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POLYSYSTEM THEORY (REVISED)1

 
Itamar Even-Zohar 
 
1. System and Polysystem in Modern Functionalism: Statics vs. 
Dynamics 
The idea that socio-semiotic phenomena, i.e., sign-governed human 
patterns of communication (such as culture, language, literature), 
could more adequately be understood and studied if regarded as 
systems rather than conglomerates of disparate elements has 
become one of the leading ideas of our time in most sciences of 
man. Thus, the positivistic collection of data, taken bona fide on 
empiricist grounds and analyzed on the basis of their material 
substance, has been replaced by a functional approach based on the 
analysis of relations. Viewing them as systems, i.e., as networks of 
relations that can be hypothesized for a certain set of assumed 
observables ("occurrences" /"phenomena"), made it possible to 
hypothesize how the various socio-semiotic aggregates operate. 
The way was subsequently opened for the achievement of what has 
been regarded throughout the development of modern science as a 
supreme goal: the detection of the laws governing the diversity and 
complexity of phenomena rather than the registration and 
classification of these phenomena. 
 
Nevertheless, in spite of common premises, the functional approach 
has never been quite unified. Roughly speaking, two different and 
incompatible programs have been circulated. I will refer to the 
respective programs as "the theory of static systems" vs. "the 
theory of dynamic systems." The theory of static systems has 
wrongly been identified as the exclusive "functional" or "structural" 
approach, and is usually referred to as the teachings of Saussure. In 
Saussure's own writings and in subsequent works in his tradition, 
the system is conceived of as a static ("synchronic") net of 
relations, in which the value of each item is a function of the 
                                                 
 

1 A revised version (written 1997) of "Polysystem Theory," in Polysystem 
Studies [= Poetics Today, 11:1] 1990, pp. 9-26. First version was published in 
Poetics Today 1979 I, 1-2, pp. 287-310. 
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specific relation into which it enters. While the function of 
elements as well as the rules governing them are thus detected, 
there is hardly any way to account for change and variation. The 
factor of time-succession ("diachrony") has thus been eliminated 
from the "system" and ruled to lie beyond the scope of functional 
hypotheses. It has therefore been declared to be extra-systemic, 
and, since it was exclusively identified with the historical aspect of 
systems, the latter has been virtually banished from the realm of 
linguistics. 
 
The advantages of introducing the concept of system to replace the 
empiricist collection of data are evident. Even the reduction of the 
system to a-historical, extra-temporal aspect, as it were, is not per 
se indefensible. The linguistic scene of Saussure's time, with its 
heavy concentration on historical change, conceived of in non-
systemic terms (to put it mildly), clearly constituted an obstacle to 
discovering not how language differs in different periods, but how 
it operates in the first place. By means of reduction, an adequate 
level of abstraction could be achieved, and the principal 
mechanisms of language functioning were thus laid bare. 
Obviously, from the point of view of such an abstract model, the 
possible concurrent existence of different options within one 
system at a given moment need not necessarily be considered if 
these are, in principle, reducible. As is well known from other 
fields of inquiry (e.g., thermodynamics), it is more efficient from 
the methodological point of view to start by developing a theory of 
closed systems. 
 
Thus understood, the static approach really accomplishes its 
ultimate design. However, if taken for what it is not, namely, a 
model which aims at a closer account of the conditions under which 
a system operates in time, it can disturb scientific inquiry. There is 
a clear difference between an attempt to account for some major 
principles which govern a system outside the realm of time, and 
one which intends to account for how a system operates both "in 
principle" and "in time." Once the historical aspect is admitted into 
the functional approach, several implications must be drawn. First, 
it must be admitted that both synchrony and diachrony are 
historical, but the exclusive identification of the latter with history 
is untenable. As a result, synchrony cannot and should not be 
equated with statics, since at any given moment, more than one 
diachronic set is operating on the synchronic axis. Therefore, on the 
one hand a system consists of both synchrony and diachrony; on 
the other, each of these separately is obviously also a system. 
Secondly, if the idea of structuredness and systemicity need no 
longer be identified with homogeneity, a socio-semiotic system can 
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be conceived of as a heterogeneous, open structure. It is, therefore, 
very rarely a uni-system but is, necessarily, a polysystem–a 
multiple system, a system of various systems which intersect with 
each other and partly overlap, using concurrently different options, 
yet functioning as one structured whole, whose members are 
interdependent. 
 
