The Contemporary Finnish Essay and the Question of Genre:
Notestowardsthe Essay as Social Action
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During the last years the essay genre has enjoyetnaiderable rise in
popularity in Finland as several inspiring new gsga — e.g. Antti Nylén,
Tommi Melender, Anu Silfverberg, Jaana Seppéanen @itdLoytty — have
appeared on the Finnish literary scene within atiretly short time. At the same
time, some of the established essayists — such akkM Envall and Leif
Salmén — seem to have regained their interestaresisay as the publishers are
increasingly keen to publish this previously ratheglected form of literature.
Instead of constituting a secondary occupationathors that have already
established their names in other areas of litegatilne essay has asserted itself
as the primary form of writing for a number of Fsimauthors. It is no surprise,
then, that the essay has also received criticahtin from essayists themselves
and literary critics discussing the characterisgied limits of the essay fori.

In Finland, however, the proliferation of the esgapot limited to literature,
nor is it understood as a form of writing that effeely melds fictive and non-
fictive elements; instead, it expands to other ®rofi textual and discursive
culture. The major newspapers (eHglsingin Sanomat for example, and a
number of magazines have started to print '‘esaéysyside feature articles and
news stories. Considering these 'literary’ andaexerary' aspects of interest, it
seems that the essay has gained new visibility tanatory in the broader
context of cultural discourse. Even if declamatiaisa proper 'essay boom'
might prove to be gross overstateménitsis nevertheless evident that during
the last years the essay has re-emerged as athgenre.

In this article | argue that in order to understémd proliferation of the essay
in Finland, a phenomenon exceeding the boundafissiatly literary culture, it
IS necessary to examine the theoretical and melbgidal tools, particularly the
notion of genre, that are used to qualify what ¢swas 'essay’. The aim is to
point out how the essay can be approached fromr ajbares' theoretical
perspectives, and to show how these approachesamnbute to both our

Johanna Venho, edMita essee tarkoittaa@Turku: Savukeidas, 2012). Of course, Finland
is not alone in the vanguard of such a revaluatbrthe essay as a literary genre.
Especially in Anglo-American literature the 'comiingf the essay, particularly in its
personal or familiar form, has been talked aboutesithe 1990s (cf. Phillip Lopate,
"Introduction”, in Phillip Lopate, edThe Art of the Personal Essay: An Anthology from
the Classical Era to the Presefitlew York: Anchor Books, 1995], pp. xxiii-liv) and
similar trends are also visible elsewhere in thestéta literary scene.

Cf. Tommi Melender, "Liian nokkelien ja skeptistiaji”, in Venho, pp. 91-106, pp. 94-5.
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understanding of the essay form and to our pemed how texts and literature
work in social reality. In the following | will skeh the literary genre of the
essay, as it figures in the existing essay researuth then briefly elaborate on
the notion of genre as proposed in rhetorical g¢heery. By drawing from

Amy Devitt's comparison of rhetorical and literargnceptions of genre | will

offer some points in the way of a rhetorical theofyhe essay.

The Improbable Literary Genre of the Essay

Difficulties with genre designations should not @ise anyone familiar with
essay research: precise definitions of the essayaae if one looks for anything
more than minimal dictionary definitions of the @gsas "a short piece of
writing on a particular subjectOED). It is, after all, a well-known fact that as a
literary form, the essay has always caused problem$&oth those who have
tried defining it as well as for the practitiones§ the genre whose "vague
attempts to specify what they are doihgften amount to mere approximations.
When it comes to the essay, everybody feels thd teeprovide a definition of
his or her own, and unfortunately nobody has beetiqularly successful at ft.
From a historical standpoint it might appear aryeask to define the essay as
it is one of the few literary genres that have bassociated with a birthplace
and time — let alone a 'father'. Practically evacgount of the essay starts by
crediting Michel de Montaigne with inventing thesag form (or at least calling
the texts 'essays’), although it has been equallgnopointed out that
Montaigne's essays were deeply indebted to anclassical genres practised
especially by Cicero and Senechlominating a certain kind of text as essays
did almost instantly get followers such as Sir ErarBacon (1561-1621), who
in 1597 published his first edition dssayeghat was later followed by two
more editions. However, the two ancestors did eavé¢ behind a legacy of a
unified genre of essay writing. On the contrarye thstory of the essay since
Montaigne and Bacon has produced enough breaks thi¢h past, re-
interpretations and reincarnations of the essaw fior result in a heterogeneous
and porous historyFurther, it is clear that the heterogeneity infifstory of the
genre is only amplified as the essay is placediverde national and cultural

