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DANIEL L. GREENBLATT 

Generative Metrics and the Authorship of 
"The I " Expostu ation 

"The Expostulation" has been printed among the 
poems of John Donne since the first edition, in 
1633. However, M. L. Wilder and Helen Gardner 
have claimed that prosodic features of the poem 
are uncharacteristic of Donne. They attribute 
the poem either to Ben Jonson or to some unknown 
third party. Using metrical data from a computer
aided scansion of "The Expostulation" and elegies 
by Donne and Jonson, this study tests statisti
cally the hypothesis that Donne did not write 
the elegy, and that Jonson might have. Data on 
complexity and frequency of stress prominances 
in all samples were obtained using Halle and 
Keyser's scansion method. The probability of 
"The Expostulation" and the sample of Donne's 
elegies coming from the same population is less 
than .01 according to several statistical tests. 
All control tests comparing the Donne sample with 
a Donne elegy of comparable length yielded values 
for p greater than .10 that the samples were 
drawn from the same population. All tests com
paring "The Expostulation" with a sample from 
Jonson's elegies also yielded values of p great
er than .10. The study confirms the hypothesis 
that Donne did not write "The Expostulation," 
and leaves open the possibility that Jonson did. 
[DLG, RB] 

1) The Problem 

An elegy entitled "The Expostulation" has been the ob
ject of an authorship dispute since early in the nineteenth 
century.l The poem appeared in the reliable first edition 
of John Donne's Poems (1633), a collection which otherwise 
contains only two uncanonical poems. It also appeared in 
the first edition of Ben Jonson's Underwoods (in the 1641 folio), 
a collection which, although replete w1th printer's errors, 
contains only one other uncanonical poem.2 J1anuscript evi
dence, although it supports the attribution to Donne, has 
been shown not to be conclusive. And the poem has proven 
to be ambiguous stylistically as well: some elements seem 
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Donnean (such as the subject matter and the curse in lines 
39-52), while others are more characteristic of Jonson (such 
as the frequency of enjambment and placement of caesurae) .3 
Most scholars for the last forty years have accepted the poem 
as Donne's, but no absolute proof of Donne's authorship has 
been offered. 

I believe that the method of metrical analysis intro
duced by Morris Halle and Samuel Jay Keyser4 provides us with 
a means for testing, statistically, the attributions of this 
poem to Donne and Jonson. In this paper, I shall support 
Helen Gardner's claim that Donne did not write "The Expostula
tion," and the argument of M. L. Wilder that Jonson might well 
have. 

Halle and KeyserS regard the abstract pattern of iambic 
pentameter as a series of "positions": 

{W)SWSWSWSWS(X) {X) 

for which elements in parentheses may be omitted and each X 
position may be occupied only by an unstressed syllable. In 
a metrical line of iambic pentameter, the positions are filled 
according to the following correspondence rules: 

(1) (a) A position corresponds to a 
single syllable, or 

(b) to a sonorant sequence incorpo
rating at most two vowels (im
mediately adjoining or separated 
by a sonorant consonant) . 

(2) (a) Fully stressed syllables occur 
in s positions only and in all 
s positions, or 

(b) fully stressea-syllables occur 
in S positions only but not in 
all s positions, or 

(c) stress prominences-occur in S 
positions only but not in all 
S positions. 

A syllable is called a "stress prominence" when it is a fully 
stressed syllable occurring between two unstressed syllables 
in the same syntactic constituent within a line of verse.6 
"Full stress" here means full linguistic stress, stress "which 
is linguistically assigned by the rules of English phonology."? 
Only the principally stressed syllable of nouns, verbs, verbal 
particles, deictic pronouns, adjectives, and most adverbs 
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are regarded as having "full stress." Syllables of function 
words, conjunctions, prepositions, determiners, medals, "be" 
in all forms, and non-deictic pronouns are regarded, for the 
purposes of metrical analysis, as "unstressed."B Thus in 
Hamlet's line, 

(3) To be, or not to be: 
w s w s w s 

that is the question 
W S W S (X) 

none of the syllables occupying the first six positions is 
regarded as "fully stressed." Only the deictic "that" in 
position 7 and the first syllable of "question" are fully 
stressed. Of course, both instances of "be" and the "not" 
receive stress, but the stress they receive is of a different 
nature than "that" and "ques-", for it is rhetorically, rather 
than linguistically, derived. 

The function of this model is to distinguish metrical 
lines from unmetrical ones on a linguistic basis. Halle and 
Keyser propose that a line that does not obey any of the three 
parts of correspondence rule (2) is in some sense "unmetrical." 
That is, lines may contain exceptions to the rules of all S 
positions being filled with stress and all stresses falling 
in S positions without violating a reader's sense of iambic 
pentameter. But when stress prominences occupy W positions, 
that sense is violated, and we can call such events and the 
lines which contain them "unmetrical." Tne following lines 
illustrate this distinction: 

( 4) the 
. • . 

ply his old taske Let old boy, your sonne, 
w s w s w s w ·s w s 

--Jonson, The Forrest, X, --
Those 

. 
issue which swell eye-lids teares to my (5) 

w s w s w s w s w s 
--Donne, "Satyre III, II 2 . 

19. 

(4) is metrical: although it contains a number of exceptions 
to parts (a) and (b) of rule (2), it has no stress prominences 
in W positions (in fact, it has no stress prominences at all). 
(5) is considered unmetrical because positions 7 and 9 (W 
positions) are occupied by stress prominences, In making 
this distinction, "the Halle-Keyser rules ... constitute 
essentially a grammar of meter, comparable to the generative 
grammarians' 'rules of competence,' which will determine (i.e., 
provide a metrical description of) what are metrical and what 
are unmetrical lines."9 Whence the term "generative metrics" 
in the title of this paper. 
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Generative grammars, whose function is to distinguish 
grammatical from ungrammatical sentences, provide in so doing 
a complete and accurate enough description of various syntac
tic events that they have become useful tools for the analysis 
of literary style. They have been extended from their primary 
function of determining grammaticalness, to describing gram
matical features of style.lO Halle and Keyser's "generative 
metric" can be similarly extended from its primary function 
of determining metricalness, to describing metrical features 
of style.ll Once we have assigned the syllables of a line of 
verse to positions,l2 and assigned stresses to the appropri
ate syllables, we can inspect the line to find out: 

(1) How many stress prominences it contains;l3 
(2) In what positions they occur; 
(3) How many S positions are filled with an 

unstressed syllable (exception to cor
respondence rule [2a]); 

(4) How many W positions are filled with a 
stressed syllable (exception to corre
spondence rule [2b]). 

In addition, Halle and Keyser have proposed a scale which 
scores numerically the "complexity" of a line by means of 
counting the number of exceptions to parts of the correspon
dence rules the line contains. 

And with whores, theeves and murtherers stuft his rents 

w s w s w s w s w s 

--Donne, "The Bracelet," 62 

This line was assigned a complexity score of 4: positions 2 
and 3 are both exceptions to rule (2a), and position 3 is also 
an exception to (2b), while position 7 contains an exception 
to rule (la) .14 We can add a fifth element, then, to our list: 

(5) What its complexity score is. 

Taken together, these five elements provide us with a statis
tical description of certain elements of a poet's metrical 
style. 

2) Research Method 

My plan was to gather data on complexity, stress position, 
and stress prominences in "The Expostulation," and then to 
test them for homogeneity against data gathered from samples 
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of poetry from the known works of Donne and Jonson. Jonson 
composed five love elegies comparable to "The Expostulation" 
(i.e., in rhymed iambic pentameter couplets): Underwoods 
XVII, XVIX, XXXVIII, XL, XLI. They range in length from 22 
to 122 lines, comprising a total of 246 lines: this, the 
entire body of Jonson's love elegies, constituted my Jonson 
sample. From the more than 700 lines Donne wrote in this 
genre, I chose five poems of analogous length: "The Bracelet," 
"Jealosie," "To his Mistris going to Bed," "Change," and "His 
Picture" (Grierson: Elegies XI, I, XIX, III, and V). These 
range from 20 to 114 lines, and total 252 lines. Since the 
Donne sample was a selection from the total body of his love 
elegies, I performed additional tests for the homogeneity of 
this sample with an elegy by Donne from outside the sample 
("The Perfume"--Elegy IV in Grierson--72 lines). This poem 
served as a control sample, and the tests between it and the 
Donne sample were a means of checking the representativeness 
of the latter.lS 

With 640 lines of verse to be inspected and five catego
ries of data to be gathered, hand tabulation promised to be 
inefficient and, more important, inaccurate. Therefore a 
computer was used to gather the data in these five categories. 
I keypunched the corpus, one line to a Hollerith card, with 
identifying marks for word-internal position boundaries, 
sonorant sequences, stress, and syntactic boundaries. I then 
programmed the computer to break off each position in a line, 
scan it for the presence or absence of the identifying marks, 
and increase the values of the appropriate variables assigned 
to count: total complexity, number of lines with a given 
complexity value, total number of stress prominences, number 
of lines with a given number of stress prominences, number 
of stress prominences in each S position, number of stressed 
syllables in W positions, number of unstressed syllables in 
S positions. Basically, then, the scansions--the assigning 
of syllables to positions and stresses to syllables--were 
performed by me, and the computer was used as a "very power
ful and extensive filing cabinet."l6 It was used in addition 
to perform the statistical calculations. 

3) Data and Results (see Appendix for explanation of 
statistical terms) 

The data fell into two classes: data on exceptions to 
the correspondence rules (complexity), and data on stress 
prominences; and these classes became the basis for two ways 
of testing the hypotheses that "The Expostulation'' is homo
geneous with both the Donne and the Jonson samples, and that 
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"The Perfume" is homogeneous with the Donne sample. From 
these two classes I devised a third, the ratio of complexity 
score to stress prominences, which became the basis for a 
third way of testing these hypotheses. 

a) Exceptions to the correspondence rules (complexity) 

The computer sorted the number of lines with a given 
complexity value within each sample. These data, along with 
calculations for mean complexity per line and variance, are 
given in Table 1 ("C" means "complexity"): 

lines with Donne 
c = 0 7( 3%) 

1 29(12) 
2 43(17 ) 
3 39(15) 
4 62(25 ) 
5 33(13 ) 
6 13( 5 ) 
7 11( 4 ) 
8 10( 4 ) 
9 2 ( 1 ) 

10 2 ( 1 ) 
11 1 ( 0 ) 

Mean C per line 3.69 
Variance 4.28 

TABLE 1 

Jonson 
11( 4%) 
59(24 ) 
69(28 ) 
48(20 ) 
30(12 ) 
19 ( 8 ) 

"Expostulation" 

7 ( 3 ) 
1 ( 0 ) 
2 ( 1 ) 

2.52 
2.38 

3( 4%) 
15(21 ) 
12(17 ) 
18(26 ) 
15(21 ) 

4 ( 6 ) 
3 ( 4 ) 

2.73 
2.20 

"Perfume" 
3( 4%) 

10(14 ) 
11(15 ) 
14(20 ) 
11(15 ) 

9(13 ) 
6 ( 8 ) 
5 ( 7 ) 
3 ( 4 ) 

3.58 
4.36 

If we assume that the complexity scale is truly an interval 
scale, and therefore that the means and variances are mean
ingful, then we can test the homogeneity of any two samples 
by testing for differences between their means. If the means 
of two samples turn out to be significantly different, we 
infer that the samples could not have been drawn from the 
same population, and therefore are not homogeneous; if the 
means are not significantly different, we infer that the 
samples could have been drawn from the same population, and 
we cannot reject the hypothesis of homogeneity. The appro
priate statistical test for difference between means is the 
t test. Let us specify our level of significance at .01; 
that is, if t is large enough so that p < .01 (where p is the 
probability that the difference between the sample means is 
due to chance and not to an actual difference between the 
populations from which the samples are drawn) , then we infer 
that the two samples have different means and were therefore 
drawn from different populations. 
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TABLE 2 

Donne vs. "Expostulation" 
Jonson vs. "Expostulation" 
Donne vs. "Perfume" 

t 
3. 62 
0.99 
0.37 

2.. 
p < .001 
p > • 30 
p > • 70 

These results suggest that it is unlikely that "The Expostu
lation" and the five elegies by Donne come from the same 
population; these two samples have different means and are 
therefore heterogeneous. The low value for t in the compar
ison of Donne and "The Perfume" suggests that our Donne sample 
is not atypical, and that the heterogeneity of it and "The 
Expostulation" probably should not be attributed to anything 
unusual about the Donne sample. Finally, the low value of t 
in the comparison of Jonson and the disputed poem indicates 
that it is entirely possible that those two samples are drawn 
from the same population. 

Two theoretical difficulties in the statistical method 
employed in the preceding paragraph present themselves. The 
first is that these rather pointed results are based on the 
assumption that the complexity scale is a true interval 
scale, an assumption that is questionable. Take, for example, 
the following pair of lines: 

(6) At the rdund e~rths im~gin'd cdrners, bldw 

W S W S WSW S W S 
(7) Your trdmpets, Angells, and arise, arise 

w s w s w --s- w s w s 

I think we would agree that (6) is metrically more complex 
than (7), and that it is useful in some sense to say that (6) 
has three exceptions to the correspondence rules while (7) 
has only one. Thus it is reasonable to assign a complexity 
score of 3 to (6) and 1 to (7). But is the first line three 
times more complex that the second? Does our scale permit 
such arithmetic operations? If not, if it is meaningless 
to say that a line with a complexity of 3 is three times as 
complex as a line with a score of 1, then it is also meaning
less to compute means and variances within our samples, or 
to test for differences between them in terms of these means 
and variances, as is done with the t test. 

But since we feel that the first line is more complex 
than the second, and that its metrical score is reasonably 
arrived at, we may be able to use the data from Table 1 in 
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a different way. We can test to see whether the frequency of 
occurrence that we observe of lines with a given complexity 
score corresponds to the frequency we would expect if our two 
samples were drawn from the same population. The appropriate 
test under these circumstances is a x2 test for goodness of 
fit. 

TABLE 3 

Donne vs. "Expostulation" 
Jonson vs. "Expostulation" 
Donne vs. "Perfume" 

x2 
15-=-60 

7.08 
4.33 

E. 
p < .01 
p > .10 
p > • 50 

These results can be interpreted in almost exactly the same 
way as were the results in Table 2: the suggestion is that 
the Donne sample, which seems not to be atypical, is hetero
geneous with "The Expostulation," while the Jonson sample is 
homogeneous with it. The only difference, really, lies in 
the level of significance. The t test allowed us to reject 
the hypothesis of homogeneity at the .001 level; that is, 
there was less than one chance in a thousand that the differ
ence between the means of the samples was due to chance. 
Here, the x2 test allows us to reject this hypothesis at only 
the .01 level. Still, p surpasses our specified level of 
significance, so we can infer legitimately that there are 
significant differences between Donne and "The Expostulation." 

There remains a second theoretical problem. Should lines 
having two exceptions to correspondence rule (la) properly be 
classed with lines having, say, two exceptions to rule (2a)? 
Should different kinds of exceptions increase the complexity 
score by the same amount? This is a problem that Halle and 
Keyser recognize: "It is perfectly conceivable that the 
increase in complexity due to the need to invoke the third 
rather than the second alternative of the correspondence rule 
(2) should be a fraction of that resulting from the invocation 
of the second alternative."l7 To the question about the equiv
alence of the different sections of the correspondence rules, 
I should like to add a question about the equivalence of the 
different S and W positions in the line. Any prosodist knows 
that the most common deviation from the abstract pattern in 
iambic pentameter is the so-called "reversed initial foot." 
In the Halle-Keyser model, this event ultimately receives a 
complexity score of three, for the pattern /v in the positions 
W S makes for two exceptions to rule (2a) and one to (2b) . 
Notice, though, that the same is true for a "reversed fifth 
foot"; that is, whenever /v occurs in W S, the complexity 
score increases by three. Yet the rarity of /v in positions 
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nine and ten makes a line containing it seem more complex, 
one could argue, than a common line containing /u in positions 
one and two. 

If, then, we reject the notion of a cumulative score of 
complexity in a line of verse because of these problems, we 
must also reject the data in Table 1 as useless. We can, 
however, still keep track of the frequency of occurrence for 
each separate exception to the correspondence rules. There 
are basically two types of exception: no stress in an S 
position (invoking [2b]), and stress in a W position (invoking 
[2c]) .18 The counts for each of these events, and also for 
the number of positions with no exceptions, are in Table 4: 

TABLE 4 

no exceptions unstress in s stress in W 
Donne 1859(73%) 446(18%) 215( 9%) 
Jonson 1991(81 ) 354(14 ) 115( 5 ) 
"Expostulation" 559(80 ) 96(14 ) 45( 6 ) 
"Perfume" 553(74 ) 128(18 ) 59( 8 ) 

Again, these observed frequencies can be compared statistically 
with expected frequencies by means of the x2 test. 

TABLE 5 

Donne vs. "Expostulation" 
Jonson vs. "Expostulation" 
Donne vs. "Perfume" 

x2 
10-:-84 

3.60 
0.08 

E. 
p < .01 
p > .10 
p > .95 

The low value of x2 in the comparison of the Donne sample 
with "The Perfume" indicates once more that the two are homo
geneous, and argues for considering the Donne sample to be 
representative. And, again, the Donne sample is heterogeneous 
with "The Expostulation," while the Jonson sample is homo
geneous with it. It would appear that in this case the assump
tions we make about our complexity scale are irrelevant. Our 
tests point univocally to significant differences between 
Donne and "The Expostulation" in terms of the relationship 
between the abstract metrical pattern and the actual stress 
patterns used to realize it. 

b) Stress prominences 

The count of stress prominences in each line presents 
none of the problems that the scoring of complexity presents. 
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A stress prominence is a discrete, countable event, and when 
an observer has seen six of them he has seen three times as 
many as when he had seen only two. We can justifiably perform 
arithmetic operations on our stress prominence data. The 
sort of lines with a given number of stress prominences, 
along with means and variances, is given in Table 6 ("SP" 
means "stress prominences"): 

TABLE 6 

Lines with Donne Jonson "Expostulation" "Perfume" 
SP = 0 37(15\) 12 ( 5%) 5( 7%) 11(15%) 

1 87(35 ) 67(27 ) 16(23 ) 2 3 ( 32 ) 
2 81(32 ) 105(43 ) 27(39 ) 22(31) 
3 44(17 ) 59(24 ) 20(28) 13(18 ) 
4 3 ( 1 ) 3( 1 ) 2 ( 3 ) 3 ( 4 ) 

Mean SP per line 1. 56 1. 89 1. 97 1. 64 
Variance 0.96 0.75 0.93 1.16 

Results of t tests for differences between means appear in 
Table 7: 

TABLE 7 

Donne vs. "Expostulation" 
Jonson vs. "Expostulation" 
Donne vs. "Perfume" 

t 
3:-12 
0.64 
0.59 

p 
p <-. 005 
p > • 50 
p > • 50 

These results mirror rather impressively the results obtained 
from all the complexity tests, pointing to a significant dif
ference between Donne's elegies and "The Expostulation." 

I should point out that Beaver suggests that "Predelic
tion for placing stress maxima [prominences] in certain po
sitions would appear to be, potentially, a more telling sty
listic determinant [than density of stress prominences]," and 
he illustrates his suggestion with a table showing differences 
in the number of stress prominences in various positions be
tween a sample from Donne's Holy Sonnets and Shakespeare's 
Sonnets (Table 8) :19 

position 
2 
4 
6 
8 

TABLE 8 

Shakespeare 
52(37%) 
76(54 ) 
65(46 ) 
83(59 ) 

Donne 
65(46%) 
50(36 ) 
4 7 ( 33 ) 
74 (53 ) 
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However, a x2 test for difference between these two.distributions 
yields a value of x2 = 7.16, which means that p > .OS. 
Shakespeare and Donne thus cannot be distinguished at the .01 
level by means of this kind of positional analysis of stress 
prominences. Neither, as it turns out, can any of my four 
samples be distinguished from any other sample on the basis 
of positions of stress prominences: x2 tests on my data show
ed that the hypothesis of homogeneity could not be rejected 
in comparisons of any two samples. In this case, statistical 
analysis does not support Beaver's intuition that position of 
stress porminences can be a telling stylistic determinant. 

c) Ratio of complexity to stress prominences 

In my effort to find some way of testing complexity and 
stress prominences at the same time, I divided each sample 
into five-line subsamples (discarding any subsamples of less 
than five lines coming at the ends of poems). I then calcul
ated the total complexity and the total number of stress 
prominences in each subsample, and checked to see i£ the ratio 
C/SP was greater than one. In calculating this ratio I assume 
that complexity scores for different lines can meaningfully 
be added to one another in order to get an arithmetic total 
complexity for more than one line. Also I should note that 
C/SP > 1 is rather an arbitrary cutoff point; there is no 
reason why C/SP > 1.1 or > 0.9 could not be used. Table 9 
gives the data for this ratio in each sample. 