If the static, synchronistic approach emanates from the Geneva 
School, the dynamic approach has its roots in the works of the Rus-
sian Formalists as well as the Czech Structuralists. The 
synchronistic approach, falsely interpreted, triumphed. For both 
layman and "professional," "structuralism" is still, more often than 
not, equated with statics and synchronism, homogeneous structure 
and a-historical approach. 
 
2. Polysystem: Processes and Procedures 
 
2.1. General Properties of the Polysystem 
Seen against such a background, the term "polysystem" is more 
than just a terminological convention. Its purpose is to make 
explicit the conception of a system as dynamic and heterogeneous 
in opposition to the synchronistic approach.
 
It thus emphasizes the multiplicity of intersections and hence the 
greater complexity of structuredness involved. Also, it stresses that 
in order for a system to function, uniformity need not be postulated. 
Once the historical nature of a system is recognized (a great merit 
from the point of view of constructing models closer to "the real 
world"), the transformation of historical objects into a series of 
uncorrelated a-historical occurrences is prevented. 
 
Admittedly, since handling an open system is more difficult than 
handling a closed one, the level of exhaustive analysis may be more 
limited. Perhaps more room will be given to "disorders," and the 
notion of "the systemic" will no more be erroneously equated with 
the notion of "the systematic." These are "disadvantages," to be 
sure, from the point of view of the theory of static systems. But 
from the point of view of dynamic systems theory they are nothing 
of the sort. Indeed, synchronism can deal with the general idea of 
function and functioning, but cannot account for the functioning of 
any socio-semiotic system in a specific territory in time. One can of 
course reduce the heterogeneity of culture in society to the ruling 
classes only, but this would not hold once the time factor, i.e., the 
possibility of change and its governing mechanisms, is taken into 
account. The acuteness of heterogeneity in culture is perhaps most 
"palpable," as it were, in such cases as when a certain society is bi- 
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or multilingual (a state that used to be common in most European 
communities up to recent times). 
 
The polysystem hypothesis, however, is designed precisely to deal 
with such cases, as well as with the less conspicuous ones. Thus, 
not only does it make possible the integration into semiotic 
research of objects (properties, phenomena) previously unnoticed 
or bluntly rejected; rather, such an integration now becomes a 
precondition, a sine qua non, for an adequate understanding of any 
semiotic field. This means that any isolatable section of culture 
may have to be studied in correlation with other sections in order to 
better understand its nature and function. For example, official 
culture requires studying non-official culture(s); standard language 
can better be accounted for by putting it into the context of the non-
standard varieties; prestigious types of texts can be related to less 
prestigious ones, and so on. 
 
Further, it may seem trivial, yet warrants special emphasis, that the 
polysystem hypothesis involves a rejection of value judgments as 
criteria for an a priori selection of the objects of study. This must 
be particularly stressed for almost all aspects of "culture," where 
confusion between the promotion of options and research still 
exists. If one accepts the polysystem hypothesis, then one must also 
accept that the historical study of phenomena as polysystems 
cannot confine itself to the prestigious segments, even if some 
would consider them the only raison d'être of the relevant study 
(such as "literary studies") in the first place. This kind of biased 
elitism cannot be compatible with cultural history just as general 
history can no longer be the life stories of kings and generals. 
 
Excluding the selection of objects to be studied according to the re-
searcher's taste does not mean that either particular "values" or 
evaluation in general are excluded by any section of the sciences of 
man as active factors to be accounted for. On the contrary, without 
a study of such evaluative norms, there is no way of understanding 
the behavior of any human system. I would therefore like to warn at 
this point against a misinterpretation of my argument; no 
"objectivist" program, in the naïve sense of the word, is preached 
here. As will become apparent from the following, the study of 
cultural norms lies at the very core of any functional stratification 
theory. 
 
2.2. Dynamic Stratification and Systemic Products 
Heterogeneity is reconcilable with functionality if we assume that 
rather than correlating with each other as individual items 
conferring to a single unified system, the seemingly non- 
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reconcilable items maintain more than one set of systemic relations, 
thus constituting partly alternative systems of concurrent options. 
 
