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Bruce Fraser 

On the Status of Speech Act Strategies 

Introduction 
Not just any sentence can be used to perform a given speech act, at least 
not without the invocation of special conditions. 1 Whereas sentence (1i) 
can be used to make a claim and (1ii) can be used to make 

(1) i) Nixon wasn't our best President 
ii) I'm sorry for stepping on your toe 
iii) That was stupid of me 

an apology, the reverse is not true. Sentence (1 iii), on the other hand, has 
the potential of being used for either a claim or an apology. Much of the 
recent research within pragmatics has been devoted to identifying those 
properties a sentence must possess in order to have the potential for being 
used to perform one speech act or another. Common within this work has 
been the attempt to abstract away from a sentence having the potential of 
a given speech act in order to determine what it is that the speaker is doing 
in so using the sentence. Fraser (1981 ), for example, posited eight differ
ent ways of apologizing, and labeled these as strategies. One such stra
tegy for apologizing is characterized as the requesting of forgiveness for 
an offending action. Sentences such as "Please excuse me for ... ," 
"Pardon me for ... ,""I beg your pardon for ... ,""Forgive me for ... "are 
members of the set of sentences which fall within this strategy. Other 
researchers have used the same approach in characterizing strategies. 
Both Searle (1975) and Gordon and Lakoff (1975), for example, suggest 
that one strategy for requesting consists of questioning the hearer about 
his ability to carry out the action intended (for example, "Can you help me 
with that?"). In all such research, there has been the unspoken assumption 
that such strategies for performing speech acts can be characterized, and 
once characterized, can be defined in precise terms. 

The present paper has two purposes. The first is to offer a general 
characterization of speech act strategies but, at the same time, to raise 
some serious issues concerning the feasibility of such an analysis. The 
second is to present the results of preliminary work which confirms that at 

[Centrum, 2:1 (Spring 1982), pp. 5-26.] 



6 Bruce Fraser 

least on a general level there is some evidence to support the conclusion 
that strategies for performing speech acts are universal, not language
specific. 

Characterizing Speech Act Strategies 
A speaker may sincerely attempt to perform a given speech act but fail 

to do so. I may utter "I will bring you roses when I visit you," intend it as a 
promise, but may be heard to be making a threat, particularly if you are 
terribly allergic to roses and believe that I know this. Similarly, I might utter 
"Take an aspirin," intend it to be a mild suggestion for the headache you 
have been mentioning, only to have you respond with "Where do you get 
off giving me orders?" And finally, if I say "Boy, is my throat dry," you might 
interpret me as requesting that you provide me with something to drink, 
while I might only be complaining about the lack of humidity at the 
moment. A speaker's intentions and a hearer's recognition of them are not 
always congruent - a hearer may fail to realize the content of the speak
er's utterance, fail to recognize the intended force, or both. 

While a speaker can never guarantee that the hearer will recognize the 
intended speech act- if nothing else, the hearer may not be listening -he 
can choose to utter a sentence which more or less conveys, in virtue of the 
sentence meaning, the intended force and content of his speech act. 
Following the accepted distinction within current research, I distinguish 
between the direct and indirect performance of the intended speech act, 
hence the use of a direct or indirect strategy. To directly perform a speech 
act is to use a sentence whose meaning explicitly provides the hearer with 
the content of the intended act (for example, the action desired in a 
request, the belief offered as true in a claim, the future acton to be 
undertaken in a promise, ... ) and provides information that enables the 
hearer to infer the speech act intended. Without going into detail, the 
sentence "Sit down" has the potential of a direct request, since it specifies 
an action that might be requested of someone, and the sentence, by virtue 
of its structure (hence its meaning), indicates that the speaker intended 
the utterance to have the force of some type of Directive.2 

To indirectly perform a speech act is to use a sentence which is initially 
interpreted as being used to perform directly some other speech act, but 
because of its direct use in conjunction with the conversational context, 
the manner of speaking, and the rules of conversation, the hearer can infer 
that the speaker intends to perform a second speech act. Again, without 
details, to utter "This room is a mess" could be intended directly as a 
complaint but, because of the circumstances, history of the participants, 
and other factors, could be intended and so interpreted as an indirect 
order to clean up the room. 3 
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Direct Strategies 
The first, and certainly the best known direct strategy, is what we will call 

the Performative Strategy- using the so-called performative sentence in 
which the speaker explicitly announces his intended speech act as well as 
providing the content. Austin dubbed a sentence "performative" just in 
case it contained a first person singular subject with the verb in the 
present, active, positive indicative, and also contained a verb which named 
a speech act. (2i-iii) are examples of performative sentences, whose utter
ance counts as the performing of the act named by the performative verb, 
while (2iv-v) are not, failing to meet the second condition. 4 

(2) i) I request that you sit down 
ii) I promise that the check is in the mail 
iii) I claim that John is strange 
iv) I hope that Jack will go home now 
v) I decide when people should be prompted 

Although Austin suggested that a performative sentence might be capable 
of a syntactic characterization, he was not convinced of this, and he, 
himself, suggested several difficulties. I think that a more useful character
ization of a performative sentence is that in (3). 

(3) A sentence is performative just in case on one of its semantic 
readings it provides a specific designation of which particular 
speech act the speaker intends to perform when uttering the 
sentence with that reading. 

Not only does this definition capture the performative sentences in (2) 
above, but includes those in (4) which violate in one way or another the 
syntactic constraints posited by Austin. (The verb naming the speech act 
is boldfaced). 

(4) i) You are authorized to pay at window 5 
ii) We find the defendant not-guilty 

iii) It is to you that I admit my error 
iv) I am, I claim, heavier than that horse 
v) That boy, whom I suggest you see, is blue-eyed 
vi) Thankfully, you did it 
vii) My advice is that you quit now 

viii) It gives me great pleasure to announce that you 
have won 

Both parts of the successful direct performance of a speech act are 
satisfied by using this strategy: The performative sentence contains in 
some forms the content of the intended speech act (you sit down; the 
check is in the mail; John is strange ... ). and the performative verb, again 
in some form or another (e.g., I request, you are authorized, thankfully, ... ) 
provides information from which the hearer can infer the intended force 
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-in this case, the verb names the intended speech act. Through the use of 
linguistic conventions, the performative strategy makes explicit the 
speech act intended by the speaker. 

The speaker, however, has available a second direct strategy, what I will 
label the Compatible Strategy, whereby a sentence is chosen whose 
meaning specifies the content of the intended speech act and is compati
ble with the intended force. The sentences in (5) are illustrative. 

(5) i) Sit down 
ii) John was strange 
iii) The check will be in the mail 

Sentence (5i) has the potential of a request. However, whereas it specifies 
a future action on the part of the speaker, it fails to provide the hearer with 
sufficient information to draw the conclusion that it is a request that is 
intended. (5i) is compatible with a suggestion. order, plea, command, 
instruction as well as other Directives- acts whose underlying purpose is 
to get the hearer to carry out some action. That the speaker has this 
directive purpose is, of course, carried by the semantic interpretation of 
the imperative construction of which (5i) is an example: In using the 
imperative form the speaker expresses his desire that the hearer carry out 
the action specified therein, hence that the speaker is attempting to get the 
hearer to act. In contrast to the performative strategy, in which the sent
ence itself identified the speech act intended, the use of the compatible 
strategy involves using a sentence which supplies only sufficient informa
tion to permit the hearer to infer that the intended force is within some 
class of speech acts, in this case, the class of Directives. Which specific 
Directive Act is intended by any given utterance of (5i), for example, must 
be inferred by the hearer by taking the utterance, the context, and the 
manner of speaking into consideration. How this inferential process might 
operate has been the subject of considerable research but will not be 
discussed here.5 

That sentence (5ii) has the potential of a claim follows from the fact that 
not only does the sentence contain a semantic content compatible with a 
claim (for a claim, any statement will do, whereas for a report, the time 
must be in the past, for a prediction, the time must be in the future) but also 
that the declarative sentence structure of (5ii) carries the information that 
the speaker is expressing his belief in the statement being uttered. Of 
course, (5ii) has the potential for dozens of other representative acts 
whose primary purpose is the expression of speaker belief; again, whether 
or not the hearer will correctly infer that a claim was intended will depend 
on extra-linguistic factors. 

Sentence (5iii) has the potential of a claim, but has. as well, the potential 
of a promise, which requires that the speech act content specify a future 
action on the part of the speaker. (5ii) fails to qualify as a promise, both 
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because of its past tense and the failure to predicate a speaker action. One 
might raise the objection that the primary force of a promise is the 
expression of a commitment to undertake a future action, and that a 
declarative sentence such as (5iii) conveys the expression of belief, but 
certainly not intention. True, but expressing the commitment to do some
thing entails expressing the belief that one will do this something and 
hence, it follows that (5iii) is compatible with promising. 

The third strategy for directly performing speech acts is the use of 
speech act idioms. We normally treat lexical idioms as phrases whose 
meaning, on one reading, cannot be systemically determined from the 
individual lexical items and the phrasal syntax. Some idioms, for example, 
"trip the light fantastic" have no obvious compositional meaning but only 
the idiomatic reading, "to dance." Others, such as the paradigmatic "to 
kick the bucket" have both the compositional reading, "to strike a pail with 
one's foot" and, in addition, the idiomatic reading, "to die." 

Speech act idioms can be viewed as one variety of phrasal idioms where 
part of the idiomatic reading indicates the force intended by the speaker in 
using the idiom. The phrase "how about" (or "Let's ... ) as in (Bi) has no 
literal 

(8) i) How about leaving now 
ii) I suggesVrequest that you leave now 

reading, and its idiomatic interpretation is that of a mild Directive, along 
the lines of a suggestion or request, but not that of a plea, a command, 
instruction, or order. Thus, the interpretation of (Bi) would be approxi
mately (Bii). This speech act idiom contributes only information concern
ing the intended utterance force with the content of the speech act being 
taken from the subsequent verb phrase. This following verb phrase of 
course may be idiomatic as in "How about taking a powder" but this has no 
bearing here. 

There are many, many speech act idioms whose idiomatic meaning 
contributes in general terms both the intended force and content. 6 The 
following are illustrative. 

(9) i) Go fly a kite (I reject you/your position) 
ii) Where's the fire (I suggest that you slow down) 
iii) Is the Pope a Catholic (I claim that the point 

is obvious) 
iv) What's happening (How are you?) 
v) I smell a rat (I maintain that something is wrong) 

Idioms such as these must be learned individually and the intended 
speech act is made more-or-less explicit from the idiomatic reading. 
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It is important to recognize that uses of idioms such as those in (8) and 
(9) do not reflect instances of the speaker using the language figuratively. 
Idioms are phrases with a non-compositional semantic reading, as we 
have just discussed, but they do have a fixed interpretation and as such 
must be viewed as a type of literal use of language. The use of such idioms, 
however, must not be confused with the figurative use of language, 
implied by the sentences in (10). 

(10) i) His mind rusted on his sabbatical 
ii) Cigarettes are coffin nails 
iii) City Hall is bleeding again 
iv) We had to destroy the village to save it 

For me to utter one of the sentences in (10) would suggest although not 
guarantee that I am not speaking literally -I do not intend what I have said 
to reflect what I mean. Hence, the hearer must go about determining what I 
mean, first, and then, on the basis of this conclusion, determine what 
speech act I intend to perform directly. Insofar as I can tell, the figurative 
use of language does not figure in the analysis of how we go about 
characterizing speech act strategies. 

Indirect Strategies 
Whereas direct strategies involve the selection of a sentence that speci

fies - more or less by virtue of its meaning - the intended speech act, 
indirect strategies involve the selection of a sentence which permits the 
speaker to directly perform one speech act while permitting the hearer to 
infer the intentions of a second one. Stated another way, the task before 
the speaker in choosing an indirect strategy is the following: How can I 
choose a sentence, S, with its associated semantic interpretation such that 
the hearer will recognize that I intend to directly perform speech act X but, 
more importantly, that I intend him to infer that I intend to indirectly 
perform speech act Y? 

The literature concerned with research on speech acts has focused 
almost exclusively on indirect strategies, and the presentation has usually 
been taken the following form: since sentence (11 i) has the potential 

(11) i) Can you pass the salt? 
ii) That was my fault 
iii) I have a cold six-pack in my icebox 

of a request for salt-passing, and to use (11 i) is to directly question the 
hearer about his ability to perform this action, then questioning the hearer 
about his ability to act characterizes one strategy for requesting. Or, since 
(11 ii) has the potential for apologizing, and to use (11 ii) is to express 
culpability for an action, then expressing culpability for an action is one 
strategy for indirectly performing an apology. And similarly, since (11 iii) 
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can be used as an invitation, expressing a reason for making an invitation 
is one strategy for inviting. At this point, the discussion has pretty much 
stopped. However, what must be done is to pursue these conclusions by 
asking the following questions: First, given a proposed strategy, does it 
predict a set of sentences which are really used to indirectly perform the 
speech act by virtue of their direct use and certain inferential processes, or 
are the sentences simply speech act idioms such as those presented in (9) 
above? That is, is there really a strategy at all? Second, if the strategy 
appears to exist, is it clearly definable? And third, to the extent to which the 
strategy can be defined, do the member sentences constitute special 
standardized forms which are idiosyncratic to the language, or is mem
bership open to any qualifying sentence? I will now examine, although 
certainly not resolve, these questions. 

The ldlomatlclty Issue 
The problem of determining whether a sentence has indirect potential 

for performing a speech act or is only a speech act idiom and is, hence, 
used directly (as discussed above) can be seen by considering the sent
ences in (12). 

(12) i) This room is awfully warm 
ii) I must ask you to leave now 
iii) Can you pass the salt? 

Sentence (12i) has the potential of a request, among other Directives, but it 
is unlikely that anyone would propose that the request content is asso
ciated in any consistent way with the sentence. (12i) uttered during the 
winter might be used to request that the window be opened, during the 
summer that the window be closed or that the air conditioning be turned 
on, or during a business meeting to suggest that the chairman authorize 
the members to remove their jackets. And so on. It is unlikely that anyone 
would argue that (12i) has the status of a speech act idiom. 

Sentence (12ii), however, is less clear. When it isn't used to make a 
declaration of some sort about the speaker's required obligations to make 
a request, it is used to actually make the request, albeit with a somewhat 
mitigated force. Since sentences such as (12ii) are certainly not ambigu
ous on any of the ordinary lexical or structural grounds, removing this 
sentence from the status of having indirect potential to that of a speech act 
idiom would constitute a radical move, without the usual basis of support. 
Rather than argue the merits of this now, I will defer discussion of (12ii) 
until the consideration of standardized forms below. 

It is sentence (12iii) that seriously raises the idiomaticity question. (12iii) 
certainly has the potential of a request and Sadock (1974), most notably, 
has argued that whereas (12iii) was historically unambiguous, it has 
developed a second semantic interpretation over the course of time. Since 



12 Bruce Fraser 

there is no merit to a claim that (12iii) is ambiguous based on its syntactic 
structure or lexical items, he concludes that the request interpretation of 
(12iii) constitutes a speech act idiom- the request reading is associated 
with one of its deep structures. 

The customary practice in arguing for idiomaticity is to appeal both to 
native speakers' intuitions that a phrase is, in fact, ambiguous, and then to 
show through one or more arguments that the grammatical properties of 
the phrase when interpreted on the compositional reading are different 
from the properties on the idiomatic reading. In the present case, however, 
the first part of the appeal is difficult to sustain. Although sentence (12iii) 
surely has two potential functions, and even may be used far more fre
quently to request than to question, I, for one, cannot reach the conclusion 
that it has two semantic interpretations. Meaning and funciton are not the 
same notion, and just because there are two functions associated with a 
phrase, it does not follow that there are two semantic interpretations. Of 
course, if in the case of (12iii) one could show that the grammatical 
arguments were sufficiently persuasive to force the conclusion that the 
requesting interpretation was indeed idiomatic, then the ambiguity, unap
preciated on intuitive grounds, would be difficult to reject. 

Let us then turn to the grammatical arguments. Because the nature of 
idioms requires that the phrase meaning be taken as a whole and because 
the lexical items lose the semantic integrity found in a compositional 
interpretation, the following criteria are examined to decide whether a 
given phrase has an idiomatic interpretation: i) substitutability of lexical 
items; ii) transformational frozenness; iii) co-occurrence with non-related 
phrases. The phrase "kick the bucket" nicely reflects all three measures. 
On the compositional reading, the term pall may substitute for bucket, and 
may be modified with adjectives like milk, the phrase may undergo the 
passive, and it may co-occur with a manner adverbial such as forcefully. 
These points are illustrated in "The milk bucket was forcefully kicked by a 
very angry young man." None of these modifications to the basic phrase 
"to kick the bucket" are permitted on the "to die" interpretation. 

In .the case of sentence (12iii), certain substitutions within the verb 
phrase (e.g., love for pass) or for the subject (e.g., John for you) do remove 
the request potential. However, these changes are neutral with respect to 
the two positions. Those arguing for indirect potential would argue that 
only ability questions directed to the hearer and involving some action 
under the hearer's voluntary control would be susceptible of having indi
rect potential of a request. Those supporting the idiomatic position would 
argue that these constraints are simply part of the idiomatic form. 

It is only with the modal can that the issue arises. ldiomtic proponents 
point to the fact that while (12iii), repeated here as (13i), functions as a 
request, (13ii-iv) fail to do so under the same circumstances, or at least are 
very different requests. 
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(13) i) Can you pass the salt? 
ii) Are you able to pass the salt? 
iii) Do you have the capability to pass the salt? 
iv) Is it possible for you to pass the salt? 

13 

While one might not agree completely with their observations, there are an 
indefinite number of other sentences involving an action in other than 
salt-passing circumstances in which all the sentences of (13) work per
fectly well as ordinary requests. Imagine the situation in which you want a 
book on a very high shelf and use the verb phrase "reach me that blue 
book" or that you need a ride to school and use "stop by for me on your 
way to school" as the verb phrase in (13). All versions appear to have the 
potential of ordinary requests. The difference, of course, is that the salt
passing case, the answer is obvious while in the other cases, it is not. Thus, 
the strongest case that can be made for the recalcitrance of replacing can 
with a periphrastic alternative is that the context is restricted. But this does 
not support the idiomaticity position any more than the fact that the use of 
"to kick the bucket" is restricted to relatively informal, non-serious 
situations. 

The second grammatical measure of idiomaticity is the difference in 
transformational frozenness as a function of its interpretation. For the case 
in point, the primary difference lies in the fact that (13i) on the request use 
has an alternative form of (14) which has only the request reading, 

(14) Pass the salt, can you? 

while the question use does not enjoy this alternative. The indirect posi
tion requires that the transformation deriving (14) from (13i) change 
sentence meaning, while the idiomatic position does not. However, the 
meaning change from (13i) to (14) is entirely predictable, does not change 
the content of the proposition or the grammatical relations, and only 
recasts the information conveyed to the hearer concerning what the 
speaker intends the direct force of his utterance to be. Whether there are 
other such transformations required for English and/or other languages in 
order to maintain the indirect position in the face of the speech act idiom 
argument is a question that awaits further research. At the moment, 
however, I am reluctant to adopt the idiomaticity position on the basis of 
this one difference, albeit one that demands resolution. 

The third argument involves the claim that (13i) permits certain fixed 
phrases to co-occur with it depending on the intended interpretation. The 
argument here runs that although one could restrict the interpretation of 
sentences such as (15i) 

(15) i) By any chance, can you pass the salt? 
ii) Can you please pass the salt? 
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from having the potential of a request because the phrase "by any chance" 
commits the speaker to be asking a question, the please in (15ii) cannot 
occur with (13i) used as a question, and thus cannot be part of a deep 
structure of an unambiguous (13i), which has the question interpretation. 
If ( 13i) is ambiguous, however, then there are two deep structures and the 
please is an optional lexical formative with the idiomatic request deep 
structure. The strength of this argument rests with the assumption that the 
distribution of please can be systematically associated with deep struc
tures which have the potential of being used as requests. This is a most 
doubtful claim. Consider the following examples. 

