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PREFACE

This book is a call to arms for active literary politics in Europe and serves as an introduction to the cultural policy measures that currently shape literature in Norway. Norwegian literary policy consists of a multitude of measures, developed over the span of several decades. We argue that these measures have helped Norwegian literature achieve high scores in many indicators. Although Norway is a small society with a small language market, a surprisingly large number of books have been written and published—in 2017 alone, 3,700 new titles were released1—and there is a plethora of writers, publishers, booksellers, and a broad array of literature offered to readers. Currently, Norwegian literature has achieved great international success and is followed by literary agents, scouts, and international publishers with increasing interest. The authors should, of course, get the credit for this, but publishers, booksellers, and other industry actors are also important for the breadth and quality of the production and distribution of Norwegian literature. Literary politics is both cultural and knowledge politics, thus knowledge literature should also get its share of attention. The literary policy schemes in Norway have also benefitted literature and society at large. Therefore, it is important that literary policy is continually developed. This must be done from a broad understanding of literature and written culture.

Oslo, January 2019

Helge Rønning and Tore Slaatta


1. THE CORE VALUES OF NORWEGIAN LITERARY POLITICS

This book focuses on Norway’s literary politics; its policies and policy tools. Through a historical perspective, literary policies developed both as an industry regulation and as part of a cultural policy in Europe’s emerging nations. Literary policies are connected to the unique qualities of the book as a medium and to written culture as a basis for education, democracy, and participation. Literature encompasses all that is written and read and that which is primarily conveyed in the form of a text as opposed to what is orally and visually communicated. Verbal texts can, of course, also be presented orally and combined with images, as in a graphic novel or a picture book for children. Audio books can be streamed and listened to, while children’s books and digital learning materials can be multimediatized and interactive. But the way we use literature as a concept in this book is primarily related to the fact that we have learned to read and write.

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE WRITTEN WORD

The term ‘literature’ comes from the Latin word for letter, litera. Thus, as literature must be understood as written texts, literary policy must be understood as the policy of the written and what is being written. Literary policy exists because a society must care about the position and role of the written language in society. When everyone can read and write in their own language, literature acquires a special value for the community, both as a form of communication and as an art form. Literary policy is about sustaining this value and it is especially about the art of writing and the main conduit of literary texts—the book. But literature is present in all media, in newspaper debates and reviews, in literary radio programs, in the conversational talk shows on television, on the Internet, and in social media. Tomorrow’s literary policies will most likely embrace broader and more diverse areas than those of today.

Historically, linguistic ability and written language have developed over a long period of time. Language researchers date the human ability to speak to around 70,000 years ago. Written languages appear much later, around 5,000 years ago.2 From then on, writing and literature became fundamental to our civilization becoming what it is today, along with our ability to see the historical continuity from ancient times through antiquity until today; we have fragments and texts from thousands of years ago, with philosophical reflections, poems and stories, plays, religious systems, laws, written judgements, bureaucratic regulations, and educational texts. We can still read and reflect on these. But our focus will be on what has been called ‘the literary heritage’. The function of literary heritage and literary politics is to uphold this continuity in our history and our social consciousness.

In the etymological sense, literature conveyed through non-written media is not litera-ture, but ora-ture, as it is characterized by oral communication. This concept also has Latin roots, in the word oral, meaning ‘what originates in the mouth’. Orature has usually been used to denote poetic expressions from cultures lacking written language. For example, the ancient Greek Homeric epics are, strictly speaking, orature, at least until they were recorded in writing. In any case, the term ‘literature’ is now used for all forms of the dissemination of written texts, including poetic expressions originating in societies without written language.

Written language is still the dominant mode of expression in modern society, but this is being challenged by audiovisual and digital media. The different mediums of expression are also becoming increasingly interconnected. For instance, it has been estimated that eighty percent of Hollywood’s fictional movies and television dramas are based on some previously written work, such as adaptations of literary ideas. Umberto Eco, the Italian philosopher, author, and semiotician, once remarked that the computer ushered in the ‘final victory’ of written culture, because whatever was happening on the screen depended on the keyboard. ‘The computer [is] …’ as he wrote, ‘first of all, an alphabetic instrument’,3 and in order to use it one must be able to read and write.

