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PREFATORY NOTE 

The papers by Professors Martland, Halliburton, Kuhns, and Steinmann were 
presented, in somewhat different form, during the third annual conference of 
the International Association for Philosophy and Literature on May 11, 1978, 
at Case Western Reserve University. 



Martha Woodmansee 

Speech-Act Theory and the Perpetuation of 
the Dogma of Literary Autonomy 

The question "What is literature?" - "What distinguishes literary works from 
other things in the world that resemble them in some ways, from historical 
and scientific treatises, political speeches, and newspaper editorials?" - has 
loomed large in the theory of literature. Interest in the question dates from 
the beginnings of theoretical reflection upon literature, but it has grown 
sharply in recent times along with efforts to achieve a modicum of agreement 
upon the content and methods of literary studies. In the present paper I wish 
to examine the light that has been shed on this question by the theory of 
speech acts. First introduced into the philosophy of language by J. L. 
Austin, 1 speech-act theory began to have an impact upon literary studies at 
the beginning of this decade. Although it has since been applied by literary 
critics in a variety of different ways and with rather mixed results/ I want to 
focus attention here on the way in which the theory has been brought to bear 
upon the ontological question because this application of it strikes me as a 
false start of sufficient gravity to merit more than the relatively halting and 
oblique recognition it so far has received. 

Common to the intrinsic criticism of this century from Russian Formalism 
to Prague School poetics and Anglo-American structuralism is a conception of 
the literary work as an autonomous, self-contained entity. This conception of 
literature - expressed in the strict contrasting of "poetic" or "literary" and 
"ordinary," "everyday," "referential," "communicative," "practical," or 
"scientific" language - has in recent years come under severe attack, 
especially, although not exclusively, by those who have sought to apply 
speech-act theory to literature. Indeed, the structuralist claim that literature is 
autonomous in the sense that it is "possessed of intrinsic linguistic properties 
which distinguish it from all other kinds of discourse" 3 seems now to have 
been conclusively disarmed by the demonstration of allegedly poetic or 
literary devices of all kinds in extraliterary discourse. 

However, the notion that literature employs a special kind of language 
represents only one component of the doctrine of literary autonomy. The 

[Centrum, 6:2 (Fall 1978). pp. 75-89.] 
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other is the structuralist notion that literature makes a special use of language, 
more specifically, that literary works do not assert propositions about the 
external world or make claims upon our beliefs in the manner of extraliterary 
discourse. This component of the structuralist doctrine of literary autonomy 
remains intact. It has been adopted quite uncritically by those who have 
sought to apply the theory of speech acts to literature. Far from subjecting 
this notion to the scrutiny it deserves, they have, with few exceptions, 
promoted it to the defining feature of literature: literature is the fictional use 
of language. In so doing speech-act theorists not only betray their express 
program of "bringing literature in from the cold and integrating it into the 
general schema of our communicative activities.''4 they further contribute to 
its isolation; for to characterize literature by fictivity is far more debilitating 
to literature than to characterize it as a formal departure from normative 
speech. Literature is thereby rendered mere make-believe. It becomes 
impossible to explain why - unless for sheer diversion - people should bother 
to read at all. 

As mentioned earlier, it was at the beginning of this decade that the theory 
of speech acts was first applied to literature. Working independently of one 
another, Richard Ohmann, Monroe Beardsley, Marcia Eaton, and Richard Gale 
all noted that literary works bear a special relationship to the rules or 
conventions governing the performance of illocutionary acts. 5 Thus, for 
example, among the conditions for the utterance of a sentence expressing a 
certain proposition p to count as the illocutionary act of asserting p are that 
the speaker must be committed to believing p and that he must be committed 
to having evidence for p. If these conditions are not met, we say that the 
assertion is in some way defective. Yet if we reflect upon the assertions we 
encounter in literature, we are told, we find that we do not hold authors 
responsible for complying with these rules. To take an example discussed by 
John Searle,6 when Iris Murdoch begins a novel by asserting 

Ten more glorious days without horses! So thought Second Lieutenant 
Andrew Chase-White, recently commissoned in the distinguished 
regiment of King Edward's Horse, as he pottered contentedly in a 
garden on the outskirts of Dublin on a sunny Sunday afternoon in 
April nineteen-sixteen. 7 

it will not matter if the garden was in fact in Sligo and she knew it or if the 
lieutenant's pottering took place in August rather than April and she knew it. 
Nor will it matter if the author never even knew or heard of such a person. 
Ordinarily, any of these situations would disqualify an assertion, but they 
have no bearing on the efficacy of Murdoch's novel. The reason for this, we 
are told, is that Murdoch is not making a genuine assertion at all. Likewise, 
Richard Ohmann maintains, "with the apparent command in 'Call me 
Ishmael.' or the apparent statement in 'That is no country for old men; or 'In 
a sense, I am Jacob Horner; or 'Buffalo Bill's defunct.' or 'Whose woods these 
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are I think I know,' or the question in 'Oh what is that sound which so thrills 
the ear.' " 8 None of these utterances, according to Ohmann, executes the 
illocutionary act that in normal circumstances it would. Hence, he believes 
that by attending to illocutionary acts "we can identify a perfectly clean 
cognitive break between literature - poems, plays, novels, jokes, fairy tales, 
fantasies, etc. - and discourses that are not literature.''9 Literary works are 
discourses "whose sentences lack the illocutionary forces that would normally 
attach to them.'.~ 0 They are "acts without consequences of the usual sort, 
sayings liberated from the usual burden of social bond and responsibility." 1 1 

Although the definition of literature proposed here would, I believe, be 
congenial to most contemporary critics, it has had its detractors. Thus, it has 
been objected that the criterion set forth functions quite arbitrarily, 
excluding from the class of literary works not only such texts as Mill's On 
Liberty, Boswell's Life of Johnson, Edwards' Freedom of the Will, and 
Ruskin's Stones of Venice but even Armies of the Night, In Cold Blood, and 
other such "nonfictional novels" 1 2 while including not only jokes and 
fantasies but countless instances of everyday discourse, for - as Mary Louise 
Pratt observes - ironic rejoinder, hyperbole, teasing, "kidding around," 
imitations, and other verbal play, as well as hypotheses of all kinds, are as 
immune to Austin's felicity conditions as any poem. 1 3 In short, like that of 
the structuralists before him, Ohmann's concept of a functionally autonomous 
literature can stand only at the expense of an impoverished account of non
literary discourse. Of interest to me here, however, is less this deficiency of 
the speech-act definition than the way in which it misrepresents and 
impoverishes the class of works it was specifically designed to explain, namely 
"imaginative literature" - the poems, plays, and novels that compose, in Rene 
Wellek's words, the very "centre of literary art.'.~ 4 For if Ohmann is correct 
that poets do not assert the propositions they put forth, it is not clear what 
the status of ideas in literature is: how can literary works lay any claim to 
truth at all? 

Speech-act theorists have adopted much the same solution to the dilemma 
alluded to here as their structuralist predecessors, the solution announced in 
Cleanth Brooks' analogy between poetry and drama. Brooks urges the reader 
to treat the poem as if it were a drama because, as he says, "most of us are 
less inclined to force the concept of 'statement' on drama than on lyric 
poetry; for the very nature of drama is that of something 'acted out.' " The 
ideas in a poem, Brooks says, have the same status as speeches in a drama -
they express the partial viewpoint of a single character, not that of the poem 
as a whole. 1 5 

But what was still believed controversial enough by Brooks and his 
generation to require defending becomes in the hands of speech-act theorists a 
self-evident ontological fact. To the question of what exactly a poet is doing 
when he puts forth a declarative sentence, if he is not actually asserting the 
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expressed proposition, Ohmann's reply is again representative. The poet, he 
says, 

is doing something like putting words in another person's mouth, 
pretending to be someone else. But neither of these descriptions quite 
fits, because the other person - the persona or speaker or narrator -
does not actually exist, and the pretense is not intended to deceive. 
More exactly, the writer puts out imitation speech acts, as if they 
were being performed by someone. This is clearest in a play, or a 
dramatic poem like Auden's "Oh what is that sound which so thrills 
the ear." ... The same holds true, though less plainly, in a lyric 
poem like "Sailing to Byzantium," where Yeats gives out a series of 
purported speech acts, all evidently performed by one character, and 
so creates the man who has sailed from one country to another. In 
novels with omniscient narrators this process is least dramatic, yet we 
have long since learned that even in such fictions the saying of the 
story is itself part of the story. The narrator may not become a vivid 
character, but he is nonetheless entirely distinct from the author; the 
logical gap between them opens up as soon as we apply the usual 
conditions for illocutionary acts. 1 6 

But does this answer the question raised above of how literary works lay 
claim to truth? I don't believe so, for what speech-act theorists are telling us 
(with the exception of Searle, to whom I shall return below) is that rather 
than asserting the propositions they put forth, poets are to be understood as 
"representing" or "dramatizing" them. 1 7 But if this is so, how can the 
question of their truth legitimately arise at all? For of the propositions of a 
fictional character the question "Is this true or false?" cannot sensibly be 
posed. We can ask only "Is this 'in character': are such propositions 
appropriate to such a character in such and such a situation?" The question of 
truth is reduced to a question of coherence or dramatic propriety. But do we 
not require more of a world view than that it be internally coherent? 18 Must 
it not also bear some correspondence with reality? 

The quickest way to see that this is so is to examine a poem like the 
following by the Nazi poet Heinrich Anacker in condemnation of the 
opponents of National Socialism. (Lest it be objected that this poem is too 
bad even to qualify as literature, I should note that the sense of the term that 
speech-act theorists purport to explicate is a non-honorific one in which, in 
Ohmann's words, "Oedipus Rex and the poems of Mrs. Sigourney, the Sweet 
Singer of Hartford, are alike literature." 19 

): 

Auszug der Schmarotzer 

Nun werden sie iiber die Grenze gehn, 
die Schmarotzer, die sattsam bekannten, 
und werden im Ausland urn Mitleid flehn, 
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als die vollig schuldlos Verbannten 

Wir aber raten den Volkern gut: 
Bleibt taub! Lasst sie winseln und hadern! 
Sie sogen uns vierzehn Jahr lang das Blut 
Verbrecherisch a us den Ad ern! 

Und Glaubt unsern ehrlichen Worten ihr nicht, 
und nehmt ihr sie auf in Scharen -
ihr werdet dies Motten- und Wanzengezucht 
am eigenen Lei be erfahren! 

Wir haben genug von der Peinigung -
Wir wollen endlich genesen! 
Drum her mit der Fruhjahrsreinigung, 
und her mit dem eisernen Besen! 

(1934i 20 
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Now it seems to me that the judgments entailed by the speech-act 
definition contradict virtually all of our intuitions - along with a good many 
established facts - about this poem.2 1 Thus, while there can be little doubt 
that Anacker meant what he said in the poem and intended it to be so 
understood, we are told by speech-act theorists that he did not. The poet, 
Ohmann tells us, is not seriously putting forth the invidious warnings, 
injunctions, and assertions that make up this poem. Barbara Herrnstein Smith 
agrees. According to her, there exist "a set of conventions shared by poet and 
reader, according to which certain identifiable linguistic structures [dramas, 
lyrics, epics, tales, novels] are taken to be not the verbal acts they resemble, 
but representations of such acts. By this convention, Keats' ode 'To Autumn' 
and Shakespeare's sonnets are precisely as fictive as The Bishop Orders His 
Tomb' or Tennyson's 'Ulysses.' . . . To the objection, 'But I know 
Wordsworth meant what he says in that poem,' we must reply, 'You mean he 
would have meant them if he had said them, but he is not saying them.' " 2 2 

Not as certain as Smith and Ohmann that poets invariably share the 
conventions to which she refers, other proponents of this same conception of 
literature prefer to view the meaning of Anacker's poem as a matter to be 
determined exclusively by the reader. Conceding that poets sometimes "seek 
to break through the idea of [a] persona and present their work as the 
author's direct personal speech addressing an audience," Charles Altieri 
maintains that "we" shall nevertheless "take such poems less as personal 
speech than as performance, to be understood and assessed in terms of the 
intellectual, moral, and emotional qualities they exhibit in response to what 
we take as a dramatic situation."2 3 Whichever formulation of the speech-act 
definition one chooses, it seems - whether as a theory about the illocutionary 
intentions of authors or as a theory about conventions of reading - Anacker 
is not to be understood as having seriously put forth the propositions 
contained in his poem but rather as having given out a series of purported 
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speech acts and thereby created a character who considers the opponents of 
National Socialism a breed of parasites and insects to be eradicated. But if this 
is all Anacker has done, then he cannot be held responsible for the truth or 
falsity of these propositions (or their consequences). Where common sense 
would condemn the poet, speech-act theory absolves him. 

The position in which it places the reader with respect to the poem's 
intellectual content is equally problematic. We want to say that Anacker's 
propositions are false and morally repugnant. However, since rejection, doubt, 
even the testing of ideas presupposes predication and assertion, we must be 
content with the question of their "dramatic 'truth.' " 2 4 Here, at the level of 
the poem's dynamics as drama, we might expect speech-act theory to produce 
judgments more in line with commonsense intuition than those we have 
examined so far. Thus, we might expect to be told that the primitive meter 
and diction - e.g., metaphors that equate human beings with "insects" and 
"parasites" and their forced exile with "spring cleaning" - expose the 
dramatic speaker as callous, brutal, and inhumane. And this would of course 
be correct. But unless we can assume that the author endorses the speaker's 
response - which upon the speech-act theory we cannot - I do not see how 
it can be said to detract from the poem's value. Far from offending against 
dramatic propriety, are the primitivity, callousness, and brutality demonstrated 
by the speaker not just what one would expect of a Nazi? In short, speech-act 
theory renders the poem an unassailable, self-contained cosmos. By denying 
that the poet asserts anything, it makes a commonsense assessment of the 
poem impossible, for it severs the only connection capable of grounding such 
an assessment - the poem's connection with the world of experience outside 
it. 2 5 The consequence, as we have seen, is that the poem's brutality is 
completely neutralized. What was intended to inflame toward evil ends, and 
did, is transformed into sheer make-believe, play, "an appearance or a show of 
living language use."26 A welcome transformation, to be sure, if it were true. 

Although it doubtless will be granted that the speech-act definition 
thoroughly misconstrues Anacker's poem, it nonetheless may be objected that 
the poem after all is hardly typical. But if it is exceptional only in being so 
bad, as I would contend, then the definition can be salvaged only at the 
expense of similarly misconstruing - or ruling out - a great deal more than 
this one poem. In his first paper on the subject, Ohmann already seems to 
have dimly recognized this problem. Of the well-known love poem by 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, he writes that 

it is possible that when Elizabeth Barrett Browing sent or gave "How 
do I love thee? Let me count the ways" to Robert, she and he both 
understood the discourse to be a standard speech act, with the 
illocutionary force of a declaration of love. In that case, I would have 
to say that the discourse was not at that time a literary work. Did it 
then become one when it was shown to other people? When it was 
published?2 7 
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Here Ohmann admits the possibility of a serious illocutionary act being 
performed in verse. He detects nothing intrinsic to the poem which would 
preclude its functioning successfully as a declaration of love. But the speech
act definition forces him to the implausible conclusion that the poem was not 
originally literature. Ohmann calls this a "bizarre side-effect" of the definition. 
And that it is indeed, because a sizable portion of the world's poetry is 
characterized by just the sort of direct response to events exemplified in the 
Browning poem. Can the various warnings, pleas, exhortations, and assertions 
that make up such poems as Milton's "Avenge, 0 Lord, thy slaughtered 
saints," Hopkins' "Pied Beauty," Lucretius' De rerum natura, Kipling's 
"Recessional," Brecht's "To Posterity," and Ginsberg's "America" be said to 
be only the make-believe illocutionary acts of fictional personae? Certainly 
these poets would not accept such a description of their activities. Are we 
then to write off their works as a bizarre side-effect of the definition as well? 