These systems are not equal, but hierarchized within the 
polysystem. It is the permanent tension between the various strata 
which constitutes the (dynamic) synchronic state of the system. It is 
the prevalence of one set of systemic options over another which 
constitutes the change on the diachronic axis. In this centrifugal vs. 
centripetal motion, systemic options may be driven from a central 
position to a marginal one while others may be pushed into the 
center and prevail. However, with a polysystem one must not think 
in terms of one center and one periphery, since several such 
positions are hypothesized. A move may take place, for instance, 
whereby a certain item (element, function) is transferred from the 
periphery of one system to the periphery of an adjacent system 
within the same polysystem, and then may or may not move on to 
the center of the latter. 
 
Traditionally, we have often been faced with the results of such 
transfers either without realizing that they have occurred, or ignor-
ing their source. Since in practice, the tendency has been to identify 
the (uni-) system with the central options exclusively (that is, 
official culture as manifested in canonized repertoire of the 
dominating groups), peripheries have been conceived of (if at all) 
as categorically extra-systemic, a view which coincides of course 
with the "inside view" of the "people- in-the-culture" (cf. Lotman et 
al. 1975; Voegelin 1960). This attitude has led to a number of 
problems. First, there was no awareness of the tensions between 
strata within a system, and therefore the value (function, 
"meaning") of a variety of items went undetected; these items stood 
in clear opposition to other concurrent items, the existence and 
nature of which were ignored. Secondly, as already stated, the 
process of change could not be accounted for: changes were 
continuously explained in terms of the individual inventions of 
imaginative minds or as mysteriously resulting from "influences" 
from an external source (often from an isolated distinguishable 
item), or from direct responses to "the spirit of the age." At any 
rate, the materially manifested changes often remained 
uninterpreted, since their nature was concealed from the observer's 
eye. 
 
Why transfers take place in the first place, the reasons for specific 
transfers, and how they are actualized (performed) are questions 
with which Polysystem theory has been increasingly occupied in 
direct proportion to the growing number of instances where it has 
been put to the test during recent years. 



POLYSYSTEM THEORY REVISED  6 
 
 
 
One thing has become clear: the polysystem constraints are 
interdependent with the procedures of selection, manipulation, 
amplification, removal, etc., taking place in actual products 
pertaining to the polysystem. Therefore, even those interested not 
in the processes taking place in a culture, or any institutionalized 
activity (field) in it, but in the "actual" constitution of culture 
products (e.g., any repeatable events, or, on a more particular level, 
lingual utterances, texts), cannot avoid taking into account the state 
of the particular polysystem with whose products they happen to 
deal. Naturally, when only official products (recognized or 
institutionalized events, or complexes of events, such as normative 
behaviors, standard language utterances, literary "masterpieces") 
were treated, the work of the polysystem constraints often could not 
be detected. As the researchers failed to see the connection between 
the position of products and models (properties, features) within the 
structured whole (by which they are constrained), on the one hand, 
and the decisions made while producing them, linked with the 
constraints on the activity of producers, on the other, local, isolated 
explanations became their only possible refuge. (For a more 
detailed discussion of repertoires and products see "Factors and 
Dependencies" in this collection.) 
 
2.2.1. Canonized vs. Non-Canonized Strata 
The hypothesis that certain components of a cultural repertoire 
tend, in any given time, to cluster around certain social statuses has 
been suggested in a variety of fields of study. The various 
institutions of culture, in permanent endeavor to promote their 
preferred repertoires, naturally often propagated the idea that 
undesired options are "essentially" pertinent to some lower status, 
basically denying them any status at all. For example, if the 
recognized repertoire is presented as "the culture," then any 
rejected one is simply not recognized at all, often referred to as 
"non culture,", (or "not cultural" in the popular parlance). 
 
A pioneer in stratification thinking in the field of "the arts" was 
Viktor Shklovskij, who, in the early 1920's, formulated the 
opposition between "canonized" and "non-canonized" options as an 
explanation for literary dynamics. Actually, he seems to have done 
more than that, i.e., he conceptualized the socio- cultural 
distinctions of text production in terms of stratification. In such a 
view, "canonized" would mean those norms and works (i.e., both 
models and products) which are accepted as legitimate by the 
dominant groups within the literary institution. On the other hand, 
"non-canonized" would mean those norms and products which are 
rejected by these groups as illegitimate and whose products are 
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often forgotten in the long run by the community (unless they 
change their status). In this view, canonicity is therefore no 
inherent feature of any activity on any level, but the outcome of 
power relations within a system. 
 