LANGUAGE, NATION, AND COMMUNITY

As Benedict Anderson has demonstrated the art of printing was a necessary precondition for the formation of modern states.4 In addition to the emergence of capitalism as an economic system and central government administrations, the printing press was an important precondition for the establishment of states which led to a proliferation of written materials in the languages that people spoke. The nations developed around these three preconditions as ‘imagined communities’, united by whatever language was preferred by the respective state. From the very beginning, both cultural and literary policies were focused on building the nation and the imagined community.

The concept of national literature is used in several different ways. In Norway, we like to talk about ‘Norwegian literature’, but what that means, remains open to debate. Norwegian and Nordic literature are assigned common roots in Norse antiquity in Iceland through the umbrella term ‘Norse literature’, this according to a recently published book on Modern Norwegian5 literary history. Similar debates are ongoing in all European countries and they are often related to literary-historical issues. Norwegian literature was, however, celebrated early on as a unique expression of the Norwegian community’s distinctive history and collective identity. This literary greatness was the nation’s pride and the great authors were considered to be carriers of the nation’s values and distinctive character. In many countries, it was the expressional modes of these carriers that shaped the pattern of the modern written language. Some examples: Dante in Italy, Cervantes in Spain, Camöes in Portugal, and Holberg in Denmark. Thus, the great author or cultural celebrity also became a valuable asset, worthy of the support of the nation state. This was true in Norway as well.

As Hans Fredrik Dahl and Tore Helseth wrote, a ‘special characteristic of Norwegian cultural politics in the 1800s was that much of the support for cultural life was channelled to individuals, and less to institutions.’6 Famous authors were allotted a ‘poet’s salary’ or travel grants so they could travel abroad to write while being inspired by the international atmosphere of European civilization. Henrik Ibsen was one of these writers. In 1864, he received a generous travel grant to travel to Rome where he wrote the play Brand. Between 1860 and 1914, nine Norwegian writers received a ‘poet’s salary’ funded through the state budget. These grants often led to controversy in the parliament. The most famous example was when author Alexander Kielland’s application was rejected three times in 1884, 1885, and 1887, as his works were considered unchristian and immoral. The institutional part of the literary policy was mainly connected to the education system through literacy education in schools, and to the development of library services in the 1800s. The theatres, on the other hand, did not receive state funding until 1937.

Norwegian literary politics and policies transitioned from a focus on the national to develop an emphasis on other aspects, such as freedom of expression, the right to write what you want, and the right to freely form your own opinion. Another important aspect of literary policy was the process of dissemination—access to books and texts became a central policy point. The two written Norwegian languages—bokmål and nynorsk—continue to be a fundamental societal good, both in a democratic and a cultural sense. Literary policy is thus still about the language, about the literature, about the book as a medium, and about the population’s ability to read and write.

ACCESSIBILITY, PARTICIPATION, AND USE

Having cultural goods available to everyone is a fundamental and inclusive democratic principle. It is based on the value of having a common language and a literate populace. In principle, everyone should be able to reach out to others both orally and in writing as well as be able to read what other people write. Therefore, reading and writing education is fundamental and libraries, museums, and archives are critical government institutions. The principle of access to cultural goods for all is most clearly incorporated in Article 27 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights and is also supported by the formulations on freedom of thought and religion (Article 18), on freedom of opinion and expression (Article 19), and other freedoms, inter alia, political participation, and the right to education and work. Article 27 states:


1. Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific advancement and its benefits.