If poets then sometimes take themselves to be performing serious 
illocutions in their works, how did the kind of attenuated reception we have 
examined come to be promoted to the defining feature of I iterature? When 
did this convention of reading come into existence and why? These questions 
have yet to receive the attention they deserve. 28 Although an investigation of 
them cannot be undertaken here, some doubt must nevertheless be registered 
that the convention is observed as widely as critical usage suggests. Who 
belongs to the collective "we" invoked by Altieri when he notes that even 
when a poet attempts to dispense with a persona, we shall take his work not 
as "personal speech" but as "performance"? Altieri does not say. Though the 
data is yet scanty and inconclusive, it does not appear that the general reader 
invariably follows the convention to which he alludes. 29 And an inspection of 
critical commentary shows that the practice never has been widespread even 
among experts. As Beardsley remarks of "The Windhover ," if there is "in 
effect, in the literary community, a general ... convention according to 
which framing a message in meter, or in highly packed language like Hopkins', 
withholds illocutionary status, ... many Hopkins specialists seem to be 
unaware of it." 3 0 In any case, the reading behavior Altieri takes for granted 
never, as far as I know, has been empirically tested. However valuable the 
intuitions of the individual investigator, surely they are too narrow and 
unreliable a foundation upon which to construct a theory of literature. 3 1 

Although it is now generally recognized that the "direct" tradition in 
poetry - didactic and confessional poetry of all kinds - presents a serious 
stumbling block to the speech-act definition, 32 only John Searle seems to me 
to have grasped how much farther the limitations of this model of literature 
in fact reach. Searle's sharply deflationary thesis is that, far from furnishing us 
with a definition of I iterature or indeed even the concept "work of fiction" 
(e.g., novels, stories, tales) as others had thought - and continue to think 3 3 -

speech-act theory is in fact only a description of what is involved in "speaking 
fictively," 34 for so-called works of fiction "need not consist entirely of, and 
in general will not consist entirely of, fictional discourse." 35 If Searle is 
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right, if, that is to say, works of fiction sometimes contain genuine or serious 
utterances, then of course whole portions of novels fall victim to the speech
act definition as well, becoming subject either to the kind of misrepresentation 
I have tried to illustrate with Anacker's poem or to exclusion from the 
literary canon. 

It is worth noting that Searle's thesis rests upon the "naive" assumption 
that novelists sometimes communicate with their readers directly, in their own 
voice, rather than through the agency of a narrator. 3 6 Yet, prior to the 
"tyranny" of Henry James, such was commonly allowed, indeed -as Michael 
Hancher reminds us - even by a reader as sophisticated as James himself. 
James "thought that the narrator in Anthony Trollope's novels was Anthony 
Trollope himself. In fact, he was greatly 'discouraged' by Trollope's constant 
intrusions, in which he flaunted his personal and arbitrary control, as novelist, 
over what-happens-next. By example and precept James encouraged modern 
authors to resort to personae of variou; kinds, but he evidently did not 
assume a persona to be the axiomatic base of any theory of narrative."3 7 

However vehement the resistance in theory, in practice critics characteristically 
construe certain portions of novels - especially the philosophical generaliza
tions in passages of commentary - as serious, that is, nonfictional discourse. 
The history of criticism furnishes ample support for Searle's thesis. 

Although there are a number of reasons for theoretical resistance to the 
naive conception of the work of fiction as a (potential) patchwork of fictional 
and nonfictional discourse, one is worth singling out in this context.38 It is 
that, on the face of things, the converse, which instructs us to "regard the 
sentences in a novel as of a piece, thoroughly fictional," 3 9 is so much neater 
and, above all, simpler. It obviates the very difficult question of how the 
reader determines which type of discourse he has before him. Thus, far from 
spelling the end of any literary interest the theory of speech acts might have 
had, as at least one critic has concluded,4 0 Searle's deflationary thesis calls 
attention to the need for a systematic investigation of the complex (and 
changing) syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic norms or conventions governing 
the production and reception of works of fiction. 4 1 

While I am persuaded by Searle's thesis and by the naive poetic that it 
presupposes, I think that he alludes to a far more significant deficiency of 
speech-act treatments of literature when, at the end of his paper, he notes the 
need for a general theory of the mechanisms by which serious speech acts are 
conveyed by fictional texts.4 2 For it obviously would be absurd to attempt to 
reduce all literature to the kind of direct statement exemplified in the poems 
1 have mentioned here, to deny that poets ever use language in the way the 
speech-act definition specifies. Though it clearly is not appropriate to all 
literature, no one would wish to deny that the notion that the poet imitates, 
represents or dramatizes speech is indispensable to an understanding of much 
that is central to our concept of literature, especially modern literature. This 
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notion becomes problematic - misrepresenting and impoverishing literature in 
the ways I have tried to suggest - only when it is implied that this is all an 
author is doing. But this is precisely what speech-act theorists would have us 
believe. John Reichert's otherwise lucid and intelligent discussion of the 
nature of fiction is a case in point. According to him, Searle's suggestion that 
"almost any important work of fiction conveys a 'message' or 'messages' 
which are conveyed by the text but are not in the text"4 3 betrays "an 
unexamined didactic bias." For "the verdict is not yet in," Reichert says, "on 
what messages are conveyed by Hamlet and Lear, Wuthering Heights and 
Ulysses, The Trial and Waiting for Godot, or on whether they convey any 
messages at all."44 But if they do not, how is the inordinate amount of 
attention the works have commanded - relative to detective stories, science 
fiction fantasies, and the like - to be (fully) accounted for? That they are the 
subject of critical disagreement is undeniable. Not all of Kafka's commentators 
will accept Peter Beicken's conclusion that in The Trial Kafka 

den metaphysischen Vorstellungsbereich, von dem die Religionen und 
ldeologien zehren, ad absurdum flihrt, indem er den menschenver
nichtenden Druck dieser Vorstellungen der Uberlieferung, den die 
Machtigen sich als Herrschaftsinstrument zueigen machen, als parasitar 
und destruktiv entlarvt und damit die metaphysische Spekulation in 
ihre Kritik Oberf0hrt 4 5 

However, the verdict of the dissenters is likely to be on the order of "it is not 
that simple" or "that is not it at all." In other words, rather than making us 
doubt that an author is saying anything at all, as Reichert seems to imply, 
critical disagreement may simply reflect the ambiguity or complexity of his 
message. It is important not to mistake the resistence of a text to paraphrase 
for the absence of messages, for we should then be obliged to deny assertive 
force to many a non I iterary proposition as well. As the career of ph rases I ike 
"nature abhors a vacuum" from the natural sciences demonstrates, to state a 
proposition in metaphorical terms is not necessarily to withdraw assertive 
force, although it may make verification more arduous. 

Of course, it is not the intent of any of the critics I have mentioned -
least of all Reichert - to subvert literature's traditional claim to impart, and 
empower, beliefs. None would wittingly relegate literature in toto to the 
sphere of wish-fulfillment and make-believe. This perhaps explains the periodic 
disclaimers in their writings. Not wishing to leave the impression "that works 
of literature in no way imply the truth of certain propositions," Ohmann 
insists parenthetically "that literature does have cognitive content." In this he 
follows Cleanth Brooks, but like Brooks, Ohmann too equivocates when he 
adds, "but it does not carry that content as an argument does, sentence by 
sentence, and in fact does not assert its content at all."46 The nature of the 
only connection capable of grounding the importance and effort we attach to 
literature - its connection with the world of experience outside it - remains 
nebulous. 
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By leaving literary ideas in the same epistemological limbo as the struc
turalists before them, speech-act theorists help to perpetuate the dogma of 
literary autonomy. Indeed, by dressing it up in new terms, they further 
insulate it from the critical inspection it deserves. To make good on their 
promise to reintegrate literature into the same basic model of language as our 
other communicative activities, they will need to address themselves to the 
question of how, by means of pretended illocutions, serious assertions, 
warnings, questions, and the like are conveyed by authors. As things now 
stand, they make themselves allies of those who undertake literature's rescue 
by visionary means - by erasing all distinctions and declaring all uses of 
language fictional. 

Department of German and 
Program in Comparative Literature 

Northwestern University 

NOTES 

This paper was presented in abbreviated form at the 93rd Annual Convention 
of the Modern Language Association, New York, Dec. 27 - 30, 1978. I wish 
to express my gratitude to the Andrew Mellon Foundation for its generous 
support of research leaves at both Northwestern University and the University 
of Pittsburgh. 
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Charles Altieri 

What Grice Offers Literary Theory: 
A Proposal for "Expressive Implicature" 

In the early 1960's, linguistics seemed to offer precise tools by which literary 
critics could clarify and ground assumptions fostered by the New Criticism. 
Stylistics would specify distinct features and effects of literary language so 
that critics could clearly show how literature involved special, intrinsic or 
self-contextualizing uses of language. This dream crumbled for two reasons: 
linguistics became too formal and demanding a discipline for literary critics to 
master as it spawned a variety of technical procedures and highly specialized 
research problems, and the prevailing ideological concern became not distin
guishing literary language but showing how it was consistent with ordinary 
language - at the most only a full articulation of potentials inherent in 
standard linguistic practice. 1 Given this desire, critics once again have turned 
to the one area of linguistic research that embodies their concern - the realms 
of speech-act theory and pragmatics. With the scepticism inherent in purely 
textualist approaches to literary languages as an oppressive contrast, it was 
hard not to draw support and immediate analogies from claims that a model 
of linguistic analysis could elucidate "the total speech act in the total speech 
situation" or account for the "total signification of an utterance.'' 2 This 
dramatic totality, after all, is what critics take as their object, especially when 
the performative features constituting this totality are located exactly where 
modern literary theory has insisted on the distinctiveness of literary language 
- that is, in the act of saying rather than in what is imitated or described or 
dependent upon the perlocutionary effects of the utterance. 

These appealing analogies, however, easily break down. Austin immediately 
hedged his claims in order to avoid dangers of subjectivism, leaving us at best 
with an account of conventional and explicit performatives that deliberately 
ignored expressions and left no room for any "original" aspects of an 
utterance not dependent on immediate public contexts. And Austin's direct 

[Centrum, 6:2 (Fall 1978), pp. 90·103.] 
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heirs either turned to formal generative semantic accounts of performative 
force or, like John Searle, saved propositional truth from Austin's badly 
formulated pragmatism by reducing performative features to emaciated 
propositional attitudes. Speech acts became less acts than codifiable behavior, 
and literary critics seemed condemned to choosing either bad linguistics or 
banal critical practices. Grice's work, I want to argue, goes a long way towards 
correcting the balance by insisting that "talking is a special case or variety of 
purposive, indeed rational behavior" 3 and hence must be understood within 
the general philosophical framework of interpreting human actions. Motivated 
by his theory of meaning as necessarily speaker's meaning and thus dependent 
on understanding intentions in contexts, Grice offers a bridge between 
semantic analysis and philosophical hermeneutics: speech behavior is not 
decoded but interpreted, and this entails placing semantic issues within a 
complex behavioral grammar I think best elucidated in Wittgenstein's 
Philosophical Investigations. 4 But before I iterary critics can use Grice fully, 
we must do further work on his basic enabling concept - non-conventional 
implicature. This concept clearly establishes a break from Austin's con
ventionalism and his inadequate discussions of "rules" as the formal grounds 
of speech-act analysis. But we must be more explicit than Grice's published 
writings have been on the differences between rules and his pragmatic notion 
of maxims. And, more important, we must make a fuller case than Grice has 
for different kinds of non-conventional implicature - some dependent on 
features that clarify the message content of a discourse and others deriving 
from how a particular form of saying reveals or calls attention to qualitative 
dimensions of what the speaker projects of himself in relying on implicature. 

Thus I want to sketch here a case for what call "expressive 
implicature" as a model for locating these qualitative projective features. 
Because I am not a trained linguist or philosopher, I do not expect this to be 
a completely adequate argument. But I hope that the lines of the argument 
and the various complexities I shall develop will provoke discourse that will 
test, and I dream, secure my claims. The stakes involved are quite high, for 
only a notion like expressive implicature will fully delineate the way in which 
literary discourse fulfills potentials inherent in ordinary language and thus can 
claim to provide processes of understanding and forms of grammatical 
knowledge useful for typical existential situations. Moreover, only when we 
can show the kinds of public intelligibility possessed by complex expressive 
features of a discourse can we begin to account in more dramatic ways for the 
forms of multiple signification that now provide authority for the sceptical 
playfulness of neo-structural ist, or what I prefer to call serial structuralist, 
accounts of meaning. 

To talk about non-conventional implicature requires first of all a firm 
alternative to the notions of rules and formal conventions which at once 
confine Austin ian theory and render it problematic. 5 Grice is not as emphatic 
on this point as I should like. In fact, he often speaks as if his maxims were 
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exhaustive and represented formal rules for pragmatics. But it seems likely to 
me that maxims are neither rules nor conventions. Rather, Grice's maxims 
represent what Wittgenstein might call features of the grammar of linguistic 
activity: when we learn how to use language to communicate, we learn not 
only semantic rules but general practices and expectations relating to how we 
construe relevant contexts and implications of speech acts. When we learn to 
use a language, we learn how these expectations might be relied upon or 
exploited because we know how we would react to similar utterances. Grice 
neatly captures these grammatical implications in his use of the term 
"maxims." "Maxim" is a term from moral practices, where we do not expect 
to be presented with the formal descriptive statements that typically 
characterize rules, for example in games, legal settings, or formal languages. 
Rather, maxims are guides for practical reasoning: they do not by themselves 
account for phenomena, but instead a speaker relies on them because he 
knows that his hearer can use them as principles or strategies for making a 
probabilistic judgment. In Austin implicature is conventional because if one 
knows the relevant semantic rules and (in some cases) the social conventions 
felicitously invoked, he knows what the speech act means. One does not need 
interpretive hypotheses or a process of tentatively trying out general expecta
tions in order to locate the best fit. Indeed, one might say that Austin 
confined himself to conventions in order to stay within what Searle calls a 
"constitutive" rather than a "regulative" framework where problems of inter
pretation and intention might arise. Maxims, on the other hand - in moral 
reasoning and in the pragmatics of non-conventional implicature - are used to 
project hypotheses which must be adjudicated so as to fit the vagaries of 
specific sentences and contexts. Maxims do not project type sentences or 
generative semantic patterns, tokens of which are uttered in particular cases. 
And because of their abstract, pragmatic status, it is unlikely that one could 
produce an exhaustive list of maxims or specific rules for applying them in all 
cases. Grice's maxims, then, are essentially some perspicuous examples of how 
the cooperative principle works. (I can imagine a case for maxims in literary 
language which do not usually apply in ordinary conversations.) The maxims 
are specifications of some pragmatic principles which a speaker understands as 
conditions of communication and which thus establish the probable 
hermeneutic strategies he assumes his audience will apply. The maxims do not 
have the same kind of objectivity as semantic or social conventions. They are 
embedded in social practices as expectations deeply interconnected with our 
concepts of person and communication. And these concepts clearly resist any 
overt sense of rules. Thus it is simply a category mistake to hold Grice 
accountable to the charges of vagueness levelled against Austinian claims about 
rules. Austin's claims founder, in fact, partially because he tries to correlate 
formal semantic principles where rules are necessary with tentative assays into 
pragmatics, without recognizing fully the different criteria involved. But with 
Grice, charges like Joseph Margolis' claim that his maxims are only principles 
of common sense may indicate his strength rather than his weakness. A sensus 
communis is not a bad ground on which to base our capacity to understand 
the pragmatics of speaker's meaning. 
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II 

In one respect, at least, it is foolish to base too much on discussions of 
maxims and rules because the issues being debated require further research 
and, probably. more complex and less ideological perspectives on linguistic 
behavior than we now have. In the current intellectual climate, any discussion 
of the conditions of intelligibility for language use calls up unresolved issues in 
the philosophy and neurophysiology of mind. Whatever one's account of these 
conditions, there remains the more important practical matter of deciding just 
what will count as speaker's meaning - especially in the light of speech-act 
theory's concern for what is involved in the act of saying something as well as 
in the propositional content of an utterance. On this matter literary theory 
has a strong stake in Gricean pragmatics, while at the same time its concern 
for style and for qualitative aspects of agency may actually be of use to 
philosophers of language, if only to complicate the phenomena they must 
account for. From the perspective of literary theory, Grice's analyses do not 
fully exhaust his model of non-conventional implicature and the concepts of 
action necessary for practical judgments about these implications. Grice 
concentrates primarily on interpreting the contextual content of the speaker's 
message, that is, on features of an utterance which are independent of any 
specific concern for what is implied about the speaker in his strategic exploita
tion of the cooperative principle. Grice's concerns, then, are adequate to many 
uses of language, but not to the most interesting cases of implicature. These 
cases, it goes without saying, are those where literary texts most fully connect 
to the potentials of ordinary language and where the complexity of our 
pragmatic grammar is most in evidence. In order to establish a model for such 
cases, I propose here to supplement Grice by sketching a concept of 
expressive implicature appropriate to speech situations where the qualities of 
an agent become part of the meaning of the utterance because they are 
implicated in the contextual exploitation of the cooperative principle. When 
we ask why a maxim is flouted, we often discover that the reasons are not 
simply to say something indirectly but to employ the specific indirectness as 
an index of the speaker's intention to project his identity in a distinctive way. 
When maxims are flouted, we can ask not only what someone means but also 
why he has spoken indirectly. And because speakers can use this possibility to 
project intentions, there are many cases where semantic theory may have no 
alternative but to enter the muddy waters of dramatistic analysis characteristic 
of literary criticism.6 

Let us begin with Grice's basic example of non-conventional implicature: 
"A asks B how C is getting on in his job [with a bank] and B replies, 'Oh 
quite well, I think; he likes his colleagues, and he hasn't been to prison yet." 
Grice insists that what B "implied, suggested, meant, etc .... is distinct from 
what B said, which was simply that C had not been to prison yet" (LC, 43). 
So by exploiting the maxim "be relevant," "8 implicates that C is potentially 
dishonest" (LC, 50). But B's way of putting his implicature is more interesting 
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dramatically than semantically: what B means is fairly clear; why he puts his 
meaning this way can be tantalizing. The question why here can involve 
questions of intention or can be imposed by an auditor no matter what the 
intention. As we shall see, this complexity about intentions is a problematic 
factor in most discussions of "expression," and probably accounts in large 
part for philosophers' refusal to consider the question. But in either case, 
intentional or symptomatic, the total signification of B's utterance will require 
a full correlation of semantics with the philosophy of action and will impose 
on the analysis of speaker's meaning dramatistic questions about the nature 
and quality of motives in relation to contextual knowledge about the speaker 
and the situation. Is B calling attention to his own perspicuity, merely making 
a joke, or trying to convince A that he can maintain a balanced judgment in 
which suspicion is tempered by ironic self-awareness? 