Ruth-Ellen Boetcher Joeres and Elizabeth Mittni@m Introductory Essay”, in Ruth-
Ellen Boetcher Joeres and Elizabeth Mittman, &tle Politics of the Essay: Feminist
y Perspective¢Bloomington / Indianapolis: Indiana UP, 1993), p@-22, p. 12.

Ibid.
> Cf. Hannu K. RiikonenMika on esseefHelsinki: SKS, 1990), p. 45.
® Cf. Marielle Macél.e Temps De L'EsséParis: Belin, 2006), pp. 11-2.
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contexts that have always played a crucial rolaaw the essay as a form of
writing is eventually conceived.

The problems in the histories of the essay arendtibowed by reflections on
the impossibility of delineating formal charactéas of the essay form. As G.
Douglas Atkins has noted, the essay form itselfrse® encourage some of the
blurring of distinctions as it has always been as and receptive form that
seems to flirt with every other genre, a form thvatcomes every topic and turns
its back to noné.In critical approaches, this diversity of topicashled to a
definition of various subgenres of the essay. kan®le, Graham Good states
in The Observing Selfl988) that the most useful classification of tresay
should be based on the content, or rather on "dise lactivities which give the
essays a recognizable and persistent forward mawtrheGood himself
distinguishes four principal types: the travel gsshe moral essay, the critical
essay, and the autobiographical esSagood insists that this classification is
not exhaustive but rather points to the fact thavstmessays contain
characteristics of other text types. As such, Gooldissification does not serve
to illustrate the essays' eventual split into categ determined by the content
or the particular activity, but rather the essapgestioning of such categories
due to their hybridity.

It is little wonder, then, that Claire de Obaldia,her groundbreakinghe
Essayistic Spiri{1995), notes rather sarcastically that if one $oaky closer at
the diverse attempts to define 'essay', one cate qeasily come to the
conclusion that the only consensus on the matanséo lie in an agreement on
the "uncircumventable indeterminacy of the genteind continues further that
"the one commonly accepted fact about the essayat indeterminacy is
germane to its essencé"This perception of the essay as indeterminate, as
existing without a definition and as situated al#sany systematic attempts to
classify it, is perhaps one of the most pervasieas that govern the view of the
essay as a form of writing today. To be sure, itideterminacy is not perceived
as a lack, but rather as a freedom from genericstcants: in essence, the
essayist is free, for example, to straddle the lie®veen fact and fiction and to
emphasise personal experience or impersonal scielégh such an
indeterminacy at its heart, the essay is livingtaufits etymological promise of

’Cf. Joeres and Mittman, pp. 15-6.

8 Cf. G. Douglas AtkinsEstranging the Familia(Athens / London: University of Georgia
Press, 1992), p. 5.

io Graham Goodlhe Observing Se{f.ondon: Routledge, 1988), p. xii.
Ibid.

