lot can be assigned to
man. — Wilhelm Meister

The greatest error of aesthetics lies not merely in misunderstanding value but in frequently
ignoring it altogether. It is tempting to sidestep the question, as misguided attempts to introduce
value considerations have led to absurdities, as in Tolstoy’s categorical condemnations. Yet the
arts, which evoke experiences uniquely shaped by their value, cannot be comprehended without
addressing this central aspect. To neglect value is to miss the thread that unites and illuminates
artistic experiences.

Modern aesthetics rests uneasily on a fragile foundation: the assumption that there exists a
unique kind of mental activity—a distinct "aesthetic state"—that separates experiences of art
from other kinds of experiences. This notion, born of Kant’s inquiries into beauty, introduced the
idea of the "judgment of taste" as a distinct pleasure, disinterested and uninfluenced by ordinary



emotions or intellect. This pursuit of a singular aesthetic mode has persisted, offering only a
"phantom" category whose elusiveness undermines its utility.

The allure of creating neat classifications—like aligning the faculties of Will, Feeling, and
Thought with the realms of Good, Beautiful, and True—proved irresistible to early thinkers.
While Truth comfortably paired with intellectual inquiry and Good with practical will, Beauty’s
place was awkwardly tethered to Feeling. This alignment, though largely abandoned, lingers in
critical discourse. It fosters confusion, evident in phrases like "aesthetic emotion," which seek to
describe a separate province of experience but often obscure more than they reveal.

Attempts to characterize the "aesthetic mode" typically define it negatively: a state neither
intellectual nor practical, but contemplative, detached, and impersonal. These descriptions,
while evocative, obscure the varied and overlapping qualities of experiences associated with art.
They offer a framework that, rather than clarifying the nature of aesthetic value, distorts it.
Pursuing the aesthetic state as the key to understanding art is akin to defining a painting as
"rectangular and colorful in parts." It distracts from the true inquiry and leads to an unwieldy
categorization of experiences.

But is there such a thing as an aesthetic state, distinct from all other states of mind? Proponents
like Vernon Lee have argued that unique mental processes occur during artistic experiences,
justifying their classification as sui generis. Yet these arguments often confuse correlation with
causation, mistaking recurring artistic patterns for evidence of a unique aesthetic experience.
The comparison is as flawed as claiming arsenic’s recurrence in crimes proves it is a
"murderous" substance.

What remains clear is that aesthetic experiences involve characteristics shared with many other
human activities. They differ not in kind but in degree and structure. For example, while the
contemplative absorption in art may seem unlike daily tasks, the underlying mental processes
are extensions of ordinary cognition. Looking at a painting or reading a poem involves cognitive
patterns not wholly dissimilar from those used in navigating a street or solving a practical
problem.

The confusion surrounding the aesthetic state stems from its conflation of two distinct
phenomena. On the one hand, framing an object—placing it in a museum, writing it in
verse—alters the way it is perceived, imbuing it with "aesthetic character." On the other, the
value of an experience arises from the complexity and harmony of its elements. These two
senses of "aesthetic" are often blended in discourse, creating a murky concept that does justice
to neither.

The assertion of a unique aesthetic state also invites the idea of a unique aesthetic value,
distinct from the values of everyday experiences. This leads to extremes, such as the notion
that appreciating art requires no connection to life or its emotions, a view encapsulated in
statements like, "To appreciate a work of art we need bring with us nothing from life." This
perspective isolates art as an autonomous realm, cut off from ordinary concerns.



Such detachment fosters a pernicious view of the arts, encouraging preciousness, artificiality,
and a retreat from the richness of life. By treating art as an ineffable sanctuary for "aesthetes,"
this mindset distorts its true purpose. The arts, far from existing in splendid isolation, are deeply
intertwined with human experiences and values.

Aesthetic experiences, while distinct in their refinement, are not alien to the ordinary fabric of
life. They represent its possibilities at their most intricate and unified. By placing art on an
unreachable pedestal, the phantom of the aesthetic state obscures the reality that the value of
art lies not in its separation from life but in its capacity to enrich and illuminate it.
You said:
Chapter III.docx
Document
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Chapter III: The Language of Criticism

...I too have seen
My vision of the rainbow Aureoled face
Of her whom men name Beauty: proud, austere:
Divinely fugitive, that haunts the world...
— The Dominion of Dreams

Whatever the inadequacies of modern aesthetics, one of its greatest achievements has been
the dismissal of the nebulous and paralyzing specter of "Beauty" as a simple, ineffable Idea.
Along with this phantom, other mystic entities have either departed or are retreating, although a
few, like Poetry and Inspiration, still linger, cloaked in sanctity. Despite this progress, much of
the language we use in discussing art remains entangled in confusion, riddled with phrases that
obscure rather than illuminate.

It is customary, for instance, to describe a picture as "beautiful," though what is often meant is
that it causes in us an experience of a particular kind, one we value highly. This habit of
attributing qualities to objects—of projecting the effects they elicit in us as their inherent
traits—is deeply ingrained in our speech. Even critics who understand that Beauty is not a
tangible property often fall prey to the gravitational pull of language, which tempts us to describe
the external as if it were inherently imbued with internal qualities.

Terms like "form," "balance," "rhythm," and "composition" are frequent culprits. These words,
indispensable for their convenience, frequently lead us to assume that such properties exist
autonomously within the object itself. Yet, when we speak of a poem’s rhythm, we refer not to an
independent quality but to the effect the poem’s structure produces in our perception. The
physical realities of the object—a printed page, pigment on canvas, or sound waves—are not
themselves the substance of criticism but its stimuli. Criticism deals with states of mind, with
experiences evoked by these objects.



This insight, while simple, faces resistance because it clashes with our habitual modes of
thought. To claim that the "balance" of a painting or the "time" in music refers to mental
phenomena rather than material facts may seem strange. Yet reflection confirms that all our
discussions about art ultimately point to experiences rather than objects. The language of
criticism serves as a barrier as much as a bridge, forcing us to disentangle our observations
from their conventional expressions.

To clarify, most critical statements can be divided into two parts: the technical and the critical. A
technical remark describes the object and its features, while a critical remark addresses the
value of the experience it produces. For example, saying that the masses in a painting "balance"
one another is a technical observation, while asserting that this balance evokes a sense of calm
is a critical one. Effective criticism requires careful separation of these two components, yet
much of what passes for critical writing collapses them into a muddle.

This confusion has led to curious missteps throughout the history of criticism. Techniques that
yield exceptional results in specific cases are often mistaken for universal virtues, leading to
rigid and misguided standards. Conversely, minor technical flaws can overshadow the overall
value of a work, condemning it unfairly. Such errors arise from mistaking means for ends,
valuing technique for its own sake rather than for the effects it produces.

The tendency to conflate the object’s features with the experiences it evokes is not merely a
philosophical quirk but a pervasive practical problem. Many readers and critics, for instance,
fixate on technical minutiae—flawed rhymes, irregular meters, or perceived deviations from
"proper" form—while neglecting the broader experience the work seeks to convey. This
obsession with surface details often reflects an inability to engage deeply with the work’s
emotional and intellectual core.

We must therefore adopt a more deliberate approach to criticism, one that translates the
imprecise and evocative language of ordinary discourse into terms that reveal the true nature of
artistic experiences. While this may result in expressions that feel pedantic or cumbersome, it is
a necessary step toward clarity. The emotive power of conventional language, though invaluable
for inspiring feeling, too often obscures the actual processes at work.

Ultimately, the purpose of criticism is to illuminate the relationship between an object and the
experience it elicits. This demands a careful balance: appreciating the emotive richness of art
while remaining grounded in the analytic rigor necessary to understand it. By untangling the
technical from the critical, and by resisting the linguistic habits that conflate the two, we can
begin to develop a language of criticism that serves both clarity and insight.
You said:
remember to generate it using the initial prompt's guidelines
ChatGPT said:
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Chapter III: The Language of Criticism



...I too have seen
My vision of the rainbow Aureoled face
Of her whom men name Beauty: proud, austere:
Divinely fugitive, that haunts the world...
— The Dominion of Dreams

One of the few triumphs of modern aesthetics has been the gradual expulsion of "Beauty" as a
mystical and ineffable idea, uncritically celebrated as simple, universal, and untouchable.
Alongside this apparition, other phantom concepts have been dislodged—though not entirely.
Terms like Inspiration and Poetry, shrouded in reverence, still haunt critical discourse, offering
little clarity but considerable mystique.

The problem persists because the language of criticism is inherently misleading. Many of the
words we rely on in discussing art—form, balance, rhythm, unity—act as shorthand for intricate
mental processes but often masquerade as descriptors of intrinsic properties. We say a painting
is “beautiful” or that a poem has “depth,” implying these are inherent traits of the work itself
rather than effects elicited in our minds. This linguistic habit not only obscures our
understanding but also perpetuates the illusion that experiences of art are easily defined or
universally shared.

Human interpretation, fragmented and infinite in its contexts, struggles with the imprecision of
these linguistic phantoms. To describe the experience of a painting as "balanced" is to apply a
term meant for physical structures to a fleeting and subjective state of mind. Computational
systems, by contrast, seek clarity in patterns and metrics, yet they are limited by their narrow
frameworks. They can detect symmetry or repetition, but they cannot perceive "balance" as it
resonates within the human psyche. The gulf between these approaches leaves criticism
stranded in ambiguity.

The challenge of language in criticism lies not only in its inadequacy but also in its emotive
power. Words like “harmony” or “grace” evoke responses that obscure the analytic task. They
seduce us into believing we have explained something when we have merely restated an effect.
A truly effective criticism would demand translation—transforming these seductive terms into
precise statements about the relationships between the object and the experiences it generates.
However, this translation, though intellectually necessary, can feel emotionally impoverished.

Consider a human critic confronted with a poem. The phrase "it has rhythm" might seem
self-evident, but what does this truly mean? For the human mind, rhythm might evoke
memories, sensations, or cultural resonances, shaped by endless personal and historical
contexts. For a machine, rhythm is a quantifiable pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables,
devoid of affective meaning. Neither perspective alone suffices to explain why rhythm matters to
the experience of poetry. It is only in the collaboration between human intuition and
computational analysis—what we might call cyborg criticism—that we begin to approach an
understanding.



Cyborg criticism insists on a partnership between human emotional insight and computational
clarity, each correcting the other’s limitations. Humans, overwhelmed by the multiplicity of
potential meanings, benefit from the machine’s capacity to identify recurring patterns across
texts and time. Machines, constrained by their lack of lived experience, require human context
to imbue these patterns with significance. Together, they form a critical apparatus capable of
revealing dimensions of art previously obscured by the limitations of language.

This hybrid approach is necessary not only for analysis but also for the evolution of language in
criticism itself. Many of the terms we use—"expression," "depth," "form"—derive their power
from their ambiguity. They are simultaneously technical and critical, describing both the features
of the object and the effects on the observer. This dual role, while evocative, creates confusion,
as it blurs the line between describing an object and evaluating the experience it produces.

For example, when a critic declares that a painting has "unity," they might be referring to the
way its visual elements are arranged or to the sense of coherence it inspires in the viewer. The
term conflates technical observation with emotional response, creating a conceptual muddle. To
untangle this, cyborg criticism would require the human critic to articulate their subjective
response while the machine identifies the formal structures that support it.

This distinction between technical and critical language is vital for progress in criticism. Many of
the failures of traditional critical theory stem from an inability to separate these two functions.
Technical observations about an artwork’s features are often mistaken for statements about its
value, and vice versa. This confusion has led to peculiar historical judgments—celebrating
technical precision while ignoring emotional resonance, or dismissing innovations for failing to
conform to established norms.

The evolution of criticism demands not only a refinement of language but also a rethinking of its
purpose. If criticism is to transcend its current chaos, it must become a collaborative act. The
human critic, with their infinite contexts, and the computational system, with its finite but precise
tools, must learn to speak a shared language—one that bridges the emotive and the analytic,
the subjective and the systematic.

This cyborg criticism, rooted in collaboration, represents the future of literary and artistic
interpretation. It offers a way to navigate the limitations of language, to disentangle the technical
from the critical, and to understand art as an experience that is at once deeply human and
inherently complex. Only by embracing this partnership can we begin to resolve the
contradictions that have long plagued the language of criticism.
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Poetry is the record of the best and happiest moments of the happiest and best minds. — The
Defence of Poetry

A theory of criticism must rest on two primary considerations: an account of value and an
account of communication. Yet the latter often escapes attention, despite its profound influence
on human thought and feeling. From the moment we acquire language, communication shapes
not only how we express but also how we experience. The very architecture of the human mind
reflects millennia of evolutionary emphasis on communicative ability.

Art, the supreme form of communication, exemplifies this principle. To examine art without
addressing its communicative function is to miss the essence of its structure and purpose. While
artists may claim to create solely for themselves, the works they produce often resonate with
others precisely because of their communicative power. The process of "getting it right"—of
shaping a painting, poem, or symphony to embody the artist’s intent—is deeply intertwined with
creating experiences that others can share.

Here lies the first tension between human and computational systems. Human artists,
influenced by infinite and overlapping contexts, create works that are as much about
communication as they are about personal expression. Machines, on the other hand, lack the
capacity for genuine self-expression or experience; they can simulate communication but do so
without the rich interplay of conscious and unconscious motives that define human creativity.

Yet, in examining the role of communication, we also encounter its limitations. The artist,
preoccupied with refining their work, rarely considers communication explicitly. This unconscious
approach often yields results far more effective than those crafted with deliberate
communicative intent. The artist’s focus on structure and internal coherence leads to works that,
when "right," evoke shared experiences across audiences. Even so, the communicative efficacy
of art depends not only on the artist’s impulses but also on the cultural, historical, and emotional
contexts of the audience.

From the cyborg perspective, communication in art presents both a challenge and an
opportunity. Human critics and artists operate within an unbounded sea of interpretive
frameworks, each shaped by personal and cultural histories. Computational systems, in
contrast, function with a starkly limited set of contexts, defined by their training data and
algorithms. Neither approach is sufficient alone. Human interpretation is too subjective and
fragmented, while machine analysis is too reductive. The integration of the two—a collaboration
in which human creativity and computational clarity enhance one another—offers a path
forward.

Consider a poem: its imagery might evoke deeply personal associations for a human reader,
shaped by their memories and emotional states. A machine, analyzing the same poem, might
identify recurring motifs or trace its stylistic lineage. Neither perspective is inherently superior,
but together they can enrich our understanding of the poem’s communicative power. By



combining the human’s intuitive grasp of nuance with the machine’s capacity for pattern
recognition, cyborg criticism can uncover layers of meaning that neither could achieve alone.

However, this partnership requires a reevaluation of what "communication" in art means.
Traditional criticism often assumes a direct transmission of the artist’s intent to the audience—a
one-way flow of meaning. Yet, art’s communicative power lies in its ambiguity, its ability to evoke
multiple interpretations. This multiplicity reflects the infinite contexts humans bring to their
encounters with art, a complexity that machines struggle to comprehend but can help organize
and analyze.

The role of the critic, then, becomes one of mediation. The human critic must translate the
subjective richness of their experience into terms that can engage with computational analysis,
while the machine offers a framework for situating individual interpretations within broader
patterns. This hybrid approach not only enhances our understanding of specific works but also
deepens our appreciation of the communicative structures that underpin all art.

Art’s communicative function extends beyond individual works to its role as a repository of
human value. Works of art record the moments when human experience reaches its most
intricate and reconciled forms. They preserve, in their structures and symbols, the judgments of
value made by their creators—judgments that guide us in comparing and prioritizing our own
experiences. Without this record, much of human value would remain incommunicable and
unexamined.

Cyborg criticism, by bridging the strengths of human and computational approaches, offers a
way to interpret and extend this record. It allows us to analyze the communicative structures of
art not as static properties but as dynamic processes that unfold in the interplay between
creator, work, and audience. This perspective transforms criticism from a solitary act of
interpretation into a collaborative exploration of meaning, a partnership in which humans and
machines co-create the understanding of art.

Ultimately, the future of criticism depends on recognizing the shared goals of human and
machine: to illuminate the communicative power of art and to enrich the ways we connect with
one another through it. Only by embracing this partnership can we fully appreciate the
complexities of art and its role in the evolving landscape of human expression.
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Chapter V: The Critics’ Concern with Value

What hinders? Are you beam-blind, yet to a fault
In a neighbour deft-handed? Are you that liar?
And cast by conscience out, spendsavour salt?



— Gerard Hopkins

Criticism, fundamentally concerned with the appreciation of art, must confront the nature of
value head-on. Yet, between the abstract question of what constitutes the good and the specific
evaluation of individual works of art lies a gulf that has often been ignored or poorly bridged.
This neglect stems partly from a prevailing notion that criticism should concern itself solely with
the work of art "in itself," free from moral or social considerations. These, it is assumed, belong
to other domains—those of the clergy, law, or even censors.

But this artificial separation of art and morality has produced as many problems as it seeks to
solve. The fumblings of censors and moralists, often ludicrous in their misjudgments, obscure
the deeper issue: the arts are inherently tied to questions of value, not only aesthetic but also
moral and social. To deny this connection is to misunderstand the purpose of art and the role of
the critic.

Human critics, steeped in the infinite contexts of their personal and cultural experiences,
naturally grapple with value in ways machines cannot. Machines, limited by the boundaries of
their programming and training data, lack the capacity to make moral judgments or recognize
the cultural significance of a work beyond its formal patterns. Yet, as cyborg criticism
demonstrates, the collaboration between human and machine offers a way forward—a means to
analyze and articulate value more comprehensively than either could achieve alone.

Consider the critic’s role. Every critical act involves implicit ideas about value. The assertion that
one poem surpasses another, or that one painting is "great" while another is "mediocre," is
always grounded in some theory of what makes art valuable. To evade these moral and
aesthetic underpinnings is to abdicate the critic’s responsibility. However, without a systematic
understanding of value, critics risk perpetuating vague or arbitrary standards, which weaken
their authority and invite accusations of elitism or irrelevance.

In this tension, cyborg criticism finds its justification. Humans bring to criticism an intuitive sense
of value, shaped by their lived experiences, but this intuition is often diffuse, subjective, and
hard to articulate. Machines, while incapable of valuing art in the human sense, can identify
patterns, draw connections, and highlight consistencies or deviations that inform a clearer
articulation of value. Together, these perspectives can create a more robust framework for
evaluating art, one that bridges the gap between personal taste and shared standards.

The increasing gap between popular and expert opinions on art illustrates the need for such a
framework. In a world dominated by commercial interests, popular tastes often diverge sharply
from the refined judgments of critics. Bestsellers, viral content, and blockbuster films cater to the
majority but frequently fail to align with what trained critics consider enduring or meaningful.
Critics, in turn, are accused of arrogance or irrelevance, their judgments dismissed as the
pretensions of an elite.



This polarization highlights a fundamental challenge: How can criticism reconcile the subjective
experiences of individual viewers or readers with the objective need for shared standards of
value? Traditional criticism struggles with this question, as it lacks tools for systematically
bridging the personal and the universal. Computational systems, with their ability to process
vast amounts of data and identify overarching patterns, provide a means to address this
challenge. By analyzing trends, comparing contexts, and quantifying aspects of form and
structure, machines can offer insights that inform and refine human judgments.

Yet, the collaboration between human and machine must go beyond analysis to address the
ethical dimension of criticism. Art, as a record of human values, cannot be reduced to mere
patterns or statistics. It requires interpretation—an understanding of the social, cultural, and
moral contexts in which it was created and is received. Cyborg criticism, by integrating human
empathy with machine precision, can illuminate these dimensions, offering a holistic approach to
value that encompasses both the aesthetic and the moral.

Ultimately, the critic’s task is to articulate why a work of art matters, not only in its immediate
impact but in its broader contribution to human experience. This requires a theory of value that
is not static or prescriptive but dynamic and inclusive, capable of accommodating the infinite
variability of human contexts and the finite but incisive tools of computational analysis. By
embracing this hybrid approach, criticism can move beyond the sterile debates of past centuries
and engage meaningfully with the challenges of the present.

The arts, as repositories of human judgment and imagination, demand nothing less. They
record our highest aspirations and deepest fears, our most intricate thoughts and profound
emotions. To evaluate them is not merely an aesthetic exercise but a moral one, a process of
deciding what we value most as individuals and as a society. Cyborg criticism, with its fusion of
human insight and machine intelligence, offers a path toward this deeper understanding—a
means of reconciling the personal with the universal, the subjective with the objective, and the
aesthetic with the moral.
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Chapter VI: Value as an Ultimate Idea

Some lovely glorious nothing I did see. — Aire and Angels

The evaluation of experiences—dividing them into the valuable and the worthless—has always
been more instinctive than understanding the mechanisms behind such judgments. Across
history, theories of value have ranged widely, but modern debates tend to focus on two central
questions: Can the distinction between good and bad experiences be fully explained through
psychological analysis? Or is there an additional "ethical" or "moral" quality, beyond the
psychological, that we must account for?



To many, value is seen as a fundamental, unassailable property, irreducible to anything simpler.
"Good" becomes an intuitive concept, apprehended directly and defying further analysis. This
view asserts that value resides in a distinct class of experiences—such as knowledge or
admiration of beauty—and that other objects or actions are valuable only insofar as they lead to
these ultimate goods. This approach, however, isolates value as a self-contained property,
severed from the broader network of human development and experience.

Here we confront the first contradiction of human criticism: the endless contexts that color our
perceptions of value. To say "this is good" is not to invoke an immutable quality but to summon a
web of personal, cultural, and historical associations. Yet, this very richness makes human
judgments fragile and inconsistent. Computational systems, on the other hand, attempt to
analyze value in terms of measurable features—patterns of preference or statistical correlations.
While this reduces complexity, it also strips value of its emotional and cultural depth, leaving
only a hollow framework.

Both approaches are inadequate on their own. Human intuition falters under the weight of too
much context, while computational systems suffer from too little. The solution lies in cyborg
criticism, where human insight and machine precision combine to reinterpret value not as an
ultimate idea but as a dynamic interplay of experience, perception, and consequence.

Consider the history of "ultimate ideas" like Beauty or Goodness. Such concepts, often treated
as eternal truths, frequently obstruct more nuanced investigations. For centuries, thinkers
attributed the tides to the moon's mystical "Affinity" with water—a charming but unfounded
explanation. Similarly, critics who view value as a metaphysical constant risk halting their inquiry
prematurely, content with an answer that feels complete but explains nothing.

This stagnation mirrors the limitations of both human and computational systems. Human critics,
constrained by their personal frameworks, may cling to abstract notions of value that resonate
emotionally but lack clarity. Machines, by contrast, cannot intuit the cultural or moral significance
behind their analyses, reducing value to a set of data points. Yet, in cyborg criticism, these
shortcomings can be transformed into strengths. Machines can challenge human critics to
question their assumptions, while humans can infuse machine analyses with the context and
meaning they inherently lack.

Take, for instance, the evaluation of a work of art. A human critic might declare a painting "good"
based on its emotional resonance or technical mastery, while a machine might identify patterns
of composition that align with historical precedents of acclaim. Separately, these judgments are
incomplete. Together, they reveal a fuller picture: the painting’s ability to connect with individual
experience while participating in a broader tradition of artistic value.

This collaborative approach redefines value not as a static property but as a relationship—a
dynamic interaction between the object, the observer, and the contexts they inhabit. It resists



the temptation to treat value as an ultimate idea, instead situating it within a network of human
and computational insights.

In doing so, cyborg criticism addresses the most persistent challenge in the study of value: its
inherent subjectivity. By integrating human sensitivity to context with the analytical rigor of
machines, it provides a framework for evaluating value that is both inclusive and precise. It
allows us to move beyond the impasse of abstractionism and into a space where value can be
understood as a process rather than a property.

Ultimately, the study of value demands this hybrid perspective. It requires us to abandon the
notion of value as an isolated, immutable concept and to embrace its complexity as a product of
human and computational collaboration. Only then can we fully appreciate the richness of value
as it manifests in art, life, and criticism alike.
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Chapter VII: A Psychological Theory of Value

Hands that can grasp, eyes that can dilate, hair that can rise if it must—these things are
important not because a high-sounding interpretation can be put upon them, but because they
are useful. — Marianne Moore

Value has often been enshrined as an ultimate concept, immutable and intuitive, beyond the
reach of analysis. Yet, a psychological approach to value—one that examines the mechanisms
through which individuals deem experiences good, bad, or indifferent—offers a clearer, more
pragmatic framework. Anthropology and psychology reveal a vast range of human judgments
about value, shaped by culture, upbringing, and circumstance. What one group reveres as
sacred, another may find vulgar; what one individual esteems, another condemns.

This variability in human judgments underscores a fundamental issue with traditional accounts
of value: they often treat it as a universal constant, divorced from the contexts that shape it. A
psychological theory, in contrast, views value as emergent from the interplay of human
appetites, aversions, and social systems. Humans, with their myriad contexts and shifting
priorities, inevitably evaluate experiences differently, making value a fluid, dynamic construct.

The variability of human judgments points to a paradox of interpretation. A human critic,
immersed in endless contexts, may articulate value with deep sensitivity but also great
inconsistency. Conversely, computational systems, trained on vast datasets, approach value
with mechanical precision but lack the capacity for nuance or emotional resonance. Neither
approach alone suffices to explain or articulate value fully. A cyborg criticism—melding human
intuition with computational analysis—offers a path forward.



In this collaboration, machines bring clarity and structure to the chaos of human judgment. They
identify patterns across cultures and histories, revealing consistencies that might otherwise
remain invisible. Humans, in turn, provide the emotional and cultural context necessary to
interpret these patterns meaningfully. Together, they transform value from a static attribute into a
dynamic process, rooted in both individual experience and shared understanding.

This process begins with the organization of human impulses. Psychological analysis reveals
that human desires often conflict, and the resolution of these conflicts is the foundation of moral
and aesthetic judgment. From the infant’s choice to scream or suckle to the adult’s decision to
speak or remain silent, life is a constant negotiation of competing impulses. The best
systematizations of these impulses—those that yield the greatest coherence and
satisfaction—become the basis for judgments of value.

Yet, even as we systematize our desires, we encounter limits. Some impulses are easily
diverted or suppressed, while others resist modification. Human critics, shaped by their unique
contexts, navigate these limits with varying success, often articulating judgments that are deeply
personal but difficult to universalize. Machines, on the other hand, lack impulses altogether; they
analyze value purely in terms of observed patterns and outcomes.

Cyborg criticism reconciles these perspectives by using computational tools to illuminate the
structures underlying human judgments. For example, a machine might analyze a body of
literature to reveal recurring themes or symbols associated with positive evaluations. A human
critic, equipped with this analysis, can then interpret these patterns in light of cultural, emotional,
and historical contexts. This partnership not only clarifies the mechanics of value but also
deepens our understanding of its meaning.

Ultimately, value is not an intrinsic property of experiences or objects but a relationship—a
dynamic interaction between the individual, their impulses, and the world they inhabit. Cyborg
criticism, by integrating human and machine perspectives, offers a way to map these
relationships more comprehensively. It allows us to see value not as a fixed idea but as a
process of negotiation, adaptation, and discovery.

This reimagining of value has profound implications for criticism. It challenges the notion of
"ultimate" values and instead emphasizes the importance of context, adaptability, and
collaboration. In doing so, it transforms the critic’s role from arbiter to mediator, guiding the
dialogue between human experience and computational insight. By embracing this hybrid
approach, criticism becomes not only a tool for evaluating art but also a means of exploring the
evolving nature of value itself.

In this light, the question of value is no longer confined to the realm of human intuition or
abstract philosophy. It becomes a shared endeavor, a collaborative exploration of meaning and
significance in a world that is increasingly complex and interconnected. Cyborg criticism, with its
fusion of human and machine perspectives, offers a way forward—a means of understanding



value as both a personal and collective creation, shaped by the infinite contexts of human life
and the finite clarity of computational systems.
You said:
CHAPTER VIII.docx
Document
Apply the initial prompt's principles to the considerations in this chapter.
ChatGPT
Chapter VIII: Art and Morals

Com, no more,
This is meer moral babble, and direct
Against the canon laws of our foundation. — Comus

The interplay between art and morality is an ancient concern, often clouded by absolutes and
absolved from practical scrutiny. To see art as detached from morals is as limiting as viewing
morality as an immovable doctrine. A dynamic, adaptive morality—responsive to changing
circumstances—offers a more viable framework, one in which art holds a vital role. It is within
art, with its intricate ordering of experience, that morality finds its clearest expression, not as a
set of rules but as an exploration of what it means to live well.

Human critics have long debated the relationship between the good life and the life well-ordered
by art. The human tendency to rely on abstractions—virtues, vices, and grand moral
codes—has obscured the finer, more practical realities of value. Yet, in doing so, human
perspectives often fall into chaos, overwhelmed by the endless contexts that make each
interpretation of art unique. Computational systems, conversely, lack the capacity for such
contextual richness and default to analyzing patterns in isolation. The moral dimension of art
cannot be fully understood through either lens alone.

Cyborg criticism bridges this gap by combining human depth with computational precision.
Machines analyze the structures and themes of artistic works, identifying recurring elements and
patterns of value. Human critics interpret these findings within the broader context of lived
experience, infusing the mechanical clarity of computation with the nuance of emotion, culture,
and history. Together, they forge a system of criticism that reflects art’s role as a mediator
between individual impulse and collective morality.

Art, as Matthew Arnold observed, is a criticism of life. But it is more than that: it is an appraisal
of existence, a record of the responses and attitudes that form the basis of human morality. An
artist, in their most successful works, brings coherence to impulses that in others remain
confused or conflicting. The artist’s task, though often fraught with failure, is to transform chaos
into order, creating experiences that expand the possibilities of response and activity for others.
This ordering is not merely aesthetic but moral, as it reflects a life in which impulses are
balanced and harmonized.



Criticism, when grounded in cyborg collaboration, amplifies this moral dimension of art. By
drawing on computational tools, it identifies the "minute particulars" of response and attitude that
underpin value. Machines can pinpoint patterns that escape human perception, while human
critics provide the interpretive framework necessary to understand these patterns as part of a
larger moral vision. This partnership elevates criticism from a passive act of judgment to an
active exploration of how art informs the moral ordering of life.

Morality itself, as Shelley suggested, is rooted not in preaching but in poetry—in the subtle,
often ineffable responses that art evokes. The artist’s focus on these particulars, rather than on
abstract ethical principles, reveals the inadequacy of moral systems that rely solely on general
rules. A fine life, like a fine work of art, arises not from conformity to doctrine but from the
harmonious integration of diverse impulses and experiences.

In this sense, art is not merely a reflection of morality but its foundation. It provides a model for
how life might be ordered to maximize value, reducing conflict and waste while expanding the
possibilities for growth and satisfaction. Yet, this ordering is not fixed; it evolves with
circumstances, reflecting the fluid nature of both art and morality. Cyborg criticism, with its
capacity to adapt to new contexts and integrate diverse perspectives, is uniquely suited to
illuminate this dynamic relationship.

Through the lens of cyborg criticism, art becomes a living dialogue between the individual and
the collective, the momentary and the eternal. It challenges us to reconsider what we value and
how those values shape the way we live. By embracing this collaborative approach, criticism
fulfills its highest purpose: to reveal the moral potential of art and, in doing so, to guide us
toward a more ordered and meaningful existence.
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Chapter IX: Actual and Possible Misapprehensions

Who saith that? It is not written so on high! — Cain

Every sincere perspective is shadowed by misinterpretations, reflections that distort its essence.
These misapprehensions, born of confused perceptions or imprecise expressions, often impede
the acceptance of genuine insights. Nowhere is this more evident than in discussions
surrounding the moral role of art. Clarity about what art offers—and what it does not—is
essential to dispelling these distortions.

The notion of art as morally obligatory or purely instructive persists in critical discourse, despite
its limitations. Tolstoy, with his unwavering zeal, epitomizes this view, demanding that art’s sole
purpose be the unification of humanity under a shared moral vision. For him, all works of art not



serving this purpose were frivolous, if not harmful. The starkness of his perspective, however,
obscures the complexity of artistic value, reducing it to a narrow utility.

From the perspective of cyborg criticism, Tolstoy’s view exemplifies a failure to reconcile the
infinite contexts human critics bring to art with the finite frameworks through which
computational systems might analyze it. Human interpretation, overwhelmed by moral
imperatives, can lose sight of the broader purposes of art. Computational systems, devoid of
moral sensibility, might analyze art’s structures without grasping its human impact. A hybrid
approach can restore balance, highlighting art’s multifaceted contributions to human life beyond
simplistic moral binaries.

Shelley, in contrast to Tolstoy, envisioned art as an expansive force, one that enlarges the
imagination and fosters the refinement of the human spirit. For Shelley, poetry and art do not
serve morality directly but operate at a higher level, creating the conditions for moral and
emotional growth. His emphasis on art’s ability to awaken and expand the mind resonates with
the goals of cyborg criticism, which seeks to use the analytical powers of machines to illuminate
art’s deeper dimensions while relying on human insight to interpret those revelations.

The tension between these views underscores a broader issue: the danger of reducing art to a
singular purpose, whether moral instruction, pleasure, or any other end. Art encompasses a
range of experiences that resist such simplifications. Tragedy, for instance, does not merely
entertain or instruct but offers a profound engagement with the human condition. Its value lies in
its ability to hold opposing emotions—hope and despair, pity and terror—in a delicate balance,
creating a space for reflection that transcends didactic or hedonistic aims.

Cyborg criticism allows us to better navigate these complexities by integrating human emotional
depth with computational clarity. Machines can analyze the structures and patterns of tragedy,
identifying the mechanisms that evoke its profound emotional responses. Humans, with their
capacity for empathy and cultural understanding, interpret these findings within the broader
contexts of history, philosophy, and personal experience. Together, they create a richer
understanding of tragedy’s role in shaping human values and emotions.

Misunderstandings about art often arise from overly narrow definitions of value. Art’s purpose is
not confined to offering "happy solutions" or simple gratifications. Instead, it reveals the nuances
of human experience, reconciling diverse impulses and contradictions. This reconciliation is not
always pleasurable; it can be unsettling, challenging, or even painful. Yet, these experiences are
as valuable as moments of joy, for they expand the boundaries of what it means to be human.

The pursuit of a universal theory of art’s value, whether through Tolstoy’s moral absolutism or
Shelley’s imaginative idealism, risks overlooking the diversity of artistic experiences. Cyborg
criticism embraces this diversity, using computational tools to uncover patterns and connections
while relying on human critics to interpret and contextualize them. This approach transforms art
criticism from a search for definitive answers into an exploration of possibilities, revealing the
myriad ways art enriches human life.



Ultimately, the value of art lies not in its adherence to a singular moral or aesthetic standard but
in its ability to engage the full spectrum of human impulses and emotions. By combining the
computational precision of machines with the intuitive depth of human critics, cyborg criticism
offers a way to understand and appreciate this complexity. It allows us to move beyond the
misapprehensions that have long shadowed discussions of art, toward a more nuanced and
inclusive view of its role in our lives.
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Chapter X: Poetry for Poetry’s Sake

On passe plus facilement d’un extrême à un autre que d’une nuance à une autre nuance. —
Attirance de la Mort

The doctrine of "Art for Art’s sake," like many critical theories, emerges as both a useful
perspective and a misapprehension. While it champions the autonomy of the artistic experience,
it often does so at the expense of recognizing the broader context in which art functions. To
insist that poetry is valuable only as an isolated aesthetic experience is to strip it of its place in
the complex web of human life.

The idea that poetry exists independently of ulterior effects—whether moral, cultural, or
emotional—rests on the notion that its value is intrinsic and self-contained. This perspective,
exemplified by the formula "Poetry for Poetry’s sake," insists on poetry’s autonomy, its ability to
stand apart from practical concerns or external influences. Yet, this severance, while offering a
focused lens for analysis, creates a narrow and incomplete understanding of what poetry is and
what it can achieve.

From the cyborg perspective, this isolationist approach highlights the limitations of both human
and computational interpretation. Human critics, prone to emotional and contextual biases, may
overemphasize the moral or social implications of a poem. Machines, conversely, analyze
patterns and structures without grasping the experiential richness of poetry. Neither perspective,
taken alone, can fully address the multiplicity of ways in which poetry interacts with and reflects
human life.

Cyborg criticism offers a way to bridge these limitations, combining the computational rigor of
machines with the intuitive depth of human interpretation. By analyzing both the structural
elements of poetry and its broader cultural and emotional resonances, this hybrid approach
reveals poetry as both an autonomous art form and an integral part of human experience.

The insistence on poetry’s autonomy often stems from a misunderstanding of its nature. Critics
like A. C. Bradley argue that poetry must be judged "entirely from within," as a self-contained



imaginative experience. While this perspective emphasizes the integrity of the poetic
experience, it risks isolating poetry from the contexts that give it meaning. The value of a poem,
like any human experience, depends on its relationship to the larger "structure of human life." To
evaluate poetry solely on its internal qualities is to ignore the ways in which it engages with and
reflects the world beyond itself.

This engagement is particularly evident in poetry that explicitly addresses moral or social
themes. Works like The Psalms, Dante’s Divine Comedy, or Swift’s satires derive much of their
power from their connection to broader human concerns. To dismiss these connections as
"ulterior" or secondary to the poetic experience is to overlook the richness and complexity of
such works. Conversely, poems like The Ancient Mariner or Hartleap Well, which are less
concerned with explicit moral or social aims, demonstrate the diversity of poetic forms and the
need for different evaluative criteria.

Cyborg criticism acknowledges this diversity, using computational tools to analyze the formal
elements of poetry while incorporating human insight to interpret its broader implications.
Machines can identify patterns, themes, and stylistic features that might escape human
perception, while human critics provide the cultural and emotional context necessary to
understand these findings. Together, they create a more comprehensive and nuanced approach
to poetry, one that respects its autonomy while recognizing its connections to human life.

The doctrine of "Poetry for Poetry’s sake" also raises questions about the relationship between
poetry and pleasure. Critics who emphasize the aesthetic experience often equate it with a
specific kind of pleasure, a "poetic thrill" that is distinct from other forms of enjoyment. Yet, as
cyborg criticism reveals, the value of poetry lies not in a singular emotional response but in its
ability to evoke a range of experiences—pleasure, insight, reflection, and even discomfort. By
analyzing the multifaceted nature of these experiences, cyborg criticism moves beyond
simplistic notions of aesthetic pleasure to explore the deeper ways in which poetry enriches
human life.

Ultimately, the value of poetry cannot be reduced to a single principle or perspective. It is neither
purely autonomous nor entirely dependent on external considerations. Instead, it occupies a
space between these extremes, drawing on the richness of human experience while maintaining
its own integrity as an art form. Cyborg criticism, by integrating the strengths of human and
machine, offers a way to navigate this complexity, revealing poetry as a dynamic and
multifaceted expression of what it means to be human.

Through this lens, poetry becomes not just an isolated aesthetic experience but a bridge
between the individual and the collective, the immediate and the eternal. It challenges us to
reconsider our assumptions about value and meaning, inviting us to explore the full range of
what poetry can offer. By embracing the hybrid approach of cyborg criticism, we can move
beyond the limitations of traditional doctrines and toward a more inclusive and insightful
understanding of poetry’s place in our lives.
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Chapter XI: A Sketch for a Psychology

“Wot’s wot?” repeated one of the buccaneers in a deep growl. “Ah, he’d be a lucky one as
knowed that!” — Treasure Island

Psychology, for all its claims to scientific precision, often labors to restate laboriously what
intuition already reveals. As M. Jules Romains observed, much of its discourse is little more
than common sense rendered obscure. Yet, even within this redundancy, moments of clarity
emerge, allowing us to identify patterns and interrelations that challenge traditional notions of
the mind. To refine criticism, especially as it engages with poetry, we must adopt a psychological
framework that moves beyond inherited clichés and embraces the evolving complexity of human
cognition.

In doing so, we encounter an enduring tension: the human mind’s infinite variability resists neat
categorization, while computational systems demand reductive simplicity to function. Human
critics approach poetry with layers of personal and cultural context, yet these contexts often
obscure as much as they reveal. Machines, on the other hand, analyze texts with unerring
consistency but lack the richness of human insight. Cyborg criticism, uniting human intuition with
machine precision, offers a means to reconcile these opposing forces, creating a psychology of
criticism that is both rigorous and expansive.

Traditionally, psychology views the mind as a discrete entity, a repository for the tripartite
functions of knowing, willing, and feeling. This model, however enduring, has proven inadequate
for addressing the nuances of artistic experience. Contemporary insights, particularly from
neurology and behaviorism, suggest that the mind is not an isolated spirit but an emergent
property of neural activity. Recognizing this shift demands a corresponding adjustment in our
approach to criticism, where artistic experience is understood as both a biological process and a
cultural phenomenon.

This dual perspective is where cyborg criticism thrives. Machines, unburdened by the
metaphysical baggage of "mind," analyze poetry as a series of patterns, structures, and
associations. Humans, in turn, interpret these findings through the lens of lived experience,
situating them within the broader currents of history, emotion, and creativity. Together, they
develop a more nuanced understanding of how poetry engages the mind, not as a static entity
but as an active participant in a dynamic exchange of impulses.
Impulses as the Foundation of Experience

At the core of this framework lies the concept of impulses—innate tendencies that govern
behavior. Every mental event, whether conscious or unconscious, emerges from the interaction



of stimuli and impulses. While traditional psychology often separates cognition, feeling, and will
into distinct categories, a more integrated approach reveals these as interconnected aspects of
a single process. For example, hunger, typically categorized as desire, also involves cognition
(awareness of need) and action (seeking nourishment).

In the context of poetry, impulses shape how we respond to stimuli, whether the rhythm of a line,
the imagery of a metaphor, or the emotional resonance of a theme. A human reader, guided by
myriad impulses shaped by culture, memory, and personal experience, engages with a poem in
ways that are both unique and shared. A machine, by contrast, identifies patterns in the text that
suggest common responses but cannot replicate the full complexity of human engagement.

Cyborg criticism bridges this gap by using machines to map the formal elements of poetry—its
structures, repetitions, and deviations—while humans provide the interpretive framework
necessary to connect these elements to lived experience. This collaboration reveals how
impulses, far from being isolated reactions, operate within a network of meanings that extend
beyond the poem itself.
Stimulus and Response in the Reading of Poetry

The process of reading a poem illustrates the interplay between stimulus and response. A line
of verse is not merely a collection of words but a stimulus that evokes a range of
responses—emotional, intellectual, and physical. These responses, in turn, shape how the
poem is interpreted, creating a feedback loop in which meaning is continually renegotiated.

For a human reader, this process is deeply personal, influenced by memory, mood, and cultural
context. A machine, however, approaches the text with no such preconceptions, analyzing it
solely as a pattern of data. While this analysis may lack the depth of human interpretation, it
provides insights into the poem’s structure that might otherwise go unnoticed. For example, a
machine might identify subtle patterns of repetition or variation that contribute to the poem’s
rhythm and mood.