For some aspects of implicature Grice ignores, we can turn to M. A. K. 
Halliday, a semiotic ian who has spent a good deal of time on literary and 
sociological issues. Halliday does not use Grice, and indeed he lacks a 
complete philosophical account of meaning. But he does formalize three 
specific areas of semantic activity which help supplement Grice's notion of 
implicature. These three areas are "field, tenor, and mode." 7 The first 
comprises shared expectations inherent in a pragmatic or institutional context 
that dictate what an auditor should bring to the literal statements. When 
linguists talk, for example, many things are clear, yet implicit, which would 
require painful elaboration for the uninitiated. "Tenor" consists of role 
relations in a situation: situations allow a variety of implicit features 
depending on how "interpersonal options" are selected "in the systems of 
mood, modality, person, key, intensity, evaluation, and comment and the 
like." Finally "mode" involves implications that derive from a variety of 
second-order categories by which the meta-function of a discourse can be 
described. Each discourse can be seen as an internal organization of linguistic 
elements in which choices can be characterized with respect to other struc
tures sharing the same principles of organization. For instance, we can view a 
specific speech act as a particular strategy for achieving a standard rhetorical 
purpose or for realizing a genre in a distinctive way. Each of Halliday's 
categories, in turn, requires an appropriate set of grammatical types or 
predicates which enables us to place the particular dramatistic instance within 
a general set of expectations. And when we begin to consider the possible 
interplay among these functions and their enabling types, we recognize just 
how far non-conventional implicature takes us from rule-governed contexts 
into general questions about interpreting human actions. 

In order to integrate analytic categories like Halliday's with Grice's 
general philosophical position, I want to formulate a concept of expressive 
non-conventional implicature which applies when aspects of tenor or mode are 
foregrounded. I take paradigm cases of expressive implicature to be those in 
which one is invited to see a speaker as intentionally focusing pragmatic, 
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non-conventional implicatures of an utterance in order to call attention to 
qualities of the agent-speaker revealed in the act of saying something in a 
particular way. Expressive imp I icature, then, is a way of developing Austin's 
initial account of performatives in a fashion that may ultimately show the 
utility of Grice for questions of style in literature and in ordinary experience. 
On Gricean foundations we can speak of linguistic choices as ways of 
exploiting deviations from norms which entail behavioral as well as lexical and 
syntactic frameworks of expectations. (Although I use a deviation model here, 
I do not think this commits my approach to only that analysis of style. 
Deviation is an indication that one must try to locate a distinctive purpose for 
the act. And coherence with this sense of purpose remains for me the basic 
criteria for claiming meaning for stylistic effects.) 

The best way for me to illustrate the parameters and significance of this 
definition is to elaborate a single example through a few increasingly com
plicated scenarios. Let us take the utterance, "I warn you that I shall come." 
As a standard type for an illocutionary act, this is an explicit performative, 
readily assessable by Austin's model, by Searle's codification of it, and by 
generative semantics. Because there is no non-conventional implicature at this 
level, Grice is irrelevant. Now let us take the same utterance intended as a 
somewhat ironic, self-depreciating promise. The speaker A knows that his 
auditor B knows that A made a drunken fool of himself at the last party, so 
A can exploit the irrelevance of warning here in order to commit himself to 
coming to another party B is throwing. I suspect that Austin would have to 
write this example off as an ironic one, parasitical on ordinary illocutionary 
acts. Warnings are "exercitives," while promises are "commissives," so no clear 
illocution is made and no coherent inventions invoked. Searle might be able to 
handle this example as an indirect speech act, like "Can you pass the salt?", 
but the explicit performative is not clearly conventional and the utterance 
seems to vacillate between what it says and what it conventionally accom
plishes. In any case the dramatic import of the saying is beyond the ken of 
Searle's analysis, as Derrida somewhat overexuberantly makes clear.8 Finally, 
generative semantics might be ingenious enough to locate a relevant deep 
structure that synthesizes "warn" and "promise," but the necessary ingenuity 
would belie the simplicity of our actual understanding and probably still not 
account for what the speaker projects about himself in the saying. 9 

My example offers no apparent difficulties for Grice, since his model can 
explain from context and from the cooperative principle the relevant sense of 
"I warn you." Indeed, from Grice it is possible to shift to Sperber and 
Wilson's elegant argument that implicature here makes us see "I warn you" as 
not a "use" of ordinary semantic conventions but a "mention" of those 
conventions in order to integrate them within a second-order ironic use. 
Sperber and Wilson, in short, show how Halliday's tenor and mode can be 
interpreted as contrail ing the mentioning aspects of a discourse. But Sperber 
and Wilson's model also makes it possible to clarify the limits of Grice's 
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typical analysis. Grice's non-conventional implicatures will explain how we see 
the need to shift from a use to a mention of "I warn you," but it will not 
explain many of the features of the utterance that occur from the shift. Grice 
can show how a warning implies a promise, but he does not pay much 
attention to how the tone in which the mention is used becomes a qualifying 
feature of the promise that allows A to project a representation of his self
knowledge and his apology to B. In addition to the non-conventionally 
implied message, A projects aspects of tenor and, complexly, of self-conscious 
modal control over the typical forms of accepting an invitation in order to 
invite B to recognize and to assess his dramatic stance as both a form of 
self-knowledge and as expression of deference to his auditor. I see no way of 
not taking these matters of expressive implicature as aspects of speakers' 
meaning and as indices of where literary and existential understandings 
interact. 

In order to bring out this last point and to further complicate questions 
of implicature, I shall risk an inappropriate sexual pun and wring one further 
twist on my example. Now A and B are rivals for a woman who will be at B's 
party. A's "I warn you that I shall come" in this context can be a complex 
dramatic utterance. The performative here can contain three distinct acts - a 
promise, a warning, and an attempt to imply that although they are rivals A 
wants to acknowledge the rivalry and keep it within civilized terms of a 
mutual understanding that will not destroy their friendship. Yet to speak of 
three acts is to miss two important aspects of tone as a feature of dramatic 
contexts. The speaker does not perform three acts but one complex one in 
which the three dimensions of performative force modify or qualify one 
another. No formal analysis can capture this integration. Moreover, when we 
consider the kind of dense synthesis such tonal complexities entail, we begin 
to understand the grammatical context necessary if such utterance is to have 
"uptake." B cannot simply comprehend A's utterance without projecting and 
testing hypotheses about A's intention. And, most important, B will not get 
the intention right unless he has a fairly complex behavioral grammar, unless 
he is a good reader. B must understand the nature of complex intentions, 
must know how civility and threat are compatible (thus specifying the 
appropriate lexical sense of "warn"), must grant A the capacity to make 
complex utterances, and must be able to recognize that terms like "warn" can 
simultaneously be used in this direct sense and mentioned in a second order, 
somewhat self-ironic context. And the fuller B's sense of this grammatical 
complexity, the more the message recedes in importance, to be supplanted by a 
sense of the qualities of understanding and concern A has projected. Because 
A can combine use and mention, he can integrate into his utterance both 
first-order practical communications and second-order projections of his 
qualities as a human agent. And because B has developed a complex grammar, 
he has the ability to compare A's way of handling the situation with other 
possible ways. Thus he can recognize and appreciate the distinctive qualities of 
A's act. 
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By elaborating expressive implicature in this way, we establish three crucial 
aspects of human understanding in speech situations not emphasized in Grice's 
ground-breaking work. We understand how speech is a mode of human 
presence in which messages are not merely functional exchanges of practical 
information but rather serve to allow the projection of qualities that are 
distinctive to the full range of human agency. Second, we recognize the need 
to preserve a hermeneutic model of communication that makes dramatic sense 
of the difference between use and mention. Pure use of semantic codes 
suggests the agent's subordination of qualities of self-consciousness to literal 
features of the utterance. Mention, on the other hand, stages a complex 
second-order relation to the semantic code by which the agent calls attention 
to his way of staging himself as possessing and manipulating communicative 
potentials in order to show something about his qualities as an agent. Charles 
Taylor makes powerful use of the difference between first- and second-order 
desires in order to distinguish between empirical evaluations and strong 
evaluations in which the agent places his actions in a coherent purposive story 
that defines him as a certain kind of self-projecting agent. Taylor's case 
obviously extends the implications of expressive implicature (and Grice's 
concern for rational agents) from semantics to an ethics of subjective reason
ableness.1 ° I cannot elaborate the case here, but for those who know or who 
will read Taylor, I can add that expressive implicature enables one to project 
these qualities of strong evaluation implicitly, without the tedious and often 
casuistical attempt to project one's second-order strong evaluations in direct 
narrative or philosophical terms. Finally, a model of expressive implicature 
points beyond these judgments about qualities to a crucial aspect of 
judgments in general. As our examples became more complicated, we had to 
rely on synthetic principles of coherence not conventionally assumed to be 
features of a purely semantic analysis. We required models of coherence where 
the condition for uptake is the possession of complex type models about how 
people act which frequently take the form of dramatic scenarios. 1 1 

Ill 

One does not purchase such conceptual possibilities for integrating 
pragmatics and characteristic concerns of literary theory without paying a 
considerable price. The price here is a loss of certainty and formal coherence 
because intention becomes a necessary and yet always problematic category. 
Not only must we relate the intentions of agents to expressive implicatures, 
but we must also acknowledge the possibility of coherent expressive 
implicature established by an interpreter's purposes even when an agent might 
explicitly deny them. Here I shall not try to resolve anything about intention 
but only reveal the problems basic to using a notion of expressive impli
cature.1 2 I have some confidence that simply being aware of the problems 
will enable us in practical circumstances to specify the kind of expression we 
are describing and thus to clarify what we take to be criteria for practical 



98 Charles Altieri 

hermeneutic judgments which will explain how a hypothesis may be 
falsified on loosely probabilistic grounds. 

It may be the case, for example, that A did not intend deliberately to 
project certain qualities of concern in this warning that he would come to the 
party. He just said it as a way of responding to B, and his just saying it may 
have been only a warning or may have been a non-reflexive way of expressing 
the combined acts discussed above. What B knows about A and the situation 
may or may not allow a strongly probable reading of what he "really" 
expressed. (Even if B asked A what he meant to express, A might have to 
interpret his act on the same inferential grounds as B does.) Or A may have 
actually made a slip in his statement. He may have desired to say only "I 
promise to come" but his hostility may have emerged. There would usually be 
evidence of this slip: A would blurt or stammer or try to smooth over the 
mistake. But A still would have expressed a warning, I think, whatever his 
conscious intention. 

Once we admit a concept of expression, we cannot avoid the fact that 
"expression of" can be read as taking both subjective and objective genitives. 
Expression can be deliberate or symptomatic, avowable or non-avowable. 13 

And because expressions can be meaningful despite intentions, discussions of 
expressive implicature must be somewhat dependent upon an interpreter's 
purposes. But if I am right in suggesting the significance and centrality of 
expressive features of utterances, theory cannot banish such important 
elements on largely methodological grounds. Instead, where expressions are at 
stake, theory must accept a somewhat limited position. Theory cannot posit 
rules or strict discovery procedures. All it can hope to do is to play a 
grammatical role by specifying different aspects of expressive implicature and 
by defining typical conditions and probabilistic criteria for assessing what an 
interpreter is doing in specific cases. Theory must function largely as maxims 
do, that is, as a guide for practical judgments and as an instrument by which 
an interpreter can make clear the assumptions he makes and the practice he 
employs. 

With this in mind, I want to conclude by defining different types of 
expressive implicatures and the interpretive strategies they entail. Intentional 
exploitation of maxims becomes expressive implicature when the speaker does 
so in order to call attention to qualities of the action he is performing in his 
utterance as a way of responding to a context. Here, the full meaning of the 
act is simply not understood until the auditor can recognize and grasp the fit 
between the performed qualities and a probable intention. And, as is not the 
case with explicit performatives, this recognition depends on a complex 
grammar of person predicates not coextensive with a simple semantic 
competence. 
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When we turn to non-avowable expressive forces, we cannot speak simply 
of speaker's meaning because that depends on intentions. I am not sure what 
to coin as a name for the kind of comprehension involved, but it has affinities 
with E. D. Hirsch's notion of significance because it depends largely on an 
interpreter's needs and desires. Nonetheless, if we are to give any credence to 
concepts of implicature and total speech acts, we must at least see what is 
involved. (It may be that once we acknowledge these features, we can find a 
way of denying or limiting their relevance.) Thus I distinguish four sub-types 
of non-avowable expressive implicatures: cases of non-intentional features of 
style; cases of unintentional behavior indices like signs of showing off or of 
contempt for one's audience; cases where there is evidence a speaker is lying 
and in the process signifying things about his desires and concerns; and cases 
of symptomatic signs like Freudian slips or betrayals of class attitudes which 
are definable within specific interpretive strategies. 

Since these various expressive features have different relations to speaker's 
intentions, we must also register the kinds of situations in which these 
expressions characteristically count as significant. In essentially formal 
contexts where Austin's conventional performatives might be expected, neither 
intentional or non-avow able expressive imp I icatures are likely to be 
acknowledged - at least within the conventional procedures. These procedures 
are usually impersonal and involve formal or legal consequences, so the typical 
interpretive strategy is to reduce possible uncertainties and to rely on strong 
rules of evidence for establishing what counts as operant meanings. 
(Conversely, what does count is extremely difficult to reverse.) The criteria 
differ in ordinary conversational contexts where the usual standard is simply 
the need to recognize those implicatures necessary to keep the conversation 
going in an adequately cooperative manner. In the examples of conversation I 
have given, the expressive implicature clearly affects how an auditor should 
respond. Finally, there are a wide variety of cases where an interpreter wants 
the greatest possible information about the speaker, at least in one context -
for example, his psychology or class situation - and thus he will try to 
understand every relevant expressive feature of the utterance. Literature 
clearly intersects with ordinary discourse at this level/ 4 but with a significant 
difference that reminds us how art is not life, no matter how we deny 
essentialist definitions of art. For it is frequently impossible to carry on a 
cooperative enterprise if we either ignore expressive qualities or concentrate 
too intently on them, especially on non-avowable aspects of them. This 
stricture holds, however, only for first-order, practical cooperative enterprises 
and it thus makes clear why literary discourse projects a cooperative enterprise 
only on a second-order reflexive level in which qualities are not communicated 
but performed or displayed and contemplated. 

IV 

I want to draw two morals from this analysis. First, it reminds us of the 
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complexity of linguistic behavior and the rich grammatical foundation of our 
capacity to interpret its pragmatics. In emphasizing the connection between 
pragmatics and a general concept of rational behavior, Grice is concerned 
primarily with defending an anti-behaviorist model of agency. But his model 
also leads to our recognizing the variety, flexibility, and depth of our capacity 
to understand dramatic features of utterances. Men simply are not rational 
agents but dramatic actors who wish to project their ability to present their 
qualities of concern and judgment in an endless variety of ways that require 
complex models for defining the coherence of an act. 

My second moral moralizes my first. Grice and expressive implicature are 
especially important to literary theory because literary studies now founder 
between a somewhat unreflexive form of interpretation dependent on fairly 
narrow views of language and a sophisticated scepticism that feeds upon the 
interaction of multiple codes which Barthes calls "the stereographic space of a 
discourse." Insofar as these critics can emphasize complexities of a discourse 
not addressed by models that stress cooperation and shared understandings, 
they have grist for sceptical claims about indeterminate meanings and expres
sion as displacement or masked will to power. Thus Derrida, having been 
virtually demolished as a philosopher by John Searle, can still come out some
thing close to a victor by pointing out how insensitive Searle is to dramatic, 
expressive features of a discourse. But once we begin to see how expressive 
aspects of performatives are generally intelligible within our grammatical 
capacity to understand discourse as a sub-category of the philosophy of 
action, we can begin to use the insights of keen analysts like Barthes and 
Derrida without buying their metalinguistic positions. What success Derrida 
has against Searle, for example, stems precisely from his ability to project 
dramatistic qualities of his discourse for an audience able, if not always 
willing, to appreciate its stereographic space as enacting complex forms of 
attention to significant human problems. 