1 Claire de ObaldigEssayistic SpiritLiterature, Modern Criticism, and the Essé9xford:
Clarendon Press, 1995), p. 2.

2 bid.
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offering only an attempt, an experiment, and sugugs hence, a certain
tentativeness, looseness and randomness that edngeanifying conception
(syntactic or pragmatic) of a recognizable genatentity. According to de
Obaldia, this indeterminacy inevitably also affetttee pragmatic dimension of
the 'contract' between writer and the readex® the essays as a 'trying out' are
subject to disclaims of any responsibility of tiegtthe essays as anything else
than playing out the 'as if' typical for fictionuthermore, de Obaldia speculates
whether the singularity and uniqueness of the easagn attempt posits in this
regard a question concerning whether the essabeaegarded as a genre at all,
or whether it might not represent the very denfajenre™

In this sense the essay inhabits an interestingceunmdal place regarding the
literary system of genres. According to de Obaltha, hypothesis of the essay
as an a- or anti-genre is most often approachewh filee point of view of
literature and of genre theory. The essay's resistdo resolving itself into
identifiable generic contours is usually justified the fact that the essay seems
to be able to combine a "seemingly arbitrary migtuof literary
characteristics®> which makes it effectively a literary hybrili. Similarly,
Kuisma Korhonen, for example, has contended thaidohtion to being one of
the most flexible genres (because of its abilityintocorporate various literary
characteristics), the essay seems to challengehbk notion of 'genre’ itself.
Korhonen continues that "if one can speak aboutesay as genre, it can be
doneonly by referring to the essay's refusal to follow s$tgeneric laws™®

One of Claire de Obaldia's main argumentg&asayistic Spiriis to perceive
the essay as a 'marginal genre', existing on theéeb® of genres, or in outright
opposition to the system of genres. Drawing upoastsir Fowler's conception
of the essay as belonging to the "literature patentid,’® de Obaldia
demonstrates how the essay effectively embodiasauive space where the
divide between literary and extra-literary, or rerary, is being actively
contested’ In Fowler's understanding the 'literaturepatentia signals those
forms of writing, "looser plasma of neighboring " (essay, dialogue,
biography etc.), that surround the nucleus of ergenres forming literature
proper?! In de Obaldia's view this place on the marginitefature enables the

3 bid., p. 2.

1 bid., pp. 2-3.

5 bid., p. 3.

1% Cf. ibid.

17 Cf. Kuisma KorhonenEssaying FriendshigHelsinki: University of Helsinki, 1998), p.
13.

18 |bid. (emphasis added).

19 Alastair FowlerKinds of Literature(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982), p. 5.

20 Cf. de Obaldia, p. 4.

2L Fowler, p. 5.
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essay to be taken seriously when insisting on nmohe widely resonating
guestions concerning the nature of the literarytaedole of the notion of genre
In the constitution of literature as canon. ReflegtReda Bensmaie's view of
Roland Barthes's essays, de Obaldia contendshina&ssay is better understood
not as a "mixture of genres" that might be appaiprif one considered the
marginality of the essay as a tendency to transggeseric boundaries, but
rather as a "matrix of all generic possibilitié&tn this sense, what appears to be
the essay's inevitable banishment to the marginlseosystem of literary genres
Is actually putting it into the center of literagffairs. In similar fashion,
Mariella Macé, in her study of French twentiethicey essay writing, notes
that the indeterminacy of the essay as a (litergeyyre can become a reason to
value the essay precisely as a form of literattre€€onsequently the
indeterminacy of the genre is, after all, 'germamé's essence as literature.

The notion of the indeterminate essay is also appan the discussion of
contemporary Finnish essays. For example, liter@sgarcher Olli LOytty — also
an essayist himself — emphasises, among othergyetheric indeterminacy of
the genre by calling the essay an "eccentric hyBfitloytty further insists that
the nature of the genre will remain relative asdhly possible formal definition
IS nominal: a text is an essay if it is designaasdsuch by authors themselves,
critics, publishers, readers, or other literantitntons? The lack of apparent
criteria for such a designation can, of coursed l@aan abundance of essays
(hence the essay 'boom’) but it can also resudt imisplaced reverence for the
genre. One of the few contemporary woman essayistd=inland, Anu
Silfverberg, notes in the introduction to her figillection of texts that she
hesitates to call her writings essays and prefershink of them as being
"essayish® Silfverberg explains the diminutive and almost nuisive
characterisation of her own texts with the factt ttieey were all previously
published as columns in a variety of newspapersiagazines. It seems that,
while Silfverberg is willing to question the cerity of generic boundaries
between the essay and neighboring forms (hybriatf)ta include her own texts,
previously read as columns, into a broader categbessays, she nevertheless
harbours a notion of the 'proper' essay, expeastnd which she sees her own
texts as unable to meet. However, Paivi Kosonen guasted out that such
modesty seems to be gender-botfBlven in the contemporary scene, men are
more likely to call themselves 'essayists’, eveudih the discursive origins of

22 de Obaldia, p. 25.