2. Everyone has the right to the protection of the moral and material interests resulting from any scientific, literary or artistic production of which he is the author.7



While the first paragraph postulates a universal right to freely participate and have easy access to society’s cultural goods, including literature, the second is a protection of what is called the ‘creator’ in Norway’s new copyright act. In our context, the creators are right holders who are mainly authors and translators. There are at least two literary-political aspects of this. Firstly, it becomes important that the literature that is written is preserved. Secondly, and of equal importance, is that anyone who wants to read a book can access it, both when it’s new and years later. In Norway, like most other countries, there are two main channels for the distribution of literature: one can buy a book in a book shop (or on the Internet) and one can borrow a book from the library. Today, one can even access literature digitally through the Internet, by reading it on a screen or downloading a file, often without borrowing or paying anything besides access to the web. Since Norway is a sparsely populated country, all cultural policies are built upon principles of equal geographical treatment. It therefore becomes important that libraries, schools, and booksellers make literature available where people live. But since literature and the number of books that can be read increase each year, to the point where even the most voracious reader of new Norwegian books is unable to keep up, literary policy is faced with another challenge: Are there certain areas of literature that need an extra push to get into the readers’ hands? And are there some parts of literature that are worthier of preservation and more important to engage with than others? If so, should these books be translated, adapted, and made more readily available?

Questions about accessibility and the use of literature are related to discussions about high-brow and low-brow culture, which literary policy indirectly affects in many ways. On the one hand, the right to write and publish literature is protected, regardless of opinions on quality or canon. But from time to time there is some debate whether the market, if left to itself, would ensure that the whole literary spectrum would be available. If there is no invisible hand in the market ensuring the individual’s right to participate in the culture, a cultural policy must intervene and regulate the market. But when the state intervenes in cultural policy, it must also be restrained. Currently, this form of disciplined exercise of power in cultural policy is regulated through a principle called ‘at arm’s length’. The principle entails that decisions about funding and grants are made by professional bodies, such as Arts Council Norway, at arm’s length from political bodies. It is a principle that is designed to prevent political favouritism and censorship.8 It is possible to create literary policy arrangements that increase access to and readership of certain parts of literature. This can be done by adding certain books to the compulsory reading list at schools or through prioritized library purchases. But which works of literature should get this special treatment—and how discretion is exercised—when the choices are made have been highly debated and criticized. We will explore discretionary appraisal of literature more later in relation to the so-called purchasing schemes.

DIVERSITY AND FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

The principle of accessibility and use is directly related to the desire that literature should also be diverse and broad—not dominated by one type of literature or a particular author. Through the Norwegian Constitution, the state is required to ensure that there is no censorship and that ‘freedom of expression should take place’, as expressed in §100 of the constitution. The original wording was short and sweet: ‘Freedom to print should take place’, but in a comprehensive revision in 2004, Norway created a more modern defence of freedom of expression as a constitutional right. In what became the new §100, it is also stated (in what has since been called the ‘infrastructure requirement’) that ‘The authorities of the state shall create conditions that facilitate open and enlightened public discourse.’9 This formulation gives the state a statutory responsibility for ensuring diversity and freedom of expression in all cultural and media policies, thereby strengthening democracy and enabling political and cultural participation. The fact that literature is a place to write freely—whether to promote perspectives and beliefs, or to present scientifically substantiated findings—is an invaluable asset for both the individual and society.

The desire for an open and enlightened public discourse is particularly important in a small language community, such as in Norway. Even in the smallest of language communities there is diversity, but this diversity is increasingly challenged by foreign languages, especially English. Preserving and developing the language is therefore a literarypolitical task. The demands for diversity also entail that the public sphere must be spacious enough to capture a wide range of meaningful content. Opinions should be tested and the best argument should win. For the literary audience, it means that books should be available to borrow or buy and be accessible and representative of a multitude of voices and opinions. One concern that every cultural industry wrestles with is the way in which the demand for industry profits narrows the market supply. If the market is unable to sustain the necessary breadth, the demands for freedom of expression and accessibility cannot be met. In Norwegian media policy, the state-owned broadcasting company NRK and the press grants play central roles in countering commercial and political monoculture. But it is also important for literary politics to cultivate conditions that are conducive to a rich and diverse ecology of authors to ensure that there are authors working in different genres and formats and that authors are recruited from all parts of the country and from different social classes, as well as being reasonably diverse in terms of gender, age, and use of language form. The situation is even more challenging because Norway is a country with several written languages—there are two official language forms, bokmål and nynorsk. In addition, there are several minority languages, primarily among the Sami population. Hence, Norwegian literary policy is closely linked to language policy issues that aim to maintain and protect the Norwegian languages. These issues are also felt in the sphere of academic literature, as the curricula are filled with English literature and because Norwegian researchers are required to publish in ‘internationally recognized journals’, making English an increasingly important academic and professional language in Norway. This is a challenge for the further development of academic and professional Norwegian.