Similar hypotheses have been suggested by workers in the field of 
semiotics. Both Bakhtin and Lotman, for example, have developed 
the distinctions between "official" and "non-official" strata in 
culture. 
 
The tendency to view official culture as the only acceptable one in 
a given society has resulted in massive cultural compulsion 
affecting whole nations through a centralized educational machine 
and making it impossible even for students of culture to observe 
and appreciate the role of the dynamic tensions which operate 
within the culture for its efficient maintenance. This regulating 
balance is possibly manifested in the stratificational oppositions. 
The normative repertoires of any activity would very likely 
stagnate after a certain time if not for competition from non-
normative challengers. Under the pressures from the latter, the 
normative repertoires may not be able to remain unchanged. This 
guarantees the evolution of the "system", which, paradoxical as it 
may sound, is the only means of its preservation. If no such 
interplay of repertoires is possible, we often witness either the 
gradual abandonment of a repertoire and movement to another 
(e.g., a complete replacement of a system, for instance of language, 
instead of partial transformations of components only), or even the 
total collapse of a polysystem (the totality of interrelated factors 
disappear, e.g., the disintegration of the ancient Assyrians). 
 
It seems that when there are no effective "sub-cultures," or when 
exerting real pressures on canonized culture is not permitted, there 
is little chance of there being a vital standard culture. Without the 
stimulation of a strong "sub-culture," any canonized activity tends 
to gradually become petrified. The first steps towards petrification 
manifest themselves in a high degree of boundness and growing 
stereotypization of the various repertoires. The span of play among 
the various factors working in a culture is also greatly reduced. For 
the system, petrification is an operational disturbance: in the long 
run it does not allow it to cope with any possible changing circum-
stances of the society in which it functions. If one conceives of this 
incapacity in terms of cultural inadequacy–a concept barely expli-
cated as yet–then there are various possible manifestations of it. 
 
It should be noted that this use of the idea of canonicity (and the 
corresponding adjective "canonized") – inspired by Shklovskij's 
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initial conceptualization – has less to do with questions concerning 
the formation and preservation of persistent canons (i.e., their 
consolidation, consecration and durability as well as their 
effectiveness in the ongoing mutating dynamics of the polysystem, 
as is often the concern of discussions of "the canonical")2; in my 
conception of canonicity I refer rather to the promotion of 
concurrent repertoires as the accepted normative standards for a 
certain polysystem. Accordingly, the center of the whole 
polysystem is identical with the most prestigious canonized 
repertoire. Thus, it is the group which governs the polysystem that 
ultimately determines the canonicity of a certain repertoire. Once 
canonicity has been determined, such a group either adheres to the 
properties canonized by it or alters the repertoire of canonized 
properties in order to maintain control. On the other hand, if 
unsuccessful in either the first or the second procedure, both the 
group and its canonized repertoire may eventually be pushed aside 
by some other group, which makes its way to the center by 
canonizing a different repertoire. However, established repertoires 
may be perpetuated as long as they may be useful to any group for 
organizing its life, its position in the system included. 
 
While repertoire may be either canonized or non-canonized, the 
system to which a repertoire belongs may be either central or 
peripheral. Naturally, when a central system is the home of 
canonized repertoires, one may speak in abbreviated terms of 
canonized vs. non-canonized systems, in spite of the imprecision 
thus introduced into our jargon. While some of these rules and 
materials seem to be universally valid since the world's first 
cultures, clearly a great many rules and materials are subjected to 
shifting conditions in different periods and societies. It is this local 
and temporal sector of the repertoire which is the issue of struggle 
in any socio-semiotic system. But there is nothing in the repertoire 
itself that is capable of determining which section of it can be (or 
become) canonized or not, just as the distinctions between 
"standard," "high," "vulgar," or "slang" in language are not 
determined by the language repertoire itself, but by the language 
system–i.e., the aggregate of factors operating in society involved 
with the production and consumption of lingual behavior. The 
selection of a certain aggregate of features for the consumption of a 
certain group is therefore extraneous to that aggregate itself. 

 
 
2 For a detailed discussion see Sheffy 1985, 1990, 1992. 
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Obviously, canonized repertoire is supported by either conservatory 
or innovatory elites, and therefore is constrained by those cultural 
patterns which govern the behavior of the latter. 
 