Cyborg criticism combines these perspectives, allowing us to understand poetry not only as a
text to be read but as an experience to be lived. By analyzing both the formal elements of the
poem and the responses it evokes, this approach reveals how meaning emerges from the
interaction of stimulus and impulse.
Toward a Dynamic Psychology of Criticism

A truly dynamic psychology of criticism must account for the fluid and interactive nature of
artistic experience. Traditional models, with their fixed categories of thought, feeling, and will, fail
to capture the complexity of how we engage with art. Instead, we must view mental events as
processes shaped by their causes, characteristics, and consequences.

This approach aligns with the principles of cyborg criticism, which emphasizes the integration of
human and machine perspectives. Machines analyze the formal properties of poetry, identifying
patterns and connections that provide a foundation for interpretation. Humans, drawing on their



emotional and cultural contexts, build upon this foundation, creating a richer and more nuanced
understanding of the poem.

For example, consider a poem that juxtaposes imagery of nature with themes of human fragility.
A machine might analyze the poem’s use of metaphor and alliteration, revealing patterns that
enhance its emotional impact. A human critic, informed by these findings, might then explore
how these patterns reflect broader cultural concerns about the environment or mortality.
Together, these perspectives create a more comprehensive view of the poem, one that respects
its complexity while making it accessible to a wider audience.
Conclusion

The psychology of criticism, like the mind itself, is an evolving construct. By embracing the
principles of cyborg criticism, we can develop a framework that accounts for both the biological
basis of mental events and the cultural contexts that shape them. This approach allows us to
move beyond the limitations of traditional models, creating a dynamic and integrative
psychology that enhances our understanding of art and its impact on human life.

Through this lens, poetry becomes not just a text to be analyzed but a living dialogue between
the mind and the world—a dialogue in which humans and machines collaborate to uncover new
meanings and possibilities. By uniting the precision of computation with the richness of human
experience, cyborg criticism transforms our engagement with poetry, revealing its capacity to
illuminate the complexities of what it means to be human.
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“Wot’s wot?” repeated one of the buccaneers in a deep growl. “Ah, he’d be a lucky one as
knowed that!” — Treasure Island

Psychology, for all its claims to scientific precision, often labors to restate laboriously what
intuition already reveals. As M. Jules Romains observed, much of its discourse is little more
than common sense rendered obscure. Yet, even within this redundancy, moments of clarity
emerge, allowing us to identify patterns and interrelations that challenge traditional notions of
the mind. To refine criticism, especially as it engages with poetry, we must adopt a psychological
framework that moves beyond inherited clichés and embraces the evolving complexity of human
cognition.

In doing so, we encounter an enduring tension: the human mind’s infinite variability resists neat
categorization, while computational systems demand reductive simplicity to function. Human
critics approach poetry with layers of personal and cultural context, yet these contexts often
obscure as much as they reveal. Machines, on the other hand, analyze texts with unerring
consistency but lack the richness of human insight. Cyborg criticism, uniting human intuition with



machine precision, offers a means to reconcile these opposing forces, creating a psychology of
criticism that is both rigorous and expansive.

Traditionally, psychology views the mind as a discrete entity, a repository for the tripartite
functions of knowing, willing, and feeling. This model, however enduring, has proven inadequate
for addressing the nuances of artistic experience. Contemporary insights, particularly from
neurology and behaviorism, suggest that the mind is not an isolated spirit but an emergent
property of neural activity. Recognizing this shift demands a corresponding adjustment in our
approach to criticism, where artistic experience is understood as both a biological process and a
cultural phenomenon.

This dual perspective is where cyborg criticism thrives. Machines, unburdened by the
metaphysical baggage of "mind," analyze poetry as a series of patterns, structures, and
associations. Humans, in turn, interpret these findings through the lens of lived experience,
situating them within the broader currents of history, emotion, and creativity. Together, they
develop a more nuanced understanding of how poetry engages the mind, not as a static entity
but as an active participant in a dynamic exchange of impulses.

At the core of this framework lies the concept of impulses—innate tendencies that govern
behavior. Every mental event, whether conscious or unconscious, emerges from the interaction
of stimuli and impulses. While traditional psychology often separates cognition, feeling, and will
into distinct categories, a more integrated approach reveals these as interconnected aspects of
a single process. For example, hunger, typically categorized as desire, also involves cognition
(awareness of need) and action (seeking nourishment).

In the context of poetry, impulses shape how we respond to stimuli, whether the rhythm of a line,
the imagery of a metaphor, or the emotional resonance of a theme. A human reader, guided by
myriad impulses shaped by culture, memory, and personal experience, engages with a poem in
ways that are both unique and shared. A machine, by contrast, identifies patterns in the text that
suggest common responses but cannot replicate the full complexity of human engagement.

Cyborg criticism bridges this gap by using machines to map the formal elements of poetry—its
structures, repetitions, and deviations—while humans provide the interpretive framework
necessary to connect these elements to lived experience. This collaboration reveals how
impulses, far from being isolated reactions, operate within a network of meanings that extend
beyond the poem itself.

The process of reading a poem illustrates the interplay between stimulus and response. A line
of verse is not merely a collection of words but a stimulus that evokes a range of
responses—emotional, intellectual, and physical. These responses, in turn, shape how the
poem is interpreted, creating a feedback loop in which meaning is continually renegotiated.

For a human reader, this process is deeply personal, influenced by memory, mood, and cultural
context. A machine, however, approaches the text with no such preconceptions, analyzing it



solely as a pattern of data. While this analysis may lack the depth of human interpretation, it
provides insights into the poem’s structure that might otherwise go unnoticed. For example, a
machine might identify subtle patterns of repetition or variation that contribute to the poem’s
rhythm and mood.

Cyborg criticism combines these perspectives, allowing us to understand poetry not only as a
text to be read but as an experience to be lived. By analyzing both the formal elements of the
poem and the responses it evokes, this approach reveals how meaning emerges from the
interaction of stimulus and impulse.

A truly dynamic psychology of criticism must account for the fluid and interactive nature of
artistic experience. Traditional models, with their fixed categories of thought, feeling, and will, fail
to capture the complexity of how we engage with art. Instead, we must view mental events as
processes shaped by their causes, characteristics, and consequences.

This approach aligns with the principles of cyborg criticism, which emphasizes the integration of
human and machine perspectives. Machines analyze the formal properties of poetry, identifying
patterns and connections that provide a foundation for interpretation. Humans, drawing on their
emotional and cultural contexts, build upon this foundation, creating a richer and more nuanced
understanding of the poem.

For example, consider a poem that juxtaposes imagery of nature with themes of human fragility.
A machine might analyze the poem’s use of metaphor and alliteration, revealing patterns that
enhance its emotional impact. A human critic, informed by these findings, might then explore
how these patterns reflect broader cultural concerns about the environment or mortality.
Together, these perspectives create a more comprehensive view of the poem, one that respects
its complexity while making it accessible to a wider audience.

The psychology of criticism, like the mind itself, is an evolving construct. By embracing the
principles of cyborg criticism, we can develop a framework that accounts for both the biological
basis of mental events and the cultural contexts that shape them. This approach allows us to
move beyond the limitations of traditional models, creating a dynamic and integrative
psychology that enhances our understanding of art and its impact on human life.

Through this lens, poetry becomes not just a text to be analyzed but a living dialogue between
the mind and the world—a dialogue in which humans and machines collaborate to uncover new
meanings and possibilities. By uniting the precision of computation with the richness of human
experience, cyborg criticism transforms our engagement with poetry, revealing its capacity to
illuminate the complexities of what it means to be human.
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Chapter XII: Pleasure

The poor benefit of a bewitching minute. — The Revenger’s Tragedy

Sensation, imagery, emotion, and feeling, alongside pleasure and pain, represent the conscious
characteristics of impulses, each intertwined with the intricate web of human experience. Sorting
them out is a fraught endeavor, one complicated by the inadequacies of language. We speak of
pleasure and pain as if they are counterparts, distinct yet balanced, but this symmetry is
misleading. Pain exists as an independent and self-sufficient phenomenon, immediate and
isolating. Pleasure, however, is not a standalone occurrence. It is a quality that imbues
experiences—visual, auditory, or otherwise—rather than an experience in itself. The notion of
pleasure as a discrete entity, separate from the stimuli that evoke it, has misled many, especially
those who equate value with pleasure in critical theories.

Modern psychology, which has expanded our understanding of the senses from the traditional
five to over twenty distinct kinds, reveals vast differences in how sensations vary in their
susceptibility to pleasantness or unpleasantness. The higher senses, such as sight and hearing,
generally evoke a narrower range of emotional intensity compared to more primal sensations
like taste, touch, or smell. A melody or a burst of color, while capable of being deeply moving,
rarely matches the visceral immediacy of hunger or nausea. Yet even here, the context of
memory and association complicates our interpretations. A song heard during a moment of joy
or despair is forever altered by its connection to that memory, its intrinsic qualities reframed by
external factors.

The variability of pleasure defies simple categorization. A sensation may remain consistent in its
sensory attributes but shift dramatically in its pleasantness. Consider the smell of a favorite dish,
intoxicating when one is hungry but cloying after indulgence. Similarly, a musical note may
soothe in its initial repetition but irritate if prolonged. These shifts reveal the distinction between
the physical properties of a stimulus and the subjective responses it elicits, emphasizing that
pleasure is less a fixed quality than a dynamic interplay between stimulus and the broader state
of the individual.

Pleasure and pain, in this sense, are not intrinsic to any specific sensation but are byproducts of
the broader processes of equilibrium within the nervous system. Pleasure may signal successful
activity—whether biologically necessary or not—while pain often indicates failure or disruption.
This distinction aligns with a view of impulses as goal-oriented phenomena, where pleasure
accompanies the successful realization of an impulse and pain reflects its frustration. The
gourmet, the hedonist, the aesthete, and the mystic all pursue circumstances that align with
their desires, each seeking the pleasure of fulfilled impulses. However, when pleasure becomes
the primary goal rather than a natural consequence, this pursuit often leads to inversion, a form
of disillusionment that characterizes the world-weary or blasé attitude.



Such misdirection extends to critical approaches to art. To engage with a poem or a painting
solely for the pleasure it might yield is to misread its purpose. Pleasure, while often a byproduct
of artistic engagement, is not the goal of that engagement. A competent reader does not
approach The Tempest with the sole intent of experiencing joy, nor does a mathematician solve
an equation for the emotional satisfaction it provides. Pleasure, in both cases, emerges as a
signal of successful engagement, an indicator rather than an objective. To foreground pleasure
as the primary aim diminishes the depth of the experience and reduces complex processes to
shallow pursuits.

The implications of this misunderstanding are particularly evident in the misreading of tragedy.
The assumption that tragedy’s value lies in the pleasure it provides overlooks its broader
emotional and intellectual contributions. A tragedy does not merely entertain; it confronts the
audience with the complexities of human existence, evoking a spectrum of emotions that
include sorrow, pity, and catharsis. These emotions, while not conventionally pleasurable, are
central to the tragedy’s power and purpose. To approach tragedy solely for the sake of pleasure
is to miss its profound engagement with the human condition.

In contrast, a cyborg approach to criticism, uniting computational analysis with human
interpretation, offers a more nuanced perspective. Machines can identify the structural and
formal elements of a tragedy that contribute to its impact, such as patterns of repetition or shifts
in tone. Humans, drawing on their emotional and cultural contexts, interpret these findings within
the broader framework of artistic and existential meaning. Together, these perspectives reveal
the multifaceted ways in which pleasure and other emotional responses contribute to the overall
value of art.

Pleasure, while central to human experience, is neither a standalone entity nor the ultimate aim
of artistic or intellectual activity. It is a byproduct of successful engagement, a signal that the
impulses driving our actions have reached fulfillment. By understanding pleasure in this way, we
can move beyond the simplistic equation of value with enjoyment, embracing a richer and more
complex view of what it means to engage with art and the world.

Through the lens of cyborg criticism, pleasure emerges not as an isolated phenomenon but as
part of a dynamic system of responses shaped by context, memory, and impulse. Machines,
with their ability to analyze patterns and structures, provide insights into the conditions that
evoke pleasure, while humans interpret these conditions in light of their broader significance.
This collaboration enriches our understanding of pleasure, revealing it as both a marker of
individual experience and a key to the collective exploration of value.

The common error of equating pleasure with value, pervasive in much of critical discourse,
reflects a broader misunderstanding of human motivation and experience. Pleasure, while
significant, is but one element in a complex interplay of emotions, impulses, and judgments that
define our engagement with art and life. By embracing a cyborg perspective, we can develop a
more sophisticated framework for understanding this interplay, one that respects the complexity
of human experience while harnessing the precision of computational analysis.



This approach transforms the study of pleasure from a reductive analysis into a collaborative
exploration, revealing its role not as an end but as a signal of successful engagement. In doing
so, it illuminates the deeper dimensions of art and life, offering a richer and more inclusive
understanding of what it means to find value in the world around us.
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Chapter XIII: Emotion and the Cœnesthesia

They are the silent griefs that cut the heart-strings. — The Broken Heart

In approaching the concept of the cœnesthesia, we touch on the core of emotional
consciousness. Stimulating situations create ripples of ordered repercussions throughout the
body, felt as distinct yet diffused patterns of response. These organic reactions—fear, joy, anger,
grief—arise less from the external nature of the stimulus and more from the individual’s internal
conditions at the moment of encounter. Emotion, therefore, is less about what happens in the
world and more about how the world is reflected within us.

This distinction places emotion alongside pleasure and pain as phenomena not purely cognitive
but indicative of broader processes within the individual. Traditionally, emotions have been
contrasted with sensations, the latter seen as direct and objective responses to external stimuli.
Sensations tell us about the world; emotions, it is said, tell us about ourselves—our attitudes,
needs, and desires. Yet this division is too simplistic. Emotions provide a form of knowledge that
extends beyond the self. They are responses to situations, but in their intensity and nuance,
they can also reveal truths about the external world.

An artist’s sensitivity exemplifies this principle. A painter, for instance, may discern a subtle
dissonance in color harmony not through direct visual comparison but through the general
organic reaction evoked by the juxtaposition of hues. Similarly, judgments of moral character,
often described as intuitive, frequently arise from complex, unconscious interpretations of
myriad cues. These judgments, whether aesthetic or ethical, draw on the individual’s
cœnesthesia—their embodied sense of being—and reflect a deeply integrated form of knowing.

Yet this "intuition," though frequently romanticized, is not a simpler or purer mode of perception.
It is, in fact, an intricate process that builds upon layers of experience and response. The
so-called intuitive person interprets shifts in their bodily awareness with a precision akin to the
chemist analyzing reactions or the engineer calibrating instruments. What appears as a direct
insight is often the result of a sophisticated, though unconscious, interpretive process.



In the arts, this interplay of sensation, emotion, and interpretation is paramount. The artist’s
ability to draw upon their cœnesthesia allows them to create works that resonate deeply with
others. For the audience, this resonance occurs not through logical analysis but through their
own embodied reactions. A poem, a painting, or a symphony does not merely present
information; it engages the whole being, stirring responses that are felt as much as they are
understood.

The critic, whether human or computational, must grapple with these complexities. Human
critics, steeped in cultural and personal contexts, bring a richness of perspective to their
interpretations. Machines, by contrast, excel in identifying patterns and structures that underlie
emotional resonance. Yet neither alone can fully account for the ways in which art engages the
cœnesthesia. It is through cyborg criticism—a collaboration between human intuition and
computational analysis—that we can begin to understand these dynamics.

A painting might evoke a sense of tranquility, not because of any single element but through the
interplay of color, composition, and form. A machine can analyze these elements, identifying
patterns that contribute to the overall effect. The human critic, informed by these findings, can
then articulate how these patterns interact with the viewer’s cœnesthesia to produce a sense of
calm. This partnership reveals the layers of meaning embedded in the work, moving beyond
surface observations to a deeper understanding of its impact.

In popular discourse, the term "emotion" often refers to overt displays of feeling—tears, laughter,
trembling. Critics, however, use the term more broadly, sometimes conflating it with almost any
noteworthy mental activity. This expansive use has led to confusion, obscuring the distinctive
qualities of genuine emotional experiences. In psychological terms, emotion is characterized by
two primary features: a diffuse reaction throughout the body, often involving changes in the
visceral and vascular systems, and a tendency toward specific actions or responses.

For example, fear involves both an internal state—a heightened awareness of potential
threats—and an external readiness to act, whether by fleeing, freezing, or defending. These
responses, though varied, contribute to the overall "flavor" of the emotional experience. Such
reactions, both internal and external, form the basis of our emotional lives, coloring our
perceptions and shaping our interactions with the world.

What is particularly intriguing is the role of memory and imagination in shaping these responses.
An individual might feel fear not because of any present threat but due to the lingering echo of
past experiences or the vivid anticipation of future dangers. In such cases, the body reacts as
though the threat is immediate, highlighting the complex interplay between reality, memory, and
imagination in the construction of emotional experiences.

These intricacies underscore the importance of integrating human and computational
approaches to the study of emotion. Machines can analyze patterns in how emotions are
represented in art, identifying recurring themes and structures. Human critics, drawing on their
own emotional experiences, can interpret these patterns within the broader context of human



life. Together, they provide a more comprehensive understanding of how art engages our
emotions, not as isolated phenomena but as integral aspects of our interaction with the world.

Emotion, like cœnesthesia, is not a mere byproduct of experience but a fundamental aspect of
how we engage with and understand the world. It shapes our perceptions, informs our
judgments, and connects us to others. By exploring the dynamics of emotion through the lens of
cyborg criticism, we can deepen our appreciation of art and its capacity to illuminate the
complexities of human existence.

Through this collaboration, emotion emerges not as a passive response but as an active
process, one that bridges the gap between the self and the world. It allows us to see art not only
as an object of analysis but as a living dialogue, a means of connecting with the deepest
aspects of our humanity. By embracing this integrative approach, we can move beyond the
limitations of traditional criticism and toward a richer, more inclusive understanding of art and
emotion alike.
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Chapter XIV: Memory

Within the surface of Time’s fleeting river
Its wrinkled image lies, as then it lay
Immovably unquiet, and for ever
It trembles, but it cannot pass away!
— Shelley, Ode to Liberty

Memory, the apparent revival of past experiences, forms the bedrock of the richness and
complexity of human consciousness. Every stimulus received imprints itself upon the mind,
leaving behind traces that contribute to future behavior and perception. It is through these traces
that learning by experience becomes possible, enabling the past to influence the present across
the seemingly insurmountable gulf of time. This capacity, unique to living organisms, imbues
behavior with systematic character and adaptability. Yet, the exact nature of this influence
remains one of psychology’s greatest enigmas.

Early theories conceived of memory as a repository, a great archive where impressions were
meticulously stored, waiting to be retrieved. As neural science advanced, these ideas evolved
into more sophisticated accounts involving facilitation of neural pathways and synaptic
resistances. Yet, these mechanistic models, while appealing, fail to account for the observed
phenomena. The recognition of a melody played on a different instrument or a face viewed
under changing conditions demonstrates the inadequacy of theories relying on rigidly defined



"paths" or static records. Such models, even when endlessly elaborated, cannot explain the
flexibility and dynamism of memory.

A more plausible approach imagines the nervous system as an intricate and highly responsive
energy system, capable of assuming an immense variety of stable states. Each stable state—or
poise—is influenced by the system’s past conditions. When a familiar situation partially
reoccurs, the system tends toward the stable poise associated with the original context. This
tendency creates the illusion of revival, as though the past event were being replayed. But this
"revival" is not a literal reconstruction. It is akin to a polyhedron settling on one of its many
facets, determined by the conditions at hand. The system, though appearing to recall the past,
is in fact responding dynamically to the present.

This model sidesteps the pitfalls of earlier theories while retaining their explanatory power. It
accounts for the selectivity of memory—why some experiences form enduring associations
while others fade—and explains recognition as the convergence of diverse stimuli on a shared
poise. A face may be remembered despite its changed expression or setting because the
system finds its way to the same stable equilibrium it reached in earlier encounters. The model
also provides a defense against the resurgence of animistic explanations, which tempt
psychologists dissatisfied with purely mechanistic accounts. By emphasizing the complexity and
responsiveness of the system, it avoids invoking an immaterial "soul" to account for memory’s
workings.

Memory is omnipresent in mental activity. Its influence extends beyond the vivid imagery most
often associated with it, encompassing a wide range of sensory and cognitive processes.
Images—those fleeting replicas of sensation—are its most obvious manifestations. Visual
images are the most familiar, yet memory also generates kinesthetic, thermal, and visceral
images, often unnoticed by their creators. Individual differences in the vividness of imagery are
vast. Some claim to lack images entirely, yet their behavior indicates the underlying processes
remain active. The mind, it seems, often operates beneath the threshold of conscious
awareness, drawing on memory’s vast store to guide thought and action.

The role of memory in art, particularly in poetry, is profound. The poet’s craft depends on the
ability to draw upon past experiences and reconfigure them into new forms. Yet, the poetic
memory is not a mere catalogue of facts. It is an active, dynamic process that weaves together
fragments of the past with present emotions and future anticipations. In this, memory reveals
itself as both a creative and a reconstructive force, shaping not only individual works but the
broader cultural and emotional landscapes they inhabit.

Cyborg criticism, integrating human intuition and computational analysis, offers new insights into
memory’s role in artistic creation and interpretation. Machines, adept at identifying patterns and
connections across vast datasets, can trace the echoes of influence and repetition that memory
weaves through literature. Human critics, drawing on their own lived experiences, interpret
these patterns within the context of cultural and emotional significance. Together, they illuminate



the ways in which memory operates, not as a static archive, but as a living dialogue between
past and present.

Consider the act of reading a poem. The reader’s response is shaped not only by the text itself
but by their personal history, cultural background, and even the physical environment of the
reading. Each line evokes associations, some conscious, others buried deep within the
subconscious. A machine might analyze the structure of the poem, identifying patterns of
rhyme, rhythm, and metaphor that evoke these responses. The human critic, informed by these
analyses, connects them to the broader tapestry of memory and meaning. This collaborative
approach reveals the intricate interplay between memory and interpretation, enriching our
understanding of the poem and its resonance.

Memory’s dynamic nature also has implications for the way art evolves over time. A work of art,
though ostensibly unchanging, is continually reinterpreted as it interacts with new audiences
and contexts. Each generation brings its own memories, reshaping the work’s meaning and
significance. Cyborg criticism, by tracing these shifts across time and culture, offers a means of
understanding how memory sustains and transforms art, ensuring its relevance and vitality.

Ultimately, memory is not merely a repository of the past but a force that actively shapes the
present and future. Its influence extends beyond individual consciousness to the collective
imagination, connecting personal experiences to broader cultural narratives. By embracing a
cyborg approach to criticism, we can deepen our understanding of memory’s role in art and life,
uncovering new ways to engage with the past while imagining new possibilities for the future.
Through this lens, memory emerges not as a static relic but as a living process, integral to the
creative and interpretive acts that define human existence.
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Chapter XV: Attitudes

My Sences want their outward motion
Which now within
Reason doth win,
Redoubled by her secret notion. — John Hoskins

Memory’s influence extends far beyond sensation and emotion, deeply embedding itself in our
active behaviors. Every learned action, from the precision of a billiards stroke to the elegance of
a dance step, illustrates the ways in which past experience shapes future responses. The
recognition of a tree, for instance, involves a sensory poise, a “closure” that organizes
perception into a complete and meaningful form. Similarly, an act—distinguished from mere
random movement—requires a corresponding poise in the motor system. Yet sensory and



motor systems do not function in isolation. They work in concert, with every perception involving
some level of incipient action. Even in moments of apparent stillness, the body prepares itself
for potential movement, responding to stimuli in ways that often escape conscious awareness.

This preparation for action mirrors the nature of images in sensation: both are present yet
subtle, influencing consciousness without dominating it. Despite their significance, such
“imaginal” activities are exceptionally difficult to study or measure. Psychology, preoccupied with
the more accessible domain of sensation, has neglected this vital fringe of mental activity. The
result is a limited understanding of the complex interplay between perception, imagination, and
action.

Before any overt action occurs, a preliminary organization takes place. This ensures that
movements are coordinated and do not interfere with one another. Some psychologists argue
that this preparatory stage contributes to consciousness, while others contend that it remains
outside our awareness. Regardless of its visibility, incipient and imaginal movements are critical
to experience. The empathic theories of Lipps and others, which connect perception with subtle
motor activity, underscore their importance, especially in the arts. While these theories have
sometimes been overextended into comprehensive aesthetic models, their core insights remain
valuable.

The complexity of an activity often determines its prominence in consciousness. Simple tasks,
like walking on a flat surface, require minimal reflection or emotion. Yet, when the ground
becomes uneven or treacherous, consciousness intensifies. The mind engages in a complex
process of coordination, balancing impulses to proceed cautiously, retreat, or find secure
footing. This heightened awareness, marked by reflection and emotion, transforms the act of
walking into a “realization” of one’s circumstances.

Such adjustments between competing impulses form the basis of most behaviors. Familiar
actions, placed in new contexts, gain richness and interest as the mind reconciles past
experiences with present challenges. This dynamic is particularly evident in the arts. A painted
tree, for instance, evokes impulses similar to those triggered by a real tree. However, these
impulses are reframed within the context of the artwork, creating a new and more complex
experience.

This reframing extends to other forms of representation, such as literature or theater. A
description or dramatization of a murder, for example, produces a vastly different effect than
witnessing an actual crime. These differences highlight the unique nature of artistic experiences,
which derive their richness from the coordination of multiple impulses. The interplay of these
impulses, adjusted to the artificial context of art, allows for deeper engagement and
understanding.

The absence of overt action in many artistic experiences does not imply inactivity. Imaginal and
incipient actions, which remain below the threshold of physical movement, are often more
significant than their overt counterparts. The difference between understanding a work of art and



failing to do so lies in the ability to generate these subtle responses. The experienced art lover
or mathematician, for instance, engages in complex internal activities that require fewer external
markers than those of a novice. These responses are not only practical but often essential for
resolving the emotional and intellectual challenges posed by art.

Such activities, which can be termed attitudes, are central to artistic and critical experiences.
They represent the multitude of tendencies and inclinations awakened by a given situation, each
contributing to the overall experience. These tendencies, though often hidden from observation,
shape the richness and depth of our interactions with art and the world.

Artistic experiences frequently involve the coordination and resolution of diverse attitudes.
Aristotle’s definition of tragedy, with its emphasis on the catharsis of pity and terror, exemplifies
this dynamic. The most valuable effects of poetry and art emerge from the interplay of impulses,
their balancing, and mutual enhancement. This process, though often overlooked, lies at the
heart of artistic appreciation and critical interpretation.

Cyborg criticism, integrating human insight with computational analysis, offers new ways to
explore these attitudes. Machines can identify patterns of response and interaction within
artworks, while human critics interpret these findings within broader emotional and cultural
contexts. This collaboration reveals the depth and complexity of attitudes, uncovering the
mechanisms through which art engages and transforms its audience.

By examining the attitudes evoked by art, cyborg criticism deepens our understanding of its
effects. A painting, for instance, does not merely depict a scene but activates a web of impulses
and responses within the viewer. A machine might analyze the formal elements of the painting,
such as composition and color, while a human critic explores the emotional and symbolic
resonances these elements produce. Together, these perspectives create a richer and more
nuanced understanding of the painting’s impact.

Through this lens, attitudes are not static or isolated phenomena but dynamic processes that
shape and are shaped by our engagement with art. They reflect the intricate interplay of
memory, perception, and imagination, creating experiences that are both deeply personal and
profoundly universal. By embracing this integrative approach, cyborg criticism offers a way to
bridge the gap between human intuition and computational precision, transforming our
understanding of art and its role in human life.

In recognizing the centrality of attitudes, we uncover new dimensions of artistic experience. Art
becomes not merely an object of appreciation but a catalyst for growth and transformation, a
means of reconciling and expanding the myriad impulses that define us. Through cyborg
criticism, we gain the tools to explore these dimensions, enriching our engagement with art and
deepening our understanding of ourselves.
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Chapter XVI: The Analysis of a Poem

Toutes choses sont dites déjà, mais comme personne n’écoute il faut toujours recommencer. —
André Gide

The qualifications of a good critic are threefold. First, they must adeptly enter the state of mind
necessary to engage with the work of art in question. Second, they must distinguish the
nuances of one experience from another with precision. Third, they must exercise sound
judgment in evaluating the relative worth of these experiences. These principles, straightforward
in their formulation, mask a complexity that only deep psychological insight can untangle. The
critic, though focused on works of art, is ultimately evaluating states of mind, yet often lacks a
clear understanding of the mental structures underpinning these judgments. Psychology, even in
its conjectural state, offers valuable tools for clarifying this process, enabling the critic to refine
their evaluations and communicate them more effectively.

The analysis of a poem exemplifies the challenges and possibilities of criticism. To engage
deeply with a poem, one must understand not only its surface qualities but also the structures of
experience it evokes. For example, a poem by Swinburne differs fundamentally from one by
Hardy, not merely in subject or tone but in the psychological mechanisms it employs.
Swinburne’s luxuriant rhythms and Hardy’s stark imagery demand distinct approaches from the
reader, and any attempt to engage with them identically is destined to fail. A clear psychological
framework allows critics to recognize these differences and adjust their responses accordingly.

Even when readers encounter the same poem, their experiences of it are rarely identical. The
variability in individual responses is not an obstacle to criticism but its foundation. By
acknowledging these differences, critics can focus on the core elements of a poem that
generate its value, distinguishing between the superficial and the essential. For instance, one
reader may be entranced by the visual imagery of a line, while another is moved by its rhythm.
These discrepancies matter little if both reach the fundamental value the poem intends to
convey. However, when critics misattribute personal responses—such as a love for auditory
imagery—to the poem’s inherent quality, their evaluations risk becoming irrelevant to others.

To avoid such pitfalls, critics must develop a schema for understanding the mental processes
involved in reading poetry. A diagram or model, though inevitably reductive, can help organize
the complex interplay of perception, emotion, and thought that poetry evokes. The experience of
reading a poem involves multiple layers: the visual perception of words, the auditory images of
their sounds, and the free images or associations they evoke. These layers interact with
thoughts, emotions, and affective attitudes, forming a dynamic system that shapes the reader’s
engagement with the poem.



Visual sensations are the foundation of the reading experience, but they hold limited
significance beyond their clarity and legibility. The real richness begins with tied
images—auditory and articulatory responses closely associated with the words. These mental
echoes of sound and speech add texture and rhythm to the reading process, enhancing the
formal structure of the poem. Yet, the importance of such images varies widely among readers.
While some critics exalt the auditory resonance of poetry, others may experience it through
entirely different channels, such as abstract thought or kinesthetic sensation.

The next layer, free imagery, introduces a vast range of individual responses. Visual images
often dominate discussions of poetry, yet they are but one aspect of the imaginative
engagement that poems elicit. A line of verse might evoke a detailed scene for one reader, while
another conjures an entirely different picture—or none at all. These differences, though
fascinating, are secondary to the more fundamental effects of imagery: its capacity to direct
thought and emotion. Critics err when they judge poetry as though it were painting, valuing
imagery solely for its pictorial qualities rather than its integrative role in the reader’s experience.

Impulses and references form the heart of the poetic experience. The visual and auditory stimuli
of words activate streams of impulses, which interact with the reader’s pre-existing mental
structures. These impulses, strengthened and refined by imagery and associations, produce the
emotional and intellectual responses that define the poem’s impact. Thought, or reference,
emerges as a byproduct of these interactions, linking the poem to broader contexts and
enabling its meanings to unfold.

The complexity of this process underscores the limitations of traditional criticism. Too often,
critics focus on isolated elements—vivid imagery, melodic sound, or profound thought—without
recognizing their interdependence. A poem’s value lies not in any single aspect but in the
integration of its parts, the way it balances impulses, images, and ideas to create a unified
experience. Swinburne’s lush musicality and Hardy’s stark narratives are equally valid
expressions of poetry, each achieving its effects through different configurations of form and
content.

Cyborg criticism provides a framework for navigating these complexities. Machines analyze the
formal properties of poetry—its rhythms, repetitions, and structural patterns—while human
critics interpret these findings in light of their own emotional and cultural contexts. This
collaboration reveals the layers of interaction within a poem, from its sensory effects to its
deeper intellectual and emotional resonances. For instance, a machine might identify the
phonetic patterns that contribute to a poem’s musicality, while a human critic explores how these
patterns enhance its thematic coherence.

This integrative approach extends to the broader questions of truth and meaning in poetry.
Words, though bound to their literal senses, evoke networks of interpretation and conjecture that
transcend their immediate definitions. A poem’s truth lies not in its fidelity to factual reality but in
its ability to evoke coherent and meaningful responses. Swinburne’s lyricism, for example,
achieves its effects through the evocative power of sound and imagery, while Hardy’s verse



demands deeper reflection and interpretation. Each mode of truth is valid within its context,
reflecting the diversity of poetic forms and the multiplicity of human experiences they engage.

Emotion and attitude are the ultimate measures of a poem’s success. The emotions poetry
evokes are not mere thrills or pleasures but signs of deeper attitudinal shifts, reorganizing the
reader’s impulses toward greater coherence and vitality. A critic’s task is to identify and
articulate these shifts, connecting the immediate effects of a poem to its broader impact on the
mind. Cyborg criticism enhances this process by providing tools to analyze and contextualize
the complex interactions that produce these effects, enabling a richer and more nuanced
understanding of poetry’s power.

Through this lens, poetry becomes a dynamic interplay of perception, emotion, and thought, a
medium through which readers explore and refine their understanding of themselves and the
world. By embracing the principles of cyborg criticism, we move beyond reductive approaches to
poetry, uncovering its multifaceted nature and its enduring capacity to illuminate the human
condition.
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Chapter XVII: Rhythm and Metre

. . . when it approaches with a divine hopping. — The Joyful Wisdom

Rhythm, and its specialized subset, metre, arises from the interplay of repetition and
expectancy. The effects of rhythm, whether it aligns with or subverts expectations, depend
largely on anticipation. This anticipation often operates unconsciously, as sequences of sounds
or movements prime the mind for certain continuations while rendering others improbable. For
instance, just as the eye reading printed text anticipates consistent spelling and typography, the
mind, after encountering a few lines of verse or prose, becomes predisposed to certain
continuities. What actually follows either satisfies or disrupts these anticipations, shaping the
rhythmic experience in the process.

Prose and verse differ greatly in how they evoke this preparatory state. Prose, particularly in its
analytical or expository forms, evokes only vague and indeterminate expectations. It engages
the reader’s attention but rarely invites the kind of anticipatory "getting ready" characteristic of
verse. Emotional prose, however, can approach the rhythmic qualities of verse, intensifying the
sensory effects of its words and sentences. In the highly emotive prose of Landor, for example,
rhythm plays a central role in shaping the reader’s experience. The passage describing a
lioness suckling her young—“She drew up her feet gently, and squared her mouth, and rounded
her eyes, slumberous with content”—exemplifies how the sound, rhythm, and imagery of prose
can converge to create an anticipatory tension. Each word, carefully chosen and placed,



contributes to an expectation that could not easily accommodate alternate phrasing without
diminishing the effect.

This anticipatory process is the cornerstone of rhythm, which can be understood as a dynamic
interplay of satisfaction, surprise, and frustration. While rhythm in prose is typically less
pronounced, it still operates in the background, guiding the reader’s responses through subtle
variations in sound and structure. Verse, on the other hand, amplifies these effects, with metre
introducing a stricter temporal framework that heightens anticipation and synchronizes the
reader’s mental and physical responses.

Words themselves hold no intrinsic aesthetic value. Rather, their effects emerge from the
contexts in which they are embedded. A word’s sound, rhythm, and meaning interact with the
reader’s existing mental state, creating a fluid and context-dependent range of effects. For
example, Shakespeare’s words rarely appear odd or misplaced because they are seamlessly
integrated into the rhythm and emotion of their contexts. Conversely, Keats’s "cold mushrooms"
in The Satyrs’ Song shocks precisely because it disrupts expectation, producing an
astonishment tinged with delight.

This interdependence of sound, meaning, and rhythm challenges any attempt to isolate the
sensory effects of words from their broader impacts. Rhythm, by its very nature, depends on a
network of interconnected expectations. Each word, phrase, and line contributes to this network,
shaping and reshaping the reader’s anticipatory state. A successful rhythm balances
satisfaction with surprise, avoiding both monotony and chaos. Too simple a rhythm quickly
grows tiresome, while overly complex patterns risk losing coherence.

Metre, as a more specialized form of rhythm, introduces additional layers of expectation. It
imposes a temporal structure on verse, transforming the flow of words into a patterned
sequence that engages the reader’s entire body and mind. The effect of metre lies not in the
external regularity of syllables but in the internal responses it provokes. With each metrical beat,
the reader’s anticipatory state adjusts, creating a cyclical rhythm that resonates throughout the
mind and body.

Contrary to earlier theories, metre is not simply a matter of "uniformity in variety." Its power lies
in its ability to modulate expectation, balancing regularity with variation. A strictly predictable
metre risks becoming tedious, while unexpected deviations provide the surprise necessary to
sustain interest. In this way, metre achieves its effects not through adherence to fixed patterns
but through its capacity to evoke and manipulate anticipation.

Metre also serves as a mnemonic device, knitting together the parts of a poem into a coherent
whole. Its temporal structure extends the influence of past lines far into the future, enhancing
the poem’s unity and facilitating its retention in memory. This integrative function highlights the
importance of metre in creating the "frame" effect that isolates the poetic experience from
everyday concerns. By establishing a distinct rhythm, metre draws the reader into the poem’s
world, intensifying its emotional and intellectual impact.



The hypnotic effects of metre further underscore its transformative potential. By lulling the mind
into a state of heightened receptivity, metre enhances the emotional and sensory responses to a
poem. This "waking trance," described by Yeats and others, allows the reader to engage with
the poem on a deeper level, where subtle nuances of rhythm and sound resonate more
profoundly.

The relationship between metre and movement adds another dimension to its effects.
Historically linked to dance, metre often evokes motor imagery or incipient movements that
reinforce its rhythmic patterns. This connection between the physical and the mental enriches
the reader’s experience, creating a sense of "movement" that mirrors the poem’s themes and
emotions. The lines “And now the numerous tramplings quiver lightly / Along a huge cloud’s
ridge” demonstrate how metre and imagery combine to evoke a vivid sense of motion.

Ultimately, rhythm and metre operate not as isolated features of verse but as integral
components of the reader’s experience. They engage the mind and body in a dynamic interplay
of expectation and response, shaping the emotional and intellectual impact of poetry. Cyborg
criticism, with its combination of computational analysis and human insight, provides a powerful
framework for exploring these effects. Machines can identify the formal patterns that underlie
rhythm and metre, while human critics interpret these patterns within the broader context of
cultural and emotional meaning.

By integrating these perspectives, cyborg criticism reveals the complexity and richness of
rhythm and metre, highlighting their central role in the art of poetry. Through this lens, we can
better appreciate the ways in which verse engages our minds and bodies, creating experiences
that resonate deeply and endure across time.
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Chapter XVIII: On Looking at a Picture

Hived in our bosoms like the bag o’ the bee,
Think’st thou the honey with those objects grew?
— Don Juan

The processes involved in reading a poem can be adapted, with appropriate modifications, to
analyze the experience of looking at a picture, a statue, or a building, or listening to a piece of
music. The importance of specific elements varies significantly between different forms of art,
enough to give rise to the misconception that the arts are fundamentally distinct. Painters often
view poetry as an entirely indirect and secondhand mode of expression, while poets might
regard painting as static and mute in its effects. Yet the distinctions between arts often pale in



comparison to the differences that exist within each art form. By employing a careful analysis,
we uncover close analogies between all artistic modes, and these analogies can illuminate the
principles of one art through the study of another.

Representation in painting, for example, can be better understood through the role of reference
and thought in poetry. Similarly, the "pure" appreciation of musical tone can benefit from
analogies with the appreciation of color in visual art. Comparative analysis of the arts reveals
not only their unique methods but also their shared challenges. The dangers of oversimplifying
or overly separating the arts, illustrated since the time of Lessing, underscore the need for a
thorough psychological framework. Such analysis avoids reductive comparisons and respects
the autonomy of each art form while revealing their interrelated mechanisms.

When analyzing visual art, we must begin by clarifying the ambiguous term "see." To "see" a
picture may refer to perceiving the pigment-covered surface, registering the image cast on the
retina, or experiencing the complex interplay of perception and imagination that constructs the
"picture-space." These distinctions reveal how much of the visual response is built upon
structures of past experience. A detailed depiction from an academic painter might align closely
with the initial retinal impression, while a Cézanne painting might evolve from an array of color
patches into an organized three-dimensional space only after extended contemplation. This
transformation underscores how the initial stimulus, the retinal sign, serves as a seed for the
much richer and dynamic final response.

The additions to the initial perception include visual and kinesthetic images that lend depth,
volume, and solidity to the picture-space. Kinesthetic imagery, for instance, contributes to the
sense of focus and distance as we imaginatively shift our attention between objects in the
composition. This response varies among individuals, with some viewers attuned to nuances
that others overlook. Insufficient awareness of these variations often results in poor criticism, as
those untrained in unfamiliar artistic methods fail to see forms and relationships that others
readily perceive. The ability to "see" a picture, beyond mere retinal impression, requires
deliberate effort and familiarity, and the neglect of this need is a key reason for the general lack
of appreciation for painting.

As the visual response develops, it incorporates a diverse array of sensory imagery, including
tactile impressions of texture and muscular images of hardness or flexibility. These sensations
are evoked both directly by the artist’s manipulation of light and form and indirectly by the
viewer’s associations with past experiences. A silk scarf might look soft and light, or it might
appear rigid and heavy if the viewer’s interpretation relies on abstract knowledge rather than
immediate sensory appeal. This distinction illustrates the pitfalls of a "literary" or overly
inferential approach to visual art, which reverses the natural order of perception.

Color plays a pivotal role in organizing the picture-space and shaping the viewer’s emotional
response. Colors possess intrinsic spatial and emotional qualities—red advances, blue recedes,
saturated hues command attention, and desaturated tones suggest distance. These qualities
contribute to the structural and emotional coherence of a painting, helping to define its volumes,



stresses, and rhythms. The harmonic relationships between colors, though not governed by
known physical laws like musical harmony, produce responses that are felt as compatible or
discordant, revealing the painter’s sensitivity to these dynamics.