TABLE 9 

C/SP > 1 
C/SP < 1 

Donne 
44 

4 

Jonson 
31 
16 

"Expostulation" 
7 

"Perfume" 
13 

7 1 

The samples were tested against each other by means of x2 
tests: 

TABLE 10 

Donne vs. "Expostulation" 
Jonson vs. "Expostulation" 
Donne vs. "Perfume" 

].2 
10.20 

O.S9 
0.49 

E. 
p < .oos 
p > .30 
p > .so 

A significant difference between Donne and "The Expostulation" 
is again implied, supporting the differences we discovered 
when complexity and stress prominences were examined separately. 
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4) Conclusions 

Metrical evidence gathered through analysis employing 
the Halle-Keyser model of iambic pentameter argues strongly 
against attributing "The Expostulation" to John Donne. Sig
nificant differences between this elegy and a representative 
sample of elegies by Donne can be found when any of several 
different metrical features are examined. Of course, statis
tical analysis can never provide absolute proof of anything; 
but when a variety of statistical tests are carefully applied, 
and all of them imply the same thing at a high level of sig
nificance, then the probability of the event in question can 
become quite lopsided. And such, I believe, is the case here. 
The coincident voices of these several statistical tests say 
that the probability of Donne writing an elegy in rhymed 
iambic pentameter couplets with the metrical features of "The 
Expostulation" is exceedingly low. It would take extraordin
arily strong evidence from other sources to make Donne a like
ly choice as author of the poem. At the same time, the homo
geneity of "The Expostulation" with the Jonson sample in all 
tests gives us, not positive evidence that Jonson wrote the 
poem, but at least no particular reason to rule him out as 
the possible author on strictly metrical grounds. The poem's 
metrical features resemble Jonson's closely enough so that 
if other positive evidence pointed to Jonson as the likely 
author, we would not need be as suspicious of that evidence 
as we would in the case of Donne. 

Besides the obvious value that this study has for editors 
of Donne and Jonson, I would like to claim its importance in 
two other, more general ways. First, the method of metrical, 
and then statistical, analysis used in this study can be used 
to shed light on many authorship problems. Since metrical 
evidence accumulates very rapidly (there are ten positions in 
an iambic pentameter line, and every one of them contributes 
to our statistical profile), significant results may be obtain
able for disputed poems or passages that are quite short. "The 
Expostulation" is not a long poem (seventy lines, 585 words), 
yet we were able to find many significant differences between 
it and a sample from the author to whom it is usually attributed. 
It may well be that significant results can be obtained on 
passages as short as twenty-five or thirty lines. If so, then 
the method used in this study may be useful in trying to test 
traditional hypotheses as to the authorship not only of long 
poems (such as "The Lover's Complaint") and scenes of jointly 
written plays (such as The Two Noble Kinsmen), but also of 
passages that editors cla~m to be "interpola~ions" or ','additions" 
to otherwise canonical tests (such as the th~rty-one l~ne 
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"Prologue" to Troilus and Cressida) . 

A second, even more general application of the method 
employed in this study derives from the fact that with it we 
are able to determine distinguishing characteristics of a 
poet's metrical style. I am sure it surprises no one that 
Donne and Jonson are distinguishable at a very high level 
of significance in several different features of metrical 
style.20 But it is interesting to see, for example, that 
the most marked difference occurs in W positions containing 
stress (see Table 5): this event occurs almost twice as 
often in Donne as it does in Jonson in an almost identical 
sample size. We know that Jonson felt Donne deserved hanging 
for not keeping the accent: this comparison gives us some 
reason to believe that for Jonson "not keeping the accent" 
had more to do with filling W positions with stressed syl
lables than with filling S positions with unstressed syllables, 
a practice in which Jonson resembles Donne much more closely. 
This ability to distinguish poets on the basis of fine points 
of metrical style could be of real value in efforts to group 
poets together in stylistic "schools." We hear often about 
Donne's "Metaphysical" school, about "The Donne Tradition," 
and we hear the poets in that group distinguished from those 
in the "sons of Ben" according to their use of imagery, 
diction, their characteristic dramatic postures. But how far 
do these "schools" go? Are there members of one school that 
seem to be marching to a different metrical drummer? Just 
whom among his predecessors did a poet like Herrick, or 
Herbert, or Marvell seem to have his metrical ear tuned to? 
These are questions about the history of 17th century poetry 
that can be answered by using a method of research like the 
one outlined in this paper. 

Department of English 
University of Michigan 

APPENDIX--Statistical terms 

A. Mean. The mean of a sample is the arithmetic average of 
the observations that make up the sample. It is calculated 
by adding all the observations, and then dividing by the 
number of observations. If we have a sample made up of n 
observations, x 1 ,x2 ,x3 , ,xn, then the mean (X) is 
given by this formula: 

n 
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B. Variance. Variance is a measure of spread about the mean. 
The numbers 4, s, 6, have the same mean as 1, s, 9, but the 
second group has a much larger variance because the numbers lie 
further from the mean. This statistic is calculated by adding 
the squares of the differences between each observation and 
the mean, and then dividing by one less than the number of 
observations. Variance (s2) is given by this formula: 

. + (Xn - X)2 

n - 1 

c. t test. To test for differences between the means of two 
samples, a t test is used. The formula for t is this: 

(X a xeJ sa 2 + se2 t = - I 
na ne 

Here xa is the mean of sample a, which is made up of na observa
tions and has a variance of sa2; x8 is the mean of sample e, 
which is made up of ne observations and has a variance of sa2· 
Thus t is proportional to the size of the difference between 
means and to the size of the samples used, and inversely pro
portional to the variances. That is, t will get larger as 
our means get farther apart, and/or as our samples get bigger, 
and/or as our variances get smaller. The larger the value of 
t, the more certain we are that the difference between Xa and 
xa {the means of the two samples we are testing) is not due 
to chance. 

D. Chi-square test. To test for differences between distribu
tions of observations over several categories, a chi-square 
rx2) test is used. If we have n 1 observations spread over k 
categories from one sample, and n 2 observations over those 
categories from a second sample, we can construct a table with 
2 rows and k columns, creating 2k cells: 

sample 1 
sample 2 

Category 
1 

011 
021 

Category 
2 

012 
022 

Category 
k 

01k 
02k 

Total 
observations 

nl 
n2 

Here Ojk represents the number of observations from sample j 
which fall into category k. Now if the two distributions 
were identical, the expected value in cell 11 (E 11 J can be 
calculated by this formula: 

Ell = (011 + 02l)nl 

nl + n2 
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Similarly, 

E
12 

= (012 + 022Jn1 

nl + n2 

and so on. When we have calculated the expected number of 
observations in each cell, we can then calculate x2. This is 
done by squaring the difference between the observed and the 
expected frequencies in a cell, and then dividing that product 
by the expected value for that cell. After this operation 
has been repeated for all of the cells, the numbers are added 
together, giving x2. Symbolically: 

+ ... + 

If the differences between observed and expected values in 
many cells are large, x2 will be large, and the larger the 
value of x2, the more certain we are that the differences 
between the two distributions are not due to chance. 

NOTES 

1For fuller summaries of the various arguments concerning 
the poem's authorship, see Evelyn M. Simpson, "Jonson and Donne: 
A Problem of Authorship," RES, 15 (1939), 274-282; and Helen 
Gardner, in the introduction to her edition of John Donne: 
The Elegies and The Songs and Sonnets (Oxford, 1965), pp.xxxv-
xxxviii. ----- ---

2The poem's title comes from the 1633 edition of Donne's 
poems. In Underwoods it is titled simply "An Elegie"; in 
Herford and simpson's edition of Jonson's poems (Ben Jonson 
[Oxford, 1925-52], VIII) it is numbered XXXIX. In Gr1erson's 
edition of Donne it is Elegy XV. 

3For discussions of the poem's authorship focusing on 
stylistic features, see Gardner (££. cit.); M. L. Wilder, 
"Did Jonson Write 'The Expostulation' Attributed to Donne?" 
MLR, 21 (1926), 431-435; and Algernon Swinburne, ~ Study 
of Ben Jonson (London, 1889), pp. 106-107. 

4Introduced in "Chaucer and the Study of Prosody," College 
English, 28 (1966), 187-219. The most recent statement and 
refinement of the theory appears in their English Stress: Its 
Form, Its Growth, and Its Role in Verse (New York, 1971), pp. 
164-18-o-:-
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5What follows is an abridgment of the version of their 
theory set forth in English Stress (see note 4), pp. 169-171. 

6Halle and Keyser, along with others who have used their 
model, use the term "stress maximum" where I use "stress pro
minence." I find that "stress maximum" can be very misleading, 
for it implies that the quantit* of stress in that position is 
somehow greater than that in ot er stressed positions, which 
is an undesirable implication. Moreover, when I explain the 
model to persons who are unfamiliar with it, I often find them 
looking for "stress minima" to correspond with "stress maxima." 
When I substitute the term "stress prominence," which I believe 
is more nearly descriptive of the event in question, there is 
no confusion. Therefore I have taken the liberty of modifying 
Halle and Keyser's terminology in this one instance. 

7nonald C. Freeman, "Metrical Position Constituency and 
Generative Metrics," Language and Style, 2 (1969), 197. 

BJoseph C. Beaver, "Contrastive Stress and Metered Verse," 
Language and Style, 2 (1969), 259. 

9Joseph c. Beaver, "A Grammar of Prosody," College English, 
29 (1968)' 310. 

lOsee, for example, James P. Thorne, "Stylistics and Gen
erative Granunars," Journal of Linguistics, 1 (1965), 49-59; 
or Curtis w. Hayes, "A Study in Prose Styles: Edward Gibbon 
and Ernest Hemingway," Texas Studies in Literature and Language, 
7 (1966)' 371-386. 

llThere is considerable question as to just what a stress 
prominence, or a stress in a W position, is felt to be by the 
reader of a poem. And any effort to use the Halle-Keyser model 
to talk critically about poetry must settle such questions be
fore it begins. But in a statistical study such as this, it 
does not matter what these events mean to the reader, or even 
if they have any meaning at all. So I shall not discuss here 
the question of the critical interpretation of the events I 
am counting. 

12After excluding extra-metrical verse-final syllables 
("feminine endings"), we number the syllables from left to 
right. If they number ten, we assume a one syllable to one 
position occupancy. If nine, we check to see if it is a line 
with the first W position unoccupied. If more than ten, we 
check to see whether two adjacent syllables may be assigned 
to a single position because they constitute a "sonorant 
sequence" (rule [ lb] ) . 
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13stress prominences in position ten are not counted. 
In a normal iambic line, there can be no stress prominence in 
position ten because a stress in that position cannot be 
surrounded by unstressed syllables in the same line. The 
exceptions to this are, of course, lines with feminine endings. 
But since stress prominences in position ten are totally 
dependent on the presence or absence of verse-final extra
metrical syllables, they are really a different sort of event 
than stress prominences elsewhere in the line, and should 
not be counted with them. 

14I treat "unmetrical" lines in this study no differently 
from "metrical" ones, noting only their quantitative features 
(i.e., the number of exceptions to the correspondence rules.) 

lSFor Donne and "The Expostulation," my text was Helen 
Gardner (see note 1); for Jonson it was Herford and Simpson 
(see note 2) . 

16Robert J. Dilligan and Karen Lynn, "Computers and the 
History of Prosody," College English, 34 (1973), 1118. Both 
this article and another by Dilligan and T. K. Bender ("The 
Lapses of Time: A Computer-Assisted Investigation of English 
Prosody," in A. J. Aitken et. al., The Computer and Literary 
Studies [Edinburgh, 1973], 239-252) describe a method where
by the computer performs both the scansion and the retrieval 
of data. But besides involving a great deal more programming 
time, their method involves intermediate stages including 
generating a concordance to the corpus and then phonetically 
transcribing its vocabulary. The cost of these stages was 
in my case prohibitive, so I chose a different, modified 
approach to using the computer. 

l7Halle and Keyser, English Stress, pp. 176-177. 

l8I omit double occupancy since to include it would mean 
that some positions would be counted twice. This would in
validate the x2 tests, which require the observations to be 
independent. 

19Beaver, "A Grammar of Prosody," p. 318. 

20statistical tests on Donne vs. Jonson give the follow
ing results (keyed to the Table in section 3 of this paper in 
which parallel test results appear): 
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table 
Table 2 
Table 3 
Table 5 
Table 7 
Table 10 

DANIEL L. GREENBLATT 

test value p 
t 7.09 p < .0001 
x2 22.62 p < .001 
x2 44.68 p < .0001 
t 3.98 p < .001 
x2 7.96 p < .01 
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ROBERT D. DENHAM 

Anti-anaesthetics; or, 
The Turn of the Freudian Crews 

Frederick Crews' effort to redirect criticism to
ward a concern for the literary response has taken 
him to psychoanalysis for his theoretical founda
tions. Both his polemic against the prevalent 
academic resistances to psychoanalytic discourse 
and his treatment of the more common pitfalls with
in Freudian criticism indicate a willingness to 
confront methodological problems forthrightly. 
Two aspects of Crews' position are examined in 
this essay: first, the constructive theory he 
advances; and second, his critique of contemporary 
formalism, as this is represented by Northrop Frye's 
argument for critical autonomy. Finally, a tenta
tive judgment is offered about the particular 
advantages of Crews' position. [RDD] 

Frederick Crews has been insisting for several years that 
contemporary poetics has paid too little attention to the direct 
experience of literature. In his effort to redirect criticism 
toward a concern for the literary response, he has turned to 
psychoanalysis for his theoretical foundation. He has not 
written extensively about the methodological relationship between 
literary criticism and psychoanalysis; yet two of his essays, 
"Anaesthetic Criticism" and "Literature and Psychology,"l do 
contribute in a significant way to an understanding of the 
central issues involved in the relationship. Both his polemic 
against the prevalent academic resistances to psychoanalytic 
discourse and his treatment of the more common pitfalls with-
in Freudian criticism indicate a willingness to confront meth
odological problems forthrightly. What I propose to do is to 
examine Crews' position, looking first at the constructive 
theory he advances; and second at his critique of ccntemporary 
formalism, as this is represented by his attack on Northrop 
Frye's plea for critical autonomy. Finally, I shall offer a 
tentative judgment about what for me are the particular ad
vantages of Crews' position. 

I 

Crews' argument proceeds deductively. He begins with a 
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definition of man and draws from it certain inferences about 
both the power of psychoanalytic explanation and the nature 
of art. Believing that there is little value in that form of 
humanism which seeks only to describe the achievements of 
tradition, Crews sets out to develop an alternative view. "Sup
pose," he says, " ... that humanism were taken to mean a concern 
for knowing (and protecting) man as an evolved species, embark
ed on a unique and possibly self-abbreviated experiment in the 
substitution of learning for instinct" (All). Seeing man in 
this perspective, Crews urges, will permit us to conceive of 
literature as functionally related to all other human produc
tions; at the same time, it will make unnecessary the barriers 
which disciplines have erected between themselves in their 
anxious quest for autonomy. Crews then expands his definition 
of man into a broadly psychoanalytic form of humanism. Thus, 
in the next step of his argument, he sets down a series of 
traits which distinguish man's emergence as a species: his 
suppression of animalistic behavioral patterns; the prolong
ation of his infantile dependency; the postponement of his sex
ual maturity; the later detour of sexual energy; the self-re
nunciationsand neuroses which accompany interference with his 
instincts; and his accomodations to the restraints of society. 

Crews believes that Freudian psychoanalysis is especial
ly suited for elaborating this view of man. Its postulates 
alone, he contends, "have weighed the motivational effects of 
man's emergence as a species" (Al2). And the Freudian view 
defines these effects as the inevitable risks and renunciations 
in being human--in creating culture out of thwarted desire. 
In short, these psychic costs are all the repressions, long
ings, delusions, hostilities, fantasies, torments, and guilt 
which result from the demand that human instincts be tamed 
and which, because each man must recapitulate the delay and 
detour of his instinctual processes, seem "to be a minimal 
requisite for human achievement" (Al3). 

If humanism is defined as a concern for knowing man from 
this perspective, then art, as a work of man, is to be seen 
as the dialectic of liberation and recapture, of impulse and 
inhibition. In Crews' words, 

. . . art uses symbolic manipulations to 
reconcile competing pressures. The artist 
is someone who provisionally relaxes the 
censorship regnant in waking life, fore-
goes some of his society's characteristic 
defenses, and allows the repressed a meas
ure of representation, though (as in strictly 
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unconscious symptom-formation) only in 
disguised and compromised form. His social 
role and his own equilibrium dictate a sign 
of victory for the ego, if not in "happy 
endings" then in the triumph of form over 
chaos, meaning over panic, mediated claims 
over naked conflict, purposeful action 
over sheer psychic spillage. In this 
sense the making and the apprehension of 
art works reenact the entire human project 
of making a tenuous cultural order where 
none existed before. (Al3-14) 

By referring to this view as "dialectical," I mean to suggest 
that Crews conceives of art as an expression of conflicting 
psychic tendencies. In Freudian terms, it is the attempt to 
adjust the pleasure-principle to the reality-principle or a 
fusion of prima~]- and secondary-process thinking. 

Crews' method of defining art is reminiscent of that 
section of the Biographia in which Coleridge sets down his 
list of those opposite or discordant qualities which the poet 
integrates. A whole series of such opposites is found in the 
essay, "Anaesthetic Criticism": regressive vs. integrative 
(Al7), complexity vs. economy, energy vs. restraint, precision 
vs. reverberation, resistance vs. indulgence, unconscious engulf
ment vs. conscious order (Al9), perception vs. expression of 
conflict, cognition vs. fantasy (A21), confusion vs. assertion 
(A23). And Crews characteristically speaks of the relationship 
between these contrarieties in terms of reconciliation: fusion, 
mixing, adjustment, and merger, even though the synthesis 
which emerges from the thesis and antithesis may be quite tenuous. 
Two initial observations can be made about this dualism under
lying the literary theory Crews outlines. First, its source is 
the dialectic at the heart of his "new" humanism, where both 
impulses and inhibitions figure importantly. Second, it serves 
to distinguish his theory from a number of other versions of 
psychoanalytic criticism.2 

Crews rejects the "work-itself" dogma of recent poetics, 
and he seldom speaks of poetry as if it possessed some kind 
of reality apart from the writer or reader. If, in order to 
characterize his position, we adopt the familiar poet-poem
audience division, it is clear that his fundamental interests 
are the creative process and the response of the audience ("the 
making and apprehension of art works"). Most often Crews focus
es upon the latter. His theory, if fact, might be labeled 
"the dynamics of literary response." "The first requisite of 
good criticism," he says, is "the capacity to be moved" (Al9); 
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and this emphasis is most readily apparent in the reasons 
which underlie his indictment of contemporary criticism. He 
claims that recent poetic theory has become "anaesthetic" 
because it has not properly conceived of the function of art: 
"A criticism that explicitly or implicitly reduces art to 
some combination of moral content and abstract form and genre 
conventions is literally an anaesthetic criticism. It insul
ates the critic and his readers from the threat of affective 
disturbance .... All literary criticism aims to make the 
reading experience more possible for us, but anaesthetic 
criticjsm assumes that this requires keeping caged the anxie
ties that the artist set free and then recaptured" (Al4). 
Since the dialectic of liberation and recapture constitutes 
the essence of literature, what criticism needs is not a pro
cess for cataloguing various forms of the contest (as in Frye) 
but a method for interpreting responses. How artistic effects 
come about is the question that most intrigues Crews, and the 
validation of psychoanalytically-oriented criticism rests 
on its ability to answer the question more completely than 
rival forms of criticism. More than once Crews suggests that 
the disinterested posture of many critics springs from some 
deep-seated aversion to actually confronting literature. "The 
very routine of one's method," he says, "becomes a barrier to 
the deep involvement that should energize all criticism" (Al8). 

Crews' ultimate concern, then, is not with what literature 
is abstractly but with what it does concretely. 

.. great literature typically invites 
us to undergo a symbolic process of self
confrontation in which infantile solutions 
are re~istered even as they are indulged. 
. . . literature registers and arouses con-
flict . . no theoretical preparation can 
spare the critic the necessity of submit
ting himself to that conflict. . The 
real value of literary psychoanalysis is 
that it can embolden us to be alone with 
books, to recognize our own image in them, 
and from that recognition to begin compre
hending their hold over us. (Al9, 20) 

Because criticism seeks to explain both the cognitive and 
affective consequences which issue from the reader's confront
ation of the literary text, the fundamental category in the 
psychoanalytic aesthetic that Crews ~ould like.to s~e dev~lop
ed is literary effect. But since th1s pragma~1c or1~nt~t~on, 
as I have described it abstractly, does not d1ffer s1gn1f1cantly 
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from the orientation of any number of critical theories-
from Plato to Kenneth Burke--we must inquire into the dis
tinguishing marks of Crews' theory. 

The critical process, Crews would say, should always 
begin with our experience of the literary work. This exper
ience is based on a number of conflicting signals we have 
felt and perceived during our engagement with it. In order 
to explain this experience we must reason backward to the 
causes which produced it. "The nearest approximation to crit
ical objectivity," he says, "would seem to consist of gauging 
those factors [in our reaction] both theoretically and inti
mately and of applying in reverse the principles by which 
artistic effects come about" (Al4). It should be observed 
that Crews' causal explanation is not directed toward solving 
problems of aesthetic unity--the kinds of problems which 
have preoccupied some critics who employ the same kind of 
effect-to-cause explanatory procedure. R. S. Crane, for 
example, argues that the critic should reason a posteriori 
from his experience of a work to the causes which produced it. 
But for Crane the poetic effect corresponds to the formal 
cause of the whole--the organizing principle which enables 
the writer to synthesize his materials into a poetic unity.3 
While Crews does speak of the "internal unity" of literary 
works, he regards the poetic details that contribute to this 
unity as psychically rather than as formally functional. 
Psychic function, in short, is the category which distinguishes 
Crews' theory of literary effect from other pragmatic theories. 

