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Fuentes’ argument with historical discourse is based on certain omis-
sions that he perceives in it. He points out the lack of a tragic vision and
of poetic insights, both of which, he believes, are important means of ap-
prehending reality. Hayden White, however, contends that all discourse--
historical or literary--contains an overriding image that gives coherence to
the diverse aspects of its style. This image, essentially poetic and linguistic,
can be identified with one of four tropes: metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche,
and irony. These tropes characterize or ‘‘prefigure’’ the field of study and,
thereby, form the base that allows the writer to reach his specific conclu-
sions. They appeal to the subconscious of the reader and prepare him to
accept the given explanation of the data as valid. White postulates a ‘‘deep
level of consciousness on which the historical thinker chooses conceptual
strategies by which to explain or represent his data.’’'He further explains:

On this level, I believe, the historian performs an essen-
tially poetic act, in which he prefigures the historical field
and constitutes it as a domain upon which to bring to bear
the specific theories he will use to explain ‘‘what was real-
ly happening”’ in it. This act of prefiguration may, in turn,
take a number of forms, the types of which are
characterizable by the linguistic modes in which they are
cast.?

The dominating image or trope supports the interpretation of the data and,
therefore, a specific attitude toward the events and the structures of the
society in which those events occur. A metonymical interpretation postulates
separation within society together with strict laws that determine the events,
while a metaphorical interpretation postulates an identity among the
members of society and, at the same time, affirms the uniqueness of each
event, the cause of which is ‘‘unknowable to reason.’’*

The poetic element that White postulates is not merely secondary to
every historical account, but the very foundation on which the argument
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