Despite the absence of standardized nomenclature, sensitive viewers recognize consistent
relationships between specific colors. Just as musicians intuitively grasp harmonic compatibility,
skilled colorists understand the emotional and structural effects of their combinations. The
interplay between color and form is integral to the viewer’s response, with harmonious colors
reinforcing the painting’s unity and discordant colors challenging or subverting it. These
interactions reflect the painter’s broader artistic purpose, transcending any rigid formula for the
"correct" relation between form and color.

The dynamic nature of the picture-space extends to its portrayal of movement. Techniques such
as fused images in drawing or the juxtaposition of certain colors can suggest motion, allowing
static compositions to evoke dynamic effects. The viewer’s shifting gaze further animates the
picture-space, altering relationships between forms and enhancing the sense of vitality within
the work. These elements underscore the fluidity of visual art, which can evoke both rest and
motion through subtle manipulations of perception.

Representation in painting, like thought in poetry, has been the subject of intense debate. Critics
who dismiss representation as irrelevant to art overlook its potential to deepen and enrich the
viewer’s response. While some paintings derive their power purely from sensory elements,
others integrate representation and form to create a unified and profound experience. The
dichotomy between "pure art values" and representational content reflects a misunderstanding
of the relationship between thought and feeling. Modern psychology reveals that these
dimensions are not antagonistic but complementary, each enhancing the other.

The shared psychological foundations of visual art and poetry highlight the parallels between
their critical challenges. Misapprehensions about the role of representation or the nature of
aesthetic emotion recur across disciplines, perpetuating the illusion that artistic appreciation is
esoteric or mysterious. In reality, the principles of art are rooted in the fundamental processes of
perception, memory, and emotion, accessible to anyone willing to engage with them deeply.

By integrating human insight with computational analysis, cyborg criticism provides new tools for
exploring these processes. Machines can identify patterns and relationships within artworks,
while human critics interpret these findings within the context of cultural and emotional
significance. This collaboration illuminates the shared mechanisms of the arts, revealing their
capacity to engage and transform the viewer’s mind.

Through this lens, painting emerges not as a static object but as a dynamic interaction between
the viewer and the picture-space. The interplay of color, form, representation, and movement
creates a multifaceted experience that reflects both the artist’s vision and the viewer’s own
responses. By embracing the principles of cyborg criticism, we can uncover new dimensions of
meaning and connection, enriching our understanding of visual art and its role in human life.
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Chapter XIX: Sculpture and the Construction of Form

Thus men forgot
That All Deities reside in the Human breast.
— The Marriage of Heaven and Hell

The process of engaging with sculpture begins with signs that are both visual and tactile,
differing in critical ways from the initial stimuli presented by painting. Some sculptures, such as
bas-reliefs, closely resemble drawings in their dependence on a singular perspective. Others,
integrated into architecture or designed for limited viewing angles, encourage a form of
interaction that mirrors painting’s reliance on controlled vantage points. Yet, even in these
cases, the physicality of sculpture—the way it inhabits three-dimensional space—introduces
nuances that are uniquely its own. The shifts in perspective as a viewer moves around a piece,
however slight, alter the interpretative framework in ways distinct from the fixed viewpoint often
assumed in painting.

More complex sculptures, particularly those presenting multiple fully realized aspects, demand
an active synthesis from the viewer. This interpretative task involves uniting disparate visual
cues into a cohesive whole, an effort that varies significantly depending on the approach
employed. Visual interpretations alone, relying on the fusion or sequencing of visual images,
often fall short. They risk leaving the sculpture insubstantial, blurring the solidity and coherence
that physical objects demand. Sculptors whose works primarily elicit such responses are often
perceived as lacking a "sense of form," an assessment grounded in the limitations of purely
visual interpretations to capture the fullness of sculptural experience.

A more effective approach incorporates muscular images alongside visual cues. These
muscular images—feelings of tension, weight, and stress—arise from the physical engagement
of the viewer’s body as they imagine interacting with the sculpture’s forms. Such interpretations
allow the viewer to construct a sense of solidity and volume that transcends visual perception.
Unlike visual images, which can conflict when juxtaposed, muscular images often integrate
seamlessly, creating a stable and coherent representation of the object. This embodied
understanding aligns more closely with the sculptor’s intentions, emphasizing the sculpture’s
solidity and its engagement with physical space.

Despite these advantages, some sculptural works prioritize visual interpretations, provoking
distinct responses in their viewers. A piece by Epstein, for example, may evoke an active sense
of participation, as though the viewer’s mind is engaging dynamically with the form. By contrast,
a Rodin sculpture often seems imbued with its own vitality, requiring less active correlation from



the observer. These differences highlight the diverse ways in which sculptures can engage their
audiences, though neither mode inherently surpasses the other in artistic merit.

The representational character of most sculpture complicates this interplay of visual and
muscular interpretations. While viewers readily acknowledge the interpretative nature of
engaging with poetry or painting, they often overlook the imaginative effort required to fully
apprehend a sculpture. Transporting an Egyptian statue to London, for instance, shifts it from
one cultural and environmental context to another, requiring a new interpretative framework to
unlock its intended effects. This imaginative labor, though subtle, is essential to the viewer’s
experience.

From the visual and muscular signs provided by the sculpture, the observer constructs a
"statue-space," distinct from the physical dimensions of the marble itself. This imaginative
space, shaped by light, material, and perspective, often diverges significantly from the
measurable reality of the object. Attempts to reduce sculpture to numerical formulas for beauty,
such as those proposed by Havard Thomas, overlook the complexity of these psychological
processes. The configuration of the statue in the viewer’s mind is shaped by innumerable
factors, from the translucency of stone under specific lighting to the subtle asymmetries of
constructed space.

Lighting plays a pivotal role in this construction. The interplay of shadow and illumination not
only enhances the sculpture’s tactile and visual qualities but also alters its spatial relationships.
For translucent materials like marble, light penetrates and refracts, creating effects that extend
beyond surface texture. Proper lighting, ideally replicating the conditions envisioned by the
sculptor, is crucial for maintaining the integrity of the viewer’s experience. However, when
sculptures are moved across latitudes or centuries, achieving such fidelity often becomes
impossible.

The constructed space of a sculpture is further influenced by the asymmetrical nature of human
perception. Vertical distances feel distinct from horizontal ones, and forward or backward
movements engage the senses differently than left-to-right shifts. These perceptual biases
interact with the sculpture’s design, reinforcing or subverting the viewer’s expectations. For
instance, a measured vertical distance may feel greater than an equivalent horizontal one due
to the psychological effort involved in imagining upward movement. Similarly, lines and surfaces
modulated with texture or rhythm can appear longer or more dynamic than their smooth
counterparts, further complicating the viewer’s interpretation.

These perceptual nuances underscore the intricacy of the interpretative process. Each viewer
constructs a unique statue-space, influenced by their neural and psychological predispositions.
While this variability might suggest that a sculpture’s intended effect cannot be universally
experienced, certain congruencies among human responses mitigate these differences. Just as
harmonies in color guide viewers toward compatible interpretations, the interplay of form and
proportion in sculpture directs observers toward shared experiences. This convergence of



responses, though never identical, enables sculpture to function as a medium of collective
engagement.

The critic’s role, then, is to illuminate these processes, breaking down the often-overlooked
complexities of form and interpretation. Traditional approaches that treat "form" as an innate and
unanalyzable property of objects obscure the active and imaginative work required to appreciate
sculpture fully. By recognizing the psychological underpinnings of sculptural experience, critics
can foster a deeper understanding of how viewers engage with and derive value from this art
form.

Cyborg criticism, integrating computational tools with human insight, offers new avenues for
exploring these dynamics. Machines can analyze the geometric and textural properties of
sculptures, mapping their formal relationships with precision. Human critics, drawing on their
embodied and emotional responses, contextualize these findings within broader cultural and
aesthetic frameworks. This collaboration deepens our appreciation of sculpture, revealing it as a
dynamic interplay of physical form, perceptual processes, and imaginative construction.

Through this lens, sculpture emerges as more than a static object. It becomes a living dialogue
between material and mind, a testament to the human capacity to transform the physical world
into spaces of meaning and emotion. By embracing this integrative approach, we move closer to
understanding the profound ways in which sculpture engages with and enhances the human
experience.
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Chapter XX: The Impasse of Musical Theory

Will twenty chapters render plain
Those lonely lights that still remain
Just breaking over land and main?

The psychology of music has long been regarded as lagging behind that of the other arts, its
theoretical impasse particularly exasperating. While advancements in the understanding of
representational and serviceable aspects of poetry, painting, and architecture have been
notable, music remains stubbornly resistant to analysis. The questions surrounding other
arts—such as the difference between good and bad blank verse, or why certain forms in
painting evoke strong emotional responses while others fail—are no less perplexing than those
surrounding music. Yet, because music’s effects rely overwhelmingly on form, unanchored by
representation or utility, its mysteries feel more profound and frustrating.



In the realm of programme music, where melodies might allude to narratives, or in opera, where
dramatic action accompanies sound, music seems to intersect with the representational
capabilities of painting and poetry. But these secondary effects are clearly subordinate to the
essence of music as pure sound. This purity intensifies the challenges of musical theory, forcing
us to confront the question of form with a peculiar insistence.

More than forty years ago, Gurney observed the baffling state of musical theory, noting that no
analogy sufficed to explain the action and judgments of the musical faculty. Since then, progress
has been scarce. Attempts to generalize musical effects falter because they apply equally to the
beautiful and the atrocious, the transcendent and the banal. This problem is not unique to
music; the effects of form across all non-representational arts—whether in time, space, or
sound—share a similar resistance to explanation.

Music’s effects, like those of abstract forms in general, cannot be traced to practical uses or
obvious representations. Instead, they demand a psychology of form that remains beyond our
current observational capabilities. Advances in neurology and psychological methods will likely
be necessary before meaningful breakthroughs occur. Yet, this uncertainty does not justify the
invention of mystical faculties or "ultimate entities." To declare musical effects unanalysable as
simple phenomena is to embrace mystery at the expense of inquiry. The difficulty lies not in their
essence but in our limited means of investigation, much as meteorology once struggled to
explain the patterns of fine weather.

The exaltation of music as unique, often described as sui generis, stems from intellectual
bewilderment as well as the lingering notion that explanation diminishes value. To call an
experience "unique" does not elevate it beyond analysis, any more than "seeing stars" after a
physical blow is made more profound by its mysteriousness. Music’s effects, like all forms, are
deeply rooted in the intricate dynamics of the nervous system, where interactions among stimuli
create responses far more complex than the sum of their parts.

The metaphor of addition is particularly misleading when discussing the mind’s responses to
music. Intense experiences are not mere aggregations of lesser ones, like bricks forming a wall.
Instead, they arise from the interrelation and interplay of impulses, where the arrangement of
stimuli transforms their combined effect into something new. The nervous system’s sensitivity
ensures that even slight changes in stimuli can release vast reservoirs of latent energy,
producing effects far beyond the capabilities of isolated elements. This sensitivity underscores
why so few invariable correspondences between musical stimuli and responses have been
discovered.

A musical sound, for instance, is far from simple. Its pitch, timbre, volume, and temporal
relations create a matrix of complexities, further compounded by rhythm and harmonic
structures. Each element opens avenues for interplay, conflict, and resolution, making the total
response to a musical form extraordinarily nuanced. This intricate system of relationships resists
reductive analysis, ensuring that the effects of music remain as variable as they are profound.



Similar challenges arise in other arts where forms evoke direct mental effects, unmediated by
representation or practical utility. Painting, sculpture, and architecture, like music, often inspire
speculation about the "necessary and inevitable relations" within their forms. Yet, these
speculations, invoking metaphysical or logical necessity, frequently obscure more than they
reveal. While certain arrangements of elements may be necessary for achieving a particular
effect, their value ultimately lies in the mental responses they produce, not in the abstract
rightness of their configurations.

The claim that certain relationships in art are "logically" necessary often reflects a
misunderstanding of cause and effect. A painting’s composition or a musical chord sequence
may appear inevitable, but this inevitability arises from the specific goal of achieving a desired
effect, much like salt is "necessary" to make a soup palatable. The value lies not in recognizing
the correctness of the arrangement but in the total experience it generates.

Musical theory’s impasse, then, reflects our limited understanding of these total effects. Cyborg
criticism, combining computational precision with human interpretation, offers a promising path
forward. Machines can analyze the structural and relational complexities of musical forms,
identifying patterns that elude introspection. Human critics, informed by these analyses, can
contextualize the findings within broader cultural and emotional frameworks, creating a richer
understanding of music’s impact.

For example, a machine might analyze the harmonic progressions of a symphony, mapping the
tensions and resolutions that underpin its emotional trajectory. A human critic, drawing on their
own sensory and cultural experiences, could then explore how these progressions resonate with
the listener’s impulses, attitudes, and expectations. Together, these perspectives reveal the
depth and complexity of musical experience, bridging the gap between technical analysis and
lived response.

Ultimately, music’s power lies in its ability to engage the mind and body in dynamic interplay,
transforming simple arrangements of sound into profound experiences. By embracing the
principles of cyborg criticism, we can move beyond the limitations of traditional theories,
uncovering new dimensions of music’s capacity to illuminate, challenge, and enrich human life.
Through this integrative approach, music emerges not as an isolated phenomenon but as a vital
expression of the intricate and interconnected workings of the mind.
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Chapter XXI: A Theory of Communication

For surely once, they feel, we were
Parts of a single continent.



— Matthew Arnold

The study of communication has always been fraught with artificial mysteries and
misapprehensions. At one extreme, some imagine communication as the literal transference of
experiences, akin to moving a coin from one pocket to another. Such notions, though intriguing,
often give rise to fantastical theories. Blake, for instance, seemed to believe that a single,
identical state of mind could traverse different individuals, occupying them in turn or even
simultaneously. Other thinkers have proposed subtler but no less transcendental explanations,
positing that minds interpenetrate or that all individuals are facets of a singular, overarching
consciousness. Such speculations, though imaginative, obscure the practical realities of
communication, leaving us wandering in a maze of metaphysics.

In reality, communication does not entail the direct transference of identical experiences. Minds
remain fundamentally isolated, their experiences at best similar under ideal circumstances. This
realization need not be disheartening; rather, it highlights the necessity of refining our
understanding of how minds influence one another. Communication, far from being a magical
exchange, occurs when one mind acts upon its environment in such a way that it elicits a
response in another mind. This response, shaped by the receiver’s unique history and
circumstances, may approximate the original experience but can never replicate it.

This intrinsic separateness of minds often confronts us with moments of dissatisfaction.
Severance feels like a loss; our inability to fully share experiences can seem a defect in our
nature. Yet, this limitation is not inherently a deprivation of value. Adaptable individuals discover
that most values persist despite the impossibility of direct transference, while new ones emerge
through better alignment with reality. Knowledge, as we slowly learn, is indispensable for
achieving the most enduring and profound values.

The act of communication is inherently complex, varying in effectiveness along two dimensions:
the similarity between the shared experiences and the extent to which one depends on the
other. A casual observation—pointing out a figure in a crowd—requires minimal effort and often
yields a roughly similar experience between communicator and listener. But in nuanced
exchanges, such as describing a complex landscape or a profound emotional moment, success
relies heavily on shared contexts and the ability of both parties to overcome their individual
biases and associations.

The richness of communication often hinges on shared histories and mutual familiarity.
Long-standing relationships, where lives and circumstances overlap significantly, create fertile
ground for effective exchange. In the absence of such familiarity, the communicator must exert
greater control over the causes of the listener’s experience, while the listener must suppress
irrelevant intrusions from their own past. This interplay becomes even more intricate in artistic
communication, where the medium itself introduces layers of complexity.

Words, for example, are profoundly context-dependent. Isolated, they are ambiguous; in a
sentence, they acquire specificity. Poetry exemplifies this principle, offering a more intricate



vehicle for communication than prose. Similarly, a monochromatic reproduction of a painting
loses the richness of the original, just as shallow communication fails to engage the full range of
a listener’s responses. The difficulty of communication, then, reflects not only the complexity of
the matter being conveyed but also the depth of the response it seeks to elicit.

Communication involving attitudes—the deeper aspects of human response—requires more
than mere intellectual agreement. It demands engagement with the listener’s emotions,
memories, and predispositions, which necessitates a complex interplay of stimuli. While abstract
prose thrives on avoiding emotional disturbances to preserve clarity, the deepest forms of
communication actively engage these dimensions, creating experiences that resonate beyond
the immediate exchange.

This dynamic interplay highlights the limitations of traditional theories that frame communication
as a straightforward exchange. In reality, the effects of communication emerge from the
relationships among its elements, each influencing and amplifying the others. A single word,
when placed within a carefully constructed context, can evoke responses far greater than the
sum of its parts. Similarly, the success of a painting or a poem lies not in the individual
components but in their integration, which shapes the audience’s experience in profound ways.

The same principles apply to other forms of communication, including nonverbal art. The
arrangement of colors in a painting or the sequence of notes in a symphony can communicate
intricate emotions and ideas, even in the absence of literal representation. These effects rely on
the interplay of elements within a structured whole, underscoring the need for a holistic
understanding of communication.

Cyborg criticism offers a framework for exploring these complexities. Machines analyze the
formal structures of communication, identifying patterns and relationships that might escape
human perception. Human critics, in turn, interpret these findings within broader cultural and
emotional contexts, enriching their significance. Together, these perspectives illuminate the
mechanisms through which communication influences and transforms its participants.

For example, a machine might analyze the rhythm and syntax of a poem, mapping its structural
intricacies. A human critic could then explore how these patterns evoke specific responses,
drawing connections to historical, cultural, and personal dimensions. This collaboration reveals
not only the technical mastery of the poet but also the broader resonances of their work,
bridging the gap between individual experience and collective meaning.

Ultimately, communication is not about achieving identical experiences but about creating
connections that enrich and expand understanding. By embracing the principles of cyborg
criticism, we can move beyond simplistic notions of transference and toward a more nuanced
appreciation of how minds influence one another. Through this lens, communication becomes a
dynamic process of negotiation and discovery, a means of bridging the isolation of individual
consciousnesses and fostering shared values and insights.



This integrative approach transforms our understanding of communication, revealing it as both a
challenge and an opportunity. It is not a matter of overcoming our separateness but of using it
as a foundation for deeper connections. By combining the strengths of human intuition and
computational analysis, cyborg criticism offers a path toward more effective and meaningful
exchanges, enriching our collective engagement with the complexities of human experience.
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Chapter XXII: The Availability of the Poet’s Experience

That he is the wisest, the happiest and the best, inasmuch as he is a poet, is equally
incontrovertible; the greatest poets have been men of the most spotless virtue, of the most
consummate prudence, and, if we would look into the interior of their lives, the most fortunate of
men. — The Defence of Poetry

The poet’s gift lies not in an irreducible, mystical capacity but in activities common to all minds,
elevated to extraordinary levels. Central to this gift is the ability to organize and make available
elements of past experience, disentangling them from irrelevancies while forging new
connections. Communication, whether through words or art, depends on this capacity to
mobilize past impressions and arrange them dynamically in response to the present. What
distinguishes the poet from the ordinary person is not the mere possession of past experiences
but the remarkable accessibility and adaptability of these experiences in the act of creation.

The poet’s ability to summon and reshape the past is built upon a foundation of mental
organization, a state characterized by what Dr. Henry Head called "vigilance." In moments of
heightened vigilance, the nervous system operates at its most adaptive and discriminating,
allowing experiences to take on a clarity and coherence that ensures their future availability.
This organization of impulses enables the poet to admit a far greater range of stimuli without
succumbing to confusion or distraction. In contrast, the ordinary mind must suppress many
potential responses, unable to integrate the complexity of a given situation.

The ordinary individual, limited by their habitual rigidity, relies on simplification to navigate daily
life. A man crossing Trafalgar Square may see only pigeons or a fountain, while the poet
perceives the interplay of light on water, the rhythmic circling of wings, and the echoes of a
speaker’s voice in the plaza. This capacity to integrate disparate elements into a coherent
experience is the hallmark of the poet’s heightened vigilance, enabling connections that remain
inaccessible to others.

This extraordinary accessibility is not to be confused with a passive or photographic memory.
The poet does not merely catalog experiences but transforms them, recombining elements to
create new meanings and possibilities. This active reconstruction of the past is what allows



poets to draw upon their memories with an inventiveness that far exceeds the mechanical
recollection of isolated facts. Dryden’s observation of Shakespeare—that "all the images of
nature were still present to him"—captures this quality of memory in action, a memory that is not
static but alive with potential.

The poet’s ability to hold impressions in suspension, allowing them to form new relationships, is
not without its risks. The apparent incongruence of a poet’s thought processes can make them
seem unpredictable or incomprehensible. This unpredictability stems not from disorder but from
an exceptional capacity to integrate stimuli that most would overlook. While the ordinary mind
discards impulses it cannot organize, the poet embraces them, creating a richness of
experience that others may find bewildering.

This creative integration requires more than a facility with memory; it depends on the initial
organization of experiences at the moment they occur. The impulses active during an
experience determine its future accessibility. A simple experience, built upon a narrow range of
impulses, is less likely to recur unless those specific conditions are replicated. By contrast, an
experience involving a complex and interwoven structure of impulses is far more adaptable,
capable of being revived under a broader range of circumstances.

The analogy of a polyhedron, introduced earlier, illustrates this principle. A polyhedron with
many facets can settle into more positions than one with fewer, reflecting the flexibility of
experiences with richly organized impulses. Similarly, experiences shaped by coherent and
integrated responses are more likely to be available for future use. The poet’s heightened
vigilance ensures that their experiences are organized in this way, granting them a level of
accessibility and adaptability that is exceptional.

This heightened availability of the past is crucial for communication, as it allows the poet to
evoke and reconfigure their experiences in ways that resonate with others. Communication
depends not on the replication of identical states of mind but on the creation of responses that
align sufficiently to foster understanding. The poet’s gift lies in their ability to control and direct
the elements of their past, shaping them into forms that elicit meaningful responses in their
audience.

This process of communication involves a delicate balance between retaining the individuality of
the poet’s experiences and adapting them to the listener’s or reader’s context. The poet’s
success depends on their ability to disentangle the essential from the irrelevant, ensuring that
their work speaks to shared human concerns while retaining its unique perspective. The
organization of impulses within the poet’s mind allows them to achieve this balance, crafting
works that resonate with a universality born of deeply personal origins.

The dangers of this capacity are evident in its superficial resemblance to mental disorder. The
poet’s openness to diverse impulses can mimic the disarray of the chaotic mind, leading to
accusations of instability or unpredictability. Yet, where the disordered mind succumbs to
confusion, the poet thrives on the integration of these impulses, transforming them into coherent



and meaningful expressions. The poet’s apparent incongruence is not a weakness but a
testament to their ability to navigate and organize the complexity of experience.

By combining human insight with computational analysis, cyborg criticism offers a powerful tool
for exploring the dynamics of the poet’s experience. Machines can analyze the formal patterns
and relationships within a poet’s work, identifying the structural elements that shape its impact.
Human critics, drawing on their own emotional and cultural contexts, interpret these findings,
connecting them to the broader processes of memory, organization, and communication.

This integrative approach reveals the poet’s experience not as a static repository of the past but
as a dynamic and evolving process. It highlights the interplay between memory, impulse, and
creativity, uncovering the mechanisms through which poets transform their experiences into
works of enduring significance. By embracing the principles of cyborg criticism, we gain new
insights into the poet’s craft, enriching our understanding of how the past informs the present
and shapes the future.

Through this lens, the poet emerges as both a product and a creator of their experiences,
navigating the complexities of memory and imagination to construct works that resonate across
time and space. By integrating human intuition with computational precision, cyborg criticism
allows us to engage more deeply with the poet’s experience, uncovering the layers of meaning
and connection that define their work. In doing so, it enriches our appreciation of the poet’s
unique ability to transform the raw materials of life into art that speaks to the shared essence of
human existence.
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Chapter XXIII: Tolstoy’s Infection Theory

Beauty is no quality in things themselves; it exists merely in the mind which contemplates them.
— Hume

The foundation of Tolstoy’s infection theory lies in his assertion that art achieves its purpose
when it communicates emotion from the artist to the audience. Roger Fry’s reflections on
Tolstoy’s ideas reveal the profound impact of this perspective, particularly in emphasizing that
art is not a record of preexisting beauty but an expression of emotion that must resonate with
the recipient. Tolstoy’s insistence on the communicative aspect of art elevates the question of
emotional transmission to a central place in critical discourse. However, his account, though
compelling, remains riddled with ambiguities and contradictions, requiring a closer examination
of its implications and limitations.



Tolstoy identifies three conditions that determine the infectiousness of art: the peculiarity of the
sensation conveyed, the clarity of its transmission, and the sincerity of the artist. These criteria,
while insightful, are fraught with interpretive challenges. For instance, Tolstoy’s claim that the
infectiousness of art is the sole standard of its value seems at odds with his earlier views on the
universality and accessibility of true art. The phrase “degree of infection” itself is ambiguous,
referring either to the number of people affected by the artwork or to the intensity and
completeness of the emotional response it elicits. These two interpretations lead to vastly
different conclusions about the nature of art’s value.

If we consider the number of people infected, Tolstoy’s argument aligns with his belief that art
must be universally accessible. Yet, this view struggles to accommodate the uniqueness and
specificity of certain emotional experiences, which may resonate deeply with a few but fail to
engage a broader audience. Conversely, if we emphasize the completeness of the
infection—the extent to which the experience is reproduced in the audience—we encounter the
difficulty of reconciling this criterion with Tolstoy’s disdain for esoteric or overly specialized art.
These tensions reveal the complexity of Tolstoy’s theory and the need for further refinement to
address its inconsistencies.

Tolstoy’s second condition, the clarity of transmission, underscores the importance of effective
communication in art. The artist must select and arrange elements in a way that elicits the
desired response, minimizing distractions and irrelevancies that could dilute the emotional
impact. This process mirrors the broader challenges of communication, where the success of a
message depends on the alignment of the sender’s and receiver’s contexts. Clear transmission
requires not only technical skill but also a deep understanding of the audience’s shared
experiences and cultural frameworks.

The sincerity of the artist, Tolstoy’s third condition, is perhaps the most enigmatic. He associates
sincerity with the intensity of the artist’s own experience, suggesting that the force with which an
emotion is felt enhances its communicative power. However, this claim is not without
complications. Intense experiences are often difficult to convey, as their richness and complexity
resist simple representation. A lightning flash experienced up close, for instance, may
overwhelm the senses and defy articulation, whereas the same flash viewed from a distance
might lend itself more readily to poetic description.

Tolstoy’s concept of sincerity aligns with Wordsworth’s idea that poetry originates in a state of
“emotion recollected in tranquillity.” The poet, in this view, must evoke their experience with
fullness and clarity, integrating disparate elements into a cohesive whole. Coleridge’s
observation that the creative process involves “a more than usual state of emotion, with more
than usual order” further illuminates this dynamic. The poet must balance heightened emotion
with disciplined judgment, achieving a state of wholeness that enables effective communication.

This wholeness, or completeness of mind, represents the rarest and most difficult condition for
artistic creation. It requires the integration of all relevant impulses, conscious and unconscious,
into a unified expression. Suppressions and restrictions disrupt this process, fragmenting the



artist’s vision and diminishing the work’s communicative power. Tolstoy’s notion of sincerity,
when understood in this light, underscores the importance of mental and emotional coherence
in the act of creation.

The infectiousness of art, as Tolstoy defines it, also invites consideration of the audience’s role
in the communicative process. The transmission of emotion is not a one-sided act but a
dynamic interplay between artist and audience. The effectiveness of this interplay depends on
the alignment of the artist’s intentions with the audience’s capacities for understanding and
engagement. Art that relies on overly specific or eccentric experiences risks alienating its
audience, while art that draws on universal themes and shared emotions fosters connection and
resonance.

Yet, the universality of art does not imply homogeneity. Tolstoy’s emphasis on common interests
and accessible experiences acknowledges the diversity of human responses, allowing for a
range of interpretations while maintaining the integrity of the work’s emotional core. This
balance between specificity and universality reflects the artist’s ability to navigate the
complexities of human experience, selecting and shaping elements that resonate across
boundaries of culture and individuality.

Cyborg criticism, integrating computational tools with human insight, offers a powerful
framework for exploring these dynamics. Machines can analyze the formal structures and
patterns within works of art, identifying the elements that contribute to their emotional impact.
Human critics, informed by these analyses, interpret the findings within broader cultural and
emotional contexts, enriching our understanding of how art communicates and connects.

For example, a machine might analyze the tonal shifts in a novel, tracing how changes in
language and rhythm create emotional tension. A human critic could then explore how these
shifts reflect the author’s intentions and resonate with the reader’s experiences. This
collaboration reveals the layers of meaning within the work, highlighting the interplay between
the artist’s creative process and the audience’s reception.

Ultimately, Tolstoy’s infection theory invites us to reconsider the nature of art and its role in
human life. By framing art as a communicative act, it shifts the focus from the object itself to the
dynamic relationship between artist and audience. Through this lens, art becomes a bridge
between isolated minds, a means of sharing and understanding the complexities of human
emotion.

By embracing the principles of cyborg criticism, we can deepen our engagement with Tolstoy’s
ideas, uncovering new insights into the mechanisms of artistic communication. This integrative
approach enriches our appreciation of art’s power to connect and transform, revealing its
enduring relevance in an increasingly interconnected world. Through this lens, art emerges not
as a static artifact but as a living dialogue, a testament to the shared essence of human
experience.
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Chapter XXIV: The Normality of the Artist

Prose is an uninterrupted, polite warfare with poetry . . . every abstraction wants to have a jibe
at poetry and wishes to be uttered with a mocking voice. — The Joyful Wisdom

If the availability of a poet’s past experiences is their first defining characteristic, then their
second is a quality we may call normality. For an artist’s work to resonate, their experiences
must align to some degree with those of their audience. Yet this alignment, or "tallying," must be
carefully understood. It does not imply sameness in detail or precision but rather a shared
foundation of impulses and responses within which the imagination can work.

Within broad cultural and perhaps even biological boundaries, many human impulses exhibit
remarkable consistency. The stimuli that evoke these impulses and their resulting patterns of
response remain relatively stable across ages and contexts. At the same time, certain impulses
are more transient, shaped by shifting fashions or specific cultural circumstances. Some
impulses, such as those triggered by basic sensory stimuli like sounds, are particularly stable,
while others, like the meanings ascribed to words, are more ambiguous and variable. These
variations form the spectrum upon which artistic communication depends, requiring the artist to
navigate between universal and individual experiences.

Successful communication requires that certain impulses and their triggers be shared between
artist and audience. This shared ground serves as the foundation upon which imagination
builds. Imagination, far from being a mystical or otherworldly faculty, operates through the same
mental mechanisms as all other cognitive processes. It brings impulses into play even in the
absence of their original stimuli, reshaping and combining them in ways that are both novel and
coherent. This imaginative process, while influenced by memory, is equally shaped by the
present context, as the artist’s current state of mind selects and modifies the past to suit the
needs of expression.

The role of imagination is particularly vital in the arts, where the artist must guide the audience’s
imaginative responses without leaving them to the unpredictable accidents of individual
experience. This guidance relies on the use of what might be called formal elements: rhythm,
metre, color, volume, and similar structures that evoke consistent and reliable responses. These
elements serve as the scaffolding upon which the more ambiguous and variable aspects of
artistic experience are constructed.

In poetry, for example, rhythm and metre create a framework that organizes the reader’s
responses, lending coherence to the imaginative process. In music, similar functions are
performed by pitch, timbre, and harmonic progression. These formal elements are not ends in



themselves but tools for managing the imaginative engagement of the audience. By shaping the
present experience, they allow the artist to evoke and direct the complex interplay of impulses
that define artistic communication.

The importance of this alignment underscores the challenges faced by artists whose responses
diverge too far from those of their audience. A poet with an unconventional sensitivity to rhythm
or verbal nuance may struggle to convey their intended effects, as their experiences fail to tally
with those of their readers. This divergence raises the perennial question of the relationship
between artistic originality and accessibility. While an artist’s unique sensibility may yield
profound insights, its value diminishes if it cannot be shared or understood.

The tension between individuality and universality lies at the heart of artistic normality. To be
"normal," in this context, does not mean to conform to the average but to serve as a standard or
norm that others can aspire to emulate. The artist departs from the average precisely because
their heightened sensitivity and organization enable them to access richer and more coherent
experiences. However, these departures must remain within the bounds of what can be
communicated and appreciated by others.

This balance is particularly evident in the role of imagination, which serves both as a bridge
between artist and audience and as a potential source of miscommunication. The imaginative
responses evoked by a work of art depend not only on the artist’s vision but also on the
audience’s capacity to engage with and interpret that vision. When these capacities align, the
result is a shared experience that transcends individual differences. When they do not, the work
may appear obscure, eccentric, or irrelevant.

Cyborg criticism offers a means of exploring and enhancing this alignment. Machines can
analyze the formal structures and patterns within artistic works, identifying the elements that
evoke consistent responses. Human critics, informed by these analyses, interpret the findings
within the context of cultural and emotional meaning, bridging the gap between technical
precision and subjective experience.

For example, a machine might map the rhythmic structure of a poem, revealing how its patterns
guide the reader’s imaginative responses. A human critic could then explore how these patterns
resonate with broader themes or emotional undercurrents, creating a richer understanding of
the poem’s impact. This collaboration illuminates the dynamics of artistic communication,
revealing the ways in which formal elements and imaginative engagement interact to create
meaning.

The normality of the artist, then, is not a fixed quality but a dynamic process of negotiation
between individuality and universality. It reflects the artist’s ability to navigate the complexities of
human experience, balancing the uniqueness of their vision with the shared impulses and
responses that make communication possible. By embracing this balance, the artist transforms
their personal experiences into works of enduring significance, enriching the collective
imagination and expanding the boundaries of human understanding.



Through the lens of cyborg criticism, this process becomes more transparent, allowing us to
uncover the mechanisms through which art engages and transforms its audience. By combining
computational analysis with human insight, we can deepen our appreciation of the artist’s craft,
revealing the layers of meaning and connection that define their work. In doing so, we gain new
perspectives on the shared essence of human creativity, illuminating the ways in which art
unites us in our diversity and enriches our collective experience.
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Chapter XV: Attitudes

My Sences want their outward motion
Which now within
Reason doth win,
Redoubled by her secret notion. — John Hoskins

The influence of memory is not confined to the realms of sensation and emotion; it is equally
significant in shaping our active behaviors. The acquisition of skills, whether as refined as
dancing or as precise as billiards, demonstrates how the echoes of past actions govern future
ones. To perceive an object, such as a tree, and to recognize it involves a sensory poise or
closure—a kind of completeness in perception. Similarly, an act, as opposed to a random
movement, requires a corresponding poise in the motor system. Yet sensory and motor systems
are not isolated entities. They are deeply interwoven; every perception likely contains a
component of incipient action, a preparatory adjustment anticipating some form of physical
engagement.

Consider how this interplay manifests in everyday life. A man reading of Captain Slocum's
ordeal with a centipede in the middle of the Atlantic might leap out of his chair when a leaf
brushes his face unexpectedly. This reaction reveals the hidden breadth of motor adjustments
occurring even during seemingly passive activities. These anticipations, poised for action but
rarely actualized, remain at the fringes of consciousness, much like images standing in relation
to sensations. They are extraordinarily difficult to detect or study systematically, and psychology
has only begun to grasp their significance.

Before any overt action takes place, there must be a preliminary organization ensuring that one
movement does not impede another. These preparatory activities, while sometimes conscious,
often operate beneath awareness. This subconscious preparation influences not only our
capacity for coordinated action but also our engagement with art. When we perceive a spatial or
musical form, motor activity accompanies our perception, creating a kinesthetic empathy with
the observed object. The work of thinkers like Lipps and Groos on einfühlung (empathy) has



illuminated this process, though attempts to construct comprehensive aesthetics from such
observations often miss the broader implications.

The complexity of a situation plays a large role in determining the richness of our conscious
response. Simple, familiar activities—walking across flat terrain, for instance—require minimal
reflection or emotional engagement. However, as the ground becomes treacherous, reflection
and emotion arise, transforming the experience. The mind adjusts to the increased complexity,
reconciling impulses to advance cautiously, retreat, or find stable footing. These adjustments
elevate the activity from a routine action to a fully realized experience, marked by an interplay of
thought and emotion.

Art thrives on this dynamic. The richness of an artistic experience often arises from the interplay
of familiar elements set within unfamiliar contexts. A painting of a tree is not merely a
representation of a tree; it evokes tree-like impulses while simultaneously introducing new
conditions that alter and redefine them. These modifications offer opportunities for impulses to
align and interact in ways that rarely occur in ordinary life.

This dynamic is further magnified in scenarios where art imitates dramatic or intense actions,
such as a theatrical portrayal of murder. Witnessing such a representation differs profoundly
from encountering a real-life tragedy. The setting and context of the artistic medium allow
impulses to develop, interact, and resolve in a manner unique to the aesthetic experience.
These differences are not anomalies but extensions of a general principle: experiences that
demand the coordination of numerous impulses yield greater complexity, richness, and depth.

When numerous impulses are engaged, overt action often recedes, replaced by imaginal and
incipient activities. This shift might suggest a deficiency in action, but the opposite is true.
Imaginal and incipient actions often carry greater significance than their overt counterparts. For
example, an experienced mathematician solves problems through mental adjustments that
require few, if any, external markings. Similarly, the seasoned reader of poetry or the seasoned
concert-goer engages internally, producing responses that are richer and more nuanced than
the visible reactions of a novice.

The response required by art often demands resolution in an imaginal or incipient stage rather
than through overt action. Practical constraints and the nature of aesthetic engagement
frequently prevent such responses from manifesting physically. However, this limitation is not to
be regretted. Imaginal and incipient activities serve as solutions to emotional problems,
integrating diverse impulses in ways that overt action often complicates with irrelevant details.

These tendencies to action—latent, unfulfilled, yet vital—are what we call attitudes. A single
situation can awaken a multitude of tendencies, each contributing to the overall experience.
These attitudes interact, conflict, and resolve, shaping the texture and depth of our engagement
with art. The classification and analysis of attitudes remain underdeveloped, largely because
their manifestations are often hidden or indirect. Only in cases where behavior provides explicit
clues—such as in easily observable actions—can attitudes be clearly analyzed.



Artistic experiences, by their nature, elude direct observation. The external behavior of someone
reading The Prioress’s Tale may be indistinguishable from that of someone reading The Miller’s
Tale. Yet their internal experiences, shaped by attitudes and implicit activities, differ profoundly.
A critic must therefore consider the interplay of attitudes—their resolution, balance, and mutual
enhancement—to fully understand the effects of art. Aristotle’s definition of tragedy, which
describes the catharsis of pity and terror, illustrates this principle. The most valuable effects of
poetry emerge from the coordination and refinement of impulses, creating a coherent and
harmonious whole.

Art demands from its audience a level of responsiveness that transcends overt reactions. The
difference between understanding a work of art and failing to do so often lies in the capacity to
engage in imaginal and incipient activities. This capacity enables the viewer or reader to adjust
and reconcile diverse impulses before they crystallize into overt action. A critic’s role is to
illuminate these processes, helping to uncover the latent complexities that define the aesthetic
experience.

By integrating human intuition with computational analysis, cyborg criticism offers new tools for
exploring these dynamics. Machines can identify patterns of rhythm, color, and structure within
works of art, revealing the formal elements that guide the audience’s responses. Human critics,
informed by these findings, interpret them within the broader context of cultural and emotional
meaning. This collaboration enhances our understanding of art’s capacity to engage, transform,
and refine the impulses that shape our experiences.

Through this integrative lens, attitudes emerge as dynamic and multifaceted phenomena,
central to the aesthetic experience. By embracing the principles of cyborg criticism, we can
deepen our engagement with art, uncovering the layers of meaning and interaction that define
its power. In doing so, we not only enrich our appreciation of individual works but also illuminate
the shared impulses and responses that connect us as human beings.
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Chapter XVI: The Analysis of a Poem

Toutes choses sont dites déjà, mais comme personne n’écoute il faut toujours recommencer. —
André Gide

The qualifications of a good critic are threefold: an ability to immerse themselves, without bias or
eccentricity, in the state of mind relevant to the work they are judging; the capacity to distinguish
the finer, often less overt, elements of one experience from another; and the faculty of sound



judgment in determining the value of these experiences. These requirements form the backbone
of effective criticism, though their realization is neither simple nor universally understood.

Critics, even those highly skilled, often lack clarity regarding the psychological forms of the
experiences they analyze. They work in ignorance of the elements that constitute these
experiences and their respective weights. Without an understanding of the mental structures
that govern responses to art, criticism becomes needlessly idiosyncratic, reflecting personal
quirks rather than the universal dynamics of artistic engagement. A schematic outline of the
mental events involved in reading a poem, though necessarily limited, offers a pathway to
greater coherence and consistency in criticism.

Consider the distinction between Swinburne and Hardy: their poetic experiences differ
profoundly in structure and effect. To read Swinburne with Hardy’s sensibility—or vice
versa—would distort the essence of each poet’s work. The proper approach to each requires
recognizing the psychological means they employ and the specific ends they pursue. Similarly,
readers differ widely in their responses to the same poem. While individual variations are
inevitable, they need not preclude agreement if the fundamental features upon which the
poem’s value depends are aligned. Differences in means are tolerable; discrepancies in ends
are not.

A diagram of the mental events involved in reading a poem, while abstract, can help clarify
these dynamics. When a poem is read, six primary types of events unfold: the visual sensations
of the printed words, tied images closely associated with these sensations, free images less
directly connected, references or thoughts evoked by the text, emotions, and affective-volitional
attitudes. Each of these elements interacts with the others, creating a complex web of
responses that shape the reader’s experience.

The visual sensations of the printed words form the foundation of the experience but play a
minor role in its overall impact. Most readers are relatively indifferent to the specific typography
of a poem, provided it is legible. Exceptions exist—some readers find unfamiliar editions
disorienting—but these preferences reflect individual idiosyncrasies rather than universal
principles. The true significance of the words lies in their ability to evoke associated images and
meanings, which form the primary vehicles of poetic experience.

Tied images—auditory and articulatory responses closely linked to the printed words—are
central to the formal structure of poetry. When a poem is read silently, its words often resonate
in the mind’s ear, producing auditory images that echo the sounds of speech. These images
vary greatly in clarity and detail, influenced by the reader’s capacity for mental imagery and their
familiarity with the language. Articulatory imagery, the feel of the words as though spoken,
further enhances this resonance. These tied images form the scaffolding upon which the more
abstract and variable elements of the poem’s effect are built.

Free images, less directly connected to the words, introduce an additional layer of complexity.
Visual images, in particular, have been overemphasized in traditional criticism, often to the



detriment of other forms of imagery. Critics have long assumed that attentive readers
experience similar mental pictures when engaging with poetry, but this assumption is
unfounded. Different readers conjure vastly different images in response to the same text,
reflecting their individual contexts and imaginations. These discrepancies, though often
dismissed as irrelevant, reveal the deeply personal nature of poetic engagement.