Any method aimed at interpreting the dynamics of literary 
response necessarily involves ~priori concepts. Crews makes 
no attempt to hide his hypothetical concepts under the guise 
of an inductive objectivity. They both imply and are implied, 
I think he would say, by the literary effect. It is clear, 
at least, that he wants the flexibility which comes from bAing 
able to move back and forth between the literary experience 
and his psychoanalytic hypotheses. This method, he says, 
"involves open preconceptions about psychic structure, dis
position, and defenses and an expectation that certain thematic 
strands will prove important to follow because of their 
probable roots in early psychic development" (Al4). Only 
those preconceptions which can deal adequately with the deep
structure of psychic life are, from his point of view, adequate 
to explain the literary response.4 

Crews is reluctant to elaborate a specific list of es
sential preconceptions for the critic who takes seriously the 
psychoanalytic approach. There are at least two reasons for 
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this reluctance. The first is his belief that all programmatic 
theories based on a set of inflexible concepts move inevitably 
toward a reduction of the complexity of literature; in such 
an event, the critical task becomes the dull, unenlightened 
procedure of identifying and cataloguing examples of the hypo
thetical concepts, and the effect is to dissipate the "self
risk" that literature demands. The second is his conviction 
that the conceptual fixations of psychological criticism itself 
have frequently led to especially bad examples of criticism.S 
The conceptual framework of his position, therefore, remains 
highly generalized. But to the broad Freudian presuppositions 
which form the deductive base of his psychoanalytic humanism 
should be added the most frequent concepts he relies on when 
speaking about literature: repression, the unconscious, sub
limation, and overdetermination. Crews, however, does not 
want to heighten the importance of any single psychoanalytic 
concept and thereby minimize all others. He has little pa
tience with a critic (such as Norman o. Brown) who would seize 
upon one aspect of Freud's thought and romanticize it. The 
point made earlier about conceptual balance should be reempha
sized. Crews places great weight on the concepts of latent 
content and unconscious causation, but he also recognizes the 
importance of manifest content and conscious control--however 
imperfectly the oppositions are harmonized in our experience 
of a literary work (L81). The artist may possess more talent 
than the non-creative man for surrendering to the repressed, 
but for Crews that justifies neither erecting a theory of art 
as neurosis nor disregarding art's cognitive aspects. In both 
the creative process and the experience of response, the sur
render to the repressed is always balanced by the "ego-state" 
(A20) .6 From the psychoanalytic point of view, new literary 
forms or visions which erupt from the tradition amount "to 
a reconciling of competing claims so as to fuse perception 
with the expression of conflict" (A21). Crews calls attention 
to this reconciliatory aspect of art in his rejection of certain 
forms of psychological criticism. He dismisses, for example, 
the notion that writers are necessarily neurotics by insisting 
on the artist's "power to sublimate and neutralize conflict, 
to give it logical and social coherence through conscious 
elaboration, and to reach and communicate a sense of catharsis" 
(L80). This is a very different account, he claims, from one 
that would stigmatize the artist as a neurotic whose disguised 
expression of suppressed ideas is satisfying to no one. 

At several points Crews employs the concept of "over
determination" to argue that psychoanalytic criticism can in
deed do justice to the very idea of literary form, as well as 
to the psychic complexity of the creative process and the 
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audience's response (Al4, LBl, L83). Theories which accentuate 
the embodiment of truth or beauty as the essential quality of 
art will have little use for the concept of overdeterrnination. 
This is simply bacause the main concern of such theories re
volves around secondary-process thinking. But for Crews, who 
sees art in terms of dynamic mental processes rather than 
static concepts, overdeterrnination is an essential concept for 
understanding both literary causes and effects. One must 
choose, he says, whether to see art primarily as a mental ac
tivity, representing "a complex, 'over-determined' adjustment 
of varying psychic interests" or primarily as a conscious 
activity which produces a common-sense moral content (L81) . 
His rebuttal to the charge that psychoanalytic criticism 
neglects literary form concludes with this remark: "the 
theory of overdeterrnination should enable us to feel more at 
horne with literary tensions and contradictions than the critic 
who is searching only for leading ideas of unitary 'meaning'" 
(L83). 7 

As I have already suggested, Crews' caveat against over
emphasizing the ego-processes of art does not mean that he 
exalts the content and effects of literature which derive from 
the primary-processes (those in the unconscious or the id) . 
He insists that unconscious content not be identified with 
literary value. 

Freud's aim was not to celebrate and release 
the unconscious but to bring its destructive 
tendency under rational control. While treas
uring the evidence of unconscious processes 
in literature, he did not imagine that mere 
seizure by unconscious forces made a good 
writer or a good work. . . Psychoanalytic 
critics have naturally been tempted to place 
aesthetic value on what they have brought to 
light, and more often than not it has been 
some compulsive pattern. But psychoanalytic 
theory clearly states that art depends on the 
ability to manage and shape unconscious 
materials, not on those materials alone. (LBS) 

These are the chief theoretical underpinnings of Crews' 
position. While his presuppositions do not always contain 
the specificity one finds in more fully developed theories, 
his fundamental assumption is clear enough, namely that 
psychoanalysis provides the truest and most inclusive account 
of the complex mental processes which are at work in the 
literary experience. Once this assumption is granted, the 
critic's problems, he says, are more procedural than theoretical 
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(Al7). His discussion of the procedures involved in a Freud
ian practical criticism is not well developed: he is more 
concerned with telling us what to avoid than with how to pro
ceed. Thus, for example, he spends some time chidino Norman 
Holland for developing simply another kind of taxonomy, one 
that gives us glossaries of fantasies, defenses, phallic mothers, 
and the like. He suggests that Holland's work is too academic, 
too little engaged with the texts it purports to treat. Crews 
finds that The Dynamics of Literary Response is dangerously 
close to becoming another version of Anatomy of Criticism, i.e., 
critical anaesthesia. What Crews suggests that we do 1nstead 
is not clearly articulated--except for the repeated urging that 
the reader cast off his ego-armor and immerse himself in the 
persisting conflicts of the literary work, thereby establishing 
a "confessional bond" with it.B 

II 

A theory of literature, of course, does not exist for its 
own sake. As R. S. Crane reminds us, the "principles and methods 
of any distinguishable mode of discourse are tools of inquiry 
and interpretation."9 How then do we judge the adequacy of 
the tools? Within a theoretical framework itself we can make 
judgments, using such criteria as coherence, simplicity, clarity, 
precision, and logic as the bases of our evaluation. But, 
because the ultimate raison d'@tre of a theory is strictly 
pragmatic and utilitar1an, the most important requirement it 
must fulfill is external to its own system. One can imagine 
a theory which is logically consistent (like Ptolemy's) but 
which lacks explanatory power. Of any theory, therefore, we 
must ask questions about its adequacy as a means of explanation. 
Does it work? Is it powerful as an instrument of description 
and analysis? I now turn, therefore, to make some provisional 
judgments about Crews' position, beginning with what, to my 
mind, is an inadequacy in his critique of Northrop Frye. 

The first part of "Anaesthetic Criticism" is devoted 
largely to establishing the methodological validity of using 
an "extra-literary" critical framework--one that is "neither 
derived from literature nor primarily meant to apply to 
literature" (Al). The beginning of Crews' polemic is directed 
against the prevalent tendency to renounce "methods that would 
reveal literary determinants" (Al) . Such a prohibition is 
Crews' bete noire, and he turns to Northrop Frye as one of the 
chief promulgators of the doctrine that critics should not stray 
outside literature in developing their fundamental principles. 
Although this notion has wide currency among members of the 
academic establishment, it is, according to Crews, "intellectually 
indefensible" (A2). Crews' strictures of Frye need to be carefully 
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examined because his own critical framework is established 
in opposition to Frye's method. 

While it is clear that the kinds of questions that interest 
Crews are quite different from Frye's central concerns, it is 
no less clear that Crews misrepresents Frye's position. The 
result is a curious inconsistency in Crews' idea of what con
stitutes the proper function of criticism. It must be admit
ted that the audacious scope of Frye's enterprise in Anatomy 
of Criticism makes his position easily susceptible to misunder
stand1ng and caricature. But for one as committed as Crews 
seems to be to the rigorous analysis of critical presupposi
tions, his failure to place Frye's statements in the total 
context of his discourse leads to a confusion. Crews' com
plaints against Frye make sense only in terms of premises 
which are not Frye's. 

There can be no doubt about Frye's insistence on the 
autonomy of both criticism and literature. But this claim is 
intelligible, not as a dogmatic, abstract assertion, but only 
in terms of Frye's purpose--which is not to discover the 
proper ends or uses of literature but to determine what the 
principles are by which the whole of literature can be organ
ized and by which individual works can be understood as they 
relate to other works. In other words, Frye's analogical 
method in the Anatomy seeks to relate literature to literature, 
rather than to life. His claim, therefore, that criticism is 
self-sufficient can hardly be construed as "intrinsically 
anti-humanistic" or calculated "to close off the possibility 
that one line of investigation might be fruitfully pursued 
to its end" (Al,3). 

Even more to the point is the fact that Crews does not 
take account of the radical disjunction, present everywhere 
in Frye's system, between knowledge and experience, fact and 
value, criticism and taste. This assumption is perhaps most 
clearly evident in Frye's frequent discussions of value
judgments. To frown upon Frye's caveat about taking "definite 
positions," without at the same time seeing this statement in 
the context of Frye's ever-present insistence that the direct 
experience of literature lies outside the kind of knowledge 
he is attempting to establish, is to misrepresent his argument. 
Frye's statement about "definite positions" comes in the 
course of an extended discussion about the subjective basis 
of comparative value-judgments. If one grants his assumption 
about the fundamental dichotomy between knowledge and experience, 
or between fact and value, then it is not difficult to explain 
why criticism, as a structure of thought derived inductively 
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from the total order of literature, cannot embrace evaluation 
as its primary end. In the first place, then, Crews distorts 
Frye's statements about externally-derived critical attitudes 
by refusing to place them in the context of Frye's assumptions 
about value-judgments. In the second place, he attacks Frye's 
inference rather than the hypothesis from which the inference 
is drawn. Perhaps the covert reason for this is that Crews' 
position on value-judgments in not unlike Frye's.lO 

Despite Frye's rather overstated case for the autonomy 
of criticism in the "Polemical Introduction" to the Anatomy, 
I would argue that his central intent is to caution against 
using literature for the purpose of documenting some socio
logical, religious, or psychological thesis. He would claim 
that to corroborate Freud by finding literary illustrations 
for Freudian hypotheses is not very illuminating for criticism, 
though it may be for psychoanalysis. But Crews claims that 
Frye means much more than this: "Frye is asserting that the 
critic, if he is to retain his objectivity, must derive his 
principles 'solely' from his inductive survey of literary 
works" (A2). This is hardly an adequate assessment of Frye's 
position. He does go to a number of other disciplines, 
including psychoanalysis itself, for his own conceptual ap
paratus. His discussions of manifest and latent content, his 
concepts of displacement and existential projection, his 
emphasis on the relationship of literature to dreams, all 
indicate a clear indebtedness to Freud. There are a number 
of passages in the Anatom~ which clearly rely on psychoanalytic 
concepts: Frye's discuss1on, for example, of the relation
ship of poetry to desire and repugnance, to wish-fulfillment 
and anxiety. My intention is not to represent Frye as a dis
guised psychoanalytic critic; it is rather to illustrate that 
Frye's principles are not derived solely from literature it
self. His other obvious debts are to cultural anthropology 
(myth, ritual, archetype) and to medieval religious symbology 
(anagogic phases, etc.). Regardless of how one takes the 
abstract statements of Frye's "Polemical Introduction," the 
fact remains that he does appropriate important intellectual 
developments from outside the field of literature. In this 
sense, Frye, as well as Crews, is no different from the 
Italian Renaissance critics, from Lord Kames in the eighteenth 
century, from Coleridge in the nineteenth, or from I. A. 
Richards in our own time. 

"One might reasonably ask," Crews says in speaking of 
Frye, "whether such vagueness over theory has much importance. 
Yet it does not seem too venturesome to propose that all 
scholars, even literary ones, could profit from being clear 
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about what they believe and what they are doing" (A9). Frye 
may be doing the wrong thing from Crews' point of view, but 
the implication that he is muddle-headed about his beliefs 
or about the task he set himself to in the Anatomy suggests 
that Crews has exercised too li~tle care in reading Frye. 

As Crews' polemic progresses it becomes clear that he 
objects not so much to Frye's argument for the autonomy 
of criticism as he does to the entire enterprise outlined 
in Anatomy of Criticism. He finds the Anatomy to be sympto
matic of the "anaesthesia" of contemporary poetics. He regrets 
that critics neglect the "urges" of literary causality; that 
they have too much "reverence for the all-sufficient text"; 
that their systems foster "the most routine academic drugery"; 
that they make a simple equation between merit and borrowed 
thematic influences; that they are too rational and disinter
ested; that they are not concerned with how literature moves 
us; that their criticism leads only to an unhumanistic, pretent
ious gentility. Crews advances, in fact, two very distinct 
complaints; his argument suffers from failing to keep them 
separate. On the one hand, he presents an apology for using 
"extra-literary" hypotheses; thus Frye becomes his whipping-
boy for failing to see that criticism cannot be autonomous. 
On the other hand, he is objecting to "the dull, safe, provin
cial work" (AlO) which, he feels, criticism of Frye's variety 
supports: thus his implicit suggestion that Frye has not 
properly conceived of the function of art, that he has been 
asking the wrong questions. 

But such a view is inconsistent with what he says later 
in "Anaesthetic Criticism" about his own position. After 
asserting that his approach in no way resembles the "psycholog
ism" of Norman 0. Brown, he urges (in a footnote) that his 
position not be misunderstood: "let me emphasize that 
psychoanalytic discourse properly seeks to show how individuals 
and groups respond to a totality of inner and outer conditions, 
and that for this task an awareness of nonpsychological forces 
is indispensable .... As applied to literature, this position 
not only welcomes but insists upon knowledge of every operative 
factor, including genre, convention, rhetorical devices, 
philosophical intent, audience, class, and personal background. 
w~at psychological analysis disputes is not the usefulness of 
such information, but the equation of it with literary exper
ience" (A2 2) . 

Now this concession cuts across Crews' earlier claims 
about the dehumanizing implications in Frye's study of genre, 
archetypal themes, and context. It should be observed, more-



116 ROBERT D. DENHAM 

over, that none of these things is ever equated, in Frye's 
criticism, with literary experience. Frye, in fact, has tried 
hard to make clear that the knowledge his criticism would 
establish is distinct from the direct experience of literature. 
To indict Frye for a position he does not hold and, in the 
same breath, to welcome and insist upon the kind of knowledge 
he has contributed to criticism, is to be guilty of an incon
sistency. 

I suspect the problem here is a confusion in Crews' theor
izing about what different critical methods can and cannot do. 
Sometimes he appears to favor a pluralism of methods, as in 
the passage just quoted. At other times he favors an eclectism 
of the variety practiced by Kenneth Burke or Lionel Trilling. 
And at still other times, he prefers the approach of Frederick 
Crews. 

Take, for example, the confusing last paragraph of "Lit
erature and Psychology,"where Crews says that "our most respect
ed critics" (he mentions Wilson, Auden, Empson, Burke, Kazin, 
Trilling) have absorbed Freudianism "into their literary sense, 
along with other complementary approaches" (L87). He then 
urges "that such eclecticism be distinguished from indifference 
to theory" (L87), by which I take him to mean that his eclectic 
critics have not jumped on the psychoanalytic bandwagon simply 
because it is intellectually fashionable to do so. Perhaps 
more is meant. In the same paragraph he observes that program
matic applications of psychoanalysis to literature "have been 
handicapped by the need for cumbersome explanations of theory" 
(L86-87), the implication being that a critic overconcerned 
with theory is put somehow in a disadvantageous position. 
This being the case, then the attraction which the group of 
"respected critics" has for Crews is understandable, since 
they have not been encumbered by long explanations of theory. 
They are defended simply by the more modest claim that they 
have not been indifferent to theory. Let's not overlook theory, 
Crews seems to be saying, so long as we don't spend too much 
time explaining it. But the propositions in this disjunction 
are not mutually exclusive. There is no ~ priori reason why . 
explanations of theory necessarily have to be cumbersome hand~
caps. Nor is it clear why eclectic critics who have not traf
ficked in Freudianism need be excluded from the "most respected" 
list. Are Eliot and Blackmur and Tate and Leavis therefore 
somehow not "most respected"? 

The sanest way out of this dilemma is, it seems to me, 
to opt for a pluralism of critical methods--which is quite 
different from eclecticism. The eclectic critic believes that 

I! 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
J 
J 
J 
J 
J 
J 
I 
J 
J 
J 
I 
I 
I 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

ANTI-N~AESTHETICS: OR, THE TURN OF THE FREUDIM~ CREWS 117 

there are a number of critical approaches containing elements 
of truth, and that the ideal approach can be built from a 
synthesis of the sounder elements of each. Pluralism, on the 
other hand, maintains that no one critical method is subsump
tive of the truth about literature; that there are many valid 
sets of methodological principles; and that a critic's choice 
of a method (a subject matter and mode of argument) is, more 
than anything else, a practical decision, stemming from his 
own interests and the problems he wants to solve. If Crews 
were to adopt this position, much of his anxiety about Frye 
could be relieved. He could simply observe that he is deeply 
committed to solving problems about the dynamics of literary 
response and that Frye, concerned with an altogether different 
problem, fails to address such questions. If Crews wants to 
quarrel, he would do better to pick a critic who purports to 
treat literature with reference to its effects on the audience. 
He would then be in a good position to argue that his Freudian 
assumptions give a better account of literary response than 
those affective theories which ignore the psychoanalytic 
aspects of mental processes. 

III 

The misdirected attack on Frye, however, does not serious
ly compromise Crews' position, which depends finally·on the 
power of psychoanalysis to explain the literary response. 
Does psychoanalytic criticism give a true and sufficiently 
inclusive account of what happens to us when we read? Every
thing, as Crews recognizes, hinges upon this question. 

He admits that "any theory of complex and dynamic mental 
acts, and especially one that includes an idea of unconscious 
'overdetermination,' must •.. remain largely unverified by 
experiment" (L76). A number of contemporary philosophers 
have taken the same position, concluding that psychoanalysis 
has only dubious status as a science. In this regard, the 
main charges leveled against psychoanalysis have been (1) 
that it is not predictive; (2) that its hypotheses are not 
adequately tested; (3) that the clinical support it relies on 
lacks control; (4) that its concepts are too vague to be mean
ingful; (5) that it resists the application of falsifiability 
criteria; and (6) that data inconsistent with its concepts 
get too easily re-interpreted so as to make for a theoretical 
consistency.ll Crews doubts that such charges constitute a 
very forceful disclaimer; he argues that whenever laboratory 
verification is attained, as (say) in behavioralism, it "is 
achieved at the cost of never approaching the complexity of 
uniquely human motives" (L76). And he goes on to point out 
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that certain psychoanalytic hypotheses have withstood the 
demands of experimental testing. 

He is apparently maintaining, on the one hand, that we 
cannot expect from psychoanalysis the kind of rigorous precision 
of theory attained by the physical sciences. This is not mere
ly because psychoanalysis is still in its early stages of 
development--what Raphael Demos calls "protoscience"l2--but 
also because the scope and complexity of its subject matter 
will probably never make such precision attainable; in other 
words, those who crave neat and simple formulae are ill-advised 
in selecting the human mind as their subject of study. On the 
other hand, Crews holds that there is a considerable body of 
Freudian theory which has been confirmed by a large amount of 
converging evidence over the years. Even if one is not equip
ped to discuss the experimental data upon which psychoanalysis 
is said to rest, it takes only a fr~irly close observation of 
human beings, I would argue, to corroborate the psychoanalytic 
facts and theories Crews wants to emphasize.l3 \ve are posses
sed by unconscious motives and hidden wishes. \ve do offer 
reproaches and defenses which, as the psychopathology of every
day life shows, slip out in devious ways. Far from being a 
priori dicta these are principles anyone can confirm by general
izing from his experience, provided he knows what to look for. 
Materials repressed into the unconscious do exist, defense 
mechanisms do occur, and dreams and free associations do re
veal unconscious conflicts; these facts are apparent even 
though none of them can be capsulated into a neat scientifir. 
theorem. 

I should not want to claim that psychoanalysis provides 
the only conceptual tools needed for analyzing the literary 
response. But I do agree with Crews that "by pretendino not 
to use psychoanalysis we are using it badly" (L87). Since 
most critics who seek to explain the aesthetic experience do 
depend upon some kind of psychological theory, it seems to 
follow that the best criticism will seek to account for more 
than simply conscious experience and commonplace moral 
choice. 

Let me indicate the value of Crews' position by suggest
ing how his psychoanalytic insights could be usefully approp
riated by a formal theory founded upon literary response. R~ 
s. crane has developed a carefully reasoned appr?ach to poet1c 
form based upon the Aristoteli~n notion ?f.dynamls: He aroues 
that the distinguishino criter1a for def1n1ng poet1c form arc 
effects; and, in what he refers to as. "~mitative workf 4" these 
effects are defined as emotional qual1t1es or powers. Crane 
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tells us this about the critical response: our experience of 
the particulars of a work--things like a series of moral actions-
leads us to an assumption about a universal principle which 
the particulars must embody, say a tragic or comic form. These 
universals are hypothetical, specific powers which we apprehend 
by means of the various ways a writer shapes our expectations 
and desires. But for Crane, our affective reactions are 
always conceived in terms of a more or less common-sense under
standing of the way human beings act. What we expect and 
desire in the process of reading depends on what the author 
has shown the moral nature of his characters to be. 