(16) i) ltrequest}that you{?pleasiit down 
order *please 
suggest *pleas 

ii) I'd like you to (please) sit own 
iii) I'd appreciate it if you would (please) sit down) 
iv) May I (please) examine that 
v) You might (*please) sit down 
vi) I must ask you to (*please) sit down 

vii) Dinner is (*please) served 
viii) Would you like to (*please) sit down 
ix) Why don't you (*please) sit down 
x) Shouldn't you (*please) sit down 

xi) Are you able to (*please)jreach that book } 
)stop by on your way to school 

xii) (*Please) do it, can you 

Sentence (16i) shows that please is at best doubtful with a direct request 
performed with the performative and is excluded from other Directives 
such as an order or suggestion. (16ii-iv) show that please will co-occur 
with sentences which are clear cases of having indirect potential of a 
request - no one has yet suggested that these cases are speech act 
idioms and the evidence is lacking in support of such a claim. On the other 
hand, ( 16v-x) show that please will not co-occur with other sentences with 
indirect potential. (16xi), perhaps the most intriguing of all, shows that 
please will not co-occur with periphrastic versions of can, while (16xii) 
reveals that please cannot co-occur with the tagged imperative form. 
There may well be a fairly simple generalization which covers the data in 
(16) and related examples, but it escapes me at the present. Whatever the 
ultimate account of please, there is little expectation at the moment based 
on this data that its distribution can be stated in grammatical terms as has 
been done for, say, manner adverbials, negative markers, and the like. 
Hence, it cannot be treated as a part of a deep structure in the usual sense. 

In point of fact, I think there is good reason to predict that the distribu
tion of formatives such as please, well, frankly and dozens if not hundreds 
more in English cannot be stated within the rules of grammar as they are 
now (and presumably will remain) constituted. I suggest that such forma-
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tives are not part of the propositional content of a sentence but are better 
viewed as pragmatic operators, what I have elsewhere called "pragmatic 
formatives."6• Consider the sentences in (17) in which these putatively 
non-grammatical elements are boldfaced. 

(17) i) Would you please sit down 
ii) Frankly, the boy is retarded 
iii) Well, when will you leave 
iv) By all means, try it 
v) In other words, you lost it 
vi) Get your damned feet off the table 

The pragmatic formatives in such examples do indeed have a syntactic 
analysis, usually as adverbials or prepositional phrases, and hence their 
place within a sentence is predictable on the same basis as similar phrases 
with semantic interpretation. The examples in (18) illustrate this. 

(18) i) Would you{please }sit down/Would {*please } you sit down 
quickly *quickly 

ii) {Frankly, }the boy is retarded/Thej*frankly }boy is retarded 
Unfortunately, l*unfortunately 

Just as certain lexical items are viewed as a lexical shorthand for more 
elaborate phrases (e.g., "die" as a shorthand for "cease to live" and "kill" as 
a shorthand for "cause to die"), so there is nothing radical about certain 
lexical phrases being pragmatic shorthand. These pragmatic formatives 
do not contribute semantic information to the semantic interpretation of 
the sentence (although in a surface-structure sense they are a part of the 
sentence) but they do provide information about the speaker's intended 
utterance meaning. In short, they are another variety of speech act idiom. 

I have argued elsewhere that the function of such pragmatic formatives 
is to enable the speaker to perform more than one speech act directly and 
that the pragmatic formative conveys the general force and content of 
these ancillary speech acts. If this proposal is essentially correct, then the 
distribution of please, well, frankly, by all means and the rest should be 
restricted in their position in terms of their syntactic analysis but restricted 
in occurrence in terms of the compatibility of the speech act they convey 
by virtue of this pragmatic shorthand. 

To summarize, the first hurdle in adequately identifying and defining 
indirect strategies for performing speech acts is to verify that the sen
tence(s) in question have indeed the indirect potential and are not simply 
ambiguous, that they are not speech act idioms. In the foregoing discus
sion, I have indicated the types of tests used for determing the idiomaticity 
of an expression, both intuitive and grammatical, and attempted in treating 
the "Can you pass the salt?" case, to illustrate the issues in applying the 
measures of lexical substitution, transformational accessibility, and 
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phrase co-occurrence to the problematic cases. Although I think it is fair to 
conclude that the "Can you ... ?" case does not represent a speech act 
idiom, there is no reason to generalize this finding to other proposed cases 
for requesting or other speech acts. Each must be examined on its own 
and a separate conclusion reached. After all, there are many, many speech 
act idioms and adding a few more to the inventory would not represent a 
major move. 

Coherence of a Strategy 
Let us turn now to the second question posed earlier: Is it possible to 

define the set of sentences falling within an indirect strategy? For the sake 
of discussion, I will focus on the requesting strategy of questioning hearer 
ability but the points are intended to raise general questions. The senten
ces in (19) are representative examples usually offered as falling within 
this strategy.7 

(19) i) Can you help me? 
ii) Could you help me? 
iii) Can't you help me 
iv) Couldn't you help me 

One position has it that the could in (19ii) represents the past tense of 
the modal can in (19i). While this may be an accurate analysis for the could 
in (20), 

(20) i) John could remember it yesterday 
ii) Could he remember it yesterday? 

it is surely inaccurate for those in (21) 

(21) i) Could that be John making the noise? 
ii) Could he ever love Mary? 
iii) Could you imitate your brother tomorrow? 

where the tense is obviously non-past. Moreover, if the could in (19ii) is a 
past tense form, then the sentence fails to fall within the ability strategy. 

Another position would have it that the could is the subjunctive form and 
that the deep structure underlying (19ii) would have an associated "If I 
asked you to?" or something analogous. There are several difficulties with 
this proposal. First, the interpretation of (19ii) with a following If-clause 
does not merely have the potential of an indirect request for help: Its 
indirect potential use is that of a request, but one contingent on the 
speaker's behavior. Moreover, the interpretation of (19ii) and (19i) must 
now be treated as unrelated. 

Certainly, the most straightforward solution is to treat the could in (19ii) 
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as similar to those in (21) and call it the present subjunctive form of can. 
(19ii) does have a literal question interpretation about future ability albeit 
less frequently used than as a request. 

Given the conclusion that the could cases do fall within the "ability" 
strategy, what about a periphrastic alternative analogous to can/are you 
able? A sentence with the obvious parallel form, were you able, does not 
carry the request potential; it has only the past time interpretation. The 
paradigm appears to be lacking a periphrastic form for could. This conclu
sion is corroborated by the fact that no parallel has been found for the 
other uses of could in (21 ). 

Let us now consider the sentences in (19iii-iv) in which the modal can 
and could have the contracted negative attached. We begin by noting that 
whereas the use of can or could is neutral with respect to the speaker's 
beliefs about the hearer's ability to carry out the action, the can't and 
couldn't sentences reflect a clear bias: The speaker in uttering (19iii) or 
(19iv) is both asking If the hearer has the ability to help and, at the same 
time, expressing his belief that the hearer does, in fact, have that ability. 
Thus, while (19iii-iv) do fall within the question-ability strategy for request
ing, they go beyond it by directly conveying the speaker's belief in the 
hearer's ability, the very topic about which the information was directly 
requested. But not just any utterance with this added meaning has the 
potential of an indirect request, as the examples in (22) illustrate. 

(22) i) Can you help me this weekend? I believe you can 
ii) I'm asking if you can help me since I believe you can 
iii) In that I believe you can help me, I'm asking 

if you can help me 

In summary, I think it is fair to conclude that any sentence minimally 
meeting the question-ability strategy has the indirect potential of a request 
although there are some limitations for the application of such a strategy, 
namely, that can should be used only if the answer is not obvious. 7• 

Standardized Forms• 
Although sentences such as those in (23) may escape the claim of being 

(23) i) Can you help me? 
ii) Will you do that for me? 
iii) Why are you sticking your finger in Suzie's eye? 
iv) I must ask that you stop doing that 

speech act idioms, they seem to anyone who has worried about the 
problem of indirect speech acts to behave as if they were, in fact, directly 
rnterpretable as requests. It is not that they cannot receive their direct 
literal interpretation of a question about ability, about willingness, about a 
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reason for action, and a claim about obligation, respectively, but that the 
hearer never seems to need to address such direct intentions and seems to 
move immediately to the indirectly intended force. There are several 
features that such examples enjoy: They have a consistent syntactic form, 
the action content of the speech act indirectly intended is explicit in the 
semantic reading of the sentence itself (in contrast, for example, to "This 
room is awfully warm" which may be indirectly a request to turn up the air 
conditioner), and there is a clear logic to relate these sentences to their 
indirect potential. Bach and Harnish (1979) argue that these sentences do 
in fact have indirect potential but that they are recognized as "usually" 
being intended indirectly not directly, and the inferential process is, in 
effect, short-circuited. They label such forms "standardized" and define 
them along the lines in (23a). 

(23a) A sentence is standardly used to perform a speech act X 
among a group of speakers just in case it is mutually 
believed among the group that whenever someone from 
the group utters S in a context where the direct force 
potential Y is irrelevant, the speaker is believed to be 
intending to perform X. 

Such standardized forms do not exist by linguistic convention - if this 
were the case, the forms themselves would have a meaning which identi
fied the intended indirect force and would, hence, be speech act idioms. 
Rather, the forms are recognized as frequently used with their indirect 
intention in a highly predictable way in those contexts in which the direct 
intent is inapplicable (e.g., the answer is obvious, there is no reason to be 
sticking one's finger into Suzie's eye, ... ) However, it is in part the syntactic 
form of the sentence, in part the fact that it fulfills the conditions of a 
strategy for indirectly performing a given speech act, and in part the fact 
that the intended action is explicit in the sentence itself that qualify a 
sentence in a standardized form. Of course, not all sentences within a 
given strategy are standardized. For example, although, the "Can you ... ?" 
and its modal variants (could, can't, could'nt) are certainly prime candi
dates, the other periphrastic alternatives falling within the question-ability 
strategy do not qualify. 

Why-questions such as those in (24)-(26) (and its relative "How 
come ... ?") offer yet a slightly different type of difficulty in characterizing a 
strategy and in determining the degree to which members are standar
dized. 

(24) i) Why are you hitting your sister? 
ii) Why aren't you cleaning up your room? 

(25) i) Why do you burp after eating? 
ii) Why don't you visit us when you come to Boston? 
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(26) i) Why are you going to try that? 
ii) Why aren't you going to keep him here? 

Each of these sentences has the potential of a direct question but the time 
domain is different: (24) refers to the moment of speaking, (25) to the 
habitual sense; and (26) to some time in the future. In addition, each 
sentence has the potential of an indirect request but with the twist that the 
intended content of the request is the action specified in the sentence with 
the polarity reversed. (24i), for example, is indirectly a request to not hit 
your sister, (24ii) an indirect request to clean up your room, etc. 

But the story of why-questions does not stop here. In addition to the 
standardized forms in (24)-(26), we find the following more elliptical 
versions in (24')-(26') where the original subject and tense-carrying 

(24') i) Why hit your sister? 
ii) Why not clean up your room? 

(25') i) Why burp after eating? 
ii) Why not visit us when you come to Boston? 

(26') i) Why try that? 
ii) Why not keep him here? 

elements have been deleted. In contrast to the proposed transformation 
which converts "Can you help me?" into "Help me, can you," the rules 
converting (24)-(26), respectively, not only change meaning, but the dif
ference is not recoverable from the resulting elliptical form. (24'), for 
example, could refer to action going on at the moment of speaking, to 
what the hearer always does, or to what the hearer is planning to do in the 
morning. However, if the strategy is framed as asking about the reason for 
performing (or not) performing an action, leaving aside the precise speci
fication of the action, the examples in (24)-(26) and the primed counter
parts each qualify. 

An additional aspect of this construction bears mentioning here. 
Although each of the why-question forms just discussed is presumably a 
standardized form, the "Why don't you" variant seems to enjoy a special 
status. Perhaps because it alone does not have a gerund form following or 
perhaps because of the ease of further contraction in colloquial speech 
("Whydoncha ... "),this form appears to be used frequently as an "intro
ducer" for a following imperative rather than as part of an interrogative 
construction. The examples in (27) are illustrative. 

(27) i) Why don't help me out here 
ii) Why don't you stop talking 

iii) Why don't you get off my back 
iv) Why don't you suck a lemon 
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One final comment on this discussion of characterizing speech act 
strategies. We have been assuming throughout that agreement can be 
reached that a given sentence has a certain indirect potential. Thus, we 
took it as a given that the "Can you ... ?",the "Why don't you ... ?"and "I 
must ask you ... "sentence did have the potential of a request. However, 
there are more than a few sentences such as those in (31) 

(31) i) You can sit down now 
ii) You should sit down now 
iii) I really do need that pen now 

which have the potential for use as indirect Directives - but which 
Directive is not so obvious. For example, does (31 i) have the potential of a 
suggestion or a request, or only an order or a command? Can (31iii) be 
used as a suggestion? An order? Until we are able to answer such ques
tions with a fair degree of certainty and agreement, the discussion and 
questions raised above take on less significance. 

Evidence for the Universality of Strategies 
Accepting the claim that the same definition of speech acts extends 

across all languages, and accepting the somewhat shaky assumption that 
direct and indirect strategies for a given speech act can be adequately 
defined, we can now turn to ask the question of the extent to which the 
strategies for a given act are universal; that is, the same across languages. 

With respect to direct strategies, there seems to be little dispute. No one 
has yet suggested that a language does not have performative sentences, 
hence a performative strategy. There will, of course, be variations in the 
syntactic form other than the paradigmatic "I hereby claim that ... ," 
depending on the syntactic structure(s) of the language, but this does not 
bear on the strategy question. What might be of interest is the extent to 
which languages share certain facts of English; for example, the fact that a 
threat is a speech act but the verb threaten cannot be used performatively, 
or the fact that whereas in English there is a verbal label for the speech act 
of expressing blame for an action, to wit, the verb blame, there is no verbal 
label for the act of expressing disgust, horror, surprise, and many other 
emotional states. 

Invoking the compatibility strategy requires only that the speaker 
choose a sentence with a semantic content and force-indicating proper
ties compatible with the definition of the act intended. Here, as well, the 
expectation is that each language will have the requisite sentences availa
ble - how could it be otherwise? -and the differences across language 
will simply involve difference in how the semantic information is coded. 

Finally, all languages will have speech action idioms with which to directly 
perform a given speech act, and there is every reason to expect that these 
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will differ from language to language and that there will be very little 
similarity. 

It is within the domain of indirect strategies that the interesting ques
tions will arise. English has the question-ability strategy for indirectly 
requesting but with certain constraints we have discussed earlier. Do 
Chinese, Thai, German, and other languages share this strategy, and if so, 
are they subject to the same constraints? If other languages do share this 
and other indirect strategies, do they have the same standardized forms or 
do they have others, not available or not standardized in English? 

Obviously, the answers to these and related questions are not yet 
available, but we have collected some preliminary data that suggests the 
questions are worth pursuing. The speech act examined was that of 
apologizing. 10 The method used was to locate non-native, albeit very fluent 
speakers of English, to discuss with them the nature of our investigations, 
to characterize each of the apologizing strategies posited in Fraser (1981) 
along with some example English sentences, and then to ask if they could 
use the same strategy in their native language. From the outset we were 
painfully aware of the difficulties of using this approach: it relied on direct 
introspection about a language that might now be contaminated by Eng
lish; although the informants were fluent in English, they might have 
misunderstood some of the examples or even the sense of the strategy; 
because they were acting as informants, the informants were trying very 
hard to please and might be expected to agree to correspondences that 
didn't, in fact, exist; they might deny their language has a strategy in those 
cases which its use is restricted to a much greater extent than in English; 
and we had no way of knowing if their language enjoyed one or more 
apologizing strategies not found in English, since we used English as a 
basis from which to compare. Nevertheless, we collected the data from 15 
different languages, trying to use two or more informants from each. Table 
I shows the strategies investigated, Table II the results. 

Table I 

Strategies for Apologizing 

Strategy 1: Announcing that you are apologizing 
("I hereby apologize for ... ") 

Strategy 2: Stating one's obligation to apologize 
("I must apologize for ... ") 

Strategy 3: Requesting that the hearer accept an apology 
("Please accept my apology for ... ") 
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Strategy 4: Express regret for the offense 
("I'm sorry for ... "; "I regret that I ... ") 

Strategy 5: Requesting forgiveness for the offense 
("Please excuse me for ... "; "Forgive me for ... ") 

Strategy 6: Acknowledging responsibility for the offending act 
("That was my fault.") 

Strategy 7: Promising forbearance from a similar offending act 
("I promise you that it will never happen again.") 

Strategy 8: Offering redress 
("Please let me pay for the damage I've done.") 

Table II 

Apologizing Strategies 

Language #1 #2 #3 #4 #5 #6 #7 

Spanish + + + + + + + 
French + + + + + + + 
Italian + + + + + + + 
German + + + + + + + 
Portuguese + + + + + + + 

Armenian + + + + + + + 
Russian + + + + + + + 
Polish + + + + + 

Hebrew + + + + + 
Arabic + + + + + 

Chinese (Mandarin) + + + + + + + 
Japanese + + + + + + + 
Korean + + + + + + 

Vietnamese + + + + + + 
Thai + + + 

Hausa + + + + 
Kanuri + + 

#8 

+ 
+ 
+ 
+ 
+ 

+ 
+ 
+ 

+ 
+ 

+ 
+ 
+ 

+ 
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The results in Table II show that at least on one level of generality, there 
is a very high degree of correspondence across a variety of languages. 
That the correspondence between English and Thai, Hausa, and Kanuri is 
well below the others may reflect a real difference in the language strate
gies, or simply the informants' and our ability to ask the right questions at 
the time. Analogously, the apparent similarity between English and many 
of the languages may be an artifact of the research. We cannot tell without 
further work. 

Conclusion 
At the beginning of the paper I indicated that one purpose was to outline 

a characterization of speech act strategies but in doing so, to raise some 
general questions about this task. In discussing the nature of both direct 
and indirect strategies, I raised three types of questions that constantly 
arise: whether a sentence putatively having an indirect potential is in 
reality a speech act idiom; whether a strategy can in fact be successfully 
defined; and whether a sentence form falling within a strategy is standard
ized, thereby assigning it a special status. Having addressed these ques
tions, I then presented some data which shows that at least for the act of 
apologizing, strategies appear to be universal. 

At the moment I am convinced that the question of idiomaticity does 
lend itself to successful resolution, albeit a resolution that may have to 
await further work in semantics to provide the necessary tools. Moreover, I 
am convinced that standardized forms in a language for a given speech act 
are indeed a reality and that determining what they are can be accomp
lished once some sharper insight into their properties is gained. However, 
I am not persuaded that the concept of an indirect strategy- defined in 
relatively narrow terms to be the identification uf a direct speech act a 
speaker must perform in order to be heard as indirectly performing a 
second one- will withstand the pressure of careful and thorough investi
gation. What I fear is that as we pursue the question further we will find that 
these strategies defy definition, except in a very general sense, and that 
rather than discrete strategies, we will find that the edges of one blend into 
the edges of some others, leaving us with only some general properties 
characterizing the required direct actions of a speaker for indirect perfor
mance. Such a finding would, unfortunately, render the question of uni
versal strategies moot. I would have it otherwise. But whatever the final 
conclusion, I think that the task is more specifically formulated and hope 
that the reader recognizes it to be a problem within the domain of pragmat
ics that demands immediate attention. 
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NOTES 

1 I am greatly indebted to Robert M. Harnish for discussing part of this 
research with me and for providing much-needed critical comments. 
Needless to say, I didn't heed them all. 

Following what has become common usage, I will use the term 
"speech act" to refer to what is more properly known as "illocution
ary act." My discussion will be confined throughout to ordinary, 
everyday speech acts such as requesting, apologizing, claiming and 
will not involve more ritualized acts such as baptizing, calling some
one out at first, checkmating, and the like. I will treat a speech act as 
analyzable into two parts: its content (what the speech act is about); 
and its force (how the content is intended to be taken.) Usual nota
tion captures these as F(p); for example, a Request (that you sit 
down) or an Apology (for my having stepped on your toe). 

2 There are four main categories of ordinary speech acts within which 
there are a variety of subclasses. I shall not be concerned with the 
details here: 

Directives: acts in which the speaker express his desire 
regarding a future act to be carried out by the hearer 
(request, order, suggest command, plea, ... ) 

Representatives: acts in which the speaker expresses his 
belief concerning some proposition 
(claim, admit, report, warn, doubt, ... ) 

Commissives: acts in which the speaker expresses his 
commitment to carry out a future action 
(promise, vow, swear, ... ) 

Emotives: acts in which the speaker expresses his evaluation 
of some past action 
(blame, criticize, praise, thank, apologize, ... ) 

3 Significant research has focused on the principles of conversation 
and the nature of the shared beliefs that permit the efficient and 
effective inference of indirectly intended speech acts. The best pres
entation to date is that in Bach and Harnish, 1979. 