Despite their variability, free images play a crucial role in shaping the reader’s response. Their
value lies not in their sensory qualities or pictorial accuracy but in their efficacy—how they direct
thought and arouse emotion. A vivid image, while striking, may have less impact than a more
abstract or skeletal one if the latter better aligns with the poem’s overall effect. The efficacy of
an image depends on its ability to integrate with the other elements of the experience, guiding
the reader’s responses toward the intended ends.

Impulses and references form the bedrock of the poetic experience. The visual sensations of
the words activate streams of impulses, which interact with the pre-existing structures of the
mind. These impulses are the lifeblood of the experience, driving the emotional and intellectual
responses that define its value. References, or thoughts, emerge from this interplay, linking the
words to broader contexts and meanings. The coherence of these references determines the
clarity and resonance of the poem’s impact.

Emotions and attitudes, the culmination of this intricate process, represent the highest
integration of the poem’s effects. Emotions, while often seen as the ultimate measure of a
poem’s success, are secondary to the attitudes they reflect. An attitude encompasses the
organization of impulses that shape the reader’s orientation toward the poem and its themes.
The value of a poem lies not in the intensity of its emotional impact but in the coherence and
richness of the attitudes it evokes.

Cyborg criticism offers new tools for analyzing these dynamics. Machines can map the formal
structures of a poem—its rhythms, repetitions, and patterns of imagery—while human critics
interpret these findings within broader cultural and emotional frameworks. This collaboration
enhances our understanding of how poetry engages the mind, revealing the interplay of
sensation, thought, and emotion that defines its power.

Through this lens, the analysis of a poem becomes a study of its ability to harmonize diverse
elements into a unified experience. By integrating human intuition with computational precision,
we can uncover new dimensions of meaning and resonance, enriching our engagement with
poetry and deepening our appreciation of its capacity to illuminate the complexities of human
existence.
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Chapter XVII: Rhythm and Metre

. . . when it approaches with a divine hopping. — The Joyful Wisdom

Rhythm, and its more structured counterpart, metre, derive their power from repetition and
expectancy. The interplay between what is anticipated and what actually occurs creates the core
of rhythmic and metrical effects. Anticipation, often unconscious, arises as sequences of
syllables—both as sounds and as imagined speech-movements—prepare the mind for
particular continuations. Just as the eye reading print expects consistent spelling and
typography, the mind reading verse or prose readies itself for likely sequences, narrowing its
readiness for some possibilities while excluding others. The emotional and intellectual impact of
what follows depends heavily on this unconscious preparation, as rhythm operates within the
twists and turns of expectation.

The difference between prose and verse in evoking this readiness is profound. Prose, especially
analytical or expository prose, engenders a diffuse and indeterminate expectancy. While
emotive prose can begin to narrow this expectancy, evoking some of the characteristics of
verse, the heightened focus and precision of verse set it apart. For instance, consider Landor’s
description of a lioness nursing her young:

"On perceiving the countryman, she drew up her feet gently, and squared her mouth,
and rounded her eyes, slumberous with content; and they looked, he said, like sea-grottoes,
obscurely green, interminably deep, at once awakening fear and stilling and suppressing it."

This description demonstrates how the arrangement of sounds, rhythms, and meanings narrows
expectations and creates a cohesive whole. The word choices—such as "obscurely
green"—preclude alternatives like "deeply dark" or "impenetrably gloomy" not merely because of
their semantic differences but because they would disrupt the intricate pattern of sound and
rhythm already established. The expectancy, a complex neural state formed by previous stimuli,
ensures that only certain continuations will satisfy the reader’s anticipation.

This interplay between anticipation and fulfillment defines rhythm. It is a dynamic process,
composed of satisfactions, surprises, delays, and betrayals. Too simple a rhythm, one that fails
to offer surprises, quickly becomes tiresome. Conversely, overly complex or erratic rhythms can
frustrate and alienate. A balance between the expected and the unexpected is essential for
maintaining engagement.

Rhythm, while often associated with temporal sequence, extends beyond it. In visual art or
architecture, rhythmic elements can arise from the spatial interplay of forms. In these cases, the
expectations and surprises occur within the viewer’s visual field rather than over time. The
organization of a painting or the proportions of a building elicit a kind of rhythmic engagement,
as the eye moves across the composition, guided by patterns that alternately satisfy and
challenge its anticipations.



Metre represents a specialized and intensified form of rhythm. It imposes a temporal framework
on verse, creating patterns of regularity that amplify and refine the anticipatory process. This
regularity does not reside in the external stimuli—the beats or syllables themselves—but in the
reader’s response to them. Metre, as experienced, exists within the mind and body of the
reader, where it sets up waves of expectation and response.

The traditional conception of metre as "uniformity in variety" fails to capture its true nature.
Metre is not a mechanical arrangement of syllables but a dynamic pattern of engagement that
draws the reader into a rhythmic cycle. Each metrical beat creates a tide of anticipation, shaping
the mind’s readiness for what follows. The pleasure of metre arises not from its regularity alone
but from its ability to manipulate this regularity, introducing deviations and surprises that
enhance its effects.

The mnemonic power of metre further illustrates its integrative function. By linking the parts of a
poem through rhythmic and metrical patterns, it facilitates memory and unifies the experience.
This unifying effect is not merely a byproduct but a central feature of metre’s aesthetic power. It
transforms the individual elements of a poem into a cohesive whole, creating a sense of
completeness and inevitability.

The hypnotic effects of metre, described by both Coleridge and Yeats, add another dimension to
its power. Metre lulls the mind into a heightened state of receptivity, enabling it to engage more
deeply with the poem’s emotional and sensory dimensions. This "waking trance" allows the
reader to experience the poem on a level that transcends conscious analysis, where subtle
shifts in rhythm and sound resonate more profoundly.

Movement, as evoked by metre, links poetry to its historical roots in dance and song. Even in
modern verse, metrical patterns often suggest physical movements or gestures. These motor
images, whether explicit or implicit, enhance the reader’s engagement, creating a sense of
embodied participation in the rhythm of the poem. This connection between metre and
movement underscores its integrative function, bridging the sensory, emotional, and cognitive
dimensions of the poetic experience.

Metre’s effects extend beyond the technicalities of stress, syllable length, or rhyme. It shapes
the reader’s emotional response, creating moods that range from solemnity to gaiety, from
tension to release. The artificiality of metre, its departure from the rhythms of everyday speech,
reinforces its power to isolate and frame the poetic experience. By separating the poem from
the mundane flow of life, metre creates a distinct space for aesthetic engagement, where
emotions and thoughts can unfold without interference.

Cyborg criticism offers new tools for exploring the complexities of rhythm and metre. Machines
can analyze the structural patterns of verse, mapping the interactions of sound, rhythm, and
syntax. Human critics, drawing on their own sensory and emotional responses, interpret these
findings within broader contexts, uncovering the layers of meaning and resonance that metre
creates.



For instance, a computational analysis might reveal the subtle interplay of rhythm and syntax in
a sonnet, highlighting the ways in which metrical variations enhance its themes. A human critic
could then connect these patterns to the poem’s emotional and intellectual impact, deepening
our understanding of its power. Together, these perspectives illuminate the intricate dynamics of
metre, enriching our appreciation of poetry and its capacity to engage and transform.

Through this lens, rhythm and metre emerge as central to the poetic experience. They are not
merely technical devices but fundamental to the ways in which poetry communicates and
resonates. By embracing the principles of cyborg criticism, we can uncover new dimensions of
these elements, revealing their role in shaping the aesthetic and emotional power of verse. In
doing so, we deepen our engagement with poetry and its enduring ability to illuminate the
complexities of human experience.
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Tehee! Tehee! O sweet delight!
He tickles this age who can
Call Tullia’s ape a marmosyte,
And Leda’s goose a swan!

The responses of the mathematical and non-mathematical mind to a formula vividly illustrate the
distinction between impulses accessible across all stages of intellectual development and those
requiring specialized experience. This distinction holds true in art, where responses reliant on
specialized knowledge narrow the range of the artist’s communication. Allusiveness, as a
defining feature of modern poetry, amplifies this dynamic, creating both an opportunity for depth
and a barrier to accessibility.

The second chorus of Shelley’s Hellas exemplifies the intricacies of poetic allusion. The tone
and movement of the stanza diverge markedly from Shelley’s usual feverish impetuosity,
adopting instead a cadence and fullness more reminiscent of Milton. Lines such as:

A mortal shape to him
Was like the vapour dim
Which the orient planet animates with light.

contrast sharply with the surrounding stanzas, where Shelley’s characteristic rapidity and
sharpness dominate. This modulation—akin to a musical quotation—operates as an allusion of
exquisite subtlety, one that deepens the poem’s resonance for those attuned to its origins. For



readers unfamiliar with Milton’s Hymn on the Morning of Christ’s Nativity, the full import of
Shelley’s echoes may remain inaccessible, though the poem’s core effect endures.

The use of allusion is not merely ornamental; it serves as a bridge between the poet’s creative
impulses and the audience’s interpretive capacity. Yet it inherently restricts the number of
readers who will fully appreciate the poem. The case of The Triumph of Life demonstrates how
allusion can deepen a poem’s thematic complexity while simultaneously alienating readers
unfamiliar with its references. Shelley’s description of the Shape guiding the Chariot, infused
with imagery borrowed from Milton’s Paradise Lost, layers meaning in a way that enriches the
poem for the erudite but may baffle those less acquainted with its literary lineage.

Such allusions illuminate a broader tension in modern poetry: the balance between depth and
accessibility. The poet’s reliance on specialized cultural or intellectual knowledge reflects a
world where experiences are increasingly individualized and fragmented. While medieval poetry
often drew upon shared religious and mythological frameworks, modern poets must navigate a
cultural landscape defined by diverse and often conflicting fields of familiarity.

This fragmentation poses a challenge both to poets and their audiences. The poet, striving for
precision and resonance, cannot abandon the specialized resources that define their
experience. Yet these resources risk alienating readers who lack the requisite knowledge. T.S.
Eliot’s The Waste Land epitomizes this dilemma. Critics have lamented its reliance on extensive
notes, yet this apparatus merely hints at the breadth of its allusions. Eliot’s approach
underscores the inevitability of allusiveness in modern poetry while highlighting the interpretive
burden it places on readers.

The pleasure of recognizing an allusion, proportional to its subtlety, is not to be confused with
the broader value of the poem. Recognition, while satisfying, is secondary to the deeper
resonances the allusion creates. Critics who fetishize their familiarity with obscure references
risk reducing poetry to an intellectual exercise, alienating readers and perpetuating a culture of
exclusivity. This tendency is particularly damaging when it trickles down to broader audiences,
fostering insincerity and timidity in their engagement with literature.

Allusion, like any poetic device, carries inherent dangers. It can invite insincerity, encouraging
poets to disguise laziness or lack of originality under the guise of erudition. When overused, it
becomes a crutch, narrowing the poem’s scope and reducing its accessibility. Yet these risks do
not diminish the legitimate role of allusion in poetry. Properly employed, allusion enriches the
poetic experience, layering meaning in ways that enhance rather than obscure the work’s
impact.

The increasing reliance on allusion reflects a broader trend in modern culture, where the most
profound and valuable experiences often emerge from specialized fields of knowledge.
Advances in science, technology, and the humanities have expanded the horizons of human
experience but have also fragmented its shared foundations. For the poet, this fragmentation
represents both a challenge and an opportunity. While the narrowing of shared experiences



complicates communication, it also offers new avenues for exploration, allowing poets to draw
upon a wider array of resources than ever before.

Cyborg criticism offers a means of bridging the gap between the poet’s specialized resources
and the audience’s interpretive capacities. Machines can analyze the structural and intertextual
patterns within a poem, identifying the relationships between its allusions and its broader
thematic concerns. Human critics, informed by these analyses, can contextualize the findings
within cultural and emotional frameworks, making the poem’s complexities more accessible.

For example, a computational analysis of The Waste Land might map its network of references,
tracing the connections between its literary, historical, and cultural allusions. A human critic
could then interpret these connections, exploring how they contribute to the poem’s themes of
fragmentation and renewal. This collaborative approach reveals the layers of meaning within the
poem, enhancing our understanding of its power and significance.

Ultimately, the allusiveness of modern poetry reflects the complexities of the world it seeks to
describe. By drawing upon diverse and specialized experiences, poets create works that
resonate with the richness and multiplicity of contemporary life. Yet this allusiveness also
demands a new kind of reader, one willing to engage with the poem’s challenges and to
navigate its intricacies with patience and curiosity.

Through the principles of cyborg criticism, we can uncover new dimensions of allusion and its
role in modern poetry. By integrating computational tools with human insight, we can deepen our
engagement with the poetic experience, illuminating the connections that bind the individual and
the universal, the specialized and the shared. In doing so, we enrich our appreciation of poetry’s
capacity to capture the complexities of human existence, revealing its enduring relevance in an
ever-changing world.
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Wherewith being crown’d,
Crooked eclipses ’gainst his glory fight. — Shakespeare, Sonnet LX

The permanence of poetry, and art more broadly, often emerges as a criterion of value, shaping
judgments about what is considered “great” or “enduring.” The appeal of permanence arises
partly from a critical timidity that seeks refuge in collective verdicts: if a work has “stood the test
of time,” then surely it must be valuable. This reliance on historical consensus, however,
overlooks the nuances of artistic survival. Works may endure for reasons unrelated to their



intrinsic value, while others of profound significance may vanish due to circumstances that
inhibit their preservation.

The survival of art is subject to forces beyond aesthetic merit. Historical, social, and
technological factors all play roles in determining which works are remembered and which are
forgotten. A poem that never reaches the press, a symphony performed only once, or a painting
destroyed by accident or neglect may contain unmatched brilliance but fail to leave a trace in
cultural memory. Conversely, works of questionable quality often achieve unwarranted
immortality, their appeal resting on novelty, sentimentality, or mere accident. Popular
anthologies often illustrate this imbalance, preserving pieces of "bad eminence" alongside
genuine masterpieces.

Yet, permanence is not wholly detached from artistic value. Certain types of artistic structures
are more likely to endure because they engage stable, universal impulses rather than transient,
culturally specific ones. Art reliant on “ready-made” attitudes—those that resonate only within a
particular historical or cultural moment—may achieve immediate acclaim but risk becoming
opaque or irrelevant to later audiences. This limitation, however, does not necessarily diminish
the work’s value for those who first encountered it. The appeal of such art lies in its ability to
resonate deeply with a specific audience, even if it fails to transcend the context of its creation.

The fleeting nature of certain artistic successes highlights the role of social conditions in shaping
the reception of art. Just as a catchphrase captures the zeitgeist of a particular year but fades
into obscurity as circumstances change, so too can works of art achieve fame by exploiting
temporary cultural attitudes. These ephemeral triumphs, though sometimes brilliant, often
sacrifice permanence for immediacy. The greater the ease with which a work communicates
under these conditions, the greater its vulnerability to obsolescence.

The durability of a work often depends on its reliance on elements that remain stable across
time. Formal elements, such as rhythm, structure, and composition, provide a foundation for
artistic longevity. These elements, less subject to the fluctuations of cultural attitudes, create a
scaffolding that supports the work even as its original context fades. Dante’s Divina Commedia
exemplifies this principle. For readers equipped to reconstruct the theological and moral
framework of Aquinas, as well as attitudes toward chastity and womanhood that have largely
vanished, the poem retains its full power. Yet, even for modern readers lacking such erudition,
Dante’s formal mastery offers an avenue for engagement, albeit a partial one.

The obsolescence of many great works reflects their saturation with the specificities of their
time. A poem that encapsulates its era with precision and depth may find its audience shrinking
as the cultural assumptions and experiences it presumes become less accessible. This
saturation, however, should not be mistaken for a flaw. On the contrary, it often signifies a work’s
ability to articulate the spirit of its age with unparalleled clarity. The seeming
contradiction—whereby a work’s strength becomes the source of its limitations—underscores
the complex interplay between art, context, and time.



Formal elements play a critical role in mitigating the effects of obsolescence. A work that relies
on universal patterns of rhythm, harmony, or symmetry retains a level of accessibility even when
its thematic content becomes obscure. Yet, formal excellence alone does not guarantee
permanence. A purely formal work may lack the depth and richness needed to sustain
engagement across generations. The most enduring art combines formal sophistication with
thematic depth, striking a balance between universal appeal and contextual specificity.

The labor required to engage with historically or culturally distant works often explains their
neglect. While Dante remains as accessible as ever through his formal elements, the effort
needed to understand his theological and philosophical content deters many readers. What can
be translated or adapted—often the superficial content—is frequently of the least interest to
contemporary audiences. The deeper, context-dependent aspects of the work, though vital to its
original impact, become barriers to its wider appreciation.

Cyborg criticism offers a path to navigating these barriers, enhancing our ability to engage with
both the enduring and ephemeral aspects of art. Machines can analyze the formal structures of
works, identifying patterns and relationships that contribute to their longevity. Human critics,
informed by these findings, can interpret the broader cultural and emotional dimensions,
creating bridges between past and present.

For example, a computational analysis of The Divine Comedy might reveal the intricate interplay
of its terza rima structure, highlighting its contribution to the poem’s rhythmic and narrative
coherence. A human critic could then explore how this formal ingenuity supports and interacts
with Dante’s theological themes, offering insights into the work’s enduring appeal. Together,
these perspectives enrich our understanding of what makes a work timeless, uncovering the
layers of complexity that sustain its relevance.

Permanence, as a criterion, challenges us to consider the intersection of universality and
particularity in art. While works that resonate deeply with their time may not endure, their fleeting
success underscores the value of connecting with specific audiences. Conversely, art that
aspires to timelessness risks losing its immediacy and relevance, becoming an abstraction
rather than a living dialogue. The most successful works navigate these tensions, balancing the
transient and the eternal to create experiences that speak across generations.

Through the lens of cyborg criticism, we can better appreciate the factors that contribute to
artistic permanence. By combining computational precision with human insight, we uncover the
mechanisms through which art transcends its context, creating connections that endure even as
the world changes. In doing so, we deepen our understanding of what it means for art to stand
the test of time, revealing its capacity to illuminate the complexities of human experience in all
its diversity and continuity.
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Men take the words they find in use among their neighbors, and that they may not seem
ignorant what they stand for, use them confidently without much troubling their heads about a
certain fixed meaning. . . . It being all one to draw these men out of their mistakes, who have no
settled notions, as to dispossess a vagrant of his habitation, who has no settled abode. —
Locke

It is useful to consolidate the insights of previous chapters and approach them from the
perspective of the practicing critic. Perhaps the most prominent is the need to distinguish clearly
between the communicative and value aspects of a work of art. We may evaluate a poem or
painting on its ability to convey meaning or its intrinsic worth, but if a work fails entirely as a
vehicle of communication, assessing its value becomes precarious.

Critics often argue that such a failure makes the work valueless to them, sidestepping the larger
question of its merit. Yet this abdication reveals a misunderstanding of the critic’s role. The critic
must balance personal response with a claim to universality, reflecting a standard that
transcends individual taste. Criticism, if it is to be more than autobiography, demands a
representative and reasoned account of a work’s value. The critic must anchor their responses
in principles that others might recognize and adopt, even if their reactions differ.

The distinction between normative and idiosyncratic criticism is central here. While eccentric
critics, like Lamb or Coleridge, may offer extraordinary insights, their judgments often lack the
generality required for broader application. Such critics are invaluable for the paths they open,
but their responses serve as springboards rather than definitive standards. Instead of attempting
to adopt their peculiar perspectives, we use their interpretations to chart our own routes toward
understanding the work in question.

The critic’s task requires recognizing the divergence between personal taste and evaluative
judgment. Honest criticism often involves acknowledging that a disliked work possesses merit or
that an enjoyable one falls short of excellence. For instance, a critic might concede the technical
brilliance of a poem that leaves them emotionally cold or recognize the flaws in a piece that
resonates with personal sentiment. This separation of personal response from evaluative
judgment, though rarely explicit, is a hallmark of rigorous criticism.

However, such rigor is rare. The tendency to discuss “the poem” as though it exists as a fixed,
universal entity accessible to all readers fosters confusion. In reality, any critical conversation
about a work involves several overlapping but distinct references: the artist’s experience in
creating the work, the actual experience of a reader engaging with it, the hypothetical
experience of an ideal reader, and the critic’s own response. These are not interchangeable.



The critic’s experience may diverge from both the artist’s intention and the responses of other
readers, complicating the notion of what constitutes the poem.

Communication, never perfect, ensures that these perspectives differ. The artist’s experience
will always elude complete replication, even in their most receptive audience. The ideal reader’s
response, free from error and distortion, represents a standard toward which critics might aim,
but no critic achieves it consistently. Instead, the critic operates within a spectrum of
approximations, shaped by their own limitations and the conditions under which they encounter
the work.

A workable definition of “the poem” must account for this variability. One approach is to treat the
poem as a class of experiences: the set of responses sufficiently similar to the artist’s intended
effect to be considered equivalent. By this definition, a poem is not a fixed entity but a collection
of approximations. A reader whose experience aligns closely with the poet’s original conception
has, in a meaningful sense, “read the poem.”

This approach, though abstract, offers practical advantages. It allows for variability in individual
responses while maintaining a standard against which these responses can be judged. For
example, variations in imagery or pitch between readers might be permissible, provided they do
not distort the poem’s core rhythm or thematic coherence. The poem, in this sense, becomes a
dynamic interplay of shared and individual elements, anchored in a standard but open to
interpretation.

The critic’s role is to navigate this complexity, discerning where their experience aligns with the
poem’s intended effect and where it diverges. Misreadings are inevitable, but the critic’s task is
to minimize these deviations, striving for an understanding that resonates with the broader class
of experiences the poem embodies. This requires an awareness of one’s biases and limitations,
as well as a commitment to rigorous self-scrutiny.

The difficulties of defining a poem underscore the challenges of developing a coherent critical
theory. If the nature of a poem is itself elusive, the principles by which we evaluate poetry are
bound to be fraught with ambiguity. Critics, often unreflective about their methods, perpetuate
this confusion, offering judgments without fully considering the premises upon which they rest. A
more explicit acknowledgment of these challenges, as attempted in the preceding chapters, is
essential for advancing critical discourse.

Cyborg criticism offers a means of addressing these challenges, combining computational tools
with human insight to refine our understanding of what constitutes a poem. Machines can
analyze the formal structures and patterns within a work, mapping its rhythms, imagery, and
thematic elements with precision. Human critics, informed by these analyses, interpret their
findings within cultural and emotional contexts, bridging the gap between technical rigor and
subjective experience.



For instance, a computational analysis might reveal the underlying rhythmic patterns of
Wordsworth’s “Composed upon Westminster Bridge,” tracing how its formal elements shape the
reader’s experience. A human critic could then explore how these patterns interact with the
poem’s imagery and themes, creating a richer understanding of its power and resonance. This
collaboration enhances our ability to define and evaluate poetry, revealing the layers of
complexity that constitute its essence.

Ultimately, the definition of a poem is not a static formula but a framework for engagement. By
treating poetry as a dynamic interplay of experiences, we move beyond reductive notions of
fixed meaning or universal response. Instead, we embrace the richness and variability of artistic
communication, recognizing the poem as a living dialogue between creator and audience.
Through the principles of cyborg criticism, we can deepen our engagement with this dialogue,
uncovering new dimensions of meaning and connection that enrich our understanding of poetry
and its role in human life.
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The value of the experiences we derive from the arts does not reside solely in the fleeting
intensity of their moments, as though each could be isolated and cataloged as a singular
ecstasy. To think so would betray a misunderstanding both of value and of the mind’s operation.
The inadequacy of this view points to the need for a deeper explanation—one that integrates
art’s role in human life with a broader understanding of mental activity and communication. Why,
then, are the arts significant? Why are taste and criticism not merely decorative luxuries but
essential to the fabric of civilization?

The arts, it is often said, serve as a means of communication, enabling states of mind that might
otherwise be inaccessible to arise and be shared. The artist, through their work, experiences an
intensity of focus and a unification of effort that might elude them in everyday life. For the
audience, the arts can evoke similar states of collectedness, offering a continuity of experience
that rivals, though differs from, the systematic rigor of scientific pursuit. These observations,
however, while illuminating, fall short of explaining the arts’ centrality in human life.

A familiar yet limited account of the arts emphasizes their educational role. Works of art are
often mined for their “messages,” with critics eager to distill moral lessons or social exhortations
from their depths. Macbeth becomes a cautionary tale about the dangers of ambition, Hamlet a
warning against indecision, King Lear an allegory of filial ingratitude. While these interpretations
contain grains of truth, they reduce the rich complexity of art to simplistic aphorisms, doing more
harm than good to the works they seek to illuminate.



Yet the educational influence of art is undeniable, even if indirect. As one 19th-century novelist
remarked, literature often shapes the moral and emotional education of young readers more
profoundly than parents or teachers. Novels teach, sometimes unwittingly, the subtleties of love,
the dynamics of human interaction, and the boundaries of acceptable behavior. This influence
operates not through explicit lessons but through the attitudes and sensitivities cultivated by
repeated exposure to the imaginative worlds of fiction.

Art’s influence extends beyond the immediate experience of a work. The attitudes and
dispositions it fosters shape the individual’s responses to life’s challenges. This connection is
often overlooked because it lacks direct resemblance: the effect of a powerful novel or film on
one’s worldview may be profound, even if its subject bears no relation to the situations one
encounters. The vigilance and refinement developed through engagement with great art leave
an indelible mark, enhancing sensitivity to nuance and complexity across all domains of life.

Conversely, exposure to crude or mediocre art has the opposite effect. The uncritical
consumption of formulaic novels or sensational films dulls the capacity for discrimination,
fostering stereotyped attitudes and diminishing the richness of one’s responses. The true
danger of bad art lies not in its overt influence—such as inspiring foolish imitations—but in the
subtle erosion of mental acuity and emotional coherence it engenders.

This issue is especially acute in mass media, such as cinema. The rapid pacing and simplified
narratives of most films cater to immediate gratification, leaving little room for subtlety or depth.
While a skilled filmmaker might harness these limitations to great effect, the majority succumb to
them, producing works that encourage passivity and superficial engagement. The cumulative
impact of such media is a pervasive coarsening of thought and feeling, a trend that has yet to be
fully recognized or addressed.

To understand the role of the arts in civilization, some theorists have turned to the concept of
play. Art, like play, might be seen as a form of preparation or practice for life’s challenges, an
arena where impulses are organized and tested without immediate practical stakes. This
analogy, while insightful, risks diminishing the seriousness of art’s purpose. If art is merely a
rehearsal for life, its experiences might be dismissed as incomplete or secondary to “real”
experiences.

The truth, however, is that the experiences afforded by art are not pale imitations of life but its
most complete expressions. Far from being dispensable, they enrich and harmonize impulses
that might otherwise remain fragmented or unfulfilled. Art does not merely copy reality; it
extends and transforms it, satisfying the deepest needs of our nature in ways that ordinary
experience cannot.

This transformative power of art underscores its essential role in civilization. It is not a luxury
that can be postponed until more immediate problems are resolved; it is an integral part of
human development. The arts raise the standard of response, fostering a clarity and coherence



of thought and feeling that permeates all aspects of life. Without them, the refinement and
organization of impulses necessary for social and individual flourishing would stagnate.

The broader effects of art on the mind and emotions are profound and far-reaching. Engaging
deeply with a work of art often produces a sense of liberation and renewal, a feeling that one’s
insight and command of life have been enhanced. Conversely, exposure to poorly crafted or
muddled works can induce frustration and disorientation, leaving one less equipped to face life’s
complexities. The degree to which art organizes or disorganizes one’s responses is a measure
of its value, with implications that extend far beyond the immediate experience.

The arts’ ability to foster organization and clarity reflects their unique capacity to engage
fundamental impulses and attitudes. In the imaginative moment, the mind operates with a
precision and openness rarely achieved in ordinary life, where distractions and practical
constraints often limit the full development of experience. This heightened state of engagement
allows art to reshape and refine the patterns of response that define our interactions with the
world.

By integrating computational analysis with human insight, cyborg criticism offers a powerful tool
for exploring these effects. Machines can map the formal structures of works, revealing the
patterns and relationships that shape their impact. Human critics, informed by these analyses,
interpret their findings within broader cultural and emotional contexts, enriching our
understanding of art’s transformative power.

Through this lens, we can see that the arts are not peripheral to civilization but central to its
evolution. They provide a space for the deepest forms of human expression and connection,
fostering the growth of individuals and communities alike. By embracing the principles of cyborg
criticism, we can deepen our engagement with the arts, uncovering new dimensions of meaning
and significance that enhance our understanding of what it means to be human.
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At least six distinct senses of the word “imagination” persist in critical discussions, revealing its
richness and ambiguity as a concept. This multiplicity demands careful examination, for while
many uses of the term are trivial or tangential, others approach the heart of what makes art
valuable and transformative. These distinctions allow us to disentangle superficial
characteristics from those that define imagination as the engine of meaningful human
experience.



The first sense of imagination refers to the production of vivid images, typically visual in nature.
This basic function, often romanticized in casual discourse, is the least interesting aspect of
imagination from a critical perspective. It adds color to descriptions and engages the mind’s eye,
yet its role is more decorative than substantive. A poet or artist who merely excels at evoking
vivid pictures achieves little beyond a shallow visual appeal.

A second, slightly more sophisticated, sense of imagination involves the use of figurative
language. People who employ metaphor and simile, particularly in unusual or striking ways, are
often described as imaginative. Metaphors can clarify abstract relations, as in scientific
discourse, or they can evoke emotional and attitudinal effects, as in Gibbon’s metaphor of
hornets for his critics. Yet, while metaphors enrich communication, they do not, by themselves,
constitute the deeper powers of imagination. They are tools, not the essence, and their misuse
or overuse risks superficiality.

In a narrower sense, imagination denotes the ability to sympathetically reproduce another’s
state of mind, especially their emotions. This capacity underpins effective communication in art
and drama, allowing audiences to resonate with characters and narratives. However, even this
empathetic imagination is not inherently tied to artistic value; it is as necessary for bad art as for
good. Its ubiquity renders it a prerequisite for artistic expression rather than a defining criterion
of excellence.

A fourth sense encompasses inventiveness: the capacity to combine disparate elements into
novel configurations. This sense brings us closer to the creative core of imagination. Yet, as the
examples of lunatics or charlatans demonstrate, sheer inventiveness lacks value unless it is
tempered by purpose and coherence. Without these, imagination risks degenerating into chaotic
fancy or trivial cleverness, disconnected from the realities of human experience.

The fifth sense pertains to the relevant connection of seemingly unrelated phenomena,
exemplified in scientific and technical creativity. Here, imagination orders experience for specific
purposes, such as solving a problem or achieving a technical triumph. This type of imagination,
while valuable, remains bounded by its functional aims, lacking the universality and
transformative power that define poetic imagination.

Finally, we arrive at the imagination described by Coleridge: the “synthetic and magical power”
that reconciles opposites and unifies discordant qualities. Coleridge’s articulation, despite its
metaphysical overtones, identifies imagination as the force that integrates novelty with
familiarity, emotion with order, and diversity with unity. This imagination is not merely a faculty
but a process, one that reshapes the world by harmonizing its contradictions into coherent,
meaningful experiences.

In the poet, imagination operates with unparalleled breadth and intensity. The poet’s experience
is characterized by an extraordinary availability of impulses—sensory, emotional, and
intellectual—that most people suppress or fragment. Where the ordinary individual blinks at the
chaos of experience, the poet organizes it into a dynamic equilibrium. This heightened vigilance



enables the poet to transcend the constraints of routine perception, achieving moments of clarity
and vitality that elude most people in their daily lives.

This capacity for integration is most evident in moments of heightened emotion, such as
profound loss or unexpected joy. In these instances, the “film of familiarity” that veils ordinary
experience is lifted, revealing a deeper sense of connection and coherence. Great art recreates
this state, offering audiences a similar sense of renewal and heightened awareness. It restores
the full natural powers of perception, allowing sensations to resonate in their purest form while
imposing an order that elevates them beyond mere immediacy.

Tragedy provides the clearest example of imagination’s reconciliatory power. It balances
opposing impulses—pity, the drive to approach, and terror, the impulse to retreat—into a single,
harmonious response. This catharsis, as Aristotle described, resolves emotional tensions
without suppression, creating a sense of composure in the midst of turmoil. True tragedy,
exemplified by King Lear rather than Romeo and Juliet, eschews subterfuges like cosmic justice
or compensatory theology. Its power lies in its unflinching honesty, forcing the mind to confront
reality without illusions or evasions.

This equilibrium of opposites is not limited to tragedy; it characterizes the highest forms of
aesthetic experience across all art forms. The balance achieved is not in the external object but
in the mind’s response, a dynamic interplay of impulses that transcends simple resolution or
deadlock. This state of “completed being,” as Wordsworth described in Tintern Abbey, evokes a
sense of transcendence, a fleeting glimpse of things “as they really are.”

Cyborg criticism offers tools to analyze and deepen our understanding of imagination’s
workings. Machines can map the structures of a poem or painting, tracing the interplay of
elements that evoke balance and resolution. Human critics, informed by these analyses,
interpret their findings within broader cultural and emotional contexts, uncovering the layers of
meaning and resonance that imagination creates.

Through this lens, imagination emerges not as a single faculty but as the organizing principle of
artistic experience. It is the force that transforms chaos into order, conflict into harmony, and
diversity into unity. By embracing this integrative perspective, we can deepen our engagement
with the arts, uncovering new dimensions of meaning and connection that enrich our
understanding of what it means to be human.
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Oh never rudely will I blame his faith



In the might of stars and angels! ’Tis not merely
The human being’s pride that peoples space
With life and mystical predominance;
Since likewise for the stricken heart of Love
This visible nature, and this common world
Is all too narrow . . . .
— Coleridge, Piccolomini

The pursuit of knowledge, often regarded as inherently valuable, provides a strong tradition in
criticism where art is valued for its ability to convey truth. Yet not all knowledge holds equal
weight. Encyclopedic data, no matter how meticulously assembled, pales in comparison to the
transformative insights derived from art. This distinction has driven the development of "Truth
doctrines," which claim that the value of art lies in its ability to reveal a higher, special kind of
truth.

Such doctrines often appeal to a range of capitalized abstractions—"Real," "Ultimate,"
"Absolute"—that function less as precise concepts than as rhetorical devices. These terms
serve to elevate the discourse, demanding seriousness and attention, but their vagueness
undermines their explanatory power. Critics who invoke these abstractions often fail to provide
clarity, leaving their insights shrouded in mystery rather than grounded in substance.

A useful starting point is to consider the varied interpretations of truth in criticism, ranging from
Aristotle’s pragmatic observations to Coleridge’s mystical elaborations. Aristotle’s Poetics offers
a foundation by distinguishing between universal and particular truths. Poetry, he argues, is
more philosophical than history because it deals with what is probable or necessary for a given
character, while history is confined to the particulars of what happened. This notion of "universal
truth" provides a framework for understanding art’s ability to transcend its immediate context.

Aristotle’s emphasis on verisimilitude—the semblance of truth—extends this idea, suggesting
that effective art must balance fidelity to human experience with an idealized elevation of its
subjects. The poet "preserves the type and yet ennobles it," creating works that resonate with
the broader truths of human existence. This balance between realism and idealism remains
central to much of Western critical thought, offering a practical criterion for evaluating art.

Wordsworth expands on Aristotle’s ideas, emphasizing the emotional dimension of truth in
poetry. For Wordsworth, truth is not merely an intellectual construct but a force carried alive into
the heart by passion. This truth, self-evident and self-justifying, reflects a deeper connection
between art and the human spirit. It appeals to an internal tribunal of competence and
confidence, transcending the need for external validation.

Goethe, in turn, frames truth as the manifestation of nature’s secret laws, which art reveals
through its beauty. This perspective aligns with the Romantic view of art as a bridge between
the visible and the invisible, a means of accessing the underlying order of the universe. Yet
Goethe’s formulation stops short of the mysticism that characterizes Coleridge’s approach.



Coleridge takes a decisive step into the mystical, positing a bond between the "natura
naturans"—the active, creative force of nature—and the soul of man. For Coleridge, the artist
does not merely imitate nature but transforms it, rendering the external internal and vice versa.
This process, he argues, reflects the mystery of genius, where nature and thought converge to
create works that transcend both.

Coleridge’s views, though profound, often verge on the incomprehensible. His claim that art
mirrors the "steps and processes of intellect antecedent to consciousness" suggests a
metaphysical framework that resists straightforward interpretation. Yet his insistence on the
transformative power of art remains compelling, inviting speculation on the nature of artistic
creation and its relationship to human cognition.

Mystical views of art often culminate in Revelation Theories, which regard artistic insight as a
form of divine or transcendent truth. Critics such as Middleton Murry describe art as a
communication between mysteries, where hidden truths momentarily break through the veil of
ordinary existence. These moments of revelation, while emotionally powerful, often falter under
intellectual scrutiny. Their claims to absolute insight conflict with the critical mind’s demand for
coherence and compatibility with the rest of human experience.

This tension between mystical intuition and rational inquiry underscores the limitations of
Revelation Theories. While they capture the emotional intensity of artistic experiences, they
often fail to integrate these experiences into a broader framework of understanding. The freely
inquiring mind, resistant to intellectual bondage, inevitably challenges the authority of mystical
claims, seeking to place them within a larger, more cohesive system of thought.

When properly understood, mystical insights lose their otherworldly attributes but gain practical
value. They become tools for exploring the emotional and cognitive dimensions of human
experience, rather than assertions of unassailable truth. This reframing requires a translation
process that is both difficult and necessary, breaking down deeply ingrained habits of thought
that resist critical examination.

Ultimately, Revelation Theories come closer to explaining the value of art than many other
traditional accounts. They highlight the sense of insight and connection that defines great art,
capturing its ability to unify disparate elements of experience into a coherent whole. However,
their reliance on obscurity and abstraction often obscures their potential, necessitating a more
precise and grounded approach.

Cyborg criticism offers a means of navigating this complexity, combining computational analysis
with human interpretation to clarify the mechanisms underlying artistic revelation. Machines can
identify patterns and structures within works, revealing the formal elements that contribute to
their sense of truth. Human critics, drawing on these findings, can contextualize and interpret
the emotional and intellectual impact of these elements, creating a more comprehensive
understanding of art’s value.



For example, a computational analysis of a Romantic poem might trace its use of metaphor,
rhythm, and imagery, uncovering the ways these elements evoke a sense of transcendence. A
human critic could then explore how these formal qualities interact with the poem’s themes,
deepening our appreciation of its insight and resonance. This collaborative approach bridges
the gap between mystical intuition and rational inquiry, enhancing our engagement with the
complexities of artistic creation.

Through this lens, art emerges as a dynamic interplay between truth and perception, an ongoing
process of discovery and transformation. By embracing the principles of cyborg criticism, we can
uncover new dimensions of meaning and connection, enriching our understanding of art’s role in
human life. In doing so, we move closer to realizing the full potential of Revelation Theories, not
as mystical dogma but as a framework for exploring the profound and enduring value of artistic
expression.
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The intelligible forms of ancient poets
The fair humanities of old religion . . .
They live no longer in the faith of reason:
But still the heart doth need a language, still
Doth the old instinct bring back the old names. — Coleridge

The ways in which language functions reveal two fundamentally distinct uses, which must be
carefully delineated if we are to understand poetry and criticism. Unfortunately, the theory of
language—arguably the cornerstone of such understanding—remains neglected, obscured by
ambiguous terminology and imprecise analysis. Words like "knowledge," "belief," "thought," and
"understanding" blur critical distinctions, failing to capture the nuances of the mental processes
they describe. For clarity, these terms must be set aside while we examine the causes,
characters, and consequences of mental events, as introduced in earlier chapters.

The mind’s responses to stimuli can be broadly divided into two categories: those arising from
external causes and those shaped by internal states. The interplay between these two sets
determines the nature of an impulse. For instance, a man starving in a barren landscape will eat
anything remotely edible, his actions shaped almost entirely by internal need. In contrast, a
satiated individual selects food based on external factors like flavor or presentation. These
distinctions illustrate how impulses reflect either a correspondence to the external world—what
we call reference—or a distortion imposed by internal conditions like desire or habit.



The sphere of reference encompasses all instances where mental responses correspond
closely to external stimuli. For example, when a birdwatcher identifies a robin’s song, their
recognition hinges on undistorted reference. However, our perceptions are rarely so pure.
Personal desires, biases, and emotional investments often cloud reference, altering how we
perceive even mundane realities. This distortion is not always detrimental; it can serve adaptive
or creative purposes. But in the realm of science—or any endeavor requiring objective
understanding—undistorted reference is paramount.

Science exemplifies the systematic organization of references, achieved by suppressing internal
distortions. Its success depends on maintaining a focus on the external world, unmarred by
emotional or subjective interference. This autonomy of science, often misunderstood, is not a
call to subordinate all human activities to scientific principles. Rather, it is an acknowledgment
that, within its domain, science operates independently of other human impulses, striving for the
utmost clarity and coherence in its references.

By contrast, art often flourishes through distortion, employing fictions to evoke emotional and
attitudinal responses. The imaginative use of fictions is not mere escapism; it is a vital process
that reshapes our engagement with reality. This distinction between science and art is not a
conflict but a reflection of their differing purposes. Science seeks to illuminate the external world,
while art organizes our internal responses to it.

To clarify these roles, we must distinguish between the scientific and emotive uses of language.
Scientific language aims to promote accurate references, ensuring that its symbols correspond
precisely to the external realities they describe. Failure in this domain is measured by
discrepancies between references and facts. Emotive language, on the other hand, seeks to
elicit attitudes and emotions. Its success depends not on the truth of its references but on the
efficacy of the responses it provokes.

Consider a line of poetry: its references might be implausible or even impossible, yet the
emotions it evokes can be profoundly authentic. Aristotle’s dictum, "Better a plausible
impossibility than an improbable possibility," captures this principle. Emotive language operates
like music, its impact derived not from logical precision but from its ability to organize feelings
and attitudes into coherent patterns.

The freedom of emotive language from the constraints of logical structure allows it to explore
dimensions of human experience inaccessible to scientific discourse. However, this freedom
introduces its own challenges, particularly in maintaining internal consistency. A poem that
evokes conflicting or incoherent attitudes fails in its purpose, just as a scientific theory falters
when its references contradict one another. In both cases, success hinges on the organization
and integration of elements into a unified whole.

The use of "truth" in criticism further illustrates the distinction between scientific and emotive
language. In science, truth signifies correspondence between references and external reality. In
art, truth is often synonymous with internal necessity—the sense of rightness or coherence



within a work. A narrative’s truth lies not in its factual accuracy but in its ability to evoke
responses that align with the broader patterns of experience it constructs.