I am convinced that the power of Crane's explanatory 
procedures would be heightened if we would supplement our 
understanding of the manifest actions of characters and the 
conscious responses of readers with what psychoanalysis has 
told us about human nature. The signal advantage of Crane's 
position, I think, is that it provides an analytically power
ful way for obtaining knowledge about how poetic works are 
constructed. It enables us to know the kinds of causal 
questions to ask about poetic form, if our interest is not 
only in the similarities among literary types but also--and 
more importantly for Crane--in those differences which make 
for uniqueness. Yet in Crane's Aristotelian framework we 
cannot talk about poetic "form" without at the same time 
"talking about the human qualities of the actions, persons, 
feelings and thoughts that the work brings before us and the 
very human, but no less poetic responses these evoke in our 
own minds." Criticism, for Crane, must "presuppose a constant 
making of moral and psychological discriminations and a constant 
concern with nuances of thought."l5 If we are to make psycho
logical discriminations in order to talk about the "human 
qualities" of literature, the value of these discriminations 
will depend upon the adequacy of our psychological insights: 
the better our understanding of man, the better our under
standing of literature. And it is here, I think, that Crews' 
new humanism, based upon "the postulates of Freudian psycho
analysis," could provide richer insights for a formalist 
critic (like Crane) whose approach is based upon literary 
response. In short, a common-sense understanding of human 
action may not be enough, may not provide us the truest and 
most inclusive psychological discriminations that Crane would 
have us make. 

This, of course, is to see psychoanalysis as performing 
only a supplementary function--too modest a role, perhaps, 
from Crews' point of view and one he might well see as foster
ing simply another version of critical anaesthesia. The 
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supplementary role aside, Crews' position still demands our 
attention. Any critical question which hinges upon experience 
cannot afford to neglect the Freudian concepts he has stressed. 
Criticism does tend to be overcerebral, and it will continue 
to be only half-satisfactory in treating literary response 
until it seriously confronts the deep-structure of primary
process thought. To prove this assertion would require a 
number of essays in practical criticism, designed to show that 
psychoanalytic theory does provide a more inclusive account 
of the reader's response than other theories. Crews himself 
has done admirable work along these lines. And his approach 
to literature will continue to be rewarding, I think, provided 
one has, first, the intellectual flexibility to credit Crews' 
brand of humanism; second, the willingness to pursue thorough
ly the Freudian position; and third, the breadth of perspective 
to reject the views of those, in Joyce's words, too "yung and 
easily freudened." 

Department of English 
Emory and Henry College 

NOTES 

1 "Anaesthetic Criticism" first appeared in The New York 
Review of Books, 14, No. 4 (Feb. 26, 1970) and No:-s~arch 
12, 1970). It is reprinted with only slight alterations in 
Psychoanalysis and Literary Process, ed. Frederick Crews 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Winthrop Publishers, 1970), pp. 1-24. My 
references are to this second edition. "Literature and Psycho
logy" appears in Relations of Literaq Study: Essays £!:!_ Inter
disci~linary studr, ed. James Thorpe New York: Modern Language 
Assoc~ation, 1967 , pp. 73-87. Subsequent references to these 
two works are within parentheses and preceded by A and L respect-
ively. -

2The respective members of each of these pairs of opposites 
can be said roughly to represent the two directions a psycho
analytic criticism might take. One or the other emphasis, at 
least, tends to predominate in the theories of a number of 
Freudians. I am thinking of critics, on the one hand, like 
Norman 0. Brown, whose theory of art-as-play takes its justi
fication from Freud's pleasure-principle. Deriving his con
ception of art largely from Jokes and Their Relation to the 
Unconscious, Brown glorifies the pursuit of pleasure through 
art and laments all capitulations of the artistic enterprise 
to secondary-process thinking. The artistic ego, therefore, 
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is condemned. See "Art and Eros," in Life Against Death (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1959), pp. 55-67.--on the other hand, 
critics like Norman Holland and Frederick J. Hoffman have 
emphasized the formal ego-processes like wish-fulfillment, 
sublimation, and displacement. Hence, their discussions of 
art tend to accentuate the defenses which the individual uses 
to adapt to society or to the demands of the reality principle: 
artistic processes are viewed as the unconscious deflection 
of libidinal energy into secondary-process forms. See Holland's 
The Dynamics of Literary Response (New York: Oxford, 1968) 
and Hoffman's essay "Psychology and Literature," an appendix 
to the second edition of Freudianism ~ the Literarf Mind 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Un1vers1ty Press, 1957 , pp. 
317-330. 

3see The Languages of Criticism and the Structure of 
Poetry (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1953), especially 
section 5. 

4crews' "deep-structure" model comes from Chomsky (Al5). 
His note to this effect, however, does not make it clear why 
this model could not be applied to any literary theory based 
on universals. 

5"By bottling and labeling the repressed contents that 
Freud thought were so noxious, a Freudian can preclude the 
self-risk that literature asks of us. Literary art is then 
revealed as benign parlor magic and nothing more. 'The charm 
of knowledge would be small,' said Nietzsche, 'were it not 
that so much shame has to be overcome on the way to it.' Any 
system of propositions tends eventually to dissipate that 
shame, either by evading anxiety-producing matters or by as
similating them to the sense of the ordinary" (A23). 

6"To say that psychoanalytic criticism cannot do justice 
to literary complexity is to suppose, as the worst psychoanalytic 
critics do, that an interest in psychological evidence can 
have no other purpose than to explain away manifest content" (L82). 

7The following statement is similarly motivated: "As a 
richly overdetermined compromise formation, an art work can 
only be obliquely and dialectically truthful; so, too, our 
reaction to it will be a compromise demanded not only by the 
work's conflicting signals but also by the habitual bias of 
our ego" (Al4). Crews never defines "overdetermination." He 
seems to use the term to refer both to the variety of meanings 
with which a work of art is laden and the multiplicity of 
causes from which it springs. Overdetermination, of course, 
would be most prominent in primary-process thinking. This is 
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similar to the way Ernest Kris uses the word in his analysis 
of aesthetic ambiguity in Psychoanalytic Explorations of Art 
(New York: Schocken Books, 1964), p. 254. -- ---

8"Rather than being merely an unconscious release within 
the author or a similar release within the reader, literary 
process establishes a transitory complicity between the two" (A22). 

9The Languages of Criticism and the Structure of Poetry, p. 31. 

lOFrye would be in perfect agreement with the following 
statement from an essay by Crews on Conrad: "Predictions about 
the future ranking of authors should be made with the greatest 
tentativeness or not at all. In retrospect it is easy to see 
that literary value in any given age has been glimpsed through 
a haze of ideology .... The academy, that home of disinterested 
taste, cannot be appealed to as a referee .... Those of us 
who are involved in the quaint modern industry of explaining 
literature are assailed sometimes by a doubt as to whether we 
know what we like. To say what some future generation would 
like is quite beyond our power" ("The Power of Darkness," 
Partisan Review, 34 [1967], 507). 

llThis is a summary of objections offered by Ernest Nagel, 
Anthony Flew, Sidney Hook, ?1ichael Scriven, and Philipp Frank 
in Psychoanalysis, Scientific Method, and Philosophy, ed. 
Sidney Hook (New York: Grove Press, 196Qf. 

12"Psychoanalysis: Science and Philosophy," in Psychoanalysis, 
Scientific Method, and Philosophy, p. 329. 

13crews most often represents psychoanalysis as a body of 
fact and theory, rather than a therapeutic technique or a 
method of investigation depending on free association and inter
pretation. 

14crane's view about the dynamis (or final cause) of imitative 
works is almost always stated in affective terms. See The 
Languages of Criticism and the Structure of Poetry, pp. 42, 48, 
56, 158, 159, 161, 166, 179, 185, 189, and The Idea of the 
Humanities, II (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967), 184. 

15The Languages of Criticism and the Structure of Poetry, 
p. 189-. -
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SUSAN WITTIG 

Formulaic Style 

and the Problem of Redundancy 

Discussiom of formulaic styles usually focus on 
the composer of the formulaic tale, and charac
terize the style as a product of the conditions of 
oral delivery. However, such an approach cannot 
account for the presence of formulae in texts 
composed in writing, nor can it describe the 
effect of stylistic and narrative redundancy on 
the audience. Information theory provides a 
framework for a larger discussion of the psycho
logical, social, and artistic functions of re
dundancy in literature. Redundancy may function 
to persuade an audience to a certain attitude or 
belief, or to cement social relations within a 
community. Precisely because formulaic narratives 
carry relatively less information, they may serve 
as vehicles for other communicational patterns-
for second-order systems of social language which 
carry messages necessary to the ordering of social 
behavior. Formulaic narratives often become self
perpetuating, self-generating models in which 
patterns are formed from pre-existent patterns 
and action is shaped by reference to prior action. 
These narratives present the world as completely 
recognized and finally achieved; therein, for 
their audience, lie their beauty and utility. [SW] 

One of the problems that plagues the analysis of popular 
literature--that is, literatures of the people, mass litera
tures--is the understanding of formulaic styles and the inter
pretation of their meaning, both for their contemporary 
audience and for the modern reader. The difficulty bulks 
large, but it had seemed easily resolvable until the late 
discovery that formulaic styles, "oral residue," in Walter 
Ong's phrase, have lingered long into the time of written 
literatures.! Now, it appears, we may have to develop some 
new approaches to the understanding of formulaic styles, in 
order to take into account the nature of some fairly recent 
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literary materials. This essay represents one effort to come 
to terms with the problem. 

Formulaic analysis, the study of verse composed by a 
demonstrable reliance upon the repetition of fixed phrases or 
formula systems, generated within a matrix of repeated narra
tive topoi, has been practiced by literary scholars since 
t1ilman Parry's L'epithete traditionelle dans Homere (1928) 
indicated that Homer's epics were probably composed by oral 
improvisation. Since then it has evolved into a complex and 
much-discussed set of shared assumptions, terminology, and 
technique. Most of the studies which have followed Parry's 
have been concerned with the use of the formula (whatever its 
definition) as an element necessary to the process of composi
tio~; according to Albert Lord, who elaborated Parry's theories 
in an application to modern Yugoslavian epic song, its most 
obvious and important function is to facilitate rapid composi
tion in an oral performance: 

The stress in Parry's definition on the 
metrical conditions of the formula led 
to the realization that the repeated 
phrases were useful not, as some have 
supposed, merely to the audience, if at 
all, but also and even more to the singer 
in the rapid composition of his tale. 
And by this almost revolutionary idea the 
camera's eye was shifted to the singer as 
a composer and to his problems as such.2 

Recently, there has been a wide-spread application of 
oral-formulaic theory and methodology to literatures in which 
the question of oral composition is much more problematic and 
much less easily resolved: in late Anglo-Saxon verse, for 
example, at least some of which seems to have been composed 
by lettered poets who nevertheless possessed large numbers of 
formulas; or in late Medieval French and Anglo-Norman romans 
courtois, where the style has been shown to be highly formulaic 
although the poems appear to have been composed in writing; 
or in the thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Middle English 
verse romances, built largely of the "stock phrases" and re
peated patterns of formulaic poetry. Internal evidence, as 
well as historical evidence, suggests that many of these later 
narratives were composed for a reading audience (or for an 
audience which listened while the text was read to them) by 
clerks who must have been able to read as well as write; evi
dence in several of the formulaic Middle English romances, for 
example, shows that even translators--poets who could read and 
write in at least two languages, and who worked with a text 
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before them--indulged in composition by formula. What are we 
to make of this evidence? Is the Parry-Lord theory of formu
laic composition limited, or perhaps even wrong, insofar as it 
finds a causative link between the style of a poem and the 
method of its composition? And if it is true that formulas-
large numbers of formulas--may be found in texts composed in 
writing, what are we to say of those literate poets who 
apparently found it easier to rely on the ready-made phrase 
than to construct their own--who, according to the evidence, 
must have been lazy and imitative, or perhaps, as one scholar 
has put it, even "helpless" in the face of the tradition? 
But most importantly, what is the function (rhetorical or 
psychological) of these formulas, 1f they are not required 
to facilitate the rapid composition of orally-created verse? 
This essay will attempt to deal briefly with these questions 
and with their implications for formulaic analysis, and to 
suggest a possible theoretical approach to their resolution. 

The most common feature of formulaic style is its marked 
repetition, the result of which, as far as the audience is 
concerned, is a very high degree of predictability of certain 
expressions, much higher than that of ordinary language. For 
example, a Middle English audience, having heard (or read) 
this whole-verse formula a number of times 

Sore he wepte and sayde alas3 

can now predict that when Sore he wepte appears, it will be 
followed by and sayde alas~r~if the audience knows the 
first verse of a two-verse formula, 

When he awoke and speke myght 
Sore he wept and sore he syght [sighed] 

it is likely that they will anticipate (unconsciously, probably) 
the second verse. It is, of course, highly probable that the 
poet will alter the pattern in some way in response to the new 
narrative environment in which it occurs, so that the audience 
may expect to hear any one of this set of possible substitutions 
from a single poet: 

l 
he 
she 

yf he 
thou 

were never so 

nobyll a knyght 
fayr ne whyte 
kene 
prest 

But even though the poet has provided a few lexical variations 
in his verse-line, the basic structural pattern remains the 
same, and the audience is not required to understand any strange 



126 SUSAN WITTIG 

syntactic patterning; this line, in all its alternate forms, 
is syntactically predictable. In fact, if members of the 
audience are thoroughly familiar with the poet's habitual use 
of certain lexical and syntactical patterns, they may even be 
able to anticipate whole groups of lines based upon these 
expected patterns. Predictability is also a feature of ordin
ary speech, of course; without it, the language we speak to 
one another would be unintelligible. However, the syntactical 
patterns in formulaic poems such as these are predictable to 
a degree that ordinary speech is not--and the constraining 
forces of meter and syntax that govern the formation of formu
laic language patterns assert a degree of control not found 
in our every-day language. 

The element of predictability demonstrably present in 
formulaic verse is a feature known to information theorists 
as redundancy; that is, some words or groups of words, some 
syntactical and metrical patterns, have a high probability of 
occurrence in a given context. As a result, they carry a 
sharply decreased amount of information (regarded in these 
terms as new information: in information theory, a segment 
of a communication is said to contain information only if the 
receiver learns something from it which could not be learned 
from the context in which the segment occurred4). The amount 
of information contained in any item of communication, then, 
is related to the likelihood of predicting the occurrence of 
any word or phrase from those words and phrases which have 
occurred before; in terms of the sender, the amount of inform
ation is measured by the degree of choice among options that 
he may exercise.5 For instance, a reader sufficiently familiar 
with modern idiomatic English could predict that the sentence 

At the time of the divorce, they divided the 
community . 

will be completed with the word "property"; because it is the 
word most likely to occur in this context, it is highly predict
able--and because it is predictable, it conveys little inform
ation. On the other hand, the sentence 

At the time of the sale, they distributed the 
profits . . . 

even though it bears much syntactic resemblance to the pre
vious sentence, does not allow the reader to easily predict 
the next word or words; the sentence might end with an adverb 
("equally" nr "hastily") or with a prepositional phrase ("among 
the sellers," "between Fred and Harry")--or it might simply 
end with the word "profits." The additional words and phrases 
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add a significant amount of information6 to the preceding 
phrase, and are necessary to the context in which they occur. 

Because predictability and information are inversely 
proportional, decreased information is a function of increased 
predictability--and, as we know, formulaic verse is composed 
largely of repeated elements that become, in the course of a 
single narrative, highly predictable. If we take into account 
the syntactical and metrical redundancies that underlie the 
lexical repetitions of any formulaic poem, we can say that 
formulaic verse is redundant on both formal and contentual 
levels. Moreover, if we extend the discussion to the larger 
narrative formulas of motif and scene, many of the narratives 
will be seen to be structurally redundant in terms of plot 
as well as verse-form; that is, having heard or read the first 
scene, made up of a number of obligatory motifs, an audience 
familiar with several narratives in the same genre can predict 
the composition of the second scene, and so on, through the 
course of the narrative. In large-scale formal terms, as 
well as small-scale stylistic terms, formulaic narratives are 
almost completely redundant, in the technical sense of the 
word. 

In ordinary speech, we are accustomed to consider a mes
sage "valuable" because of the amount of information it carries. 
Gabor, for instance, remarks that what a man finds valuable 
in a piece of information (that is, what he will pay for) is 
its exclusive applicability to him and its power to help him 
predict the results of his future action selected out of a 
number of possible actions; he offers the example of a race
track better who receives an item of information concerning 
a horse from a tipster.8 Now, it is obvious that we are talk
ing here about the value of the content of the message, while 
poetry, and art generally, requires us to place a higher degree 
of value upon formal considerations. But even granting that 
the understand1ng of art requires a set to the form of the 
message, rather than to its content (a dichotomous explanation 
which has been assumed in formulaic studies--sometimes unneces
sarily--to account for the invariant formal "frame" and the 
variable "content" used to fill it), the basic technical def
inition of information still may be applied here, for what the 
last few centur1es have valued in art has been uniqueness; we 
have prized art's ability to surprise, to waken us from our 
habitual sleepy response by showing us something in a new 
light: some convention, perhaps, that we had not perceived 
in quite that way before; or some old thing set in a context 
which reveals a peculiarity that we had not noticed--or some 
new thing, totally unexpected in a sequence of familiar (and 
hence unexamined) objects.9 If formulaic language seems to 
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us value-less (that is, if it seems to have no function beyond 
that utility which it might have in composition) it is because 
our notion of value in art is very much different from that 
which was held in the time of the composition of these formu
laic works. What we need to do, then, is to examine the values 
and functions which seem to have given rise to these habitual 
phrases, considering always that we do not know how these 
later formulaic poems and stories were composed. Since we 
seem to have made no headway in terms of composition, let us 
reverse the problem and look at it in terms of reception. 

It has been suggested that there is a fundamental relation
ship between the redundancy of any given message and the psycho
logical efficiency with which the receiver can handle it. 
Experiments indicate that if the receiver possesses ~ priori 
knowledge about an event (what has been called psychological 
expectancy, or "set"), he is better able to deal with that 
event;lO that is, the material which might present new informa
tion is now to some extent redundant, and he can recognize 
it and deal with it much more easily. For example, in an exper
iment conducted by D. J. Bruce, testing the importance of 
situational context, li~teners who heard sentences prefaced 
by cue-words specifically relating to the content of the sen
tences could identify that content with much less chance of 
error than the content of un-cued sentences; Bruce concluded 
that the prior identification of a situational context into 
which the sentence would be fitted made it possible for the 
listener to understand it correctly.ll One of the functions 
of redundancy, then, is the establishment of psychological 
anticipation, resulting in a greater efficiency (increased 
speed and accuracy) of recognition. This redundancy may be 
built into a system deliberately (as in the experimental situ
ation we have just described; or as in the catechism, which 
is designed to teach answers through the repetition of certain 
question-answer sets); on the other hand, it may evolve in any 
system--in the natural languages, for example.l2 In formulaic 
narratives, the production of psychological readiness is one 
of the functions of certain introductory motifs which serve 
to make redundant much of the following material--and, as a 
consequence, to make the process of understandin~ what has 
been said much easier and to make the communicat1on process 
more reliable. Cecil Bowra refers to this particular function 
of formulaic style when he says: 

If formulae are indispensable to the impro
vising bard, they are also helpful to any 
listening audience. First, just as the 
bard rests himself for a fragment of a 
second while he uses a noun-adjective 
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combination, so too the audience on hear
ing it can also ease its attention, since 
the phrase is familiar and demands no ef
fort of comprehension. Since listening 
to a poem is by no means easy even for 
people trained to it, any such small help 
is worth having.l3 

129 

There is another important aspect of redundancy which 
Colin Cherry has called the "cocktail party problem." We have 
all experienced the sensation of listening to, and understand
ing, one speaker in the presence of other speakers, and we 
know that it is possible for us to sort and follow one voice, 
even through the continual clatter of other voices. Cherry 
describes an .experiment he conducted to study this function, 
in which a subject listened simultaneously to two superimposed 
readings of different texts by the same speaker, and was then 
told to separate message A from message B. Cherry observes: 

The remarkable thing is that over very 
wide ranges of texts he [the subject] is 
successful •... Because the same speaker 
reads both messages, no clues are provided 
by different qualities of voice, which may 
help in real-life cocktail party conversations. 
Again, since the messaqes are recorded and 
heard through headphones, all binaural direc
tivity aids are removed. The only remaining 
control is provided by the different syntactic 
structures of the two me~sage texts and by 
our myriad store of speech habits--our 
knowledge of syllables and their preferred 
sequences, of acoustic patterning, of 
phrases, of cliches, or word sequences, 
et cetera.l4 

It is the redundant elements of language, habitual patterns 
that we possess unconsciously and in common, that make it 
possible for us to understand speech even in the midst of 
a large number of distractions--or what is technically called 
noise. It is this redundancy which allows us to correct errors 
1ntroduced by noise. George Miller remarks: 

The problem of errors is especially im
portant in a non-redundant language. If 
the language uses symbols independently 
and equally often, any sequence of received 
symbols is a possible message in the 
language. Any sequence at all makes 
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sense. The only way we can be sure that 
every symbol is received correctly is to 
ask the source to repeat the message several 
times .•.. Repetition catches mistakes, 
and repetition is redundancy ..•. A lan
guage must contain a certain amount of re
dundancy if it is to be a reliable means 
of cornrnunication.lS 

In formulaic verse, the redundant patterns may perhaps 
have evolved to insure accuracy of reception in an environ
mental situation (such as listening to the poems in the hubbub 
and confusion of a large hall or outdoor yard) which must 
have been much less than ideal. 