23 Cf. Macé, p. 12.

24 Olli Loytty, "Valimuoton estetiikkaa", in Venhgp. 75-90, p. 76.

2> Cf. ibid.

8 Anu Silfverberg)uonto pakastimesg#ielsinki: Teos, 2011), p. 7. My translation.
27 Cit. in Melender, "Liian nokkelien", p. 102.
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the published essays were similarly scattered actbe generic spectrum.
Certainly, it might be that among the contempor@iynish female essayists
Silfverberg is alone with her modesty, but Kosos@@mment serves as an apt
reminder of the masculine history of the esSay.

In contrast to Silfverberg's misgivings about 'bging’ to the essay genre,
other (male) essayists are perhaps more concernbdthve essay's 'inherent’
vacillations between genres and the consequenceslass possibilities this
holds for the practice of 'essaying’. One of theument topics in the
contemporary Finnish discussion seems to relattheopragmatic dimension of
the 'contract' between writer and the readeds Claire de Obaldia has put it
elsewhere, namely to the role of the writer eith&ran author of fiction or as a
communicator of facts. For example, Antti Nylen ahammi Melender both
address the issue in the introductions to theilectbns of essays. In his first
collection Melender notes that throughout the es$@yhas used the first-person
singular but emphasises that the essays are agtaplical only in the sense of
autobiographical novels. "Often", writes Melender,

| have made up, changed and distorted events atailsdm order to give a literary
impression. In the end the 'I' of these essaysmiokear very much similarity to my
everyday person, and the episodes of his life d@owespond to those of mine, but on

most of the matters we can certainly agree u3|90n.

Similarly, Antti Nylén, likening essay to fictiommphasises that every literary
author is a writer of fiction: "An author alwaysakes himself up', whether he
wants it or not, consciously or unconsciously, aheé outcome is either
deliberate or thoughtles&".Nylén understands the authorship thus constructed
as a necessity that cannot be ignored, even irgbay that is usually seen as
straddling the distinction between fact and fictiBnecisely because the essay is
a form of literature, an essayist cannot be hetsb@aatable for his / her words,
but at the same time the essayist bears a ceespomnsibility for his / her work.
Nylén holds that it is necessary, especially f@agssts, to stand up for their
own truths, to be, in other words, morali€ts.

The notion of the essayist as a 'moralist’ beasgrdarity to Scott Russell
Sanders's conception of the essay as portrayimgfiadadive relation to the world
or reality. In his widely acknowledged article "TiSngular First Person®,

28 Cf. Joeres and Mittman, pp. 13-5.

29 De Obaldia, pp. 2-3.

%0 Tommi MelenderkKuka nauttii enite{Turku: Savukeidas, 2010), pp. 6-7. My translation

3L Antti Nylén,Halun ja ep&luulon esseéFurku: Savukeidas, 2010), p. 15.

32 Cf. Antti Nylén,Vihan ja katkeruuden ess€@urku: Savukeidas, 2007), pp. 18-9.

3 First published irSewanee Revie@6 (1988) but reprinted in Alexander J. Butrym, ed.,
Essays on the Essay: Redefining the GéAtikeens / London: University of Georgia Press,