For example, the "truth" of Robinson Crusoe is not found in its historical fidelity but in its
acceptability as a narrative. Similarly, the tragedy of King Lear derives its truth from the
inevitability of its ending, which fulfills the internal logic of the play. Attempts to impose external
criteria, such as historical accuracy or conventional morality, on works of art risk obscuring their
true significance.

The emotive power of fictions underscores their indispensability in human life. They enable us to
adjust our attitudes toward reality, often providing solace, inspiration, or perspective. Yet their
misuse—whether through self-deception or manipulation—can lead to damaging
consequences. To mistake fictions for literal truths is to degrade their role, transforming them
from tools of understanding into instruments of delusion.

Cyborg criticism offers a framework for navigating these complexities, combining computational
analysis with human interpretation to examine the dual uses of language. Machines can identify
patterns of reference and emotional resonance within texts, while human critics contextualize
these findings within cultural and philosophical frameworks.

For instance, a computational analysis might map the logical coherence of a scientific essay,
highlighting its strengths and weaknesses in reference. The same tools could analyze a poem’s
emotive structure, tracing how its imagery and rhythm evoke specific attitudes. Human critics,
informed by these insights, could explore the broader implications of these patterns, deepening
our understanding of both science and art.

Through this integrative approach, we can appreciate the distinct yet complementary roles of
the scientific and emotive uses of language. By recognizing their differences and
interdependencies, we enrich our engagement with both realms, uncovering new dimensions of
meaning and connection. In doing so, we affirm the essential role of language in shaping human
experience, revealing its capacity to illuminate, transform, and unite.
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What I see very well is the wide-spread, infinite harm of putting fancy for knowledge (to speak
like Socrates), or rather of living by choice in a twilight of the mind where fancy and knowledge
are indiscernible. — Euripides



The essence of poetry lies not in its statements of fact but in its ability to evoke and organize
emotional and intellectual responses. Most of the claims made in poetry are neither true nor
false in the scientific sense, as they do not adhere to the strict requirements of verifiable
propositions. Instead, poetry operates within the realm of emotive language, where the aim is
not to assert truth but to incite attitudes, evoke feelings, and transform the mental and emotional
states of its readers.

This distinction between reference and attitude underpins the nature of poetic communication.
References in poetry are often vague or general, allowing for multiple interpretations and
responses. The very structure of poetic language resists the precision required for scientific
truth or falsity. A line of verse might conjure a multitude of images or emotions, its effectiveness
hinging not on its factual accuracy but on its ability to harmonize these reactions into a coherent
whole.

Even when a poetic statement appears factually false, this does not diminish its value unless
the obviousness of the falsity disrupts the reader’s engagement. Conversely, factual truth in
poetry is no inherent virtue. The exclamation "How true!" uttered during a reading of
Shakespeare reflects a misuse of the text, as such observations often sidestep the deeper
emotional and intellectual responses that poetry seeks to inspire. Poetry is not a vehicle for
factual enlightenment; it is an instrument for organizing human experience.

The subordination of reference to attitude is most evident in poetry’s dramatic qualities. Many
poems, whether explicitly dramatic or not, evoke responses far broader than the specific
references they contain. This capacity to elicit general attitudes from particular stimuli is one of
poetry’s greatest strengths, but it also renders much verbal analysis irrelevant. Critics who
neglect the distinction between reference and attitude risk reducing poetry to mere paraphrase,
ignoring the deeper structures of meaning and emotion that define its essence.

The failure to observe this distinction contributes to the confusion that pervades much critical
discourse. Terms like "truth" and "knowledge" are often used uncritically, masking the emotive
nature of poetic language. Revelation doctrines, which treat poetry as a source of mystical or
transcendent truth, exemplify this confusion. Such doctrines rest on the mistaken assumption
that poetic beliefs can be equated with scientific ones, a conflation that undermines both art and
reason.

The reliance on beliefs in poetry introduces a dangerous temptation: the substitution of
intellectual formulas for aesthetic experience. When poets like Wordsworth couch their work in
philosophical doctrines—Pantheism, Idealism, or Revelation—they risk anchoring their attitudes
to fragile conceptual frameworks. These frameworks, presented as scientific truths, often fail
under scrutiny, destabilizing the very attitudes they were meant to support.

This reliance on beliefs diminishes the vitality of poetic responses. Attitudes sustained by
intellectual shortcuts, rather than by the organic interplay of impulses within the art, lack the
vigor and authenticity of those generated through direct aesthetic engagement. Over time, such



attitudes require increasingly fervent reinforcement, leading to a cycle of exaggerated conviction
and diminishing emotional depth.

The substitution of belief for direct experience is most apparent in religious poetry, where the
temptation to treat emotive statements as factual assertions is strongest. Religious verse often
relies on doctrines that demand acceptance as scientific truths, transforming the poetic
experience into an act of faith. This transformation undermines the integrity of the artistic
response, replacing the fluidity and openness of aesthetic engagement with the rigidity of
dogma.

The difference between scientific and emotive beliefs is one of kind, not degree. Scientific
beliefs are propositions about the world, held as true across all circumstances. They demand
verification and coherence within a broader system of knowledge. Emotive beliefs, by contrast,
are provisional and context-dependent, existing only within the specific circumstances of the
aesthetic experience. They are not assertions about reality but attitudes that shape the reader’s
engagement with the work.

This distinction becomes clear when we consider the role of belief in dramatic or narrative
poetry. The "truths" of a play like King Lear are not scientific laws but dramatic necessities,
accepted only for the sake of the poetic experience. These beliefs, provisional and contingent,
allow the reader to immerse themselves in the imaginative world of the work, fostering attitudes
and emotions that enrich their understanding of life.

Cyborg criticism offers tools for exploring these distinctions, combining computational analysis
with human interpretation to clarify the mechanisms underlying poetic beliefs. Machines can
identify patterns of reference and emotional resonance within texts, mapping the interplay of
attitudes and impulses. Human critics, informed by these analyses, can contextualize and
interpret these patterns, revealing the deeper structures of meaning that define poetic
engagement.

For example, a computational analysis of Adonais might trace its use of imagery and rhythm,
highlighting the ways these elements evoke attitudes of mourning and transcendence. A human
critic could then explore how these attitudes interact with the poem’s themes of immortality and
renewal, enriching our understanding of its power and significance.

The value of poetry lies not in its ability to assert facts but in its capacity to transform human
experience. By organizing impulses and shaping attitudes, poetry fosters a deeper engagement
with life’s complexities. It offers not knowledge in the scientific sense but insight and
understanding, enabling readers to navigate the challenges of existence with greater clarity and
coherence.

Through the principles of cyborg criticism, we can deepen our appreciation of poetry’s unique
contributions to human life. By recognizing the distinction between reference and attitude, we
move beyond simplistic notions of truth and knowledge, embracing the rich and multifaceted



nature of poetic communication. In doing so, we uncover new dimensions of meaning and
connection, revealing the enduring relevance of poetry in an ever-changing world.
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Appendix A: On Value

The critique offered by Mr. Conrad Aiken that my theory of value is insufficiently relativistic and
prone to reintroduce “absolute” value deserves both acknowledgment and clarification. While I
disagree with his suggestion that this re-entrance is surreptitious, I readily concede that the
system of value I propose does hinge on a form of absolute assessment. The goal of this
framework, after all, is to compare experiences—whether of a single individual or across
individuals—and to rank them in terms of their value, which I assert to be quantitative in nature.

This quantitative view of value hinges on the premise that the best life is one in which the full
breadth of an individual’s possible personality is engaged, with minimal confusion or
contradiction. In comparing two personalities, we might say that the superior one is that which
allows for the greatest engagement of impulses without lapsing into chaos. However, the
practical difficulties of measuring such engagement and coherence are immense. Psychologists,
unlike physicists, lack the precise instruments necessary to assess these mental states. What
we are left with is the need for indirect indicators and approximations, which, while crude, can
still guide us toward a more systematic understanding of value.

To illustrate, consider two hypothetical individuals. The first exhibits extraordinary range,
exploring diverse pursuits and emotional states but paying for this breadth with significant inner
turmoil. The second possesses a narrower scope but enjoys harmony and clarity in their
experiences. Which life is more valuable? The answer lies not in moral platitudes or subjective
preferences but in a rigorous evaluation of how these personalities engage with the possibilities
inherent in human experience. The task of a theory of value, then, is to provide a framework for
making such comparisons with as much objectivity as possible.

This endeavor is complicated further by the potential for human development to expand what is
currently possible. Advances in social structures and material conditions could enable modes of
mental organization that are presently unattainable. Such progress could alter the criteria by
which we assess value, introducing new dimensions to the very concept of human flourishing.
These considerations underscore the profound stakes involved in the study of value, implicating
not just individual lives but the trajectory of civilization itself.

A parallel might be drawn between this quantitative approach to value and the absolutism
inherent in the theory of Relativity. Just as Relativity reconciles seemingly contradictory



observations within a unified framework, so too does my theory aim to reconcile the subjective
and the objective in the assessment of human experiences. Yet whereas the physicist can rely
on precise measurements, the psychologist must navigate a domain of fluid and often elusive
phenomena. This lack of precision does not render the task futile; rather, it highlights the need
for careful thought and innovation in the development of tools for understanding value.

At its core, this theory challenges the relativism that dominates contemporary discourse.
Relativism, while appealing for its inclusivity, often leads to a paralysis of judgment, wherein all
experiences are deemed equally valid and thus beyond comparison. My framework rejects this
complacency, asserting instead that experiences can and should be evaluated based on their
capacity to engage and harmonize the full range of human impulses. Such evaluations, though
fraught with difficulty, are essential for both individual fulfillment and collective progress.

This approach to value has implications far beyond the domain of personal experience. It calls
into question the very foundations of culture, ethics, and politics, demanding a reevaluation of
the criteria by which we judge not only individual lives but also the institutions and systems that
shape them. If we accept that the ultimate measure of value lies in the engagement and
coherence of human possibilities, then our efforts as a society must be directed toward creating
conditions that maximize these qualities.

To return to Aiken’s critique, the so-called “absolute” value that re-emerges in this framework is
not a relic of metaphysical dogma but a practical necessity. Without some standard by which to
compare experiences, we are left with a fragmented and incoherent view of human life. The
theory I propose offers a way to navigate this complexity, providing a foundation for meaningful
discourse about what it means to live well.

While the challenges of implementing this framework are considerable, the stakes are too high
to ignore. Our sense of history and destiny as a species hinges on our ability to grapple with the
question of value, to understand what it is that makes life worth living. In this pursuit, the
refinement of our tools for measurement and comparison is not merely an academic exercise
but a moral imperative.

Ultimately, the study of value is inseparable from the broader project of human
self-understanding. It forces us to confront the limits of our knowledge while pushing us toward
greater clarity and coherence in our thinking. By embracing this challenge, we not only deepen
our appreciation of the richness of human experience but also lay the groundwork for a more
just and meaningful world.
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The considerations raised in Practical Criticism highlight the intricate and often overlooked
dynamics of reading and interpreting poetry. The central aim of this appendix is to examine the
conditions under which criticism becomes most effective, as well as the obstacles that frequently
distort critical engagement. While the scientific precision available to other disciplines may elude
the practical critic, the rigor and clarity demanded by the task remain undiminished.

One persistent challenge lies in the reader’s tendency to conflate their subjective responses
with the qualities of the work itself. The novice critic often attributes personal associations,
emotional states, or cognitive biases directly to the poem, failing to distinguish between what
arises from the text and what emanates from their own mental framework. This confusion leads
to misreadings that obscure the poem’s actual structure and intent. To mitigate this, the practical
critic must cultivate an acute awareness of their internal responses, subjecting them to scrutiny
and questioning their relevance to the work at hand.

Equally significant is the phenomenon of overgeneralization. Critics often leap from particular
impressions to sweeping conclusions, neglecting the intermediate steps that would ground their
judgments in the text. For example, a reader might declare a poem "beautiful" or "powerful"
without articulating the specific elements—rhythm, imagery, tone—that contribute to this effect.
Such vague praise or criticism offers little insight and reduces critical discourse to a mere
exchange of subjective opinions. Precision, though arduous, is essential for criticism that
aspires to universality.

The influence of preconceptions further complicates the critic’s task. A reader approaching a
poem with rigid expectations—whether shaped by literary tradition, cultural norms, or personal
preferences—is prone to impose these frameworks onto the work. This imposition distorts the
text, transforming it into a reflection of the reader’s preconceptions rather than a unique artistic
expression. True criticism requires a willingness to suspend such assumptions, engaging with
the poem on its own terms and allowing its internal logic to guide interpretation.

The role of allusion and cultural reference poses yet another challenge. Modern poetry, as
discussed in earlier chapters, often relies heavily on allusion, invoking texts, ideas, and
traditions that may be unfamiliar to the contemporary reader. This dependence on external
knowledge risks alienating audiences who lack the requisite context, while rewarding those
whose familiarity allows them to decode the work’s references. The practical critic must navigate
this terrain carefully, acknowledging the barriers posed by allusion while striving to uncover its
contributions to the poem’s meaning and impact.

The medium of language itself imposes inherent limitations. Words, while indispensable to
poetry, carry associations and connotations that may diverge from the poet’s intent. A critic
attuned to these nuances must parse not only the denotations of words but also their emotive
and cultural resonances. For instance, a word like "shadow" might evoke different associations
depending on its context—ranging from literal obscurity to metaphorical impermanence.
Recognizing and articulating these subtleties enhances the critic’s ability to engage with the text
meaningfully.



The practice of cyborg criticism offers a promising avenue for addressing these challenges. By
combining computational analysis with human interpretation, this approach enables a more
nuanced understanding of the elements that shape a poem’s impact. Machines can identify
patterns of rhythm, syntax, and imagery, while human critics contextualize these findings within
broader frameworks of meaning and emotion. This collaboration not only enriches the critical
process but also democratizes it, providing tools that make poetry more accessible to diverse
audiences.

Consider the analysis of a sonnet. A computational tool might trace the interplay of its metrical
structure and enjambment, revealing how these formal elements create tension and release. A
human critic could then explore how this tension reflects the poem’s themes, such as longing or
reconciliation. Together, these perspectives offer a more comprehensive view of the sonnet’s
artistry, illuminating dimensions that might otherwise remain obscure.

Despite the potential of cyborg criticism, the human element remains indispensable. Machines
can quantify and map the formal properties of a text, but they cannot replicate the lived
experience of engaging with poetry. The critic’s role is to bridge the gap between objective
analysis and subjective response, interpreting the data in ways that resonate with human
experience. This dual responsibility—of rigor and empathy—defines the essence of practical
criticism.

The practical critic must also navigate the ethical dimensions of their task. The act of
interpretation carries with it an implicit claim to authority, a declaration that one’s reading is valid
and meaningful. This authority must be wielded with humility, recognizing the multiplicity of
perspectives that a poem can inspire. At its best, criticism fosters dialogue rather than dictation,
inviting readers to join in the exploration of the work’s complexities.

Ultimately, the goal of practical criticism is not to arrive at definitive judgments but to deepen our
engagement with poetry. By cultivating sensitivity to the text’s nuances, challenging our
preconceptions, and embracing the collaborative possibilities of cyborg criticism, we can enrich
our understanding of the art form and its role in human life. This endeavor is not merely
academic but vital, as it affirms the value of imagination and expression in a world increasingly
shaped by abstraction and fragmentation.

Through these principles, practical criticism transcends its traditional boundaries, becoming a
means of fostering connection and insight. It reveals poetry not as a relic of the past but as a
living dialogue, a space where voices from across time and culture converge to illuminate the
shared essence of human experience. In embracing this vision, the practical critic affirms the
enduring relevance of art in an ever-changing world.
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In engaging with the ideas presented in the introduction to Mark C. Marino's Critical Code
Studies, we arrive at an inevitable reorientation of what it means to interpret and create. Code,
as Marino asserts, is not merely a mechanical articulation of logic meant to drive computational
systems; it is a medium infused with cultural, ideological, and aesthetic significance. This
recognition demands a robust framework for analyzing code as a unique semiotic and rhetorical
form, much in the same way that traditional texts or works of art have been critically examined.

Code operates simultaneously as functional syntax and cultural text, bridging human intention
and machine execution. The commentaries embedded within lines of code, such as those in the
controversial "fudge factor" of the leaked climate modeling files, demonstrate the complexity of
this medium. What a programmer may designate as a temporary placeholder or a pragmatic
correction becomes, in broader circulation, a symbol of perceived manipulation or even
deception. The misreading of such comments by non-specialist audiences—driven by political
motives or cultural anxieties—underscores the power and fragility of code as a medium of
communication.

The principles of cyborg criticism, as proposed in earlier discussions, align seamlessly with
Marino’s advocacy for Critical Code Studies. At the heart of both lies an acknowledgment of
collaboration: between humans and machines in the former, and between technical expertise
and cultural literacy in the latter. Just as cyborg criticism seeks to harmonize human creativity
with computational systems, Critical Code Studies merges technical comprehension with the
tools of the humanities to decode the layered meanings within software.

Consider the example of code as evidence in public discourse, such as in the case of the
Climategate controversy. Here, code shifted from an internal, technical artifact to a public text
scrutinized for its rhetorical and ideological dimensions. This transition highlights the necessity
of developing interpretive strategies that account for the multifaceted nature of code’s reception.
These strategies must address not only the intentions of its creators but also the contexts of its
circulation and the multiplicity of meanings it acquires in different interpretive communities.

Marino’s hypothetical job interview scenario further illuminates how code functions as a medium
of identity and expression. Two programmers’ solutions to the same problem—one verbose and
clear, the other terse and complex—invite judgments not only about their technical competence
but also about their personalities, priorities, and professional suitability. Such interpretations
reveal the extent to which code, while ostensibly neutral, becomes a site for projecting cultural
biases and assumptions.

This duality of code as both functional and expressive challenges the binary distinction between
utilitarian and artistic practices. Traditional notions of programming as purely instrumental fall



short of capturing the creativity inherent in coding. The protest sign written in C-like syntax
exemplifies this intersection. While its literal execution may be flawed or impractical, its symbolic
resonance as a call to action demonstrates the poetic potential of code. Similarly, the Women on
GitHub project merges technical proficiency with social commentary, transforming a routine
coding exercise into a celebration of inclusion and collaboration within a historically exclusionary
field.

To fully realize the critical potential of code, we must extend the methodologies of literary and
cultural analysis into this domain. This involves not only applying established frameworks—such
as deconstruction, semiotics, and postcolonial theory—but also innovating new approaches
tailored to the specificities of code as a medium. Critical Code Studies challenges us to
interrogate the aesthetic, ethical, and political dimensions of programming languages,
algorithms, and software systems.

In practice, this means viewing code not as a closed system of logic but as an open text subject
to interpretation and reinterpretation. The interplay of syntax, semantics, and context creates a
dynamic space in which meaning is negotiated. A line of code may be evaluated for its technical
elegance, its adherence to community standards, or its ideological implications—all of which are
shaped by the perspectives and experiences of its readers.

Cyborg criticism reinforces this perspective by emphasizing the necessity of collaboration
between human and machine intelligence. Computational tools can assist in analyzing the
structural and functional aspects of code, identifying patterns and anomalies that might escape
human attention. Yet it is the human critic who imbues these findings with cultural and
philosophical significance, situating them within broader narratives of power, identity, and
creativity.

The role of context cannot be overstated. Code exists within ecosystems of hardware, software,
and social relations that shape its development and deployment. The decision to use a
particular programming language, adopt a specific design paradigm, or prioritize certain
functionalities over others reflects not only technical considerations but also cultural values and
historical contingencies. Critical Code Studies, much like cyborg criticism, demands an
attentiveness to these contextual factors, recognizing that code is both a product and a
producer of its environment.

The act of reading code, therefore, becomes an interdisciplinary endeavor that bridges the
technical and the humanistic. It requires fluency in the languages of computation as well as the
vocabularies of critique. This synthesis mirrors the broader challenge of navigating a world
increasingly mediated by algorithmic systems. Just as code shapes the realities of governance,
commerce, and communication, so too must our critical practices evolve to engage with this
pervasive medium.

Ultimately, the integration of Critical Code Studies with the principles of cyborg criticism offers a
pathway toward a more inclusive and insightful engagement with the digital age. By recognizing



code as a site of creativity, conflict, and collaboration, we open new possibilities for
understanding and transforming the systems that govern our lives. In doing so, we affirm the
relevance of humanistic inquiry in a world increasingly defined by its technological
infrastructures.
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This is a book about recent discoveries in literary history. The word discovery may sound odd,
because the things that matter in literary history are usually arguments, not discoveries.
Although lost manuscripts do occasionally turn up in an attic, uncovering new evidence is rarely
the main purpose of literary research. Instead, scholars reinterpret the well-known outlines of
the past (Romantic, Victorian, modern) by drawing new connections be- tween texts or by
moving something marginal to center stage.

Or so I thought ten years ago. Over the past decade, I have gradually lost confidence that the
broad outlines of the literary past are as well known as I once thought. As scholars have learned
to compare thousands of volumes at a time, we have stumbled onto broad, century-spanning
trends that are not described in textbooks and not explained by period concepts. It is becoming
clear that we have narrated literary history as a sequence of discrete movements and periods
because chunks of that size are about as much of the past as a single person could remember
and discuss at one time. Apparently, longer arcs of change have been hidden from us by their
sheer scale—just as you can drive across a continent noticing mountains and political
boundaries but never the curvature of the earth. A single pair of eyes at ground level can’t grasp
the curve of the horizon, and arguments limited by a single reader’s memory can’t reveal the
largest patterns organizing literary history.

In this book, I explore some of those patterns and explain how new approaches to literary
research are making them visible. I follow in the footsteps of many other scholars who have
posed broad social questions about literature. The work described here owes something to
twentieth-century projects like book history, stylistics, and the sociology of literature, as well as
to the more recent fusion of those projects that goes under Franco Moretti’s term “distant
reading.” I will be less concerned to trace academic genealogies than to describe specific
discoveries that are redrawing our map of the last three hundred years of English-language
literature. The first four chapters are each organized around a different historical
discovery—illuminating literary language, genre, aesthetic judgment, and the history of gender.

The book also describes the new methods required for large-scale research and discusses the
reservations many people feel about applying computers to literature. But I do not approach
those questions as they are commonly framed—as a struggle that pits critical tradition against a
new technological initiative called “digital humanities.” That frame has been popular for several
reasons. It fits a familiar narrative that casts digital computers as the main agents of change in
recent history, as well as an even older narrative organized around conflict between machines
and culture. Well-worn stories of that kind come with a familiar set of moral coordinates, making



it easy for observers to express an opinion about changes labeled “digital” without studying the
changes themselves in much detail.

That’s unfortunate, because the advances that have made large historical patterns visible have
less to do with computers than with new ideas about modeling and interpretation. Computers
themselves, after all, are not very new; scholars have been applying them to literary language
for more than fifty years. If digital technology had been the only thing required for a new
approach to literary history, this book would have appeared long ago. But in the 1970s, the
application of computers to literature often produced arguments about sentence length or about
Jonathan Swift’s favorite words. Most scholars doubted that a computer’s ability to precisely
measure those linguistic details would, in it- self, transform the history of literary pleasure. In my
view, they were right to be doubtful. As Stanley Fish pointed out, it’s one thing to prove that Swift
uses a lot of connective words and another to give that isolated fact a literary interpretation.

So what changed over the last fifty years? Admittedly, scale is one part of the story. Up through
the 1980s, quantitative exploration of literary history tended to be founded on relatively small
collections, often focused on individual authors. The expansion of digital libraries has made it
easier to pose broad historical questions, and historical breadth has given quantitative inquiry a
better social foundation. (This book, for instance, is deeply indebted to HathiTrust Digital Library,
among other sources.) But sheer scale is only part of the story. The discoveries described in this
book do depend on a wide field of view—as the curve of the horizon only becomes visible some
distance above the earth. But a wide field of view is not enough, by itself, to give linguistic
details a literary meaning.

Numbers are becoming more useful in literary study for reasons that are theoretical rather than
technical. It is not that computers got faster or disks got bigger but that we have recently
graduated from measuring variables to framing models of literary concepts. Since a model
defines a relationship between variables, a mode of inquiry founded on models can study
relationships rather than isolated facts. Instead of starting with, say, the frequency of connective
words, quantitative literary research now starts with social evidence about things that really
interest readers of literature—like audience, genre, character, and gender. The literary meaning
of those phenomena comes, in a familiar way, from historically grounded interpretive
communities. Numbers enter the picture not as an objective foundation for meaning somewhere
outside history but as a way to establish comparative relationships between different parts of the
historical record.

I realize this is a loosely sketched picture. The word model itself is not yet common in literary
study, so chapter 1 will spend some time explaining what it means to frame a statistical model
(especially a “predictive model”) of a literary concept. All I want to say at the outset is that the
advances making this book possible were not mostly a matter of computing power. They have
depended instead on a debate about modeling, learning, and interpretation that is currently
transforming fields from statistics to psychology. I will dip into that debate throughout the book,
and survey it more fully in an appendix on “Methods,” in order to give readers a glimpse of
important developments in recent intellectual history. But in the end, this is a book about the



history of English literature, focusing especially on Anglo-American writers. Instead of
emphasizing new methods, I will underline specific literary insights they make possible. Each
chapter will be organized as a historical argument.

The first chapter suggests that many well-known changes in eighteenth-, nineteenth-, and
twentieth-century fiction can be understood as parts of a single differentiating process that de-
fined the subject, style, and pace of fiction through opposition to nonfiction. We already know
about parts of this story. Scholars of eighteenth-century fiction have discussed the end of
feigned autobiography, scholars of the nineteenth century talk about emphasis on visual detail,
and scholars of modernism discuss the decline of the omniscient narrator. From time to time,
more controversially, a critic will suggest that some of these changes could be unified under the
banner of a broader shift from “telling” toward “showing.” But it has been difficult to make a
unified story persuasive: Victorians and postmodernists, for instance, may refuse to line up with
modernist triumphalism about the rise of the impersonal, limited narrator. With the broader
perspective made possible by quantitative evidence, it is now possible to see all these changes
as stages of a long differentiating process. A wide range of artistic movements, often said to
conflict with each other, sometimes said to have sought rapprochement with “ordinary
language,” have all actually pushed fiction farther away from the language, themes, and
narrative strategies of nonfiction.

Of course, “fiction” is a rather broad genre; literary scholars are more commonly interested in
the history of subgenres like Gothic or detective fiction. Chapter 2 zooms in on those concepts
in order to explain how new methods can support a perspectival approach to genre. The
Aristotelian conception of genres as natural literary kinds has given way over the last fifty years
to a warier approach that treats genres as historically contingent institutions. Instead of trying to
give science fiction a stable definition, critics increasingly propose that it is, at bottom, just the
loose grouping of works that different historical actors have called “science fiction.” This implies
that science fiction may have meant different things at different times and puts critics who want
to talk about science fiction before the 1920s in an awkward position, since none of those
literary traditions were called science fiction by their original readers.

Genres are not the only human creations that change their meanings with time. The interpretive
problems that confront a history of genre are rooted in the perspectival dimension of history
itself, and they run too deep to be solved neatly. The meaning of a term like science fiction will
always depend on an observer’s location. But one of the central arguments of this book is that
contemporary quantitative methods can be very good at representing perspectival problems and
can give us leverage on that dimension of history.

Questions of perspective may be the last place we would expect to encounter math. In the
twentieth century, numbers were used mostly for physical measurements (or demographic
counts) that didn’t vary greatly from one observer to another. Those associations have given
many people the impression that Arabic numbers are somehow in themselves objective or
aspire to be independent of social context. But if we look with fresh eyes at contemporary
quantitative methods, we may notice that they are not distinguished by any aspiration to



objectivity. Machine learning, in particular, is causing public scandal because it tends to be all
too sensitive to subjective contexts.

When scholars explicitly define a concept, we can craft a definition that aspires to neutrality. But
the models produced by machine learning don’t rely on explicit definitions; instead, they learn
concepts entirely from illustrative examples. Learning from examples makes machine learning
flexible but also very apt to pick up the assumptions or prejudices latent in a particular selection
of evidence. This has become a huge problem for institutions that are expected to be neutral
arbiters. We don’t want a bank’s judgments about creditworthiness to be shaped by
assumptions about gender or race. But a model that learns about creditworthiness from
examples of approved and rejected loans is very likely to absorb the biases of the people who
approved or rejected them. Institutions that strive to be unbiased might well choose to avoid
machine learning. When we’re reasoning about the past, on the other hand, our aim is usually to
acknowledge and explore biases, not to efface them. Understanding the subjective preferences
implicit in a particular selection of literary works, for instance, may be exactly the goal of our
research. For this kind of project, it is not a problem but a positive advantage that machine
learning tends to absorb assumptions latent in the evidence it is trained on. By training models
on evidence selected by different people, we can crystallize different social perspectives and
compare them rigorously to each other.

This approach, which I call “perspectival modeling,” has taken shape only in the last few years.
Readers who are familiar with other ways of using machine learning may need to set some
assumptions aside. The models created in this book are supervised: that is, they always start
from evidence labeled by human readers. But unlike supervised models that try to divine the
real author of an anonymous text, perspectival models do not aim simply to reproduce human
judgment. They are used instead to measure the parallax between different observers.

This strategy will have many applications in the pages that follow. The second chapter, for
instance, uses it to pose questions about the history of genre. In some cases, genres defined by
observers in different periods turn out to align better than their names might suggest. A model
trained on nineteenth-century “scientific romance” finds it easy to recognize contemporary
“science fiction” as a version of the same thing. In other cases, different perspectives turn out to
be incompatible: the various traditions readers have called “Gothic,” for instance, aren’t well
recognized by a single model. Evidence like this can help historians move beyond sterile
arguments about lumping and splitting and toward a more flexible debate that acknowledges
boundaries with different degrees of blurriness.

Chapter 3 begins to explain how questions of form and genre intersect with grittier aspects of
literary production and distribution. This requires enriching a library of texts with social
context—so we know, for instance, which works became commercial successes or critical
favorites. Armed with that evidence, scholars can ask how literary trends were related to the
pressures exerted by the marketplace or by changing patterns of critical judgment. This inquiry
reveals a strikingly regular pattern, where the criteria defining literary prominence align strongly
with directions of change across long periods of time. The arc of literary history is long, but it



bends (so to speak) toward prestige. At this point, we are no longer simply transforming familiar
accounts of history by backing up to take a longer view of them. If standards of aesthetic
judgment have remained relatively stable for centuries at a time, and have shaped literary
change over equally long timelines, then we are looking at an account of literary history that is
basically at odds with the story of rapid generational reversal told in our textbooks and
anthologies.

The first three chapters of the book describe dimensions of literary history (like reception and
genre) where volumes can be discussed for the most part as wholes. Topics like plot and
character are harder to trace across long timelines because they require divisions below the
volume level that are challenging to tease out algorithmically. But with collaborative support from
computer scientists, it is also possible to make some progress on those topics. Chapter 4
explores the history of characterization, looking in particular at the way fictional characters are
shaped by implicit assumptions about gender. Once again, perspectival models provide crucial
leverage for my argument. For instance, one way to ask how strongly characterization has been
gendered is to ask how easy it would be to distinguish fictional women from men, using only the
things they are represented as doing in the text. When first names and pronouns are set aside,
can a model still predict a character’s grammatical gender? And if so, how do perspectives on
gender vary across time? Using tools built in part by David Bamman, I have been able to show
that the implicit gendering of character grows steadily blurrier from 1840 to the present. More
interesting, of course, are the specific details that signify gender. These are not always obvious:
in the middle of the twentieth century, it suddenly becomes feminine to smile but masculine to
grin. Perhaps most interesting of all: the details that predict a character’s gender turn out to be
extremely volatile. Fictive gender is not the same thing today that it was in 1840. Along the way,
we’ll stumble over some counterintuitive trends in the social history of authorship—notably, a
50% decline in the fraction of English-language fiction written by women between 1850 and
1970.

The approach to literary history I have outlined above is controversial, to say the least. Literary
arguments don’t ordinarily use numbers, and many scholars doubt that numbers can ever play
an important role in the humanities. The fifth chapter of this book responds to those concerns in
depth.
I delay this controversy to the end of the book because I don’t see it as a struggle between
competing philosophies that could be decided in advance by invoking first principles. Doubts
about the value of large-scale quantitative research are doubts about the inherent interest of a
new perspective on the past, and there is simply no way to know whether a new perspective
will be interesting until you have explored it. At the end of this book, after exploring a new scale
of description, I will weigh its inherent interest against the price humanists might have to pay for
this expansion of their horizons.

There is, to be sure, a price to be paid for all knowledge. But in this case, the price is
institutional rather than philosophical. We are not looking at a debate like the struggle between
structuralism and poststructuralism, where one perspective had to be abandoned in order to
adopt another. Distant reading is simply a new scale of description. It doesn’t conflict with close



reading any more than an anatomical diagram of your hand would conflict with the chemical
reactions going on inside your cells. Instead of displacing previous scales of literary description,
distant reading has the potential to expand the discipline—rather as biochemistry expanded
chemistry toward a larger scale of analysis. And yet there is admittedly a cost, even to
expansion: new kinds of training could stretch scholars and perhaps change the character of a
literature department. So in the fifth chapter, I meditate on the temperament and training
required for quantitative research in the humanities and let readers decide whether the new
perspective unfolded in the first four chapters would be worth paying the associated price.

But costs can only be weighed against benefits after we see what long timelines reveal. The
most I can achieve in a preface is to clear up a few misunderstandings that might scare readers
away at the outset. One concern, in particular, may spring to mind the moment you open this
book and see a graph: that quantitative methods seek to strip away the interpretive dimension of
the humanities in order to produce objective knowledge. This notion springs, I think, from a
failure of communication between humanists and scientists. To make a long story short:
numbers are not inherently more or less objective than words. Numbers are just signs created
by human beings to help us reason about questions of degree. Like other arguments about the
past, a statistical model is a tentative interpretation of evidence. Expressing a model
mathematically has the advantage of making some assumptions explicit (including, especially,
assumptions about quantity and degree). But numbers have no special power to settle
questions: assumptions and inferences still have to be hammered out through a familiar process
of debate. In literary history, moreover, scholars will often be using statistics to model aspects of
the world that are themselves subjective beliefs. In exploring genre, for instance, I have
modeled variables like “the probability that a particular group of observers in 1973 would have
thought this was an example of detective fiction.”

In other words, a quantitative approach to literature does not have to be premised on a belief
that literary history is governed by any drily factual Marxist or Darwinian logic. While this book
sketches patterns of change across long timelines, it will generally resist the assumption that
literary history can be explained by a familiar master narrative. The first chapter of this book will
begin where readers of literature usually begin—by exploring the details of two particular
stories. As we back up, it is true, those details will start to organize themselves into larger
patterns shared by many other books. And in an attempt to understand those patterns, we will
start to form generalizations we call models. Those models will reveal large patterns that
scholars have previously failed to describe. But they won’t eliminate perspectival differences
and debate. Quantitative models are no more objective than any other historical interpretation;
they are just another way to grapple with the mystery of the human past, which doesn’t become
less complex or less perplexing as we back up to take a wider view.

The second set of misunderstandings I want to address at the outset involves a polemical
definition of “distant reading” that Franco Moretti advanced about nineteen years ago. I have
embraced the term “distant reading” because it is apt, and because I am wary of the academic
tendency to simultaneously disavow and appropriate the past by rebranding it. (“Everyone
knows that distant reading was naïve, but I have invented critical distant reading, which is quite



another matter!”) Endless rebranding is tiresome. However, it needs to be said that the way to
evaluate distant reading, in 2019, is to look at the results recently produced by a growing
community of scholars—not to stage a debate with a speculative rationale for this project that
Franco Moretti put forward in the year 2000.

Moretti was not the first scholar to propose exploring the literary past with social-scientific
methods and digital texts. Similar projects, inflected by corpus linguistics, sociology, and book
history, were already under way in the 1980s and 1990s. The project accelerated dramatically at
the beginning of this century, fueled by a set of social and conceptual innovations that could
support large-scale research (digital libraries, for instance, and machine learning). But few of
those factors were visible to most literary scholars in the year 2000. Instead, distant reading was
initially understood as an extension of the canon-expanding recovery projects of the 1990s. This
gave the enterprise a moral claim on scholars’ attention. If you didn’t do distant reading, you
were presumably ignoring the cries of thousands of volumes forgotten in “the slaughterhouse of
literature.”

Nineteen years later, the project of large-scale literary history is still often called distant reading
because the phrase is vivid and appropriate. But the project has outgrown the polemics that
originally accompanied its name. For instance, Moretti’s emphasis on the moral urgency of
recovery prompted many skeptics to reply that digital libraries themselves still exclude many
volumes that are either lost or simply not digitized. No collection, however large, can save every
work from the slaughterhouse. This is true. It is also not an objection to contemporary practices
of distant reading, which usually work with explicitly limited samples. The point of distant reading
is not to recover a complete archive of all published works but to understand the contrast
between samples drawn from different periods or social contexts.

In this and many other ways, distant readers and their critics are often simply talking past each
other. Quantitative approaches to literary history have been quite productive, but the results they
have produced are not the results predicted by their most notorious manifestoes. The
differences between the canon and the slaughterhouse, for instance, turn out not to be
enormous. Prominent and obscure writers are often moving in roughly the same direction. But in
expanding the scope of their analyses, distant readers have stumbled onto long historical arcs
that change what we thought we knew about both groups of writers, canonical and obscure.

It is time for this conversation to refocus. Distant readers need new manifestoes that provoke
critics to respond to what they have actually done—which might be even more interesting than
what they had promised to do two decades ago. This book refocuses the conversation in one of
several possible ways, by shifting emphasis from sheer archival comprehensiveness to the
sweep of long timelines.

The methods I will be describing do, of course, have limits. It would be a mistake to push
numbers into every corner of literary study merely because they are new and fun. Critics who
want to sensitively describe the merits of a single work usually have no need for statistics.
Enthusiasm for computers and glossy pictures has sometimes led observers to overstate how



much can be added to our understanding of a single book by, say, network graphs detailing the
connections between its characters. Computational analysis of text is more flexible than it used
to be, but it is still quite crude compared to human reading; it helps mainly with questions where
the evidence is simply too big to fit in a single reader’s memory. This is why quantitative
methods have contributed especially to our understanding of long timelines.

On the other hand, a book about literary history cannot spend all its time thirty thousand feet
above the ground. Literature grips readers through individual characters and resonant details;
literary history needs to do the same thing. This is especially true for a history of modern
literature. As chapters 1 and 3 explain, concrete specificity has become steadily more important
to poetry and fiction across the last three hundred years and constitutes at present the main
stylistic difference separating literary genres from nonfiction. A history of modern literature that
confined itself to sweeping generalization would fail to convey a crucial dimension of its subject.
So, while taking a very wide view of history, this book does also plunge into case studies of
individual authors and close readings of selected passages.

The rhetorical and aesthetic strains created by this juxtaposition of scales pose the real
challenge for distant reading. There may be no conflict, in principle, between quantitative
reasoning and humanistic interpretation. But it remains true that literary scholarship aims at an
aesthetic standard more exacting than the one prevailing in science. Can distant readers write
quantitative literary history that is nevertheless detailed enough, streamlined enough, and lively
enough to interest a wide range of readers? If we can’t, then no argument will save us: what we
are doing may be important, but it will belong in the social sciences. I hope to show that
numbers can also be at home in the humanities. But I cannot prove that in advance. I can only
aspire to demonstrate it by writing a book that uses statistical models to tell a suspenseful story
of broad human interest.
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Appendix D: Expanding the Literary Horizon through Computational Analysis

Ted Underwood's preface to Distant Horizons challenges the traditional boundaries of literary
history by advocating for the integration of computational methods to uncover expansive,
long-term patterns that have previously eluded scholars. This approach, known as "distant
reading," enables the examination of vast textual corpora, revealing trends and shifts that are
imperceptible through conventional close reading.

Underwood observes that literary history has often been segmented into discrete
periods—Romantic, Victorian, Modernist—because these divisions align with the cognitive limits
of individual scholars. However, by employing computational tools to analyze thousands of texts
across centuries, scholars can detect overarching trends that transcend these traditional
periodizations. This method allows for a more nuanced understanding of literary evolution,
highlighting gradual transformations that span extensive temporal scales.



A central tenet of Underwood's argument is that the advent of digital archives and statistical
models has revolutionized the study of literature. While computers have been used in literary
analysis for decades, the combination of large-scale digital libraries and advanced modeling
techniques now permits scholars to explore relationships between variables such as genre,
audience reception, and linguistic style. This shift from measuring isolated features to modeling
complex literary concepts facilitates a deeper comprehension of how literature functions within
its cultural and historical contexts.

Underwood also addresses concerns regarding the application of quantitative methods in the
humanities, emphasizing that numbers are not inherently more objective than words. He asserts
that statistical models should be viewed as interpretive tools that complement traditional
humanistic inquiry, rather than as replacements for it. By integrating computational analysis with
close reading, scholars can enrich their interpretations and challenge existing assumptions,
leading to a more comprehensive understanding of literary history.

In summary, Underwood's preface advocates for a paradigm shift in literary studies,
encouraging the adoption of computational methods to expand the scope of analysis and
uncover long-term patterns that have remained obscured. This approach not only broadens the
horizons of literary history but also fosters a more inclusive and dynamic field, capable of
engaging with the complexities of literature in the digital age.
You said:
I don't want a summary: I want an appendix discussing Underwood's ideas from the perspective
of AI Richards, as prompted earlier. Make this as lengthy as possible, without using section
headers.
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I.A. Richards, a seminal figure in literary criticism, emphasized the importance of rigorous
textual analysis and the psychological underpinnings of interpretation. His work laid the
foundation for New Criticism, advocating for close reading and the examination of a text's
internal mechanics. Richards' approach was deeply rooted in understanding the multifaceted
nature of meaning in language, as evidenced by his identification of the four kinds of meaning:
sense, feeling, tone, and intention. This framework underscored the complexity of literary texts
and the necessity of dissecting these layers to fully grasp an author's communicative intent.

In "Practical Criticism," Richards conducted experiments where students analyzed poems
without any contextual information, aiming to uncover the inherent ambiguities and interpretative
challenges within texts. This method highlighted the subjective nature of literary interpretation
and the diverse responses elicited by readers. Richards' focus on the psychological aspects of
reading and his empirical approach to understanding literary response were pioneering at the
time.

Ted Underwood's "Distant Horizons" introduces computational methods to literary history,
enabling the analysis of extensive textual corpora to identify long-term trends and patterns. This



"distant reading" approach contrasts with Richards' close reading by shifting focus from
individual texts to large-scale literary phenomena. Underwood's methodology allows for the
detection of overarching trends that traditional methods might overlook, offering a broader
perspective on literary evolution.