Edmund Leach has postulated this same phenomenon on a 
much larger scale as a way to account for the redundancy 
that is commonly found to occur in variant versions of one 
myth. To the audience, he says, 

. the redundancy of myth is a very 
reassuring fact. Any particular myth in 
isolation is like a coded message badly 
snarled up with noisy interference. Even 
the most confident devotee might feel a 
little uncertain as to what precisely is 
being said. But, as a result of redundancy, 
the believer can feel that, even when the 
details vary, each alternative version of 
a myth confirms his understanding and re
inforcer the essential meaning of all the 
others. 6 

Leach's hypothesis allows us to come to a much more satis
factory understanding of how it is that variant versions of 
the same story, different on the surface but structurally 
homologous, can be accepted by an audience and may even come 
to be embodied in a single message (in Genesis, as Leach shows, 
there are three separate but homologous vers1ons of the Crea
tion). If this process functions, as both Leach and Claude 
Levi-Strauss have suggested, to correct errors introduced by 
noise at some deep-structural level, then it may also function 
at the surface level in the same way. 

But the ability to predict the next word in a linear 
sequence of words, or the next syntactical pattern in a stan
zaic sequence, or the next motif or scene in a plot sequence, 
has another function, the implications of which seem to have 
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more significance for the understanding of formulaic narrative 
than those we have discussed in the preceding paragraphs. The 
creation (either consciously and deliberately or unconsciously 
and unintentionally) of a multi-level set of expectancies not 
only allows the audience to predict the occurrence of successive 
items, but also provides for that audience's assent to the 
sequence, for if the listener can predict the next item (perhaps 
he may even repeat it silently before it occurs) he will be 
more likely to accept it and agree to it. Ronald Carpenter, 
in his study of the stylistic redundancies of certain rhetorical 
figures, cites the example of the Salem cigarette commercial, 
which operates upon precisely this principle: You ~take 
Salem out of the country, but ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
---- -~.I1 'Tne persuasive-effect of such familiar lexical
syntactical-metrical patterns has been recognized by rhetoricians 
for centuries, and is the basis of much current advertising 
theory. 

But in what way can we say that the repeated elements of 
speech in formulaic verse are rhetorically persuasive? Who 
persuades? Who is persuaded? What is the purpose of such 
persuasion? We can suggest here only a very sketchy set of 
possible answers to these important questions, and offer a 
very few speculative considerations. But this approach does 
at the least allow us to entertain more alternative answers 
to the question of why formulas continue to appear in narrative 
at a time when they are no longer of use in oral composition. 

Formulaic narrative, as a one-to-many, public, and highly
institutionalized form of communication, functions differently 
from the private system of artist-to-reader communication with 
which we are familiar in most art: it requires us to study the 
communication process involved here as part of the social system, 
and to see formulaic narrative in the context of social cause 
and effect. In this sense, then, formulaic narrative may be 
considered as a special kind of mass medium, the functions of 
which are similar in many ways to the functions of modern mass 
media. 

Scholars in the field of mass communication have often 
pointed out that there are two kinds of group structures with
in any modern society: organized groups (ranging from informal
ly, loosely structured groups to highly formalized organizations 
like the church) and "detached masses" which are held together, 
Louis Wirth says, by mass media.l8 These two kinds of group 
structure exhibit several different kinds of communication 
processes (inter-personal as well as group-to-group) , but all 
channels share at least one common function: that is, to induce 
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cons7nt. But it has al~o been recognized that consent among 
rece1vers cannot be ach1eved by a mass-communication channel 
unless there is already a prior cultural base, an established 
set of social traditions founded on socially acceptable kinds 
of behavior--unless there is already a firm sense of group 
identification and participation in the life of a community. 
Then, Wirth observes, social consensus may be supported and 
maintained 

by the continuing currents of mass communi
cation, which ... rest for their meaningful
ness and effectiveness upon the pre-existence 
of some sort of a society, which hold that 
society together and mobilize it for contin
uous concerted action.l9 

The formulaic language of narrative verse, in addition to 
carrying a very minimal amount of narrative information, serves 
as a vehicle for at least one other set of communicational 
patterns, the patterns of social information. That is, formu
laic language conveys the additional messages which are en
coded in this public communication within the semiology of 
social gestures, the langauge of social ritual and exchange: 
leave-takings, greetings, meals and banquets, the etiquette 
of war in councils of warriors and on the field of battle, 
marriages, knightings, armings and dis-armings, games. Each 
one of the highly ritualized events to which the formulas refer 
(that is, the content of the formula) is also a kind of formu-
laic language, a complex and highly developed system of signif
ications as thoroughly (if unconsciously) understood and articu
lated in its own culture as that culture's natural language-
which is a language, in and of itself, although its expression 
may also require the use of natural language.20 The language 
of formulaic verse refers, much of the time, to this second
order system of social language, which serves to carry all 
messages necessary and sufficient to the ordering of any activ
ity within the society: economic, political, religious, person
al. Having been accepted by enough segments of the society 
to have passed into cultural tradition (whether that tradition 
is oral or written), formulaic material, more than any other 
linguistic phenomenon of the community, embodies social lan
guage, with all its instructions, restrictions, categorizatio~s, 
prohibitions--with all its rhetorical endorsements of certa1n 
kinds of behavior and action, and of certain kinds of knowledge. 21 

The language of these materials, precisely because it carries 
little information of any other kind, can funct1on as a persua
sive and powerful rhetorical force, supporting and reinforcing 
social beliefs taught by the community to the c~mmunit¥, perhaps 
perpetuating them long past the time when chang1ng.soc1al 
environments might otherwise have caused them to d1sappear. 
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This socializing function serves not only to limit and 
control the kind and variety of messages that may be received 
through this channel,22 but also serves to limit and control 
the messages that may be sent through this channel;23 the 
generic constraints which~ typical of all formulaic nar
rative, together with the constraints (lexical, syntactical, 
metrical) imposed upon the language and upon the poetic form, 
are both products of this information-limiting function. It 
is therefore not useful to speculate (as is often done) upon 
the question of whether formulaic language limits the develop
ment of narrative motifs and scenes, or whether the reduced 
possibilities for narrative innovation limit the possibilities 
for linguistic and poetic innovation: both seem to be limited 
by their rhetorical function, by the part that formulaic 
material plays in the life of the culture. 

It is, however, interesting and perhaps useful to speculate 
upon the degree to which the communication system we have out
lined here is capable of influencing the growth and develop-
ment of the community. Formulaic narratives, highly stylized, 
carefully ordered and regulated by cultural agreement, constitute 
a defense of the status qub; they reflect the culture's ideal 
world--imbalances ideally alanced, riddles resolved, perfection 
attained through prescribed language and prescribed action. 
But because formulaic narrative functions primarily to preserve, 
and not at all to innovate, it establishes a cyclic process 
of self-generation in which patterns are formed from pre-existent 
patterns and action is shaped by reference to prior action: it is 
a self-perpetuating rhetorical model that provides little possibil
ity for change. It cannot be a vehicle for discovery, either 
about itself or about the nature of the world that it describes 
and defines, for it is a cognitive system which, when it looks 
out at the world, is obliged to see only its own mirror image. 

Cognitively, formulaic style presents the world as com
pletely recognized and finally achieved. As ritualistic lan
guage, unhesitatingly spoken and accepted as truth, it provides 
a declarative, definitive statement about the nature of the 
universe and about the nature of knowledge. Therein, for its 
audience, lies its beauty and utility. But the mode of per
ception and the system of values that are demonstrated by this 
kind of style are remote from us, and the insistence on the 
preservation of tradition which is the source of the power 
and vitality that initially inspired them has little hold on 
the twentieth-century imagination. As Morris Croll says at 
the close of his famous essay on Baroque Style, this is not 
the place to consider what we have gained or lost in this 
change in perceptual habits and preferences; we can hope, 
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however, to move in the direction of a greater understanding 
of them. 

Department of English 
University of Texas 
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will depend upon the choice of signals . . . 
with relation to the receiver's expectancies. 
(p. 13) 

6The amount of information carried by any particular 
segment of a communication is measured by the number of pos
sible alternatives that could occur. If only two alterna
tive items can possibly occur (in such two-state codes as the 
}1orse code, with its dot and dash, or the familiar punched 
computer card), there is relatively little information, in 
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the technical sense of the word, carried by one or the other 
single item. When the number of alternative items increases, 
however, the mathematical measure of information increases 
logarithmically: in Miller's definition, "the amount of 
information per symbol is plotted as a logarithmic function 
of the number of alternative signals" (p.42). 

7 [Deleted.] 

8cited in Cherry, p.245. For another discussion of in
formation and cultural values, see Weiner, Cybernetics. 

9This concept was established by the Russian formalists 
in their use of the term ostraneniye, or estrangement. The 
purpose, according to Victor Shklovsky, is to force us to 
break our automatic habits of perception, to notice. (The 
most readily available translation of Shklovsky 1 s essay, "Art 
as Technique," may be found in Lemon and Reis, Russian 
Formalist Criticism (Lincoln, Neb.: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1965). 

10see Cherry, pp.275-279. 

11 "The Effect of Listener's Anticipation on the Intellig
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Modeling Systems," Semiotica, 6 (1972), 222-243. 

21For a supporting view, see Benjamin Colby, "Cultural 
Patterns in Narrative," Science, 15 (Feb. 18, 1966), 793-98. 

22This function obviously operates only in terms of the 
receivers for whom the original communication was designed. 
Written communication which survives from one audience to 
another is often "reinterpreted" by the later audience as 
conveying a different message (or additional messages) from 
that which was perceived by the original audience. The "new" 
or "redefined" message is produced by the later audience to 
meet its own special needs, usually without reference to or 
knowledge of the response of the original receivers. One 
example is the Renaissance allegorization, particularly in 
Spenser, of romance materials that had no allegorical message 
for the original audience. 

23Messages sent through the channel of formulaic narrative 
are obviously limited to those which meet already-established 
cultural norms. Deviant messages \'Till be rejected before 
they are sent--that is, until a particular kind of dev1ance 
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KATHERINE HAMMER 

' Searles Conditions and the Determination 

of lllocutionary Force1 

Two approaches to the problem of determinina 
the illocutionary force(s) of a sentence ar~ 
examined: Gordon and Lakoff's (1971) "Conver
sational Postulates," and Fraser's (1973) 
"On Accounting for Illocutionary Forces "; 
and their relation to Searle's conditions is 
discussed. It is arqued that Gordon and Lakoff's 
analysis can be strengthened by incorporating 
Searle's conditions; but that Fraser's analysis 
suffers intractable difficulties, and draws 
upon dubious evidence and sample anaJyses. 
Finally, Searle's conditions themselves are 
restudied, together with his rules for reference 
and predication, to determine what aspects 
of those conditions are distinctive to the notion 
of the illocutionary act. It appears that the 
essence of the illocutionary act lies in an 
intent on the part of the speaker to perform 
some perlocutionary act; and therefore some 
revision of Searle's division of the speech 
act is suggested. [KH, MH] 

Linguists have often spoken about the illocutinnary forces of 
sentences. Only recently has the difficulty of determininq 
that force been fully realized. Whereas before it had been 
more or less assumed that certain surface structures were 
characteristic of this or that illocutionary force, it has 
now become clear that such generalizations are not sufficient 
to handle many cases. A sentence like The chili's hot does 
not necessarily serve as an assertion--it can also have the 
force of advice, a warning, a request, or even a question. 
In view of such complications, one wonders whether the orammar 
can or should be expected to deal with this problem. 
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There have been two attempts to explain how such forces 
can be determined--Gordon and Lakoff's (1971) "Conversational 
Postulates" and Fraser's (1973) "On Accounting for Illocution
ary Forces." Both presuppose the existence of Searle's (1970) 
conditions on the illocutionary act and offer the strongest 
evidence yet for their inclusion in the grammar. Although 
the two approaches are not dissimilar, I hope to demonstrate 
that Gordon and Lakoff's analysis is superior to Fraser's. 
I also hope to demonstrate that, although it is clear that 
Searle's conditions must be incorporated into the grammar, 
his analysis of the illocutionary act and its place within 
the speech act as a whole is nevertheless incomplete in 
several respects. 

Gordon and Lakoff posit the existence of rules like 
those in (1)-(4), called conversational postulates, which 
state under what conditions the performance of one illocu
tionary act conversationally implies the performance of some 
other illocutionary act. 

(1) SOFTENED SUGGESTION POSTULATE 
VP(a,b,Q)AND[VP(a,b,Q) ~ BELIEVE(a,POSSIBLE 
(S)] ~ SUGGEST(a,S) 
where VP is any performative predicate, a the 
speaker, b the hearer, Q and s any propositions, 
and ' ~ ' reads 'conversationally implies.' 
(And L conversationally implies P in coNi IFF 
CONi U CPU L If- P, i.e., in context(s) CONi, 
given conversational postulates CP, L entails 
p. ) 

{2) SAY(a,b,WANT(a,Q))* ~REQUEST~ ,Q) where 
'*' is 'a fudge to rule out small talk and 
other conversational situations where one does 
not intend to inform.' 

(3) SAY(a,b,BELIEVE(a,Q))* ~ SAY(a,b,Q) 

(4) SAY(a,b,INTEND(a,Q))* ~ PROMISE(a,b,Q) where 
Q is a future act of a. 

Rule (1) states under what conditions an utterance can be taken 
to convey a suggestion. If X asks Y: 

(5) Are we going to have a drink before dinner? 

and x believes that it's possible for them to have a drink 
before dinner, e.g., there's liquor in the house, neither x 
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nor Y is under orders from a doctor not to drink, then (5) 
can convey: 

(6) Let's have a drink before dinner. 

The conversational postulate in (2) states that an assertion 
in which the speaker states that he wants something, e.g., 
I want a cigarette, can conversationally imply a request, e.g., 
Will you give me a cigarette? Similarly, postulate (3) 
states that for a speaker to assert belief in some proposition 
can conversationally imply the assertion of that proposition, 
e.g., I believe it's time to go home can conversationally 
imply It's time to go home; and postulate (4) maintains that 
for a speaker to assert intent to perform some act can imply 
a promise to perform that act, e.g., I intend to get home on 
time can imply I promise to get home on time. 

Gordon and Lakoff base their argument for the existence 
of such rules in the grammar on four phenomena. First they 
maintain that the application of at least one deletion rule 
is dependent on the previous application of a conversational 
postulate. They note that questions like: 

(7) Why are you painting your house purple? 
(8) Why do you paint your house purple? 

are ambiguous--they can convey either a request for information 
or a suggestion that the action described is thought to be un
wise by the speaker. Most generative grammars would claim 
that the question: 

(9) Why paint your house purple? 

is derived from either (7) or (8). Yet questions like (9) 
are not ambiguous--they convey only the suggestion that the 
action described is thought to be unwise.2 Thus, Gordon and 
Lakoff argue, the application of the syntactic rule of deletion 
here is dependent on whether or not a conversational postulate 
has been invoked. 

Second, they argue that conversational postulates 
in the distribution of the morphemes please and here. 
please can occur initially before any kind of sentence 
conveys a request: 

(10) Please, can you open a window? 

figure 
Whereas 
that 

(11) Please, will you get me a glass of water? 
(12) Please, it's cold in here. 
(13) Please, my daughter's a virgin. 
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(14) Please, be glad they didn't fire you. 
(15) Please, get me a drink. 
(16) Please, it's 10 o'clock. 

it can occur finally only after true requests, i.e., interrog
ative and imperative structures where Q = future act of b. 

(10') Can you open a window, please? 
(11') Will you get me a glass of water, please? 
(12') *It's cold in.here, please. 
(13') *My daughter's a virgin, please. 
(14') *Be glad they didn't fire you, please. 
(15') Get me a drink, please. 
(16') *It's 10 o'clock, please.3 

Similarly, here can occur initially (when followed by a pause) 
before any kind of sentence which conveys a request (Here, I 
want a roast beef sandwich, or Here, let me through) or an 
offer (Here, pass me that wrench or Here, I know how to do that). 

Finally, Gordon and Lakoff note that in some dialects 
assertions that convey questions can take a subject-verb 
inversion in their complements whereas very similar syntactic 
structures which do not convey questions cannot. In such 
dialects, the sentences: 

(17) I'm asking you where Harry went. 
(18) I want to know where Harry went. 

have the alternative forms: 

(17') I'm asking you where did Harry go. 
(18') I want to know where did Harry go. 

whereas the sentence: 

(19) Yesterday I wanted to know where Harry went. 

which does not convey a question, has no alternate form: 

(19') *Yesterday I wanted to know where did Harry go. 

Although Gordon and Lakoff make no mention of Searle's 
conditions on the illocutionary act, if one examines them 
(see Table 1, adapted from Searle, 1969, pp. 66-67) in 
conjunction with the conversational postulates in (1)-(4), 
one will see that they are closely related. In Hammer 
(1974) I argue that the inclusion of Searle's conditions 
in the grammar (already argued for in Lakoff, 1971) not only 
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Propo
sitional 
Content 

PreE_ara-
tory 

TABLE 1 

REQUEST 

Future act A of H. 

1. H is able to do A. 
s believes H is able 
to do A. 

2 • It is not obvious to 
both s and H that H 
will do A in the nor-
mal course of events. 

Sincerity S wants H to do A. 

Essential Counts as an attempt to 
get H to do A. 

ProE_o
sitional 
Content 

PreE_ara
tory 

QUESTION 

Any proposition or pro
positional function. 

1. S does not know the 
'answer,' i.e., does 

ASSERTION 

Any proposition p. 

1. s has evidence (reasons, 
etc.) for the truth of 
p. 

2. It is not obvious to 
both s and H that H 
knows (does not need 
to be reminded of, etc.) 

S believes p. 

Counts as an undertaking 
to the effect that p 
represents an actual state 
of affairs. 

ADVICE 

Future act A of H. 

1. S has some reason to 
believe that A will 

not know if the propo
sition is true, or in 2. 
the case of prop. 
function, does not 

benefit H. 
It is not obvious 
to both s and H that 
H will do A in the 
normal course of events. know the information 

needed to complete 
the proposition truly. 

2. It is not obvious to 
both S and H that H 
will provide the in
formation at the time 
without being asked. 

Sincerity s wants this informa
tion. 

Essential Counts as an attempt to 
elicit this information 
from H. 

S believes A will 
benefit H. 

Counts as an undertaking 
to the effect that A is 
in H's best interest. 

p. 
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allows one to restate Gordon and Lakoff's postulates much 
more generally but also clears up several unsatisfactory as
pects of their analysis--most notably, the fact that their 
postulates are dependent upon some formulation of coNi which 
they neglect to discuss in any detai~ and the fact that they 
require the '*' marking to exclude "small talk or other con
versational situations where one does not intend to inform." 
For instance, the postulates described in (2)-(4) seem to be 
the result of some more general principle: 

(20) To assert the sincerity condition 
on some illocutionary act conversa
tionally implies the performance 
of that act, provided that it is pre
supposed that the other conditions 
on that act are satisfied. 

Note that the last clause in (20) in essence states the contexts 
in which the above principle applies;and since it is now general
ly agreed that such kinds of presuppositions must be included 
in the grammar, it also indicates that Gordon and Lakoff's 
CONi can be formulated. Moreover, re-examining Gordon and 
Lakoff's data in light of Searle's conditions also provides 
solutions to the problems they pose at the end of their article.4 

Like Gordon and Lakoff, Fraser sees the illocutionary 
force of a sentence as a function of both its semantic reading 
and certain principles of conversation. More specifically he 
maintains that the intersection of the set of illocutionary 
forces Fm associated with the semantic reading of the sentence 
and the set of forces Fp determined by the semantic reading 
of the sentence and certain principles of conversation results 
in a set F which represents the total illocutionary forces of 
the sentence. 

With respect to the determination of Fm--the set of forces 
associated with the semantic reading of a sentence--Fraser 
maintains that a first-order approximation of the set is reached 
by noting the forces associated with the general type of a 
sentence, e.g., declarative, imperative, interrogative. For 
instance, he claims that any declarative sentence which does 
not contain an explicit performative "has the force of assert
ing but leaves open which of the more specifically defined 
forces it might fall into (for example, reporting, stating, 
claiming) ."5 This first-order approximation is narrowed by 
the propositional content of the sentence. Here Searle's 
conditions come into play as the propositional content of the 
sentence is compared against the propositional-content conditions 
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for the various illocutionary acts associated with the general 
sentence type. If the propositional content of the sentence 
fails to meet this condition on some act, then that illocution
ary force is eliminated from the first-order approximation of 
Fm.6 

Fraser suggests that the principles of conversation that 
help determine the sat Fp might be something like Grice's 
Principle of Co-operation and the maxims that grow out of it: 
i.e., 

(21) Co-operation Principle: Make your con
versational contribution such as is 
required, at the stage at which it 
occurs, by the accepted purpose or 
direction of the talk-exchange in 
which you are engaged. 