N



THE ESSAY ASSOCIAL ACTION 325

Sanders, an essayist himself, makes a case forgiighing the essay from the
short story, its neighboring literary genre, "ngt the presence or absence of
literary devices, not by tone or theme or subjéct, by the writer's stance
towards the materiaf* Sanders, like Nylén a couple of decades latemtaiais
that while the essay cannot be "true" in sensesatisfying the court of law", it
Is nevertheless marked by the author's intentiotelohg something that is not
entirely "made up® Taking an example from his own writing, Sandersso
out that he was shocked to find one of his eadgmays treated as fiction: even
though he had used several literary devices inribsg what it was like to
grow up in a military base, his intention was rmfptoduce literary fiction but
rather to "preserve and record and help give véica reality that existed
independently of me* He specifies the last point: "l felt responsildetie truth
as known by other peoplé".By emphasizing the intention of the author,
Sanders is not, however, arguing that it is necggssadentify the essayist with
the 'flesh-and-blood" writer. On the contrary, heists that essayists are also
always literary fabrications, "simulacrums", andhdcacters who wear the label
I".*® Rather, Sanders is questioning the validity @fréity theory that prohibits
the notion of authorial intention and complainsttha is forced to break this
theoretical and critical taboo in order to desciiig activity as an essayist and
to explain how the essay is distinguished amoegdiiy genred’

Even though contemporary Finnish essayists — fgtaice Antti Nylén,
Tommi Melender and Anu Silfverberg mentioned abevare not as explicitly
frustrated with the taboos of literary theory ireithconceptions of the essay
genre, it is still evident that the overarchingluehce of literary genre theory
and the accompanying notion of indeterminacy geemarthe essay has had an
effect on the current practices and the receptidheogenre. At the same time it
Is clear that the literary notion of genre is nattggularly well-suited to provide
an insight into the social phenomenon of this repealiferation of the essay in
contemporary Finland. In the following | will tuto rhetorical genre theory in
order to understand how genre is a crucial compoinea text's — in this case
the essay's — interaction with social reality. &lra is to re-assess the theoretical
and methodological underpinnings of the essay gdahe¢ have almost
exclusively been restricted to literary genre tgedrhe intention is not to

1989), pp. 31-42; and in Scott Russell Sandeexrets of the Universe: Scenes from the
Journey Homé¢Boston: Beacon Pred991), pp. 187-204.

Scott Russell Sanders, "The Singular First Pérsomutrym, p. 41.

% \bid., p. 40.

% \bid., p. 41.

3 Ibid.

% Ibid., p 40.

% \bid., p. 40.

34
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undermine or gquestion the idea of the essay asdgtarminate literary genre
but rather to supplement this view by pointing todgathe ways in which the

essay can be seen functioning and being used ircahgemporary Finnish

literary scene. For this aim understanding the g@srsocial action is extremely
relevant.

Rhetorical Genre Theory and the Essay

The cornerstone of much of the success of rhetlayaare theory during the last
three decades is the ground-breaking article "Gasar8ocial Action” (1984) by
Carolyn R. Miller?® Drawing on previous rhetorical theory, especidllgyd
Bitzer's work, Miller argues that, in order to betorically sound, the definition
of a genre is to be based on the action it is isextcomplish and not on the
substance or form of the discouf$eConsequently, Miller emphasises the
importance of understanding genre as intrinsicalynflated with social
situations in which the discursive activity is tadiplace. However, in order to
be anything else than random responses to singoleial situations, Miller
famously defined genre as "typified rhetorical @t based imecurrentsocial
situations™? Reflecting on the influence this definition of gerhas had on
subsequent rhetorical genre theory, Amy Devitt teans that even quite
different theories of genre have adopted at leastespremises from Miller's
notion of genre, including "that genre is actidrgttgenre is typified action, that
typification comes from recurring conditions, amattthose conditions involve
social context™?

For reasons of brevity, and as my intention is teoteplace literary genre
theory with rhetorical genre theory in addressing ¢ssay genre, | will refrain
from attempting a comprehensive overview of theaades made in rhetorical
genre theory. Instead, | will focus on similaritiasd differences between the
two approaches to the notion of genre and on tleetsfthis perspective might
have on our understanding of the social naturese&y writing and especially
the essay boom in Finland.