Questions about freedom of expression, diversity, and literature are also related to how high the threshold is for someone to become an author. An author does not have a protected professional title like doctors, lawyers, or architects have. Anyone can call themselves an author and write, be it for their family, for their own diary, for students or peers. The first and primary means of differentiating between authors is therefore often whether one has published a book through an established publisher or not. It is usually this criterion that author associations use to distinguish qualified applicants from those who are merely hobbyists when they consider potential members. Literary policies that encourage budding authors must be considered more democratic than a policy that makes authorship difficult to achieve. It is now common practice to ensure a renewal of literature, and that grants also include newcomers. New voices are vital because a literature that is in a constant process of renewal simply becomes better literature. Literature is in constant dialogue with society as it addresses societal issues. If literature remains dominated by the same best-selling authors, it is in a poorer state than if it produces several diverse authorships over time.

The next distinction for authors is that between those who have written one or two books and those who manage to make a living through writing. Thus, author economy is crucial. It is a literary-political goal to enable more people to make a living from writing. Modern literary policy focuses on providing grants and support in ways that both create diversity and provide opportunities for writers to have income as artists, preferably without creating permanent dependence on government support initiatives.

QUALITY

Literature is tied to quality assessments through criticism and publicity. What is good and what is bad literature? Which works of literature are deemed ‘valuable’? Quality assessments can change over time and an author’s work can be experienced as more or less important as years go by. Therefore, the third threshold is connected to criteria by which literature and writing are valued and recognized as good literature. In several literary policy schemes, there are explicit or implicit assessments that must be made to fulfil the scheme’s objectives—for instance, what type of literature should be taught and used in schools, which authors should receive government grants, or which books should Norwegian public libraries buy.

Literary quality is nevertheless one of the more ambiguous values of literary policy. Nobody ever agrees, once and for all, what quality is or what it should be. Sociologists can say that something is ‘narrow’ or that something is ‘broad’, but they cannot judge whether one is better than the other. If politicians define quality, they may quickly face criticism for breaking the unwritten principle of ‘at arm’s length.’ Literary policy tools often have more general and quantitative goals, such as stimulating more publications, motivating more women writers, or providing more non-fiction in Norwegian for children and adolescents. The question of literary quality nevertheless remains ubiquitous: what is the point of support schemes for literature if they do not also lead to the writing and publishing of texts that are considered good literature?

What, for example, makes Olav H. Hauge’s poem This is the dream good literature?


This is the dream10

This is the dream we carry

that something wonderful will happen,

that it must happen—

that time will open

that the heart will open

that doors will open

that the mountain will open

that springs will flow—

that the dream will open,

that early one morning we’ll glide

into a harbour we knew nothing about.



Hauge’s poem served as the inspiration when Norway selected its motto as the Guest of Honour at the 2019 Book Fair in Frankfurt. The poem had already received many accolades: in 2016, the poem was voted Norway’s best poem by the public broadcaster NRK, and the poem is often recited at confirmations and weddings. But before its release in 1966, the poem was considered an ‘idle litany’ by the publisher’s consultant. The reception, however, changed as exemplified by the review by Eldrid Lunden, author and professor of creative writing. She writes that it is, ‘a poem that is almost psychedelic, that could have been sung by the Beatles, obliviously capturing the mood of young and old alike, a poem written as in a trance, with eyes closed.’11

In the literary world, it is primarily the professional analyses, essays, reviews, and all the conversations about literature that create perceptions of what quality should be attributed to literary works. It is a choir with several voices, with differing degrees of power and authority to judge. Many authors today believe that critics have too much power. If an author receives negative reviews, book sales and reading enthusiasm may suffer; but if the reviews are positive, one may have hopes of entering the bestseller list. But the worst is getting no reviews at all. At the frequent literary festivals and meeting places for conversations about literature, an author meets their audience, often with great success. In literary-historical overviews, one often tries to use a more dispassionate perspective, adding the weight of time to the evaluations of authorships and works.