Department of English 
University of Washington 

NOTES 

The best examples I know of arguments for similarities between literary 
and ordinary language are Stanley Fish, "What is Stylistics and Why are 
They Saying Such Terrible Things About It?", in Approaches to Poetics, 
ed. Seymour Chatman, (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1973), pp. 
110-152, and "How Ordinary is Ordinary Language?", New Literary 
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History, 5 (1973), 41-54; and Mary Louise Pratt, Toward a Speech Act 
Theory of Literary Discourse (Bloomington: Indiana Univ_ Press, 1976). 
Pratt also makes very intelligent use of Grice. She does not insist as I 
shall on a separate category of expressive implicature, but her concern for 
display texts leads her to use Grice as if he sanctioned attention to 
speaker's qualities. 

2 The first quotation is from Austin, How to Do Things with Words (New 
York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1970), p. 146, and the second from H. P. 
Grice, "Further Notes on Logic and Conversation," in Syntax and 
Semantics: Pragmatics, ed. Peter Cole (New York: Academic Press, 1978). 
p. 113. 

3 H. P. Grice, "Logic and Conversation," in Syntax and Semantics: Speech 
Acts, ed. Peter Cole and Jerry Morgan (New York: Academic Press, 
1975), p. 47. I shall abbreviate this work in my text as LC_ 

4 I am here presupposing two of my essays which argue for Wittgenstein as 
articulating grounds for dramatistic understanding - "Wittgenstein on 
Consciousness and Language: A Challenge to Derridean Literary Theory," 
MLN, 91 (1976), 1397-1423 and "Presence and Reference in a Literary 
Text, the Example of Williams," Critical Inquiry, 5 (1979), 489-510. 

5 For two characteristic arguments linking Austin and Grice as providing 
vague, sloppy, or circular notions of rules and discovery procedures, see 
Joseph Margolis, "Literature and Speech Acts," Philosophy and Litera
ture, 3 (1979), 39-52, and Jerrold M. Sadock, "On Testing for Con
versational Implicature," in Cole, pp. 280-296. 

6 Thus Diedre Wilson and Dan Sperber argue in "On Grice's Theory of 
Conversation" (unpublished paper) that Grice's maxims can be reduced to 
applications of the principle "be relevant" and can be understood as self
interested rather than moral behavior. I add that because Grice is in effect 
analyzing actions, motives for cooperation will vary and will probably 
require a wide variety of interpretive strategies. 

7 For a full account of these see Halliday, Language as Social Semiotic: The 
Social Interpretation of Language and Meaning (Baltimore: University 
Park Press, 1978). Here I rely on Halliday's summary, pp. 143-145. 

8 Derrida's response to Searle, "Limited Inc .... ," Glyph, 2 (1977), 
162-254, will be for me an important context for illustrating the price 
Searle pays because he ignores dramatistic features of performative forces. 

9 There are some features of my example that invite a formal semantic 
analysis because "warn" and "promise" share a future-committing 
dimension. But, as Austin's placing the terms in different categories 
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suggests, it is precisely the apparent similarities which allow a good deal 
of play between the terms and require that one be able to specify the act 
before he can fully determine the relevant weight and stress given to the 
similarities and differences among the terms. The aspect of threat in 
"warn" can be modified or suspended by the pressure of "promise," or 
"promise" can take on overtones of threat not a typical feature of its 
semantic force. Moreover, as I shall argue, these mutual modifications 
require that the two terms be correlated as a single complex act. The 
complexity of that act may be described semantically as suspending 
"warn" between use and mention, between a literal and a second-order 
interpretation of its typical semantic roles. My own use of use and 
mention derives from Dan Sperber and Diedre Wilson, "Les ironies 
comme mentions" ["Irony and the Use-Mention Distinction"), Poetique, 
9 (1978), pp. 399-412. 

10 Charles Taylor, "Responsibility For Self," in The Identities of Persons, 
ed. Amelie Rorty (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1976), pp. 
281-300. For another useful treatment of persons in relation to second
order operations, see in the same collection Daniel Dennett, "Conditions 
of Personhood," pp. 175-196. 

11 If I am correct about the ways implicature involves complex dramatistic 
models of coherence - where the principle of integration derives from 
type constructs about agents which are not easy to state in syllogistic 
terms - I must question the following claim of Grice's: "The presence of 
a conversational implicature must be capable of being worked out; for 
even if it can in fact be intuitively grasped, unless the intuition is replace
able by an argument, the implicature (if present at all) will not count as a 
conversational implicature; it will be a conventional implicature" (LC, 
50). This statement contains what appear to me to be odd notions both 
of conventions and of agency. It assumes that the only non-conventional 
model of implicature, and of interpretations of actions, depends on 
arguments, that all non-discussive forms of coherence are conventional, 
and that agent's non-conventional acts derive from intentions that can be 
recovered as rational chains of argumentative inferences. The intentional 
mind simply does not always work this way, but instead often leaps 
among images of types of actions to narrative or dramatic models of what 
a discourse might achieve and how agents may alter this relationship by 
means of conversation. 

12 I subscribe in general to Quentin Skinner's account of the coherence of a 
speech act as established by constructing an intention in the utterance, 
that is a purpose which makes the act a coherent response to a particular 
historical situation. As my argument below will show, with expressions we 
will need to distinguish the kind of intention in the act - e.g. deliberate, 
unconscious, rooted in a character, etc. For a summary of Skinner's 
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position, see his "Hermeneutics and the Role of History," New Literary 
History, 7 (1975), 209-232. 

13 I take the concept of non·avowable intentions from P. F. Strawson, 
"Intention and Convention in Speech Acts," reprinted in Readings in the 
Philosophy of Language, ed. Jay Rosenberg and Charles Travis (Engle
wood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1971), pp. 608-613. 

14 Actually several theoretical problems about the coherence and mimetic 
qualities of literary texts probably derive from the fact that we read 
literary works as an uneasy combination of communicative intent and 
expressive display, with both of these functions operant on dramatic or 
represented and authorial or representing levels of the text. 
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What Does It Mean to Say 
Literature Represents "Nothing"? 

It was this drought, this tearlessness that brought those who could 
afford it to Schmuh's Onion Cellar, where the host handed them a 
little chopping board - a pig or a fish - a paring knife for eighty 
pfennings, and for twelve marks an ordinary field-, garden-, and 
kitchen-variety onion, and induced them to cut their onions smaller 
and smaller until the juice - what did the onion juice do? It did 
what the world and the sorrows of the world could not do: it 
brought forth a round, human tear. It made them cry. At last they 
were able to cry again. To cry properly, without restraint, to cry like 
mad. The tears flowed and washed everything away. The rain came. 
The dew. Oskar has a vision of floodgates opening. Of dams bursting 
in the spring floods. 

- Gunter Grass, The Tin Drum 

My thesis is that these bizarre happenings which Oskar and his fellow 
musicians witnessed in Schmuh's Onion Cellar are akin to what happens when 
we encounter, or become involved with, literature. The contrast is what Faust 
himself experienced when he visited Auerbach's more famous cellar in Leipzig 
of which Goethe writes. The Faust example is akin to what happens when we 
read in order to learn something, or write in order to dispense certain 
information. 

Notice the difference. First, when the guests visited Schmuh's cellar, they 
were receptive to all things because they weren't looking for any one 
particular thing. They were even open to receiving that which could destroy 
their understanding of previous things. In fact, this is what happened. Oskar's 
own final revelation or vision - he was "one of the fortunate who could still 
weep without onions" - was of floodgates opening, of dams bursting under the 
pressure of today's floods. Now in contrast, when Faust visited Auerbach's 
cellar, he was looking for something. Mephistopheles tempted him with "A 
relevation ... shall you see I of charming bestiality." Of course, this was a 

[Centrum, 6:2 (Fall 1978). pp. 104-112.] 
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bestiality which Faust already knew, if only in anticipation. Thus he was 
prepared to find that something for which he was looking- or nothing. This is 
my first point: whereas Schmuh's cellar offered the possibility of washing 
everything away, Auerbach's cellar offered only the possibility of achieving 
desired ends, of service to visions already held fast. 

So, if it is to the likes of Schmuh's Onion Cellar that we must go if we are 
to do or to appreciate literature, then literature too must burst yesterday's 
dams with the "force" of its own activity. Like those tears shed in Schmuh's 
cellar, literature washes everything away. Only when the genuinely artistic 
sentiment abates does this bursting effect, this washing away of the old 
structures, fail to occur. Then we have the notion that men write, and other 
men read what they write, in order to gain some exterior and previously 
understood goal or objective, for example, to communicate or learn previous 
thoughts or ideas. 

Gilbert Sorrentino, the novelist, poet, and playwright, lends support to my 
first observation. He writes: 

The difference between a good writer and a bad one - or the 
difference between a writer (take your choice out of the millions 
around) and an artist - is that the former thinks the words are 
pictures, and so on. He thinks they "represent" things, and take their 
place. The artist is a slave to the fact (it takes a great while to realize 
this) that they represent nothing, and that you pay homage to them 
on their own terms. 1 

Whereas the writer represents things, the artist represents no-thing, "nothing." 

Now what does it mean to read or to write that which represents things? It 
means to reduce the empirical to the a priori, to appeal, as Whistler once put 
it, to people who 

have acquired the habit of looking, as who should say, not at a 
picture, but through it, at some human fact that shall or shall not, 
from a social point of view, better their mental or moral state. So we 
have come to hear of the painting that elevates, and of the duty of 
the painter-of the picture that is full of thought, and of the panel 
that merely decorates.2 

For these people, Sancho Panzas they would be, because the inn is 
preferable to the road. Their kinship is not with Schmuh's guests, who seek 
"nothing" and therefore are receptive to everything, but to Faust, who is 
seeking a special thing, a "charming bestiality." Their kinship is with those 
dissections done not for research but to teach and illustrate the truths that 
were in Galen; with those Christian stories about Jesus written and told not to 
recount the facts but to awaken a belief in him as the Messiah; with those 
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commercials which men write in order to sell a can of beer; with those Dutch 
still lifes which certain people appreciate because their depicted objects excite 
the appetite; with those crusaders who murdered the Turks in the Promised 
Land in order to earn a place in heaven; with that Soviet literature which 
cultivates in the Soviet people a richness and versatility of Socialist reality, 
and which exposes all which hinders the progress of that society; and finally, 
with those ecclesiastical authorities who gathered in 787 at N icea and 
declared: "The composition of religious imagery is not left to the initiative of 
artists, but is formed upon principles laid down by the Catholic Church and 
by religious tradition .... The execution alone belongs to the painter, the 
selection and arrangement of subject belongs to the Fathers."3 All who 
operate this way are craftsmen, Gepettos or Kings of Cyprus, who by their 
actions bring to life their own favorite Pinocchios or their own favorite 
Galateas. They all evoke old experiences rather than the possibility of moving 
on to new experiences. Their actions contribute only the security of possess
ing or controlling the past; they repeat again or reaffirm what is already there. 
None have room in their work for what that work might add. None relate to 
the open future, none save themselves for Oelacroix's "certain abandon later 
on, for discoveries made as the work advances." 

But on the other hand, what does it mean to represent "nothing"? It 
means what Archibald Macleish says on behalf of the poet in his "Invocation 
to the Social Muse": 

Whores, Fraulein: poets, Fraulein, are persons of 

Known vocation following troops: they must sleep with 
Stragglers from either prince and of both views. 

We are 

The rules permit them to further the business of neither. 

It is also strictly forbidden to mix in maneuvers. 
Those that infringe are inflated with praise on the plazas -
Their bones are resultantly afterwards found under newspapers. 

Writers of literature and those who read with Schmuh's guests abandon 
what they write, are whores, everyone. To whore about or to represent 
"nothing" is to have time for all but to further the business of none. Of 
course, each begins with what they each have gained from their certain hour 
and from their certain place, but quickly they move from this particular 
experience and bring into focus, or manifest, a new understanding. As such, 
they are wreckers of marriages, homebreakers of previous understandings. In 
other words, literature creates new relationships, it does not service old ones, 
it dictates the nature of future visions and ruptures earlier ones. By so doing, 
it escapes the fate of the writer who serves only the present, that is, the 
writer who eventually will be buried with what will be yesterday's newspapers. 
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I am now ready to make my second observation. In fact, I already have 
alluded to it. Look again at Schmuh's Onion Cellar. Notice that it was by 
their crying "like mad" and "without restraint" that Schmuh's guests washed 
away the expected things and Oskar came into his vision of things previously 
not seen. As J. L. Austin might have put it, their tears did something, they 
themselves opened the floodgates and burst the dam. Like the "I do" as 
uttered in the course of the marriage ceremony, or like the "I name this ship 
the Queen Elizabeth" as uttered when smashing the bottle against the bow, or 
like the "I give and bequeath my watch to my brother" as it might occur in a 
will, the guests' tears did not reflect back to what already was established, 
perhaps to disappointments already experienced, but they "indulged" in what 
was to be established, in what hopefully they could experience and Oskar was 
to experience.4 Austin would say that in this their "appropriate circum
stance," they "performed.''5 We might say that in their "appropriate circum
stance," these tears participated in or contributed to, we would hope, making 
their and Oskar's world different from that old world of theirs and his which 
existed before the tears. 

This is no usual feat. For example, not all tears "indulge." If the guests' 
tears were Faust's, and if they were shed in Auerbach's cellar, we would 
notice a breakdown between the tears themselves and what the tears 
accomplish. Wallace Stevens' astute reaction to a critic's comment that "Mr. 
Stevens' work does not really lead anywhere" is appropriate. He simply noted 
that "This is not quite the same thing as get anywhere ... .''6 Stevens is 
correct, both about the distinction between "lead" and "get" and about what 
his distinction implies here for the guests' and Faust's tears. If cry Faust must, 
his tears will lead, which is not the same as get. In other words, to think of 
tears which lead is to think of that something or somewhere to which they 
lead. Faust's tears would be forever I ike those Solon shed on the death of his 
son. When Solon was asked why he was weeping "thus, if weeping avails 
nothing," he answered, "Precisely for that reason - because it does not avail." 
Availing and leading are similar. Just as we can think of a "charming 
bestiality" independent from Auerbach's cellar in which Faust wishes to 
experience it, so Solon and his questioner thought in terms of a something 
which they expected tears to avail, or something to which they expected tears 
might lead, independent from the tears themselves. Like "charming bestiality," 
this something exists and has a life prior to and apart from the tears. Thus, 
with the tears there is no intervention, no indulgence, no participation, in 
essence no performing. But these are not the tears about which Gunter Grass 
speaks or which Malinowski observed in mourning rites. In these latter cases, 
there are only the tears and that which they do, or get, that which necessarily 
flows from them in their "appropriate circumstance." 

Now if it is to the likes of Schmuh's cellar that we must go if we are to do 
or to appreciate literature, then it too must get us somewhere, it too must 
make a world different for us from that which exists independently of 
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literature. Whereas with mere writing we think of a something for which it is 
written and to which it leads, with literature we think of a vehicle moving 
into something which it creates. Martin Heidegger's explication of Pindar's 
assertion that "to glorify was the essence of poetry" also makes this point. It 
reminds us of the last part of that passage above from Sorrentino, where he 
says that since artists represent "nothing," men must "pay homage" to what 
they do "on their own terms." I take this to mean that men should not be 
like Whistler's people and see through works of literature to something else, 
but that they should look at these works on their own terms. Why? we ask, 
and we answer, it is in order to learn from them because they have something 
to say, because they will take us somewhere. In Heidegger's terms we would 
say because they glorify. Heidegger's point is that for Pindar the word does 
not derive its force from what is already complete in itself, for then men 
would be glorifying what is already glorious, that which already has the power 
to impress. At best, the word then would denote an acknowledgement or a 
confession of being impressed. Instead, Heidegger insists, the word denotes the 
power of making to appear, or to extol a place.7 

Whether Heidegger is right or wrong about Pindar, he is right about poetry, 
and, I am also arguing, about literature. It too places in the light, it too 
endows with permanence that which previously had no permanence. Writing it 
is techne, a disclosing knowledge, knowledge at work, knowledge which makes 
the individual particular present appear, whereas mere writing is dike, a 
containing knowledge objectifying what men already have seen by giving it 
final and absolute form. The former creates, the latter serves; the former gets, 
the latter leads. 