4 I am ignoring the fact that the utterance of even a performative 
sentence does not guarantee the successful performance of the 
"announced" act unless the speaker intends to be so acting. A 
speaker might simply be repeating the sentence from memory, per
haps trying to perfect a new accent, or might be seriously using the 
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sentence, but intend to communicate a report about what he habitu
ally does, for example, that he habitually requests that you sit down. 

5 See Bach and Harnish, 1979. 

6 In many speech act idioms as well as indirect speech acts, the 
specification of the act content and force is left relatively vague, 
hence the use of the term "general" here and in the following discus
sion. What, for example, is the indirect speech act inferred from "Can 
you reach that book?" Is it the request that you give me the book? the 
request that you convey to me the book? the request that you make it 
come about that the book comes into my possession? Or what? It 
probably isn't important to the speaker to be more specific at the 
time, for if it were, one would return to a direct strategy which permits 
whatever precision of act content is desired. 

6a See Fraser, 1982. 

7 The performative sentence "I ask you if you can help me" appears to 
have the interpretation of questioning the hearer about his ability, 
hence to fall within the strategy under discussion. But it does not 
appear to have the indirect potential of a request for help. At the 
moment, I have no satisfactory resolution to this difficulty. 

7a Sentence such as those in A below are usually treated as analogous 

A) i) Will you do that for me? 
ii) Won't you do that for me? 
iii) Would you do that for me? 
iv) ?Wouldn't you do that for me? 

to the can-questions just discussed. However, defining the strategy 
within which they fall is difficult. To define it as "asking the hearer 
about future actions" might capture the sentence in A, and include B, 

B) Are you going to help me? 

which also has the indirect request potential. But what of C, 

C) Are you willing to help me? 

which has the indirect request potential but whose direct use 
involves asking about the hearer's 'willingness'? One argument 
against the future-action definition comes from languages such as 
German in which only the verb wollen, to want, but not the modal 
werden, future time marker, have the indirect request potential, as 0 
shows. 
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D) i) Willst Du mir helfen? (Request potential) 
ii) Wirst Du me helfen? (No request potential) 

Similar arguments arise from other languages where the future is 
incorporated into the verbal conjugation form in which case no 
indirect request potential exists. 

8 The concept of standardized form has been adopted from Bach and 
Harnish, 1979. 

9 The question of why certain forms become standardized while oth
ers resist the process certainly bears research. I am aware of none to 
date. 

10 Collection and analysis of the apologizing data was carried out by 
Margaret Thomas, a graduate student at Boston University. See 
Fraser and Thomas, 1982, for the results of further work in this area. 
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John R. Maler 

The "Truth" of a Most Ancient Work: 
Interpreting a Poem Addressed to a Holy Place 

The ancient ruins of Mesopotamia have yielded seven copies of the work, 
a work older by over a thousand years than the earliest biblical poetry, 
older still than Homer and Hesiod. Inscribed upon the baked-clay tablets 
are difficult cuneiform ("wedge-shaped") signs. The language of the text is 
Sumerian, unrelated to any known language. Its poet is the priestess
princess Enheduanna, the world's earliest known author. The period is 
remote; the author known very little. The piece has been called a "temple 
hymn" by the scholars who have brought it to light after these thousands 
of years, Ake W. Sjoberg and E. Bergmann, S.J.1 If there is a literary Other, 
the temple hymn must be it. 

Enheduanna, the daughter of the famous king Sargon of Agade, wrote 
the temple hymn as the first of forty-two poems addressed to sacred 
places. She composed it sometime around 2250 B.C. Whatever a temple 
hymn might be, it does not fit easily into the categories we are comfortable 
with in the modern world. Can we, who have raised so many questions 
about the nature of the work of art, about the methods to be used in 
analyzing and understanding literature, and about the very possibility of 
literature having "meaning" or "truth" -can we make anything of a work 
so alien? We hear often of the "crisis of criticism." In this extreme case of 
hermeneutics, against the suspicion that we seem increasingly unable to 
say anything to one another about literature, consideration of Temple 
Hymn 1 might give us some measure of hope. 

Five approaches to the literary work of art will be followed here, each 
one linked in an hermeneutical chain: Literary History, Rhetorical Criti
cism, Structuralism, Symbolism, and Poetic Thinking. 

[Centrum, 2:1 (Spring 1982), pp. 27-44.) 



Enheduanna, "Temple Hymn #1" 
1 EUNIR, you have grown high, binding heaven and earth, 
2 Fixing the above and the below, great banquet hall, ERIOU. 
3 Abzu-basin, shrine, erected for its "prince," 
4 House, holy mound, where pure food is eaten, 
5 Watered by the pure canal of the "prince," 
6 Mountain, pure place, scoured with soap, 
7 Abzu-basin, your drum is of divine speech, 
8 Your great surrounding wall is kept in good repair, 
9 Into the place of meeting, the place where the good dwells, 

10 Into the great hall, the hall, the beautiful place, 
light enters not. 

11 Your tightly-joined house is clean, it has no equal. 
12 Your "prince," the great "prince," a holy crown 
13 Upon your high base he has placed for you, 

ERIOU with a crowned head, 
14 Growing plants, pure plants, climbing high 

upon the high stones. 
15 Shrine, Abzu-basin, your place is a great place. 
16 In your place where they call upon the god Utu 
17 The oven brings bread, good to eat, 
18 The ziqqurat, the lofty shrine, stretches toward the sky, 
19 The oven rivals the banquet hall. 
20 Your "prince" is "prince" of heaven and earth, whose word 

can never be changed, 
21 ... the creator, the wise one, 
22 ... the lord NUOIMMUO, 
23 has, EENGURA, placed the house upon your base, has 

taken his place on your dais. 
24 23 lines. The house of ENKI in ERIOU. 

Sumerian transliteration 
e-u5-nir an-ki-da mu-a 
temen-an-ki w1u-gal dNUNki 
abzu a§ nun-bi-ir am-gub 
e-du5-ku u-sikil-la rig7-ga 
pa5-sikil-nun-na-ka a nag-ga 
kur ki-sikil-la naga-dub du11-ga 
abzu tigi zu ME-kam 
b'lid-G IN-gal-zu su-si-sa-~m 
nigin-gal ki-dingir-ti-la-za 
kin-gal kin-ki-du1o u4 nu-dib-be 

e-ia-ke~da-zu ~itax 01 nu-01 
nun-zu nun-gal-e men-kb 
mus-za ma-ra-ni-in-ge-en NUNki sag-men-g~l 

ad-mu ad-sikil e11-de mus-BU 

M abzu ki-zu ki-gal-zu 
ki-dutu-ra gu-de-za 
gir4 ninda Oi u-s~-s~-za 
U6-nir M-m~ an-ne us-sa-x-za 
gir4-gal unu-gal-da sa-a-za 
nun-zu nun-an-ki [x x?]x nu-kU'r-ru 

[x] du11-ga sag-dli ~-x-ni? ge~t6-ri-a 
(x ) x en dnu-d(m-mud-e 

L 'l( ' ./ ' [e-en9ur-ra] mu::;-za e [b]Hn-gub bara-za 
dur b1-in-gar 
e-den-ki NUNkLga 
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I. Uterary History (Sjoberg, Bergmann) 

Some points are clear enough. The Temple Hymns collection was 
reconstructed from thirty-seven texts (seven forTH 1) from the cities of Ur 
and Nippur.2 The texts are from the Ur Ill period (2212-2004 B.C.) and the 
Old Babylonian period (1822-1626 B.C.).3 The reconstructed text of TH 1 
is rather well-preserved. In the twenty-three lines (plus one identifying the 
temple and its god, Enki), only some eight cuneiform signs are missing 
entirely or so obscure they could not be read (II. 20, 21, 22). The A-text is 
emended in a few instances: a DINGIR sign in I. 2, for example, is removed; 
-ti- is read in I. 9 for -til- and so forth. None presents a serious problem. 
Some signs can be identified, but the reading of the signs is still unknown. 
The G(N of bad-GIN in line 8 is an example. Since the Sumerian Signs can 
be read ideographically at times and syllabically in others, and since they 
enter into combinations with other signs, the abilitr,.to read bad (wall) can 
yield only a tentative reading of "wall," since the GIN in combination with 
bad is not attested elsewhere. The 01-sign in line 11 is easier; the meaning 
seems clear enough ("clean"), though the exact reading of the Sumerian 
word is in doubt. 

In these we see the results of careful textual and philological scholar
ship, the basic tools of literary study since the Renaissance.• 

Archaeological and historical scholarship help provide a "background" 
to the text. The poem is "about" the temple (e ="house") of the god Enki in 
the ancient city of Eridu. Even to the Sumerians Eridu (in what is now 
southern Iraq) was an "ancient city." It is likely that the choice of Enki's 
temple as the first of the forty-two temple hymns comes from its perceived 
antiquity. The temple, Eunir, has been excavated. (Actually, seventeen 
temples built one above the other.5) The ziqqurat, a large stage-tower, 
erected in the Ur Ill period, was already a traditional feature of religious 
architecture, though its exact significance is still in question.6 Characteris
tically, the Eridu temples were built with a central nave or cells with smaller 
rooms ranged along the sides, presumably for priests and equipment. TH 
1 praises the temple's oven (II. 17, 19); its ziqqurat (I. 18); and its Abzu (II. 3, 
7, 15), probably a large basin that represented the great Abzu itself, the 
waters of creation upon which Enki was said to have built his house. 

Historical scholarship is capable, then, of illuminating- perhaps better, 
authenticating - a number of references in the poem. 

Problems arise in translating the poem, as we might expect in a work so 
ancient in a language that is unrelated to any other known languages. 
Some of the problems cannot be solved either because of the fragmentary 
nature of the text (II. 20-22) or because of the state of Sumerian philology 
at the moment. I suspect there is no student of Sumerian, though, who 
would worry about one of the simplest of Sumerian terms, Kl (II. 1, 2, 5, 9, 
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10, 13, 15, 16, 20 and 24). Ki is rather regularly a number of things, with a 
range of meanings easily grasped. Kl is "place" (e.g., I. 6, ki-sikil-la, "pure 
place;" I. 9, ki-dingir-ti-la-za, "the place where the god dwells;" or I. 15, 
ki-dUtu-ra, the "place of the god Utu"). Kl when it comes after a place 
name is only a silent indicator of place (e.g., I. 13, Eriduki); normally the 
determinative is not pronounced. Kl is opposed to an, the above, the 
heavens; kl in compounds like an-kl-da (1. 1, "heaven and earth") is the 
below. Since an and kl divide the universe, kl is "earth." It is also the 
"underworld," though it is a question if this poem activates that meaning. 
In line 15, for example, the sequence kl-gal (="great")-zu (=your) appears. 
Should we read, "your shrine, your Abzu, your 'place,' your 'great place?'" 
Kl-gal as a compound can mean "base" or "foundation" - or "nether 
world." Which to choose here? 

The final line is a kind of comment, noting that the poem has consisted 
of twenty-three lines. It also names (as do the other poems in the collec
tion) the god whose "house" is the temple. It surprises no one that the god 
here is Enki. Enki was one of a few major gods who persisted through 
thousands of years of worship; whose character as a god did not change 
much over the years; about whom (and for whom) much was written. Why 
en of kl, though? There is a question if god names should be translated at 
all. Should en be translated into its usual meaning, something like "high 
priest" (or loosely, "king," to show his authority)? Does the poem know the 
meaning of kl in his name? A case has been made in the case of the god 
En-Ill that a complex process of anthropomorphizing the sacred during 
the Early Dynastic period can be seen in the analysis of the god names and 
epithets.7 Is such a process possible in the en of kl, and even if so, does the 
poem know it? 

The nun of lines 12, 20 (and in compound, I. 24) is a difficult one. The 
usual translation is "prince." Nun is sometimes a variant of en. Is such the 
case here? Of what significance is the place name, Eridu, which is written 
nunki? To what extent are terms like "king" and "prince," which are hardly 
very precise and meaningful today, useful in translating these Sumerian 
religious and secular offices? 

These are in a sense routine questions, not likely to bother the scholar 
who knows Sumerian. But what of the literary critic? Do the terms reson
ate in a way peculiar to this poem? to this kind of Sumerian poetry? Nun, 
for example, seems to be a "literary term,"8 a case of "poetic diction." 

II. Rhetorical Criticism 

Temple Hymn 1 is highly stylized. The reader of, say, Old English 
poetry, is apt to see a splendid "interlace" pattern of terms and compounds 
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that gives the poem an intensity and unity beyond its obvious "content." 
The major aim of what has been called variously Rhetorical Criticism, New 
Criticism, and Aesthetic Criticism has been to explicate the surface in 
order to demonstrate the verbal integrity of the work.9 The texture of the 
poem sets it apart as an aesthetic object. Very often a poem will exploit the 
resources of language itself, wordplay, irony, paradox, and ambiguity. TH 
1 is filled with doubles in a single line: kin-gal kin ki-du1o (I. 10) (variant: 
EN-gal EN); nun-zu nun-gal-e (I. 12); ad-mu ad-slkll (I. 14); gir4-gai unu
gal-da (I. 19); nun-zu nun-an-ki (1. 20); for example. The doubles may 
appear in two lines, as e-us-nir an-ki-da in line one is balanced by temen
an-ki in the second line. The feature can work even when one of the terms 
is homonymous with the other. Consider the triple in II. 8-10. Each line . ' / / / . opens w1th x-gal: bad-GIN-gal-zu/ nigin-gall kin-gal. The second, gal, 1s 
written with a different sign and has a different meaning; the elegant 
patterning alone brings them together. Opening a line withe, which varies 
in the poem with ei, marks a number of turns in the poem (II. 1, 4, probably 
23 and 24). (See the patterns marked on the transliteration.) The reversal 
of the opener, abzu ei (1. 3) to el abzu is elegant and allows for a special 
stress on the second of the two lines (I. 15). It is possible that there is a play 
on the cuneiform signs, as the repetition of the key word, nun, picks up the 
nun in Eridu (nunkl). Such verbal play calls attention to the poem as a 
poem, a deformation, as the Formalists would have it, an estrangement 
from ordinary language. 

The various patterns allow three lines to appear in a particularly strong 
light: II. 12, 15, and 20. Significantly, I think, the three announce the 
"content" of the poem in a very striking form. Nun-zu nun-gal-e ... turns 
from the "house" to the god who possesses it, the indweller; again in nun
zu-nun-an-ki ... the turn is from the architecture, furniture, and activities of 
the temple to the "en" whose place it is - brought home with the poetic 
term, nun. The other line, el-abzu ki-zu ki-gal-zu, has almost no "content," 
but in contrast to the two nun-lines emphasizes the placeness of the place. 
The line does not act against the meaning but fixes it in a particularly 
striking way. One is tempted to say that Temple Hymn 1 (and perhaps the 
other temple hymns), though it specifies those features which distinguish 
Enki's temple at Eridu from other temples and presents a kind of theology, 
has as its center the utterly simple but profound pattern: Sacred Place/ 
Divine Dweller. 

Ill. Structure (Peabody, Frye) 

It is not always possible to distinguish Formalist criticism of literature 
from Structural analysis, though at least in theory they should be quite 
distinct. The Structuralists seek for underlying principles and make 
explicit precisely what the surface of the poem hides. Thus the keen 
interest in the modern studies of linguists who, like Saussure, emphasize 
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the gap between langue/parole, synchronic/diachronic, and the arbitrari
ness of signs. 10 Thus also the penchant for different types of generative 
grammars. 

The stylization immediately apparent to readers of Sumerian poetry 
(which can include large passages of exact repetition, as in the myth, 
"lnanna und Enki," where a list of over a hundred divine me's is repeated 
four timeS11 ) may be examined as surface features or as symptoms of 
deeper patterns. The controveries over "oral" literature present interesting 
examples. The attempt to ground the familiar patterns of ancient song 
-formulas, themes, and the like- in five levels of linguistic structure by 
Berkley Peabody is a case in point.12 Peabody's work addresses the 
question, "Is a given text a direct product of oral tradition?" The tests he 
offers, though, not only allow greater precision in the use of terms like 
"formula," "theme," and "colon"; they allow, I think, precision in studies of 
comparative metrics and in what has been called "sequence-dating" of 
ancient poetry - even poetry well within written rather than oral tradi
tions.13 Peabody's tests consider meter, formulaic expressions, enjamb
ment, themes, and "song." Each of the five tests is related to five levels of 
linguistic phenomena: meter/phonemic; formula/morphemic; enjamb
menVsyntax; theme/lexicon; and song/discourse. Studies of Sumerian 
literature have just begun to consider these matters. 14 Let me suggest two 
possibilities with the temple hymns. Enheduanna's collection draws upon 
a tradition that, as Sjoberg and Bergmann pointed out, can be traced back 
to the Fara period (Abu Salabib.).15 Although there is surprising variety in 
the language of the temple hymns of Enheduanna, the epithets of the gods 
and the description of features of the temples do not seem original to these 
works; few would expect it to be. In the collection, one pattern is repeated 
at least twenty-six times. After describing the temple, the poet signals a 
turn by the formula, nun-zu .... What is striking about Temple Hymn 1 is 
that, though it is not all that much longer than the other hymns, TH 1 is the 
only one that doubles the structure of e ... nun-zu (II. 1-11; 12-14; 15-19; 
20-23). It is possible that something like a "literary history" could be 
constructed through an examination of such formulaic expressions and 
section markers in texts from different hands and different periods. 

Clearly the ordinary modern understanding of "author" is inadequate to 
deal with the process of composing ancient works, even when an author 
- in this case, Enheduanna- is known and some details of the author's 
life may seem quite relevant to the work. A great advantage of Peabody's 
tests, especially his test for "themes," which he describes as sets of 
informational cores, "clumps of phonic cores,"16 is that it rests not on 
statements of authorial intention but on modern communication theory. 
The traditional "wisdom" of the oral poet is an extreme form of a character
istic of the writer in a traditional society: it is not an individual's thought 
that is uppermost but accumulated, tested wisdom that is encoded and 
decoded. The messages of a traditional society are more redundant, static 
and predictable than ours; "thought" is not a transfer of conscious inten-
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tion but a conventional realization of traditional thought for the listeners. 
Since a temple hymn could be described as a bundle of "themes" (like the 
description of a sacred place from the outside to the inside), Peabody's 
test for "theme" may allow us to speak more adequately about Enheduan
na's writings without appealing to her supposed conscious intentions. 

Peabody's suggestions are likely to be of great practical importance for 
the study of Sumerian literature because they are detailed, rooted in 
linguistic theory, and careful of details of the text. I should like to mention, 
though, a very different kind of Structuralist who is useful, I believe, in the 
study of ancient literature, but whose structures are on the other end of the 
scale, Northrop FryeY Frye attempts to outline the "grammatical rudi
ments of literary expression," a "grammar of literary archetypes."18 

Although he illustrates the literary archetypes mainly from Western litera
ture (especially Greek and Roman) and the Bible, I think the categories he 
discusses can be quite useful to us. In the case of Temple Hymn 1, the 
utility is in what Frye calls "thematic romance." Corresponding to what in 
narrative is the character's power of action, the stages of characters' 
actions, and the setting of narrative action are what Frye19 calls the speak
er's role; sequences of attitude and argument, and the "conceptual scene." 
Lyric poetry -like the hymn- is at the end of a scale blending story and 
idea whose other end is the drama, where the speaker mainly disappears 
into the presentation of the story. Thematic romance is the lyric equivalent 
of that fundamental mythos, romance. Typically in thematic romance we 
find religious and visionary verse; the poet takes on a status rather like the 
romance hero, midway between the human and the divine; the speaker is 
startled or enchanted into prophetic speech; the poet's quest is a meta
physical journey; from the world of the real, the living and the natural, to 
the vision of the ideal, the eternal, and the supernatural. Frye is of course 
thinking of Biblical hymns, Classical oracles, the Vedas, Horatian odes 
and the lyrics of T.S. Eliot (like "Ash Wednesday"). 