2.3. Systemic Inter-Relations 
The principles and properties, hypothesized in the above 
paragraphs for the intra-relations of the polysystem, hold true for its 
inter-relations as well. These inter-relations involve two kinds of 
adjacent systems: (a) a larger whole belonging to the same 
community, and (b) a whole, or its parts, which belongs to other 
communities, either of the same order (sort) or not. 
 
In case (a), such a view is based on the assumption that any socio-
semiotic activity (or field) is a component of a larger (poly)system 
– that of "culture," and therefore is inevitably correlated (or 
constantly liable to correlation) with other systems pertaining to the 
same whole. 
 
As for case (b), i.e., the correlations a system maintains with 
systems maintained by other communities, the same principle is 
valid. Just as an aggregate of phenomena operating for a certain 
community can be conceived of as a system constituting part of a 
larger polysystem, which, in turn, is just a component within the 
larger polysystem of the "total culture" of the said community, so 
can the latter maintain systemic relations with other systems 
organizing the "cultures" of other communities. In history, such 
"units" are by no means clear-cut or forever finalized. Rather, the 
opposite holds true, as the borders separating adjacent systems shift 
all the time, not only within systems, but between them. The very 
notions of "within" and "between" cannot be taken either statically 
or for granted. 
 
In short, it is a major goal, and a workable task for the Polysystem 
theory, to deal with the particular conditions under which a certain 
culture may be interfered with by another culture, as a result of 
which repertoires are transferred from one polysystem to another. 
For instance, if one accepts the hypothesis that peripheral 
properties are likely to penetrate the center once the capacity of the 
center to fulfill certain functions (i.e., the repertoire of the center) 
has been weakened, then there is no sense in denying that the very 
same principle operates on the inter-systemic level as well. 
Similarly, it is the polysystemic structure of the cultures involved 
which can account for various intricate processes of interference. 
For instance, contrary to common belief, interference often takes 
place via peripheries. (For a discussion of interference see "Laws of 
cultural Interference" below.) 



POLYSYSTEM THEORY REVISED  10 
 
 
 
2.4. Stability and Instability; Volume of the System 
For a socio-cultural system to be able to operate without needing to 
depend on extraneous systems (for instance, parallel systems of 
other communities), several conditions must be fulfilled. For 
instance, there is good reason to believe that heterogeneity is one of 
these conditions. Here the law of proliferation seems to be 
universally valid. This law simply means that in order to operate 
and remain vital a system has to be always enhanced with a 
growing inventory of alternative options. Hence, inter-systemic 
transfers, in whatever constellation or volume, are inevitable, and 
are carried out in spite of resistance. 
 
It would naturally be highly desirable, and indeed a great advance-
ment of our theories, to know how large "a sufficient stock" need 
be in order for a system to function adequately. Such knowledge, of 
course, can only be speculative, although an attempt can be made at 
defining "minimal" repertoires, without which any cultural system 
would not be able to work. Studies of the emergence of all kinds of 
repertoires have shown that from the moment a culture is observed 
as functioning for a community, no culture functions with a small 
repertoire. In other words, it seems to be reasonably substantiated 
that once a system starts, (the law of) proliferation is activated. 
 
However, this does not mean that instability is a normal or 
desirable state for a system. Instability should not be identified with 
change, just as stability should not be identified with petrification. 
In other words, stability or instability of repertoire do not reflect, 
or necessarily generate, stability or instability of the system. A 
system which is incapable of maintaining itself over a period of 
time and is often on the verge of collapse is, from the functional 
point of view, unstable; while a system undergoing permanent, 
steady, and well-controlled change may adequately be considered 
stable simply because it perseveres. It is only such stable systems 
which manage to survive, while others simply perish. Therefore, 
"crises" or "catastrophes" in a polysystem (i.e., occurrences which 
call for radical change, either by internal or external transfer), if 
they can be balanced by the system, are signs of a vital, rather than 
a degenerate, system. The system may be endangered only when 
change becomes unbalanced and hence unmanageable. Naturally, 
from the point of view of position holders in the system, on 
whatever level, any change which they cannot control endangers 
their positions, but not necessarily the system as such. There are of 
course cases in history where endangered repertoire puts the whole 
system in danger, but this is more often than not the result of 
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preceding long stagnation which has not allowed "normal 
dynamics" in the first place. 
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