My first observation, then, was that literature represents "nothing" and 
therefore, in freedom, it bursts yesterday's dams, yesterday's structures, with 
the force of its activity. My second observation is that literature represents 
"nothing" and therefore, in freedom, it constructs new worlds with the force 
of its activity. Hegel already has said as much. He says that "artistic pro
duction ... is an activity ... constrained to work out of its own wealth, and 
to bring before the mind's eye a wholly other and far richer content, and a 
more embracing and unique creation than ever can be thus prescribed.'' 8 The 
important words are "a wholly other ... and unique creation ... out of its 
own wealth." But notice that the analogy with whores no longer is apt. 
Whereas "johns" are inclined to take their whores lightly, those who frequent 
works of literature can not afford to be equally cavalier because it is through 
contact with them that, in Hegel's words, they learn from literature's own 
wealth that which is wholly other and unique. 

Let me suggest some specific examples from poetry. Think of the relation· 
ship between the "I" in a poem and the "I" who is writing or reading the 
poem. "I'm nobody! Who are you? Are you nobody, too?" Because the 
poetic "I" represents the "I" who is reading or writing the poem, the latter 
constitutes the wealth out of which the poem works, the "appropriate circum-
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stance." But, I insist, at the same time the poetic "I" creates out of this 
wealth a wholly other and unique understanding of what it means to be an 
"1." A more complicated example is one in which the circumstance out of 
which the poem is created is less personal and more specifically tied to its 
own wealth or to the corpus of the poet. Consider the Miller and the Wife of 
Bath. Each is recognizably human and recognizably Chaucerian, but each at 
the same time is very much himself or herself. That is to say, the wealth out 
of which they are created not only includes the "I" who reads and writes the 
poem but also the poem itself and Chaucer's other poems as well. So it is 
with Bishop Blougram and Andrea del Sarto, each human and Browningesque, 
yet at the same time, wholly other and unique. And think of Richard Cory 
and Miniver Cheevy, obviously human and equally obviously creations of 
Edward Arlington Robinson, but still distinct as characters in their own right. 
It is the same with a painter's portraits, all with a family likeness yet all 
different. Each is wholly other, a unique creation out of an inherited and 
assumed wealth. 

All well and good; perhaps everything is too obvious. But there are 
consequences. The tears which Schmuh's guests shed washed everything away, 
and carried them, we readers hope, into a new vision. In the "appropriate 
circumstance" or wealth of the cellar, only the tears were left and that which 
they did. So it must be with literature. Yesterday's worlds burst and the 
words of the work of art construct new ones. In the "appropriate circum
stance" of the literary context, there is only the work and that which it 
creates. 

0 chestnut tree, great rooted blossomer, 
Are you the leaf, the blossom or the bole? 
0 body swayed to music, 0 brightening glance, 
How can we know the dancer from the dance? 

Yeats is correct. So far as literature is concerned, in the appropriate worlds 
in which it variously functions, there is nothing standing apart to judge what 
it does. Eventually, the "I" with which we begin to read and write literature 
is washed away and only that wholly other and unique creation remains. 
There is no chestnut tree apart from the leaf or the blossom or the bole. 
There is no dancer apart from the dance. The story which Alice B. Toklas 
tells of Picasso boldly asserts as much. "After a little while I murmurred to 
Picasso that I liked his portrait of Gertrude Stein. Yes, he said, everybody 
says that she does not look like it but that does not make any difference, she 
will, he said." 9 From another area of created wisdom, Isaac Bashevis Singer's 
father-in-law is equally bold. He tells us that "If you can't be a good Jew, act 
the good Jew because if you act something, you are it!" 1 0 

The uncomfortable consequence is support for the reductionist insistence 
that talk about things really is disguised talk about sense data. There is no a 
priori standard or structure of meaning or purpose from which or against 
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which we can check out that which the work of literature creates. There is 
only the work and that which it creates. If we are to challenge it, we can only 
do so by paying attention to it, by entering its world, so to speak. 

There also may well be a conflation of the criteria-evidence distinction, 
that distinction between what is the case (the truth conditions) and the 
reasons for believing it to be the case (the verification conditions); or, to put 
it somewhat differently, that which Gertrude Stein really looks like (or what a 
Jew really is) is made equivalent to what Picasso paints (or to the empirical 
expectation of what it is to be a Jew). But this can't be helped. So far as 
literature is concerned, it seems the criteria-evidence distinction is not 
operable. Religion agrees. Ramakrishna tells us that "The fool who repeats 
again and again, 'I am bound, I am bound,' remains in bondage. He who 
repeats day and night, 'I am a sinner, I am a sinner,' becomes a sinner 
indeed.'' 11 

Another consequence also arises, that of the nature of reality. Virginia 
Woolf doesn't hesitiate to tell us, so far as literature is concerned, that the 
writer intensifies reality: 

It would seem to be something very erratic, very undependable -
now to be found in a dusty road, now in a scrap of newspaper in the 
street, now in a daffodil in the sun. It lights up a group in a room 
and stamps some casual saying. It overwhelms one walking home 
beneath the stars and makes the silent world more real than the 
world of speech - and then there it is again in an omnibus in the roar 
of Piccadilly. Sometimes, too, it seems to dwell in shapes too far 
away for us to discern what their nature is. But whatever it touches, 
it fixes and makes permanent. That is what remains over when the 
skin of the day has been cast into the hedge; that is what is left of 
past time and of our loves and hates. Now the writer, as I think, has 
the chance to live more than other people in the presence of this 
reality. It is his business to find it and communicate it to the rest of 
us. So at least I infer from reading Lear or Emma or La Recherche 
du Temps Perdu. For the reading of these books seems to 
perform a curious crouching operation on the senses: one sees more 
intensely afterwards; the world seems bared of its covering and given 
an intenser life. 1 2 

If 1 may use an analogy from painting, what the literary writer does is akin to 
the painter's use of light when that light gives existence to the things he 
paints. When the light goes out, the objects disappear. When the literary writer 
shifts his sights, or when we who read his words become sensitive to new 
insights, his objects too disappear. The contrast is a writing which holds forth 
that which already has been established. But then it is no longer art. The 
parallel from painting is chiaroscuro, that technique so obvious with 
Caravaggio and Rembrandt, wherby light becomes a theatrical lighting of 
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objects out there, where light gives clarity only to that which was previously 
obscured. In these latter cases, when the I ight is removed, the objects remain. 
They are merely in the dark. 

Of course this means the reality which literature creates, or which 
Schmuh's guests' tears create, exists relative to the circumstances of the work 
in which it exists, that is, relative to the wealth of the work and to the mind 
writing it and the minds reading it. Thus "classic" and "real" are learned 
impositions which at best are required for further willful wrestings. But this 
consequence shouldn't frighten us any more than it did Virginia Woolf. It 
simply means that literary creations no more fill primitive molds which exist 
apart from the artist's activity than does Aristotelian logic of subject and 
predicate or common sense logic which is embodied in our familiar parts of 
speech. Each is a "transcendental," a new projection: the first aesthetic, the 
latter two logical, To think otherwise, for men to consider them to be literal 
or primitive, encourages what Ralph Barton Perry in a different context called 
the "ego-centric predicament." It is to commit an epistemological fallacy, to 
make men's present understandings the criterion of truth. It is to make a 
"tenderminded" stab at hypostatizing a local distinction. It is to do what 
John Dewey, again in a different context, called the "philosophical fallacy," 
the ignoring of the fact that objects are achievements or functional 
distinctions, not gifts. In our terms it is to ignore the fact that so far as 
literature is concerned, to be is to be sustained by a literary text. 
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DISCUSSION: 
Literature as Performative 

Richard Kuhns 

"Performatives" in Linguistic Art 

1. Philosophers, like poets, seek new worlds; even empty ones. One can say, 
to be sure, that the true artist writes about nothing; refers to nothing; 
represents nothing. But then we are compelled to ask: what is the nothing 
about which you write? The nothing becomes something. What is it? 

2. Martland says it is the world constructed by language used in a particular 
way. He quotes V. Woolf: "the writer has the chance to live more than other 
people in the presence of this reality." Martland maintains that the linguistic 
arts are properly called "performative" because they do sometimes contain 
sentences that create this reality. 

3. I shall put my response to Martland this way. The nothing that becomes 
something is in reality - that is, in the reality of social life lived by human 
beings - the very considerable something that is an enactment. Some enact
ments require performance; but I do not think it he Ips to say that the 
sentences of linguistic enactments are performatives. 

4. My setting the linguistic enactment in social life is in some ways 
analogous to Austin's idea of performatives in the sense that performatives can 
function only in a social setting that possesses understood and accepted 

[Centrum, 6:2 (Fall 1978), pp. 113-132.] 
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conventions. You can promise, bequeath, marry only in society; so too you can 
be a writer, produce a play, publish a lyric, sing an epic only in society. 

5. We today are solipsistic readers for whom the world is the world of my 
textual perceivings. As I want to replace "performative" with "enactment," 
and the private with the social, so I want to exchange "linguistic" for 
"literary," because the events we are inquiring into are linguistic art, oral as 
well as written. The oral-heard is as important as the written-read. 

6. I turn now to the theory I want to advance: a developmental theory of 
enactments. 

7. The meaning of "enactment." Enactment implies an actualizing activity; 
realizing and achieving. It presupposes preparations and potentialities. Enact
ments occur at the juncture of 1) tradition; 2) audience; 3) their own inner 
structure; 4) their related affined structures. "To enact" has four interrelated 
meanings: a) to set forth, as to ordain and to decree; b) to inspire feelings in 
a person and an audience, as to actuate feelings, and to enact dispositions; c) 
to represent, as to make a presentation which follows from events standing 
both outside and inside the enactment; and finally d) to perform, in the sense 
of, for example, to mount and direct a drama. The concept draws together 
processes of expressing and responding, of setting forth before someone, and 
of being witness to a kind of action. Enactments are actions. Some affined 
actions are experiment, argument, construction, making, promotion, and so 
on. 

8. One use I have found for this model is in the definition of "culture." By 
"culture" I mean a tradition of enactments. 

9. Enactments are historical events, interrelated in a developmental sequence. 
(What is meant by "developmental" I will specify below.) Enactments become 
a tradition when they are interrelated and developmentally related. One of the 
dominant characteristics of enactments is that they refer to, represent, and 
quote enactments. In some respects they seem self-sufficient. It is this fact that 
leads philosophers of art to say, as Marti and says, that linguistic arts are about 
nothing; but they are about all the nothings they have made; hence they are 
about somethings. It may be (though I do not hold this view) that enactments 
are only about enactments. It is certainly true that enactments are representa
tional in a specific sense, that is, that enactments represent - among other 
events - enactments. I would claim that the linguistic, the material, and the 
tonal enactments are all properly speaking "representational." 

10. Linguistic enactments are affined to other modes of language use; the 
most obvious is philosophy. Philosophical argument and linguistic art overlap 
in several respects; these respects are the grounds for this conference. 
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11. It may be that an affined structure of linguistic art is simply human 
beings in action. (Poetics) 

12. Linguistic enactments are developmentally related to one another. 
"Developmental" applies to linear, time-measured sequences in which there are 
stages, or nodes, or points, or events that are differentiated from one another 
in a systematic way. I distinguish the following senses of developmental: 
biological, psychological, anthropological, phenomenological, dialectical, 
formal/structural, and interpretative. Linguistic art will fall under each area of 
analysis, but most usefully under the last six. 

13. The analysis of "developmental" requires the idea of a functional whole, 
and that in turn, for my purposes, presupposes a boundary and an intention. 
Insofar as functional wholes are developmentally related, they exhibit a 
direction. Function and direction are, developmentally, interrelated concepts. 
The precise formulation of the interrelationship has to be worked out for 
every set of enactments. 

14. Enactments can be said to be developmental systems only in a very weak 
sense. They can be considered as closed systems free from unspecified outside 
influences; but that is possible only because we draw the boundary conditions 
under which we examine the enactments. Where we draw the boundaries, both 
within and without the individual enactments will depend upon theory, what 
we are attempting to explain, and the developmental model we choose, as e.g. 
psychological, structural, anthropological, and so on. The boundaries are 
permeable and re-drawable; what is unspecified can be specified; what is 
excluded can be, on another occasion, included. Hence various explanatory 
theories can be used to analyze enactments developmentally, and the several 
theories need not be contradictory. They can be, and usually are, 
supplemental and complementary. 

15. Disputes about boundaries and theories often lead to efforts at total 
explanation (e.g. Sartre on Flaubert); but the most successful developmental 
accounts are limited to one set of conditions, e.g. psychological, structural, 
biological, etc. The need to "say everything" is better suppressed. 

16. Setting enactments in the context of society allows us to see an 
important cultural force they exert. Enactments are cultural events that make 
demands upon us. Response to demands helps establish the boundaries of 
functional wholes. But what is felt as a demand is not cross-culturally 
established; hence the great varieties of enactment families and the ways of 
understanding them. Yet within one tradition demands are a function of form. 
King Lear makes demands very different from "Growing Old." (Mathew 
Arnold) Critical disputes erupt over boundary choices and sensitivities to 
demands. Every developmental explanation will formulate in a very primitive 
way relationships that can be called "laws of function" and "laws of 
directional change." 
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17. Functional wholes are intentional: they seek to sustain an affect, a 
thought, and a presentation of subjectivity. That is to say, enactments are 
possessed of cognitive, emotional, and private-subjective elements. In that 
sense they are "expressive." This applies to all the modes of enactment: 
linguistic (which we are discussing), material, and tonal. 

18. Considering linguistic art as a mode of enactment alters our way of 
thinking about language as performative. Language achieves the performative 
only as a functioning whole. This is true of sentences that are in Austin's 
sense performative, since they are meaningful only in a social context. In the 
case of the sentences and propositions making up a linguistic work of art, 
individual sentences count for little, and, again, achieve meaning as variables 
taking specific values in functioning wholes. They do, of course, refer, 
represent, name, express, and so on, but always from least discriminable 
elements (morphemes, phonemes) through words, sentences, and larger units 
such as chapters, stanzas, dialogues, and finally, total functional whole. At 
that level they exhibit the developmental properties which emerge as functions 
of enactments; and enactments are cultural actions that can be studied as can 
any large-scale and universally human products. 

19. A developmental theory of enactments presupposes a social context of 
action. Enactment behavior on the part of one person or group requires 
specific behavior of others both to stimulate and to respond to enactment 
behavior. Enactment behavior is analogous to language learning, competence, 
and performance. As the psycholinguists say, all maturation is a "stage-ready" 
process; one speaks when ready. So too, one enacts when ready. Nurturing 
and encouraging enactment behavior is socially of the greatest importance. We 
often, and for particular populations, neglect those early stages and therefore 
fail to realize many of the private and social goods of enactments. 

20. If we ask what is the aim, intention, purpose of enactment, it is difficult 
to answer. As I said in section 17, enactments are intentional actions; this 
means they articulate thought, express affect, and exhibit structure. In each 
aspect of their functioning they are inter-functional, i.e. integrated and as 
such, functional wholes. What they achieve in the social context is a matter 
for study. Accounts will differ for different groups and traditions. One way to 
begin to get an answer is to study the affined actions to each mode of 
enactment. Linguistic enactments are affined to talk, argument, narrative, 
description, gesture, and so on. Material enactments are affined to making, 
building, depicting, sketching, representing, replicating, and so on. Tonal 
enactments are affined to vocalization, movement, natural sound, and so on. 

21. In the Western tradition we know best, linguistic enactments are deeply 
affined to philosophical argument. While the tradition of noting and studying 
that affinity goes back to Plato, we are still a long way from understanding it 
in all its complexity and causal interrelationship. In the Eastern tradition of 
the poet-painters, there are deep affinities between writing and drawing. We 
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are almost totally excluded from that. When philosophers and literary 
critics/historians get together, as we do here, we ought to attempt to under
stand the many ways in which linguistic art, and for that matter, philosophy, 
are performative. On my briefly sketched theory, above, might we say that 
philosophical work - whatever its form, and its form is of first moment - is 
itself a mode of enactment? If Plato argued that poets, when any good, are 
philosophers; and Wallace Stevens argued, that philosophers, when any good, 
are poets ... and they did so argue, we can benefit from thinking seriously 
about those claims. I would like to begin such an exploration. 
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Doing Something and Getting Somewhere 

In the following remarks I pursue the idea that literature is not only about 
doing something but actually does something, and that one can usefully speak 
of its way of doing as a way of moving. This manner of proceeding belongs to 
a type of hermeneutics that I have been calling "Concrete Interpretation." 