Relating to what is said: 
QUANTITY 
(a) Make your contribution as inform

ative as necessary 
(b) Do not contribute more than necessary 

QUALITY: Try to make your contribution 
one that is true 

(a) Do not say what you believe is false 
(b) Do not say that for which you lack 

adequate evidence 
RELATION: Be relevant 
Relating to how it is said: 
MANNER: Be perspicuous 
{a) Be clear 
(b) Be unambiguous 
(c) Be as brief as possible 
(d) Be orderly (p.299) 

As an example of how such a principle is at work in the inter
pretation of sentences, Fraser presents Grice's example: 

Suppose I ask you for an opinion of Mr. 
Jones, your student who is an applicant 
for a linguistic teaching position, and 
you reply, 'Mr. Jones dresses very carefully 
when he teaches.' Now, if I assume you 
are still functioning as a participant in 
the conversation, thus abiding by the 
Co-operating Principle, I must assume you 
are violating one of the maxims. It cannot 
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be the maxim of Relation since your reply 
was relevant, the reply was presumably 
also truthful (Quality), and I can find 
no fault in the way (Manner) you answered 
me. I may conclude, however, that since 
you know the student well and are capable 
of providing more information, there is a 
reason for your violation of the maxim of 
Quantity .••. Thus, I conclude that Jones 
does not have your recommendation .... 
The force of the implicated sentence, Jones 
isn't the right person, is that of a 
negative recommendation. (pp.300-301) 

At this point, however, Fraser seems to question either the 
feasibility or the relevance of this kind of analysis, saying 
"I do not want to argue that this implicated sentence and thus 
its associated force are actually a part of the illocutionary 
force of the sentence. On the contrary, this force of negative 
recommendation appears to be clearly a function of the utterance 
(or writing) of the sentence in a particular context." (p.301) 

There are four major problems with Fraser's analysis. 
First, it is not clear exactly which cases he wants to handle 
and which he wants to exclude. Apparently he wants to exclude 
cases like force of negative suggestion evoked by 

(22) Mr. Jones dresses very carefully 
when he teaches 

because this force is a function of the sentence being uttered 
(or written) within a particular context. Yet in his analysis 
of the sentence 

(23) May I have the salt? 

which can convey either a request for information (a question) 
or a true request (and which he clearly thinks should be within 
the scope of his analysis), Fraser explains the hearer's under
standing of this sentence as a request in the following way: 

The speaker has requested permission for 
the salt. 

I infer the speaker wants the salt. 
In the present context, I can bring it about 

that the speaker gets the salt and there
fore fulfill his (inferred) desire. 

The speaker and I both recognize my capability 

I 
• I 

J 
J 
I 
I 
' 

J 
l , 
J 
J 
1 
J 

l 
l 
J 
1 
1 
I 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
i 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

SEARLE'S CONDITIONS, DETERMINATION OF ILLOCUTIONARY FORCE 145 

to do this and such co-operation is ex
pected among friends. 

I infer that the speaker has implicated 
the request Please pass the salt. 

Fraser does not discuss just what the difference is between 
the implicated force here and that of negative suggestion for 
the sentence Mr. Jones dresses very carefully when he teaches; 
and, as far as I can tell, there is none. In his analysis of 
(22) he refers to the "present context" and thus one must 
conclude that either he did not intend his earlier remark 
about excluding forces implicated by context or that he intends 
some distinction between the analysis of sentences (22) and 
(23) that he has failed to make clear. 

There is a similar problem with his description of the 
method by which Fm is determined. Although he maintains that 
the first approximation of Fm is to be determined by the 
syntactic type of the sentence, he does not discuss how one 
determines which forces are associated with which syntactic 
types. He states that "there is a fairly close partitioning 
of illocutionary acts into three classes" (p.297) according 
to whether the sentence involved is declarative, imperative, 
or interrogative, but qualifies this statement by saying that 
"the syntactic type of a sentence does not necessarily require 
that the sentence qualify for one group of illocutionary acts 
rather than another" (p.297). If the latter statement is 
true--and it is since a declarative sentence can constitute 
a question and an interrogative sentence can constitute an 
assertion7--then Fraser's notion of a "first approximation" 
of Fm is meaningless since every syntactic type can convey 
any illocutionary force for which the sentence satisfies 
the condition on propositional content.8 Once again it 
would seem that the confusion here stems from Fraser's failure 
to clearly define the cases he wishes to handle. 

There is also a problem with Fraser's suggestion that Fp 
is determined in part by certain principles of conversation 
something like Grice's Co-operation Principle and the maxims 
that follow from it. One wonders how such a principle should 
operate within the grammar, where it belongs, and if its in
clusion forces one to claim that the grammar must represent 
deduction.9 However, there is no need to posit the separate 
existence of such principles since this information is already 
present in Searle's conditions on the illocutionary act and 
their existence has already been argued for on several grounds. 

Searle maintains that "there exists in language, as in 
most other forms of human behavior, a principle of least effort, 
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a principle of maximum illocutionary ends with minimum phonetic 
effort" (p.60). In Hammer (1974) I pointed out that certain 
of Searle's conditions are a result of such a principle operat
ing in language. (And thus that arguments for the existence 
of Searle's conditions in the grammar also serve to argue for 
the existence of this principle.) For instance, one of the 
preparatory conditions on requesting is that the speaker 
believe the hearer able to perform the act requested. If one 
violates this condition--e.g., by asking Will__you get me a 
book out of the car? of someone in traction--then one is wasting 
words and thus violating the principle of maximum illocutionary 
ends with minimum phonetic effort.lD 

If one will re-examine Grice's Co-operative Principle, 
one will see that its effect is identical to Searle's principle 
of maximum illocutionary ends, and thus that it and the maxims 
following from it are already a part of the grammar through 
Searle's conditions. As a result, Fp would seem to be the 
set of forces for 'vhich the semantic reading of the sentence 
in question satisfies Searle's preparatory and sincerity con
ditions (since Fm is the set of forces for which the semantic 
reading satisfies the conditions of propositional content). 

There is a final problem in Fraser's sample analyses. 
While he accounts for the request reading of Hay I have the 
salt? by means of the deductive process outlined previously, 
he maintains that the interpretation of the sentence: 

(24) Can you pass the salt? 

as a request is the result of an underlying imperative with 
a mitigating marker (MITG MKR), i.e., of a deep structure 
with roughly the form: 

(24') MITG MKR-you-VP 

As evidence for the proposition that sentence (24) has two deep 
structures underlying it--i.e., (24') for the request reading 
and a regular interrogative deep structure for the question 
reading--Fraser alleges the following: 

(i) the morpheme please can precede the 
VP of a request but not a question, e.g., 
(a) Can you please pass the salt? 
(b) *can you please metabolize your 

blood sugar a little faster? 

(ii) Can (will, etc.) y~u can be postponed to 
sentence=final p0s1tion in requests but not 
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in questions, e.g., 
(a) Give me some milk, could tou?ll 
(b) *Resemble your uncle, cou d you? 

(iii) deriving can ~ou requests from under-
lying imperat~ves 'automatically accounts 
for the fact that the main verb of 
the sentence must denote a voluntary 
action on the part of the subject, 
thus excluding such verbs as 
resemble, want, metabolize, and hear. 
Questions have no such restrictions.' (p.302) 

(iv) with requests such as these the 
subject can only be ybu or the in
definite someone/some ody, whereas 
there is no such restriction with 
questions; 

(v) adverbs like willingly, easily, and 
voluntarily cannot occur in requests, 
but can in questions; 

(vi) the can of requests cannot be para
phrased by be able to, e.g., a sentence 
like Are you able to give me that wrench 
does not normally convey a request; 

(vii) Can cannot be emphatically stressed 
rn-requests, e.g., CAN you help me? 
does not normally have the force of 
a request; 

(viii) Can't (and similarly won't and 
couldn't) is not synonymous with 
~ts uncontracted form, e.g., 
(a) Can't you give me something to 

ease the pain? 
(b) Can you not give me something to 

ease the pain? 
are not synonymous; 

(ix) some and any can both occur in 
questions, but only some can occur 
in requests, e.g., COUld you eat some 
(*any) of your dinner now? 

(x) a request is not well-formed unless an 
indefinite object really exists. The 
same is not true for questions, e.g., 
Will you send me a unicorn in the 
morning mail is an ill-formed request 
but a well-formed question;l2 and 
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(xi) the various medals, including ~' 
'appear to fall into an order of 
decreasing politeness . . . [which] 
must be accounted for somewhere in the 
grammar. By treating the can, will 
and so on of the request cases not 
as medals but merely as markers of 
degree of mitigation (politeness), this 
fact can be associated directly with 
the analysis of imperatives.' (p.303) 

Several aspects of Fraser's sample analyses need closer 
scrutiny. First, whereas Fraser maintains that the ambiguity 
in force for sentences like Can *ou pass the salt results from 
a difference in deep structure, e concedes that he "cannot 
find syntactic evidence to argue in support of two deep 
structures to account for the permission and request forces" 
of sentences like May I have the salt (p.303). A sentence 
like this has at least three potential forces. It could be 
a request for the salt; a request for information regarding 
the speaker's freedom to have the salt; or a request for 
permission to have the salt. The first interpretation is 
analogous to the request reading for sentence (24) Can you 
eass the salt, and ideally one would like to see this use of 
1nterrogative structures for requests as a unitary phenomenon 
in the language. Fraser's analysis implies that this is 
impossible. 

Second, some of Fraser's examples seem to be incorrect, 
while the interpretation of others seems questionable. Sentences 
like Are you able to give me that wrench can be "normally" 
used as requests; and Will you send me a unicorn in the morning 
mail is just as unacceptable a question as it is a request. 
The restriction on main verbs discussed in (iii) holds also 
for certain questions with can, when the reading for can is 
"be able to," e.g., Can youresemble your mother is just as 
ill-formed or "questionable" as a question as it is as a request 
unless the can is read as "is it possible" (where both the 
request and the question are well-formed).l3 If one treats 
can as a modal in sentences like Can you pass the salt and 
medals as verbs of the class including tr~ (as Ross, 1968, 
suggests), can would be marked as not tak1ng NEG RAISING. 
This would explain why Can't you give me something to ease 
the pain and Can you not give me something to ease the pain 
are not synonymous. Indeed, this would seem to be evidence 
against treating can as a "mitigating marker." 

Moreover, the bulk of the remaining evidence--i.e., points 
(i)-(v) and (vii) and (ix)--merely states differences between 
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interrogative structures which can serve as requests and 
those which cannot. Although there are some similar restric
tions on the propositional content of such requests and imper
ative structures, e.g., those regarding the possible main 
verbs and subjects discussed in (iii) and (iv), Fraser has 
not provided the reader with any other evidence for derivinq 
one from the other. If fact, many of the points made above
could be used as arguments for the existence of conversational 
postulates. For instance, the facts concerning the distribu
tion of please discussed in (i) are very similar to those made 
by Gordon and Lakoff concerning sentences (10)-(16). Moreover, 
since there is strong evidence for treating can as a modal 
here and since one would like to recognize the similarity in 
behavior between Can you pass the salt and May I have the 
salt, there is good reason to reject Fraser's analysis. 

In short, while the problems with Gordon and Lakoff's 
analysis tend to diminish upon further examination (in light 
of Searle's conditions), Fraser's approach becomes less clear 
and more unsatisfying. Thus, it seems that,until some better 
analysis is offered, Gordon and Lakoff's notion of conversa
tional postulates is the best way to deal with the difficult 
problem of determining the illocutionary force(s) of a sentence, 
and at the same time offers the strongest evidence for the 
inclusion of Searle's conditions in the grammar. 

Although it is now clear that Searle's conditions play 
an important role in the grammar, there are nevertheless some 
problems with Searle's analysis of the illocutionary act. 
Searle sees the speech act as consisting of the four following 
kinds of acts: 

(a) utterance acts--the act of uttering 
words and morphemes; 

(b) propositional acts--the acts of 
referring and predicating; 

(c) illocutionary acts--stating, questioning, etc. 
(d) perlocutionary acts--persuading, con-

vincing, etc. 

Searle offers his conditions on the illocutionary act as 
the culmination of a "full dress" analysis of the illocutionary 
act, thus leading the reader to think that the essence of the 
illocutionary act is somehow determined by these kinds of 
conditions; i.e., that propositional-content, preparatory, 
sincerity, and essential conditions are somehow distinctive 
to the illocutionary act. But this does not seem to be the 
case, for examination of Searle's rules for reference and 
predication reveals that they, too, can be restated in terms 
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of the four types of conditions on illocutionary acts. (See 
Tables 2 and 3, adapted from Searle, 1969, pp. 96, 127.) 

TABLE 2 

Rules for the Successful Performance of a Singular 
Definite Reference 

(R-1) R is to be uttered only in the 
context of a sentence (or some 
similar stretch of discourse) the 
utterance of which could be the 
performance of some illocutionary 
act. 

(R-2) R is to be uttered only if there 
exists an object X such that either 
R contains an identifying description 
of X or S is able to supplement R 
with an identifying description of 
X and such that, in the utterance of 
R, S intends to pick out or identify 
X to H. 

(R-3) The utterance of R counts as the 
identification or picking out of 
X to (or for) H. 

TABLE 3 

Rules for the Performance of Predication 

(P-1) P is to be uttered only in the 
context of a sentence or other 
stretch of discourse T the 
utterance of which could be the 
performance of some illocutionary 
act. 

(P-2) P is to be uttered in T only if 
the utterance of T involves a 
successful reference to x. 

(P-3) P is to be uttered only if X is of 
a type or category such that it is 
logically possible for P to be true 
or false of x. 
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(P-4) The utterance of P counts as raising 
the question of the truth or falsity 
of P of X (in a certain illocutionary 
mode determined by the illocutionary 
force indicatinq device of the 
grammar).l4 . 

Rules (R-1) and (P-1) are essentially propositional-content 
conditions which state that for both reference and predication 
to be successful they must occur within a proposition in a 
sentence or some utterance which can be taken as such. The 
first part of (R-2) (i.e., "Risto be uttered only if there 
exists an object x such that either R contains an identifying 
description of x or s is able to supplement R with an ident
ifying description of x"), (P-2), and (P-3) can be viewed as 
preparatory conditions, the second part of (R-2) as a sincerity 
condition, and (R-3) and (R-4) as essential conditions.l5 
For instance, just as one is violating a preparatory condition 
on requests to ask someone in traction to get a book out of 
the car, one is violating a preparatory condition on reference 
to ask someone to get the book on the table when there are no 
books on the table but only term papers. 

Thus, if it is not the kinds of conditions which are 
distinctive to the notion of illocutionary act, it must be 
the conditions themselves. If one examines the "conditions" 
on the propositional acts of reference and predication in 
conjunction with Searle's conditions on various illocutionary 
acts (See Figure 1), he will discover that the main difference 
is this: in performing an illocutionary act there is some 
intent on the part of the speaker to bring about some change 
·in the hearer (in his state of mind or knowledge) or to cause 
him to perform some action. One might even want to say that 
what distinguishes illocutionary acts from propositional acts 
is an intent on the part of the speaker to perform some 
perlocutionary act (e.g., to convince, to alarm) by means of 
the illocutionary act. This is not to collapse the distinc
tion between illocutionary act and perlocutionary act, for 
the successful performance of some illocutionary act does not 
necessarily result in the successful performance of the intended 
perlocutionary act; e.g., one can successfully warn someone 
without persuading him to behave appropriately.------

The above facts do suggest, however, that Searle's 
analysis of the speech act as a whole should be revised. If 
the above observations are true and the thing that distinguishes 
the illocutionary act from propositional acts is the intention 
to perform some perlocutionary act, then perhaps (c) and (d) 
in Searle's division should be combined. 
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Much of the above discussion has been highly tentative, 
and there are still many problems with the notion of illocu
tionary act; but it seems safe to assert that the inclusion 
of Searle's conditions in the grammar provides a more power
ful device than has been previously realized. 

Department of English 
Coe College 

NOTES 

lAn earlier version of this paper was presented at the 
Minnesota Center for Advanced Studies in Language, Style and 
Literary Theory. I would like to thank Robert Wachal, Larry 
Martin, Michael Hancher, Martin Steinmann, David Hacker, and 
Larry Mitchell for their valuable comments and suggestions. 

2some have suggested that (9) is indeed ambiguous since 
it can also occur in discourses like Why paint your house 
purple? To be patriotic, of course. However, here such a 
question bears the intonational pattern of an echo question 
whereas in the case described by Gordon and Lakoff it does 
not. Thus, the ambiguity is not of the sort discussed with 
respect to (7) and (8). 

3They also note that there are some questions which 
never convey requests and thus can never co-occur with please, 
e.g.~ *Please, who has ever lifted a finger to help me? 

4Further discussion of this is beyond the scope of this 
article. For a fuller discussion, see Hammer (1974). 

Ssee page 297. This statement seems to support Searle's 
suggestion that illocutionary acts form some kind of hierarchy. 

6While accepting the need to incorporate Searle's conditions 
in the grammar, Fraser maintains that satisfaction of only the 
propositional-content condition and the essential condition is 
necessary for the successful performance of any illocutionary 
act. For instance, he maintains that one can request one's 
hearer to do something without meeting the sincerity condition 
on request; e.g., I ask someone standing in front of the TV 
Will you get me a pad of paper not because I want a pad of 
paper, but because I want to see the end of Marcus Welby. 

s 
I 
I 
J 
J 
1 
I 
] 

I 
J 
I 
J 
J 
I 
I 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

SEARLE'S CONDITIONS, DETERMINATION OF ILLOCUTIONARY FORCE 153 

Here Fraser seems to miss the point of the sincerity 
condition--it is not necessary that I should want (desire) a 
pad of paper, only that I should want the hearer to go get me 
one. 

7For instance, if a hearer has somehow established that 
when the chili is hot he will probably be ready to eat, the 
speaker's utterance of The chili is hot could serve to convey 
the question Are you ready to eat now? Similarly, if my 
husband and I are going to dinner at a friend's and we both 
know that the friend makes terrible curry, then my uttering 
the interrogative sentence Is that chutney? as I glance at 
the buffet upon entering can convey to my husband Oh, my God, 
it's curry. 

8The problem is: if syntactic structures are partitioned 
as to forces, many possible forces will be excluded from the 
first approximation of Fm, and if they are not, no forces will 
be excluded from the first approximation of Fm. 

9rn Hammer (1973) I argue that there is some evidence that 
the grammar can handle deduction. 

1°rn such cases a conversational postulate (or something 
of the sort) is invoked, e.g., the person in traction tries 
to determine what other possible message the speaker is trying 
to convey (was it a joke or sarcasm, etc.). 

11Fraser notes, "These sentence final 'tags' do not, in 
this analysis, derive from some underlying declarative sen
tence, as for example, You could give me some milk underlying 
Give me some milk could you? Not only are the meanings of 
these two sentences diffe~ent but such a derivation fails 
to correspond to the ordinary Tag Question transformation 
which effects a polarity change (for example, You have the 
cash, don't you?)" (p.302). Two comments need to be made 
with respect to these statements. First, if the Tag Question 
transformation were to apply, the structure underlying Give 
me some milk, could you would not be the declarative sentence 
You could give me some milk, but Question+ You could give me 
some m1lk. Second, there are taq questions which do not 
ev1dence a polarity change, e.g.~ Talk to me like that, will 
you? Of course, these bear a different 1ntonat1on from the 
usual tag question and convey a different message, but one 
should also note that there are sentences like Give me some 
milk, couldn't you? where the polarity change has taken place 
and the structure conveys a question. In short, it seems 
that it is the failure to effect the polarity change which 
signals that the literal message is not the one being conveyed. 
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12of course, if a unicorn refers to a statue or a painting 
of a unicorn (or if the speaker is speaking in a dream world 
where the existence of unicorns has been established), then 
the sentence is acceptable on both readings. 

13Note that just as there are two may's--one of permission 
and one of happenstance--there also seem to be two can's, 
one meaning be able to and the other be possible. If one 
adopts a modal as h1gher verb analysis (Ross, 1968), then one 
could account for the difference in meaning according to what 
serves as the subject of the modal in the higher sentence. 

14
There are several problems with these rules, most notably 

the "illocutionary force indicating device." However, any 
probing of such issues is beyond the scope of this paper. 

15Although there is nothing in Searle's rules for predication 
which seems comparable to a sincerity condition, one could 
argue that there is a rule for predication comparable to the 
second half of (R-2), i.e., in the utterance of P, s intends 
to assert (question, etc.) P of x. 
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Teun A. van Dijk. Some Aspects of Text Grammars. The Hague: 
Mouton, 1972. Pp.x~375. fl8~ 

Some Aspects of Text Grammars is nothing less than a formal 
program for a complete theory of language, literatur~ and 
literary study. In the first of the three rather loosely 
connected sections of the book, van Dijk outlines the basis 
of his conception: a generative grammar of discourse which 
would generate "all and only the grammatical texts of a 
language." In a second section, a reworking of his M.A. 
thesis on linguistic structures in modern French poetry, van 
Dijk outlines "the foundations of theoretical poetics" and 
the relations between linguistics and poetics, and suggests 
a "tentative grammar for literary texts." In the course of 
this discussion he advances a theory of metaphor, a theory 
of prosody, and a theory of narrative structure, and less 
systematic comments on literary history and modern poetry. 
In a third section of only twenty-eight pages he suggests 
appropriate directions for expanding a grammar of discourse 
into a complete theory of communication, touching on speech
act theory, pragmatics, sociolinguistics, psycholinguistics, 
and literary and everyday-language performance theories. 

Obviously van Dijk attempts too much. Even though he 
intends only to outline the abstract formal structure of the 
various theories, his account cannot help but be fragmentary 
and unmotivated. Each point under discussion is heavily 
referenced, and major theoretical positions are summarized, 
but the summaries are typically short and occasionally mis
leading. More crucially, van Dijk tends to ignore or perhaps 
fails to recognize the underlying assumptions of theoretical 
positions. The beginning of his argument for a theoretical 
poetics is representative. He argues that poetics (a synthesis 
of stylistics and literary theory) is part of general linguis
tics, sharing its methodology, but having a smaller, more 
specific object of study: that subset of texts of a language 
that native speakers recognize as literary. The goal of 
poetics is to formulate the "system of rules [that] determines 
the structural characteristics of all literary texts." In 
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this view, "literariness" is a purely formal property of 
linguistic objects, a concept "equivalent to 'grammaticalness' 
in linguistics." This is, of course, a familiar, if extreme, 
argument for categorical definition of literature as deviant 
language. Van Dijk's approach is new only in its discourse
level focus. 