Such a view does not depart radically, I suppose, from the description of 
a "hymn," which has been rather easily applied to the Temple Hymns, in, 
say, a "Form Critic" like Otto Eissfeldt.2° The temple hymn is not exactly a 
song in praise of creation and the Creator; but it has much of that force, a 
vision of the sacred as it takes form in the temple and in the god dwelling 
within. The poet in TH 1 addresses first the holy place, Eunir, describes it in 
cosmic terms. Eunir unites the above and the below; at the center of the 
universe is Eridu, whose center is the temple. Eunir is located on the Abzu 
(below); it is a "holy mound" (above); food- not a specific food in time 
and place, but food itself, "pure food"- is eaten there; water is there. The 
"pure place" (kl-slkll-la), seen again as a kind of "mountain" (kur) is 
"clean." The images are so basic, so primordial- with so little of the kind 
of description we expect of, say, a modern novelist of the ilk of Lawrence 
Durrell- that we are likely to form a notion only of essentials. It is not that 
Enheduanna had the building before her eyes and is thus privileged before 
the object she describes. Rather, the words reach to the essence as no 
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actual physical seeing could have given, then or now. There is some 
movement, something of "sequence of attitude and argument" in the 
temple hymn, a kind of scanning (from the surrounding wall, for example, 
I. 8, to the place within, where the god dwells, I. 9; from the cosmic outside 
scene at the opening to the place within where they call upon Utu, to the 
oven within). It would seem that the speaker continually moves thus, 
outside/within, juxtaposing the images to strike the balance, to present the 
unity. Twice the temple is addressed in his own name; twice for the god 
dwelling within. When the poet turns her focus, lastly, on the nun, Enki 
himself (II. 20-23), though the lines are fragmentary, the same movement 
in the poem as a whole is replicated: the "prince" is called first in his cosmic 
name, prince of heaven and earth (nun-an-kl; as e-us-nlr is temen-an-kl). 
Then he is "the creator, the wise one." Then, in an epithet that is like 
"creator, wise one," he is called Nudimmud, "man-maker." (I am unaware 
of this etymology, although Enki is a "man maker" elsewhere.) The cosmic 
creator is focussed on the placing of his house in this spot; finally he is 
seen as having taken his place on the dais. Spiralling down, from without 
to within, the poet's vision comes closest to where man (albeit, a priest! 
priestess) stands in regard to the divine. The whole of creation takes shape 
in these words, and it is a place for the one who addresses, the poet. The 
poet is the anonymous "I" who speaks, the one who sees. The place 
celebrated is divine space; the god mentioned is, of course, not human. 
Through the words the human participates in the vision, comes to a stand. 
The world is ordered, powerful, grand, and it gives the poet a stand. 

IV. Symbolism (EIIade, Rlcoeur) 

In a sense one does not need to know about Frye's "thematic romance" 
in order to understand the poem. I would argue, though, that we do read it 
because we have incorporated as part of our expectations of the hymn 
precisely those features Frye describes. Certainly by pointing them out, 
Frye has enabled us to see the "fit" of many parts, movements in the lyric. 

What we have been doing so far is using the tools of literary study to 
understand a very ancient poem. The enterprise has been to recover the 
"original meaning" of the work. Thus we have made use of editorial work 
(which involved textual, philological, and historical study); of formalist 
criticism to examine the texture of the poem; of structuralist criticism to 
bring to light deeper patterns operating in the work. Is there anything else 
we can do? When we begin to see Temple Hymn #1 as a "thematic 
romance," when we begin to look at the speaker's role in the poem, it 
begins to look as if we have come upon the kind of material the scholars in 
the History of Religion have been gathering. TH 1 reminds one strongly of 
Mircea Eliade's evidence for "religious man's" undertaking, through reli
gious architecture, to live in a world that imitates the paradigmatic creation 
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of the gods, cosmogony. Religious (or "archaic" or "traditional") man 
builds a temple from a primary experience of sacred space.21 The architec
tural plan of the temple is the work of the gods; the temple is built at the 
center of the universe; its plan is oriented to the cardinal points. In his 
terror of nothingness religious man assumes the responsibility of "creat
ing the world that he has chosen to inhabit," and thus he "not only 
cosmicizes chaos but also sanctifies his little cosmos by making it like the 
world of the gods."22 Cosmic symbolism is found in the very structure of 
the habitation, in the god's habitation. 

Eliade uses Mesopotamian examples often in his discussion of "sacred 
space." The temple, the ziqqurat, the city itself as the place of the god's 
dwelling, the creator gods - one could hardly come closer to it that in 
Temple Hymn #1. Eunir, Eridu, Enki are well-nigh perfect examples of 
religious man's nostalgia for the sacred. 

We have, however, only "survivals" or vestiges of that reality.23 Eliade 
tells us that the modern world has seen the gradual desacralization of 
human dwelling. Industrial society, especially, and scientific thought have 
delivered us over to the "profane." Only modern man has cut himself off. 
The whole man can no longer relate to such sacred space. Only through 
symbols can religious man "live the universal." Those symbols are, if I 
understand Eliade, closed to modern man.24 

Paul Ricoeur, who has also studied the symbols of archiac man,25 

appears to disagree. Although he has learned much from Mircea Eliade, 
Ricoeur takes a different hermeneutical stance regarding the possibility of 
recovering what symbols disclose. It is true that our "modern" critical, 
demythologizing, historical consciousness will not allow us to participate 
in the same way as ancient man participated in the myths and symbols he 
used. The "living experience" of evil (defilement, sin, guilt) which Ricoeur 
treats in his work The Symbolism of Evil can be gotten at through "re
enactment" in sympathetic imagination. The "re-enactment" is neverthe
less never complete; the "living experience" is always and necessarily 
mediated by symbols. Ricoeur speaks of "primary" symbols like the pure 
and the impure, sin as "straying" and the like; and "secondary" symbols 
which elaborate the primary symbols through narrative: myths of creation, 
of the "fall of man," of the hero pitted against the "wicked god," and of the 
soul "exiled" in the body. Where Ricoeur disagrees with Eliade26 is in 
Eliade's assumption that archaic man participates in the cosmos through 
ritual action and mythical language with a fundamental wholeness that 
has been lost to "modern" man. Quite the reverse is true. For Ricoeur 
primitive or archaic man is already "a man of division." His rituals, sym
bols, and myths aim at a participation in the sacred, an enactment of the 
events of the gods; they do not possess the sacred. The myth "can only be 
an intentional restoration or reinstatement" and is in that sense "already 
symbolical."27 
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Of the four basic "types" of myth (or second-degree symbols) Ricoeur 
considers in The Symbolism of Evil, one, which he calls the "drama of 
creation," bears a striking resemblance to what Northrop Frye calls rom
ance, one of his four fundamental narrative types in literature. The gap 
between the Aristotelian classifier Frye and the hermeneutical philo
sopher Ricoeur is very wide,28 but in this case they seem to have found 
complementary models while they work from entirely different assump
tions about symbolic language. Stripped of details, both the "drama of 
creation" and heroic romance tell of the conquest of evil in heroic battle, 
the defeat of chaos by the figure who gives shape to the world. Evil exists, 
primordial, in the fabric of reality as it emerges; by killing the monster, 
chaos is overcome; cosmos is formed in the struggle. The best example 
Ricoeur gives is the creation poem eniima ells, a work that could easily be 
Frye's as well.29 (Frye mentions the stories of St. George and Perseus 
instead.) 

I mentioned earlier that I thought Frye's category "thematic romance" 
was where one could "place" Temple #1. In an obvious way TH 1 is not 
organized as a narrative in which a god/hero defeats the forces of chaos. 
Since no creation myth in Mesopotamia gained canonical status, it would 
be a mistake to take a work like enuma ells and consider others (even 
earlier works) somehow derived from it. There are striking parallels 
between the creative work of Marduk and Nudimmud in Tablets IV, V and 
VI of eniima ells and the patterning of Enheduanna's "vision" (i.e., descrip
tion, a "seeing") of Eunir. Heaven/earth; Abzu; the place of light, food, and 
drink; Enki and Utu; the turn to those features which benefit man, the 
mention of Nudi m mud; the placing of the house and the placing of the god 
on the dais - all stand as a creation poem, even a "drama of creation," 
perhaps. We need not appeal to another poem to notice that. Nor do we 
need to participate as "archaic" man in a "ritual" to which the poem might 
possibly relate. What is given in Temple Hymn #1 is not primarily the story 
of creation but the "thematic" (in Frye's sense) celebration of it. The seer of 
the poem, Enheduanna; better yet, the speaker of the poem, EntJ.eduanna, 
is the one who moves, who names the temple, its parts, its activities, its 
importance, its god. Her seeing/speaking has a kind of terrible anonymity 
to it, as most ancient hymns do. Even though we know some details of the 
historical Enheduanna and some details of an actual building, Eunir, the 
speaker is a speaker for us; she does not intrude details of her personal life; 
the speaking of the temple is for us, equally anonymous; the details of our 
lives and the historical crumbling away of the building fall away in 
importance. 

If we listen to the historian of religion like Eliade, we can notice the 
ancient symbols and speculate on their use for ancient man; but the 
modern situation has cut us off from the living experience of wholeness 
and participation the first hearers of Temple Hymn #1 were capable of. 
Ricoeur would remind us that, though the living experience is in a sense 
unrecoverable, we can "re-enact" through sympathetic imagination the 



The "Truth" of a Most Ancient Work 37 

situation of the poet. Though we are cut off historically from Enheduanna 
and the historic temple located at Eridu, her language was already and 
necessarily symbolic, and therefore it can speak to us. Even so, our 
demythologizing, critical modern consciousness has lost, irretrievably, 
what Ricoeur calls the "primitive naivete." "But if we can no longer live the 
great symbolisms of the sacred in accordance with the original belief in 
them, we can, we modern men, aim at a second naivete in and through 
criticism. In short, it is by interpreting that we can hear again."30 

V. Thinking the Poem (Heidegger) 

Philosopher Martin Heidegger listened to a poem for its "truth." Since so 
much of modern thought is set against the possibility of recovering the 
poem as authentic speech, that is, as something beyond the "whatness" of 
a work, beyond the poem as a "representation" of something to a happen
ing of being, the task for Heidegger was to "destroy" by exposing them the 
assumptions about the "work," "truth," and poetic language that we have 
accepted owing to the turn of thought brought about by philosophy 
itself.31 The radical nature of this task has been noticed often enough. But 
even those who are most sympathetic to Heidegger's task, those who have 
proposed Heidegger's hermeneutics as the ground of a new understand
ing of the work of art and our ability to hear it- even they seem to hesitate 
before the radical implications of his thought.32 They see, rightly, the 
usefulness of Being and Time in its formulation of an hermeneutics rooted 
in "understanding" and "interpretation."33 lnterpretation is grounded every
where in something we have in advance, what Heidegger calls "fore
having" (Vorhabe); in something we see in advance, his "fore-sight" (Vor
sicht); and in something we grasp in advance, a "fore-conception" 
(Vorgriff). 

It is where Heidegger begins to think about poems that many of his 
followers hesitate. It may be difficult- some would say impossible- to 
raise a study of literature upon the essays in which Heidegger considered 
poetry and poetic language,34 the essays in which he discussed Holderlin, 
Rilke, Sophocles, Georg Trakl and others. For me, an avenue of approach 
at least is offered in his essay "The Origin of the Work of Art."35 In that 
essay Heidegger first points up the inadequacy of our modern concepts of 
the work of art, especially as "representation," which haunts modern 
aesthetics. He then sets about a new conception of "truth" in the work of 
art by avoiding, strictly, the terms we have become familiar with, like 
Nature and Man, the poet as a "subject," the tension between "form" and 
"content." Instead he announces that "towering up within itself, the work 
opens up a world and keeps it abidingly in force."36 "World" in this case can 
never be an object that stands before us and can be seen. The work sets up 
a world; and in setting up a world, "the work sets forth the earth."37 "All this 
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comes forth as the work sets itself back into the massiveness and heavi
ness of stone, into the firmness and pliancy of wood, into the hardness and 
luster of metal, into the lighting and darkening of color, into the clang of 
tone, and into the naming power of the word."38 

In the "strife" between "earth" and "world" enters the poem's "truth," 
which is not, for Heidegger, the truth of propositions alone, but a 
"clearing" which is also a "concealing."39 Temple Hymn #1 names the 
presence of the sacred. It is not a representation of a building, a transfor
mation of a building into words; nor is it a series of concepts, of proposi
tions about a building or about a god. The words bring to presence Eunir. 
They are not merely signs, arbitrarily standing in for something else. (What 
is the "reference" of, say, the "crown" which the nun places upon Eunir?) 
Heidegger would even avoid the language as symbolic, since it is difficult 
to extricate "symbol" from the assumptions of symbols as "representa
tional" thinking. In the poem is it I who speaks or the "I" literary critics 
speak of? Perhaps it is better to use Heidegger's formulation, "Language 
speaks."40 

Heidegger thinks that all art is essentially poetry, a founding, the found
ing of truth. "To each mode of founding there corresponds a mode of 
preserving."•, This is Heideggerian language for one of the functions of 
the reader: preserving. 

I would argue that the different strategies employed in this paper are 
interlinked methods of "preserving" Temple Hymn #1. We feel today most 
comfortable with those strategies which preserve it as an "object," to 
which we put certain questions, which we analyze, construct for it, relate it 
to its "type." Temple Hymn #1 is a very old document, in a very old and 
remote language. Should we even call it a "poem," let alone "hymn?" No 
Sumerians survive to tell us if we are wrong in our readings of signs, 
pronunciation, dating of the work. We might be surprised if somehow a 
"native informant" were to appear to tell us how we have mistranslated and 
misinterpreted the work. Although no Sumerian informant is available, our 
knowledge of Sumerian to an incalculable extent depends on the Babylo
nian lexical and grammatical texts, as well as bilingual texts. These Babyl
onians were part of an unbroken Sumerian scribal tradition, and I would 
suspect that by basing our philological work on theirs, we are not too far 
off the mark in our reading of signs, pronunciation, and translation.•2 The 
careful tools of philological and historical scholarship, the tools of the 
archaeologist and the epigrapher, the tools of the linguist, the student of 
comparative literature and comparative religion, all must be used to make 
even a little "sense" of such an old document. I have tried to suggest ways 
in which different strategies have been or could be used in the understand
ing and the appreciation of the temple hymn as a work of art. As a practical 
matter I would like to see the suggestion made by A.J. Ferrara43 taken up 
by Sumerian schoiars: the studies of Sumerian poetry should move from 
the concentration on genre to the consideration of "themes." Such an 
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enterprise would embrace, I think, the first three categories I have used 
here: Literary History, Rhetorical Criticism, and Structuralism. It is difficult 
to do even that, though, without bringing in elements of the fourth cate
gory: Symbolism. 

Temple Hymn 1 is in many ways very simple. The "I" of the work speaks 
of the temple and its god. Mainly the speaker moves in sublime accep
tance: Eunir has grown high; it stands at the foundation of heaven and 
earth; it is the foundation; below, the abzu; above, the ziggurat thrust 
upward. Food and drink are there; it is clean; it has great walls; it preserves 
the divine decrees, the ME: the oven bakes bread; we call upon Utu there. 
And its nun, Enki, whose word can never be changed, the wise one, 
creator, is there. He is Nudimmud, man-maker. I take my place there. 

I was struck with the serenity and, what goes with it, the terrible anonym
ity of Temple Hymn 1 when a plane I was on lifted up from the Atlanta 
airport recently. It was difficult to tell where exactly we were, and it did not 
make a great deal of difference. We were simply anonymous travellers 
flying through an undifferentiated, "profane" space, more or less arbitrar
ily assigned to our seats. Our seats were more or less the same, indifferent 
to us and to the direction the plane was moving. I happened to be in the 
front row and watched the chief stewardess mechanically recite the list of 
key features of the plane, while the other stewardesses ritually demon
strated them: exits, oxygen masks, seat-belts and how to use them. 
Although she did not look at me- she was reading a card, after all- she 
pointed out in very friendly terms how she and the crew took pleasure in 
our presence on board. She wished us well, and put the card away. There 
was anonymity. 

We want to make distinctions between the text the chief stewardess 
read at us and a poem, a work of art. After all, that sort of thing is the most 
alienated kind of "work" we can imagine - in both senses of the word 
"work." I thought: the philological and historical study, the study of texts, 
formal patterns and underlying structures could be done equally upon this 
as a Sumerian temple hymn. And they have, since one is pointing out 
places as well as the other, as texts, much in common. It may or may not be 
mere snobbery to want a deeper difference. Temple Hymn #1 is a sacred 
work, though no one these days professes belief in Enki or worships at 
Eunir; it names sacred space. Modern Western culture has said something 
else in behalf of a difference. It praises, through a notion of the "aesthetic 
object," the work of art over against mere, gross, mechanical, commercial 
productions, utilitarian in an offensive way, dull and repetitive. Those of us 
who have grown up in studies of art and literature have, I suspect, largely 
lived in that light of aesthetics. The Temple Hymn #1 is superior in that 
regard to the flight attendant's card. That assumption is at least 
questionable. 

This run-through of five approaches to Temple Hymn #1 suggests an 
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interlinking and a direction literary study can take. At the end it is thinking 
the poem that preserves it. I have tried to do that, with the thinking taking 
the form of a kind of survey of techniques and results. The genuine 
encounter with the work of art cannot end with the work as an aesthetic 
object, though it probably must begin there. The poem must be entered; in 
preserving it, we must encounter its truth, both clearing and concealing. It 
is not a reading of Temple Hymn #1, butthe reading of it, in which 1 too am 
fully present and find myself, that I call, after Heidegger, the thinking. 
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REVIEW ARTICLE 

The Politics of Composition: 
E.D. Hirsch as Catalyst 

E. D. Hirsch, Jr. The Philosophy of Composition. Univ. of Chicago Press. 
1977. Pp. 200 + xiii. $11.00 ($4.95 paper). 

Though·some time has passed since the publication of E. D. Hirsch's The 
Philosophy of Composition, composition theorists and teachers still 
speak about it in excited tones- of anger or praise. Indeed, the book is a 
controversial addition to the growing body of composition theory. That 
the book has political overtones was apparent immediately: during 1978, 
especially, a flurry of reviews debated Hirsch's contribution to our under
standing of composition and its teaching. And that debate goes on. During 
the spring of 1981, the two of us writing this article listened to Martin 
Steinmann warmly advocate Hirsch's stress on "readability"- but several 
weeks later we heard Janice Lauer seriously question the book's focus. 
Both of these people are well known and respected theorists in composi
tion -and one might wonder why it is that the "Hirsch issue," as it might 
be called, has generated (or uncovered) such differing perspectives over 
such a long period of time. We believe that the answer to this question 
might be found by examining the politics underlying composition theory 
of the 1970's and now. Our intention here is not so much to take a side 
-although both of us share a political position and an attitude about this 
book - but first to propose an analysis of the politics of composition 
theory, then to identify the political implications of Hirsch's philosophy, 
and finally to review the reviews of the book in an effort to verify our 
analysis. All of this will, we hope, enable us to support a simple claim: The 
Philosophy of Composition has indeed made an impact on our thinking 
about composition; however, its greatest contribution may not have to do 
with its advancement of our philosophical understanding of composition, 
but with its inadvertent clarification of the politics of composition. The 
book has helped many of us decide what it is we believe is true and 
important- or else has politicized us and pushed us toward a position. 

[Centrum, 2:1 (Spring 1982). pp. 45-60.] 



46 Review Article 

Let us begin our analysis of the political situation with an oversimplifica
tion- but one that we believe has some truth to it. If there is one maxim 
that unifies most modern composition theorists, it is this: "Writing must be 
seen as a process, not a product." And since the pioneering work of people 
like Janet Emig (1971) and Linda Flower (1977),* most of us who teach 
composition have become interested in the "composing process" and the 
"problem-solving activities" of our students. Very few composition theor
ists denounce this focus on process, and most give lip-service, at least, to 
the "stages" of the composing process - prewriting, drafting, revising, 
and editing- whether they see them as being recursive cognitive activi
ties or not. In fact, Hirsch himself seems conscious of the idea of process, 
emphasizing, as he does, the need for "revision." Along with this interest in 
process, composition theorists and teachers have become more and more 
conscious of the importance of "context" to writing. Influenced by classi-

'cal rhetoricians, pragmatic language philosophers, and discourse theor
ists- people as diverse as Aristotle, H.P. Grice (1975), and J.L. Kinneavy 
(1971) -most of us freely use, and think about, concepts like "audience," 
"purpose," "medium," and "situation." And Hirsch, too, mentions Grice 
and seems concerned with problems of audience and purpose. How, then, 
since all of us seem to share in so much, are we different? What are the 
different political camps that we "process" people occupy? 