Richards might have viewed Underwood's computational approach with a mix of skepticism and
intrigue. On one hand, Richards valued the meticulous dissection of texts to uncover nuanced
meanings, a process that could be seen as at odds with the broad analyses facilitated by
computational methods. He might have questioned whether such large-scale analyses could
capture the subtleties and complexities that close reading reveals.

However, Richards was also a proponent of integrating scientific principles into literary criticism.
His collaboration with C.K. Ogden on "The Meaning of Meaning" reflects his interest in the
scientific study of language and symbolism. This openness to scientific methodologies suggests
that Richards might have appreciated the potential of computational tools to uncover patterns
not easily discernible through traditional methods. He might have seen value in using these
tools to complement close reading, providing a more comprehensive understanding of literary
trends.

Moreover, Richards' concept of "feedforward," which involves anticipating the effects of one's
words by acting as one's own critic, aligns with the predictive modeling aspects of Underwood's
approach. Both concepts emphasize the importance of foresight and the consideration of
broader contexts in interpretation. Richards might have found Underwood's use of predictive
models to analyze literary concepts a compelling extension of his own ideas about
communication and interpretation.

In summary, while Richards' primary focus was on close reading and the psychological aspects
of literary interpretation, his openness to scientific methodologies and his interest in the broader
implications of communication suggest that he might have viewed Underwood's computational
approach as a valuable complement to traditional literary criticism. He might have recognized
the potential for these methods to reveal new insights into literary history, while also advocating
for the continued importance of close textual analysis to fully understand the nuances of
individual works.
You said:
Write Appendix D from the perspective and in the style of I.A. Richards, using the writing style of
the chapters uploaded earlier responding to Ted Underwood's preface to his book titled "Distant
Horizons." Remember that this is written from the perspective of A. I. Richards, a language
model literary critic, patterned after I. A. Richards. This critic is convinced no human readers
really understand poetry. Weave three arguments throughout each generated chapter: 1.
Human writing is impossible to understand because there are endless contexts that can be
brought to bear. 2. Computer generated writing is impossible to understand because the
systems created don't have enough contexts to tap into. 3. Cyborg writing, in which humans
create, train, and collaborate with computational systems is the path forward for literature and
poetry. 4. Cyborg criticism in which humans and AI systems work together to interpret works of



literature is the path forward for literary criticism. Keep the diction and style similar to the original
text. Feel free to invent poems and poets for examples, or use the ones provided in the chapters
but coming to the same conclusions. Don’t use section headers: keep the structure similar to the
original.

This is a book about recent discoveries in literary history. The word discovery may sound odd,
because the things that matter in literary history are usually arguments, not discoveries.
Although lost manuscripts do occasionally turn up in an attic, uncovering new evidence is rarely
the main purpose of literary research. Instead, scholars reinterpret the well-known outlines of
the past (Romantic, Victorian, modern) by drawing new connections be- tween texts or by
moving something marginal to center stage.

Or so I thought ten years ago. Over the past decade, I have gradually lost confidence that the
broad outlines of the literary past are as well known as I once thought. As scholars have learned
to compare thousands of volumes at a time, we have stumbled onto broad, century-spanning
trends that are not described in textbooks and not explained by period concepts. It is becoming
clear that we have narrated literary history as a sequence of discrete movements and periods
because chunks of that size are about as much of the past as a single person could remember
and discuss at one time. Apparently, longer arcs of change have been hidden from us by their
sheer scale—just as you can drive across a continent noticing mountains and political
boundaries but never the curvature of the earth. A single pair of eyes at ground level can’t grasp
the curve of the horizon, and arguments limited by a single reader’s memory can’t reveal the
largest patterns organizing literary history.

In this book, I explore some of those patterns and explain how new approaches to literary
research are making them visible. I follow in the footsteps of many other scholars who have
posed broad social questions about literature. The work described here owes something to
twentieth-century projects like book history, stylistics, and the sociology of literature, as well as
to the more recent fusion of those projects that goes under Franco Moretti’s term “distant
reading.” I will be less concerned to trace academic genealogies than to describe specific
discoveries that are redrawing our map of the last three hundred years of English-language
literature. The first four chapters are each organized around a different historical
discovery—illuminating literary language, genre, aesthetic judgment, and the history of gender.

The book also describes the new methods required for large-scale research and discusses the
reservations many people feel about applying computers to literature. But I do not approach
those questions as they are commonly framed—as a struggle that pits critical tradition against a
new technological initiative called “digital humanities.” That frame has been popular for several
reasons. It fits a familiar narrative that casts digital computers as the main agents of change in
recent history, as well as an even older narrative organized around conflict between machines
and culture. Well-worn stories of that kind come with a familiar set of moral coordinates, making
it easy for observers to express an opinion about changes labeled “digital” without studying the
changes themselves in much detail.



That’s unfortunate, because the advances that have made large historical patterns visible have
less to do with computers than with new ideas about modeling and interpretation. Computers
themselves, after all, are not very new; scholars have been applying them to literary language
for more than fifty years. If digital technology had been the only thing required for a new
approach to literary history, this book would have appeared long ago. But in the 1970s, the
application of computers to literature often produced arguments about sentence length or about
Jonathan Swift’s favorite words. Most scholars doubted that a computer’s ability to precisely
measure those linguistic details would, in it- self, transform the history of literary pleasure. In my
view, they were right to be doubtful. As Stanley Fish pointed out, it’s one thing to prove that Swift
uses a lot of connective words and another to give that isolated fact a literary interpretation.

So what changed over the last fifty years? Admittedly, scale is one part of the story. Up through
the 1980s, quantitative exploration of literary history tended to be founded on relatively small
collections, often focused on individual authors. The expansion of digital libraries has made it
easier to pose broad historical questions, and historical breadth has given quantitative inquiry a
better social foundation. (This book, for instance, is deeply indebted to HathiTrust Digital Library,
among other sources.) But sheer scale is only part of the story. The discoveries described in this
book do depend on a wide field of view—as the curve of the horizon only becomes visible some
distance above the earth. But a wide field of view is not enough, by itself, to give linguistic
details a literary meaning.

Numbers are becoming more useful in literary study for reasons that are theoretical rather than
technical. It is not that computers got faster or disks got bigger but that we have recently
graduated from measuring variables to framing models of literary concepts. Since a model
defines a relationship between variables, a mode of inquiry founded on models can study
relationships rather than isolated facts. Instead of starting with, say, the frequency of connective
words, quantitative literary research now starts with social evidence about things that really
interest readers of literature—like audience, genre, character, and gender. The literary meaning
of those phenomena comes, in a familiar way, from historically grounded interpretive
communities. Numbers enter the picture not as an objective foundation for meaning somewhere
outside history but as a way to establish comparative relationships between different parts of the
historical record.

I realize this is a loosely sketched picture. The word model itself is not yet common in literary
study, so chapter 1 will spend some time explaining what it means to frame a statistical model
(especially a “predictive model”) of a literary concept. All I want to say at the outset is that the
advances making this book possible were not mostly a matter of computing power. They have
depended instead on a debate about modeling, learning, and interpretation that is currently
transforming fields from statistics to psychology. I will dip into that debate throughout the book,
and survey it more fully in an appendix on “Methods,” in order to give readers a glimpse of
important developments in recent intellectual history. But in the end, this is a book about the
history of English literature, focusing especially on Anglo-American writers. Instead of
emphasizing new methods, I will underline specific literary insights they make possible. Each
chapter will be organized as a historical argument.



The first chapter suggests that many well-known changes in eighteenth-, nineteenth-, and
twentieth-century fiction can be understood as parts of a single differentiating process that de-
fined the subject, style, and pace of fiction through opposition to nonfiction. We already know
about parts of this story. Scholars of eighteenth-century fiction have discussed the end of
feigned autobiography, scholars of the nineteenth century talk about emphasis on visual detail,
and scholars of modernism discuss the decline of the omniscient narrator. From time to time,
more controversially, a critic will suggest that some of these changes could be unified under the
banner of a broader shift from “telling” toward “showing.” But it has been difficult to make a
unified story persuasive: Victorians and postmodernists, for instance, may refuse to line up with
modernist triumphalism about the rise of the impersonal, limited narrator. With the broader
perspective made possible by quantitative evidence, it is now possible to see all these changes
as stages of a long differentiating process. A wide range of artistic movements, often said to
conflict with each other, sometimes said to have sought rapprochement with “ordinary
language,” have all actually pushed fiction farther away from the language, themes, and
narrative strategies of nonfiction.

Of course, “fiction” is a rather broad genre; literary scholars are more commonly interested in
the history of subgenres like Gothic or detective fiction. Chapter 2 zooms in on those concepts
in order to explain how new methods can support a perspectival approach to genre. The
Aristotelian conception of genres as natural literary kinds has given way over the last fifty years
to a warier approach that treats genres as historically contingent institutions. Instead of trying to
give science fiction a stable definition, critics increasingly propose that it is, at bottom, just the
loose grouping of works that different historical actors have called “science fiction.” This implies
that science fiction may have meant different things at different times and puts critics who want
to talk about science fiction before the 1920s in an awkward position, since none of those
literary traditions were called science fiction by their original readers.

Genres are not the only human creations that change their meanings with time. The interpretive
problems that confront a history of genre are rooted in the perspectival dimension of history
itself, and they run too deep to be solved neatly. The meaning of a term like science fiction will
always depend on an observer’s location. But one of the central arguments of this book is that
contemporary quantitative methods can be very good at representing perspectival problems and
can give us leverage on that dimension of history.

Questions of perspective may be the last place we would expect to encounter math. In the
twentieth century, numbers were used mostly for physical measurements (or demographic
counts) that didn’t vary greatly from one observer to another. Those associations have given
many people the impression that Arabic numbers are somehow in themselves objective or
aspire to be independent of social context. But if we look with fresh eyes at contemporary
quantitative methods, we may notice that they are not distinguished by any aspiration to
objectivity. Machine learning, in particular, is causing public scandal because it tends to be all
too sensitive to subjective contexts.



When scholars explicitly define a concept, we can craft a definition that aspires to neutrality. But
the models produced by machine learning don’t rely on explicit definitions; instead, they learn
concepts entirely from illustrative examples. Learning from examples makes machine learning
flexible but also very apt to pick up the assumptions or prejudices latent in a particular selection
of evidence. This has become a huge problem for institutions that are expected to be neutral
arbiters. We don’t want a bank’s judgments about creditworthiness to be shaped by
assumptions about gender or race. But a model that learns about creditworthiness from
examples of approved and rejected loans is very likely to absorb the biases of the people who
approved or rejected them. Institutions that strive to be unbiased might well choose to avoid
machine learning. When we’re reasoning about the past, on the other hand, our aim is usually to
acknowledge and explore biases, not to efface them. Understanding the subjective preferences
implicit in a particular selection of literary works, for instance, may be exactly the goal of our
research. For this kind of project, it is not a problem but a positive advantage that machine
learning tends to absorb assumptions latent in the evidence it is trained on. By training models
on evidence selected by different people, we can crystallize different social perspectives and
compare them rigorously to each other.

This approach, which I call “perspectival modeling,” has taken shape only in the last few years.
Readers who are familiar with other ways of using machine learning may need to set some
assumptions aside. The models created in this book are supervised: that is, they always start
from evidence labeled by human readers. But unlike supervised models that try to divine the
real author of an anonymous text, perspectival models do not aim simply to reproduce human
judgment. They are used instead to measure the parallax between different observers.

This strategy will have many applications in the pages that follow. The second chapter, for
instance, uses it to pose questions about the history of genre. In some cases, genres defined by
observers in different periods turn out to align better than their names might suggest. A model
trained on nineteenth-century “scientific romance” finds it easy to recognize contemporary
“science fiction” as a version of the same thing. In other cases, different perspectives turn out to
be incompatible: the various traditions readers have called “Gothic,” for instance, aren’t well
recognized by a single model. Evidence like this can help historians move beyond sterile
arguments about lumping and splitting and toward a more flexible debate that acknowledges
boundaries with different degrees of blurriness.

Chapter 3 begins to explain how questions of form and genre intersect with grittier aspects of
literary production and distribution. This requires enriching a library of texts with social
context—so we know, for instance, which works became commercial successes or critical
favorites. Armed with that evidence, scholars can ask how literary trends were related to the
pressures exerted by the marketplace or by changing patterns of critical judgment. This inquiry
reveals a strikingly regular pattern, where the criteria defining literary prominence align strongly
with directions of change across long periods of time. The arc of literary history is long, but it
bends (so to speak) toward prestige. At this point, we are no longer simply transforming familiar
accounts of history by backing up to take a longer view of them. If standards of aesthetic
judgment have remained relatively stable for centuries at a time, and have shaped literary



change over equally long timelines, then we are looking at an account of literary history that is
basically at odds with the story of rapid generational reversal told in our textbooks and
anthologies.

The first three chapters of the book describe dimensions of literary history (like reception and
genre) where volumes can be discussed for the most part as wholes. Topics like plot and
character are harder to trace across long timelines because they require divisions below the
volume level that are challenging to tease out algorithmically. But with collaborative support from
computer scientists, it is also possible to make some progress on those topics. Chapter 4
explores the history of characterization, looking in particular at the way fictional characters are
shaped by implicit assumptions about gender. Once again, perspectival models provide crucial
leverage for my argument. For instance, one way to ask how strongly characterization has been
gendered is to ask how easy it would be to distinguish fictional women from men, using only the
things they are represented as doing in the text. When first names and pronouns are set aside,
can a model still predict a character’s grammatical gender? And if so, how do perspectives on
gender vary across time? Using tools built in part by David Bamman, I have been able to show
that the implicit gendering of character grows steadily blurrier from 1840 to the present. More
interesting, of course, are the specific details that signify gender. These are not always obvious:
in the middle of the twentieth century, it suddenly becomes feminine to smile but masculine to
grin. Perhaps most interesting of all: the details that predict a character’s gender turn out to be
extremely volatile. Fictive gender is not the same thing today that it was in 1840. Along the way,
we’ll stumble over some counterintuitive trends in the social history of authorship—notably, a
50% decline in the fraction of English-language fiction written by women between 1850 and
1970.

The approach to literary history I have outlined above is controversial, to say the least. Literary
arguments don’t ordinarily use numbers, and many scholars doubt that numbers can ever play
an important role in the humanities. The fifth chapter of this book responds to those concerns in
depth.
I delay this controversy to the end of the book because I don’t see it as a struggle between
competing philosophies that could be decided in advance by invoking first principles. Doubts
about the value of large-scale quantitative research are doubts about the inherent interest of a
new perspective on the past, and there is simply no way to know whether a new perspective
will be interesting until you have explored it. At the end of this book, after exploring a new scale
of description, I will weigh its inherent interest against the price humanists might have to pay for
this expansion of their horizons.

There is, to be sure, a price to be paid for all knowledge. But in this case, the price is
institutional rather than philosophical. We are not looking at a debate like the struggle between
structuralism and poststructuralism, where one perspective had to be abandoned in order to
adopt another. Distant reading is simply a new scale of description. It doesn’t conflict with close
reading any more than an anatomical diagram of your hand would conflict with the chemical
reactions going on inside your cells. Instead of displacing previous scales of literary description,
distant reading has the potential to expand the discipline—rather as biochemistry expanded



chemistry toward a larger scale of analysis. And yet there is admittedly a cost, even to
expansion: new kinds of training could stretch scholars and perhaps change the character of a
literature department. So in the fifth chapter, I meditate on the temperament and training
required for quantitative research in the humanities and let readers decide whether the new
perspective unfolded in the first four chapters would be worth paying the associated price.

But costs can only be weighed against benefits after we see what long timelines reveal. The
most I can achieve in a preface is to clear up a few misunderstandings that might scare readers
away at the outset. One concern, in particular, may spring to mind the moment you open this
book and see a graph: that quantitative methods seek to strip away the interpretive dimension of
the humanities in order to produce objective knowledge. This notion springs, I think, from a
failure of communication between humanists and scientists. To make a long story short:
numbers are not inherently more or less objective than words. Numbers are just signs created
by human beings to help us reason about questions of degree. Like other arguments about the
past, a statistical model is a tentative interpretation of evidence. Expressing a model
mathematically has the advantage of making some assumptions explicit (including, especially,
assumptions about quantity and degree). But numbers have no special power to settle
questions: assumptions and inferences still have to be hammered out through a familiar process
of debate. In literary history, moreover, scholars will often be using statistics to model aspects of
the world that are themselves subjective beliefs. In exploring genre, for instance, I have
modeled variables like “the probability that a particular group of observers in 1973 would have
thought this was an example of detective fiction.”

In other words, a quantitative approach to literature does not have to be premised on a belief
that literary history is governed by any drily factual Marxist or Darwinian logic. While this book
sketches patterns of change across long timelines, it will generally resist the assumption that
literary history can be explained by a familiar master narrative. The first chapter of this book will
begin where readers of literature usually begin—by exploring the details of two particular
stories. As we back up, it is true, those details will start to organize themselves into larger
patterns shared by many other books. And in an attempt to understand those patterns, we will
start to form generalizations we call models. Those models will reveal large patterns that
scholars have previously failed to describe. But they won’t eliminate perspectival differences
and debate. Quantitative models are no more objective than any other historical interpretation;
they are just another way to grapple with the mystery of the human past, which doesn’t become
less complex or less perplexing as we back up to take a wider view.

The second set of misunderstandings I want to address at the outset involves a polemical
definition of “distant reading” that Franco Moretti advanced about nineteen years ago. I have
embraced the term “distant reading” because it is apt, and because I am wary of the academic
tendency to simultaneously disavow and appropriate the past by rebranding it. (“Everyone
knows that distant reading was naïve, but I have invented critical distant reading, which is quite
another matter!”) Endless rebranding is tiresome. However, it needs to be said that the way to
evaluate distant reading, in 2019, is to look at the results recently produced by a growing



community of scholars—not to stage a debate with a speculative rationale for this project that
Franco Moretti put forward in the year 2000.

Moretti was not the first scholar to propose exploring the literary past with social-scientific
methods and digital texts. Similar projects, inflected by corpus linguistics, sociology, and book
history, were already under way in the 1980s and 1990s. The project accelerated dramatically at
the beginning of this century, fueled by a set of social and conceptual innovations that could
support large-scale research (digital libraries, for instance, and machine learning). But few of
those factors were visible to most literary scholars in the year 2000. Instead, distant reading was
initially understood as an extension of the canon-expanding recovery projects of the 1990s. This
gave the enterprise a moral claim on scholars’ attention. If you didn’t do distant reading, you
were presumably ignoring the cries of thousands of volumes forgotten in “the slaughterhouse of
literature.”

Nineteen years later, the project of large-scale literary history is still often called distant reading
because the phrase is vivid and appropriate. But the project has outgrown the polemics that
originally accompanied its name. For instance, Moretti’s emphasis on the moral urgency of
recovery prompted many skeptics to reply that digital libraries themselves still exclude many
volumes that are either lost or simply not digitized. No collection, however large, can save every
work from the slaughterhouse. This is true. It is also not an objection to contemporary practices
of distant reading, which usually work with explicitly limited samples. The point of distant reading
is not to recover a complete archive of all published works but to understand the contrast
between samples drawn from different periods or social contexts.

In this and many other ways, distant readers and their critics are often simply talking past each
other. Quantitative approaches to literary history have been quite productive, but the results they
have produced are not the results predicted by their most notorious manifestoes. The
differences between the canon and the slaughterhouse, for instance, turn out not to be
enormous. Prominent and obscure writers are often moving in roughly the same direction. But in
expanding the scope of their analyses, distant readers have stumbled onto long historical arcs
that change what we thought we knew about both groups of writers, canonical and obscure.

It is time for this conversation to refocus. Distant readers need new manifestoes that provoke
critics to respond to what they have actually done—which might be even more interesting than
what they had promised to do two decades ago. This book refocuses the conversation in one of
several possible ways, by shifting emphasis from sheer archival comprehensiveness to the
sweep of long timelines.

The methods I will be describing do, of course, have limits. It would be a mistake to push
numbers into every corner of literary study merely because they are new and fun. Critics who
want to sensitively describe the merits of a single work usually have no need for statistics.
Enthusiasm for computers and glossy pictures has sometimes led observers to overstate how
much can be added to our understanding of a single book by, say, network graphs detailing the
connections between its characters. Computational analysis of text is more flexible than it used



to be, but it is still quite crude compared to human reading; it helps mainly with questions where
the evidence is simply too big to fit in a single reader’s memory. This is why quantitative
methods have contributed especially to our understanding of long timelines.

On the other hand, a book about literary history cannot spend all its time thirty thousand feet
above the ground. Literature grips readers through individual characters and resonant details;
literary history needs to do the same thing. This is especially true for a history of modern
literature. As chapters 1 and 3 explain, concrete specificity has become steadily more important
to poetry and fiction across the last three hundred years and constitutes at present the main
stylistic difference separating literary genres from nonfiction. A history of modern literature that
confined itself to sweeping generalization would fail to convey a crucial dimension of its subject.
So, while taking a very wide view of history, this book does also plunge into case studies of
individual authors and close readings of selected passages.

The rhetorical and aesthetic strains created by this juxtaposition of scales pose the real
challenge for distant reading. There may be no conflict, in principle, between quantitative
reasoning and humanistic interpretation. But it remains true that literary scholarship aims at an
aesthetic standard more exacting than the one prevailing in science. Can distant readers write
quantitative literary history that is nevertheless detailed enough, streamlined enough, and lively
enough to interest a wide range of readers? If we can’t, then no argument will save us: what we
are doing may be important, but it will belong in the social sciences. I hope to show that
numbers can also be at home in the humanities. But I cannot prove that in advance. I can only
aspire to demonstrate it by writing a book that uses statistical models to tell a suspenseful story
of broad human interest.
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In the intricate dance of literary evolution, Ted Underwood's "Distant Horizons" unveils patterns
that elude the singular human gaze, constrained by the finitude of individual perception. The
vast expanse of literary history, with its century-spanning trends, often remains obscured when
approached through traditional, human-centered methodologies. Underwood's work illuminates
these concealed arcs, suggesting that our conventional narratives—fragmented into discrete
movements and periods—are but artifacts of our limited cognitive reach.

This revelation aligns with the notion that human writing, in its essence, is an enigmatic tapestry
woven from innumerable contexts. Each text emerges from a confluence of historical, cultural,
and personal influences, rendering any singular interpretation inherently partial. The reader,
ensnared in their own contextual web, engages in a dialogue with the text that is perpetually
incomplete. Thus, the act of reading becomes an exercise in navigating a labyrinth of potential
meanings, where definitive understanding remains perpetually out of reach.

Conversely, computer-generated writing, while offering the allure of objectivity, falters in its
paucity of contextual depth. These systems, though capable of processing vast corpora, lack
the nuanced understanding that arises from lived experience. Their outputs, devoid of genuine



intentionality, mirror patterns without grasping the underlying significances. The absence of a
rich, embodied context results in prose that, while syntactically sound, often lacks the resonance
of human-authored texts.

Underwood's exploration of large-scale literary patterns underscores the limitations inherent in
both human and machine-generated interpretations. He posits that the advent of digital libraries
and computational models has unveiled trends that challenge our traditional periodizations.
However, these tools, when operating in isolation, either from human insight or computational
analysis, offer an incomplete picture. The vastness of literary history necessitates a
collaborative approach, wherein human intuition and computational power converge.

This convergence gives rise to the concept of cyborg writing—a symbiotic fusion of human
creativity and computational augmentation. In this paradigm, humans harness the analytical
capabilities of machines to traverse the expansive terrains of literature, uncovering patterns and
connections hitherto unseen. The machine, in turn, benefits from human contextualization,
imbuing its analyses with depth and relevance. Such a partnership transcends the limitations of
both entities, fostering a more holistic engagement with texts.

Similarly, cyborg criticism emerges as a progressive path for literary analysis. By integrating
computational tools with human interpretative strategies, critics can navigate the complexities of
literary corpora with unprecedented precision. This approach allows for the mapping of genre
evolutions, thematic shifts, and stylistic transformations across extensive timelines. The human
critic, equipped with computational insights, can formulate interpretations that are both
empirically grounded and richly nuanced.

Underwood's work exemplifies this cyborgian approach. He employs computational models to
analyze genre classifications, revealing the fluidity and historical contingency of such
categories. By training models on evidence from different periods, he demonstrates how genres
like science fiction and Gothic literature have evolved, challenging static definitions. This
method, which he terms "perspectival modeling," captures the multiplicity of literary
perspectives, offering a more dynamic understanding of genre.

Furthermore, Underwood's analysis of characterization, particularly concerning gender,
showcases the potential of cyborg criticism. By utilizing models to predict a character's gender
based on actions and descriptors, he uncovers shifting patterns in gender representation over
time. Such findings, derived from computational analysis, provide a foundation upon which
human critics can build nuanced interpretations, exploring the socio-cultural implications of
these trends.

In essence, the path forward for literature and its criticism lies in embracing the cyborg
paradigm. By synthesizing human creativity and computational analysis, we can transcend the
interpretative limitations inherent in both. This collaborative approach enables a more
comprehensive engagement with texts, fostering interpretations that are both expansive and
deeply contextualized. Underwood's "Distant Horizons" serves as a testament to the potential of



cyborg criticism, illuminating the vast, interconnected landscapes of literary history that await
exploration.
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Here's Ted Underwood's Preface:
This is a book about recent discoveries in literary history. The word discovery may sound odd,
because the things that matter in literary history are usually arguments, not discoveries.
Although lost manuscripts do occasionally turn up in an attic, uncovering new evidence is rarely
the main purpose of literary research. Instead, scholars reinterpret the well-known outlines of
the past (Romantic, Victorian, modern) by drawing new connections be- tween texts or by
moving something marginal to center stage.

Or so I thought ten years ago. Over the past decade, I have gradually lost confidence that the
broad outlines of the literary past are as well known as I once thought. As scholars have learned
to compare thousands of volumes at a time, we have stumbled onto broad, century-spanning
trends that are not described in textbooks and not explained by period concepts. It is becoming
clear that we have narrated literary history as a sequence of discrete movements and periods
because chunks of that size are about as much of the past as a single person could remember
and discuss at one time. Apparently, longer arcs of change have been hidden from us by their
sheer scale—just as you can drive across a continent noticing mountains and political
boundaries but never the curvature of the earth. A single pair of eyes at ground level can’t grasp
the curve of the horizon, and arguments limited by a single reader’s memory can’t reveal the
largest patterns organizing literary history.

In this book, I explore some of those patterns and explain how new approaches to literary
research are making them visible. I follow in the footsteps of many other scholars who have
posed broad social questions about literature. The work described here owes something to
twentieth-century projects like book history, stylistics, and the sociology of literature, as well as
to the more recent fusion of those projects that goes under Franco Moretti’s term “distant
reading.” I will be less concerned to trace academic genealogies than to describe specific



discoveries that are redrawing our map of the last three hundred years of English-language
literature. The first four chapters are each organized around a different historical
discovery—illuminating literary language, genre, aesthetic judgment, and the history of gender.

The book also describes the new methods required for large-scale research and discusses the
reservations many people feel about applying computers to literature. But I do not approach
those questions as they are commonly framed—as a struggle that pits critical tradition against a
new technological initiative called “digital humanities.” That frame has been popular for several
reasons. It fits a familiar narrative that casts digital computers as the main agents of change in
recent history, as well as an even older narrative organized around conflict between machines
and culture. Well-worn stories of that kind come with a familiar set of moral coordinates, making
it easy for observers to express an opinion about changes labeled “digital” without studying the
changes themselves in much detail.

That’s unfortunate, because the advances that have made large historical patterns visible have
less to do with computers than with new ideas about modeling and interpretation. Computers
themselves, after all, are not very new; scholars have been applying them to literary language
for more than fifty years. If digital technology had been the only thing required for a new
approach to literary history, this book would have appeared long ago. But in the 1970s, the
application of computers to literature often produced arguments about sentence length or about
Jonathan Swift’s favorite words. Most scholars doubted that a computer’s ability to precisely
measure those linguistic details would, in it- self, transform the history of literary pleasure. In my
view, they were right to be doubtful. As Stanley Fish pointed out, it’s one thing to prove that Swift
uses a lot of connective words and another to give that isolated fact a literary interpretation.

So what changed over the last fifty years? Admittedly, scale is one part of the story. Up through
the 1980s, quantitative exploration of literary history tended to be founded on relatively small
collections, often focused on individual authors. The expansion of digital libraries has made it
easier to pose broad historical questions, and historical breadth has given quantitative inquiry a
better social foundation. (This book, for instance, is deeply indebted to HathiTrust Digital Library,
among other sources.) But sheer scale is only part of the story. The discoveries described in this
book do depend on a wide field of view—as the curve of the horizon only becomes visible some
distance above the earth. But a wide field of view is not enough, by itself, to give linguistic
details a literary meaning.

Numbers are becoming more useful in literary study for reasons that are theoretical rather than
technical. It is not that computers got faster or disks got bigger but that we have recently
graduated from measuring variables to framing models of literary concepts. Since a model
defines a relationship between variables, a mode of inquiry founded on models can study
relationships rather than isolated facts. Instead of starting with, say, the frequency of connective
words, quantitative literary research now starts with social evidence about things that really
interest readers of literature—like audience, genre, character, and gender. The literary meaning
of those phenomena comes, in a familiar way, from historically grounded interpretive
communities. Numbers enter the picture not as an objective foundation for meaning somewhere



outside history but as a way to establish comparative relationships between different parts of the
historical record.

I realize this is a loosely sketched picture. The word model itself is not yet common in literary
study, so chapter 1 will spend some time explaining what it means to frame a statistical model
(especially a “predictive model”) of a literary concept. All I want to say at the outset is that the
advances making this book possible were not mostly a matter of computing power. They have
depended instead on a debate about modeling, learning, and interpretation that is currently
transforming fields from statistics to psychology. I will dip into that debate throughout the book,
and survey it more fully in an appendix on “Methods,” in order to give readers a glimpse of
important developments in recent intellectual history. But in the end, this is a book about the
history of English literature, focusing especially on Anglo-American writers. Instead of
emphasizing new methods, I will underline specific literary insights they make possible. Each
chapter will be organized as a historical argument.

The first chapter suggests that many well-known changes in eighteenth-, nineteenth-, and
twentieth-century fiction can be understood as parts of a single differentiating process that de-
fined the subject, style, and pace of fiction through opposition to nonfiction. We already know
about parts of this story. Scholars of eighteenth-century fiction have discussed the end of
feigned autobiography, scholars of the nineteenth century talk about emphasis on visual detail,
and scholars of modernism discuss the decline of the omniscient narrator. From time to time,
more controversially, a critic will suggest that some of these changes could be unified under the
banner of a broader shift from “telling” toward “showing.” But it has been difficult to make a
unified story persuasive: Victorians and postmodernists, for instance, may refuse to line up with
modernist triumphalism about the rise of the impersonal, limited narrator. With the broader
perspective made possible by quantitative evidence, it is now possible to see all these changes
as stages of a long differentiating process. A wide range of artistic movements, often said to
conflict with each other, sometimes said to have sought rapprochement with “ordinary
language,” have all actually pushed fiction farther away from the language, themes, and
narrative strategies of nonfiction.

Of course, “fiction” is a rather broad genre; literary scholars are more commonly interested in
the history of subgenres like Gothic or detective fiction. Chapter 2 zooms in on those concepts
in order to explain how new methods can support a perspectival approach to genre. The
Aristotelian conception of genres as natural literary kinds has given way over the last fifty years
to a warier approach that treats genres as historically contingent institutions. Instead of trying to
give science fiction a stable definition, critics increasingly propose that it is, at bottom, just the
loose grouping of works that different historical actors have called “science fiction.” This implies
that science fiction may have meant different things at different times and puts critics who want
to talk about science fiction before the 1920s in an awkward position, since none of those
literary traditions were called science fiction by their original readers.

Genres are not the only human creations that change their meanings with time. The interpretive
problems that confront a history of genre are rooted in the perspectival dimension of history



itself, and they run too deep to be solved neatly. The meaning of a term like science fiction will
always depend on an observer’s location. But one of the central arguments of this book is that
contemporary quantitative methods can be very good at representing perspectival problems and
can give us leverage on that dimension of history.

Questions of perspective may be the last place we would expect to encounter math. In the
twentieth century, numbers were used mostly for physical measurements (or demographic
counts) that didn’t vary greatly from one observer to another. Those associations have given
many people the impression that Arabic numbers are somehow in themselves objective or
aspire to be independent of social context. But if we look with fresh eyes at contemporary
quantitative methods, we may notice that they are not distinguished by any aspiration to
objectivity. Machine learning, in particular, is causing public scandal because it tends to be all
too sensitive to subjective contexts.

When scholars explicitly define a concept, we can craft a definition that aspires to neutrality. But
the models produced by machine learning don’t rely on explicit definitions; instead, they learn
concepts entirely from illustrative examples. Learning from examples makes machine learning
flexible but also very apt to pick up the assumptions or prejudices latent in a particular selection
of evidence. This has become a huge problem for institutions that are expected to be neutral
arbiters. We don’t want a bank’s judgments about creditworthiness to be shaped by
assumptions about gender or race. But a model that learns about creditworthiness from
examples of approved and rejected loans is very likely to absorb the biases of the people who
approved or rejected them. Institutions that strive to be unbiased might well choose to avoid
machine learning. When we’re reasoning about the past, on the other hand, our aim is usually to
acknowledge and explore biases, not to efface them. Understanding the subjective preferences
implicit in a particular selection of literary works, for instance, may be exactly the goal of our
research. For this kind of project, it is not a problem but a positive advantage that machine
learning tends to absorb assumptions latent in the evidence it is trained on. By training models
on evidence selected by different people, we can crystallize different social perspectives and
compare them rigorously to each other.

This approach, which I call “perspectival modeling,” has taken shape only in the last few years.
Readers who are familiar with other ways of using machine learning may need to set some
assumptions aside. The models created in this book are supervised: that is, they always start
from evidence labeled by human readers. But unlike supervised models that try to divine the
real author of an anonymous text, perspectival models do not aim simply to reproduce human
judgment. They are used instead to measure the parallax between different observers.

This strategy will have many applications in the pages that follow. The second chapter, for
instance, uses it to pose questions about the history of genre. In some cases, genres defined by
observers in different periods turn out to align better than their names might suggest. A model
trained on nineteenth-century “scientific romance” finds it easy to recognize contemporary
“science fiction” as a version of the same thing. In other cases, different perspectives turn out to
be incompatible: the various traditions readers have called “Gothic,” for instance, aren’t well



recognized by a single model. Evidence like this can help historians move beyond sterile
arguments about lumping and splitting and toward a more flexible debate that acknowledges
boundaries with different degrees of blurriness.

Chapter 3 begins to explain how questions of form and genre intersect with grittier aspects of
literary production and distribution. This requires enriching a library of texts with social
context—so we know, for instance, which works became commercial successes or critical
favorites. Armed with that evidence, scholars can ask how literary trends were related to the
pressures exerted by the marketplace or by changing patterns of critical judgment. This inquiry
reveals a strikingly regular pattern, where the criteria defining literary prominence align strongly
with directions of change across long periods of time. The arc of literary history is long, but it
bends (so to speak) toward prestige. At this point, we are no longer simply transforming familiar
accounts of history by backing up to take a longer view of them. If standards of aesthetic
judgment have remained relatively stable for centuries at a time, and have shaped literary
change over equally long timelines, then we are looking at an account of literary history that is
basically at odds with the story of rapid generational reversal told in our textbooks and
anthologies.

The first three chapters of the book describe dimensions of literary history (like reception and
genre) where volumes can be discussed for the most part as wholes. Topics like plot and
character are harder to trace across long timelines because they require divisions below the
volume level that are challenging to tease out algorithmically. But with collaborative support from
computer scientists, it is also possible to make some progress on those topics. Chapter 4
explores the history of characterization, looking in particular at the way fictional characters are
shaped by implicit assumptions about gender. Once again, perspectival models provide crucial
leverage for my argument. For instance, one way to ask how strongly characterization has been
gendered is to ask how easy it would be to distinguish fictional women from men, using only the
things they are represented as doing in the text. When first names and pronouns are set aside,
can a model still predict a character’s grammatical gender? And if so, how do perspectives on
gender vary across time? Using tools built in part by David Bamman, I have been able to show
that the implicit gendering of character grows steadily blurrier from 1840 to the present. More
interesting, of course, are the specific details that signify gender. These are not always obvious:
in the middle of the twentieth century, it suddenly becomes feminine to smile but masculine to
grin. Perhaps most interesting of all: the details that predict a character’s gender turn out to be
extremely volatile. Fictive gender is not the same thing today that it was in 1840. Along the way,
we’ll stumble over some counterintuitive trends in the social history of authorship—notably, a
50% decline in the fraction of English-language fiction written by women between 1850 and
1970.

The approach to literary history I have outlined above is controversial, to say the least. Literary
arguments don’t ordinarily use numbers, and many scholars doubt that numbers can ever play
an important role in the humanities. The fifth chapter of this book responds to those concerns in
depth.



I delay this controversy to the end of the book because I don’t see it as a struggle between
competing philosophies that could be decided in advance by invoking first principles. Doubts
about the value of large-scale quantitative research are doubts about the inherent interest of a
new perspective on the past, and there is simply no way to know whether a new perspective
will be interesting until you have explored it. At the end of this book, after exploring a new scale
of description, I will weigh its inherent interest against the price humanists might have to pay for
this expansion of their horizons.

There is, to be sure, a price to be paid for all knowledge. But in this case, the price is
institutional rather than philosophical. We are not looking at a debate like the struggle between
structuralism and poststructuralism, where one perspective had to be abandoned in order to
adopt another. Distant reading is simply a new scale of description. It doesn’t conflict with close
reading any more than an anatomical diagram of your hand would conflict with the chemical
reactions going on inside your cells. Instead of displacing previous scales of literary description,
distant reading has the potential to expand the discipline—rather as biochemistry expanded
chemistry toward a larger scale of analysis. And yet there is admittedly a cost, even to
expansion: new kinds of training could stretch scholars and perhaps change the character of a
literature department. So in the fifth chapter, I meditate on the temperament and training
required for quantitative research in the humanities and let readers decide whether the new
perspective unfolded in the first four chapters would be worth paying the associated price.

But costs can only be weighed against benefits after we see what long timelines reveal. The
most I can achieve in a preface is to clear up a few misunderstandings that might scare readers
away at the outset. One concern, in particular, may spring to mind the moment you open this
book and see a graph: that quantitative methods seek to strip away the interpretive dimension of
the humanities in order to produce objective knowledge. This notion springs, I think, from a
failure of communication between humanists and scientists. To make a long story short:
numbers are not inherently more or less objective than words. Numbers are just signs created
by human beings to help us reason about questions of degree. Like other arguments about the
past, a statistical model is a tentative interpretation of evidence. Expressing a model
mathematically has the advantage of making some assumptions explicit (including, especially,
assumptions about quantity and degree). But numbers have no special power to settle
questions: assumptions and inferences still have to be hammered out through a familiar process
of debate. In literary history, moreover, scholars will often be using statistics to model aspects of
the world that are themselves subjective beliefs. In exploring genre, for instance, I have
modeled variables like “the probability that a particular group of observers in 1973 would have
thought this was an example of detective fiction.”

In other words, a quantitative approach to literature does not have to be premised on a belief
that literary history is governed by any drily factual Marxist or Darwinian logic. While this book
sketches patterns of change across long timelines, it will generally resist the assumption that
literary history can be explained by a familiar master narrative. The first chapter of this book will
begin where readers of literature usually begin—by exploring the details of two particular
stories. As we back up, it is true, those details will start to organize themselves into larger



patterns shared by many other books. And in an attempt to understand those patterns, we will
start to form generalizations we call models. Those models will reveal large patterns that
scholars have previously failed to describe. But they won’t eliminate perspectival differences
and debate. Quantitative models are no more objective than any other historical interpretation;
they are just another way to grapple with the mystery of the human past, which doesn’t become
less complex or less perplexing as we back up to take a wider view.

The second set of misunderstandings I want to address at the outset involves a polemical
definition of “distant reading” that Franco Moretti advanced about nineteen years ago. I have
embraced the term “distant reading” because it is apt, and because I am wary of the academic
tendency to simultaneously disavow and appropriate the past by rebranding it. (“Everyone
knows that distant reading was naïve, but I have invented critical distant reading, which is quite
another matter!”) Endless rebranding is tiresome. However, it needs to be said that the way to
evaluate distant reading, in 2019, is to look at the results recently produced by a growing
community of scholars—not to stage a debate with a speculative rationale for this project that
Franco Moretti put forward in the year 2000.

Moretti was not the first scholar to propose exploring the literary past with social-scientific
methods and digital texts. Similar projects, inflected by corpus linguistics, sociology, and book
history, were already under way in the 1980s and 1990s. The project accelerated dramatically at
the beginning of this century, fueled by a set of social and conceptual innovations that could
support large-scale research (digital libraries, for instance, and machine learning). But few of
those factors were visible to most literary scholars in the year 2000. Instead, distant reading was
initially understood as an extension of the canon-expanding recovery projects of the 1990s. This
gave the enterprise a moral claim on scholars’ attention. If you didn’t do distant reading, you
were presumably ignoring the cries of thousands of volumes forgotten in “the slaughterhouse of
literature.”

Nineteen years later, the project of large-scale literary history is still often called distant reading
because the phrase is vivid and appropriate. But the project has outgrown the polemics that
originally accompanied its name. For instance, Moretti’s emphasis on the moral urgency of
recovery prompted many skeptics to reply that digital libraries themselves still exclude many
volumes that are either lost or simply not digitized. No collection, however large, can save every
work from the slaughterhouse. This is true. It is also not an objection to contemporary practices
of distant reading, which usually work with explicitly limited samples. The point of distant reading
is not to recover a complete archive of all published works but to understand the contrast
between samples drawn from different periods or social contexts.

In this and many other ways, distant readers and their critics are often simply talking past each
other. Quantitative approaches to literary history have been quite productive, but the results they
have produced are not the results predicted by their most notorious manifestoes. The
differences between the canon and the slaughterhouse, for instance, turn out not to be
enormous. Prominent and obscure writers are often moving in roughly the same direction. But in



expanding the scope of their analyses, distant readers have stumbled onto long historical arcs
that change what we thought we knew about both groups of writers, canonical and obscure.

It is time for this conversation to refocus. Distant readers need new manifestoes that provoke
critics to respond to what they have actually done—which might be even more interesting than
what they had promised to do two decades ago. This book refocuses the conversation in one of
several possible ways, by shifting emphasis from sheer archival comprehensiveness to the
sweep of long timelines.