The deviance conception is hardly unquestionable. One 
should not begin constructing "literary grammars" at any level 
of abstraction without recognizing opposing conceptions. Yet 
this is what van Dijk does, proposing a set-theory formalism 
for a grammar which would "differentiate . . . at the formal 
grammatical level between literary and non-literary texts of 
a language": 

L will indicate the language as a whole. 
Ln the normal part of that language. 
L1 the literary part of that language. 
G the grammar of the language. 
Gn the grammar of the normal part. 
G1 the grammar of the literary part. 

He points out that the literary grammar may contain rules not 
found in the normal grammar (e.g., rules for rhyme or meter), 
that many literary texts will be definable by the rules of 
the normal grammar, and that texts acceptable under the rules 
of the literary grammar may be unacceptable under the rules 
of the normal grammar. He demonstrates that these observa
tions can be notated symbolically; for example, the conjunc
tion of the literary and non-literary languages is equivalent 
to the whole language: 

The point of the abstract formalism is unclear. However 
internally consistent, it adds nothing to the descriptive 
power of the argument, and its complexity presents a purely 
rhetorical problem by enforcing the suspicions of readers who 
come to the book wary of formal accounts in general. There 
is, however, a more serious issue in van Dijk's prematurely 
leaping to formalism before he has presented even a minimal 
defense of the position formalized. What of intentionalist 
conceptions of literature? What of the entire body of Austin
ian or speech-act theory? Contextual determination? Conver
sational analysis? Van Dijk provides an excellent bibliography 
listing the major texts in each of these areas, but he gives 
none of them serious attention in his theoretical account. 
All conceptions challenging the notion that linguistic objects 
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are complete encodings of meaning accessible to formal anal
ysis are either dismissed or referred to the last section for 
prefunctory treatment as extensions of the autonomous grammar. 
A serious linguist is likely to surmise that complex issues 
have been dismissed too quickly, that questionable hypotheses 
have been advanced without adequate support, and that prema
ture formalism clouds the presentation. 

Such objections to formalist theories have been advanced 
before. Stanley E. Fish has forged them into a virtuoso 
attack on stylistics in his essay "What is Stylistics and Why 
Are They Saying Such Terrible Things About It?" It is tempt
ing to dismiss van Dijk's work on the same grounds without 
confronting the serious issues it raises. It is unfortunate 
that Some Aspects of Text Grammars covers so much so super
ficially--not the leasr-because 1t is bad advertising for 
the whole enterprise of linguistic stylistics and discourse 
analysis. 

But one ought not to dismiss Some Aspects of Text Gram
mars without first considering the substantive ISsues-van-
Dijk raises. The first section, the strongest in the book, 
provides a model of discourse structure that deserves exam
ination for at least two reasons. First, it extends the 
classical transformational-generative model to such an extreme 
that it forces us to reconsider the relations between formal 
grammars and the languages they describe. Second, it raises 
serious questions about the categories of a theory of language, 
particularly about the category known as "pragmatics," in 
such a way as to force insights into the nature of recent 
·extensions of the grammar in generative semantics. 

Van Dijk's arguments for extension of linguistic study 
to the level of whole discourses, derive from Neo-Firthian 
linguistics, tagmemfus, and the European generative tradition. 
He claims that a "Text-Grammar" should incorporate all the 
operations of a sentence-grammar without loss of descriptive 
power, thus revealing regularities in phenomena that appear 
indeterminate and unsystematic in a sentence-level account. 
Such a grammar would thus be more "highly valued" according 
to the usual criteria for evaluation of grammars in trans
formational-generative theory. 

Some of the specific operations which should prove 
regular in a text-level account are disambiguation, deletion 
of NP's and VP's, and assignment of regular interpretations 
to semi-grammatical sentences. He also notes language be
havior which seems to have a purely "textual" nature: e.g. , 
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speakers' ability to produce and interpret whole texts the 
structure of which seems to transcend the definable structures 
of the constituent sentences. This ability argues for the 
existence of abstract semantic "plans" underlying coherent 
discourse. "We intuitively know that we do not produce, 
perceive and interpret texts as an unstructured heap of sen
tences, nor even as a linearly ordered sequence of sentences, 
but as one global, coherent structure ... 

Van Dijk claims that only on the basis of such a global, 
textual structure could we account for speakers' and hearers' 
ability to paraphrase, abstract, summarize, memorize and 
translate texts. Prelexical, presentential structures under
lying connected discourse are the center of van Dijk's thesis. 
In his view, language proceeds as a series of textual wholes, 
minimally a single word serving as a sentence, but often con
sisting of many sentences perceived as a whole because of 
their common basis in a single underlying abstract ,.macro
structure, .. or "textual deep-structure ... This deep-structure 
exercises global constraints on the semantic formation rules 
for the sentences of the text. Thus the textual deep-struc
ture represents the complete semantic content of the text and 
corresponds roughly to the deep-structure in a generative se
mantic sentence-grammar. 

The idea of a language structure beyond the sentence is 
hardly new, but the notion that real, discrete 11 units,. under
lie whole texts is new, and somewhat disturbing when taken to 
extremes--a~ for-example, when van Dijk suggests that there 
is a single abstract structure that underlies an entire novel. 
He is· totally committed to this notion of text units, and to 
the derivational paradigm. He christens this basic abstract 
language. unit the 11 TEXT, 11 and makes it the unanalyzed prim
itive for a 11 T-Grammar,. (or Text-grammar). 

Taking the goals of the classical transformational-gener
ative grammar as a model,van Dijk formulates the ,.tasks of an 
adequate T(ext) grammar 11

: 

(i) a T-gramrnar formally enumerates all 
and only grammatical texts of a language; 

(ii) a T-gramrnar assigns structural de
scriptions to each of the generated 
texts, and to a set of semi-grammat
ical texts not generated by the grammar; 
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(iii) more specifically, aT-grammar formu
lates rules and conditions, at all 
levels of grammatical description, 
for the well-formed concatenation of 
pairs, triples, n-tuples of sentences 
in a linearly ordered sequence; that 
is, it will make explicit those prop
erties of sentences which are the func
tion of intersentential relations; 

(iv) a T-grammar must especially formulate 
the rules describing macro-structures 
of texts, and the rules relating such 
macro-structures with sentential (se
quential) structures of the text; 

(v) the global task of a T-grammar is 
thus the formulation of the rules 
forming and relating semantic struc
tures with phonological structures of 
all the well-formed texts of a lan
guage. 

159 

Such a grammar would be autonomous, context-independent, and 
purely formal. 

Van Dijk divides his grammar into two major sub-compo
nents, corresponding to what he sees as the two levels of 
meaning in texts: a macro-component, to formulate "rules 
for the derivation of textual macro-structures," and a micro
component, to describe "the individual sentential structures 
of a text and their immediate interrelations within a sequence." 
The division allows him to formalize a separate "meaning of 
the text as a whole," which he claims will not necessarily 
be equivalent to the meaning of the combined sentential 
semantic representations of the constituent sentences. Fur
ther, this separation allows him to distinguish between the 
abstract semantic objects generated by the macro-component, 
which lack linear ordering, and the semantic representations 
of sentences, which are always bound by the ordered sequence 
corresponding to the linear surface structure of the text. 

Following Lakoff, McCawley, and Ross, van Dijk proposes 
a model with a base of abstract semantic objects mapped by 
the rules of the grammar into morphophonological surface 
structures. He defines the general form of the grammar as an 
ordered list of five rule-types: 

(Rl) semantic formation rules for macro
structures. 
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transformation rules of macro-struc
tures (so called macro-transforma
tions) having macro-structures as 
input and transformed macro-struc
tures as output. 

transformation rules mapping trans
formed macro-structures onto sequences 
of underlying semantic represent
ations of sentences. 

transformation rules mapping semantic 
representation of sequences onto 
syntactic representations; this set 
includes lexicalization rules. 

rules pairing lexica-semantic surface 
structures with morphophonological 
representations. 

The macro-component and the micro-component are linked by the 
"R " rules. These rules are essential to van Dijk's argument, 
sirlce they define the relationship between the hypothetical 
"macrostructure" he proposes and the semantic formation rules 
for sentences already familiar from transformational-generative 
sentence grammars. Van Dijk suggests that the macrostructure 
rules will connect in a natural way with the rules of an 
adequate sentence grammar; the "R3" rules should make the con
nection. Unfortunately, this is the part he does not develop, 
conceding that the properties of such rules are "not yet well
known." As a compromise, he presents fragmentary separate 
accounts of the macro- and micro-structures. 

Van Dijk's account of the micro-structure of discourse 
treats of relations between sentences that create impressions 
of coherence. He discusses the traditional markers: pronomi
nalization, relativization, deixis, definitivization, tense/ 
time sequence, and conjunction. The account is clear if not 
strikingly innovative, ending in the observation that formal
syntactic description cannot account for speakers' intuitions 
of coherence, which is a function of shared semantic content 
between the constituent sentences, and which is not systemati
cally marked in the surface structure. 

More significant is his presentation of the semantic 
structure and the "modalized, quantified, predicate-calculus" 
notation which forms the basis of his grammar at all levels. 
The center of the notation is a nuclear proposition, defined 
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as an n-place predicate bearing over n bound arguments, which 
can be expressed in rewrite-rule form: 

Proposition~ Predicate(Argument(s)). 

As van Dijk observes, this same general conception underlies 
Fillrn~re's [1968] case grammar and both Chafe's [1970] and 
Tesniere's [1959] predicationally based accounts. He chooses 
to adopt Chafe's conception of the predicate intact, expand
ing each predicate into a series of fundamental categories 
representing, at least at sentence level, the abstract, pre
lexical content of verbs: 

State 
Process 

Pred~ Event 
Action 

Similarly, the arguments are expanded as a set of referential
ly-based categories corresponding to cases in a case-grammar: 

Agent 
Patient 
Object 

Argument~ Instrument 
Source 
Goal 

Van Dijk observes that neither set consists of either pure 
or absolute categories, and that neither set is closed. He 
allows recursion so that the first order calculus can be ex
panded to an n-order calculus by insertion of complete 
propositions as arguments. Further, he introduces a "rule 
schema" which allows linking of whole abstract text units at 
any level of the derivation. Thus, taking "T" (TEXT) as the 
initial symbol, the rule schema expands "T" by rewriting it 
as a series of logically connected sub-texts: 

T ~ T(&T)n 

The "&" is a generalized symbol for logical connectives, that 
in turn is expanded: 
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~an Di~k offers joint and non-joint disjunction, conjunction, 
1nclus1o~ and equivalence as possible connectives, and sug
ge~t~ that others might be added. This section on the prop
OS1t1onal content of discourse is straightforward and clear 
~hanks ~n part to the ex~ensive treatment of these question~ 
1n prev1ous work. At th1s stage of his argument, van Dijk 
has not gone beyond Chafe's or Fillmore's accounts. 

His account of types of non-propositional meaning is 
more interesting. To keep the non-propositional meaning 
separate in the formal account van Dijk rewrites the initial 
symbol as two distinct categories: the proposition, and a 
modifying "text-qualifier " (TQL): 

T --. TQL PROPOSITION 

The TQL is in turn rewritten as a "modal" component expres
sing various relations between the proposition and the/a 
world, and a "performative" component expressing "sentential 
attitudes." 

The modal component is made up of two sets of operators 
modifying the proposition. One set, van Dijk suggests, would 
notate such categories of truth-value as "Factual," "Probable," 
"Possible," and "Negative"; later he adds "Fictive" to account 
for literary texts. Clearly these are not primitives, nor 
are they equivalent; van Dijk admits that they are question
able categories, commenting that it seems unlikely that neg
ation is a semantic operation exactly corresponding to fact
uality or counterfactuality. A second set of operators nota
tes what van Dijk takes to be the semantic basis of definite 
and indefinite description. Although van Dijk seems aware of 
some of the problems inherent in his ad hoc creation of new 
semantic categories, he passes over them with the observation 
that they are indeed "problematic." Van Dijk's account of 
his special conception of modality is typical of the book; 
the problems he identifies are significant, and the scholar
ship he refers to is central (Lakoff [1972] on scaler predi
cates, Donellan [1973] on names and identifying description, 
Bellert [1971] on referential operators); but his account 
merely raises the issues without discussing them or illustrat
ing them adequately. 

van Dijk's explanation of the "perf<;>rmative" c<;>mponer:t 
is particularly troublesome. The semant1c content lt deflnes 
is apparently analogous to what speech-act theory would call 
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the illocutionary force of an utterance; van Dijk rewrites 
the category as "Affirmative" (assertion), "Question," and 
"Imperative." At the level of single sentences, this corre
sponds to the ideas of higher predicates or hyper-sentences. 
The trouble arises when the account is expanded to describe 
the global form of whole texts (for van Dijk, the abstract 
structure of sentences and texts are semantically isomorphous). 
He suggests the text-level performatives "Narrative" and 
"Poetic" to account for sequence of predicates in narration 
and such surface features as end rhyme and meter in poetry. 
But surely the relationship between sentential illocutionary 
force and narrative time sequence is not so simple, nor so 
close. The notion of deep-structure status for conventions 
of rhyme and meter is even more questionable, unless we 
reduce the term "deep-structure" to a mere metaphor. 

Finally, van Dijk proposes several devices to indicate 
speaker-hearer roles and spatio-temporal relations. He 
notates speaker-hearer roles as referential indices entered 
as arguments of the proposition (as Lakoff and others have 
proposed). Van Dijk also invents a set of "temporal" and 
"spatial" operators to account for tense/time relations and 
all "deictically determined categories." He introduces these 
operators both as arguments of propositions, and as modifiers 
of modal, performative, or predicate categories, without 
making clear the significance of the different uses; he simply 
observes that situational features such as the time and place 
of the utterance seem to determine the form of the text, and 
includes the various operators to account for this. 

Van Dijk's incorporation of "pragmatic," situational, 
influences, into what is ostensibly an autonomous formal 
account, is a contradiction more basic than any of the prob
lems discussed so far. He seems partially aware that there 
are problems, observing that speaker-hearer roles and time
space relations are "entities with respect to UTTERANCES, 
not with respect to formal objects such as sentences or texts." 
But he does not realize the full force of this distinction 
between description of linguistic objects (as described by a 
generative gramman and formulation of conditions for perform
ing language acts (as defined in speech-act theory) . The 
question, of course, is what does his notation notate? 
According to the classical transformational-generative form
ulation, which van Dijk seems to accept in principle, it 
cannot represent features of the real world, such as status 
or power relations between speaker and hearer, or spatial 
relations in the context of situation. If it were to do so, 
as Bloomfield pointed out forty years ago, it would have to 
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"notate" the entire physical world. Nor can it be concerned 
with the mutual knowledge of discourse participants, as, for 
exampl~, a Gricean account of "utterer's meaning" [Grice, 1969] 
would be. Van Dijk dismisses this basic theoretical problem 
with the observation that "somehow PRAGMATIC aspects are 
associated with grammatical description," and the suggestion 
that analysis of "speech acts will thus be localized in a 
PRAGMATIC COMPONENT . . " But this contradiction cannot 
be solved by any amount of elaboration of additional components 
of the grammar. As long as the grammar is defined as an auto
nomous, context-independent formal account which derives 
surface structures from unanalysed initial symbols, it cannot 
admit semantic content unrepresented in the surface form. As 
van Dijk admits, phenomena like logical modality (as he con
ceives it), like "performative" or illocutionary force, like 
speaker-hearer roles, and like situational influences, may 
be marked in the form of the text, if we increase the scope 
of the description to cover extended discourse, but just as 
frequently they are simply "understood" or "presupposed." 
His basic handicap is his choice of the derivational paradigm 
as a model for phenomena which may lie outside the descriptive 
range of such accounts. Van Dijk is of course not alone in 
this difficulty; Lakoff's arguments (for example) for presup
posed meanings, and his use of referential indices for speaker
hearer roles, may be subject to the same objections. 

Finally, one might ask in what sense van Dijk's model is 
a "text" grammar at all. His arguments for a structure beyond 
the sentence, and for expanding the range of linguistic study 
to include discourse, are not at issue; many other linguists 
have made analogous proposals. The problem, rather, lies in 
his use of the initial symbol and the derivational paradigm. 
His account must succeed or fail with the notion of TEXTS as 
real, discrete language units. His predicate-calculus notation, 
taken by itself, need be no more than an elaborated sentence 
grammar; only through the idea that texts and sentences share 
the same abstract form does it become a grammar of discourse. 
The arguments for this notion are less than compelling. Van 
Dijk suggests that confirming evidence must be found in cog
nitive psychology and psycholinguistics, and such evidence is 
not yet available. Van Dijk does give an intriguing short 
defense of the idea of abstract "semantic plans." He observes, 
for example, that speakers are able to remember and summarize 
the general plot of complex texts even when they are unable 
to recall any of the actual sentences of the text. But such 
evidence is equivocal at best; it may argue against generative 
sentence grammars as models of cognition, but they were never 
intended as such in any case. Surely it does not argue for 
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anything as specific as a text unit, nor the predicate-logic 
formalism which van Dijk offers to describe it. Those who 
question the idea of text units will not be disappointed to 
find that van Dijk's account of the "macrostructure"--the 
part which posits the "Narrative" performative underlying 
whole novels, and which locates rhyme and meter in a deep 
semantic category--is the most tenuous part of the book. 
They may conclude that van Dijk's formal argument, though 
internally consistent, is an extended non sequitur. 

In the course of his argument van Dijk mentions or 
summarizes much of the significant work in modern linguistics, 
linguistic stylistics and the philosophy of language. The 
resulting survey may prove useful to students seeking an 
introduction to discourse linguistics, but it is far too 
diffuse to present a coherent theory of discourse. More 
significantly, Some Aspects of Text Grammars illustrates--
to its disadvantage--the fact that abstract formalisms 
are never theoretically neutral. Any adequate account of 
discourse structure will have to be formulated with careful 
attention to the assumptions that underlie all models of 
language and all systems of notation. 
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Arthur K. Moore. Contestable Concepts of Literary Criticism. 
Baton Rouge: Louis1ana Un1versity Press; 1973. Pp.241. $10.00. 

Arthur K. Moore has undertaken to scrutinize certain concepts 
which have been considered basic to literary criticism. He 
does not put forth a comprehensive theory of literary criticism. 
However, in the course of his examination a rough prolegomena 
to any future literary theory does emerge. Briefly stated, 
his view is that a literary work is to be viewed and approached 
as an indeterminate verbal object: that is, a verbal object 
the nature and meaning of which can at best be explained only 
partially. 

The concepts which Moore calls "contestable" are: sincerity, 
the identity of poet and poetic speaker (protagonist); rhetoric; 
universal intelligibility; the popular ballad; formi and seer
writing. His book is a series of essays, each devoted to the 
investigation of one of these notions. It culminates in a 
final chapter in which Moore presents the prolegomena mentioned 
above. 

Professor Moore's style is terse, and in his arguments he 
employs a pedantic vocabulary that often obscures the line of 
reasoning. He takes for granted a thorough knowledge of the 
history of literature and literary theory, too often requiring 
the reader to supply necessary examples. The underlying pur
pose of each essay is to argue that the concepts listed above 
involve certain logical presuppositions which are at best ten
uous, and that use of these concepts leads to logically unac
ceptable conclusions. Such discussions carry a certain amount 
of intrinsic value and interest for those concerned with the 
philosophy of criticism, and for that reason alone this book 
is probably worth close attention. However, a lack of cohe
siveness, and insufficient attention to the tenuousness of 
many of his own presuppositions, result in a generally disap
pointing treatment of the issues. 

Space does not permit a detailed discussion of each of 
the essays. Therefore I shall limit my remarks to three of 
the most important ones. 
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Like other recent critical theorists, Moore wants to 
develop a criticism which is verifiable. He does not contend 
that criticism is or even can be a science, but he does insist 
that if comments made concerning a poem are to be helpful, 
they must be shown first, to be verifiable; and second, to be 
relevant ko the work. (Unfortunately, Moore fails to explain 
clearly what he means by either "relevance" or "verifiability.") 
Both requirements enter into his discussion entitled "Medieval 
English Literature and the Question of Unity." In that essay 
he maintains that theories of unity are necessarily special; 
and that, therefore, generalistic statements are of no use. 
(Does he mean statements such as, "Troilus and Criseyde pos
sesses a high degree of unity"? An example would have been 
useful here.) 

Any proper application of the concept of unity must take 
account of historical possibilities. For example, the state 
of printing and literacy in the middle ages precluded the 
audience's being able to do close textual analysis. "If the 
necessary and sufficient conditions of unity vary and vary 
according to the exigencies of time and place, focus may not 
be a self-evident constant but a variable ordering of percepts 
according to acquired angles of vision" (p.l32). 

Moore makes no mention of E.H. Gombrich, but his argument 
here has evident affinities to the account of art history 
presented in Art and Illusion (1960) . Gombrich argues con
vincingly that our aesthet1c perceptions are to a great extent 
the result of what we bring with us to perceptual experience, 
and are not simply determined by what we receive passively in 
the perceiving. For what I think are essentially Gombrichian 
reasons, Moore insists that valid attribution of unity requires 
some historical focus which would set appropriate limits to 
the kinds of relations between various parts of a work that 
might be predicated of it. Minute correspondences, for example, 
cannot properly be the basis of a unity ascribed to works 
of oral literature. Neither Aristotelian unity (unity of 
action) not romantic unity (reconciliation of opposites) can 
or should be found in medieval literature. 