At this point we'd like to offer a dichotomy - one that will be later 
illustrated and supported by our consideration of the reviews of Hirsch's 
book: process enthusiasts seem to be engaged in a theoretical dialectic 
that has become more and more manifest with time - and was, in an 
important way, clarified by the publication of Hirsch's book. This dialectic 
-and political struggle- can be divided into two camps, the "Aristotelian 
camp," as we'll call it, and the camp of the self-named "new rhetoricians." 
Process theorists who assume that there is such a thing as synonymy 
-that is, that there are multiple ways of saying the same thing - usually 
claim that rhetoric is a matter of "effective expression." With Aristotle, they 
see effective expression as a matter of choosing those arguments, or that 
evidence, or those topics from among a number of alternatives - in an 
effort to achieve some sort of rhetorical intention. Invention, for the people 
in this camp, is a matter of employing the topol, or the classical modes of 
invention. in an effort to remember or find the matter that would be most 
useful to the writer. When teaching, these people seem to be concerned 
with process and context, but they view the context as set - already 
established- and the process as an effort to achieve the effective ex pres-

·A list of references appears at the end of the article, as does a separate list 
of reviews of Hirsch's book; the latter list is specified by an "R" after 
publication dates in the text, e.g., Arnold 1978R. 
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sion of set semantic and rhetorical intentions. Arrangement and, espe
cially, style become very important since both have to do with a writing's 
illocutionary and perlocutionary effectiveness, to borrow speech-act jar
gon. So even though the Aristotelian camp pays attention to the writing 
process, the process is seen as a matter of making effective choices from 
an inventory of what the writer already knows and Intends. 

There is, though, a very different way to look at the process of writing. 
Indeed, it can be seen not so much as a process of achieving effective 
expression, but as a process of discovering, finding out, learning. 
Although the "new rhetoric," as people like Young, Becker, and Pike 
(1970) sometimes call it, can be traced back further than the process 
movement of the 1970's (Francis Bacon, for one, seems to have been a 
proponent), it was rekindled, most recently, by thinkers like Kenneth 
Burke (1955 and 1962) - with his pentad and emphasis on discovery -
and Young, Becker, and Pike, whose "epistemological heuristics" give 
composition teachers a new invention tool with which to work. The 
assumption underlying the new rhetoric is that cooperation and discovery 
(shared by writer and reader both) are more important in the modern 
world than the argumentation of an already established position. These 
theorists and teachers would like to see more time spent with invention 
and prewriting -seeing arrangement and style as not so much a vehicle 
of persuasion, but a tool for discovery. Furthermore, we think, the occu
pants of this camp might be suspicious of the notion of synonymy: after all, 
if a writer sees a text as being semantically stable, why would she want to 
revise it? Revising of semantically stable content - that is, revising that 
has as its goal "effective expression"- might be better termed "editing." 
Real revision involves major change in the meaning and direction of a 
piece of writing -and in the thinking of the writer. 

This split between "process" theories, we think, is an important one to 
see. Although we don't have space here to develop the implications of the 
split, suffice it to say that the "Aristotelian rhetoric" might be seen as a 
rhetoric of doing things (accomplishing, effectively, semantic and rhetori
cal intentions), while the "new rhetoric" might be seen as a rhetoric of 
cooperatively learning things (discovering, through writing, what was not 
known at the beginning). We suspect that such a dichotomy has long been 
submerged in all of our thinking about composition- and process- but 
that Hirsch's book, for many readers, has helped bring the dichotomy to 
the surface. 

But what sort of a position is it, exactly, that Hirsch takes in The 
Philosophy of Composition? And what is it about his position that has 
stimulated such intense political reaction? Perhaps it would be useful to 
consider the arrangement and emphasis of the book, and then its theoreti
cal contribution, before isolating those salient and controversial points 
that have provoked most of the critical response. 
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The Philosophy of Composition begins by differentiating written 
speech from oral speech, then asserts the stable character of written 
speech (the "grapholect," Hirsch calls it) by examining the history of 
written language and seeing in that history a progressive tendency toward 
a kind of normalized language. Next Hirsch introduces his concept of 
"relative readability": "I will start therefore with a definition of relative 
readability couched in the necessary comparative terms. Assuming that 
two texts convey the same meaning, the more readable text will take less 
time and effort to understand" (p. 85; emphasis in original). Because of the 
stable character of the grapholect and because there does exist a normal
ized and simplified written language, readers have learned to understand 
and process a more or less predictable, and desirable, style of writing. 
When a writer achieves such a style, then, her reader will have less trouble 
processing and storing the message: its relative readability will be greater. 
If this normative standardized style, Hirsch maintains, can be taught to 
students, chances are they will be more successful communicating with 
others. 

In "Stylistics and Synonymity"- a chapter in an earlier work, The Aims 
of Interpretation (1976)- Hirsch argues at length that underlying seman
tic propositions, or types, can be realized by different linguistic tokens. 
Although the complete synonymy of semantically similar linguistic forms 
is not always possible, Hirsch reminds us that synonymy is sometimes 
possible - especially when the reader and writer of the synonymous 
words or syntactic structures share in stipulating the meaning of those 
words and structures. For Hirsch, then, synonymy, in a writer/reader 
context, is possible. Unfortunately, Hirsch does not fully articulate this 
notion, and its implications, in The Philosophy of Composition. We say 
unfortunately because, in fact, much of his composition theory depends 
on the possibility of synonymy. It is because there exists such a thing as 
synonymy, he argues, that a writer can paraphrase an awkward passage 
into one that preserves the original semantic intention, but is more "rela
tively readable." For Hirsch, this process of paraphrasing in an effort to 
serve the needs of a reader constitutes revision. 

There follows, in Chapter 5, a thorough explanation and verification of 
the notion of relative readability: this impressive chapter surveys a good 
deal of psycholinguistic research on discourse processing. Hirsch cites a 
number of empirical studies that tested the reading time and comprehen
sion of subjects encountering various linguistic structures - and con
cludes the chapter by suggesting specific ways writing can be revised to 
make it more readable and comprehensible. He then moves on to consider 
the pedagogical implications of his philosophy, suggesting, finally, that a 
handbook like Strunk and White's Elements of Style (1959), whose max
ims "correlate very well with the psychological principles of relative read
ability" (p. 145), might be a valuable composition text. The composition 
teacher herself should focus on teaching students to write readable prose. 
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To use, again, speech-act jargon, Hirsch's emphasis seems to fall, mainly, 
on semantic uptake. 

One might wonder what it is, finally, that such a work contributes to our 
understanding of composition pedagogy. The answer is "Not much." 
Because style, really, is the focus of The Philosophy of Composition, 
Hirsch makes a few concrete suggestions about the kinds of editorial 
correction students should work on as they go through the process of 
writing. We sorted through the book and came up with, in the end, a 
relatively short list of prescriptions for achieving a "relatively readable" 
style: 

1. Keep your syntactic units short and simple. 

2. Try to choose the expected word or structure. 

3. Avoid ambiguity and unnecessary words. 

4. Keep related semantic units together. 

5. Avoid complicated, hierarchical syntax. 

6. Use thematic tags. (Avoid elegant variation.) 

7. Use proleptic devices (conjunctive adverbs, for instance). 

8. Make the paragraph the unit of composition. 

9. Vary your style. 

Thinking of these admonitions, we attempted to generate the kinds of 
problematical phrases and sentences (sentences because this is the level 
of discourse Hirsch seems most concerned with) that Hirsch and his 
students would probably worry about and attempt to revise: 

1. A big, lethargic, sleeping, unhappy, drunk old man ... (because 
of its burden on short-term memory, and the difficulty of reach
ing closure). 

2. On safari, the hunter crossed a geological uplift and came upon 
a pride of sleeping felines ... (because of the thwarting of 
lexical expectation). 

3. Margo, who was Wally's sister, was troubled, now alone and 
living in a run-down flat, by her turbulent past, her dreams 
filling with the faces of lost friends ... (because the related 
semantic components are not juxtaposed). 

4. Dry flies are favored by fishermen who regard themselves as 
purists, these elitists enjoying the skill of artfully presenting 
artificial patterns to unwary rainbows ... (because there are too 
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many thematic tags, too much elegant variation). 
5. The street-wise cop avoided going Into the Vesuvius Club 

without provocation. A superior ordered him to - and he had 
no choice ... (because of the lack of a proleptic device -like 
"however"). 

Of course, if this kind of sentence-level advice and focus was all there 
was to The Philosophy of Composition, most of us - whether in the 
Aristotelian camp or the new rhetoric camp- would probably dismiss the 
book as trivial. But there is more to Hirsch's book than a psycholinguistic 
justification for a handful of editing prescriptions. The Philosophy of 
Composition does, in fact, evince a philosophy, a position. And no doubt 
because of its extremism, this position has generated the outbreak of 
praise and censure that it has. 

Let's consider the salient and controversial features of Hirsch's philo
sophy- features of commission and omission. First, in terms of commis
sion, Hirsch tells us that there Is such a thing as a "grapholect," a stable 
and normalized form of communication. There Is such a thing as "relative 
readability," predicated on a strong belief in semantic synonymy. Our 
focus, as composition teachers, should be on helping students produce 
prose which is linear, which requires no backtracking on the part of the 
reader: in so saying, he asserts, really, a theory of reading: 

This implicit principle might be called the principle of linearity. 
So long as the reader can process what he reads without having to 
circle back and reread an earlier part of the text, then the writing is 
linear. It is writing that has not crossed over the boundary line into 
unreadability. Linearity determines that boundary line, and only 
rarely does a writer have communicative justification for stepping 
over it. (p. 136) 

Reading should be easy, semantic intentions readily accessible and clear. 
He implies that a writer's task is not to discover truth, but to make it clear: 

It follows from this that teaching methods will be effective to the 
extent that they teach students how to revise their prose to make it 
readable. The most efficient way of teaching revision principles 
will probably turn out to be the most efficient way of teaching 
composition .... The energy that a student expends in composing 
a first draft is diffused in several directions, all of them undoubt
edly instructive but not always efficient in improving his ability to 
produce effective prose. Contrariwise, the energy he expends in 
applying revision principles is very directly aimed at learning 
those principles and improving his productive schemata as a 
writer. (p. 162) 
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He implies that a writer comes to the act of writing with an already formed 
semantic intention. He implies that the most important stage of the com
posing process is the editorial stage (he calls it "revision") -and that we, 
as composition teachers, should attend more carefully to style than any
thing else: 

What the ideal teacher of composition does teach is a skill that 
enables his students to convey their meanings efficiently. (p. 87) 

And finally, in terms of omission, Hirsch says nothing at all about invention 
- about prewriting - and very little about arrangement. Nor does he 
mention the developmental implications of his philosophy: is there some 
stage during a writer's cognitive development when attention to editing, 
rather than invention and discovery, might be more beneficial? 

All of this does indeed seem like a philosophy of composition. And if the 
philosophy is examined carefully, it seems to share most with the Aristote
lian philosophy - or "camp" -that we identified earlier, though Hirsch 
does not align himself with Aristotle and though it pushes that philosophy 
to an extreme. Indeed, read in the light of our earlier discussion of the 
politics of composition theory, Hirsch's book can be seen as a position 
statement: "Writing is a matter of expressing a semantic intention that has 
already been formed"; since this is the case, "rhetoric" becomes a matter, 
again, of effective ("efficient" is Hirsch's usual word) choice from among a 
number of stylistic possibilities. Hirsch makes uptake and reader under
standing of the writer's intention more important than mutual exploration 
- and discovery. 

But there is, as we suggested earlier, another camp. We suggest, then, 
that it is because some composition theorists and teachers want students 
to use writing as a means of knowing- and learning- that Hirsch's book, 
in its extremism, uncovered and heightened the theoretical and political 
split at the bottom of modern thinking about composition. That such a split 
exists became obvious when reviews of Hirsch's book began to appear in 
print. These reviews clearly draw a line between two camps, and identify 
the occupants. 

II 

At least twenty-four reviews were published in response to Hirsh's The 
Philosophy of Composition. Eight of these apeared as "round robin 
reviews" in the Rhetoric Society Quarterly (RSQ) during 1978 and 1979. 
All of the reviewers hold two attitudes in common: they all consider The 
Philosophy of Composition an important book in light of current concern 
about the "literacy crisis." Moreover, they all applaud Hirsch's assumption 
that teaching composition is an intellectually serious business deserving 
serious concern and inquiry. But they also have some profound differen
ces, differences that reveal, roughly, the two theoretical stances - Aris-
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totelian and new-rhetorical - on which today's composition debates 
center, and which inform both composition pedagogy and research. 

Albert Kitzhaber, the author almost two decades ago of what was known 
as the Kitzhaber Report, the study of Dartmouth student writing abilities 
(Kitzhaber 1963), and today a professor at the University of Oregon, is 
representative of those who support Hirsch in his Aristotelian goals for the 
teaching of composition. Reacting to a claim that Hirsch makes that 
composition should be divorced from rhetoric, Kitzhaber claims that 
Hirsch can argue this only by using the word "rhetoric" in an extremely 
narrow sense, and that, in fact, The Philosophy of Composition is always 
rhetorical: "Readability is a rhetorical concept" (Kitzhaber 1978R: 152). As 
Kitzhaber progresses in his arguments for calling Hirsch's theory a rhetor
ical theory, he reveals his own assumption about what constitutes rhe
toric: rhetoric is "the concern for making things as clear to the reader and 
as easy to comprehend as the subject matter will permit" (152). He sees as 
a "key point" Hirsch's agreement with Louis Milic (1965) that in the com
position class, style and content must be separable or else there is nothing 
to teach. In other words, Kitzhaber, like Hirsch, sees composition as the 
teaching of effective stylistic choices for an already given content -
clearly an Aristotelian position. And indeed, Kitzhaber mourns Hirsch's 
scant treatment of Aristotle when, in fact, Aristotelian rhetoric "under
girds" Hirsch's theory. 

What we are calling the Aristotelian position is further clarified by two 
other Rhetoric Society Quarterly reviewers, Richard Dillman and Carroll 
Arnold, when they compare Hirsch's The Philosophy of Composition to 
George Campbell's Philosophy of Rhetoric (1776). Both theories are what 
Dillman calls "managerial theories of rhetoric," concerned mainly with 
managing material in order to manage an audience. Too, both theories are 
psychological theories of rhetoric - with reference to the psychology of 
the audience, that is, not the writer - and are concerned, as such, with 
using what we know about cognition to develop methods for making 
prose, oral or written, more effective and more easily processed (Dillman 
1979R). Arnold qualifies his basically positive review of The Philosophy of 
Composition by criticizing Hirsch for not extending his view of "audience" 
beyond the concept of a "universal audience." "Relative readability for 
whom?" he asks, claiming that writers must make effective choices relative 
not only to their semantic intentions, but also relative to their audiences, 
who differ according to '"purpose, interest, experience, and the like" 
(Arnold 1978R: 108). However, Arnold asks Hirsch to expand his theory, 
not change its premises, which he agrees with. He, like Dillman, believes 
that the value of The Philosophy of Composition is not that it suggests 
anything new, but that it supports the managerial, psychological theory of 
rhetoric with the findings of current research in psycholinguistics, thus 
providing a "useful resource for the profession and an important service" 
(Dillman 1979R: 96). 
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Although Hirsch's theory does exist within the rhetorical tradition of 
Aristotle and Campbell, it also follows quite naturally from his own herme
neutic theory. In Validity in Interpretation (1967) and The Aims of Interpre
tation (1976), he showed his concern for the authority (literally: authority) 
of interpretation. There, as we've already mentioned, he based his theory 
on the possibility of synonymy, arguing that interpretation is the act of 
uncovering and reporting the author's semantic intentions, intentions that 
are irrelevant to linguistic form and that can thus be paraphrased - in an 
act of interpretation- without changing meaning. To develop a composi
tion theory, Hirsch simply reverses the process: he grants students the 
authority and prior knowledge of their semantic intentions; then, as a 
theoretician and researcher, his goal is to determine what sorts of para
phrases will make these semantic intentions most readable- and thus 
most effective. And hence, as a teacher, his goal is to teach particular, 
discrete "skills" -strategies of syntactical arrangement and coherence
that promote readability. Such a pedagogy Wallace Douglas, in his review 
in College English, calls the "Learn to Write" pedagogy (Douglas 1978R: 
91 ). It has two basic assumptions: that students, indeed all writers, know 
their intentions; and that there is a closed set of skills that we can teach 
students to use in producing prose for particular situations. 

But, as we have been suggesting, there is another writing theory- the 
new rhetoric - and another associated pedagogy - what one might call 
the "Write to Learn" theory. The "Creed" for the Write to Learn theorists is 
found in Janet Emig's article, "Writing as a Mode of Learning" (1977), 
which proposes that writing can be used not only to express ideas but to 
explore them, to discover meanings and ideas that would otherwise 
remain inchoate, unstructured, unthought. Her claim is that writing is 
iconographic and constructive: it is capable of representing and freezing 
ideas for consideration. Emig's review of Hirsch in RSQ (1978R), not 
surprisingly, is hostile: she mounts a vociferous attack, criticizing Hirsch's 
theory, his research methods, his lack of bibliography, his chutzpah at 
daring to intrude on a field he's not trained in, and, most importantly, his 
emphasis on products, not processes. She calls him "anachronistic," his 
book "a step backward," and suggests that his background as a literary 
critic underlies his approach: he is trained to deal with finished artifacts 
and their processing, not their production. 

Emig's hostility, it seems to us, has its justifications. Certainly she is one 
of the foremost composition theorists and researchers around -and has 
been since she published The Composing Processes of Twelfth Graders 
(1971). Yet Hirsch, who makes such a large plea for the importance of 
using research, doesn't even mention her - she doesn't even get a 
footnote. Such an omission is as bad as writing about point of view without 
mentioning Henry James, or writing about twentieth century poetry and 
not mentioning T.S. Eliot. One wonders whether this omission is inten
tional or not -and what is its meaning: Does Hirsch completely disap
prove of Emig? Did he not fully research his subject? Or was he just so 
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caught up in his own theory that he felt no need to explore or refute any 
alternatives? 

Considering Hirsch's emphasis on intentions, it is not surprising that 
Monroe Beardsley, one of the authors of "The Intentional Fallacy," is 
another critical reviewer of The Philosophy of Composition. Beardsley 
(1978R) refuses to accept Hirsch's equation of meaning with intention, 
claiming that meaning lies in the words, regardless of intention. What most 
concerns Beardsley is the question of revision. Where Hirsch claims that 
revision never changes meaning, Beardsley claims that it always does 
-that two versions may say the same thing in part, but that something 
must be different; otherwise they'd be "copies," not "revisions." For 
Beardsley, to teach students to revise is not to have them rewrite their 
intentions more clearly, but to have them discover what their words might 
mean. In some cases, those words may not mean what the student 
thought they mean. Argues Beardsley: "to convince the student that he 
should make changes is to convince him that he said something he did not 
realize he said, something that jars with what he also said (but with more 
prominence and emphasis), or else that he failed to say something he 
thought he had said" (Beardsley 1978R: 111 ). Thus, if the teacher and 
student are successful, the revised text will not be synonymous with the 
original. And by adding some meanings and deleting others, the writer will 
get the paper's meanings to "cooperate rather than conflict" (112). 

Other reviewers, such as George Yoos, a language philosopher, critic
ize Hirsch's view of intention as limited, arguing not, as Beardsley does, 
that intention is irrelevant, but that intention must be divided into two 
kinds, semantic and pragmatic. Applying this theory to composition, he 
believes that students must be taught to make decisions based on prag
matic intentions- and that these pragmatic decisions will cause semantic 
intentions to change. Thus the writer, in the process of figuring out how to 
do what she wants to do with her prose, will learn things she didn't know 
-or intend - before. Hence, composition pedagogy must include not 
only methods for teaching stylistic choices; it must also include methods 
for the "formation" of intentions, both semantic and pragmatic (Yoos 
1978R: 62). 

No doubt Emig, Beardsley, and Yoos would find, in another context, 
much to disagree upon. But as pedagogical theorists of composition, they 
share one basic assumption- that writing is not merely a matter of finding 
the most effective way of saying something; it is a way of discovering what 
one wants to say. For Emig, all writing is a process of discovery about the 
self and the world; for Beardsley, revision leads to discovery about lan
guage; and for Yoos, the decisions about context, purpose, and audience 
result in discoveries about semantic intentions. 

The differences between the two opposed theories about composition 
are revealed, not only in their respective pedagogies, but in the sort of 
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research each group supports. One of Hirsch's major hopes is that 
research will be able to provide us with certainties about the teaching of 
composition, and, as evidenced by what research he chooses to consider 
and omit in The Philosophy of Composition, he holds very definite ideas 
about what this research ought to look like: 

1. Research should be large-scale. 

2. Research should be quantitative, modelled after the "hard 
sciences." 

3. Research into the processing (reading) of written products is at 
least as valid as research into the composing process. 