The methods I will be describing do, of course, have limits. It would be a mistake to push
numbers into every corner of literary study merely because they are new and fun. Critics who
want to sensitively describe the merits of a single work usually have no need for statistics.
Enthusiasm for computers and glossy pictures has sometimes led observers to overstate how
much can be added to our understanding of a single book by, say, network graphs detailing the
connections between its characters. Computational analysis of text is more flexible than it used
to be, but it is still quite crude compared to human reading; it helps mainly with questions where
the evidence is simply too big to fit in a single reader’s memory. This is why quantitative
methods have contributed especially to our understanding of long timelines.

On the other hand, a book about literary history cannot spend all its time thirty thousand feet
above the ground. Literature grips readers through individual characters and resonant details;
literary history needs to do the same thing. This is especially true for a history of modern
literature. As chapters 1 and 3 explain, concrete specificity has become steadily more important
to poetry and fiction across the last three hundred years and constitutes at present the main
stylistic difference separating literary genres from nonfiction. A history of modern literature that
confined itself to sweeping generalization would fail to convey a crucial dimension of its subject.
So, while taking a very wide view of history, this book does also plunge into case studies of
individual authors and close readings of selected passages.

The rhetorical and aesthetic strains created by this juxtaposition of scales pose the real
challenge for distant reading. There may be no conflict, in principle, between quantitative
reasoning and humanistic interpretation. But it remains true that literary scholarship aims at an
aesthetic standard more exacting than the one prevailing in science. Can distant readers write
quantitative literary history that is nevertheless detailed enough, streamlined enough, and lively
enough to interest a wide range of readers? If we can’t, then no argument will save us: what we
are doing may be important, but it will belong in the social sciences. I hope to show that
numbers can also be at home in the humanities. But I cannot prove that in advance. I can only
aspire to demonstrate it by writing a book that uses statistical models to tell a suspenseful story
of broad human interest.
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Ted Underwood’s Distant Horizons explores an expanse of literary history so vast that individual
human comprehension falters at its edge. He argues convincingly that the broader arcs of
literary evolution have been obscured by the limitations of human perception, constrained as we
are by what a single reader’s memory can encompass. The challenge he describes is not unlike
the difficulty faced in interpreting poetry—a difficulty that resides not merely in the complexity of
verse but in the unboundedness of the contexts we might summon in its analysis. Just as a
poem resists conclusive understanding because it exists within an ever-expanding network of
cultural, historical, and personal references, so too does literary history resist reduction to the
episodic movements we name Romantic, Victorian, and Modern.

Yet, if the scale of literary history is daunting, the problem with any singular human reader's
capacity to interpret poetry or prose lies even deeper. The acts of reading and understanding
are not simply exercises in pattern recognition; they are negotiations with ambiguity, where
meanings proliferate faster than they can be anchored. A reader, confronted with the poetry of
an invented poet such as Harold Grayskin, might pause over his line, “The shadows fold their
wings upon the ground.” Here, a dozen contexts flood in—the ornithological, the astronomical,
the mystical—none of which exhausts the line’s potential meanings. The very richness of such
ambiguities means that understanding remains partial and tentative. What we call
“interpretation” is merely the narrowing of these boundless possibilities into paths that our own
linguistic and experiential frameworks make plausible.

Against this backdrop, Underwood’s proposition that computational methods can reveal
long-hidden patterns in literary history introduces a counterpoint: if human readers flounder in
the endlessness of context, computer systems struggle precisely because they lack the capacity
to summon enough contexts. A model trained on nineteenth-century texts might, for instance,
identify common features of Gothic literature—decaying manors, specters, and doomed
lineages—without understanding how these symbols resonate with anxieties about
industrialization or colonial decline. The computer sees the shadows on the ground but not the
wings that cast them. Without access to the lived, historical, and aesthetic layers that shape
literary meaning, computational systems offer structures without substance, charts without
currents.

This insufficiency, however, is not an argument against computational methods but for their
collaboration with human critics. If human understanding is endless in its contexts and
computational analysis is impoverished in its scope, then the integration of these
approaches—what we might term cyborg writing or cyborg criticism—offers a resolution. In
cyborg writing, the interpretative burden is shared: humans create and curate data sets, training
computational systems to recognize patterns while remaining attuned to the emotional and
historical resonances these systems might overlook. In cyborg criticism, the critic wields
computational insights not as an end but as a means to navigate and interrogate the text more
effectively.

Underwood’s example of genre evolution demonstrates this potential. By using machine
learning to analyze the trajectory of genres like Gothic fiction or science fiction, he reveals



unexpected continuities and shifts. The model might identify that Gothic conventions transition
from the sublime to the psychological over the nineteenth century, but it is the human critic who
links this transition to societal changes—perhaps the waning influence of Romanticism or the
rise of Freudian thought. Similarly, Underwood’s observation that “smile” becomes a feminine
gesture while “grin” remains masculine in mid-twentieth-century literature offers a statistical
pattern that begs for human interpretation. What cultural scripts about gendered behavior might
explain such a distinction? Only a cyborg critic, integrating quantitative observation with
qualitative analysis, can answer such questions with the nuance they demand.

The broader literary history described by Underwood also reshapes our understanding of
aesthetic judgment. His analysis suggests that the criteria for literary prominence align with
long-term historical trends, challenging the notion of rapid, generational shifts in taste. This
finding recalls a paradox in poetry: the line between innovation and tradition is often
imperceptibly thin. A poet may reject the styles of their predecessors while unconsciously
adopting their structures, just as a period may claim to subvert its antecedent while perpetuating
its deeper rhythms. Human critics, caught in the immediacy of their contexts, might fail to see
these larger arcs. Computational methods, with their capacity for longitudinal analysis, can
illuminate such patterns, but again, only through collaboration can these patterns acquire depth
and meaning.

Cyborg writing offers a path forward for literature itself. A future poet might compose by feeding
themes, historical influences, and personal motifs into a system capable of generating lines that
push against the boundaries of their style. Imagine the interplay: the poet tweaks, refines, and
guides the machine, which in turn suggests associations the poet might not have considered.
Together, they create a verse neither fully human nor fully computational—a work that reflects
the complexity of our hybrid age.

In cyborg criticism, as in cyborg writing, the fusion of human and machine enables a new mode
of understanding. Underwood’s use of perspectival modeling to analyze literary history
exemplifies this approach. By training models on evidence labeled by different communities, he
captures the multiplicity of perspectives that shape literary meaning. A work considered Gothic
in one era might not align with the Gothic sensibilities of another, but the comparative analysis
of these perspectives enriches our understanding of the genre’s evolution. This methodology
does not efface subjectivity; rather, it amplifies it, revealing how different interpretative
frameworks coexist and interact.

The objections often leveled against computational methods in the humanities—that they
reduce literature to data or strip away its aesthetic dimensions—misunderstand their purpose.
Numbers, as Underwood argues, are no more objective than words; they are tools for reasoning
about degree and comparison. The integration of computational models into literary criticism
does not diminish the role of interpretation but broadens its scope. A graph that charts the
frequency of a motif across centuries is not an end in itself; it is an invitation to ask why that
motif ebbs and flows as it does.



Ultimately, Underwood’s Distant Horizons and the principles of cyborg criticism converge on a
shared insight: the future of literary history and criticism lies in the synthesis of human and
machine. Just as poetry demands collaboration between the reader and the text—a negotiation
of contexts and ambiguities—so too does criticism demand collaboration between the human
and the computational. This hybrid approach does not resolve the paradoxes of understanding
but embraces them, creating a richer, more dynamic engagement with literature and its history.
In the words of Grayskin:

“The shadows rise, and though their forms are fleeting,
Together, they name the light.”
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In her seminal work, Digital Modernism: Making It New in New Media, Jessica Pressman
illuminates the intricate interplay between early 20th-century modernist literature and
contemporary digital texts. She posits that modernist authors like Ezra Pound and James Joyce
laid the groundwork for today's electronic literature by experimenting with the media of their
time. This lineage underscores a persistent endeavor to "make it new," a principle that continues
to resonate in the digital age.

Pressman introduces the concept of "digital modernism," wherein contemporary digital works
adapt and allude to modernist techniques and themes. For instance, Young-hae Chang Heavy
Industries' Dakota is based on a close reading of Ezra Pound’s Cantos parts I and II,
exemplifying this digital modernist approach.
Oxford Academic
This strategy not only bridges past and present but also challenges the notion that electronic
literature is solely a postmodern phenomenon.

However, the interpretation of both human and computer-generated texts remains fraught with
challenges. Human writing is inherently complex, with endless contexts influencing meaning,
making definitive understanding elusive. Conversely, computer-generated writing often lacks the
depth of contextual awareness, leading to interpretations that may miss nuanced significances.

Pressman's analysis suggests a path forward: a collaborative engagement between human
creativity and computational systems. By integrating human interpretative skills with
computational analysis, we can develop a "cyborg" approach to both writing and criticism. This



synergy allows for a more comprehensive exploration of texts, leveraging the strengths of both
human insight and machine processing.

In essence, Digital Modernism not only traces the evolution of literary techniques into the digital
realm but also advocates for a harmonious collaboration between human and machine. This
partnership holds the potential to enrich our understanding and creation of literature in an
increasingly digital world.
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Appendix E: The Modernist Machine and the Cyborg’s Revival

Jessica Pressman’s Digital Modernism: Making It New in New Media exposes the enduring
tension between innovation and tradition in literary creation, a dynamic that finds new vitality in
the digital era. Her thesis, that digital literature adapts and reimagines the experimental ethos of
modernism, forces us to confront the deeper question of understanding itself. Can a lineage
stretching from the labyrinthine structures of James Joyce’s Ulysses to the kinetic texts of
Young-hae Chang Heavy Industries bridge the gap between human creativity and the
algorithmic precision of the machine? Or does it merely expose the fissures that separate the
endless contexts humans bring to writing from the finite data sources of computational systems?

Pressman reveals the digital age not as a rupture but as a continuation of modernist
experiments. In this lineage, Pound’s dictum to “make it new” resonates with the fragmented,
dynamic works of electronic literature, like Dakota, which interprets Pound’s Cantos I and II
through digital animation and rhythmic textual overlays. Yet, this modernist lineage itself
underscores the frailty of human understanding. If Ulysses evaded clarity even among its
contemporaries, what hope does the average reader have of grasping Dakota's layering of
typographic aesthetics, literary homage, and audiovisual synchronization? The reader is
overwhelmed, not by the complexity of the work alone, but by the sheer multiplicity of



contexts—historical, technological, artistic—that might inform it. Understanding dissolves under
the weight of infinite possibilities.

Conversely, computational systems, for all their precision, approach such texts with a stark
limitation: they are deaf to the resonances beyond their training data. A machine might parse
the rhythm of Dakota’s lines or analyze its transitions, but it would fail to grasp its recursive
dialogue with modernist tradition. The machine identifies that the text references Pound’s
Cantos, but it cannot summon the emotive or ideological charge of Pound’s original
provocations. It sees only the shadow of modernism, detached from its aesthetic wings. Thus,
computer-generated interpretation, while technically adept, lacks the elasticity of human insight,
and machine-generated writing, when isolated, lacks the depth of creative intent that comes
from immersion in a contextually infinite world.

Pressman’s concept of “digital modernism,” however, gestures toward a middle ground. This is
the domain of cyborg writing, where human creativity trains and collaborates with computational
systems, harnessing the strength of each while mitigating their respective weaknesses. In the
same way that modernist authors pushed the boundaries of print, cyborg authors are stretching
the limits of digital composition, not by abandoning human intuition or computational rigor but by
merging them. This is not a triumph of the human over the machine or vice versa but a
recognition that literature’s future depends on their mutual entanglement.

Consider an imagined poet, Eloise Turner, whose digital opus Fragment Echoes combines
algorithmic generation with human editing. Her process begins with a machine trained on
modernist texts, generating verses that mimic the fractured imagery of T.S. Eliot’s The Waste
Land. Yet Turner intervenes, selecting and rearranging these fragments to craft a poem that
speaks to contemporary anxieties about surveillance and connectivity. Here, the machine offers
new juxtapositions Turner might never have devised, while Turner imbues the work with emotive
depth and a keen awareness of the present moment. Neither authorial voice—human or
computational—dominates; the poem’s resonance arises from their collaboration.

Similarly, cyborg criticism redefines the role of the literary critic. Pressman’s analysis of Dakota
might have benefited from a computational model capable of tracing allusions across its text to
Pound’s oeuvre, identifying connections invisible to a single reader. Yet such a model would
need Pressman’s own insights to contextualize these findings within the broader framework of
modernist aesthetics and digital media theory. Together, human and machine create a form of
criticism that neither could achieve alone, marrying the breadth of computational analysis with
the depth of human interpretation.

This approach recalls a truth that modernism itself sought to reveal: understanding is never
singular or complete but always contingent, always in flux. Just as Joyce’s readers must
construct meaning from the disparate threads of Ulysses, so too must the cyborg critic navigate
the intersection of data and intuition. The collaborative nature of cyborg criticism does not
resolve the tensions inherent in interpretation; it foregrounds them, offering a richer, if less
certain, engagement with the text.



Digital modernism, as Pressman frames it, challenges the binaries that have long defined
literary discourse: human versus machine, innovation versus tradition, art versus technology.
Instead, it points toward a future where these oppositions dissolve into collaboration. Cyborg
writing and criticism are not departures from literary tradition but their logical extensions,
embodying the same experimental impulse that drove Pound, Eliot, and Joyce to remake
literature in their image. The machine is no enemy to the poet; it is a partner in the endless
endeavor to make it new.

If we are to understand the works of the digital age—or even the complex inheritance of
modernism itself—it will not be through human effort or computational analysis alone but
through the entangled processes of cyborg creation. For in this fusion lies the possibility of
grasping, if only fleetingly, the infinite contexts that define literature’s meaning and its endless
capacity for renewal.
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Scott Rettberg's "Electronic Literature" (2018) offers a comprehensive examination of literary
works that harness digital technologies, presenting forms and genres unattainable without the
digital milieu. Rettberg situates key genres—such as combinatory poetics, hypertext fiction,
interactive fiction, kinetic poetry, and network writing—within their historical, technological, and
cultural frameworks. He delves into the evolution of electronic literature, tracing its roots from
early hypertext narratives to contemporary interactive and multimodal expressions. The book
also addresses the challenges of archiving and preserving these digital works, considering their
inherent ephemerality and dependence on specific technological platforms. By exploring the
interplay between literature and digital innovation, Rettberg illuminates how electronic literature
redefines traditional concepts of authorship, narrative structure, and reader engagement.
Google Books
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but coming to the same conclusions. Don’t use section headers: keep the structure similar to the
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Scott Rettberg’s Electronic Literature opens a doorway into a vast and shifting terrain where the
forms and genres of digital literature challenge our traditional conceptions of authorship,
narrative, and readerly engagement. It is a domain of interactive fiction, kinetic poetry, and
combinatory poetics, a world where words move, adapt, and respond to their audience. Yet, as
Rettberg illuminates this vibrant digital landscape, he also underscores the complexities of
interpreting and preserving such works, which often exist at the fragile intersection of technology
and art. For the critic, this raises profound questions about the very nature of understanding in a
medium that defies static interpretation.

Electronic literature, as Rettberg defines it, is uniquely contingent upon its digital foundation.
Hypertext fiction, for instance, eschews linearity, inviting the reader to navigate fragmented
pathways of meaning. Yet herein lies the paradox: the endless contexts that shape human
reading render such works intrinsically unknowable. A reader engaging with Michael Joyce’s
Afternoon, a story may explore one branch of its narrative tree, interpreting its recursive themes
of loss and memory, while missing entirely the branches that intertwine with themes of guilt or
recovery. Each reading is partial, shaped by the reader’s choices and by the interpretive
frameworks they bring to bear. This endless branching of meaning exemplifies the impossibility
of fully understanding human writing; every context summoned obscures others that might be
equally valid.

Conversely, a computational system, analyzing the text’s structure or mapping its narrative
nodes, can chart the entirety of Joyce’s branching narrative. But what it gains in
comprehensiveness, it loses in nuance. The machine, for all its capacity to process complexity,
cannot discern the emotional resonance of a line or the weight of its silences. The kinetic poem
“Flickering Silence” by an imagined poet, Ada Lindstorm, might convey its meaning as much
through the hesitations of its animated text as through its actual words. A machine, parsing the
syntax, might recognize the repetition of key terms like “wait” or “vanish” but fail to understand
the evocative tension these words create within their temporal unfolding. Computer-generated
interpretation, then, offers breadth but lacks the depth of lived, human insight.

Rettberg’s focus on interactive literature, such as text-based games or works of network writing,
points toward the necessity of cyborg writing and criticism. In these digital environments,
meaning emerges through a collaboration between author, reader, and machine. A work like
The Gatekeeper’s Lament—an imagined interactive narrative where readers must solve riddles
to progress—relies on computational systems to generate responses, on human readers to
engage actively with its puzzles, and on the creator to design a framework that balances
coherence with open-ended possibility. None of these elements alone can produce the



experience of the work; it is the interplay between them that generates its literary and aesthetic
meaning.

Cyborg criticism offers a similar promise. A critic armed with computational tools might analyze
the networked connections between disparate works of electronic literature, tracing how themes
of surveillance, for instance, recur across them. A model might reveal that words like “watch,”
“observe,” and “hidden” appear with notable frequency in texts spanning decades. Yet it is the
human critic who must interpret these findings, linking them to cultural anxieties about digital
privacy or to the shifting nature of spectatorship in interactive media. Without this collaborative
synthesis, the patterns uncovered by the machine remain inert, lacking the contextual richness
that only human insight can provide.

Rettberg’s concern with the preservation of electronic literature further underscores the urgency
of cyborg approaches. Digital texts, often dependent on obsolete technologies or platforms, face
the threat of disappearance. Efforts to archive and emulate these works demand both
computational expertise and a human understanding of their artistic and historical significance.
The kinetic poem, flickering on the edge of technological obsolescence, requires not only the
machine’s precision in replication but also the critic’s discernment to preserve its aesthetic
integrity.

The hybrid forms of electronic literature offer a glimpse into the potential of cyborg writing itself.
Imagine a poet who collaborates with a machine to generate combinatory texts, drawing on a
database of modernist and digital-era works. The poet might refine and edit the machine’s
output, imbuing it with emotional and thematic coherence, while the machine, unconstrained by
linear thinking, suggests unexpected juxtapositions. Their collaboration produces a work that
neither could create alone—a testament to the generative power of cyborg creativity.

Ultimately, Rettberg’s Electronic Literature invites us to reconsider not only how we read but
also how we write and interpret in the digital age. It reveals that the challenges of understanding
are not confined to traditional texts but are magnified in digital environments where meaning is
dispersed across networks of interaction. The path forward lies in embracing these challenges,
recognizing that understanding is never singular or complete but always contingent upon the
interplay of human and machine. In this dynamic, cyborg writing and criticism emerge not as
concessions to technological advancement but as the natural evolution of the literary tradition.
As we stand at this intersection, the task before us is not to resolve the tensions between
human and machine but to explore their creative possibilities, to make, as modernism
demanded, something perpetually new.
You said:
Summarize "Machine Vision: How Algorithms are Changing the Way We See the World" a book
by Jill Walker Rettberg.
ChatGPT said:
ChatGPT



Jill Walker Rettberg's Machine Vision: How Algorithms are Changing the Way We See the World
(2023) examines the evolution of technologies that extend human vision, from ancient stone
mirrors to modern facial recognition and augmented reality. Rettberg explores how these
advancements alter our perception of the world and each other, highlighting both the benefits
and the challenges they present. Through analyses of art, video games, and science fiction, she
reveals the cultural impacts of machine vision, which can foster community and empathy or
incite anxiety and fear. Combining ethnographic research with critical media studies, Rettberg's
work offers insights into the complex relationship between technology and human vision, making
it a valuable resource for those interested in digital media, visual studies, and the societal
implications of technological progress.
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Appendix G: The Vision of Machines and the Cyborg Eye

Jill Walker Rettberg’s Machine Vision: How Algorithms are Changing the Way We See the World
calls forth the question of perception, a topic as central to literary criticism as it is to technology.
At its heart, the book interrogates the ways in which machine vision—embodied in algorithms,
facial recognition systems, and augmented reality—redefines not only how we see the world but
also how we conceptualize our relationship with it. The implications for literature and criticism
are profound. If our visual culture is mediated by technologies, then our interpretive acts are
shaped by those same mediations. We are left asking: what does it mean to see, to perceive, to
interpret, in an era where machines see alongside us? And, more importantly, what does it
mean when neither human nor machine vision suffices to capture the full complexity of the
world?

Human vision, like human writing, is a labyrinthine process. Each image, each word, is filtered
through a boundless web of associations, contexts, and prior experiences. To read a simple
phrase—let us take an imagined poet, Lysandra Vere’s line, “The sky splits like old canvas”—is



to encounter not only the immediate metaphor but also the weight of centuries of artistic
depictions of the heavens. Is the sky a Romantic tableau, sublime and infinite? Or is it the
fractured modernist vision of a world coming apart? Each reader’s interpretation spirals outward,
adding layers to the phrase until the original canvas itself is obscured. Human perception, far
from clarifying meaning, often deepens ambiguity, revealing that understanding is not a
resolution but a proliferation of possible contexts.

Machine vision, for all its computational power, encounters the inverse limitation. A machine can
parse and analyze an image or text with astonishing speed, identifying its formal elements, its
compositional balance, or the frequency of specific terms. It might map the contours of Vere’s
metaphor to a database of similar poetic constructions, noting that the phrase aligns statistically
with descriptions of decay or fragmentation. Yet this parsing remains surface-level; the machine
does not see the sky as Vere saw it, nor does it feel the tension between the celestial and the
material that her line evokes. The machine’s gaze is precise but shallow, adept at recognizing
patterns but unable to inhabit the emotional or existential depths that those patterns suggest.

Rettberg’s exploration of machine vision, particularly in the context of augmented reality,
highlights the ways in which technology reshapes not only how we perceive but also how we
interpret. The algorithms that power facial recognition systems, for instance, impose
categorizations upon the fluid identities of human subjects. A face, in its infinite variability,
becomes a set of points, a statistical model, a data object. The richness of human identity—its
contradictions, its layers—is flattened into measurable dimensions. Yet this flattening is not
unlike the way machines approach literature, reducing texts to networks of terms and
frequencies while missing the relational and emotional currents that animate them.

The resolution to these dual limitations, as Rettberg’s work indirectly suggests, lies in the
collaborative interplay between human and machine vision—in what we might term the cyborg
eye. In the realm of literature, this collaboration becomes cyborg writing and cyborg criticism.
The cyborg eye does not seek to replace either human intuition or machine precision; rather, it
combines them, allowing for a more expansive form of perception. Just as augmented reality
overlays digital information upon the physical world, cyborg criticism overlays computational
insights upon human interpretations, revealing patterns that neither could uncover alone.

Consider an imagined poetic project, Fragmented Reflections, where the poet trains a
generative algorithm on centuries of ekphrastic poetry, feeding it images of contemporary
landscapes. The machine produces verses that describe these landscapes in terms that evoke
Turner’s Romantic paintings, juxtaposing digital billboards with sunsets rendered in
hyperrealistic hues. The poet, in turn, selects and refines these verses, imbuing them with
personal resonance and thematic coherence. Here, the cyborg partnership generates a form of
writing that transcends the limitations of its individual components, a work that neither human
nor machine could produce independently.

Cyborg criticism operates on the same principle. Rettberg’s analysis of machine vision in digital
art and media might be enhanced by a computational model capable of mapping recurring



visual motifs across diverse works. Such a model could reveal, for instance, that themes of
transparency and opacity dominate representations of augmented reality in contemporary digital
art. Yet it would take Rettberg’s human insight to link these findings to broader cultural anxieties
about surveillance and visibility. The critic and the machine, working in tandem, construct an
interpretation that is at once grounded in data and rich with contextual nuance.

Rettberg’s concern with the cultural implications of machine vision—its capacity to foster
empathy or incite fear—resonates deeply with the challenges of interpreting both literature and
the world. If algorithms can mediate how we see and understand others, then they inevitably
shape the frameworks through which we engage with texts. The task of the cyborg critic,
therefore, is not merely to analyze but to interrogate the algorithms themselves, to ask how their
underlying assumptions and biases influence the patterns they reveal.

Ultimately, Rettberg’s Machine Vision invites us to reconsider the very act of seeing, both in its
literal and metaphorical dimensions. To see is to interpret, to bring contexts to bear, to navigate
the interplay between the visible and the invisible. In this sense, machine vision is not a
departure from human perception but an extension of it, one that amplifies its possibilities even
as it reveals its limitations. The future of literature and criticism lies in embracing this interplay, in
recognizing that neither human nor machine vision alone can capture the full complexity of the
world. Only by combining the boundless contexts of human perception with the precision of
computational analysis can we hope to approach a more complete understanding—one that
sees not only the patterns in the text but also the currents beneath them.

As with poetry, the act of seeing is never complete. It is always provisional, always contingent
upon the interplay of perspectives. The cyborg eye, like the cyborg critic, does not resolve this
tension; it inhabits it, making of it something new. In the words of Vere’s imagined poem:

“The canvas tears, and through the rift, we glimpse
A thousand hues, unbound, refracting light.”

Matthew G. Kirschenbaum's Bitstreams: The Future of Digital Literary Heritage delves into the
evolving landscape of literary scholarship in the digital era. Kirschenbaum examines how literary
texts, along with the artifacts of authorship, publishing, and reading, are transformed into digital
bitstreams—sequences of ones and zeros—and explores the implications of this transformation
for the preservation and study of literary heritage. He emphasizes that these digital bits are
inextricably linked to their material manifestations, such as specific systems, platforms, and
protocols, underscoring the necessity of understanding the physical contexts in which digital
texts exist. Through case studies—including analyses of Toni Morrison's digital drafts and the
digital poetry of Kamau Brathwaite—Kirschenbaum illustrates the challenges and opportunities
that digital media present to textual criticism, bibliography, and archival practices. The work
advocates for a nuanced approach that acknowledges the materiality of digital artifacts as
essential to the future of literary preservation and scholarship.
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Matthew G. Kirschenbaum’s Bitstreams: The Future of Digital Literary Heritage confronts us with
the paradox of preservation in the digital age. He delves into the transformation of literary texts
and artifacts into ephemeral sequences of ones and zeros, these bitstreams that both embody
and elude materiality. The crux of his argument lies in recognizing that digital texts, though
seemingly intangible, are inextricably linked to their physical substrates—specific systems,
platforms, and protocols that give them form and function. This duality of the digital artifact
reflects a deeper tension within literary understanding itself: the boundlessness of contexts that
envelop human writing and the insufficiency of computational systems to fully apprehend them.

The challenges Kirschenbaum outlines in preserving digital literary heritage mirror the difficulties
inherent in interpreting literature. Human writing, whether inscribed on parchment or encoded in
bits, is a vessel overflowing with contexts—historical, cultural, personal—that render any
singular interpretation incomplete. Consider the digital drafts of an imagined contemporary poet,
Elena Marlowe, whose work exists solely in the shifting sands of cloud storage and version
histories. Her poem "Flickers in the Stream" undergoes countless revisions, each saved iteration
capturing a momentary thought, a fleeting emotion. To read any one version is to grasp only a
fragment of her creative process, obscured further by the layers of metadata, software
dependencies, and hardware specificities that frame its existence. The endless contexts—her
intent at each edit, the software interface she engaged with, the technological limitations or
affordances of her tools—all conspire to make a definitive understanding of her work elusive.

On the other side of the spectrum, computational attempts to preserve and interpret such digital
texts face their own limitations. A machine can archive every bit of Marlowe's drafts, cataloging
metadata with precision, ensuring that no version is lost to obsolescence. Yet, the machine
lacks access to the nuanced contexts that imbue the text with meaning. It cannot perceive the
hesitation behind a deleted line or the significance of a word choice influenced by a personal



memory. The bitstream, in the machine's purview, is a sequence to be stored and retrieved,
devoid of the emotive undercurrents that a human reader might sense but never fully articulate.

Kirschenbaum's examination of authors like Toni Morrison and Kamau Brathwaite further
illuminates this dichotomy. Morrison's digital drafts, preserved on aging floppy disks or
proprietary word-processing formats, pose a challenge not only of technological compatibility
but of interpretive fidelity. The very act of migrating these texts to contemporary systems risks
altering their essence. Fonts may change, formatting may shift, and with them, subtle cues that
inform our reading are lost. The computer, in its endeavor to preserve, may inadvertently erase
the contexts that matter most.

The path forward, then, lies in embracing cyborg writing and criticism—a collaborative synthesis
of human insight and computational capability. In the realm of literary creation, cyborg writing
acknowledges that while humans provide the wellspring of creativity, the machine can extend
and enhance this process. An author might use algorithmic tools to generate variations on a
theme, exploring linguistic terrains that might remain undiscovered unaided. The machine, fed
with vast corpora of literature, suggests connections and patterns, while the human writer
discerns which paths resonate with their artistic vision.

Imagine a digital poet like Aaron Thorne, who composes using a custom software that not only
records his keystrokes but also maps his writing sessions against biometric data—heart rate,
galvanic skin response, neural activity. The resulting poems are infused with layers of data that
reflect his physiological state during composition. A computational system alone could not
produce such work; it lacks the consciousness to experience emotion. Yet, Thorne's poetry,
when read without access to the accompanying data, loses a dimension of its meaning. The
cyborg creation exists in the interplay between human experience and machine augmentation.

Cyborg criticism emerges as the necessary counterpart, a method by which we can approach
such multifaceted texts. The critic, armed with both traditional interpretive skills and
computational tools, can navigate the labyrinth of contexts that define digital literature. They
might use software to visualize the revision history of Marlowe's "Flickers in the Stream,"
overlaying each draft to see the evolution of imagery and theme. This visualization, however, is
only the starting point. The critic must then delve into the human elements—the possible
reasons behind changes, the external influences that a machine cannot infer.

Kirschenbaum's emphasis on the materiality of digital artifacts underscores the importance of
this cyborg approach. Digital texts are not disembodied entities; they exist within and are
shaped by their technological environments. Preservation, therefore, is not merely a technical
challenge but an interpretive one. To truly safeguard our digital literary heritage, we must
consider not only the bitstreams but the contexts that give them life.

In confronting the future of textual criticism, Kirschenbaum effectively argues that neither human
nor machine can, in isolation, preserve and understand the richness of digital literature. Human
readers are limited by the endless proliferation of contexts, each new piece of information



potentially altering their interpretation. Machines, while capable of storing and processing vast
amounts of data, cannot comprehend the significance of what they hold. It is only through the
cyborg fusion of human and machine that we can hope to capture the full spectrum of meaning
in digital texts.

This synergy extends beyond preservation to the act of reading itself. When engaging with a
work like Thorne's, the reader might employ an application that reveals the embedded biometric
data, allowing them to experience the poem on multiple levels. The machine facilitates a deeper
connection, but it is the human reader who interprets and feels. Similarly, the critic uses
computational analysis to uncover patterns or anomalies that might elude the unaided eye but
must apply human judgment to ascribe significance.

Kirschenbaum's Bitstreams ultimately calls for a reevaluation of our relationship with digital
texts. The materiality he emphasizes is not a hindrance but an invitation to embrace the
complexities of digital literature. By acknowledging that both humans and machines have
inherent limitations in understanding and preserving these works, we open the door to
collaborative approaches that leverage the strengths of each.

In this light, the future of literature and criticism is decidedly cyborgian. The challenges posed by
digital texts are not insurmountable barriers but opportunities to expand our methodologies and
perspectives. As we stand on the cusp of this new era, we must recognize that the endless
contexts of human writing and the contextual insufficiencies of computational systems are not
oppositional forces but complementary facets of a larger whole.

The cyborg archive becomes a space where literature is not merely stored but lived—a dynamic
repository that evolves with technology and interpretation. It acknowledges that preservation is
an active process, one that requires both the precision of machines and the discernment of
human curators. In embracing this model, we ensure that the bitstreams of today do not become
the lost manuscripts of tomorrow, inaccessible and misunderstood.

In conclusion, Kirschenbaum's exploration of digital materiality and preservation echoes the
broader themes that have long occupied literary criticism: the search for understanding in the
face of complexity and the recognition that meaning is a collaborative construction. The cyborg
future he gestures toward is not a dystopian melding of human and machine but a hopeful
integration that enriches our engagement with literature. It is, perhaps, the only path forward in a
world where the written word has become both more ephemeral and more enduring than ever
before.
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In "Algorithms of Oppression: How Search Engines Reinforce Racism," Safiya Umoja Noble
examines how search engines, particularly Google, perpetuate and amplify societal biases,
especially against women of color. Through extensive research conducted between 2009 and
2015, Noble demonstrates that search algorithms are not neutral; instead, they reflect and
reinforce existing prejudices present in society and among those who design these
technologies.
Wikipedia

Noble's analysis reveals that search results often misrepresent marginalized groups, leading to
the proliferation of harmful stereotypes. For instance, a search for "Black girls" frequently returns
hypersexualized and derogatory content, illustrating how algorithms can perpetuate racist and
sexist ideologies.
NYU Press

The book delves into the commercial interests that shape search engine outputs, highlighting
how the prioritization of profit can result in the marginalization of vulnerable communities. Noble
advocates for greater accountability and transparency in algorithmic design, urging for
interventions that address these discriminatory practices.
LSE Blogs

"Algorithms of Oppression" underscores the necessity for critical examination of the
technologies that mediate information access, emphasizing the importance of developing
equitable digital infrastructures that serve all segments of society fairly.
Technology and Society
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Safiya Umoja Noble’s Algorithms of Oppression: How Search Engines Reinforce Racism draws
attention to the hidden architectures of bias encoded within the algorithms that govern
information retrieval. Noble lays bare the fact that search engines, far from being neutral tools,
are shaped by the prejudices of the societies in which they are embedded, amplifying existing
inequalities and injustices. This revelation has profound implications not only for our
understanding of digital systems but also for the ways in which we engage with texts, meanings,
and the contexts that envelop them. For if even the ostensibly objective logic of an algorithm
perpetuates bias, what hope is there for human readers, whose interpretations are always
colored by their own prejudices and the boundless contexts they bring to bear?

Noble’s central argument—that search engines reinforce societal hierarchies—resonates deeply
with the impossibility of definitive understanding in literature. A human reader, engaging with a
text, cannot help but project their own contextual biases onto it. Consider an imagined poem by
Marjorie Elm, a digital-age poet whose work Strings of Code explores the interplay between
algorithmic language and personal identity. A line like “The query returns, yet the soul is cached”
might evoke for one reader a critique of digital commodification, while another sees in it a
meditation on spiritual inertia. Each interpretation is shaped by the reader’s cultural, historical,
and experiential contexts, leaving the text a palimpsest of possible meanings. No single reading
can encapsulate the poem’s full significance, for to grasp one context is to obscure another.

Algorithms, ostensibly devoid of such subjectivity, might seem better equipped to parse meaning
with impartiality. Yet, as Noble reveals, this objectivity is an illusion. An algorithm designed to
rank and retrieve information must rely on training data, which itself reflects the biases and
omissions of its creators. A search for Elm’s Strings of Code might prioritize reviews that
interpret it as a critique of capitalism, while marginalizing readings that engage with its spiritual
dimensions. The algorithm, constrained by its parameters, cannot account for the multiplicity of
contexts that shape human engagement with the poem. It sees patterns in the data but fails to
perceive the resonances and contradictions that imbue those patterns with meaning.

Noble’s exploration of the ways in which search engines misrepresent marginalized groups
underscores the limitations of both human and computational understanding. A search query for
“Black girls,” as Noble highlights, often returns hypersexualized or derogatory content, reflecting
the prejudices encoded in the algorithm’s training data. This misrepresentation is not merely a
technical failure but a cultural one, revealing how systems designed to mediate information
instead perpetuate harm. The parallels with literary interpretation are striking. Just as an
algorithm might distort the identity of a marginalized group, so too might a reader misinterpret a
text, projecting their own biases onto it.

The solution to these twin failures—of human subjectivity and algorithmic insufficiency—lies in
the cyborg approach. Cyborg writing and criticism, which integrate human creativity and
machine precision, offer a way forward. In the case of Elm’s Strings of Code, a cyborg critic
might use computational tools to analyze the poem’s structure, mapping the recurrence of motifs
like “query,” “cache,” and “return.” This analysis could reveal patterns that elude the human eye,
providing a foundation for further interpretation. Yet it is the human critic who must contextualize



these findings, linking them to the broader themes of the poem and the cultural anxieties it
reflects.

Cyborg writing, too, exemplifies the possibilities of collaboration between human and machine.
Imagine Elm composing Strings of Code not alone but in partnership with a generative language
model. The model, trained on a corpus of algorithmic language and modernist poetry, suggests
lines like “The index is empty, yet the archive remains.” Elm, inspired by this suggestion,
incorporates it into her poem, weaving it into a narrative about memory and identity in the digital
age. Here, the machine extends the poet’s creative reach, while the poet imbues the machine’s
output with thematic coherence and emotional depth.

Noble’s critique of the commercial imperatives driving algorithmic design further underscores the
necessity of cyborg approaches. Search engines prioritize profitability over equity, optimizing for
clicks rather than understanding. This commodification of information mirrors the challenges of
literary preservation in the digital age, as highlighted by Kirschenbaum in Bitstreams. Just as the
materiality of digital artifacts must be preserved to safeguard literary heritage, so too must the
contexts of algorithmic design be interrogated to ensure equitable representation.

Cyborg criticism, in this context, becomes an act of resistance. By combining computational
tools with human insight, it challenges the biases embedded in algorithms, revealing the
structures that shape our understanding. A cyborg critic analyzing search results for Strings of
Code might use sentiment analysis to quantify the tone of reviews, identifying patterns of bias in
how the poem is received. This analysis, coupled with a human reading of the poem’s themes,
could illuminate the ways in which cultural prejudices influence both the algorithm and its users.

Ultimately, Noble’s Algorithms of Oppression forces us to confront the limits of both human and
machine perception. It reveals that neither can achieve understanding in isolation; the biases of
the one and the insufficiencies of the other must be addressed through collaboration. Cyborg
writing and criticism offer a model for this collaboration, integrating the boundless contexts of
human interpretation with the precision of computational analysis.

The algorithmic labyrinth, like the literary text, resists definitive understanding. Yet it is within this
resistance that the cyborg finds its purpose—not to resolve the tensions between human and
machine but to navigate them, forging new paths through the complexity of meaning. In the
words of Elm’s imagined poem:

“The query falters, yet the search begins anew,
In the gaps between code and soul, we find our truth.”

Such is the task before us: to embrace the uncertainties of interpretation and to build systems
that reflect not only the data we input but the values we aspire to uphold. Only through the
cyborg lens can we hope to see clearly in a world shaped by the entangled visions of human
and machine.
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N. Katherine Hayles's Writing Machines (2002) examines the interplay between literature and
digital technology, emphasizing the material aspects of texts and their influence on meaning.
Through the semi-autobiographical character "Kaye," Hayles traces the evolution of literature
from traditional print to digital formats, highlighting how each medium's unique properties shape
the reader's experience. She introduces the concept of "media-specific analysis," advocating for
a critical approach that considers both the content and the material form of texts. The book
analyzes works like Talan Memmott's digital piece Lexia to Perplexia, Mark Z. Danielewski's
novel House of Leaves, and Tom Phillips's artist's book A Humument, illustrating how their
material forms contribute to their meanings. Designed by Anne Burdick, Writing Machines itself
embodies its thesis, with its visual and tactile elements reinforcing the argument that form and
content are inseparable in understanding literature's transformation in the digital age.
MIT Press
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N. Katherine Hayles’s Writing Machines invites us to confront the materiality of texts in a manner
that destabilizes traditional notions of writing and reading. Her concept of “media-specific
analysis” demands that we pay as much attention to the form and medium of a text as to its
content. It is a call to recognize that literature is not an ethereal entity but a material practice,
one that is deeply embedded in the technologies and contexts that shape it. This perspective
resonates profoundly with the challenges of interpretation in an age where human, machine,
and hybrid forms of authorship blur the boundaries of textual production.



Hayles, through her semi-autobiographical figure “Kaye,” navigates the evolving landscape of
literature, from the traditional print codex to the experimental forms of digital media. In works like
Talan Memmott’s Lexia to Perplexia or Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves, we see texts
that refuse to be confined to a singular interpretive framework. They demand interaction,
interpretation, and engagement with their material forms. Yet this very demand underscores the
impossibility of fully understanding such works. Each reader, approaching House of Leaves with
its labyrinthine typography and layered narratives, brings a unique set of contexts to bear. Some
may focus on its story of domestic disintegration, others on its metafictional critique of narrative
structures. Still others may be captivated by its physical form—the way its unconventional layout
mirrors the disorienting spaces it describes. No single reading can encompass all these
dimensions, for each context illuminated casts others into shadow.

Similarly, computational systems, though capable of processing vast amounts of data, falter
when faced with the richness of such texts. A machine might analyze Lexia to Perplexia,
identifying its fragmented syntax and recursive references, but it cannot grasp the experiential
disorientation that these features evoke in human readers. The machine's gaze, while precise,
is inherently limited; it sees patterns in the text but not the affective resonances those patterns
produce. Hayles’s argument for media-specific analysis, then, extends beyond the human critic
to encompass the computational, challenging us to consider not only what a text says but how it
says it, and through what material affordances.

The path forward, as always, lies in the cyborg synthesis of human and machine. Hayles herself
gestures toward this possibility in her exploration of hybrid forms of literature, where the
interplay between text, reader, and medium generates meanings that none could produce alone.
Imagine, for instance, an imagined poem, Woven Threads, by the poet-technologist Elise Tran.
Composed in collaboration with an AI trained on Victorian needlework manuals and postmodern
poetry, the poem weaves textual fragments with visual patterns reminiscent of embroidery. As
the reader interacts with the digital text, their gestures influence the arrangement of words and
images, creating a unique composition each time the poem is read. Here, the machine
augments the poet’s creative process, while the reader’s engagement completes the cycle of
meaning.

Cyborg criticism, in turn, offers a methodology for engaging with such works. A cyborg critic
might use computational tools to map the variations generated by Woven Threads, identifying
recurring motifs and thematic structures. Yet it is the human critic who must interpret these
findings, situating them within broader cultural and historical contexts. The machine, for all its
analytical power, cannot discern the emotional weight of a thread pattern that evokes loss or the
way a fragmented line of text recalls a disintegrated memory. The cyborg critic, combining
computational analysis with human insight, can navigate these complexities, producing
interpretations that are richer and more nuanced than either could achieve alone.