In an earlier essay, "Lyric Persona and Prying Critics," 
Moore criticized the use of extra-poetic information, partic
ularly references to authorial intentions. One may object 
that Moore's historicism here violates that prohibition against 
such reference. "The test of interpretation is reasonableness 
or, in other words, the application of relevant principles to 
a particular case. Unless it can be demonstrated, however, 
that unity is a principal objective of the [particular] crea
tive act [in question], the reasonableness of an interpretation 
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is neither increased nor decreased by its capability for pro
viding an all-encompassing order" (p.l39). It is difficult 
to see how one would prove that unity was a "principal objec
tive of the creative act," without making use of reference to 
authorial intentions. 

In that earlier essay Moore also insisted that interpret
ations should "enrich," never "dictate," readings {p.39). 
But in this connection he maintains that "since literature is 
concerned by definition with the human condition, it is pos
sible to read a given work in terms of any one of several 
aspects thereof; but refractory data plainly contradict at 
least the extreme instances of tendentiousness." This is 
Moore's way of saying that interpretations cannot be got at 
the expense of facts--facts concerning both the work and the 
period in which it originally appeared. But how, without 
risking "dictation" rather than "enrichment," are historic 
facts to be considered? To point out that a given work comes 
from an oral tradition, and therefore cannot depend for unity 
upon intricate relations of small parts, is surely to dictate 
an interpretation of a certain sort. 

In the final essay of the volume, "The Theoretical Liabil
ities of Literary Art," Moore most directly presents his own 
theory. He acknowledges that recently critical theorists have 
expressed sceptical doubt about all principal critical positions. 
However, he believes that Weitzian definitional doubts, when 
applied narrowly to the concept "literature," become sterile 
and misleading. For, generally speaking, "literature .•. 
answers approximately in all its supposed exemplars to rules 
governing the arts of language" {p.210). It is not clear how 
Moore is using "arts" here, whether narrowly or more broadly 
to include linguistic activity in general. Nor is it immedi
ately clear how literature even understood in this way will 
escape the difficulties Weitz poses. 

According to Moore, theories must, if they are to be non
vacuous, supply help in the observation and analysis of works 
of literature. However, theorists tend to get sidetracked. 
They overlook the fact that there are in principle "limitations 
on the authority of literature," and have tried to incorporate 
metaphysical assumptions in their theories. The result has 
been to make these theories "endlessly disputable," so that 
the theorists never get down to the business of discovering 
truly "objective observational procedures" {p.211). Considered 
as a certain kind of verbal production, literature poses dif
ficulties for theorists. But to accord literature the prestige 
of a "cultural institution" is to create insuperable obstacles. 
Regarding literature in this latter way has historically tended 
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to quiet objections that literary works are not important in 
the way, for example, that scientific discoveries have been 
important. Moore is correct in believing that such an attitude 
towards literature exists. The attitude cannot be corrected 
by reference to concepts such as unity, complexity, intensity 
and so on, for they are so flexible as to become contradictory, 
or so Moore would have us believe. Further, they have been 
too often used to superadd value to works which have already 
been found valuable on other grounds. 

"Interpreted as interest in verbal performance, value 
poses a possibly manageable problem; implicated with the 
institution of literature, the problem of value is nothing 
theoretically solvable and probably not a genuine problem at 
all" (p.214). Acceptance of this fact should not lead theorists 
to lament the apparent lack of certainty attainable in literary 
theory. Rather Moore attempts to show that "certainty" with 
respect to literature is a logically absurd concept. 

The impossibility of absolute certainty has not bothered 
scientists for years, according to Moore. But although lit
erature is like science in falling short of complete certainty, 
it is essentially unlike it in other respects. "While the 
scientist invokes theory to explain the regularities of phe
norninal behavior, the critic invokes theory to rationalize 
his observation of what is actually theory" (p.221). However, 
this amounts to saying something like the following: science 
makes statements about hare particulars, critics say something 
about statements about bare particulars. In order for this 
distinction to hold for Moore, there would have to be some 
more or less sharp way of delineating observation statements 
and theoretical statements. Since Kant, the distinction be
tween theory and fact has been seen to be blurred at best. 
Philosophers of science have shown that science is no closer 
to bare particulars than Moore thinks literature is. 

Unfortunately Moore never explicitly details what he 
means by literature as "verbal performance." Clearly he 
would distinguish it from that kind of verbal performance 
which constitutes scientific discourse. But just as clearly, 
"indeterminacy" is in no way unique to literature. In this 
volume Moore simply fa.ils to work the notion out with any 
fullness. At the end of Contestable Concepts of Literary 
Criticism the reader is not very close to understanding what 
the nature of an "uncontestable concept" would be. 
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J. Allen Tyler, ed. A Concordance to the Fables and Tales of 
Jean de la Fontaine. Ithaca and London:- Cornell Univers1ty
Press-,-1974. Pp. xxiv + 1074. $25.00. 

This is only the second of the Cornell Concordances to be de
voted to a French writer (the other was Racine). The KWIC 
section of the concordance lists the oc·currences of each word 
used in the Fables and the Contes, printing each in the con
text of its own l1ne. A clear reference to the line is also 
provided. Within each entry the occurrences are listed in 
the order in which they occur in the works, beginning with 
the first book of Fables and ending with the fifth part of 
of the Contes. Thus 1t is not easy to spot the occurrences 
of a word 1n identical contexts--as can be done, for example, 
in J.J. Duggan's Concordance of the Chanson de Roland (Ohio 
State University Press, 1969}-.- The text usea-is Henri Regnier's 
Hachette edition of 1883-1897, and variants are given only 
when they occur in editions printed during the poet's lifetime. 
To the Fables printed by Regnier, Tyler has added seven others 
which can be attributed to La Fontaine, arbitrarily numbered 
26-32 in Book XII. 

Over a hundred high-frequency words, such as pronouns 
and articles, are not given in the KWIC format, but refer
ences are given for lines where they occur. This saves space 
in an already weighty volume. An appendix provides a word
frequency list in descending order of frequency, entries there 
are lemmatized with respect to number and gender, or case, 
mood, etc. Some homographs have been separated (e.g., fin, 
adj. , from fin, n.}. It turns out that one of Fontaine's charac
teristic words, amant, is the fourteenth most frequently used 
noun, behind a l1st as follows: hornme, jodr, gens, dieu, 
amour, femme, lieu, affaire, espr1t, ami, ~' ma!tre and peine. 

Professor Tyler hopes the work will be useful to those 
working on La Fontaine and other poetic texts of the seventeenth 
century. It is clear that the existence of several such con
cordances would make each more valuable, since much can be 
done by comparing concordances and frequency lists. Whi~e the 
present concordance is printed in a reduced format (89 l1nes 
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per page as against 43 lines per page in the introduction), 
which may make it difficult to read for some people, it is 
the kind of book one consults rather than reads. 

In brief, this concordance is a welcome and attractive 
addition to the research tools available to those interested 
in Seventeenth-Century French studies. 

Department of French and Italian 
University of Minnesota 

CONTRIBUTORS 

F.R.P. AKEHURST 

DANIEL L. GREENBLATT will join the English Department of the 
University of Missouri in the fall of 1974. His dissertation 
(University of Michigan, 1974) is titled "Generative Metrics 
and Twentieth-Century Prosody." 

ROBERT D. DENHAM is the author of Northrop Frye: An Enumerative 
Bibliography (1974); he has recently completed a book-length 
study of Frye's criticism. His essays have appeared in various 
literary reviews and scholarly journals. 

KATHERINE HAMMER is preparing a critique of Noam Chomsky's 
"Conditions on Transformations." 

"Semiotics and Literary Theory," a lecture given by SUSAN WITTIG 
at the 1973 MLA convention, will appear soon in The Bucknell 
Review. Professor Wittig has written essays on Middle Engl1sh 
Romance, and has co-translated (with Valentina Zavarin) Boris 
Upensky's The Poetics of Composition (Berkeley, 1973). 

ROBERT BROWN is the author of "Language Acts in Context; An 
Intentional Theory of Discourse" (University of Michigan dissert
ation, 1973). 

MARCIA EATON, Director of the Minnesota Center, has published 
essays on aspects of aesthetics and poetics in American Phil
osophical Quarterly, The Journal of Aesthetics and Art 
Criticism, and The British Journar-of Aesthetic~ ---

F.R.P. AKEHURST is preparing thematic studies and concordances 
of the Old Proven9al troubadours. 



BOOKS RECEIVED 

Booth, Wayne C. A Rhetoric of Irony. Chicago: Univ. of 
Chicago Pr.,-1974. $12:50. 

Brower, Reuben, et. al., eds. I.A. Richards: Essays in His 
Honor. New York: Oxford Un1v. Pr., 1973. -----

Buell, Lawrence. Literar~ Transcendentalism: Stlle and Vision 
in the American Rena1ssance. Ithaca: Corne 1 UniV. Pr., 
197~ $13.50. 

Chapman, Raymond. Linguistics and Literature: An Introduction 
to Literary Stylistics. Totowa, N.J.: Littiefield, 
Adams and Co., 1973~ 

Collins, James. Interpreting Modern Philosophy. Princeton: 
Princeton Univ. Pr., 1973. 

Frosch, Thomas R. The Awakening of Albion: The Renovation 
of the Bod~ in-me Poetry of1William Bla~ Ithaca: 
Cornell Un1v-.-Pr., 1974. fro.oo. 

Hemphill, George. A Mathematical Grammar of English. The 
Hague: Mouton; 1973. 

Kachru, Bradj. ed. Issues in Linguistics. Urbana: Univ. of 
Illinois Pr., 1973. 

Kirkwood, G.M. Early Greek Monody: The Histo~ of a Poetic 
~· Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Pr., 1974. 15.00. 

Landesman, Charles. Di~course and Its Presuppositions. New 
Haven: Yale Univ. Pr., 1972. ~.75. 

Mcintosh, James. Thoreau as Romantic Naturalist: His Shifting 
Stance Toward Nature.--Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Pr., 1974. 
$12.50 

Macksey, Richard, ed. Velocities of C~ange: Critical Essats 
from MLN. Baltimore: Johns Hopk1ns Pr., 1974. $3.95 pbk). 

Minnesota Working Papers in Linguistics~ Philos~phy of. 
Language. No. 1 (septeffibe7 19?3): M1nneap~l1s: Un1v. of 
Minnesota Departments of L1ngu1st1cs and Ph1losophy. 
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Nilsen, Don L.F., ed. Meaning: ~Common Ground of Linguistics 
and Literature. In Honor of Norman c. Stagenerg. Cedar 
Falls: Un1v. of Northern Iowa, 1973~ 

Purdue University Contributed Paters: S~eech .•. Hearing 
..• Language. No. 2 (Sep ember 1 73). Lafayette, 
Ind.: Purdue Univ. 

Sub-stance: A Review of Theo~ and Literary Criticism. Nos. 
5-6 (1973). Madison: Un1v:-of wisconsin Department of 
French and Italian. 

Weisstein, Ulrich. 
Bloomington: 

Comparative Literature and Literary Theory 
univ. of Indiana Pr., 1973. 

Ziff, Paul. Understanding Understanding. Ithaca: Cornell 
Univ. Pr., 1972. $6.75. 

Caraher, Brian, and Irving Massey, eds. Literature and 
Cont:adiction. Occasional Pa1ers.£l Members of the Program 
~ L1terature and Ph1losoph~ Spr1ng 1974). Buffalo: 
State Un1versity of New Yor . 



The Minnesota Center: The First Two Years 

The Minnesota Center for Advanced Studies in Language, Style, 
and Literary Theory was founded in the fall of 1972. The 
Center has served as a forum and resource for students and 
faculty, from several departments of the University of Minnesota, 
engaged in research on the subjects named in the Center's 
title. Those departments include English, Philosophy, French 
and Italian, Humanities, Comparative Literature, and Linguistics. 

The Center has undertaken two principal responsibilities 
in its first two years. One is the publication of Centrum. 
(In meeting this responsibility the Center has had the finan
cial assistance of a grant from the Graduate School, and vari
ous editorial services provided by the Department of English.) 
The other is the sponsorship of a continuing series of lectures 
and colloquia bearing on the problems of language, style, and 
literary theory. (Several of these lectures and colloquia 
were made possible in part through funds provided by the 
Departments of English, Philosophy, Concerts and Lectures, 
Speech and Communications, English Education, Linguistics, 
and French and Italian.) The titles of these lectures and 
colloquia will suggest the kinds of questions now being ex
plored at the Center: 
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LECTURES AND COLLOQUIA: 1972-74 

FALL QUARTER, 1972 

October 11: Paul K. ALKON (Professor of English), "Time in 
Literary Biography" 

November 2: J. Lawrence MITCHELL and Donald ROSS, Jr. 
(Assistant Professors of English) , "Quantitative Stylistics" 

·November 15: Stephen DAVIDSON (Instructor, Department of French 
and Italian), "Foucault and Anti-Structuralism" 

November 20: Richard OHMANN (Professor of English, Wesleyan 
University, Connecticut; editor, College English), 
"Speech Acts and Style" 

WINTER QUARTER, 1973 

February 8: Marcia M. EATON (Assistant Professor of Philosophy 
and Humanities), "Liars, Ranters, and Dramatic Speakers" 

February 21: Michael HANCHER (Assistant Professor of English), 
"The Intentional Fallacy Revisited" 

March 7: Keith ARMES (Assistant Professor of Slavic and East 
European Languages), "Problems in Translating Solzhenitsyn" 

SPRING QUARTER, 1973 

April 13: Stanley FISH (Professor of English, University of 
California, Berkeley), "What Is Stylistics, and Why Are 
They Saying Such Terrible Things About It?" 

April 19: Robert BROWN (Instructor, Department of English), 
"The Context of a Literary Act" 

May 1: Julie CARSON (Assistant Professor of English), "Linguistics 
and Literary Criticism: Strange Bedfellows?" 

May 10: John R. SEARLE (Professor of Philosophy, University of 
California, Berkeley), "A Taxonomy of Illocutionary Acts" 

May 11: John R. SEARLE, "The Logical Structure of Fiction" 

May 16: Keith GUNDERSON (Professor of Philosophy), "Representation, 
Poetry, and Pattern Recognition" 
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May 30: Martin STEINMANN, Jr. (Professor of English), 
"Interpreting Literary Speech Acts" 

June 1: Peter WOOLLEN (Visiting Lecturer, Northwestern 
University), "Semiology, Cinema, and the Other Arts" 

SUMMER, 1973 

July 19: Yorick WILKS (Director, Artificial Intelligence 
Project, Stanford University), "Mind(-)Machine and Language" 

July 20-22: Co-sponsor, International Conference on Computers 
in the Humanities 

FALL QUARTER, 1973 

November 1: David HACKER (Assistant Professor of English), 
"Bach's Cycle Conditions: Purpose, Implications, Objections" 

November 6: John WALLACE (Professor of Philosophy), "Only in 
the context of a sentence does a word have a meaning" 

November 16: Michael ROOT (Assistant Professor of Philosophy), 
"The Grammarian's Conceit: Some Reflections on Adequacy 
Conditions for Grammars" 

November 30: Robert BROWN (Assistant Professor of English), 
"What Does Semantics Leave for Pragmatics?" 

December 3: Katherine HAMMER (Assistant Professor of English, 
Coe College), "More on the Role of Conditions on the 
Illocutionary Act" 

WINTER QUARTER, 1974 

January 25: La Verne M. LEEB (Graduate Student in Philosophy), 
"Is There a Truth of the Matter About the Reference of a 
Theoretical Term?" 

February 4: Alan P. BRINTON (Graduate Student in Philosophy), 
"An Analysis of Definite Descriptions" 

February 8: Marcia M. EATON (Assistant Professor of Philosophy 
and Humanities), "Some Logical and Ontological Problems 
with Literature" 

February 13: PaulK. ALKON (Professor of English), "Defoe's 
Intentions" 
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February 19: John M. DOLAN (Associate Professor of Philosophy), 
"Fact, Fiction, and Reference" 

February 28: Eugenie M. KLEMZ (Graduate Student in English), 
"Irony" 

March 4: Donald ROSS, Jr. (Assistant Professor of English), 
"Is Style Only Skin Deep?" 

SPRING QUARTER, 1974 

March 18: Larry MARTIN (Associate Professor of Linguistics, 
University of Iowa), "What if We Could Analyze This Sentence?" 

April 11: Robin LAKOFF (Associate Professor of Linguistics, 
University of California, Berkeley), "Why Women Are Ladies" 

April 12: Robin LAKOFF, "The Language of Aberrant Literature" 

April 23: Barbara Herrnstein SMITH (Member of the Faculty, 
Literature and Languages Division, Bennington College), 
"Fictive Discourse: Borders" 

April 24: Barbara Herrnstein SMITH, "Fictive Discourse: 
Borderline Cases" 

April 29: Jacqueline KINDERLEHERER (Graduate Student in 
Philosophy), "The Mona Lisa and Humpty Dumpty: What is 
the Given in a Work of Art?" 

May 9: Ligeia FONTAINE (Instructor, Humanities Program), 
"Visual Aesthetics in Sense and Sensibility" 

May 14: H.P. GRICE (Professor of Philosophy, University of 
California, Berkeley), "Meaning" 

May 24: Julie CARSON (Assistant Professor of English), 
"Halliday In or Out?--Neo-Firthian Stylistics Reconsidered" 

June 4: Michael HANCHER (Associate Professor of English), 
"Misspeech and Misprint" 

Recently the Bush Foundation granted two million dollars to 
the University of Minnesota Graduate School for graduate 
fellowships, to be awarded during the next four years. Although 
the Center offers no courses and confers no degrees, it en
courages interested students to apply to the appropriate 
University department for admission and financial aid. 
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Present members of the Center, their Departmental affiliations 
and their special interests, include: 

F.R.P. AKEHURST, French and Italian: mediaeval stylistics 

KEITH ARMES, Slavic and East European Languages: translation, 
Russian formalism 

GEORGE BAUER, French and Italian, Comparative Literature, 
Humanities Program: literature and the other arts, critical 
theory 

RICHARD BEACH, Curriculum and Instruction: theory of literature 
instruction 

ROBERT BROWN, English: discourse analysis, speech-act theory, 
poetics 

DANIEL V. BRYAN, Communications and Humanities Program: 
semantics 

JULIE CARSON, English: stylistics, literary theory 

THOMAS CLAYTON, English: metacriticism, stylistics, classical 
rhetoric 

TOM CONLEY, French and Italian: structuralism 

STEPHEN DAVIDSON, French and Italian: poetics 

PAUL D'ANDREA, Humanities Program: literary criticism 

JOHN DOLAN, Philosophy: philosophy of language 

MARCIA EATON, Philosophy, Humanities Program: poetics, speech
act theory, aesthetics 

KEITH GUNDERSON, Philosophy: aesthetics, philosophy of~ 

DAVID HACKER, English: linguistic theory, social dialectology 

MICHAEL HANCHER, English: theory of meaning, interpretation 

ANDREW MACLEISH,'English: English language and linguistics, 
computational analysis 
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J. LAWRENCE MITCHELL, English: English language and linguistics, 
computational analysis 

MICHAEL ROOT, Philosophy: philosophy of language 

DONALD ROSS, JR., English: literary style and structure, 
computational analysis 

GERALD SANDERS,Linguistics: syntax, semantics 

MARTIN STEINMANN, JR., English: aesthetic, linguistic, literary, 
and rhetorical theory 

JOHN WALLACE, Philosophy: philosophy of language 

Requests for information about the Center may be addressed 
to the Director: Professor Marcia Eaton, 382 Ford Hall, 
University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455. 

Correspondence concerning Centrum should be addressed to: 
The Editor, Centrum, 207 Ma1n Engineering Building, University 
of Minnesota, M1nneapolis, Minnesota 55455. 



CENTRVM /~E~TRU~ SEND THIS SUBSCRIPTION BLANK TO I 
Centrum 

Please enter a subscription to Centrum 
in the following name: 

207 Main Engineering Building I 
University of Minnesota · 
Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455 

SUBSCRIPTIONS: $2.00 an issue I 
($2.50 outside the United State" 

ZIP CODE: ---
/~ [Check here if you wish your subscrip
t1on to start with Volume 1, Number 2 (Fall 
1973).] 

SUBSCRIBERS WILL BE BILLED 
upon their receipt of each 
issue: send no money now. 
LIBRARIES may make advance 
payment if they wish. 

Contents of Volume 1, Number 1 (Spring 1973): 

JONATHAN CULLER I Structural Semantics and Poetics 

GERALD PRINCE I On Presuppositions and Narrative Strategy 

JULIE CARSON /Linguistics, Stylistics, and Thumper Rabbit 

WILLIAM B. STONE I Towards a Definition of Literary Realism 

R.J. REDDICK I Grammar and Rhetoric [review article] 

MONROE C. BEARDSLEY I Review of Morton W. Bloomfield, ed., 
In Search of Literary Theory 

DONALD ROSS I Query 

Contents of Volume 1, Number 2 (Fall 1973): 

DANIEL L. GREENBLATT I Generative Metrics and the Authorship 
of "The Expostulation" 

ROBERT D. DENHAM I Anti-Anaesthetics; or, The Turn of the 
Freudian Crews 

SUSAN WITTIG I Formulaic Style and the Problem of Redundancy 

KATHERINE HAMMER I Searle's Conditions and the Determination 
of Illocutionary Force 

ROBERT BROWN 1 Review of Teun A. van Dijk, Some Aspects of Text 
Grammars 

~ffiRCIA EATON 1 Review of Arthur K. Moore, Contestable Concepts 
of Literary Theory 

F.R.P. AKEHURST 1 Review of J. Allen Tyler, ed., A Concordance 
to the Fables and Tales of Jean-de la Fontaine 
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