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ABSTRACT

Within dominant approaches like genre theory, deconstruction and cultural studies,
the notion of literature’s specificity has become impossible. The lack of a concept for
literature and the deconstruction of specificity itself has led to pronouncements that: literature
does not exist; everything is literature; there is very little literature. Nevertheless, ‘literature’
is registered in formal, theoretical and philosophical discussions which have offered complex
insights into the literary but primarily to illuminate philosophical problems. This thesis
explores these very insights for the possibility that ontology, as the inquiry into Being as
such, can also comprehend literary specificity, and undertakes a reconsideration of what is
ontology itself. Rather than a single definition or concept of literature, the ground of its
specificity is offered in the proposed ontology of the literary, which is not a regionalization of
the fundamental question of metaphysics. Being’s coming into specificity is a ‘transitivity’
through which an originary act or ‘primitivity’ becomes a work-being, whose ‘stratification’
simultaneously sustains primitive and presentational strata. The literary is not a thing or

property but work-being; its specificity is not generic but ontological.

I elaborate specificity with respect to temporality, implicit in the concept of being,
and to language, the material of verbal art. Investigating Kant’s transcendental aesthetic; its
significance for the impasse of Jena Romanticism as ‘literary absolute’; and Heidegger’s
four-dimensional temporality of the ‘event of appropriation’, contrasted with temporization in
Derrida, I delineate this ground as a creative temporality defined by transitive tension rather
than presence or succession. The literary is the work of a transcendental transitivity which is
the creative power of language lodged at its limit, explored through Heideggerian ‘rift-
design’; Deleuzian ‘agrammaticality’; Blanchot’s ‘void; Foucaultian ‘outside’; and
Agamben’s ‘thing itself’. Using Jakobson’s analysis of shifters in which discourse ostends
itself, I call it ‘transcendental deixis’. From this asignifying ontological stratum of language a
specifically literary space arises, in which literature says what it alone can say. I explore the

transitivity of literary techniques in setting forth this space.
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