Having read several such literary overviews, one will notice that only a few are awarded recognition and stamps of approval. But as readers, we are used to having an opinion about the books we read. We may consider a book to be really good, because we had a wonderful reading experience. The opinions of critics and literary scholars may at times feel insignificant, even annoying. Perhaps one critic may have negatively reviewed a book we read and thought was good. Or favourably reviewed a book we never get around to reading, but still rate highly. As Pierre Bayard writes, reading a book is not necessarily a prerequisite for having an opinion about it or talking about it. And when have you really read and understood a book?12

Whatever literary quality is, it is a topic of disagreement. Thus, it is an open and difficult question to answer; how should we evaluate quality in literary policies? Yet it is also a practical question, and in every literary policy regime there are concrete ways to deal with and assess quality. Quality can always be evaluated and discussed in several ways: one can evaluate a specific publication or a particular author. Or literary quality can be attributed to a milieu, a group of writers, or a literary field. However, in the realm of literary policy, it is not an individual subjective judgment that should be passed, but rather a collective discretionary appraisal that should be made. The foremost tool of literary policy is the literary committee, the council that decides who and what texts should receive support. In Norway, it is often the author associations that propose members to such literary committees. To be a committee member is something that carries an obligation and responsibility for Norwegian literature. Committee discussions can be like peer review within the sciences, in that peers (writers) read and evaluate other authors’ works. Thus, indirectly, assessments of literary quality are expressed through the decisions to support a book or an authorship or not. In the committee meetings, each member’s assessment is presented and discussed, as if the committee represented the literary public as a whole. The members of the committees evaluate and argue based on general criteria, but they must assert their views to the other members.

In this way, literary quality assessments are rooted in established norms and evaluation criteria within the literary institution. Literary discretion is coloured by what is discussed and written in the literary journals, in reviews, and what is taught in school and the literary education institutions.

Assessments of literary works always happen in a meeting between a text and a reader. Different readers react differently to different texts. Thus, there are no absolute, objective criteria for what makes good or bad literature. Literary assessments depend on the individual reader’s subjective experiences, which in turn are based on aspects such as gender, class, education, and upbringing. It is at the intersection of the subjective elements that the author has written into the text and the subjective background of the reader where the intersubjective experience, and thus assessment, emerges. Every reader can have an immediate experience of a literary work, but a more justified assessment is based on the knowledge of how an individual text relates to a broader context, and to aesthetic and theoretical considerations.

Academic literature on literary quality emphasizes different criteria. The traditional aesthetics assessment criteria, such as unity, complexity, and intensity, are usually fundamental. Others pay keen attention to whether the text is coherent. It is a positive if none of the pieces in the work seem random or break with the basic composition. However, this does not mean that standards of unity and intelligibility cannot be broken, as in the modernist tradition. What is called the structural criteria of a work are necessary but not sufficient as a basis for determining the literary value of a text. Literary quality is also linked to a basic understanding of the history of literature. Texts are a part of a long chain of traditions, where new works are based on and relate to previous works, both continuing and breaking with them. This affects the horizon of expectations for each individual work, as assessment criteria change with time. Works that were considered unique a generation ago may appear dated decades later. This means that different critics may assess works differently based on the literary tradition they are embedded in. Assessments of literary quality also happen within the literary public’s normative framework, where different intersubjective opinions meet.13