These assumptions logically follow from his theories of interpretation and 
composition. For if students already know their intentions and need only to 
find out how to express them, then we need to find out which, among 
"synonymous" expressions, are most effective. And if to teach writing is to 
teach a set of skills, then we must conduct enough quantitative research to 
develop a catalogue of that closed set, a catalogue that is not arbitrary but 
statistically proven. 

The research, then, that most interests Hirsch is psycholinguistic 
research that studies how quickly and easily readers process discourse. 
William Benzon, while approving of Hirsch's assumptions and research 
concerns, points out in his review for MLN that the research Hirsch draws 
upon is not yet fully accepted and that, indeed, the fields of linguistics, 
psycholinguistics, and cognitive psychology are deeply divided, "a situa
tion characteristic of scientifically immature disciplines" (Benzon 1978R: 
1084). Benzon, therefore, believes that Hirsch is overly optimistic when he 
claims that we will achieve "authoritative knowledge" about composition 
teaching in the next decade, although he does believe that Hirsch is on the 
right track. 

But is he on the only track? As of 1977, psycholinguistic research mostly 
involved the processing of single sentences or pairs of sentences. Such 
research cannot, probably, tell us much about the composing process, 
where speed may not necessarily be a positive factor, where the process 
may be far more recursive than linear, and where sentences must arise from 
a context and then cohere, somehow, with all surrounding sentences. 
Although psycholinguists, according to Ellen Nold in her review (1978R), 
are now expanding their explorations to include the study of larger units of 
discourse, it is still not entirely clear whether such research can ever 
sufficiently substantiate a theory of composition. As Richard Ohmann 
points out, Hirsch "derives 'ought' from 'is,'" adducing a normative value of 
what prose ought to look like from research whose goals are merely des
criptive. (Ohmann 1980R: 165). Even if one were to subscribe to Hirsch's 
belief that a high degree of relative readability should be prescribed for all 
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prose, the research supporting relative readability could have only limited 
use. It might, perhaps, tell us what to have students strive for, but it won't tell 
us how we should help them get there. For Hirsch and for other Aristoteli
ans, this is not a problem. The way to "get there" is to learn to use markers of 
readable prose- proleptic devices, thematic tags, uncomplicated syntax, 
etc. 

The new rhetoricians argue, on the other hand, that the process of 
"getting there" is not merely the learning of discrete skills. Marlene Scarda
malia and Carl Bereiter point out in the Harvard Educational Review that 
research (by Bracewell and Scardamalia, among others) shows that stu
dents may be able to describe linguistic devices but still not be able to 
produce them (Scardamalia and Bereiter 1979R: 117). Whether this inability 
is due to the students' lack of learning or the students' stage of cognitive 
development is unclear. The only way to find out, however, will be through 
studying writers, not readers. 

Research on writers may take a variety of approaches. These approaches, 
however, share a common assumption - that research should be essen
tially inductive, proceeding, mainly, from data about the production of 
prose, rather than deductive, proceeding from theories about the process
ing of prose. For example, Donald Freeman suggests in the Chronicle of 
Higher Education that we need to take a closer look at the papers of 
students, whose difficulties are often more diverse and complex than Hirsch 
suggests, before we decide on a procedure for helping students solve their 
writing problems (Freeman 1978R). We won't find writers' problems by 
deducing from readers' problems, but only by amassing evidence from 
student papers and using error analysis to categorize student errors. 

Another form of research about writers involves the investigation of the 
strategies of actual writers as they write to discover meaning. And because 
such strategies are very complicated, and because they are often idiosyn
cratic, large-scale research is inappropriate. Instead, the new rhetoricians 
opt for small-scale case studies, or protocol analyses, of a few writers, such 
as Emig performed in her landmark study, The Composing Processes of 
Twelfth Graders (1971). Hirsch completely ignores this area of research, 
preferring to build his theory on- and model his research after- research 
in the sciences, which seeks to make universal claims derived from a large 
data base, rather than research in the humanities, which tends to examine 
fewer human enterprises, but in more depth. 

We believe that all sorts of research should be undertaken, and that it 
would be unwise not to explore writing and writing pedagogy from all 
different perspectives. However, economics sometimes intervenes: to con
duct research requires money. And as funds available to the humanities 
continue to decrease, competition for these funds will, inevitably, increase. 
The debate between the Aristotelians and the new rhetoricians is not merely 
a debate over who is right - it is a debate over who will be funded. 
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Currently, the tendency is to support large-scale quantitative research: it is 
a lot easier to evaluate the results of research when those results are in 
columns of numbers than when those results are a pile of student drafts. 

The two groups are competing on another level as well: amidst the 
concern for the "literacy crisis" of the 80's, people are looking to the 
composition profession for solutions to our students' writing and commun
ication problems. Who will be our spokesperson? Or at least, which group 
will the public take as the authority? Hirsch's book, it seems to us, may be 
seen as a bid for that position. As some of the most recent reviewers (Bizzell 
and Herzberg,1980R; Ohmann 1980R) have pointed out, under the guise of 
using empirical and historical evidence to derive "constants" that "will rise 
above ideology," Hirsch has written an ideological treatise. Certainly, as the 
author of several influential books, Hirsch speaks as a figure of authority. 
Moreover, he speaks in an authoritative tone: as George Yoos points out, 
The Philosophy of Composition sounds as though it came out of a graduate 
seminar, its author an expert dispensing wisdom. The book itself seems 
remarkably scholarly, full of historical background and documented 
research. And for these reasons, it may mislead some people- those less 
familiar with the issues in composition theory and research - into taking 
his title seriously, into believing the book actually represents THE philo
sophy of composition, though Hirsch himself is aware of the irony of the 
title. Gary Tate, long active in composition theory, believes that Hirsch, with 
his emphasis on relative readability rather than invention, has wasted a lot of 
his time on a "minor problem" in the teaching of writing, and that the 
problem with The Philosophy of Composition is that it "is not concerned 
with what is most important in our discipline" (Tate 1980R: 104). Speaking 
to this concern that Hirsch's book is misdirected, Emig writes, "Hirsch's 
book will have an impact, but for the wrong reasons" (1978R: 145). And, 
says Susan Miller in College Composition and Communication, because 
The Philosophy of Composition is so persuasive, "readers must remain alert 
to its limitations, which are severe and, in the end, disquieting" (1979R: 104). 

Their concern, of course, is that with a title like The Philosophy of 
Composition on the cover and a name like E. D. Hirsch on the title page, the 
book will recommend itself as a "quick fix" to people not directly involved in 
composition. Is this anxiety well-founded? That's difficult to say. But if the 
reviews are any indication, it is. For the most positive reviews of The 
Philosophy of Composition appear in journals that do not focus on compo
sition - Prairie Schooner, Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, Lan
guage and Style. These reviewers are pleased by Hirsch's book because of 
its scholarliness and because, as the Prairie Schooner reviewer put it, "it will 
raise the level of discourse about composition" (Brookes 1978R: 197), a 
remark that leads one to wonder just what the reviewer has read. No doubt, 
too, the practical suggestions made by Hirsch are so conservative, so 
familiar - the reviewers themselves probably were taught to write using 
Elements of Style - that they ask no "outsider" to make any significant 
changes in his or her thinking about composition. 
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In contrast, within the composition field we find, as we've suggested, 
responses that are far more mixed, far less homogeneous. Reviewers use 
their reviews to clarify their perspectives on composition. And because of 
this, although we hope that no composition outsider will read Hirsch's book 
as what it might seem to be- THE philosophy- we do think that reading 
the reviews along with the book will provide any interested outsider with a 
knowledge of what the issues in teaching composition today are. And for 
those of us already engaged in the world of composition and composition 
controversy, the reviews of The Philosophy of Composition should help us 
realize where we stand among the current positions, and oppositions, 
occupied by composition theori.sts, pedagogists, and researchers. 
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REVIEW ARTICLE 

Humanism False and True: 
George Dillon's Theory of Composition 

George L. Dillon, Constructing Texts: Elements of a Theory of Composi
tion and Style. Indiana Univ. Pres. 1981. Pp. 199 + xvii. $17.50. 

1 have taught writing for some years. At times I want to forget how many 
courses I have developed and how often I have taught them. My col
leagues feel the same way about their teaching, I suspect; writing instruc
tion wearies teachers. We proceed empirically: do what works; learn from 
our mistakes; tinker constantly with our courses. We pirate paper topics 
reputed to produce nothing but clearly argued, grammatically perfect 
essays. We endlessly exchange teaching techniques. We read composi
tion research, hoping to find something useful. Then we enter our class
rooms naked and alone to face our freshmen, fumbling with our notes, 
afraid. 

We are afraid because we cannot quite decide what we are doing. Many 
of my colleagues write effectively; some of them, beautifully. But we 
disagree on what constitutes good writing. We agree less about how to 
teach it. As James Kinneavy argued in A Theory of Discourse, our field 
languishes in Kuhn's preparadigm period: "there has not yet been erected 
a comprehensive system of the discipline which has received some gen
eral acceptance and which could serve as a framework for research, futher 
speculation, innovation, even repudiation" (1971:2). We are at sea; and 
many of us, I think, long for that comprehensive theory of composition to 
order our discipline in some principled fashion and thus make our teach
ing more effective. 

Kinneavy clearly wished to organize our "chaotic" field. A Theory of 
Discourse attempted "to bring together, in a systematic framework, var
ious approaches to the teaching of composition from classical to contem
porary sources," "to present a coherent and unified view of the field of 
English," and to offer "a hierarchy of importance for matters in the field of 

[Centrum, 2:1 (Spring 1982), pp. 61-72.] 
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composition around which considerable debate has raged traditionally 
and recently" (ix). Had Kinneavy's program succeeded, E. D. Hirsch would 
not have been moved in The Philosophy of Composition to lament "the 
lack of direction in our teaching and research." "We are beset," he con
tinues, "by conflicting ideologies which confuse us and hamper progress 
in both domains" (1977:3). 

Ideological commitments mar Kinneavy's theory, which, according to 
the author of a recent "retrospective" on A Theory of Discourse, is "unsa
tisfactory for many who teach composition, largely because he fails to 
account adequately for rhetorical choices and composing processes." In 
addition, "his categories are static and his approach is too closely tied to 
literary criticism to be helpful in composition" (O'Banion 1982:196).1 

Hirsch's controversial book has received similar criticisms, which Kleine 
and Liebman (1983) review. 

The subtitle of Constructing Texts indicates that like Kinneavy and 
Hirsch, George Dillon wishes to treat composition theoretically. Although 
Dillon cogently attacks what he considers the inhumane influence of the 
psycholinguistic presuppositions that undergird Hirsch's philosophy of 
composition, his own theory disappoints because it construes its huma
nistic foundations too narrowly. Dillon claims that "current models of 
language processing do not adequately characterize the experience of 
reading; they are reductionistic, and the attempt to base a theory of prose 
composition on them can only produce significant omissions and distor
tions" (162). Psycholinguists and discourse processing experts, who Dil
lon believes "exert a strong ... and ... sinister ... appeal to teachers of 
composition" because they appear to lend the prestige of modern empiri
cal science to what must remain an inherently humanistic discipline, make 
four erroneous assumptions that particularly must be avoided: "reading is 
like listening, and writing like speaking"; "reading proceeds bottom-to
top"; "each unit of discourse should be self-contained and self
explanatory"; and "reading basically extracts propositional content" (1 ). 

E. D. Hirsch "clearly, consistently, and tenaciously embraces all four of 
these assumptions" (1 ). He typifies those composition teachers who 
equate good prose with efficient prose, who believe that they can "more 
easily defend a university-wide requirement in composition if they claim to 
teach practical skills and save their esthetic tastes and interests for litera
ture classes," who feel that composition "sells better to many students if 
[they] abjure all estheticism and elitism of taste and sensibility"- who, in 
short, have made a "pact with the practical devil" (162). 

Dillon assails the psycholinguists on methodological grounds. They 
cannot analyze adequately the higher-order processing strategies readers 
use to understand extended stretches of discourse- or the mechanics of 
reading any fairly long, complicated piece of prose (e.g., skimming, retro
gressions)- because their rudimentary experimental techniques permit 
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them to use only short, vapid passages displayed seriatim. They fail to 
consider the permanence of the text and its spatial orientation. They 
reduce reading to listening and invoke a notion similar to that of channel 
limitations on the auditory apparatus to explain human text processing. 
Thus the psycholinguistic account of reading produces the notion of the 
"needy reader," to whom writers must spoonfeed prose designed to be 
processed most efficiently with channel limitations factored in. Much 
confusion results from the conflation, motivated by the constraints of an 
infant empirical discipline, of reading with listening, and concomitantly, of 
writing with speaking. 

Dillon also objects to the assumption that readers process texts bottom
up instead of top-down. This fallacy originates in school: we first learn to 
read single words; simple sentences precede complex ones; sentence 
sense is learned before paragraph sense. Nevertheless, "discourse con
text gives top-down guidance in the perceptions of sentences: it enables 
readers to project expectations about where the sentence is going and to 
look for words and phrases that refer to things under discussion and are 
likely to be coming next" (6). 

Throughout this discussion, Dillon offers much practical advice to 
composition teachers. He demonstrates that instructors may damage 
remedial writers if they teach them the building-blocks approach to mas
tery of extended discourse and warns against enthusiasms for particular 
sentence-types. For example, preferences for the cumulative sentence or 
the actor-action clausal style (advocated by Francis Christensen and 
Joseph Williams, respectively) stem from the view that readers process 
sentences without reference to their context. But as Dillon shows, "it is 
usually possible to build a motivating context around an apparently con
voluted sentence" (7). 

Conversely, when a sentence or group of sentences- a "snippet"- is 
removed from its context, some of its features may appear unmotivated. 
An author like Hirsch who rewrites snippets to make them work more 
effectively on their own causes them to become (apparently) more moti
vated, more self-explanatory. Returned to their proper context, however, 
the snippets become unreadable because they now contain extraneous 
information already supplied by the surrounding text, as Dillon shows with 
examples from the work of Hirsch and others. Put more simply, Dillon 
makes a strong case against composition theorists who omit a larger 
discourse context when they discuss the relative effectiveness of certain 
verbal units; they prove their points mostly by legerdemain. Dillon's 
"snippet paradox" arises from the psycholinguists' third fallacious 
assumption -that each unit of discourse should be self-contained and 
self-explanatory. Actual texts reflect a different reality. 

Finally, processors of actual, not ersatz, texts do not read only to extract 
propositional content; psycholinguistic researchers assume this only as a 
methodological convenience, since they require subjects to retrieve from 
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texts concrete and easily verifiable data. But as Dillon notes, common 
experience proves that people read for additional purposes. In short, "if we 
abstract 'conveying propositional content' as the common property of 
written discourses, we get a woefully impoverished notion of discourse as 
a human communicative act" (15; original emphasis). 

The four mistaken assumptions in the psycholinguistic account of 
human discourse processing are sinister, according to Dillon, because all 
pretend to be grounded in biology, pure and simple: 

Good writing, or style, is viewed as a property of sentences them
selves, based on human psychological mechanisms and ulti
mately on biology. Good writing is writing that allows intake 
(extraction) of propositional content with the least effort on the 
reader's part. The rules of good writing can then be viewed as 
grounded in nature, and any anxiety that what the composition 
instructor teaches may be arbitrary and picayune, not to mention 
classist and sexist, can be laid to rest. 'Writing' becomes a teach
able skill and English composition a technology. (17-18) 

Dillon's deft demolition of the psycholinguistic model of discourse 
processing, advanced most notably in composition research by E.D. 
Hirsch, merits careful consideration. It contributes much to composition 
theory and practice. Dillon himself argues "that written discourses are 
governed by diverse and complex conventions, and that bad writing is a 
failure to meet a significant number of the reader's expectations"; that 
"'composition' is not a skill separate from personal, social and ethical 
implications, and it should not be taught as if it were" (18; original empha
sis). According to his constructivist model, readers do not extract mean
ings already embedded in a text. Rather, guided by conventions that 
represent the shared discourse expectations of readers and writers, "they 
engage (e.g., scan, study, reread) texts for whatever purposes they may 
have and with whatever knowledge, values, and preoccupations they 
bring to it" [the meaning of the text) (xi). Finally, Dillon replaces the "needy 
reader" with "the model (or implied) reader of current literary and semiotic 
theory" (163) and concludes that composition ought to be reoriented 
along more "humanistic" lines: 

The teaching of composition should concentrate on writing as a 
mode of interaction, not as transmission of facts or presentation 
of material. The writer's fundamental need is the ability to project 
the experience of readers so that she or he can judge how much to 
say and how to say it, when to reintroduce an item. when to use a 
demonstrative or personal pronoun, what can (or should) be 
treated as Known. how to influence and specify the interpretation 
of words and figures, and so on. (164) 

In short, Dillon's theory of composition appears to be reader-based rather 
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than text-based. Since discourse consists of "intentional communicative 
acts directed by one human toward others" (19), composition instructors 
who use Dillon's approach should link as much as possible "correction or 
comment on student writing ... to the real experience of real readers" 
(164). 

Dillon's general theory of composition makes sense to me, and many of 
my colleagues favor similar audience-based approaches to composition. 
Unfortunately, when Dillon particularizes his theoretical statements, he 
struggles to justify the teaching of a type of writing - the traditional, 
belletristic expository essay - far removed from the real experience of 
real student readers, thus contradicting his general pronouncements. He 
claims only to want to "use the expository essay as a reference point for 
understanding and evaluating other kinds of writing courses" (xiii) but 
never explains how he intends to do this. In fact, he rarely mentions other 
kinds of writing courses or genres of prose composition other than the 
expository essay. But composition courses and genres involving real
world writing exemplify the interaction between actual writers and actual 
readers. 

Instead, Dillon valorizes the expository essay and excludes, by commis
sion and omission, other types of writing from composition instruction. 
His writing assignments -like "The Type of Person I Am" (29)- generate 
only expository essays. He is "frankly suspicious of ... vocationalism" (xiii) 
and differentiates his illustrative models of "excellent, complex, literary 
prose" from "simpler and more ephemeral workaday writing" (xvi). And his 
choice of model prose extracts - to which he devotes more than a 
hundred pages of analysis- provides more evidence to confirm his bias 
toward the expository essay as the paradigmatic, unmarked case of writ
ten discourse and as the form of writing the conventions of which students 
must learn. (Dillon does examine, but far too infrequently, portions of 
student expository essays.) Like Kinneavy and Hirsch, throughout his 
analyses Dillon seems to be more interested in literary or stylistic scrutiny 
than in producing, by fleshing out his general theory, a detailed, principled 
account of how one human being writes to another; all three composition 
theorists indulge in long stretches of what used to be called explication de 
texte. 

Much of Constructing Texts purports to examine how the conventions 
of the expository essay are supposed to determine its author's stylistic 
choices. Dillon treats in separate chapters ideas of order, paragraph 
development, and punctuation; specificity, reference, and "elegant" varia
tion; focus, emphasis, and flow of information; subordination; and the role 
of word sense, literal and figurative. He uses extracts by George A. Miller, 
Rachel Carson, and Edith Hamilton and portions of Johnson's "Preface to 
Shakespeare," Arnold's "The Function of Criticism at the Present Time," 
and Macaulay's essays on Milton and Dryden. Professors of English 
conscripted to teach freshman composition may find these extended 
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stylistic analyses interesting; after all, they are paid to perform similar feats 
on similar texts. But they contribute little to a theory of composition. First, 
Dillon's explanations often seem contrived. Authors of expository essays 
in particular often do not make stylistic choices as purposively as he would 
have it, always considering audience expectations (for usually they have 
only an amorphous, hypothetical audience to consider). They do so 
unconsciously; because they are rushed, sick, or don't care; on the basis 
of euphony and cadence; in imitation of other writers working in other 
languages (e.g., Montaigne, French; Cicero, Latin). Dillon takes no 
account of these or other factors. And he tends to belabor simple points. 
Consider him on the following passage from Samuel Johnson: 

This, therefore, is the praise of Shakespeare, that his 
drama is the mirror of life; that he who has mazed his 
imagination in following phantoms which other writers 
raise up before him, may here by cured of his delirious 
ecstasies by reading human sentiments in human lan
guage, by scenes from which a hermit may estimate the 
transactions of the world and a confessor predict the 
progress of the passions. 