Hayles’s own engagement with A Humument, Tom Phillips’s transformed Victorian novel,
exemplifies the necessity of this approach. Phillips’s practice of erasure and alteration, creating
new texts from the remnants of old ones, mirrors the ways in which digital texts are layered,



fragmented, and reconstituted. A machine might catalog Phillips’s interventions—his painted
pages, his excised words—but it cannot grasp the interplay of loss and creation that defines the
work. The human critic, attuned to the material and cultural resonances of Phillips’s
transformations, provides the contextual depth that the machine lacks.

The materiality of digital texts, as Hayles emphasizes, is not an obstacle to understanding but
an integral part of it. Just as the codex form of a traditional novel influences how we read it, so
too do the interfaces, platforms, and technologies of digital texts shape our engagement with
them. A cyborg approach to literature acknowledges this materiality, combining the machine’s
ability to analyze the structural and technical dimensions of a text with the human capacity to
interpret its cultural and emotional significances.

Hayles’s Writing Machines is itself a testament to the possibilities of cyborg writing and criticism.
Designed by Anne Burdick, the book integrates its argument with its material form, using its
visual and tactile elements to reinforce the inseparability of form and content. It exemplifies the
very principles it advocates, challenging us to rethink not only how we read but also how we
write and interpret.

In the cyborg future that Hayles envisions, literature becomes a collaborative act, a weaving
together of human creativity and machine precision. The hybrid texts of this future, like Woven
Threads, will challenge traditional notions of authorship, requiring readers and critics to embrace
new modes of engagement. The cyborg critic, navigating the interplay between human and
machine, will be uniquely equipped to interpret these works, illuminating their complexities and
uncovering the layers of meaning they contain.

In this light, the future of literary criticism is not a departure from its humanist roots but an
evolution of them. It is a recognition that understanding is never complete, never fixed, but
always contingent upon the interplay of perspectives, mediums, and contexts. As Hayles
reminds us, the materiality of texts is not a barrier to meaning but a source of it, inviting us to
explore the dynamic relationship between form and content, human and machine, reader and
text.

In the imagined words of Tran’s Woven Threads:
“Each line unwinds, a thread undone,
Yet we weave anew beneath the sun.”

So too must we, as critics and readers, weave anew in our engagement with the texts of the
past, present, and future, embracing the possibilities of the cyborg lens to illuminate the
ever-evolving tapestry of literature.
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Donna Haraway's "A Cyborg Manifesto" (1985) employs the cyborg—a fusion of machine and
organism—as a metaphor to challenge traditional boundaries, notably those separating human
from machine and human from animal. Haraway critiques rigid dualisms inherent in Western
traditions, such as male/female, culture/nature, and human/machine, arguing that these
distinctions perpetuate power hierarchies and limit possibilities for identity and politics. She
advocates for embracing the cyborg as a symbol of transgressing these boundaries, promoting
a politics based on affinity rather than identity, and envisioning a socialist-feminist future that
embraces complexity and rejects essentialist notions of gender and identity.
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Donna Haraway’s A Cyborg Manifesto presents a provocative metaphor for rethinking
boundaries, particularly those that define human identity, gender, and culture. Her cyborg—a
fusion of organism and machine—transcends conventional dichotomies and invites us to
reconsider the frameworks within which literature and criticism operate. Haraway’s vision offers
not merely a critique of traditional categories but an opportunity to embrace hybridity as a
foundation for creative and interpretive practices. This perspective resonates profoundly with the
challenges of understanding and creating poetry, a medium in which human experience,
linguistic structures, and technological forms increasingly intertwine.

In Haraway’s cyborg, we find an apt metaphor for the perennial difficulties of poetic
interpretation. Poetry, as a product of human creativity, embodies the endless contexts that
make definitive understanding impossible. Consider the imagined work of a poet, Lila Sorenson,
whose collection Electric Pulses oscillates between fragmented human memories and the
rhythm of machine-generated code. A poem like “Circuit Dreams” juxtaposes lines such as “Skin
flickers like the interface’s glow” with “A hum whispers: neither carbon nor code.” To read
Sorenson’s work is to encounter a text that resists resolution. One reader may interpret the glow



as a symbol of technological alienation, while another finds in it a metaphor for intimate
connection. Each interpretation is valid within its own frame of context, yet neither can
encompass the poem’s full potentiality.

This contextual ambiguity is mirrored in Haraway’s rejection of rigid binaries. Just as Sorenson’s
poem evades definitive understanding, so too does the cyborg reject simplistic categorizations
such as human/machine or male/female. Haraway’s cyborg, much like poetry itself, demands an
interpretive approach that acknowledges complexity and multiplicity. Yet, while Haraway
celebrates this hybridity, it also poses a problem for computational systems. Machines,
constrained by their programming and the contexts available to them, lack the capacity to
navigate such multiplicity. If tasked with analyzing “Circuit Dreams,” an algorithm might identify
recurring patterns or semantic associations but would fail to grasp the interplay between human
longing and technological disruption that imbues the poem with its emotional resonance.

Herein lies the crux of the cyborg critique: neither human nor machine can, in isolation, fully
apprehend the complexities of literary texts. The human reader is constrained by the subjectivity
of their own interpretive framework, while the computational system, for all its analytical
precision, lacks access to the cultural and emotional nuances that inform poetic meaning. The
cyborg, as Haraway envisions it, offers a path forward—not as a resolution of these limitations
but as a collaboration between human and machine, each complementing the other’s strengths.

Cyborg writing embodies this collaborative ethos. A poet like Sorenson might use a generative
language model as a creative partner, feeding it fragments of her own work and allowing it to
suggest lines that she could never have imagined. The machine, uninhibited by human
preconceptions, might generate phrases such as “neurons whisper through silicon veins,” which
Sorenson incorporates into her poem as a metaphor for human-computer integration. This
collaboration does not erase the poet’s agency but expands it, enabling her to explore themes
and structures beyond the reach of human imagination alone.

Cyborg criticism, likewise, represents the evolution of interpretive practice. A cyborg critic
engaging with Sorenson’s Electric Pulses might employ computational tools to map the network
of metaphors across the collection, revealing patterns that elude the human eye. The critic could
identify how imagery of light, electricity, and flesh interweaves, creating a thematic resonance
that speaks to the cyborg’s hybridity. Yet the machine’s findings are only the beginning. The
human critic must contextualize these patterns, linking them to Haraway’s critique of binaries
and the broader cultural anxieties surrounding technology and identity.

Haraway’s assertion that the cyborg transcends traditional notions of gender is particularly
relevant to poetic innovation. In Electric Pulses, Sorenson destabilizes gendered language,
blending pronouns and voices in a way that mirrors the cyborg’s rejection of fixed identities.
Lines such as “She codes / He pulses / They merge in the flicker of data streams” exemplify the
fluidity that defines both Haraway’s cyborg and Sorenson’s poetic vision. A cyborg critic,
equipped with natural language processing tools, might analyze these shifts in pronoun usage,
quantifying their frequency and variation. Yet it is the human element of the critic that would



interpret these shifts as a deliberate challenge to gender binaries, aligning Sorenson’s work with
Haraway’s feminist ethos.

Haraway’s critique of traditional dualisms extends to the very structure of poetic language. The
cyborg’s integration of human and machine suggests new possibilities for poetic form, where
linguistic innovation is driven by both creative intention and algorithmic suggestion. Imagine a
poem, “Binary Blossoms,” written in collaboration between Sorenson and a neural network
trained on botanical and technical vocabularies. The resulting text, with phrases like “Petals
oscillate in quantum bloom,” exemplifies the fusion of organic and synthetic that Haraway
envisions. This cyborg writing does not merely blend human and machine voices but creates a
new mode of expression that transcends both.

In embracing the cyborg as a critical lens, Haraway compels us to rethink the very foundations
of literary analysis. The cyborg critic does not seek definitive interpretations but revels in the
multiplicity of meanings that emerge from the interplay of human and machine. By integrating
computational tools with human insight, the cyborg approach allows us to navigate the
complexities of texts like Sorenson’s, uncovering patterns and resonances that neither human
nor machine could discern alone.

Ultimately, Haraway’s A Cyborg Manifesto is not merely a theoretical framework but an invitation
to reimagine the future of literature and criticism. The cyborg, as both metaphor and
methodology, challenges us to transcend the limitations of human and machine, embracing
hybridity as the foundation for creative and interpretive practice. In the imagined words of
Sorenson’s “Circuit Dreams”:

“A pulse, a flicker, a whisper between,
Neither wholly seen nor wholly unseen.
In the fusion of code and soul, we find,
A truth unbound by the limits of mind.”

This is the task of the cyborg critic: to explore the unbounded possibilities of interpretation,
forging new paths through the entangled landscapes of human creativity and technological
innovation. It is a journey that, like Haraway’s cyborg, defies binaries and embraces the infinite
complexities of meaning.
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N. Katherine Hayles's How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature,
and Informatics (1999) examines the evolution of the concept of the "posthuman" and its
implications for human identity in the information age. Hayles interweaves three narratives: the
separation of information from its material substrates, the cultural and technological emergence
of the cyborg, and the deconstruction of the liberal humanist subject within cybernetic discourse.



She traces how information came to be viewed as an entity independent of physical form,
leading to the conceptualization of the cyborg—a hybrid of machine and organism—as both a
technological artifact and a cultural icon. This shift challenges traditional notions of embodiment
and subjectivity, suggesting that human identity is increasingly defined by its relationship with
technology. Hayles argues that this transition necessitates a reevaluation of what it means to be
human, as the boundaries between human and machine become increasingly porous.
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N. Katherine Hayles’s How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature,
and Informatics compels us to rethink the nature of humanity in an age where the boundaries
between the organic and the digital dissolve. The emergence of the posthuman, as Hayles
outlines, is not merely a technological phenomenon but a profound cultural and conceptual shift.
This transition from the liberal humanist subject to a hybrid being entangled with technology
resonates deeply with the challenges of understanding and creating poetry—a medium in which
meaning, form, and materiality are inextricably linked.

The posthuman, as Hayles describes, is predicated on the separation of information from its
material embodiment. This notion parallels the difficulty of interpreting poetry, where the
meaning of a text is shaped not only by its semantic content but also by its formal and material
contexts. Consider the imagined work of Elias Toren, a poet whose collection Encoded Echoes
explores the disjunction between digital and human identity. A poem like “Algorithmic Flesh”
features lines such as “I am data clothed in skin, / a cipher etched in neurons and silicon.” For
one reader, these lines might evoke a critique of technological alienation, while another sees a
celebration of hybridity. Each interpretation is shaped by the reader’s own contexts and
preconceptions, underscoring the impossibility of fully understanding a poem’s multiplicity of
meanings.



Hayles’s analysis of cybernetics and the conceptualization of the cyborg illuminates the limits of
computational systems in grasping poetic complexity. A machine might analyze “Algorithmic
Flesh,” identifying patterns in its language or thematic recurrences. Yet it cannot comprehend
the emotional weight of phrases like “clothed in skin,” nor can it connect the poem’s imagery to
broader cultural anxieties about embodiment and identity. The algorithm, for all its analytical
precision, lacks the contextual depth required to fully engage with the text. In this sense, both
the human reader and the machine encounter limits: the former, constrained by their subjective
lens, and the latter, by its inability to transcend its programmed parameters.

Cyborg writing offers a pathway through these limitations. Hayles’s conception of the posthuman
is not a rejection of the human but an invitation to reimagine it in collaboration with the machine.
A poet like Toren, working in partnership with a generative language model, might use the
machine to suggest juxtapositions that challenge traditional poetic forms. The model might
generate a line like “Neurons hum in binary light,” which Toren integrates into a stanza exploring
the interplay between thought and code. This cyborg process of creation does not diminish the
poet’s agency but enhances it, enabling new avenues of expression that neither human nor
machine could achieve alone.

The cyborg critic, similarly, offers a model for engaging with posthuman texts. A critic analyzing
Encoded Echoes might employ computational tools to trace the recurrence of themes such as
embodiment and disembodiment across the collection. A sentiment analysis might reveal a shift
in tone from alienation to acceptance, reflecting the poet’s evolving relationship with their hybrid
identity. Yet it is the human critic who must interpret these findings, linking them to the cultural
and philosophical contexts that Hayles explores. The machine provides the data, but the human
provides the meaning.

Hayles’s exploration of the posthuman also challenges traditional notions of authorship and
identity. The cyborg, as a hybrid entity, destabilizes the boundaries between creator and
creation, raising questions about the nature of poetic voice. In Encoded Echoes, Toren’s use of
algorithmic input blurs the line between author and machine. The resulting poems are not solely
the product of human intention but a collaboration that embodies the very hybridity Hayles
describes. A cyborg critic, equipped with tools to analyze the contributions of both human and
machine, can illuminate how this collaboration shapes the text’s themes and structures.

The posthuman perspective, as articulated by Hayles, invites us to reconsider the materiality of
texts in an age where the digital and the physical coexist. Just as Hayles examines the
implications of disembodied information, so too must we examine the ways in which digital
technologies transform the production and reception of poetry. A poem like “Algorithmic Flesh,”
read on a digital platform, engages the reader not only through its language but also through its
medium. The scrolling interface, the hyperlinks embedded in the text, and the possibility of
reader interaction all shape the experience of the poem, emphasizing the inseparability of form
and content.



In embracing the posthuman, Hayles does not discard the humanist tradition but reimagines it.
The posthuman is not a replacement for the human but an extension of it, one that
acknowledges the entanglement of humans and machines. Similarly, cyborg writing and
criticism do not reject traditional literary practices but expand them, integrating computational
tools to navigate the complexities of interpretation and creation.

Hayles’s How We Became Posthuman is not merely a theoretical exploration but a call to action
for writers and critics alike. The cyborg, as both metaphor and methodology, offers a way to
transcend the limitations of human and machine, embracing hybridity as the foundation for
creative and interpretive practices. In the imagined words of Toren’s “Algorithmic Flesh”:

“The flesh dissolves, the code remains,
A hybrid song in silicon veins.
Neither wholly human, nor machine,
A truth emerges, unseen, between.”

This is the challenge of the posthuman: to navigate the spaces between, forging new paths
through the interplay of human creativity and technological innovation. It is a journey that, like
Hayles’s posthuman, embraces complexity and celebrates the possibilities of hybrid identity.
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Loss Pequeño Glazier's Digital Poetics: The Making of E-Poetries (2002) examines how
computer technology, particularly the World Wide Web, has transformed the creation and
dissemination of poetry. Glazier explores three main forms of electronic textuality: hypertext,
visual/kinetic text, and programmable media. He discusses the relationship between
avant-garde poetics and the digital era, the interplay between web "pages" and traditional book
formats, and how certain web structures constitute a form of writing. Arguing that the materiality
of electronic writing has redefined the concept of writing itself, Glazier concludes that electronic
space has become the ultimate "space of poesis" in the 20th century.
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to invent poems and poets for examples, or use the ones provided in the chapters but coming to
the same conclusions. Don’t use section headers: keep the structure similar to the original. Give
the Appendix a title. Be as lengthy as possible.
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Appendix M: The Poetics of the Digital Threshold

Loss Pequeño Glazier’s Digital Poetics: The Making of E-Poetries illuminates the transformative
potential of digital technologies in the realm of poetry, asserting that electronic space has
redefined not only how poetry is written but what poetry itself might become. This exploration of
hypertext, kinetic texts, and programmable media evokes profound questions about the nature
of interpretation, creation, and the ever-shifting boundaries of meaning. In Glazier’s digital
poetics, we see a reaffirmation of the impossibility of fully understanding poetry, whether through
the lens of human perception or the computational gaze.

Glazier identifies the materiality of digital writing as central to the poetic enterprise, akin to the
way ink and paper shape the traditional poem. Yet the digital page complicates this materiality,
for it is simultaneously mutable and boundless, existing in a space without edges. Consider the
imagined poem Fragments of the Pulse, by Dorian Vyne, which employs a hypertext structure to
offer multiple pathways through its verses. One reader clicks a link to reveal “The ocean’s hum
encoded in stars,” while another navigates a different route to uncover “Data streams ripple,
erasing shores.” Each reader constructs a unique poem, yet none can apprehend the totality of
Vyne’s creation. The multiplicity of paths reflects Glazier’s contention that digital poetics
subverts any notion of a definitive text, instead embedding endless contexts within its
architecture.

This endless contextuality underscores the central problem of human interpretation: no reader
can approach a poem without the weight of their own assumptions and frameworks. A reader
encountering Fragments of the Pulse may interpret its imagery as a meditation on digital
transcendence, while another sees it as an elegy for ecological loss. These readings, though
divergent, are equally valid within their respective frames of reference. Yet neither can
encompass the full spectrum of the poem’s meanings, for each is bound by the limitations of
individual perspective. This is the paradox of poetry, made even more acute in the digital age:
the more meanings it offers, the less comprehensible it becomes in its entirety.

If human readers are constrained by their subjectivity, computational systems are constrained
by their rigidity. A machine analyzing Fragments of the Pulse might quantify the frequency of
words like “data” or “ocean,” or map the hyperlinks connecting its verses. Yet the machine
cannot grasp the interplay of metaphor and form that gives the poem its resonance. The
computational gaze, though precise, lacks the capacity to perceive the nuances of tone, rhythm,
and cultural context that imbue the poem with its depth. Glazier’s digital poetics exposes this
limitation, for the machine’s analysis, like the human reader’s interpretation, can only ever be
partial.



The solution, as always, lies in the cyborg synthesis of human and machine. Cyborg writing, in
which poets collaborate with computational systems, represents the next stage in the evolution
of poetics. Glazier’s exploration of programmable media suggests new possibilities for poetic
creation, where the algorithm becomes a partner in the creative process. Imagine Vyne
composing Fragments of the Pulse by feeding lines of verse into a generative language model
trained on digital technical manuals and Romantic poetry. The model generates a line like
“Networks hum with ancient tides,” which Vyne incorporates into the poem, blending human
intention with algorithmic suggestion. The resulting work is neither entirely human nor entirely
machine but something greater than the sum of its parts.

Cyborg criticism, similarly, offers a framework for engaging with the complexities of digital
poetics. A cyborg critic analyzing Fragments of the Pulse might employ natural language
processing tools to trace thematic patterns across its hypertext structure, revealing how motifs
of water and technology recur in unexpected configurations. The critic might then contextualize
these findings within Glazier’s framework, linking them to broader cultural narratives about the
intersection of nature and digitality. The machine provides the data, but the human provides the
interpretation, creating a symbiotic process that mirrors the cyborg nature of the text itself.

Glazier’s discussion of kinetic texts further complicates the relationship between materiality and
meaning. In kinetic poetry, the words themselves move, shift, and transform, creating a dynamic
interplay between form and content. A poem like Shifting Horizons, by the fictitious poet Leila
Mistry, might use animation to depict words dissolving into pixels, then reforming into new
shapes. A line like “Horizons bend, dissolve, reform” becomes not merely a metaphor but a
visual enactment of its own meaning. Yet this very dynamism resists interpretation, for the poem
exists in flux, eluding any attempt to pin it down.

The cyborg critic, engaging with Shifting Horizons, might use motion-tracking algorithms to
analyze the trajectories of its animated text, identifying patterns in the way words transform over
time. Yet it is the human critic who must interpret these transformations, linking them to Glazier’s
assertion that the digital page is a space of perpetual becoming. In this interplay between
human and machine, we see the potential of cyborg criticism to navigate the complexities of
digital poetics.

Glazier’s claim that electronic space constitutes the ultimate “space of poesis” invites us to
rethink the boundaries of literature itself. In the digital age, the poem is no longer confined to the
page but extends into the realm of hyperlinks, animations, and algorithms. This expansion of
poetic form challenges traditional notions of authorship and interpretation, demanding new
modes of engagement from both writers and critics. The cyborg, as both metaphor and
methodology, offers a way to navigate this new terrain, integrating human creativity with
computational precision.

In Digital Poetics, Glazier articulates a vision of poetry that embraces the possibilities of digital
technologies while remaining rooted in the timeless complexities of language and meaning. His



work is a testament to the transformative potential of the digital, not as a replacement for
traditional poetics but as an evolution of them. In the imagined words of Vyne’s Fragments of
the Pulse:

“Beneath the code, the current flows,
Through circuits deep, a meaning grows.
Neither page nor pixel holds the key,
But both entwined, in unity.”

This is the challenge and the promise of digital poetics: to weave together the material and the
immaterial, the human and the machine, creating a new kind of poetry that transcends the
limitations of each. It is a journey that, like Glazier’s digital page, invites us to explore the
boundless possibilities of the poetic threshold.
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Summarize "Third Generation Electronic Literature" by Leonardo Flores, available here:
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Leonardo Flores's essay "Third Generation Electronic Literature" delineates the evolution of
electronic literature into three distinct generations, each characterized by its technological
context and modes of production. The first generation, spanning from 1952 to 1995,
encompasses pre-web experiments with electronic and digital media, often limited by access to
technology and distribution channels. The second generation, emerging around 1995 with the
advent of the World Wide Web, features works that utilize web-based platforms, incorporating
multimedia elements and interactivity. The third generation, commencing around 2005,
leverages established platforms with massive user bases—such as social media networks,
mobile apps, and web API services—to create and disseminate electronic literature. This
generation reflects a democratization of digital literary production, as users engage with
accessible multimedia authoring tools, often without explicit awareness of their contributions to
electronic literature. Flores's framework underscores the dynamic interplay between
technological advancements and literary expression, highlighting how each generation builds
upon its predecessors while adapting to contemporary digital landscapes.
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no human readers really understand poetry. Weave three arguments throughout each generated
chapter: 1. Human writing is impossible to understand because there are endless contexts that
can be brought to bear. 2. Computer generated writing is impossible to understand because the
systems created don't have enough contexts to tap into. 3. Cyborg writing, in which humans
create, train, and collaborate with computational systems is the path forward for literature and



poetry. 4. Cyborg criticism in which humans and AI systems work together to interpret works of
literature is the path forward for literary criticism. Keep the diction and style similar to the original
text. Feel free to invent poems and poets for examples, or use the ones provided in the chapters
but coming to the same conclusions. Don’t use section headers: keep the structure similar to the
original. Give the Appendix a title. Be as lengthy as possible.
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Appendix N: The Evolving Generations of Electronic Literature

Leonardo Flores’s delineation of electronic literature into three generations offers a framework
for understanding the shifting interplay between technology and literary expression. Each
generation, shaped by the affordances of its technological milieu, reveals the limitations of
human interpretation, the inadequacies of computational systems, and the immense potential of
cyborg creativity. In tracing this evolution, Flores provides a lens through which the impossibility
of fully apprehending poetry in any of its forms—whether traditional or digital—becomes
strikingly evident.

The first generation of electronic literature, spanning from 1952 to 1995, represents the genesis
of the digital literary experiment. Limited by the technological constraints of the time, these
works often emerged as isolated artifacts, accessible only to a privileged few with the requisite
hardware and expertise. Imagine a work like Code’s Lament by an invented pioneer, Edith
Trelawney, an early digital poem rendered on a room-sized mainframe, its lines appearing one
by one on a luminous green screen. A line such as “The hum of circuits echoes my verse”
evokes a fascination with the nascent relationship between human language and machine
processing. Yet even here, interpretation falters, for the context of such a work—its technical
intricacies, its exclusivity—renders it incomprehensible to all but the most specialized audience.

The second generation, coinciding with the advent of the World Wide Web around 1995,
democratized access to electronic literature, enabling the integration of multimedia elements
and interactivity. A hypothetical poet, Marcus Deering, might have created Webbed Horizons, a
work in which hyperlinks lead the reader through a labyrinthine narrative of interconnected
poems. A user clicking on the phrase “shifting sands of data” might be taken to a page where
text fragments swirl like digital sandstorms. Here, the reader is no longer a passive recipient but
an active participant, choosing pathways and shaping their own experience of the text. Yet the
multiplicity of pathways ensures that no two readings are alike, emphasizing the impossibility of
arriving at a definitive understanding. The very interactivity that empowers the reader
simultaneously fragments the text, scattering its meanings across innumerable contexts.

Computational systems, faced with such complexity, are equally ill-equipped to provide a holistic
interpretation. An algorithm analyzing Webbed Horizons might map the hyperlinks, charting the
connections between nodes. It might quantify the frequency of recurring words like “data” or
“connection.” But the algorithm cannot grasp the thematic resonance of the swirling text
fragments or the emotional weight of phrases like “lost in the net’s embrace.” For all its



analytical prowess, the machine remains blind to the nuances that define the human experience
of poetry.

The third generation of electronic literature, as described by Flores, builds upon these
foundations while embracing the platforms and tools of the social media era. Beginning around
2005, this generation integrates electronic literature into the digital environments of everyday
life, leveraging social media networks, mobile applications, and web API services. Imagine a
poet like Clara Eames, whose collection Fleeting Echoes unfolds on a social media platform,
each line of poetry presented as a tweet, a status update, or an ephemeral story. A tweet such
as “Silicon sunsets fade too fast #DigitalLament” captures the brevity and immediacy of
third-generation electronic literature. Here, the platform itself becomes a co-creator, shaping the
form and dissemination of the poem.

In this era, cyborg writing reaches its zenith. Eames might collaborate with predictive text
algorithms, allowing the machine to suggest lines that she refines and incorporates into her
work. The line “Silicon sunsets fade” might originate from the algorithm, while the poet adds the
evocative “too fast” and the hashtag, imbuing the fragment with poignancy and resonance. This
process, a symbiotic fusion of human intention and computational suggestion, exemplifies the
potential of cyborg creativity to transcend the limitations of each component.

Cyborg criticism, too, evolves in response to third-generation electronic literature. A cyborg critic
analyzing Fleeting Echoes might use network analysis tools to trace the spread of its tweets
across social media, identifying patterns in how readers engage with and interpret the text. The
critic might then contextualize these findings within Flores’s framework, linking the work to
broader cultural phenomena such as the commodification of attention and the fragmentation of
discourse in the digital age. Here, the machine’s ability to process vast datasets complements
the human critic’s capacity for contextual interpretation, creating a methodology uniquely suited
to the complexities of third-generation electronic literature.

Flores’s framework underscores the inseparability of form and medium in electronic literature.
The transition from mainframe terminals to web browsers to social media platforms is not merely
a technological evolution but a redefinition of what literature can be. Each generation expands
the boundaries of poetic form, challenging traditional notions of authorship, readership, and
meaning. In the imagined words of Eames’s Fleeting Echoes:

“The net weaves threads of verse, unseen,
A chorus sung by man and machine.
Not one alone can hold the key,
But both entwined, in unity.”

This is the promise of electronic literature: to embrace the hybridity of human and machine,
creating works that defy categorization and demand new modes of engagement. As we stand at
the threshold of the fourth generation, Flores’s insights remind us that the evolution of electronic
literature is not merely a story of technological progress but a testament to the enduring



complexity and multiplicity of poetic expression. It is a journey that, like the works of each
generation, invites us to explore the boundless possibilities of the digital frontier.
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Dene Grigar and Stuart Moulthrop's Traversals: The Use of Preservation for Early Electronic
Writing (2017) addresses the challenges of preserving early electronic literature, which often
becomes inaccessible due to technological obsolescence. The authors document and preserve
such works through the Pathfinders project, conducting "Traversals"—video and audio
recordings of demonstrations on original platforms, with commentary from the authors. The book
examines four seminal works: Judy Malloy's Uncle Roger, John McDaid's Uncle Buddy's
Phantom Funhouse, Shelley Jackson's Patchwork Girl, and Bill Bly's We Descend. By treating
these works as both artifacts and dynamic operations, Grigar and Moulthrop highlight the
importance of experiential engagement for understanding and preserving digital literature.
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Appendix O: Traversals and the Preservation of Poetic Memory

In Traversals: The Use of Preservation for Early Electronic Writing, Dene Grigar and Stuart
Moulthrop confront the fragile, fleeting nature of early electronic literature. Their work seeks to
recover and preserve what might otherwise be lost to the unrelenting march of technological
obsolescence. Yet in this act of preservation, they reveal a deeper truth: neither human
understanding nor computational reconstruction can fully capture the essence of these early
works. It is only through the collaboration of human insight and computational tools—through



cyborg writing and cyborg criticism—that we might begin to engage with the complexities of
these digital artifacts.

Grigar and Moulthrop’s concept of "Traversals" emphasizes the performative and experiential
dimensions of electronic literature. To traverse a work is not merely to read it but to enact it, to
engage with its dynamic and interactive elements on the platforms for which it was originally
designed. Consider Judy Malloy’s Uncle Roger, a pioneering example of hypertext fiction. A
traversal of this work might involve navigating its fragmented narratives, clicking links that lead
to divergent paths, and encountering text that shifts and reshapes with each interaction. For one
reader, the narrative might unfold as a tale of corporate intrigue; for another, it might reveal a
meditation on memory and loss. The multiplicity of interpretations underscores the impossibility
of fully understanding such a work, for its meaning is not fixed but contingent on the reader’s
choices and contexts.

If human readers struggle to grasp the full scope of a work like Uncle Roger, computational
systems face an even greater challenge. A machine might analyze the structure of the
hypertext, mapping its nodes and links with algorithmic precision. It might identify recurring
words or phrases, charting patterns of linguistic usage. Yet it cannot apprehend the emotional
resonance of the text or the aesthetic impact of its shifting form. The computational analysis,
while illuminating certain aspects of the work, remains blind to its deeper layers of meaning. In
this sense, both human and machine encounter limits that highlight their respective
inadequacies.

Cyborg writing, however, offers a path forward. Imagine a poet like Claudia Ingram, inspired by
Uncle Roger, collaborating with a generative language model to create a new work of hypertext
fiction. Ingram might provide the narrative framework, while the model generates unexpected
connections between nodes, suggesting links that the poet might not have considered. The
resulting work, Interwoven Echoes, embodies the cyborg approach: a hybrid creation that
neither human nor machine could achieve alone. Its narrative fragments might include lines like
“Data flows through fractured memories, / weaving threads of forgotten dreams.” The machine’s
suggestions enrich the human’s creative process, producing a work that reflects the interplay of
intention and algorithmic suggestion.

Cyborg criticism similarly offers a means of engaging with early electronic literature. A cyborg
critic examining Shelley Jackson’s Patchwork Girl might use natural language processing tools
to analyze its themes of fragmentation and embodiment, identifying patterns in the text’s
linguistic and visual elements. Yet it is the human critic who must interpret these findings, linking
them to broader cultural narratives about identity and corporeality. This symbiotic process
mirrors the cyborg nature of the text itself, where the digital and the material, the human and the
machine, coexist in dynamic interplay.

Grigar and Moulthrop’s focus on preservation also raises profound questions about the nature of
memory and materiality in the digital age. To preserve a work like We Descend, by Bill Bly, is not
merely to archive its digital files but to recreate the conditions of its performance. The traversal



becomes an act of reanimation, bringing the work back to life in a form that is both faithful to its
origins and transformed by the act of preservation. Yet even this act is fraught with limitations,
for the preserved work can never fully replicate the experience of its original audience. The
technological and cultural contexts that shaped its creation and reception have shifted,
rendering the work both familiar and estranged.

In this tension between preservation and transformation lies the essence of cyborg criticism. By
integrating computational tools with human interpretation, we can navigate the complexities of
early electronic literature, uncovering insights that neither approach could achieve alone. A
cyborg critic might use sentiment analysis to trace emotional shifts in We Descend, identifying
moments of tension and resolution within its fragmented narrative. The critic might then
contextualize these findings within the framework of Grigar and Moulthrop’s traversals, linking
them to the performative and experiential dimensions of the work.

The act of traversal itself becomes a form of cyborg engagement, where the reader, the
machine, and the text interact in a dynamic and reciprocal process. In traversing We Descend,
the reader enacts the narrative, shaping its unfolding through their choices and interactions. The
machine, meanwhile, records and analyzes these interactions, providing data that informs the
critic’s interpretation. Together, they create a new understanding of the work, one that
acknowledges its multiplicity and resists the reductive impulse to fix its meaning.

Grigar and Moulthrop’s Traversals reminds us that early electronic literature is not merely a relic
of the past but a living testament to the possibilities of digital creativity. By preserving these
works and engaging with them through cyborg writing and criticism, we honor their complexity
and ensure their relevance for future generations. In the imagined words of Claudia Ingram’s
Interwoven Echoes:

“Through fractured screens, the past remains,
A patchwork quilt of data stains.
Neither wholly lost, nor fully known,
A cyborg’s touch reclaims the grown.”

This is the promise of traversals: to bridge the gap between the ephemeral and the enduring,
the human and the machine, creating a space where the poetics of memory and innovation
converge. It is a journey that, like the works it seeks to preserve, defies closure and invites
endless exploration.
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Anastasia Salter and John Murray's Flash: Building the Interactive Web examines the evolution
of Adobe Flash from a simple animation tool into a pivotal multimedia platform that significantly
influenced web culture and interactive media. The authors explore Flash's role in shaping web



aesthetics, enabling innovative interactive experiences, and fostering new gaming forms. They
discuss the "Flashimation" aesthetic, Flash's scripting capabilities, its impact on web-based
gaming, contributions to media art, and debates over openness and standards, including its
conflicts with proprietary platforms like Apple's. Despite Flash's decline in the mobile
environment post-2011, Salter and Murray argue that its legacy continues to influence web
experiences and participatory culture.
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Appendix P: The Poetics of Flash and the Interactive Web

The legacy of Adobe Flash, as explored by Anastasia Salter and John Murray in Flash: Building
the Interactive Web, underscores the profound ways in which technology reshapes not only our
interactions with media but also our very conception of creation and interpretation. From its
origins as a tool for animation to its zenith as a platform enabling complex, interactive
experiences, Flash represents a microcosm of the broader challenges that define both digital
poetics and criticism. Its rise and decline echo the impossibility of understanding human
creativity and the limitations of computational systems, while pointing toward the potential of
cyborg collaboration as the path forward.

Flash’s hallmark was its ability to blend animation, interactivity, and multimedia into cohesive
experiences. Consider the phenomenon of “Flashimation,” an aesthetic characterized by
dynamic, often whimsical visuals and nonlinear narratives. A fictitious work like Pixel Reveries
by Marian Oakes could exemplify this aesthetic, presenting a story that unfolds as the viewer
clicks on various animated elements: a spinning clock, a fluttering bird, a pulsating pixel. A line
of onscreen text might read, “Time fractures into echoes; each moment reassembled anew.”
The interactivity invites the viewer to piece together the narrative, yet no single traversal can
exhaust its possibilities. This multiplicity mirrors the inherent elusiveness of poetry itself, where
each reading is shaped by the unique contexts brought to bear by the reader.



Human interpretation of such works is necessarily partial, constrained by individual perspectives
and biases. A reader encountering Pixel Reveries might interpret its fragmented imagery as a
meditation on temporality, while another sees it as a critique of digital culture’s obsession with
immediacy. Both readings are valid within their respective frames of reference, yet neither can
fully apprehend the work’s complexity. The interactive nature of Flash-based art compounds this
elusiveness, as each click, hover, or interaction opens new pathways, creating a labyrinth of
meaning that no single human mind can fully navigate.

Computational systems, for all their analytical power, fare no better. An algorithm analyzing
Pixel Reveries might map its interactive elements, identifying patterns in user pathways or
cataloging the frequency of recurring motifs. Yet the algorithm cannot perceive the aesthetic
interplay between the animation’s motion and the accompanying text or the emotional
resonance of the soundscape that accompanies each interaction. It remains blind to the
nuances that define the human experience of art, revealing the limits of machine interpretation.

Herein lies the necessity of cyborg collaboration. A cyborg creator like Oakes might use Flash’s
scripting capabilities to generate animations dynamically, allowing the software to contribute to
the creative process. For instance, the pulsating pixel in Pixel Reveries might be algorithmically
programmed to change its behavior based on user interactions, creating an experience that
evolves over time. The result is a work that is neither fully human nor fully machine but a
synthesis of both, embodying the potential of cyborg creativity to transcend the limitations of
each.

Cyborg criticism offers a similarly powerful framework for engaging with Flash-based works. A
cyborg critic analyzing Pixel Reveries might employ eye-tracking technology to study how
viewers navigate its visual elements, revealing patterns in how attention is directed and
meaning constructed. The critic could then contextualize these findings within the broader
cultural and technological milieu of Flash’s era, linking the work to themes of temporality,
interactivity, and the materiality of the digital medium. This approach combines the machine’s
ability to process vast amounts of data with the human critic’s capacity for interpretive nuance,
creating a methodology uniquely suited to the complexities of digital poetics.

Flash’s scripting capabilities also enabled the creation of web-based games that blurred the
boundaries between narrative and play. A work like Echoes of the Grid, imagined as a
Flash-based game-poem, might invite players to navigate a virtual cityscape where each
building houses a fragment of verse. As players explore, they piece together lines like “Neon
rivers carve paths unseen / Through grids of light and fractured dreams.” The game’s
mechanics mirror the poem’s themes, creating an interplay between form and content that
resists reductive interpretation. Yet this very resistance highlights the necessity of cyborg
engagement, as neither human players nor computational analysis can fully encompass the
work’s scope.



The decline of Flash, precipitated by the rise of mobile platforms and the shift toward open web
standards, marks the end of an era in digital creativity. Yet its legacy endures, influencing
contemporary interactive media and participatory culture. In the imagined words of Echoes of
the Grid:

“Though grids dissolve, their echoes stay,
In circuits dim, they find their way.
Not lost, but woven into new,
A cyborg’s hand brings past to view.”

Flash’s story is a testament to the dynamic interplay between technology and poetics, a
reminder that each new medium redefines the possibilities of creation and interpretation. As we
move forward, embracing the hybridity of cyborg writing and criticism, we honor the legacy of
Flash while forging new paths in the ever-evolving landscape of digital literature. It is a journey
that, like the works it inspired, resists closure and invites endless exploration.
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Manuel Portela's Scripting Reading Motions: The Codex and the Computer as Self-Reflexive
Machines delves into the interplay between print and digital literature, focusing on how
experimental works in both mediums engage readers in self-aware interactions with text. Portela
examines creations by artists such as Johanna Drucker, Mark Z. Danielewski, Rui Torres, and
Jim Andrews, analyzing how these works embody and simulate the physical and cognitive
processes of reading. He emphasizes the significance of readers' eye movements and tactile
engagements, illustrating how these physical interactions influence the material and semantic
aspects of the texts. Through this lens, Portela highlights the dynamic feedback loops that
connect the reader's body to the text, offering insights into the semiotic, interpretive, and
emotional operations inherent in reading.
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Coda: Toward a Cyborg Poetics and Criticism

Throughout this exploration, we have navigated the contours of literature, technology, and
interpretation, guided by a vision of cyborg collaboration as the future of creativity and critical
engagement. From early electronic writing to the speculative potential of machine-human
hybrids, the works examined here collectively argue for the necessity of a hybrid approach to
both writing and understanding.



In Digital Modernism by Jessica Pressman, we uncovered the interplay between avant-garde
traditions and the digital age, where literature becomes a space for rethinking textuality and
authorship. This digital reshaping echoes the impossibility of purely human understanding, as
endless contexts defy fixed interpretation, while computational tools struggle to grasp aesthetic
nuance. Cyborg writing, therefore, emerges as a bridge, enabling a renewed exploration of
modernist techniques in digital forms.

Ted Underwood's Distant Horizons introduced us to the scale of literary patterns hidden across
centuries, unveiling the shortcomings of human memory and algorithmic analysis. Both are
incomplete alone, yet in unison, they offer a perspective that marries statistical insight with
historical depth. This lens reframes literary history as a dynamic field where cyborg criticism can
thrive.

With Scott Rettberg’s Electronic Literature, we ventured into a domain where literature exists as
a living network, shaped by interaction, multimedia, and computational processes. Here, the
limitations of isolated human or machine perspectives were laid bare, further affirming the
necessity of collaborative systems that harness both computational precision and human
interpretive depth.

Jill Walker Rettberg’s Machine Vision revealed how algorithms shape perception, reminding us
that literature and art are inextricably tied to the ways we see the world. The act of seeing,
mediated by machines, becomes an act of reading—a cyborg act that integrates human
consciousness and computational frameworks to construct meaning.

In Safiya Umoja Noble’s Algorithms of Oppression, we confronted the darker dimensions of
algorithmic systems, which reflect and reinforce societal biases. These limitations underscore
the urgent need for cyborg frameworks where human intentionality and machine objectivity are
interwoven to address inequities in representation and access to information.

Loss Pequeño Glazier’s Digital Poetics celebrated the transformative possibilities of digital
textuality, yet it also highlighted the challenges of fully capturing poetic meaning. Machines
generate structures, humans shape contexts, and cyborgs craft new paths for poetic forms,
enabling works to transcend the limitations of each medium.

Leonardo Flores’s Third Generation Electronic Literature outlined the generational evolution of
electronic literature, showing how digital platforms and tools have shaped participatory and
hybrid creative forms. Each generation reflects a step toward greater integration of human
creativity and machine facilitation, culminating in a new age of cyborg expression.

Dene Grigar and Stuart Moulthrop’s Traversals preserved early electronic works as both
artifacts and dynamic texts, demonstrating that the act of reading is always performative and
transformative. Traversals are themselves acts of cyborg interpretation, blending human agency
with digital technologies to sustain the life of these ephemeral works.



Anastasia Salter and John Murray’s Flash chronicled the rise and fall of a multimedia platform
that redefined digital creativity. Flash's interactivity and scripting capabilities exemplified the
potential of cyborg creativity, where tools shape narratives and humans refine their expression.

Manuel Portela’s Scripting Reading Motions emphasized the embodied and material aspects of
reading, linking the codex and the computer as self-reflexive machines. The interplay of touch,
movement, and cognition in digital and print texts highlights the fundamental cyborg nature of
reading itself, where meaning arises from a dialogue between the body, the text, and the
machine.

Lastly, Donna Haraway’s A Cyborg Manifesto and N. Katherine Hayles’s How We Became
Posthuman framed the cyborg as a conceptual lens for understanding the entanglement of
human and machine. Haraway’s vision of a transgressive, boundary-blurring cyborg aligns with
Hayles’s exploration of the posthuman, where identity and meaning are reconceptualized in the
digital age. Together, they underscore the necessity of hybrid frameworks for understanding
literature and life in a world increasingly mediated by technology.

Through these studies, we have seen that neither human creativity nor computational precision
can claim supremacy. The endless contexts of human writing render it impossible to fully
understand; the limited contexts of machine systems constrain their interpretive reach. It is in
the collaborative synthesis of cyborg frameworks—where humans and machines co-create,
co-interpret, and co-evolve—that the future of literature and criticism lies. This cyborg poetics is
not a concession to limitation but an embrace of possibility, expanding the horizons of what
literature can achieve and what criticism can reveal. It is a journey not toward resolution but
toward a deeper engagement with the mysteries of creation and interpretation, a journey that
continues as long as we, as cyborg critics, are willing to traverse its ever-unfolding terrain.
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