In comparing the rhetorical and literary concepdiaf genre, Amy J. Devitt
points out that the distinction between literaryl aon-literary texts is itself a

40 Cf. Amy J. DevittWriting GenregCarbondale: Southern lllinois University Press)2))
p. 2.

41 Cf. Ccarolyn R. Miller, "Genre as Social ActiorQuarterly Journal of Speecr0 (1984),
pp. 151-67, p. 151.

2 Ibid., p. 159 (emphasis added).

*3 Devitt, Writing Genresp. 13.
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question that has long been debdfeBepending on how this distinction is
approached, it might very well be that there issigmificant difference between
these notions of genre. Devitt maintains, howevirat even though
contemporary approaches to texts might prove tifferdnce is baseless, the
long history of textual study in both disciplinessiifies attention to both
traditions. From the standpoint of rhetorical gersteidies, many of the
traditional views on genre, either literary or drétal, are unsustainable as they
emphasise common textual characteristics as thes lmdsgenre. As both
disciplines are renewing interest in genres, thashar limiting view is
challenged in favor of a much more dynamic notidrgenre that can better
accommodate current approaches to literature elifi@nexample, in cultural
studies and historical studi&s.

In Devitt's comparison of literary and rhetoricaénges the disavowal of
reducing genre to formal and stable characteristfcext is the most evident
feature of a common approach to the notion of gefsceording to her, literary
and rhetorical genre theorists would seem to adnest, that genre is not an
optional aspect of texts, but that all texts, wkethterary or non-literary,
"participate in genres® and, second, that genres are not formal but conaep
and that they "encompass difference as well adasityl'.*” Further, most of the
literary and rhetorical theorists would agree tigtres are dynamic and situated
in specific historical circumstances. Following ptalCohen, Devitt highlights
the dynamic nature of genre by insisting that "gengrouping” is always a
process, "purpose-specific classifications that ppeoconstruct at specific
historical moments*® Literary and rhetorical approaches to genre artss th
similar in understanding genre as historical, tosbnal, cultural, situated, and
as an indelibly social phenomenthn.

Together with the similarities there are also majdferences. In Devitt's
comparison the most significant of them relateht® questions of function and
communities of literary genres: "What are the fiord of literary genres? And
what communities do literary genres servé?The concern with the
functionality of genre comes almost naturally tetdrical genre theory as it is

4 Cf. chapter six — "A Comparison of Literary antefforical Genres" — iVriting Genress
a revised version of "Integrating Rhetorical andetary Theories of Genre" originally
published inCollege English62:6 (2000), pp. 696-718. All references areWaiting
Genresunless otherwise indicated.

> Cf. Devitt, Writing Genrespp. 168-9.

% |bid., p. 168.

7 Ibid.

8 |bid. See also Ralph Cohen "History and Genkgw Literary Historyl7:2 (1986), pp.
203-218.

49 Cf. Devitt, pp. 168-9.

*0 Ibid., p. 179.
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based on a pragmatic theory of textual meaningregehelp language users to
achieve certain aims, fulfil certain functions, fjpem certain actions — in a
word, do things with language.A similar certainty concerning the pragmatic
dimension of literary texts is much harder to fathafter all, as a form of art
literature has often been considered detached fhr@mundane pragmatics of
daily routines. In helUses of Literature(2008), Rita Felski states that the
current critical scene in literary studies betraymtrasting attitudes toward
conflating literature, use and value: "ideologicatics", on the one hand, insist
that the value of literature can simply be measimeds use in either obscuring
or accentuating social antagonisms; on the othed,hsome critics insist that
every attempt at reducing literature to the ideas# is inevitably a reductive
understanding of the value invested in literafiréWhat distinguishes
literature, in this line of thought," writes Felsks its obdurate resistance to all
calculations of purpose and functiofi".