According to Ohmann, "illocutionary acts all have a contractual 
character. ... As Austin said, illocutionary acts are the clearest proof that our 
word is our bond. Much of the ethical nature of human life is embedded in 
and carried by illocutionary acts." But when Ohmann considers the relation 
of "human life" to literary versions of such acts - to "literary performatives," 
if you will the result is anticlimactic: "My own defense [of 
poesy] ... would acknowledge that reading literature is a form of play, and 
would stress the fact that the fictional worlds we construct in this game 
constitute a judgment on our real world." 

Martland, on the other hand, does more than groom the performative 
horse; he also mounts and rides it. Literature, he says, "must get us some
where," it "must make a world different for us from that which exists 
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independently of literature. Whereas with mere writing we think of a some
thing for which it is written and to which it leads, with literature we think of 
a vehicle moving into something which it creates." 

Heidegger, to whose authority Martland quite properly appeals, finds in the 
poetic word a strange endowing power. Heidegger observes: "Language can 
only have arisen from the overpowering, the strange and terrible, through 
man's departure into being." But Heidegger also allows that language and 
people can err, and it is on this capacity that I am about to dwell (my 
authority being the fact that this is one of the main things writers write 
about). Let us call this the way of opinion, and let us run the risk of hoping 
that, properly pursued, it will intersect eventually with the way of truth. 

I have found it helpful to borrow from Husserl's Logical Investigations the 
idea of a foundational relationship, such that B could not exist without A. If 
we then look for "A" conditions - those which must exist for B to exist
we find that literary performance requires somebody, literally some-body, 
acting. Parallel ideas include the "corporeal intentionality" and "incarnate 
logic" of speech, as described by Merleau-Ponty, the involuntary speech that 
Wittgenstein hears when reading, and Wittgenstein's sense that when we read 
we feel the movement of a lever connecting our seeing the letters with our 
capacity to speak. 

Pondering a related connection, the connection between movement and 
speaking, Philip Sidney asks rhetorically: "For who will be taught, if he be 
not moved with desire to be taught, and what so much good doth that 
teaching bring forth ... as that it moveth one to do that which it doth teach? 
For, as Aristotle saith, it is not gnosis but praxis must be the fruit. And how 
praxis cannot be, without being moved to practice, is no hard matter to 
consider." 

Being moved to practice, writers not only write, they write about moving. 
Voyages, pilgrimages, odysseys, flights: literary characters seem forever on the 
move; Lukacs even characterizes one pattern, that of leave-taking, as a 
paradigmatic moment in literary art. Without movement there can be no 
emergence, no ecstasis in Heidegger's sense, no manifestation of literature's 
power, the power to let being appear. Nor, without movement, could errancy 
have become such a pervasive literary theme. Deviation, homelessness, 
alienation, madness: these are common not only to the drama and to poetry, 
but to almost every type of novel, from the picaresque to the epistolary. 

Here, on the dark side of the literary street, all is in shadow. Questions of 
power become questions of might, questions of truth become questions of 
justification, and all questions come to gravitate around a negative nucleus of 
contestation, conflict, competition, strife. For, whatever the performative is in 
philosophy, in literature it is agonistic. 
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Some examples. Concretely interpreted, chivalric literature is founded in 
large part in an historical fact that at first sight has nothing to do with 
knights and ladies. I refer to the development in the ninth century of a stirrup 
suitable for that type of mounted shock combat which is a necessary 
condition for the creation of a knightly caste. Later, the vitality of medieval 
drama expresses the vitality of the competition among guilds, just as, in 
Shakespeare's time, the theatre draws much of its force from the rivalry 
between the public and the private companies. Even more pointedly, the plays 
of Racine are situated in the competition between two antagonistic ensembles, 
the Hotel de Bourgogne and the Palais Royal. (A master social climber, Racine 
managed to get his Alexandre played simultaneously by both, thus benefiting 
from competition with himself!) 

Since the Renaissance, writers have produced sequels to successful works to 
protect themselves from competition; this is true of the second part of Don 
Quixote, of Pilgrim's Progress, of Pamela. Such "doubling" serves to vindicate 
the author, confirming him as authentic creator. In thus publishing the 
"truth," the author seeks that justice in the court of opinion which also 
motivates the preface, a kind of anticipatory version of the sequel in which 
the author makes accusations, settles accounts, legitimizes his way of doing his 
creative job - but always justifies, justifies, justifies. 

As the reading public grows and authors race to outdo each other on the 
market, authenticity of performance becomes associated with speed of 
performance. In his preface to Clarissa, Richardson declares: "All the letters 
are written while the hearts of the writers must be supposed to be wholly 
engaged in their subjects ... so that they abound not only with critical 
situations, but with what may be called instantaneous descriptions and 
reflections .... " 

Confining ourselves to Richardson's genre, the epistolary novel, we may 
consider two extensions of the founding relationships described a moment 
ago, both easily overlooked because presupposed. The first consists of all 
those acts performed between the production of a letter and its consumption. 
These are acts of distribution or transmission without which no utterance can 
achieve, as it were, its perlocutionary stage. In letter-novels transmission is 
handled by intermediaries who are absent from the main life of the fiction as 
long as things go smoothly. Only when something goes wrong do they become 
presences, and then they are negative just because something has gone wrong. 
For, while letter-writing belongs to the closet, with all that it implies of 
retirement and seclusion, transmission belongs to the road, with all that it 
implies of accident or of moral misadventure. It is a lower version of the 
errancy into which major characters are thrown or fall. 

The second relationship resides in the social context of the genre. The 
novel in letters rises to prominence on a foundation of sensibility, its speed of 
acceptance reflecting its appeal to qualities developed collaterally in its 
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audience. These qualities are emotional and, in Lucien Febvre's terminology, 
"contagious." They take the forms that have been made available by others 
having similar emotions; they are in effect a genre of feeling. The feelings 
shared by Richardson's readers resemble those in Febvre's historical model 
inasmuch as "they constituted a system of inter-individual stimuli which took 
on a variety of forms according to situation and circumstance, thereby 
producing a wide variety of reactions and modes of sensibility in each person. 
This was especially so since the harmony thus established, and the 
simultaneity of the emotional reactions thus guaranteed, proved to be of a 
kind that gave greater security or greater power to the group; utility thus soon 
justified the constitution of emotions. The emotions became a sort of 
institution." 

Is it then fair to say that what an author does immediately is founded in 
this institution, hence in what his readership does mediately? The answer is 
probably: No, that's too crude, but keep going in that general direction and 
you may get somewhere. Such a move could further the shift from text to 
context, which is at the heart of the best, though not the best-known, 
applications of speech-act theory to literary studies. It would draw strength 
from the anthropological perspective of a Victor Turner who calls for a more 
integrated approach to that "multiplicity of desacralized performative genres 
which have assumed, prismatically, the task of plural cultural reflexivity ... " 
But it would go further still, toward something analogous to genre in a wider 
sense. The central question, roughly, would be: "If literary utterances do 
something and get somewhere, how are this going and this moving related to 
those affective institutions to which I have referred?" What is this power that 
manifests itself when many people are moved simultaneously to the same 
collective practice, and how is it foundational for literary practice? A 
hermeneutic of suspicion, pressing harder, would ask why authors are so often 
silent about the very things that make it possible for them to speak. Was 
Nietzsche correct in accusing them of being, in effect, ideologues of the status 
quo? 

A hermeneutics of belief would answer: that is going too far. The literary 
street has a bright side too, and - crucial point - Concrete Interpretation is 
bound to recognize the interrelation of both sides. Stated another way: 
literature can move people to do things a little differently, to move a little 
further than they might otherwise have moved. 

The foundational capacity of literature is exercised not only in the interest 
of might and justification but in the interest of power and truth. Literature 
works by working through us, justifies itself by enabling us to believe its 
utterances true, and moves us by moving us to practice. It is a power like the 
power that takes dominion everywhere in Stevens' "Anecdote of the Jar" or 
like the power of the Apollo statue in Rilke's poem that ends: "You must 
change vour life." It is the power that makes it possible for the author of The 
Scarlet Letter to say: "Among many morals which press upon us ... we put 
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only this into a sentence: - 'Be true! Be true! Be true!'" 

Such saying, it seems to me, is doing something and getting us somewhere. 
It helps us, for one thing, to make a decision, in Heidegger's sense, about the 
way we ought to be. 

In such saying are literature and truth both. at once, performed. 

Department of English 
Stanford University 

Martin Steinmann, Jr. 

Professor Martland on What It Means 
to Say Literature Represents "Nothing" 

What does it mean to say that literature represents nothing? I shall try to 
consider Professor Martland's answer to this question. But I'm not at all sure 
just what it is. 

For one thing, I'm not sure what he means by literature. The word is 
ambiguous. In one sense, literature is "writings having excellence of form or 
expression and expressing ideas of permanent or universal interest" (Webster's 
Third). In this sense, Hamlet and Don Quixote de Ia Mancha are (for most of 
us) literature, and so are Milton's Areopagitica and Plutarch's Lives; but the 
novels of Edna Ferber are not, nor is the Columbia Encyclopedia. In another 
sense, literature is fiction: Hamlet, Don Quixote, and the novels of Edna 
Ferber; but not the Areopagitica or Plutarch's Lives and not the Columbia 
Encyclopedia. These two categories of literature happen to overlap, but they 
do not necessarily overlap. The criteria for inclusion in one category are 
different from those for inclusion in the other. As John R. Searle puts the 
matter, whether a work belongs in the first category is for its readers to 
decide (and different readers may reach different decisions); whether a work 
belongs in the second category is for its writer to decide. 1 I shall assume that 
Professor Martland is talking about the second category of literature - fiction 
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- or at least about what is (for most of us) the intersection or product of the 
two categories. 

For another thing, Professor Martland's answer to the question he asks is so 
thick with tropes, especially analogies, that I find it hard to say what his 
answer commits him to. " ... what happens when we encounter or become 
involved with, literature" is, Professor Martland says, like the guests' 
experience in Schmuh's Onion Cellar and unlike Faust's in Auerbach's cellar. 
To "read or write that which represents things" is like looking through, not 
looking at, a picture, and also like preferring the inn to the road. People who 
do this have a "kinship ... with [among many other things) ... those 
commercials which men write in order to sell a can of beer .... " "Writers of 
literature and those who read with Schmuh's guests' abandon what they write, 
are whores .... " Their tears - that is, works of literature - are like J. L 
Austin's performative utterances. Just as "There is no chestnut tree apart from 
the leaf or the blossom or the bole," and "There is no dancer apart from the 
dance," there is no work of literature apart from that which it creates. 
" ... what the literary writer does is akin to the painter's use of light when 
that light gives existence to the things he paints." 

What's more, there are puzzling anomalies in Professor Martland's account 
of what it means to say that literature represents nothing. 

In his first paragraph, for example, he tells us that reading "in order to 
learn something" is not "what happens when we encounter, or become 
involved with, literature." Yet halfway through his account he seems to 
contradict this by saying that we "should look at ... [works of literature) on 
their own terms ... in order to learn from them because they have something 
to say .... " 

But let me focus upon what I take to be Professor Martland's central 
analogy: the tears - that is, works of literature - are like J. L. Austin's 
performative utterances. In the appropriate circumstances, to utter one or 
more sentences of some language is not just to say something but to do 
something. As Austin puts it in the early pages of How to Do Things with 
Words, "the issuing of the utterance is the performing of an action .... " 2 With 
performative utterances, Austin here contrasts constative utterances. To issue a 
constative utterance is to make a statement or an assertion, to describe some
thing - in one sense of the word, to represent something. To issue a per
formative utterance, however, is to represent nothing, to make no statement 
or assertion, to describe no existing (or previously existing) state of affairs, 
but to do something - to create, bring into existence, a state of affairs. In the 
appropriate circumstances, saying makes it so. 3 

And the clear cases of performative utterances are such ones as Professor 
Martland cites: " ... 'I do' as uttered in the course of the marriage ceremony, 
or ... 'I name this ship the Queen Elizabeth' as uttered when smashing the 
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bottle against the bow, or ... 'I give and bequeath my watch to my brother' 
as it might occur in a will ... " - each in its appropriate circumstances. 
Before the bride and the groom say "I do," they are not in the state of 
matrimony; saying it brings them into this state - creates this state for them. 
But only in the appropriate circumstances, only if certain necessary conditions 
are satisfied. The utterance of "I do" (or "I will" or whatever) must be part 
of an accepted conventional procedure prescribed by a competent authority 
(the Protestant Episcopal Church, say, in The Book of Common Prayer); the 
bride must be a mature female, the groom a mature male; neither may be 
married to anyone else; both must intend their utterance of "I do" to commit 
them to a certain course of conduct (an actress and an actor who utter "I do" 
while taking the parts of bride and groom in a play do not, by uttering it, 
become married); and so on. 

This, then, I take to be Professor Martland's central claim: works of 
literature are like - perhaps are - performative utterances. Let me sketch 
some of the obstacles lying in the way of accepting this claim. 

One obstacle is that Austin himself - indeed, later in the very same book, 
How to Do Things with Words - abandons the distinction between per
formative utterances and constative utterances. Austin's later view is that all 
illocutionary acts are performative utterances; all are ways of doing something 
- where illocutionary act refers to any serious use of language as contrasted 
with parasitic uses such as testing a pub I ic-address system or practicing 
typewriting (of which more in a moment). 4 "Surely," Austin writes, "to state 
is every bit as much to perform an illocutionary act as, say, to warn or to 
pronounce .... 'Stating' seems to meet all the criteria we had for distinguishing 
the illocutionary act.'' 5 And, so far as I am aware, all other speech-act 
theorists - notably, John R. Searle, in Speech Acts: An Essay in the 
Philosophy of Language - 6 agree with Austin's later view: all illocutionary 
acts are performatives; and the clear cases of performatives that Professor 
Martland cites belong to just one of perhaps a half dozen categories of 
illocutionary act - specifically, that category that Searle calls declarations. 7 

"Declarations," as Searle defines them, "bring about some alternation [sic] in 
the status or condition of the referred to object or objects solely in virtue of 
the fact that the declaration has been successfully performed"8 - in other 
words, that it has been performed in the appropriate circumstances. With a 
few, very minor exceptions, the appropriate circumstances for the successful 
performance of a declaration are stipulated - not, as is the case with other 
illocutionary acts, by linguistic rules - but by the rules constituting some 
extralinguistic institution such as marriage, christening, or testament-making. 

It would seem, then, that for Professor Martland, either works of literature 
are like (or are) illocutionary acts in general - including stating or, more 
broadly, representing - or they are like (or are) declarations - illocutionary 
acts that alter the status of the object or objects referred to and do this solely 
because they are performed in the appropriate extralinguistic circumstances. 
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Assuming that his claim is that works of literature are like (or are) 
declarations, there is a further obstacle to accepting it. From his account of 
what it means to say that literature represents nothing, it is not at all clear 
what he takes the appropriate extralinguistic circumstances to be. He seems to 
equate them with the writer or the reader. "Think of the relationship," he says, 

between the "I" in a poem and the "I" who is writing or reading the 
poem.... Because the poetic "I" represents [sic] the "I" who is 
reading or writing the poem, the latter constitutes the wealth out of 
which the poem works, the "appropriate circumstance." 

Later he speaks of the appropriate circumstances as being the "wealth of the 
cellar" and still later as being "the wealth of the work and ... the mind 
writing it and the minds reading it." Does this mean that whether a work is 
literature is determined by its authorship and/or its readership? This can be a 
plausible claim to make. But only if the claimant specifies what qualities its 
author and/or its reader must have if it is to be counted as a work of 
literature. And Professor Martland does not specify this. 

Still another obstacle is that much of what he seems to say about literature 
- especially his analogy between what the guests' tears do to them and what 
a work of literature does to readers - is ambiguous. On one interpretation of 
his account, writing a work of literature is like (or is) performing an 
illocutionary act. On the other, it is like performing what Austin calls a 
perlocutionary act.9 

What's the difference? First of all, though an utterance of a certain 
sentence - of "You are stupid," say - is generally part of both a certain 
illocutionary act and a certain perlocutionary act, the acts are otherwise 
different. The chief difference is that illocutionary acts are rule-governed but 
perlocutionary acts are not. Whether an utterance of "You are stupid," for 
example, counts as the illocutionary act of stating that the listener is stupid 
depends upon whether the circumstances of its utterance are appropriate -
that is, upon whether it follows the rules, or satisfies the conditions, for 
statement-making. Does the speaker believe the listener to be stupid? Does the 
speaker intend his utterance to be a commitment to this belief? And so on. 
But whether this utterance is a certain perlocutionary act as well depends 
upon what effect the listener's understanding of it has upon him, and such 
effects are not rule-governed. Indeed, to perform a certain perlocutionary act 
is, by performing--acertain illocutionary act, to have a certain effect upon the 
listener (or reader). This effect (called the perlocutionary effect) is 
distinguished from, and subsequent to, the listener's understanding of the 
utterance (called the illocutionary effect). Believing a statement (as contrasted 
with merely understanding it) is a perlocutionary effect, but so is disbelieving 
it or being offended by it. 