THE HISTORY AND TOOLS OF LITERARY POLICY

The foundation of a country’s literary politics and policies is based on long and multifaceted historical developments connected to knowledge development, to communication, and to the artistic process. Its seeds lie in the emergence of nation states and modern society and it is inextricably linked to education politics and the notion of creating citizens who are knowledgeable participants in a modern democratic community. Norway is a case in point, where the introduction of a compulsory school attendance policy in the 18 th century was the basis for developing general literacy. The policies progressed in the 19th century when Norway established its own universities as part of its independence. In the 20th century, literary policy became enshrined in modern educational and cultural institutions throughout Norway. And after the Second World War, with the emergence of the Norwegian welfare state, literary policy has become part of a comprehensive culture and media policy in which public institutions cooperate with private interests and civil society.

With the evolution of literature as a separate economic and political field—with professional authors, critics, publishers, and literary journals—literary policy also had to address issues such as competition and predictability for publishers and booksellers, author income, and literary quality. Over time, Norway has developed a varied collection of literary policy instruments: a book agreement for regulating fixed prices, a book purchasing scheme for libraries, a system for distributing compensations to authors and publishers, regulations regarding which books booksellers will offer, VAT exemptions, standardized royalty agreements, and more. Libraries and schools continue to act as fundamental literary policy institutions. This book attempts to outline all of this, which is sometimes called ‘the Norwegian literary system’. It is not really a system, though, and it has been created over time. But the various literary policy tools have worked in harmony with one another and emerge from core values related to the distinctive character of (our) language, freedom of expression, accessibility, diversity, and literary quality. In this book, we will explore each of the four main literary policy tools: the judicial, the economic, the educational, and the technological. First, we will describe the areas of literary policy, its institutions and actors, and how values and policy tools are interconnected. In short, we will demonstrate how literary policy must be understood as politics.


NOTES

1The Norwegian Publishers Association, Bokstatistikken 2017, p. 19.

2Roughly 5000 years ago, people who lived on the fertile plains between the Euphrates and Tigris began to write. They transformed the spoken language into characters that they carved on stones or pressed into sheets of clay. This cuneiform script invented in the Sumerian civilizations is the historical origin of the scriptural revolution.

3‘From Internet to Gutenberg 1996’, A lecture presented by Umberto Eco at Columbia University for The Italian Academy for Advanced Studies in America on 12 November 1996. www.umbertoeco.com/en/from-internet-to-gutenberg-1996.html (Last visited 22 November 2018.)

4Anderson, Benedict (orig. 1983, last edition 2016) Imagined Communities. Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. London. Verso.

5Modern Norwegian (nynorsk) is one of Norway’s two official written languages. The other language is bokmål.

6Dahl, Hans Fredrik & Tore Helseth (2006) To knurrende løver. Kulturpolitikkens historie 1814–2014. Oslo. Universitetsforlaget.

7www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/.

8Mangset, Per (2012) ‘En armlengdes avstand eller statens forlengede arm? Et notat om armlengdesprinsippet i norsk og internasjonal kulturpolitikk.’ A memo about the ‘at arm’s length’ principle prepared for The Ministry of Culture. 23 August 2012.

9The Norwegian Constitution is available here: lovdata.no/dokument/NL/lov/1814-05-17 and the unofficial English translation here: lovdata.no/dokument/NLE/lov/1814-05-17.

10First published in Hauge, Olav H. (1996) Dropar i austavind. Oslo. Noregs boklag. Translated by Katherine J. Hanson.

11www.haugesenteret.no/ohh/no/aktuelt/Det+er+den+draumen+-+eit+dikt+med+mange+liv.d25SxlnW2O.ips (Last visited 1 October 2018.)

12Bayard, Pierre (2007) Comment parler des livres que l’onn’a pas lus? Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit.

13These reflections are based on Forser, Tomas (2002), Kritik av kritiken. Gråbo. Anthropos. and Johansen, Jørgen Dines & Erik Nielsen (eds.) (1984), Litterær værdi og vurdering. Odense. Odense Universitetsforlag. Especially the chapter by Jørgen Dines Johansen ‘Forsøg på en systematisering af vurderingskriterier før skønlitterære tekster.’
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