It is no wonder, then, that Devitt finds it diffituo incorporate such a notion
of literary genre into a theory of rhetorical gerthat has its foundation in
conceiving genres as being used and put to workpecific social settings.
However, an equal discrepancy between the therieieated by the notion of
community that is closely linked to the notion d@biation. In re-interpreting the
notion of situation in her seminal article, Caroliyhller already objected to
earlier accounts of situations as ontological, efsrring to real, objective and
historical events? On the contrary, she insisted on the need to trefes
materialist tendencies in existing situational tiyeand emphasised that what
recurs in a given situation is not the materiafisality itself but rather our
conception of the materialist features of a cersitimation>® "Situations", Miller
points out, "are social constructs that are theltesot of 'perception,’ but of
'definition’. [...] We define, or 'determine," sition.”® Devitt further argues:
"We do not construct the situation directly througle text, [...] we reach the
situation through genré”. Consequently, understanding genre as simply
respondingto the exigencies of particular situations is éduce the dynamic,
reciprocal and mutually constructing relation tan@chanical determination.
Situation is, in Miller's words, best approached ama material fact, but as "an
intersubjective phenomenon, a social occurrerte".

>L Cf. ibid., p. 169.

zz Rita FelskiUses of Literatur¢Malden / Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2008), p. 7
Ibid.

> Cf. Miller, p. 156.

>> Cf. ibid.

°% Ipid.

> Amy J. Devitt, "Generalizing about Genre: New €eptions of an Old ConcepCollege
Composition and Communicatidd:4 (1993), pp. 573-68, p. 578.

*8 Miller, p. 156.
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Considering the importance of situation in undermdtag rhetorical genre,
Devitt argues that what sets literary genres dpam the rhetorical ones is their
ability to being read, interpreted, and valued imetse situations. In other
words, unlike rhetorical genres depending on tleurrence of situations,
literary genres are read in a variety of situatitrest differ in time, place and
community (audience) and can still be seen asrpeig' to the same genre. In
the spirit of 'comparing' and 'integratingDevitt strives to incorporate the idea
of genres being read in various situations withaoadermining the "unity" of
genres by invoking Catherine Schryer's phrase deates are "stabilized-for-
now"® However, genres (not necessarily literary genm@s)scend their initial
situations and participate in multiple genres. Base these observations Devitt
argues that genres may not even be stabilizedntiar®® If rhetorical genre
study can point towards how to understand the @ioieof the genre as an
intersubjective phenomenon that is not reducibleht® context as material
circumstances, the literary genre can inform rheabgenre study as to how one
can cope with the growing uncertainty concerningegie identities.

Situations of the Essay

In addition to Amy Devitt's attempt to ‘integrat® ‘compare’ literary and
rhetorical conceptions of genre, there is evideontegrowing interest in
approaching the two genre theories as mutually fizalerather than exclusive
approximations to textual practice and meafiingonsidering that the essay is
usually seen as containing the distinction betwdlka literary and the
extraliterary?® such an approach seems particularly well-suitedréwide new
insights into the genre that has been, until régerather neglected in genre
studies. One starting point for such a project,ciwhiould benefit research into
the essay as well as genre studies in general,asricentrate on the situation as
the key component of the rhetorical understandirgeare.

*9 See note 44

% Qtd. in Devitt,Writing Genresp. 187.

°L |bid.

%2 Cf. especially Anis Bawarshi, "The Genre FunctioBollege English62:3 (2000), pp.
335-60; Susan Wells, "Genres as Species and Spdatssary and Rhetorical Genre in the
Anatomy of Melancholy"Philosophy and Rhetori47:2 (2014), pp. 113-36; Susan Wells,
"Freud's Rat Man and the Case Study: Genres ireTKegs",New Literature History34:2
(2003), pp. 353-66; and Sune Auken, "Genre asdfiatiAction: On the Use of Rhetorical
Genres in Fiction"Nordisk Tidsskrift for Informationsvidenskab og &uformidling 2:3
(2013), pp. 19-28.