Usually, of course, a speaker (or writer) intends, by performing a certain 
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illocutionary act, to produce a certain perlocutionary effect. But the 
perlocutionary effect actually produced often, alas, fails to match the 
perlocutionary effect intended. Not every statement is believed; nor is every 
request granted, every question answered, every warning heeded. 
Perlocutionary effects may, moreover, vary from listener to listener (or from 
reader to reader). The statement that one listener believes another may dis· 
believe; the sales pitch that causes one housewife to buy a vacuum cleaner 
may cause another to slam the door. Obviously, then, if writing a work of 
literature is like (or is) performing a certain perlocutionary act, or producing a 
certain perlocutionary effect, then a work that is literature for one reader may 
well be nonliterature for another. A tragedy may be literature for one reader, 
because it arouses pity and terror, but not for another, because it leaves him 
cold. 

Whether writing a work of literature is, for Professor Martland, like per
forming an illocutionary act or like performing a perlocutionary act is hard to 
say. His account is compatible with either interpretation, and much of what 
he says strongly suggests the latter: 

... literature must burst yesterday's dams with the "force" of its 
own activity. Like those tears shed in Schmuh's cellar, literature 
washes everything away. 

A final obstacle: Austin, Searle, and speech-act theorists in general believe 
that - like using language to test a public-address system or to practice 
typewriting and like telling jokes - writing a work of literature (that is, a 
work of fiction) is not performing an illocutionary act at all. Writing fiction is 
not a serious use of language; it is a nonserious use of it. It is, Austin says, a 
parasitic use. 1 0 

The arguments for this view of I iterature, or fiction, are too com pi icated 
even to summarize here. But the heart of the argument is that fiction is 
discourse that suspends the rules (or conditions, or appropriate circumstances) 
for performing illocutionary acts and therefore severs the words-to-world 
relationships essential to their performance. 

Consider, for example, the opening paragraph of Jane Austen's Emma: 

Emma Woodhouse, handsome, clever and rich, with a comfortable 
home and happy disposition, seemed to unite some of the blessings 
of existence; and had lived nearly twenty-one years in the world with 
very little to distress or vex her. 

Perhaps the first thing to notice about this paragraph is that we can't tell, just 
by looking at it, whether it is from a work of fiction (a novel) or a work of 
nonfiction (a biography). The language of fiction need not differ from the 
language of nonfiction. If we count the paragraph as a bit of fiction, that is 
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because we believe that Jane Austen intends us to count it as such. She 
communicates this intention by labeling her work a novel. But what does she 
intend us to do by counting it as fiction? 

Let us begin by asking what she would intend us to do if we were to count 
it as nonfiction. First of all, she would intend us to understand that, by using 
the referring expression Emma Woodhouse, she is committing herself to the 
existence of a person named Emma Woodhouse. She would, in other words, 
be committed to a certain relationship between some of her words (the 
referring expression Emma Woodhouse) and part of the world (a person 
named Emma Woodhouse) - namely, the relationship of reference. Second, 
she would intend us to understand that - by using such predicating 
expressions as handsome, clever, rich, and had lived nearly twenty-one years in 
the world with very little to distress or vex her, and by writing a declarative 
sentence - she is committing herself to believing that the person she refers to 
has the properties that these predicating expressions predicate. She would, in 
other words, be committed to still another relationship between some of her 
words (the predicating expressions plus the declarative syntax) and part of the 
world (properties of the person she refers to) - namely, the relationship of 
predication. 

But, since Jane Austen intends us to take this paragraph as a bit of fiction, 
she intends us to understand that, by writing this sentence, she is committing 
herself to neither of these words-to-world relationships. Indeed, since she is 
not committed to the first relationship, she cannot be committed to the 
second. If the referring expression Emma Woodhouse refers to nothing - if 
Emma Woodhouse does not (or never did) exist - then there can be nothing 
for the predicating expressions to predicate properties of. If there is no Emma 
Woodhouse, then there can be no Emma Woodhouse that is handsome, clever, 
rich, and so on. Jane Austen suspends the rules (or conditions, or appropriate 
circumstances) for performing illocutionary acts and therefore severs the 
words-to-world relationships essential to their performance. 

Though doing this, she does, of course, create a character; she brings Emma 
Woodhouse into existence. But it is a peculiar sort of existence. Emma exists 
only in the pages of the novel. Jane Austen creates this character by using 
referring expressions, predicating expressions, and declarative syntax. That is 
what creating a character consists of: using referring expressions without 
referring to anything and using predicating expressions and declarative syntax 
without predicating any properties of anything. 

Perhaps this is what Professor Martland means when he says that literature 
represents nothing but creates something. 
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T. R. Martland 

Response 

Obviously my colleagues are uncomfortable with my association of literature 
with Austin's performative. I shall speak to their concerns, but first a 
comment. We had agreed that after my opening paper we would proceed in 
alphabetical order. I now see that this was a mistake. Professor Steinmann 
should have spoken immediately after me because he stuck most closely to 
my thesis and in the process raised his four "obstacles" to its further 
development. Professor Halliburton should have spoken next because, although 
he also seriously considered my thesis, the strength of his paper was his 
expansion upon it, his consideration of "movement," "power," and "truth," 
and his moving conclusion that "the foundational capacity of literature is 
exercised not only in the interest of might and justification but in the interest 
of power and truth. Literature works by working through us, justifies itself by 
enabling us to believe its utterances true, and moves us by moving us to 
practice." 

Professor Kuhns should have spoken last because he flatly declares "I do 
not think it helps to say that the sentences of lingusitic enactments are per
formatives" (I did not say that) and contributes in place of my original 
argument "a developmental theory of enactments." 

Little matter. The deed is done. What remains for me to do is to speak in 
defense of my thesis, to allow Professors Halliburton, Kuhns and Steinmann to 
have their constructive say (again in alphabetical order), and finally to let you 
raise questions and have your say. As for me, I'll react generally - and in the 
process respond to the panelists' specific objections. 

More than anything else, it is most clear that my colleagues are very much 
concerned with that backdrop which literature assumes. I referred to it as 
"the wealth out of which" literature emerges. Austin called it the 
"appropriate circumstances." Professor Steinmann called it the "extralinguistic 
institution," allowing it to contribute to three of his four "obstacles." 
Professor Halliburton called it "foundational relationship." Professor Kuhns 
refers to it as "a social setting that possesses understood and accepted 
conventions" - yes, a culture. 

Whatever it is called, I agree, it is very important. Roderick Chisolm makes 
clear just how important. He begins first by noting that clearly our saying "I 
know" is not a performative in the "strict" sense of the term, i.e., performing 
the act by saying it - in the same way we might say "I request," "I 
promise," "I order," "I guarantee," or "I baptize." "To say 'I promise that p,' 
at least under certain circumstances, is to promise that p; but to say 'I know 
that p' is not itself to know that p. (One may say 'I hereby promise,' but not 
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'I hereby know'.)" 1 In other words, it seems that "I know" comes after the 
fact, a kind of a confession to you that I already am more familiar with the 
situation than you thought, or perhaps a boast to you that I already under· 
stand. 

But now Chisholm goes on to point out that "I know" just as well might 
serve as a guarantee to you and by so serving, accomplish what the strict 
performative might accomplish. "I know that this car will run," said under the 
proper circumstances (with the proper intention and with the proper 
authority). could be the determinative reinforcement to a previous "I promise 
or I guarantee that this car will run," and thereby be the means (the vehicle?) 
by which you move into a new understanding. Chisolm calls this usage of "I 
know" "a performative utterance in an extended sense." 

This example makes it clear that that which distinguishes a non-perfor
mative, i.e., "I know that this car will run," from a performative (in an 
extended sense, but nevertheless de facto a performative, i.e., "I know that 
this car will run," is its permitted force: a force permitted by the appropriate 
circumstances, by its culture, its extralinguistic institution, or its foundational 
relationships. 

All well and good. So literature as literature functions in Professor Kuhns' 
"social setting that possesses understood and accepted conventions." But so 
does writing, as writing, distinct from literature. 

Professor Steinmann now very naturally asks (his second obstacle) just 
what this social setting is, "this appropriate extralinguistic circumstance" in 
which, or out of which, literature and writing function. His is an important 
question, one to which Professor Kuhns especially speaks. Of course we must 
answer it if we wish a full-blown exploration of literature. (I'll take Professor 
Steinmann's cue and say it is determined by the reader rather than the 
author.) But at this juncture there are lots of questions we must answer, and 
the one I chose to explore with you was not the nature of its culture
foundation but what literature does with and through that foundation. How 
does literature, as literature, perform? I suspect this was the same concern 
behind Roger Fry and Clive Bell's use of the phrase "significant form." 
Although, as far as I know, they never satisfactorily defined the phrase, they 
meaningfully could say that art, and I specify literature, has significant form 
because it encourages (because it is permitted to encourage) us to direct our 
attention away from that which Professor Halliburton refers to as a "system 
of inter-individual stimuli which takes on a variety of forms according to 
situation and circumstance" to that which it itself does. A significant form is 
a form which is forceful enough to direct our attention toward itself, toward 
that which is significant, toward those words which now speak their own 
language. To put it another way, a significant form is a form which is forceful 
enough to deliver a content. Saying it this way preserves the obvious 
importance of what my colleagues wish to stress, the content of literature, say 
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as it is portrayed in Gardner's Grendel or Solzhenitsyn's One Day in the Life 
of Ivan Denisovich. Their significance or forceful deliverance makes their text 
events in themselves, even though they may depend upon events outside 
themselves. To recognize literature as performative is to recognize this 
deliverance of a new content, to acknowledge that it creates out of those 
events outside themselves. 

And there is another valuable asset which comes from our associating 
literature with Austin's performative. It allows us to latch on to his 
observation that it is a mistake to think of the performative, and we now add 
literature, as "some internal spiritual act, of which the words then are to be 
the report." So far as literature is concerned, there is no pyschologism here, 
meaning thereby that what makes literature literature is essentially a special 
feeling - pleasure, perhaps - which the text evokes or is surrogate for. This is 
not to say the text doesn't evoke or serve certain feelings: it is to say, so far 
as literature is concerned, the text itself is significant, not the feeling, or the 
author's intention, or whatever. 

There is a second reaction which my colleagues share. They obviously are 
concerned not only with the need to clarify that backdrop out of which 
literature emerges but with the nature of the emergence itself. This is made 
clear by Professor Steinmann's question as to whether my performative finds 
its kinship with Searle's "declarations" - Obstacle One - (Yes!) and with 
Austin's perlocutionary effect - Obstacle Three. (Yes, and I am willing to 
accept the consequence that what is literature for one age may well be writing 
for another. We don't hesitate to recognize that this is the case with the visual 
arts; i.e., only recently did the appropriate circumstances permit us to even 
begin to argue, once again, that Art Deco IS art and not just data for history.) 
It is also made clear by Professor Kuhn's insistence on replacing "perfor
mative" with "enactment," defined as "intentional actions" which "articulate 
thought, express affect, and exhibit structure." Finally, it is made clear by 
Professor Halliburton's talk "of accident or of moral misadventure" and with 
his concern that literature's justification and its truth be not lost. 

Of course, I am concerned with this too: and here I'm especially indebted 
to Professor Steinmann with his insistence that I be clear about what I mean 
by "performative." He is correct - although I'm not so sure "clarity" should 
be defined as being in agreement with Austin, Searle and "all other speech act 
theorists." At times I think Professor Steinmann borders on the academic.2 

For example, is it truly an obstacle to my thesis that Austin "abandons the 
distinction between performative utterance and constative utterance" in his 
How to Do Things with Words? (First obstacle) The facts in this regard are 
these: Austin claims he first formed his ideas about performatives in 1939, 
although he didn't make use of them in print until 1946 with his article 
"Other Minds," published in the Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 
Supplementary Volume 20 (1946), 173 ff. This was followed by his lectures 



DISCUSSION: 131 
Literature as Performative 

"Words and Deeds" at Oxford in 1952, 1953, 1954, then by the William 
James Lectures at Harvard University in 1955, later published as How to Do 
Things with Words, and finally by a 1959 BBC lecture on "Performative 
Utterances" (later published, along with "Other Minds," in the 1961 volume 
Philosophical Papers. So he really didn't abandon "performative utterance." It 
was always his observation, "subject to revision," that there is a language form 
which intends not merely to say something in order to evoke emotions 
already felt, or to describe facts already finished, but to do something. 

But I ask again, isn't this irrelevant? It seems to me much more important 
to ask, and more difficult to answer this: How does literature perform? This 
was, in part, the concern of Professors Kuhns and Halliburton, and here I do 
need their help, and Professor Steinmann's too. Off hand, I can think of three 
ways: via 1) a particular few words (consider Gerard Manly Hopkins' lyric 
poem "Pied Beauty"); 2) a whole text (consider Nabokov's novel Lolita); 3) a 
whole corpus, themes from which an author transmits throughout his 
work. Consider, for example, Professor Halliburton's informative study of Poe, 
or for a better example, Northrop Frye's suggestion that Byron has 
released, produced or created, a new sensitivity, a new cultural force, which 
lives today in the works of such writers as Melville, Conrad, Hemingway, A.E. 
Housman, Thomas Wolfe, Lawrence, and Auden, writers whom he notes "have 
little in common except that they all Byronize." ("Lord Byron") Frye's point 
is that all have responded to the "Byronic hero" in some way or other, that 
is, to the outcast from society who in his loneliness can make no judgment or 
commitment, and who thereby assumes no responsibility for his life or for his 
actions. 

Incidentally, this last example points up my hesitation to go along with 
Professor Kuhns' suggestion of "enactment" as a substitute for performative. 
(Perhaps our differences are only matters of direction.) First, in the light of 
the preceeding, I am not sure what he means when he says "language achieves 
the performative only as a functioning whole" (emphasis mine). Of course, if 
the whole is simply "a social context," then I agree, but perhaps he is 
implying more. I would like to know what. Second, I am sure, if Professor 
Kuhns continues to insist that "enactments represent," that it is more 
accurate to say Byron performs than to say he enacts, to say he contributes 
to our awareness of, rather than to say he represents, that most modern of 
ailments, ontological boredom - that sense of inner emptiness which we now 
recognize in the ennui of Baudelaire, Satre's nausea, or simply existential 
angst. I would think that as Byron performs, so Renoir performs. Renoir's 
son speaks the truth: "Our world which before him was filled with people 
with elongated pale faces, has since his time seen an influx of little round, 
plump beings with beautiful red cheeks. And the similarity is carried further 
by the choice of colors for their clothing. He is responsible for that too." 3 I 
ask, is this an enactment or is it a performative? 

A final note. I am, at the moment, most in debt to Professor Steinmann. 
He has pressed me to be accurate and clear on what I have said.4 As for the 
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future, my debt is to Professor Kuhns for pressing me to further consider how 
language and literature perform and to Professor Halliburton for his suggestive 
insights on the epistolary novel, which, with Don Quixote, and all performers, 
belongs to the road. 

Department of Philosophy 
State University of New York, Albany 

NOTES 

Roderick Chisholm, Theory of Knowledge (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: 
Prentice-Hall, 1966). pp. 16-17. 

2 Dare I define the academician as one who treats the means as an end, say 
the means of communication as the object of analysis rather than what is 
being communicated? Calligraphy is an interesting example. 

3 Jean Renoir, My Father, trans. Randolph and Dorothy Weaver (Boston: 
Little, Brown and Company, 1962). p. 220. 

4 [Editorial note: Martland here refers to some changes Professor Steinmann 
recommended for an early draft of Martland's paper.] 
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Frank Kermode, The Genesis of Secrecy: On the Interpretation of Narrative. 
Harvard Univ. Press. 1979. Pp. 169 + xii. $10.95. 

Frank Kermode is one of our most insightful critics. His Romantic Image, a 
popular but uneven book, is a compound of smart journalism and fine insight. 
But he came to maturity with The Sense of an Ending ( 1966) and discovered 
there his natural topic - which is the nature of literary fictions. Like Arnold 
he has learned much from Continental thought; he is an agile comparatist, a 
wide reader alert to French and German developments and lacking that 
narrow, matey insularity we find too often in modern British writing. He has 
found much to inspire him in William Carlos Williams and especially in 
Wallace Stevens (about whom he has written a book); he takes notably from 
Stevens the idea that - if there is no Supreme Fiction - fictions are con· 
solations in an age of unbelief. There is a "jovial hullaballoo" aspect of 
Stevens that is missing in the decent, witty angst in Kermode's critical 
personality; and this angst, this Senancour-like yearning for belief together 
with what Kermode himself calls a clerkly skepticism about all beliefs, lies at 
the heart of Kermode's two best books, The Sense of an Ending and his most 
recent work - The Genesis of Secrecy: On the Interpretation of Narrative. 1 

I have no further comment on the plaintive British angst which takes over 
the last pages of his Genesis, except to say that it makes him hostile to the 
mythic in literature, and is sincere and moving. I have just written a non
fictive narrative (a life of Arnold); and, with special interest in Kermode's 
remarks on non-fictive narratives and his use of structuralist ideas in inter
preting St. Mark's gospel, I want to say what his new book suggests. 