The words hermit and confessor repay attention, though the 
content, I suppose, gets through without it. To take the last 
clauses as advocating the inclusion of Shakespeare in the educa
tion of the religious would be flat-footed: the property of hermits 
that is relevant here derives from their withdrawal from the world, 
from which we may infer lack of experience with life in the social 
world (this, of course, is not always the case with hermits, some of 
whom presumably have acquired an exact and detailed knowl
edge of these matters in choosing to abandon the world) - it is, 
however, the way hermits are to be viewed in order to interpret the 
sentence as maximally summarizing what has gone before .... 
Readers do not, and perhaps need not, always carry interpretation 
this far- attention is not always repaid -but students should be 
shown that such attention can be obtained from readers if it is 
cultivated. (151-152) 

Johnson's use of "hermit" seems straightforward. Yet Dillon's explication 
grinds on, saying little. And unfortunately for a writer so manifestly con
cerned with style, Dillon writes murkily here and elsewhere in his book. His 
second sentence particularly lacks grace: "from their withdrawal from the 
world, from which we may infer" will offend most ears; and the disposition 
of the entire sentence, with its colon, parentheses, and dash, cannot have 
been planned with a projected audience in mind. 

More important, during many of his stylistic analyses Dillon gets so 
engrossed in the text per se that he forgets to say much about how a model 
writer's projections about audience expectations have influenced his or 
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her verbal choics. Dillon's work appears directed away from an analysis of 
true human interaction and focuses on the text itself, not on how an 
audience might construe that text. In the "Preface to Shakespeare" exam
ple, for instance, Dillon says nothing concerning what Johnson knew 
about his audience, who constituted that audience, how Johnson knew 
what his audience knew and thus made stylistic choices based on his 
projections of their expectations. Not to mention how Dillon knows what 
Johnson knew about what his audience knew. 

So although Dillon invokes the notions of reader expectations and 
textual conventions to buttress his argument in various parts of his book, 
he says nothing concerning any of the ways in which mutual expectations, 
and ultimately conventions, originate and operate in human groups.2 In 
other words, Dillon does not push his theory far enough. That writers 
make stylistic choices based on audience expectations is now a common
place of literary theory. But to explain precisely how writers see into the 
minds of their readers in order to determine what they should write would 
advance significantly our knowledge of one aspect of the composing 
process. Finally, little of Dillon's work on the texts of the literary figures 
could be used in an actual composition classroom; students would not 
have, nor should they be expected to have, the requisite background to 
understand Dillon's analyses. So while Dillon purports to be constructing 
a theory of composition and style, he really busies himself with "doing 
literature" in a most traditional way, just as Kinneavy and Hirsch do in 
substantial portions of their books. 

Dillon's choice of the expository essay as the primary means by which 
to convey to students an audience-based composition theory perplexes 
me on other grounds as well. Dillon acknowledges that the expository 
essay does not typify written discourse and is alien to most students' 
experience: "By convention, the expository essay is unsituated to an 
extreme degree: the reader and writer do not know each other, communi
cate only via the written page, and are not members of any special group" 
(24). It is no wonder, as Dillon also admits, that students often fail egre
giously when asked to write it. So Dillon faces a painful dilemma: he 
wishes to teach students that writing depends on human interaction, yet 
champions a mode of composition the context-free nature of which disal
lows, by his own admission, much interaction between author and 
audience because it addresses no one in particular, is scattershot to a 
hetereogeneous audience. On the other hand, his bias toward the exposi
tory essay blinds him to the pedagogical value of other types of writing 
-the "workaday writing" he contrasts to "literary" prose- with which he 
easily could demonstrate his principles to students. 

An example illustrates my point. Dillon admits- and I agree- that "the 
various types of written discourse are unsituated to various degrees" (24). 
If this is true, and if the expository essay stands at the outer limit of 
unsituatedness as Dillon claims, then it makes sense to teach students to 
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write more situated discourse before they encounter the context-free 
expository essay so dear to Dillon. Now, much "workaday" prose is quite 
situated. Fori nstance, consider this scenario. Margaret Wilson, a personal 
banker, writes a memorandum to her boss Samantha Johnson suggesting 
some changes in the way the bank handles mortgages. Ms. Johnson 
replies by asking Ms. Wilson to develop her ideas more fully in the form of 
a proposal report. Wilson writes the proposal. Johnson replies with 
another memorandum, authorizing Wilson to implement her plan. Wilson 
does, and submits a progress report to her superior. She receives a letter 
of commendation from Johnson. 

In this example, both parties adhere to many conventions that resemble 
those of the expository essay- those that Dillon covers in Constructing 
Texts: e.g., focus, emphasis, and flow of information; specificity and 
reference; ideas of order, paragraph development, and punctuation. All 
these things seem like properties of most written discourses, not of the 
expository essay alone. For instance, most memoranda are punctuated 
according to general rules of English usage, which patently are not spe
cific to the expository essay. And the flow of information in a proposal 
report- the interplay of Given and New information- is determined just 
as it is in Dillon's account of the conventions of the expository essay: by 
the writer's inferences about what the audience knows and does not. But 
in the case of the proposal report- and in many other types of mundane 
writing -writers' calculations about audiences are based not on "projec
tions" about a hypothetical audience, as Dillon would have it, but on actual 
knowledge of audience preferences and expectations based on past expe
rience of that audience in the real world. 

In my banking scenario, for example, Wilson might know from pre
viously having written texts to her superior that Johnson likes terse prose 
with short sentences and paragraphs, so she adapts her style to this mode; 
that Johnson knows a great deal about mortgages, so that she need not 
define technical terms; that Johnson likes to see the logical progression of 
a report made explicit, so she uses many transitional markers. Thus 
Wilson meets Johnson's needs in her text in roughly the same manner that 
people carry on ordinary conversations - by employing probablistic 
inference-making strategies based on real-world knowledge. And these 
needs are not those of the "needy" reader who because of cognitive 
limitations on the text-processing apparatus must be spoonfed informa
tion. They are instead the needs of real human beings involved in personal, 
social, and ethical activity. Furthermore, Wilson might get feedback from 
Johnson -either explicitly in the form of praise or criticisms of her work, 
or by inference - from Johnson's written responses to her texts with 
which she can make more calculations about Johnson's discourse expec
tations and thus further modify her own writing. 

Again, this feedback mechanism resembles that employed in conversa
tion; therefore, students find the model of human interaction in written 
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discourse I have presented in my example convincing, since it has strong 
analogues to their own experience of discoursing. Also, the model permits 
the use of pedagogical tools like role-playing much more easily than does 
Dillon's account of supposed interaction between writer and reader in the 
expository essay. I know from long experience that in group writing 
conferences, students can play the parts of Margaret Wilson and Saman
tha Johnson, or other real-world writers and readers chosen from their 
own lives and represented in their papers, much more accurately - and 
willingly- than the roles of members of the amorphous audience of the 
expository essay. Or for that matter, the roles of Martin Wilson and Samuel 
Johnson as reader and writer of an eighteenth-century, belletristic critical 
essay. 

Finally, just as authors of expository essays are, writers of "practical" 
prose are guided by the local conventions of the types of discourse they 
are writing. In my example, the memorandum, proposal report, letter, and 
progress report each has its own form, its own internal logic, its own 
constraints on what one can write. For instance, since a proposal report 
may be in some cases construed as a legally binding contract if accepted, 
its writer must be extremely careful to specify exactly and with particular 
attention to the smallest detail what kind of products the proposal, if 
implemented, will produce.3 Therefore, "workaday" writing cannot be less 
complex than the "literary" prose Dillon analyzes, since it operates accord
ing to a set of powerful conventions analagous to those that control the 
expository essay. 

In short, the "workaday" writing of my example does three things the 
expository essay cannot that makes it fit Dillon's general composition 
theory better than the expository essay. First, each text in my example 
precipitates action from an audience; writer and reader truly interact in this 
case. Second, in each instance the writer has the opportunity minutely to 
adjust everything in her text to meet the human needs of a reader with 
whom she is acquainted; thus, students who do assignments involving 
practical writing are bound to learn that composition is mode of interac
tion inextricably linked to human personal, social, and ethical activity. 
Whereas Dillon says of the expository essay, "it does not seek to engage 
the reader in a course of action ... but rather in a process of reflection" 
(23). Where no one takes action, there can be no Interaction. Writer and 
reader of the expository essay remain locked into separate universes; only 
in rare cases do they interact (a reader of an expository essay might take 
exception to portions of its writer's argument and send the author a letter 
outlining her objections, to which the essayist would reply- ad infinitum: 
but then they would be writing personal letters, not essays; and the writer 
of the expository essay could not, by Dillon's definition, have intended an 
audience response in the first place). Finally, students prefer to write 
practical assignments that provide them with skills they can hope to use in 
their prospective careers, rather than expository essays good, as far as 
they can tell, at least, only for classroom use. 
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I have found that students come to understand the things Dillon wants 
them to know about written discourse much more easily if they compose, 
in the beginning, the kinds of "vocational" discourse I have just described 
- letters, short memoranda, proposals, process descriptions: anything 
directed at a real audience for a real purpose.4 As I have shown, neither the 
writer-reader dialectic nor the conventions of this mode of writing are 
intrinsically any less complex, or any less worthwhile, or any less "huma
nistic" than those of the expository essay. Moreover, since this type of 
writing more nearly approximates students' previous experience with 
discourse, it is easier for composition instructors to teach and for compo
sition students to learn. And students actually want to learn to write in this 
mode, since by doing so they gain not only knowledge of how the conven
tions of written discourse operate in general but also specific, marketable 
writing skills they can use fruitfully throughout their careers. Even Dillon 
admits that "essay writing is not a universally agreed-upon objective for 
freshman composition .... It was attacked in the late 1960s for impersona
lilty and irrelevance to the student's real needs and concerns, and it is 
again under attack for impracticality and irrelevance to the types of writing 
students will be asked to do in college (or in later life)" (xiii). 

It seems, then, that the expository essay cannot be defended as the best 
choice with which to show students that composition is a mode of interac
tion inextricably linked to human personal, social, and ethical activity. It 
often reduces to an exercise in solipsism; not knowing whom he 
addresses, its author writes to himself - and hopes that somebody 
somewhere out there will like it. Or in the case of the freshman theme, the 
student does not write to a "hypothetical audience of educated layper
sons" at all but only to the instructor, making the whole exercise a sham. 
Yet many of the ordinary forms of written discourse that Dillon ignores in 
his instructional program promote authentic human interaction, enabling 
dialogues between persons spatially separate from one another to occur 
with minimal inconvenience. And through these dialogues, by trying to 
meet the human needs of their audiences, writers come to learn the minds 
of readers and thus break the bonds of prejudice and received opinion, 
exactly as Dillon wishes the expository essay to do for his students 
(22-23). Such writing embodies the principles of humanism broadly 
defined (that is, not by professors of the "humanities"), whereas Dillon's 
program, like Hirsch's, ultimately is anti-humanistic and inimical to stu
dents' best interests. 

Department of English and 
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NOTES 

1 As O'Banion (1982:196) remarks, A Theory of Discourse has remained 
a popular text in some circles; it was reprinted recently in a paperbound 
edition (New York: Norton, 1980). 

2 The growth of conventions from sets of nested mutual expectations is 
explored in David K. Lewis, Convention: A Philosophical Study (Cam
bridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1969); see especially pp. 52-82. 
Although Dillon speaks of the conventions of written discourse 
throughout Constructing Texts, he omits any discussion of the nature 
and genesis of these conventions and ignores Lewis's important study. 

3 Consider some advice on overstatement in proposal reports from a 
technical writing textbook: "Do not promise more than you can do with 
the time and means available to you. In the flush of excitement while 
preparing a proposal, your generous impulses may lead you to promise 
your prospective customer things verging on the miraculous ... all 
done in record time for mere pennies. 'Blue sky' and panacea propos
als, fortunately, are rejected by ethical and knowledgeable potential 
customers, but you are obligated to safeguard your own livelihood and 
professional reputation. Customer acceptance of unwise proposals has 
brought financial hardship to many research companies. Don't let it 
happen to you." Kenneth W. Houp and Thomas E. Pearsall, Reporting 
Technical Information, 4th ed. (Encino, California: Glencoe, 1980), p. 
357. 

Note (1) that the extract stresses real interaction between writer and 
reader; (2) that the proposal report has strong human personal, social, 
and ethical implications; and (3) that the convention governing over
statement in proposals is readily explicable on rational grounds and 
thus should make sense to students. The expository essay in Dillon's 
account shows none of these attributes, which Dillon claims are requi
sites for teaching students to write. 

4 Students might even be encouraged to write review articles such as this 
one, since Dillon considers this mode quite situated: "By convention, 
the expository essay is unsituated to an extreme degree .... This is in 
marked contrast to the learned article, which assumes vast amounts of 
shared information as well as common interests and outlook" (24). 
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REVIEW 

T.V.F. Brogan, English Versification, 1570-1980: A Reference Guide with a 
Global Appendix. Johns Hopkins Univ. Press. 1981. Pp. 794. $47.50. 

I have never been able to retain 
the names of feet and metres, or to 

pay the proper respect to the 
accepted rules of scansion. 

- T.S. Eliot 

I refuse to say anything at all 
about prosody. 

-Robert Bly 

Why is poetry written in verse, and how is verse made? You would think 
these questions were susceptible of quiet answers, but for four hundred 
years dispute- acrimonious, shrill, pedantic- has raged not only over 
the general theory but over every detail of English poetic practice. "Histor
ically," writes T.V.F. Brogan in his new bibliography, "versification has 
been prey to more eccentricity and confusion, more nonthink and double
talk, than probably any other discipline in the realm of letters" (xix). Even 
our poets sometimes, from T.S. Eliot to Robert Bly, take pride in their 
ignorance of metrical terminology. Some critics, on the other hand, have 
been disposed to find in metrical systems (the more rigid and bizarre the 
better) an infallible key to poetic significance: which is only to make 
meters verse. "Nearly every critic has a pet theory constructed ad hoc and 
manages to include at least a sentence on some or other rhythm or rhyme 
in the critical article he is writing, yet the really careful and systematic 
studies- those with clear thinking and cautious use of terms- are very 
few and far between" (xix). Part of the problem lies in the difficulty scholars 
have in writing about matters of sound; they can't show each other what 
they mean, whereas imagery, structure, myth, and symbolism, or charac
ter, action, and even diction, lend themselves much more readily to prose 

[Centrum, 2:1 (Spring 1982), pp. 73-79.] 
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exposition. As scholars also know, it takes a lot of searching through 
bibliographical sources to discover who, if anyone, has been interested in 
the problems that fascinate us. Most of this material is far-flung; one gets 
impatient hunting for it; when one finds it, it is likely to strike one as 
ignorant, antic, or beside the point. For decades at least, the bibliographies 
listing scholarly work on versification have been meager, out of date, 
poorly arranged, and fragmentary. 

That is, until now. No major field of scholarship, to my knowledge, has 
ever been changed by a bibliography as Brogan's is likely to change the 
study of English versification. For the first time in at least sixty years (since 
Omond's English Metrists), but with a comprehensiveness for which there 
is no precedent in this field, a learned scholar has summarized and placed 
in perspective all that has been published on the subject. This means that 
from now on any sensible person who wants to study some phase or 
aspect of English verse-making must consult this book first, take bearings 
from it, and derive from it, too, a sense of the particular subject's relation to 
the whole field of English versification -a matter which Brogan thinks is 
crucially important, as hundreds of his annotations testify. 

A glance at the way the book is put together may give some idea of its 
order and its scale. Brogan lists "over six thousand pieces of scholarship" 
(xviii) on the subject of English versification, written over a period of four 
centuries, but he does much more than list them. He arranges them in 
subject classifications that are shrewdly devised and are based on a 
thorough knowledge of the field and its subtleties. Further, he annotates 
most of the entries in a style that is clear, concise, lively, usually judicious, 
and often amusing. The result is a bibliography that, through its annota
tions, occasional charts, and numerous small essays to introduce sections 
and subsections, for the first time permits us to see the study of English 
versification in historical and analytical perspective. 

But to understand fully how ambitious Brogan's work is, we need to say 
more about how it performs its four functions: listing, arranging, annotat
ing, and putting in perspective. "This book," its Introduction tells us, "is 
intended to collect, list, classify by subject, summarize, describe, generally 
evaluate, cross-reference, and index by poet and by author all known 
printed studies of English versification frqm their origin in the Renais
sance, Roger Ascham's The Scholemaster in 1570, up to January 1980 ... " 
(xiii). It does so with wonderful completeness, covering not only metrics 
but rhyme and other sound patterns, poetic syntax, stanzaic structures, 
and "The Poem in Performance." Even scholars who know well one corner 
of the field will find it hard to detect any significant omission in Brogan's 
list. He even includes American dissertations on the subject, many of 
which he annotates and appears to have examined or read. He lists 
reviews of books, though he confesses (xvii) that his citations of these are 
incomplete and that he has not read all those he cites. Of course, editions 
of Chaucer, Shakespeare, Milton, and other poets, or scholarly books 
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about them, or about poetic style, frequently include passages or passing 
remarks about versification, and Brogan understandably, for lack of space 
and time, omits them. But apart from these minor omissions, inevitable in a 
work to be produced in the course of one lifetime, Brogan's list is 
remarkably inclusive. It seems certain that he has read, and read intelli
gently, more on this subject than any other human being anywhere. 

The arrangement of the volume is equally breathtaking. Its main body 
(585 pages) is divided into two unequal parts. In the first (and much the 
larger) section, a few preliminary categories (Histories, Earlier Bibliogra
phies, General Studies) soon give way to The Poem: Elements and Struc
tures, which comprises six headings: Sound, Rhythm, Meter, Syntax and 
Grammar, Stanza Structures, and Visual (Typographic) Structures. A brief 
section on The Poem in Performance closes this first part. The second 
section lists works on Early English Verse, which have been conveniently 
(even blessedly) omitted from the earlier section and gathered here under 
two headings: Old English (49 pages) and Middle English (57 pages). 

These last sections are sufficiently brief and unified that reading them 
through can inform any student about many principal issues and cruxes in 
these fields. The same is true, under Sound, of sections on Pronunciation, 
on Alliteration, Assonance, Consonance, on Rhyme, and on Sonal Mime
sis (in effect, Onomatopoeia); under Rhythm, of sections on Linguistic 
Rhythm (including Stress, Pitch, Timing), Kinesthetic Rhythm, Prose 
Rhythm, Poetic Rhythm; and, under Stanza Structures, of Spenserian and 
the Sonnet. Within the section on Meter, Brogan has devised two 
extremely useful analytical schemes: a classification according to Schools 
of Metrlsts (Quantitative, Temporal, and Stress Metrics, the last of which is 
divided into Traditional and Linguistic, with Linguistic further divided into 
Structural and Generative); and a second classification according to Sys
tems of Metrical Organization, which include Accentual, Syllabic (only 
two pages), Accentual-Syllabic, and Free Verse. Within Accentual
Syllabic Verse (63 pages) appear further sections on Blank Verse (35 
pages) and Couplet Verse (13 pages). 

This wealth of categories assures that a reader interested in a particular 
phase of English verse can find an invaluable survey of the subject pres
ented in short compass through clear and accurate, often evaluative 
summaries of the relevant scholarly works. But, since many articles and 
books cover more than one phase of versification or more than one poet, 
Brogan has extensively cross-referenced his text. One of its pleasures, in 
fact, is that one can keep bouncing from one part of it to another in the best 
desultory fashion. An index of poets, and another one of authors, also 
make it easy to pursue one's special interests. 

Beyond all this treasury of information on English poetry, Brogan pres
ents a further bonus: a series of appendices. The first, and most extensive 
(115 pages), on Global Versification, is selective and less comprehensively 



76 Review 

annotated, but it covers everything from Indo-European (subdivided, of 
course, into component linguistic systems) through Urai-Aitaic, Sino
Tibetian, and Afro-Asiatic to Amerindian. The other appendices, more 
modest in length, are devoted to Classical Versification (20 pages) and to 
Poetry and Music (17 pages). 