®3 Cf. de Obaldia, p. 4.
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One of the institutional reasons behind the rise¢hef essay in Finland is a
shift in the publishing industry: as the big pubéss have been forced to
downsize their operations, smaller companies haeed the opportunity to
publish more marginal titles and genres that arepnafitable enough for the
established publishers. In an article about thetesoporary Finnish essay,
Kuisma Korhonen maintains that much of the incraasessay writing can be
attributed to the fact that essays are publishedrgll publishers which are
better adjusted to low financial returns: a smalbr@mic structure of the
publishers is, in other words, more suitable fonarginalized and thematically
agile genre such as the es8ay.

Of course Korhonen does not credit the essay badetysto the activity of
small publishers. On the contrary, he insists thatrecent interest in the essay
in Finland is a result of a social and generaticstaft in authors as well as
readers of essays. Korhonen points out that wedémtly the history of Finnish
essays had been divided into a Swedish and Fintrastiition that are
characterised by decidedly different themes an@dotarting from the mid-
twentieth century, the Swedish essay has featunedart@an, cosmopolitan, and
more sophisticated tone, whereas the Finnish desagften relied more heavily
on the ideal of intellectual independence as itghasnore stress on questions of
national culture. According to Korhonen, the riserecent essay literature
means the emergence of a new 'prototype’' of essdpigt has a significantly
different relation to the projected idea of sotyaliFor him, 'the new essay'
displays an international orientation and acadesoighistication with a deep
mistrust of the capitalist and technological unéetings of modern sociefy.

In this regard 'the new Finnish essay’, as outllme#orhonen, understood as
a new formation of the rhetorical essay genrevidemce of a shifting social
situation in twenty-first century Finland. The ided the essay as being
relatively sensitive to its historical context asacial circumstances is not, of
course, dependent on the rhetorical genre theayekample, O. B. Hardison
writes in his essay "Binding Proteus" that for htime authentic note of
Montaigne'sEssaisand of the essay as a genre lies in "the enactwfeat
process by which the soul realizes itself even sspassing from day to day and
from moment to moment. It is the literary respotsa world that has become
problematic®® From a rather different perspective Kuisma Korhorteas
speculated that

% Cf. Kuisma Korhonen, "Esseistiikan uudet kuviati’,Mika Hallila, Yrj6 Hosiaisluoma et
al., ed..Suomen nykykirjallisuus(Helsinki: SKS, 2013), pp. 304-16, p. 305.

% Cf. ibid., pp. 304-9.

% 0. B. Hardison, "Binding Proteus: An Essay onHssay", in Butrym, pp. 11-28, p. 20.
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it is not perhaps an accident that the essay lasished especially in times of great
paradigm changes when old world views have beekeshand new ones have not yet
been firmly established. The need for an open dexible genre like the essay is
especially urgent when we have to return to thendations of our ethical and
aesthetical beliefs, or when we want to build a wamicative relation between

different sectors in our fragmented soci%%y.

In both of these cases the essay is valued asra gea close relationship with
social reality and mirroring the changes and simfthat reality. What sets these
accounts apart from the understanding of situahahe rhetorical genre theory
Is, however, the use of a vocabulary centered awatim-response: in other
words, the essay is responding — quite literallyHerdison's view — to social
reality. On the contrary, rhetorical genre theampéasizes that we have to give
up the notion of genre and situation being in amy weparable. The use of a
genre is the enactment of the social situation tandugh genre the situations
receive form.

In Uses of LiteraturdRita Felski insists that difficulties arise wheseeritics
try to enforce an equivalence of textual structuseth social structures, "to
assert a necessary causality between literary fanmddarger political effect$®,
Along the same lines rhetorical genre theory mastéhat when the genre — in
this case the essay — is understood as a meama@iing possible action in the
social world, it is at the same time participatimgthe construction of the
situation which it is seen as being a responsdlte. essay as genre — as an
indeterminate literary genre and a socially attentihetorical genre — is an
indispensable tool in comprehending the shiftsaaia reality and in making
sense of the world.

®7 KorhonenEssaying Friendshimp. 14.
®8 Felski, p. 8.