We assume "the interpretive inadequacy of our predecessors," Kermode 
claims; and so long as any narrative creates hermeneutic pressure and begs to 
be interpreted, it remains alive. All narratives must be obscure, since none is 
transparent on reality. It follows from this that narrative obscurity involves 
two branches of interpretation. First, there are problems of genesis and genre: 
when, how, and by whom was the narrative composed and for what purpose 

[Centrum, 6:2 (Fall 1978), pp. 133-139.) 
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or as what kind of work? Second, semantics: what was the meaning of the 
work originally, or what has it come to mean, or (most difficult of all) what 
is its meaning? 

The genesis of the gospels is wrapped in an obscurity complicated by the 
fact that they were composed with the help of midrash or midrashim - to an 
extent hard to determine.2 Midrash, at St. Mark's time, was a Jewish 
censorship which pruned a text, or fleshed it out with material from 
Scripture, to make it look and sound right, or to make it conform with what 
was felt to be truth. The earliest gospel to survive is Mark's. Using a missing 
ur·gospel plus midrash, he may have invented the character of Judas, for 
example, out of the idea of Betrayal. Matthew and Luke, as they wrote, used 
Mark's text plus midrash. John, the last writer, used a text similar to but not 
identical with Mark's; and by the time John wrote (as Kermode believes). the 
fictive Judas already had generated new narrative, so that John's gospel adds 
much fictive material to the original chronicles about Jesus. 

Exegetes may feel that Kermode uses midrash too freely as a license, since 
there is no historic evidence Judas is fictive. No ur·gospel exists to show what 
Mark censored or invented; and, since Mark's narrative had to seem true to 
Early Christians and came into being less than a lifetime after Jesus died, he 
may have invented little. M. D. Goulder tells me that the meaning of 
"lscariot" has not been traced; it has no proved root in any Aramaic word for 
"betrayal," and even if it did, the Aramaic meaning would have been lost on 
Mark's readers. But, by bringing "midrash" into secular criticism, Kermode 
illuminates the psychology of interpretation. Interpreters in one sense are 
censors hungering for inner logic in stories; hermeneutic anxiety causes us to 
melt, combine, or adjust details in a narrative, even to misread, suppress, 
reject, or cease to inquire, just to make things "truer" or to see coherencies. 

Consider two details in Arnold's life - for a moment. We need a coherent 
story of it, and so Trilling in Matthew Arnold (1939) makes Arnold die one 
day too early, while leaping a low fence in joy over his daughter's arrival on 
"the 14th of April." 3 (There is something nearly midrashic in Trilling's 
research, which led him to "almost no unpublished material,"4 but we need 
not dwell on errors resulting from that practice.) Two hours' work in a news· 
paper library would have shown him that Arnold, having leapt the fence, did 
not die, but took a walk, dined, slept, rose, breakfasted, went to church near 
Liverpool, lunched, and died just before 3 p.m. on April 15, 1888. But the 
death-in-joy idea looked and sounded right; and later scholars, once the 
"midrash" notion of Arnold's death in the joyful leap of April 14 got into the 
"story," repeated and fleshed out the notion. Again, it looks right to imagine 
young Arnold in a sexual romp with a French chambermaid named 
"Marguerite" in a hotel bed at Thun. Generations of critics give life to 
Marguerite. Arnold seems to meet her in the Alps in scholarly notes to the 
Longmans edition of his poems; and Iris Sells, in an evangelical manner, makes 
fictive history more vivid by giving scraps of lovers' dialogue against an alpine 
backdrop. The facts are that Mary Claude, a French Protestant exile baptized 
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at Friedrichstadt on March 21, 1820, did become intimate with the "Ciougho
Matthean set" by 1847 and that several people knew of "Matt's romantic 
passion" for her - ironically, the collection of new facts is more complex and 
interesting than the fiction - but she was not a French chambermaid, and 
romantic "Matt" did not meet her in the Alps. 

Literary competence is no check on midrashic developments in interpreta
tion. A sophisticated interpreter may try to make historic facts, details in a 
novel, or almost any sequence of data in a narrative coalesce into manageable 
wholes even when there is no such whole. Trilling was guilty of this; and so is 
Kermode, who invents a fictive Judas to get the genesis of the synoptics to 
look and sound right. The interpreter has an in-built misreader; the clever 
misreader, sensing that narratives fail to be transparent on reality, finds relief 
from hermeneutic anxiety the more he can get out of the semiotic codes in 
the work into an extraneous fictive construct giving an illusion of coherence. 
Once you imagine that Horatio is a woman (as someone has done in the Yale 
Review, I believe). Hamlet gains a new logic with troublesome details 
marshaled and in order. Once you see King Lear was meant to satirize 
primogeniture, Lear's madness and his daughters' behavior enter a new scheme 
of coherence. We may be prey to reductive interpretation and illusions of 
coherence until we get what A. J. Greimas in Semantique structurale meant to 
offer, and what Jonathan Culler calls, "a scientifically rigorous way of 
characterising the meaning of a text." 6 

Assuming that Mark's gospel is not wholly fictive and has some basis in 
ur-chronicle, how do we interpret it? Kermode's strategy - more complex 
than my brief resume will suggest - has two aspects. He calls Mark's narrative 
not chronicle, but "history with a literary structure" which has been subject 
at the composing stage to literary pressures - not wholly unlike some of 
those Henry James faced. Influenced by Greimas and especially by Vladimir 
Propp's Morphology of the Folktale, Kermode posits that Mark's narrative 
may be treated as an action, and that the persons in it may be considered 
actants "with no being except in relation to a plot." This enables him to 
comment on Mark's architectonic problems, and rather acidly, if justly, on 
"the remarkable naivete of professional exegesis when confronted with 
problems of narrative." But I think KP-rmode, though suggestive, neglects 
something in narrative which modern Biblical exegetes, some of them aware of 
structuralist methods, have been alert to: namely the strong sense of a portrait 
(Jesus') as it accrues from a reading of the text. Here, "character" is an 
element of "followability." Mark's pre-Passion chapters are as occult, dis
jointed, and a-chronological as Kermode suggests (there is, by the way, no 
reason for us to assume that Mark cared much for being chronological), but 
the sense accruing of a "person" helps to make them intelligible. More than 
this, disjunctions may be a necessary element in this kind of portrayal. 

Structuralism has not been fertile in offering schemes for character-analysis 
in narrative; but Barthes has not avoided the problem - and his semic code, if 
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applied to Mark, might assign many portions of the text to semic lexies, with 
intricate overlapping; many of the same semes would belong to proairetic, 
hermeneutic, or other codes. Phonemic patterns and punctuation in modern 
texts can be building blocks of "character," as I tried to show in Browning's 
Characters (1961 ), and the semic level of Mark's text is rich. But semantic 
analysis of a narrative will fail unless we get the genre right; and "history," 
here, is not the right genre. Apodictically ~ark's genre is biography. since his 
narrative is person-centered even to a degree that few modern "lives" are. The 
narrative is strange: its pre-Passion chapters show what Erich Auerbach calls 
"horizontal disconnection" in the extreme. But "the greater the separateness 
and horizontal disconnection," Auerbach says of Old Testament stories, the 
stronger is a "general vertical connection." Each Old Testament person, from 
Adam to the prophets, "embodies a moment of this vertical connection. God 
chose and formed these men ... .'' 7 Discontinuities in the oracular style suggest 
control beyond the teller's. Deity is seen to control narrative, slicing away 
comforting suggestions of sequence, place, temperament, gesture, or other 
trivia to suggest the moral profundity of what is unfolding - and, in Mark, 
Jesus' character is the agent of that profundity. He must impress us (and has 
impressed readers for two millennia) even in short passages. Mark's narrative 
even in early Christian times was certainly used as a lectionary. 

But who is the Jesus of Mark? No other gospel is starker, darker, less 
moralistic or more suggestive of a lonely, secretive exorcist, misunderstood 
and feared by friends and family but understood by demons. This Jesus does 
not become more intelligible when viewed as an actant, "with no being" apart 
from what he gets from the plot. The only adequate interpretation of Mark's 
narrative, I suggest, will be one finding what it can mean (if perhaps never 
quite what it meant at Mark's time) on the basis of a systematic, extremely 
complex linguistic analysis, taking elaborately into account its key portraits -
that of Jesus and of Mark, the narrator. 

Will this illuminate what one exegete calls "the greatest of all literary 
mysteries"8 

- or Mark's narrative ending? Kermode discusses the problem but 
offers no solution. The mystery. at the simplest level, involves grammar, 
semantics, style, structure, and Mark's persona. First, we can be confident that 
the last verse of Mark's is 16:8. Verses 16:9-20 were added by a later author, 
who may have been as baffled by Mark's ending as we are. Now, if none of 
Mark's gospel is lost, and if it is unlikely that he died or was imprisoned 
suddenly after writing 16:8, then he meant to end his book with a weak 
Greek enclitic in the phrase ephobounto gar, "for they were afraid" - a 
practice with few parallels even in Greek colloquial sentences and none in 
contemporary Greek books. Gramatically, this is nearly as unusual, Kermode 
suggests, as the endings of Ulysses and Finnegans Wake in "Yes" or "the." 
Mark's ending is powerful, but in a modern way, and it is hard to imagine him 
as a very advanced literateur. The meaning of the ending may reflect Mark's 
fondness for verbs meaning "astonish," "amaze," "terrify," and the like, or 
disconcerting features in a book offering "good news." Three women enter 
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Jesus' tomb to annoint his corpse, and Mark signs off with this account 
(16:5-8, RSV): 

5 And entering the tomb, they saw a young man sitting on the right 
side, dressed in a white robe; and they were amazed. 6 And he said to 
them, "Do not be amazed; you seek Jesus of Nazareth, who was 
crucified. He has risen; he is not here; see the place where they laid 
him. 7 But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is going before you 
to Galilee; there you will see him, as he told you." 8 And they went 
out and fled from the tomb; for trembling and astonishment had 
come upon them; and they said nothing to anyone, for they were 
afraid. 

If the women's astonishment is holy awe and the Resurrection is promised, 
we do not see Jesus risen; and the final note - which is more than odd - is 
that of confusion, nervous trembling, and terror. No amount of semantic 
analysis of signs in relation to a plot, I think, will tell us whether Mark meant 
to end this way; or, if he did, why at least three Greek words in his last 
sentence signify fear and confusion. But an analysis of the narrator's persona -
based on structuralist principi~s we have yet to develop - may tell us, some 
day, what fear, confusion, mystery, loneliness, misunderstanding, and what 
one critic calls esseulement9 mean to Mark; and why he, so much more than 
other evangelists, emphasizes these things in the story. Psycholinguistics will 
be one of many tools to be used in reconstructing, in a reliable system, Mark's 
persona. Unlike Kermode, I stress that any hermeneutic scheme which short
circuits or reduces "character" in narrative will tell us little about Mark's text. 

Why, in interpretation, must we withdraw from our data and schemes? 
Kermode says that the only way to gain access to some secrets in oracular 
narrative is by "sensory failure." The insight is splendid; and I want to use 
myself as a corpus vile, and cite experience. Biographers interpret; it has taken 
me ten years to interpret Arnold, and I have felt (even when transcribing from 
letters and microfilm for 36 hours at a stretch or writing the sixteenth version 
of a chapter at 4 a.m.) that perhaps ninety per cent of the people I know 
could make better progress. But it also occurs to one, after doing the same 
thing for ten years, that interpretation is a curious activity with two phases. 
On the one hand, one has some system or series of systems enabling one to 
amass every extant fact about a subject; one travels to fifty archives, writes 
hundreds of letters, discovers more relevant unpublished letters and diaries 
than one dreamed existed and, at times, can reconstruct milieux (say, 
Ambleside in the 1840s) in intricate detail. This phase of interpretation, the 
data phase, puts one in the position of someone invading a continent with 
two million men and having responsibility for everything from lives to safety 
pins. It continues in one's data-filled writing, which in its early versions is 
choked with facts. The next interpretive phase begins, often in exhaustion and 
desperation, when one begins to remember how to forget - or when one has 
gone through the same data so often that some of it, somehow, submerges. 
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Some comes into light. One becomes aware that the cadence of a phrase is an 
interpretative element; one is trying, then, to render into narrative English a 
sense, held or lurking in one's mind but not yet in "words," of some truth 
formed from dozens or hundreds of pieces of evidence. One's biographical 
style becomes interpretative - and in one's revisions one hopes for that 
intensity, economy, or suggestiveness that will realize, in a way, a fraction of 
an intuition. What does one conclude from such an experience, which one 
repeats again and again? First, it is complex. If the final, intuitive stage in 
interpretation involves a right remembering and a right forgetting, one would 
like to get to it quickly - but one finds no short cuts. Similarly, the inter
pretation of one narrative seems to prepare one, in no necessary way, for 
another narrative. Second: it may be a peculiarity of our ethos, with its 
elaborate methodological systems, that we cannot do without the systems. 
Intuitive interpretations of persons or texts need to have the backing of a 
great deal of data to have value; in human relationships we take in that "great 
deal of data" and computerize more swiftly and efficiently than we know. In 
assessing the historic text (fictive or factual). we have the midrashic misreader 
within to mislead us. We need all of the information about the text that we 
can get, and rigorous systems to organize the information. We must be 
organizers before we can be diviners; dull plodders with exacting paths to 
follow before we can begin to forget, or as Kermode says, before we can 
benefit from "sensory failure." 

Few critics, I think, have begun to discuss the state of mind for adequate 
interpretation of narrative. Mark's text purports to contain words of God; but 
its secrets are no more accessible, today, to believers than to secular critics. 
Western society removes most of us, equally, from the evangelists' real ethos 
and world. This is one reason why scientific techniques in a scientific age help 
the exegete: they can be used to help re-create the fullest, particular sense of 
the past. Kermode publishes no charts, no results of elaborate analysis - but 
his first strength lies in his openness to, and familiarity with, the ideas and 
insights of expert interpreters with specialized information. This secular critic 
relies on clerical help; and, in general, the good interpreter (even of Mark) 
surely gains less from meditation, pious living, retreat, or isolation, than from 
reading as widely as possible out from the center of his interest and gathering 
in every relevant insight and piece of data. This - and the systems he believes 
in - will prepare his state of mind. The intuitive stage of interpretation, with 
its right remembering and forgetting, will follow it. At that stage compassion 
and other spiritual qualities have what effect they may in tempering and 
refining the interpreter's sensibility. 

Interpretation, as Kermode says, is interminable; if it were not so, our best 
narratives wouldn't retain liveliness. His latest book settles nothing about St. 
Mark, but it will make any reader think anew about the interpretative act and 
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clear the way for new hermeneutic exercises with the brief, very dazzlingly 
complex narratives of Christ. 

Department of English Language 
and Literature 

The University of Birmingham 

NOTES 

My citations from Kermode are to this text. 

PARK HONAN 

2 See, e.g., M.D. Goulder, Midrash and Lection in Matthew (London: SPCK, 
1974) and John Drury, Tradition and Design in Luke's Gospel: A Study in 
Early Christian Historiography (London: Darton, Longman, and Todd, 
1976). 

3 Lionel Trilling, Matthew Arnold (New York: Meridian Books, Noonday, 
1955). p. 369. Trilling aimed to write "a biography of Arnold's mind"; but 
much of any modern writer's mind is likely to be expressed in unpublished 
documents. The published letters of Matthew Arnold in G. W. E. Russell's 
1895 edition, Trilling's main biographical source, had been pre-censored, 
edited, and doctored by two of the Arnolds. 

4 Trilling, p. 9. 

5 See my forthcoming biography of Arnold, which uses some material in my 
"Fox How and the Continent" and "Matthew Arnold, Mary Claude, and 
'Switzerland,'" Victorian Poetry, 16 (1978), 58-69 and 369-75. 

6 Jonathan Culler, Structuralist Poetics: Structuralism, Linguistics, and the 
Study of Literature (London: Routledge, 1975), p. 75. 

7 Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western 
Literature (New York: Doubleday, 1957). p. 14. 

8 See D. E. Nineham, The Gospel of St. Mark (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 
1963), p. 439. 

9 Jean Starobinski, quoted by Kermode, p. 141. 
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