If Brogan's exhaustive collecting and shrewd organization of his mate
rial seem formidable, his commentaries are concise, readable, and some
times entertaining. These range from the one-word dismissal ("Common
places" or "Platitudinous") through pithy put-downs ("A maundering 
survey ... "; "This theory Is as queer as it sounds"; "a tediously overin
flated essay"; "Obscure, extreme, nearly incoherent remarks") to quite 
lengthy descriptions, summaries, and evaluations: almost two pages to 
Omond's English Metrists, to Schipper's A History of English Versification, 
and to Saintsbury's Historical Manual of English Prosody. Most of the 
entries are quite brief, but Brogan has an informed sense of what is 
important, and he does not spare space to make significant points. On the 
whole, he gives a hearing to every theoretical point of view, and by far the 
largest number of his annotations are dry and efficient summaries, but he 
cannot always conceal his irritation at incompetent analysis or preposter
ous theory: "Bysshe's influence was wholly pernicious" (245); "Guaran
teed to boggle the minds of all readers except statisticians" (459); "One 
can only wish that the sole copy of this essay had lain at the library in 
Alexandria, or in one of the monasteries in front of Henry the Eighth's 
soldiers" (76). Brogan finds the prosodic principles of lan Robinson's 
Chaucer's Prosody "almost silly at times": "The whole thrust and tone of 
this work is negative, reactionary, and eccentric: it cannot represent any 
advance in either scholarship or method" (569). Of James G. Southworth's 
related effort to revise our view of Chaucer's metric, he is equally scornful: 

Hence, Southworth comes to make a direct assault on the well
fortified position of all those who believe that Chaucer wrote in 
meter, specifically an Iambic pentameter meter. Southworth's 
counter to this "unsupported and improbable theory": Chaucer 
wrote "not in regular metre, but in rhythms or phrasal units" -
meter did not appear in English poetry until Wyatt. In short, 
Southworth wishes to abolish meter, and only consider Chaucer's 
lines as "rhythmical," or else he intends to conflate the two under 
the latter, believing that pronunciation = meter .... To denote 
the Rhythm of the verse he adopts Thomson's ... musical 
scansion-notation, since all the rest of the scholars - Tyrwhitt, 
Child, Ellis, Furnivall, Skeat, Schipper, Ten Brink- were wrong, 
utterly wrong, wrong about everything - Chaucer's pronuncia
tion, texts, verse-structure, intention. All the [competing] theories 
about the sources of his metric ... are mere "Myths." Only the 
struggling eighteenth-century editor Urrey, the editor most cava
lier with his MSS, was right. Urrey, that is, and Southworth. 
(575-76) 



Review 77 

Though receptive to the efforts of generative metrists to introduce syste
matic method into the study of English metrics, Brogan guesses that "the 
appalling lapses documented in [Halle and Keyser's] method may extend 
beyond accuracy of detail and precision of terms even to fundamental 
categories and concepts" (xx). 

This colorful scolding is balanced by Brogan's decisive praise for work, 
either traditional or new, that he thinks well done. Despite shortcomings, 
"For the serious student of English verse-form ... Omond is the indis
pensable book" (7). "Attridge is now the standard reference on the subject 
of quantitative experiments in the Renaissance" (167). On Jespersen: "In 
metrics we are not very often in the presence of a first-order mind" (257). 
"Tarlinskaja's massive study [English Verse: Theory and History 
(1976)] ... is the most extensive and most important study of English 
verse-structure produced in this century" (282). More ambiguously, 
Nabokov's Notes on Prosody is described as "an utterly odd treatise, 
simultaneously both invaluable and impenetrable" (680). Another work is 
called "A wonderfully refreshing, sober, sensible piece of heresy" (50). 

Through his annotations, charts, and section introductions, and through 
his arrangement- for his table of contents, as I have tried to show, is itself 
an achievement of some magnitude - Brogan attempts to give some 
measure of order to the study of versification. His bibliography is an 
implicit, and often explicit, criticism of the field, a history of its ruins and 
monuments, and an exhaustive categorization of virtually all the scholar
ship that has been produced on the several kinds of topics that make up 
the field. The bibliography shows us what each piece is, how it fits with 
others, how it relates to the major approaches and theories- this is often 
done simply by placing it in one part of the book or another- and Brogan 
makes clear how often, and with what difficulty, he has had to infer from a 
work its unstated assumptions about prosodic theory. 

So encyclopedic a work could not be free of error. The entire biblio
graphy is evidently produced by IBM typewriter and photo-offset, and one 
notices occasional typographical errors, mostly minor and obvious. 
"Henry VIII" appears for "Henry VI" on page 387. Howard Baker's Induc
tion to Tragedy is called Introduction to Tragedy (357). But considering 
the scale of the work, mistakes are reasonably few. Brogan is so generous 
with his annotations that I was sorry to see some works listed without 
comment: e.g., most of Josephine Miles's studies, or Sergio Baldi's excel
lent book on Sir Thomas Wyatt; but this last is in Italian, and Brogan's 
annotations of foreign language works are understandably less full than 
his treatment of works in English. On rare occasions, too, Brogan, who 
normally writes a lively, attractive prose, employs constructions that will 
make some readers wince: "Should we have had to have waited fifty years 
for some sense on this muddled subject?" (412; his italics); or "a view for 
which he need not have gone to the Italians to learn" (358); or "Clearly one 
of if not the chief function of verse-structure is to ... " (161 ). The cumber-
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some phrase, "[is] comprised of" (for "comprises") appears with some 
frequency (e.g., xxi, 242, 264, 284, 290) and "hopefully," alas, makes a 
regrettably solecistic appearance at least once, on page 545. Neverthe
less, any practicing scholar can see that if Brogan had waited to put these 
few and trivial things right, to polish every sentence, to sharpen every 
epigram, the book might have taken more years to appear. 

As Brogan rightly claims, the field of English versification has been "a 
great mass of ignorance, confusion, superficial thinking, category mis
takes, argument by spurious analogy, persuasive definitions, and gross 
abuses of both concepts and terms" (xii). In part, the trouble has lain 
exactly in the absence of good bibliographical guides, so that laborers in 
the prosodic vineyard have found it extremely difficult to acquire, except 
by rare glimpses, a sure sense of the general terrain. Now, with Brogan's 
help, we have been given a liberating view of what has been done, what 
value it has, and where more work is needed. Such an assessment, 
proceeding from a less competent or a more ideologically committed 
critic, might have presented a less coherent or a more biased view of the 
field. But Brogan, though he has strong convictions and a scholastic turn 
of mind, and though some of his quips will sting and his judgments 
provoke dissent, seems free of disfiguring prejudice. Even his crankiest 
comments, after all, are enlisted, like Swift's, in support of good sense and 
reasoned inquiry. He states at the outset his belief "that the significance 
and cogency of a work can be reliably assessed without any particularly 
strong commitment to one theory or another" (8-9), and his annotations 
make clear that the study of versification can be illuminated by any of a 
great variety of approaches: "A precise linguistics, a careful study of tune 
and text, an ontology of performance, a phenomenology of reading -all 
these can be valuable additions to the economy of poetics" (xiii). 

Still, as we have seen, Brogan is anything but bland in his commentar
ies. Throughout the volume he makes clear his central conviction -that 
good work, here as elsewhere, must rest on rigorous method, on clarity 
and consistency in the management of concepts and terms. Accordingly, 
he is sympathetic to critics whose analysis is systematic and grounded in 
some responsible and precise theory of language- e.g., structural lingu
istics. But he recognizes always what he declares at the beginning, that the 
study of versification "demands both a breadth of plain technical expertise 
and also a sensitivity to the aesthetic effects of verbal structures" (xix), and 
if he is scornful of the critic who lacks the first, he is equally hard on the 
theorist deficient in the second. "This is the classic example" - so he 
lashes one offending soul - "of an immense linguistic superstructure 
being brought to bear on a single tiny poem, resulting in a great number of 
charts and tables and nothing whatsoever that a sensitive reader would 
not have realized, on reflection, soon enough" (440). 

Brogan is quite definite about what is missing in versification studies, 
and he frequently in this volume sounds the trumpet call for "what we 
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need." We need a more settled terminology for prosodic terms; Brogan 
argues at length in his introduction for the term "versification" as prefera
ble to "prosody," although "prosodic" and "prosodist" still seem indispen
sable. We need a clearer understanding of what poems are, of why they 
are written in verse. We need "a method of analysis which could take full 
account of the meter's constraints on both syntax and lexical selection in 
the line- a 'leximetric' or 'gram metric' notation ... [which,] I believe, will 
be the direction of prosodic inquiry in the future" (659). We need, too, "a 
wide, comparative, global perspective on English versification" (589), for 
"the finest work on versification in this century has been done elsewhere 
than in English" and "we still lag woefully behind the European and 
Russian theorists" (590). In Brogan's view, "The full and adequate explana
tion of English verse-structure still remains to be written; indeed, I judge it 
is still about half a century away" (xii-xiii). If it seems unduly optimistic to 
hope that one work will ever explain English verse, we might remember 
how unlikely it seemed, even a year ago, that a single-volume bibliography 
on English versification could confer on its enthusiastic readers some
thing approaching a command of the field. 

When I first looked at this amazing volume and began to have some idea 
of the immense labor and love that had gone into its making, I thought at 
first that it must represent the lifetime's work of a scholar old in years and 
scansions. To make the puzzle of his identity more mysterious, T.V.F. 
Brogan is himself not listed in his own index of authors: he has never 
before published on the subject! One entry gives us a clue to his youth. Of 
Karl Shapiro and Robert Beum's A Prosody Handbook (1965) Brogan 
writes: 

A reviewer will be met with patient forbearance when he announ
ces that a book, which he publicly owns first fired his passion for a 
subject he made his career, is an excellent book, an inimitable 
book, durable, and chock-full of insights, good sense, taste and 
discrimination, wide reading ... etcetera. (43-44) 

Further inquiry reveals that Brogan is currently (as of Summer, 1981) 
completing his doctoral work at the University of Texas, where this for
midable work, with all its proof of erudition, reportedly could not serve as a 
doctoral thesis. The University, however, did provide funds for Brogan's 
research and for the establishment of a "versification archive containing 
high-quality xerocopies of (ultimately) all the obscure, rare, and inaccess
ible scholarly books and articles ... on the subject o[f] English versifica
tion." Brogan invites scholars "to obtain copies at cost or on an exchange 
basis" (xxvi). The archive should be useful, the bibliography indispensa
ble, to scholars from this time on. 

Department of English 
University of Minnesota 

GEORGE T. WRIGHT 
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Aron W. Siegman and Stanley Feldstein, eds., Of Speech and Time: 
Temporal Patterns in Interpersonal Contexts. Lawrence Erlbaum Asso
ciates. 1979. Pp. 230 + x. $19.95. 

The nine essays in this collection leave no doubt that relationships 
between speech and time in daily life are important but as yet insufficiently 
understood. The opening section on biological and developmental pers
pectives includes an essay which analyzes "The Kinesic Rhythm of 
Mother-Infant Interactions" as shown in a film recording the reactions of 
one mother and infant during an interval of two miumtes. A study of 
"Pausological Development" based on a more statistically impressive 
sample of data is nevertheless constrained by the present lack of consen
sus on the validity of its topic to defend the proposition - presented as 
one major conclusion of the study- "that pauses are not per se paralan
g uage phenomena, but are both essential and functional to the speech act 
for the speaker and listener" (p. 53). The study of "Uitradian Biorhythms in 
Social Interaction" that winds up the opening section concedes that 
although statistical analysis "of conversational activity for 45 days of 
free-running social behavior argues for the influence of daytime ultradian 
biorhythms on social interaction" it is also likely that "such biorhythms, if 
they do indeed exist during the waking hours, must be easily perturbable" 
-and therefore, I suppose, of uncertain influence (p. 69). Essays in the 
book's other two sections, on "Personality and Social Influences" and on 
"Hesitation, Cognition, and Speech Production," are only slightly less 
tentative in their findings. 

Work on "The Modifiability of the Temporal Structure of Spontaneous 
Speech," for example, yields as its "most striking implication" the possibil
ity "that in conversation, when listeners attend to what is said and signal 
their continued attention and interest therein, they may, unwittingly, and 
unbeknown to the speaker, be partially determining the temporal organi
zation of the spoken message" (p. 144). Research on "Cognition and 
Hesitation in Speech" offers hope that "by analyzing the pausing and 
hesitation behavior on the part of learning disabled subjects and controls 
on tasks varying in specific encoding operations- i.e. lexical, syntactic, 
or abstracting -we may be better able to identify the precise nature of 

[Centrum, 2:1 (Spring 1982}, pp. 80-81.] 
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their learning disabilities" and thus achieve "an as yet untapped but 
potentially powerful psychodiagnostic tool" (p. 177). Investigation of the 
elusive topic "Speaking and Not Speaking: Processes for Translating 
Ideas into Speech" presents evidence suggesting that middle class "sub
jects exercise more temporal control over their linguistic resources [than 
working class subjects] and that they have greater processing facility in 
manipulating those resources" even though "the class differences clearly 
are relative; all subjects consistently displayed similar patterns and forms 
of speech behavior but to a greater or lesser extent, consistent with 
Bernstein's more recent statements on the sociolinguistic codes to the 
effect that code and class differences are differences of use and not of 
competence" (p. 207). The study of "Self-Attributed Personality Charac
teristics and the Pacing of Conversational Interaction," after surveying 
previous work suggesting that extraverts "use a faster tempo and shorter 
pauses in their speech" than do introverts, affirms that its new data "do 
seem to indicate that personality characteristics play some role in deter
mining how conversational participants pace their interactions," and that, 
moreover, these results are intuitively reasonable inasmuch as "It does not 
seem unduly strange that speakers take longer turns when talking with 
persons who are reserved, detached, and taciturn than with persons who 
are talkative, cheerful, and cooperative. Nor is it difficult to believe that 
persons who are reserved, cold, suspicious, insecure, and tense tend to 
produce longer pauses" (p. 85). If confirmation of these intuitions is 
unlikely to be controversial however welcome as a conversion of our 
hunches into knowledge, there is likely to be more excitement generated 
by the concluding "caution, that the participants in the present study were 
women" and that accordingly "the temporal parameters of male speakers 
may be less influenced by the personality characteristics of their conver
sational partners than are those of women" (p. 86). Here is an hypothesis 
that challenges additional investigation. And so in various ways do all the 
other essays, which are on that account well worth reading. 

Department of English 
University of Southern California 
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Altieri, Charles, Act and Quality: A Theory of Literary Meaning and Huma
nistic Understanding. Amherst, Mass.: Univ. of Massachusetts Press. 
1981. Pp. 343. $27.50 

In his Apology for Poetry Philip Sidney praises those excellent painters 
who, "having no law but wit, bestow that in colours upon you which is 
fittest for the eye to see, as the constant though lamenting look of Lucretia, 
when she punished in herself another's fault. Wherein he painteth not 
Lucretia whom he never saw, but painteth the outward beauty of such a 
virtue." What the painting bodies forth, we can imagine, is an action, a 
gesture, an attitude- one attitude, among the many possible, assumed in 
a complex situation which, though individual, can nevertheless be related 
to other, and to real-life, situations. The painter, let us suppose, offers the 
painting for our contemplation, inviting the beholder toward a response 
and thereby expressing his own stance (admiration, say, and pity, and a 
conviction that there is beauty in such an action). 

It is the strength and daring of Charles Altieri's Act and Quality that the 
theory of literature he proposes bears a deep resemblance to Sidney's 
elaboration of Horace's notion that poetry is "a speaking picture; with this 
end, to teach and delight." Or a resemblance, for that matter, to Shelley's 
view that "a man, to be greatly good, must imagine intensely and compre
hensively; he must put himself in the place of another and of many others; 
the pains and pleasures of his species must become his own." And it is 
poetry, for Shelley, that "enlarges the circumference of the imagination." 

If Altieri's apology for poetry is longer and more labored than Sidney's 
or Shelley's, it is because he is taking on not merely a Gosson or a Peacock 
but a host of radical sceptics who have challenged the foundations of 
humanism itself, leading us to doubt our ability to specify the meaning of 
an utterance or a text, or to relate an action to the intentions, motives, and 
qualities of an agent, or to distinguish literature from other forms of 
discourse. 

In my judgment Altieri is successful, though it would take far too long to 
recapitulate his maneuvers. Treating the opposition always with respect, 

[Centrum, 2:1 (Spring 1982), pp. 82-84.] 
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he builds his case slowly, pitting one philosopher or critic against another, 
using their best arguments to whet his own. The major figures in the drama 
range from Kant and Hegel to Derrida, Carnap, Austin, Grice, Donald 
Davidson, Quentin Skinner, E.D. Hirsch, Culler, de Man, Nelson Good
man, and, most centrally, Wittgenstein. The dialogues or debates that 
Altieri designs demand patience from the reader, but the payoff is great. 

Since our capacity to understand human behavior is at the heart of 
Altieri's theory of literature, Part I is devoted to developing a theory of 
speech acts, and of actions, that is sufficiently complex to cover the sorts 
of highly individual and densely contextualized utterances and actions 
which literature presents to its readers. The mission takes Altieri beyond 
Austin, Searle, and Grice to an account of what he calls "expressive 
implicature": "the purposive use of semantic and illocutionary conven
tions so that the qualities of the agent's act in a specific situation are 
offered for the assessment of an auditor" (p. 54). (E.g., where a speaker or 
writer uses irony to direct attention not only to the qualities of the object of 
his irony but to himself as well, in order to project or define himself as a 
wittily ironic sort of person.) Throughout the discussion Altieri uses the 
insights of Wittgenstein and his followers to elucidate those concepts of 
agency, intention, purpose, and motive that we need in order to talk about 
what characters and authors do, and what their actions mean, and he 
places our procedures for characterizing and interpreting those actions 
on grounds that are firm, though appropriately rough. 

Altieri proceeds in Part II to propose a definition of literature, recogniz
ing that essentialist definitions, which attempt to list the necessary and 
sufficient properties that count to establish something as a literary work, 
are doomed to failure, but resisting the claim that literature is so vague a 
concept as to evade definition altogether. His is a "procedural" or institu
tional definition which assumes that we approach literary works "with 
expectations about the purposes they will serve" (p. 201) and with certain 
reading procedures that are special, roughly speaking, to the reading of 
literature. We bring to a literary work, Altieri maintains: 

expectations of contemplative pleasures from attending to both 
mimetic and stylistic features of a work, a readiness to become 
affectively engaged in concrete situations without the usual 
commitments and consequences that accompany emotions in 
ordinary experience, and an assumption that the text will establish 
in internal terms ... relationships of the specific actions presented. 

"None of these procedures," he goes on to say, "is unique to literary 
discourse. What is distinctive is how recurrently all three are present when 
we take a discourse to be a literary one" (p. 207). Nor, we might add, do we 
always bring these and only these expectations to a literary work. We may, 
for example, come to a text seeking only evidence for an historical or 
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theoretical or biographical argument we want to mount. The question is 
whether Altieri has accurately characterized what readers expect of a 
literary work, or what counts as reading something as literature rather than 
as, say, (Ia Sidney), philosophy or history: 

The reader of history is satisfied when the author is erased and his 
arguments and descriptions become necessary to gaining a full 
picture of the situation, while the reader of philosophy desires to 
have all particulars absorbed into the objective criteria for valid 
abstract arguments. The reader of literature wants to perform 
both activities at once- to understand the dramatic situation as a 
particular experience, and to reflect upon the implicit activity of 
the author as he imposes his formal and thematic argument on the 
situation. (p. 210) 

Reading literature, then, involves contemplating or reflecting on "the 
quality and significance of the specific actions presented," and those 
actions include "the play of thoughts" engaged in by the author and the 
characters. Works themselves "articulate, reveal, and create ways men 
might act upon and react to phenomena" (p. 211 ). They afford knowledge, 
not in the form of propositions, but in the form of exemplifications of 
possible attitudes and actions that we are called upon to understand and 
assess. Hence attentive reading becomes "a kind of attitude which we can 
carry over into practical experience .... the text's own metaphor for the 
proper way of engaging in interpersonal relationships" (p. 298). "A sus
tained literary education .... deepens our capacity to situate and to reflect 
upon particular actions" (p. 273). 

Such an education fosters, as well, an attitude that is decidedly and 
traditionally humanistic: an attitude "committed to taking seriously the 
purposes, qualities, and achievements" of individuals. "Because we reflect 
upon their acts, we cannot easily take up the casual stances we often do in 
daily life, and, because we attend to qualities, we are not content with 
impersonal explanations that can treat lives as symptomatic reflexes of 
external conditions .... An attitude of seriousness toward [literary] actions 
leads to a sense of how agents outside literature can be valued" (p. 309). 

These are large and, in the present climate, bold claims. But in another 
sense they are disarmingly and refreshingly obvious: an unpacking and 
updating of the old Horatian formula. I find Altieri's arguments persuasive. 
For my money Act and Quality is the best book on how and why we read 
literature that we've had in a long, long time. 

Department of English 
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